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Prologue

Overpopulation and resource consumption were always the issues of tomorrow. Humanity continually pushed back the deadline, ignoring the consequences. Warnings and foresight from the world's scientific community were broadly ignored. It was a successful method for over a hundred years, but tomorrow eventually came. In 2183 it began; the approach was slow and almost methodical. Subtle changes that seemed benign on their own were looming and ready to pounce. Temperatures were on a steady incline, causing many species of plants and animals to adapt or vanish. Resources were being consumed at ever growing rates while at the same time becoming more and more scarce. Air quality was an ever-increasing threat, as much of Earth's simplest and most abundant plants were too fragile to persist through these changes.
Earth's ecosystems have always been resilient, but this, this was different.
The breakdown progressed much faster than even the most ardent activist could have predicted. It was as if a twisted intelligence had coordinated and executed this century’s long plan. Projections for the future of earth became bleak and hopeless. With the earth seen as either dying or dead, interplanetary travel became a large focus of the world's population. Time was running out and the people of Earth needed to find a permanent solution.
Being on the precipice of total extinction proved to be a powerful motivator over the next fifteen years. Borders were eliminated in an attempt to concentrate populations into the most habitable climates still remaining on Earth. A period known as the Unification would bring about the world’s largest collaborative research effort. Cooperation, free from the burden of monetization, allowed for growth to occur at unprecedented rates. Notions like nationalism gradually faded as populations amalgamated throughout the great migration of the early twenty third century. Projects began to take shape as humanity reached into their own solar system in search of reprieve from the effects being felt on Earth.
The moon was the initial testing ground for new colonization technologies. Due to its proximity, it would prove to be an ideal stepping stone for further research. Success was found early on in the lunar colonization project as millions flocked to volunteer. With the lunar colony beginning to stabilize, sights were shifted to Mars. Humanities fight for survival was taking shape as they pushed the limits of their capabilities.
Before the Mars mission could begin, a permanent orbital habitat was deemed necessary. Serving as a construction center for ever larger craft, Earth Station One would become home to over one hundred thousand inhabitants. A sister station was planned for Mars; a shipping and restocking hub in orbit would free future ship designs from the restraints of atmospheric flight. This allowed for ships being constructed to dwarf any previous design by orders of magnitude.
The first project undertaken by Earth Station One was to design and construct the companion station for Mars orbit. Aptly named Mars One, it would begin its journey with two hundred and fifty thousand souls prepared to embark on the task of colonizing Mars. Once in Mars orbit, it would become a permanent resident there. Receiving influxes of materials and personnel from Earth periodically, it would provide the perfect staging area for the overhaul of Mars. Like the lunar project, Mars would take shape and begin stabilizing after only a decade.
The debate of nationalism would reignite in the face of three separate planetary societies. A conclusion was reached to establish the Triumvirate. A group of three governmental heads would reside on Earth Station One to debate any interplanetary matters.
Over the next fifty years, humanity would find a balance as Earth once again became sustainable. Seen as the frontier of humanity, Mars would become a substantial draw on the population and eventually overtake Earth’s population. Perfecting terraforming and colonization technologies would provide ample support to the ever-growing society.
With all three human colonies once again thriving, focus was shifted to pushing the boundaries yet again. Jupiter became the next point of interest as its inner depths remained a mystery. Several probes were launched at the start of the twenty-fourth century to ascertain any value within Jupiter’s mass.
The first probe was destroyed shortly after entering Jupiter’s atmosphere. Insufficient hull strength and a lack of failsafe measures were largely to blame. With that in mind, research was focused into developing shielding to limit damage resulting from the massive pressures felt within Jupiter’s atmosphere. A front-runner in the search for a solution was ion shielding; an experimental technology discovered in the Mars capital city of Marsul. The second probe was fitted with the new technology and launched toward Jupiter with a renewed optimism.
Results from the second probe were more positive than the first but concluded in a similar fashion. The probe would reach a far greater depth before vanishing off communications inexplicably. Scientists were at a loss, struggling to decipher the data transmitted prior to the loss of contact. Data showed the probe coming into contact with a physical anomaly within the atmosphere moments before failure. This led to wide spread speculation about what this could be, and it wasn’t long before a third and final probe was prepared for launch.
With the failure of the first two probes being used as guidelines, the third probe would be equipped with the most sophisticated failsafe and shielding package ever conceived by mankind. Robust sensors, backup engines, secondary shield emitters, and redundant communication solutions were implemented in hopes of rediscovering the anomaly experienced by probe two. After five in years in development, the third probe was launched.
Coming upon Jupiter in the same position as the second probe, Probe 3 would descend, rapidly reaching the previous point of disappearance. Upon reaching the destination, Probe 3 would continue diving deeper into the atmosphere. Sensors soon picked up the same anomaly as before, a physical entity appeared to be chasing the probe. Fear, excitement, apprehension, and all manners of emotion gripped the world as they watched the situation unfold. A seemingly intelligent vehicle was following their probe.
Suddenly, with no warning, the probe was stopped in its tracks. Suspended by an unknown force as the anomaly approached. Soon there were three objects closing in and the world collectively held its breath in the face of such an occurrence. Unlike the second probe, Probe 3 would not fail. Through curiosity or a desire to research a potential threat, the entities were content with the probe’s presence.
To the shock of everyone watching the endeavour, a message was suddenly received. The entities managed to invade their transmission and plant their own communication within. It was a low rumbling vibration that was complex enough to reinforce the perception of a language. The scientific community rushed to decipher what they could but found limited success. Without any comparative structure to begin translating the message, it was deemed futile and efforts then shifted to sending their own message.
Earth had developed a universal ‘hello’ that could be issued under just these circumstances. It would include a wide variety of mathematics, languages, and a multitude of media to assist in translation. Debate erupted over the use of such a message without knowing the intent of the entities in question. After all, they had destroyed the second probe without hesitation. The debate concluded with the Triumvirate agreeing to send the welcome. The welcome included coordinates to a landing site outside Greater Marsul on Mars.
It wasn’t long before the probe transmitted another message; one word, “Hello.”. Awe overtook the main communications room on Marsul as the message came through. They were truly communicating with an intelligent lifeform. Not long after receiving the message, the probe began exiting Jupiter’s atmosphere with one entity in pursuit. The belief was that the coordinates had been discovered and they were approaching to make contact. Panic gave way to excitement as preparations began to welcome the new-found life.
Approaching Mars at speeds greater than anything achieved in humanity’s history, the entity, with probe in tow, arrived at Mars. A warm welcome awaited as the vessel descended down to the surface. Returning the probe and initiating contact with humanity seemed to be the priority of the single being within.
In a period simply named ‘The Awakening’, the aliens, known as the Vryl, would begin imparting technological wisdom to humanity. Discussing the purpose of their visit to Jupiter, and how they were mining gaseous material through a phenomenon known as an unstable rift. An unstable rift was a controlled tear in space that would facilitate instant travel for any non-solid material, including data. The discovery of instant data transfer across infinite distance changed the face of cooperation between the Triumvirate worlds. Using a technology known as an unstable rift matrix, all three societies would begin seeing the benefits.
In addition to communication breakthroughs, shielding, propulsion, organic integration, and artificial intelligence solutions were shared. Understanding these new fields of study became the highest priority while humanity awaited the arrival of an official Vryl envoy from their home planet of Setu. The goal of the envoy was to bring materials required for construction of the first human manned RIP capable vehicle. RIP was the roughly translated name of the Vryl propulsion technology.
Utilizing a bubble similar to the ion shielding discovered by humanity, it would shield the vessel in a relative stasis and alter reality around it. Pushing the bubble, and the ship within, through space at several times the speed of light. Challenges with this technology became evident as the Vryl discussed the requirement of a diffusion array at the targeted destination. While moving through space, the shielding would allow for photonic energy to enter but not escape. This would result in cataclysmic energy dispersal upon collapsing the RIP bubble. Diffusion arrays would be constructed to catch the RIP vessel and harness the released energy; not only preventing a catastrophe but storing the substantial energy for later use.
Outside of RIP capabilities, the Vryl provided detailed designs for ion propulsion; the method used by the Vryl whenever a diffusion array wasn’t awaiting their arrival. With all the materials readily available, this drastically increased the speed in which humanity would navigate their own solar system. With no diffusion array within Triumvirate space, the Vryl envoy would be limited to this slower method. Their arrival would take nearly three years.
Efforts were made to begin construction on both the Diffusion array and RIP vessel while awaiting the envoy. Designs for basic construction were overseen by the Vryl already present. Any aspects that required unavailable materials were sidelined until the envoy arrived.
In addition to the construction of a RIP vessel, a crew began to form. Hoping to send a fully human manned RIP vehicle to Setu was a top priority for members of the triumvirate. Limited time combined with only a single Vryl made training a proper unstable rift technician nearly impossible. After making every effort possible, the idea of a totally human manned vessel was abandoned. The Vryl, Eilik, would volunteer to join the crew in their journey.
As the envoy arrived, final touches were applied to the RIP vehicle. Named the Interstellar Observer, or ISO for short, it was completed in its entirety before attention was turned to the diffusion array. The hope was to get the ISO underway as soon as possible. With the completion of the ISO, the crew was assembled and prepared for their mission. In 2332, the ISO would officially launch and begin its journey to the Vryl home world of Setu.
The crew would consist of nine humans and one Vryl.




Chapter 1

Launch
Derrick stared up at the ISO, the ship was so much larger than he remembered. Seeing it through the viewing glass of the training facility never did it justice. Upright and ready for launch, the ISO was awe inspiring. The full scope of its presence just meters away as Derrick approached his future in dramatic fashion. Derrick dreamed of this day, piloting an interstellar vehicle. Years of training now culminating in the slow walk toward the entrance. He peered out over the edge of the extended docking arm connecting them to the cockpit of the vessel. Over one hundred and fifty feet separated him from the ground. Smoke slowly billowed across his view, occasionally obscuring the ship. Time felt as if it was slowing down causing the moment to linger as he struggled to comprehend the surreal situation unfolding in front of him.
Looking to his right, he saw Sian. Sian Por was the doctor assigned to the ISO for the first mission beyond the solar system. Extra scrutiny had fallen upon Sian due to her relation to Leslie Por, the first Mars representative in the Triumvirate; however, she welcomed the added attention and believed it pushed her to excel at an even higher level. Some would see her confidence and mistake it for arrogance, but Derrick knew better. She simply knew her capabilities and wasn't afraid to assert herself.
Sian was a little taller than Derrick, standing about five-foot ten. Her dark auburn hair was always kept in a tight bun. It gave her the look of professionalism that she often seemed to pursue. Sian was calm, quiet, and only spoke when necessary. Outside of training, Derrick didn't spend much time with her, and she was still somewhat of a mystery to him even after a year together as colleagues.
"I never thought this day would come." Derrick's voice broke the silence over comms to the team.
"I have done this walk every night since I was added to the mission; visualizing it and anticipating it. It feels like I have been here a hundred times and yet I still didn't expect the smoke. Funny how the small things escape imagination." Kim responded with awe in her voice.
Ruth Kimberly Haggenfjord is the onboard psychologist for the mission. Having distaste for both her first and last names, she would emphasize being called by her middle name, Kimberly, or Kim for short. Kim conducted profiles on every member of the crew and was a surprise addition to the mission. Ken Howel was original choice and mentor to Kim. Shortly before the scheduled launch of the ISO he was removed due to a parasitic infection. The Triumvirate was unwilling to accept any risk the infection may cause. With Kim being in close proximity to the crew during ISO prep, she was designated the best replacement on such short notice.
Kim would be the youngest addition to the team at just twenty-seven years old. She spent the entirety of the last year shadowing Ken Howel as he worked with the ISO crew. Her red hair and freckles combined with her youth often caused people to underestimate her. She was a passionate understudy to Ken Howel and exceptionally talented in the field of psychology. 
"Is time slowing down for anyone else, or should I have Sian check me out?" Hank interjected. Henry Folte is the head of security for the ISO mission. Large in stature and deceptively light-hearted, he was an anomaly in the profession. Although he passed all physical tests at the highest level, the crew teased him about his size frequently.
Standing at six-foot four, he towered over the majority of the crew, and his muscular frame only accentuated the size difference. Spending his life in the stellar fleet had imparted an extreme sense of discipline. Hank always kept his hair short, never allowing it to grow longer than one inch. Cutting it himself every morning before he was able to start the day. His demeanour belied the seriousness of his past. There was a three-year gap in his stellar service he refused to talk about; during which, he was under the direct command of Admiral Lest. The consensus of the crew was that he had been part of some dark operations for the Triumvirate and having him stationed on the ISO was evidence enough of his skillset.
"Nah, you're fine, Hank. I am pretty sure time always slows down when wisps of smoke gently caress the docking arm." Luke said in response, always playing off Henry in search of levity. Luke Amrose is the engineering technician and the only human crewmember to be trained directly by the Vryl.
Luke was arguably Hank's best friend on the crew. The two of them were always spending time together and their sense of humour would shine through in any situation. It reminded Derrick of school, when two classmates had to be separated. Relentless in their hunt for a laugh; entertaining at times but often had to be reined in by superiors.
Similar to Hank in many ways, Luke also stood at over six feet tall. Although similar in height, Luke would lack the sheer size to rival Hank. In addition, Luke would often let his hair grow, usually keeping it between three to four inches long. His full dark blonde hair was the envy of many. Being the oldest of three brothers, he took pride in good-hearted ribbing. If he was teasing you, it was a sign that he liked you. For the most part the crew tolerated it, most even liked it. Sian was the only exception and made it clear she had no interest in it. Luke respected her request unless he was feeling especially brave.
"Control should be monitoring your vitals closely." Sian said with an air of contempt for the insincerity of the conversation.
"Wisps of smoke, Luke?" Ben continued, "I didn't know you were a poet." Ben Lyssak is an exobiologist and botanist assigned to the mission for research purposes. Having several biological experiments onboard to test the effect of extended RIP travel.
Ben found his enthusiasm for biology in a tragic way. His father, who was only thirty-eight, would succumb to lung disease caused by cystic fibrosis. Ben was close to his father and was devastated by the loss. Rather than dwell in self-pity, he found a strength within himself and completely reprioritized his life; by making the change from an apathetic student to a passionate academic. Going on to graduate with honours from one of the most prestigious schools within Central Marsul. His achievements were numerous and wide reaching. In his own eyes, the most important thing he had ever done was curing cystic fibrosis. Ensuring that no one would ever experience the same fate suffered by his father.
Ben and Sian had become close and it wasn’t uncommon to see the two of them working together in the bio-lab during training. Ben was very similar in height and had roughly the same hair colour as Sian. Mistaken for siblings quite often, they had joked about one of them dying their hair to avoid further confusion. Ben being from Mumbai, and Sian being from South Korea only added to their frustration when the issue arose.
"You'd be surprised." Luke said with an almost audible wink.
"Okay everyone, we can save the cocktail party for when we are up. For now, let's focus on getting there." Geoffrey Lorn, commander. "All team communications are broadcast to control, let's not make them lose faith in us already."
"Faith is secure, commander." Admiral Lest's unique voice came over comms from within control.
Admiral Lest had a caricature of a voice; a personification of the word tough. Whether it was from years of smoking or a naturally occurring gravel plant in his throat, his voice carried an unmatched authority. Having worked together professionally many times in the past, Lorn and Lest had become great friends. Serving under Geoffrey Lorn’s Wife, General Melissa Lorn, Lest had developed a close personal relationship to both.
"Let's keep it that way." Lorn was eager to get underway. Lorn was more susceptible to Luke and Hanks shenanigans than Sian, but still measured in his approach to everything. He knew there was a time and place for that kind of behaviour.
Rounding out the team was Nicole La'Sendra, Yanna Lye, and the Vryl escort, Eilik. Nicole is the communications officer and acting as Earth's cultural liaison for the mission. Nik, as she liked to be called, was a wise and calming presence on the ship. Usually keeping her hair in a braid that cascaded down the right side of her head and over her chest. The commander himself was the only crew member older than Nik. At fifty-two, she had embraced her greying hair and refused to dye it.
Yanna Lye is a physicist who, like Ben, is on the ISO for research purposes. Yanna was the only daughter and youngest sibling in a large family. Having five older brothers forced her to develop a thick skin, and she was more than willing to go toe-to-toe with Luke or Hank. Yanna was one of the shorter members of the crew at five-foot two. She had short, jet black hair, and a muted personality around new people. Shy at first, but once she got to know you, she could be a lot to handle.
Eilik was onboard to observe and monitor the unstable rift matrix. Arguments were made against having a Vryl escort as some wanted it to be a purely human based mission. In the end it was deemed an unnecessary risk. With limited personnel available for training due to the long travel time, Eilik focused on Luke. Even with his devoted attention, Luke still lacked some of the finer details surrounding the matrix. Rather than risk an inexperienced handler with the single point of contact for the entire mission, the Triumvirate voted to abandon optics and assign the Vryl to the mission.
As the crew approached the entrance of the ship, Derrick was just behind commander Lorn. When the commander came upon the hatch, two men on either side opened it for him. The hatch popped and rolled out of the way, revealing the interior of the cockpit. This hatch would be a single use for entry and launch. Once inside, the entrance would be sealed and only utilized in case of emergency. The ship itself was designed to land in a horizontal orientation and standard exits would facilitate that once they landed on Setu. Commander Lorn saluted the two men and entered the vessel without delay.
Watching Lorn disappear inside the ship, Derrick could feel every muscle in his body become insecure in their movement. He always had the tendency to overthink every situation and play out worst-case scenarios in his head. Flashbacks to the first day of training, where his grip slipped, and he fell, assaulted his mind. Intrusive thoughts, as Kim had labelled them, were an issue Derrick still struggled with.
The hatch had two handles above it that would assist in entry. The hatch itself was little more than a meter wide and roughly four feet off the ground. Derrick reached out and grabbed the handles with both hands. Taking a deep breath, he lifted his legs and pulled himself inside.
Once inside, everything became familiar. The test cockpits were replicated down to every detail. It was a reassuring feeling and instantly restored confidence in his abilities. Nevertheless, he reassured himself. ‘You've done this a thousand times.’ Derrick's internal monologue played out. ‘Just get to your seat and do your job.’
He could hear the rest of the crew entering behind him as he traversed the small bridge of the ISO and settled into his seat. Commander Lorn, already inside, remained upright to help secure each member as they entered. After checking Derrick's harness, he gave a subtle nod of confidence as if he was aware of how anxious Derrick was.
Eager to get underway, Derrick began to go over launch procedure in his head. Crew boarding felt like it was taking an eternity, and his chest grew ever tighter. Initiating launch procedure and docking with the orbital station was going to land squarely on his shoulders; a task for which he felt more than adequately prepared but still had lingering nerves.
A small sensation in his stomach built up as time moved slowly toward inevitability. ‘You got this, you’ve done it one thousand two hundred and twenty-seven times. Quit worrying!’ He told himself one last time before taking a deep breath. Closing his eyes to visualize the steps, he took another deep breath, in through his nose and out through his mouth. It was a technique he was taught early on in his life at a gym taking karate lessons. It was believed to center the individual by making them focus on breathing. In through the nose, out through the mouth. Kim had recently reintroduced this exercise to Derrick through their sessions leading up to the mission.
Derrick's eyes opened upon hearing the commander's words, "Crew secure and ready for launch protocol." One last voice comm check went around the cabin as they prepared for takeoff. They were in the nine-minute launch window and he could feel the rumble of arms beginning to pull away from the craft. The small access hatch was put back into place and sealed.
There were noticeable differences in the vibration compared to the simulator. It took him out of the moment as Derrick's mind wandered about the subtle variations being felt. It was far more jarring than he anticipated. The rapid, powerful vibrations seemed to have a numbing effect around his body. He wondered if everyone else's mind was wandering tirelessly as he awaited his guidance and navigation final check.
Looking around the cockpit was difficult with the constraints of the harness. Just to his left he could barely make out Kim, her eyes were closed, and she had a peaceful serenity about her.
"Guidance?" A voice shattered the tranquility of Derrick's curiosity.
"Check" Derrick said almost immediately out of reflex. Scanning the panel, he ensured the accuracy of his hasty response.
"Navigation?" The voice continued. Derrick felt a strange apathy and coldness in the voice. It never bothered him in training, but this felt different for some reason.
Derrick took a moment to quickly verify that navigation was up and running. "Check!" He said, confident this time that he had confirmed it prior to responding.
With the guidance and navigation checks done, Derrick knew they were quickly approaching the five-minute pre-launch sequence. The perception of time became surreal. Everything had a profound sense of meaning and importance around him. The physical world felt as if it was moving in slow motion, yet minutes melted away with little resistance. As if this temporal dichotomy had been overruled.
"Initiate thruster sequence countdown." The voice came in clear from control and reminded Derrick of the reality at hand. He reached down and methodically flicked the cover off five switches intended to begin the thruster ignition sequence. He looked above at the digital countdown, awaiting the three-minute mark to flip the first switch. 3:15, 3:14, 3:13, 3:12, 3:11.
‘Ten,’ Derrick began the countdown in his head. ‘Nine, eight, seven, six.’
"Five, four, three, two, one, engage thruster ignition sequence." As control finished the countdown for him, Derrick hit the switch. A light jolt accompanied the familiar sound that was replicated in training. Although astonishingly similar to training, Derrick sensed every detail that was overlooked. Minute details like the rigidity of the switch being stiffer than he expected.
In training, Derrick would listen to every systems check and command as they were issued. He would live vicariously through each crew member as they performed their respective jobs. It wasn't until now that he realized he was in his own world, focusing entirely on his role in the launch. Separating himself from the rest of the ongoing operations felt uncomfortable. Micromanaging each station was something he often did in his mind throughout training. Rather than follow along through launch procedure, he found himself dialed in and isolated. Watching the countdown and waiting for each and every moment that was his to control.
The first switch would act as a toggle to begin main booster oxidizer injection. The next two minutes would be dedicated to over-filling the boosters with liquid oxygen. After two minutes, the boosters would begin a final thruster bleed to ensure they were at maximum capacity. Derrick's final step in the pre-launch sequence would come at thirty seconds. The remaining four switches were connected for simultaneous activation. It would be the mechanical release of the four main boosters.
The launch itself and entry into orbit would be completely guided by computers and monitored through main control. The role of ‘pilot’ would be a much more reduced capacity than Derrick’s dreams permitted as a child. Even as an adult, Derrick would often fantasize about manual override; forced to take control of the ship and save the day. Kim had always expressed concern to him regarding these fantasies. She believed it may be a repressed subconscious desire and cause him to misjudge appropriate times for such an override. Luckily, or sadly depending on your view, the likelihood of such an occurrence was statistically impossible. With the Vryl technology aiding in the ship's construction there were so many layers of failsafe protection that the ship itself would have to be nearly destroyed before such action would be required.
Thirty seconds was quickly approaching as Derrick prepared for the nearly ceremonial flip of the conjoined switches. It always struck him as odd that they left some portions of the launch sequence to manual operation. The reason given whenever he inquired was simple, by initiating the sequence manually it was one final test of the electronics system onboard the ship before launch. The switches were designed to activate at the same instant and the final flip would be monitored by control to ensure that it was simultaneous down to the nanosecond. Any deviation in control could be found, assessed, and accounted for prior to launch. In worst case scenarios the launch could still be aborted.
The final countdown was quickly approaching, the thirty second release would signal the end of personal countdowns. After that, the countdown would be read aloud over main comms and on all speakers within launch control.
He felt excited when the countdown began in his ear. "Thirty-five, thirty-four," A peace overcame him as he realized the moment was here. Everything had gone to plan, and they were about to undertake arguably the most important mission in the history of humanity. "thirty-three, thirty-two," His heart began to race as he placed his glove on the hilt of the first switch. Procedure dictated that he must operate the left-most switch alone and allow the connecting apparatus to engage the other three. Derrick once again found himself dissecting every moment of training. Nearly three years preparing tirelessly was reduced to the simplicity of a simple switch, a single moment.
Derrick’s rumination was abruptly halted as he heard the main control voice finish the countdown. "Thirty-one, thruster ignition go!" Countdown was timed to accentuate the word 'go' as the moment to activate. As the words entered his ear, Derrick flipped the switch. Once again, he felt an unfamiliar resistance that jarred him out of the moment. Before he could evaluate the differences, he heard the final countdown immediately begin upon activating the switches. "twenty-nine, twenty-eight,"
"This is it, control has us from here. I want everyone alert and prepared for anything. Keep your eyes on your panels and announce any unusual readings." Lorn announced over the internal comms within the cockpit.
"I don't have a panel, sir." Hank's familiar sarcasm invaded comms. Seated in the middle rear of the cockpit, he would be the only member without a readout of some kind directly adjacent to him.
"twenty-two, twenty-one," countdown continued.
"Watch the doors, make sure there's no one trying to break in." Luke decided to make light of the situation. "Just tell us if any of the lights turn red." He continued.
"seventeen, sixteen," the countdown from control was unwavering and unamused by their banter.
"There's three red lights over Derrick's head right now, and like six over Geoff." Hank started pointing out everything he was seeing.
"These are emergency abort panels and they are orange." The commander's voice appeared to be losing patience. “You will address me as Lorn or commander Lorn while we are underway.”
"Understood, I'll watch the doors." Hank resigned himself to silence for the remainder of launch.
Derrick was jealous of their ability to ignore the stress of the situation. ‘How can they be joking around at a time like this?’ He thought. Looking down, he could see a visible shake in his hand. Steadying it in his lap before bracing for launch. Although the sequence was going to be automated, it would still be his role to monitor and react to any unwanted deviations.              
The rumble of the engines beginning to fire erupted through them as the countdown broke the ten second barrier. "Nine, eight, seven, main booster go, five, four, three, two, go for launch of the Interstellar Observer." The vibration was unlike anything Derrick had felt before as the countdown from control completed. G-Forces were felt almost immediately. Training was second nature and took over automatically as he started the breathing exercises. Having undergone 9G bursts in pilot training, 3-4Gs during launch felt trivial and was going to be more of an endurance test.
Launch was finally underway as Derrick watched the horizon quickly dart out of view. Orbit would be their next destination before docking with Mars 1. The decision was made early in the process that Mars 1 itself would not be able to support a construction project of this magnitude, due to much of the station being dedicated to habitat and living quarters. It would have required substantial modification before construction could begin. Even after the modifications were made they would then have to transport materials to the station. Building within Marsul and launching the finished vehicle to Mars 1 was the final decision. This would allow for construction to begin immediately. Mars 1 would still play an important role as a staging point for the finished vehicle.
Everything was going smoothly as the ISO approached orbit. Derrick closely monitored the ship's orbital entrance vectors. The onboard computer began calculating and adjusting the orientation of the ship; subtle irregularities were discovered and accounted for in real-time. The Vryl background AI system they implemented appeared to be handling the situation with ease.
"How are we looking?" Lorn broke the silence.
"Everything is looking good, we have subtle adjustments being made but all are within acceptable guidance parameters." Derrick responded, happy with his new-found focus.
"Good, once we are in orbit I want you to begin Mars 1 docking procedure. Initiate it and keep an eye on it, I don't want to take a single risk. If anything looks even remotely out of place I want you to bring us in manually." Lorn had developed a disdain for the automated systems implemented by the Vryl. Weary of the helplessness it forced upon him he would avoid it where possible.
"Roger" Derrick could feel a sense of excitement build as if the order was an opportunity to take over control of the ship. Excitement that was quickly arrested as he recalled the infallibility of the Vryl AI. As if that wasn't enough, Kim's voice was heard over direct comms with Derrick.
"Let the AI do its job, if, and only if there is something out of place should you consider a manual override." Her words felt condescending at first, as if he was a child being scorned. That feeling abruptly gave way to respect and appreciation. He had felt the excitement within himself upon hearing the commander's orders. She was right to caution and ground him. There was something dormant inside him waiting for a chance to reveal itself. Although he believed himself capable of any piloting challenge, he didn't want to indulge irresponsible impulses.
Derrick opened a personal channel to Kim, "Thanks, Kim.". Derrick responded with a concise recognition to guise his inner monologue.
"We are all in this together and I trust your discretion, but a reminder never hurts." Derrick recognized that she sensed his frustration. Taking the time to explain her intentions was something she often did in their sessions.
Feeling the need to put Kim at ease, Derrick decided to answer with a bit more sincerity. "I appreciate it. I am here to do a job, dreams are dreams." Derrick often caught himself living in his thoughts and Kim's voice had always been a conduit that kept him in the moment.
After a few seconds Derrick opened main comms to the crew, "Entering stable orbit, docking procedure initiated.". As he said that, Derrick engaged the auto-docking sequence and watched as the AI began relaying information to Mars 1.
No matter how many times he witnessed it in training, the speed always amazed him. Trajectory, vectors, variable correction, coordinating with Mars 1, everything just happened so fast and precise. The AI itself was not sentient but learned and communicated within its own network parameters. Derrick had always felt it lacked the emotion or connection that a human mind offered. A cold, coordinated effort between two computers guiding everything about the docking procedure. While he yearned for more responsibility in the matter it suddenly hit him one day in training; he wasn't trying to improve the process, he was simply looking for an elevated self-importance. The nuance or emotional connection he always referred to as missing could also be described as imperfection. When confronted with those thoughts he couldn't find a way to quantify the human benefit in a strictly mechanical and mathematical procedure. Resigning himself to the role of final failsafe in the event of computer failure, Derrick respected that his dreams would in fact remain dreams.
"Four minutes out." Derrick relayed the information to the crew about their docking timeline.
"Remember, we are hitching a ride on the station to the far side of Mars. This will be a fifteen-minute break before embarking on the true journey. We must remain locked down until we are underway at full speed. At which time we can feel free to move about the ship." Every word of the commander's reminder had a renewed importance that was never felt in training.
This was it, they were truly going to be the first of humanity to leave their solar system. Travelling into the unknown on a journey to an alien world. No amount of preparation could do this moment justice as the weight sunk into Derrick's chest. Reminding him of the first day he left Martonne for central Marsul. A ridiculous comparison that caused him to chuckle quietly. How could a few hundred miles inspire the same sensation as a few hundred billion miles? Kim had always told him everything was relative, and that objectivity was nearly impossible for people to keep in mind while experiencing something. Words had never felt so true as he was brought back to his childhood in Martonne. He remembered turning the lights off in his room, grabbing his bag, shutting the front door, and simply walking down the front steps one last time; leaving his home, and a city behind him. Derrick laughed again as the comparison returned. Trading front steps and a sidewalk for Mars orbit and an interstellar RIP.
Derrick scanned his monitor and saw that the docking procedure was on schedule and unhindered. Less than two minutes to Mars 1 and then a fifteen-minute reprieve as the ship would be prepped for their final release. Mars 1 dock was merely a final check and refuel during the orbital drift to launch position. Checking his readout, Derrick noted the approach for docking. "30 seconds out, docking has been initiated."
"Ok, keep a close eye, Derrick. Everyone else just relax and enjoy the trip around Mars. This is the final step before we officially begin the journey." The commander continued to voice his thoughts on open comms. "I need everyone to be at one hundred percent until we are officially on course. Eilik, you have been quiet, how does everything look on Setu's end." Lorn addressed the Vryl crew member for the first time.
"Setu diffusion array is prepared for our arrival in one year, thirteen days, four hours, and nineteen minutes." Eilik's translator had received many upgrades over the last few years but it still lacked emotional significance. Combined with his analytical sense of speech it always seemed robotic to Derrick. "Unstable rift matrix is online, comms uplink to Setu is active and stable. RIP drive is standing by."
Eilik had always strived to sound more human in his speech. Not necessarily for his benefit but for the comfort of the crew he was serving with. Although his translation device had received upgrades, it still functioned purely at a level sufficient for his needs. He was given the choice of an external head mounted device or an implant. The implant would leave almost no trace of its existence apart from a small speaker mounted on his left shoulder. A wireless controller would also accompany the implant for specific toggles. Another benefit of an implanted translator was that he would never miss out on spontaneous conversation. The internal vibration core would act as a constant guide to all things human going on around him. With the external model it would have to be worn for it to be effective.
Mistranslated dialogue was rare but not impossible with the translation devices currently being utilized. Errors were usually confined to minor issues like tonal differences or syllable emphasis. The main message would remain intact and understood.
Attempts were made to simply learn the language but with no mouth or ears it proved beyond practical for the Vryl to pursue it. A similar fate awaited humans as they lacked the vibration organs or Tohlin as they were named. With the failure of direct translation or interpretation, technological solutions became the future of Human to Vryl communication.
"We are about to make contact with Mars 1, sir." Derrick kept his attention focused squarely on the docking arm as it extended towards the station.
"Okay, here we go, brace for impact." Commander Lorn decided to err on the side of caution. His mindset was to prepare for the worst and hope for the best. This trait was seen as pessimistic by some, but a beneficial in a leader. Talking freely about worst case scenarios would often cause stress in his peers. He knew the AI would likely dock with little to no disturbance to him or his crew, but there was no harm in being prepared for a bump or even a collision. Arguably one of the reasons he was chosen for the mission.
"The onboard computer will prevent any harmful contact with the Mars 1 station." Eilik said with a reassuring certainty. His staunch defense of the Vryl technology was evident at every turn. As a leader in unstable rift research, he was the personification of confidence whenever the topic arose.
"Speed is matched exactly and we are coming in smooth" Derrick advised, deciding to reinforce Eilik's assessment of the situation.
As Derrick finished his sentence the final five seconds of the docking procedure was already underway. When the docking arm connected to the ship, he could feel a sense of safety. It was a strange emotion to feel but as the small vibration ceased and they became one with the station he felt relief. Being once again tethered to humanity provided a comfort. This would be the last time he will feel that connection for quite some time. At least three years to be exact. Travel time was just over a year each way and their mission was scheduled to last one year on Setu.
"Dock complete, piggyback underway." Derrick, still monitoring the situation, provided confirmation.
"Fifteen minutes starts now. Eilik begin RIP prep. Luke, close all blast shields and ionize the hull." Lorn's words barely left his lips before being acknowledged.
"Understood." Eilik turned his focus to the engineering panel on the right side of his chair.
"On it!" Luke was quick to engage blast shielding. A loud release of gas echoed throughout the cockpit as the dyronium shielding rolled down over the windows. Light entering through them seemed to fight its demise, crawling down the inside of the cockpit until it was inevitably extinguished. A mechanical click was the signal that the blast shields were secure. The ionization of the hull was less noticeable and only Luke's words, "Blast shields secure. Hull ionization complete" was evidence of it.
Darkness engulfed the crew in the moments before internal lighting came online. The only illumination came from the lit buttons within the various consoles. Derrick looked over at Kim and saw her face in the amber light of an O2 monitor. Her eyes turned to meet his and, in a moment, he wasn't sure if she could see him. Was his face lit the same way or was she simply looking into the darkness with curiosity.
It was a moment that captured Derrick fully. The peace he felt as her eyes met his felt like something out of a dream. Time stood still as he scanned every inch of her face. Like a painting, he noticed detail after detail he previously overlooked. They had spent countless hours together and he just now realized he had never really looked at her. She felt like a different person, as if he was just meeting her. ‘Was the same true for the rest of the crew?’, he thought. What features had he overlooked in the rest? Derrick soaked in the moment, truly seeing Kim for the first time. Kim’s attention rested squarely on Derrick as they stared into each other’s eyes. He wasn’t sure if she was able clearly see him amidst the darkness but couldn’t bring himself to look away.
So many thoughts raced in Derrick's mind as the internal lighting began to flash into existence. With a blink, Kim's gaze was averted. The cockpit came back into view and Derrick's focus lingered for a moment on the profile of her face. The moment had only just passed, and he found himself longing to relive it. Was it an attraction to Kim or was it just the beauty of a moment under those circumstances? He decided that he could dwell on it another time and brought his attention back to the controls.
Fifteen minutes separated the crew and their destiny. The ISO would be released in a little less than a coffee break's time. Eilik was still working quickly to ready the RIP engines while the rest of the crew anxiously awaited their outset.
"RIP engines primed." Eilik notified the commander.
"Derrick, ready thrusters for orbital escape maneuvers." The commander's words signaled the final stage of Derrick's role in the launch of the ISO. He would engage an automated thruster sequence to leave the station and exit Mars orbit. Once free of orbit, Eilik would bring the RIP bubble online and engage.
"Thrusters ready." Derrick confirmed. During training he would manually perform the orbital escape. It was going to be odd leaving it to the computer system.
"Crew, we are ten minutes out from our journey into distant space. We are the first, we are the guinea pigs of a new technology." Lorn didn't mince words.
"You're making me misty eyed, commander. I always dreamed of being a guinea pig." Hank finally broke his silence and several laughs were heard throughout the cockpit.
"Guinea pigs? You make it sound like we are going to explode. They tested this thing while we were training, right?" Ben chimed in with a half-joking remark.
"All variables were accounted for" Eilik reassured him, immune to the joke.
"Can I be something bigger than a guinea pig, like a chimp or something? I saw a video of one smoking a cigar back on earth. Felt like he had things figured out." Luke never liked rodents.
"No, we are all guinea pigs, that's an order." The commander's words had a deadpan sincerity to them that made Derrick laugh.
"Is the cigar still an option?" Luke fired one last jab that was ignored.
"Nicole, have you prepared some words for our departure?" Lorn had tasked Nicole, the cultural liaison of the mission, to prepare a memorable dialogue to precede the departure of the ISO. Something concise that would resonate with humanity. It was a tall order that was not taken lightly. Nicole often approached Derrick and other crew members with drafts to get feedback.
"Luke and I prepared something." Hank said, "Although it’s more of a skit and we will need two wigs and an apron."
"Henry?" The commander paused.
"Sir?" Hank knew the use of his proper name was not a good sign.
"The doors..." Lorn only needed two words to bring Hank back into line.
"Got it" Hank retreated into silence.
"Yes, I have prepared something." Nicole finally had a chance to respond. Derrick had heard several iterations along the way and was excited to see the final product.
"Ok, Nicole, I would like you to broadcast your message at the five-minute mark of our final countdown.
"Understood." Nik had a noticeable apprehension in her voice.
Derrick felt his own insecurities in Nicole at times. She was more than capable of any challenge but always seemed to underestimate herself. Derrick decided to lend her some words of encouragement.
"Hey, Nicole?" Derrick said over comms directly to Nicole.
"Yes, I read you." She sounded flustered and Derrick began to regret his decision. Maybe he should have just left her alone to collect her thoughts. It was too late now, he had to say something.
"I just wanted to say I am excited to hear what you have to say. Every time you presented something to me, I was inspired. You're the best representative we could have hoped for and I am proud to be here with you." He knew that she would succeed and just wanted to reinforce that knowledge in her.
"Thanks, Derrick. I hope I live up to the title." Her voice took on a more relaxed tone.
"You will." Derrick's words had a sincerity to them. He truly believed that Nicole was the best cultural liaison they could have hoped for. She was always compassionate and engaging no matter who she was speaking with. Never speaking out of turn or speaking just for the sake of it. Words held an importance to Nicole far beyond the emphasis applied by the average person. As he thought about it he became more curious and excited to hear what she had to say about their departure.
Ten minutes left, ten minutes until they engage RIP engines for the first time in human history. Ten minutes until they start a journey that will take them beyond the farthest reaches of Derrick's childhood dreams. Everything still felt surreal, a perpetual shock enveloped him whenever he focused on the situation surrounding him. Derrick wished his harness wasn't so snug, he wondered what everyone else was doing. Like a child wanting to look around at his friends, he felt strangely alone at the front of the cockpit. Only the commander and Kim were visible in his peripheral and he knew that Hank or Luke were probably up to something behind him.
The next five minutes were filled with silence. A calmness overcame them as they each imagined the next year of their lives. Confined in a ship surrounded by an unrelenting bubble of energy, it was a time of reflection as they awaited the speech.
Excitement was the predominant emotion during all of training as none of them could truly be objective about the mission. Yes, it was an opportunity of not only a single lifetime but of all lifetimes to this point in humanity. The struggles that they would inevitably face would be relegated to an afterthought in the face of such an amazing task.
Once they were underway and had a daily routine established they would settle in. Derrick thrived on routine and although it was sometimes a struggle to get into a one, once in, he would rarely deviate. He found himself living out a day on the ISO in his head as the silence remained deafening. He recalled his quarters and the way he had requested brown sheets and a black blanket. He specified thread count and a particular shade of brown. Derrick knew it was a peculiar request when he made it early on in training. To his surprise there was little hesitation and special linens were made. The bedding was just the beginning of his special requests, and he felt appreciative as the team in charge was very accommodating to the crews’ needs. He started wondering what requests were made by other members of the crew. Did they try to recreate a familiar home onboard or go the opposite direction entirely?
"Thirty seconds until your message, Nicole. I received permission for an open channel to the official livestream watching our launch. You will have a thirty second window starting at the five-minute mark. Everyone else please remain muted." Lorn's words cut through the silence, lifting the fog of rumination that had so suddenly infected the cockpit.
Nicole opened her comms and took a deep breath. "Ok, here we go" she paused for the remaining few seconds. Derrick envisioned her with eyes closed and lips twitching with the final practice run of her words. He couldn't take his eyes off the clock on his panel. As the five-minute mark hit, the hiss of an open channel revealed itself, and, without hesitation, Nicole began. "Humanity's past defines who we are. We embark today to define who we will be. Unified, we reach into unfathomable distance to cement our closest friendship. The crew of the Interstellar Observer are proud to undertake this journey on behalf of all humankind. Whether it’s steps, leaps, or even RIPs, humanity always pushes boundaries in search of the unknown. Setu may be our destination, but it will serve as the start of a new journey. A journey alongside the Vryl. Together, we shall continue to breach the unknown."
Her words came as promised; beautiful and concise. Derrick felt the added importance of the mission. They were at the forefront for the birth of a new era. Nicole captured the crew as silence returned. The countdown however, carried on unimpeded.
The last five minutes came and went almost exclusively in silence. The only sound that could be heard was Eilik maintaining the RIP drive for launch. The dull tapping of his alien fingers contacting his control panel, accompanied by a muted *beep* to acknowledge each button activation. It was strange how obvious the sounds became in utter silence. Derrick couldn't remember the last time he noticed that sound, and every detail of the launch felt as if it was new. As if somehow it was the first time he was going through this process. Even though he had trained for these exact steps over a thousand times, the minor differences seemed to jump out at him at every turn. Kim's face even inspired this feeling. He started to think that maybe the change was within him, focusing on the minutia he previously overlooked.
Once again, the commander's voice broke the silence. "Derrick, are you ready to take us out? One minute until docking release."
"Aye sir, ready and waiting." Derrick was caught completely off guard. Was Lorn implying a manual orbital escape? Launch training always culminated with Derrick completing the maneuver manually. However, it was understood that in real world implementation the AI would accomplish the task. He didn't want to assume, but the commander's words had familiarity about them reminiscent of their trials. Refusing to leave it to chance, Derrick decided to confirm the order. "Vectors laid in, AI standing by."
"I said, Derrick. I want us to do this manually. I am not leaving the final stage of our launch up to a computer. You completed the maneuver flawlessly every run through the simulator. This is the first step into a future beyond our solar system. I would like our voyage to begin with the best pilot we have at the helm." It was very surprising to hear the commander deviate from standard procedure. He had voiced displeasure for automated systems several times throughout training but never to this degree. "I will note any objections."
As he finished his thought, Derrick was taken aback. Was the commander doing this for his sake or was it a sincere mistrust of the AI. Either way he found the gesture out of place and considered objecting to it himself. The opportunity was a welcome one and he very much desired it but the last-minute nature of it felt unsettling.
"The AI is a more precise method and I see no reason to deviate." Eilik's objection was expected as the Vryl had been exposed to expanding AI for several hundred years. Trust had been explicitly earned and they found human apprehension to it confusing.
Mankind pursued artificial intelligence throughout much of the twenty-second century. The field of research came to an abrupt halt in 2167 as a computational engineer on Earth created a sentient AI on a closed system. Self-improvement was occurring at an exponential rate and it became obvious they lacked the ability to retard it. The project was deemed to be a threat and put out of commission. With the environmental breakdown following shortly after, AI would take a back seat amidst the turmoil. Once the Vryl made contact, they shared a containment algorithm that prevented the escalation of AI. This rendered it a tool instead of a peer or worse. For many, the threat of exponential AI growth still lingered and was the source of much anxiety. It appeared that commander Lorn was in that group.
"Noted, anyone else?" The commander's response was abrupt somewhat dismissive as he obviously expected the objection from their alien counterpart.
"I say let the kid have at it. What was all that training for if he's just going to sit there?" Hank had always called Derrick kid. The size difference between them appeared to negate the fact that Derrick, at thirty-seven, was two years his senior. It caught Derrick off-guard the first time Hank called him kid. For the first month of training he regretted not stopping the practice. It had felt condescending, especially coming from their second youngest crew member. Derrick couldn't pinpoint the exact moment it stopped bothering him, but somehow Hank had managed to turn an annoyance into a loveable quirk.
After a short silence it became clear to Derrick and everyone else that he was going to be taking manual control of the ship. A twinge of excitement coursed through his veins as he reached out for the controls. Entering his override code was second nature, he had practiced that more than anything else. He felt that in an event that it was required, every single moment would be crucial. A combination of his mother's and father's birthdays to ensure he could never forget. His father was born in 2257 and his mother was three years younger. Reaching out he entered the code with no hesitation, 225760. An automated voice came over the comm system, "Manual override, Derrick Rich, confirmed.". He could feel the kick as the separation occurred, the ISO was now completely under his control.
The decision to adopt the Vryl AI system had all but stripped Derrick of his dream to manually pilot the ISO. He would often run through the possibilities in his head on how this moment might come to pass. Even in his best-case scenarios they would be well underway and circumstances dire. Yet here he was, not even out of the gate and his hands found their rightful place on the controls. Orbital escape was a very simple procedure and while it wouldn't necessarily challenge Derrick, he was excited to begin.
"Status please, Derrick" Commander Lorn asked, just as eager to depart.
"Mars 1 decoupling complete and awaiting orders." The anticipation was building as a smile fought its way onto Derrick's face.
"What are we waiting for? Take us out." As the words left the commander's mouth, Derrick forfeit the battle against his smile. Grabbing the controls, he began thrusting towards the orbital escape coordinates.
It felt surreal as the ISO accelerated up to speed; creeping away from Mars 1 and any physical connection to humanity. Every second seemed to linger in his mind. Particles of dust crossed his vision, caught in the glow of the illuminated consoles. It was as if every tiny detail had a renewed focus. Every speck of dust representing a person or thing that Derrick wouldn’t see for the next three years. Floating apathetically through his view and out of sight.
Training never managed to elicit such a reaction from him and he was shocked to feel it during such a simple maneuver. Having felt it only once before while in flight school, he was completely enthralled by it. While the operation itself lacked any serious challenge, it appeared that the significance of it had triggered this response.
With the blast shields down in preparation for RIP engagement, he was forced to use on-screen displays for guidance. The trajectory of their ship was highlighted on a screen directly in front of Derrick. Several overlays would indicate the best flight path toward the orbital escape vectors. There was a readout that listed the correct speed of the ship as well as horizontal markers that represented every kilometer of forward progress. The readout had them listed at 3.5km/s and rising. They would need to reach 5km/s before the ship could safely escape Mars orbit and prepare for RIP ignition.
Derrick noted a noticeable difference in the horizontal progress tracking and the listed speed. As they approached 4km/s he expected to see four markers pass the ship on the readout for every second of elapsed time. To his surprise, however, he was able to count only two markers for every second he felt. The perception of time had always been something of a relative experience and he decided to take a quick glance at the digital clock above his panel. The clock appeared to verify the speed of 4km/s and as a result Derrick attributed this odd occurrence to a simple relative perception. Lacking the time to dwell on it completely he turned his attention back to the controls as 5km/s was quickly approaching.
"Ten seconds until escape velocity." Even as Derrick spoke he felt as if time was slow. His voice felt sluggish and deeper than usual. Speaking seemed to free him from the experience, and by the end of his sentence temporal normality was restored. Shaking his head to refocus, he continued, "Everything looks good, time to launch coordinates fifty seconds.".
Good was an understatement in this regard. Derrick's best launch zone deviation in training was 0.15 meters. His current course alignment had him coming in at under 0.05 meters of deviation. This was within the margin of error experienced by the AI systems. With the ship reaching escape velocity, Derrick began the most complicated section of the maneuver.
Taking a deep breath and exhaling as his eyes slowly moved down to meet his panel, he attempted to recreate his heightened state. Not only was it successful, but it was far more noticeable than earlier. He could hear the sound of his breath changing tone. The world closed in around him as the panel became the only thing within his focus. As the trajectory angled him away from the planet he felt a precision reminiscent of his dreams. Every movement of his hands felt confident, tracing the optimum launch trajectory. In training there were always slight corrections he was forced to make. That feeling was absent today as it all felt exact.
The designated launch zone came upon them quickly, and Derrick piloted the ship to his best result ever. With a deviation of 0.0456 meters he outperformed his wildest dreams. With a disparity of less than a third of his personal best he was blown away. "Launch zone achieved." Derrick said with pride in his voice.
"Eilik, bring us online." The commander's words felt like a reward for Derrick's exceptional positioning. He had succeeded and now it was Eilik's turn to take them into the unknown.
"RIP Bubble online and stable, Setu coordinates laid in, and ready to engage." Eilik readied the ship for their journey.
"Let's go" Lorn had always utilized this oversimplified phrase to initiate any order onboard the ship during training. Everyone, including Eilik, had learned to respond to it as an official command.
Those would be the last words spoken within their home solar system. Eilik initiated the RIP engines and a subtle vibration preceded the ignition. An unfamiliar sound erupted as the ship entered the RIP stream. A subtle hiss that came to an end with an abrupt and loud snap. The crew felt very little as the bubble itself would maintain a relative force within. It was a different story on the outside as the ship entered a speed nearly five times that of light. Their mission had officially begun.




Chapter 2

Settling in
"Eilik, status." Lorn wanted to ensure they were safely underway before releasing the crew from the cockpit of the ISO.
"RIP engaged and stable. Velocity, one million four hundred ninety-seven thousand five hundred sixty-three point seven six two kilometers per second." Eilik always pushed for as much accuracy as possible when reporting anything to the commander.
"Great job, everyone. We are officially in route to Setu. Launch went as smooth, or better than we had anticipated. We must maintain that level of dedication and preparation throughout our mission. As for now, you are released from bridge duty. I would suggest acquainting yourself with the rest of the ship and especially your quarters. Flight suits are no longer mandatory. Our next scheduled appointment is in the conference room at 13:00. As a reminder, nutrient rations are dispensed on a per person basis. You may withdraw your daily rations in any manner you see fit but you will not be permitted to exceed that daily allowance. As the launch today occurred in the late morning, we have been afforded seventy-five percent of our daily ration for day zero." This speech from commander Lorn had always brought about the close of training for the day. It was a simple list of reminders for basic function onboard the ISO.
Everyone knew it from start to finish but procedure dictated that it must be said before crew release on day zero. The commander continued. "We have been equipped with a ration stock that exceeds our requirements by roughly two hundred and forty-seven days. As a result, you may request additional rations through official channels. I know several of you skipped breakfast today and I have already approved the additional twenty-five percent for the day. We have a physician and a psychologist onboard, you are encouraged to utilize both. Ben and Yanna will be conducting various experiments throughout the ship, their efforts are to be respected. The cardiovascular and resistance training pod will be utilized daily by every member of the crew. A schedule has been sent to each of your CCDs and you will be responsible for booking time when you are free." CCDs were the 'Crew Connection Devices' they were implanted on the inside of the right forearm. It was an all-in-one connection device for everything involving the crew. The interface was a combination of both mechanical and holographic. Everything from crew vitals to personal messages could be received through their CCDs.
Although functional, the interface on the arm was small and rarely used outside of receiving messages. Primary access was through crew personal terminals around the ship. Information was wirelessly updated and transferred to the ship's computer at all times. Ship wide alerts or personal emergencies would be revealed at the implant site when necessary.
Lorn finished his statement. "Enjoy your stay onboard the ISO and expect further orientation today at 13:00. Dismissed."
Derrick began freeing himself from his chair and could hear the shuffle of others doing the same. It was a five-point harness that included an intricately designed switch to release. While connecting was simple, the added forces involved during launch required the release activation to be slightly more complicated. Derrick pushed down on the small dial situated on his chest and twisted clockwise for one full rotation. Once he heard the click, he knew the straps were released. With the straps of the harness loose, Derrick was able to stand up out of his seat and turn around.
The rest of the crew was still seated, and he could see Hank facing him. Hank raised his face shield to reveal a giant smile. Smiling back, Derrick felt a sense of pride; a quiet acknowledgement of his efforts leading them to the start of their journey. Stretching from one side to the other, Derrick noticed Kim still seated beside him. She didn't appear to be unbuckling herself which struck him as odd. Taking it upon himself, he walked over to her.
"Everything alright, Kim?" His voice carried curiosity more than concern. Being the youngest crew member and last-minute successor to her mentor's sudden disqualification, Kim had adjusted astonishingly well. Derrick felt a vulnerability about her in this moment that he hadn't felt before.
"Me? Oh yeah, I am fine. Just waiting until everyone is out of the way." She smiled up at him in a way that eliminated any concern he had. Kim had always told him to stop reading too much into every situation, a method he struggled to put into use. He smiled back and decided to take her at face value and turned to exit the bridge. By now, most of the crew was free and exiting into the adjoining corridor.
Ahead was commander Lorn himself, who was just stepping through the threshold as Derrick approached. Excited to see his quarters and maybe take a nap, he followed closely behind. Immediately attached to the bridge was a corridor that led to the galley. Along the corridor were three hatches, one on the left and two on the right. Meticulous efforts were made by the engineers of the ISO to hide infrastructure out of sight. Seeing as the crew would be living onboard for over a year, they wanted it to have a sense of home. Unsightly cables, or plumbing would have impeded that effort.
The hatch on the left led to the conference room referenced in Lorn's speech. It would house a long briefing table complete with holographic emitters. A viewer on the front wall would provide them with most of the information being discussed during meetings. On the outside wall was a synthetic window.
The ship itself was trapped within a bubble of immense energy making it necessary for all portholes to be covered in dyronium shielding during travel. As a result, the engineers added several of these synthetic windows throughout the ship. The windows would be programmable and capable of showing any image with recreated three-dimensional accuracy. For now, they were all depicting an arbitrary motion in deep space.
On the right were Sian's infirmary and Kim's office. Derrick hadn’t visited either much during training but knew the basic layout. The infirmary was relatively simple with just an exam table, some cabinets, and a quarantine chamber. The table was a multifunctional apparatus that housed scanning equipment of all kinds. Derrick had full confidence in Sian; not only did she command a relentless knowledge and aptitude for medicine, she had assisted in the design of the ISO infirmary.
Kim’s office was much smaller in comparison to the infirmary. Only needing a desk, and a seating area. Kim had discussed some of the decorative choices she made for the ISO office, but Derrick never found time to see it during training. Not only was it difficult to schedule, it was difficult to get clearance. The ship was being built in a highly secured area with heavy decontamination protocols. While the training facility was a one to one recreation of the ISO, it lacked any of the finer details of equipment present on the actual ship. For most of the crew this would be their first time seeing the ship in working order. The only exceptions to that were Lorn, and Luke. Lorn made an official request and Luke was the lead engineer on the project. Both of them had a tour approved within the final week of launch prep.
At the end of the corridor was an opening into the galley of the ship. A place where they could gather, eat, relax, and just spend time together.
Five corridors exited the galley. Two would lead to the crew quarters, one would lead to the upper level of the ship, another led to the rear of the ship and the engineering section, and finally there was the entrance to the bridge corridor. The functionality of the engineering area could be controlled from the bridge, but the physical mechanics were at the rear. The engineering corridor would be the home of both the fitness pod and the laundry station. Engineering itself would be at the end of the corridor, beyond the fitness pod. The only members with official access to the engineering section were Eilik, Luke Amrose, Yanna Lye, and commander Geoffrey Lorn.
One additional room was adjacent the engineering section. This room housed the unstable rift matrix that allowed for instant communication with the Triumvirate. Eilik was the only crew member capable of maintaining it and thus all other members, outside of commander Lorn, had their access restricted.
The upper level was dedicated to recreation and experimentation. Ben and Yanna would occupy two unique laboratories on adjacent sides of the upper level. Beyond the experimentation corridor was the recreation area. Activities ranging from reality, virtual reality, and augmented reality were present.
Originally, the ship had an additional bio section used to house a wide variety of vegetation. Attempting to create a peaceful retreat with feelings of home was a challenge. Later iterations of the design would see the recreation and bio areas amalgamate. The idea was to gain the tranquility of a forest while still affording the opportunity for leisure activities. Combining the two allowed greater opportunity in a much larger space. With several requests for flora dispersed throughout the ship being denied, this was seen as a compromise.
As Derrick exited the bridge and entered the corridor, he caught up with Lorn. Eager to question the motives behind the orbital escape maneuver he wasted no time in asking. "Sir, if you don't mind me asking, why did you authorize a last-minute manual override? Not that I am complaining, I just don't understand."
"We are out here representing mankind on the first mission beyond our solar system. It just didn't feel right leaving it in the hands of a robot." Lorn's words were cold and oddly callous towards the AI of the ship.
"Permission to speak freely, sir?" Derrick felt a need to confront the commander about his decision.
"Granted" Lorn had little hesitation when it came to crew members expressing themselves.
"That feels completely out of character. I have never seen you act so impulsive regarding anything. Quite frankly it was a little concerning." They stepped through the doorway and into the galley just as Derrick completed his inquiry.
Lorn stopped, turning to face Derrick, he said, "It wasn't as impulsive as it seemed. I appreciate your concern and I will address it during our orientation later today. If there’s nothing else, I suggest you begin familiarizing yourself with the ship's facilities.".
As he finished speaking, Lorn turned and began walking toward the crew section of the ship. There wasn't anything else, but the interaction did little to satiate Derrick’s curiosity. If anything, it managed to raise more questions regarding the maneuver. Derrick watched the commander disappear down the corridor and turned his attention to the room around him.
Hank and Luke had already removed their helmets and were sitting at one of the three tables. Hank's familiar shaved head and Luke's blonde hair brought a sense of familiarity to the room. The coldness of the suits and helmets were an aesthetic Derrick was glad to shed.
The table they were sitting at was made of stainless steel and secured to the floor. Chairs were fixed via a track that allowed for minor adjustments in their position. The seats had been covered in Kevlar enclosed foam for comfort. Sterility appeared to be the desired motif for the vessel. White floors and walls, stainless steel everything else. Luckily, the steel was brushed to a matte finish which prevented glare or reflections.
Lighting was in the ceiling and behind several lined sections of the walls. Panel diffusers would create a uniform glow that illuminated the room in a dull white. The lighting system was equipped with several RGB settings that could alter the colour based on critical alerts. In addition to alerts, the customization would allow for several modes to represent varying times of day. Luke mentioned on several occasions that he had the ability to program any colour outside of the emergency spectrum. All opaque reds, yellows, and oranges were isolated to emergency functionality.
The galley had a wall dedicated to rations and storage. A single computerized mechanism with a serving shelf would distribute all the daily nutrient gel. Stainless steel cabinets surrounding the serving shelf would hold all the utensils and serving apparatus needed. Each cabinet had the name of a crew member. Akin to a locker, all items within would be the responsibility of the respective crew member.
Curiosity overtook Derrick as he made way to his cabinet. ‘Derrick Rich’ was printed across the upper middle of the door. There was a small sensor in the bottom right corner used for unlocking it. Waving his CCD unit over the sensor lifted the lock and allowed him access within. Magnets held the door in place after the lock was deactivated and a simple pull on the handle allowed him entry.
Inside he found a bowl, plate, fork, knife, spoon, and mug. Each was made from a heat resistant polymer and held in place with a fitted insert that prevented any unwanted movement. On the inside of the cabinet door was a reminder that read, ‘Please rinse and return all items before leaving the kitchen area. Cabinet will be sanitized three times a day, avoid using contents between: 09:00-09:15, 13:00-13:15, 22:00-22:15. Manual sanitizing procedure must be implemented for any meal plan deviation.’ The cabinets would use heat and an anti-microbial steam to sanitize the items after each meal. Closing the cabinet, Derrick could hear the click as the CCD lock reengaged.
Wanting to see his quarters, he started towards the starboard crew corridor. "I am going to go check out my quarters, enjoy your meal, boys." Derrick looked back, particularly at Hank.
"We are just talking." Hank said, feigning insult at the implication that he would be eating already.
"Yeah, you were talking about trying the nutrient gel." Luke said, exposing Hank's true intentions.
"Shhh." Hank smiled and stood to explore the dispensers.
Derrick smiled and continued into the starboard crew corridor. Once inside he could see access to five rooms. Each door had a last name printed in large font. He saw, La'Sendra, Amrose, Lyssak, Rich, and at the end, Haggenfjord rounding out the starboard crew section.
This left Por, Lorn, Folte, Lye, and of course Eilik on the port side. With two entry hatches on either side and one at the end, each corridor was identical. Derrick found his as the second on the left, beside Nicole La'Sendra and across from Ben Lyssak. He made his way down the stretch to his room and unlocked it in a similar fashion to the kitchen cabinets. This time the click of the lock disengaging was immediately followed by the door sliding open. He stepped inside and looked around the room.
Each room was equipped with a bunk, desk, multimedia interface, small closet, washroom, and any personal touches that were requested. His eyes were immediately drawn to the bunk as he saw his special request linens tucked tightly in place. A smile crept onto his face as he scanned the room. A wall mounted lamp that was a graduation gift from his late grandmother was secured to the wall between his desk and bunk. The desk itself was patterned to resemble oak just as Derrick had wanted. His quarters felt very welcoming to him and he appreciated the amount of effort that was put in on his behalf.
Walking over to his desk, Derrick sat down with a thud. Still in his flight suit and helmet he took a second to close his eyes and take a deep breath. He reached up and began sliding the helmet's locking mechanism loose. The helmet was equipped with two clamps at both shoulders and a sliding lock that twisted around the neck. After twisting the main clamp loose, he could feel the pressure change as air started to escape his helmet. Lifting the two clamps freed him from it and he set it down on the desk.
He took another deep breath and smelled the air in his room. To his surprise it didn't smell like anything. He had expected a 'new' smell somehow. The fresh smell of a desk or how new bedding smells when you first open it. He didn't know exactly what he wanted but he was thrown off by the utter lack of smell in such a confined space.
‘Maybe RIP travel obliterates human sensory perception.’ He thought to himself as he continued trying to detect a scent of any kind. ‘I guess the ventilation system onboard is quite sophisticated, maybe it's more efficient than I thought.’ He decided to investigate this theory by putting his nose down against his desk for a closer inspection. Before he made close enough, the suit contacted the front edge of the desk. With a bang he had added his first personal touch to the room, a small dent and a nice new scratch in the top of the oak desk. He took his glove off and ran his fingers over the new design choice. He was surprised they had used real wood for the desk and had just assumed it would be a more durable material patterned to look that way. Either way he deemed it not worthy of frustration and with a more precise second attempt he was able to get a closer smell of the desk. "There it is" he said to himself as the subtle varnish smell of an unused desk permeated his senses.
With the helmet off he decided to finish changing into a more casual look. Derrick stood and moved to the closet. Sensors on the closet detected his approach, opening and sliding out of sight into the surrounding walls. Inside the closet he found a section specifically for the suit. Removing it, he arranged it carefully inside. He closed the suit storage compartment and turned his attention to the clothing.
There were a wide variety of options in a relatively small space. Several shirts of varied purposes hung above five drawers. The drawers were filled with underwear, socks, pants, and one dedicated to footwear. He grabbed a pair of the recreational pants and an ISO branded T-shirt. Derrick changed out of his under-suit and put it in the laundry receptacle.
Laundry receptacles were attached to the wall facing the corridor. Each corridor had a laundry rotation in which a crew member would take on the responsibility each week. The receptacle would have an access point in the corridor that allowed for privacy to be respected. A simple cart with five sections, one for each member, was used to facilitate this operation.
The original design of the ship had a system that would move all laundry to the aft of the ship through an automated process. The automated laundry system was removed to accommodate the new Vryl ventilation system. As a result, the collection of all crew laundry was relegated to a manual process. A relatively small inconvenience.
Derrick threw on the pants and shirt. Both were comprised of a grey fabric that was tight to the skin yet comfortable. Both the shirt and pants had ISO branding and sported a blue stripe up the sides. Once he was dressed, Derrick grabbed a pair of running shoes and headed to the exit of his room.
As he returned to the corridor, Derrick could hear voices coming from the galley. Hank and Luke echoed throughout the ship as they appeared instantly comfortable in their new surroundings. Derrick moved through the empty hall and toward the commotion.
Emerging into the galley, Derrick noticed Hank and Luke still in their flight-suits. They clearly hadn't taken the time to visit their quarters. Nik, Ben, and Yanna accompanied them. The rest appeared to be absent and he assumed they were in their quarters.
"There's our hotshot!" Luke announced Derrick's entrance as he broke the threshold into the galley.
"Is that Derrick Rich, in the flesh?!" Sarcasm dripped from Hank's words.
"My hero!" Nik clutched her hands together beside her face.
"Oh Jesus, they got you in on it too?" Derrick said, surprised Nicole would participate.
"Get over here, kid. Have a seat!" Hank invited him to sit across from him at the center table.
Derrick accepted the invite and took a seat at the table. Luke and Hank had the center table to themselves and the other three sat around the starboard-side table. Derrick noticed Ben had changed into a very similar outfit to his own. The only difference was his decision to use slippers instead of runners. Beside Ben was Yanna who had hardly said a word all morning. Her silence was noticeably out of character. On the far side of the table, across from Yanna, was Nik. It struck him as odd that they had a ten-person crew, but the dining area was equipped for twelve. Three tables, each seating four.
"Luke told us you came in at a 0.046 deviation at launch." Ben continued, "So there's one thing we wanted to ask you. Are you a robot? Luke says you should have an honesty chip installed so you have to tell us."
"Not to nitpick but 0.0456, four ten-thousandths are an eternity to a robo... skilled human." The opportunity to lose himself in the moment was welcomed by Derrick and he played along.
The room enjoyed a laugh together as they all settled in. The atmosphere was light despite the seriousness of their new journey. Like he was late for a weekend brunch at a diner, Derrick felt a warmth from the members of the crew. Hank had obviously felt the same way as he appeared to be indulging in a snack. Trading in fruit salad and crepes for blue nutrient gel.
"Was that your best execution to date?" Yanna broke her long silence.
"Yeah, it was strange, I just felt like I was in the zone the whole time." Derrick alluded to the experience he had while piloting the ship.
"Good timing, we have peak Derrick for the trip. Can't say I am as confident about some other members" Luke gestured at Hank with his head.
"Just wait until I finish this gel, I'll build a house in the zone." Hank responded after Luke's overt gesturing.
"I don't know about building a house. Maybe a time-share that's always booked when you need it." Luke fired back.
"Why am I not surprised that you know the ins and outs of time-shares." Scoffing at Luke's response, Hank joked with him.
"What is a time-share?" Nik asked
"It was a practice from roughly two hundred years ago on earth. It had the reputation of being a fiscally irresponsible opportunity. Several people would enter into a contract to divide time at a dwelling. None of the contract holders would own the property and would be limited to specific dates of use. The time-share income would pay for the cost of upkeep and supplement the income of the actual owner of the property." Everyone stopped to give Yanna a look of surprise after her explanation.
"Are you a historian, Yanna?" Derrick inquired.
"I had a class with a professor that wrote his thesis on monetary exploits of the twenty-first and twenty-second centuries. Time-shares had a dedicated section." It was nice to hear Yanna participate. The silence throughout the launch had concerned Derrick.
"You took the time to seek out and read your professor's thesis?" Luke had his attention pulled from Hank.
"It wasn't hard to find I just asked him for it." Yanna shrugged.
"Oh, so you were just stroking his ego." Luke accused
"I purely had an interest in the content of his work, there was no motive outside that if that's what you're implying." Yanna seemed slightly offended by the insinuation.
"At least he said ego." Hank had a flare for pushing things just a little too far.
There was a brief pause where Derrick could feel a bit of tension but that instantly gave way as Ben commented. "Some people actually like to read and learn new things, Luke."
"That's a myth." Everyone had a chuckle as the room relaxed once again. Luke shook his head at Hank, playfully acknowledging the awkwardness he had created.
"Well we better get changed, these things don't exactly breathe." Hank said, referring to his flight-suit as he stood from the table.
"Save my seat." Luke added.
With that, Luke and Hank both headed in separate directions toward their rooms. Derrick's eyes moved to the door providing access to the upper floors. He was curious what entertainment would be provided. "Have you two looked at your labs yet?" He wanted company to the upper decks.
"Not yet, my work is scheduled to begin tomorrow." Yanna replied
"My schedule is similar, but it couldn't hurt to go up now since we have a couple hours until orientation." Ben also seemed to be curious.
"I guess that's true, lead the way." Yanna got up as she looked at Nik. "Are you going to join us?"
"Yep, I want to see the rec area. I am curious how they merged the two." Nicole was referring to the combination rec/bio area that was implemented in the final design.
Derrick followed Ben to the upper level doorway. After a brief wave of his CCD, Ben opened the door and moved into the stairwell. Ascending the stairs, they entered the landing that acted as the access point to the upper portion of the ship. Three doors exited the area. Two were laboratory entrances and the third was to the recreation/bio area.
The four of them stood together briefly before Ben moved toward the Biology Lab entrance. Using his CCD, he removed the lock and opened the door. Inside was a tiny room equipped with a decontamination shower and suits that would need to be equipped before moving further.
"You guys are welcome to come check it out." Ben said, "Just let me know so I can approve additional heat signatures in the room with me."
"I wanted to look at the rec area first, I'm sure I will see enough of the bio-lab over the next year." Derrick continued to the rec area door.
"Yanna, Nik?" Ben extended the invite more specifically.
"If you don't mind, I am actually curious." Yanna replied with her usual lust for information.
"I just wanted a quick look at the rec area, honestly." Nik was in a similar boat to Derrick. She had mentioned several times that she respected the scientific pursuits and their contributions to the world but just couldn't find a personal interest in it. Her role as Yanna’s assistant was sure to provide ample opportunity to observe the labs.
"Okay, maybe we will join you guys after we look around in here." Ben bid them farewell and he stepped inside the lab decontamination area with Yanna, the door closing behind them.
Derrick moved to the aft doorway and access to the rec area. As it slid open they were met with another staging room. They understood the reasoning behind the labs having it but were slightly confused as they stepped inside and readied for decontamination or decon as they called it. Derrick looked at Nik as the door closed behind them. A small sound preceded a noticeable change in humidity. The room was acting as an equalizer between the rec area and the rest of the ship.
“I guess it’s just a humidity control chamber, not decon.” Right as Derrick finished his sentence, the two of them were blasted by the standard decontamination spray. Derrick noticed Nik looking at him with a smirk as the opaque fog slowly dissipated.
“You sounded so confident, I believed you.” Nik coughed slightly and waved her hand in front of her face, clearing the remaining fog. “I still don’t know if I believe how safe this stuff is.”
“Smells like strawberries, that seems like an odd choice.” Derrick took several deep breaths, knowing the decon spray was deemed 100% safe for inhalation.
“Doesn’t taste like strawberries.” Nik continued to cough as the inner door cracked and slid open.
Light poured in from the newly designed rec/bio area. They were both shocked, in awe of the room’s splendor. They expected the rooms to be combined but not on this level. During prep, the room was bare and held basic interfaces for recreational access training. The room that lay before them was magnificent. Seating areas and interfaces were scattered around the layout of the room amidst abundant foliage. It had a romantic feeling of a park with the casual comfort of a rec room. Derrick looked at Nik and noticed she was sharing the same excitement.
"What is this?" Derrick said as he broke the end of his sentence with a laugh.
Nik turned to meet his look and they both broke into a smile. "This is awesome!" She exclaimed.
Before Derrick could respond, Nicole ran into the room and started touching some of the plants as she passed them. Her adoration for the room was contagious. Derrick could feel similar desires to touch everything growing around him. Trying to ignore the feeling, he followed her in at his own pace. Looking down, Derrick noticed the floor was grass with a few paths leading to certain areas.
"Why didn't they tell us about this?" Nik asked, "I was expecting a few plants here or there, but this is way better."
"I love it too, I am glad they weren't too specific. This is a great surprise to start the trip!" Derrick examined the room, embracing his curiosity.
They both wandered the area that must have been easily two thousand square feet. Trees, bushes, flowers, and all manner of vegetation surrounded them as they moved through. At the back of the room there was a natural canopy that shaded an area from the artificial sunlight. Underneath were several lounging seats and even a hammock. The room had exceeded any expectations Derrick had for it. He envisioned spending a lot of time here over the next year.
Turning his attention to Nicole, Derrick saw a childlike excitement in her that he had never seen. The way she ran and jumped into one of the loungers made him laugh.
"I could get used to this." Nik said while throwing her arms behind her head.
"Comfy?" Derrick enthusiastically inquired with a smile pinned to his face.
"I would have been a lot less worried had I known we were on a flying resort. They should have updated us about this." Nicole remarked.
"They did" A voice appeared from the entrance. It was Lorn as he walked through the rec area toward them. "The final memo had the updated specifics."
"They told us it was combined but I wasn't expecting anything like this." Derrick said.
"I was with Derrick when they issued them to us and I had the same sentiment. I apologize, sir." Nik seemed equally embarrassed.
"At ease, no need to apologize. What do you think about it?" Lorn asked
"I love it!" Nik’s excitement was contagious as she nearly broke into a scream while answering.
"I thought you might." He let out a chuckle and looked to Derrick. "And you?"
"I think it's incredible. I had no idea this was even possible. How do they keep the humidity out of all the electronics in here?" Derrick was eager to learn.
"Eilik actually had a hand in this. Believe it or not he took the time to work with our engineers in his free time. They designed a new ventilation system for the whole vessel in the last three months of prep. Everything in here is tightly shielded, and to prevent overheating they used Eilik's system. All electronics onboard are designed with a central chamber that exits into a membrane that surrounds us. I don't know all the details but if you're curious I am sure Eilik or Luke could fill in the gaps." Lorn sounded just as impressed with the achievement. “I only saw concepts and to be honest, this exceeds my expectations as well. They really did an incredible job in here.”
"I remember there being an update to the ventilation and I actually noticed it in my room earlier. I couldn't smell anything. I know that sounds strange but it's like the entire ship lacks a smell." Derrick was glad to have his assumption proven correct. "Except in here, I can smell the flowers and feel the humidity."
"Now that you mention it, I guess you're right." Nik added, laughing slightly as she continued. “Nothing smells like anything, not even Hank.” The three of them shared a small laugh.
"That's not strange at all and actually intentional. The new system scrubs the air at roughly four times the rate we originally intended. This allows us to remove the majority of lingering odor from any compartment of the ship. I know it doesn't make much of a difference now but in six months I am sure we will be glad." Lorn added a quick jab at the end. "Maybe I should go over some of this in the orientation."
"Better safe than sorry. Does that mean the scent selection for our quarters has been totally removed?" Derrick had been excited about that feature since he first heard about it. Who wouldn't want to come home to a nice scent every day?
"You know what, let's just save it for orientation. I will go over all the basic systems as a refresher for everyone." Lorn looked around the room. "This definitely is an impressive room. Enjoy yourselves and see you at orientation" He turned and slowly retreated away from them.
Nik turned to Derrick. "Oops." She whispered softly. “Sir!” Nik nearly interrupted herself, calling for the commander’s attention.
“Yes, Nicole?” The commander stopped and turned his head to face her.
“Why does the decon mist smell like strawberries?” Nicole eagerly inquired about the scent they experienced while transitioning into the room.
“It’s a scent injection. All the decon rooms have it. They are customizable, Jennifer on the engineering team chose strawberry as the default.” Lorn nodded and smiled before turning to exit the room.
Nik turned back to Derrick, slightly concerned, she whispered, “I hope he isn’t annoyed that I am asking all these questions.”
"I wouldn’t worry about it, that's what day zero is for." Derrick grunted as he adjusted in his chair, trying to get comfortable.
"Want to try any of these machines out?" Nik asked as she moved from the comfort of her lounger.
"Actually, I think I am going to try and get a quick nap in before orientation. There's still almost two hours before it starts." Once Derrick had his sights set on rest it was difficult to snap out of it sometimes.
"Not a bad idea, I should probably do the same. Make sure we are fresh for the orientation, sounds like we need it." Nik gave Derrick a smile and patted his shoulder as she walked by.
Derrick remained seated and looked up at the canopy above him. He thought that he might just pass out in the chair, right here in the rec room. Bringing his arm up he said, "Set alarm, twelve thirty." He heard a little beep and looked at the display. The digital readout of '12:30' was flashing on the screen. He said, “Confirm." and the approval tone sounded to lock in the alarm.
 "Are you staying here?" Overhearing the setting of the alarm before she left the room, Nik decided to inquire.
"Standing seems like a chore right now." Derrick had no intentions on moving.
"Either way, I will see you at orientation. Enjoy your nap, Derrick." Nik was preparing to exit.
"You too." Derrick replied, and with that, Nik left the room.
As the door closed behind her, Derrick noticed the soft ambient sound of the room. It was very peaceful. Wind blowing through the trees, a stream nearby, even the sound of distant birds; all of it artificial, all of it calming. The atmosphere in the room made it nearly impossible for Derrick to keep his eyes open.
"Dim ambient lighting by 65%." The room was a little bright for a nap and Derrick remembered that it was equipped to emulate all hours of the day. As he finished the sentence the lighting lowered, and he felt himself drifting into a sleep.
A single image fought its way into his mind over and over. Kim's face on the bridge, illuminated by the panel lighting. Every time he closed his eyes it confronted him. All the details still felt fresh. The freckles on her nose, her eye lashes, the small half-circle scar on her left cheek, and the way her lips were pressed tightly together. He was fixated on it for a reason he couldn't pinpoint.
After a moment, she turned to face him. It all felt familiar, playing out just like before on the bridge. He couldn't make out any colour other than the amber glow that embraced her. Their eyes met, and he noticed her mouth starting to move. He couldn't make out what she was saying but she was clearly trying to tell him something. Her eyes grew large and he could hear her scream through her helmet. The scream was odd and sounded like a buzz, it frightened Derrick as it lacked all humanity. The sound grew louder as Derrick leaned forward, covering his ears. He was trying to get a closer look, or to jostle Kim free of whatever had gripped her.
Derrick could see fear in Kim’s eyes; a passionate expression embraced her face. It was as if she was reaching out for aid but was unable to articulate anything beyond the loud screaming buzz. Derrick stood, moving forward in an attempt to console her. The sound began to fade as Derrick got closer. Kim’s face relaxed and her eyes closed as she slunk back into her chair. Derrick was captivated by the calm, grateful for the freight to retreat from her expression.
Derrick pursued the curious situation, inching closer to Kim’s position. It was an odd sensation; Derrick was fully aware that this was a dream but entirely in control of his faculties. Kim’s newly found relaxed state gave him pause, for a moment he felt compassion for her rest. She looked so peaceful after such a seemingly traumatizing experience. He knew he had to press on, waking her to make sure she was okay, and question her about the experience.
Derrick knelt down beside Kim’s seat. He took a closer look and noticed the intensity of the amber glow had saturated her features. Kim’s eyes darted nervously beneath her eyelids, as if she was trapped in some hellish nightmare. Derrick decided that enough was enough and as he was about to wake her, Kim’s eyes opened wide and affixed themselves directly on him. Her expression was stoic, uninterested or apathetic. Derrick jumped at the sudden occurrence before regaining his composure. He reached out to touch her, hoping to shake her loose from whatever had captured her. As his fingertips met her suit, Kim lunged out of her chair at him.




