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Chapter 0: A Lost Hope

“This…flagrant display of insubordination
would normally meet with the standard company policy,” the
yellow-scaled Commissioner Sarsuk said, his sharp teeth flashing
with each word as though he were baring them on purpose. “But I
feel it necessary to lay out the precise depth of your violations.
From the moment of your births, you are indebted to us. The company
provides you your living space, with plenty of room to grow food,
power for your little toys, and a simple method for recycling your
waste so you don’t continue to wallow in your own filth.”

The moment the broadcast had
begun, Captain Ateri of the White
Flower II had been sitting sunken in
his rarely used office adjoined to the bridge. Tall and
broad-shouldered for a geroo, he normally towered over the other
geroo under his command, but at that moment, seeing Sarsuk’s smug
face on the small screen in front of him, he might as well have
been a dust mite. His near-black fur stood on end—he’d been
expecting this transmission for a long time.

His mate, Commander Jakari, had been sitting
across from him, as they both worked on dry ship business together.
They’d been fudging manifest numbers again, quietly shunting
company materials to clandestine projects they’d worked on for
decades. On hearing Sarsuk’s voice, Jakari stood and hurried around
the desk to watch the krakun's face onscreen. She wrapped her arms
protectively across her broad-shouldered mate. The air turned heavy
from their fear-musk. Her long, thick tail had curled around his
leg, and his around hers.

Sarsuk inhaled sharply, as if
to think about his words, even though he’d clearly scripted this
out hours beforehand. “I’ve made this exact speech far too many
times before. None of you were alive when I originally took the
post as your commissioner, and so I must make this speech again,
and again, and again—” his tone grew angrier with each repetition,
“—and again, and again, and
again…”

He stopped himself, as if to
restrain a tremendous outburst of anger. Even half a galaxy away
with his face projected onto the display screens throughout
the White Flower II, Sarsuk, much like every krakun, was huge, Sarsuk himself
over five times the height of any geroo—and that was only the
vertical. Krakun, being quadrupeds, had horizontal length to
contend with as well, adding to how massive they could appear
sitting upright on their haunches.

But the geroo were used to Sarsuk’s size. No, he
terrified the geroo because he could crush them all at a whim; it
would, in the end, only require a few minutes of paperwork on his
part.

Sarsuk continued after his pause. “And just when
I think, maybe, this time, it has sunk into your tiny, primitive
brains that you could stand to be genuinely grateful, it comes to
my attention you have violated that trust. We allow you pursuits in
the sciences to sate your ravenous curiosity and keep those
primitive brains as sharp as is necessary for the complex
responsibilities entailed in your jobs. And what do I find you
doing? Perverting that responsibility by outright hijacking Trinity
power to steal the home that the company so graciously
provides.”

Ateri wasn’t certain what Sarsuk was on
about—had he discovered the real drive behind the trinity research
project? Ateri clutched his chest in a panic. Had someone told
Sarsuk about the Exit Plan? Half the ships in the fleet had exit
plans, but none had ever succeeded.

The slate that laid immediately
before Ateri on the desk, at that moment, carried in it treasonous
material. That amounted to volumes
of data on ways to overcome the trinity—the manner
by which they were locked in this life as eternal “employees” of
Planetary Acquisitions, Incorporated. Ateri's own Exit Plan was
nowhere near freedom yet, as overcoming the trick of the trinity
required ages of focused research, and they'd only recently
discovered how it even worked, let alone how to modify it! That the
company limited each ship to a population of ten thousand meant
their own talent pools were small, but enough to make escape under
their own power a tantalizing possibility.

And it newly terrified Ateri that he may have
spent his whole life taking the bait.

“I dread to think what would
have happened if you’d gotten to a stationary gate,” Sarsuk
continued. “Your presumptuous, naive ideas of freedom would get
your whole crew killed by the first enemy who crossed your
trajectory, all hands and property lost… You are fortunate this has
come to my attention so I can save you from your foolish ambitions.
Unfortunately, I cannot deliver your punishment in person, as I am
tied up with equally serious business. I figured, however, this
would be an excellent time for you to repay your company for its
loyalty to you. So, crew of the Silver
Mint III—”

Ateri exhaled a held breath
with a shudder, though it ended with a whimper. Despite how he
felt, he’d known Sarsuk hadn't meant him or the White Flower II. If Sarsuk had meant
this ship, he would have found
time to crush Ateri in person. Ateri’s missing eye
testified to that.

But knowing Sarsuk's true focus
didn’t soothe Ateri's nerves even a little. He knew the crew from
the Silver Mint
III. He was friends with its captain,
Chinik, though they’d only spoken by correspondence a few dozen
times. But he had no idea they’d gotten so far in their trinity
research—or even if it was truly the case. More likely they were,
like everyone, nowhere near discovering a flaw in the trinity. If
Sarsuk so chose, he could invent a reason to punish anyone on the
ship, especially on his bad days.

“—the company will simply have to bear the
loss of a fleet ship if you are so eager to take it. But you may
not take the company’s power with you. In three hours, we will shut
off the gate, severing the trinity, and you will be free to drift
aimless in space until your power fades, your air turns stale, and
the last one of you dies in the cold and filth to which you wish to
return.”

And then, Sarsuk flashed a grin that chilled
Ateri to the core.

“However,” he said, “because I’m so
compassionate, and I understand that it is unlikely that those
responsible involved the entire crew, should they have known of
this plot at all, I am offering you a lifeline—an opportunity to
redeem yourselves, reaffirm your loyalty, and return to my good
graces. If you would like to avoid slowly freezing to death, in one
hour you will receive a ship. Its crew is under orders to board and
wait one more hour. You will stack the pelts of two hundred
officers at their paws. They will count them. They will verify with
the register that each pelt came from an officer. Only then will
you return to the company’s good graces, absolved of this
misadventure.”

Ateri panted hard, on the verge of
hyperventilation. Two hundred officers! He had no way to contact
Chinik—and even if he could, what would he say? He couldn’t
intervene, not when they were nearly six hundred light-years
apart!

