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Chapter 1
 
 
 
August 19, 2159
Tokyo, Earth
Fifty-Five Years Ago
 
Doctor Julian Erkens was the first to admit he was far from a hopeless romantic. He and his wife were childhood sweethearts and had married young. And while their relationship was strong, considering his line of work, the passion between them wasn’t there like it used to be. 
As the chief of biochemistry at the Tokyo Institute of Advanced Sciences, he worked many long hours. Sometimes he didn’t come home until the next evening. 
This particular day was one of those times. And returning to his house with a dozen red roses would only make his wife that much more suspicious. 
He stepped from the train and weaved through the traffic of peak-time commuters, making his way to his apartment building. He entered and found nothing but emptiness. 
“Marie?”
He placed his jacket down on the kitchen counter and searched around the open-plan apartment for his missing better half.
“Marie?” he called out again, but still got no answer. He rolled his eyes, realizing where she’d likely be. 
Julian peered out onto the balcony at a long shadow cast from the setting sun. He opened the screen door and poked his head through. There sitting on a reclining chair was Marie.
“Catching some afternoon sun?” he said to her.
“I thought I’d take advantage of what summer we have left.” She took off her sunglasses and glanced back at him. “I see you decided to finally come home.”
He pulled out the dozen roses, and her mouth dropped. 
“And what are those?”
Julian handed them to her, and she breathed in the beautiful scent.
“I can’t remember the last time you bought me flowers.” She eyed him with distrust. “Have you been screwing someone?”
Though he knew she was only teasing, he wouldn’t get away without explanation. “I have news.” He took a seat next to her.
“Are we moving home?”
While Julian had loved Tokyo ever since arriving to take up his position at TIAS, Marie hadn’t been able to get used to the hustle and bustle of the vibrant city. He could hardly blame her. She was a long way from the rural European town they’d grown up in. 
“Well, not exactly.” He put his hand on hers. “But it might mean uprooting our life here.” 
She raised her eyebrow. “Okay…”
“Do you remember hearing about the Mark III FTL engine?”
“The one that allows spacecraft to travel at ten times the speed of light?”
“That’s right.” Julian nodded, already sweating bullets at what he was about to reveal. “Well, TIAS, the commonwealth government, and numerous science academies with a bundle of corporate money have put together a mission—”
“What kind of mission?” Her suspicious eyes once again met his own. 
“A new craft has been designed to employ the Mark III drive to propel them beyond the commonwealth. The expedition would be made up of mostly scientists and their families.”
 “And the destination?”
He pulled a data tablet from behind his back and handed it to her. “The galactic center.”
“The spacecraft Scorpius—an automated vessel designed for deep-space travel with a capacity of five hundred people. A return voyage to the galactic center would take six thousand years in cryo-stasis…” She shrugged. “Sounds interesting, I guess, but what does it have to do with us?”
Julian took a deep breath. “When the program was announced, anyone interested in taking part was encouraged to apply. I, uh, put our names down.”
She glared at him. “You did what?”
Uh-oh. “The Scorpius needs a biochemist, and I thought it was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.”
He paused to let her say something, but all she could do was stare daggers at him, so he continued.
“To study the galactic center would be one of the most monumental undertakings in human history,” he said. “To be part of it… They informed me this afternoon that we’ve been accepted into the program.”
“Of all the boneheaded things you’ve done.” She crossed her arms. “What the hell were you thinking?”
“Marie—”
She waggled her finger at him. “How could you not ask me?”
This is going as well as I expected. “I know how much you’ve wanted to move away from Tokyo and—”
“And you assumed the galactic center might be a nice change of pace?”
“I—”
“Julian, it’d take over six thousand years to return home.” She threw the data tablet in his lap. “What would Earth look like when we returned? Would it even still be here? For someone so intelligent, you can be a real idiot sometimes.”
She stood and dropped the roses on his head and stormed off into their apartment.
Julian sighed and watched the sun drop beyond the horizon. It’s going to be a long night.
 



Chapter 2
 
 
 
June 10, 2214
Cargo Ship Argo
Present Day
 
“How does it feel?”
Jason came late to the party to watch the end of the procedure on Aly’s new hand. It was as disgusting as he’d imagined, though not as gory as some things he’d seen during the war. Regardless, it’d put him off the roast beef he was going to hydrate for dinner.
Aly held the hand up in bed and wiggled her fingers around. “It’s so weird. It’s as if it’s there, but not.”
Doctor Tai had done an excellent job with the medical equipment she’d brought with her from Earth before they’d left. Her patient’s new hand appeared identical to her old one. The tone of grafted skin over the cybernetic mechanism matched up perfectly with the rest of her arm. 
She put Aly’s hand in hers. “The sensation will be strange for some time. The more you use it, the more accustomed to it you’ll get.” She waved her medical scanner over it. “And the good news is there’s no sign your body’s rejecting the new components.”
“When can I return to work?” Aly asked.
“I’d like to keep you here for a few more hours, just to ensure everything continues smoothly. Then it’ll be straight to your quarters to rest. You’re not to walk into the engine room. At least not for a few days.”
“Doctor, if you haven’t noticed, this ship’s a mess.” Aly pulled herself upright. “Since traveling through the trans-space corridor, most of our systems are still offline.”
“We’ll take care of everything.” Jason put a hand on her shoulder to place her back down on the bed. “Your dad and Althaus are in the engine room as we speak.”
Aly scoffed. “That would be a sight to behold.”
Jason chuckled. “Just get some rest.”
He went away with Tai to the other side of the infirmary where Kione was lying on a bed of his own with his gaze fixed on the ceiling.
“And how’s our other patient doing?” Jason asked.
Kione glanced at him and smiled.
“He continues to improve at a rapid rate,” Tai said, confirming it with her medical scanner. “How are you, Kione?”
“I feel fine, Doctor.”
Tai turned to Jason. “From what I can tell, Doctor Whitlowe’s methods were barbaric to say the least. Their effect on Kione’s body was nothing short of horrific.”
“After seeing his chamber of death, that doesn’t surprise me. No wonder he was one of Jarret’s favorite pets. He no doubt extracted a lot of information from enemy personnel during the war.” Jason eyeballed Kione. “And to bring your abilities to the surface once again…”
Kione nodded. “While I can’t condone his methods, he was very adept at doing what he set out to achieve. However, now that my powers are once again gone, I don’t wish to go through anything like it again.”
“You notice the good in everyone, don’t you?” Jason loved that quality about him but didn’t want to give Whitlowe a pass in this instance.
Kione’s joviality disappeared, and he looked deep into the eyes of the two beside his bed. “Thank you, both of you, for coming back for me.”
“You’ve already thanked us,” Tai said. “There’s no need to—”
“Doctor, you and Professor Petit put your careers on the line. And Mister Cass… Jason, the CDF will never allow you back in their ranks. When we return home, the consequences—”
“A bridge we’ll cross when we come to it.” Jason wondered about Professor Petit and hoped he was okay. When he’d first met him on Orion V, he’d thought he was a pompous ass. Now, after all they’d been through, he couldn’t imagine how they could’ve got to where they were without him.
“To repay you,” Kione continued, “I promise I’ll do everything in my power to help you bring Captain Marquez and Tyler home.”
Jason smiled, knowing he would be true to his word. “Rest up.”
Kione nodded and lay back down. 
Jason strolled to the door while Tai followed him in her chair. “Keep me apprised of their conditions. Whenever they’re ready to lend a helping hand, well, uh, we need all the assistance we can get.”
“I understand.”
Jason left the infirmary and entered the engine room. He’d gotten used to the organized chaos of Aly’s department, but what he walked into was anything but organized. Though it was very much chaotic.
Scattered parts were strewn everywhere. Jason did his best to step over and between them to get to Althaus who was standing over the maintenance station. “What have you guys done to this place?”
Althaus scowled at him, while Kevin pulled himself from a maintenance junction and wiped his greasy hands with an equally dirty rag. It did little to achieve any cleanliness. 
“I think we can all agree this line of work isn’t our forte.” Kevin fumbled through Aly’s toolbox to find a microspanner. “How’s Aly coming along?”
“She’ll be fine, but we can’t expect her to be back for a while. That means the three of us will have to put our heads together to get the Argo up and running again.”
Jason checked over the extensive damage report on the maintenance console. There was substantially more red than green on the list. “Hell…”
Althaus nodded. “FTL is out, and primary computer systems are fried. Over half the ship is operating on auxiliary power. Most of our maneuvering thrusters are burned out along with main thrusters, and climate control is only just operable.”
“I’m concentrating on getting that going at full capacity before we start anything else,” Kevin told him.
“Good call,” Jason agreed.
“The artificial gravity’s also playing up.” Althaus brought up the schematic showing where the trouble spots around the ship were. 
“That explains why I’ve felt so queasy.” He rubbed his stomach. “How’s the Argo faring structurally?”
“Similar to the last two times. Surprisingly well.”
Jason found it ironic. “Funny, isn’t it. When we travel at FTL it beats the old girl up more than when she shoots through trans-space.” He remembered what Petit had once told him. At FTL, the ship was breaking through a brick wall while in trans-space it was riding a wave. 
“With the damage so far, providing we don’t find any other gremlins, how long will it take to repair?” he asked the two older men.
Althaus stared around the mess. “At least a week.”
“Damnit, how did we get hit so hard this time? On our previous trips we needed to fix a few things, but nothing like this.”
Kevin found an electro-screwdriver in the toolbox and placed it in his belt. “The last time we went through a vortex, it was one created by the Seekers. This time it was one of our making. I’m willing to bet they have more experience.”
“Is that your scientific opinion, Professor Rycroft?”
“It is.” Kevin smirked. “I may even write a paper on it.”
Jason shook his head at the big goofball. “It won’t help it’ll be us three bozos doing the repairs either. Have you checked out Nora yet?”
Kevin bit his bottom lip. “I pulled the trans-space actuator out of the module and had a poke around. It seems mostly fine, but I don’t want to touch it until Aly’s up and about.”
“Probably a good idea.” Jason pointed to the repair monitor. “Once you’ve got the climate control back to a hundred percent, concentrate on the scanners. There’s a star out there, and I want to know whether it’s GP-34 or not. With any luck, we can pick up Tyler and Captain Marquez and get the hell out of here.”
Kevin nodded, and he and Althaus returned to work. Jason took one last look at the engine room and couldn’t help but feel Aly was right.
The blind leading the blind.
 