Chapter 3

Awake
“Whaa!” Derrick exclaimed, startled awake.
Taking a moment to recognize his surroundings, Derrick looked at the canopy above. Remembering the rec area jarred him back to reality. He must have fallen asleep while sitting in the chair. His alarm was vibrating within his arm and the distinctive buzz was chiming. He shook his head and rubbed his face to shed the webs of sleep. The alarm signalled that it was time to start heading down to the conference area.
Derrick placed his hands on his knees, pausing briefly before standing. He noticed that his clothes were sweaty. Humidity in the rec area must have been the cause, he thought. Derrick decided that his next nap would be in the safety of his quarters. As he climbed to his feet, Derrick stretched wide with his arms, yawning loudly, he let out a small yell. “Whoooff!” Derrick shook his head, still foggy from the nap.
"Normalize ambient lighting." Derrick called out for the lights to accurately reflect the time of day. He ran his hands over his face and rubbed his eyes once more. His body called out for one more deep breath before he turned and started toward the exit.
Naps were hit or miss for Derrick. Sometimes he would wake up feeling refreshed and other times it would feel like he was just hit by a truck. Sadly, today proved to be the latter. With only thirty minutes to orientation and a need to change, he picked up the pace and exited the rec room.
His clothes felt heavy as he entered the upper corridor and moved to the stairwell. Sweat had all but soaked through his entire outfit. The steel handrail felt cool to the touch, a welcome sensation that travelled through his hand. It seemed to help lift the fog as he descended the stairs. At the bottom, he opened the door and was greeted by the rest of the crew enjoying lunch. Everyone was present, including the commander.
"Morning, sunshine." Hank was the first to welcome Derrick.
"You look like shit." Luke said with surprise. "Why are you so sweaty?"
Derrick grabbed his shirt and pulled it off his chest. "Yeah I guess it's a little humid up there for a nap." Derrick continued towards the starboard corridor. "I should probably go wash up and change before the meeting." He still felt sluggish, as if he was wading through water. He grabbed his head and ran his fingers through his hair. He could feel how sweaty he was as his hair slicked back with the motion.
"I would like Sian to check you out, head to the infirmary before you change." Lorn’s command stopped him in his tracks. Derrick knew he didn't look perfect, but he was surprised at the request.
"You can head in, I will be right there." Sian added, standing from her meal.
"Wow, even in space there's a waiting room." Hank chuckled.
"The waiting room precedes the examination room, Hank." Sian stood and began rinsing her dishes from lunch. The room shared a laugh at her remarks. Every now and then her deadpan delivery would crack everyone up.
Derrick smiled as he started down the bridge hall to the infirmary. It was clear something wasn’t right. He ditched the smile as he turned to enter the main bridge corridor. His breathing felt slightly laboured as he moved through, only lifting his head to ensure he didn’t miss the entrance of the infirmary.
Derrick came upon the entrance and noticed Kim’s office beside it to the left. ‘Ruth Haggenfjord Ph.D.’ was written across the top of the door. ‘Kim must have loved the use of her full name.’ Derrick thought, funny that he hadn’t noticed it until now. Turning his attention back to the infirmary door, Derrick waved his CCD over the entry panel and was granted access. Sian must have already scheduled the appointment, giving him access.
Derrick could hear Sian’s footsteps starting down the corridor behind him. Not wanting to linger in the entrance, he moved inside. The infirmary had a familiar sterility that persisted throughout the ship. Everything was immaculate, and the same matte finish was coating all apparatus inside. He wondered if it was an attempt to limit distractions in the room as he hopped up on the exam table. ‘At least this aesthetic makes sense in here.’ He thought.
The table itself was very simple and in its current state was merely a slab of metal protruding from the floor. He could see several seam lines that ran the length of it. These must have been compartments or attachments of some kind depending on the procedure needed. The room was an odd shape as two of the four walls had unique architecture. The outside wall was rounded to follow the contour of the ship and the wall attached to the bridge was at an obtuse angle from the corridor wall.
Derrick noticed the lamp above him provided focused light onto the exam table. It was dim now, nothing to examine, yet. Cabinets ran the length of the wall separating Kim's office and the infirmary. A counter top broke them at the middle and housed several attached containers. In the corner where the outside wall met the bridge he noticed what looked like a quarantine chamber.
“Better safe than sorry” Derrick whispered to himself as he tried to resist speculation about the use of the quarantine system. Just as his curiosity finished circling the room and returned to the doorway, Sian stepped inside. The door closed behind her and she approached the table. Derrick tried to decipher her mood but failed. Her stoic presence always made her impossible to read.
"How are you feeling?" Sian asked as she came upon him at the table.
"A little off if I am being completely honest. I tried to take a nap in the rec room and didn't get much rest. I’m sure I’ll be fine after I finish waking up." Derrick appreciated the concern.
"I am sure it's nothing, but I will just take a few readings from your CCD to be sure." Sian walked to the cabinets nearby and opened a drawer. Inside, she grabbed a small rectangular device with what appeared to be a screen. Walking back over to Derrick, she synced it to his CCD.
"Everything looks good, your blood pressure is a little elevated but nothing to be concerned about. Given the circumstances surrounding this impromptu exam it's likely you're experiencing an anxiety related spike. Just to be safe I would like to see you again tomorrow, so we can re-evaluate it." Sian adjusted a few settings on the device as she spoke.
“Is that it then, can I go? I really need to get changed for the meeting.” Derrick said as he slid off the table and back onto his feet.
“Just one more thing.” Sian held the device up to Derrick’s mouth. "Exhale please." She said. Derrick took a breath and blew it across the front of her device. "Odd, it appears you have the start of a respiratory infection. It’s nothing serious, I will prepare a targeted anti-microbial inhaler for you."
Hearing Sian say the word ‘odd’ was very troubling. Derrick was immediately concerned, and curious how he could have got such an infection so early on. The entire ship was to be sterile, preventing this possibility. He must have contracted it prior to launch and it went undetected.
Sian moved to the cabinet area and began working on an interface secured to the countertop. After a couple inputs, a small rotator within started moving. The device whirred and spun before ejecting a small vial. Sian reached into a drawer, grabbed an inhaler and secured the ejected vial to it. "Press the button located at the top, inhale deeply, hold for three seconds, and release." Sian handed him the inhaler and Derrick followed the instructions.
As the inhaler emptied its contents he could feel a weight lift. Derrick hadn't noticed the extent of the burden, but it became quite evident when he exhaled after three seconds. With an audible sigh, he was far more comfortable already.
"Wow, I didn't even notice there was a problem, seems obvious now." He said as he handed the device back to Sian.
"I included an anti-inflammatory in the substance you inhaled. The immediate comfort will be a result of that and any lingering bacteria should be destroyed before it will return." Sian always made sure to give a detailed explanation of her treatments.
"Lorn and Nik both accompanied me in the rec room, are they also at risk? Are all of you at risk from contact with me?" Concerned that he was contagious, Derrick looked for a professional opinion.
"The particular strain you were infected with is not an airborne contagion. I would like to see Nik and Lorn though. However unlikely, it may have been transmissible through the added humidity present within the rec room. You should go get changed and prepare for orientation." Sian dismissed him.
"Thank you, Sian." Derrick headed for the exit.
"Inform me of any changes in your status. I have set an alert for eleven tomorrow morning for a follow up." Sian never left anything to chance.
"Understood." Derrick left the infirmary and moved back into the galley. Wanting to clean himself up he increased pace towards the crew corridor.
"Everything alright?" Lorn was standing in the galley awaiting Derrick’s return.
"Yeah, Sian fixed me up. She mentioned wanting to look at you and Nik." Derrick turned and started down the corridor to his room.
"Derrick had the start of a respiratory infection. Although not capable of airborne transmission, I wanted to test anyone that was present in the humid environment of the rec area with him." Derrick heard Sian's voice behind him. He didn't expect her to be following so close. Her voice faded as he moved through the corridor. "I would also like to quarantine the area and conduct tests to ensure the ventilation membrane is free from any such bacteria." Derrick could hear Sian faintly discussing the operation of the membrane scrubbers before entering his room.
Once inside his quarters, Derrick was able to relax. Sian’s voice faded way, the door closed, and it was silent. Derrick sat down in the chair and began removing his shoes. He was excited to get cleaned up and changed. Removing his sweaty clothes proved to be a struggle as they clung to his body. Fighting with every pull, if was a relief to finally be free. Derrick looked down at the sweaty pile of clothes before quickly turning his attention to the shower.
The shower was a confined area that was equipped with power nozzles every foot moving down the wall. Five rows of two nozzles were on both sides and behind Derrick. He closed the entrance door and initiated the shower. Every shower was on a cycle that limited overuse of water. Once engaged, the nozzles would move in circular patterns. He knew it would be a two-minute cycle. One minute on the back, one minute on the front. Just then, the halfway tone sounded, and Derrick turned to face the back wall. Once the cycle completed, the automated drying sequence engaged; powerful blowers blasted his skin free of moisture.
The one-hundred and ten degree water was exactly what Derrick needed. Feeling comfortable and refreshed, he exited the washroom. Grabbing another outfit from the closet he got dressed and proceeded back into the hall and toward the galley.
"That's better, you look human again. No offense, Eilik." Hank once again greeted Derrick as he entered the galley.
"Have you left the dining room yet, Hank?" Derrick said with a smile, feeling much better now than before.
"Yeah, I changed out of my flight suit. Besides, they have the best nutrient gel in town." Holding up another pack, Hank smiled at Derrick. "Everyone else headed for the conference room. Eilik and I decided to wait for you."
"The commander requested I stay behind to facilitate Hank's punctuality." Eilik corrected Hank.
"Well that's nice but we should go join them. Conference is about to start." Derrick continued through the galley. “Come on.” He gestured to them, forcing them to join. Convinced to move, Hank got up and followed Derrick out of the galley and into the conference room.
The rest of the crew welcomed their arrival as they found seats around the table. Derrick sat next to Nik at the aft end of the table. The commander was standing at the opposite side. Before saying anything, he opened a holo-grid at the center of the table. Projectors hanging around the four corners of the room would culminate there to create a 3D image.
"For those of you that missed the memo, our bio and rec area have been amalgamated into a single multi-purpose room. As of this afternoon, the room has been quarantined. Anyone who spent time there should seek out Sian for a brief examination. As you all know, Derrick was subjected to a bacterial respiratory infection. We believe the infection is not an airborne risk. Nicole and I were both tested after contact with Derrick and had no infection. Luke and Sian conducted a sweep of the ventilation membrane surrounding the rec area and found trace amounts of the bacteria. The humidity within seemed to allow for bacterial gestation. Sian treated the area and believes it has been neutralized. The rec area will remain restricted for the next twenty-four hours. We would like to conduct another test tomorrow afternoon to ensure it has been successfully treated. Any questions?" After a brief pause, he continued. "This is the first day of a yearlong mission. I expect all of you to utilize the remainder of the day to familiarize yourselves with the functionality of the ship. Tomorrow will mark the start of standard operating procedure. A routine will be established to ensure day-to-day operation is as efficient as possible. Nicole and Henry, you will be on week one laundry duty for your respective crew sections. A rotating schedule has been determined and uploaded to your CCDs. You will all be responsible for the cleanliness of any shared rooms. All meals are coded when dispensed and if necessary I will utilize that functionality to confront individuals. Not only will this ensure a pleasant environment for everyone it is a required to maintain a habitable environment. We are in this thing for the next year, treat it with respect. The reclamation receptacles will recycle material for future applications, but they have their limits."
Once again pausing, Lorn brought up a schematic of the ship in the center of the table. "Our newly implemented ventilation system allows for area specific quarantine. All your quarters are a closed system and in the event you become sick, it is asked that you remain in your quarters for evaluation. The stricter we are the safer this mission will be."
The weight of their situation seemed to hit Derrick suddenly. They were alone and any situation that could possibly arise would fall upon them to solve. They were in this together and he was going to do everything in his power to ensure the safety of everyone onboard. He felt embarrassment at his own inability to diagnose his illness earlier in the day. He should have approached Sian the moment he felt strange.
They had all prepared for this mission, but the solitude didn't feel real until now. Derrick scanned the room and could see a similar sincerity in the faces of his colleagues. A year confined to this relatively small ship would be a trying task. It was easy to dismiss the travel time with the prospect of an alien world awaiting their arrival.
"We must mitigate any complications that could arise from our own ineptitude. We must be ready to confront any unanticipated concerns with our full attention. I have spoken to admiral Lest on Marsul and the unstable rift matrix appears to be functioning properly. Lest informed me of the livestream's success. Nicole, your words will go on to inspire a generation, well done. Derrick, your piloting was exceptional and exceeded everyone's expectations. Admiral Lest asked me to extend his apologies for the deception during launch. The manual override was his idea and was approved prior to launch. The belief was that it would instil a sense of pride among the viewers." The crew was surprised at the revelation.
"Why plan for the AI at all if that was the intent?" Yanna raised the question everyone was thinking.
"Initially we wanted to adjust the flight plan to remove the AI from the orbital escape. The public relations department for the program believed it would have a larger impact if Derrick was seen as taking over for it, a last-minute rise to triumph as opposed to business as usual. Lest's original suggestion was adopted by the program and was executed as we saw today." Derrick felt slightly betrayed as the commander extrapolated on this secret plan.
"Why not just let us in on it?" Derrick wanted to know.
"They wanted genuine responses from the crew and they got them." The commander's comments appeared to be bothering the rest of the crew as well.
"When did this become a show, is there anything else we should be aware of?" Nik asked in a frustrated tone.
"This is the largest space exploration mission in the history of mankind. It was always going to be a show; your speech is further evidence of that. The decision was made to use this as an opportunity to send a message. The theatrics ended at the launch and our mission is still the same. I understand some of you may feel some apprehension about it, but I suggest you put that behind you. It was a minor adjustment deemed beneficial to the viewership. We have a mission to focus on, you are all professionals and I expect you to respond accordingly. If you have any more concerns, now is the time to voice them." Lorn left the room open to response.
"This feels like a completely needless breach of trust. The exact same message could have been sent if we all knew about it." Nik continued, clearly not willing to let this go.
"The bottom line is, you aren't actors. With the limited time available the process of creating a scripted scenario was a burden we were unwilling to accept. It was a small change that was a success from top to bottom. The launch went exactly as we expected and trained for. I encourage all of you to submit feedback about the process now that you know. As for now, if there aren't any other objections, it's time to focus on the trip ahead." Lorn was losing patience for the topic.
The room was silenced with several of the crewmembers still visibly upset. Lorn decided to address it once more. "I understand the frustration and just want you to know that I personally okayed this. The change did not negatively impact any of us and it brought the procedure closer to our simulations. Every single day we trained with Derrick piloting us to the launch zone. Quite frankly when I heard they wanted to use AI, I disagreed with it. We all know how capable he is at the helm and the thought of AI leading us to the start of our journey didn't sit right with me. When the opportunity to change it arose, I didn't hesitate. I admit it may not have been ideal, but I would do it again. Derrick turned in the best performance of his life and I’m glad he had the opportunity. As I said, if any of this doesn't sit well with you please file a report, for now the topic is closed.” Lorn concluded the discussion.
"I guess I never thought about what was going on behind the scenes. At least it isn't some conspiracy to steal our thoughts or something. Quite frankly, I think you did the right thing. I guess I just wish it was handled better." Luke's words seemed to calm Derrick, he was right, the mission was the biggest spectacle in the history of humanity. It's no surprise that officials would attempt to use it for an agenda of some kind. I guess they were naive or too focused on the mission to notice. The room seemed to agree as they started to relax. It didn't feel great but in the grand scheme of things it was a relatively minor transgression.
Orientation continued with little mention of the deception. Commander Lorn went on to discuss basic functionality and day-to-day life onboard the ISO. During the trip, Derrick and Nik would have a significantly lighter workload than some of the other members. With the ship locked in a RIP bubble and Eilik monitoring their progress, a pilot was a redundant resource. The same could be said for Nik, a cultural liaison with no one to liaise. As a result, they would both see increased frequency in the chore rotation. They understood the practicality of it and accepted the additional responsibility with no hesitation.
As commander Lorn neared the end of orientation it became clear that the main challenge would be boredom. Ben and Yanna were the only two onboard with a daily purpose. They would be monitoring and conducting experiments that had been planned and scheduled for the entire year. Everyone else would have a role that would be utilized sparingly if at all before their arrival on Setu.
There was a significant focus on activities or hobbies that the ISO could facilitate. Reading, games, movies, and a multitude of other options were highlighted. In addition to that there were going to be group activities at least twice a week. The team dynamic was essential to the life onboard, and these group activities were designed to ensure team cohesiveness. The commander completed the meeting by emphasizing the open-door policy on his quarters that doubled as his office.
The crew began standing and filing out of the room. Derrick noticed that Kim remained seated. It was similar behaviour he witnessed after the successful launch. He decided he would stay behind to see if anything was bothering her. As the rest of the crew left the room, Lorn stood and followed behind. Kim didn't move, she just faced the center of the table as if she was lost in the moment.
"Everything alright?" Derrick asked, concerned for her.
"Oh, yeah, just thinking." She responded as if he surprised her. Turning to him, she smirked softly and stood. "I should probably have something to eat, have you eaten?"
"No, I was busy feeding my lungs bacteria and sleeping, remember?" Derrick returned the smirk.
She shook her head and laughed. "Good start to the trip."
"A little bacteria never hurt anyone." He stood to follow her.
"Bacteria is responsible for countless deaths." Kim put him on the spot.
"Yeah well I guess..." Before Derrick could awkwardly navigate her comment, she interrupted him.
"I am just messing with you, let's go eat." Kim turned and started out.
Following her to the dining area he had expected to see Hank with a handful of gel. To his surprise the room was nearly empty, except for Nicole who was in the process of getting a meal.
"Mind if we join you?" Kim yelled ahead to Nik.
Nik turned to face them as the dispenser provided her meal. "Of course not, I am excited to see what this stuff tastes like.” Nik shouted back.
"It's not bad." Derrick replied. "They had samples three weeks ago after training, I stayed behind to try a few of them. Texture leaves something to be desired but the flavour does the job."
Derrick and Kim went to their storage cabinets, grabbing plates and utensils for their meal. The knife and fork had an odd, rubber-like grip as Derrick ran his fingers over them. ‘Must be some anti-slip safety grip.’ He thought.
By now, Nik had her food and was sitting down at the middle table. Derrick and Kim approached the dispensers and prepared to order a meal.
Derrick was first to the dispenser, ahead of Kim. "Chicken fajitas, that sounds interesting." Derrick pressed the button and could hear some air bubbles preceding his nutrient gel. He must have been the first to try the chicken fajitas. "What did you get, Nik?".
"Mushroom Risotto." Nik pushed her spoon into the pile of gel in front of her.
"And you, what are you going to get?" Derrick motioned to Kim.
"I was thinking either filet mignon or chili con carne." Kim said.
"It's funny that they give them all these fancy names but it's always just grey nutrient gel." Derrick laughed as he grabbed his plate and moved towards Nik.
"Not all grey, the snacks are blue, and I believe the side dishes are green. I think I get broccoli with my filet." Kim moved to the dispenser.
"Really, broccoli? It's a nutrient gel that can taste like anything and they decided to add broccoli to the list. Seems like a sick joke to me." Derrick set his plate down beside Nik and took a seat.
"I love broccoli." Nik asserted passionately.
"Same." Kim agreed as she grabbed her plate and brought it over to the table.
"Yeah, ok, broccoli isn't the worst thing ever but when you have the option for literally anything, I'm sorry, but it doesn't make the cut." Shaking his head in disapproval, Derrick shovelled some gel into his mouth.
"What would you have, filet mignon and cheesecake as a side?" Kim said mockingly.
"Either that or a cheese burger, and speaking of which why didn't my fajita come with a side?" Derrick used his spoon to push the gel around on his plate.
"I think the same amount of gel is used no matter what you get. It's just distributed differently if you pick sides." Kim appeared to have some inside knowledge.
"This isn't bad." Derrick quit playing with his food and took a second bite. "How are yours?"
"Not bad." Kim said.
"Fine." Nik said at the same time.
The three of them enjoyed their dinner and had a little small talk to go along with it. The ship was already starting to feel like home. Not even a day in and It was reminding him of his childhood with his two sisters. His parents often had long trips and left him in charge of both. Many nights were spent at the kitchen table after he had stumbled his way through meal prep. It wasn’t the easiest time in his life, but he looked back on it very fondly. Seeing Kim and Nik laughing just transported him back to that table with his sisters. Even his bedroom at the end of the hall was nearly the same.
"What are you smiling about?" Kim surprised Derrick. He hadn't noticed his own retreat from the conversation or the smile that snuck onto his face.
"Oh, it's just, it’s nothing.” Derrick felt embarrassed by his joyous comfort with the two of them.
“You aren’t getting off that easy, spill it.” Nik assisted Kim’s inquiry.
“This reminds me of being back home with my sisters." Andrea and Brianna were Derrick's sisters, Andy and Bri to him. He usually avoided talking about them because it was a painful memory. He had told Kim all about it before and felt comfortable mentioning it in front of Nik. Both of his sisters had died on a transport to earth. Their ship suffered a breach that resulted in the death of everyone aboard. This one was of the first times in the last five years since it happened that he managed to maintain a smile with them on his mind.
"I'm sorry, Derrick. You just hadn't said anything in a while." He could see Kim felt bad as she offered an apology.
"Kim, don't worry, seriously." Derrick felt a pang of guilt for making Kim worry about him.
"You never told me you had sisters, how old are they?" He could see the excitement in her face as Nik turned her attention to him.
"They would have been 33 and 31 this year." Derrick could see the shift in Nik's face as he finished his sentence. Her excitement gave way to a far more sombre expression.
"I am so sorry, I should have put it together when Kim apologized." Now Nik was apologizing.
"Stop apologizing guys, please. It's nice to be reminded of them and feel positive about it. I just got lost there for a second." Derrick wanted them to both stop feeling so remorseful. "They loved laughing and seeing you two just reminded me of all the times we would sit around our kitchen table just talking. I think they would have really liked you two, and you would have liked them." His voice cracked slightly as emotion clawed its way into his throat. Tears obscured his vision as they clung to his lower eyelid, refusing to fall.
"I'm sure they were great." Nik said, noticeably searching for ways to alleviate the awkward situation.             
"They were." Derrick said as he swallowed firmly to rid the lump that had invaded his throat.
The three of them finished their meals in silence. It was only six o’clock, but Derrick felt exhausted. His nap earlier did not serve its intended purpose at all. The illness, treatment, and the lengthy orientation had drained him. He wanted to just spend the rest of the evening alone in his quarters.
"Well, I might turn in and get an early start tomorrow. A respiratory infection and that orientation were a potent sedative." Derrick stood and took his dishes back to the cabinet to be sanitized.
"Yeah I wish I knew drowsiness was a side-effect of that meeting. Luckily none of us have to operate heavy machinery." Kim said with a smile as she followed behind Derrick.
"That's a good idea, we should all turn in, that was a big day." Nik agreed as they all cleaned their stations.
"Sorry I brought that stuff up, I didn't mean to kill the mood." Derrick still felt guilty about it.
"You didn't, I enjoyed learning more about you." Nik reassured him.
"You can always talk about anything on your mind to me." Kim always encouraged opened dialogue.
"Goodnight, I will see you in the AM." Derrick turned and started toward the crew section.
"Goodnight." Both women could be heard behind him as he left.
Retreating to his quarters, Derrick entered the room and removed his shoes. He had no desire to change out of his clothes, so he adjusted the personal thermostat a little lower. "Nineteen degrees should do it." He said to himself as he adjusted the digital interface. Moving toward the bed he turned on the wall-mounted lamp. "Lights off" He said, and the lights smoothly lowered until only the light of the lamp illuminated the room. He pulled back the linens of his bunk and hopped in.
Once inside the bunk he noticed a panel on the underside of the ceiling above him. The panel was roughly arms reach away and he found himself curiously searching through the functionality. It appeared to be an interface fully integrated into the ship's computer system. He could adjust all aspects of his quarters and review any scheduling from the comfort of his bunk. He noticed an archive of video stored that he had access to. Movies and television would provide some late-night entertainment if needed. He also had access to all incoming transmissions addressed to him. Either text or video would arrive through any interface accessed with his CCD. A bracketed zero was highlighted above that section. "No messages." He said as he let out a sigh.
Before getting too carried away with the panel he decided to power it down and shut off the lamp. He wanted to get a proper sleep after an eventful day. A long drawn out yawn preceded his eyes closing. Pulling his blanket up, he was happy to be met with darkness. The vivid dreams he experienced earlier in the rec area were gone. Appreciating their absence, he was able to drift into a deep sleep. Tomorrow would officially be day one, signalling the start of their journey.




Chapter 4

Day one
The familiar feeling of his buzzing CCD roused Derrick. Opening his eyes, it took him a second to locate himself. The lack of windows was immediately evident, as the room remained dark. Lifting his arm, he looked at his CCD; the interface was blinking, '05:45' displayed brightly. To his surprise he had slept nearly twelve hours uninterrupted. The power toggle for the panel above his head had a dull glow that guided his finger to it. He felt the smooth surface of the button as he was suddenly bathed in light from above. His eyes burned, fighting the early morning illumination. Derrick focused his attention on the panel, navigating the menus in search of his day one schedule.
"What do we have going on today?” He whispered to himself in a gravely morning tone. "Oh yeah, Ben." His first duty was reporting to Ben at 08:00 to aid in the initial setup of the botanical experiments.
Derrick had taken a botanist course in the lead up to the mission. The goal of which was to provide Ben with a capable assistant for his experimentation along the way. Derrick was grateful for the added responsibility in the long mission. It also afforded him the opportunity to spend more time with Ben, a leading mind in the field of biology.
Taking one last deep breath and staring blankly overhead, Derrick forced himself upright. Reaching behind him, he toggled the underside panel off. Darkness engulfed him, Derrick felt the claws of lethargy reaching out for him with a renewed focus. Rubbing his face, Derrick pushed back against the advance and stood from his bunk. He could feel the cobwebs start to fade as muscles confronted the new-found gravity of his upright body.
Still in the clothes from yesterday, Derrick disrobed and moved directly to the shower. After completing the two-minute cycle, he was somewhat disappointed that he couldn't stay inside. His favourite part of the morning was those few moments of peace standing under a hot, running showerhead. The door abruptly opened and revealed the clothes he had just dropped on the floor. A brief pause followed by a loud sigh preceded his exit from the stall. Derrick picked up the discarded clothing and threw them in the laundry compartment. He moved back to the closet, grabbing a fresh suit from within.
For the first full day, Derrick decided to pick the all-purpose running shoes. His plan was to get in a workout before reporting to Ben. All fitness pod scheduling requests were handled through the CCD. Derrick applied for an early opening and was automatically approved. The 06:00-06:30 block was reserved in weight training and the 06:30-07:30 was reserved for cardio. It was already 05:55 so he decided to get to it.
The laundry and fitness pods were located just beyond the kitchen, inside the engineering access corridor. This allowed for a central location with easy access between both crew sections. Some of the initial designs had fitness being integrated into the rec area but ultimately designers opted for a more private and accessible experience on the main deck.
The doors to Derrick’s quarters slowly slid open signalling the start of his day. The corridor looked dark and empty, almost uninviting as he stepped out. Before the feeling of isolation overtook him, lighting panels recognized movement and began lighting his way. The desolate hallway before him gradually came into view as the ceiling and walls came to life with the dull hue of morning light. Derrick peered down the corridor and watched as the light trailed off before exiting into the galley. The pure dark escaping the end of the hall was unsettling at first. Shaking off the sensation, he started moving.
The clicks and buzz of the lights coming to life would provide eerie companions to his morning commute. Tracking his movement and anticipating his destination, lights pushed ahead of him and out into the galley. For a second, Derrick thought he saw someone sitting at a table as he entered. The figure appeared to be hunched over and wearing a full flight-suit. Derrick felt chills run up his spine. The figure was dimly lit from the light in the corridor making it difficult to discern any intricate details. He decided, against his better judgement, to alter his course for a closer look. Before a more in-depth inspection could take place, the lighting came to life in the galley. Derrick jumped at the sudden intrusion of light, frantically looking at the panels as they flickered into existence. Before he could approach, the lighting seemed to chase the figure away.
“That’s just great. Either I’m so stressed that I am hallucinating, or the ship is haunted.” Derrick felt as if something was creeping up from behind, the experience had rattled him. The feeling forced him to increase his pace to the fitness pod while occasionally looking over his shoulder. Without hesitation, he moved directly toward engineering. He felt a tingle creep up his back as he made his escape.
The feeling reminded him of his childhood basement. The light switch was placed at the far end, forcing you to walk through its entirety in the dark when you wanted to leave. Whenever he had to shut it off, he could remember flicking it then running as if something was chasing him. It would always fill him with anxiety as the hair stood up on the back of his neck. That familiar tingle caught up to him again all these years later. Reprieve came in the form of the engineering corridor opening to accept him inside. He jumped through and made sure it closed behind him. Once in the engineering corridor he was able to shake off the troubling feeling. Derrick laughed at the thought that he may suddenly be scared of the dark.
Derrick noticed the laundry area to his right and beyond that was the fitness pod. At the end of the corridor was a large door marked for engineering. This was the reach of Derrick’s permissions within the area. Curiosity gripped him as Derrick stared at engineering access. The unstable rift matrix and their RIP engines were housed just beyond it. He had never seen a functional rift matrix outside of media. Even the one on Mars had access restricted to top level personnel only. Derrick shrugged off his curiosity and started into the corridor.
Lighting came on as Derrick moved to the fitness pod access door. Waving his CCD over the sensor, the doors slid open. He was early for his appointment but thought he could hop inside for a look and maybe get an early start.
As the doors opened he noticed two distinct sections. The cardio section on the right had two bikes and the resistance training on the left housed several machines. He walked around the room and inspected some of the equipment. On the resistance side there were a few benches that could be modified to sit in several positions. Attached to them were polymer bands that could be programmed to imitate varying weights. Anything from five pounds for single arm exercises, all the way up to three hundred and fifty pounds for bench or leg press.
Not wanting to waste too much time, Derrick sat down at one of the resistance benches and began working on his upper body. After barely ten bicep curls he heard the door open. Expecting privacy, he was startled.
"Oh hi." Derrick said as he greeted Sian walking in through the door.
"Good morning, Derrick." Sian’s voice held a similar feeling of surprise. "You're up early, how are you feeling?" She said.
"I feel like I am back to one hundred percent. Whatever you gave me seems to have worked, thanks. I slept like a baby too." Derrick smiled at Sian as she mounted a bike and began to ride. "Do you have any update about the rec area?" Derrick asked.
"None yet, Luke and I are scheduled to look this morning. I am certain it will be clear." Sian was never short on confidence.
"That's great, if it’s the same thing you gave me, I have no doubt. I was hoping to get back in there for more than a nap, that place is beautiful." Derrick’s words were strained by each rep on the resistance machine.
"The rec area is not ideal for sleep, I would suggest your quarters in the future. There is no guarantee of silence in the rec room." Sian continued. "Given your medical episode yesterday, I would caution you not to push yourself today. If you feel any discomfort, cease what you’re doing immediately. We can address any issues during our appointment."
"Ok, I’ll be careful." Derrick hadn't even thought about his illness being a cause for concern. He was glad Sian reminded him. “I am scheduled for an hour of cardio after this, I imagine that will be more of a strain on my lungs.”
Sian cocked her head to the side slightly and said, “I noticed that this morning, I altered your schedule slightly. You should have received a notification.” A twinge of frustration could be heard in her voice, as if annoyed that her change went unnoticed.
“Oh, I’m sorry, I haven’t checked my CCD since I set the appointment.” Derrick set down the resistance bands for a second. He quickly opened the holographic interface of his CCD, there it was, one unread notification. “There it is.” Derrick embarrassingly opened the message. “You want to limit my cardio to half an hour?” Derrick read the message.
“Yes, at most. I have already adjusted your schedule accordingly. I would suggest familiarizing yourself with the notification functionality of your CCD.” Sian was always blunt, but her attitude seemed even more so this morning. “I don’t want you fighting through pain or trying to tough it out. This is a long trip and your full recovery should be your highest priority. We are alone out here.”
Derrick considered confronting Sian about the notification. If it had been set to urgent, it would have chimed and made Derrick aware of the change. Without that, it was silent. Deeming that a war not worth fighting, Derrick conceded the point and accepted the change. “I will try to be more diligent.” Derrick sighed as he picked up the resistance bands to continue his workout.
Derrick slowly made his way around the machines. All three were to be used once a day by the crew. The upper body machine he started on was designed to target the arms, chest, shoulders, and back. Each machine was a basic motion utilizing multiple muscle groups with resistance bands. The idea was to get an overall workout as efficiently as possible. The second machine was for the legs and hips. The third and final machine was for core strength. Combined with cardio it was designed to keep the crew in above average condition over the course of a year.
Sian was quiet throughout her workout and Derrick wasn't compelled to start a conversation. Derrick’s CCD chimed, signalling the end of his resistance workout for the morning. Moving over to the bike next to Sian, he hopped on and started his ride. Derrick was happy to get his workout in early enough to give himself a break before meeting Ben in the lab. With the additional half hour Sian had just provided, he would have plenty of time to recover, change, shower, and even eat before heading to the upper deck.
Ten minutes into his ride, a sound abruptly dispatched the silence that had descended over the room. Sian’s CCD was sounding an alarm. It was a slightly different sounding alert that caught Derrick's attention. Whoever sent the message clearly marked it as urgent. Derrick considered mentioning that to Sian but chose to shy away from the point once more.
"What's that for?" Derrick was curious if it had anything to do with the rec area.
"Looks like commander has overrode my scheduled workout." Sian stopped pedaling the bike and looked at her arm. "I am needed in the infirmary. An emergency has not been issued but it appears he personally approved the change. Excuse me." Sian stepped off the bike and left the room.
"Talk to you later." Derrick's words appeared to glance off Sian’s back as she made her exit. Once the door finished closing behind her he said, "Thanks, you too!" to himself.
Derrick was never particularly fond of Sian’s analytical approach to everything. She rarely participated in any of the crews talks outside of official business; as if it was beneath her in some way. He had immense respect for her as a physician and never allowed his personal frustrations to interfere with their professional relationship. Her refusal to participate in a candid manner was difficult for him to empathize with. It was as if she was a prisoner to formality.
As he continued his ride, Derrick couldn't help wondering about the schedule change Sian received. With roughly twenty minutes left in his ride, he knew that if it was anything serious he would also be alerted. He tried to push it to the back of his mind and continued pedaling.
The room didn't have much in the way of distractions. A digital readout providing the vitals for the ride was about it. He decided that he would make a request for some form of entertainment to be added to the room. Something simple that could occupy his mind for the length of the ride. 06:41, 06:42, Derrick counted the minutes as they passed. Fearing for his sanity, he made the decision to stop checking until the end of the ride.
A few moments later, the doors slipped open again. Expecting Sian, Derrick was surprised to hear Yanna’s voice. "Morning, Derrick!" She said with a big smile.
"Hey, Yanna, good morning." He returned the greeting but lacked the enthusiasm for a smile. "I didn't know you were such a morning person."
"Always have been, the day is all in front of you and there's nothing to stress about, yet." She jumped on the bike beside Derrick. "I just woke up ten minutes ago, you're already here and you're calling me a morning person?"
"I'm up but I'm not happy about it, that's the difference. I got twelve hours of sleep and couldn't justify the snooze button. How did you sleep?" Derrick asked.
"Great, I slept straight through until my alarm and didn't even dream. I never sleep that well." Yanna had to adjust the bike to fit her smaller frame.
"Come to think of it, yesterday was the quietest I had ever seen you in the morning. You barely said a word during the launch." Derrick reminded himself of Yanna's peculiar silence the day before.
"Well yesterday was one of the mornings where there was a lot to stress about. I decided that it would be best if I stayed out of the way. Henry was starting to get on my nerves with all the joking around." Yanna continued fiddling with the adjustment controls of the bike beside Derrick.
"People deal with stress in different ways, you were quiet, he was loud." Derrick tried to justify Hank’s behaviour.
"Kim's rubbing off on you, trying to analyze us now." Yanna chuckled.
"What do you mean trying? I nailed it, a regular Ken Howel over here." Derrick laughed at his own joke, turning to face Yanna with a big smile on his face.
"Oh, my mistake, I didn't know I was dealing with a psychological genius. I thought you were Derrick Rich, AI slayer." Yanna was still struggling to adjust the bike as her and Derrick shared a laugh. "What is going on with this thing?" Her frustration was getting to her.
"Really, a physicist can't figure out a seat?" Derrick couldn’t help laughing at her predicament.
"In theory I know what I am doing but the practical application of my hypothesis appears to be difficult to implement." Yanna stood back from the bike, hands on her hips.
"Do we need to get Luke down here?" Derrick pointed at the bike. “Right there, it’s the lever on the back.”
"I got it!" Yanna yelled as she lowered the seat. Triumphantly hopping on, she started pedaling.
“That was painful, we were each issued this equipment to utilize at home during training. I take it you neglected that aspect.” Derrick had practiced with each piece of equipment extensively. He shook his head at Yanna, exaggerating his disappointment.
“No, I used it every day, I only ever adjusted it once, like two years ago when we first got them. Cut me some slack, at least I didn’t almost die already.” Yanna’s quick, insulting wit had always made Derrick laugh.
This was the Yanna Derrick was missing yesterday; he was very happy to see her triumphant return to form. Joking around with her was making the time fly. It was a very welcome and pleasant change from the deadpan exchanges with Sian moments earlier. Yanna was always willing to dive into a playful fight. If you were going to attack, you had to be ready for the inevitable riposte.
“I wasn’t the only one quiet yesterday, there was a moment where you didn’t say much.” Yanna cryptically said.
“What do you mean?” Derrick asked, suddenly feel a twinge of defensiveness invade his chest. He wasn’t exactly sure what she was referring to and felt suddenly self-conscious.
“When the blast shields came down, I saw the way you were looking at Kim.” Yanna’s words were embarrassing to hear. Derrick wasn’t expecting an audience for the moment.
“Well…” Derrick stumbled over his words trying to explain. “It was just the light, it was a beautiful moment. Besides, she was the only person I could see with the harness holding me tight.” Derrick attempted to dismiss the sincerity of what he had felt with Kim.
“Hey hey, you don’t have to justify anything with me, from what I saw, she returned the look. It was cute, but judging by your reaction, there was no follow up?” Yanna probed the situation a little deeper.
“There’s nothing to follow up with.” Derrick doubled down on dismissing the situation.
"Got it.” Yanna understood Derrick’s attempts to dodge the topic and obliged. “Do you know if anyone else is awake yet? I think shifts officially start at 08:00 and I didn't see anyone. I didn't think everyone would be up but definitely more than just you." Yanna was settling into her ride now.
"I'm not good enough?" Derrick feigned insult before laughing. "Sian was here a few minutes before you got here. Her ride was cut short by a schedule override approved by the commander. So at least Sian and Geoff are up."
"An override, what for?" Yanna looked to Derrick with a confused expression.
"I don't know, Sian didn't know before she left either. It didn’t seem like an emergency though, so it could be anything." Derrick replied.
"Sian isn’t exactly the most emotive person onboard, I doubt she would make an emergency very obvious. You could tell her the ship was exploding and she would just say ‘Understood.’." Yanna attempted to impersonate Sian’s speech as she said the words. Contempt oozed through the cracks of her comedy.
"I am sure if it was anything important we would be notified." Derrick said as the door suddenly opened.
"Whoa!" Yanna cried out as she jumped and turned to face the door.
"Ahh" Hank screamed. "What was that for?"
"They need to fix that. There needs to be a warning or something before the door opens. Sian scared me this morning when she came in." Derrick welcomed the sudden company for the end of his ride.
"Yeah, and it opens so fast, I thought I was under attack." Yanna broke into a bit of a laugh before turning serious. “This isn’t an attack is it?” She squinted her eyes at Hank dubiously.
Hank squinted back at Yanna. “Not yet…” He paused briefly before laughing and continuing, "What about me, I didn't expect anyone to be in here and you're yelling at me.". Hank moved into the resistance section and started his workout.
"You're just starting a workout now; don't you start at 08:00 too? Are you doing cardio later?" It was coming up on 07:00, and Derrick was curious about Hank’s schedule.
"I am on call twenty-four seven. I don't have a start to my work. I have to be available to break up any brawls between you animals at a moment’s notice." Hank joked as he sat down and adjusted the machine to a much higher tension than Derrick was using.
"Then why are you up before seven? I am sure your CCD would wake you up if colonel mustard makes use of his candle stick in the galley." Derrick knew that Hank was a fan of classic Earth history and tried to toss in references now and then.
"It would, yes, but Nik decided she wanted to coordinate laundry this morning at nine. I had the grand idea get this out of the way early. Hour and a half in here and then I am off to meet Nik." Hank sounded a little annoyed by his early activity. “I didn’t sleep that great, just need to fight through the fog and a workout always helps.”
"That's exactly what I did. Got here before six and I have to meet Ben by eight. Then Sian gave me an additional half hour. Something about not wanting me to die." Derrick made light of his illness and the steps Sian had taken.
"Oh, right, how are you feeling?” Hank turned serious for a moment, a rarity.
“Fine, feels like nothing was ever wrong. Whatever Sian gave me seemed to have worked. Plus, I am almost done in here, I’m hoping the rec area will be open soon.” Derrick could feel a slight discomfort starting in his chest. With only a few minutes left in the ride, he decided to finish.
“You're almost done, was it worth it?" Hank sounded dejected as he pushed through the exercises across the room.
"Honestly, I regretted it instantly but now I feel pretty good and I am happy I came." Derrick said.
"I am definitely feeling the regret stage, but I am glad you’re feeling better." Hank exhaled loudly with each rep of the upper body machine.
"You guys are so negative, enjoy your workout, your day is starting!" Yanna was now standing and pushing through an intense section of her ride. “Look at the size of you Hank, you must live in a gym back home. You’re acting like this is your first workout.” Yanna was breathing heavily as she made her way through the sentence.
"Back home I eat a giant breakfast, watch some cartoons, and make my way to the gym by noon at the earliest. Here, I had a handful of gel and went straight here.” Hank paused briefly before continuing. “Let me guess, you're beyond the regret stage like Derrick?" Hank grunted the end of his sentence, finishing up his last few reps before moving to the next machine.
"No, she actually just got here, and she walked through the door smiling." Derrick could feel the lightened mood of the room rubbing off on him. Initially hoping to finish his workout in early morning solitude, the company was a wonderful oversight providing a great distraction.
"A morning person? I thought those were only in fables." Hank joked, leaning back to start his core exercises.
"No, we exist, we're just rare. There’s a ceremony involved. Conducted under a scarlet moon on a unicorn's birthday, we are destined to smile in the AM" Yanna laughed at her own joke as the intense section of her ride completed and she was able to sit back down.
"That explains it, although the Phobos altercation likely caused at least some of the moon to become scarlet, there was a unicorn shortage." Hank was referring to a short-lived clash between two factions attempting to colonize the tiny moons orbiting Mars. Deimos handled the influx peacefully, utilizing diplomacy for all disputes. Phobos on the other hand, was a more violent situation. The Marsul syndicate refused to compromise, forcing a small scuffle to ensue before the Triumvirate was able to step in. Several lives were lost in the Phobos altercation. To this day, it is still considered a major hub for the Marsul syndicate.
Derrick noticed this was the first time Hank had referenced anything that could be attributed to his past. Perhaps he played a role in the Triumvirate’s stabilizing of Phobos. The timeline worked out, Hank would have been working directly under admiral Lest at the time. Derrick looked over at Hank with a renewed interest. He wanted to dive into specifics but decided to respect his privacy and leave the conversation light.
"Well you two have definitely made the end of my ride interesting." Derrick laughed as his workout was nearly over.
"Whatever we can do to make it easier on our infirmed crew member. Did Sian clear your lungs for use?" Hank joked.
"Actually, I am supposed to follow up with her at eleven. I didn't even think about it until she came in here this morning." Derrick became conscious of his every breath after the mention of his lungs. They seemed to be working fine as far as he was concerned. A small irritation could be felt, but it didn’t seem out of the ordinary after a workout.
"She was already in here?" Hank grunted as he continued his core workout. Derrick was shocked to see that he had the resistance set to three times what Derrick had used previously.
"Yeah, I was telling Yanna that she was pulled away for a non-emergency issue." Derrick corrected himself. “For what seemed like a non-emergency anyway.”
"I wonder what happened?" Hank said, puzzled.
"Not sure, actually thought you might know." Derrick's CCD began buzzing as he finished his sentence. His scheduled workout was complete, it was time to start the rest of his day. "Looks like I am done." Derrick got off the bike and felt the fatigue in his legs as they met the floor of the room. Exhaling deeply, Derrick prepared to exit. He would have just enough time to shower, change into a clean uniform, and grab something to eat if he hurried.
"I haven't heard anything about it. I am sure it’s nothing bad. Have a great day one, Derrick. I will talk to you later." Hank waved at Derrick while continuing his workout.
"Have a good day!" Yanna said, still enthusiastic as ever.
"Thanks, guys." Derrick exited the fitness pod and heard the doors close behind him.
Keeping a brisk pace, he went directly to his room. The ship was still empty as he made his commute back. The morning was wearing on and he had expected to see the galley starting to fill. Thinking nothing of it, he continued to his quarters.
After showering and getting a new uniform, Derrick moved back into the galley for a quick breakfast. Ben, Nik, and Luke awaited his return, all three were seated and eating. Derrick moved into the kitchen and quickly grabbed a meal. With one more seat open at the table, he moved over and sat down next to Nik.
"Morning, Derrick, ready for a fun day?" Ben greeted him with enthusiasm.
"Morning, everyone. Yes, I’m excited to see what you have in store for me." Derrick said as he got comfortable and grabbed his spoon.
Luke and Nik both said good morning to Derrick before Ben responded. "Nothing too crazy today just some basic setup.” Ben was speaking with a mouthful of gel, a bad habit. “A lot of the experiments have already been started."
"Sounds great." Derrick said. "What are you guys doing today?” Derrick faced Luke and Nik, curious about their plans.
"I am meeting with Sian to sweep the rec area and then Eilik wanted to go over some more of the Unstable Rift Matrix with me. He wants to have me fully capable for the return trip if possible." Luke and Eilik had formed a close professional relationship over the last couple of years. Luke was honoured to have been selected by the Vryl for this mission. Eilik played a big role in getting Luke selected. Luke’s family had even had Eilik over for barbeques throughout training. Although he didn’t partake in any hotdogs, Eilik claimed to appreciate the gesture. Sincerity was always difficult to gauge through the translator’s monotone delivery.
"I have laundry with Hank and then I am on-call for Yanna if she needs me." Nik was in a similar situation as Derrick. All her free time made her the perfect assistant for Yanna.
"Looks like we all have busy days. What time do you want to head up, Ben?" Derrick asked.
"Anytime now is fine, just finish your breakfast." Ben had already finished eating and was waiting for Derrick.
While Derrick ate his meal, the four of them discussed Sian's sudden rescheduling. Speculating on various reasons that could have caused it. In the end they all agreed that speculation wasn't helpful, and they would just leave it to Sian.
"If it's anything serious, we will find out about it." Luke reassured everyone, and they decided to drop the subject.
Ben got up and took his used dishes to the kitchen area to be washed, rinsing them briefly before returning them to the cabinet to be sanitized. Ben remained standing near the cabinets, his body language clearly indicating that he was ready to move upstairs and begin the day.
"Have a great morning, guys." Derrick stood from the table and bid farewell to Luke and Nik.
"You too." Nik and Luke returned the goodbye.
Derrick returned his dishes to the cabinet and moved passed Ben toward the upper access door. Every crew member had full access to the upper deck, and Derrick didn’t hesitate to open it. Ben followed closely as the two of them ascended the stairway. It was a straight set of stairs that would elevate the upper deck above the engineering section. It reminded Derrick of an outdated subway access he used to play in when he was a teen on earth. Trading the stained, debris ridden mess for a pristine and sterile aesthetic.
Once on the upper deck, Ben moved ahead and opened the door to the bio lab. Derrick followed as they entered the decontamination room. A bright red light immediately caught his attention. An overhead light and several panels surrounding them bathed the small room in an unsettling red hue.
"What's that red light mean?" Derrick assumed it had something to do with the decon procedure but decided to ask for clarity.
"It means we do not have access to the lab. Grab a suit." Ben motioned to a suit hanging on the wall beside Derrick.
It was bright yellow and hung loosely over Derrick's clothes as he put it on. The face shield was large and prohibitive. Derrick struggled briefly, attempting to get a better view through the shield. It was clear that his view would be limited greatly, and he would have to get used to the lack of peripheral vision.
Safely in their suits, Ben activated the decontamination process. Red light gave way to yellow as it engaged and illuminated the glass walls encasing them. Mist blasted into the room, engulfing them. Like the rec area, a foggy haze obscured the view of pretty much everything in the room. For a moment, Derrick couldn’t even see his hand in front of him.
Suddenly, the mist dissipated as quickly as it had appeared. Vanishing into several of the vents that lined the tiny room. The yellow light turned off and after a moment, a far more welcoming green light appeared. Without hesitation, Ben moved to the internal lab door and opened it.
The room was larger than Derrick had anticipated. The entire back wall of the lab section was dedicated to glass containers. These must have been the variety of species they were brining to Setu. On his right was a greenhouse room that had multiple rows of soil in elevated containers. To his left was the main lab itself. A long table was mounted on the wall with several pieces of scientific equipment that Derrick didn’t recognize. Above and below the table top were sealed storage areas.
Ben broke the silence of Derrick’s curiosity. "As you know, our primary focus is to test sustainability on long term missions and bring several living samples to Setu. On the right is our garden that you and I will be responsible for." Ben began a brief overview of the area. "I got started yesterday and unpackaged most of the soil. Our goal is to be ready for a sustainability test on week fifteen. I would like you to maintain the garden. The course you took over the last few months should be sufficient. If you have any questions I will always be here. My initial plan was to aid you with the garden this morning, but Sian has provided me with some bacteria samples she wanted me to study." Ben was quite prepared, and Derrick welcomed the leadership.
"Bacteria from the rec area?" The mention of bacteria had piqued Derrick’s interest.
"That's correct, yes. She wants to understand how it was able to survive within the membrane. I also have several other tests I am scheduled to do today and as a result won't have time to assist you. In order for us to stay on track for our sustainability test in fifteen weeks, I have extended your shift today. I hope that's alright." Ben was already starting to grab vials as he finished his sentence.
"Of course, it's important that we keep everything on or as close to schedule as we can. I’ll get this done today." Derrick said as he started into the greenhouse. “Besides, it’s not like I have any plans.” Derrick embraced the scheduled extension. Normally his shifts would be brief just to quickly tend to and monitor the greenhouse operation. An extension was a minor inconvenience at worst.
"All of the resources you need will be along the right wall. Some of the soil patches are still sealed from launch but I got the majority prepped." Ben’s voice was muffled as he turned his back to Derrick.
"Thanks, Ben, you didn't have to do that." Derrick was very appreciative of the effort Ben had put in while he was napping.
"No problem, I was here yesterday and figured it couldn't hurt to get a head start. With Sian's special request this morning I am glad I did." Ben sat down on one of the seats attached to the workspace.
"I appreciate it. Well, I’ll let you get to it." Derrick moved inside and began opening the remaining soil patches. "How big is this greenhouse?" He yelled, loud enough for Ben to hear outside.
"It is one hundred ninety-two square meters, twelve by sixteen. It covers the same area as the four port side crew quarters below." Ben answered
The inside of the greenhouse area was a little underwhelming as nothing was growing. It was simply a large space with several rows of bare soil. The elevated planters were a similar shade of white to the rest of the ship with a slight metallic hue. Above, Derrick saw an intricate sprinkler system that would maintain humidity inside. Behind the piping was a bright single panel ceiling that was illuminated with a UV light.
As he brought his attention back down from the ceiling, Derrick could see Ben through the humidity barrier. It wasn’t easy to make out much detail, but Ben appeared to be opening the container provided to him by Sian. Derrick was curious if the sample was from his breath test or maybe the ventilation membrane itself. Without dwelling too long, he turned his attention to the garden. Ben had done much of the soil prep and Derrick saw only four rows remained sealed. He removed the polymer coating from the remaining sections and took them out of the greenhouse. There was a reclamation device located on the corridor wall near Ben.
"You fully prepped all the open soil, Ben? Fertilizer and everything?" Derrick asked as he stuffed the polymer coating into the receptacle.
"Actually, the soil pods were prepped before being sealed for launch. All I did was loosen the soil for planting today. They made it easy on us, every pod has a 10-10-10 slow release fertilizer mix. We shouldn't have to do anything too major for the first few weeks." Ben turned his attention back to the microscope display on the bio interface. "Hmm" he mumbled.
"What?" Derrick asked, curious about what caught Ben’s attention.
"It's just strange, this strain of bacteria doesn't appear to live outside of organic tissue. The humidity alone doesn't appear to facilitate its survival." Ben looked up for a second and let out a mild sigh. "That's just my preliminary finding, I have barely started. Just struck me as strange. Sian also provided me with seven different samples, so we will see."
"Sounds good.” Derrick had no idea what the implications of what Ben just said were. He decided to give a generic acknowledgement and get back in the greenhouse. “I will go get started planting. Is there any reason they opted for manual greenhouse supervision? I feel like robotics could have handled this." Derrick asked.
"Actually, that is what they had planned. The greenhouse was going to be an automated system, but the project fell behind schedule and they had to decide between implementing the new ventilation system or this automation. The ventilation system had too many positive applications for the entire ship, so this was pushed back. When that decision was made you were enrolled in the botany program." Ben answered. "The other option was to push back the launch which was deemed unacceptable."
"I guess I just keep replacing robots." Derrick let out a small chuckle on his way back to the greenhouse.
"Yeah, and you're much better company than an automated arm." Ben laughed.
Derrick returned to the greenhouse section and headed for the storage cabinets. Carrots, potatoes, spinach, tomatoes, cucumbers, bell peppers, green beans, and summer squash were the vegetables selected for the garden. Derrick consulted his CCD for the layout of the garden before starting to plant.
Carrots were going to be first. Grabbing the metal planting device, he turned the dial to carrot. The device was preprogrammed with every vegetable for their garden. Attaching to the top of each soil pod, the device would plant seeds to their required spacing and depth. It was a middle ground between full automation and manual.
Derrick repeated this for each vegetable in the garden. Every so often he would turn his attention to Ben sitting outside. After over an hour of planting he noticed Ben had barely moved. There was only one row left and Derrick decided to wait until then to speak with Ben.
Just as he started loading the summer squash he could hear something behind him. Turning around he saw a second suit was standing next to Ben. Their suits muffled their voices just enough to make the conversation impossible to understand from within the greenhouse. Curious what they were discussing, he kept his eyes on them as he planted the final row. They traded places to allow for the other person to view the sample. At this point Derrick assumed it must have been Sian. She is the only other one that could have deciphered anything from those images. This last row seemed to be taking an eternity as Derrick wanted to get out there any see what was going on.              
Finally, the last pod of summer squash was complete, and Derrick looked to the main lab area. He noticed Ben point at him briefly. Derrick quickly put the planting device back in its place and moved toward the entrance of the greenhouse. Once outside, he activated the irrigation system via the panel attached to the greenhouse wall. Sprinklers came to life and bathed the greenhouse in its first watering of the journey.
"Hello, Derrick." His suspicion was correct, it was Sian.
"Hello." Derrick said in return. Concerns for what was going on flooded into his mind, but he did his best not to show it.
"Derrick, Sian and I have a few samples to go over. Great job with the garden, you managed to have it activated before ten. Looks like we are going to be on schedule." Ben had genuine pride in his voice. A reassuring sensation rushed through Derrick as he appreciated the optimism.
"Yeah, that's great, you saved a lot of time by prepping most them." Derrick thanked Ben. "Any update on the samples?"
"Sian and I were just going over those actually. We won't be far behind you. I have synced your CCD to the greenhouse monitoring system. If you don't mind checking in at the times I have appointed, that would be great." Ben turned from the interface as he addressed Derrick.
"No problem, just keep me posted." Derrick agreed. Ben seemed to be avoiding Derrick’s question but decided not to think too much of it.
"Remember there are two decontamination cycles, leave the suit on for the first. Once you see the yellow light you can remove the suit and hang it on the side as you found it. The second cycle will complete, and the green light will indicate you are free to exit." Ben gestured to the exit.
"I got it, thanks." Derrick wanted to stay and find out more about the sample, but it was clear they wanted some privacy.
"I would like to remind you of our appointment at 11:00, Derrick." Sian interjected as Derrick entered the decontamination area.
"I'll be there." Derrick said with a forced smile. Being reminded of a doctor’s appointment wasn’t fun when you were at home, let alone in deep space.
Derrick couldn't help but feel like he was rushed out of the bio lab. He found it odd how Ben ditched the small talk in favor of exit instructions. Derrick stopped himself before letting his mind wander about the situation. Thinking back to Luke’s words in the galley about speculation. He decided to do his best to ignore it and relax before his follow up appointment.
Returning to his quarters, Derrick decided to sync his CCD to the desk terminal. Ben had scheduled him to check the greenhouse garden three times a day. A note was written that it was to establish a routine and might not feel necessary at first. Necessary or not, he was glad to have responsibilities. A daily scheduled routine was one of the psychological requests for the mission. Attempting to limit any crew member from spending too much time isolated or sedentary. A mission under these conditions had never been attempted before and all precautions were being taken to ensure a healthy crew; physically, and mentally.
Derrick noticed a small number one hovering above the message icon at the bottom of the screen. "Someone messaged me?" Derrick had a tendency to speak aloud when he was alone. The message was from Nik and was just informing him of laundry being done. His clean suits were placed back into the laundry receptacle of his quarters. He stood up to check and sure enough, there they were. He took them out and placed them back in the closet.
Wanting to thank Nik for it, he sat back down and replied to the message. As he sent it he noticed a schedule request on his CCD. Sian wanted to move his appointment up almost an hour. His relaxation time would have to wait, the new appointment was five minutes from now. Although the change felt abrupt, he approved it. “Let’s get this out of the way.” Derrick said to himself as he stood and exited his quarters.
Derrick made his way through the ship and into the infirmary; Sian was waiting inside. "Hello, Derrick, thank you for accepting my schedule change. Please, have a seat." She motioned him to the table at the center of the room.
"Should I be concerned?" Derrick was already concerned.
"No, I knew you were off duty and saw no reason to wait an additional hour." Sian and Ben must have finished their consultation in the bio lab.
Derrick got onto the table and Sian approached him with the breath test apparatus. Knowing what she wanted, he took a deep breath and blew into the sensor.
"Good." curt always, Sian wasted no time with small talk. She turned around to set the device back on the side table.
"So, I’m all clear?" Derrick was cautiously optimistic about the situation. Sian still seemed to be behaving slightly strange. Although he could never read her at the best of times, it felt awkward, even for her.
"Yes, no sign of infection whatsoever." Sian seemed almost confused by the news.
"Is there something you're not telling me? You seem confused by my overwhelming vitality" Derrick hid his concern behind light-hearted jest but he wanted to know exactly what was going on.
"Eradicating the bacteria present in the rec area has proved to be difficult. I expected a similar case with you, but it appears the treatment was successful." Sian raised an eyebrow. Staring directly at Derrick, she placed her hand on her chin.
"You almost sound disappointed." Derrick felt an unease overcome him.
"Not necessarily disappointed, it's just a curious situation. Two identical bacterial infections were administered the same treatment, one was successful and the other failed. Ben is currently researching how that could be possible." Sian said as she returned the breath test to its drawer.
"So, the rec area is still quarantined and infected?" Derrick was starting to think his afternoon of leisure wasn’t going to happen.
"The bacteria was greatly reduced but still present. Commander Lorn has issued an indefinite quarantine of the area until a solution is found." Sian replied.
"Do you guys have any idea what could be going on?" Derrick was disappointed in the news but shed those selfish thoughts abruptly when considering the implications of the matter.
"We have several theories that are currently being explored. As for now, I am clearing you of any health flags on your CCD." Sian entered a few commands into the infirmary terminal.
"Thanks, Sian." Derrick got up to leave.
"Alert me if anything changes in your status." Sian said as he left the room. “Anything.” Sian yelled as the doors closed behind Derrick.
Derrick grew concerned about the bacteria in the rec area. He was happy to be clear himself but didn't know what consequences an infected section of the ship could have. As he stepped into the corridor Derrick decided to check in on the bridge, knowing Luke and Eilik would likely be there.
As expected, when the door opened he found Luke and Eilik at the engineer panel. Eilik appeared to be instructing Luke on the use of the rift matrix. "Hey, Derrick." Luke immediately noticed him arrive.
"Hello." Eilik’s translator made every ‘hello’ identical. Luke had suggested multiple times that Eilik mix up his choice of words. Even using other languages or slang to greet people. To this point, Eilik hadn’t implemented that suggestion, deeming it unnecessary.
"How are you two?" Derrick inquired as he moved onto the bridge.
"Great, just getting acquainted with this thing. Using it isn't bad but monitoring and maintaining it is another story." Luke was referring to the unstable rift matrix. The very nature of the apparatus was in its name, ‘unstable’. Even with the utmost care and attention, the matrix could collapse at any moment due to quantum fluctuations. It wasn’t uncommon in Vryl history for entire ships to be swallowed by the resulting wake. Eilik was at the forefront of rift technology and believed to be capable of diagnosing catastrophic scenarios before they escalate. With the matrix itself being their only source of real-time communication, shutting it down was a last resort and left to Eilik’s discretion.
"How's he doing, Eilik?" Derrick motioned to Luke, curious about his aptitude for the daunting tech.
"Progress is slow but steady." Replied Eilik.
Luke turned to face Eilik, offended by the lukewarm endorsement. “I think I am doing great.”
When it was clear that Eilik was not going to comment on Luke’s assertion, Derrick changed the subject. "I don't want to cause concern, but have either of you heard about the rec area still being infected?" Derrick wanted to hear their thoughts on it. Hoping that some insight might allow his mind to relax.
"I was actually the one that found it. I couldn't sleep this morning, so I decided to just get up and conduct a sweep. As soon as I saw trace amounts of resilient bacteria I informed Lorn. I guess he rescheduled Sian to come take a look. I left it to them. Sian wanted to reconvene later today. Outside of that, I haven't heard much." Luke shrugged.
"Eilik, do you have any insight? I know the membrane surrounding each ship section is Vryl technology. Have you faced anything like this?" Derrick was uncomfortable being in the dark on the issue and searched for any source of information.
"I was debriefed by commander Lorn and Sian earlier. This is not something we have experienced before. All information has been rerouted to the Triumvirate and Setu. A solution is expected before the end of the day." Eilik reassured Derrick. The deadpan delivery of the translator held a quiet confidence about it.
Derrick nodded, acknowledging Eilik’s assertion. "That’s good news, I was starting to get worried.”
"Oh, there's no need to worry, it's confined to a specific area and the amount I detected was miniscule. The treatment was working, just not completely. Sian and Ben alone could find a solution, let alone the collective minds of Humanity and the Vryl. Don't lose any sleep over it. Besides, Eilik seems confident in our abilities." Luke slapped Eilik on the back as he finished his sentence.
“Please do not strike me.” Eilik’s translator attempted to confront Luke about the shoulder slap. Luke proceeded to hit him again. “Human behaviour eludes me.” Eilik turned back to the panel.
Luke laughed and continued. “It’s going to be fine.”
"Yeah, you're right." Derrick felt much better having gained a little perspective on the situation. "So how exactly does this rift thing work? Do you just talk into it like any communicator?" Derrick shifted his focus, wanting to learn more about the unstable rift matrix connecting them to the Triumvirate.
"It's mind boggling how complicated it is. Everything that is fed through the rift is scrambled so completely, that no algorithm could possibly reorganize it. The solution that Eilik and his friends came up with is to use quantum pairs for every piece of information sent. This allows them to utilize quantum entanglement to detect and reposition all the information we receive. It's extremely tedious and I have found out that ‘real-time’ isn't quite as instant as they implied. Still, it's incredible and I can't wait to talk with Yanna about it." Luke’s enthusiasm for Vryl tech dripped from every word. His eyes wide with excitement as he summarized it as concisely as he could for Derrick.
"That is a rudimentary and not entirely accurate explanation. Reorganization is handled through a process known as slip monitoring. Quantum entanglement, as you call it, is only utilized to orient the organized data into a comprehensible format." Eilik corrected Luke. “Detailed specifics about the technology are beyond your current understanding, Derrick. I apologize for not investing more time at the moment.” Eilik’s words were condescending but honest. Derrick knew they were not malicious and let them slide off his back.
"Yeah, I don't understand all of it yet but it's fascinating." Luke was clearly still learning; his enthusiasm for the topic was palpable.
"I just wanted to check in with you guys, glad I did." Planning to leave them to their work, Derrick started toward the exit.
"Anytime, how was your morning with Ben?" Luke asked, drawing Derrick’s attention back to him.
"Great, I got the entire garden up and running. Now we just have to wait for it grow." Derrick was happy to discuss his project on the upper deck. While still in its infant stages, he was excited to see it mature.
"I am already sick of that gel, so the idea of some actual food is exciting. How long do you think it will be before we can dig in?" Luke rubbed his hands together.
"Honestly, Ben mentioned that it's scheduled to be part of a week fifteen sustainability experiment. So... fifteen weeks, at the earliest, sorry" Derrick winced as he delivered the bad news.
"That's ok, I guess every aspect of this mission is an experiment of some kind, so I am not too surprised." Luke’s posture deflated slightly, but he shrugged off the bad news.
"Yeah." Derrick laughed. "I'll let you guys get back to work, I am going to grab some of that gel you like to much." Derrick smirked at Luke.
"Ok, thanks for popping in, Derrick. I can't wait until I understand what Eilik is saying to me." Luke chuckled at his own statement, waving to Derrick.
"Bye, Eilik." Derrick said as he turned to leave.
"Goodbye, Derrick." Eilik turned his attention to Luke. “You don’t understand what I am saying? Is my translator failing?”
Derrick laughed as he left the bridge, glad he had taken the time to visit. It was reassuring to hear their thoughts on the rec area. Knowing the information had been relayed to Earth and Setu gave Derrick far more confidence in a solution. Concerned about the origin, Derrick wondered how the bacteria got aboard the ship; was he infected before the launch, was he responsible for this entire episode? The thought was troubling, but ultimately pointless. How the infection arrived was irrelevant. Looking forward to a solution was the only thing worth focusing on.
As Derrick emerged from the bridge corridor he noticed Nik enjoying lunch alone. He decided he would sit down with her and thank her in person for the laundry she had done earlier.
"Hey, Nik, mind if I join you?" Derrick asked as he approached.
Nik swallowed her mouthful of gel and said, “Of course not, sit down!”.
"Thanks again for getting the laundry done so soon. With my workout and illness, I was blasting through my wardrobe pretty quick." Derrick grabbed his meal and sat beside her at the table.
"Oh, you're welcome, Hank and I decided to stay ahead of things." Nik smiled at the comment. “Thanks for the message as well.”
"I appreciate it and I am sure everyone else does too." Derrick continued. "Did you hear about the rec area?"
"Yeah, Luke mentioned it to me before he went to the bridge with Eilik. Kind of scary that we were both up there. I am glad the strain you caught was treatable." Nik shed the smile, adopting a look of concern.
"Definitely." Derrick nodded. "I am not sure what is making the other so resilient. I talked to Luke and Eilik on the bridge, they have relayed all the information to Earth and Setu. I hope they have a solution soon. Sian and Ben were also working on it all morning while I planted the garden."
"Luke said it's confined to a single section and the treatment had an impact. I’m not too worried about it, just sad that I can't access that area. I already miss the chairs." Nik smiled and took a spoonful of her gel.
"At least we got to see it. Better to have lounged and lost then never to have lounged at all." Derrick smirked while digging into his lunch.
Nicole laughed and nodded to him with her mouth full. After swallowing, she said, "Your first lounge is always the toughest to get over."
"True." Derrick chuckled.
Nik’s company was comforting, but Derrick couldn't help thinking about the infection. He knew the problem was in good hands, but his mind raced with speculation. His internal voice was all over the place. ‘How could the infection go undetected, either in me or in that membrane? If that went undetected what else did? If it's the same bacteria, why wasn't the treatment successful in the rec area? Am I really cured, what if the infection just migrated? Ben said the bacteria couldn't survive outside of organic tissue, is the membrane alive?’ His thoughts got the better of him and Nik appeared to notice.
"Are you alright?" Nik asked. "You got really quiet."
"I'm fine, sorry, just thinking." Derrick awkwardly transitioned out of his own head and back into the moment.
"About what, if you don't mind me asking?" Nik had a genuine curiosity about her. Always looking to listen to whomever would indulge her.
"Just the bacteria, worrying is my forte." Derrick shrugged, admitting to the fault.
"Well it's concerning, and I know if I had been the one infected I would worry about it. Sian said you are in the clear though." Nik did her best to reassure him. “Don’t worry about it, Derrick.”
"Not just me, the membrane. I just want them to figure it out." Derrick decided he didn't want to subject Nik to his neurosis.
"They will, Sian and Ben would be able to, but now you tell me Earth and Setu are involved I have no doubt. It's just a matter of when." Nik held a passionate confidence in their team.
Derrick nodded in agreement and continued eating. He knew she was right, they had arguably the most talented team humanity had ever established. Still, his pessimism was difficult to ignore. Looking up at Nik as she enjoyed her meal, it all felt surreal. Alone in deep space, sitting at a table, and eating nutrient gel. A potentially serious infection dwelling within the ship itself. There was no dock, there was no rescue team; it was going to be up to the people onboard to deal with everything, big or small. Derrick once again retreated from his thoughts to connect with Nik. "Eventful first couple days." He said.
"And we were worried about being bored." Nik laughed.
The two of them finished their meal while discussing mundane things. Nik did her best to distract Derrick with stories from home. Growing up as an only child on earth, Nik started her life in an entirely different career path. Derrick was shocked to find out her original occupation was a large vehicle mechanic. Her demeanor was so light hearted and accommodating. If Hank had said something similar he wouldn't have given it a second thought. Nik though, he just couldn't picture such a soft spoken and kind person doing a job like that.
"How do you transition from large vehicle mechanic into government liaison?" Derrick was captured by her story.
"It came out of nowhere honestly. I was working for my father's organization when we were tasked with accompanying a government envoy to Greater Marsul. Mars had just surpassed Earth's population and we were to attend a ceremony in honor of it. All interplanetary missions were required to include a maintenance crew. My father put me in charge of a three-person team and appointed us to the envoy. While in transit, the liaison responsible for the landing ceremony became very ill. Unable to reliably do his duties there was a discussion onboard as to who would replace him. I was in the room working on a failed relay conduit, and I offered. Still to his day I don't know what got into my head. Most of the room ignored me as if I didn't exist. The senior officer of the mission took notice. Commander Melissa Lorn, or General as you know her now, decided to give me a chance. No one had volunteered and with past conflicts between her and newly elected Jorun Firk, I became a valid option. The remainder of our transit was used to prepare me for the opportunity." Nik's story seemed awe inspiring and almost impossible to believe. Derrick was enthralled.
Nik continued, "Once we landed and I had delivered the message, Lorn recommended me for a permanent government liaison position. The rest is history, as they say. It felt like fate, had I not said anything I would never have had this opportunity nearly thirty years later." Nik's face was filled with passion as she recapped her past.
"So, you just dropped everything and joined?" Derrick was seeing Nik in an entirely new light. Regretting he never learned about her sooner, he wanted to dive deeper into her history.
Nik’s expression became noticeably more somber as she answered. “At first, my father was upset. After my mother's death, he felt like he was losing me too. It took a long time to get back to normal with him, but eventually he respected my passion and desire for this." Nik could make anything sound like an interesting story. "Leaving home wasn’t difficult when I started considering where the new position could take me. I felt guilty at first, leaving him behind. He gave me everything, but I just couldn’t see myself working on Ion engines or deep space hydraulics for the rest of my life. I knew that an opportunity like that would never happen again and I had to take it.” Nik seemed to be justifying herself to Derrick, the decision clearly still weighed on her all these years later. “What about you, how did you become a pilot?"
Derrick took a moment to gather his thoughts after hearing Nik’s incredible story. Slightly surprised to have the discussion reversed to focus on him, he took a breath and spoke. "I always wanted to fly when I was younger. I didn't want to wait, when I turned sixteen I enrolled in a youth piloting program." Derrick kept it short.
"There has to be more to it than that!" Nik wouldn't let him get away with such a brief explanation.
Derrick smiled, he never really enjoyed being the center of attention. Nik’s interest in him felt comforting, warm even. He decided to elaborate. "My dad would always talk about how it wasn't long now until we would be leaving the solar system behind. I wanted to be part of that. He helped me enroll, and for two years I was stationed on Mars. After graduating top of my class, I enlisted into the Triumvirate stellar fleet. Over the next nine years I was an interplanetary chauffeur. It felt like I had stagnated, and nothing was moving forward." Derrick felt like his story had less passion or excitement than Nik's.
"You were a stellar taxi?" Nik seemed enthusiastic about the story.
Derrick saw compassion in Nik’s eyes as she responded to his story. Surprised by her genuine interest in him, Derrick continued. "Basically, yes. I piloted a transport vessel on the Earth-Mars route. It was exciting at first but after both missions to Jupiter were failures, it felt like my dream of leaving the solar system was dead. I left active duty and returned home for five years. I thought that if I wasn't going to achieve my goal then I should at least be close to family." Derrick hadn't opened up to anyone other than Kim about his past. "Over the next five years, my instructor stayed in touch with me. He wanted me to reconsider active duty as more missions to Jupiter were being planned and possibly beyond. I didn't take any of that seriously until..." Derrick trailed off.
"Until what?" Nik had quit eating and was attentively listening to Derrick’s story.
"Until my sisters planned their trip. They were going to spend a month on Mars and then return to Earth. When their return ship didn't make it home I spent the better part of a year looking into it. Every report said pilot error. They overlooked a pre-launch check and one of the engines had overheated causing the catastrophic failure. The pilot and everyone onboard was killed. I searched for someone to blame, I couldn't reconcile that they were just gone." Derrick could feel himself reliving some of the emotion. He took a deep breath and bit down with his jaw to prevent it from taking hold in his chest.
"I can't imagine, I am so sorry." Nik said as she reached out and put her hand on Derrick's.
"I don't know what I would have done without the support group on earth. They helped me accept it. There was no one to blame, it was an oversight and an accident. After spending so much time with everyone that was impacted by the accident I felt a purpose. I needed to prevent this from happening to anyone else. I reenlisted eight months after the accident. Contact with the Vryl occurred two months later and I was the only pilot with a perfect safety record. When the program was discussed I saw my dream reappear. I met with my flight instructor, my commander, and admiral Lest himself. My record and precision spoke for itself and they recommended me for the opportunity." Derrick finished his story and closed his eyes. Opening them again as Nik spoke.
"I'm sorry that's how it happened but I am glad you are here." Nik smiled, her eyes were welling with tears.
"I hate myself sometimes." Derrick said as he thought about the story.
"What, why?" Nik asked, shocked by the assertion.
"If they hadn’t taken that trip I never would have reenlisted, and I wouldn't be here living my dream. I hate that I have that thought." Derrick said as tears started to fill his eyes.
“Seeing something positive come from a tragedy doesn’t make it any less of a tragedy. If anything, you’re honouring their memory by being here. Your sisters would be proud of you and who you’ve become.” Nik’s words hit home, deep in Derrick’s chest. The thought of his sisters being proud of him was almost too much to bare.
"Thanks." Derrick struggled to maintain his composure. "I better head back to the bio lab. Ben wants me checking in a few times a day."
“You okay?" Nik lifted her hand off Derrick’s, letting him stand.
“I am, thanks for listening.” Derrick stood from the table, taking his dishes back to the cabinet.
“Always” Nik said. “Talk to you soon.” Nik nodded to Derrick, sporting a compassionate, somber smile.
“You too.” Derrick turned away, attempting to hide his emotional state as he moved to the upper deck access door.
Nik’s sincerity in the moment was incredible. While Derrick had confided in Kim countless times, he always knew it was part of her role on the team. Nik was simply a compassionate person going out of her way to listen. The moment lingered with him as he made his way toward the upper deck. Attempting to shed the emotion, he decided to just focus on his schedule.
Derrick had to check in on the greenhouse twice more before the end of the day. He didn't expect to find anything other than soil, but Ben wanted him to get into a routine. Once up top he noticed the added permission to his CCD. The bio lab opened upon his command. Derrick was grateful for the decontamination procedure, it afforded him a final moment to collect himself before facing Ben. Grabbing one of the yellow suits, he climbed inside and awaited the mist. As the room disappeared behind the thick fog, Derrick sighed deeply to shed the emotion trapped deep in his chest. The mist vanished into the venting system and the familiar green glow overcame him. Looking up, Derrick saw Sian and Ben working inside the lab. The click of the inner door losing its lock announced Derrick’s entrance.
"Anything new?" Derrick said as he opened the door and walked into the room.
"Actually, yes. We have had a couple theories go unrewarded." Ben seemed frustrated.
"The lack of success is information that will facilitate our treatment. I consider that a reward." Sian corrected Ben. “You are doing well.”
“You’re right, just been a long morning.” Ben took a deep breath.
“We will figure this out.” Sian tapped Ben on the shoulder. A rare sign of emotional prowess from her.
"So, what exactly is going on?" Derrick wanted to know. "I talked to Luke and he said Setu and Earth are also helping, have they given any feedback?"
"The remaining bacteria has survived all attempts we have made so far, and Eilik has not informed us of any incoming transmissions." Ben’s dejected demeanour returned almost immediately.
"Why was treatment on me successful if the same thing refuses to die in there?" Derrick was still confused about what exactly the ventilation membrane was made of. The entire system was implemented by Luke’s engineering team last minute. Eilik oversaw the procedure and The Triumvirate approved it. The benefits were substantial in their eyes.
"The membrane itself appears to be functioning too well. The filtering technology we received from the Vryl appears to filter out the treatment before it can fully eradicate the infection. Our concern is that if we continue to treat the area without complete destruction of the bacteria, the bacteria may become resilient to our treatment. So, for the moment we are making every attempt we can to ensure our next treatment is a success." Ben shrugged. “At least that is our best guess. Without physically removing the infected section, it’s difficult to tell.”
"If the membrane can filter out the treatment, why doesn't it just filter out the bacteria?" Derrick was underqualified for the situation but didn’t let that stop his curiosity.
"In short, we don't know. The membrane should have been equipped with an anti-microbial filter like our treatment." Ben shook his head slightly and moved back to the diagnostic tools present on the lab table.
"Should we be worried?" Derrick took on a very sincere tone. "I am ok, right?"
"The infection is quarantined and it's impossible for it to propagate. The worst-case scenario is loss of access to the rec area indefinitely. There is no immediate health risk to the crew." Sian turned to confront Derrick directly. "You are clear of all bacterial infection." She leaned in and did her best to comfort him. It was odd to see her so in touch with the emotional reality around her. She almost seemed like a different person.
"It's just a frustrating thing and I would like to solve it." Ben said, refusing to turn his attention away from the samples.
"I will let you guys keep working then, I just wanted to come check on the garden." Derrick appreciated the task even if it was somewhat meaningless for now. It gave him something to do onboard the ISO. Without the rec area, any task seemed like a positive.             
"Great, the first few days you can just focus on checking mechanical stuff. I just want to ensure all the automated irrigation is working properly. You can also grab the soil sampler and test each pod for nutrient content." Ben continued, “It’s unlikely there’s any substantial deviation, but I would like you to familiarize yourself with the compliment of tools in there.”
"Sounds good, I will go get to it! Sian’s right, quit being so hard on yourself, Ben. If anyone will figure this out, it’s you." Derrick returned to the garden without hesitation. His thoughts lingered on Sian and Ben as he moved through the humidity barrier and into the greenhouse itself. It was rare to see Ben so engrossed in a challenge. His passion to solve the problem was inspiring.
Derrick spent the next forty-five minutes testing every pod for moisture and nutrient content. The device he used was a display with a small metal rod protruding from the bottom. When he pushed the rod down into the soil it would show all the pertinent information regarding the contents of the soil. The activity was mundane but captured his attention. He found himself jabbing the rod into the soil with delight. It seemed to be the perfect distraction from his thoughts earlier. To no surprise, each pod was within the optimal guidelines for growth.
Once he was finished, he returned the device to its storage container and moved out of the greenhouse. Ben and Sian were continuing their work at the station and Derrick decided not to bother them before he left. Their dedication was something Derrick had a lot of respect for. It seemed as if the two of them were going to stay in there until the problem was solved.
Derrick went back to his quarters and spent the rest of the day there. Only leaving once more to tend the garden. Sian and Ben were still hard at work with little to show for it. On the way back, he grabbed something to eat. This time opting for a quick gel pack snack that he could take with him to his quarters.
For the rest of the night Derrick's mind was preoccupied. Turning on his media interface, he browsed the options available to take his mind off the day.
“A documentary is not going to cut it tonight.” He whispered to himself as he swiped the screen through the various genres. “Ahh, here we go. The rise of Jorun.” Derrick had always kept a keen interest in the underbelly of Marsul and its formation. He jumped at the opportunity to lose himself in an exaggerated parody about the rise to power of Jorun Firk. Derrick settled in for the night, turning off his lamp and climbing into his bunk.
Accessing his interface from the overhead panel, he loaded his selection. As it began he cuddled into his blanket and felt sleep quickly pursuing him. Knowing the overhead sensors would automatically turn off the panel when he fell asleep, Derrick closed his eyes and gave in to the chase. The aggressive sounds of an over-the-top action movie provided the perfect background as it whisked him gently to sleep.