Despite his position in the ship, highest ranked
of any individual he’d ever touched paws with—save for Jakari’s
father, the previous captain—Ateri had always, truly been
powerless.

“To ensure this never happens again,” Sarsuk
concluded, “there will be no more Trinity research. You will have
to get by on engineering standards so far as it concerns
maintenance—all because you could not manage the simple faith we
placed in you. You are not to shelve it. It is all to be deleted. I
will verify on my next inspection of each of your vessels.”

Ateri had stopped listening by that point.

“Ateri?” Jakari asked quietly when he seemed
catatonic.

“Ancestors…” Ateri said, just above a
whisper. “We need to call a general meeting. Now.”






* * *






Reports of what happened on
the Silver Mint III
poured in before the meeting could gather. Ateri
could not bear to look at them—a minimum two hundred officers dead
left the entire officer corps of that ship with a few dozen
remaining. They received no list yet detailing which officers the
panicked crew descended upon like maddened beasts, and which, if
any, they spared.

One long report stood out, an audio log. It
contained only scattered bits of geroo speaking coherently; the
majority was cold, random, and noisy. A loud banging on a door.
Incoherent shouts. The flurry of knives plucked from ship kitchens.
The heavy swing of unidentifiable blunt tools. The company forbade
weapons aboard their gate ships, but that did not render the geroo
entirely harmless, especially when pushed to panic.

Ateri leaned on a viewscreen window that lined
the left-side wall of the meeting room, his ears lowered as he
listened to the recordings. He winced as one scream punctuated the
air, female, sounding alarmingly like Jakari’s voice under
stress.

“No, you can’t!”

“Get out of my way!”

“This is wrong! This is—” The voice cut out
with a heavy crack and the resonating whine of a metal bar,
followed by the sound of retching, and vomit splashing against a
wall and floor.

Wet tearing noises punctuated the silence.
“That’s three… Call Tessi and—what do you mean they’re here
already? Tell her to stall them!”

“Ancestors damn us…”

The other eleven officers in the room—all ranked
subcommander or higher—surrounded the long conference table in
various positions of standing, sitting, and leaning. Some engaged
in open smoking and drinking; all were listening.

Crack.
Gurgle. The sounds of spitting up
blood. Ateri, strong as he was, imposing as he appeared, could not
handle that sound. Not when it reminded him so pointedly of what
happened to Sur'an thirteen years ago. He wiped his eye—his
remaining eye, as he only had one left from Judgment Day, when
Sarsuk himself had punished Ateri directly for this very sort of
thing.

This very
thing.

“Gods and ancestors,” Ateri croaked, too
choked to speak properly. “Turn it off! Father’s sake, turn it
off!”

Subcommander Tu-ana tapped the button on the
slate in the middle of the table, muting the sound.

“Captain, are you alright?” Engineering
Chief Otekka asked. The rotund geroo never seemed shaken, even now.
He’d seen so much, he’d accepted it as the whims of fate.

Ateri shuddered, sighed, and gathered himself so
he could turn to face them all. “In light of these events,” he
said, trying to sound formal, even with his voice cracking, “I am
ordering the Exit Plan canceled.”

“What!” The entire meeting erupted into
protests. Commander Jakari held her paws up, placing herself
between the officers and the captain. They soon quieted and
nervously held their tongues.

“The company has decided that Trinity
research runs too great a risk of insubordination,” Ateri said,
turning his head to the side and wiping his only eye to clear it.
“And that continuing to pursue it will be at our own peril.”

A’hee stood. The fiery red geroo four years
Ateri’s elder stepped past Jakari into Ateri’s personal space,
nearly touching nose-to-nose. “We’ve sacrificed too much already,”
he stated.

“That doesn’t matter, does it?”
Ateri countered, exasperated. “We don’t have any leverage anymore.
What little we had, it’s gone! I had been operating this conspiracy
under the assumption that the sheer audacity of escape was enough
to keep us safe… But that was not the case with the
Silver Mint III,
was it?”

“Are you scared of the crew turning on us if
they find out the truth?” A’hee asked, arms folded.

“Yes I’m scared,” Ateri said,
“but it’s not just because I fear being torn limb from limb. What
in the five hells do you think the general crew of the
Silver Mint III are going through, being forced to choose between their own
lives and this barbarism? Do you think they’re
enjoying committing these atrocities? That they’ll even be able to cope
with what they’ve done? Do you think it
can’t happen here? Would our people
forgive us for the same crimes?”

“That doesn’t mean we can’t hold out hope,”
A’hee said. “We’ve always accepted the risk.”

“Without the trinity research, we have no
Exit Plan. We have no way to bring this ship under our own power.
The cloaking device? Useless! Those defensive measures we’ve been
researching? Pointless! Without the aid of the entire fleet science
academy, all our progress will come to a standstill. Our only hope
is to wait for a savior from the stars! We might as well pray to
the gods who went deaf four centuries ago!”

A’hee sat, averting his eyes from the
captain.

Ateri sighed. “There is no point in continuing
except to risk a ship-wide purge. You are to inform every relevant
subordinate that all matters related to the Exit Plan are hereby
suspended, permanently, and to not expect their reinstatement
again. All data relating to the Exit Plan is to be deleted, and all
materials are to be dismantled and fed into the recycler.
Dismissed.”

The officers left quietly, their heads lowered
in defeat, uneasy, some even openly sorrowful.

The last window had closed. They could never
leave their employment.

Ateri remained at the head of the empty meeting
room with his head in his paws. Jakari grasped his side in a firm
embrace. The room was too large with everyone gone, the table too
long and too empty, the monitors black and silent. When the subtle
ringing of a once-full room had finally left them for the somber
electrical hum of the ship, Ateri spoke again.

“I hate myself.”

“You’re making the best decision you can,”
Jakari said.

“It’s not the best decision. It’s a bad
decision in place of a worse one! We’ve worked on this all our
lives, and they’ve beaten us simply by shifting their priorities
ever so slightly. We’ve never had a chance.”