Chapter 3
 
 
 
Guilt festered away inside Jason while he turned the tap of the shower on and enjoyed the heavy sprinkle of hot water on his body. It seemed wrong while everyone else slaved away either in the engine room or the infirmary, but he figured a five-minute rinse wouldn’t hurt.
He washed his messy hair and wiped his face. The stubble was again turning into a beard. He reached for his shaver and switched it on, but before he pressed it against his cheeks, he turned it off. I don’t need to do this anymore.
He had to be clean-shaven on his return to the service and hated it. I like my beard. Shaving it off would just be another reminder he’d never be an officer of the CDF ever again. 
A scatter of feet hurried past him through the communal bathroom. He placed his shaver down and peeked over the top of the shower to the sight of one of the toilet stalls closing. A violent vomit followed.
“Are you okay in there?” he asked, wondering who it was.
Another spew answered his question. Jason winced and turned off the water. He found a fresh towel on the rack and wrapped it around his waist. He knocked on the stall door and inquired again.
The toilet flushed, and the door swung open. Marissa appeared, more than a little frazzled with a drooping face and a wild head of messy hair. 
“Jesus, you look like hell,” Jason said. “Is there anything left in you to puke up?”
She passed by him, clearly not amused, and cleaned her face at the washbasin, splashing a healthy dose of water on herself. “It’s been years since I traveled on a ship at FTL. I didn’t like it then and I don’t like it now.”
Jason stepped to her side. “I’ll take you to the infirmary.”
She chuckled. “Doctor Tai has enough on her plate with Aly and Kione.”
“I’m sure she could—”
“Jason, I’ll be fine, it’s just a bout of space sickness.”
“Okay, but at least come with me to the galley. I have something that might help.”
She eyed him suspiciously while he put on a shirt and a pair of pants. He led her up to A deck and into the Argo’s communal eating area. Jason told her to sit down at the table, and he opened up a cabinet. 
He rummaged through it and found the sachets he was after. He filled a glass of water and ripped the packets open inside it.
Marissa stared blankly at the glass placed in front of her. “What is it?”
“When I get drunk, I sometimes drink this the next morning. It’s not as harsh on the body as detox tablets.”
She rolled her eyes. “I’m not drunk, Jason.”
“No, but it might help with your gut.”
She relented and took a sip, recoiling at the flavor of the orange-colored liquid. “You didn’t mention it tastes like a sweaty gym sock.”
“Yeah, it’s not great.”
“Isn’t this supposed to stop me from wanting to vomit?”
“Time will tell, I suppose.” Jason sat opposite her. “I know I’ve asked this before, but are you really sure this was a good idea?”
When Jason formulated his plan to rescue Kione from Doctor Whitlowe, the integral part of the strategy was the use of the trans-space actuator to escape any CDF pursuers. Once he’d asked Marissa to help him infiltrate Whitlowe’s facility, she’d requested to come to the Horizon Cluster with him. 
He’d initially said no, but like always, he’d allowed her to get her way. He wondered if it was selfishness on his part wanting her to be around him. He was beginning to regret not being more persuasive.
“I mean, I hope it’ll be as easy as pinpointing my brother and Captain Marquez so we can pick them up,” he continued, “but things out in deep space don’t often go as planned.”
“I don’t regret coming along.” She took another cautious mouthful of her drink, again doing her best to keep it down. “Though if you force me to have any more of these, I may just want you to turn this boat around so I can go back to Mars.”
He smirked. “What did Marcus say when you said you’d be going?”
“Hmm?” she asked. “Uh, well, do you remember when I said I had something to tell you before the hostage swap?”
“Yeah.”
“It was to do with Marcus and me.” She finished the glass and put it down in front of her. “We broke it off.”
Jason froze. He stared past Marissa. Say something, you idiot… “I’m sorry to hear—”
Marissa dry retched. “Oh God.” She dashed out of the galley at the speed of light, no doubt back to the toilet.
“Bridge to Jason.”
Jason took a moment to compute what she’d told him and activated his commband. “Go ahead, Kevin.”
“We’re about to restore the scanners.”
“Good, I’ll be right there.”
He walked from the galley again, feeling self-centered. Not only was Marissa there with him, but he was responsible for her breaking up with Marcus. 
 
*
 
The monitor came to life, and Kevin ran his hands over the operations console, booting up the scanners. 
“Any luck?” Althaus stood from his haunches, pulling his head out of the junction beneath the station.
Kevin nodded. “We’re online.”
“What’ve we got?”
Jason entered the bridge, and Kevin gestured to the scanners. “Looks like a five-planet system. Four gas giants in the outer part of the system and one smaller planet near the sun.”
Jason eyed the monitor with caution. “Let’s have a closer look at that star.”
Kevin brought up the image, and a list of data scrolled down in front of them. He glanced at Jason and frowned. “It’s only two-thirds the size of GP-34. It can’t be the star the Destiny Telescope picked up.”
“Have the scanners do an extrapolation of the surrounding constellations and see if they can pinpoint our location.”
Kevin nodded and plugged in the relevant commands. When the results came in, his heart sank. “We’ve undershot by ninety light-years.”
“No wonder my beard isn’t a little longer.” Jason rubbed his face and sighed. “The question is, why did we come out of the vortex here?”
“Didn’t Petit have issues calculating the exit vortex trajectory during the testing phase?” Althaus said.
“He did, but he also told me he’d fixed the problem.”
“He could’ve been wrong.”
While Jason and Althaus continued their back and forth, Kevin thought he’d use the technology at hand to see if he could find an answer of his own.
He noticed something not quite right. “Check this out,” he interrupted them. 
They both shut their traps and stared over his shoulder at the monitor. 
“Notice how the trans-space corridor from Earth was a linear line from entry, but curved toward this star system? I assume Petit didn’t put those in his calculations?”
Jason leaned closer. “There’d be no reason to.”
Kevin pointed to the monitor. “And we’re still moving at the same curved trajectory after exiting the vortex with no thruster power.”
“It’s as if we’re being dragged.”
Althaus’s eyes narrowed. “What are you saying? Someone or something plucked us from trans-space and is now controlling the ship?”
“Good question.” Jason sat at the helm and activated one of the operating starboard maneuvering thrusters. “Let’s see if we can change our momentum.”
Kevin checked the scanners while Jason got the Argo moving. “It’s working.”
The ship veered away. But then a shudder reverberated around them. 
“We’re being pulled back.” Jason switched the thrusters off and, sure enough, the same course from the vortex had resumed. He looked over at Althaus. “I think that answers your question. Kevin, can you figure out where the hell we’re going?”
Kevin let the computer do the math, and he raised his eyebrows. “Straight for the planet nearest to the sun.”
“How long?”
“Eighteen hours.”
Jason slammed his fist on the intercom. “Jason to Tai. I’m sorry, Doctor, but we need Aly.”



Chapter 4
 
 
 
June 11, 2214
 
Jason stared over Kevin’s shoulder at the readings coming in from the planet the Argo was careening toward. “It doesn’t look too inviting down there.”
 “It is habitable,” Kevin said, doing his best to sound convincing. “The planet’s covered in deserts, scattered freshwater rivers, and minor vegetation. The temperature appears to be the equivalent of the Sahara Desert on Earth.”
“Have you figured out how the hell we’re being lured toward this sandpit?” 
Kevin shook his head. “The scanners aren’t detecting anything out of the ordinary.”
“What about on the planet’s surface?”
“The sun’s creating a lot of disturbance due to high levels of solar activity. I’m surprised I’ve got as much information as I have.”
Jason walked over to his seat and sat. “If you had the power to drag a ship across a vast distance of space, how would you do it?”
Kevin swiveled around in his chair. “A large tractor field would make the most sense.”
“Like the one the Seekers used?”
“To pluck a vessel from FTL, it’d need to be significantly more powerful.” 
“I don’t enjoy the thought we might be dealing with someone or something more advanced than the Seekers.”
“You and me both.” Kevin turned around and fell into the back of his seat, while Jason checked the chronometer on the command console. It was only twenty-one minutes before the Argo entered the planet’s orbit. What happened next was anyone’s guess. 
He pressed in the intercom. “Bridge to engine room.”
 
*
 
Aly reached out of the maintenance junction and clutched at the commband she placed near the toolbox. With a flex of her new appendage, she stretched for it but couldn’t pick it up. Damn this clumsy hand.
Doctor Tai told her it’d take time to get used to the prosthetic, but Aly didn’t have much patience. And in the meantime, her hand felt like one of those mechanical claws in a child’s arcade game. 
With her pinky finger, she looped the commband around it and pulled it toward her. “What is it?” she snapped. 
“Sorry to be pushy, Aly, but I need an update,” Jason said over the intercom.
She slid out of the junction and made her way to the maintenance console. She checked on Althaus’s work, happy he’d cleared the plasma exhausts and was now ensuring a seal between the tritonium tanks and the connecting conduits. 
“We’ll beat the twenty-minute deadline,” she told him, “but it’ll be close. I need not remind you how dangerous it is to punch the FTL engines inside a planet’s gravitational field.”
“I wish we had a choice. We’ve done it before—”
“Let’s hope we have a chance to do it again.”
“Let me know when we’re ready.”
 
*
 
With every minute that passed, the yellow orb of the planet the Argo was being lured toward got increasingly larger through the viewport. And it wasn’t getting any more inviting.
It reminded Jason of the training he’d performed in North Africa as a cadet in the CDF. His instructors had dropped him and Christian Nash off in the middle of nowhere and told them to use all the resources available to them to repair an old transport pod. They had little provisions and no shelter apart from the boiling hot conditions of the spacecraft. He shuddered remembering those days.
“One minute to orbit,” Kevin informed him from the helm.
“Engine room to bridge. We’re ready back here, Jason,” Aly told him. 
Right in the nick of time.
“Buckle up, everyone, and prepare for FTL.” He took his own advice and tightened his harness. 
“Turn us around one hundred and eighty degrees, Kevin.”
Kevin fired their maneuvering thrusters, and the Argo rotated away from the planet. 
Jason trusted he’d done the adequate calculations. “Let’s do it.”
His helmsman punched in the commands and pushed the lever forward to fire the Argo into FTL. The ship groaned and shook around them. The power from the engines pulsated beneath their feet. 
That doesn’t feel right.
Jason unbuckled his harness and gripped the back of Kevin’s chair. “What the hell is going on?” 
Kevin checked over his console. “Whatever’s pulling us isn’t letting go.”
Jason was afraid of that. “If something can yank us from FTL, why would they let us escape?” He pressed in the intercom. “Aly, have the engines got anything left?”
“You’ve got everything I can muster. If we keep this up, we’ll burn them out.”
Jason slammed his fist into the helm.
“We’re entering the planetary atmosphere,” Kevin said. “You better strap in.”
Jason sighed and made his way back to the captain’s chair. “Deactivate the FTL and spin us around. I don’t want the old girl landing on her ass.”
Kevin followed his orders and brought the ship into a natural landing angle with the nose pointing toward the planet. The Argo pounded the atmosphere, while the glowing heatshield bathed the bridge in a bright orange hue. 
Then the lights flickered, and the consoles winked out. What the hell? Jason pressed the command console, getting no response. “Kevin?”
“I’ve got nothing.” He toggled at the switches on the helm. “It’s completely dead.”
Jason pounded the intercom to get onto Aly and immediately realized how pointless it was without power. 
Althaus barreled through the hatchway, short of breath. “Systems are out all over the ship!”
Through the viewport the clouds appeared, and the Argo dipped as gravity took hold. Jesus, we’re dropping like a rock!
Kevin swiveled in his chair, and Jason’s eyes met his. “Manual landing!” they both said in unison. Without another second to think about it, they both slipped off their harnesses and brushed past Althaus down the emergency ladder chute to C Deck. 
At the bow of the cargo bay, on both sides of the hull were the small manual landing compartments. Jason remembered them being great hiding spots when he was a kid.
He pulled the hatch open on the starboard compartment while Kevin did the same on the port side. The interior was a space no bigger than a tiny maintenance junction. He crouched and wedged himself in the seat, grabbing the control levers in both hands. 
Inside an atmosphere, the Argo was little more than a flying brick, so the manual levers were designed specifically for planetary flight as a failsafe if the ship’s engines went down. They’d ensure the ship was more maneuverable using rudders, elevators, and ailerons to glide her down. 
He looked across to Kevin. “Ready?”
Kevin nodded, and they both yanked at the controls. Jason peered through the grimy window beside him and took the lead. Small manual indicators on Kevin’s side would show Jason’s actions and allow them to be in sync with each other’s maneuvers.
The Argo bounced between pockets of turbulence while continuing to drop, but the pair slowly but surely lifted the nose upward. 
Through the viewport, the ground came up fast, and Jason strapped himself in. “Hold on!” he yelled. 
His head banged violently into the compartment ceiling, and his arm smashed into the bulkhead. The Argo slammed hard into the terrain, sliding across the surface of the planet.
All Jason saw before blacking out was a viewport full of sand.