Chapter 5

Day 15
Two weeks had passed since the discovery of the resilient bacteria dwelling within the ventilation membrane of the rec area. Efforts were being made, both onboard and back home to find a solution. On Earth, they were infecting sections of membrane with a similar strain of bacteria. Their goal was to simulate the circumstances facing the ISO and create a functional treatment. Back on the ISO, Sian and Ben were attempting to isolate and treat the infected section of membrane without damaging or breaching the airtight seal. A small quarantined problem with a seemingly simple solution became a persistent headache for both the crew and teams on Earth.
The loss of the rec area was also proving difficult to handle for some members. With nowhere to physically blow off steam from the day, the ship began to feel even more isolated. Commander Lorn, along with several of the crew, repurposed sections of the galley into a pseudo rec area. Interface panels were being used to host movie nights, one of the tables became dedicated to games, and the starboard crew corridor even became a sports arena. Hank had taken several items of clothing and tied them into a ball used for competition. It wasn't perfect, but it was an acceptable replacement to tide them over until a proper fix could be found.
"Who's next?" Hank shouted after just finishing a long hard game against Derrick. Hank would of course have Luke as his teammate and Derrick had chosen Nik.
“Wow, you aren’t even going to celebrate your victory? Just onto the next game, like we were nothing?” Derrick mustered a smiled as he bent over from exhaustion.
“That wasn’t a victory, it was an inevitability.” Luke’s words were met with bursts of laughter from the crew.
“Luke!” Nik scolded Luke’s mocking tone.
Luke laughed before turning to pick up the ball, awaiting a new opponent. “The corridor is for active games, move along.” Luke decided to double down on his arrogance.
“Wow, you’re going down next time.” Nik pointed directly at Luke while walking out of the hall and into the galley with Derrick.
“You know where to find me.” Luke attempted to spin the ball on his finger, he failed. The ball was too soft and slipped off his finger. Luke scrambled trying to catch the falling mass of clothing. Escaping his grasp, he made one last attempt to save it. Trying to kick it back in the air, his efforts backfired. The ball ricocheted off his foot hitting Hank right in the side of the face. Doing his best to hide his smile, Luke continued. “You’re messing with the best, baby.”
Hank looked at Luke with an invading smirk. Unable to contain it, Hank broke into a giant smile as he saw Luke’s face. The two of them shared a laugh as Hank picked up the ball. Planting the ball squarely against his hip, Hank summoned all his strength to suppress the outburst of laughter. Stoic, he returned his gaze to Nik. “We aren’t here to make friends, we knew it would be lonely at the top.” Cocking his head to the side in one last show of defiance. The deadpan delivery had its desired effect on Luke as he keeled over with a second round of laughter.
Luke struggled through a few final words for Nik. “Yeah…the best.” Luke smacked Hank in the back of the shoulder, breaking his stoic gaze. The two of them laughed together once more as Hank shoved Luke back.
“You guys are idiots.” Nik rolled her eyes, smiling at the antics of the other two. “Good luck to whoever faces that duo next.” Nik caught up to Derrick, finally exiting the corridor. “We lost to those two, we will never live that down.” She whispered to Derrick as they both moved into the galley.
“If you wanted to win, you picked the wrong partner.” Derrick chuckled to himself.
"Commander?" Kim spoke up, asking Lorn to be her teammate in the next game.
Derrick stopped at the entrance to the galley. He and Nik turned to see a new game forming as they heard Kim’s voice. Lorn didn’t hesitate to join her. Standing from his chair in the galley, he approached with composed authority. Exuding confidence as he prepared to partner with a teammate literally half his age. "Remember guys, I can approve all schedule changes. Keep that in mind." The thinly veiled attempt to blackmail his way to victory undermined his presence in the room.
"Oh no commander, you aren't taking the throne that easy." Luke shook his head.
"Throne? You two aren't developing a complex, are you? Kim, have they been evaluated?" Lorn joked as he gained Kim’s side.
"I wish it was that simple. Between the two of them they could keep psychologists working for centuries." Kim joined in.
"They are literally trying to play mind games, Luke. Isn't our lack of sanity supposed to be private, Kim?" Hank acted offended at the concept.
"It's private until it can interfere with a game of corridor ball, then all bets are off." Kim smiled and gestured to the ball in Hank’s arms. “What are we waiting for?”.
Derrick left the corridor as he could hear the game begin behind him. He quickly opened his CCD and updated his schedule. Tending to the garden had become a peaceful getaway. Often, he would rework his day around multiple visits to the bio-lab. Constantly requesting permission from Ben or Lorn to spend time in the greenhouse. Frustrated with the tedium of always requiring approval, Derrick put in an official request for permanent access. Under normal circumstances it would have been an easy request to accommodate. With the added stress of the bacterial samples dwelling within, the Triumvirate requested Ben’s presence any time the bio-lab was in use. For now, Derrick would still need to use his CCD to facilitate temporary lifts on his restrictions.
Derrick’s CCD lit up in response to his reschedule request; Ben had approved him. Derrick was happy to go spend some time alone in the greenhouse. The garden itself had finally started feeling like a worthwhile exercise as the plants were beginning to sprout.
“I am going to go spend some time up top. Sorry to take off on you right after our game.” Derrick turned to Nik.
“That’s okay, I hope to taste the results of your work up there.” Nik smiled. “We can talk strategy another time.” Nik leaned in and gave Derrick a hug. “Talk to you soon.”
Derrick hugged her back. “I shouldn’t be long. You’ll have to let me know who wins this game.”
Derrick let go and noticed Nik nodding in agreement. “Will do.” She said.
Derrick moved through the galley at a brisk pace. Seeing the progress of the tiny plants was one of his favourite things to do. It was always amazing to see how much new growth could take place between visits. Optimal conditions and several artificial stimulators accelerated growth substantially. Some of the vegetables would be ready to harvest and begin eating long before the fifteenth week. Nevertheless, it was a mandated experiment to utilize that time frame.
When he arrived in the bio-lab, Ben greeted him, hard at work as always. The last two weeks had been particularly difficult on him. Derrick was introduced to his more obsessive side. Once he found a problem, Ben could hardly focus on anything else.
"Hey, Derrick." Ben always managed to be positive when Derrick came to check on the garden.
"Hello, Ben, any progress?" Derrick's routine had come to include asking Ben the same question every day. After two weeks with little to no progress, it became more of a formality than a genuine curiosity.
"Yes!" Ben exclaimed.
"Oh well, wait what?" Derrick had grown so accustomed to Ben's laboured negativity that he was not prepared for Ben's sudden burst of positivity.
"I unlocked a piece of the puzzle. Our focus has been on attacking the bacteria. Turns out the bacteria will die from our treatment. The thing I have been overlooking, and I assume they are overlooking back home is that the membrane itself is protecting the bacteria. I had Luke run a new diagnostic on the membrane and we discovered a section of the membrane that is different. You guessed it, the infected section. The section seems to have incorporated the DNA of the bacteria into its own. Anytime we try to treat it, the surrounding membrane filters it out before it can be effective.” Ben paused for a second and turned back to the lab table.
“What does that mean?” Derrick asked, hopeful that a solution was nearing.
“It’s as if the membrane itself has become an extension of the bacteria. I have never seen anything like it. I sent the data to Eilik on the bridge and he confirmed my results. It's not something they have experienced before on Setu since the strain of bacteria originated on Earth. I still don't have a solution, but I think I am at least on the right track.” Ben seemed optimistic for the first time since the launch of the mission.
“That’s great, what’s the plan now?” Derrick was cautiously optimistic. Several breakthroughs had gone unrewarded in the past two weeks.
“I had Eilik relay a messaged to Earth and Setu. The problem we face now is if I find a way to treat the membrane, will it still be functional. The physical installation and removal of membrane components is not something we can properly handle while in transit. The safest bet would be to leave it quarantined and complete our mission without use of the rec area. Once safely docked on Setu we could readdress the issue in a proper environment.” Ben’s excitement overshadowed the terrible implications of his statement. “Sorry, I am ranting, I just feel like I got a second wind today." Ben was talking very fast and Derrick could feel his enthusiasm. The news wasn't necessarily positive, but he was happy to see Ben rejuvenated.
"You're saying the membrane is sick?" Derrick asked, attempting to clarify the situation.
"Not quite, the membrane itself is the infection. A more apt analogy would be that the ship, or more specifically, the rec area is sick. It's confusing, I know, but I feel like we have a real chance to treat it. Another thing I am trying to understand is why it isn't spreading to other areas within the membrane. It seems to be entirely self-contained to one specific section. Our quarantine procedure is only capable of preventing contaminants from escaping each section of the ship." Ben stopped, took a deep breath and started again. "Ok, the way it is setup, the ship has closed ventilation systems for each section of the ship, or room as it were. Each section is connected through a standard vent. Under normal operation we can open or close these vents to allow or limit airflow between sections. Or in the case of the rec area, quarantine it entirely. The strange thing here is that the bacteria is free to move around the quarantined rec room but has been isolated to a single section. Do you know what I mean?" Ben's mind was clearly racing, and Derrick was struggling to keep up with him.
"Yeah, so basically the bacteria are lazy, and you have no idea why." Derrick simplified the explanation to the best of his ability.
"Yes, exactly." Ben laughed. "There are three questions still floating around in my head. How did the bacteria go undetected, why isn't it propagating throughout the rec area, and how did the membrane incorporate the bacterial DNA? I guess there's four, because I also want to figure out treatment options."
"That sounds like it should keep you busy for a while. I am going to go check if the green stuff coming out of that dirt over there is bigger than it was yesterday." Derrick chuckled at the relative simplicity of his task as he headed into the greenhouse.
“It’s looking good in there, great work.” Ben was clearly excited, Derrick was happy to see him so positive.
“Thanks, it’s coming along.” Derrick said as he turned to enter the greenhouse.
It was finally starting to resemble a real garden. After two weeks, Derrick only had to make minor adjustments to the setup. Twice he was forced to adjust the irrigation solution and once he applied a new batch of fertilizer. The time he spent in the garden became a welcome distraction. With the rec area off-limits, this was a simple replacement for him. He had never understood gardening as a hobby until being tasked with this job. The responsibility for small, fragile life became a passion.
He felt guilty at times that he was keeping this activity from the rest of the crew. Time in the greenhouse was always peaceful and quiet. Only the sound of the misting arm would occasionally break the silence. The ability to reach a nearly meditative state while he wandered through the sprouting vegetables was an opportunity he came to cherish.
Every day since Derrick had begun working in the greenhouse he could count on Ben working outside. His blurred frame hovering over the side table in the main bio-lab always kept him company. Today would be different. After tending to the summer squash, Derrick lifted his head and immediately noticed Ben’s absence. Surprised by it, Derrick decided to end the day early and investigate. The Triumvirate had made it clear that Ben’s presence was required in the bio-lab while it was in use. Maybe Ben had found something, or he was just going to discuss his new idea with Sian. Either way, Derrick wanted to know, and procedure dictated that he vacates the unattended lab.
On his way out of the greenhouse he checked his CCD for any updated scheduling. There were no updates or changes to the day for him. Determined to find out where Ben went, Derrick left the bio-lab and proceeded down to the main deck. As he came through the doors into the galley he was greeted with emptiness. The afternoon was just starting, and no one was there having a meal. It felt strange, but not something to dwell on. Derrick decided to head down the corridor where the games had taken place earlier.
Halfway to his quarters, Derrick saw the remnants of the game played earlier. The official shirt-ball was just lying there, hastily abandoned. Derrick decided to take it upon himself to clean up. Picking up the ball, he moved to his room opened the doors and tossed the ball inside.
When Derrick returned to the corridor, his CCD began buzzing. It was the audio to signify an urgent schedule update. Startled, he quickly looked at it. The commander was calling everyone to the conference room. Hopeful that Ben had found some good news, Derrick turned and moved in that direction.
The impromptu conference must have been the reason for the empty ship, Derrick thought. He moved swiftly through the quiet vessel. When he reached the conference room, he saw the doors were already open. Inside, Derrick immediately noticed the absence of Eilik and Hank; everyone else was accounted for and seated. The commander sat poised at the end of the table, ready to start. He had a look of concern on his face. Derrick moved inside and took a seat next to Nik. He could hear some talking on the other side of the table as Ben discussed something with Luke. Derrick couldn't make out exactly what the discussion was about and before he could perfect his eavesdropping the commander asked them to be quiet.
"Ben, I would like to address the entire crew once we have assembled." Lorn announced in a tone that commanded authority.
"I apologize." Ben replied.
"What's this about, commander?" Derrick asked after getting comfortable in his seat.
"Hank will be here shortly and we can get into it." Lorn reiterated his intentions.
“What about Eilik?” Derrick asked, looking around the room once more.
“Eilik will remain on the bridge to monitor communications from Earth and Setu.” Lorn’s responses seemed oddly curt. Something was clearly bothering him.
“Where is Hank anyway?” Yanna asked.
"All the winning this morning took it out of him. He was going to his quarters to spend his retirement." Luke chuckled as he slurped on a nutrient gel snack.
"You went undefeated?" Derrick feigned surprise.
“Of course.” Luke scoffed with exaggerated arrogance. “When you have the Juggernaut on your team, it’s hard to lose.”
Derrick loved comic books and had never heard them referenced outside of his immediate family. A large collection had been passed down to him that was almost two hundred years old. He couldn’t hold back a smile as he responded. “Being in possession of the Crimson Gem of Cyttorak is cheating.”
“Whoa, Derrick Rich is a comic book fan?” Luke looked shocked as he continued. “You have to tell Hank, Juggernaut is his favourite character. At least you know why we pummeled the opposition.”
"Hey! Lorn and I came close." Kim passionately interjected.
"Yeah, Kim was a ringer." Luke leaned back into his chair with surprise on his face. “I had no idea you were so athletic. Honestly, she probably could have taken either of us one on one. I hate to say it, but the commander held you back.” Luke lowered his voice slightly as he finished the sentence.
"Really?" Derrick asked. "I have never seen you play."
"I played in university, no big deal.” Kim bragged about her past athletic accolades.
“You kicked around a ball made of dirty laundry at an official university level?” Luke always jumped at any opportunity to focus on minutiae in search humour.
“Yeah, except we used a ball and called it soccer.” Kim joked. “He’s right though, the commander was holding me back, isn’t that right, sir?” Kim turned to face commander Lorn at the end of the table.
The commander was silent and noticeably absent from the conversation. He was reviewing something on his personal interface at the head of the table. They thought it best to leave him uninterrupted. Derrick noticed apprehension crawl onto the faces of his colleagues. Commander Lorn was behaving oddly out of character and everyone was taking notice.
Their attention didn’t linger on the commander too long as it was suddenly drawn to the door. Sliding open, they revealed Eilik in a full flight suit. The room was eerily silent as the small Vryl hobbled into the room. Seeing him in a flight suit was alarming to say the least. Derrick’s imagination ran wild with speculation as Eilik made his way to the commander's side. Handing Lorn a small data pad, Eilik stood silently as the commander went over it.
"Get back to the bridge and monitor any communications, report them to me as soon as they are received. I approved an open channel to my CCD." Eilik turned, retreating out of the room. Silence consumed the room once more as the small figure crossed the floor.
As Eilik exited, he was narrowly avoided by Hank. Clearly thrown together in haste, Hank looked rough. Derrick knew he must have been sleeping when the schedule update was sent out. He dodged to one side and allowed Eilik to pass him into the corridor.
"Whoa, Sorry, Eilik!" Hank shouted with surprise. Eilik moved by him without response.
The situation began to feel very tense. It was rare to see everyone so preoccupied with their thoughts. Hank came inside and took the open chair to Derrick’s right. Patting Derrick on the back as he sat down.
"Sorry for the delay." Hank apologized to the commander and the group.
"No need, Hank, it was a sudden update. Now that I have you all here we can begin. Ben, you and Sian can take it from here." Derrick's heart raced as the commander left the floor to the medical crew. Whether it was excitement or dread, he wasn't sure yet. It was now obvious that there was a development of some kind regarding the bacteria and the commander didn’t want to waste any time.
"First thing I want to say is that we are not in any immediate danger. Some of what we are about to address will sound troubling.” Ben paused to allow his warning to sink in. After a moment, he continued. “As you know, we have been researching an infection within the rec area membrane of the ship. To this point we have not been able to successfully treat it. This morning I was able to discover a change in the DNA of the membrane. Yes, the membrane itself is living tissue. The section of membrane that we have been treating as infected, has actually been hijacked by the bacteria. Our goal was to treat the bacteria infecting that section of the membrane, but with my discovery this morning it has become clear that the membrane itself is part of the infection. We have no way of distinguishing between the infection and the membrane on a genetic level. In addition, it would appear the membrane is utilizing its filtration system as a defence against our efforts. All of our treatments have simply been filtered out before becoming effective. Harsher treatment is possible, but it would potentially kill the section of membrane. While in transit we do not have the supplies or equipment to properly open and physically diagnose or remove a section of the membrane without damaging the area. I know this isn't news you were all hoping for, but I felt it necessary to update all of you with the new information. We are going to continue to look for solutions." Ben concluded his speech.
"As it stands now, the rec area is scheduled for servicing on Setu. The area will be off-limits for the remainder of the journey. If a solution is found, we will re-evaluate." Commander Lorn added. "Questions?"
"Wasn't Derrick infected with this thing, has he been hijacked?" Hank asked. His question could have easily been dismissed as a joke but under the circumstances it held a substantial sincerity.
"The infection is caused by mycoplasma pneumonia, a strain of bacteria that we have effective treatment for in humans. It is not a serious risk to anyone onboard. Our primary concern is the health of the ship." Sian replied.
"This is serious, Hank, I would appreciate if you treated it as such." Lorn kept his gaze on Hank, waiting to be acknowledged. Hank nodded in respect to his request.
"Is there anything we can do?" Kim sat forward at the table, engaged by the troubling news.
Lorn turned his attention away from Hank and onto Kim "This is just an update on the current situation, daily activities will be unchanged. There is a collaborative effort being made to find solutions to the issue. I would like all of you to remain focused on your own priorities and leave this to the medical experts"
"This seems like a rather large oversight, was there no vulnerability testing done on the Vryl organic technologies?" Yanna asked. "I am utilizing several Vryl technologies in my lab, I would like to have them tested and cleared. Otherwise I will be requesting a change to my experimentation schedule to omit those technologies."
"The membrane was put through rigorous testing. The priority was given to pathogens more dangerous to human physiology. Like we said, this is not a threat to us or our mission." Lorn tried to reassure the crew. "Sian will accompany you to your lab and test the equipment to your satisfaction. Sian if you could handle that."
"I will join you on your next trip to the lab, Yanna." Sian confirmed the order.
"Thank you." Yanna shook her head in frustration at the new development.
Derrick had noticed Yanna's increasing impatience with the Vryl technologies over the last two weeks. She was losing confidence rapidly.
"You mentioned that we don't have the equipment to remove the infected piece of membrane. I am certain I could access and remove it, it just wouldn't be pretty, and ventilation in the rec area would suffer permanent damage. I have been discussing it with Eilik and he believes we could patch the removed section with a normal vent. It would basically act as a shunt between two active membrane sections. Depending on the size of the infected section it would reduce the filtration efficiency to a certain degree. We also run the risk of the living membrane rejecting the vent. Do you know what amount of the membrane is currently infected?" Luke asked.
"Roughly three percent of the membrane is at risk on the aft portion. I could give you an exact location if we want to attempt this." Ben seemed to jump at the suggestion.
"In order to limit the possibility of rejection I would suggest we remove a healthy section at the same time. We can shut down ventilation in the area and test materials on the healthy section before implementing a permanent solution inside." Sian suggested.
"I would like the three of you to submit a report on this. It was conveyed to me that any attempt to remove the membrane would be disastrous. Lay out your plan for me so I can approve it through Lest." Lorn said. "If there are no other questions I suggest we get back on schedule. I know this isn’t something you all wanted to hear but I felt it necessary to update you. I understand that this was abrupt and brief. The topic is open for discussion, any thoughts, ideas, or concerns should be directed to me. I would like our team to be as unencumbered as possible during this time. Dismissed."
As the room emptied, Derrick sat still in his chair. He was dwelling on Yanna's comment about the oversight. How could an infection make it onboard the ship, especially one so easily detectable? A simple breath test immediately diagnosed and treated Derrick for it. Something wasn't adding up.
Yanna and Sian were the last to leave the room, having agreed to address her lab, Yanna wanted to go up immediately following the meeting. Derrick hoped to have a word with her but decided it could wait until a little later in the day.
Opening his CCD to check her availability, Derrick noticed an unread request. It was from commander Lorn scheduling a meeting. It was a request and not an order to meet with him in his office. It was strange to have a request for a meeting immediately following a meeting, but Derrick accepted and got up to leave the conference room. Any more information he could gather on the subject would be a bonus. He exited the conference room and went to Lorn's quarters.
Derrick arrived at the door to the commander’s quarters and paused. It was a strange feeling to have a request issued through his CCD. The commander could have easily asked for the meeting in person moments ago. The covert nature of this meeting was suddenly evident as Derrick reached out to activate the entry request panel. A small chime rang out and after a moment, Lorn let him in.
"Have a seat please, Derrick." The commander motioned to the chair in front of his desk. This was his first time seeing the commander's office and Derrick noticed the considerable size difference from his own quarters. The entrance was a formal office with a desk and guest seating. A door behind the desk led through to more personal amenities. Taking a seat in the chair across from Lorn, Derrick addressed him.
"You requested a meeting, sir?" Derrick wanted to know the reason behind this second, more personal meeting.
"Yes, the superiors back on earth along with myself have some concerns. The bacteria that was found onboard should not have gone undetected through pre-launch checks. Some suspicions have been going around that this wasn't entirely accidental." Lorn’s words caught Derrick off-guard, was the commander implying malicious intent?
Derrick was surprised to hear the commander speculating about this as similar thoughts raced around in his own mind. Hearing the commander say it gave those thoughts credibility. The meeting with the commander took on a new purpose as Derrick realized he might have been a suspect. The infection did manifest in him and he was alone in the rec area the day of the discovery. Although he knew he had nothing to do with it, he had no concrete way of proving it. All these thoughts confronted him as he sat, facing the commander.
"We are still operating under the impression that this was an oversight." The commander continued, "I just wanted you to be aware that other options are being explored and increased scrutiny will be placed on members of the crew. I am sure I don't have to explain why you are of increased interest in that line of thought.".
"I understand." Derrick knew exactly what he was implying, and he couldn't blame him. "I can't blame anyone for thinking like that. I am sure the increased scrutiny will help clear me of any wrong doing."
"I just want to be clear here, this isn't an accusation of any kind and I don't believe for a second that you or anyone on this ship had anything to do with this. Out of respect, I wanted to make you aware of the situation." Lorn always stood up for any crew under his command and Derrick was glad to see this was no exception.
"This entire situation has felt odd to me if I can be completely honest." Derrick wanted to express his frustrations.
"Of course, speak your mind." Lorn sat back in his chair ready to listen to Derrick.
"So many last-minute changes to fundamental technology and oversights of this magnitude on arguably the most important endeavour ever undertaken by mankind? It just seems too convenient to me.” Derrick paused for a moment then went on. “I can't blame anyone for suspecting wrongdoing, or even me. I am starting to have my own concerns."
Lorn interrupted Derrick. "We are a team, and this isn't a witch hunt. We are two weeks into a yearlong journey, I don't have the patience to deal with my crew questioning each other's loyalty."
"Understood." Derrick knew he was right. Suspicion was one thing but losing trust in his companions was a dangerous proposition. "I don’t suspect anyone onboard, I trust everyone completely. Something just feels off about the mission. Let's just hope Luke's method is successful and we get back on track."
"Agreed. I would like you to keep the content of this meeting between us." Lorn leaned forward onto the desk, approaching Derrick.
"I don't mind raising this issue with the crew, they must have similar concerns." Derrick wanted to get everything in the open and put as much of this strange situation behind them.
"For the members of the crew that have concerns, a meeting about this might only fan the flames. For those who are oblivious it might plant the seed of doubt. It will be business as usual until a solution is found." Lorn shut down the idea of an open discussion.
Derrick could see what he meant but had more respect for the crew's ability to handle it. He disagreed but planned to follow his orders. "Yes, sir." Derrick replied.
"Get back to work." Lorn concluded the meeting.
With that, Derrick left the commander's office. He was hoping that their meeting would calm his nerves, but it only added to it. Now he was going to be under additional scrutiny. Not only that, but the Triumvirate considered him a potential bio-terrorist. He appreciated the commander's candid approach to it, but felt the added pressure immediately.
Derrick meandered down the corridor and back into the galley. "I guess it's better to know" He said to himself as he shook his head.
"What's wrong?" Nik asked him, she must have noticed him shaking his head. She was seated at the nearest table in the galley and looking up at him.
"Oh, nothing just worried about the ship." He respected the commander's request. "I’m going to skip dinner and head to my quarters."
“Okay, I will talk to you tomorrow sometime then I’m sure.” Nik forced a smile onto her face as Derrick moved by.
The entire situation had really stressed Derrick out. As he looked at Nik’s forced smile, he realized that he hadn’t considered the effect this was having on the rest of the crew. As much as he wanted to sit down and reassure Nik, his priority was to be alone. Kim could handle the well-being of the rest of the crew.
Derrick moved past Nik and down the opposite corridor to his room. Once inside, he sat down at the desk. His mind refused to settle, racing out of control; mindless distractions seemed to be futile. As he had done many times during training, he decided to make an appointment with Kim. Back on earth she would usually need a few days’ notice, but here it would only be a few minutes. Derrick was relieved when she accepted his appointment request.
He got up and left his room for her office. Kim always left her office open to anyone unless she was with someone. Unlike the commander, Derrick was able to walk straight inside. He found Kim at her desk and it looked like she had been here awhile.
"Come in, sit." Kim said as she tidied up her desk.
"Busy?" Derrick asked as he came in and took a seat.
"I just have to do evaluations at the beginning of each week." Kim said. "What's on your mind?"
“Shouldn’t that be handled within your interface, why the mess?” Derrick motioned to the scattered data pads that Kim was cleaning up.
“Ken always taught me that having tangible representations of each crew member made it easier to separate them. I subscribed to that method and now keep an individual data pad on each of you. It might add a little extra tidying at the end of the day, but I think the pros outweigh the cons. Enough about me, tell me what’s on your mind.” Kim slid the last pad into a drawer in her desk and out of sight.
Derrick told Kim everything that was weighing on him. With each passing sentence he could feel the pressure slowly starting to leave his chest. Their sessions on earth would usually be an hour but here he felt comfortable after only a few moments. The simple act of sharing the burden of stress seemed to always lift the constriction around Derrick’s shoulders.
Revealing everything to her, Kim suggested that he occupy his mind elsewhere. “Additional responsibility or a hobby to pass the time might help.” She said.
The things he was worrying about were beyond his control and allowing himself to stress about it didn't help anything. She recommended he sit in with Eilik and Luke during his downtime to possibly learn about the rift matrix.
"I will request that be added to my schedule tonight before I head to bed." Derrick agreed with the idea. If he could occupy his mind on something productive it might leave less opportunity to stress.
"That's great, and it doesn't just have to be work. There are many things you could do. I understand it's difficult to sit when you're stressing but maybe if I schedule you some entertainment time you will allow yourself that relaxation. It's unhealthy to constantly let your mind race like this. Do you have any shows you enjoy in the library?" Kim began working on her desktop interface.
"There's a few but I was trying that before I messaged you. It just seems futile and I find myself staring at the screen instead of watching." Derrick appreciated the idea but was skeptical at his ability to enjoy that time.
"Sometimes when you're restless, or have something important on your mind, it's difficult to convince yourself that you're entitled to a break. I am going to schedule you two hours of relaxation a day. Maybe if you're ordered to accept it you will be able to have that escape. I will set an appointment for three days where we can re-evaluate the situation. If you still aren't relaxing I will investigate other options. For now, go back to your room, pick your favourite show, and relax.” Kim faced Derrick to sincerely address him. “Doctor’s orders.”
"Ok, I will reschedule the time with Luke and Eilik on the way back." Derrick accepted the idea. He wanted to at least give it a shot before allowing his skepticism to overtake him.
"I’ve already done it for you. There. You’re scheduled to check in with Eilik tomorrow.” Kim finished working on the computer and turned back to Derrick. “I will see you around tomorrow, and I will see you back here in three days. Okay?" Kim crossed her hands on the desk and looked at Derrick.
"Got it, have a good night. Thanks, Kim." Derrick braced his hands on the arms of the chair, preparing to stand.
"It’s my pleasure, I want you to have a good night, go relax. Watch something stupid and loud." Kim smirked. “Don’t hesitate to contact me with any other concerns.”
Derrick took a deep breath in through his nose and exhaled loudly with a deep sigh. Kim’s smirk broke into concern as Derrick got up to leave the room. Talking to Kim had lifted the stress but he could still feel it swirling in the back of his mind.
“Derrick.” Kim got his attention once more. “I know this is easier said than done, but you have to relax. Everything is going to be fine. You have a prescription to go back to your room and turn on the dumbest, action packed movie you can find. That’s a rare treatment to hand out, make use of it.” Kim’s face returned to a peaceful smile.
Derrick appreciated her effort and returned the smile. Her presence alone was worth the visit. Seeing her smile back at him gave a sense of warmth that overrode any anxiety relating to the bacteria. Ever since that moment on the bridge during take-off he thought about her in a different way. Even now, just looking at her sitting there, he was captivated. Suddenly realizing he may have been lingering a little longer than intended, he broke the silence. “I will go find something dumb, I promise.”
Derrick turned and left the office. He was grateful for the time she devoted to everyone onboard the ship. The thoughts were still there, lingering, but they had been relegated to a more appropriate place in his mind. No longer pushing their way around like an aggressive salesman, they were subdued.
"Hey, Derrick, can I talk to you for a second?" A voice suddenly interrupted Derrick’s thoughts; it was Hank.
"Uh, yeah, sure." Derrick said, unsure of Hank's intentions. It seemed like everyone wanted to speak with him. He felt thrust into fame, or infamy as the case may be.
Following Hank to a table in the galley, Derrick felt a tension that disturbed him. Hank was usually the most light-hearted person onboard and when he became serious it bothered Derrick. Hank sat down at the table dedicated to games and pushed the mess to one side. Hank held his large hand out and motioned for Derrick to sit down with him.
"Ok, listen carefully." Hank leaned in close to Derrick and began to whisper. "I think what we have to do is... PLAY A GAME!" Hank shouted the end of the sentence and almost knocked Derrick out of his chair. "I mean seriously, everyone is so uptight over something so small. It's under control, it's not a threat, and we have a possible solution in the works. Get over it, kid. You looked like you just left a funeral when you came out of Kim's office. I am the security officer… we are secure. I have had this talk with everyone onboard. We need to lighten up if we are going to survive this trip. So, deal the cards." Hank surprised Derrick and made him laugh. “If this is the attitude after two weeks, we are doomed.”
"Thanks, Hank, I actually really needed that. The mood has felt somber lately." Derrick could feel his heart beating quicker after the jolt of shock Hank had just served. Letting loose a loud laugh, Derrick grabbed the cards.
"Ya think?" Hank mocked him "It's time to get things back to normal and make this mission a success. The commander's meeting was important and needed, but it's time for my meeting. I sent schedule requests to everyone and they are all meeting us here in fifteen minutes. The only one that hasn't replied is Eilik." Hank was becoming very animated, clearly frustrated with the darker mood of late.
"I'm in." Derrick agreed, happy for the distraction.
After a few moments, everyone came to the dining area prepared for a night of games hosted by Hank. Eilik remained on the bridge to monitor communications as they came in. He apologized for his absence but deemed it a priority and wished everyone well. It was the first time since the bacteria first emerged that the entire crew came together like this.
"I’m glad everyone could make it." Hank said. "With all due respect, commander, I understand that we have a problem but it's under control. We have three of the best minds man has to offer working on it and one giant alien brain. Sian, Luke, Ben, and Eilik. We couldn't possibly be in better hands here. Worst-case scenario we lose the rec area. Look around; we are in our rec area. Guys, it's us, we will figure this out. Can we quit walking around like we've never met each other?”
"Ok, ok, hank. I didn't think they allowed alcohol onboard." Luke joked. “You aren’t fermenting gel in your quarters, are you?”
"I am serious here, Luke. This room is filled with the same people we trained all those hours with on Earth. Can we please just not lose our heads over the smallest hiccup? That's all I have to say, I just wanted to try and restore some sanity." Hank sat down.
"You're right, Luke has submitted his report and we are working towards a solution. We do need to get back to a sense of normality here and I think tonight was a great idea. Thanks, Henry." Lorn led the way as the room followed his sentiment. Everyone took turns thanking Hank for the idea.
"I suggest we increase the frequency of our team building exercises." Sian said to everyone's surprise.
"Aww, you big softie!" Ben said which made Sian smile.
“She’s right, with the loss of the rec room, I didn’t fully compensate for the team exercises that were scheduled to take place inside. I will develop a schedule going forward.” Lorn nodded his head at Sian as he spoke. Sian continued to smile as her idea was adopted by the commander.
"Now I have seen everything." Derrick said as he honestly could not remember the last time Sian had smiled. "Looks good on you, you should do that more often."
"If the situation warrants it." Sian smiled again.
"If you're all about done, it's your deal, Nik." Yanna said, tossing a deck of cards to Nik.
"Ok, have any of you played Sorbit?" Nik managed to silence the room. "Well it's easy."
Nik spent the next few minutes explaining the fundamentals of Sorbit. It was a game that became popular in Marje. The rules were numerous and complicated. She admitted it sounded challenging and that after a couple rounds people would get it. The game was designed for even numbers and Eilik's absence caused her to go into the odd variant. This added one more layer of complexity usually not recommended for beginners. Several people offered to watch the first couple rounds to allow for a standard game, but Nik insisted on everyone playing. Once she finally handed out the cards, the game was ready to begin.
"Did you guys hear about that bacteria?” Luke was the first to break the silence before the game began.
All of Nik's dealing was for naught as the entire table threw their cards at Luke. Shielding himself from the barrage, he laughed maniacally. Derrick couldn't remember the last time he had just let go. Something so simple yet so satisfying had escaped him amidst all the stress of late. The night slowly faded away as members left the room one by one. The final three would be Hank, Derrick, and Kim.
"Thanks again, Hank. I needed this. Kim knows better than anyone how bad I needed it." He laughed and slapped Hank on the shoulder.
"We all needed it, Derrick." Kim nodded. “Great idea, Hank.”
"Thanks, they don’t happen often.” Hank smiled with some self-deprecating humour. “We are lucky to have a crew like this." His pride could be seen swelling inside him.
"We should probably turn in, I have to check the garden in three hours." Derrick lamented his early appointment as he noticed the time.
"Yeah, I will clean this up in the morning." Hank said. "Goodnight you two."
Derrick and Kim walked to their crew section and started down the corridor. Kim's room was at the end, just beyond Derrick’s.
"That was great." Kim turned to Derrick as they stopped at the end of the corridor.
"Yeah it was, it’s like Hank knew what I needed. Did you consult him about my prescription?" Derrick asked.
"No." She laughed. "Doctor patient confidentiality, remember? We weren't playing corridor ball.”
"Good point." Derrick laughed in return. "You know, I saw the commander's quarters on the opposite side. He has an office and everything. Did you get that over here?"
"Nah, just a regular room. Not important enough I guess." Kim moved away from him and to her door.
"Well, I will let you go. Goodnight, Kim." Derrick turned to his door and opened it.
"Oh, that's what your room looks like? Oh yeah, mine's way better." Kim playfully mocked.
"What? It is?" Derrick asked. Surprised by her comment, he turned to face Kim standing in her doorway.
"Just messing with you, goodnight." Kim vanished inside her quarters and the doors closed behind her.
Derrick stood in the empty hallway for a moment. He indulged himself in a smile. It was refreshing to be rid of the stress and anxiety from earlier. Retreating into his quarters, the smile never left his face. Derrick wondered if it was even worth trying to sleep, his alarm was set for a little under three hours from now. He decided to watch some of his favourite shows, as Kim suggested. His mind was once again racing but it wasn't about bacteria. Kim invaded his thoughts as he sat down at his desk. Turning on 'Marik Men' he settled in for the night.