The conference room door opened again. Ateri
looked up, expecting to see one of the subcommanders returning to
fetch something they had left—but it wasn’t. The young geroo, half
albino-white with mixed-in patches of pigment over the other half
of his coat, was Lieutenant Gert, promoted over junior officer not
but a month out of the academy.

Ateri forced himself to regain his composure and
stood. While Ateri stood taller than most of the crew, that was not
true in the case of Gert, who’d reached his full height within the
last year. Gert could have easily matched the captain’s imposing
stature, and his charisma alongside…if he didn’t have the demeanor
of a huge, lumbering rag doll.

“Captain, I’m sorry to interrupt,” he said,
as though he’d not just heard the horrible news. “I saw everyone
leaving, so I thought it would be a good time to mention a few
ideas I had about preserving our research data so that Sarsuk will
never find it.”

“Gert…” Ateri sighed, trying to mask the
sadness in his voice with his usual gruff demeanor.

“We could keep a physical library,” Gert
said, paying no attention to Ateri’s tone. “We can hide it in the
spaces between the decks where the commissioner never checks.
Looking up information will be much slower than keeping it
electronically, but the krakun won’t be able to scan our
records!”

“Gert, that’s impractical,” Ateri said.

“Huh?” The smile did not falter from Gert's
ears. “Well, I don’t mean it’d all go on paper—we could have a
dedicated computer system separate from the main network. It’ll
take time to set up a new system, but—”

“Gert,” Jakari said, stepping around and
laying her paws on the lieutenant's shoulders. “The captain’s made
a decision you need to hear,” Jakari said.

“What is it?” Gert asked, turning to Ateri,
with his ears up and attentive.

And without realizing, Ateri found himself at a
loss for words.

Despite his studiousness, Gert had a child-like
demeanor he should have grown out of, having just turned eighteen.
Despite his peers looking down on him for his strange appearance,
he never stopped wanting to help. Even then he was smiling, just
for being in the same room as the captain—much like his mother,
Sur'an.

Ateri hated himself for what he'd done, to keep
the crew of the ship safe. But most of all, he hated himself for
betraying Sur'an, who died on that day, deemed Judgment Day, to
protect much of this critical information he now ordered
destroyed.

Gert’s ears slowly wilted as he waited for Ateri
to respond.

Ateri saw Sur’an in his eyes. This clumsy,
charming, brave patchwork geroo. Ateri had given him so much in
penance. Paying for his upper-deck education. Keeping his
grandmother who finished raising him in a nice apartment above deck
ten. Inviting the little Gert along on lavish officer-only dinner
parties. Helping out the lanky teenager learn to live by himself
after his grandmother turned sixty. Could Ateri tell him now that
his mother had died in vain?

No. That was sacrilege.

“We’re scaling things back,” Ateri said.

“Sir?” Gert asked.

“What?” Jakari asked, just as confused.

“I had to tell the whole senior staff that
the Exit Plan is…not to continue. At least not in its current form.
We can’t risk having hundreds of officers in on the conspiracy any
longer, not when Sarsuk has showed what he will do to us all. So,
officially, the Exit Plan is off. Unofficially, we will still work
on it together, by ourselves.”

Jakari tilted her ears at Ateri strangely, as
though he’d lost his mind.

Gert asked, “Then how many of us will stay?”

“Just us,” Ateri said, quieter, trying to
hide how uncertain he felt about all of this.

“Just three?”

“At the moment. After what’s
happened on the Silver Mint
III, we have little in the way of
recourse anymore. Right now, it’s just a dream. It’s doubtful we
will get anywhere. But we need to keep it alive,
together.”

Gert nodded and saluted. “I understand, sir.
I’ll do my best—eep!”

Ateri pulled him and Jakari in for a firm
embrace. He held onto the both of them, though Jakari whispered
into Ateri’s ear, “Are you sure you want this?”

“I need this,” Ateri said. “Sarsuk can kill
us if he wants, but we can’t let him stamp out our last bit of
hope, no matter how small.”
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Chapter 1: There If You Look For It






TEN YEARS LATER

Top Side smelled so nice,
with a whiff of dirt and fresh green grass speckled with flowers.
Today, the holographic recordings refrained from projecting the
normal blue sky, instead opting to just play “birdsong”—small,
music-like repetitions that some animals on Gerootec used to
make.

An interrupting internal voice, Ateri's
voice, repeated the conversation from a year before.

Gert, I want you to succeed me
as Captain.

Sir... are you sure? This
is me you're
talking about.

Gert, the future of this vessel is of the
utmost importance. You do want the captain's seat, don't you?

Well, yes sir, I do, it would be a great
honor.

Gert found Top Side a nice
respite from the ever-present ambient noise of the ship. He
listened to the eclectic notes and the rushing water of the
artificial brook. He ran the soles of his paws along the tips of
the long grass just within reach of the sitting bench. He stroked
Hiani’s soft fur between her ears.

“Gert, can you please pay
attention?”

“Huh?” Gert perked his
ears and turned back to Hiani, the lovely geroo at his side. He’d
been staring up at the orb in the dome—the planet C-18-3, split
among the panels of the glass roof, still thousands of kilometers
away, with the ship approaching for a final orbital pattern. It
wasn’t the first planet he’d seen with his own eyes—this one was a
dead yellow-brown with fragments of white ice, bearing the scars of
ancient oceans and rivers over its surface.

“Daydreaming again…” Hiani
scoffed, then buried herself into his side. “I need you here, not
somewhere in the stars.”

“I’m trying!” Gert said,
though the honest fact was he’d been thinking about his role in
everything. The captain wasn't long for this galaxy. Soon it would
just be Captain Gert and Commander Jakari, and soon after that,
just Gert.

He didn't want to think about how lonely he
would be, with no captain to support him.

“You’re doing it again,”
Hiani said.

“Sorry,” Gert said. “Just
wistful, I guess.”

“What are you
wisting?”