Chapter 5
 
 
 
Oh man…
Jason slowly opened his eyes, feeling as if someone had spun him around in an old-style washing machine. A hand touched his shoulder, and he craned his neck upward.
Kevin stared down at him. “Are you okay?”
Jason rubbed the bump on the top of his head and tried to stretch out the stiffness in his back. “Yeah.”
Kevin pulled him to his feet. “Let’s get above and see how everyone else is.”
They headed through the cargo bay and up the emergency ladder chute to the infirmary on A Deck. Kione was still lying on his bed while Doctor Tai was tending to Marissa on another.
“Go find your daughter,” Jason told Kevin, who quickly hurried off. 
“How is everyone up here, Doctor Tai?”
“Apart from some bumps, not too bad,” she said, wrapping a bandage over a gash on Marissa’s head.
“How are you?” Jason asked the unfortunate journalist.
She was even paler than earlier. “I seem to be in the wars since coming aboard.”
He put a reassuring hand on hers and turned to Tai. “How about you, Doctor? I assume your wheelchair is just as obsolete as the ship?”
“I’ll make do. If not, I’m sure someone can give me a push.”
Jason smiled and got out of her hair, making his way to the engine room. If it didn’t resemble a junkyard before, it did now. Aly, Kevin, and Althaus were doing their best to clean up the mess. “Report.”
Aly picked up a loose conduit connector and passed it to Jason, splashing grease all over his hands. 
“Thanks,” he said sarcastically.
“There’s good news and bad news.” She gathered the last of her scattered tools and placed them on the maintenance console.
“What’s the good news?” he asked, wiping the grease on his pants. 
“Well, it seems we haven’t taken any more damage to the vital systems.”
“And the bad news?”
“Considering how hard we landed on this rock, we took a real pounding structurally.”
“How bad are we talking?”
“Without the computers, I’ll have to inspect everything visually. It’ll take time.”
Jason nodded and cleared the dust from the top of the maintenance console. “How do you explain the power loss? Best guess.”
“Best guess?” She crossed her arms and leaned back. “I’d say we entered an electromagnetic field.”
Jason narrowed his eyes. “Why electromagnetic?”
“Because I’ve seen it before.” She glanced at her dad. “Do you remember when we salvaged that old freighter a few years ago?”
“In the nebula near the Kappa Seven system.” He nodded. “It emanated a natural EM field. We drifted for a week beyond it before we were able to restore power.”
“I have my doubts there’s anything natural about this one.” Jason rubbed his temples, sensing a headache coming on. “Okay, get started with what needs to be done to get the old girl flying again.”
“We aren’t going anywhere in this electromagnetic field.”
“I realize that.” Jason moved toward the hatchway.
“What are you going to do?” Althaus asked.
“Find out a way to turn the lights back on.”
 
*
 
A clanging sound emanated from the galley, and Marissa stopped at the hatchway, peeking inside.      
“Jason!”
He rummaged through one of the cabinets like a racoon searching for scraps.
“What are you doing?” she asked. 
“Putting supplies together.” He filled a pair of water bottles from the dispenser and placed them in a backpack.
“You’re going out there?”
He nodded. “Someone or something brought us to this planet. I need to find out how. If I don’t, we’ll be stuck here for a very long time.”
“It must be fifty degrees Celsius out there.”
“Hence the water.” He shook the bottle.
“You can’t go out there alone.”
Jason put a handful of ration packs in the front pouch of the bag. “Aly, Kevin, and Althaus have too much work to do. Kione’s still in bed, and Doctor Tai, well, I think it’d be a little unfair to ask her to tag along.”
“Then I’ll go with you.” She entered the galley and reached for her own backpack from the cabinet.
“I don’t think so.” He snatched the bag and put it back where she’d found it.
“Why not?”
“Doctor Tai—”
“Has given me a clean bill of health.” She took a step toward him. “Let me come with you.”
Jason stared at her and frowned, relenting. He pulled the bag back out and handed it to her. They filled them up with all the available provisions and grabbed a pair of rifles from the weapons locker on their way to the cargo bay. 
Jason pressed the panel beside the rear entry ramp and opened the interior of the ship to the elements. A wall of heat hit them instantly.
“Jesus Christ!” Jason cursed.
Sweat beaded down Marissa’s forehead, and she put on the ratty old brown cap Jason had found and a pair of sunglasses with a slightly broken lens.
They walked down the ramp and stepped onto the sandy ground of the newly discovered planet. Marissa hesitated and stopped, peering down at her footprints.
Jason noticed. “What is it?”
“How long do you think this planet has existed?”
He shrugged. “Millions of years.”
“We’re the first humans to step on this world in all that time.” 
“I guess you’re right. I suppose I take it for granted with some of the places I’ve been.”
“Yeah, well, I’m not exactly used to all this.”
Jason took her hand and waved into the distance. “There’s a lot more to see than this patch of sand. Come on, let’s go.”
She smiled, and they began their trek. Throughout the flatness of the surrounding sands, Jason led them up a slight incline to the east. 
With the sun beating down on them, perspiration ran down Marissa’s face and soaked through her shirt. She dove into her pack and guzzled some water. 
“Go easy on that,” Jason told her. “We could be out here for a while.”
She’d have scowled at him if it wasn’t for the fact he was right. Instead, she screwed the top on and placed it back in her bag without protest.
“Do you think we’ll find anything out here?” she asked, a little shaky on her legs. 
“We have to.” He observed her discomfort and stopped. “Let’s sit for a while.”
Jason led her over to a decent-sized rock, and he sat her down. Beside them was a small shrub growing from the ground. 
She picked at the dull green piece of vegetation and rubbed it between her fingers. “Has the texture of cactus just not as prickly.” 
“Probably full of water, too,” he suggested. 
Marissa put the plant back and gazed into the distance. Something flashed at the top of the hill. “Did you see that?”
Jason shielded his sight with his hand and shook his head.
“I could swear I saw… I’m not sure.” Marissa stood. “Like a reflection from the sun.”
“Let’s see.”
The arduous journey continued upward. When they reached the summit, Jason sauntered around, seeing if he could find anything that supported her claim. Then, just as he was about to give up, he stared at the ground. He waved Marissa over without saying a word.
She joined him and peered downward.
Footprints!
 



Chapter 6
 
 
 
Unknown Planet
 
They were unlike any prints Jason had ever seen. They were something more akin to hooves the size of large dinner plates.
“It has to be an animal,” he deduced. “One with four legs.”
Marissa pointed toward the east. “Seems they’ve come this way and rounded back on themselves.”
Jason nodded. “Are you up to continuing?”
“Try and stop me.” 
They both guzzled some water and set off following the tracks. Their climb down the other side of the hill revealed more cactus-like vegetation, among some other bushes and shrubs. At the bottom, larger undergrowth blocked their way.
Just as Marissa was about to push through it, Jason grabbed her by the arm and tugged her back. He shushed her, and they crouched to the ground.
He pointed through the bush and pulled apart the sizeable leaves ever so gently so as to not make a noise. I knew I heard something…
Three figures sat on rocks talking to each other, though Jason couldn’t make out the muffled words. They were bipeds, with bodies covered head to toe in cream-colored clothing. Behind them were four animals that were no doubt the owners of the tracks they’d followed. 
“They kind of look like a cross between a camel and a horse,” Marissa whispered.
Jason nodded. “The real question is, why are there four of them and only three people?”
“I’m not sure.”
A coldness touched the back of his neck. He slowly turned and stared down the end of a gun barrel. “I may have an answer to that.”
“Oh?” She faced him, and her eyes widened. “Oh!”
The owner of the rifle was attired like the others. He pointed his gun at their own weapons, which they dropped to the ground, and then directed them through the shrub.
Jason took Marissa by the hand and led her through. The three on the other side all stood and looked at each other in bewilderment as they approached.
The gunman set them down on the largest of the rocks, and the four figures studied them. 
One shook his head. “My God, they’re human!” he said in perfect English.
He unraveled the wrapping around his head to reveal a face just as human as their own. The red hair and blue eyes wouldn’t have been out of place anywhere in the commonwealth three hundred light-years away.
What the hell are humans doing here?
 
*
 
The trip with their newfound friends on the back of the animals known as zillos, was a lot more pleasant than wading through the sand with one’s own feet. Max, the leader of the group, allowed Marissa to ride in the saddle with him, while Jason hopped on another. 
At the top of the next hill, they reached the summit which overlooked an entire valley. A river system weaved through it amongst a much greener landscape than they’d seen so far.
The group rode down the hill and approached a settlement. Old spacecraft modules made up the bulk of the structures while more extravagant wooden constructions were dotted throughout. 
As the group trotted through the heart of town, men, women, and children stopped what they were doing and gazed their way in wonder.
They reached the center of the township and climbed down from their zillos. Max gestured toward one of the wooden houses, and Jason and Marissa followed him inside. 
Waiting for them was a man staring out a window behind his desk admiring the view of the nearby river. He shook his head in amazement at their arrival. “Never did I dream I’d see other humans again.”
Jason smiled. “And never in my life did I ever think I’d see the crew of the spaceship Scorpius.”
Marissa raised an eyebrow. “The Scorpius?”
“I had my suspicions when I saw the modules outside.” He pointed up to a small nameplate sitting on a bookshelf among a plethora of old ship components, to the side of the room. On it in bold black letters was: SCORPIUS. “But that confirmed it.”
“So I assume you’re not a rescue party sent to find us?” the man said.
“As far as everyone back home is concerned, the Scorpius is still on its way to the center of the galaxy.”
“Hold on,” Marissa piped up. “Can you fill me in on all of this?”
The man smiled and stepped out from behind his desk. “The Scorpius, my good lady, was a science vessel that left Earth over fifty years ago with the intent of studying the galactic center. With the recent development of the Mark III drive, it was to be a six thousand year round journey.”
“Six thousand years?”
The man nodded. “Let’s just say we were a very determined group of people. I was the ship’s executive officer.”
“And the captain?
“Captain Tran died.” He frowned. “My name’s Zachary Tobias. Leader of the Scorpius Colony.”
Jason stepped forward and shook his hand. “I’m Jason Cassidy, and this is Marissa Caldwell.” 
Tobias regarded their red-headed friend. “Where did you find them, Max?”
“A craft dropped from the sky on the opposite side of the Milky Mountains. These two tracked us back to our camp.”
“So, your ship crash-landed?” Tobias asked.
Jason nodded. “We were traveling past this star system when something pulled us toward the planet. We tried to break free, but whatever had hold dragged the ship down. On entering the atmosphere, we lost all power.”
“A story not unlike ours.” Tobias frowned. “The Scorpius was on auto-pilot while we were asleep in cryo-stasis. An alert awakened the command crew to the vessel veering off course. We did everything we could to break free of the force luring us to this world, but it was all in vain. In June of 2194, we crash-landed not that far from here.”
He walked over to the bookshelf and contemplated the many reminders of the lost ship. “That was twenty years ago.” 
Jason let the thought sink in. “And you built this settlement and survived in these harsh conditions for all that time? And without any power?”
“We’ve done what we had to do.”
Marissa glanced up at the bookshelf and then returned her attention to Tobias. “Have you ever discovered what brought you here?” 
“No.” The colony leader shook his head. “Our technology was obsolete, so we concentrated on developing different ways to survive. We lost many good people. But our ingenuity ensured we had the opportunity to thrive. We’re now a community. A colony of humans beyond the stars. Max was the first human born here.”
“Are there any others back at your ship, Mister Cassidy?” Max asked.
“Five more.”
“If I may ask,” the younger man continued, “if you weren’t here to rescue us, what were you doing in this region of space so far from home?”
Jason chuckled. “That’s a long story, but suffice to say, FTL technology has progressed in leaps and bounds of late.”
“A conversation for another day,” Tobias interrupted before his suspicious junior could ask more questions. “I’m sorry to say we’ll have many more. Unfortunately, Mister Cassidy, you and the rest of your crew are stranded here with us for the rest of your lives.”