Chapter 6

The Membrane
Derrick woke in his chair, the light from his show still lit the room. He must have just nodded off, as the automated sensors hadn’t silenced his interface. Exhausted, he wished he could head to his bunk, but his schedule said otherwise. Looking at his CCD he noticed his alarm was set to go off in about an hour. He had no desire to hear or feel that. After manually disabling it, he got up. Wary of Marik Men's ability to keep him awake for the next hour, Derrick thought a workout might suffice. Still in the clothing from yesterday, he decided they were up to the challenge and was off to the fitness pod.
The ship was dark and quiet. The lights were dimmed, and the floor lighting guided his steps. He could hear cracks and rattles from the walls of the ship. Derrick stopped in the galley to put his hand on the outer wall. He felt a small vibration to it and he envisioned the mayhem transpiring just beyond, within the RIP bubble. After two weeks at full speed the light trapped within would have surpassed diffusion protocol. Any journey lasting longer than ten days would require a diffusion array at the destination. He took pause at the thought and looked around him. A mild sense of claustrophobia was fought off before he turned and continued toward the engineering corridor.
He stopped at the entrance. "I should probably grab something to eat." Derrick said to himself. Especially since immediately following his workout, the day would begin. Opting for a snack instead of a full meal, he took a portable blue gel with him to the fitness pod. He didn't even notice Luke doing cardio as he moved into the resistance section in zombie like fashion. It was until he turned around to sit that he noticed.
"Oh, didn't know anyone was awake yet, good morning." Derrick said as he got into position to start his workout.
"There’s a few people up. Ben and Sian are in the Bio lab and I think Lorn is on the bridge with Eilik." Luke said.
"Couldn't sleep either?" Derrick asked, still groggy.
"Oh no, I was sleeping fine. The report I submitted to remove the membrane section was approved at 3 AM. They requested we remove it ASAP. The commander has Ben up there now preparing a storage container for the removed membrane. He said it would take roughly an hour so here I am. I think Sian is up there now too. The commander and Eilik are up on the bridge relaying information. It's a busy morning actually." Luke said.
Derrick's solitary walk to his workout wasn't as solitary as he thought. Half the crew was already awake and hard at work. It suddenly became far more difficult to warrant self-pity about his early rise. "Did you get the schedule changes regarding me?" Derrick wanted to know if Kim had already setup some time for him to shadow Luke and Eilik.
"Yes, actually. That's great that you have an interest in it." Luke smiled. “It’s incredible what they’ve done.”
"There's just a lot of downtime and I wanted to make better use of it." Derrick skirted the real issue, not wanting to worry Luke.
"Yeah, it's great and Eilik welcomes it too." Just as Luke said that his CCD lit up. "Looks like Ben is ready." Luke took a deep breath and stepped off the bike. "I guess I better go."
"Do you guys need more hands up there?" Derrick was secretly hoping to avoid the early workout in favour of something more productive.
"Yes, if you don’t mind doing your workout later, follow me." Luke said as exited the room.
Derrick followed Luke to the upper deck where Sian and Ben were standing outside the rec area door. Ben was holding a large bag presumably to transport the membrane. He looked a little tired, but not too bad considering the long days leading up to this point. Sian was to his side, she had her hand on his shoulder. They looked to be celebrating. Derrick followed Luke into the corridor and up to meet them.
"We have a permanent storage device within the lab. This should facilitate transit of the membrane to it.” Ben jumped right into the mission. “Are you ready to get started?”
"Yes, I am. Derrick is going to assist me inside." Luke surprised Derrick with that info but he did offer and was up to the challenge.
"Head into the bio lab and grab a couple suits. I don't want to take any chances." Ben motioned toward the bio lab door. "Sian will prepare the quarantine device in the bio lab. Once you have the membrane in the collection bag, seal it and get it to her as soon as you can. I will be outside the rec area to open the doors for you and monitor any fluctuation in air quality or contamination."
Derrick and Luke wasted no time jogging to the bio-lab. Equipping themselves with tools and bio suits before returning to the door or the rec area. Derrick picked up the venting that was going to be used to bridge the gap between healthy membranes. Once ready, Ben overrode the door lock and allowed them to enter.
Derrick felt unease as the door slid open revealing the humidity equalization chamber. It was dark and uninviting. Luke turned to Derrick and they both had a moment of hesitation before stepping inside. The doors slid shut behind them, locking them into the small, dark room. A loud hiss enveloped Derrick. He knew the decon mist must have been surrounding them but was unable to see anything. It was good to see that minimum functionality was still in place, even if lighting wasn’t. After a moment, a familiar click of the inner door unlocking signalled the start of their endeavour inside.
It was nearly pitch-black inside as Luke opened the door in front of Derrick. "Emergency lights" Derrick said to activate the battery backup lighting system. Flickering into existence, the emergency lighting had a yellow hue to it. Rolling through the room, the lighting came to life, guiding their way to the rear. The lighting had an unintended side-effect of adding creepy details to their isolation. Shadows crawling across the walls gave the room an ominous feel it had lacked before.
Derrick followed closely behind Luke as they moved toward the infected section of wall plating. The membrane encircled the room about five feet off the ground, hidden behind a strip of metal paneling. There were several access points but none of which were a feasible option for the infected section. Luke had tasked Derrick with carrying a plasma wand, a small device used to cut through various types of metal.
Derrick noticed Luke checking his CCD constantly as he monitored their position in the room. Once he was satisfied that they were in front of the infected section he asked Derrick to hand him the wand. Both Luke and Derrick set their equipment down and Derrick grabbed the plasma wand from his belt and handed it to Luke.
"Ok, I am going to cut away the metal housing the membrane. This shouldn't compromise the membrane itself. What I need you to do is be prepared to hand me the surgical laser in the event I damage the membrane while removing the outside panel. Sian provided it to cauterize and remove the membrane. Both Ben and Sian requested that we keep the infected section as healthy as we can for later testing. So, if I damage anything we need to cauterize the wounds. Ready?" Luke asked.
"Ready." Derrick was poised with the laser and ready to jump into action should anything happen.
Luke lit the plasma wand and began carefully cutting a section of panel away from the wall. Moving very slowly and operating at the shallowest depth, the wand was capable of very precise incisions. At first, he cut a small stretch of metal to ensure he was releasing the plate without damaging the membrane. The metal was glowing red as Luke used a small scanning device to confirm the depth. Certain he was cutting deep enough to free the panel without hitting the membrane, he finished the cut. The rectangular piece was approximately one meter by one meter.
"Grab the magnetic handles from my bag here. Secure them to the panel before I finish the last cut." Luke said as he was approaching the end. "I don't want this thing falling on us."
Derrick looked in the bag and found two handles with circular magnets attached. "I am just going to set the laser down here then." Derrick set the laser at Luke's feet, making sure to leave it close if they needed it. Derrick grabbed the magnets and pushed them against the panel. He noticed a slider switch on both and once activated he felt the pull of magnetism secure the handles. "Ready."
Luke finished his cut and the weight of the panel landed on Derrick. He could immediately feel it in his forearms and shoulders. He was shocked that the panel could weigh this much. Pulling it straight back and away from the membrane he set it down, leaning it up against the wall below.
"Okay, I don’t think I damaged it." Luke said as he inspected the membrane inside. Running his fingers over it, he checked the perimeter for any scorch wounds. “Nope, looks good.”
As Derrick's attention returned to the newly created hole he saw the membrane. It was green and pulsing in a way that sickened him. "Oh my god, that's disgusting." Derrick turned his head and looked at it out of the corner of his eye.
"Actually, that's how it normally looks." Luke laughed." It's an organic synthetic made from Vryl tissue."
"I knew we had an organic ventilation system, but I was expecting like pink vents. This, this is too much." Derrick said. "Ok, what do we have to do? Let’s get this over with."
"Sian gave me this needle to probe for infection." Luke stuck it in the center of the membrane.
To Derrick's surprise the membrane didn't react at all to the needle. Even though he knew it had no brain it still felt as if it was a creature pulsating through the walls. The end of the needle turned red to indicate that the sample was infected. Luke moved to his left and repeated the process until the needle produced a green light.
"Ok, that's healthy membrane there. I will just find the limit on the right side and we can remove it." Luke moved to the right and began prodding the membrane again.
"Aren't we also removing a healthy section to test for rejection?" Derrick recalled Sian’s suggestion from earlier.
"No, Sian believes since we are only bridging a gap and not changing the physiology of the membrane there is no risk of rejection. I was thinking of it as a transplant but it's more akin to an amputation and prosthetic." Luke’s device lit up green as he jabbed it in on the far-right side. “There it is.”
"Well that makes it easier." Derrick was happy to hear the news, anything to make this a faster process was welcome at this point.
"Ok now just to cut this thing out of here." Luke bent down, searching for the laser. “Where did you put it?”
Derrick leaned over and grabbed the laser for Luke, handing it to him, he asked. "I wonder why Sian isn't in here doing this, aren't you basically performing surgery?"
"Sort of, but it's more than simple enough. She needs to have the lab storage and quarantine ready to go." Luke said as he raised the surgical laser and prepared to begin cutting the membrane. "For the record I have never cut one of these while it was infected. I don't really know what, if anything, will be different."
Derrick shuddered to think what was waiting inside the infected section of membrane. He decided it was best if he pushed those thoughts to the back of his mind before responding. "We aren't getting any younger, open it up."
"Grab that collection bag and be ready to catch it. Most of the structure is held in place by the surrounding membrane. Once I cut the left end free it may start to fall loose." Luke lifted the surgical laser into position and looked at Derrick.
“Ready.” Derrick nodded, ready to catch whatever fell out of the wall.
Luke fired up the laser and began cutting through the healthy membrane surrounding the infected area. Derrick opened the bag and prepared to cover the infected piece. Luke completed the cut on the left side and just as he did the membrane was noticeably loose. Small tendrils that held on to the panel behind it began breaking as it slipped free. Derrick quickly covered the loose end of the membrane with the bag and held it upright. Luke moved behind him to the right side and finished cutting the infected section free.
"Ok, it's all yours, seal the bag and get it to the lab a.s.a.p. I will stay behind and secure the prosthetic vent in the gap." Luke pointed toward the exit before grabbing one of the vent sleeves and lifting it up into place.
“How were you supposed to handle all this on your own?” Derrick was surprised how useful he was proving to be as a last-minute addition to the exercise. “Are you sure you can handle the vent?”
“I will be fine, get that thing out of here.” Luke had already begun welding.
Derrick quickly pushed the floppy membrane chunk down inside the collection bag and sealed it tightly. His closest estimate put the section at about thirty pounds of tissue. He moved to the exit at a brisk pace, making sure to watch his step in the limited lighting.
"Open the door." Derrick called to Ben through an open channel on his CCD.
The door opened to reveal Ben, now in a bio suit himself as he jumped into the room to aid Derrick. The two of them shuffled their way into the bio lab and through decontamination. The bag was able to insulate the membrane from being destroyed by the process.
“Unknown organic heat signature detected.” The automated bio-lab security locked them inside the decontamination room. The lights remained red for a moment as Ben moved to a panel on the wall.
“I told you to approve an additional heat signature, I knew this would happen.” Sian could be heard over the intercom system from inside the bio-lab.
“Get off my back, I got it.” Ben furiously entered several commands before the process kicked back into action and finished their cycle.
Once inside, Ben and Derrick dropped the bag into the waiting receptacle Sian had prepared. Closing the lid, they all breathed a collective sigh of relief.
"I am going to do a sweep of the rec area and corridor for the bacteria. It shouldn't be capable of surviving now that it's in open air, but I brought a treatment spray just to be sure." Sian grabbed a device that was resting on the table beside her.
“Sorry, just got caught up in the moment, didn’t mean to snap at you.” Ben apologized for his outburst in the decon room. Without saying a word, Sian gave Ben a frustrated look and moved toward the exit.
Derrick followed her back out and into the corridor. His main concern was getting get back inside to help Luke finish securing the vent. Derrick ran back to the rec area entrance and prepared the entrance cycle as Sian arrived. Once they were back inside, he left Sian behind. Luke could be seen where Derrick left him, sparks flew from the area.
"You need a hand, Luke?" Derrick yelled as he approached.
"No, I am good, just waiting on Sian to clear the section so I can seal it up." Luke said. "Actually, you could help me hold the vent in place until Sian finishes." Luke looked like he was starting to struggle a bit.
"No signs of living bacteria anywhere in the corridor or rec area. Allow me to do a specific sweep of the healthy membrane before you seal it." Sian moved past Derrick and to the hole Luke had cut. "Looks good, secure the vent and we can restore ventilation."
Derrick grabbed an end of the vent replacement and held it in place as Luke secured it. During Derrick's absence, Luke had prepared the healthy membrane with a sleeve of some kind. The sleeve disappeared inside the membrane and a section about six inches long exited the end on both sides. Luke was going to use that six-inch section to weld the replacement vent into place.
"How is that sleeve secured inside?" Derrick asked.
"It's the same adhesive we use to attach the membrane to the surrounding panels. It isn't the strongest, but it is airtight. I am hoping the rigid nature of the sleeve and vent will hold it in place. I am also going to tack the vent in several places to the surrounding metal. That should remove any stress on the adhesive holding the sleeve in place within the membrane." Luke began welding the vent into place.
Derrick was surprised at just how comprehensive Luke's plan was. He had planned for every aspect of it. He knew Luke was capable, but his attitude and demeanour sometimes undermined his genius. Derrick was happy to see him in his element. Sparks flew past his head as Derrick averted his eyes from the section Luke was working on.
"I’m going to check on Ben." Sian said as she retreated from the room.
Luke continued to weld the vent into place. Before allowing Derrick to release his hold, Luke made several tack welds to hold the section in place.
"Ok, you can let go." Luke said as Derrick released his hold on the venting. "I am just going to stay here and strengthen these welds to prevent any movement when we fire the vents up. You can head in with them if you want."
Derrick jumped at the opportunity and took off for the bio lab. Curious what the others were doing with the infected piece of membrane, he broke into a jog. His excitement was boiling over as he felt the situation was finally concluding. The decontamination process seemed to take forever, as he wanted to burst inside and see the source of all his stress.
The door finally opened, and he saw Ben and Sian already working on it. Ben was reaching inside the quarantine compartment with gloves affixed to the sides. They allowed him to manipulate the objects inside without breaking the seal. Derrick moved closer to look as Ben removed the membrane from the bag. It looked disgusting to Derrick as it still pulsated.
The compartment had a section of tools hanging inside. Ben reached for a scalpel and began cutting the length of the membrane to open it up. Derrick huddled closer, like a child overturning a rock, he wanted to see every squirming detail hidden within. As the membrane opened he saw an organic carpet of little hair-like structures.
"It looks surprisingly normal." Ben had confusion in his voice as he continued manipulating the membrane.
"Yes, very little macroscopic change has occurred. The readings definitely show that it has been changed on a genetic level." Sian was nearby, examining a sample under the microscope.
"It's supposed to look like that?" Derrick’s face contorted with disgust.
"Yes, all these little fibres are the natural filtration surface.” Ben ran a tool over the fur-like surface of the internal membrane structure. “It specializes in destroying airborne pathogens. It's really quite remarkable when it's working as intended." Ben said.
Ben took a small piece of the membrane and sliced it free from the mass. He dropped it into a small dish on one end of the containment unit. The dish appeared to be a scanner of some kind as Sian moved over to a small readout. She took a few moments to process the results. Ben pulled his hands out of the gloves and moved over to her side. Derrick glanced back at the membrane inside and noticed what he thought was a movement separate from the pulsing he saw earlier.
"I think the membrane just moved." Derrick recoiled from the container.
"That's just the pulsing of the muscle tissue. Since it is cut open the pulsing can cause it to move in an unsettling manner. The membrane has no brain or tactile nerves to process complex movement. Everything you see is simply the bio programming at work." Ben turned his attention back to Sian.
"The system recognizes the membrane tissue as bacteria. This is very strange indeed." Sian said as she lifted her head from the readout. Looking at Ben with a confused look on her face, she continued. “Take a look.”
Ben leaned over Sian’s shoulder and got a closer look at the readout. "If the membrane itself is made up of material genetically identical to the bacteria, how is it still functioning as the membrane at all? Shouldn't this be messing with the bio programming? My understanding is that they were all programmed via DNA. Logically if that DNA is fundamentally changed then none of the functionality should remain. Yet, if we observe it we can clearly see it still contracting." Ben was just as puzzled as Sian.
"Wait, isn't the membrane created from Vryl tissue? Should we be concerned with how this might interact with Eilik." Derrick hadn’t considered that possibility until just now.
"Actually, when we first saw the membrane interaction we decided to keep Eilik in a flight-suit at all times. He has restricted most of his time to the bridge. He has been effectively quarantined since the discovery. We didn't want to alarm the crew." Ben barely took his attention away from his current task to respond.
Derrick was offended that he thought so little of the issue. "Wait, if you have had this concern the whole time, why I have been allowed to visit him, I was infected at one point." Derrick asked.
Ben lifted his head to properly address Derrick’s concerns. "You were cleared by the bio-scan in the infirmary when Sian treated you originally; then again the next morning before you were allowed to schedule interaction with Eilik. As an added precaution we deemed it necessary that Eilik wear a flight suit.".
"Is there anything else I should be aware of?" Derrick asked, frustrated at all the secrecy.
"No, and now that we have this here and the rest of the ship is clear of the bacteria, Eilik should be able to rejoin us." Ben went on. "With Luke's help we will do one more complete sweep of all sections before officially recommending the quarantine lift for Eilik."
"So, if this membrane is all bacteria on a genetic level, yet it's still functioning as membrane, is it possible that Eilik is all bacteria and still functioning as Eilik? This seems like a much larger concern than we were led to believe." Derrick was concerned for Eilik's well-being and the safety of the mission.
"We have been testing Eilik daily for any signs of infection, he is clear. This has been our top priority since this outbreak as he is the only one capable of properly maintaining the Rift matrix. As it stands now I believe it is totally under control. Once we gather a little information from this thing we will be destroying it." Ben returned his focus to the membrane in front of him.
"Hmm." Sian broke the discussion with a curious sound. "It would appear that the membrane is not functioning properly as a filtration device. It's merely mimicking it. The surrounding membrane must have been filtering the treatment, not this section. I have never seen anything like this." Sian's confusion was not settling Derrick's nerves. "This could be an incredible discovery."
"When you talk like that, you worry me, Sian. That doesn't sound like someone intent on destroying it, Ben." Derrick knew Sian would have a very scientific approach to the whole ordeal. Derrick was hoping that basic safety would overrule any fascination with the sample.
"Destruction is still a must, I am simply stating how interesting it is. Presumably they would be able to replicate this in a lab on earth. Further study can take place there. I would never put the ship, crew, or mission at risk to satiate my curiosity." Sian defended her curiosity.
"That sounds better." Derrick pointed to the membrane. “I want this thing gone as soon as possible.”
Derrick’s attention was ripped away as the door to the lab opened. He could see Luke going through the decontamination process. He must have finished securing the vent and was coming to join them. Ben and Sian were still prodding and cutting the membrane. Derrick wanted to see it destroyed but their curiosity was quite evident. He heard the entrance procedure behind him complete and Luke entered.
"Ok, we are ready to reactivate the rec area. Vent replacement is complete." Luke was excited to test his work. Once passing Derrick he noticed the membrane in the box. "What the hell are you guys doing in here?"
"I think they are preparing dinner, Ben said he had a nice meal idea." Derrick attempted to lighten the mood.
"Oh, it looks delicious." Luke didn’t miss a beat. "What is that, pulsating slime? I think that's a delicacy."
"We are gathering a little information before we destroy this thing." Sian put an end to the levity.
"Ok, well it looks like we have gathered enough, so where's the destroy button?" Derrick feigned a search around the room.
"Derrick, please." Sian’s frustration was becoming more and more evident.
"Guys, we have finally dealt with this situation I don't want to drag this out." Derrick said, getting increasingly more impatient to destroy the membrane. Two weeks dealing with this issue, he didn’t want to waste any time putting it completely behind them.
"The commander is on his way here and once he is satisfied we will conclude." Sian reassured Derrick, putting her hand on his shoulder. “It’s fine, trust me.”
"Are there enough suits for him to join us?" Luke turned back to the entrance, attempting to look through the glass.
"The bio lab is equipped to handle the entire crew if necessary." Ben said. "I would appreciate it if Sian and I could continue uninterrupted for a moment."
"Of course." Derrick hesitated before complying with the request. “I will do my garden check for the day.”
Derrick and Luke gave them some space and moved toward the greenhouse. Derrick went through the entrance and started into his routine of checking the soil pods. The garden was really coming into its own, and sprouts had given way to full blown plants.
"Wow, so this is what you've been doing up here." Luke followed him through the humidity barrier and into the greenhouse.
"Yeah, it's coming along. I forgot you haven’t been in here at all." Derrick said, still concerned about the rec area, he forwent any segue and pressed Luke for details. "So, you got that all secured in there and we might have access again soon?"
"It looks good and I think it will hold. The venting is probably more resilient than the surrounding membrane. The only thing I am not one hundred percent on is the adhesive within the membrane. It was designed for the limited airflow on the exterior. I did some simulations and I am confident it will perform well." Luke nodded, acknowledging Derrick’s question.
"I’m just glad to get this entire thing behind us. Hopefully those two actually destroy it, they seem pretty enthralled." Derrick openly admitted his skepticism to Luke.
"It's a unique situation so I understand the curiosity, they will get rid of it." Luke quickly changed the topic. "Is any of this ready to eat?" He ran his fingers over some of the plants.
"We could harvest and eat a few now if we had to, yes. The idea is to create a sustainable crop and Ben has a schedule for everything. I basically just monitor and replenish the nutrient content of the soil. Sometimes I have to remove some dead tissue or adjust the irrigation system." Derrick said. "Pretty mundane, but relaxing."
"Yeah, feels peaceful in here. What's that light hum I can hear and kind of feel?" Luke closed his eyes.
"That is the misting system for the port side summer squash and spinach. It has a slight vibration to it I've noticed." Derrick could see that Luke needed a moment of relaxation. It was difficult to keep the rest of the crew in perspective sometimes. Seeing Luke engrossed in the calming nature of the greenhouse was rewarding. Derrick was happy to share the experience with him. The moment served to highlight how desperately they needed the rec area back.
"Are they the only section that receives mist?" Luke kept his eyes closed as he spoke.
"No, all the above ground vegetables get misted. There's a rotation to maintain relative humidity in here." Derrick enjoyed being the source of knowledge for a change.
"Who knew gardening could be so boring?" Luke opened his eyes and looked back down to Derrick, smiling.
"I did, I knew." Derrick laughed.
Just then, the door to the bio lab opened and revealed commander Lorn. Derrick and Luke noticed him inside the decon chamber. They looked at each other and then hustled to exit the garden area. Once back into the main lab, Derrick saw Ben and Sian at the microscope and no longer probing the membrane. He found himself concerned that they were potentially taking tissue out of the containment chamber. Having already voiced his concern, he decided to defer judgement to the professionals in the field. Commander Lorn finished getting into his bio-suit and entered the lab.
"Brief me quick because I want this thing gone." Lorn clearly had little patience for the situation. Derrick fully agreed with his stance.
"The good news is that the infection is harmless to us given our treatment. The infected membrane is not actually filtering or protecting itself from the treatment as we suspected. The surrounding membrane must have been doing that through normal processes. The strange thing is the complete DNA overhaul of the membrane; it doesn't seem to physically change the host on a macro level. The membrane is still mimicking normal activity." Ben sounded almost impressed by what he was saying. Derrick felt as if Ben was developing respect for the bacterial interaction with Vryl physiology.
"File a report, recommend further research on earth, and destroy the specimen." Lorn ordered.
"I believe we could safely extract small samples for further research onboard." Sian stepped in. Derrick was deeply troubled by her comment. Her words suddenly justified his earlier concerns.
"My orders are clear." Lorn reiterated
"Yes, sir." Sian replied, accepting that she was overruled.
"Sian, I would like you to return to your office and begin filling the report for Earth. Ben, I trust you can handle destroying the sample." Lorn turned to Luke. "Luke, how are we looking in the rec area?"
"Repairs are complete and we are ready to restore power to the area. I would like to be inside to monitor the fix." Luke grabbed a small bag of equipment and readied himself to exit.
"You and Derrick can head inside, I will get Eilik to restore power. Once power is restored, I will activate the ventilation system from the exterior." Lorn wasted no time taking control of the situation and accelerating their progress.
"Got it." Derrick helped Luke with some of the gear.
Luke and Derrick moved toward the exit of the bio lab, Sian was just finishing her decon cycle. Derrick, Luke, and commander Lorn all entered the decon room upon Sian's exit. Ben was left behind to finish dealing with the infected membrane sample.
Once in the corridor the commander remained at the rec area entrance panel to cycle the ventilation start-up procedure. Derrick and Luke proceeded inside and to the repaired panel section. Derrick wasn't exactly sure what preparation, if any, he could do before power was restored, so decided to follow Luke's lead.
"Ready?" Lorn’s voice came over the intercom in the bio-suit.
"Standing by." Eilik's robotic voice joined the conversation.
"Fire it up." Luke reached into one of the bags and grabbed several instruments to take readings.
"Reinstate power to the area, Eilik." As the commander gave the word, Derrick could hear the hum of electricity building around him. Lights began to flicker and overtake the yellow hue of the emergency lighting. As the return of electricity fought back the encroaching shadows, Derrick could see the extent of the damage to the bio matter. Contrary to his previous assessment, the room was still in pretty good shape and much of the vegetation could be saved.
"How are we looking?" Luke asked.
"Power has been restored and awaiting reactivation of the ventilation system." Eilik could be heard once again.
"Activating ventilation system." Lorn confirmed.
A loud buzz could be heard as the fans started to turn. Derrick could feel the air around him begin to move. He could see the air starting to circulate, as the surrounding foliage began swaying with the membrane returning to form. It was a refreshing feeling to see the room return to life. The value of entertainment could not be overstated at this point in Derrick's mind. Looking around the room at all the computer interfaces, he was mentally salivating at the opportunity to jump into a game of some kind.
“Readings are nominal, what’s the status?” Luke said, holding out a small monitor over the section of repaired membrane.
"Looks good in there," Lorn came over comms. "Ventilation is operating at 93% efficiency. Better than I had expected, well done, Luke."
"Thank you, sir." Luke proudly replied.
"Today is turning out to be a pretty good day." Derrick smiled through the face shield of the bio-suit.
"I can't wait to see the reaction from everyone else when they wake up." Luke agreed. “Finally!” He shouted and smacked Derrick on the shoulder.
"I was just thinking the same thing, I sent an alert out. I think the early wakeup call will be worth it." Lorn said. "Great job, everyone. Now we can clean the galley."
"I hope we can still play Shirt-Ball.” Luke said with a chuckle.
"There should be an AR or VR replacement for that. I think we will retire Shirt-Ball to a trophy case. Maybe get a plaque for you and Hank." Lorn said. “I am still amazed by the originality you all had when you named it.” The commander was starting to lighten up with the conclusion of the morning’s task.
“Wait, what’s wrong with the name?” Luke asked. “I thought we all agreed on it?”
“For starters, I’m pretty sure there was a pair of pants in that ball.” Lorn said, still over comms from outside the rec area.
“Shirty-Pant-Ball just doesn’t roll off the tongue.” Derrick felt a sense of ease overcome him as the conversation lost its formality.
“Well it’s more accurate and the plaque is going to say Shirty-Pant-Ball now.” Lorn joked. His lighter side was always a gift that signified a stable situation.
"As long as I am in the hall of fame, that’s fine with me." Luke packed the instruments and tools up.
"Leading scorer has to be in it." Derrick said as he hit Luke in the shoulder. "Can we get out of these suits now?"
"Yes, we should be clear. Sian, run a diagnostic of the area." Lorn could be seen opening the main rec area door and entering.
"No trace of the bacteria is present." Sian replied. "It appears we have eradicated the infection. I will need to monitor the upper deck for three hours before I can confidently give the all-clear." Sian didn’t want to take any chances with the situation finally under control.
"Let's get out of the rec area, meet me in the bio lab with Ben, you two." Lorn called to Derrick and Luke before leaving the rec area.
Derrick followed Luke out into the corridor. They moved into the bio-lab decon chamber together and awaited the cycle. They could see Ben was still standing over the container housing the membrane. Lorn was just to his left clearly discussing the situation with him. He appeared animated and wasn't on group comms. Once through the decon procedure they moved in to meet them.
"Everything okay?" Derrick was concerned at the abrupt change in body language.
"Yes, it's fine, Ben has a bit more work to do." Lorn said. "As a result of Sian requiring three hours of data, we must all remain here. The upper deck has been quarantined now that the vent is active again. It will be lifted once we have that all clear. There is no decon procedure in the deck access and I refuse to take any chances."
"Well I guess we better make the best of it." Luke said as he immediately started heading back to the rec area.
"Why is this thing still alive in here?" Derrick asked, referring to the membrane still in the containment unit.
"Earth requested some data samples from Ben. He was forced to take several more samples for comparison. They have attempted to infect healthy membrane on Earth with the mycoplasma pneumoniae bacteria. They have been unsuccessful in replicating the results we saw here." Lorn continued. "They want to have a stable sample on Earth before we destroy this. Ben has assured me that it is completely contained."
Derrick shook his head, clearly frustrated by the revelation that his infected partner would remain alive. He thought better of causing a confrontation about it and put his faith in Ben's ability to deal with it. The situation wasn't entirely behind him and it would continue to weigh on him until the membrane was destroyed.
"I have already provided Eilik with the samples they requested. We are just waiting to hear back. I am hoping to have this all complete before the upper deck quarantine is lifted." Ben knew Derrick’s apprehension to the whole situation and made a specific effort to comfort him.
"I trust you to get it done, Ben. Not really a fan of that thing." Derrick appreciated Ben’s efforts to reassure him and gave him a nod of confidence.
"None of us are." Lorn chimed in.
"Well Sian seemed pretty excited about it." Derrick made a point to highlight the way Sian had reacted earlier.
"She just doesn't want to waste a potential genetic discovery. Trust me, she wants it gone just as much as the rest of us." Ben jumped in to defend Sian.
"Yeah, hopefully her curiosity knows its limits." Derrick didn’t back down from his point.
"I know its limits, which will be enough." Lorn asserted. Derrick knew he was right. Sian's penchant for duty and orders would supersede nearly all other impulses.
"She knows, Derrick. I know her words earlier sounded troubling, but I've spent the last few days with her. Her curiosity would never sacrifice safety. She may seem analytical and cold to you, but trust me, that’s not who she is deep down." Ben once again took it upon himself to calm Derrick.
"I know." Derrick said, surprised by Ben’s passionate defense of Sian "I didn’t mean to sound offensive, I just hate this thing. I am going to meet Luke in the rec area and try to get some rest. I didn't sleep much last night."
"That’s a good idea. Great work today, we should be back to normal before lunch." Lorn turned his attention back to Ben.
"Alert me once the samples are accepted, I want to be here when you destroy this thing." Derrick angrily pointed at the containment unit, frustratingly accepting that the membrane still existed within.
"I will make sure you are here." Ben said. “Don’t worry.”
Derrick exited the bio lab and moved back into the rec area. When the doors opened he noticed the lights were already in night mode. Luke must have had a similar desire for sleep. It was strange to be walking through the rec area again. He had become so accustomed to its absence that the availability felt abnormal. Glancing around the room he saw multiple issues that would require his attention. Tending to the garden had really opened his eyes to a new world. None of the plants appeared beyond saving. He saw Luke in the hammock as he approached the shaded lounging area.
"They kill that thing?" Luke awkwardly attempted to sit up and face Derrick.
"No, they have to wait for Earth to give the okay." Derrick replied. "How did you get into the hammock while wearing the decon suit?"
"I overestimated the flexibility of these things. I am sure it was a treat to behold. I fell twice. Maybe Hank can pull some security footage for everyone." Luke laughed as he adjusted himself to get comfortable. “This is a nightmare.”
"Oh yeah, I guess power is back on in here. I will make sure to ask him." Derrick laughed.
"If you’re planning on sleeping, I have to warn you about my snoring." Luke could be heard still struggling with his hammock position.
"It's ok, I will just mute your comms." Derrick didn’t know how sound proof the suits were in close proximity.
"I honestly don't know if that will save you. I fell asleep next to Eilik one time and he said I was speaking an ancient Vryl dialect. The vibration I was able to produce rekindled his hope to teach man the Vryl language." Luke chuckled again, making it more difficult for him to keep adjusting himself.
"Thanks for picking the hammock, should limit the vibration if you're floating." Derrick climbed into one of the loungers he had used on day zero.
"That's why I'm an engineer.” Luke seemed to finally get into a comfortable position. “There we go, that’s the sweet spot.”
Derrick stretched out in the chair he had chosen. It felt good to lift his legs up and extend them. His muscles were sore and ready for some rest. The helmet was uncomfortable at first, but he quickly accepted it due to exhaustion. It wasn't long before Derrick could hear Luke snoring. "You weren’t lying, buddy." He whispered to himself as Luke’s snoring escaped his suit with an alarming volume. Luckily the rhythm of it was consistent enough to allow him to fall asleep. For the first time in the last two weeks Derrick felt stress free. He was thankful for all the efforts of the morning as sleep slowly embraced him.




Chapter 7

Rest and Incineration
Light entered back into Derrick's world as Kim woke him from his sleep. She was also wearing a suit, which struck him as odd. If the quarantine was lifted to allow her entry, she wouldn't need a suit. Her face was illuminated by a dim amber light. It was as if the light source was coming from within her helmet. "Am I dreaming?" Derrick said out loud. Everything felt foggy and slightly off in some way. Trying to sit up, he realized he couldn't. The tell-tale signs of panic began to burn into his stomach. Kim reached down and helped him to the upright position.
The room was dark, quiet, and dead. It became clear that he was dreaming, but it felt so vivid. He returned his focus to Kim as she leaned in toward him. She didn't look directly at him. It was very unsettling as she began to speak to him while focusing behind him.
"It's outside." She said. Derrick was confused but could not find his voice to inquire. "It's outside, Derrick." He had no idea what she was talking about. There was an odd calm about her as she said it.
Before he could evaluate the situation further, Kim suddenly vanished, revealing the dimly lit canopy above the lounging spot in the rec area. Derrick was suddenly jolted awake by an alarm going off on his CCD. He sat up quickly, still in a haze. Looking over in the hammock's direction, he noticed Luke was in a similar state of confused rousing.
"It was fun while it lasted." Luke said as he turned to face Derrick.
"Hopefully they have good news." Derrick said before opening global comms to the other active suits. "We are up, what's the status?" Derrick asked for a report since neither he nor Luke could access their CCD within the suit.
"Quarantine has been lifted and the commander called a meeting for the conference room." Ben's voice pushed through the fog.
"Thanks, Ben. We better get going, Luke." Derrick stood from his chair, his legs still ached slightly from overuse the last couple days.
"After you." Luke said as he struggled to roll out of the hammock. "Actually, come get me first."
Derrick moved over and helped Luke out of the hammock. Luke was laughing the entire time, which made it more difficult for Derrick to help. Finally, he was able to pull him off the side and get Luke to his feet.
"I honestly don't know if that was the hammock, my suit, or just my own fault." Luke said, still laughing.
"It looked like your fault from my angle." Derrick said. The two of them left the rec area laughing. Derrick decided to ask about the suits before they left the upper deck. "Is it safe to ditch the suits, Ben?"
"Yes, Sian gave the all clear just before the meeting was scheduled by Lorn. He has already moved down below." Ben confirmed their hopes.
Derrick and Luke moved into the bio lab to get rid of their suits. “Another meeting.” Derrick said through the fog as he began removing the bio-suit.
“Lorn’s favourite thing. We should have a meeting about how many meetings we are having.” Luke laughed as he finished removing his suit. “There, now no hammock can stop me, I’m free!” He exclaimed. “Strange how easy it is to hate those things when you’re forced to stay in them.”
“My money is still on the hammock.” Derrick looked at Luke and waited for his response.
Luke finished hanging his suit on the wall and slowly turned to face Derrick. Derrick could hardly contain his smile as Luke’s eyes met his. Luke’s demeanor broke before he could follow through with his attempt at seeming offended. “Safe bet.” Luke laughed.
The inner door to the lab clicked and the mist faded. Derrick noticed Ben still in the lab.
"Are you coming, Ben?" Derrick asked through the interior glass before taking his suit off.
"No, the commander briefed me in here before he left. I am still standing by to destroy the specimen once Earth approves it." Ben said. "He left me in charge of this thing until its destruction and I am not going to let it out of my sight."
"They still haven't approved it?" Luke responded with surprise in his voice.
"No, they can't seem to replicate the DNA cloning process we had occur here. There's something missing which would explain why it was contained to this one membrane section even here.” Ben paused for a moment, also frustrated, he sighed before continuing. “What was different about this section? That's a question they want to understand before we destroy it. The implications of losing this data before we understand it could put future missions at risk. We are stuck until they tell us otherwise."
Ben’s words held a truth about them that Derrick finally understood. They had to fully understand the variables that led to this infection. It could save lives in future missions. Leaving any question unanswered would be foolish.
"Will we ever put this whole thing behind us?" Derrick said. "I guess if it's going to help future missions I should accept its presence here."
"You want to name it?" Luke’s voice came from behind Derrick. He had already shed the bio-suit.
"I wouldn't go that far." Derrick shrugged off the idea and started taking his suit off.
"I may have already done that with Sian." Ben laughed.
"Are you kidding me, Ben?" Derrick broke into a smile even through all the confusion. The thought of naming it was absurd to him.
"We decided on Deena, Short for DNA." Ben was still laughing, fully recognizing how weird it was that they named it.
"That's fitting, as long as it doesn't bother you to incinerate Deena." Derrick finished hanging his suit and got ready to leave the lab.
"It's my mother in-law's name." Ben chuckled as he finished his fit of laughter.
"That's dark, Ben. I like it." Luke started nodding in approval. “I was skeptical at first, I underestimated you.”
"She's actually really nice and we get along great." Ben returned to a normal tone.
"Your mother in-law or the membrane?" Luke couldn’t help making another joke.
"OK, we have to go, Luke." Derrick interrupted. “We are delaying the meeting as it is.”
"Yeah yeah, talk to you later, Ben." Luke laughed. “Great job today.”
"Bye, guys." Ben gave a thumbs up through the interior glass of the lab. “You too, everyone did well today.” Ben waved to them as they exited the lab.
Now that they were out of their suits, Derrick and Luke felt the freedom they had lacked for the last several hours. The conference room awaited their arrival as they made their way down. Descending the stairway to the galley was a rewarding experience. It was a symbol of the isolation being lifted as the doors opened and welcomed them to the lower deck.
Derrick and Luke moved quickly through the ship and made their way to the conference room. Once inside, the entire crew greeted them. It was nice to see Eilik present now that Derrick understood why he was absent for so long.
"Have a seat, gentlemen." Lorn was clearly eager to get started and as soon as they found open seats, he began. "As you all know, the upper deck of the ship has been an issue since our departure. The rec area has been off limits as we struggled to deal with an infection that invaded the ventilation membrane. As of this morning, Luke and Derrick were able to remove the infected membrane and replace it with a metal venting section. The infected membrane is currently secure in the bio lab. Bio lab access will be restricted to Ben, Derrick, Sian, and myself going forward. Any questions so far?”
“If the section has been replaced, is the rec area open for use?” Nik didn’t hesitate to ask.
“The process exposed the entire upper deck to potential contamination. Sian has been monitoring the air quality levels for the last three hours and has given the all clear. Immediately following this meeting, the upper deck will be released from quarantine. This includes the rec area. It's been a difficult first two weeks of the journey, but we should return to a sense of normality going forward. If anyone has any questions, now is the time." Lorn opened the floor up to questions from the crew.
"You said the membrane is secure in the bio lab, what exactly does that mean?" Yanna always paid close attention to detail and if anyone on the ship hated the infected membrane as much as Derrick, it was her.
"Sian, you can answer that." Lorn delegated the question.
"The membrane is of scientific importance to future missions. We have been instructed by Earth to keep the specimen alive until they are able to replicate the situation for further study." Sian stood to address the matter.
"So that thing is still alive up there, isn't that a risk?" Yanna pressed the issue.
"It's been secured by Ben in the bio lab, he is personally responsible for it." Lorn said. "Eilik has been monitoring communication from Earth closely. The moment we receive approval, Ben has authority to neutralize the specimen. Obviously, there is some risk which is why the bio lab access has been restricted to essential personnel. I know this isn't ideal, but we are at the mercy of the Triumvirate here. The data that can come from a discovery like this will aid in all future missions and that's a risk they have deemed worthy." Lorn finished. “We might be on our own out here, but chain of command still exists.”
"Understood." Yanna accepted the response and retreated from her questioning.
"You'll notice Eilik has joined us again." The commander continued his briefing after a brief silence for possible questions to arise. "The infection was believed to attack Vryl physiology and as a precaution he was forced to wear a flight suit at all times. It's good to have you back."
"My pleasure." Derrick was sure that if Eilik’s translator could show emotion, it would have been enthusiastic at this moment. Having only spent a few hours in a bio suit, he couldn’t imagine what Eilik went through.
"I apologize for the delay, Yanna. I know you had several experiments to gather data from today. I have cleared Nik's schedule to help you catch up. Other than that, we are back to functioning normally. The rec area is now open to everyone during downtime. Derrick, if you could get up there and put that botany course to work and save some of those plants…" Lorn trailed off.
"Yes, sir." Derrick replied, excited to get up there and see what he can do.
"Eilik, I hate to say it, but I need you back on the bridge awaiting commands from the Triumvirate." Lorn regretfully announced.
"Understood." Eilik accepted the order with no hesitation.
"Sian will be monitoring the ship's air quality closely for the next several days. If anyone feels any discomfort of any kind that could be related to illness, please visit her immediately. This is a no tolerance situation. Sian’s schedule has been totally wiped clean. If you sneeze, I want you to see her." Lorn said. "That's it for today, if there are no questions, you are dismissed."
After a brief silence the room began to disperse. Eilik was quick to make his way back to the bridge. Derrick was about to leave and head for the upper deck when Kim stopped him.
"Do you need a hand with the rec area? I haven't seen it yet and I used to have a garden back home. It wasn't anything crazy, but I am sure I could be useful." Kim said to him.
"Of course, could always use a hand." Derrick said, excited to have the company. “If you haven’t seen it, it’s worth a visit anyway.”
"I'm coming too, but I intend to check out some of the games up there." Hank snuck up behind them.
There was a large party all headed for the upper deck as they exited the conference room. Nik and Yanna joined the group, heading for Yanna’s lab on the upper deck. The two of them would have their work cut out for them as the contamination delay Sian implemented set them back roughly two hours. With Hank accompanying Kim and Derrick to the rec area, there would be five crew in total.
They all discussed their excitement for the return to normalcy as they ascended the stairs to the upper deck. Once at the top, Yanna and Nik separated and headed into the Physics lab.
"Enjoy your games, Hank." Nik said, clearly jealous.
"Enjoy your... whatever you two are doing." Hank replied.
"Thanks." Nik said with a chuckle.
“Just experiments at the edge of our understanding that could quite literally change the landscape for all humanity. No big deal.” Yanna said with a big smile for Hank.
“Yeah, well I reset the camera in the engineering corridor this morning.” Hank said before turning to Derrick. “It was flickering a bit.”
“Take that, Yanna!” Derrick said, hoping to get a reaction from Yanna. “Hank fixed a camera!”
“Oh… No, it got worse actually.” Hank laughed.
Yanna just rolled her eyes at the two of them and disappeared inside the physics lab.
The remaining three, Derrick, Hank, and Kim all entered the rec area. The lighting was still lowered from earlier and Hank was quick to adjust it.
"Lighting, normal." He said, before Derrick had the chance.
The room slowly lit up all around them. The vegetation was overgrown or sickly in several places. It lacked the awe-inspiring presence of the first time Derrick entered the room. The lush green atmosphere had been replaced with a slightly muted version of itself. Kim was still taken aback by it as Derrick looked over at her. Her eyes scanned the room as a smile broke out on her face.
"It's beautiful." Kim said, captured by it.
“It is.” Derrick was captured by Kim’s awe as he looked at her. Catching himself lingering on her too long he stuttered. "I mean… It's nice, but once we are done, it will be beautiful." Derrick turned his attention back to the rec area.
"Good luck you guys, I believe in you." Hank said as he was already securing one of the headsets in the virtual reality section of the room. He appeared to ignore the haptic feedback harness that accompanied that section. It was clear he just wanted to get in and try some stuff out.
"I had no idea he was such a gamer." Derrick made small talk with Kim as the moved deeper into the room.
"We lacked a rec area for two days before he annexed the galley." Kim laughed.
"You have a point." Derrick smirked.
The two of them began surveying the damage. It was substantially less than Derrick had initially thought. The grasses that coated many sections of the floor were genetically altered to grow to a certain length. The planters that housed all the bio aesthetics were similar to the soil in the garden area. Pre-loaded with nutrients and moisture that must have helped push them through the blackout. The biggest job was going to be simply cutting away any dead tissue that was sacrificed for the survival of the plants. With the power restored, Derrick would also check and ensure the irrigation system was up and running.
"This isn't that bad, actually." Derrick began opening one of the maintenance cabinets under one of the larger plants.
"Yeah, some pretty hearty stuff in here." Kim stood behind Derrick, still browsing the room with her eyes.
"Typically, some of these are quite fragile, I think genetic modification played a pretty big role in their survival. When they decided to expand the bio presence in here they consulted with Ben. I talk to him about it while I tend the garden sometimes." Derrick told Kim. "He was pretty frustrated at the designer's plans. They kept picking high humidity plants. The idea was to create a rainforest like aesthetic in here. Ben and a team of geneticists were forced to adapt their choices to better suit this room. They managed to splice several species of alpine tree into the DNA of everything you see. That made them more resistant to temperature and humidity changes. There were limitations and humidity in here was still going to be an issue with all the electronics." Derrick felt like he was talking a bit too much while he and Kim worked their way around the room trimming the trees and bushes. "Am I talking too much?"
"No, I like it, helps pass the time and I am curious about it." Kim was always a good listener.
"Holy shit!" Hank could be heard yelling about his experiences in VR.
"I guess he likes it." Kim laughed.
"How can you tell?" Derrick laughed with her.
"So how did Ben figure out the humidity issue?" Kim asked, returning to the prior topic.
"In short, they didn't. Their abilities only went so far, and a certain level of humidity was still required. Enter Luke; he created a new venting system for all the electronics in this room. Actually, Eilik played a part too. All the electronics in here are totally air tight and shielded on this side of the room. All the heat escapes into the surrounding area outside. From there it's collected and utilized to aid in heating the room. I would be lying if I said I fully understand it." Derrick finished.
"That sounds impressive, I’ll have to ask him about it." Kim said as her CCD went off. "Oh, looks like I have a new appointment. It shouldn't be long. Do you need me to come back and help finish when I’m done?" Kim asked.
"It shouldn't need much more work today. If you want to come back, just do it for recreational reasons." Derrick smiled and continued cutting away dead tissue on a particularly unhealthy tree.
"I’ll talk to you soon then." Kim said as she turned to leave. "Bye, Hank!" She yelled as she walked past him. After getting no response, she turned and smiled at Derrick as she made her way out of the room.
Derrick continued removing all the dead material from the rec area. It started to look fresh as he finished. The room felt peaceful once again as he carried all the trimmings to the reclamation pod. Hank was still fully immersed in his VR experience as he walked by. Derrick wanted to give it a shot, but he had to complete his maintenance of the garden first. He was cut short earlier with Luke and there was still work to be done. He left Hank to his games and took off to the bio lab.
While entering the bio lab, Derrick was surprised by Yanna. She jumped in behind him and joined him in the decon room. "Hello." She said, in her best innocent voice. She was up to something.
"Hello, Yanna. You know access in here is restricted and I can't cycle it with you in here." Derrick reminded her.
"I just wanted to speak with Ben, and you actually." She said.
"We can request Ben join us outside but without permission from the commander, I can't let you inside." Derrick said.
Derrick stepped outside the bio lab and into the corridor. Yanna followed closely behind him. He looked at his CCD and entered a schedule request for Ben to join them outside. Ben clearly noticed the two of them enter the decon room and agreed to meet them outside almost immediately.
"He is on his way out, decon will be a few seconds. What is this about?" Derrick asked. “Aren’t you behind schedule on your own tasks?”
"I just want to understand what is going on." Yanna said. “This shouldn’t take long.”
"Any questions you have might be better directed at the commander." Derrick suggested.
"It's nothing too serious and I wanted to hear your thoughts." Yanna was getting annoyed at all of Derrick’s attempts to deflect the situation. “Don’t worry about it.”
Just then, the bio lab doors opened, and Ben came walking out to meet them. It had been a long time since Derrick had seen him out of his suit. His brown hair replaced the familiar yellow of the decon suit.
"Yes?" Ben said. "I don't want to leave the specimen alone for long so can we make this quick, please?"
"Yes, I just wanted to ask you guys something." Yanna paused.
"Go ahead." Derrick was curious to hear what she wanted to get off her chest.
"Is all of our information being translated through Eilik? He's the only one that has access to the Rift matrix." Yanna’s concerns became immediately clear, she was worried about Eilik’s loyalties.
"Everything he receives is given to the commander. Both have access to it." Ben knew where she was headed and attempted to cut her off.
"I understand that, but it just seems like Eilik is the only one capable of monitoring the matrix properly. Could he be manipulating that data?" Yanna stuck to her accusatory tone.
"Get to the point, what are you insinuating?" Ben had enough of the tip toeing.
"It just seems like this membrane thing is an unnecessary risk for us on a mission of this magnitude. You said it interacts in an incurable way with Vryl physiology. Is it possible Eilik is forcing you to maintain it based on commands from Setu and not the Triumvirate?" Yanna said.
"I have the utmost respect and trust for Eilik. I can't imagine a scenario where that would happen." Ben scoffed at the possibility.
"That's not what I asked, we both know it is possible for him to manipulate incoming data. No one on this ship other than him truly understands any of the raw data received." Yanna continued. "It just seems like the Vryl have a lot more to gain by keeping this thing around. A lot more to lose by its destruction."
"You're right, they do have a lot more on the line with this. The Triumvirate knows that. They also know the Vryl are the most important ally in human history. If Setu has interest in this, then we have interest in this, it's as simple as that. To answer your question, yes, it is possible for Eilik to misguide us. No, I do not think he would ever even consider doing that." Ben concluded.
"I hope you're right. I would hate to find out that the members on this ship were put at an unnecessary risk simply for Vryl research. There are nine of us and only one of them. It's easy to risk everything when you only make up ten percent of it." Yanna finished her thought. Her skepticism didn’t necessarily end with Eilik, but the entire Vryl population.
"I understand you don't trust Eilik but put it in perspective. We are holding a rare genetic discovery that could impact the entire Vryl population. Relatively simple and common bacteria on Earth could potentially cause a pandemic on Setu. Combine that with the fact we are flying toward them at nearly five times the speed of light. For all intents and purposes, we are a bio weapon locked on to Setu. It is our duty as an ally to ensure we do everything in our power to prevent a catastrophe here." Ben urged Yanna to understand. "Now put yourself in the shoes of Admiral Lest or General Lorn back home. How could you possibly ignore that situation?"
"Yeah I guess you're right. Just something about him bothers me." Yanna refused to completely relent.
"You're letting prejudice impair your judgement." Ben said. "I am a little shocked and disappointed, quite frankly. Eilik has been part of this project since day one. If you believe he would risk anyone onboard you need to re-evaluate your views."
Ben was clearly becoming heated and Derrick felt a little out of place between them. Not wanting things to get out of control he tried to think of a way to settle the argument. He remembered that Luke had been working closely with Eilik. "You could always talk to Luke about it, I know he has been working with Eilik to understand the matrix. Perhaps he has more information. I have to personally agree with Ben though, Yanna. I just can't see Eilik doing anything like that."
"Yeah, sorry that I brought it up, I will talk to Luke, Thanks guys." Yanna left for the lower decks.
"Good luck." Ben said. “Wait, don’t you have work to do?”
“Nik has it under control, I won’t be long.” Yanna disappeared down the stairwell to the lower deck.
"Talk to you later, Yanna." Derrick yelled after her.
Derrick and Ben went back into the bio lab to continue their work. Once inside and the doors closed behind them for decon, Ben couldn't hold his tongue.
"That really pisses me off. Eilik has been dedicated to this for over three years. The first excuse to question him and she jumps at it." Ben shook his head. “Not only that, she’s behind schedule and she’s off on this witch hunt. Left Nik alone in her lab to do the work.”
"She's just concerned about us. Honestly, I had never thought about the large-scale implications of this until you just said it in the corridor. I am willing to bet Yanna hadn't either." Derrick tried to empathize with Yanna and calm Ben down.
"She is very logical and it's her job to extrapolate on data for large scale impact or implementation. I don't think that is the issue. I think she wanted to reach this conclusion and she found an excuse." Ben wasn’t hiding his disappointment.
"Ben, you're doing the same thing right now. You've already convicted Yanna of the worst-case scenario. Sometimes there's a little nuance with stuff like this, it's not just black and white. Yes, she is very intelligent and usually objective. That doesn't mean she's immune to short sighted reactions." Derrick mostly agreed with Ben but decided to step outside himself for a more objective look.
"It's just disappointing." Ben grabbed a suit and started putting it on.
"It is also a possibility. As unlikely or even impossible as we think it may be." Derrick continued playing devil’s advocate in defense of Yanna.
"I just don't want to talk about it." Ben shook his head as he finished putting his suit on.
"You and Yanna should work this out. For now, I need to go in and finish what Luke and I started this morning." Derrick climbed into a bio-suit and prepared for the decon procedure to finish.
When Derrick and Ben entered the lab, Ben moved directly back to the containment device. Without saying a word, Ben grabbed a device from the side table. Derrick noticed he started doing a diagnostic of the quarantined membrane mass.
"All good?" Derrick asked. He was curious if his urgency was due to his frustration, or maybe he saw something odd.
"Yeah, it's not going anywhere. I have feeling we might need to take small samples into cryo-stasis for our return. They are having real issues replicating this back home." Ben sounded slightly confused. “What are you?” Ben asked aloud to the contained chunk of membrane.
"If we have to, we have to, I guess." Derrick said. “I’ll be in the greenhouse if you need me.” Derrick had resigned to the fact that the membrane wasn’t just going away any time soon.
Derrick spent the next hour tending to the garden within the greenhouse. The serenity he felt inside always allowed his mind to wander. The joy of the morning had started to slip away as anxiety surrounding crew relationships raced in his mind. Deep down he agreed with Ben and found it offensive that Yanna was so quick to accuse Eilik of any wrongdoing. He just felt that Yanna deserved a bit more credit and benefit of the doubt. His main concern was the status of Ben and Yanna's friendship. Confrontations like that can sometimes leave a lasting impression on both parties. Yanna didn't exactly leave Ben in the best mood. Derrick pushed those negative thoughts out of his mind and tried to just relax for the remainder of his gardening schedule. He decided that Kim could deal with any of the fallout from the interaction between them.
Derrick hadn’t had much time to think of Kim and his strange dream. With his mind starting to clear he was able to consider the odd experience; he had no idea what it was about. ‘It's outside?’ What could that possibly mean? The obvious answer was that it was a random, meaningless dream. Derrick would always dwell on his dreams and express anything recurring to Kim. Since he only had a similar dream twice in over two weeks he didn't consider this one recurring just yet. With the dreams focusing around Kim specifically, it made it slightly more awkward to open up to Kim regarding them. Derrick’s mind refused to rest. It would appear that it hungered for stress. The membrane used to monopolize his inner monologue, but several issues fought to replace it almost immediately upon its resolution. He decided to check out the rec area after he finished his work in the bio lab. He needed to get stuff off his mind and take his prescribed dose of relaxation.
With his work in the greenhouse coming to a close, he decided to do just that. Derrick packed up all the tools he was using and moved toward the exit. As Derrick left, he saw Ben taking another sample of the membrane.
 “Taking another one?” Derrick asked.
“Yeah, there hasn’t been any update. I am going to make a request to preserve several smaller samples and destroy the main mass.” Ben moved the small sample he had just cut out of the containment unit and into a cry-cylinder.
“Is there any reason to preserve more than just small samples?” Derrick was curious if his solution would be accepted by the Triumvirate.
“The source of the genetic abnormality should be present in the DNA of every mutated cell. A sample should be sufficient which is why I am making the request. I would be much more comfortable with a small tissue sample in cryo-stasis than the whole mass sitting here.” Ben closed the cylinder and prepared to slide it into the cryo-stasis chamber against the rear wall.
“That makes sense, hopefully they agree with you. I am going to go mess around in the rec area for a couple hours while I have time.” Derrick said. “If you need me, just let me know.”
“I might lockdown the bio lab and join you shortly. All this has me pretty stressed out.” Ben pushed the cylinder inside the stasis unit and closed the hatch. Ben pushed a button on the exterior wall and the cylinder rotated up and inside the unit. Once there, it was flash frozen and stored in a marked container.
“I know what you mean. This morning I felt like it was over, and I was relaxed for the first time in two weeks. Didn’t take long for that to fade.” Derrick said. “If you head over within the next hour or so, I will probably still be there. Talk to you later, Ben.”
“See you later, Derrick. Let me know how it goes.” Ben said as he continued gathering a new sample.
Derrick left the bio lab and walked down into the rec area. The doors opened, and he could immediately hear a loud ruckus erupt through the opening. Hank, Luke, and Nik were all inside playing some sort of augmented reality game. It looked intense as Derrick moved closer. Without a headset he couldn’t see what they were interacting with.
“This AI sucks!! That one shouldn’t even count; did you see him stuck in the corner?” Hank yelled as he gestured at an open space beside him.
“Don’t be so hard on Gator!” Luke yelled, barely able to contain his laughter.
“Why is his name Gator anyway? That makes no sense.” Hank was visibly angry at the situation. His frustration only fueled the laughter of the other two. “Why would that be the default AI name, I mean, Gator? Come on. How do I rename him?”
Nik couldn’t contain her laughter as she struggled to talk. “He… He just sat there, what was he waiting for?” She was nearly falling over from laughing so hard. “Oh my god, the blank stare on his face is killing me.” She couldn’t stop laughing.
Derrick saw a large smile emerge on Hank’s face as he heard Nik’s reaction to the situation. Derrick couldn’t fight off a smile anymore either. He didn’t know if he wanted to join or just keep watching them. Before he could decide, Hank noticed him.
“Derrick!! Get in here, Gator is a nightmare!” Hank shouted.
“Betraying Gator, after all he did in game one?” Luke said, still smiling.
“He died in the first twenty seconds and I beat both of you.” Hank yelled, emphasizing his anger for comedic effect.
“You’re so quick to dismiss his sacrifice.” Nik said as she finally caught her breath.
Derrick grabbed a headset from the AR section of the room and secured it to his head. He ran his hands over the helmet and found a small button on the right side. Pressing it, he watched as the lush environment around him faded and a neon environment emerged. The others were suddenly adorned in brightly lit outfits. There must have been some sort of real-time mapping of the room. Hank was holding a shiny blue ball in his hand that matched the blue lines that highlighted his suit. Derrick looked down and noticed his own matching suit. In his hand he found a glowing ball.
“Ok, so what’s the objective here?” Derrick asked the room.
“You throw that ball at Hank.” Nik said. She immediately started laughing again. Her laughter took its toll on Hank and he began laughing too.
“Like this?” Derrick threw the ball as hard as he could at Hank. As it made contact, Hank’s entire suit went dark, highlighting that he was eliminated from the game.
Hank stood still, silently betrayed by what had just happened. Nik and Luke both continued to laugh as Hank’s deadpan response proved too much for them to handle.
“I think Nik lied to me.” Derrick said to Hank, breaking into a smile. “Are you okay, Hank? Your suit went dark for some reason.”
Hank continued to stand silently, staring directly at Derrick.
“No, she’s serious, you need to obliterate Hank, just like the hero known simply as Gator.” Luke said.
Hank couldn’t keep a straight face after Luke’s comment. Derrick watched him keel over with laughter. He could hear the wheezing as he struggled to regain his composure.
“Gator!” Hank said as he could barely speak. “Hahaha!”
“What is happening?” Derrick couldn’t help laughing along, even though he felt he was missing the majority of the joke.
“Oh… Oh my god, I am crying.” Hank said. “Sorry, Derrick. Oh, Jesus” Hank paused again to collect himself. “Gator was my AI partner.”
“Gator?” Derrick said. “What a dumb name, did the programmer think that sounded tough?”
“Don’t say it, oh my god, why is that name so funny.” Hank started to lose it again. “Hooooo.”
“Is he ok?” Derrick asked Luke and Nik. The laughter was so contagious Derrick couldn’t resist chuckling along with Hank.
“He’s just a little delusional. Playing with a legend like Gator is a childhood dream of many people.” Luke said, Luke appeared to be the only one capable of keeping it together.
“Ok, I am going to need to hear the rules from Hank since he’s on my team. No offence, Nik.” Derrick said. “Can we start the round over?”
“Sure.” Luke agreed and toggled something on a small interface that appeared in the space adjacent him.
Hank managed to pull himself upright and stop laughing. “I’m actually crying. Ok, Derrick. The objective is to throw the ball in your hand at Luke or Nik. Do you see the coloured boxes behind them?”
“Yeah, I see them.” Derrick said, noticing the small markers.
“The large boxes on the outside are worth five points, the smaller inner boxes are ten. That single box in the middle is worth 25. You can also hit Luke or Nik to deactivate them for the game or ‘kill’ them as we put it. The game starts when we throw these two balls. Your hands are the only part of your body that can block the balls. If you block the throw you catch the ball and can throw it back. Seems simple but it gets crazy once both balls are flying around. You can use the outer walls as well to change the trajectory. Got it?” Hank turned to Derrick, looking for confirmation that he understood the rules.
“Yep, sounds pretty easy.” Derrick felt the rules were quite simple and was ready to get started.
Hank came over to Derrick to discuss strategy. “Nik is the weakest link, I think we should both target her at the start and get her out quick.”
“You know the game better than I do, sounds good to me.” Derrick agreed to implement the strategy.
Derrick and Hank slowly paced back and forth on their side of the room. Each team had an outline in the color of their team defining the limits of the play area. Hank hid his hand and began counting to three. Derrick got ready to attack with Hank. Once the count reached three, they both unleashed their balls.
As soon as the ball left Derrick’s hand he heard a loud laser-like sound emitting from it as it soared toward Nik. The balls also left a long trail behind them as they moved through the air. Both balls were on target and Derrick awaited Nik’s early exit. To his surprise, Luke jumped to the front and intercepted Hank’s ball approaching from the left. Nik grabbed Derrick’s attack with ease. Luke and Nik were now on the attack.
“I thought you said she was weak.” Derrick whispered to Hank.
“I said she was the weakest link, I didn’t say she was weak.” Hank corrected Derrick.
“Now what?” Derrick asked while on his toes.
“Get ready!” Hank abruptly pointed to the other team.
Just then, Derrick heard the whistling of balls moving toward him. The sound was slightly different when the red team threw balls. He didn’t have time to analyze anything else as he ducked to avoid a ball aimed directly at his head. The second ball was still coming at him as he barely got his hand up to catch it. A loud chime echoed through the digital arena as Nik’s ball entered one of the targets.
“Yes!” Nik shouted. “Ten points!”
“Come on, Derrick!” Hank yelled.
“Derrick? I caught one, where were you?” Derrick threw his arms up.
“Miss Gator, Hank?” Luke jabbed.
“It’s my first game, you guys are ruthless.” Derrick could feel his competitive side emerging as a result of all the taunting.
“Get your head in the game, Derrick!” Hank yelled. He laughed and slapped him on the back as the ball materialized in his open hand.
“Ok, new plan. You’re going to throw yours off the wall. Make it bounce all over the place to distract them. As it is about to hit them I will whip mine at Luke’s head.” Derrick had a plan to get Luke out of the game,
“You sure you can hit a target that small?” Hank asked.
“I pitched in university, what do you think?” Derrick said. He was lying.
“Well, let’s make them pay for being rude to you.” Hank tried to rally Derrick.
“You were the rudest one.” Derrick laughed at Hank.
“Focus!” Hank said with a smile. Hank turned and smashed his ball into the wall near him. It started bouncing frantically around the room.
Luke’s eyes darted back and forth as he tried to position himself in a spot to catch it. Just as it was about to land in their zone, Derrick fired a shot at Luke’s head. His attention was still affixed on Hank’s shot as Derrick’s approached. Luke had calculated correctly and caught Hank’s. Just then, timed just right, Derrick’s ball flew past Luke’s head. It missed by roughly two meters and hit one of the outside boxes. A small chime sounded and the scoreboard on the ceiling changed to reflect the new score; 10-5 for Luke and Nik.
“I thought you pitched in university?” Hank turned to Derrick, upset at the result.
“It was little league, and I wasn’t very good.” Derrick admitted.
“No more of these falsehoods, Derrick. This is team blue! Does that mean nothing to you?” Hank feigned team loyalty.
“No, Hank, it doesn’t, it literally means nothing to me. Maybe if it was green, we could talk.” Derrick laughed.
“You sully the name of Gator, your predecessor.” Hank acted offended at Derrick’s comments.
Nik and Luke could overhear their conversation and were laughing too hard to throw their balls. The moment seemed to linger as Derrick looked over at them. He really enjoyed the joy on their faces. It was never more evident how much they needed the rec area. The simplest game had relieved all of his stress in mere moments. Luke and Hank always made it easy to join in and have a good time. Derrick could feel his cheeks starting to ache as he hadn’t stopped smiling since arriving.
Looking over, Derrick met eyes with Luke. Luke squinted angrily and leaned in to whisper something to Nik. Just then, Nik nodded with a sinister smile on her face. Derrick couldn’t help being captured by the light-hearted feeling in the room. Seeing Luke and Nik staring back at him warmed his heart, even if they were plotting his demise.
The next hour went by in a flash. Completing six games, they were tied three games to three. Tensions were growing as they prepared to settle the score between them. Derrick’s heart was beating fast from all the exertion. He wondered if his CCD was counting this as his cardio for the day.
"Game seven!" Derrick shouted.
"We saved all our tricks for last." Luke bounced from one foot to the other, preparing for the final round.
"Forfeit now, save your pride." Nik shed her warm compassionate persona, becoming ruthless in competition.
"I don't have any pride, do you, Hank?" Derrick turned to Hank.
"Never heard of it." Hank replied.
Nik and Luke began a dance as they prepared to launch their attack. The dance was ridiculous and had its intended effect. Derrick started laughing and he looked over to see Hank laughing as well.
"Concentrate, Hank!" Derrick yelled
"I am trying but their moves are mesmerizing!" Hank said.
Just before Luke and Nik could fire, the AR shut down around them. The neon walls faded, giving way to the rec room. Their suits flickered and vanished. Nik stopped in her tracks and looked around the room. Luke continued spinning in fabulous fashion with his eyes tightly shut. He was fully committed to his routine. Nik placed her hand on his shoulder, waking him from his trance-like boogie.
"What?!" Exclaimed Luke.
All four of their CCDs began chiming, a call for another meeting. It was rare to have multiple official meetings in a single day. Derrick was concerned as they removed their headsets and placed them back in their cases. He could clearly see that concern reflected in the faces around him.
"They probably just gave the go-ahead to torch that membrane." Luke speculated. “Can’t come soon enough.”
"So that counts as a tie, right?" Derrick asked, trying to lighten the mood as they left the room.
"We will settle this later." Luke pointed directly at Derrick, emulating his best intimidating voice.
The four of them left the room and met up with Ben in the corridor. Looked like it was going to be a full crew conference, Derrick thought. With a smile and a nod, Ben joined them as they moved to the lower deck.
“How was it in there?” Ben asked, matching the stride of the other four as they moved through to the lower deck.
“Ruthless.” Derrick said, still catching his breath from the competition.
“I already miss Gator.” Luke said, smiling at Hank.
“Hah!” Hank called out as he wrapped his arm around Luke.
The five of them moved down through the galley and directly toward the main conference room. Once inside, they spread around to the open seats and awaited the start of the meeting. Shortly after they were seated, Lorn began.
"I apologize for the short notice. There has been a development regarding the membrane. Earth was able to reproduce the results." Lorn proudly stated.
The room broke into gentle applause, as everyone was relieved to know proper study could begin. Not only that, but the membrane onboard had served its purpose and could be destroyed.
"I knew it!" Luke said. "So, we can finally torch that thing."
"Correct, the message we just received was official orders from the Triumvirate to incinerate the specimen. Ben carried out those orders before joining us here. I trust you completed the task, Ben?" Lorn looked to Ben.
"Affirmative, the membrane has been destroyed. We are clear." Ben confirmed the commander’s statement.
"Finally!" Derrick couldn't help himself. The membrane was a constant reminder of a situation he just wanted to forget. “Wait, you were supposed to contact me, so I could be there!” Derrick regretted not witnessing the incineration but felt like he could finally move on from it.
“I notified you, but you must not have noticed. I didn’t want to wait around any longer, so I went ahead with it, sorry.” Ben apologized.
“I am just happy it’s gone.” Derrick said, relieved to put the whole thing behind him.
"I believe we all share Derrick's sentiment." Sian nodded as she made eye contact with Derrick.
"Is there something else?" Yanna asked. "This doesn't seem worthy of a full crew conference just to pass that information along."
Although she was blunt about it, Derrick knew she was right. Something as simple as this could have easily been spread through a CCD message. A sinking feeling returned to his stomach.
"There is." Lorn continued. "In order for the lab on earth to replicate the results, they needed to manually alter the membrane to accept the bacteria. It's just speculation at this point but it is possible that the section of infected membrane onboard was sabotaged to allow for this infection to take hold. The Triumvirate is currently investigating as we speak. I wanted to make sure every one of you was fully aware of everything going forward."
"Are there any suspects, are we still at risk?" Concern gripped Nik’s voice.
"As it stands right now it’s an open investigation. They believe it's possible for the membrane to have been naturally susceptible to the infection. The process of cloning and replicating Vryl tissue has been known to cause abnormalities in the past. The investigation is simply a precaution at this time, they don't want to rule anything out." Lorn attempted to mitigate any infighting between the crew.
"The Vryl cloning process was perfected many of your years ago. We have not had an abnormal generation since then." Eilik confidently stated.
"That information was the basis for the investigation’s launch. The membrane used was grown in the main Earth lab under Vryl supervision. Like I said, they are not ruling anything out and it is being investigated." Lorn pushed on. "We will remain in close contact with Setu and the Triumvirate. Any information or updates I receive will be passed through to your CCDs. Whether it was a freak accident or deliberate sabotage, we have dealt with the threat."
"Why would anyone want to sabotage a mission like this?" Derrick asked.
"Once again, this is only speculation. There are multiple theories as to what motives could be. Without any more information we simply don't know." Lorn felt reserved in his response. Derrick felt like there was more to the issue than was being revealed.
"What are the leading theories?" Yanna prodded for more information.
"I don't think it’s helpful for us to sit here running through potential motives or scenarios. The Triumvirate and Setu both have teams working on it. The best thing for us to do is move on from this and complete our mission to the best of our ability. The ship is now functioning normally. I suggest we push this to the back of our minds and we can readdress it once I have more information from home." Lorn established a basis for the crew to remain calm.
"My only concern with that is... What if the saboteur is sitting in this room?" Yanna said. "If it's an open investigation back home, shouldn't we follow the same procedure? Like you said, don't rule anything out."
"Every person on this ship has invested their lives into this mission. The last thing we need are baseless accusations ripping the crew apart. We are all in this for another eleven months. We need to trust each other one hundred percent. Is that clear?" Lorn was passionate about the issue, Derrick could see it in his face.
"Sorry, it's just a disturbing thought. Sorry, everyone." Yanna backed down from her position and relaxed in her seat. Derrick could see the tension building inside her.
"It is a disturbing thought, I get that. However, we are a family. We have lived and breathed this mission for the last year and a half. I would trust any single person on this ship with my life, and quite frankly that's something we all have to get used to." Lorn said. "This is all the information I have from home, I made a judgement call to include all of you in this briefing, don't make me regret it."
"I appreciate that, I resented the treatment surrounding the membrane. We can handle this, sir. I was just thinking out loud. I didn't mean to offend anyone." Yanna’s words were welcomed by Derrick. He appreciated that she seemed to be a little more empathetic.
The room acknowledged Yanna's apology by unanimous acceptance. Derrick was also thinking of the same issue she voiced, and he was sure many others were too. A hush embraced the room following Yanna's troubling words.
"Let me clarify, the belief still remains that it was a natural occurrence. The investigation is just in place to explore all possibilities." Lorn clearly wanted to put an end to the speculation. “The investigation will be conducted back home, not here.”
"Genetic abnormalities are unlikely in our cloning process but not impossible." Eilik said. “The membrane specific to this vessel was created on Earth. That may have increased the possibility of mutation.”
"In any event, we have the best crew ever assembled. Even if this was sabotage, we detected and quarantined it in less than a day. We have completely incinerated it in just over two weeks. Every one of you deserves credit for how we have handled this situation. The day-to-day life of the vessel went nearly unchanged during a week where we had lost an entire section due to infection risk. I think most of us have overlooked how serious the last two weeks were simply because of how well we dealt with it. You are all exceptionally capable and mentally strong. Don't underestimate yourselves or each other." Lorn’s ability to command and unite the crew was never so evident. Derrick could instantly feel a sense of pride fill him. Lorn was right, they did handle the entire situation exceptionally well. Derrick hoped that a similar feeling would permeate the rest of the crew and restore morale.
"If someone is trying to sabotage us, they messed with the wrong crew." Hank barked.
"Exactly. I think it goes without saying that anything said in this room does not get repeated in personal messages." Lorn said. "I want everything to be business as usual. You can check updates as they happen but leave the investigation to the Triumvirate and Setu. I will forward any developments in that regard to your CCDs. Are there any other questions or concerns before I end the meeting?"
"I still have several frozen samples of the membrane. Would you like me to destroy those also?" Ben asked.
"Yes, they were quite clear that all infected material was to be destroyed." Lorn nodded at Ben.
"Understood." Ben smiled when he heard the news. He was the only one that may have been as happy as Derrick about this moment. The membrane had occupied nearly all of Ben’s time.
"I just wanted to thank Nik for aiding me in the physics lab all morning. We were able to get everything back on schedule." Yanna nodded at Nik, smiling.
"That's great, I hope we can get back into a functional routine from here on out." Lorn continued. “Great work.”
"Anytime, Yanna." Nik smiled and returned the nod Yanna.
"Oh, one more thing. The crew development program will now be taking place in the rec area going forward." Lorn was bringing the meeting to a close. “If the investigation concludes that the membrane was sabotaged, I am certain the culprit was not a member of this crew. I have complete faith in every one of you.”
After a brief pause, the room looked around at each other. Derrick could tell everyone was satisfied and looking to be dismissed. Personally, he had something on his mind, but he couldn't remember exactly what it was. He decided if he thought of it he could just raise the issue privately.
"With that, you are all dismissed. Go enjoy that rec area." Lorn said as he stood from the table.