Gert didn't want to spoil the mood with talk
about the captain's imminent Going Away, so he brought up something
else from recent memory. “Oh, well, you know how nobody’s heard
from the commissioner in at least…what is it now, six months?”

Hiani tilted her ears in a grin. “I thought
you weren’t supposed to talk about that.”

“It’s obvious, isn’t
it?”

Every day it became more difficult to hide
Sarsuk’s disappearance. Planetary Acquisitions had said nothing;
they only spoke of internal matters on a need-to-know basis, and
gate ships were the lowest need.

“I was thinking, if he’s
gone for good, things might improve around here. No krakun
breathing on our heads. Maybe they’ll forget about us. We could go
off our own way.” It was the closest he could honestly come to
speaking about the Exit Plan with her. Not that the Exit Plan had
gained much ground in the last ten years, either. Maybe Ateri was
right, and it all was a pipe dream.

“Yeah, and maybe Krakuntec
will explode in an armageddon of candy,” Hiani said.

“Hey! I’m
serious!”

“So am I.” Hiani yarped a
giggle. “I could go for some candy right now!”

The scarf she wore around her neck, a deep
crimson, looked lovely on her. It made her well-featured face stand
out all the more—what with those creamy patches of fur around her
cheeks to frame the brown and tan atop the bridge of her muzzle and
around her head and ears. She had such dark eyes, both in iris and
around the lids, such that the whites appeared like the shimmer of
distant lights across a smooth glass.

“Now you’re just staring!”
she said with a smirk splayed over her ears.

Gert pulled her close and kissed her. She
seemed eager to kiss back, though he had to pull away. “I’ll be
busy today, what with the planet approach and all.” He checked his
strand. “Uh-oh… I should be going now.”

“We are still on for
lunch, right?” she asked, her ears turned down in a
frown.

“What do you mean? Of course,”
Gert said, stroking the fur on her
cheeks gently with his thumbs. “What’s
wrong?”

“You’ve canceled our
lunches every day for the last three weeks!”

“I have?” The guilt struck
like a punch to the gut.

“Think about it! When was
the last time we even ate breakfast together?”

“Two days a… No, that was
an officer meeting. Um…last week?”

“You canceled that
too.”

“Ancestors, I’m so
sorry!”

“You’ve been off working
even when you don’t have to.”

“You know I'm going to
be Captain soon,”
Gert said, his tone getting more defensive than he intended.
“There's a lot of responsibilities that go with—”

“Oh, hang the captain!”
Hiani declared.

Gert stared at her, shocked with the
callousness of her tongue.

“Well...” Hiani started,
folding her arms, “I don't know if you really want to be Captain, to be honest.”

“Of course I want to be
Captain,” Gert said.
“It's what Ateri wants.”

“And you do literally
everything for that old cahuan,” she said, referring to an extinct
animal from Gerootec. “I just wish you'd sit up and notice he's got
you by the balls.”

“He practically raised
me,” Gert huffed. “Hiani, you're not acting very fair here. You
told me you were okay with my rank.”

Hiani planted her paws firmly on her hips.
“Yeah, but not when it's getting in the way of you and me.”

Gert spread his ears in a
smile at her. Hiani wasn't herself interested in becoming an
officer, and Gert couldn’t fault her for
that. In fact, he envied it. It was the
biggest reason he enjoyed her company in the first place. When he
was with her, he could stop thinking about command all the time and
just have some fun!

If only that was a luxury he could
afford.

“I'm sorry,” Gert said as he
rose to leave. “This'll all calm down soon, I
promise—”

“Gert…” Hiani held onto
his arm

“What is it?” Gert asked,
remaining patient.

“Do you take us
seriously?”

The question took Gert by surprise.
Unknowingly, he pawed at the silver bead on his necklace. It was
just one, but it was important to him, especially since he
committed a social faux pas to get it. He’d taken it off the
necklace of his mother, Sur’an, instead of leaving it where it was
in the shrine case.

For the last
month he’d considered
offering it to Hiani. It wasn’t a super official thing, but couples
who were serious would exchange necklace beads. But he wasn’t
certain, and not because he didn’t like Hiani—he did, he loved
her.

But he didn't know what his life was going
to look like in two and a half weeks. When the captain was
gone…

Hiani's eyes, of course, flitted toward his
gesture. She was waiting for him to pop the question, no doubt.

“Of course I do,” Gert said.
He wanted to add, I want to spend the rest
of my life with you, but it wasn’t the
right time. Not when he was in a hurry to get to work.

“Do you want me, or do you
want to be Captain?”

“I can have both!” Gert
insisted. “Honest.”

“Then promise
me lunch together today.
No canceling.”

Gert had to refrain from openly sighing that
she didn't herself ask him to become mates just yet.

“I will throw myself
prostrate before the captain if I need to,” Gert said, crossing his
paw over his chest in a salute, which doubled as a sign of one’s
oath. “Regardless of how much I still need to train for the seat,
you are important to me.” He turned and sprinted toward the gravity
wells. “Top Side Bistro, we can watch the planet up
close!”

She gave him a significant look. “I’ll hold
you to that!” she called after him.






* * *






“Good of you to join us,
Gert,” Subcommander To’onai said, standing in front of the bridge
entrance. The subcommander was a plain brown, gaunt and rugged for
a geroo, and wore a permanently cross look about his eyes and ears.
It was difficult to look at him and not feel like the object of his
gaze had done something wrong.

“I’m on time, aren’t I?”
Gert asked.

“For your usual shift,
yes, but if you’ll recall—”

Gert slapped a paw against his forehead.
“Dammit, how many training hours do I have left?”

“A hundred and twenty, by
my reckoning,” To'onai said. “Tesko technically has more hours than
you in the captain's chair.”

“That's what you get for
putting off the training until the very last moment,” the
red-furred Subcommander Drelis said from the front of the bridge.
“You need to be in that chair from shift start to end until the
captain's no longer with us.”