Chapter 7
 
 
 
Cargo Ship Argo
 
Ouch!
Aly threw the drive coil out of the maintenance junction, and it launched across the engine room deck, clanging into the bulkhead. 
She twisted her hand around. It was only getting sorer. She rested her head against the inside of the junction and closed her eyes. The image of her hand being cut off and the blood splattering all over the floor continued to haunt her.
She pulled herself up and gazed across the messy workspace surrounding her. She sat atop the maintenance console and put her head in her hands, wanting to bawl her eyes out. 
But she didn’t. Maybe I have no tears left.
Instead, Aly picked up her toolbox and rummaged for her electro-screwdriver. Or I’m just not as strong my father says.
Aly found the tool and gripped her new hand around it. She wondered if she’d ever get used to losing a part of herself. A wave of guilt washed over her thinking about Doctor Tai. I can’t really complain.
From beneath her, a light glowed upward. Then another. She furrowed her brow and jumped from the console. It was activating. Data scrolled down the monitors while everything else around her booted up with power.
What in the world…?
She placed her hands on the keypad, but before she could press in any commands, the power blinked back out. She was about to pound her fist into the console but thought better of it, not wanting to destroy Doctor Tai’s handiwork.
“Aly.”
She turned to her father’s voice from the hatchway. “Jason and Marissa are back,” he told her.
Thank God…
She followed her dad through the corridor and onto the bridge where everyone, including Kione, awaited their return. But it was the man who stood beside Jason that surprised her the most. 
“This is Max,” Jason introduced him to everyone. “He’s a representative from the Scorpius Colony.”
Over the next thirty minutes, Max recounted the story of the spaceship Scorpius and what happened to it and its crew over the past twenty years.
It was a somber notion that a ship full of brilliant minds hadn’t been able to figure out a solution to their situation and had no choice but to come to terms with settling on the dreary planet. 
“Mister Tobias has invited you all to Scorpius Colony,” Max said to them. “We offer you shelter, food, and community. All we ask in return is that you work for the betterment of the colony. Tonight, we’ve organized a dinner to welcome you to your new home.”
Everyone on the bridge was silent. While Max lay in wait, Aly couldn’t help notice his preoccupation with Kione. She hardly blamed him. She remembered what it was like meeting an extraterrestrial for the first time.
“Well,” Jason began, “I think I speak for all of us when I thank you for the offer. But we’re not ready to abandon the Argo. Not just yet. However, we accept your invitation to dinner this evening. We could all do with something to take our minds off the last few days.”
Max filed out and left them to their own devices. When Aly got a moment alone with Jason, she led him to the engine room and explained what she’d seen before he’d returned.
Jason ran his hands over the console. “And you’re sure?”
“You believe I hallucinated it or something? I’m not the idiot that went out in that heat. There’s no mirages in here.”
Jason smirked. “What do you think caused it? If there’s an EM field, how can the power wink on and off?”
“No idea.”
It didn’t seem to be the answer Jason wanted to hear. “If it happens again, let me know.”
 
*
 
Scorpius Colony
 
“The first few summers were the hardest.”
Marissa strolled through the farming area on the outskirts of the colony, entranced at the color among the sands, while Tobias recounted the history of their settlement.
“We developed an irrigation system along the river, turning a dry patch of land into a blooming oasis. With the seeds we carried with us from Earth and a lot of hard work, this was the result.”
She stopped and kneeled next to a little girl who was helping her mother pull vegetables from the ground. “You’ve done an amazing job here. It’s as if you’ve carved out your own Eden.”
Tobias smiled. “We’re very proud of what we’ve accomplished.”
“What do you do for meat?”
“Many of the people born here are vegetarians. However, us older ones accustomed to red meat back home, feast on zillo.”
Marissa stood in shock. “You eat your horses?”
Tobias escorted her to the center of the colony. “Please don’t think ill of us, but the zillo is the only animal we’ve come across on this world. They breed in large numbers and are a brilliant source of protein. By the time us old fossils die off, I’m sure our children will let the beasts roam free again.”
“I suppose I can’t blame you. I was never one to pass up a well-cooked steak.” She walked up to the largest of the hand-built structures at the town center and circled it. It reminded her of something from an old African safari film with a porch all the way around it.
She placed her hand on a wooden beam. It was rough but soft at the same time. “An unusual texture.”
“It’s from a tree called a boki. It weathers anything the sun throws at it. This was the first building we put together when we arrived. It acts as our community hall and communal eating facility.”
“Stunning.” Marissa’s vision blurred, and she grabbed hold of the beam to stop herself from falling. 
“Are you okay?” Tobias asked, putting a hand on her arm.
She rubbed her face. “Just a bit lightheaded. The heat’s getting to me, I guess.” She refocused and looked past the community hall toward the river. “What’s down there?”
“Uh…”
She didn’t give him a chance to answer and strolled off down the hill and around another building. Scattered across the field in rows were dozens of white pickets sticking up from the ground. 
Tobias caught up to her and waved his hand over the solemn scene. “These are where our dead lay. We lost several during our landing and many more in the following years as we tried to acclimate to this land.”
He ambled over to one grave in particular. “We recovered Captain Tran’s body from the wreckage in several pieces.” He frowned. “Everyone lost someone. Friends, colleagues, husbands and wives. While it’s not traditional anymore on Earth to bury the dead, we did it as a reminder of what we’re fighting for and who we lost along the way.”
There was a passion in his voice Marissa was hearing for the first time. “I’m sorry, Mister Tobias.”
He gestured back up the hill. “Come. Let’s visit the kitchen and see how this evening’s meal is coming along.”



Chapter 8
 
 
 
The atmosphere was vibrant. Everyone was friendly. And the laughter of young children filled the community hall with the sound of delight. 
On Jason’s plate, the vegetables were green and the meat moist. He picked up his fork and dug in. It was fresh. Fresher than anything he’d eaten in a long time. To think they achieved this on such a lifeless world.
He stared across at his crew mingling amongst their hosts. Everyone except Aly made the trek with Max on borrowed zillos. They were a stubborn animal but one that became easier to ride once you were used to their quirky personalities. Though with the way Kevin struggled, Jason wondered whether the ace pilot had met his match. 
He wished Aly had come but understood she had plenty of work to do. He knew how miserable she’d be leaving the damaged ship behind regardless. 
“How are you finding the food?” Marissa sat beside him while he chewed the delicate meat.
He noticed a distinct lack of it on her own plate. Vegetables were piled up on it instead. “Why?” he asked curiously. 
“It’s a zillo.”
He picked up the closest napkin and deposited the half-chewed animal flesh in it. “That’s disgusting!”
Marissa laughed, and Jason caught Tobias out of the corner of his eye chatting with some other colonists.
“Excuse me,” he said to Marissa, and stood, making a beeline for the settlement’s leader. On the way, he passed by Althaus serving himself dinner from the banquet table.
“Make sure you try the meat,” Jason told him. “Best thing you’ll ever eat.”
He smirked and continued toward Tobias who finished up his conversation with the others.
“Mister Cassidy, welcome back. How are you finding the festivities?”
“You’ve been most hospitable.”
“You’re too kind.” Tobias smiled. “Have you and your crew talked more about our offer?”
“We’re not ready to give up on the old girl yet. You have to understand the Argo isn’t just a ship, it’s our home, too.”
My God, I sound like Aly…
“I sympathize. When the Scorpius crashed, I, too, was reluctant to cannibalize her and surrender hope returning to the stars.” Tobias put a hand on his shoulder. “But when it came to our survival, a choice had to be made. Please don’t take too long to decide, because you won’t last out there alone forever.”
“We’ll pull the pin before it’s too late,” Jason assured him. “Can I ask you a question?”
“Of course.”
“Has any of your technology switched itself back on lately?”
The question seemed to bemuse Tobias. “Mister Cassidy, what technology we had has long since been disassembled. Why do you ask?”
“I’m not sure yet. My engineer witnessed something she can’t explain. I was just wondering if you’d come across it, too.”
“I’m sorry to say I haven’t. But if you need help with anything—”
“I’ll be sure to ask. Thank you.”
Tobias gestured back toward the table. “Please eat up. It’s not often we have guests.”
 
*
 
Cargo Ship Argo
 
The bridge was lit up like a macabre theatre play Aly had seen as a child on some faraway space station by a troupe of traveling performers.
With the sun now down, the candles the colonists had lent them bathed her surroundings with flickering shadows dancing against the bulkheads.
After chomping down on a chocolate cookie ration pack that tasted nothing like chocolate, she went to work fixing any faults she could find in the linkages between the bridge and the engine room. 
While she was glad to be working, there was part of her that wished she’d gone to the colony. Just to see how a crew had survived on the newly discovered world and how far they’d come along since the crash would’ve been fascinating. Though she knew she’d never be able to enjoy herself with the Argo wounded like she was. 
Aly pulled herself up from the deck and replaced the maintenance hatch beneath her feet. She put the spanner back in the toolbox nestling on the captain’s chair and strolled toward the hatchway.
An immediate brightness engulfed her. She covered her eyes at the bridge lights activating and dropped the toolbox. Its contents clattered over the deck, and she rushed to the operations station. 
The console booted up, and she ran her fingers across it to initiate the scanners. But like before, as quickly as everything started up, it switched off. 
“Damn it!”
The twinkle of candlelight sent her mind into overdrive. What if there’s a pattern?
Aly took a candle by its holder and hurried to the corridor and down the emergency ladder chute to B Deck. 
She pushed open the door to her quarters and plunged her hand into the top drawer of her bedside table. Rummaging through it, she found what she was looking for. 
She yanked at the chain, and a beautiful gold mechanical fob watch came out. Aly fondly remembered when Benjamin Cassidy had given it to her. He’d told her there’d be times in the engine room she’d be fighting against the clock, and to get everything done, she’d need time to work for her, not the other way around.
Isn’t that the truth?
She wound it up, and it started turning. No electromagnetic field would defeat the advanced technology of the Victorian era.
Aly buckled it to her overalls and placed the watch in her side pocket. If there was a pattern to what was happening, she was determined to find it.
 
*
 
Scorpius Colony
 
Jason had the leading men and women of the colony hanging on his every word recounting the Argo crew’s visit to Psi-Aion.
“So you never knew what the Seekers looked like?” Tobias asked from the head of the table.
“No,” Jason said. “Even after a medical examination of the bodies, Doctor Tai found nothing out of the ordinary.”
Tobias’s wife, who’d had a little too much to drink of Scorpius Colony’s homegrown Shiraz, turned to Tai. “What did it look like inside an alien’s body?”
Tobias put a hand on her arm. “Darling, I don’t think this is the setting.” He changed the subject. “Tell us about this trans-space drive. If it’s a prototype, how did a ragtag cargo crew get given permission to use it?”
It was an integral part of the story Jason didn’t want to reveal too much about. He wasn’t sure how Tobias would react to dealing with a pack of fugitives. “Let’s just say I have connections.”
Tobias smirked. The colony’s leader wasn’t stupid. “It’s nice to have someone here who’s so well regarded.”
Marissa coughed beside him. Jason wanted to thank her for getting him out of the delicate conversation. But when she didn’t stop, he realized it was more serious.
“Marissa?”
Tai hurried over to her as quickly as she was able, but an older man from an adjacent table beat her. He waited until she’d stopped coughing and felt around her neck and then examined her throat. 
Tobias approached them. “Doctor Erkens?”
The man frowned. “She’s got it.”
“Got what?” Jason grabbed Tobias by the arm a little too violently. “Got what, damn it!”
A pair of other colonists helped Marissa up and escorted her from the hall. She stared back at Jason with fear, while Tobias led him and Tai into a quiet corner. 
“I’m sorry, Mister Cassidy,” he said, “but your friend has an illness. One that has no cure. 
Jason’s chest tightened. “What?”
The news seemed to pain Tobias just as badly. “I’m afraid to say she only has a few days to live.”