Chapter 8

Unstable
Six months had passed since the opening of the joint investigation, and by now, it had become public. Very little new information had arisen aside from conspiracy theories. Some of the more intricate ones had become topics of discussion onboard the ISO. Most of the crew would check the updates every morning and discuss anything they found. Yanna and Hank were more inclined to dive deeper into the conspiracies. Some even involved the Marsul syndicate and Jorun Firk. Derrick dismissed most of the discussions, as he believed they were too far-fetched for anyone to believe. It was just a fun mental exercise to debate the validity.
The ship had fallen into a stable routine. Everyone went about their day and accomplished their respective tasks. Derrick had managed to turn the small sprouting garden into a thriving ecosystem. The sustainability week had gone off without a single complication and Ben was able to submit multiple reports for future missions.
The greenhouse was now a lush environment that Derrick loved tending to. His daily chore quickly evolved into something he took great pride in. With the membrane gone, the bio lab restrictions were less stringent. This allowed the crew to visit and see the product of all Derrick’s hard work. The garden had become an attraction of sorts as each crew member would make time to pay him visits.
As he did most days, Derrick was spending his afternoon tending to it. Now that Ben's experimental cycle was complete, they had started supplementing their diet with vegetables from the garden.
Derrick moved around the room picking ripe vegetables for the day. A few summer squashes and some carrots would make the cut. He filled a container and carried it out of the lab. Ben's presence in the lab was less frequent lately, as his experiments required less micromanaging this far into the trip. Derrick moved to the lower deck and down into the galley.
"What do we have today?" Ben asked. He was seated with Nik at one of the tables.
"A summer squash and some carrots." Derrick said as he set the container down on the kitchen countertop.
"I love squash days." Nik’s eyes lit up, standing to get a closer look.
"Where is everyone?" Derrick looked around, surprised that the galley was so empty in the afternoon.
"Yanna had a few things to get done in the lab. I helped her in the morning, but she didn't need me anymore. Hank, I am not sure but he's probably with Luke up in the rec area. The commander, Eilik, and Sian are all on the bridge. Kim is joining us here in a few minutes. She's just sending her weekly reports." Nik filled Derrick in.
"Why are they on the bridge?" Derrick unpacked the vegetables from the container.
"I think there is a message coming through later today regarding the investigation." Ben joined Derrick at the counter to peruse the produce. Ben pushed the carrots around on the table, looking for the best ones.
"Well, hopefully Yanna and Hank will have some closure for their theories." Derrick sometimes enjoyed their enthusiastic theories but was glad to hear they might finally be over.
"I think it's just a joke to them at this point to see who can come up with the most outlandish motives." Ben found a couple carrots he liked and grabbed them.
"I might head up to the bridge and see what's going on." Derrick continued through the galley toward the bridge.
"Sounds good." Ben said. “Talk to you in a bit.”
Derrick left down the corridor to the bridge. Once there he attempted to access the door but was refused. Puzzled by the restriction, he requested permission to enter via his CCD. Lorn granted it and he entered.
"What's with the restriction on bridge access?" Derrick was confused as it was never restricted to him in the past. Even when Eilik was being quarantined, Derrick had ease of access.
"Eilik detected some unusual readings in the rift matrix. He requested that I restrict the bridge to limit distractions. The readings have subsided, and I forgot to lift the restriction." Lorn was standing beside Eilik at his station.
"What were the readings?" Derrick asked, curious what they could mean.
"There was a temporary fluctuation that I couldn't identify. It is gone now. I will be monitoring it closely for the next several days." Eilik was using his interface panel at a pace Derrick had not witnessed before. The entire situation began to feel tense.
Feeling the tension in the room, Derrick wanted to put his mind at ease. “Is it anything serious?” He asked, attempting to establish the severity of the issue.
"We don't know, I've called Luke to come assist Eilik in combing the data we recorded during the episode." Lorn stood back from Eilik’s panel to face Derrick. "If the fluctuations return, or strengthen, we may need to consider shutting down the matrix."
"That would completely cut us off from home, and Setu." Derrick felt an immediate sense of dread at the prospect.
"The alternative is risking a collapse. An unplanned collapse or event closure would release energy sufficient to compromise this vessel." Eilik’s translator outlined their dire circumstances with an apathetic tone.
"Even if we were able to survive the event closure, it’s likely that it would compromise the hull. There’s no way we would survive the energy currently stored within the RIP bubble surrounding us." Lorn continued. "Eilik said fluctuations like this aren't all that uncommon. It's like turbulence within an atmosphere."
"That is correct, rift fluctuations are prevalent. The distinguishing factor here was my inability to identify a cause." Eilik continued working furiously on the panel. His alien fingers were deceptively quick and accurate.
Luke entered the bridge behind Derrick and began heading toward the group at Eilik's station. Derrick could feel a sense of claustrophobia surround him. The concept of being totally cut off from all other forms of life was a horrifying reality. The ISO had always felt like a home, connected in daily activity to all the crew around them. Being able to see daily news feeds from the Triumvirate had limited the sense of solitude. With the possibility of losing that on the horizon, Derrick suddenly felt the true impact of just how alone they really were.
"So, if we close the rift, won't that classify as an 'event closure'." Derrick did air quotes to accentuate his point. "Leading to our uneventful deaths? If not, then why don't we just prepare for a rift collapse so if it happens we just close it instead?"
"An unplanned collapse of the rift occurs instantly. When we do a planned shutdown, it is a slow and methodical process to limit energy spikes." Luke said as he hopped up next to Derrick.
"Correct." Eilik added.
"What happens if the fluctuations worsen while in shut down procedure? At what point would it be too late?" Derrick asked, starting to understand the reason for Eilik’s presence onboard.
“It’s difficult to ascertain when too late is, fluctuations are unpredictable. That’s why it’s so imperative that we find the source if we experience them again. Shut down sequence will be at Eilik’s discretion.” Lorn said. “Derrick, Sian, I think it would be best if Luke and Eilik were left to focus on the data. You are dismissed until further notice.”
“Yes, sir.” Sian said from the opposite side of the bridge, Derrick hadn’t even noticed her amidst the troubling news.
“Right behind you.” Derrick respected the commander’s orders and got in line behind Sian, prepared to exit.
The two of them left the bridge with concern in the air. Derrick wasn’t sure what to think, everything had been so smooth for the last few months. Shutting down the rift would cut them off completely from home. The chilling sense of claustrophobia gripped his chest once more as he struggled to fight it back.
“I don’t know what to think about that, Sian. I can’t imagine being cut off out here.” Derrick said as the two of them left the bridge.
“We have our destination locked in and although it may be difficult, we would still manage.” Sian seemed to be handling the situation far more professionally than Derrick was himself. “We are on schedule and they are expecting us. Even with minimal or no communications I believe we would be safe. Eilik discussed this possibility with Lorn and I earlier. Numerous shutdowns have safely occurred in Vryl history.”
“Hopefully the fluctuations don’t return.” Derrick threw his hands up, frustrated at the sudden elevation in stress.
“That would be the preferred circumstance, yes.” Sian said.
Entering the dining area, they found Yanna there. She was discussing something at one of the tables with Hank. She appeared concerned or upset. As they got closer, Derrick was able to pick up some of what she was saying.
“Nothing, I don’t know.” Yanna finished.
“Everything alright?” Derrick asked.
“Well, I’m not sure.” Yanna began. “I detected some strange oscillations a few moments ago. It was enough of a disturbance to void some results in my lab. I ignored it and continued gathering information. Once I was done, I came down here. Now Hank tells me that Luke had been called to the bridge, I’m a little concerned.”
“You are correct, the ship did experience some fluctuations earlier. I was on the bridge when they occurred. Whether it’s related to your experience, I don’t know. Eilik is currently monitoring it with Luke and Commander Lorn.” Sian replied.
“What was it?” Yanna asked.
“They don’t know, to put it frankly. Eilik couldn’t discover the source before it ceased. Luke is there now helping comb through the data he collected. Eilik said if the fluctuations return we may have to shut down the rift matrix. It sounds pretty serious.” Derrick relayed the information he had just received on the bridge. He felt the crew deserved to know every detail of a matter so serious. He didn’t know if the commander would appreciate that, but he wasn’t ordered to avoid the topic.
“That would cut us off completely from everyone back home. I better go send some messages home just in case.” Yanna immediately got up and left the room.
“She’s right, if we might lose the ability to message home, I should probably warn everyone.” Hank got up and took off to his quarters.
“I will be in my quarters if you need me Derrick. I believe it is wise to prepare loved ones for the possibility of a blackout in communication.” Sian proceeded through the galley.
Derrick didn’t have any real connections to home, and he had only received three messages since the mission had started. Two were from his eldest cousin and one was from an old girlfriend. His eldest cousin was interested in Derrick’s possessions while he was gone, and his ex-girlfriend had simply seen a profile done on Derrick regarding the mission. He hadn’t responded in either case.
“Yeah, I better go sort things out as well.” He lied to avoid an awkward conversation and went to his room.
The more he thought about it, the more he wanted the matrix shut down. If an event closure can be so sudden and catastrophic he questioned why they had it at all. He didn’t understand it, but he knew that Eilik did. There was no reason to worry about something that he didn’t even fully comprehend. His faith in Eilik combined with his ignorance provided a worthy sedative for his neurosis.
With a clear head he started to think about home. Everyone was racing to warn loved ones or get affairs in order before a blackout. Here Derrick was, no one to message and no affairs to manage. He felt a compounding solitude he hadn’t before, either through subconscious avoidance or honest neglect. He had no one close to him. The reality of that suddenly hit him. It wasn’t upsetting or depressing, it just was. Refusing to dwell on it he decided to continue working his way through the entertainment library.
“The Marsul Syndicate, this should be good.” Derrick said out-loud to himself as he selected the movie. Based on a tumultuous time on Marsul before Firk’s election, it depicted a crime-filled underbelly on Mars. Derrick remembered the controversy surrounding its release years ago. With nothing planned for the next few hours he settled in to watch it.
Before the opening sequence of his show could finish, Derrick felt something. It was strange; he hadn't felt anything like it before. He shut off the movie and got up from his desk. He felt it again, a slight vibration. He hoped it was something internal, maybe the venting of his quarters acting up. "The RIP bubble should be protecting us." He thought as he moved to the exit of his room. Just then the emergency intercom system came on.
"All personnel to the bridge. All personnel to the bridge." It was commander Lorn and it sounded urgent. It was the first time the emergency system had been implemented.
Derrick ran to the bridge as fast as he could, meeting up with several other members of the crew along the way. Everyone was pouring out of their quarters. Derrick saw Hank exit the corridor on the far side as the group pushed into the galley. They all rushed down the corridor and through the open doors of the bridge.
"Everyone get to your stations, we are shutting down the matrix. Luke and Eilik are in the process already. I need diagnostics immediately." Lorn’s urgency was evident as the crew rushed to take their positions.
Derrick moved to his pilot seat and began looking at their course. He noticed a change; the ship was rerouting. "Sir, we are changing our trajectory."
"What do you mean, it’s changing? Eilik, check RIP status, Luke can you handle rift shutdown?" Lorn ordered.
"Yes, we have initiated the automated shutdown, I am merely monitoring at this point." Luke said.
Eilik moved quickly to the panel behind him. "Derrick is right, we are adjusting course."
"Sir, the matrix is destabilizing faster than we are shutting it down." Luke said in a panicked voice. "It looks like we have three minutes until shutdown and if the fluctuations persist we might not last that long."
"We need to provide a physical catalyst to the shutdown sequence. I need someone to assist me in the aft section of the ship." Eilik’s oddly shaped alien body began maneuvering its way toward the bridge corridor.
"Derrick, go! Luke, I need you to keep an eye on that. Update Eilik and Derrick through the intercom." Lorn was doing his best to stay on top of the situation.
Derrick jumped into action with no hesitation. Accompanying Eilik through the ship as they rushed to the aft engineering section. He had never seen a Vryl run before; he was surprised at how agile Eilik was when he needed to be. Lifting his mid-section off the ground and running purely with his arms, Eilik was just ahead of Derrick as he left the bridge. While quicker than he expected, Derrick was still faster and soon surpassed Eilik. He reached the engineering door a few seconds before and was able to open it. Lorn must have already given him access to the area.
Inside, he saw a secondary door. That must have been the rift matrix. Before he could open the door, he heard Eilik behind him. The calm voice of his translator was defiant in the face of the circumstances.
"You must utilize a radiation suit." Eilik lumbered in behind Derrick.
Derrick swung around scanning the engineering area. He saw several suits hanging on the far wall. He ran for them as Eilik arrived at the rift matrix door. Eilik paused at the door, refusing to open it before Derrick was in the radiation suit.
"The matrix emits substantial levels of radiation, you must be safely inside the suit before we can enter." Eilik said. “Please accelerate.”
Derrick scrambled to put on the suit as fast as he could. The rad suit was very similar to those in the bio-lab, the only noticeable difference being material. It was far more rigid which made it more awkward to equip. Both suits were one piece with both shoes and gloves attached. The rigidity of the rad suit meant you had to get inside it while it was in the upright position. Two bars overhead aided in lifting your body up and in.
Derrick fumbled slightly but managed to get up and into the bottom half of the suit. Once both his legs were inside and situated, it became far simpler. He threw his arms inside, zipped it up, lowered the zipper guard, and adorned the helmet. Once he locked the ring in place he yelled, "Go!" and began moving to the door.
On the way to the door he closed the outer clasps of the helmet to secure it in place. As he got to the entrance of the door he was assaulted with light. Derrick reached up and moved the solar guard into place. He was shaken from the sudden exposure but undeterred.
"Two minutes until stable event closure." Luke's voice exploded over the intercom.
"Two minutes, Eilik!" Derrick yelled as he followed him inside. There was a large floating energy ball in the middle of the room with a small panel directly in front of it. Several static arms and apparatus surrounded the ball. Three red beams were affixed on the ball originating from emitters around the room.
It was a sight beyond Derrick's wildest imagination. He could see the ball warping and pulsating, reminding him of the membrane from months earlier. He honestly didn't know if that was abnormal, but it looked frightening to him given the magnitude of the device. Amber chunks floating with cracks of bright white highlighted the outline of the ball. It appeared as a molten ball ejecting pure white energy.
"Two minutes is for stable shutdown, to be safe, we must assume we have significantly less time." Eilik said. "You must initiate manual shutdown of lasers two and three. The automated system will be completing the shutdown of laser one any second." Eilik arrived at the panel and dropped himself on his mid-section appendage to begin operating it.
"How do I do that?" Derrick yelled as he ran to the laser marked with a two.
"I am unlocking manual override now, please be patient. A panel will open with an emergency shut down. It is imperative that we stagger the laser shutdown. The automated system..." Luke’s voice suddenly cut off Eilik.
"One minute and thirty seconds remaining, emitter one deactivated." Just as Luke finished his message the first beam shut off. "Fluctuations increasing, the matrix will not survive automated shutdown. Event closure is estimated at thirty seconds if fluctuations persist."
A small panel popped and swung open under the second emitter. A large red flashing button became visible to Derrick.
"Wait fifteen seconds and deactivate emitter two." Eilik said. "We no longer have time to wait for maximum safe shutdown. I am opening manual override for emitter three now. Once you have completed shutdown there, move to emitter three, fifteen seconds after emitter two is deactivated, shut down emitter three. I will do the rest."
Derrick was sweating as he watched the digital clock on the interface within the helmet’s face shield. The monotone translator belied the importance of Eilik’s words. Regardless, Derrick felt the impact of them. His breathing was accelerating rapidly as fifteen seconds approached.
"Fluctuations are unpredictable, estimates are between twenty seconds and one minute for event closure." Luke once again came over the emergency system.
Luke's voice made Derrick jump as he was focused intently on the timer in his helmet. He was very grateful for the inner-helmet interface. The clock inside would make his timing far more accurate. Given his heart rate and breathing he wouldn't trust his internal clock for anything right now.
Fifteen seconds arrived; Derrick pushed the emergency shutdown button. The beam was cancelled immediately with a violent pop. Sparks flew from the end of the emitter. Derrick jumped and shielded his face with a reflex. Regaining his composure, he quickly moved to emitter three. He only had to wait ten more seconds before he could shut down the final emitter.
"You guys better hurry, it isn't looking good." Luke said. “Guys… Guys!” Luke’s hectic impatience was adding to the stress.
"Ten seconds until final emitter shutdown, Luke!" Derrick called out.
"Eilik you will have to take some risks with Event closure. We can't wait much longer, we are on borrowed time as it is." Luke yelled in a panicked voice.
"I will wait the minimum safe stagger before shutting down." Eilik replied.
As Eilik finished his sentence, Derrick pressed the emitter three emergency shutdown button. The same pop occurred, and sparks rained down upon him.
"Three, two, one." Eilik finished counting down the five-second minimum stagger as Derrick fought off the sparks.              “Initiating shutdown.”
Eilik closed the rift and in an instant the floating ball of energy collapsed. Derrick felt a painful pressure in his chest as it disappeared. Almost instantly a small light reappeared in its place and blinded Derrick. The pain in his chest amplified and he felt his feet leave the ground. He was utterly disoriented as he was sent through the air and crashed into the wall behind him.
Derrick opened his eyes, still partially blinded by the light he tried to ascertain what had happened. He opened his eyes wide in an attempt to fight back the haze that invaded his vision. "Eilik!" He called out.
"Derrick, sit back, please." It was Sian's voice, but how did she get here so fast.
"Sian! What happened, is Eilik ok?" Derrick reached out for answers as confusion tightened its grip on him. "Look behind you, is the matrix shutdown? Luke, did we make it?"
"Derrick!" Sian exclaimed as he felt her hands on his chest. She was trying to hold him down. "You're in the infirmary, you have been hurt. You must remain calm."
"The infirmary, how?" Derrick asked. Did the light cause him to lose consciousness? He felt fine other than a slight pain in his chest and haze in his eyes.
"There was an explosion. You were rendered unconscious. I am attempting to diagnose your injuries, if you can't remain calm I will have to sedate you." Derrick could hear the concern in Sian's voice.
"Ok, ok." Derrick relented, relaxing back down onto the table. "Is Eilik ok?"
"Eilik is in here with you, his injuries appear superficial. My primary concern is making sure you haven't sustained anything more serious internally." Sian released her hold on Derrick’s chest.
"I can't really see that well, everything is hazy in the center of my vision." Derrick said, growing concerned. If he was already in the infirmary his eyesight might be more permanent than he originally thought.
"You have sustained burns to your eyes and face. With the lengthy loss of consciousness my primary concern is damage to your brain. Eilik also said you contacted a wall quite hard." Sian’s words were both troubling and reassuring at the same time. Derrick was happy to hear that Eilik was okay and the ship had survived the procedure.
"How did my face get burned, I had the solar shield down on the suit?" Derrick asked.
"It appears that the energy involved exceeded the shielding capability of the helmet. It did its job you're still alive. You seem coherent which is good. Do you feel pain anywhere?" Sian pressed down on Derrick’s torso in several places.
"Yeah, my chest hurts right there.” Derrick called out as Sian’s fingers pressed down into him. “I remember feeling a pressure just before the light appeared. After that I do remember leaving my feet. Perhaps I was thrown." Derrick said. "The light was so bright, it completely disoriented me, I couldn't tell what was happening and then you were here."
"Ok, I do see several broken ribs and a pulmonary contusion. Are you having difficulty breathing?" Sian asked.
Derrick didn’t know if difficulty included pain. It hurt whenever he breathed in but didn’t feel a shortage of oxygen at all. “It’s not difficult, it just hurts.” He tried to answer her question the best way he could.
"I am going to monitor you for hypoxia to ensure fluids aren't inhibiting your lung function. Your facial and eye tissue should be treatable. Is there anything else? The diagnostic is almost complete I just don't want to overlook anything." Sian was fast and meticulous.
"That's it, other than getting knocked out and waking up here." Derrick had calmed down as the confusion faded. "Eilik is ok though? What about the ship? Is there any update?"
"The ship is fine; the event was contained within the rift matrix room. It has substantially more shielding than other sections on the ship. Yes, Eilik is fine. His natural resistance to radiation kept him relatively unharmed." Sian went on. “Only a few superficial burns.”
"I apologize Derrick, the interface I was using had an additional shield which protected me from the burst. I regret putting you in harm’s way." Eilik’s translator came from across the room. Instinctively look in its direction, he couldn’t make out Eilik through the haze trapped in his vision.
"There was no other option, I am glad we succeeded and that you're ok." Derrick attempted to free Eilik of any guilt.
Derrick heard the door to the infirmary open. He turned his head to face the sound and became frustrated once again at his impaired vision. He couldn't tell who came in, but he could hear footsteps closing in on him.
"How is he?" It was commander Lorn. The rasp in his voice had never felt so evident.
"He's stable and alert." Sian reported Derrick’s condition.

"Hello, commander." Derrick decided to speak for himself.
"How are you feeling?" Lorn asked.
"I’ve been better, but all things considered I am doing well. What is our status? I feel out of the loop here." Derrick wanted a more specific update on their situation. Losing consciousness at the moment of the closure left him feeling entirely disoriented. Everyone had shed the hectic panic; the mood was entirely different, and Derrick hadn’t quite adjusted to it yet.
"You and Eilik managed to close the rift successfully with no damage to the ship. Great job. Everyone, including myself, is grateful for your courage.” Lorn paused briefly to allow his appreciation sink in. “Without you and Eilik there is no guarantee we would even be here right now." Derrick felt Lorn’s hand on his shoulder.
"Happy to do my duty, sir. Your composure under fire is the real reason we made it through. You didn't hesitate at all." Derrick felt the commander deserved more credit for his ability to delegate so efficiently under pressure.
"Just wish it was me laying there." Lorn said. "As for our status, we are cut off. We have no way of communicating with the Triumvirate or Setu."
"They know we are coming, just won't be able to talk." Derrick said, adopting Sian’s mindset to remain positive.
"That's the other thing. The course adjustment you discovered was not an anomaly or due to the rift fluctuations. It appears to be a deliberate course change. We are still locked out of all the navigational controls. Once you are able I would like to have your input on the matter." Lorn brought the topic back to business.
"What's our new destination?" Derrick had forgot about the course adjustment he detected.
"We don't know, I am hoping your expertise will prove valuable on that front." Lorn said.
"I would like to start immediately." Derrick started to sit up but felt the pain in his chest and fell back down.
"I think you should stay here until you have recovered. Sian has just showed me that you have some internal injuries and visual impairment." Lorn’s words were understandable, but Derrick wasn’t going to let a little pain stop him.
"Then give me some painkillers and escort me to the bridge. I don't need my eyes to start evaluating our situation. The interface has audible options. I refuse to sit here while this is happening." Derrick fought to rejoin the crew.
"I leave it up to Sian. I understand your urgency, but I refuse to risk your health. There is no immediate threat to the ship. RIP bubble is stable." Lorn put Derrick in Sian’s hands.
"I’ll treat him with something for the pain. You will need to remain still once you are on the bridge. Your eyes will also need attention. I have prepared some lenses you can wear. They will totally obscure your vision but aid in healing. Ideally, I would put you in a mask as well to help the damaged tissue on your face. I can substitute a gel that will allow you to continue communicating." Sian said.
"You’re clearing him to return to duty?" Lorn asked.
"Once I have administered the various treatments, yes. Under normal circumstances I would suggest remaining prone to facilitate the healing of your ribs and lung. Just remain stationary once you have arrived at your station on the bridge. The less you move the more the nano-treatment will be effective." Sian’s voice muffled slightly as she turned away to begin preparing a treatment.
"Understood." Derrick was happy to hear he had a path back to duty.
"I am heading back up there with Luke, Eilik come with me. Sian, inform Hank when Derrick is ready to move." Lorn retreated out of the room
"Yes, sir." Sian replied.
Derrick could hear the commander and Eilik leaving the room. "See you guys up there." Derrick said. "Poor choice of words I guess but I will be there shortly."
"I look forward to it." Eilik said as they exited the room and the doors shut behind them.
"I'm all yours, Sian. Fix me up." Derrick said. "So, what are these lenses, do they hurt?"
"The lenses are designed for radiation burns exactly like this. The treatment was developed to treat crew that failed to use their solar shield." Sian said. "They might be uncomfortable, but they shouldn't hurt. Are you ready?"
"Yes, let's get this done." Derrick said, excited to get the treatment underway.
He felt Sian start applying a cool substance to him. It must have been the gel she was talking about earlier. Her hands slowly moved over his face, it was oddly relaxing.
"This is the gel, it will set up and harden in about three minutes. It will feel awkward but drastically improve the recovery time of your skin." Sian applied a thin, even layer of the gel to Derrick’s face.
After completing his chin, he felt her move away. Derrick could hear some rustling and a couple small clicks. She must have been getting something.
"Now for the lenses. You will feel some pressure when I begin putting them in, they must cover the entire surface of the eye. I will be as quick as I can, try to remain still. If there's any pain, let me know." Sian came closer. “Ready?”
"As I’ll ever be.” Derrick replied.
Leaning his head back he prepared for the lenses. He didn't know what to expect as he saw Sian's shadow moving closer to him. She pressed into his upper and lower eyelid, presumably to open his eye in preparation for the lens. Suddenly he felt the touch of something entering his eye. It was an uncomfortable experience, but Derrick kept still and quiet. After about three seconds, Sian was happy with the placement.
"How does that feel?" Sian asked.
"I can't see anything out of my left eye and it feels disgusting and uncomfortable. I can feel it rubbing against the inside of my eyelids and stuff when I move my eye." Derrick was completely grossed out by the feeling.
"That's normal, like I said, this will be uncomfortable. As long as you aren't feeling any pain I am going to put in the next one." Sian moved away briefly and returned.
"No pain, just weird." Derrick said. "Throw the other one in."
Sian repeated the procedure on the other eye and the world vanished from Derrick's view entirely. There was comfort in the darkness. The haze was a reminder of the damage his eyes had sustained. Darkness represented treatment and path to recovery.
"Again, how does that feel?" Sian asked.
"Weird, and gross, so perfect." Derrick jokingly dismissed the discomfort.
Sian laughed at his comment before continuing. "I am messaging Hank now, while he is in route I will provide you with a painkiller treatment. For now, your face has had its nerves destroyed by the radiation. Over the course of the next few hours you will feel them return. The accelerated healing provided by the gel should limit the duration of the pain. I am going to inject you with a nano-treatment for your internal injuries, so you will feel a slight prick."
Just then Derrick felt a pain on his chest as Sian inserted the needle. "That's more than a slight prick." He said.
"Well, the needle diameter is much larger to accommodate the treatment. What phrasing would you suggest I implement next time to accurately depict it?" Sian asked.
"Actually, what you said worked. It lulled me into a false sense of security. By the time I realized you were trying to stab me to death, it was over." Derrick could already feel himself returning to normal.
Once again Derrick could hear Sian chuckle. ‘Twice in one day’, he thought to himself. That was a new record as far as he was concerned. ‘I must be on a roll, or maybe being burned to a crisp and blind warranted a couple pity laughs’.
"I will continue using that then." Sian laughed a bit as she moved away from Derrick.
The door to the infirmary slid open and Derrick could hear footsteps. They were heavy, it must have been Hank coming to help him to the bridge.
"I am here to pick up a Derr... What is going on in here? Cucumbers on his eyes and a facial, is this a spa, Derrick? Why didn't you invite me?" Hank didn’t hesitate to make light of the situation.
"Yeah it is, all you have to do is go on down to the rift lab and burn your eyes and face off with radiation. Bob’s your uncle, free spa day." Derrick played off the mood, happy to hear Hank’s voice.
"I'll probably just read a book or something instead." Hank said. "You ready to move?" Snapping back into the moment.
"Yeah, thanks for coming to help." Derrick sat up on the table, the pain in his chest was still there but noticeably lessened.
"Well I figured if you can save everyone's life I can probably hold your hand for a nice walk down the corridor. We're even though." Hank approached the table.
"Deal." Derrick said as he slid his legs off the edge of the table and searched for the ground with his feet. Once his feet were solidly planted, he tried to stand.             
Hank wrapped his large arms around Derrick's torso and helped him up. The pain in his chest was more evident while upright.
"Wait… wait, I haven't applied the pain treatment device. It's going to be on your left shoulder, Derrick." Sian said as she lifted the back of his shirt and applied the patch-like device.
"Got it. Do I have to do anything with that?" Derrick asked as Hank helped him to the door.
"No, it will function for three days. If after three days you are still in pain, please return to me for additional treatment." Sian pulled Derrick’s shirt back down to cover the treatment patch.
"Thanks, Sian." Derrick grabbed onto Hank, leaning most of his weight into him.
"That's why I am here, good luck on the bridge." Sian replied from behind Derrick as he and Hank were starting out the door.
Derrick was still trying to remain calm with his lack of sight. The loud clack of the door closing behind him was more evident than ever before. Hank was holding him upright and doing more than his share of the work in getting Derrick to the bridge. Derrick knew he was large but hadn't appreciated his strength as he was nearly carrying him down the corridor.
"You can probably let my feet touch the ground a few times, Hank" Derrick joked.
"We are almost there." Hank said as Derrick heard the doors to the bridge slip open.
"Derrick!" Kim yelled from the right side of the room as Derrick entered. "You're up!" She said.
"Yeah, well, Hank is carrying me." Derrick said. "I heard you guys needed an expert navigator up here."
"Have you seen him?" Yanna said, her voice surprised Derrick from behind him and to the left. Clearly, she wasn't going to pull any punches. Derrick turned to face the direction of her voice, but before he could comment, Yanna reacted. "Oh, I am sorry. Are you ok?"
"I must really look bad." Derrick said. "I am fine, just a cyborg now. I can detect everything with my new eyes."
"Actually, he is one hundred percent blind. He is wearing regenerative lenses due to substantial burns he sustained." Sian must have followed them into the room.
"Thanks, Sian." Derrick said. “Couldn’t let me be a superhuman cyborg for two seconds.”
"I am happy to see you in good spirits, Derrick." Kim said. The voices jumped out at Derrick from all directions as he struggled to face each speaker.
Hank led Derrick over to his seat and gently sat him down. Once in his chair, Derrick reached out at his console searching for the controls. He gained his bearings by locating the manual controls of his pilot's seat.
"Luke, brief Derrick." Lorn's voice was added to the darkness.
"We have altered course and increased speed." Luke said. "Eilik and I have been attempting to ascertain our new potential destination. The current course takes us through several systems. We can't be sure which one, if any are the destination."
"Wait, increased speed? Is that possible, Eilik? Is Eilik here?" Derrick reached out for information.
"I am here, Derrick. Higher speeds have been theorized but never attempted." Eilik informed Derrick. “Theories were always shot down before reaching full potential. Our earlier top speed was seen as the limit of RIP technology. This is unprecedented in Vryl society as well.”
"I don't understand, are we talking about a deliberate course alteration here?" Derrick was baffled by what he was hearing.
"Originally Eilik and I believed it could have been a disruption caused by the matrix. However, once the matrix was shut down the course continued to change. Once a new course was stable, the speed increased. The specificity of the adjustment and the speed increase have led us to the conclusion that yes, this was deliberate." Luke's words troubled Derrick deeply. What were the implications of this?
"With the rift matrix down we are cut off completely from Earth or Setu correct? Was anyone able to send a message outlining our situation before the shutdown?" Derrick asked.
"The only message that was sent before the shutdown sequence initiated was my report of the initial fluctuations. Once the shutdown was underway, all communications were blocked." Lorn said. "They will know we experienced abnormal circumstances before the blackout. I included the readings in the report. I also had Nik send a message over normal frequencies regarding our course change. With our speed and time travelled that message won't arrive for roughly five years in either direction."
"Another reason for our belief that this was intentional. Day one hundred and ninety-three of a year long journey puts us almost exactly in the middle between both locations." Luke pushed home his point. “That’s when I would do it.”
"What are we talking about here, someone onboard did this?" Derrick wanted to get up to speed on every aspect of their situation.
"Impossible, no one on this ship, including myself, has the ability to execute something like this. If it were only the speed increase, it would be unlikely, but possible. Altering a RIP course has never been attempted or even theorized to my knowledge." Eilik’s words only made Derrick’s confusion worse.
Derrick lowered his head into his hands to think. "Bring me fully up to speed, what conclusions have we drawn. Was the rift also a deliberate attack?"
"That is our assumption. Either as a distraction for the course adjustment or simply to cut us off." Lorn replied.
"So, we are totally isolated, don't know our destination, and we have no idea how or why this happened?" Derrick said, starting to panic. "How is everyone so calm, what am I missing?"
"You were unconscious for a little over an hour, panic is not helpful in this situation. Kim has been providing treatment to those who lose control of their emotions. I need every single person ready to contribute. If you feel a sense of anxiety or panic, that is understandable, Kim can treat you." Lorn said.
"So that's why everyone was cracking jokes while we careen into the unknown?" Derrick was struggling to deal with their circumstances. "Drug us up?"
"Essentially, yes. If you have a better idea, I am all ears. Until then I would like Kim to treat you." Lorn’s voice grew concerned.
Derrick felt nauseous as he tried to take deep breaths. He put his head down again with his hands on his thighs. Voices began to echo around him. He couldn't make out what they were saying as they became more and more distant. He was grateful for his lack of vision as he could feel the room spinning around him. He was hyperventilating as the pain from his chest broke through the barricade of Sian's pain medication. His arms began to tingle, and he couldn't sit any longer. He stood to try and get some more air into his lungs. His balance was severely inhibited. Reaching out blindly, he attempted to steady himself. There was nothing within his reach and he could feel a hand slip off his arm as he fell.




Chapter 9

Home
"The ISO has shut down their matrix." Communications officer, Paul Mete said.
"What do you mean?" General Melissa Lorn asked. "Kris, confirm that please."
"They sent a message a few moments earlier that is partially decoded. It appears they were experiencing rift fluctuations just prior to the shutdown." Kris confirmed. The news was so abrupt that she hadn't had time to process it. Kris knew that the general's husband was commanding the ISO. "Perhaps it was a precaution in response to the fluctuations."
"Let us hope." Melissa agreed.
"We’re receiving a data package as well" Kris said as she worked to process the information.
"Get Niri in here, now." Melissa barked an order to the back of the room. "Bring this to the attention of Lest. I want everyone on this."
Kris began deciphering the information she had received from the ISO. It appeared to be a technical readout of the fluctuations they had incurred. The information was beyond her capabilities and she just did her best to prepare it for Niri's arrival.
"Whatever Vryl are on hand, inform them of the situation and get one of them in here. Top priority." Melissa continued to reach out for resources.
Kris saw Niri run into the room and head straight for her. Clearly the urgency of the situation was relayed to her.
"What do we have?" Niri shouted as she approached.
"The ISO has lost their rift and we are in total communications blackout. There is a data package here that Kris is preparing. I would like you to take a look at it." Melissa pointed to Kris at the front of the communications room. “Get down there.”
Kris turned her monitor to face Niri as she neared. The package had just finished uploading and reorganizing.
"These look relatively tame. I have reviewed multiple Vryl transportation analyses and these fluctuations don't exceed anything I saw before. They would be troubling, but I am sure Eilik or Luke wouldn't have shut down the rift due to this. They must have experienced something immediately following this that was more concerning." Niri Sotul was an engineering technician that spent all her time studying Vryl capabilities. She was the leading human authority on the subject. She worked closely with Luke Amrose in designing some of the ISO's systems.
"I need to know if and how we can re-establish communications with the ISO. We also need to begin prep of the FYRA to launch earlier than expected. We don't have time to waste and if something catastrophic occurred we need a recon team heading in their direction A.S.A.P." Melissa was doing her best to regain some semblance of control over the situation.
"If we launched today, we would not arrive at the last point of contact for six months." Niri said. "I don't know if it's worth rushing the second project too substantially. It is scheduled to leave next month."
"Some of the Vryl researchers have been theorizing higher RIP velocity. I think this situation justifies a test. The launch date will be moved to as soon as possible without sacrificing major safety concerns." Melissa was wasting no time getting operations in action regarding the disappearance of the ISO.
"Yes, ma’am." Niri replied.
"Kris, contact Setu actual as soon as you can, they need to begin working on solutions." Melissa spun back around to face Kris.
"Got it." Kris said. She immediately began ensuring that Setu received all the data. Kris noticed an incoming rift message. "Setu is sending a message as we speak, sir. I will decode it now." Kris began working as fast as she could to translate the message from Setu. "It appears that they have received the data and have reached similar conclusions to us. They will be launching several vehicles to the last know destination of the ISO."
"Good, I need to get the FYRA up as soon as we can. I also want a Vryl volunteer willing to assist you, Niri. Time to push the limits of RIP capabilities." Melissa continued. "For now, we will be operating under the assumption that the ISO is still safely on route to Setu."
"The Vryl aren't sending RIP vehicles. They estimate a five year arrival at the last point of contact." Kris said. "They have deemed it too dangerous to have a RIP conclusion without an array in place."
Kris watched Melissa struggle with the idea. In her haste she had clearly overlooked one of the fundamentals of RIP travel; the massive release of energy at the RIP conclusion.
"If they are in the region of the last message we received, a RIP conclusion could destroy any evidence or survivors of an accident." Niri had a sense of defeat about her tone.
"We need a solution to this. Waiting five years is not acceptable. Niri, confer with our Vryl companions here. We can hope it's unneeded and the ISO arrives at Setu in just under six months, but we must prepare for everything." Melissa jumped down to the front of the room, joining Niri and Kris.
"Off the top of my head, we could RIP to open space near the ISO last point of contact. From there we could fire standard engines to reach the ISO. It would significantly reduce travel time." Niri began speculating on possible options.
"We advise against taking such action. The unknown life that persists throughout the universe could be inadvertently affected or destroyed by an open space RIP conclusion. There is no way to determine what is occupying the space surrounding your destination. We can avoid larger celestial bodies but small vessels, or even organic life could be present at any time without our knowledge." Torrin, the senior Vryl representative located on Earth entered the room and the conversation.
"Five years is too long to investigate the potential destruction of our vessel and crew." Melissa wasn’t arguing, she was demanding.
"Throughout our history using RIP travel we have experienced rift shutdowns many times. Ninety-nine point eight seven five percent arrived safely." Torrin continued. "It is highly unlikely that the vessel was destroyed with Eilik monitoring the system. He is arguably the most capable rift specialist we have."
"Unlikely isn't of much comfort, I would like to know, and as soon as possible. I refuse to wait five months to see if they arrive. I also refuse to wait five years to begin an investigation." Melissa passionately pushed on. "We will hold a council on the matter and discuss the safest RIP opportunities. For now, I am going to begin prep of the FYRA. I would suggest that you and Niri take a closer look at all the data we received."
Kris could see the disappointment in the Vryl's demeanor. Melissa was being very direct and commanding. Kris thought that General Melissa Lorn may have been too close to the project. Her emotions seemed to be getting the better of her. Jonathan Lest had been handling the situation as the admiral of the human stellar fleet. Melissa would only step in occasionally to oversee or approve resource allocation. Today just happened to be a day she showed particular interest in the mission.
"Yes, ma’am" Niri said as she accompanied Torrin to the back office of the area. It was a small room that adjoined the main communication hub. It housed several interfaces and a central holo-table for conferences.
"Send out an open message to the engineering team and Vryl presence. We need to have every detail of that data examined." Melissa said. "Alert the admiral and members of the Triumvirate, we need to begin a council to discuss our options."
"I will do that immediately." Kris spun her panel back to begin drafting a message to the Triumvirate.
Kris issued notices to all the senior staff, human and Vryl. She was growing concerned of Melissa's personal feelings and was hopeful that Admiral Lest's presence would be a balancing factor in the decision making. She issued the admiral's notice first and marked it as urgent. He was stationed nearby and could be on site within minutes.
After sending a personal message to Lest, she sent out a broad open message to all members applicable to the situation. While writing the open council invite, Kris received an acknowledgement from Lest. He received it and would be there as soon as he could.
"The admiral is incoming." Kris told Melissa.
"Good, we have no time to waste. Paul, can you please finish the council invitation. Kris you're with me." Melissa turned and started toward the back of the room.
"Understood." Paul said as he looked up at Kris. He made a concerned face as he shook his head and turned back to his console.
Kris felt the same concern for the situation. What had happened and why was it so sudden. The last six months had been running smoothly. Her job was simple and mundane. Most days was just receiving personal messages from the crew and arranging their distribution to the appropriate destination. The last time anything felt this serious was back when the mission first started, and the ISO was dealing with an infection. Even then, they were still in direct contact, so nothing ever felt this distant.
Melissa led the way straight into the room where Niri and Torrin were combing the data package they had received. Kris followed closely behind. Melissa liked to have Kris on hand for any immediate messages that needed to be sent. Very few people had the capability to utilize the rift technology and Kris was one of them. With a mobile device that was surgically installed, she was able to issue messages directly to the rift for distribution. It was an experimental technology that the Vryl used. Kris was the first and only human to undergo the procedure.
Utilizing a fusion of Vryl physiology, human physiology, robotics, and artificial intelligence, the device was the next step in technological advancement. The interface was in her arm but unlike the CCD, the device was connected directly to her nervous system. The physical interface was primarily for diagnostics as all communications could be done within Kris' head. Several tendrils of Vryl neural tissue extended from the device and attached to the base of her brain. Whenever Kris would utilize the device, it felt like she was maneuvering through a dream. She could close her eyes and watch the algorithm decipher incoming communications. Traversing the mental interface was simple; all input was handled through mere thought. Messages could be created and sent almost instantly. As a result, Kris became a vital tool for senior staff on location. At any time, all raw data intended for certain personnel could be routed instantly to her for real-time decoding.
The long-term effects of such a fusion were being monitored regularly by Pamela Rofe, a biologist stationed on Earth. Kris had volunteered for the procedure two months ago and the fusion was functioning optimally. The only side effect noted was fatigue after extended use. Several more communications officers were currently being groomed for the procedure following her success.
"The admiral is on route, I would like to have a more detailed report by the time he arrives. We need something to work with here. Officer Mete is sending out an alert to all human and Vryl engineering teams to meet with us here. I know we are running on limited resources, but we can't allow that to deter us." Melissa was wasting little time. She may have been close to the mission, but no one could argue against her capability.
"Actually, Torrin has already made a minor discovery." Niri piped up from the middle of the conference room.
"Go ahead." Melissa positioned herself behind the two.
"The data collected appears to be uniform. This would imply that it was not a simple quantum disturbance that we would normally see in these sorts of reports. We would expect to see a much more random fluctuation pattern." Torrin explained.
"Are there any conclusions to draw from that information?" Melissa interrupted, trying to interpret the assertion.
"Not yet, but this does narrow the event into a certain category." Torrin continued.
"What category is that?" Melissa was passionately probing every detail as it happened.
"Throughout our history with rift technology, we have had several accidents. The primary cause of accidents was undiagnosed quantum fluctuations. We have gone to great lengths to increase our ability to detect and prepare for these. In nearly every case where a catastrophic event closure took place we were able to see a random quantum distortion pattern immediately prior." Torrin elaborated on the complicated matter.
As the conversation went on, Kris started to worry about her own surgically installed rift matrix. If undetectable quantum fluctuations could destroy an entire ship, what would happen to her? In that moment, she recalled all the countless pieces of paper she signed in order to receive the procedure. Kris was sure this possibility was in the fine print somewhere, but she couldn’t remember the exact details. The prospect of being the first human to receive capability of this magnitude had blinded her to nearly all side-effects of consequences. She knew there would be risks, both known and unknown. It was too late to start dwelling on those possibilities now. She was confident in her ability to shut down her rift if that possibility ever occurred.
"You’re saying that you don't think there was a catastrophic failure here?" Melissa’s words brought Kris’s attention back into the moment. It was clear that the general wanted to fully understand the situation.
"Correct, what we have here is a slightly less explored category." Torrin speculated.
"Meaning what, exactly?" Melissa once again pushed for clarification.
"Patterns that appear uniform like this have always left no debris or evidence behind at the last point of contact." Torrin finished.
"Ok, let's get one thing out of the way. Is it possible that the ISO has survived this?" Melissa was losing patience. "The way you are phrasing things makes it sound like it's either destroyed or destroyed without a trace."
"I apologize for being unclear, I was describing only failure scenarios. If the crew was able to shut down the matrix successfully, they should be left unharmed and able to carry on with their journey." Torrin finally got around to describing a positive scenario. Kris was relieved to hear that it was a possibility the ISO was still out there.
"Ok, let's start with that when everyone else gets here." Melissa shook her head, relief on her face. It was clear which scenario she had chosen to believe.
"My apologies." Torrin bowed his body slightly in a sign of respect.
"Do we have any indication of a catastrophic failure occurring onboard the ISO?" Melissa asked.
"Nothing in this package has led us to believe they experienced anything of the sort. These fluctuations don't seem very harsh and once the shutdown sequence is initiated no communications can be sent." Niri interjected. "We believe they saw these, issued this message, and began shutdown. Either as a precaution or because of elevated fluctuations they weren't able to include before initiating the shutdown."
"I have full confidence in Eilik and believe the ship to be safe." Torrin added. “I was merely speculating on worst case scenarios. In the event they were able to move on from this, our intervention will not be required.”
"For now, we will operate under the impression that they are safe and continuing on to Setu." Melissa said. "When the engineering team arrives, I would like you to dive into that data and any previous data we received. I want to leave nothing overlooked. Anything that can provide insight as to what happened, I want to know about it."
"Yes, ma’am." Niri turned her attention back to the interface on the table.
"Kris, I need you to get in touch with Horst, Firk, and Sobune. I want this council convening today if possible." Melissa barked orders in all directions.
"I will follow up with Paul.” Kris retreated into her mental interface momentarily to retrieve any outgoing messages from the communications hub. Several messages were already completed and issued to senior members. This included all three acting Triumvirate members, Terry Horst, Jorun Firk, and Holli Sobune. “Paul is in the process of messaging all senior staff, including the Triumvirate." Kris relayed her observations to the general.
"Good. Torrin, who is the senior Vryl representative on Earth Station 1 with the Triumvirate?" Melissa gained Torrin’s attention once again.
Turning from the interface, Torrin addressed the question. "I believe Zuryk was given that task.”
"Kris, send a message to Zuryk as well. We need to get up to Earth Station 1 as soon as we can. Admiral Lest can take over here in my absence, let's go." Melissa immediately began moving toward the launch zone. "Get in touch with a launch team to prepare an Earth orbital for us."
"On it." Kris said. She hadn't dealt with urgency like this but was glad she was equipped to handle it. With a few quick thoughts, she drafted a message intended for Zuryk. Once that was on its way, Kris turned her attention to securing an Earth orbital craft. Messaging the launch team in the main Earth dock. They agreed to prep immediately for launch in four minutes. Kris ran to catch up with Melissa. “Four minutes until orbital launch, team is prepping now. The Triumvirate, and Zuryk are aware of the issue and awaiting our arrival.”
“Great work, we better get out there.” Melissa broke into a brisk walk.
The two of them moved quickly through the compound. Tight hallways with intricate security measures lined their path. Melissa made short work of each checkpoint as she utilized her top priority clearance to open each station before their arrival. Activating an emergency release beacon, sensors would track her progress through the corridor. This ensured that any top official could maneuver throughout the facility with little hindrance in the time of an emergency.
Four security doors led out of the primary ISO communication hub. Even with unified backing to the project, the risk of sabotage was an unnecessary risk. Each section came with a compliment of automated turrets combined with a physical presence. Kris watched as every group of soldiers stood at attention while the general moved through the open security hatches. Each circular hatch was roughly one meter thick. Getting into the communications hub each morning usually took Kris at least fifteen minutes. A delay that seemed almost comical as she followed the general through in less than three.
Once free of the communications hub, they took a turn to gain access to the docking bay. The corridor access to the docking bay lacked the tighter security of the communications hub; only a single checkpoint was between them and the orbital team. As soon as the doors to the docking bay opened, Kris could see a launch team scrambling to greet them. Behind them was the small vessel intended to take them up to Earth Station One.
“Two minutes until launch, please secure yourselves. Any accompanying items will need to be processed now.” One of the launch crew escorted them to their seats.
“We will be the only cargo today.” Melissa said. “Speed is our top priority.”
“Understood, we were made aware by your comms officer.” The man said.
Kris and Melissa secured themselves into their seats as the team hustled outside the ship. It wasn’t long before all were aboard, and the doors began closing on the rear entrance.
“Launch approval received, prepare for launch, ten seconds until ignition.” A voice came over the ship’s speakers.
After the brief countdown, the ship rumbled to life. The massive two-story doors sealing the bay began grinding open in front of them. Kris could feel her heart beating from the adrenaline of the morning combined with the brisk pace the general had set. The rumbling gave way to a gentle hum as the vessel left the landing pad. The ship hovered its way to the open mouth of the giant door and began accelerating toward the sky. They were off, bound for Earth Station One.
The transit was only a few minutes before they had arrived. An escort was waiting outside the vehicle as they landed. Grabbing their attention, the escort team led them directly to the Triumvirate conference center. Zuryk and all three members of the Triumvirate awaited their arrival.
“Welcome.” Kris recognized Jorun Firk as he welcomed them to the sprawling room.
Kris walked with the general to her seat alongside Firk. This was the room used as the Triumvirate’s official meeting place. Where all matters concerning planetary relations were discussed. Today’s meeting would include the Vryl representative, General Lorn, and Kris.
“We should get to work. As I am sure you’re all aware, we have lost contact with the ISO. We have no way of verifying their status. We have the engineering team on Earth currently combing a data package sent with the last transmission from the commander of the ISO.” Melissa began but was interrupted.
“The commander, you mean your husband, Geoffrey Lorn?” Firk said. His tone was confrontational and oddly antagonistic.
“How is that relevant, Firk?” Holli Sobune, Lunar representative.
“I agree, there’s no time for needless confrontation.” Terry Horst, Earth representative.
“There’s no confrontation, simply a detail I wanted on record.” Firk smiled as he leaned back in his chair.
Kris was instantly on edge with Firk’s behavior. He seemed underhanded and slimy. He had a creepy smile that oozed arrogance. It was clear to her that his ego was one of his top priorities.
“Our current understanding is that they experienced quantum fluctuations within their rift matrix.” Melissa continued undeterred by the comments from the Mars representative. “As a result, they were forced to shut it down, cutting them off from us. We have seen nothing that would indicate damage or destruction of any kind. Our current theory is that they are continuing on their way to Setu after successfully shutting down the matrix.”
“That’s good to hear, I hope for their safe arrival.” Sobune added in a respectful tone.
“Yes, great news.” Horst agreed.
“We also agree with your assessment. We have a team on Setu investigating the data as well.” Zuryk said. “This situation has occurred several times in our history of using this technology. We anticipate the ISO will arrive on schedule and unharmed.”
“If everything is so warm and fuzzy, why were we rushed into this meeting?” Firk roused from his self-important smile to question the meeting entirely.
“Even though we believe everything to be fine, we must react to all possibilities.” Melissa added.
“Setu has sent ships to intercept with the last known point of contact. In the event they don’t arrive on schedule we will investigate the disappearance in order to understand what happened.” Zuryk offered the Vryl perspective.
“That investigation is scheduled for five years from now. I find that to be unacceptable.” Melissa refused to back down.
“The vessels are traveling at maximum safe speed. RIP failure investigations are often a lengthy process. I understand this is a new field of study for humanity, familiarity with the technology will come over time.” Zuryk finished his thought, leaning in closer to the table.
Kris could feel the condescension dripping from the Vryl’s words. She couldn’t help furrowing her brow out of frustration at the phrasing. Realizing her place, Kris quickly returned to a neutral posture before anyone noticed her reaction.
“I would like to suggest we approach the last known point of contact using FYRA.” Melissa proposed. “In the unlikely event we have crew stranded, five years will be too long for them to survive.”
“Wasn’t the sustainability test successful? Shouldn’t they be capable of indefinite survival given that circumstance?” Horst questioned.
“Their food supply is an indefinite source, yes. The issue is with their battery system.” Melissa nodded at the Earth representative as she answered.
“Yes, the battery system is on a constant cycle charge utilizing the mass of stored energy surrounding the vessel. Assuming they have become adrift and dropped their RIP bubble there won’t be any energy to recharge with. The RIP burst would have dispersed it all into the surrounding space.” Zuryk said. “That is assuming the ship withstands the RIP burst at all in that case. A journey of this length would make that all but impossible at this point. If rift destabilization compromised hull integrity, there would be no surviving the RIP burst.”
“Assuming they are stranded, what time frame are we looking at for the ISO’s survival?” Sobune re-entered the dialogue searching for specifics.
“We haven’t run the numbers, but the battery is equipped to handle the entire journey on a single charge. At the very least we would have a year as we can assume the battery was fully charged from the RIP bubble.” Melissa confirmed.
“It would be over a year; the solar rechargers are sensitive and could probably pick up some energy from distant stars.” Zuryk added. “Their position is unfortunate as it is nearly the mid-point of the journey and thus maximum distance between both solar bodies. I will get Setu working on some timelines.”
Melissa turned to Kris. “Kris, send a message, we need to do the same.”
Kris quickly entered her mental rift to relay the message from the general. “Message sent, awaiting response” Kris responded.
“Oh right, you’re that thing they made on Earth.” Firk perked up again.
His words caught Kris completely off-guard. ‘Thing?’ She thought to herself. She had never been referred to as a thing and couldn’t believe what she heard. Surely Firk was aware of the program and authorized it, why would he hold contempt for the product of that very program. Before Kris could react, Sobune did it for her.
“Thing? Did you just refer to one of our officers as a thing? Your lack of respect at even the most basic level is beneath this office.” Sobune scolded Firk yet again.
“Easy, it was a slip of the tongue. It’s a pleasure to have your talents here, Kris, was it?” Firk feigned sincerity.
Kris took it upon herself to ignore the representative from Mars. “Lest has confirmed the message, the group has been divided into two research teams.” Kris turned back to the Mars rep, scorn still accentuated her gaze. Firk simple chuckled to himself as he noticed her.
“Great, hopefully we get an accurate timeline soon.” Horst brought the council back to the matter at hand, also ignoring Firk’s insult.
“Now, let’s get back to your proposal. The FYRA, you want to send the FYRA out there? I presume your intent is to utilize the RIP drive. You do know the Vryl have made stipulations against open space RIP conclusions.” Firk played with sleeve of his shirt as he raised an eyebrow at the proposition.
“That is correct, one of our first rules actually. Without knowing what occupies seemingly empty space we deemed it irresponsible. It is not our place to risk potential life to facilitate our travel.” Zuryk interjected with one of the basic tenants of Vryl philosophy governing their space exploration.
“I understand that, but I believe risking potential life is acceptable if it means there’s a chance to save confirmed life.” Melissa plead her case before the panel.
“It is forbidden practice as far as the Vryl are concerned.” Zuryk reiterated his point.
“I think the situation isn’t black and white, at the very least, it’s worthy of a debate.” Sobune looked back and forth between the other council members.
“I agree.” Horst spoke up. “There are subtle nuances at work here deserving of an official dialogue.
“I believe the general’s husband has clouded her judgment with personal bias. I side with the Vryl. We can hope for their safe arrival on Setu or await results from the investigation when it takes place.” Firk seemed to take pleasure in his contrarian attitude, smiling yet again. Empathy for the crew of the ISO seemed lost on him. There was little chance he was sincere in his defense of Vryl ideals either, he simply wanted to tout the power of his position.
Kris noticed anger as it found a home in the general’s eyes. Kris knew it was impossible for anyone to completely separate themselves from a loved one in danger. Even the general knew it when she appointed admiral Lest to oversee the mission. However, Kris felt the urgency and dedication she was showing reflected her compassion for any member of the stellar fleet.
“I believe this is a stellar fleet issue and should be handled as such.” Melissa was attempting to take control of the issue entirely.
“This is a government issue, and we are the government.” Firk objected, angry at the general’s attempt to undermine the council.
“I agree with the general, every aspect of the mission has fallen under their jurisdiction. There’s no reason this should be any different.” Horst came to the general’s aid.
“I agree, but as much as I regret admitting it, Firk has a point. If we are going to delegate this decision to the stellar fleet I would be more comfortable if you recused yourself from any decision making, general.” Sobune pointed out.
“If the general agrees to those terms, I will accept.” Firk nodded peacefully. Kris was astonished to hear him agree to anything.
“I understand your apprehension and will leave the situation at admiral Lest’s discretion.” Melissa agreed to the terms laid out by the council.
“We are in agreement.” Sobune said. “The admiral will take control of the ISO investigation and recovery.”
“Agreed.” Both other members of the Triumvirate spoke in unison.
“Keep us informed of any updates as they happen.” Sobune said. “This meeting of the Triumvirate has concluded.”
Before Sobune could signal the end of the meeting with the ceremonial chime, Zuryk chimed in. "I would like to voice the official opposition to the use of the FYRA RIP capabilities."
"Noted." Firk responded. “We are aware of the Vryl stance on the subject.”
"Thank you for convening on such short notice. I will alert all of you with any decision that is reached." Melissa addressed the council one last time as she stood to exit the chamber.
Kris got up and followed the general's lead out of the council room. Turning around she saw the Triumvirate members also getting up to leave. Firk was looking in their direction with that same creepy smile. He made her skin crawl. "How could someone like that be elected to the Triumvirate?" Kris whispered softly.
"That's a story for another time, we have to get back down to Earth and meet the admiral. Have there been any new updates sent our way?" Melissa asked while she accelerated into the same brisk pace from earlier.
"None yet, would you like me to inform the admiral of your recusal and his new position at the head of the recovery effort?" Kris asked.
"I will do that in person once we arrive. I agreed to recuse myself from the decision, not the debate." Melissa said. "Inform the launch team of our approach."
"Doing so now." Kris said, after taking a brief moment in her mind, she confirmed. "Launch team awaiting our arrival.”
The cramped corridors leading from the large auditorium brought Kris back to reality. The day had felt so hectic and important that a simple walk through the station grounded her. She finally had a break to explore her own thoughts.
The device she had installed, while an excellent tool, was exhausting at times. She found little reprieve in times like this. Her mind became abuzz with activity at nearly all times. She cherished these small moments where no incoming or outgoing messages were taking place. Before she got too comfortable, she heard the general mumble something under her breath.
"Firk." Melissa said, clearly upset at the interaction they just had.
"He didn't waste any time. Does he have something against you personally or is he always that confrontational?" Kris asked.
"He revels in the power his position affords." Melissa lamented.
"He seems to lack the sincerity of the other two, that's for sure." Kris struggled to comprehend how someone so blatantly obnoxious could hold such a powerful position. “His behaviour was entirely out of place in there.”
"He rose to power through," Melissa paused for a second. "unconventional means."
"I've seen the 'Marsul Syndicate', I hope that wasn't an accurate depiction." Kris joked, or at least she hoped it was a joke.
"It is relatively accurate. He still works to undermine the Triumvirate in an attempt to separate Mars. He's an opportunist; he has no loyalty to the Vryl regarding this operation. His dedication is to the destabilization of the Triumvirate as far as I can tell. His objective since Mars outgrew Earth has been to reinstate a monetary incentive to trade. He views the past with a sense of admiration. Luckily, he has struggled to get any support from the Triumvirate or the people of Mars." Melissa explained.
The two of them were winding through the halls of Earth Station One. Kris was happy to indulge in the general's wisdom.
"How was he elected if his primary goal lacks support?" Kris asked, curious about the contradiction.
"The Marsul syndicate was a real entity. He utilized the establishment of the five as leverage to put himself in a position of power. It's a long story and there have been many renditions in media. We need to focus on our current situation for now." Melissa refocused attention back to their current task.
The two of them arrived at the docking station and were once again escorted onboard an orbital launch vehicle. After a brief wait, the ship lifted off and they were on their way back down to the surface.