Gert's shoulders sank. He
didn't like hearing them talk about Ateri's Going Away like that—it
was utterly unfair that the company required them to
die on their sixtieth
birthday. And every single one of them was going to be subject to
that rule.

To’onai’s ears spread in a smirk, seeming to
take pleasure in Ateri’s favorite being taken down a peg. “Oh,
don’t worry,” he said, patting Gert on the elbow. “I won’t
tattle.”

Gert felt flush; he had to get
over himself one of these days, he knew it. But To’onai was
deliberately treating
him like a cub.

“Nesti’s taking your usual
spot on com,” To’onai said, pushing at Gert’s back.

Nesti waved from the
mirror console just behind Drelis, who sat at navigation. The whole
bridge was arranged into three rows of consoles with a shallow
downward slope toward the room’s front, with more consoles along
the right-side wall. It would accommodate up to twenty officers at
once, though Gert had never witnessed anywhere near that many on
the bridge simultaneously and especially not for establishing
routine orbit.

The planet C-18-3 and its
distant moon drifted across the main viewscreen, taking up the
entire front wall. The particular camera facing also caught part of
the gate, with a thick glowing band around the edge creating an arc
on the screen’s left side. Krakuntec would normally be visible from
a straight-on view through the gate, but here it was not, just a
starfield fifteen hundred light-years away that was nearly
indistinguishable from the one behind C-18-3.

“This won’t run past
lunch, will it?” Gert asked Subcommander Tesko, who stood at the
science station. She was glancing over sensor data across a half
dozen screens. Tesko was the shortest full-grown geroo Gert knew,
and he towered over her. She also wore a pair of large spectacles,
her eyes not being conducive to medical correction.

“Orbit, or planetary
scans?” Tesko asked.

“Uh, both I guess.” Gert
shrugged. “I mean if we can knock out the latter, that’d be good
too.”

“Orbit should only take an
hour at most. Scans will take twenty-four hours at least.” Tesko
pointed to the dry technical data aside the picture readouts on the
monitors. “Basalt crust, evidence of molten core, axial tilt, and
rotational period within tolerance—seems like we’ll be
staying.”

Gert blinked. “You think it’s
viable?” he asked, forgetting he wanted off the bridge as soon as
he could; he was just as big of a science geek as the science
officer herself. If this was
a viable planet, that would be something
remarkable!

Tesko lazily rolled her head and stared at
him.

“What?” Gert
asked.

“The odds of that
are—”

“Nearly six million to
one, I know,” Gert replied. The entire geroo fleet had found and
tested the planets of twenty thousand stellar systems since its
inception, so just going by the odds, they still were nowhere near
due for a strike. “But you sounded like it—”

“Has the absolute minimums
for further testing,” Tesko said. “I still say we’ll be out of here
tomorrow morning.”

“How are you certain?”
Gert asked.

“Because,” Tesko started,
like she was repeating herself to her own son, “the odds
are—”

“I know, but I’ve been in here
all of thirty seconds and even I
could see your expression fall the moment the
closeup pictures appeared on screen.”

Tesko paused and glanced back at the acting
captain. She smiled wanly with her ears. “You’re right,” Tesko
said. “My hunch is…it’s too yellow.”

Gert looked at the picture of
the yellow planet right at the end of his muzzle. “I… I thought
sulfur was yellow.” Their krakun masters breathed sulfur, so it only
stood to reason they'd want a planet with lots of it.

“Lots of things are yellow,”
Tesko said. “But I’ve looked at the before-and-afters of every
world the krakun have terraformed, and this is too yellow. But we must wait on the
full spectrometer readings to know if my hunch is accurate or
not.”

“And that's disappointing?
We still have more or less the same jobs to do
regardless.”

“I guess…” Tesko started, “but
I was reading up on terraformation procedures. We've never had to
implement them, but apparently there is a rule, the
Chiauo Gi rule, that
states once we begin the terraformation process, nobody aboard is
allowed to die. From execution or Going Away or anything. And the process takes at
least ten years.”

Gert blinked. “Really?
Where's that in
the manual?”

“Section two hundred
nineteen, subsection five,” Tesko said. “It's buried deep. I'm not
sure how serious it is, honestly.”

“Then what do they do
about suicides?”

“I don't know. I guess
there's nothing they can do. It was just a thought anyway. It's
about a year too late for it to matter to me…”

Gert nodded. Tesko had lost
her own mate the year before. Although the geroo was only fifty, a
serious incident had led to ten years being sentenced off his life.
Still, the subcommander made Gert curious about Chiauo Gi, and wondered if it
really did mean no
executions, but it was at this point only idle speculation. There
would be no point to getting his hopes up for a one-in-six-million
shot.

Gert approached the seat at the top of the
rows of consoles. It was a practical seat—one didn’t sit in it like
a king of ancient times. It had consoles alongside each arm,
because even the captain was expected to work for a living.

Still, Gert touched the
armrest reverently. He turned to sit, sliding his tail into the gap
underneath the back rest. It was almost too much—his heart pounded
in his chest, and he couldn’t help but think as he sat
there, I'm not ready.

But it was his duty to
take it on. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath.

“Subcommander Drelis,”
Gert said, “take us into orbit!”

“Already ahead of you,”
the red-furred Drelis said from the bottom of the rows of
consoles.

“Drelis!” Gert exclaimed,
snapping his eyes open. “You’re not supposed to do that until I
order it!”

Drelis paused, her paws raised over her
console. “Uh…” she said. Even her filler utterances twinged with
that upper-class accent. “Apologies, sir. I was unaware we were
doing this by the book today.”

“I can hardly get
experience if we don’t do at least some things by the
book.”

“Understood, sir,” Drelis
folded her ears back in embarrassment. “We should have stability
confirmation in fifteen minutes.”

“Nesti,” Gert told the
acting coms officer, “relay our intentions to Krakuntec.
Preliminary scans within boundaries of terraforming parameters.
Request permission to maintain orbit for twenty-four hours for
initial scanning phase.”