Chapter 9
 
 
 
Jason gazed at Marissa lying in Doctor Erken’s infirmary, while Kione sat by her side. Everything had gone from bad to worse, and he wanted someone to blame. Her for making me bring her? Me for letting her come?
He entered the adjacent room which acted as an office and makeshift laboratory. Tobias, Erkens, and Tai surrounded a central counter with a vast array of books and medical equipment scattered all over it. 
“When we arrived on this world,” Tobias began, “we found more enemies than just the harsh conditions. A few days after arriving, members of the crew became ill.”
“And it’s this illness that Marissa’s contracted?” Jason didn’t mean to sound so adversarial, but seeing what’d happened to her at the dinner table shook him to his core.
Tobias nodded. “Within the first two weeks we lost ten percent of the colony. Two weeks later, five percent more.”
“What is it?” Tai asked.
“Something very complex,” Doctor Erkens said. “It’s similar to the flu in its initial stages, but then worsens, shutting down every organ in the body until the patient can no longer survive.”
“And you say it killed fifteen percent of your crew?”
Tobias frowned. “We lost a lot of good people to this disease.”
“Has anyone else died from it since?”
Erkens shook his head. “No.”
Tai moved toward the door and stared at Marissa before turning. “Eighty-five percent of the population were immune. I assume the children born carried on an immunity from their parents?”
Erkens picked up a large journal. “That’s been my conclusion, yes.”
“And you weren’t able to synthesize a cure?” Tai cast an accusatory glare at him.
“As you can see, Doctor Tai, my facility isn’t up to TIAS’s standards.” Erkens shut the book and pushed it to the end of the counter. “It was easier said than done.”
“Not to mention,” Tobias interrupted, “once we discovered no one else was dying from the disease, there seemed little sense trying to fight it anymore.”
“It would’ve made sense to her,” Jason replied, pointing from the room at Marissa.
Tobias joined Jason by the door. “You must understand, Mister Cassidy, we didn’t expect anyone to follow us here.”
Jason couldn’t fault the colony leader’s logic, but it didn’t make the situation any better. “I have six more members in my crew, including myself. Are we going to contract this illness as well?”
Tobias and Erkens stared at each other, neither wanting to commit to an answer. 
It was Tai who ended up breaking the awkward silence. “It’s likely we’ve already contracted the disease.”
Erkens opened another book. “If fifteen percent of the population died from the disease, it’s improbable any more of your people will have to fight it.”
“Statistics don’t work that way.” Tai picked up Erkens’s journal and flicked through the pages. “While unlikely, it could take more victims.”
Jason wasn’t in the mood for hypotheticals. “Regardless, one person has fallen. That’s one too many.” He eyed Erkens and Tobias. “I want a cure for this. I won’t allow her to perish on this planet.”
The Scorpius Colony’s doctor didn’t appear confident. 
Tai moved in front of him. “Jason, while it’s not an impossibility to find that cure, if the EM field weren’t operational, achieving that goal would be more likely. Much of my equipment on the Argo needs power to run.”
Jason nodded in understanding, and Tai turned back to Erkens. “Doctor, I’ll need every report, diary, log, or scribbling taken during the epidemic.”
He gestured toward the other end of his medical practice and led her and Tobias away. Jason went over to Marissa and sat next to Kione.
“She’s been in and out of consciousness,” the friendly alien told him. 
Jason put his hand on Marissa’s. “Don’t worry, Doctor Tai will sort all of this out.”
While her eyes were closed, she gently nodded. 
Jason glanced at Kione. “I’m heading back to the ship to check how Aly’s tracking. Did you want to come?”
He shook his head. “I’ll stay here and help Doctor Tai.”
Jason gave him a nod of thanks and put his hands once again on Marissa’s. “I won’t be long.”
Her mouth curled into a small grin, and Jason disappeared into the night.
 
*
 
June 12, 2214
Cargo Ship Argo
 
Aly wasn’t sure what to say. She hadn’t got to know Marissa yet but dreaded to think what she was going through back at the colony.
Jason’s face was pale. She hoped it wasn’t the horrific disease, instead guessing it was the thought of what was happening at the settlement. She knew so little about the pair, only that they’d had a relationship in the past. Jason never talked about girls around her. She wasn’t entirely certain why.
“So, right now, Doctor Tai is working with Doctor Erkens to see if she can find a cure.” Jason stopped and peered off into the distance at nothing in particular.
“What is it?” she asked.
“I’m not sure. Something about that place, I guess.”
“The colony?”
“Yeah.” He shook off whatever he was thinking. “Anyway, tell me what progress you’ve made with this electro-magnetic field issue.”
She led him over to the maintenance console. “While you were gone, I observed another burst.”
“The power came back on?”
She nodded. “There was also a third and a fourth.” She pulled out her fob watch.
Jason placed it in his hands. “My God, I haven’t seen this for years. I had no idea my father gave it to you.”
“Yeah, when he died, well…” She trailed off, remembering far too clearly his final days on his deathbed. “I, uh, if you want—”
“He gave this to you for a reason.” Jason put the watch in her hand and smiled. “Now tell me what you’ve found out.”
“After the second burst, I set a timer to check if there was a pattern. On the third, I discovered there was. Every two hours and eighteen minutes, the power comes on for mere seconds. On the fourth burst, I calibrated the computer to activate the scanners when the power returns a fifth time.”
She opened the watch and showed it to him. “We’re only minutes away. How good’s your memory?”
 
*
 
Jason, Kevin, and Althaus stood around Aly at the operations station and counted down the seconds on her pocket watch.
It was such a beautiful timepiece. Jason remembered when he was a kid finding the antique in his father’s closet. His dad had recounted to him how old it was and how many generations it’d been in the family. Benjamin Cassidy loved that thing almost as much as his ship and his sons. 
While happy he’d given it to Aly, Jason couldn’t help but feel ashamed that his dad hadn’t considered handing the heirloom down to him. No doubt the argument with his father when Jason had been a teenager that had ended in him threatening to space it out an airlock probably had something to do with his final decision. 
“Here we go,” Aly said.
The power activated, lighting up the entire bridge. The monitor on the operations station flickered on, and the scanners initiated.
All four stared at the readings, and then just as quickly as it had flashed on, the electro-magnetic field once again took hold, bathing them in darkness. 
Jason eyeballed the others. “Okay what did everyone see?” 
“There was definitely a focal point,” Aly said. “The field seems to be emanating from a single position.” 
“It was located in the north,” Althaus added. “Right in the middle of a large rock formation.”
Kevin nodded. “I saw it out to the west when we crashed down.”
“How far from here?” Jason asked him.
“At a guess, I’d say at least one hundred kilometers.”
Jason stepped to the viewport and peered out into the blackness of night. Beyond the sand dunes were the answers to their questions. It wouldn’t be easy traveling the plains of the inhospitable world. But he had little choice. Marissa’s life depended on it.
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Scorpius Colony
 
Kione didn’t sleep a wink, poring over the vast array of papers Doctor Erkens had written on the disease twenty years earlier.
Tai was doing the same in the laboratory next door. The pair divided what was there and agreed to come back to each other once they’d read it all, with the hope they could find a way to produce a cure. 
Kione yawned. A small ache took hold around his temples. While he had no idea what species he belonged to, he’d realized over the years he was just as susceptible to fatigue as any human.
He folded the corner of the lengthy journal and glanced at Marissa beside him. She’d been asleep for at least six hours. He put the back of his hand on her warm, clammy forehead.
“She’s still fighting the fever.”
Kione nearly jumped from his chair. Out of the shadows, Doctor Erkens approached him.
“I’m sorry if I startled you,” he said.
“It’s okay.” Kione frowned. “Her condition hasn’t changed.”
“Nor will it. This is just the beginning.” Erkens leaned over Marissa and felt around her neck followed by a reading of her temperature. “From this point onwards, it will only get worse.”
“I can’t fathom what it must’ve been like to watch so many of your colleagues go through this.”
Erkens looked away with a blank expression, before returning his focus to Kione. “You need sleep.”
Kione smiled wryly, also noticing the fatigue on the doctor’s face. “Some might say the same of you.”
“I haven’t been about to sleep properly since I arrived on this planet. It’s the heat, I think. And when a patient’s in this condition…” Erkens sighed. “I’ve been trying to scrounge up any long-lost material that could give us a leg up in helping her.”
“Did you have any luck?”
He shook his head. “Unfortunately, I’m a better recordkeeper than I am a doctor. Everything I have is in this infirmary.”
They sat in silence, and Kione looked up, catching him staring. “You know I won’t bite.”
The doctor chuckled ever so slightly. It was the first time Kione had seen any upward movement on the stern physician’s lips.
“It’s not every day you get to meet an alien.” Kione put the journal down on the bedside table. “I’m sure you have many questions.”
Before Erkens could mutter a word, Doctor Tai appeared from the shadows and moved toward them in her mobility chair, which she’d quickly adapted to inside the electro-magnetic field. 
“How did you go?” Kione asked her.
“There’s a lot there. Whether it unlocks the key to a cure, I’m not sure yet.” She turned to Erkens. “How’s Marissa?”
“No change.” He wrote his examination on a clipboard and handed it to her.
“Did you find anything?” Tai said to Kione.
“There are a few things that might interest you.” He picked up the smallest of the journals on the bedside table and passed it across to Tai, showing her the marked pages.
“Good work. I should recommend you to the board back home. We can make a doctor of you yet.” She closed the book. “Why don’t you get some sleep. At least an hour or two.”
Kione peered at both her and Erkens, knowing full well neither had any intention of doing the same. “An hour. Then I’ll be back.”
He yawned and walked to the door. Just as he was about to step over the threshold, a searing pain shot up his throat. He grabbed the door handle and coughed uncontrollably.
His feet gave way, and his vision became blurry. The last thing he remembered hearing was Doctor Tai yelling out his name as he went crashing to the floor. 
 