Chapter 10

Awake
Derrick awoke in the infirmary once again. This time he was alert almost immediately. He noticed that his vision was less hazy and saw Sian at the counter next to him.             
"Sian?" Derrick struggled upright, he was back on the exam table.
Sian turned to face Derrick in the center of the room. "Derrick, good to see you awake. I had to sedate you after your fall. You had a panic attack, Kim has given you something to calm that response."
"Hi, Derrick." Kim's voice came from above and behind Derrick's head.
"Kim?" Derrick said as he spun quickly, his chest quickly reminded him on the injury he had sustained. "Ah, chest still hurts."
"The internal injuries will take more time. The burns could be treated topically so they have healed much faster. Has your vision been completely restored?" Sian asked.
"There’s still some blurring near the center of my vision, but it is much better." Derrick turned to lower his legs over the edge of the table. Now facing Kim, he saw concern in her face. "Hey."
"How are you feeling?" Kim asked.
"Great, I feel... yeah, just great." Derrick said. He really did feel better than he has in a long time. None of the looming danger or uncertainty seemed to cloud his mind. He was able to file it away while still understanding its importance. "My head feels clear, what did you give me?"
"I conferred with Sian and we have combined to form a treatment for you. I apologize for my oversight earlier." Kim leaned in closer.
The door to the infirmary opened, Derrick couldn’t see who it was from his perspective, so he hopped down off the table to take a look. Commander Lorn stepped in through the doorway and joined them.
"Thanks for the alert, Sian." Lorn moved in directly toward Derrick.
"What do you mean earlier, Kim?" Derrick looked at Kim again.
"When our situation first became clear after your accident, the crew became justifiably unsettled. Lorn authorized a pre-emptive anxiety treatment for the crew. The treatment included yourself. I failed to account for the substantial physical stress you were enduring and should have modified your treatment to account for it. My oversight caused your episode earlier." Kim said. "I am now working more closely with Sian to adapt the treatment for you. I am glad to see that it seems to be effective."
"So, you drugged me without my consent?" Derrick wasn’t sure how offended he should be.
"It was my call, Derrick. I authorized it. Sian was treating your body and I deemed it necessary to prepare for your mental state." Lorn jumped in. "As you are aware, our situation is not ideal. The crew was quickly devolving into speculation and panic. While I believe the situation warrants concern, panic will not help us in any way."
"We are just going to be medicated for the remainder of our journey?" Derrick shrugged.
"Morale is a precious commodity in a situation like this, whatever tools I have to maintain it, I am going to use. How are you feeling now?" Lorn asked.
Derrick understood his point. One of the main reasons for having a psychologist onboard was for situations exactly like this.
"I hate to admit it, but I feel much better. I would have liked to have been aware of it before being treated, that's all." Derrick said.
"I understand, feel free to make note of it in your personal report." Lorn finished.
The thought of his personal report ever being read felt very unlikely to Derrick. He doubted he would ever communicate with someone outside the ISO again. With their course sending them into unknown space, their fate felt sealed. Even as these thoughts raced through Derrick’s mind, he didn’t feel overwhelmed by them. He couldn’t deny the added benefit the treatment seemed to be having on him.
"The treatment does not impair your cognitive ability but merely prevents overwhelming anxiety." Sian added to the conversation.
"I see that, my mind feels clear for the first time since this started. I can recognize the threat we are facing without the feeling of impending doom slowly encircling me." Derrick raised his eyebrows, nodding at the realization. Derrick took a deep breath. “Thanks for getting me back on my feet a second time. I need to stop waking up in here.”
"We are still doomed, we are just free to confront it without apprehension or fear." Kim smiled.
"And joke about it, apparently." Derrick said. "I was wondering why Hank was so upbeat."
"One of the side effects has been the persistence of his personality." Sian joined in the lighter mood.
Everyone shared a small laugh. Derrick was still unsure how he honestly felt about the intrusion of his mind via medication. He did feel better but how artificial was this sensation, and would he be at the mercy of it going forward?
"Do we know any more?" Derrick wanted to get back on track.
"If you're able, you can rejoin everyone on the bridge." Lorn pointed toward the door.
"Let's go." Derrick jumped at the chance.
The four of them moved to the bridge where everyone was standing around Eilik and Luke. The scene was very similar to the way he left it.
"Welcome back." Yanna said as Derrick moved inside.
"Hey man, how’re you doing?" Hank hopped down from his position at Eilik’s terminal to greet Derrick as he entered.
"I’m not bad, just want to get this situation figured out." Derrick said. "Anything new?"
"Eilik." Lorn deferred as he moved into the center of the bridge ahead of Derrick.
"All of the fluctuations we experienced were uniform. This is additional evidence to support the deliberate nature of this attack." Eilik started breaking down their progress.
"We are calling it an 'attack' now?" Derrick was shocked at the assertion. What could possibly attack them this far out in the middle of nowhere while traveling at five times the speed of light. The idea felt preposterous.
"Yes, it’s our belief that we have been the victim of an attack." Lorn said. “By who, what, or how it was done, we don’t have the faintest idea.”
"There have been several disappearances in Vryl RIP history that have resembled this signature. I studied them extensively and it had always been attributed to rift destabilization. It appears that it is possible that those vessels suffered a similar fate to what we are currently experiencing." Eilik continued his thought. "I have been documenting everything for future study if we make it out of this."
"If we believe this was an attack and they were able to alter our course, how did they access our systems?" Derrick asked. “Even if they did access them, how did they alter our course? We couldn’t even do that if we wanted to.”
"Unknown, this is simply a hypothesis, we still have a lot of data to go over. Some of which Yanna just recently brought to our attention." Eilik turned to face Yanna, coaxing her to speak.
"You’ll recall that I noticed physical fluctuations in my lab that voided some of my results. I mentioned that to Luke and he said that it was unrelated to the rift matrix." Yanna started moving toward the interface panel.
"The quantum fluctuations we were monitoring through the matrix should have no direct impact on the ship itself. The RIP bubble surrounding us keeps us safe from any physical interaction with the space around us. The photon energy stored in the bubble is the only interaction we will incur. Our shielding negates that. When Yanna informed me of her voided results I immediately looked through our data again. It showed no physical fluctuations. The sensors on the ship are not as delicate as the experiments currently taking place in Yanna's lab." Luke added.
"We went back to my lab and I gave Luke access to all the voided data I had collected." Yanna and Luke were going back and forth describing their findings. Yanna began opening several reports on the panel.
"I uploaded the data and began looking through it. Look at this." Luke motioned for Derrick to approach.
Derrick moved up to the panel Yanna was working on. In front of him was a screen with several frequency waves. Derrick didn't fully understand what he was looking at but followed along with Luke's interpretation of the data.
"By itself, the voided data is nothing, it could have been something in the lab that caused it. Yanna even mentioned it was a fluke. What we get when I overlap the voided results with the quantum fluctuations is another story." Luke moved one of the graphs over the other.
"The physical data Yanna collected fills in the gaps between quantum fluctuations?" Derrick asked, struggling to ascertain meaning.
"There's still a lot of unknowns but the data overlap is too precise to ignore." Luke was talking very fast, Derrick could feel his excitement. It may not have been much, but it was a development that had him enthusiastic.
"Are we assuming that something entered our RIP bubble and physically interacted with the ship during the gaps in quantum fluctuations?" Derrick was curious what possible reasons could cause physical interactions so similar to the quantum fluctuation. “Perhaps the fluctuations detected by the rift were to mask any physical interaction?” The crew looked around at each other with a startled look. It was clear that what Derrick said hadn't been considered.
"Impossible, the physical fluctuations are too small to have been caused by a direct interaction. Entering a RIP bubble while in transit is also impossible. It’s my belief that the data Yanna collected was the rift matrix itself trying to stabilize between quantum fluctuations." Eilik asserted.
"It's also impossible to adjust course according to you." Yanna said, confronting Eilik’s logic.
Yanna's words caused Eilik to pause. She was right; they were no longer in a world where the limits of human or Vryl capabilities were applicable.
"You're saying there's potentially something in our RIP bubble right now?" Hank voiced the alarming possibility.
"I would doubt that, but Yanna is correct, my knowledge might not be sufficient in our current situation." Eilik conceded.
"The physical fluctuations are so small that the ship's sensors didn't even register them. If it was a ship to ship contact, we would know." Luke postulated.
"Would we? Once again, you guys are making assumptions about limitations within your own frame of reference." Yanna said. "I think we need to start exploring all possibilities, regardless of our perceived limitations."
"She's right." Lorn interjected. "We have to explore the possibility that we have been attacked and are still under attack."
"Maybe they didn't have to access our systems at all." Derrick said, thinking out loud.
"What do you mean?" Luke asked.
"What if they were able to enter the RIP bubble, mount their ship onto ours, and then alter our course from the outside?" Derrick said. "As Eilik said, once in transit we are unable to adjust course. It's like we are a bullet, we can't steer. If something were to attach itself to us or nudge us, it could potentially alter our destination. Even if they accessed our system we lack the functionality to change course."
"I never thought of that, yeah even if they were able to get into our system somehow, it wouldn't give them any help in that regard." Luke continued. "Derrick may be right, all of this could be explained by an external influence, the speed increase as well."
"I agree, and the speed increase might rule out a nudge. For us to maintain this speed over such a vast distance and at such great speeds a nudge wouldn't suffice." It appeared Eilik was willing to forfeit his preconceptions about limitations and speculate freely.
"The good news is, whatever attacked us isn't in our systems and watching us right now. The bad news, it's attached to the ship as we speak and driving us out into the woods?" Hank summarized the events with an apt analogy.
"It's outside!?" Kim asked, clearly shaken. “That thing, whatever it is, is just outside the outer hull as we speak?”
As the words left her mouth, Derrick was stunned with deja vu. A flash of the dream he had earlier invaded his mind. The only difference was the tone of Kim's voice. This was a question; the dream was more a statement of fact. Derrick was unsettled by what he had just experienced but able to withdraw from it and re-join the conversation.
"Potentially." Eilik said. "This is just speculation, we shouldn’t get ahead of ourselves. Jumping to conclusions about seemingly impossible maneuvers is just as dangerous as ignoring them all together."
The thought of an unknown vessel being attached to their ship just feet beyond the walls surrounding them, was a nightmare. Derrick was encapsulated by a sense of helplessness, violation, and claustrophobia. He managed to resist the wave of emotion once again. Kim's treatment had never been so welcome.
"Ok, that's good, if it's attached to us we can find a way to fight back. We just need to locate it and devise a way to remove it." Hank stood from his seat, ready to jump into action.
"The optimal location for a maneuver like this would be the aft of the ship. It would allow for the most precise application of thrust." Eilik speculated.
"It could also act as a rudder in that position." Luke added.
"My lab is near the aft of the ship. Only the rec area is beyond it." Yanna nodded along with their thoughts. "Could be why I was able to pick up the physical readings."
"Even if we locate this thing, there's no way to exit the vehicle to reach it." Lorn attempted to bring everyone back to reality.
Derrick noticed Luke close his eyes, presumably deep in thought. Trying to locate something on the outside of the ship would be nearly impossible. Not to mention the possibility that nothing was even there. Even if they did find it, how would they get to it? They would have to mitigate the immense energy stored within the RIP bubble.
"Do we have any dyronium currently onboard the ship that we have access to?" Luke suddenly snapped out of his trance.
"Yes, the Rift Matrix was surrounded by substantial shielding. With the matrix offline, the shielding is no longer required." Eilik answered Luke without hesitation.
"What do you have in mind, Luke?" Lorn looked to their engineer with confidence.
"It's just an idea but is there any way we could open one of the ship’s viewers and physically look for this thing on the hull?" Luke paused to wait for a response to his train of thought.
"The amount of energy stored out there is far beyond what the solar shield of the suits are capable of withstanding. If you’re suggesting what I think you are, even if we were able to somehow open one of the porthole viewers and the ship didn't immediately disintegrate from the energy, we would see nothing." Yanna contradicted Luke’s suggestion.
"We don't have any sensors on the outside of the ship? How do we monitor the energy in the RIP bubble?" Hank asked.
"There are sensors, but they are all photo sensors that give us an accurate measurement of the energy trapped in our RIP bubble." Yanna said. "The only way we could establish a presence is if the vessel had inadvertently covered one of the sensors."
"I believe the possibility an error of that magnitude would be overlooked by something this advanced is miniscule." Eilik said. "In regard to lowering the blast shields, Vryl are equipped with multiple lenses capable of filtering most photonic wavelengths. I could potentially adorn a solar shield and be able to view into the RIP bubble. The only issue would be opening the blast shields to facilitate that operation. The stored RIP energy would exceed the tolerance of the internal ship mechanics as well as my biology."
"That's where the dyronium from the rift matrix would come in. We could build a temporary shelter surrounding the porthole to deflect that energy." Luke said. "Perhaps we could modify the suit with the same plates to protect you?"
"The solar shield would not withstand the barrage. It would not be safe for anyone, including Eilik, to attempt this." Yanna pointed out.
"I have cameras all over the ship, could we modify one of those with a filter of some kind. I know it wouldn't last long in those conditions, but it might last long enough to get a glimpse." Hank was still standing, excited to be developing a plan of action.
"I am not willing to take the risk with Eilik. We can rule that out immediately. Luke, Eilik, Yanna, would it be possible to modify one of the cameras onboard?" Lorn explored Hank’s idea.
"Possible, yes. Possible with our current resources, unknown." Eilik said.
"Luke, I want you working on the shielding required to seal off one of the aft portholes. Derrick, you’re with Luke.” The commander decided to end the speculation and begin. “Yanna, I want you and Nik working on that lens filter to get us a look outside. Hank, we need one or several of your cameras. Ben, remain on the bridge to continue brainstorming possible courses of action with Eilik. If there is something out there and it's an organic life form, I want to know our options. Kim and Sian, I want you two floating to provide aid to any crewmember in distress. We are in uncharted territory for both the Vryl and mankind. We need to keep our wits about us and work our way out of this."
Derrick was astounded by the commander's ability to immediately assess the situation and delegate. Adorning a commanding presence in what seemed like the blink of an eye. When they entered the room, he was behaving seemingly as a peer, brainstorming about their fate. Once an idea was put forth it was incredible to watch his organization and command disperse the room into meaningful tasks.
"Remember," Lorn continued. "We still have no confirmation on what could have caused this. Do not forfeit your composure to the unknown. Remain calm, we will correct what has happened." The room jumped into action as the commander finished. No one hesitated for a second. They all had their orders, and they moved to complete them.
Derrick immediately left for the aft of the ship with Luke. The two of them would need to find a way to dismantle the rift matrix shielding and apply it to the aft porthole. There had to be a way they could seal it in to allow one of Hank's cameras the ability to see out.
"Head to the upper deck and grab my equipment. I left it in a storage locker just outside the rec area after we used it there." Luke said as he pointed to the upper access door. The two of them split as Luke continued to the aft engineering section and Derrick diverted to the upper deck.
Several storage lockers and compartments lined most of the corridors on the ship. They were used to store spare parts or small tools specific to the area. Derrick ran to the last locker on the left just before the entrance to the rec area. He opened it and quickly grabbed the bag of Luke's tools. The bag was filled with everything he had used to cut away the plating and membrane earlier.
As Derrick turned around, ready to return, he noticed mist pouring out of the bio-lab door. He hesitated before starting down the corridor toward the lower deck. Somehow the decon cycle appeared to be active with the door still ajar. Derrick approached the opening and cautiously peered inside from a distance. The room was completely overwhelmed with mist. As he tried to make out any detail, a dull amber hue became visible within. Derrick decided to move closer to investigate what was happening.
Just as he took a step closer, a massive shadow started moving inside; it was at least eight feet tall. Derrick watched it crawl from left to right across the opening. Long spindly legs supported the giant figure as Derrick’s heart jumped into his throat. Shocked, he backed away from the bio-lab until he contacted the adjacent wall. The collision caused him to drop the bag of Luke’s tools. Terrified by what he had just seen, Derrick wanted to get off the upper deck as soon as possible. He looked down, quickly retrieved the tools and prepared to make a swift exit. As his eyes returned to the bio-lab door, he saw the door was closed with no mist in sight.
“What was that?!” Derrick yelled to himself, shaken.
Mustering all his courage, Derrick moved back to the door. He wanted to take a look inside to see if he could locate whatever was casting that shadow. There was no way Ben had followed him up, but Derrick thought it was possibly an optical illusion altering the shape of one of the crew members.
Derrick pressed himself up against the wall to the left of the doorway and carefully waved his CCD over the access sensor. He could see the doors slide open, but no mist escaped. Derrick banged the back of his head on the wall behind him, fighting with the prospect of moving. Forfeiting his apprehension, Derrick pressed himself to move into the open door. Looking inside, he saw the familiar red glow of the decon room. Nothing looked odd and it was as if nothing had happened at all. Derrick knew he had to get back down to Luke and with nothing obvious out of place he decided to turn back toward the stairs to the lower deck. He didn’t know what he had just seen, but all the physical evidence refuted it. Shaking his head, Derrick rushed to get off the upper deck.
Once on the lower deck, he moved quickly through the galley. He could see Hank already standing on one of the tables dismantling an overhead camera.
"I hope this works." Derrick said as he briskly walked past Hank. He was able to push the bio-lab experience to the back of his mind and focus on the task in front of him.
"It will, these things are sturdy, I upgraded them from the basic spec." Hank freed the camera from its housing and started pulling it down.
"Oh, that's great." Derrick rushed through, trying to make up lost time with Luke.
"They won't survive a nuclear reactor, but it might give us an extra moment." Hank disconnected the camera from the wiring in the ceiling and tossed it in the container at his feet.
Derrick moved through the engineering door, and into the room that previously held the unstable rift matrix. Inside, he saw Luke already working on the panel Eilik had used to shut down the rift.
"Got em!" Derrick said as he ran into the room and dropped the bag. "What are you doing there?"
"Just ensuring all safety protocols are disabled. According to the system, it's not advised to tamper with the shielding. Eilik gave me the codes to override it." Luke was working on the terminal in the center of the room. Derrick was astonished to see it still operational after the blast it sustained earlier.
Derrick began unpacking the bag of tools, laying out different pieces of equipment around the floor for easy access. Luke continued to plug away at the panel, getting everything ready. Suddenly, the lights within the room shut down. Luke must have been making progress.
"Looks like the override is simply a total power rerouting from this section. We should be able to begin. Pass me the plasma wand." Luke said, his voice piercing the darkness.
A light quickly came into existence pointing in Derrick's direction. Luke had pulled out a flashlight. It blinded Derrick at first until Luke pointed it down to the ground, highlighting the tools.
"Come hold the flashlight for me, we need to get at least fifteen panels down." Luke motioned for Derrick to join him.
Derrick grabbed the wand and moved in toward Luke, handing the wand to him as he grabbed the flashlight with his free hand. Derrick converted the flashlight beam into lamp mode and lit up the room in a dull light.
“Yeah, that’s probably a better idea.” Luke laughed. His voice and laughter echoed off the walls. The entire situation felt eerily isolated.
"There's another wand there, you were trained on basic function, right?" Luke asked.
"Yes." Derrick recalled a very basic training program that provided knowledge to all the crewmembers. The idea was to equip each member with the capability to perform fundamental repairs to the ship. The training included plasma wand usage. "I can use it just fine, I just don't know where to cut. You say 'panels’, but I don't see any junction points.”
"Everything here is sealed with a fine dyronium mole weld. We will need to use the density scanner to find exactly where they are. In all honesty we don't need to ensure the panels stay intact. I am going to be rigging the porthole cage together anyway. Just try to keep your cuts as straight as you can. Use the guide arm if you must. Did the course have guide arm training?" Luke asked.
"Hmm, no." Derrick grabbed the extra plasma wand and began fiddling with it.
"It’s simple, just grab that arm, attach it to the middle of the section you want to remove and then it will guide you around it. Ideally, we want as few welds as possible for obvious reasons. Just use the arm and cut out some sections for me." Luke finished with a hint of frustration directed at Derrick’s lack of knowledge.
Derrick picked up the guide arm and moved to the wall nearest him. He set down the arm and wand, moving back to grab a density scanner.
"Forget the scanner, just cut me some sections. The weld standards are designed to withstand the entire year of punishment. We are talking seconds or less here. Just start.” Luke’s voice became urgent.
Luke lowered his face shield and immediately began cutting out sections freehand. Derrick moved to an adjacent section of the room to begin working. He attached the arm, fixated the wand to the end and tested moving it around the limits. Grateful for the guide, Derrick threw on his face shield and turned on the wand. Following the limits of the arm, he slowly worked around a section. The arm kept the lines straight as he traced a square shape out of the wall. Derrick ensured he maintained the speed suggested in training for a complete cut.
The two of them worked until they had enough dyronium plates to create Luke's porthole cage. Fifteen in total were sprawled around the room. Each section was heavy and lay where it fell once the cut was finished. Luke and Derrick each grabbed one section at a time and began carrying them to the aft porthole. They had to make separate trips for each piece. Once Luke had made two trips he left the rest to Derrick and began planning how to shield the porthole.
Hank was there as well with several cameras. Derrick noticed Yanna toting several pieces of her lab. It appeared as though she was taking existing solar shields and attempting to modify them. They would have to be able to filter out far more energy than the basic shield if they were going to get a glimpse.
"Where's Nik?" Derrick said as he slammed the last section of dyronium down.
"She's back on the bridge, I have everything I need down here and there's nothing left to do but figure this out." Yanna said. "No sense having her stand around here."
"How's it looking?" Derrick asked.
"We’re making progress. I am hoping to get several additional filters to enclose around the camera itself. I think trying to make lenses specifically is out of the question. If we can seal a box with some of that dyronium and leave a small window of reinforced solar shield, we might get our look." Yanna sounded hopeful as she paused to look up at Derrick.
"You guys need anything from me, or should I head back to the bridge?" Derrick asked.
"I will need your help over here, grab your mask." Luke said as he motioned to Derrick. "So originally I was going to make a chamber from floor to ceiling around the porthole. That seems wasteful. I am just going to attach a small compartment surrounding the porthole itself that the camera can rest in. That way we can quickly remove a section, replace the camera and try again if we need to. Speaking of which, roughly how many attempts do we have, Hank?"
"We have three attempts; if these bulkier cameras aren't capable, there's no chance the rest will work." Hank was off to the side assisting Yanna with the camera shielding.
Derrick helped Luke weld a small box of dyronium around the porthole. It was a very simple solution to the problem and used far less material than Luke originally planned for.
"Sorry, Derrick, I don't know why I didn't think of this before we went in there. I was thinking it would need to be anchored more securely but this will definitely work given the short time frame." Derrick didn’t feel an apology was necessary but appreciated Luke’s concern.
"I am sure we will find a use for all this somewhere." Derrick looked around at nearly a dozen unused panels on the floor around them.
After completing the box, Luke turned his attention to the cameras and started assisting Yanna. They had run into a problem attempting to provide additional shielding while still limiting the opacity enough to allow the camera to function. Derrick had nothing to add to their project and felt like four people was overkill. Bidding them farewell, he decided to head back to the bridge; leaving the three of them to continue working on the camera.
Derrick ran through the memory of what he saw in the bio-lab door on his solitary commute toward the bridge. Was it just his imagination, or something more sinister? It felt so real, the sensation still sent a chill down his spine just thinking of it. Before long, he was at the door to the bridge. Clearing his mind, Derrick stepped inside.
The bridge was in a similar state to engineering; three members were hovering over Eilik's console; Ben, Eilik, and Nik. Derrick was curious where Sian, Kim and the commander were. The ship seemed to be separated into three teams of three with only Derrick being the odd man out.
"How's the camera coming?" Ben asked as he noticed Derrick approach.
"Luke made a chamber to accept the camera, and now they’re just working on modifying the camera. They don't seem confident in its ability to withstand the energy." Derrick said. "Where is the commander, Kim, or Sian?
"They moved to the aft, I think. They left a few minutes before you arrived. You didn't see them?" Nik seemed puzzled.
"No, strange. I just came from the aft section. They must be working on something. How's everything up here?" Derrick asked.
"It's going well, we have been able to connect to Hank's cameras remotely and are prepared to view them." Ben stood back from the console with his hands on his hips. “It was more difficult to connect remotely than we anticipated. The beefier models Hank picked up were designed for a hardline connection.”
"I hope the camera can withstand the energy long enough to capture something." Derrick continued his approach up to Eilik’s station.
"Eilik also came up with the possibility of using density scanners in the engineering room to verify an external threat." Nik added.
"The scanners should be capable of scanning deep enough to extend beyond the hull. If we do a search of the interior walls, we might be able to locate abnormalities." Eilik casually added to the conversation.
"You’re right, that might be the easiest way for us to find out. I can head down there now and get started on that." Derrick was surprised at the simplicity of the idea. He felt excitement build within him as he stepped back down from the engineering station on the bridge. “I can’t believe we didn’t think of that sooner.”
Derrick left the room and ran back to the aft of the ship. The engineering room was disorganized with Luke and Yanna still working on modifying the camera. Hank was a little less involved, prepping the next two cameras for basic operation.
"You're back." Luke said, lifting his head from the mess of electronics to greet Derrick.
Derrick stumbled inside, breathing heavily from the sprint through the ship. "Eilik suggested using a density scanner around this section to locate any abnormalities. Perhaps if I set them deep enough I can detect the ship outside the hull." Derrick looked around the room.
"That's a great idea, grab that scanner and bring it to me, I will set it for you." Luke pointed to one of the open equipment bags on Derrick’s right.
Derrick grabbed the scanner and brought it to Luke. Luke opened the interface and changed a few settings to increase the depth of the scan. Once he was done, he handed it back to Derrick and instructed him on basic use. Demonstrating on the wall behind him, he showed what different materials would appear as and how to see their limits.
"Got it, thanks." Derrick said as he took the scanner.
"Move about half a meter at a time and allow about five seconds for the scanner to return an accurate reading. I’m ashamed I didn’t think of that.” Luke berated himself as he pulled a length of wire through one of the dyronium shields.
Derrick moved to the aft-most location of the room. He figured this would be the most likely position in the event someone or something was commandeering their vessel. He placed the device as high up the wall as he comfortably could. Derrick wanted to get it as close to the middle of the two decks of the ship as possible.
The device began clicking and ringing as the scan started, and it wasn't long until a graphic appeared on the small screen. Derrick pulled the device off the wall and down closer to look at the reading. It looked very different from Luke's examples. He didn't know exactly what he was looking at and decided to take the reading to Luke.
"Here, take a look." Derrick passed the device to Luke.
Luke looked up from his task and grabbed the device from Derrick. Luke immediately jumped to his feet with a look of horror. Without a second of hesitation he started moving out of the room.
"There's something there, there's something right outside that wall. It's not a recognized material but there's something there!!" Luke frantically pointed to the wall. “I have to get these results to the bridge.” Luke broke into a run and exited the engineering section.
Hank, Yanna, and Derrick all looked at the rear section of wall with a sense of dread that was palpable between them. Yanna crawled out from under a pile of electronics and shielding. Backing away, she never took her eyes off the wall. Derrick couldn't believe that something was just beyond the wall in front of them. What were its intentions and how could they find a way to reach it. Either in a friendly or hostile manner, both seemed out of reach.
“It’s right there?!” Yanna yelled out, breaking the tension filled silence.
“We have to get back to the bridge, move!” Hank ushered Yanna and Derrick out of the room. He stayed inside until both were safely out before moving out and closing the door. Hank turned around to face Derrick, Yanna was still standing at his side. “Let’s go!” Hank screamed at them and started running.
Derrick followed suit, turning to run away from the section of the ship. His heart was racing at the thought of a being dwelling just beyond the hull. Panic seemed to swirl inside him but never gained control. The ship raced by as the three of them sprinted as fast as they could. Hank stopped at the entrance to the galley and once again waited for Yanna and Derrick to pass before taking up a position behind them.              Derrick and Yanna could see Luke just ahead of them, running with the scanner in his hand. Derrick was able to nearly catch Luke as they entered the bridge.
"Eilik!" Luke shouted and ran directly to Eilik. "You need to look at this."
Eilik turned to observe the density scanner in Luke's hand. Even his muted alien expressions weren't enough to hide his surprise. Reaching out, Eilik took the scanner from Luke and studied it even closer.
"Do you know what that material is? It's not anything registered within the scanner." Luke moved in behind Eilik, looking over his shoulder at the scanner.
"I do not. This is troubling." Eilik began adjusting the settings on the scanner. “I have never seen anything like this, It’s possible that it’s a malfunction in the equipment.”
"What?" Nik and Ben said nearly in unison as they joined Luke behind Eilik.
"The density scan has concluded that there is something beyond our hull. We need to alert the commander." Eilik said.
Derrick wasted no time as he ran to the emergency intercom system attached to the commander's chair. "Commander to the bridge." He said.
"We are under attack?" Nik said. "Is there any way we can communicate with whatever it is?"
"We are potentially the victim of an attack, yes. I am unsure of the methods used by this entity for communication." Eilik answered before Luke could.
Luke looked puzzled for a moment before adding, “We don’t even know if it’s a thing to communicate with. We have absolutely no idea what it is that’s out there.”
The commander rushed onto the bridge with Kim and Sian in tow. The three of them must have been working close because it took them seconds to arrive.
"What is it?" The commander yelled as he approached the crowd surrounding Eilik.
"We have confirmed the presence of an object of unknown material affixed to our aft hull. Derrick conducted a density scan and revealed this." Eilik handed the device to Lorn.
Hank grit his teeth, standing up. "So, we know where it is, let's get back there and cut the damn thing off the ship." Hank pointed to the bridge door.
"The internal workings of the ship are not capable of handling the RIP bubble energy. We would need to cut away the aft wall of both the engineering and rec area sections. We don't have enough material to reinforce a hole that size." Luke looked at Hank with empathy. “I understand how you feel, but we need to be careful here. The RIP bubble limits what we can do. If we breach the hull the entire ship would be torn apart by the forces at work here.”
Hank was seething with rage. Derrick noticed his breathing was accelerated as he turned to face Luke. “So, what do you want to do then, Luke?” Hank threw up his arms, directing his anger toward Luke.
"Even if you cut it away, what's stopping it from just reattaching in another place?" Yanna pointed out. "We know it has the ability to navigate within a RIP bubble."
"Okay, then we cut a hole and shoot it off or blow it up." Hank continued. “If we know where it is, we can cut into it without breaching the seal to the RIP bubble.”
"We still don't know exactly what we are dealing with. I would like to continue our current plan to get a physical look at this thing. How is the camera coming?" Lorn stepped in to reorganize the efforts of the crew.
"We are ready to try, everything is setup. We just finished mounting the first camera before coming up here. Hank should have access to the camera from his security feed. I will open the blast shields for one second and then reseal it." Luke moved to his station on the bridge.
"Let's take a look." Lorn moved into position to view the camera feed.
Derrick noticed Yanna with her head in her hands. He reached out and touched her back. She jumped at his touch and said, "I'm fine."
Derrick recoiled his hand and decided to leave Yanna to her thoughts. He nodded at her and moved over to Hank's station to watch the situation unfold. “You guys didn’t look ready when I saw you back there.”
Luke leaned over to address Derrick. “We had already mounted the first camera, we were preparing the next two.”
"Are we ready?" Lorn interrupted their small talk.
"Yes, the camera is already recording." Hank hit a few buttons on the panel in front of him.
"Opening blast shields for a one second look." Luke began retracting the blast shields on the aft porthole.
Everyone crowded around the monitor to observe the view of the camera. As the blast shields lifted a bright light immediately invaded the space and the camera went dark. No one was surprised as they expected the system to fail. The hope was that it gained some valuable material in that brief moment. Luke closed the blast shields and Hank brought up the recording.
"Okay, let's see what we got." Hank scrubbed through the reading and paused at the point of highest intensity. "I can't see anything." Hank smacked the panel with his hand.
"What are the other optic settings on the camera?" Yanna leaned in, looking at the readout on Hank’s console.
"These upgraded cameras have IR and Thermal included. Neither of which will be useful given the heat and light present in the bubble." Eilik chimed in from his position on the bridge. “They weren’t designed as a diagnostic tool; therefore, they are not equipped to handle exposure of this magnitude.”
“It was worth a shot, I think we can forego any additional tests unless we drastically change our methods.” Lorn stepped away from the area and back to the center of the bridge. “We know there is something out there, we need options on how to deal with it.”
"How can it be that bright through our modified solar shield?" Luke said. "You can't see a single thing, just light."
"There's simply just too much light present in the bubble. To get a picture of any kind we need to allow for certain wavelengths to reach the camera. No matter what wavelength we attempt to allow there is always going to be simply too much pollution. Even a single wavelength has been totally saturated." Yanna said. "It was worth a shot but the shield we setup was designed to isolate a single wavelength of light. Even that wasn't enough, and I can't speculate on any other way to limit exposure to the camera."
"Can we limit how much of the single wavelength enters?" Nik said.
"I'm sorry. When I say we isolated a single wavelength I mean that we were allowing less than zero point zero two one percent enter. There's nothing I can think of to reduce it further than that. There's simply too much energy stored in there." Yanna said. "We could try again with another camera, and maybe if I took apart several of our suits we might be able to gain an image. In my opinion it would be a waste of resources with a similar result."
"Considering our situation, we need all of the suits ready for personal use. We have established there is something on the hull, no need to continue wasting resources. We need to move forward with possible courses of action." Lorn reiterated.
"What about Hank's option, can we drill a small hole through the outer hull and physically remove this thing?" Derrick asked. "We can't just sit here while whatever this thing is carries us to its destination.”
"Even if we can remove it, there's no way to alter the course of this RIP." Eilik’s words were haunting as he continued. “We lack the capability to correct what has already been done. We are at the mercy of the course correction whether we deal with this presence or not. Our efforts might be better placed preparing for our potential destination.”
For a moment, the crew looked around at each other. Hopelessness was written on their faces. With no way to adjust their course, the ship was moving ever further off course with each passing second. Derrick noticed Yanna once again holding her head. He realized it wasn’t stress gripping her, she was engrossed in her thoughts.
"Can we just stop it? Anywhere has to be better than where it's taking us." Derrick said. "We could locate ourselves and perhaps relaunch in the right direction. We might not have the capability to reach anything anymore, but we could get substantially closer."
"The RIP bubble is no longer ours." Yanna said abruptly as she lifted her head from her hands.              She began furiously working on her attached interface panel.
"Elaborate, Yanna." Lorn swung around to face Yanna.
After a few more inputs, Yanna responded. "There's been something that was bothering me for a while and I just confirmed it. When we first began this whole altercation, I noticed a strange jump in the energy concentration surrounding us. It was only for a fraction of a second before it stabilized. It was bothering me until Derrick confirmed that there is an object in here with us. I believe the reduced volume of our RIP bubble caused the jump when the second object entered. The only way it could stabilize is if the bubble itself expanded to compensate. I just confirmed that our bubble has expanded by roughly one thousand cubic meters. I believe the object has taken control of it and compensated for its own presence." Yanna said. "I believe we may be the victims of piracy." Yanna concluded her thought while shaking her head and scrolling through her interface.
"Space pirates?" Hank scoffed at the thought. He chuckled to himself as he recognized the situation for what it was. “Space pirates?!” He exclaimed. After reflecting for a moment, Hank continued. “I mean, I guess that actually makes sense given what we know. Space pirates?!” Hank was fighting with disbelief regarding their situation.
"I see no other probable alternatives given our situation. This would also explain the disappearances of past Vryl ships that experienced these uniform fluctuations. It was always a myth, a conspiracy, that something was taking our ships. I had never confronted that possibility in all my studies of the phenomenon. I feel foolish." Eilik seemed to give in to speculation and lament his past oversights.
"So, we have been abducted by an unknown object and we are helpless to resist?" Nik summarized the situation bluntly.
Derrick looked over at her and saw a distraught look on her face. She turned to face him and they both acknowledged each other with concern on their faces. Derrick turned his attention to Hank as he spoke.
"We aren't helpless, I still say we can cut a hole in the aft engineering section and bomb this thing." Hank kept pushing for the idea of brute forcing their way out of the situation.
"We can entertain matters that extreme when we get there. For now, as impossible as it sounds, I want everyone to get some rest. We have been awake and working on this for over twenty hours. Get some assistance from Sian if you are having trouble. Everyone needs to take and attach a communicator to their CCD. Text based messaging is no longer going to suffice. Eilik will remain on the bridge to monitor the situation. If anything changes you are authorized for full emergency alert. I have been spending the last few hours with Sian and Kim, as you know. We do not have the means to support an ongoing anxiety treatment. I believe that we have all come to terms with our situation and we can wean ourselves off of it. Our remaining stores will be reserved for emergency situations. Enough rest is going to be a major aspect of our mental health and ability to get through this. Being sleep deprived will get us nowhere, especially when we have no idea how long this will last. I order every one of you to get at least four hours of rest. If you can manage more then take more. We meet back here on the bridge in four to eight hours to continue dialogue. Dismissed." Lorn abruptly ended the discussion.
"Sir..." Luke attempted to interject.
"There's no exceptions, Sian and Kim have both seen cause for concern in every one of you in the last few hours. We can discuss other options once we have rested." Lorn dismissed the room.
Derrick felt like he was in a haze. The abrupt nature of the dismissal combined with all the new information they had just received had stunned him. He knew he was going to need a sleep aid of some kind; there was no way he was falling asleep. A small line formed in front of Sian as every member prepared to get some sleep aids from her. A small chuckle from Hank led to a bit of a laugh as everyone simultaneously made the same realization.
"We have to stay positive, it appears whatever has taken the ISO intends to keep it in one piece. This buys us time, time I intend to use. Let's just make sure we are taking every precaution to stay at the top of our game." Lorn consoled the crew. “Eilik will be in place monitoring everything in the event we are needed. We can’t allow for exhaustion induced ineptitude to hinder our chances at recapturing the ship. Sian will be attaching a remote activated stimulant dispersal unit to each of your CCDs. This will allow for us to rouse each of you if needed.”
"Use these once you are in bed, they will act quickly." Sian began handing out small white pills to the crew as they walked by. Once Derrick took the pills, Sian attached a small cylindrical canister to his CCD.
After taking their meds from Sian, everyone worked their way to the crew section of the ship. An ominous feeling overcame Derrick as he stared at the engineering door. Goosebumps ran up his arms and the hair on his neck stood up. Just through those doors was an alien intelligence holding them captive. Now he was going to sleep a few meters away from it.
Silence gripped the crew as they all slowly made their way into their quarters. Four to eight hours felt like an eternity with a threat of this magnitude, but the commander was right. There was no sense adding sleep deprivation to the list of enemies.
Derrick entered his quarters and disrobed while he moved across the floor to his bunk. The clothes fell as if he was leaving trail to remember the path to the door. He slunk into his bed and took the pills prescribed by Sian. Lying down, he closed his eyes in what seemed like an exercise in futility. Before he could feel the frustration of insomnia, he was out.




Chapter 11

FYRA
Kris and the general arrived safely back on earth. The two of them moved quickly from the docking bay into the main monitoring room. Admiral Lest had arrived during their absence and was filled in on all the details.
"Lest." Melissa announced her arrival.
"General, welcome back." The admiral turned to greet her.
"Have you been made aware of the situation and the possible courses of action?" Melissa didn’t waste any time getting into it.
"I have, and I intend to launch the FYRA as soon as possible." The admiral's words were a clear relief to Melissa as Kris noticed her shoulders immediately relax. "Kris, you will be accompanying them, your abilities are an asset we cannot waste."
"I understand." Kris said in return. She had always wanted a position like this. It was one of the reasons she had volunteered for the surgery in the first place. She had wished it was under different circumstances but was ready and able to comply.
"The FYRA is prepping now with the crew assembling. There are a few last-minute changes to the crew compliment that you must approve. Including but not limited to the addition of Kris." Lest said before listing off the crew of the ship. "Chris Ohtom, Commander. Niri Sotul, Engineering. Michael Dace, Security. Angela Wori, Recon. Pamela Rofe, Physician. Ken Howel, Psychologist. Greg Yaste, Pilot. Kris Lorrie, Comms. Torrin, Engineering." Lest completed the list before continuing. "Ken Howel, Angela Wori, Torrin, Pamala Rofe, and of course Kris are all the late additions. Ken was assigned after he recovered from his ailment, he will be valuable in the event you find survivors. Angela was assigned instead of the bio expert as a recon and recovery specialist in case we are faced with the worst-case scenario. Torrin, the Vryl, will be accompanying you instead of the physicist scheduled. His expertise will be of utmost importance during the mission.” Admiral Lest paused briefly as he looked up from his list.
“I agree, we can worry about scientific research with future endeavors. We must prioritize the rescue of the ISO.” Melissa agreed with Lest’s view.
“Good, Kris will also be assigned for obvious reasons. With the addition of Kris, we decided it best for Pamela to join you. Her expertise in the rift implant technology will be needed. You need to approve them all." Lest turned the data pad over to the general.
"I will get these approved immediately." Melissa grabbed the pad and started going over it.
Kris found it strange that the general had recused herself from the mission yet was still tasked with approving all members of the crew. A message suddenly came through to Kris from the Triumvirate, breaking her concentration. An injunction was being placed on their efforts on behalf of Firk and the Vryl. During the injunction, Firk was going to negotiate the introduction of the Vryl as a temporary representative of the Triumvirate.
"General, Admiral, there has been an injunction placed on all things relating to the FYRA. The Triumvirate is currently negotiating the possibility of the Vryl temporarily joining the council." Kris relayed the information as quickly as she could.
"That would give Firk a voting stalemate which would cause this whole situation to freeze indefinitely until a decision is reached." Melissa said. "We don't have time for this, every second we waste here is a second they don't have out there."
"We will continue prep and be ready to launch as soon as possible. Let’s hope a decision is made swiftly." Lest shook his head at the general. “That little worm.”
Melissa nodded at the way Lest described Firk. “Let me worry about him.” She said. "How long until we are ready to launch?"
"We will be ready to launch before the end of the week. We have abandoned all non-essential infrastructure." Lest leaned over one of the panels near them in the communications hub and pulled up a schematic of the FYRA. “All major delays were related to ensuring the labs were prepared for launch. With those operations being cancelled we should be able to expedite the process significantly.”
"When will the council meet to discuss the injunction?" Melissa turned and said to Kris.
"There are three meetings scheduled so far, one is later today and two more later in the week." Kris closed her eyes and confirmed the contents of the message.
"Gather the FYRA crew and have them meet me in the back, I refuse to allow bureaucracy to delay our rescue effort." Melissa started moving out of the room.
"I have no intention of going against the wishes of the Triumvirate. The council meets today, and we can hope for a resolution. You have recused yourself from this, General. I would advise you to honour that." Lest called out to Melissa before she could exit the room.
The general left the area immediately following the confrontation with admiral Lest. It was clear that she was allowing her own personal investment in the matter complicate the situation.
"Inform the Triumvirate that we will continue prepping for the mission but remain on standby pending further notice." Lest told Kris before turning his attention back to the room.
Concerned about the general, Kris followed in the direction she left. Once out of the room she could see her walking quickly down the hallway back to the orbital launch facility. Kris jogged to gain her side.
"General." Kris called ahead.
"Not now, I have to get back up there." Melissa said, clearly on a mission.
"Melissa!" Kris yelled, forfeiting formality.
"What?!" Melissa stopped in her tracks and faced Kris.
"You can't do this, of all the people I would think you would understand the hierarchy of command." Kris forgot her place and found herself chastising a general in the middle of the hallway.
"Like interrupting a general without addressing them as such?" Melissa said. “Odd approach.”
"Everyone is on your side, we all want to find out what happened. You need to quit risking everything like this." Kris did her best to reason with the general, she had never seen Melissa act so irrationally. Everything was proceeding yet here she was, risking it all.
“You don’t know what risk is.” Melissa said. Kris could see the pain in her eyes. It felt like she had already concluded that Lorn was lost.
“Melissa, you have to get a hold of yourself. If we are going to get this done, we need you.” Kris felt her throat tighten as she looked into the general’s eyes. Hope had escaped her, she was lost, in pain. “Attempting to circumvent procedure will only lead to more delay.”
Before Melissa could answer, Kris received a message from Lest. He was asking for a private meeting between the three of them.
“Lest wishes to meet with us in his quarters.” Kris said, abruptly derailing their argument.
“Tell him we will be there. I wonder what he wants after that exchange we just had.” Melissa said, shaking her head as she rerouted to Lest’s quarters.
The two of them moved quickly through the halls. Both were eager to see what the admiral was interested in revealing to them. Everything felt hectic and rushed as Kris struggled to maintain composure. Between the constant barrage of messages and the chaotic pace of the situation, she could feel exhaustion creeping up on her. Nevertheless, they pushed on and toward Lest’s quarters.
Once they reached his door, Lest opened it and let them in. “Come in, sit.” Lest motioned them in.
Kris and the general both came in and sat down across from Lest at his desk. Melissa was clearly upset and impatient considering the situation. “Make this quick.” She said.
“You need to calm down, Melissa. You are acting completely out of character. I understand what’s at stake for you and everyone else. I agree with you, we need to do something. We just can’t speak about it openly in the main communication room. There are cameras and mics everywhere in there. I had to reject you openly and chastise your efforts.” Lest’s brow was tight, clearly frustrated.
Shocked by what she was hearing, Kris had to clarify. “You’re with us?”
“Yes, we don’t have time to waste sitting around here or sending a vessel for five years to clean up the debris. The Vryl law is black and white, it doesn’t allow for any nuance whatsoever.” Lest went on. “We have an entire vessel potentially stranded in deep space, we need to get there as soon as possible.”
“Yes, that’s what I was hoping to hear. Have you talked to anyone else about this?” Melissa asked, regaining a level of composure.
“Everyone is onboard except the Vryl engineer, Torrin. I have no idea how to approach him with this without being immediately reported to his superiors. They don’t seem like the type to abandon duty.” Lest paused. “The moment this all blew up, I called a meeting and established a course of action. If I can speak freely, your outbursts are drawing a lot of unwanted attention. If you think I would let Firk dictate the future of the stellar fleet, you have less respect for me than I had hoped.”
Melissa shook her head, taking in all the criticism. “You’re right, both of you. But you’re wrong about one thing. I would be reacting this way no matter who it was out there. I am not compromised by my proximity to this, I am emboldened by it.” Melissa paused, looking down for a moment and taking a deep breath. “Our focus should be on utilizing the appropriate avenues for FYRA launch. I appreciate the criticism, but the candid nature in which you both have been addressing me stops now. I earned my rank.”
Both Kris and Admiral Lest acknowledged her request, nodding in agreement. “I will accept any reprimand you deem fit, it needed to be brought to your attention. It won’t happen again.” Kris admitted the fault of her earlier approach.
Kris sat quietly at the desk for a moment before thinking of a way they could utilize standard operating procedure to get the FYRA underway. A thought suddenly jumped into her head, it would break the rules but might get them on their way. “We could agree to the standard launch procedure and let the team initiate the RIP once they are already up.” Kris blurted out.
Lest turned to face Kris. “If we do that, the crew would all be held responsible for their actions. They would have to fully understand the consequences.”
“That could also appear as a kidnapping of the Vryl engineer.” Melissa said. “It is possible that I could suggest a replacement instead of approving him for the mission.”
“They have requested a presence onboard the FYRA. It will be difficult to accept your rejection of their member.” Lest had an objection for everything it seemed.
“The Vryl have sent multiple recon teams from Setu. That will have to suffice. Niri is more than capable of rift maintenance and I will be refusing the addition based on redundancy.” Melissa sat forward in her chair, she looked confident in their new found solution.
“The only other option would be to allow Niri herself to discuss the option with Torrin, they have become quite close.” Kris had seen Niri spending a lot of time with Torrin even off the clock. She hoped that maybe Niri could utilize that closeness to persuade Torrin into joining their effort.
“I think informing the Vryl at all is too big of a risk.” Melissa’s mistrust for the Vryl bled through her response.
“I will approve the standard launch and get things underway. The crew is already informed of the general idea, but I will need to brief them on this new development. I am sure they will be willing to do it but it’s only fair to inform them.” Lest nodded as he looked around the room, contemplating the situation.
“What about this injunction Kris told me about?” Melissa asked.
“The injunction only applies to RIP implementation. If we approve standard propulsion, it will be accepted and cleared for launch.” Lest reviewed. “If the crew implements RIP under those circumstances, they will all be held responsible and receive a full court martial upon returning. It’s a lot to ask.”
“Depending on the outcome of the mission, I will personally request that they all be pardoned. Failing that, I will ask to be held entirely responsible.” Melissa’s words held weight, Kris knew she was prepared to accept her fate under those circumstances.
“Once in transit, are there any consequences the crew could suffer?” Kris asked.
“They will have our full support once in transit. The stellar fleet does not believe in spite causing harm to our officers.” Lest said. “As I am sure the general agrees.”
“If they go against our wishes we will support them until a safe return. They will face consequences at that point.” Melissa agreed. “Once they begin their journey we have no way to prevent them from continuing. A temporary cooperation would be reached to facilitate the success of their mission.”
“Firk is going to know we are in on this, you know that.” Lest pointed out.
“He won’t be able to prove anything, so he can know all he wants.” Melissa said. “Besides, after your little display out there I am sure he won’t consider you. If they want to come after me before the mission completes, I will accept full responsibility for the crew.”
“Melissa, you know I support you in this, I just want to make sure you understand this. There is a very real possibility that the ISO was destroyed, or the rift has taken them upon closing. Doing this is going to destroy everything you have worked for and I am not sure what you want to get out of it. If they survived, they are safely moving to Setu. If they didn’t survive, you are destroying your career for nothing. Just seems like an unnecessary risk.” Lest laid out the scenario as plainly as he could. The situation definitely seemed dire.
“There’s a possibility they are stranded, even if it’s unlikely I would rather risk everything and be wrong then find out in five years they slowly died out there, alone.” Melissa’s voice cracked slightly. “I won’t let that happen.”
“Firk… his antics are the only reason we are having this conversation.” Lest continued. “I can understand the Vryl apprehension since it’s part of their culture and a law. Firk is simply looking for a chance to exert some form of power. It disgusts me when that smug bastard does this.”
“I don’t want to give him the satisfaction of my hatred. I honestly don’t know if he prefers that over respect.” Melissa, like most, had always disliked Firk.
“I suggest we wait until the council meeting this afternoon. If we get lucky they may get the injunction lifted and we can execute as normal. For now, I am going to approve the launch for the end of the week. Either way, we will be underway before long.” Lest closed down his panel, preparing to end the meeting.
“Do we have an expectation of speed? I heard Niri discussing RIP speeds that far exceed what the ISO was utilizing.” Melissa had discussed the potential for RIP speed increases in front of Kris on several occasions. The idea was of great interest to many of the top officers and politicians within the stellar fleet.
“I have heard speculation but nothing specific or concrete.” Lest cocked his head at the question. Discussion regarding RIP speeds were regarded as fringe science by some.
“Torrin talks about that constantly with Niri. He has been experiencing a lot of frustration within the Vryl society. They won’t let them test anything beyond the established speeds.” Kris spoke up.
“They really get locked into tradition.” Melissa went on. “Not just with that, but everything. Their entire population seems to accept whatever gets handed down from their upper-class.”
“We might be able to exploit that.” Lest raised an eyebrow, considering the situation. “If the Vryl are so steadfast in their ways, that must cause frustration in people like Torrin. We could be offering him his first real chance to test his theories unimpeded. If Niri approached the subject carefully, he may be willing to join the effort.”
“I will talk to Niri, I don’t want to take that risk without her blessing.” Melissa started to stand. “I should get back to the main hub.”
“Yes, we should wrap this up, I will be in touch via Kris and keep you posted on everything.” Lest closed his interface on the desk and stood.
“I will go speak with Niri and based on her input, decide if I am approving Torrin or not.” Melissa said. “Let’s go, Kris.”
“Yes, ma’am.” Kris got to her feet and prepared to exit with the general.
“General, one last thing.” Lest said as Melissa and Kris stood from their seats. “May I speak freely?”
“Go ahead.” Melissa turned to face him.
“You are acting out of character, I have never seen you like this. I understand Geoff is out there; he’s one of my closest friends. We need a general. We need the stoic command you’ve represented for years. Do not allow Firk to destabilize your composure.” Lest’s gaze remained securely on the general’s face.
Kris could see the realization on Melissa’s face as she nodded to the admiral. Turning to the door, Kris followed the general out into the hallway.
It seemed as if they finally had a plan. The general’s posture was noticeably different after hearing the admiral’s position. Her recusal had forfeit authority over the rescue effort, something she seemed to regret. It was reassuring to hear they had support from the admiral.
“Ma’am, I would like to apologize for the way I approached you earlier.” Kris said. She was reliving that earlier confrontation in the hall. It was unlike her to abandon formality with the general.
“Don’t worry, you were right, I needed that wake-up call. The admiral echoed your sentiment. I allowed emotion to twist my discretion.” Melissa didn’t let her apology linger before continuing. “That being said, I won’t tolerate insubordination like that again.”
"I guess I got a little too comfortable with our informal relationship and lost sight. I won't let it happen again." Kris regretted the confrontation and vowed to herself not to lose sight of rank.
"Don't dwell on it, let's get Niri." Melissa pushed on through the corridors of the facility.
Working as the general’s personal communication conduit had afforded Kris the opportunity to become very close to Melissa. It was rare that any situation held significance like this and retreating from that comfortability was a foreign sensation. Kris had begun seeing the general as a peer instead of an authority figure. A moment of introspection as they continued their course allowed Kris to once again distance herself from the general. Her presence was indeed stoic as Lest had described. The chain of command within the stellar fleet would provide some much-needed organization amidst the chaos.
Kris stared over at the shoulder of Melissa, her profile cutting through the corridor walls her as they moved. Kris saw her friend, arguably her closest friend. The general’s determined gaze affixed directly ahead at their course reminded Kris of her determination and capability. In that moment, Kris’ close friend faded and gave way to something new, a leader. Kris resigned herself to her position as a subordinate instead of a peer.
The two of them moved quickly through the base and into the main observation room. Niri was still with Torrin working on the data they had received from the commander of the ISO. The room was buzzing considering how little information that had to work with. Kris was eager to join the discussion.
"Do we have any updates?" Melissa asked as she entered the room.
"We have been cross referencing all of the data we received with past Vryl experiences. It looks like it’s a very specific pattern that always occurs before a disappearance.” Niri pressed on, explaining what they had discovered. “Torrin was telling me that they have no solid theories as to why this occurs. They can’t even replicate uniform fluctuations in a lab setting.” Niri was shaking her head as she relayed the information. The lack of any conclusion seemed to be weighing heavily on her. She took a deep breath and ran her fingers through her hair before continuing. “Even if the rift destabilizes, it would leave some trace of debris. The fact that no debris has ever been left behind leaves this phenomenon a complete mystery, even on Setu. They have speculation that they parade around as fact, Torrin tells me.”
“Yes, the representatives tell the Vryl population that a uniform frequency rift collapse absorbs and destroys the vessel upon closure. There have been outspoken opponents to that theory, but they are relegated to underground conspiracy circles. The government has made its official position on the matter quite clear.” Torrin was seated nearby, hearing the conversation, he added to Niri’s point.
“The Vryl have taken an official position about a subject they don’t understand? That seems out of character from what I have come to know of your species.” Melissa said. “What are some of these conspiracy theories?”
“The largest one is a group that believes the rift takes certain vessels by choice. This theory assumes the rift itself contains a certain level of intelligence and has access to another dimension.” Torrin moved closer to the group.
“That seems unlikely.” Niri interjected.
Planting himself down in front of Kris, Torrin addressed Niri’s thought. “I agree, I said it was the largest, not the most educated.”
“Are there any that you consider possible or even likely?” Melissa asked.
“There are several that I believe could be possible. The first is unsettling but still a possibility in my mind. The theory states that the uniform frequency experienced prior to the collapse is a weapon of some kind. Either an organic life form or technologically capable species use it to attack our ships and destroy them. The lack of debris could be explained simply as salvage collection.” Torrin said. “That would explain the uniform frequency we always see.”
“That is unsettling.” Kris said. The thought of an unannounced alien race targeting Vryl and human vessels was a difficult proposition to imagine. “What others?” Kris pressed for more options, hoping they were less alarming.
“The second one I consider possible is that the ships successfully close the rift and continue on their way. However, this specific set of rift fluctuations causes residual feedback that eventually destroys the ship. There is no way to thoroughly explore every bit of a RIP path. We send a team out to search the last point of contact but if the ship survived and continued its journey for weeks, we have no way to locate them. A search of that magnitude simply isn’t possible.” Torrin said. “In my opinion, this is the most likely scenario. It is also a dire circumstance, and we still don’t know what causes the phenomenon.”
“In that scenario the ISO is a ticking time bomb, and we are helpless to warn them.” Melissa shook her head. “We can’t operate based on that assumption, we need a course of action.”
“Correct, these are only prevailing theories to describe the occurrence. The third and final theory I lend some credibility to is the RIP alteration theory. This theory is like the last in that they survive, but the result is different. Rather than continue and experience a residual failure, the thought is that the specific uniformity of these fluctuations causes the RIP trajectory to alter slightly. With no ability onboard to readjust the course, the crew would fire into an unknown destination.” Torrin said. “All of these scenarios would lead to the readings we discover. Uniform fluctuations, loss of contact, ship lost, and no trace.”
“So, every theory is negative?” Melissa nodded out of frustration.
“Not all, but most. The positive ones tend to stray into the supernatural, I don’t pursue them.” Torrin continued. “The results are unanimously negative when we detect fluctuations such as these, as a result the theories reflect that.”
“Supernatural, Like what?” Kris wanted to probe other options. She had often been described as having supernatural capabilities with her surgically implanted rift. Capabilities beyond current understanding are often described as supernatural.
“Like the first one, an intelligent rift selectively taking ships to a secret dimension, or the idea that a god approaches them to take them into its bosom. There are numerous theories covering a wide variety of Vryl myths and legends.” Torrin turned to face Kris as he responded.
“All this leads me to believe we need to be up there and on-site as soon as possible. Maybe there is a trace if we arrive sooner than five years.” Melissa became more urgent in her words, pressing the point. “All of your rescue efforts were limited by your government, preventing a prompt response.”
“There were several events in this category in which we arrived shortly after the disappearance. The results were the same.” Torrin returned his attention to the general. “I apologize if my assessment isn’t something you want to hear.”
Melissa took a breath and looked up at the ceiling of the room. “I understand you have experience with this, but we have to assume they are still out there and need our help. The alternatives are unacceptable. It’s my understanding that the Vryl refuse to RIP into open space. I believe we could substantially cut down on our arrival time by utilizing the FYRA’s Rip capability. We will know for sure what we can do once the Triumvirate makes its decision. At any rate, I would like to have a team heading that direction as soon as possible.”
“Understood, I look forward to the opportunity to personally investigate a uniform rift disappearance, pending your approval.” Torrin seemed to accept Melissa’s suggestion of using the FYRA’s RIP capability to arrive at the last point of contact.
“You seem well versed on the subject and a worthwhile addition.” Melissa went on. “We need the best onboard to ensure success.”
Kris raised an eyebrow at the general’s words. She was openly pledging support for the addition of the Vryl crewmember. Kris wasn’t exactly sure what Melissa was up to but trusted her enough to give her the benefit of the doubt. Perhaps the Vryl refusing to object to the use of RIP travel was enough to warrant her approval.
“I couldn’t recommend him any higher.” Niri said as she gave the general a nod.
Niri seemed to have explicit faith in Torrin. Was it possible that a Vryl was willing to go against the wishes of his people? Niri was close to Torrin in a way no other human was. It was possible that she had already discussed the option with him. Kris was running through several scenarios in her head before the general spoke again.
“I will make sure to get that approved, welcome aboard the FYRA team, Torrin. We are lucky to have you.” Melissa gave Niri a look of concern. Niri once again nodded to reassure her.
“It will be my pleasure.” Torrin bowed slightly in response to the honour.
“Council is about to meet.” Kris blurted out as she felt the message enter her mind. “Lest is on his way down here, get the feed on the main viewer.”
“We have the feed out in the main observation room.” Niri said. “We got it ready as soon as the news spread.”
The four of them moved into the adjacent room where one of the primary viewers was dedicated to the meeting. The live feed was showing the Triumvirate entering the council chambers with Zuryk still at their side. The Vryl’s presence at the debate didn’t bode well for their mission.
“They included the Vryl for this discussion?” Paul asked from his comms seat at the front of the room.
“There is a Vryl onboard the ship, they have a right to add their input.” Niri said. Clearly, she had grown close to Torrin as she snapped at the comms officer.
“I just didn’t see when they made that decision.” Paul clarified.
“It was earlier today, I think you were out when they reported it. Setu made an official request to include Zuryk in the talks.” A voice summarized the situation for everyone. It was Lest, he had arrived just in time for the council to begin. “Once Zuryk was included, the injunction was implemented until a decision could be reached regarding RIP travel.”
The sound on the viewer was a little quiet. Some voices could still be heard discussing earlier headlines. “Increase the volume” Melissa interrupted the faceless voices, commanding silence.
“Yes, one second.” Paul replied from his seat at the front. With a few swipes of his panel the audio erupted from the room’s intercom system. “Rerouted through our speakers here.”
The sound was immediately grating on everyone’s nerves as the voice of Jorun Firk began the proceedings.
Firk was standing in front of his seat at the official Triumvirate council table. “We all know the situation and are well versed in the subject matter of this meeting. Shall we skip the pleasantries and get to the vote?” Firk said, dismissive as always.
“This is a council for debate, the vote is not scheduled for today.” Sobune rebutted Firk’s attempt to dismiss the process.
“I agree with the representative from our lunar delegation. The vote is not our priority today.” Horst came to Sobune’s aid, pushing for debate.
The camera swung around between faces as they spoke. The broadcast was a public stream of the chambers but whoever was monitoring it was doing well. Firk was adorned in a gold trimmed white robe with a ridiculous hat that extended straight up from the middle of his head. It appeared to defy gravity and must have been secured in the back somehow. Horst and Sobune were both wearing the official Triumvirate uniform; a simple robe with a modest hat. Sobune was wearing green and Horst was wearing blue.
Traditionally, the Mars representative would wear red. Firk was not one for ceremony. His white robes were all but transparent to everyone in the room. His attempt to elevate himself above his peers was shallow and uninspired.
Live tracking of population support would accompany the stream as always. Official polls and questions would be asked across all platforms and streams. The results were calculated and tabbed into a single overarching poll that would be consistent across any medium. Firk’s outfit was the first subject to hit the feed. It was a form of entertainment to keep audiences engaged in fundamental processes of their government.
“What is that idiot thinking, wearing that?” Paul threw his arms up, pointing at the giant screen in front of him. “Sorry for the language, I still don’t understand how he is there.”
“You would be surprised how much power the southern regions of Marsul have. One of my first tours as a peacekeeper was in Martonne as Marik pushed northeast.” Lest often talked about his time deployed on Mars.
“Was it really that bad? I always hear people talk about it, but it was over thirty years ago now, shouldn’t we have some official reports about it yet?” Niri questioned.
“Who said it ended?” Lest cryptically mocked Niri’s optimism.
They all turned their attention back to the feed as the first poll results poured in. Firk’s outfit had received an overwhelmingly negative opinion. Even on Marsul itself they saw it as disrespectful.
“They may have voted him in but even they have their limits.” Melissa moved into the center of the room for a better look at the proceedings.
“They’re okay with bringing back monetization of trade but a gold hat is too far. Seems counterintuitive.” Niri shrugged at the results.
The council was still struggling to begin the debate. It was such a clear waste of time with Firk playing an obstructionist. He was doing his best to obfuscate the issue by focusing on the validity of the debate itself.
“All I am saying is we don’t need to waste everyone’s time with an extended three-day debate. We know the issue, we have all the information, we should vote.” Firk asserted once more.”
Firk was clearly confident in the Vryl’s attitude toward the FYRA RIP authorization. He wanted to get the votes on record. The opening statements illustrated Sobune’s approval of the mission. Whether that was through sheer spite of Firk or genuine belief, only she knows. Horst was a different story; he was sitting on the fence regarding the issue. He stated that he held the Vryl alliance in the highest regard.  Firk, sensing that weakness, kept hounding the prospect of an early vote.
“Horst seems like he might flip on Sobune. He might side with Firk.” Lest worried. “His phrasing seems much weaker than Sobune’s.”
“I see that, must be why Firk is pushing so hard for a vote. He knows that worst case he has the Vryl for a tie. With Horst talking like this, he might even get lucky and end the whole thing today three to one against Sobune.” Melissa voiced the concerns being felt throughout the room. Everyone seemed on edge as the debate went on.
“Don’t be so sure about Zuryk’s belief, he hasn’t said a word yet.” Torrin pointed out the noticeable silence of the Vryl member.
“The Vryl have already made their stance clear, I thought?” Kris assumed it was common knowledge that the Vryl openly opposed open space RIP conclusions.
“The ship that went missing is ninety percent human occupied, the rescue ship would have been all human, before I volunteered. They have recently felt like they are overstepping their authority on the matter.” Torrin provided some insight.
His words were a revelation to everyone in the room. The Vryl had voiced their opinion on this matter very clearly and publicly. It was astonishing to hear him announce their new stance so casually. Kris could hear the room erupt with emotion, Gasps and sighs permeated the air. It was as if the room couldn’t decide between relief or disbelief. If neither the admiral nor the general was aware of this, there was a chance Firk was depending on a vote that might not even be there. The room refocused on the debate with a renewed interest.
“Is there any way to tell Sobune to accept the vote? For all we know we could have the flight approved within the hour.” Paul spoke up from the front of the room.
“There are no communications allowed within the chamber. It is a candid debate. Before the comm ban, representatives would monitor polls and shift drastically to accommodate the population. To facilitate a more honest debate, it was banned.” Melissa said. “While representing the population is the end goal, we require diligent criticism.”
The council appeared to be drawing ever closer to a vote as Firk continued to push Horst.
“We have all the information we need to make our decision on this matter. Our words merely encircle us. We can vote now and potentially settle this. If it ends in a stalemate, then we can continue as we are until a decision is reached. If we receive a definitive result from the vote, then we have saved hours, days even.” Firk was using all of his allotted time to relentlessly push for the vote.
“I second the vote” Horst said. Sobune looked surprised at first but settled quickly. Perhaps Horst was simply trying to reach the stalemate of two versus two so Firk would shut up.
“I abstain from the decision to vote.” Zuryk stepped aside, allowing the Triumvirate members to approve the vote or not.
For the council to stop a debate and push a vote it required the approval of all three members. This ensured that a topic could not be removed simply due to majority.
“We shall vote.” Sobune reluctantly gave in to Firk and his childish ranting.
With a unanimous decision, all three primary members of the Triumvirate pushed to take the RIP issue to vote. With Zuryk abstaining, that was all they needed to begin voting on the prospect.
“The representative of Mars and greater Marsul votes to prohibit the use of the FYRA RIP engines in the matter surrounding the ISO disappearance.” Firk voted first, passionately stating his view.
“The representative from Earth votes to approve the use of RIP engines.” Horst’s decision to stay true to Sobune was a relief to Kris. For a few moments, it seemed like he may be weakening his stance on the subject.
“The representative from the Lunar delegation votes to approve the use of RIP engines.” Sobune concurred with Horst.
A stalemate was the worst outcome for Sobune and Horst at this point, so they had nothing to lose. They had security in their position and were prepared to reinitiate the debate, free from Firk’s distractions.
“The representative of Setu votes to approve the use of RIP engines.” Zuryk’s words were so sudden, and his translator stripped it of any emotion.
The room surrounding Kris had a delayed reaction. Confusion and disbelief quickly gave way to excitement. Cheers muffled the live stream as an animated Firk confronted the Vryl representative.
“Quiet!” Melissa yelled. “I want to hear the official decision.”
The room immediately fell silent. Although it wasn’t an order, the sincerity in her voice gave it a power all its own. Everyone reined in their excitement and once again turned their attention to the council meeting.
“How can you go against your entire population after so little debate, this is a disgrace, you are a disgrace.” Firk was enraged by what had just happened. His smug attitude had only compounded the effects of his inevitable failure.
“I was sent to represent Setu for a reason. This has been a topic of much debate amongst our people. Although we shared the technology with you, it is unrealistic and overbearing of us to hold you to a standard we chose to uphold. The ISO has gone missing with nine human lives onboard but only one Vryl accompanies them. The FYRA will have a similar compliment. It is our belief that given the circumstances, you should be free to decide. Words I heard in these very chambers earlier today gave me pause. Your general Melissa Lorn said, ‘I believe risking potential life is acceptable if it means there’s a chance to save confirmed life.’ Her words provided a nuance to a situation we have considered black and white for generations.” Zuryk defended his position to defy Firk’s intentions.
The room turned to face Melissa. Everyone was inspired by her passion and her words.
“Well said.” Lest nodded his head at the general.
The live stream once again centered on Holli Sobune. “By a vote of three to one, the RIP vessel FYRA has been cleared for launch. The use of the RIP engines has been authorized.”
“We wish the crew a safe journey.” Horst nodded in approval.
“Take care.” Firk struggled to veil his disgust.
“We hope for the safe return of all crew members aboard the ISO and the FYRA. Good luck on your journey.” Zuryk echoed the sentiments of the human panel.
Kris was stunned; all the running around in the shadows was irrelevant. They had succeeded through official means and the FYRA would be launching very soon. Speed was the only uncertainty now. When the whole operation was covert, the prospect of experimenting with speed increases felt like a simple addition. Now that RIP engines had been approved, deviating from official procedure felt substantial.
“We better get going. Is Torrin approved?” Niri asked.
“Yes, all crew are approved and accounted for, continue prep for launch.” Melissa was holding the data pad after approving all members for FYRA launch.
The room dispersed as everyone returned to their roles. Engineers scrambled back into the data room to continue reviewing every tiny piece of what the ISO commander had sent. Niri, Torrin, and Kris all ran to join the rest of the crew in prep. Melissa and Lest remained in the main comms room with Paul to stay in touch with the team.
It was an unlikely scenario that was suddenly thrust upon Kris. She was prepared to launch later in the week and receive a court martial later that year. Now here she was nearing the launch with no reprimand in sight. It was happening; her dream of going out into deep space was coming true. The FYRA was go for launch.