“I know how it works,
Gert,” Nesti said from the coms unit just behind operations. She
was big—not muscular, nor rotund. There was just a lot of her,
especially in her hips. “I’ve been coms too.”

“…That’s 'aye aye',” Gert
grumbled.

“Aye aye, Subcommander,”
Nesti said with a clear grin on her ears, putting the emphasis on
their shared rank.

Gert sighed. He
should have made the
rank of commander by now. Ranking up wasn't strictly necessary;
Ateri could name practically whoever he liked as his successor.
Even then, Gert wasn't certain it would have done him much good. He
well knew discipline on the ship was lax compared to his imaginings
of a real command structure—listen to that, “real” command
structure, like they were playing pretend.

In the sum totality of the
universe, they were. This pageantry was solely for obscenely wealthy krakun far
away who stood to become even more obscenely wealthy. Gert
considered whether he was just being uptight. His only real
knowledge of how a crew should respect a captain came through
Ateri, and, well, he by far wasn't Ateri.

Maybe that was the problem.

Soon, Gert was back to wondering how he
could have a future with Hiani when they could barely get their
schedules to align on the best days. He constantly clung to guilt
over working all the time, and even when he was working he felt
guilty about not doing enough.

Gert was so lost in
thought that it took several seconds before he noticed the light
blinking on the console aside the captain’s chair. Not
unexpected—even with the lack of regular communications from
Krakuntec, Gert presumed they’d send a curt affirmation to continue
on with their orbit.

That was not what he received.

Once Gert tapped the message
on his console, a video appeared. Gert’s throat tightened—the
krakun’s face took up the entire screen, and for a moment, it
reminded Gert of that day ten years ago when the
Silver Mint III had its
officers all purged.

He recognized the face, however—there was no
mistaking the deep, shadowy black face and steel gray neckline of
CEO Thrull.

“This message is for the
captain and crew of the White Flower
II,” the krakun said. Suddenly, all around
the bridge, geroo perked their ears. That was Krakunese they heard,
and it bewildered them to say the least; they’d just gotten
comfortable with never hearing a krakun voice again.

Gert tapped in the command
to dump the contents of his monitor onto the main viewscreen. This
was clearly a recording that the CEO left, though why he addressed
the geroo directly… Well, normally he had commissioners to do that.
The only reason Gert even recognized Thrull was from press releases
and broadcasts meant for the company’s real market on Krakuntec
that was relevant to fleet operations. The officers on the bridge
stopped and braced themselves for the inevitable bad
news.

“Attention! This message will
only play once. Your new commissioner has been selected. From now
on, Pokokuro will assume Sarsuk's former commission. The
White Flower II, being
the first ship to reach a planetary destination since her
appointment, will be first to host her. I expect all employees to
treat her with the dignity and courtesy expected of her position.
In one hour, she will—”

Everyone held their breath for a heartbeat,
until it became clear the video had frozen. Gert tilted his head.
“Uh,” he started, “Nesti? Why did the video freeze?”

“I…don’t know,” Nesti said.

Gert rescinded the video message of Thrull from
the main viewscreen, then tapped in commands at his console to see
what Nesti was looking at. He checked the communication line for
interruptions, but all of it was working.

“Ping the relay just outside the gate,” Gert
said. That was the last relay before messages bounced to
Krakuntec.

“I can reach the gateside relay just fine,”
Nesti said. She turned to look at Gert. “I think the connection
problem is on their end.”

“That’s impossible,” To’onai said. “They
have so many redundant relays on their side—”

Tesko adjusted her spectacles as she stared at
the main screen, which now showed its original view. “Is something
wrong with the gate?”

Gert turned to the screen with C-18-3 and the
edge of the gate on the left side. It still seemed to be operating
fine, with its glow still vivid and bright. “What makes you say
that?” Gert asked.

“The hum changed,” Tesko said. There was an
omnipresent hum whenever the gate was running, though it was so low
and constant most geroo had completely filtered it out of their
perceptions, if they could even hear it at all.

Gert perked his ears. He wasn’t sure if he heard
the pitch-shift.

“I thought I heard that too,” Nesti said. “I
don’t know, it’s just…what if there was a weird power spike
somewhere along the trinity?”

“Check up on the trinity right away,” Gert
said, pointing to Tesko.

“Aye aye, sir,” Tesko said, as she at once
put in a call to contact engineering.

Gert, meanwhile, brought up other monitoring
cameras from the hull on his console, choosing one with a
significantly better angle—and yet, when he looked through the gate
to where Krakuntec should have been, there was nothing.

Seeing the empty spot was so eerie, Gert's neck
fur stood up. The... The gate was still open, wasn't it?

“Tesko?” Gert turned to the science officer.
“I’m not seeing Krakuntec.”

Tesko paused, then turned. “What?”

Gert replaced the planetside view on the main
screen with that of the head-on view of the gate.

“Uh, hmm…” Tesko was at a loss for
words.

“Well,” Drelis said from the bottom row of
the bridge, “could the sisterside gate be moving?”

“I suppose it’s possible,” Tesko said. “But
I’d have to guess that our gate was switched off.”

“It must be,” Gert said. “Shit.
Maybe the rail broke, but the magnetic coil is still spinning.” He
was not looking forward to that
spacewalk. Moving about on the outer hull of the
ship, he’d done that before many times for maintenance and repairs.
But the gate? That thing was five hundred meters in diameter. They
couldn't afford to have it off for more than a few weeks, which
could necessitate having dozens of geroo out in the vacuum of space
for inspections. Geroo had died trying to repair that
thing.

It was their only connection to the rest of the
universe. Without the gate, they were dead. They couldn’t even
power the ship without the gate, due to krakun technowizardry known
as “the trinity”. It was a link between the gate, the drive, and
the ship’s recycler such that they all required running
simultaneously. They still had enough fuel to power themselves for
several weeks, but they wouldn’t be able to go anywhere. Just
starve and die.

Although it wasn’t his field, and as the captain
his job was to delegate, Gert checked the status of the trinity
himself. He tilted his ears. Normally, if the gate had shut down,
the whole Trinity would power down in moments. But the drive and
the recycler were both online.