*
 
Jason did his best to keep his weary head upward while the sun pushed above the horizon of the desolate world around him.
His zillo faithfully did the bulk of the work, keeping him pointing toward the Scorpius township. Beside him on a beast of his own, Althaus appeared just as exhausted.
The early morning workers of the colony were up tending the farmland while the waft of cooked porridge blew from the breeze of the nearby river. 
The pair made their way to the center of town and hitched their transport to a post with several of their brothers and sisters. Jason pointed past the main buildings of the settlement, and Althaus followed him down to one of the small but elaborate cabins. 
He knocked on the door and waited. After a few moments it swung open, and Tobias answered, slinging the strap of his bathrobe around his waist. “Mister Cassidy. This is unexpected.”
“I’m sorry to wake you,” Jason said, “but we have something urgent to discuss.”
“Please come in.” He waved them both inside and escorted them through the living area to his office, where he sat on the edge of his desk. “What can I do for you?”
“Do you remember me asking you last night about the power?”
“It’s hard to forget such an unusual question.”
“It happened again overnight. In doing so, we’ve tracked down what may be the focal point of the electro-magnetic disruption.” 
Tobias’s eyes darted curiously between Jason and Althaus. “You’re saying you might’ve found the reason all this is happening?”
Jason nodded. “If correct, it means we can leave and resume the search for my brother. Not to mention giving Doctor Tai and Doctor Erkens some help finding a cure. Eventually, we could even send a rescue ship from Earth for you and your people.”
Tobias seemed unconvinced, but he approached his bookshelf and pulled out a large scroll from the bottom drawer. “Have you got a location for this focal point?”
“One hundred kilometers north from the Argo’s crash site.” 
Tobias unraveled the scroll and placed it on top of his desk. It was a crude hand-drawn representation of the immediate area surrounding the Scorpius Colony.
Jason pointed at a position to the north. “What’s this?”
“A large rock formation—”
“That’s it. How far?”
Tobias checked over the key to the map. “One hundred and twenty kilometers.”
“Sounds about right.” Jason waved his hand over the scroll. “When was the last time you were in that part of the desert?”
“Not since this was first drawn. Only a few years after the crash.”
Jason narrowed his eyes. “And you haven’t returned since?”
Tobias chuckled. “Why travel to somewhere where the conditions are at their most treacherous? We built our haven here. There was little point of exploring any further.” 
“Until now,” Althaus chimed in.
Jason pointed at the map. “How long will it take on a zillo there and back?”
Tobias bit his bottom lip. “Four days.”
“I know it’s a lot to ask, but I’d like a pair of zillos and any provisions you can spare us,” Jason said. “Althaus and I will check it out.”
“You’re serious about this?” the colony’s leader asked.
“We have to try.”
Tobias stared at the map. “I’ll give you the animals, and we’ll load you up with everything you need. However, I won’t send you by yourselves. Not out in that.”
“We—”
“You don’t understand what you’re walking into. You’ll need help. Max and a few others will join you.”
A knock at the open door interrupted them. Tai moved toward them over the threshold with a grim expression. 
Jason’s heart skipped a beat. “Marissa?”
“Is still alive.”
“Then what?”
The three men followed her to the infirmary on the opposite side of the settlement. Doctor Erkens stood over another figure in the bed beside Marissa.
“Kione…” Jason hurried to him. 
The alien’s eyes opened ever so slightly. He tried to speak, but nothing came out. 
“What happened?” 
“He collapsed a few hours ago,” Tai told him. 
“Does he—”
“He’s contracted the disease.”
Jason could tell she was having trouble with it all. She had after all known Kione longer than any of them. 
Jason put a reassuring hand on Kione’s and stood, ushering everyone into the lab. “How long do they have?”
“That’s hard to—”
“Best guess,” he cut her off. “Doctor Erkens, you saw what this did to your people twenty years ago.”
“Miss Caldwell has three to four days. Kione perhaps not much longer,” he replied.
Jason placed his hands on the counter. The rays of the morning sun were making the steel warm. “And a cure?”
“I have some ideas,” Tai said. “But as I said earlier, while I can develop something here, it would be a lot quicker with my equipment on the Argo.”
“Then keep doing what you have to here, and I’ll see to this EM field.” Jason put a hand on Tobias’s shoulder. “Wake up Max and fetch me the quickest zillos you’ve got.”



Chapter 11
 
 
 
The Sandy Desert
 
Jason understood the trek would be difficult, but Tobias was right, it was much more grueling than he’d imagined. They hadn’t even traveled twenty-five kilometers, and he felt like an overcooked rotisserie chicken. 
Put a fork in me.
He twisted around for his canteen from the back of his zillo, and a searing pain shot up his neck. Holy hell!
He stretched the cramp out, and a few moments later the agony dissipated. Twisting the cap off the bottle, he guzzled his water down. It wasn’t his drink of choice, but out as far as they were and as hot as it was, it was just as good as a stiff bourbon. 
Max and his three men rode ahead, and while they were no doubt affected by the heat too, they weren’t showing it. Helps to grow up here, I guess. 
Jason glanced at Althaus on the zillo beside him. He looked like hell, leaning forward on the animal, gripping the reins as if his life depended on it. 
He crept toward his older comrade. “Hey, how are you doing?”
Althaus’s eyes darted sideways. “I’m all right.”
Jason frowned, unconvinced. “Should I have asked Kevin to come with me?”
Althaus glared at him, and Jason smirked, grabbing the canteen from the pack behind him. It was empty. 
“Where’s the rest of your water?”
“Somewhere back there.”
Jason didn’t want to rummage through his personal effects. Instead, he grabbed his own drink and offered it to him. Althaus stared at him as if he were handing him poison.
“Take it. If you collapse out here, I’m not resuscitating you.”
Althaus swallowed his pride and downed the water.
“Just make sure you don’t drool on it, okay?”
Althaus ignored the quip and handed it back to Jason, giving him a begrudging nod of appreciation.
“We can rest if you like,” Jason offered. He was about to tell Max to slow, but Althaus put a hand on his reins to stop him. 
“We keep going,” he said.
Jason smiled, and they continued farther into the desert. 
 
*
 
Scorpius Colony
 
Kione’s eyes opened to a disconcerting blurriness. Someone reached for his hand and pressed on it.
“Hey, Kione.”
It was Tai. His haziness subsided to find the doctor sitting at his bedside. He tried to speak, but nothing came out, so she poured him a glass of water, and he sipped it down.
“Slowly,” she warned him. “There’s plenty more where that came from.”
Kione took one final mouthful and handed the glass back to her. “Thank you.” His raspy throat tingled. “How long—?”
“Have you been asleep?” Susan peered over to the cog-driven clock on the wall of Doctor Erkens’s medical practice. “Nine hours.”
Kione’s head fell into his pillow. “I’ve never slept that long in my life.”
“You’ve contracted nothing like this before. Any illness you caught on Earth capitulated quickly due to your phenomenal immune system.” 
“But this is something different, isn’t it?”
“It’s one of the nastiest diseases I’ve ever seen.” She frowned. “I began tests on the locals earlier, to determine if I could devise a cure with their natural immunity…”
She stared off into space. 
“Doctor?” Kione pressed.
“It seems the disease has mutated from the initial outbreak. While I believe the immunity these people have will hold, there’s nothing in their physiology that can help you or Miss Caldwell.”
Kione was never one to think about his ultimate end as most humans did, but now that he was close, he perhaps understood their obsession. There was so much in his life he hadn’t achieved. So many questions he was yet to have answered. 
“How’s Miss Caldwell?”
Susan glanced over at her. “Worse than expected. It’s hitting her hard. I worry how much longer she can fight.”
“Have you got any further with your research?”
She picked up a book and flicked through it. “I’ve gone through all of Doctor Erkens’s diaries. I’ve been finding some strange discrepancies.”
“What discrepancies?”
She held up the journal with several pages missing. “Erkens said he likely ripped them out for scrap paper.”
Kione knew how to read Doctor Tai after all these years. “You don’t believe him?”
“I’m not sure.” She shook her head. “The problem is, there are full days in here with no diary entries at all.”
“That is odd for someone who’s such an astute recordkeeper.”
She agreed and puffed his pillow, getting him more water. “Let’s see if I can make you more comfortable.”
 
*
 
Zachary Tobias sat on his balcony overlooking the town center while the sun came down on another day. He blew a plume of smoke from his cigar and leaned back in his chair. 
Up in the night sky, the stars twinkled especially bright. Though Earth’s star couldn’t be seen, he often gazed up and imagined one in particular to be the sun of his home system. It was always noticeable in the early evening. 
“Didn’t your doctor ever tell you smoking was bad for your health?”
Zachary craned his head downward. Doctor Erkens walked up the steps of his balcony and rested on the railing.
“I was never very good at listening to him.” He took another puff and placed the cigar in the ashtray beside him. 
“How many of those have you got left?” Erkens asked.
Zachary hadn’t done an exact count, but of the few boxes he’d brought with him on the Scorpius, he was down to his last one. “Not enough.” He gestured to the seat next to him. “What brings you here?”
The doctor sat. “I wanted to let you know Tai is piecing it all together.”
Zachary felt a headache coming on. “I thought you’d got rid of the evidence.”
“I did, but that doesn’t mean she won’t figure it out. She’s very accomplished in her field. Even more brilliant than me.”
Zachary picked up his cigar and twirled it around in his fingers. “Could she discover a cure?”
“She’ll find it difficult without the Argo’s equipment.” Erkens leaned back in his chair. “Will Cassidy and his team locate anything up north?”
“I’m not sure.” Zachary shrugged. “I guess when we landed here, we always assumed there was a greater force behind everything. If they unearth something to disrupt the EM field—”
“It can only be a good thing. We could rebuild old machines and make our lives here much easier. Perhaps we’ll even have the chance to reconnect with Earth.”
A long silence was shared between the pair. 
“Do you ever dream we’ll see Earth again?” Erkens asked.
Zachary peered up at the yellow star he imagined to be home. “I’d be lying if I said I didn’t. There’d be many people happy to return.”
“And us?”
“You and me are never going back.” Tobias frowned. “Not after what we’ve done.”



Chapter 12
 
 
 