Chapter 12

The Enemy
The crew awoke in a staggered fashion. The tense feeling still hung over him as Derrick swung his legs off the edge of the bunk. He was surprised at the potency of Sian's meds. There were no dreams or anything and they lasted almost exactly four hours. Checking his CCD, he saw the four-hour timer was about to go off. Everyone was given multiple doses in the event they couldn't get back to sleep. Derrick decided to just return his surplus meds and get up now. Waiting any longer seemed foolish to him, he wanted to deal with the threat.
With his legs dangling over the edge, he found the floor with his toes. Darkness surrounded him, and for a moment he was lost in peace. Problems always seemed to retreat beyond the darkness. Closing his eyes, he wanted to embrace the safety of his unlit room. It reminded him of mornings before class, detached from the rest of the day. He opened his eyes and took a deep breath. Still tired but eager to begin, he could feel the weight of exhaustion cling to his face. Leaning his head back, he closed his eyes once more.
"IT'S INSIDE!" A vision of Kim yelling in his face shocked him. Derrick hit his head on the upper section of his bunk as he jumped to his feet.
"What was that?" He said out loud, still surrounded by the darkness of his room. "Lights!" He yelled out of frustration for the pain throbbing through his forehead.
The lights slowly warmed and illuminated his surroundings. A small tickle flirted with the skin of his forehead and made its way down his face.
"Great." Derrick called out. "I'm bleeding." He ran his fingertips over his brow and pulled them away to verify the blood. His suspicions were correct, he was cut.
Stepping into his shower he turned it on and let the blood wash away. He had forgotten the automated sensor system in the showers. As the water started flowing over his head the alert came on. "Blood detected, automated physician appointment made for, Derrick Rich. Please move to the infirmary within the next fifteen minutes." If Sian wasn't awake, she was now.
"Sorry, Sian." Derrick whispered to himself as the shower completed. Shaking his head, he stepped back into his room and got dressed. Still wondering why that image of Kim keeps invading his mind.
The shower did little to help his cut, maybe even making it worse as the blood continued to drip. He grabbed a face cloth from the bathroom and pressed it into his head as he left for the infirmary. The ship was still dark. Each section illuminated as Derrick made his way through the vessel. He must have been the first awake or at least the first to leave his quarters. ‘Sian must still be getting up.’ he thought. Derrick decided to make his way to the infirmary and wait for Sian there.
As he approached, the doors swung open. The appointment had been approved by Sian and given him automated access. While standing in the entrance he looked to his right and saw the door of the bridge. Sian still wasn't in sight, and Derrick decided to check in on Eilik. The bridge was quiet when Derrick arrived. After the last day, it was strange to see it like this. Only Eilik was there with the glow from the panel highlighting his face.
"Eilik." Derrick greeted him as he stepped inside.
"Derrick, are you hurt?" Eilik said in return.
Derrick had forgotten about the wound he was suppressing for a moment. "Oh, yeah, I just bumped my head while I was getting out of bed." He said as he pulled the cloth away from his face. The bloodstain in the middle was small, reassuring him that the injury was nothing major.
"You should have the doctor look at it." Eilik suggested.

"I am, just waiting for Sian and I thought I would check on you." Derrick said. "I am not sure what there could be, but have you discovered anything new?"
"I have just been ruminating on the fact that we may have abandoned so many Vryl vessels in our past that could have suffered a fate like this." Eilik reflected on their situation.
This was the first time that Derrick saw true emotion from Eilik. He had always presented a robotic demeanour. The translator usually struggled to demonstrate emotion, but it was evident that he was remorseful.
"Don't dwell on that which you cannot change. We must stay in the moment and strive for the best outcome. Look forward, not back. I am more than happy to listen to your remorse and regret once we are back home." Derrick didn’t like Eilik feeling responsible for something beyond his control.
"You are right. I struggle to shake those thoughts at the moment." Eilik said. "My studies played a role in the dismissal of the uniform quantum fluctuations. I feel slightly responsible for it. Even our current situation may have been avoided if more scrutiny would have been put on it."
"Eilik! Focus. Thinking about that stuff will only hamper your ability to help now. Let's not add to our regrets by losing sight of our current situation and overlooking something. Now, can you tell me anything new about the object?" Derrick said, trying to get Eilik back to his former productive self.
"I apologize. Yes, I have discovered something. I have been going over your density scan that first diagnosed the anomaly. Although the material is unknown, I believe it would be possible for some of our tools to penetrate it. One possible course of action would be to explore Henry's suggestion." Eilik surprised Derrick by suggesting such a drastic option, one suggested by Hank nonetheless.
"To physically attempt to destroy it? What are the implications of that?" Derrick felt empowered by the option to face the threat head on but wasn’t sure what the logistics of that would be.
"You can destroy things after I have a look at you." Sian’s voice entered from behind Derrick. He was still standing in the entrance of the bridge, preventing the door from closing. He turned and saw her walking toward the infirmary.
"I'll be right there." Derrick called down the corridor. "Hold that thought, Eilik. I will be right back."
"See you soon." Eilik continued working on the panel in front of him. Derrick wasn’t sure what data he was going over but appreciated his constant efforts.
Derrick exited the bridge and followed Sian into the infirmary. The lights were just flickering on as he moved in and sat on the exam table. Sian had her back to him as she moved to the counter adjacent the table.
"What is it this time?" Sian sounded groggy, she must have been forced awake by the sudden appointment.
"Sorry for waking you up, I hit my head getting out of bed this morning. Stood up too fast I guess." Derrick removed the cloth to show Sian the wound.
"Oh yeah, not a bad sized cut. You got this from your bunk? The underside interface doesn't extend the full width of the bunk. Ideally you would avoid this kind of injury." Sian mocked Derrick’s clumsiness.
"Thanks, Sian. I will keep that in mind. I am not sure exactly where I hit my head. I was sitting in bed and leaning my head back with my eyes closed. I jumped up out of bed and remember distinctly hitting my head. The blood pouring from my face was also an indicator." Derrick joked.
"You will need a couple stitches. It's right at the hairline so I will need to shave your head." Sian said as she turned back to the side table.
"What, really?" Derrick asked, surprised.
Sian had a smile as she turned back around with a needle of local anaesthetic. Her deadpan delivery had sold Derrick on it. It was still difficult getting used to hearing Sian joke around.
"Very funny." Derrick said. "What changed with you?"
"What do you mean?" Sian had a puzzled look on her face as she answered.
"You used to be all formality and proper. Now you're cracking jokes with everyone." Derrick asked as Sian began injecting his forehead with the anaesthetic.
"Survival.” Sian let her words linger before continuing. “Living in my grandmother's shadow meant I had to earn everything twice. Even if I was qualified on paper there was this added pressure. Like everyone was waiting for the screw-up granddaughter to say something stupid. Everyone had this idea that I didn't earn anything, and it was all handed to me. They were all looking for an excuse to justify their prejudice, I refused to give it to them." She finished with the anaesthetic. "Can you feel this?" She was pressing around the wound.
"I can feel pressure from you pushing on me with your fingers, yeah." Derrick answered.
"I was actually still using the needle, so we are ready." Sian said. Turning her back once more, she gathered supplies from the side table.
"So, you trust us enough to lower your guard and let the screw-up shine through?" Derrick smiled at his own joke.
"That, and it seems like we are going to be dead soon anyway so why not." Sian turned back to face Derrick.
"Not sure if I like this new you." Derrick enjoyed dark humour, but not necessarily from the ship’s physician.
"Try to stay still, I am going to put two stitches in, it's really not too bad. Just bled a lot due to the location of the cut." Sian said.
Derrick stayed quiet as Sian moved in close and started closing the wound. He could feel the tug of the stitch as she pulled it taut. It was a welcome change having Sian open up like this. Derrick had always felt like she was needlessly distant and never considered that it was a façade. He was glad she was able to let herself shine through.
"Annnd, you're done." Sian said.
"How's it look?" Derrick asked.
"I will consult with Kim, she should be able to help you cope with being disfigured." Sian said. "It looks fine. There was some glass debris in the wound that I had to remove. I would make sure to clean up any mess in your quarters. Hopefully the interface survived.”
"Thanks, Sian. Sorry again for being a clumsy oaf this early in the morning." Derrick felt bad that he interrupted the rare chance at rest for Sian.
"That's okay, I was debating getting up or going back to sleep anyway. This was my second choice so it's not that bad." Sian continued joking about the morning.
Derrick smiled at her as he got up. "Making up for lost time with all the sarcasm?”
“Honestly, as bad as it sounds, this whole situation has been liberating. I was jealous of the way you were all bonding and enjoying your time here. It wasn’t until this starting happening that it gave me perspective. I spent my life trying to prove a point and never stopped to just enjoy the moments as they happened. Confronted with our potential death has forced me to face that. So yeah, you could say I am making up for lost time. Just wish I started earlier. Would have spent less time on the outside looking in” Her words were impactful and surprised Derrick.
“You aren’t and never were on the outside, Sian. You’re part of the group, one hundred percent.” Derrick tried to express his sincere feelings, he disliked the way Sian framed herself.
“I could have done more. I’m just thinking out loud, sorry. This whole situation has me evaluating things. I am glad I could get you stitched up.” Sian said, changing the subject.
“It feels good, thank you. I better go find out what Eilik meant earlier. I think he wants to blow this thing up." Derrick obliged her effort to dodge the heavier subject.
"Ambitious, isn't he." Sian summed up Derrick’s thoughts pretty well.
Derrick started to leave infirmary and return to the bridge. “I hope he is on to something.”
“Me too.” Sian said as Derrick walked out.
Luke, Lorn, and Hank had all arrived during Derrick’s visit to the doctor. The four-hour minimum rest appears to have been about as much as anyone could handle. The three of them turned to Derrick as he entered.
"What happened to you now?" Lorn asked in a comedic tone that cracked up the other two.
"My bed attacked me." Derrick tried to shrug off the incident with a joke.
"Should we put a helmet on him or something?" Hank chimed in with his familiar humour.
"We might have to." Lorn agreed as Derrick approached.
"Eilik, before I left, you were saying something about potentially attacking this thing?" Derrick tried to refocus the discussion to the more pertinent task.
"Yeah, we were just discussing that." Luke said. "I alerted Ben and Yanna also."
"Seems like no one is going to make it more than four hours." Derrick yawned lightly at the discussion of sleep. He was still tired but felt much more alert now.
"I doubt it, with you and Sian up, I think that's everyone. Nik and Kim were sharing breakfast when I went through to come here." Hank turned back to face Eilik as he mentioned his morning commute.
"Why Ben and Yanna?" Derrick asked.
"I believe if we can devise a biological weapon and administer it through the hull of the vessel. The vessel itself could remain attached, just empty, or dead." Eilik’s theory seemed oddly specific to Derrick.
"We have no idea what type of physiology that thing has or even if it's organic at all. It could be a completely automated device." Derrick questioned the logic of their plan.
"You and Luke are going to go back there to drill into it. Once you break through the outer hull we might be able to collect samples of some kind." Lorn highlighted their plan.
Derrick was still very unsure about the whole idea. If there really was something alive attached to the hull, there wasn’t much chance it would sit idle while they proceeded to cut it open. "I hope Hank is coming, this thing isn't just going to let us burrow into it." Derrick tried to voice his concern.
"Yes, I will be going with you." Hank confirmed, helping to calm Derrick slightly.
"This seems dangerous to me, breaching the hull like this?” Derrick continued to question the idea.
"All we have left are long shots so it's time we start crossing them off the list." Lorn said. "The longer we wait the worse it will be. Luke, tell him."
"Eilik detected a reduction in our speed. It's small, only two-point five percent, but a reduction all the same. We believe that it might be a landing procedure of sorts and that our destination is closer than we know. We are awaiting another decrease in speed to possibly extrapolate a timeline, until then we don't know." Luke had a deep concern in his voice as he relayed the troubling news to Derrick.
"The RIP bubble itself has also decreased in size. It would appear they have the ability to slow down gradually and bleed off energy from the bubble. This might eliminate the need for a diffusion array all together." Eilik said. "It’s intriguing technology."
Derrick was confronted with an alarming sense of urgency as the crew listed off everything they knew. The possibility that they were being kidnapped and taken somewhere unknown was terrifying. He appreciated the sobering reminder of just how dire their situation potentially was.
"Well, I guess we should go kill this thing so Eilik can satisfy his curiosity." Derrick tried to remain focused and calm.
"My thoughts exactly." Hank agreed, nodding at Derrick.
Lorn stepped up to address the group. "You will need to wear full rad suits, we have no idea what the environment inside that vessel is. I also have no desire to contaminate the ship. You will seal the engineering section before you begin. If a contaminant is discovered, you will seal the hole immediately. We will do our best to decontaminate the section in order to retrieve you. I don't have to elaborate on the risks involved here."
"You're saying it could be a one-way trip for all three of us?" Derrick attempted to clarify the dire phrasing the commander just laid out.
"Luke has volunteered to breach the object solo. You and Hank will wait outside while he does it. If there are no contaminants, you and Hank will re-enter and assist him. If any hazardous substances are detected, you will remain outside. Once the environment is clear we can extract Luke and any samples he is able to take. From there we will have Ben, Yanna, and Sian attempt to devise a bio weapon and delivery vehicle." Lorn went over specific details of their plan. “Eilik believes that we can drill in, deliver the bio weapon, and disable the entity. We are hoping his insight is accurate.”
“What if we compromise the integrity of the hull, won’t the RIP energy tear us apart?” Derrick inquired, worried about the endeavour.
“Eilik has assured us that the vessel has made a molecular fusion to our hull. The hole will be free from any stored energy.” Lorn’s words were both haunting and reassuring. They would be free to drill but hearing that this thing was attached so completely was difficult to grasp.
"A lot of moving parts in this. What do we expect for resistance once we breach the hull?" Derrick was still struggling with the idea that the being would just wait for them to breach its hull.
"Honestly, we have no idea. We will be reacting in the moment. It's not ideal, but it's the best we have right now. I don't want to be a prisoner to this... thing anymore." Hank had an anger in his voice, forfeiting his freedom was not something he took lightly.
Lorn looked down at his CCD briefly, receiving a message. "You can begin whenever you are ready, Ben and Yanna have replied and are on their way."
Luke, Hank, and Derrick all looked around at each other. Derrick started shaking his head as Luke stood from his seat. "No time like the present." Luke said as he led the way off the bridge. "All my equipment should still be in there from the attempt we made with the camera."
"I am just going to grab a couple rifles." Hank said.
"We have rifles on the ISO, isn't this a peaceful mission?" Derrick was surprised at how much information was on a need to know basis even on a mission like this. In this case, he was grateful for the unannounced addition.
"One of the members of the Triumvirate insisted on having some form of self-defence onboard, Firk, I think." Hank followed Luke toward the exit.
"Glad he did." Luke said. "Grab three."
Derrick jumped up and followed the two of them off the bridge. They quickly transitioned through the main bridge corridor and into the galley. It felt odd moving through the ship with the explicit intention of drilling through the only layer of defense protecting them from the energy stored with in the RIP bubble.
"On it." Hank replied as he turned to go down the starboard corridor. The weapons must have been stored in the security section of his quarters.
Luke and Derrick continued to the engineering section. Passing both Nik and Kim as they were finishing their breakfasts.
"What are you guys doing?" Nik perked up as they came close.
"Looks like we are drilling into it." Derrick shrugged, worried about the outcome. “Get up to the bridge when you can, the commander can elaborate. I think it would be wise if no one was back at this end of the ship once we start, no idea what is going to happen.”
Nik and Kim looked at each other with apprehension in their eyes. Derrick didn't have time to elaborate as he continued down the corridor behind Luke and out of sight of the galley. Once they reached the engineering door, Luke stopped to wait for Hank.
"You can come in, get in a suit, help me get set up and then assist Hank. Grab a second suit for him. Also, the cameras in this section were dismantled so you will need to bring one of the cameras out for Hank to reinstate it. It wouldn't hurt to have eyes on the hole we make." Luke took command of the situation.
"Sounds good. I am going to grab a suit and then assist you until you don't need me anymore. Then I will grab a second suit and a camera for Hank." Derrick said.
"Yes, it will take some time to drill through our hull and the hull of the object. Hopefully during that time Hank can get a camera up and running to provide a feed to the bridge." Luke said. "Once I am ready to breach the hull, then you two should be outside. Ready?"
"Yes" Derrick said.
Luke opened the doors to the engineering section and Derrick felt an overwhelming feeling of dread as he saw the aft entrance to main engineering at the end of the corridor beyond the fitness pod. Just on the other side of that hatch was their target. It was scary to think how just hours earlier they were spending time in there setting up a camera, oblivious to the threat attached to their hull. Now that he knew, Derrick was hesitant to step back inside the aft-most section of the ship. He took a deep breath and moved through the corridor toward that very hatch. Derrick followed closely behind Luke as they approached the doorway. They both grabbed rad-suits out of the rift matrix storage locker and began putting them on. Derrick grabbed a second suit and laid it out, awaiting Hank’s arrival.
“Okay, I am going to open the door and start gathering my equipment to prepare for the breach, Hank should be back any second.” Luke tightened his suit, locking it on, he moved back to the main engineering door. “It’s just a little drilling, no big deal.” Derrick noticed Luke’s shoulders lift as he took in a deep breath and let out a large sigh. “Here we go.”
As the hatch opened, Derrick immediately noticed three metallic looking tentacles protruding from the section of the wall he had done the density scan on. The three arms appeared to be investigating the box Luke built to house the camera. One of the arms quickly turned in their direction.
"What the fu..." Luke tried to say as a white light interrupted him.
Derrick was completely stunned and knocked back by the light. He quickly reached out and closed the door. Luke had been knocked completely off his feet and was lying behind him in the engineering corridor. Derrick could smell something burning as he struggled to regain composure.
"What were those? What was that light?" Derrick was reaching out looking for answers even though he knew Luke wouldn't have them.
Derrick stumbled and made his way down to Luke. As he stood over him, he immediately saw what appeared to be a smoking hole in Luke's suit. It was over six inches in diameter right through the middle of his chest. Derrick dropped to his knees.
"Luke!" He grabbed the back of Luke's lifeless head, panicking as he activated his comms. "Luke is down, I need Sian down here now!" He screamed into the comm on all channels.
"What do you mean, he's down?" Lorn came through.
"He's been hit with something... I...I.. there's a hole in his chest, I think he might be dead." Derrick didn't know what to do.
"I am coming, do your best to stabilize him." Sian’s voice erupted.
Derrick didn't know how to stabilize someone in this state. He was only trained on basic care. He reached down and put pressure on the wound, but it was so big that it felt futile. His hands struggled to cover the opening at all. The hole was cauterized, and he wasn't bleeding. Luke was motionless and silent in his arms as Derrick surveyed the situation. Derrick looked up at Luke’s face, his eyes stared blankly at the ceiling above them, his mouth slightly agape.
"What happened?” Hank yelled as he came around the corner.
"I don... I don't know. We opened the door and there were these metal arms inspecting the camera box in there. There was a flash and I sealed the door. I found Luke like this when I turned around." Derrick said. Still in shock from what was happening. "It happened so fast."
"We have to move him, NOW. Help me carry him to the infirmary." Hank grabbed Luke under the arms and lifted him up into the air.
Derrick didn't know what to do so he just grabbed Luke's legs and helped Hank carry him through the ship. Sian met them about halfway and immediately began examining the hole in his chest. She gave him some medication in his leg and ran beside them as they moved through the ship. Everyone they passed just watched in horror as they hurried through. They finally arrived at the infirmary and Sian was quick to begin.
"Get him on the table, get his suit off." Sian barked orders.
Derrick and Hank moved him up and onto the exam table. Hank cut his suit off using a scalpel from the table beside him. Derrick tried to help Hank, but the suit was fused to Luke’s skin at the site of the wound. Sian ran from her side table to start a scan of his chest. Her expression turned from panic, to defeat. Once she was able to see the extent of his injuries, she knew.
"He's gone." Sian continued running the scan over Luke’s body.
"What do you mean, you haven't even done anything!" Derrick yelled.
"There's nothing to do, he is missing his heart and most of his left lung, vaporized by whatever this was. He died instantly from a wound like this. How did this happen?" Sian was remarkably calm given the circumstance.
Luke's eyes still stared straight ahead at the ceiling in the infirmary as Derrick relived the seconds that led him here. Just then, Lorn burst into the infirmary. "Report, now."
"We opened the door, and something... something was in there." Derrick was still clearly in shock as he stumbled through the explanation.
"What was in there, Derrick?" Lorn said in a demanding tone.
"Three arms had broken through our hull and were inspecting the camera box. One turned to face us, and a light threw me back. I immediately closed the door and found Luke like this laying behind me. They must have shot him with something. I don't know. It was over so fast." Derrick tried to recall.
"We need a new plan and we need it now. Eilik just informed me that we have slowed down by five percent. At this rate we have less than a day before we are at an all stop." Lorn was visibly shaken by the events.
"What about Luke?" Derrick exclaimed, still resting his hand on Luke’s arm.
"Luke is dead, he doesn't have a damn chest, Derrick. We need to focus and deal with this thing, now." Hank said. His words were oddly callous in his dismissal of Luke, his best friend.
"Derrick I want you on the bridge working with Eilik. You're a pilot, find a way to break us free of this bubble. Hank, are you confident in confronting this thing in engineering?" Lorn whipped around the room.
"We don't have anything to rival this kind of fire power." Hank balked at the idea.
"That's not what I asked, do you want to try and kill it or not?" Lorn pushed on.
"The only thing I could think of would be an explosive that we could toss in there with it. I don't think we will beat it by confronting it with rifles." Hank shook his head, looking down at Luke.
A look of pure hatred invaded Hank’s face. Shedding his light-hearted smirk for a scowl that shook Derrick to his core. Seeing Hank’s shift in demeanour terrified Derrick as he pondered what Hank was capable of in this state.
“I will stay and finish dealing with Luke’s remains.” Sian spoke through the hectic shouting.
“We don’t have time for that.” Hank rebutted in a way that belied all the time he had spent so closely with Luke. “He’s not going anywhere, we need to move on this.”
Lorn looked at Hank with concern in his eyes. Time was of the essence but his rampant apathy for Luke’s demise was clearly weighing on him. "He’s right, Sian. We need you ready to address any future medical concerns. Luke’s remains can wait until we have the situation under control, secure him to the table and get back to the bridge. As for you, Hank. Find explosives, and if we don't have any, have one of the scientists onboard make you some." Lorn said. "Let's go"
Lorn was starting to lose some of his composure but he still had enough insight to guide members of his crew. Derrick left for the bridge, unsure how he was going to free them but determined to try.
"What has happened?" Eilik greeted Derrick with a question as he burst onto the bridge.
"Luke is dead, that thing killed him." Derrick said. "We need to break free of this RIP bubble."
"What do you mean Luke is dead, what killed him?" Eilik looked for answers.
"Whatever is attached to the ship has breached the hull in engineering. It's inside and it attacked Luke and I. Luke didn't survive." Derrick closed his eyes as he retold the events that had just transpired.
"That's not possible.” Eilik looked defeated. Luke was his nearest companion on the ship and even through his typical stoic demeanour, Derrick could see the impact this information was having.
"I just watched it happen. The commander has requested we try everything we can to break free. He doesn't want to reach whatever destination that thing is taking us to." Derrick moved down to the helm and took a seat.
"That can’t be, why would they attack Luke?” Eilik was struggling to comprehend what he had just heard. After a moment, he regained his composure and addressed their situation. “Without control of the RIP bubble I don't see how it's possible." Eilik shook off his distress and tried to confront Derrick’s request.
"Well according to you we have less than a day to figure it out. Start thinking." Derrick tried to express the commander’s urgency on the matter.
"Once a RIP bubble is stable, there's little that can be done from within. We are basically suspended in a relative stasis." Eilik said. "If we could shut it down then maybe we could do something. As it stands now we are basically helpless."
"I refuse to believe that, if they can take ours over we can take theirs over. We need to figure out something." Derrick searched his controls in a futile attempt to decipher a course of action.
Just then the commander entered onto the bridge. "Even if we can't figure something out we are going to detonate the vessel. I won't let this thing capture us."
"So, figure something out, got it." Derrick couldn’t believe the all or nothing attitude the commander just exhibited. “There’s still a chance we can figure something out once we stop.”
Before Lorn could respond to Derrick’s comment, the rest of the crew made their way onto the bridge. Everyone was clearly devastated by what had just happened. There was no time to even begin mourning as the ship decreased speed yet again.
"Speed has decreased to seven-point five percent below previous maximum." Eilik interrupted the discussion.
“What happened to Luke?” Yanna asked.
“He’s gone.” Hank was curt in response, clearly avoiding his emotions on the matter.
"We are running out of time. We need options and we need them now." Lorn attempted to readdress the issue.
"I am going to blow it right off the side of the ship. Ben and Yanna believe they can make an explosive with materials in the bio lab." Hank sounded almost happy.
"Yes, we have fertilizer that we can repurpose into an explosive." Ben spoke up as he approached the center of the room.
"Even so, you can't get close to that thing. It reacted in a fraction of a second to our presence as the door opened." Derrick reminded everyone of just how quickly it dispatched Luke.
"If we detonate an explosive onboard the ship and we succeed in destroying the vessel, there's no way to stop the energy in our RIP bubble from tearing us apart." Yanna continued. “That’s the real issue we face.”
"Well, we could plant the bomb in the rec area." Hank threw out another suggestion.
The crew was on rapid fire. Words were flying in all directions and it was hard for Derrick to keep track of everything being said. Luke was still smoldering in the next room and nothing had changed. No amount of squirming or yelling appeared to have any effect on their situation. Like a goldfish in an aquarium they were at the mercy of their captor.
"We wait." Derrick suddenly had a realization.
"We do what!?" Hank said with shock and anger in his voice.
"We wait. This thing is slowing us down and bleeding off RIP energy. Yanna, can you figure out what the maximum amount of energy the ship can handle without disintegrating is? Once we know that, we can let this thing bleed off energy until we reach that point. Once we are there, we detonate the aft of the ship. I don't mean blow the wall or attack the other thing. I mean we destroy the entire rec area and engineering sections of our ship. We seal everything off from the galley forward and we hope for the best. Once we break free, I will use manoeuvring thrusters to do what I can. We can attempt some form of escape." Derrick felt like he finally had something to work toward and hoped the crew would get onboard with his idea.
"What if there is an entire civilization of these things waiting for us. You aren't going to outrun anything with manoeuvring thrusters." Nik speculated.
"It's an idea. Better than blowing ourselves up in my opinion." Derrick said. "If we detonate before its intended location it might give us some time."
"There's no guarantee that the explosion would destroy the vessel itself. It would leave us vulnerable to another attack from the same entity." Eilik argued. “I don’t think an explosion is a wise course of action. We need the ship intact.”
"Vulnerable to another attack is better than already being the victim of a successful one." Derrick pointed out.
"We seem to be ignoring the fact that this thing had robotic arms or something that were inside. It's inside! Why are we not worrying about the potential for this thing to be moving throughout the ship or entering from another spot?" Kim pointed at the door of the bridge. “For all we know it’s making its way up here right now.”
Once again, when Kim said the words ‘It's inside’, Derrick had a flashback to his morning dream. It occurred to him suddenly that if he had taken that dream seriously in the morning they could have prepared differently. The easiest explanation was that it was purely a coincidence. He just couldn't ignore it entirely.
"It didn't chase us, once the door was shut it never fired another shot. It seems like it doesn't necessarily want us dead." Hank looked around, trying to understand what its intentions were.
"We could be the catch it was after. The ship is likely worthless to an advanced intelligence like this. It wants us, and alive is preferred for testing, at least initially." Sian said.
"What a delightful thought, thanks Sian." Hank said. "Everyone excited to be part of some experiments?"
"Well the commander did order us to be guinea pigs, fitting I guess." Yanna joked.
"You guys can be guinea pigs, I'm going to a zoo or something." Sian spoke up.
"You aren't going to be a in a zoo. If anyone is going to a zoo it's Kim, she has the highest potential for breeding." Hank continued with the entirely inappropriate joke. "I mean, you need to make more humans for the zoo. They could have the headline; new human born at zoo. If you go to the zoo the headlines would be, human frowns often at the zoo. That doesn't sell, they expect more.”
“Hank!” Kim yelled at Hank, taking clear offence to what he just said.
Derrick found it odd how everyone was suddenly joking about their potential demise. The entire crew was chiming in, making joke after joke.
"What in the hell are you all talking about?" Lorn said. "Luke is dead in the next room and we are headed that direction. You're making alien zoo jokes?"
"Maybe it's the meds, I don't feel anything." Hank mentioned.
"It's more likely you're in shock. Humor was the bulk of your relationship with Luke, this could be a coping mechanism." Kim tried to rationalize what was happening while struggling to hide her disgust at his earlier comments.
"What about the other two idiots blabbing about it?" Lorn pointed to Sian and Yanna.
Derrick felt off, something was different. The commander's words were entirely out of character. Derrick had never seen him lose his composure like he has been lately.
"Something is off, I feel something." Derrick spoke up. His mind felt hazy.
"I don't feel right either." Hank shook his head.
"Sian, check for contaminants. Now." Lorn's demeanour immediately turned to concern.
Sian jumped up and ran to her station on the bridge. Working her panel as fast as she could, she did a sweep of the ship. "There are airborne contaminants, something similar to nitrous oxide."
"Seal the bridge and vent it immediately." Lorn commanded.
"Shouldn't the membrane have been filtering this out?" Derrick asked.
"Yes, it should have, it looks like all the vents were shut and not allowing air to circulate." Sian said. “I thought this thing didn’t have access to our systems?” Sian questioned.
"I am attempting to override the venting system on the bridge, I have isolated us from the rest of the ship." Eilik worked quickly on his interface.
"We don't have time for that, I need someone to prepare to cut our vents open up here." Lorn started moving toward one of the emergency lockers on the bridge.
"I got it." Nik said as she ran ahead of the commander, grabbing a plasma wand.
Just then Derrick heard the vents reopening as the air started to circulate again. Eilik managed to regain control.
"I have managed to open all vents on the bridge, the contaminants should be filtered shortly." Eilik reported.
"Is everyone okay?" Lorn asked.
"Everyone appears to be fine, it hadn't reached full effect yet. I will monitor everyone." Sian added.
The crew suddenly felt a sense of extreme violation and exacerbated claustrophobia. Now they were isolated even further, confined to the bridge itself. Everyone took several breaths of the newly filter air and began regaining some semblance of self. Hank was the first to break the silence.
“Sorry, Kim.” Hank attempted to compensate for his lack of judgement while under the effects of the contaminant.
Kim stared directly ahead, ignoring Hank’s attempts. The moment lingered awkwardly before being disrupted by Eilik’s translator. "Speed has been reduced to eighty-five percent of maximum. It appears the rate of deceleration is increasing." Eilik suddenly reminded everyone of the other issue they faced.
"How much time do we have before we reach a potential destination?" Lorn asked.
"If the rate of deceleration doesn't remain constant it will be impossible to tell." Yanna spoke up to answer the commander.
"Give me a ballpark." Lorn fought for an answer from the crew.
"Less than two hours." Eilik estimated.
"We need to prep this bomb, now. Ben, Yanna, I need you to get in suits and move to the aft of the ship. Derrick and Hank, you need to escort them and plant the bomb. Eilik start pulling up blueprints and tell them the best place to put it. Sian, I need you to join them in case there are any other biological attacks waiting back there. Kim, Nik, and Eilik, we need to figure out the extent that this thing has invaded our systems. Let's go." Lorn said.
Derrick, Hank, Yanna, Ben, and Sian all jumped to their feet and started getting into flight-suits. They had no idea what lay beyond the door of the bridge, but they had to hurry.
"The ship will not have power as Eilik has isolated the bridge. Make sure to use your suit lights and stay together." Lorn stood to assist Ben into his suit.
"We know this thing has flooded the decks with a gas, so we need to anticipate further confrontation." Sian moved to a locker on the bridge and grabbed an emergency medical kit.
"Should I make a stop for a rifle on the way?" Hank asked.
Lorn finished helping Ben and turned to address Hank. "No, we don't have time for that. If it's on your way, grab it. If you have to detour too far don't bother."
Derrick recalled that Hank had dropped the rifles to help move Luke in the engineering section. It would be too risky to go back in there to get the rifles.
Hank clearly agreed, "There should be a pistol in the locker outside the rec area. I will use that." he said.
"How long will it take you too to rig up an explosive in the bio lab?" Derrick asked Ben.
"It won't take us long once we are there. How are we detonating it?" Ben was capable of handling the biochemistry of the matter but shied away from the electrical side.
Yanna ran to her station and quickly opened a side panel near it. Grabbing a few pieces of electronics, she returned to the group. "I need Sian to help me in the infirmary. If we remove Luke’s CCD, I can wire it to receive a message from Hank. When the message is received it will detonate." She said.
The grisly nature of Yanna’s words were almost entirely disregarded. Given their dire circumstances, everyone knew that all resources at their disposal would need to be utilized.
"That sounds like a plan to me, is everyone suited up and ready to go?" Hank moved to the door, once again illustrating his new-found apathy.
"We don't know if laughing gas is the extent of this thing’s bio attack. I would recommend everyone get into suits since we will be opening the door. Have Kim run a scan once the bridge is sealed again." Sian suggested. “I don’t know how this thing knows how to target our physiology so accurately.”
“Not entirely accurate in its attempt, the Vryl are immune to the effects of nitrous oxide.” Ben said as he finished climbing into his flight suit.
"Sian’s right, everyone suit up." Lorn moved to the main flight-suit locker onboard the bridge and began handing everyone their emergency suits.
The rest of the crew started preparing for the door of the bridge to be opened. Every crew member was fitted for their main flight-suits that now rest in their quarters. In case of emergency, several access points around the ISO would hold duplicate suits for circumstances such as these. Once the crew was safely behind their face shields, Hank nodded to the commander. Lorn nodded back and Hank approached the door. "We ready?" Hank said as he prepared to open it.
"The ideal location for the bomb will be at the aft section of the rec area. There is a lounging area that is immediately above our engines in engineering. That will cause the largest explosion if that is your goal." Eilik had accessed the ship schematic and was relaying information to the rest of the crew from his station.
"The small lounging spot under the canopy of trees at the back? I know where that is." Derrick knew exactly where Eilik was suggesting.
"Good, you can guide me." Hank said. "Let's get this started.”
Hank turned his head to the four crew behind him, they all nodded agreement. They were ready to walk off the bridge and into the unknown. None of them knew what lay beyond as Hank approached the door. His giant frame silhouetted against the ominous door was burned into Derrick's mind.




Chapter 13

Self-Destruct
The doors to the bridge slid open as Hank moved toward them. The corridor was dark, and the galley wasn't quite visible out the far end. Hank pushed through the entrance and beckoned for the rest to join, gesturing over his shoulder. Derrick was the last through the doorway; bringing up the rear as they began moving through the darkness. The ship that was once their home for the last six months felt alien. Empty and dark as the emergency lighting flashed overhead.
"I say we leave our suit lights off for now, don't draw any unneeded attention. The emergency lighting will suffice for our transit to the upper deck." Sian's voice came over the comms within the suits.
"Agreed, keep it stealthy as long as you can back there." Lorn was listening in on their channel.
“We need to stick together, how long do you two need in the infirmary to get Luke’s CCD?” Hank asked as they approached the entrance.
“Not long, I just need it removed, if the body of the device is maintained, I will be able to wire it as a detonator. I just need the CCD connection interface to be intact.” Yanna was quick to respond as Sian opened the door and the two moved inside.
“We will stay in the entrance and wait for you.” Hank took up a position with Derrick and Ben, holding the entrance of the infirmary open. Hank peered outside to ensure nothing was incoming. “Let’s go, it doesn’t have to be pretty.”
Sian quickly moved to a table and grabbed the scalpel Hank used earlier to cut Luke free from his suit. With incredible precision given the circumstances, Sian was able to quickly cut the device free from Luke’s right atm. Handing the blood-soaked device to Yanna before calling out over comms. “We have it.”
Yanna snatched a small cloth from one of the underside compartments of the exam table and immediately started wiping the blood off the device. She wasted no time starting her operation, working on the CCD as they moved back out of the infirmary and toward the galley.
Yellow lights ricocheted off the metal furniture of the vacant dining area. The five of them held a tight formation as they moved through. Hank was the first to reach the upper deck access. With the power off, he would need to do a manual override. Popping the panel open, he began entering his security clearance codes. A second pop signaled the crack of the automated door as the mechanisms holding it in place came loose. Hank moved forward and grabbed the left section of the door. Pushing it slowly to avoid making any sound, he slid it open.
"Let's get upstairs." Hank said as he squeezed through the open section. For everyone else in their party it would be an easy fit. Hank's girth added a bit of challenge when traversing a single side of a double door entry.
Derrick was still bringing up the rear of the group as he could see them starting up the stairwell. Derrick’s gaze lingered in the direction of the engineering section. The hair on the back of his neck stood as he thought he could make out a feint glow through the seal in the door whenever the emergency lights went dark. He tried to ignore the sight and stay focused on their mission. Whatever was happening beyond that engineering door would be irrelevant if they successfully detonated this bomb. Derrick turned his attention back to the upper deck access and pushed forward. He took one last look behind him into the galley before he ducked into the stairwell; he wanted to make sure nothing was following them.
"Top is clear." Hank said over comms as he reached the top of the stairwell.
"Yanna and I are moving into the bio lab." Ben quickly responded.
Derrick climbed the last few stairs just in time to see Yanna disappear inside the bio lab. Hank and Sian both remained in the corridor ahead. Hank’s large frame was being lit in a strobe-like fashion as Derrick watched him push forward. Moving slowly up the left side pressed tight to the wall, Derrick thought he must have been retrieving the pistol he mentioned earlier.
"Let's get inside the bio lab entry, this corridor feels exposed." Derrick said as he moved into the corridor behind them.
"You two get inside, I will meet you there." Hank said as he opened the locker and retrieved the pistol.
Derrick and Sian ducked inside the bio lab decontamination room. Derrick could see Ben and Yanna working inside through the transparent walls. Derrick was grateful for the lack of main power to the section. After his experience earlier with the decontamination mist and giant shadow, he didn’t want to relive anything like that. Looking back inside he noticed Yanna was stationary at the workstation as Ben frantically searched for ingredients.
"Derrick, where is the surplus fertilizer?" Ben came in over comms.
"It's at the rear of the garden, there's an automated distributer that you can access with your bio lab code. Just open it up." Derrick responded quickly.
"How long?" Hank asked as he backed into the decon section with Sian and Derrick. His eyes were wide as he continued to survey the corridor.
"Not long, just setting it up now, as soon as Ben brings the fertilizer we should be good. I am programming this to your CCD Hank. It will be a single button activation under the heading 'Bomb'. Be careful, once you have access, any message you send to it will detonate the bomb so please, like I said, be careful." Yanna moved quickly, adjusting several pieces of electronics. Derrick couldn’t make out exactly what she was doing.
"I got it." Hank looked at his CCD screen and noticed the addition of the contact named bomb. "I see it."
"Good." Yanna looked up from her task, searching for Ben.
Derrick could see Ben returning from within the greenhouse, he must have retrieved the necessary materials. Ben’s struggle to remember the location of greenhouse supplies was a clear indicator of just how much control Derrick had overtaken in regard to the garden.
"This should be enough." Ben said as he reached Yanna at the table.
"That's more than enough, this thing isn't the real bomb. The real explosion will be the engines below us. This thing is just going to be our ignition switch." Yanna said. "I am good to finish in here, you can join them outside."
Ben exited into the decon area and moved past Derrick to gain Hank’s side. The two of them poked their heads out into the corridor and looked back and forth a few times.
"See anything?" Derrick whispered.
"Still clear. What is this thing waiting for?" Ben was referring to the entity attached to the ship, nerves must have been getting to him.
"I don't know, but let's not wait to find out." Yanna said as she entered the decon area and handed the bomb to Hank.
"Ok, Derrick, show me where to put this thing." Hank grabbed the makeshift device from Yanna and prepared to move out.
Derrick nodded and exited into the corridor. Hank followed him closely as they left the rest behind in the bio lab entrance. Hank arrived at the rec area door and input his security clearance once more. The doors popped, and Hank pushed the left door to the side.
"You guys can head back to the bridge." Hank turned to say to the other three waiting in the bio lab entrance.
"We need to prep for the explosion. Ben, Sian, and Yanna, grab some rations from the galley on your way through. There should be an emergency release container at the bottom of each dispenser." Lorn's voice returned to the conversation. "Kim and Nik are both working on medical supplies from the infirmary as we speak."
"We’re almost done" Kim's voice came over the comms.
"Yes sir, be safe you two." Ben replied to the commander's orders.
"We will see you down there." Derrick responded to the comm activity as he allowed Hank to move ahead of him, leading the way with his pistol drawn.             
The rec area was dark, strobing yellow light pulsed to reveal Hank moving away in increments. Complete darkness saturated Derrick's surroundings between pulses. It was a very unsettling experience to be moving through the room at nearly a jog to keep pace with Hank. Absolute darkness engulfing him every other second with only flashes of light to guide his path. Derrick did his best to keep up with Hank and soon they were near their destination. They approached the canopy section Eilik had marked for the bomb. Lighting went out and with the next strobe Hank was stopped and facing Derrick.
"Jesus!" Derrick exclaimed as the sudden change startled him.
"Sorry, where are we putting it?" Hank was whispering now.
"It should be right over here. I will light it for you." Derrick turned his light on the dimmest setting and illuminated the lounging chair.
"Keep your light on it." Hank said as he moved into position.
Derrick couldn't help but notice that they were planting the explosives right beneath the chair he napped in on day zero. In some twisted way it was as if things had come full circle.
Hank knelt down, laying the device underneath the chair. "It's set, let's get out of here." Hank moved past Derrick and started on the way out. "Stay behind me."
Derrick turned off his light and once again followed in pursuit of Hank as they made their way through the darkened rec area. The entrance slowly came into view and they exited back into the upper corridor. The other three had already left for the lower deck.
Hank moved past the bio lab entrance and immediately started down the stairs. Derrick was following closely behind. The final few steps of stairs were a relief to Derrick as they had returned to the main level of the ship. Only the galley separated them from the safety of the bridge.
“Keep your eyes peeled on the port side of the galley." Hank said. "Stick to the starboard wall and let's work our way back to the bridge corridor."
Derrick was in silent compliance as he followed Hank's lead through the area. The strobing had turned any large open area into the thing of nightmares. Under normal conditions, the emergency power would keep dull lighting on in between the strobes of the battery backup lighting. With Eilik isolating the bridge entirely it had eliminated that luxury and left the gaps in total darkness.
"Guys!" Derrick caught a glimpse of three figures near the gel dispensers. It must have been the other three working on emergency rations.
"We are almost done." Sian's voice whispered over comms.
"We should stick together, get over to them." Hank said as he put his hand on Derrick's shoulder and directed him forward into the galley.
With the engineering corridor immediately adjacent to the galley, Derrick felt unease about their delay. He could still see the glow emitting through the broken seal of the engineering access door. “There’s something going on in the engineering corridor, I can see an amber glow when the lights go out. We need to get out of here.” Derrick informed everyone of what he was seeing.
“Get out of there now!” Lorn reacted almost instantly to Derrick’s report.
Ben turned in the darkness to face the door as he was the nearest to it. “I don’t see anything.” Ben turned back around to continue working on the gel dispenser. “Almost got it.”
“Move!” Lorn wasn’t taking any chances.
"Got em!" Ben said as he lifted a case of gel into his grasp. "Let's go."
Sian was carrying another emergency case behind Ben, and Derrick ran to take it from her. The weight of it was noticeably heavier than Derrick had anticipated. Turning to face the bridge, he felt Hank move in behind him.
"The corridor is ahead, stay close. We are approaching commander, be ready to open the door." Hank said, still whispering as he did in the rec area.
Yanna led the way back into the bridge corridor as Hank fell to the rear in an attempt to protect against any pursuing presence. They quickly made their way down the corridor, moving as fast as the weight of the emergency rations would let them. Halfway down the length of the corridor Hank came over comms. "We are here." He said.
Just as he finished his sentence, the doors to the bridge slid open. Hank and the others stepped back inside, and the doors sealed behind them. Out of habit, Sian immediately rushed to her console to do a medical sweep.
"It's clean, just trace amounts of Nitrous." Sian said. "Why didn't it try to stop us?"
"It's possible that we are overestimating its abilities, just as we underestimated them before." Yanna spoke as she attempted to regain her breath. The trip wasn’t physically demanding but the stress of it had taken a toll on all of them.
“Maybe it didn’t detect us.” Ben suggested.
“Or, whatever it was doing in the engineering section causing that glow was occupying its full attention.” Derrick speculated, certain he had seen the amber glow emanating from the engineering corridor.
"We don’t need to waste time examining that now, is it ready to go?" Lorn asked.
"Armed and ready, just give me the word, I have the detonator right here." Hank held up his arm and CCD.
"What's our speed?" Derrick rushed back to his navigation panel.
"Twenty-four percent of previous maximum. The intervals have narrowed." Eilik once again reported their status.
"Yanna, you and Eilik need to assess and decide at what speed it will be safe for us to detonate the ship and release the stored RIP energy." Lorn pushed on. “If we detonate before then, the ship will be torn apart, so try to be accurate.”
"I was doing calculations while they were planting the bomb. I would suggest no more than zero-point five percent of our previous maximum velocity." Eilik said. “With the explosion inevitably compromising our hull, any stored RIP energy is a potential threat. The slower we are moving, the less energy there will be.”
“Zero-point five percent?” Yanna exclaimed. “That will leave us almost directly at the destination they have chosen. We need to end this before then to give us a fighting chance at an escape. Derrick is going to be using maneuvering thrusters, that’s enough of a downside as is. I did some calculations myself, I believe we can handle three percent.”
“I have to agree with Yanna.” Derrick spoke up, he shared her concern about an escape utilizing only maneuvering thrusters. “We need every single second we can squeeze out of this to facilitate our escape.”
"Three percent is our target then. How much time do we have?" Lorn asked.
Eilik appeared to shake his head slightly before responding. "The intervals have narrowed to three minutes with the decrease averaging four percent. If this remains consistent, we have fifteen minutes."
"Everyone, get to your stations and secure yourself. We need to prep for impact. I need someone to man Luke's console." Lorn moved into the center of the bridge and began strapping himself into the command chair.
"I'm on it!" Nik yelled as she got up and moved quickly through the bridge to Luke’s station.
"As soon as we are clear of the RIP bubble, I need you to lift the blast shielding so we can orient ourselves and begin scans." Lorn shifted into command mode as he delegated tasks around the crew.
"Got it." Nik said as she secured herself into Luke's seat.
"Ben, as soon as Nik lifts the shields I need you to extend spatial scanners and begin a sweep of the wreckage to ensure we got that thing and there's enough of us left to survive. You will also need to scan our surroundings to see what we are working with." Lorn finished pulling the straps tight, securing himself in.
"Yes, sir." Ben frantically activated his interface.
"Yanna, I need you to prep the spectrometer to scan any moons, planets, or masses of any kind in our vicinity. Odds are our best chance for survival would be to ditch somewhere. If you find nothing around us, I need you working with Ben to assess our damage and mitigate any life-threatening issues as soon as possible." Lorn continued issuing orders.
"Understood." Yanna was already secured in place and had her interface fully active.
"Derrick, power up the maneuvering thrusters, we need to be ready to move the second we are free of the bubble." Lorn entered a few inputs into his console. “Eilik, return power to the aft sections briefly and seal all corridor access points. We need as many barriers between us and that explosion as possible.”
"Twenty percent." Eilik interjected. "Intervals remaining constant. Twelve minutes until we reach three percent velocity."
"Is there any chance this thing still has access to our systems?" Hank said as he looked up at the camera overlooking the bridge.
"Eilik, we are sealed, right?" Lorn said, unsettled by the camera as well.
"Yes, all commands may only exit the bridge, nothing can enter. The cameras have all been deactivated for emergency power conservation mode that I initiated." Eilik went on. “All aft access points have been sealed.”
Derrick started the power cycle of the thrusters to bring them online as he got himself situated in his seat. Securing his harness, he was once again locked into a forward view with only Kim over his left shoulder in his peripheral.
"Sian, I need you up and attending to any injuries that may result from the explosion as soon as Derrick has us stable enough for free movement." Lorn ran over every detail.
"Understood." Sian confirmed.
"Fifteen percent." Eilik once again interrupted. "Interval is now once per minute with a five percent decrease. At this rate our last interval before zero velocity will be in two minutes at five percent speed."
"That will have to work." Lorn said. “You heard him, we are going to be taking a bigger hit than we anticipated. I want everyone at the height of their game for this.”
Derrick noticed one of his thrusters suddenly go offline in the aft section of the ship. "I just lost a thruster." He said, attempting to find the cause. It appeared as if it was destroyed.
"What?" Lorn blurted out.
"I just lost an aft thruster on the starboard side, and now the port side just went down. It must be detecting the energy signature." Derrick’s only thought was that the entity was detecting his efforts and systematically destroying the thrusters.
"We don't need any of those thrusters, let it stay occupied back there. As long as it stays clear of the bridge corridor and forward sections we should be fine." Lorn attempted to dismiss the situation while it remained in the aft sections that were about to be destroyed.
"Ten percent. The next interval will be our window for detonation if everything stays consistent." Eilik informed the crew
Eilik’s words felt surreal to Derrick. The speed in which this day had gone off the rails was disorienting. From waking up and bumping his head to Luke’s death. Now they were about to detonate their vessel. Everything was happening so fast and Derrick found himself searching his interface panel for answers on how they would get out of this. Another two thrusters went offline, and Derrick was slammed back into the moment.
"Everyone prepare for impact, this is it." Lorn yelled, all communications were still going through their flight suits.
"I apologize for the cliché, but I just wanted to thank all of you for the pleasure of serving with you. I just wish Luke could be here with us to see the end." Hank must have been having a similar realization as Derrick as he blurted out an odd sentiment amidst the chaos.
A second of silence overcame the crew as they all took a moment to agree with Hank's feelings. The moment lingered for as long as it could before it was interrupted.
"Derrick how are those thrusters looking?" Lorn asked.
"I have lost six, but we are online. It is making its way down the crew quarters as we speak. Just lost the seventh thruster, starboard side, crew quarters." Derrick reported.
"Get ready to detonate, Hank." Lorn’s voice was becoming increasingly tense as the seconds ticked by.
Everyone hung on Eilik's words, awaiting the final announcement. Tension built as the silence echoed through the bridge. No one dare speak for fear of cutting off Eilik. Suddenly, he spoke. "Nine percent." He said.
"Nine?" Lorn said with shock.
"Jesus Christ!!" Hank said. "I almost detonated."
"What do you mean, nine?" Derrick said. "This thing is eating our thrusters, we don't have all day."
"Power thrusters down, now." Lorn commanded.
Derrick immediately shut down all the thrusters. Starting and stopping the thrusters was the most intensive part of their use. Derrick was concerned for their reliability if he was forced to restart them soon. The residual heat from the previous firing could cause problems.
"Thrusters offline, this is dangerous sir. This isn't like flicking a light on and off, we are talking about nuclear fission here." Derrick said.
"I understand that, Derrick. You lost seven thrusters in under two minutes. If we are sitting here for six more minutes before detonation you would have nothing left. We can at least make them harder to find." Lorn made his point clear.
"Yes, sir." Derrick said. He knew the commander was right, there was no other option given the circumstances. "There's just no way for me to exhaust the heat through open space vents with the blast shields down. We may blow a few thrusters when I ignite them again."
"You will have to make whatever is left, work." Lorn said. "How long does thruster start-up take?"
"Three minutes ideally but it can be expedited if necessary. Thrusters are operational after two minutes, once again that adds stress. Given the residual heat in there I would recommend waiting the three minutes for a full ignition." Derrick did his best to be optimistic without asking too much of the thrusters.
"Eight percent" Eilik said. "Intervals are remaining constant at one minute per percent of decrease."
"They must have a more gradual slowing procedure once they are near the destination." Yanna continued. “I wish we could study how they are able to have such control.” Yanna spoke, admiring the capabilities of whatever had gripped them.
"That would make sense, slowing in five percent increments must be leaving a substantial energy burst in our wake. Our ship is designed for it and I calculated three percent as our maximum. Perhaps once they are within friendly space they must limit their wake bursts to one percent of total velocity." Eilik seemed just as intrigued as Yanna.
"When we reach six percent, I want you to start those engines." Lorn told Derrick.
"Got it." Derrick agreed. He knew it was the safest option to get the thrusters operational while mitigating as much damage as possible.
Eilik spoke up again to update their velocity. “Seven percent.”
"Is everyone aware of their role once we detonate? Let's use this additional time to mentally prepare. Call back to me your role." Lorn didn’t want to waste a moment of their time. Every second felt valuable.
"Stabilize and navigate the ship." Derrick yelled back his role.
"Utilize spectrometer to scan any spatial body in our surroundings, otherwise assist Ben in diagnosing and mending any issues with the ship." Yanna followed suit.
Nik spoke up next as they continued through the crew. "I am lowering the blast shields the second the RIP bubble collapses. I will also assist Ben with any repairs"
"Bring the spatial sensors online and scan our surroundings to assess the fate of our captor and the state of our ship." Ben called out.
"Diagnose and treat any injuries sustained." Sian’s voice was the calmest in the group. It was as if she was immune to the stress.
"I am going to detonate the bomb at three percent and then hang on." Hank was last in line as he finished the tally.
"Good." Lorn calmly stated with confidence. "We can handle this."
"Six percent." Eilik signalled the moment to begin thruster start up sequence.
"Derrick." Lorn called out.
"On it." Derrick began firing the thrusters. There was a small grid of thrusters on his panel, seven of which remained dark. Thrusters all began to light up as power returned. A small bar would slowly fill beside them as they came online. The simplicity of the interface seemed to mock the sincerity of the situation. "It looks like it didn't progress any further, only seven remain offline."
Lorn was abrupt in response. “Good.” He said with no hesitation.
"Eight, it's progressing into the galley." Derrick said. "We should be fine as long as we get to three percent within the three minutes. Engines will be fully prepped."
"Five percent." Eilik's translator became the robotic countdown to their potential demise.
Derrick looked over his shoulder at Kim, her eyes were closed, and she was stoic as she faced directly ahead. He realized that she hadn't been given a specific role in their impending explosion. She must feel helpless, he thought. He decided to break her statue-like trance to make use of her abilities.
"Kim" Derrick called to her on a direct channel to her suit.
"Yes, Derrick?" She said as her eyes opened and she turned his direction.
"Four percent." Eilik briefly interrupted.
"What was that breathing exercise again, I can't get my heart rate down. I feel overwhelmed." Derrick said.
"Take deep breaths in through your nose and exhale through your mouth. Derrick, you are the most capable pilot to ever take the helm of any vehicle. Don't underestimate yourself, I have complete faith in your abilities, so should you." Kim took the time to reassure him once more.
Derrick had approached her to comfort her and, as she often did, she found a way to calm him. He took a deep breath in through his nose and let go of it. "Thank you, Kim." Derrick responded in a way he had become most accustomed to.
"Always." Kim said. Kim briefly turned away from Derrick and then suddenly returned her gaze to him. "It's gone!" She said in a loud voice.
"What's gone?" Derrick asked.
"What?" Kim asked.
"You said, it's gone." Derrick explained his question.
"No, I didn't" Kim's face turned to concern.
The moment was interrupted by the commander before they could elaborate on what had just happened. "Get ready, here we go. Hank it's on you. Eilik give the word. Derrick, are we good on thrusters?"
Derrick did a quick sweep of their thruster compliment. "Yes, we have lost 13, but nothing beyond the galley."
The next few moments were filled with silent anticipation. Derrick looked down and closed his eyes. Taking a long deep, slow breath in through his nose, he exhaled as he raised his head. Opening his eyes and peering out under his eyebrows, he focused intently on the controls. He was ready.
"Three percent.” Eilik called out the final interval in their journey.
“Detonate!” Lorn yelled.
Hank sent the message through his CCD. A second later there was a small jolt. This must have been the improvised explosive that Ben and Yanna had made. Almost immediately following the small jolt there was a massive eruption that punched Derrick in the back. The ship was sent spinning and Derrick was fighting against the tremendous g-force to remain conscious.
"We are free of the RIP bubble." Eilik's voice broke through the chaos and grounded Derrick back into the situation.
"Blast shields lowering." Nik shouted from behind Derrick.
The shielding covering all the viewers rapidly descended, revealing whirling blur of stars and what appeared to be a planet. Derrick reached out for the controls and began doing everything he could to struggle against the spin. Derrick could see a massive burst of energy dispersing in all directions around them as the ship spun out of control.
"Reports!" Lorn shouted.
"Spatial sensors online. Scanning the debris field now. There are two obvious masses near us, only a few thousand kilometers away. Perhaps a planet and maybe a moon. I can't be completely sure until we have stabilized somewhat." Ben jumped into action immediately.
"I am bringing the spectrometer online to scan the two masses, I will also require the ship to be stable before I can get an accurate reading." Yanna’s voice came through.
"I think Hank is unconscious!" Nik yelled with concern.
"Hank, Hank!" Sian was yelling to Hank over the open channel. "You have to get us under control before I can have a look at him, Derrick!"
"I'm trying!" Derrick yelled as he fought with all his might to reverse their tumble. The maneuvering thrusters were weak and limited the speed in which he could correct their spin. "I would give anything for some solid fuel rockets right now to fight this. I am stabilizing now, we are just hampered by the limited thrust."
"We are tumbling toward the larger mass quite rapidly, Derrick." Ben highlighted their dire situation.
"Forward the spatial sensors to my navigation panel, please." Derrick wanted to have a better sense of what was happening around them.
"What is going on with Hank?" Lorn asked.
"He appears to be unconscious, I do not believe it is related to the g-force. Derrick has already begun stabilizing and he should have regained consciousness. I fear that he may have suffered an injury from the initial explosion. I will need to assess him once we are stable." Sian did her best to diagnose Hank’s state from afar.
"Status, Derrick." Lorn turned his attention back to their uncontrolled descent.
"We are tumbling into the gravity pull of the larger planetary object and its moon. We should be stable within a few seconds." The whirl of stars and the planet began to slow as Derrick regained control of the ship.
"I think I could make it to Hank now." Sian said as she started to unbuckle herself from her seat.
"Do it." Lorn said. "Yanna, I need that report on the planet and moon."
"Targeting now." Yanna yelled.
"What do you have for me, Ben?" Lorn continued.
"It looks like nothing over four meters in diameter survived the blast. I will have to run some calculations to decipher how much mass we are missing to discern how much debris exists and if it potentially includes the other vessel." Ben went over the results of his initial scan.
Derrick brought the ship under control as the viewer finally stopped spinning and centered on the planet they were approaching.
"The planet is slightly more hostile than the moon. If you are planning on setting us down somewhere, I would suggest the moon." Yanna finally got the spectrometer online and reported the results she was seeing.
"The odds of us being thrown free from a random open space RIP conclusion within a few thousand kilometers of a planet and its moon as astronomical." Eilik said in the background.
"Kim, you haven't said anything." Derrick said as he swung around to look at her and make sure she was alright.
"I am here, I am okay." She answered his call.
"Hank may have a broken neck from the initial impact but he is alive. Do we know if the infirmary survived the explosion?" Sian said.
"Yanna, get over and help Ben with his calculations." Lorn barked.
"It looks like we have the bridge corridor still intact, including the infirmary." Ben said. "The corridor appears to be open to space though. There's no way for you to access it. The main galley access door has been destroyed."
"I will have to make do with what we have." Sian ran to a panel on the bridge and retrieved an emergency medical kit.
"We are trapped in the gravity of this planet; our orbit is decaying. I don't have sufficient thrust to correct it. There's no way I can get us to that moon." Derrick struggled against the force of the giant planet, but it was futile. The maneuvering thrusters simply weren’t going to be enough to escape.
"The planet will have to suffice." Lorn said. "Can you stabilize Hank for a crash landing?"
"A crash landing is pretty optimistic. A crash might be a more apt descriptor." Yanna said. "I don't know how he can slow our descent in an atmosphere without any real rockets."
"Well with our mass so substantially reduced, and if I can keep us stable, a full burn of all thrusters opposite our direction of descent might limit the impact to something survivable." Derrick said. "I will have a little control, so if you see any natural pillow formations down there let me know."
"I will keep my eyes peeled." Yanna desperately reviewed the data on her interface.
"I will do my best to prepare Hank for a crash landing. Without my gear from the infirmary it's difficult to ascertain the extent of his injuries." Sian was still managing to remain calm, at least in her voice.
"W...what injuries?" Hank said quietly as he regained consciousness.
"Hank, you were knocked out by the explosion so just stay still." Sian yelled quickly.
"Yeah, my neck feels weird." Hank sounded groggy and somewhat out of it.
"Does it hurt?" Sian asked him, trying to get a more accurate diagnosis.
"Not really, just feels weird, I can't explain it." Hank said. "Sian... I can't move my arms."
"You may have sustained a broken neck, I will need to get my gear from the infirmary once we make it down to the planet surface." Sian was optimistic that Derrick would be able to land the ship. He hoped her optimism could invade his bleak outlook.
"Planet?" Hank asked, confused about what he was hearing.
"Yes, we are in a decaying orbit around a planet. It appears the explosion worked, and we are free from whatever was attached to the hull." Derrick did his best to fill Hank in while still struggling with the controls.
"Decaying, that doesn't sound good." Hank exhaled loudly as he finished his sentence. Derrick knew he was in rough shape.
"We are going to attempt a landing." Lorn stated.
"And that thing isn't chasing us?" Hank kept asking questions. It appeared he was very disoriented and trying to catch up on the situation.
"It looks like there's substantially more mass in our debris field than the ISO alone could account for.” Ben gave his best guess. “I believe we have destroyed it."
"I honestly can't believe we did it, and a planet was waiting for us? Has Eilik made calculations for how unlikely this was yet?" Hank’s humour seemed to survive the impact.
"He said the odds were astronomical, I believe." Derrick told him.
"Yes, astronomical." Eilik confirmed.
"Assuming we survive the crash, who is carrying me off the ship?" Hank asked.
Derrick didn’t have time to respond to Hank. "We are entering the atmosphere now, I would recommend everyone get secure and brace for impact." He said.
"There appears to be some liquid on the surface, a body of water possibly. I am routing the coordinates to you." Yanna was frantically surveying the planet.
"I see it, I will do my best to shoot for it." Derrick wasn’t sure if he could make it, but he was going to try.
"We need to try and stabilize Hank here. If his neck is broken, the forces of a crash could be fatal." Sian came back over comms.
"There's no time, Sian. Just go get secure. There's no sense risking yourself too." Hank tried to stop Sian’s efforts.
"Ben, any ideas?" Sian reached out.
Vibrations could be felt as the ship entered the atmosphere of the planet. Derrick was fighting against the forces, if he kept the ship facing directly into the entry they should be fine. If, for any reason they flipped, the entry force could rip through the bridge corridor and possibly tear the ship apart.
"Lower blast shields." Lorn requested.
"On it." Nik complied and lowered the shields.
The ship was thrown into darkness as the shields came down. The bridge lighting failed to return as the shields closed off the external light source of the planet and its surrounding solar system. Sian turned on her suit lights to reorient herself on the bridge. Her lights lit up the cockpit as they came on.
"I can't think of anything, Sian" Ben’s uncertainty only added to the stress.
"Go sit down, Sian, secure yourself." Hank attempted once again to force Sian away.
"Let me think!" Sian yelled at Hank’s dismissal. "Is there a way to fold these seats back? If we get him flat, we might be able to remove some of the forward impact."
"No, the seats are rigid for launch." Yanna informed her.
"Ok, Ben, get me some tape. I am just going to literally tape him to his chair." Sian said. "I can't think of any other way to limit movement in his neck from this position. Help me."
Ben unbuckled from his station and turned on his suit light. Running to one of the lockers on the bridge, he grabbed some sealant tape. He quickly moved down to meet Sian at Hank’s position.
"I am going secure his head by taping his helmet to the chair. Once his head is secure do a light wrap around his neck and chest." Sian said. “We have to limit as much of the movement as we possibly can.”
“Not too tight, I enjoy breathing." Hank fought through the tension with another joke.
After a few wraps, Hank was secured to the chair. It almost seemed like an exercise in futility as they backed away and saw him strapped in.
"How do I look?" Hank asked.
"Like a guy taped to a chair." Yanna said from across the bridge.
"I've heard worse." Hank laughed, then winced in pain. “Ouch, man, I guess no laughing.”
Derrick was now navigating from his panel alone. He could see the 3D readout of the ship and their orientation in regard to the source of gravity below them. The graphic was still a complete picture of the ISO, it didn’t reflect the damage they had sustained. It wasn’t exact, but it was capable of guiding his movements. The thrusters were weak, but Derrick was able to guide the ship into a stable entry. Sian and Ben rushed back to their seats, strapping in for the crash.
"We should be good for entry, we are stable now. I don't want to risk any adjustments until we have broken through. We will have limited time to adjust and make it to that body of water, Yanna." Derrick said. "It's going to be a bit of a long shot, I am not sure if these thrusters have enough force to make that distance."
The second the ISO broke through the atmosphere, Derrick began firing thrusters. "We don't have any aft thrust, I am limited to just the rear firing orientation of the side and top thrusters. The bottom will have to continue firing at full power in the opposite direction of our decent to limit the speed of our fall. It looks like we are going to end up just short." Derrick started panicking inside, searching for a way to push the ship forward. If they weren’t able to hit that body of water, he didn’t see how they would survive the impact.
Derrick’s search for an answer was interrupted by Yanna shouting. "High altitude air pressure!" She said.
"Ok, Yanna, what are you thinking?" Lorn wanted clarification on what Yanna had just blurted out.
"Open the bridge door, now!" Yanna yelled.
"Sir?" Nik confirmed.
"Do it." Lorn trusted Yanna enough to make the order based purely on her urgency.
Nik activated the door of the bridge and it slid open. A blast of depressurization hit all of them as the interior of the ship equalized with the high-altitude pressure of the planet. After a moment the pressure stabilized, and a calm was restored. The burst created by the pressure equalizing was enough to give the ISO a push from the rear.
"Reseal the bridge." Lorn ordered as soon as air pressure equalized.
Nik quickly closed the doors to the bridge and resealed it tightly. “Done.” She confirmed.
"Finally, some aft thrust. That may have pushed us just far enough. It's still going to be very close. I hope this lake has a steep fall off after shore." Derrick said. "I need more power, our rate of decent is still too high."
"Eilik reroute everything to thrusters. Life-support, everything." Lorn did his best to accommodate Derrick.
"Yes, sir." Eilik replied. "The additional power to the thrusters could cause them to fail, try to be cautious, Derrick."
"I will do my best." Derrick replied as he increased their output.
"You have them at maximum output for their listed specs." Eilik cautioned Derrick.
"They're always tested a little higher than the specs list and this impact is going to be rough enough as it is." Derrick adjusted the thrusters to one hundred and twenty-five percent of output.
"Impact in thirty-four seconds." Ben said as he monitored the spatial sensors.
"We are definitely hitting the body of water, everyone cross their fingers that it's deep enough." Derrick said.
"That's insensitive." Hank said. "Sian, can you come cross my fingers?"
A smile broke out on Derricks face as he couldn't believe Hank managed to have a sense of humor after everything that had happened and was still happening.
"Jesus, Hank, I am fully convinced nothing can cause you to take a situation seriously." Yanna chuckled under her breath as she spoke.
"You've never seen me play scrabble." Hank rebutted.
"You can read?" Yanna replied, shocked.
"Twenty-five seconds." Eilik interrupted.
"Everyone, brace for impact. The second we hit that water we are going to have a new set of problems. If you remain conscious, search for and retrieve any survivors. We should assume that the ship will be sinking, and we need to exit rapidly. The hull may be able to withstand a few atmospheres of pressure, but I don't know about that door." Lorn started laying out the urgent matters of their post-landing procedure.
"Make me the last priority." Hank said. "I am not in good shape as it is."
"Ten seconds." Eilik seemed to always volunteer himself as the countdown clock.
"Here we go." Lorn’s last words were an attempt to prepare everyone for impact.
The crew braced themselves for the inevitable crash into the lake below. Derrick was still doing everything in his power to limit the impact. At the last second, he fired thrusters up to one hundred and fifty percent of capacity. A small explosion occurred as one of the thrusters gave out. The remaining seven were able to handle the added power and slow them a little more. Derrick had to quickly compensate for the uneven thrust after losing one on the port side.
"Five, four, three, two, one." Eilik counted down the moments before impact. Just as he finished, the ship hit the water. Derrick felt the impact just before everything went black.