“Hey Tesko—” Gert started again.

“What is it?” she asked, focused intently on
her screen.

“The Trinity’s still—oh.” Gert tilted his
ears the other way. Now the drive and the recycler read as offline.
“Guess I spoke too soon.”

A delay in the trinity going offline… Stranger
still. Something was deeply wrong. If the trinity went offline, the
gate should stop at once. It could receive power, sure, but it was
such a power draw it normally shut down automatically.

Suddenly, the entire ship violently lurched.
Gert gasped and clutched at his chair fiercely. To’onai and Tesko
had to grab hold on their consoles to keep from being tossed to the
floor. Officers standing at the wall consoles stumbled and
fell.
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Even when deep space micrometeorites
occasionally struck the shields, that was just a rumbling noise
echoing in the hull. But no, this was full-on vibration, with
everything rattling, as though the floor was about to lurch from
underneath.

And then it stopped just as suddenly as it
began, having barely lasted a full second. A warning siren sounded
on the bridge.

“Ancestors save us!” Subcommander Drelis
proclaimed, furiously inputting commands into her console. “Orbital
engines are out of alignment!”

“Is it bad?” Gert asked, his voice faltering
as he realized, even now in the middle of a crisis, he stated it in
the dumbest way possible.

“Bad, yes,” Drelis echoed, her
hyperventilation slowing to long breaths. “Deadly, fortunately not.
Probably related to the trinity going offline. Just…give me a few
minutes to figure out how that threw us!”

The entire bridge crew recovered from various
stages of staggering. The whole population of the ship must have
felt it. Within moments, Nesti’s console flooded with calls.

“Aw, dammit,” she said. “Can someone take
some of these? I’ve got fifty reports already…”

“Pass them to me,” Gert said. “Let’s get
this cleared up.”

“Someone should call the captain,” To’onai
said.

In a different situation, Gert would have felt
bothered that To’onai didn’t think Gert could handle this. But then
again, Gert was only acting captain, and Ateri was going to need it
explained this was definitely not Gert’s fault, imminent Going Away
or not.

“Then do it! Tell him we have things under
control,” Gert said. He shuffled through the flood of messages
pouring onto his console. “Most of these are going to medical bay,”
he said aloud, trying not to panic. It was the most unusual thing
that’d happened in such a long time, and his chest tightened in
response. Was Hiani okay? He couldn’t let himself get distracted
now when he had an entire ship to care for.

“I’ve counted at least a dozen reports of
minor injuries already,” Nesti said. “One runabout wreck on deck
nine… Fire suppression has kicked in at various parts of decks five
through seventeen. Recycler bay’s sent ten reports in the last two
minutes alone.”

“We won’t have enough medical. Send those
reports to security,” To’onai said as he punched in a call on his
personal strand. “Uh, Captain, sorry to wake you…”

“What the five hells was that,
Subcommander?” Ateri sounded tinny over the strand. “We’re
fortunate we were lying down! Just tell me, did we run into the
moon?”

Gert fussed about more with the messages, trying
his best to clear them all as fast as he could parse them, but they
just kept pouring in from Nesti’s console. Then he stopped at one
message in particular, between the columns thick with them.

Among all the unusual things that happened
within the last ten minutes, this should have been the least among
them. On its face it looked like a jumbled barrage of random
characters. He should have dismissed it as a message that got
corrupted somewhere along the line, but that itself was such a rare
occurrence, he instead clicked on it to inspect.

No, the characters weren’t random, despite being
a bizarre mix of geroo and krakun letters. They were arranged in
such distinct clusters that Gert could imagine them pronounced
together.

Officers called out orders to one another:
Subcommander Drelis frantically recalculating the orbital
trajectory, To’onai juggling his strand and his own flood of
messages to the rest of security, Tesko still trying to diagnose
the issue…while Gert was toying with a weird puzzle.

He mentally slapped himself for it, and for this
mind of his that got stuck on the most trivial things at the worst
times. He kept passing the other messages he received over to
To’onai before they noticed his mind was on something else.

The first several
letters—krakun aith, geroo be,
geroo eh,
krakun chog,
geroo hee, krakun
number for sixteen pronounced aru…

“Abechi-aru…” Gert pronounced under his
breath. He blinked. That was the ringel word for
attention.

Gert jumped out of his seat and ran for Nesti’s
console.

“Nesti, pass those messages to Lieutenant
Arvo,” Gert said.

“But I finished—”

“I’ll pass them back to you,” Gert said. He
opened a drawer beside Nesti’s chair—Gert’s usual chair—and he
pulled out a pad of plastic scratch paper and a pen. It seemed like
paper would be an obsolete technology out in space, when all
messages could save to the computer. But the company relay command
on Krakuntec monitored all transmissions, and so having a pad of
paper nearby often proved handy when coded messages were
involved.

“What are you doing?” Nesti asked.

“I don’t know yet!” Gert rushed back to the
captain’s seat, though he didn’t bother sitting down.

“Abeichi-aru… sahg… sahlg?… Arahbe…” The
captain? Gert furiously scribbled down each
of the word clusters together as best as he could
figure.

“Gert?” To’onai asked, looking over at him.
“What in the five hells are you doing?”

“Abechi-aru sahlg arahbe Finan Dohuo Chyo…” Gert pronounced his own words back to himself.

“What’s that mean?” To’onai asked.

“Uh…” Gert muttered. If he had
any more unwelcome surprises this morning, he expected his heart
just might explode inside his chest. “I need to speak with the
captain right away.”








Chapter 2: Regrets

You made a terrible
mistake.

You should never have
canceled the Exit Plan. Protect your people, yes, but you let your
fear get the best of you. You crushed everyone’s hope so you could
save them.

They never forgave you for
it.

THOOM.

Ateri jumped from his bed and at once regretted
it; his tail had developed a crick, and it was painful. He rubbed
the sleep out of his one remaining eye—the other having a metal
placeholder that always felt odd to the touch, even if it also
crusted with sleep.