The Sandy Desert
 
“You know if I close my eyes, I can almost imagine I’m in the Blue Mountains.”
The weary form of Althaus looked at Jason incredulously.
“I did say almost.” Jason got up from the ground and helped Max start a fire while everyone hydrated and organized their food. Even Althaus pepped up after getting some grub in him.
Jason dreaded what awaited them the next day. To do it all over again would be a big ask, especially for his colleague from the Argo. While he would’ve preferred to bring Aly with him, her place was aboard the ship getting the old girl flight-worthy again. The next in line with the most expertise was Althaus. 
Maybe if I insult him the rest of the way he’ll survive out of spite.
For the remainder of the evening, he regaled Max and the others with stories about Earth. It was ironic considering he was raised on a cargo ship. At least he’d gotten to visit his home world, unlike the other four men.
He then moved on to some adventures they’d had on the Argo. Althaus even joined in, telling them tales of what had happened before Jason was born. Jason hadn’t heard half the events recalled and couldn’t believe the situations his father, Kevin, and Althaus had gotten into over the years.
Everyone eventually nodded off, retreating to their sleeping bags with the cold of the night setting in. Althaus was the first to go, followed by Max’s men. 
Jason and Max continued talking for a while longer. It was Max’s turn to speak about his life growing up on the Scorpius Colony. Jason struggled to comprehend it all. 
 “I knew no different,” Max said. “I assumed it was similar when you visited Earth for the first time.”
“I guess I’ve never thought about it before. The Argo was always home even when I wanted to leave her.” Jason yawned and peeked at the map sitting near the fire. “What’s the plan for tomorrow?”
Max unraveled the map and pointed at their route. “We’ll continue in this direction. Once we reach the northern plains, we can cut across here. If we move at our current pace, we’ll reach your coordinates tomorrow by nightfall.”
Jason wanted to be there sooner. Every second that passed was another moment closer to Marissa’s and Kione’s death. “Why don’t we cross here?” He indicated on the map. “We can be there by midafternoon.”
Max shook his head. “The dunes are treacherous. We’d lose time scaling them.”
Jason double-checked the detailed scroll. “There’re no markings here to signify any dunes. It looks as flat as everywhere else around here.”
“It’s an old map. Trust me, if we use that route, it’ll take us another day to arrive. That’s if our zillos don’t die on the way.”
“Well, we don’t want that, do we?”
The pair called it a night, and Jason placed his sleeping bag near Althaus. He immediately regretted the move. The older man’s snoring sounded like a Mark II FTL engine on its last legs. 
Jason turned over and put his pillow over his head, trying his best to block out the noise. But it was in vain. He couldn’t sleep. He lay on his back and gazed up at the stars, unable to get the last conversation with Max out of his mind. Something didn’t add up.
He rose to check if everyone was asleep and threw his sleeping bag aside. As quietly as he could, he crept over to his zillo and woke the poor beast. 
“Sorry, old boy.” He patted him on the side. “No rest for us tonight.”
He led the animal away from their camp and climbed on top, sending him into a slow gallop. With what he remembered seeing on the map, he directed it out into the desert, straight toward the sand dunes. 
An hour passed, and the terrain was still as flat as a tack. With heavy eyelids and his zillo panting, he wondered whether he should turn back. Keep going!
More time elapsed, and something appeared on the horizon. It wasn’t the incline he was expecting, but a long shadow in the moonlight stretched out before him. 
Am I hallucinating?
“Do you see what I’m seeing, old boy?” he asked his furry companion. 
Dotted over a kilometer were the scraps of a massive debris field. And in the heart of it a banged-up ship, unlike any craft he’d ever seen. It was big, too. The size of a commonwealth cruiser.
As he rode past the large chunks of golden-brown metal, there seemed to be a pattern. The wreckage was being used as barricades. He’d witnessed similar scenes during his time in the Earth-Centauri War.
It’s a defense perimeter.
Many handheld weapons were dispersed over the ground. From small metal bars, to longer and sharper implements. But where are the soldiers?
Jason edged closer to the ship and found an open hatchway which he assumed was once an airlock. He climbed down from his zillo and tied its reins around a metal bar on the hull’s exterior.
“Now don’t touch anything. I’ll be right back.” He patted the animal, wondering how he’d ever got on without one. Not bad for someone afraid of horses.
Jason stepped through the airlock into the deathly dark interior of the ship, using his hands to guide him. At the end of the corridor, the light from the moon shone through from a crack in the ceiling. 
He continued on into a large room where the bulkhead was sliced open. The brightness of the planet’s solitary moon radiated around one of the most disturbing things he’d ever seen.
Littered across the deck were skeletons. Completely decomposed. Dozens of them. 
Jason waded through them, doing his best not to step on any of the poor souls. While he didn’t know what they looked like, their bulbous round skulls and short limbs made it clear they were of extraterrestrial origin. 
He reached the hatchway at the other end of the room and continued on through the rest of the ship where more bodies had fallen. Most had perished in their beds, while others were huddled together to see the end as one. 
Through another hatchway, he entered the vessel’s bridge. More skeletons had collapsed over their workstations, while at the heart in a solitary chair raised above everything else sat the ship’s captain. 
Jason stepped up beside him and peered at the surrounding tragedy. On the opposite side of the command center, another hatchway lit up with light from the moon. 
He walked through into what he assumed was the captain’s office. Behind the scattered chairs and table was a cabinet.
Placed in it were trinkets. Most of the items he couldn’t recognize, but there were a few that he most certainly did.
He picked one up and held it in the light. A medical scanner? On the back of it was a small inscription: SCORPIUS.
He furrowed his brow and grabbed something else next to it. A data tablet. It had the same inscription. There was also a sidearm. Commonwealth issue…
He took out the ammunition casing and checked it. It was empty. What happened here?
Footsteps approached from behind, and a shadow formed over him. Jason turned around to find Max standing at the hatchway.
The young man pointed a sidearm straight at him. “I told you this wasn’t the way to come, Cassidy.”



Chapter 13
 
 
 
June 13, 2214
Scorpius Colony
 
“Can you hear me, Marissa?”
Susan clenched the Tribune reporter’s hands, and her patient’s eyes opened. It’d been her first sign of consciousness for hours. Like Kione, she struggled to speak, so Susan gave her a few sips of water. 
“Thank you,” Marissa stammered.
“How are you feeling?”
“It’s weird.” Marissa tried to sit herself up. 
Susan helped put her pillow a little more upright, and in the candlelight observed her features. She looked like the living dead. “What’s weird?”
Marissa coughed and spluttered. “When I was asleep, I heard things. You, Doctor Erkens, Mister Tobias, Kione. Even Jason.”
“That’s normal.” Susan offered her more water, which was promptly waved away.
“You’ve had no luck finding a cure.”
It wasn’t a question. “Doctor Erkens is in the lab checking over some ideas I’ve put together—”
“I don’t know if Doctor Erkens will be so helpful.”
Susan narrowed her eyes. “What do you mean?”
“There was something I saw in Tobias’s office when we first arrived.”
She struggled, coughing once again. “Go there. I believe it holds the key to everything that’s going on here.”
 
*
 
Alien Ship
 
Max’s trigger finger was a little too twitchy for Jason’s liking. “I think you should put that down.”
The young colonist waved his gun around the alien captain’s office. “Why did you come here? I told you—”
“Because you lied. I’ve learned how to read people really well over the years. Whose ship is this?”
“I can’t tell you that.”
“What are you going to do?” Jason pressed. “What did Tobias instruct you to do if I stumbled upon this secret? I doubt he wanted this.”
Max hesitated, and then out of nowhere, like a lightning bolt from the sky, a fist struck the back of his head and threw him to the bulkhead. The gun rattled to the deck, and Jason quickly pounced on it.
He darted his eyes upward at Althaus who rubbed his hand. “Damn, that kid has a hard noggin.”
Jason couldn’t believe it. “How did you—?”
“I saw you sneak out of camp—”
“But you were asleep. Snoring so loud—”
“I was in and out,” Althaus said. “I was snoring to piss you off, so you’d move a little farther away from me.”
“Gee, thanks.”
“When you left, it didn’t take long for this ginger bastard to figure out where you went. He took one of his friends with him while the other two stayed at the camp.” Althaus grabbed Max’s unconscious body by the scruff of the neck and put him in a chair. “When I had my chance, I put them out of action and rode here.”
“What about the other one?”
“He was standing guard outside this ship. By the time I’d snuck up on him, he had no idea what the hell was going on.”
Jason smirked while the unfortunate soul in the chair before them came around. “All right, Max, let’s you and me have a little talk.”
The colonist glanced at Jason then at Althaus.
Jason dragged another chair opposite him. “Let’s start at the beginning, shall we?”
 
*
 
Scorpius Colony
 
Even in her wheelchair, Susan entered Tobias’s house with ease. No one locked their doors at the settlement. 
She passed over the threshold and moved into his office. The moonlight from the window bathed it in an eerie glow. On the bookshelf in the corner was exactly what Marissa was talking about. 
It was on the highest shelf. Oh, for my legs!
Susan dropped from her chair and reached for the first shelf. She pulled herself upward as if the cabinet were a ladder and each shelf were a rung. Her shoulders burned the higher she climbed. 
With the top in sight, she stretched out her left hand for what she was after, while the right carried the rest of her weight. Her shoulder strained, wanting to pop from its socket. 
With one final lunge, the small cube-shaped device tumbled into her hand, and with a quick flick, she threw it onto her chair. 
Ever so gently, Susan guided herself down and plopped herself back in her seat, pulling the mechanism from beneath her.
She wiped the grime from its metallic surface and found her answer.
Marissa was right.
 
*
 
Alien Ship
 
“So, Max, what’s it to be? Will you tell me what happened here, or do I let my friend put a matching bruise on the other side of your head?”
Althaus leaned in toward him and placed an intimidating grip on Max’s shoulder. The young man sat defiantly, saying nothing.
Jason shook his head and pistol-whipped the bruised side of his face. Blood sprayed from his mouth. 
“You said I’d get to hit him.” Althaus glared at him with ire. 
“Sorry. You can hit him next time.” Jason stared into Max’s eyes. “That’s unless you cooperate with me. Don’t think I’ll be merciful. Not after the way you threatened me.”
Max stayed silent, and Jason sighed. “Do it.”
Althaus wound up a big right-hook, and Max cowered. 
“No! I’ll tell you everything.”
Jason smiled. “Whose ship is this?”
“We don’t know. From the stories they told me as a child when the Scorpius crashed down, these aliens were already here. We assume they came here the same way we did.”
Jason nodded. “There’s a defense perimeter around this ship and trophies from the Scorpius here. The colonists were at war with these aliens.”
“They attacked first. We lost a lot of people and had to defend ourselves. The battle waged back and forth for months. When it seemed as if we’d lose…”
Jason glared at Max. “What happened?”
 
*
 
Scorpius Colony
 
Susan approached Doctor Erkens in his laboratory. He stood hunched over a microscope, writing his findings on a notepad beside him. 
“Doctor,” she said to him.
“Yes?”
“I need to ask you a question.”
“Of course.”
“When did the Scorpius crash-land here?”
His eyes shot up. “I believe Tobias told you in June 2194.”
“I’d like to hear it from you” She held up the device she’d taken from Tobias’s office and handed it to him. “Do you recognize this?”
He examined it in the candlelight. “It’s a manual chronometer.”
“That’s right. It’s a component of the flight recorder from the Scorpius. Once it’s pulled from its housing, it ceases working. No doubt Tobias took it as a memento from the wreckage.” She moved to the other side of the counter and stared across at him. “Have a look at the date.”
He checked it. “April nineteenth, 2194.”
“Two months before your alleged arrival. So, the question is, why have you lied to us?”
He placed the chronometer down and peered back through the microscope, clearly not wanting anything to do with the conversation.
“You told us the deaths from this disease occurred in the weeks after the landing. I checked your records, and they match. The bulk of the deaths from this disease did take place in June of 2194. But then, how can the chronometer be wrong?”
Susan moved to the other side of the counter beside him. “Those ripped pages from your journal were from April and May, weren’t they?”
“How did the disease not take effect straight away?” She pulled a small hardback-bound book and plonked it down on the counter next to the microscope. “This was squirreled away in a cabinet. The Fight Against Biological Warfare by Doctor Julian Erkens.”
He once again looked up. This time he couldn’t avert his gaze from what she presented. 
“I didn’t think much about it with all the other paperwork you’d given me, but remembering something Kione told me, made me twig,” Susan continued. “You’re an excellent recordkeeper. It seemed unusual you wouldn’t hand over this text to me. But then you wanted me to find this book, didn’t you?”
His body froze.
“After discovering the chronometer and having a flick through your book, I noticed something uncanny about this disease we’re fighting. It’s incredibly similar to the one in this text. Too much of a coincidence for my liking.
“Your wife was on the list of colonists who died from the illness.” Susan crossed her arms. “Doctor, why did you kill her?”
Erkens’s hand came down on the petri dish beside him, and it broke into a million bits. Blood ran from his fingers, and he finally locked eyes with her. “I didn’t have a choice.”
Susan wouldn’t let him off the hook. Her glare burned through him. He’d bottled something up inside for a long time, and she wanted to know about it. 
He told her everything from the beginning. From the crash of the Scorpius to their first contact with an alien species in the desert beyond. Their dealings with their new neighbors got off on the wrong foot from the outset. 
“When they attacked, they caught us unawares. We were still picking up the pieces after the crash and mourning the people we lost.”
Erkens walked over to a chair and sat. Sweat poured from his brow. “We went on the counterattack and did damage of our own, but we were outnumbered. It wasn’t a conflict we could win. In the ensuing months, the losses mounted. That’s when I approached Tobias with a plan.”
Susan took a bandage from the drawer and wrapped his hand, allowing him to continue. 
“I’d studied their physiology and noticed a flaw to exploit. I formulated a bioweapon that could kill up to sixty percent of their population.”
There it is… “It was more effective, though, wasn’t it?”
He nodded. “It killed ninety-eight percent of every alien host body it came into contact with.”
“But that isn’t all…”
“There was a catch.” Erkens leaned back in his chair and sighed. “Before delivering the bioweapon, I knew there was a high possibility that several humans would also be susceptible to the disease. I projected three percent. At the time, we decided it was an acceptable risk.”
Susan finished strapping the bandage tight and clasped his wrist. “Your wife—”
“Fell by my hand.” A tear rolled down his cheek. “She never wanted to come on this voyage. We had so many arguments about it. But for whatever reason, she gave in and came with me.”
He stared up to the ceiling. “And this disease I created killed her along with many others. Not the three percent I predicted, but fifteen.”
He put his hands in his face and whimpered. Susan moved away from him, wondering how she could feel for the man. Would I have done the same in his situation? Would I have been so desperate?
They weren’t questions she could answer, and ones she didn’t want to. 