Chapter 14

Underway
The FYRA had just entered orbit as Torrin prepared to initiate RIP toward the ISO's last point of contact. The crew was secured and ready to go. Kris was receiving a direct message from the General, Melissa Lorn. The message simply encouraged the use of experimental speeds. Kris was unsure if anyone had approached Torrin with the idea of attempting it.
"Niri." Kris said in direct comms to Niri’s suit.
"Yes, Kris?" Niri responded.
"Have you approached Torrin about the potential use of experimental speed? The general just sent a message through to me about it." Kris relayed Melissa’s message to Niri.
"I did, and I briefed the crew on the possibility, but nothing was concrete." Niri sounded slightly frustrated in her response.
"Was Torrin willing?" Kris asked.
"He seemed apprehensive but open to the idea. The rest of the crew is ready if we decide to pursue that." Niri confirmed what Kris was hoping for.
"Even the commander?" Kris asked, trying to get a clear picture of the entire situation.
"The commander has discussed it with the general herself and was the first person to approach me after you." Niri highlighted a few facts that Kris was unaware of in her response.
Kris closed her eyes and noticed that Melissa’s message referenced commander Chris Ohtom by name. It was clear that the general was being very proactive in her attempts to get the vessel up to speed and beyond. Kris decided to relay the message to Ohtom in hopes he would order the maneuver from Torrin.
"Commander." Kris said over comms.
"Go ahead, Kris." Ohtom opened a channel.
"The general has a message for you regarding the RIP velocity." Kris attempted to remain slightly vague in her reference to the subject.
"Tell her it's under control." Ohtom replied.
Surprised by the commander’s confidence, Kris once again entered her mental rift and sent a message to the general. Melissa was quick to reply with a single message that simply stated, "Be safe". Kris returned the well wishes and once again opened her eyes to focus on the situation in front of her.
"We are go." Greg Yaste entered main comms, he was the pilot onboard the FYRA.
"Torrin, I trust you are prepared for what we discussed earlier?" Ohtom said in a cryptic fashion over open comms.
"Yes sir, RIP is cycled and ready to execute." Torrin confirmed.
"Any last words before we embark?" Ohtom said. After a short pause he continued. “Greg, take us to minimum safe distance for RIP ignition.”
“Yes, sir, achieving minimum safe distance.” Greg engaged main thrusters and began the maneuver into open space. After a moment, he said, “Ten seconds out.”.
“As soon as we achieve it, engage the RIP drive please, Torrin.” Commander Ohtom gave the order.
“Standing by for RIP engagement.” Torrin confirmed.
Everything seemed as if it was going as intended by the general. Without anything being overtly said in the open, Kris could feel that behind the scenes there was an understanding of what they were about to do.
“Good luck everyone, hopefully we make it there in once piece.” Pamela Rofe spoke up before they embarked. She was the on-board physician, specifically assigned for her comprehensive knowledge of Kris’ implant.
“Remain positive, Pam.” Ken Howel replied, asserting his role as the psychologist.
After a moment, Greg spoke up. “We are clear for RIP ignition.”
Commander Ohtom briefly surveyed the room, preparing to undertake their journey. Bringing his attention back to the main viewer, he said, “Torrin, take us away.”.
Torrin engaged the drive and entered the FYRA into a stable RIP bubble. After a few seconds, he reported the situation. “RIP bubble has been established and we are on route to the ISO’s last known point of contact.”
“Torrin, fire round two.” Ohtom issued an order outside of the normal practiced procedure. Kris knew this must have been it, they were about to attempt experimental RIP speeds.
The ship immediately began vibrating as Torrin started implementing his experimental speed increase. “six times light achieved, everything is stable, continuing increase.” Torrin said over comms as he pushed the FYRA up another twenty-five percent. “Everything appears stable.”
“I want us as close to twenty times light as possible, you believe that’s within our capabilities, correct?” Ohtom provided Torrin with some expectations for their pioneering journey.
Kris began receiving multiple transmissions from control back on Mars and Earth. The commander had obviously noticed her closed eyes and pre-emptively spoke to her about it.
“Ignore any transmissions from home, Kris. This mission officially starts now. As you are all aware we will be considered a rogue crew and subject to punishment upon our return.” Ohtom openly addressed the issue hanging over everyone’s heads. “We will confirm our intentions to uphold the mission but disregard any opposition to the use of experimental speed.”
The crew unanimously agreed to the commander’s words, they had all chosen to take part. It was going to be a stressful journey even at these increased speeds. The fate of the ISO was entirely unknown, and any delay was excruciating. Their colleagues were potentially stranded, or worse. Every single member of the FYRA adamantly supported expediting the course by any means.
“They need us now, the sooner we arrive, the sooner we can help.” Angela said, she was their recon and stellar recovery specialist.
“I have faith in you, Torrin, just don’t push it too far.” Greg went on. “I am glad we are going too fast for conventional comms to reach us, I feel sorry for you Kris.”
“I will not jeopardize the ship, do not worry, Mr. Yaste.” Torrin said. "We have surpassed seven times light.”
Kris’ mind was being overrun with messages regarding their speed. She was doing her best to filter through them, but the clutter was beginning to cause problems. “Sir, the messages are becoming overwhelming. An answer of some kind could satiate them.” She said, in hopes of getting the go ahead to communicate back. Perhaps sending a few messages would slow the frequency of their return, she thought.
“Inform them of our intent to save our friends. Tell them that we act alone and with the cooperation of the Vryl, Torrin.” Ohtom said. “Are you ok with that, Torrin?”
“I am proud to be part of this operation. I will take full responsibility for my actions, yes.” Torrin agreed without hesitation.
“Go ahead Kris.” Ohtom gave her the go ahead.
Kris took the time to fashion a statement on behalf of the crew. Wording it as carefully as she could in an attempt to elicit some empathy. They understood the consequences and felt that this was still necessary given the potential severity of the ISO’s fate. Almost immediately following her statement, incoming message frequency slowed. Kris’ mind was free of clutter, finally able to think clearly. “They have temporarily paused their flood of messages, I can almost think straight.” Kris was relieved to be free from the barrage. “Thank you, sir.” She said, appreciative of the commander’s acceptance of her suggestion.
“You can’t turn that off?” Michael Dace chimed in, the head of security.
“The best I can do is ignore it, but I will always see any new message that arrives. It’s difficult at times but necessary as a rift conduit.” Kris explained. The sensation was unsettling but necessary. She was acting as the primary communications center for the mission. Her ability to receive any emergency transmissions was paramount to their success.
“We are approaching ten times light.” Torrin spoke up again.
Ten times light was beyond imagining to Kris. She just couldn’t believe what Torrin could do with the technology on the FYRA. The vibrations being felt were no worse than anything felt during a typical launch. Kris was astonished with each passing report of their speed.
“What is the fastest any Vryl ship has gone?” Michael asked.
“We had experimental ships achieve eight times light. All of our efforts were never officially recognized by the Setu governmental authority. This is a momentous occasion in transportation efficiency, irrefutably demonstrated live.” Torrin confidently announced.
“How much time would it take to arrive at the ISO at twenty times speed?” Ohtom asked.
“Approximately forty-five days.” Torrin replied.
“A month and a half is a long time for a stranded ship, or worse.” Pamela expressed everyone’s thoughts.
“Ok, if you can push us beyond that safely, then do it.” Ohtom was out of his depth regarding this experimental speed and trusted Torrin to do it safely.
“Fifteen times has been reached. I will do my best to find our maximum speed in a safe manner.” Torrin reassured the commander.
Ohtom paused for a second and then attempted to coax more ambition out of Torrin. “I would like you to get our travel time to under a week if possible. We don’t know what state they’re in and I want to be there as soon as possible.”
“Under a week may not be possible. We would need to push nearly one hundred times light. Reaching theoretical limits may not be advisable under our current circumstances.” Torrin argued.
“I thought increasing speed once we were in transit was impossible.” Michael said. “How are you doing this, Torrin?”
“Not impossible, forbidden. It was seen as unsafe after a few less than ideal results. The Vryl governing body has been parading it as impossible ever since.” Torrin highlighted the influence of the Vryl government.
Kris found it strange that a society as advanced as the Vryl was still being hampered by an overreaching government. The perception that a more advanced race was without flaw was clearly short sighted. Torrin illustrated the issues faced by him as his companions currently studying RIP technology.
“Seems like a convenient way to suppress a population. So, everyone just dropped the idea?” Michael asked. “Why did they want to stop pursuing advancement anyway?”
“A few of us continued the research, but yes most of the population moved on.” Torrin continued. “I tried to convince Eilik to join our efforts. He always refused, saying it was a waste of time. Wish he could see this now.”
“You can show him the logs when we arrive.” Niri added. “I agree with Michael, why would Eilik of all people refuse to work on, and develop the technology?”
“Eilik dedicated his life to perfecting and understanding the rift. I believe he just didn’t see the value in RIP travel. He told me once that if the rift could be perfected, it would make all conventional forms of travel irrelevant. He believed that the rift could be used as a gateway. Nevertheless, I truly hope to see my old friend again and show him this progress.” Torrin gestured to the panel. “What we are doing here will cause a shift in dialogue all throughout Vryl civilization.”
“What’s our speed?” The commander interrupted them.
“Moving beyond twenty times now.” Excitement managed to permeate Torrin’s translator as he responded.
“This doesn’t seem experimental at all, you’re doing this effortlessly.” Greg spoke up, skeptical. “I was expecting complications simply exceeding five times light, here we are, beyond twenty, and it appears effortless.
“There is a group of us within the Vryl that have been working on this for a long time. I ensured that our entire team was stationed on Earth for the construction of the FYRA. This vessel is in possession of a wide array of experimental technology.” Torrin revealed the scope of the situation they were in.
The crew was silent in shock. This was the first time any of them were hearing of this, including the commander. Kris sat back in her chair, blown away by what she had just heard. The FYRA and its crew were caught in the middle of a political clash. She had always assumed Torrin would be pushing the limits of the established RIP engines. Finding out they were using entirely experimental technology was unsettling.
“Excuse me, what are you talking about?” Ohtom erupted over comms. “Are you implying this was planned by a splinter cell within the Vryl society?”
“There is no need for concern. It was quite fortuitous that you came to me with your proposition. We have parallel ambitions. You get to your crew much faster and we get to prove our technology.” Torrin continued. “Originally, we were going to attempt remote firing of the engines due to the fact there would be no Vryl presence onboard. The opportunity for me to join you affords the opportunity to keep a much closer eye on things.”
“Whether or not we have cause for concern, this is unsettling news, Torrin. I am sure you can empathize with that.” Ohtom pointed out. “The suggestion that you were prepared to implement this technology remotely is borderline terroristic.”
“I understand your confusion, but everything is under control.” Torrin continued. “I will do my job and you will all do yours. A moment ago, you were asking me to push over one hundred times light. Nothing has changed.”
“Why keep us in the dark?” Michael spoke up from behind Kris. “We trusted you with our plan.”
Torrin paused for second as Michael’s words sunk in. “Informing you of our intent was an entirely needless risk. Now that we are comfortably underway it is no longer a risk to inform you.” He attempted to dismiss the issue.
Silence came over the crew briefly. Kris agreed with Michael, it seemed like trust was only flowing one way in this relationship. She worried about what else the Vryl was hiding from them.
“There’s the risk that we would feel threatened and remove you from your position.” Ken was unimpressed with Torrin’s explanation.
“There would be no one to pilot the ship if you attempted that. The necessity of self-preservation would serve as my protection. Our goals align, I suggest we remain allies as we were when we embarked.” Torrin’s words started to seem almost threatening.
“Greg is a pilot, he has been trained in RIP travel.” Ohtom contradicted Torrin’s attempt at intimidation.
“He is most definitely trained, training that would be useful on a standard RIP vessel. My associates and I have made several modifications that will have rendered that training obsolete.” Torrin reaffirmed his confidence.
“Greg, take a look.” Ohtom ordered
“It looks standard to me, I don’t know what he is talking about. It would be a struggle, but I might be able to deconstruct what he has done and reverse it.” Greg rifled through his interface, searching for anything he didn’t understand.
“I ensure you that is impossible. All control systems were left with a standard interface to not raise suspicion. Your controls will operate nothing. The only available controls for the FYRA engine system rest with me. As I was saying, there is no reason for this to be hostile. We have similar goals and wish to aid you in your search.” Torrin proceeded. “My efforts to test the limits of RIP capability will only increase the chance of your mission’s success.”
The crew was becoming increasingly unsettled with every phrase uttered by the Vryl member amongst them. Kris felt that although their goals were aligned, that didn’t mean they were allies. The secrecy and arrogant defiance of his words belied the sentiment he was trying to express. Kris debated warning Melissa about the subterfuge currently taking place on the FYRA. She decided to restrain herself; the general would be incapable of helping in any case. If Torrin was somehow able to intercept the transmission, it could jeopardize the amicable interactions thus far.
“It’s difficult to consider you an ally when you inform us of our captivity.” Ken tried to relay the objectivity of their situation. Torrin wasn’t an ally if they had no choice regarding their course.
“Our mission remains the same, the only difference is the duration of the trip. Everything we are doing will benefit you. There’s absolutely no reason for us to be at odds.” Torrin plead with the crew to accept his terms.
“Torrin… What is this?” Niri asked. Working closely with Torrin over the last several months, she seemed more personally offended than anyone else on the bridge.
“Nothing has changed, I simply respected all of you enough to elaborate on the situation. We need to move beyond this.” Torrin was defensive, clearly respecting Niri’s objection. “This opportunity has been in the making for decades. The full force of the Setu government has made every effort to prevent this knowledge from becoming public. Sacrificing the utmost discretion in favour of emotional wellbeing was not an option.”
“Are you assuming control of the FYRA?” Ohtom asked.
“I have no desire to commandeer this ship, I will conduct myself according to the position I was selected for." Torrin said. "It's a mutually beneficial situation."
As the crew debated the new circumstances with Torrin, Kris received another message from home. This message came directly from the general. Melissa said, "You are not in compliance with a planned directive. You will be subject to punishment upon return. I request confirmation of your desire to complete the recovery mission of the ISO.".
"The general wishes to confirm our desire to complete the recovery of the ISO." Kris went on, interrupting the unease. “She must be utilizing official channels to distance herself from our actions.”
"Confirm that." Ohtom said. "Inform her that the ship has been taken to experimental speeds as a direct order from me. If they want to come after anyone, let it be me."
Kris hesitantly crafted the message from the commander. Everyone onboard had given their consent for the mission and agreed to share in the punishment. Kris struggled with the idea of sending the sentiment. Once it was decrypted on Earth, it would be on record. She knew exactly what she was getting into and fought with the idea of absolving herself of wrong doing.
"Sir, you can't take the blame for this entirely yourself. We all agreed to it. This makes it sound like you have taken us hostage." Michael was the first to speak up.
"I don't want to hear another thing about it. We can discuss it once we are safely home with the crew of the ISO." Ohtom pushed on, leaving no time for rebuttal. "I won't have any single one of you lose your career over this. Torrin, let's get this out of the way now. Do we still have your loyalty regarding the crew and our mission?"
"Fully. I cannot emphasize enough how this is simply an overlap of priorities. My motives are not sinister nor dangerous. I simply wish to provide evidence of increased RIP capability." Torrin responded in a surprisingly passionate manner, his translator must have received some upgrades. Kris thought she could even hear some emotional charge in it.
"What was the plan if we never got onboard with the idea?" Niri voiced a hypothetical concern. She was right to question a scenario in which they were involuntarily along for this ride.
"We knew of the general's compromised state and began planting the idea through Niri a long time ago. With the addition of Zuryk to our team it was an inevitability. The intent to exceed known RIP capabilities would never have been accepted and was always intended as a deviation from operating procedure." Torrin expressed the plot he and his team undertook to get to this position.
"She isn't compromised, she did what anyone would do in her position and the vote proved that." Kris said, angry at the accusation that Melissa could have been manipulated.
"I understand you have a close relationship with her and I apologize for my assumption. This dialogue isn't helpful at all and I suggest we put it behind us." Torrin continued, trying to clarify. “Compromised may have been a poor choice of words. She was passionate about her wishes to come to the aid of the ISO, we saw that as an opportunity.”
"Enough!” The commander yelled. “For now, we focus on the mission and we can address this another time.” Ohtom attempted to refocus the crew. “Torrin, any further deception will not be tolerated. If there is anything else, tell us now. If there isn’t, we must regain focus to ensure the success of our mission. What is our current speed?"
"We have broken beyond thirty times light." Torrin confidently reported. “Still stable and increasing. FYRA engine capability is the extent of my covert operations within human society. I assure you that I am devoted to the success of this mission.”
"What do you expect the maximum to be?" Greg asked. “This all seems too easy for how far we are exceeding the perceived limits given to us by the Setu representatives.” Greg was the first to begin returning the dialogue to normal, forfeiting his offence to the revelation of FYRA’s capabilities.
"It's possible there is no limit, for now I am monitoring our stability and the moment it exceeds a comfortable level I will lower slightly and maintain." Torrin said. "Ideally I would like to exceed one hundred times light to accommodate the commander's request of under a week."
"Do what you can." Ohtom resigned himself to the fact that Torrin’s behaviour was dishonest but not necessarily nefarious.
"I am sorry for my part in this, I had no idea what was going on with this." Niri said to the crew.
"No need to apologize, Niri." Ohtom consoled her. “None of us were aware.”
Kris fought through some fog in her mental rift, receiving a new message from Human command. "The general would like everyone to know that we still have their complete confidence. Given the importance of our mission they would like to provide any support they can and delay all punishment until our return. She made it very clear that punishment still awaited." Kris kept her eyes closed while explaining the newest message. The fog within her interface was lingering even after the message was read.
"Understood and thank them on behalf of myself and the crew." Ohtom replied.
Kris once again entered her mental interface, preparing to send the commander’s appreciation. For a moment, her vision within the interface was obscured by the fog. She struggled to ignore it and just as she fought through, it vanished. Kris shook off the sensation and continued drafting the message. Although the fog was seemingly lifted, a slight amber hue began to overwhelm everything. It was the first time any prominent colour could be made out while she was operating the rift. Kris decided she would mention it to Pamela at their next meeting. "Sent." Kris said after finishing the message and sending it home.
"I know you said to leave it alone and I apologize, but can we expect any other surprises from you and your friends, Torrin?" Greg asked. “If we are all on the same page here, we need to end the dishonesty now.”
"As I have stated, RIP capability was our only goal. Our government has paraded falsehoods as fact for too long and we are exposing it. Any live broadcast on Setu has likely been terminated by now but the remaining Vryl within the human societies will be enough to start a wave to destabilize the corruption." Torrin explained in greater detail the plan for his cause.
"You make kidnapping us sound almost noble." Angela said, speaking up after remaining silent throughout the discussion.
"I apologize if you view me as your captor. It was never our intention to be seen that way." Torrin emphasized once more.
Torrin’s phrasing here bothered Kris. The way he interchanged the terminology ‘me’ and ‘our’ within the same thought seemed awkward. After a moment of thought, she decided it could easily be explained as a subtle translation error. She was shaken up by the revelation Torrin had laid on them just now and perhaps she was overanalyzing the situation.
"This is the final warning. Our mission is clear, I will no longer tolerate speculation or bickering." Ohtom once again broke the dialogue. “We may be a rogue crew, but I am still in command.”
Kris appreciated commander Ohtom’s attempt to restore order onboard. Accusations were flying wildly at Torrin. Whether justified or not, they were irrelevant at the moment.
"We are approaching fifty times light. At our current speed we will arrive in approximately eighteen days." Torrin reported the astonishing numbers.
"That's incredible, we are moving at ten times the speed of the ISO. This capability will change everything." Greg’s voice was enthusiastic as he quantified what they were doing.
"We hope." Torrin succinctly responded.
"Are we stable?" Ohtom asked. “Is this the maximum you can sustain?”
"Yes, I have stabilized us at fifty times speed." Torrin answered. “It’s possible we could exceed this, but I am not comfortable adding any additional risk.”
"Inform the general of our situation, we are eighteen days out from the location." Ohtom accepted their result with pride. “Well done, Torrin.” It was odd to see the commander thanking Torrin. He was dedicated to putting the trouble behind them, leading by example.
"Got it." Kris said as she closed her eyes and initiated a message back home. The interface was more familiar this time, no complications or distractions.
"Everyone is free to move about the ship." Ohtom ordered the all clear, freeing the crew from their restraints on the bridge.
The crew removed their safety harnesses and breathed a collective sigh of relief. They had pushed the limits of RIP technology. Their concern seemed almost unwarranted after witnessing the ease in which Torrin was able to manage this.
Kris unbuckled herself and stood up. Stretching to free up the muscles that had been tightened for the extended launch window. She looked around the room and saw concern on the faces of her fellow crew members. Just then, Niri came over direct comms to her suit.
"I don't know what to think about Torrin anymore." Niri admitted her apprehension. She was the one closest to Torrin and was obviously hurt by this afternoon’s revelation.
"I think it's almost a blessing. Our biggest hurdle was going to be gaining his support for our idea. Now we know he has a stake in this too. I understand he went about it in an underhanded way, but we should just be grateful we had his support." Kris tried to be optimistic about their situation. Both for herself and Niri’s benefit.
"I guess you're right, it just changes the mood. I need to stop looking at the situation so negatively." Niri said. "I will see you back there once you leave the bridge."
Niri turned and walked out of sight off the bridge. Kris was left standing there, contemplating their situation. She decided to confront Torrin about it and see exactly what his intentions were. Before she could reach him, the commander interrupted her progress.
"Kris, I don't want anyone dealing with Torrin on the bridge. I will be holding a crew meeting once we have all had time to digest what we learned here today. For now, I want everyone off the bridge and settling in for the journey." Ohtom stepped aside, allowing Kris to move toward the bridge entrance. “We have eighteen days to prepare.”
"Yes, sir." Kris said as she rerouted toward the exit of the bridge. It made sense to not allow each member of the crew to individually confront Torrin. Best to get it out of the way in one debrief.
After passing through the door into the neighboring corridor, Kris felt a message incoming. ‘Funny’, she thought, ‘There's nothing there’. She had the overwhelming sensation of an incoming message through her rift conduit, but nothing was revealed when she entered her mental interface. Concerned that either the ship's rift or her interface itself was malfunctioning, she decided to send a message back to earth.
Closing her eyes, she concentrated on a destination, the general. Once she locked in Melissa Lorn as her target she began composing a message. The interface in her mind was always this mysterious place. Over the months it had developed into a physical world that she was able to traverse in her mind. Kris was worried that the experience she had earlier on the bridge, and now this, were symptoms of a larger issue with her implant.
The sensation of an incoming message continued to linger. Even after she received a response from the general, it remained. It was clear that the rift was functioning, as she was able to communicate freely. The issue must have been somewhere within herself. She decided that standing in the bridge corridor was not the place for a deep examination of her mental rift.
Kris left the corridor and moved through the galley toward the crew section. The FYRA was a very similar layout to the ISO. Aside from the new engine design there was little improvement. Several of the crew were in the dining area sitting at a table discussing the disturbing news they had just received.
“I will be in my quarters if anyone needs me.” Kris said as she walked through; deciding it would be best to explore her mental interface more closely in solitude.
“Everything okay?” Niri looked concerned as she met eyes with Kris.
“Yes, everything is fine, I just have a few messages I need to get through.” Kris dismissed her concern.
“Can I send a message through you?” Michael asked before Kris made it out of sight.
“It was requested that I keep my neural rift ways clear for official business only. Please utilize the interfaces provided for you.” Kris answered with the scripted response she was given by superiors during training.
“That sounded pretty formal.” Michael said.
“Yeah, they knew my abilities might be abused, so they gave me some scripted responses.” Kris chuckled, admitting to it.             
“It’s so easy for you, you could have sent it a dozen times in the time it took to argue about it.” Michael took offence.
“It’s the principle, I am not a personal messenger, I am a communications officer.” Kris tried to explain the logic behind the stipulation.
“Yeah, we are all impressed. Well get on your way then.” Michael said, clearly irritated.
“Nothing personal.” Kris said as she turned and continued her way.
Mike had always rubbed Kris the wrong way. He seemed to take exception to her surgical improvements. Whether it was jealousy or fear, she didn’t know. As she was leaving, she overheard Niri questioning Michael’s behavior. Having dealt with it many times before Kris decided to ignore it and just leave it behind. She understood her responsibility; official rift communications were her priority and Michael had proven to be more bark than bite.
Once in her quarters Kris had a seat at her desk. The invasive feelings were still hitting her, and she wanted to confront them. She leaned back in the chair and closed her eyes. Entering her mental interface was always tiring. Whenever possible, she preferred to be seated and relaxed. This allowed her to fully invest in the process.
Once inside, It was noticeably darker than she was used to; the fog appeared to return almost immediately. Everything felt distant and almost out of reach as Kris struggled to access previous messages. She searched through a never-ending wall of images and text. Almost like a storm assaulting her senses, she lowered her head and held her eyes ever tighter. The experience had never been this difficult in the past. A task that was usually so simple was suddenly taking a substantial effort.
Kris opened her eyes to give herself a breather. “What is going on?” She said aloud. She lifted her arms and rubbed her face with her hands. She had never experienced anything like it and it began to frustrate her. Taking a deep breath, she lowered her arms and calmly closed her eyes. Taking her time to settle down, she forced herself back in. The sensation was beginning to feel a little more specific to her as she stayed inside. It wasn’t a new message it was almost an interference. “How could there be interference?” She whispered, pushing beyond all her stored messages. “There’s got to be something in here causing this.”
Kris struggled to maintain focus as the interface flickered and fought her pursuit of the interference. She pushed back against the fog, attempting to access the distant reaches of her mind. She felt something, but it wasn’t a message; it was a presence. Something was in her mind. As she struggled to explain it to herself she suddenly heard something. It was a faint sound in the distance beyond the fog. She pushed through and felt resistance that tested her ability to focus. She could feel it slipping in and out of being with every lapse in her concentration.
She pushed closer to the sound and it became clear that it was words of some kind. It was still too distant to make anything out. The fog was thick and cold; physical sensations like this were a foreign surprise to Kris. It swirled and danced, taunting her with its obfuscation.
An amber hue abruptly appeared behind the wall of fog, illuminating it. Similar to before it was the only colour she could make out as it caused the fog to glow. Something was clearly just beyond it, hidden. Finally, she was able to get a clear shot of the sound. It was a language she had never heard before, essentially gibberish.
"Herak noth sin vo ra" The words came from something large, it was a deep voice that originated from above and to the left.
Kris was concerned and felt exposed as only the fog provided some semblance of cover. She ducked and got lower to the ground in an attempt to stay out of sight. She wasn't even sure if it was possible for someone or something to invade her mental interface. The sensation of being in a physical realm was disorienting. Deciding not to take any chances of being seen, she kept low.
"Tiiren yolkanni nin vorashi," The voice continued, and Kris noticed that she started to understand the meaning behind the words. "Gorok yon gir ime as scheduled." The words were still gibberish to her ears, but her mind seemed to decipher the meaning in real-time.
‘There's something being scheduled.’ She thought to herself. Before she could analyze it any further, a second presence could be heard. It was a low rumble, a vibration. The sound was familiar, and Kris immediately recognized it as a Vryl. Once again, she was able to translate the meaning being expressed.
"We will arrive without delay." The voice was very concise and clear. As soon as it completed the sentence, the voices stopped.
Kris was baffled by what she had just experienced. The feeling within her mind seemed to retreat along with the presences. The fog dissipated, and the interface became clear. She was able to control the environment to greater detail; able to once again filter and read messages with ease.
Not knowing exactly what just happened she decided that it wasn't worth telling anyone other than Ken Howel, the ship's psychologist. Her biggest concern was that her imagination was leaking into her mental interface and causing an unstable overlap. Not wanting to delay, she made an appointment with Ken immediately.
She left her quarters and was confronted by Mike and Greg talking in the corridor. She drew their attention as her door slid open.
"Sorry about earlier." Mike took the chance to apologize, as he usually did after a rude outburst.
"Don't worry about it." Kris responded but loathed giving him the satisfaction of forgiveness. Luckily for him she didn't have the constitution to maintain a grudge at the moment.
She quickly moved down the corridor and left the two of them behind. She had more important issues to discuss. Making her way through the ship at a very brisk walk, she seemed to gain even more attention in the galley area.
"What's up, everything ok?" Niri asked from a table to her left.
"Yeah, just going to see Ken" Kris did her best not to sound too dismissive of the inquiry.
"Well if you want to have something to eat after, let me know. I will be here." Niri smiled at Kris.
"Sounds good." Kris said, happy to conclude the conversation.
Kris reached the door to Ken's office. with the appointment confirmed, the doors opened at her command. The room immediately attached to the entrance was a simple desk with two chairs across from it. Ken was sitting behind the desk and he gestured to one of the seats in front of him. Kris moved in and sat down.
"Hello, Kris, how can I help you? Would you like to stay here or head over into the next room?" Ken welcomed her inside.
The next room, as Ken put it, was an attached section beyond his office. It housed a stereotypical couch and comfortable chair. Kris rejected the idea that a formal session was required and decided to just quickly explain.
"Here is fine. I just had an issue with my mental interface." Kris abandoned formality, purely interested in discussing what had just happened.
"Oh, really, what was the issue?" Ken furrowed his brow as he answered. “Pamela is usually more well versed in its functionality.”
“I have a feeling it isn’t a physical issue.” Kris explained.
“Go on.” Ken cocked his head slightly and rested back into his chair. He was clearly intrigued to hear what was on Kris’ mind. The mental interface had always been a point of interest for him. Quantifying the complexity of the human brain was still a passionate frontier for neurological research. Kris was fount of knowledge in this regard as she was the first to have a physical connection to her consciousness.
"I had a nagging sensation of an incoming message, but I couldn't locate it. I went to my quarters to try and isolate it. Once I got inside my mind, it was foggy, dark, and cold. I haven't experienced anything like it since having this installed. The interface always resembled a physical space, but this was the first time I felt sensation, even unexplained emotion. I could still access all the information from past messages, but it was more difficult." Kris started explaining every detail of the experience she just had.
"Is it still like that or was this temporary." Ken asked.
"Temporary, I can go in now and it's just like it has always been. I can easily access or send information with little effort. It feels more like an interface again, no emotion or physical sensation." Kris explained the odd occurrence. She was concerned that it could be a side-effect that will only get worse.
"Okay, we can keep an eye on this. As you know this is a very new procedure and you're the first to be going through all this. Inform Pamela of what you experienced today and start keeping a detailed log of everything." Ken suggested.
Kris knew that the rift implant was a new frontier in science and Ken would have limited ability to understand or assist with any issues. She appreciated his efforts to help. "That's not all." Kris continued.
"Go on." Ken said, coaxing further discussion.
"While in there, I overheard something. It was a language I was unfamiliar with, but I was able to discern meaning from it. The voice spoke to another, a Vryl of some kind." Kris did her best to explain what she experienced. She was fully aware of the absurdity but felt it worthy of concern and wanted to tell someone to get the feeling off her chest. Perhaps an outside, objective viewpoint could help her assess the situation.
"What did they say?" Ken inquired.
"Something about a schedule and arriving on time. It seemed like I caught the end of the message. It wasn't like anything I have seen before. All our messages are sent and received. There is a delay before a response as a result. This was being done in real-time. I can't explain it.” Kris finished with a final thought. "It was as if they were both present in the same mental rift."
"This sounds very troubling, but we cannot overlook the possibility that this was all invented within your mind." Ken looked concerned as he absorbed what he just heard.
"I agree, that's why my first appointment was with you and not the commander, or Pam" Kris added. “My hope is that it’s all just a figment of my imagination interfering with the implant’s functionality.
"With your permission, I would like to present this information to the commander." Ken turned and opened something on his interface.
"Of course." Kris had planned to anyway.
"Try to leave your schedule open, he may wish to debrief you personally." Ken said as he continued to type on the interface next to him.
"I will, just let me know." Kris said as she stood to leave.
"If this happens again, I want you to gather and document as much information as you can. I believe this may just be your imagination leaking, especially after the information Torrin gave us today. I can't rule out its validity though, so we will keep a close eye on it." Ken nodded toward Kris, clearly taking the situation seriously.
"I will do my best." Kris said as she turned to leave.
As she exited Ken's office, Kris was confident that she had experienced an actual communication. It felt real and the language was so foreign. It was a very disturbing and she was just hoping they could get to the bottom of it. Kris decided to head back to her quarters and await the commander's reaction.




Chapter 15

A New Planet
Derrick came to amidst a rush of noise. The ship had just touched down and the impact had clearly caused him to lose consciousness momentarily. There was shouting coming from behind him as he could hear the sound of rushing water. Whatever was left of their ship was clearly flooding. Derrick felt a haze about him, disoriented from the harsh impact. His chest ached, perhaps a figment of his prior injury resurfacing. Shaking his head to regain composure, Derrick focused on the voice behind.
"We need to get out, now." Lorn yelled. "Sian, Ben, grab Hank and let's move."
"It looks like the bottom is just beyond twenty-five feet down." Ben checked his spatial sensors one more time before moving to Hank with Sian.
Sparks exploded from Eilik's panel and it sent him recoiling away. Unsure if he was hurt, Derrick removed his harness and rushed in that direction. He found Eilik on his side against the back wall.
"Are you alright?" Derrick yelled, reaching out to Eilik.
"I believe so." Eilik looked disoriented from the blast. Derrick helped him off his side and back into an upright position. As he did, it was very clear that his left arm was severely injured. "My left appendage appears to be damaged, I will need assistance."
Derrick wrapped his arms around Eilik and helped him up. It was clear Eilik was going to need Derrick's full attention to exit the ship. He hobbled with Eilik, his arm dangled helplessly at his side as they hopped toward the exit. Water must have been rushing down the corridor, Derrick could hear it pooling against the door of the bridge.
"Open the door to the bridge, Nik." Lorn commanded.
As Nik obeyed the order, Derrick and Eilik were hit with a rush of ankle high water. It nearly toppled them, but Derrick managed to catch Eilik as he fell to one knee.
"I am getting Eilik out of here!" Derrick yelled as he climbed back to his feet with Eilik in tow.
"How is Hank?" Yanna called out, her voice nearly drowned out by the rush of water now invading the bridge.
"I am here, leave me if you have to."  Hank called out to the cabin.
"I need a knife!" Sian said as she tugged on the tape holding Hank's head in place.

"Got it!" Kim rushed to open the locker near her console. She could only find a plasma torch but deemed it good enough. She ran over to Sian and lit the torch. Cutting through the tape from the backside of the chair, she managed to free Hank.
Sian and Ben lifted Hank up and out of his chair. Hank called out in pain as his neck shifted. The make-shift rig Sian had crafted was working but not flawlessly.
"Sorry, Hank." Sian did her best to comfort him.
"Just get us out of here!" Hank scolded them. “Do not let me take you two down with me. If something happens, don’t hesitate to ditch me. Promise me.”
“Shut up, Hank.” Ben responded without delay.
Kim, Yanna, and Nik all rushed out the door behind Derrick, water was flooding in faster and faster as the ship sank. Nearly at waist height by the time the commander followed in the rear.
Derrick and Eilik were the first to emerge out of the corridor and into the lake. It was a surprise to see the galley missing entirely as Derrick struggled to avoid the jagged metal at the opening. He pushed through and fell into the water of the lake.
Eilik was heavy and lacked the ability to swim. Derrick was doing everything in his power just to keep his head above the water. Eilik would have been dead weight at the best of times but lacking one of his arms it was a nearly impossible task. Water kept crashing down over Derrick's helmet as he struggled with all his might to keep them both afloat. Their flight suits weren’t designed with atmospheric water pressure in mind. He knew that if he wasn’t able to keep them near the surface, his shield could fail. He had abandoned the thought of making it to shore and all his focus was simply on keeping Eilik above him.
"Help!" Derrick called out as he breached the surface. A rush of water immediately enveloped his helmet. Under water he noticed Eilik struggling to no avail with his free arm. Derrick pushed with all his might to get Eilik above the surface. He just managed to do it as he felt hands grasp his underarms. Pulling him back to the surface he was happy to escape the muffled depths of the water.
"I got you." It was Kim, she had come in after them.
"Th..." Derrick tried to thank her but was abruptly halted by a fit of coughing. He was in more trouble than he had known. "Thank you." Breathing heavily as the three of them started toward shore. The exertion of keeping himself and Eilik near the surface had exacerbated his chest injury, he was struggling to breathe.
Kim was a surprisingly strong swimmer as she pulled Derrick along with her. Derrick clung to Eilik and did his best to keep him secured. Looking back as they moved, he saw Ben and Sian experiencing a struggle with Hank as well. The commander was approaching them from behind to assist. Nik and Yanna had both almost reached the shore ahead of everyone.
"Over here!" Nik and Yanna yelled as they stepped back into the water to assist once Kim came close enough.
As soon as Derrick and Eilik were in the hands of Nik and Yanna, Kim immediately darted back out into the water. Without hesitation, she rushed to aid Hank. Derrick couldn't imagine the feeling of helplessness he must have been feeling. Three people were struggling to push him to the surface while his lifeless body slipped and fell beneath.
"Get away from him!" Kim yelled as she came in from behind and grabbed Hank in a similar fashion as she did Derrick.
The three others pushed off and allowed Kim to take over. Resting Hank's head on her shoulder she wrapped her arms under his. Derrick was still struggling to catch his breath on the shore as he watched Kim bring Hank in. A task that moments ago was too difficult for three people was now effortless for one. Derrick found it beautiful how she slipped through the water, saving Hank's life. The other three were making their way to shore, clearly exhausted from the ordeal.
"Thank you, Derrick." Eilik's voice came from behind Derrick and drew his attention away from Kim.
"You're welcome, Eilik." Derrick said as he fell back onto the muddy shore of the lake. Taking in deep breaths to satiate his lungs burning desire for oxygen.
Lorn didn't waste any time once he hit the shore. "We need to move, now. We can't remain at the crash site."
Derrick looked up as he started to catch his breath and noticed a hail of fireballs ripping through the atmosphere. The debris field had also been thrown into a decaying orbit and was about to rain down upon them.
"Orbital debris!" Derrick yelled as he jumped to his feet. Once again grabbing Eilik to assist in his movement. "Help them!" Derrick pointed into the lake at Ben and Sian still making their way out.
Lorn moved back into the water and pulled Sian and Ben the last few feet. Kim was nearly to shore with Hank; Nik and Yanna moved in to assist her. Once on shore, Hank remained motionless as Kim leaned down on her knees to catch her breath. They had to drag Hank with them.
Lorn and Ben quickly jumped into action preparing to carry Hank. It wasn't an easy task, but the adrenaline pushed them over the edge and allowed them to get Hank up off the ground and start moving.
"Don't look up." Lorn said as he fought his way up the hill behind everyone.
The crew was running nearly aimlessly as they attempted to distance themselves from the crash. Nik and Yanna led the way with Derrick and Eilik close behind. Sian and Kim were just behind but gaining quickly on Derrick.
"Get to that overhang!" Lorn yelled from the rear.
There was a steep cliff overhang that was about two hundred and fifty meters away. It was covered in lush vegetation and about one hundred meters high. It laid the foundation for a mountain that extended up and nearly out of sight into the clouds above. A range of mountains pushed to the right as far as they could see. To the left there were hills and oddly familiar forests.
As the crew approached the cliff, they noticed several cave-like structures in the side of the mountain. Only two were large enough for someone to fit inside and Nik ran directly into one. Everyone followed closely behind as the first of the debris impacted behind them. A violent crash followed by a wave of air hit Lorn in the back. He fell into Hank's lap as they dropped him.
Derrick rushed out of the cave, leaving Eilik behind. Getting to the commander's side he helped lift Hank by one leg, the commander grabbed the other. Ben still had a tight hold on Hank's upper body and the three of them managed to get Hank to the cave.
Derrick turned his attention to the entrance as debris continued to rain down from the sky. Most of the pieces were burning up in the atmosphere, but the occasional piece would reach ground, causing a violent explosion. It was as if the apocalypse was happening just beyond the cave.
"Get away from the entrance!" Lorn ordered everyone inside.
The crew moved deeper into the cave, it felt familiar to Derrick. The walls appeared to be rock with a trickle of moisture running down them. Vines and plants invaded the mouth of the cave. He had expected to see something more alien.
"How deep does this thing go?" Hank said from the arms of Lorn and Ben.
"It splits here, the left side appears to go up in elevation and the right moves down below us." Nik said from the front of the group. She and Yanna had continued moving inside.
"Sian can you handle helping Eilik?" Lorn asked. "I need Derrick free for some recon of that elevated route. Take Kim with you, Derrick."
"Yes, I should be able to help." Sian agreed.
"Okay, we need you down here to address injuries. I see you're bleeding, Yanna." Lorn said. "You're with us. Nik, accompany Kim and Derrick. We need to try and get our bearings here and if we can find a position with a view to scout that would be ideal. The rest of us are lame, moving up would be nearly impossible, we have to go down."
"Got it, we will head up and look for a perch somewhere." Derrick let go of Eilik, turning to face the left corridor in the cave.
"Is your CCD direct audio working, everyone?" Lorn asked.
"Mine's out." Ben said as he looked at his arm.
Everyone agreed with Ben that theirs had stopped working. An echo of the word "same" permeated the group until Derrick chimed in.
"Mine is still operational, is yours, commander?" Derrick asked.
"Yes, keep in touch with me for your team. Did anyone grab the emergency supplies?" Lorn was robot-like in his ability to assess the situation, delegate, and begin tallying resources.
A disappointed silence overcame the group, you could feel the frustration thicken the air around them. Sian let out a deep sigh that expressed the general sentiment of everyone.
"It's ok, those containers are built to survive anything. Once we stabilize here we can think about retrieving them. The lake is only twenty-five feet deep right, Ben?" Lorn asked to confirm.
"That's correct, that's what I saw on our sensors before we bailed." Ben reiterated his report from earlier.
"Kim is apparently an Olympic swimmer so we should be able to coordinate something." Lorn said. "For now, get going and look for an exit out of the cave up there, report to me if you find anything. Be careful. The rest of you, if you're injured, come with me. We need to get deep inside to avoid everything happening out there."
The cave was rattling with the exploding debris as it still rained in from the sky. Derrick thought about mentioning the discomfort in his chest but chose to ignore it in favour of being useful. Nothing felt as close as that first explosion. It was all landing in the distance, beyond the lake. The commander and the rest of the injured crew started their descent further into the cave and out of sight.
Derrick, Kim, and Nik all took the left turn and started working their way up the tight tunnel. It must have been formed by a stream that slowly wet their shoes. It was a slippery and steep climb. There was light ahead that illuminated the way.
"There must be something up there, I can see light." Nik said, leading the way.
Kim pushed Nik up and ahead as they tried to work quickly. Kim suddenly slipped in the water and lost her footing. Before she could fall completely, Derrick grabbed her right arm and helped steady her.
"You okay?" Derrick asked her, holding on as tightly as he could. A burn erupted in the muscles of his chest, chastising their use.
"Yeah, thanks." She said as she planted her foot again on the rocky surface below them.
"You guys okay?" Nik lowered her head and yelled back down between her legs at Derrick and Kim.
"Yeah, we are good, Kim just slipped. She’s fine now." Derrick yelled back up.
"I am fine up here." Nik said from above them. "Don't worry about bracing me, just make sure you don't fall. It gets a little better once you get out of that tight spot."
Derrick and Kim followed behind Nik and discovered that she was right. The tunnel leveled off slightly as they broke free of the tight squeeze.
"Who knew spelunking would be part of a deep space mission." Derrick said, breathing heavily as he pulled himself free of the steep entry section of the tunnel.
Kim and Nik both stood above him in an open chamber with several beams of light entering from all sides. The three of them surveyed the chamber. Surprised by its size they all quietly looked for possible routes. Derrick found a beauty in the way light entered and bounced around the moisture ridden walls.
"Which way do you want to go?” Nik broke the silence.
“We should probably move back toward the lake side. I would like to be able to oversee the crash site if at all possible.” Derrick hoped he could get a vantage point of where the ISO had impacted.
“Good idea.” Kim said. “This way.” Kim pointed at the wall next to her.
Derrick turned and faced her, he trusted her that it was the direction of the crash site. One beam of light was entering from a section about twenty feet up in the air. He took a deep breath, looking for any way he could attack the climb.
"Think we can get up there?" Derrick asked the other two.
"It seems a little risky to climb up there. I think we should just go down that passageway to the right and hope it swings around that direction." Kim suggested, once again pointing.
Derrick looked at the tunnel she was speaking of. It exited the open room at roughly even level with the floor. It was clearly a much safer option and light could be seen reflecting off the slick walls within.
"How's it look up there?" Lorn's voice startled Derrick as it came through his CCD. He looked over and saw Kim smirking at his sudden jump. Derrick just shook his head at her and smiled. A brief but welcome respite from the intensity of their predicament.
"It's an open chamber about fifteen feet beyond the fork. We made it up here no problem and we are just deciding which way to go. There are several exits at varying heights in here." Derrick said back.
"Is there anything exiting the chamber toward the crash site?" Lorn asked.
"We had the same thought, sir. We see an exit about twenty feet above us but it's too risky to attempt a climb." Derrick looked around the room. "We think one of the exits at ground level might wrap around that direction. We are going to check it out. How is everything down there?"
"We found a small chamber as well, it's pretty dark but I think we are deep enough in to be safe from any issues outside. Sian has started diagnosing injuries and we have a couple emergency light packs cracked. Let me know if you find anything up there and be careful. If you need support, let us know. Ben and I are going to do a bit more scouting down here to see what we can find." The commander ended the transmission.
"Looks like we are going out that way." Derrick pointed to the tunnel just off to his right at ground level. The entrance dripped with running water and the reflection of light could be seen on the right side of the wall within as it curved to the left.
Derrick entered the new tunnel and led the way. There was more room than the tight climb they had just traversed. As soon as he started inside he could see the source of the light. Down about thirty feet to the left was an opening. The floor of the tunnel was slightly inclined leading up to it. This gave Derrick hope that it might be the elevated perch he was looking for.
"You guys can wait here, I’ll go take a look." Derrick ducked inside.
Derrick jogged down to the opening. It wasn't much bigger than a typical window. Looking out, he could see that it very clearly overlooked the position of the lake they had just escaped. The opening must have been just above the cave entrance below. The sky appeared to be clear as he searched it for debris.
"I found an opening that overlooks the path we took from the wreckage. I can see the lake we crashed into. The sky looks clear of debris, it must have all fallen." Derrick radioed down to commander Lorn.
"You three stay up top and watch over the area. We have to assume that they will be investigating their lost ship." Lorn came through again.
"The opening isn't that large, I can easily keep an eye out. Nik and Kim should move down and join you guys." Derrick suggested.
"We don't know what this planet has in store, there could be life anywhere, including this cave. I would like for us to stay in teams of at least three. Perhaps the other two could map more of the cave in your vicinity." Lorn forfeit his authority in favour of suggestions.
The two behind Derrick could hear the transmission coming through his CCD. "Got it!" Nik yelled down the tunnel to derrick.
"They heard you and are going to do just that." Derrick relayed.
"Keep me posted on the situation." Lorn said.
"It looks like the debris has scattered across a vast space on the surface. There is smoke and fire as far as I can see." Derrick looked out across the surface of the planet. Moving away from their cave was a much flatter plain. It gave him the ability to see far into the distance.
"Is there anything near the cave entrance?" Lorn asked.
"It looks like the piece of debris that knocked you off your feet landed about one hundred meters outside the entrance. I doubt it's close enough to draw suspicion to the cave itself. It is large though and burning. It could possibly ignite some of the surrounding foliage." Derrick worried for the vegetation that was helping hide their impromptu hideout.
Before Lorn had time to reply a loud blast occurred in the atmosphere. A ring of energy was dispersed from a single point. Derrick's thoughts immediately went to a RIP burst.
"I think something just entered the atmosphere above us." Derrick looked up at the sky with panic.
"Get away from any opening, we don't know their capabilities. We must limit any possibility that they might locate us. Get as deep as you can within the cave." Lorn ordered.
"I think I should stay to observe, sir. I will lay low and remain out of sight. The opening here isn't very large at all and covered with dense vegetation." Derrick said. "If they head this way or I believe I have been spotted, I can lead them away. If we don't have a lookout, we won't know until they are upon us."
"Send the other two down to us. We don't have time for debate." Lorn agreed to Derricks terms.
Derrick quickly turned and yelled down the tunnel into the chamber. Nik and Kim had already left the entrance and were scouting around inside.
"We have company, get down below to the others." Derrick called down to the others.
"What about you?" Kim poked her head back into the tunnel after a second.
"We need someone to keep watch in case they head this way and I am the only one with active comms. Get down there, there's no time to argue." Derrick scolded her hesitation.
"You better come down to see me after this." Kim lingered in the tunnel entrance for a moment, staring directly at Derrick. After nodding to her, she turned back inside. Derrick could hear a bit of resistance from Nik before they inevitably went out of earshot.
Derrick turned his attention back to the window and looked up to the sky. A trail began to appear. They must have been entering the atmosphere. Derrick took a deep breath, in through his nose and exhaled through his mouth. He was trying to calm himself as the idea of an alien species coming down to search for them brought him to the verge of panicking. He tucked himself tight against the wall to his left and barely peered out through the opening. He could still see the lake as he heard the approaching vessel. It was still distant but getting closer with each passing second.
The sound seemed to settle at a distance Derrick perceived as kilometers away. They must have been viewing the spread of wreckage. He peered slightly further out to get a look into the sky. Before he made eye contact with the vessel itself he could see a shadow moving across the ground. It was moving slowly and toward his location. He immediately pressed himself back into the wall to avoid any chance of being seen.
The sound moved closer and closer until the shadow came into view from Derricks vantage point against the wall. The vessel had to have been just above the lake. It hovered there for what seemed like ten, maybe fifteen seconds before a loud burst announced its exit back into the atmosphere.
Puzzled, Derrick leaned out to look. The sky was streaked with a white trail guiding his eyes to the small black dot exiting up into the heavens.
"It looks like they are leaving." Derrick whispered over comms.
"Stay off audio. We don't know their intercept capabilities." Lorn said quickly.
Derrick continued to watch the sky as three more bursts happened almost simultaneously. They must have been sending reinforcements to search the area. A sense of dread entered Derrick's chest as he saw three trails enter the atmosphere. The trails were significantly larger than the trail he saw earlier. He thought the first must have been a probe of some kind for a brief scan.
Derrick once again pressed himself tightly against the wall. The thought of a creature landing and moving into the caves was assaulting his mind. He would have nowhere to go other than deeper into an unknown maze of cave systems. He slowly peeked out the opening in the cave. Three vessels were rapidly approaching the area. One was moving down directly above the lake, another was slightly further in the distance, and the third was even further near the horizon.
The middle ship appeared to be investigating the largest plume of smoke that Derrick could see. It must have been a piece of the ISO or the alien ship. A tower of black smoke pushed its way deep into the sky nearly a kilometer away. The furthest ship was too far away to discern a possible target. Maybe it was just the distant edge of the wreckage, like the closest ship descending above the cave.
The ships were substantially larger than the small probe-like machine that had just visited. The main difference that Derrick immediately noticed wasn’t the size, it was the sound. These larger ships were silent. It went against every perception Derrick had of the situation. The tiny probe was loud as it swept the area. The only answer he could muster was that the sound could have been some sort of seismic sensor sweep of the area.
He wanted to radio down to the others to warn them of the incoming vessels but knew Lorn was right. He had to remain silent to avoid any possible intercept of their communications.
Kneeling, Derrick got himself in a position where he could see more of the sky out of the opening. Putting his hands on the sill of the naturally formed window, he leaned forward to look into the sky. The three ships were quickly approaching ground level. The ship at the farthest end of the debris field seemed to stop before the others and begin hovering several hundred meters above ground. The ship nearest the cave continued to descend and Derrick believed it might even touch down. His heart began to race as he pushed off the opening, shrouding himself inside the cave.
The ship was less than a few meters off the ground when it came to a stop. Hovering just beyond the Lake, Derrick could see it clearly. The ship began emitting a dull light that seemed to lower three figures down to the ground. They were tall and slender. The distance was too great to make out any specific detail, but he could tell they were significantly taller than an average human. The bushes that had surpassed Derrick's shoulders appeared to barely break their waistline.
The three creatures moved slow and methodically around the debris scattered near the lake. One was holding a device of some kind while the other two physically inspected pieces they found. It was clear they were searching for something, survivors perhaps? Derrick thought.
Derrick held his breath as they approached the lake itself. The ship was only about six meters below the surface and if they investigated the intact portion they might become curious where the bodies were. His main concern was with the creature holding a device. The ship might remain hidden from a visual inspection, but a scanning device was sure to locate it.
His worst nightmares were realized as the creature holding the device began making his way toward the lake. Dread embraced Derrick as he watched helplessly. Every step the creature took was pounding in his head. The discovery of the ISO was inevitable. The tall figure moved into position on the shore of the lake and swept the device back and forth. After pausing for a moment, Derrick could see one of the other figures move into the lake and disappear under the surface.
Derrick had to warn the others, it was only a matter of time before their escape was discovered. He couldn't abandon his perch as it was giving him a clear view of the situation beyond the cave. He struggled with the idea of breaking the radio silence to send a warning down below. Deciding that audio wasn't the best option under these circumstances he opted to at least send a message via text.
Removing the glove of his flight-suit, Derrick began accessing his CCD, he frantically entered a brief description of the scenario. It read:
Three ships have landed to inspect the debris field
each ship appears to have a crew compliment of at
least three. The lake is currently being inspected.
I expect our escape to become known any minute.
I will remain above to watch over the area and report
any additional findings. Good luck down there.
- Derrick
The commander did not respond to the message and Derrick hoped that they had received it. Lorn may have resisted adding any additional messages in such a tense time. In any event, Derrick knew he had to remain in a position to gather information.
Derrick moved back to the window and peeked through once again. He could see three figures and it was obvious that the third had returned from under the lake. They appeared to be discussing something and looking around the area. ‘They know’, Derrick thought. ‘They have to know.’ Derrick saw movement in the distance. The other two ships had begun moving this direction. They must have been coordinating their presence to form a search party.
He had to make a decision, and fast. Should he stay above and keep an eye on the situation or go down below to meet up with the rest of the crew. Before he could make up his mind he saw the three figures split up. Heading out in three directions, they must have been starting the search. There was one moving directly toward the cave. Derrick ducked back inside the opening. He was sure he wasn't seen, but he refused to keep taking that chance.
In a few moments, the creature would reach the cave. If it found the cave entrance before Derrick could enter the other cave system, he would be cut off. He decided it was now or never and rushed back down the tunnel out of the chamber. Each step down felt like a leap as he rushed. Nearly losing his footing on the slick walls with each hop, he stopped for a second to look below him. It was about two meters from the bottom. He took one more step down with his right foot but felt it slip off the rocky wall. He fell suddenly, smashing his shoulder and the side of his helmet into the wall. With nothing to catch himself he fell the final two meters and landed on his back.
"Hrmph" He let out a moan as he came to a rest at the bottom.
Derrick rolled over onto his knees to catch his breath. He could see a crack in his helmet with several small pieces missing. Panicking, he looked around on the floor of the cave searching for the missing pieces of glass. Leaving any trace of their presence in the cave could be fatal. He located two tiny pieces that were glistening in the light from the entrance. Grabbing them proved difficult with the suit and took him longer than he had hoped. Sweat began to run down his face and added to the frustration. He finally managed to get the two pieces into his hand just as he noticed the light from the entrance wavering. Something was approaching. He darted down into the tunnel on the right as fast as he could without making any sound. Once inside, he pushed forward in hopes of reaching the crew as soon as possible.
As he rounded a corner he noticed a green light coming from the front. It must have been one of the emergency lights the crew cracked to illuminate the cave. Derrick approached the source, it was a glow stick just as he assumed. It was abandoned in the middle of an open chamber with no trace of the crew. ‘They must have got my message and left this for me.’ Derrick thought to himself as he pushed on.
The cave was dark down here; natural light had abandoned this tunnel long ago. It had a claustrophobic feel the previous path had lacked. Derrick was forced to use the glow stick he had grabbed just to see what was ahead of him. The glow had the unintended side effect of lighting the walls of the dark cave. Small insect-like creatures were all over them. Slime oozed around as the green glow danced off of it. Before long he noticed another green glow illuminating the passage ahead. It must have been another dropped stick or maybe the crew.
Derrick rounded the next corner and was confronted with another empty room holding a glow stick. He grabbed it and continued moving quickly, attempting to catch everyone. He could already see the next section lit up as he raised his head to continue. He was half way to it when he felt a tug at his leg that made him stumble. He turned quickly and saw an arm reaching from a small crevice in the wall. It frantically gestured to him to come closer. The arm was adorned with an official ISO suit, so Derrick deemed it trustworthy.
Moving closer, he saw a small opening that led to a side route in the tunnel. There was a rocky overhang that had made the opening almost invisible from an upright position in the tunnel. He got down on the ground and slipped inside. It was a five-foot drop into the opening and Derrick was helped in by several sets of hands. Once inside, he discovered that one of the sets belonged to Kim, the glow stick lit her face. The rest of the crew was all huddled low against the wall.
The opening was just above Derrick's head as he settled in and tried to get a look around the chamber. Hank was tucked in between Lorn and Ben, still motionless as discomfort was written on his face. Before he could finish his inspection, someone grabbed the glow stick from his hand and hid the light.
Complete darkness engulfed them. The moment was unsettling and silent. Everyone was afraid to open a comm channel of any kind or make a noise. Sounds from within the cave resonated and carried very far. ‘There's no way these things go this deep into the cave, if they even find it.’ Derrick thought to himself, attempting to fight off the feeling of dread in his veins.
The attempts proved futile as the sound of a thud emanated from the tunnel above him. He pressed tightly into the wall to get away from the sightline of the opening. His heart was racing out of control and he opened his eyes as wide as he could. No matter how hard he struggled there wasn't enough light to break the darkness for even a moment. Another thud tolled from above, a little closer but still distant. Something had entered the cave.
Suddenly, Derrick was able to see a glint from one of the walls in their tiny chamber. Light outlined the huddled group beside him. It was then that he realized a light was being used in the tunnel above. It must have ricocheted its way through the cave system before dying completely.
For a moment there was no sound and the light danced around the chamber. It would increase in intensity then suddenly disappear altogether. The creature must have been at the fork, searching for them. Then, a more indistinguishable number of sounds occurred. Several more were entering the cave. Derrick had trouble trying to estimate a number. His worst fears and cynicism counted at least five. Stunted optimism hoped he was wrong.
The footsteps continued and split up. Some were becoming fainter as others became more prominent. Derrick could see more and more detail appearing in the room and he realized that one of these things had started down the path he just took. The light preceded its presence by what felt like minutes. The steps grew louder and louder as each thud echoed in his chest. The rhythmic pace suddenly quickened.
The light shook its way around the room as the steps approached the opening. Derrick held his breath as he felt the vibrations of the nearing creature. He looked up as the light briefly crested the opening above his head. Derrick felt dust and rocks rain down onto him. The muffled sound of rocks impacting his helmet resonated through him.
Before he could close his eyes some of the dust and debris had navigated the hole in his helmet and found a home in his right eye. He closed it immediately as he felt the sting of its presence. Frustration and anger built inside him as he was unable to do anything about it. He just held his eye closed tightly and hoped tears would rid him of the discomfort. The only solace of the situation was that it briefly took his mind off the creature that had just passed their opening.
The break didn't last long as a sound was heard; a spoken language of some kind from deep and intimidating voices. Derrick opened his left eye while keeping his other shut tight and once again looked up over his head to the opening in the wall behind him. The voices grew louder as footsteps raced through the tunnel. Two or three more had joined the first.
‘What are they doing?’ Derrick asked himself internally. ‘Something has them spooked.’
Just then Derrick remembered the light he saw at the end of the tunnel before Kim had tripped him up. The crew must have left a glow sticks to take them off their trail. ‘Nice work, guys.’ Derrick thought to himself, proud of his friend's ingenuity.
Light once again retreated, shrouding the huddled crew of the ISO. The darkness had become a welcome blanket that fought off the hostility of approaching searchlights. Several minutes passed as they sat quietly, unmoving. Derrick realized there was going to be little to no way of knowing when it was safe to exit or if it ever would be.
A voice re-entered the cave from the far end, it must have been one that just ran through and was on its way back. The voice was so deep that it travelled farther than the footsteps. It seemed to rattle Derrick as it approached, the light ripping their blanket away once more.
The creature moved with purpose but at a slower pace than before. It wasn't long until the footsteps could be heard just above Derrick's head. Holding his breath, Derrick waited for them to leave the adjacent tunnel. The footsteps moved beyond the opening and the darkness crept back into their hiding place slowly. Then, the creature stopped moving and the light returned to their room, it must have turned around.
Slower, more methodical footsteps announced the creatures approach. Panic ignited Derrick's arms with a burning sensation as his heart assaulted his throat. ‘It must have seen the opening, what can we do?’ Derrick thought. His eyes darted around the room, searching for something, anything that could help them. All he could see were the same insect-like creatures from the walls outside. There was no escape from their hiding place. It was a tiny chamber, no more than ten feet long and five feet wide.
The creature moved to the opening, Derrick could feel its feet just above his head as it stopped. ‘The overhang, it can't see it. It’s just double checking the tunnel, that's it.’ Derrick's mind was racing out of control as claustrophobia and helplessness overcame him. The creature was less than a meter away just above him. He slowly tilted his head back, not making a sound. His right eye still glued shut with dust and tears. Before he could see anything, the light went out.
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