Jakari, next to him, stirred, though she’d taken
the sudden rattling of the ship gracefully. Ateri had been too
close to a heart attack too many times already, but the shaking
lasted less than a second. It was less awful than the adrenaline
coursing through his veins insisted it was.

Some seconds later, as he tried to decide if he
should wake her, his strand on the bedside dock beeped at him.

“Uh, Captain?” To’onai’s voice came in over
his strand. “Sorry to wake you…”

“What in the five hells was that,
Subcommander? We’re fortunate we were lying down… Just tell me, did
we run into the moon?”

“We are not sure yet, but I haven’t seen
evidence of a hull breach…”

“Is that the alarm I hear?” Ateri
grumbled.

“Yes, sir. Minor medical emergencies. In
fact, it’s not that bad from the looks.”

“Just scaring the ancestors out of their
graves,” Ateri said. “Is Gert doing alright?”

“He’s doing fine, sir.”

“Then let him handle it. I was hoping to
sleep in today.”

“Yes, sir. I’ll leave you to that, sir.”

Ateri ended up tossing the strand on the floor.
It slid over the carpet and under a loose blanket on the floor
where it muffle-beeped—likely someone else calling who didn’t need
a response. They could call the bridge.

The floor was a mess—it always had been. Boxes,
cards, batteries, bottles, cans, polymer bags, trophies,
knick-knacks, a tile game set, dishes, standalone computer slates
Ateri hadn’t yet returned, and a myriad other devices heaped around
the edges of the room, waiting for a more opportune time to
organize.

There was never enough time.

Ateri winced as he turned out of his bed, and
the sharp pain in his spine forced him to gasp, and he groaned.

“Hon?” Jakari, from the position in bed next
to Ateri, sat up on her elbows and yawned. She looked unsullied,
her soft pale fur seeming to glow in the low light of the room.
“Are you all right?”

“Think I threw my back out,” Ateri muttered.
“Or something’s out of place.”

“From that jostle?”

That was far more than a jostle. Jakari must
have been sleeping a lot deeper than he had.

“No,” Ateri said. “Just moving after
it…”

“Want me to page the doctor?”

“They will be swamped for the next five
hours. I can manage.”

“No, you can’t. Here, lie on your
front.”

Wincing, Ateri lay down on the mattress, burying
his muzzle into the still-warm pillow. Jakari straddled his tail
and shoved the flat of her paws deep into his back. She mostly
missed the actual problem area, but it was always nice to have her
strong, warm paws there. As much as Ateri hated growing older,
besides the all-too-frequent pains and aches, the problems that
developed didn’t seem to stymie his strength.

What a waste to see it all
gone because of the predetermined limit.

Jakari’s ear twisted toward the muffled beeping.
“Is that your strand?”

“It can wait a minute— Yeeeowch!” Ateri
contorted as Jakari’s palms shoved something inside him, which
popped and cracked as the bones moved back in place. “…I need to
lie here for that long. Thank you, Commander. Hopefully my legs
don’t go numb.”

“Need something for the pain?” Jakari
climbed off her mate and rubbed his back in shallow, clockwise
circles.

“Just one pill.”

Jakari rummaged through her bedside stand—full
of empty and half-empty medicine bottles—for the proper container,
double-checked the print on the front, and shook one of the small
white pills into her paw. She pushed it with a finger between
Ateri’s teeth, and he chewed it and swallowed. He felt stupid about
it, much like any time he had to rely on someone else, but it was a
great comfort knowing Jakari was still there and would still be
there for a while longer.

Without prompting, Jakari climbed off the bed
and rummaged with her paws through the mess on the floor, looking
for Ateri’s strand. But the moment she answered, there would be no
excuses for him to ignore what was in front of him, and he’d be off
captaining and performing his captainly duties, despite his
sixtieth quickly approaching. It was as close as anyone ever came
to a vacation.

“I had an odd dream,” Ateri said, to stall
her.

“Odd of you to bring it up,” Jakari
said.

“It was of your father.”

Jakari swiveled her ears and cocked her head at
the captain. Ateri left out the part where a good part of his
dreams were nightmares, as happened when one’s old friends ended up
dying in violent ways, because Jakari already knew all of that. She
was often the only one allowed to see the captain in his
weakness.

“I know what you’ll say,” Ateri said. “It’s
anxiety. Not one of us wants to die on our sixtieth, no matter how
slowly it sneaks up on us. Well, Captain Idal was there reminding
me I am going to die because everyone is mortal. But even on
medieval Gerootec, even if the average age at death was forty, we
often reached ninety, or a hundred years of age, and medicine
unhampered by our limited resources could push it farther. Then he
said that if I am so determined to die when I reach sixty, I might
as well put my all into the Exit Plan.”

“Hon…” Jakari frowned. “That's no longer in
our paws. My father passed the duty onto you, and you will pass the
duty onto Gert. That’s how it has always gone.”

“But we canceled the damn thing, and now I’m
regretting it. We were so close I could taste the fresh air of a
new world! Then, it’s just us three.”

“That was not your fault,” Jakari said. “You
made the right call.”

“I know, but I disappointed
everyone. Myself especially.” Ateri sighed into the pillow. “I
can’t help but feel tempted. The only chance I have of seeing my
sixty-first is if we uncanceled the Exit Plan and pushed things
into motion now.
Not in another century after which it may already be too late for
all of us.”

“It's only seventeen days until your
birthday,” Jakari said. “That's not enough time.”

“I know, I…” Ateri sighed. “I know.”

“Love…” Jakari lowered her voice. “Did you
want me to arrange a fake death?”

Ateri snorted and chuckled to himself. “I
appreciate the offer, but I’d rather go about this honorably.”

“I’m just saying, we’ve pulled it off
before, we could do it again.”

“That wasn’t even our doing. And it didn’t
mean trying to hide one of the most recognizable pelts in the
fleet.”

“Well, they have plastic
surgeons on
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