Chapter 14
 
 
 
The Sandy Desert
 
While sending Max and the others back to the settlement made for a less awkward ride, the rest of the way to their destination was a much quieter affair. 
Jason and Althaus were never good at small talk. Jason always felt it easier to fight him rather than hold a conversation with him. No doubt his older colleague thought the same. 
He glanced across at Althaus struggling on his zillo, as he had the day earlier. “You still with me?”
“I’m not going anywhere,” he muttered under his breath.
“Good. Don’t think for a second I’m dragging you back to the Argo after we’re done here.”
Althaus straightened up, and they continued on their way toward the horizon. Simmering in the afternoon sun, Jason dropped onto the zillo’s reins. When he opened his eyelids and saw what was ahead, his whole body flinched. “How long was I out?”
There was no answer on top of the other zillo. 
“Althaus!” Jason jumped from his saddle and hurried over to him to check his condition. He grabbed his canteen and threw it over Althaus’s face. “Wake up!” 
He jostled at his shoulder, and his companion came to, spluttering to life like an ancient internal combustion engine he’d once seen in a museum. Althaus climbed down from his zillo, and Jason handed him his water bottle.
“Come on, we’re here,” Jason told him.
Althaus drank the water down and followed him toward the rock formation, rising before the horizon. “If I’m too slow, just go on without me.”
Jason chuckled. “Count on it.”
The unlikely explorers found a path through the belly of the rocky cathedral and began their quest. 
For hours they searched. Up, down, and around.
Jason fell to the ground with exhaustion. “Holy hell.”
Farther ahead of him, higher up, Althaus stepped over a dangerous grouping of rocks. 
“Althaus, get down before you get yourself killed!” 
In reply, Althaus flipped him the bird and said something Jason didn’t hear properly. How mature…
Jason pulled himself up. “What did you say?”
Althaus pointed beneath his position over a small cliff face. Bits of dirt and rock kicked up under his feet.
Oh no!
“Althaus, get away from the edge!”
But he didn’t hear him, putting his hand to his ear.
“I said step back!”
Althaus finally got the hint, but it was too late. The rocky edge gave way, and he stumbled backward, trying to grab hold of something. He slipped and tumbled downward, wailing at the top of his lungs.
Silence then surrounded Jason. Not even the echo of Althaus’s last scream could be heard. 
Crap! Crap! Crap!
He scaled up the rocks and reached Althaus’s last position where the ground had disintegrated beneath him. He crept to the edge and expected to see a body, but Althaus was nowhere to be seen. And where he assumed there’d be a pool of blood, something very different greeted him. 
What the hell is that?
A fair way down, there was a shimmering of light two meters in diameter. Jason surveyed each side of the slipped rock and found a path down. 
He threw his legs over and clutched the rock tight. With a twist, he planted his feet into any footholds he could find and gradually climbed downward. With a few scrapes and bruises, he reached the bottom and sized up the bizarre anomaly he’d seen from above. 
It was like a small swimming pool. There’s no water within a hundred kilometers…
 “Althaus, can you hear me?” Jason’s voice echoed around the rocks.
He extended his hand toward the shimmering light, and another hand reached from the other side, pulling him in. Through the darkness, he entered a strange structure and came down on his head with a thud.
The floor was cold and the walls dark. I’m underground…
He flipped himself over, and the hand that had pulled him in, hauled him up.
It belonged to Althaus, who was nursing an ever-growing bruise on his forehead. And above him was the other side of the weird shimmering passageway he’d seen from above. 
“What the hell is this place?” he asked.
“I’m not sure,” Althaus said, pointing upward, “but we found our way in.”
“A rabbit hole?”
“Huh?”
“Never mind.” Jason smirked. “Let’s see what we can find down here, Alice.”
 
*
 
Scorpius Colony
 
Susan entered the infirmary after a quick bite to eat with Tobias. She hated leaving Kione and Marissa when she still seemed so far from a cure, but the Scorpius community leader was very insistent on their meeting.
He’d filled her in on all the nitty-gritty details of their time on the planet and did his best to justify what they’d done. He also apologized for what’d happened to Kione and Marissa. 
She tried not to be too judgmental, considering she was using their facilities. And through all Doctor Erkens’s faults, he was doing his utmost to help her develop a cure. She couldn’t imagine the kind of guilt he’d been carrying inside him for so many years. 
When she entered, Erkens was taking blood from Kione. There was a pep in the doctor’s step.
“What is it?” she asked him. 
“Come with me,” he said, leaving the sleeping Kione behind.
They went into the laboratory, and he put the blood sample under his microscope. “There was something I had to check.”
The man had a sparkle in his eyes. A smile even rose on his face. “Take a look.”
He pulled the microscope down so she could see through it from her mobility chair. Her jaw dropped. “My God, his immune system’s fighting it.”
“Not just fighting it but destroying it. I’ve seen nothing like this.”
Susan glanced back through the door at the unconscious body of Kione. “Yes, well, he’s always had a knack of being special.” She shook her head in disbelief. “He’s going to beat this.”
“And with any luck, so will Miss Caldwell.”
“Right. We can synthesize a cure, but without my equipment from the Argo, testing it will take longer than we have. And if we don’t give her the right antidote, it’ll kill her for sure.”
Erkens bit his bottom lip. “One thing at a time, Doctor.”



Chapter 15
 
 
 
Underground Facility
 
It seemed they were going around in circles. That was until Jason led Althaus to the end of the labyrinth of dark corridors and into a central hub of rooms and offices.
“This facility appears shielded from the electro-magnetic field,” Jason assumed, pointing out the obvious abundance of lighting above their heads.
They approached what looked like a medical facility. Through the open door, they entered a scene very similar to the one they’d found on the alien ship out in the desert. Five skeletons lay on the beds, hooked up to machines surveying their life signs. A droning beep played throughout the room. 
Jason couldn’t make head nor tail of the language on the monitors, but the readings were clear. “They’re all dead.”
“What gave it away?” Althaus stepped next to an adjacent bed where another fallen soul rested. He pressed a button on the machine behind it, and it switched off.
“Seems Erkens’s disease reached down here, too.” Jason walked from the infirmary and led Althaus farther through the strange facility.
They found more bodies and discovered a massive control center. At its heart, a cylindrical device rose from the floor and extended upward through the rocky ceiling. Around it was a large bank of computer terminals. 
A huge circle, with a crescent shape through its heart, sat on the rear wall. An emblem?
Jason studied the strange symbol and joined Althaus at a workstation. On the monitor was the same language he’d seen in the infirmary. 
“What we suspected is true. This array is the source of the electro-magnetic field,” Althaus said, pointing at the cylindrical mechanism. “There seem to be dozens of them all over this world.”
Jason studied the image on the console at the many arrays placed around the planet. “And they’re tapping geothermal energy to power them. The question is, why are we seeing power spikes? Going by this, the electro-magnetic field should be finite.”
Althaus’s gaze darted over the monitor, and he pressed in various keys. Several bar graphs appeared. “If these are power readings, I’d guess there are issues with the conduits linking the geothermal generators to the arrays.”
Jason thought back to the lifeless bodies he’d seen. They’d rotted there for twenty years. “I suppose it’s hard to do maintenance when you’re long dead.”
Althaus nodded. “The conduits no doubt automatically power down at the intervals Alyssa discovered to ensure they continue to operate indefinitely. When it happens, these arrays also power down, opening a short window where the electro-magnetic field ceases.”
“Makes sense. However, it doesn’t explain what brought the Argo here.”
Althaus continued working through the data on the console and brought up a star chart of the system. In a three-light-year radius were dozens of objects surrounding it.
Jason leaned in farther. “What in the hell are those?”
“I’m not sure, but they must be undetectable to our scans. We didn’t see them when we came out of the trans-space vortex.”
Jason paced behind him and pondered. “What if they’re inhibitors?”
“FTL inhibitors?”
“Right. But not just inhibitors, also substantial tractor field generators.” He approached Althaus and pointed at them. “The Argo dropped from FTL within this radius and was pulled to this planet. The same thing happened to the Scorpius and no doubt to that alien ship we found, too.”
“If you’re right that means this planet’s like a Venus flytrap.” Althaus rubbed his chin. “Whoever these people are, they’ve gone to a hell of a lot of trouble to do it. The level of technology required is immense.”
“Karma really bit them in the ass.” While Jason couldn’t condone what Doctor Erkens had done, there was a poetic justice to how they’d met their fate. “Now we know what’s going on here, can you knock it out?”
Althaus studied the monitor. “If I deactivate the geothermal generators on the planet, it’ll shut down these arrays and likely make the inhibitors redundant as they’ll have no computer to network with.”
“Is it possible?”
“I don’t see why not.”
“Good, get cracking.”
While Althaus went to work, Jason sat at an adjacent station and fiddled with the keypad, pretending he knew what he was doing. 
Something caught his eye as he fumbled through the alien computer system. An image. It was the Scorpius settlement from the air. “Looks like they have satellites in orbit, too. Handy ones. I reckon if you were standing in the middle of the town center, I’d be able to see the moles on the top of your head.”
Althaus ignored his quip, and Jason found another satellite feed. It was a recording from above the alien ship. The next image was of the Argo.
But then more appeared. “There’re other ships. Dozens of them crashed all over the planet.” His jaw dropped. “Venus flytrap indeed.”
“Huh?” Althaus said, apparently not really listening.
“I think I’ve figured out what this is all about. This underground facility we’re in. It’s an observation post. They’ve used their technology to bring all different species to this world.”
“But why?”
“I’m not sure. To test us maybe.”
Jason discovered a way to enlarge the satellite images and noted a disturbing pattern. “Jesus Christ…”
Skeletons were littered around all the other ships. The only survivors he could see were the colonists of the Scorpius Colony. “Althaus…”
“What?”
“Erkens’s disease…” He turned to his colleague. “It’s killed every other life form on this planet.”
The two stared at each other. It was one thing to do what Erkens had done in the defense of his people against an aggressive enemy, but for it to have the result it had was truly horrific.
Althaus returned his attention to his console. “I think I’ve figured it out. I can switch off the automated shutdown on the power conduits. It’ll cause an overload which will cascade throughout all the arrays on the planet.”
Jason stood and checked over his monitor. “Do it.”
Althaus’s plan didn’t take long to work. The pair hightailed it out of the underground observation post and back up the rabbit hole to the surface.
They scaled their way through the rock formation and hopped on their zillos, leading them to a safe distance. Within minutes, the ground rumbled beneath their feet, and the rock formation exploded in a spectacular rapture upon the planet’s starry night sky.
Jason wished he could’ve learned more from the alien computers, but there was much more at stake. It was now up to Doctor Tai to save Marissa and Kione from their deaths. He didn’t want to add them to what was now a very long list. 
 
*
 
Cargo Ship Argo
 
Aly banged her shin crawling out of the maintenance junction, and she seethed at the pain running up her leg. 
“Goddamn it!”
Her father poked his head out from underneath the maintenance console. “Are you okay?”
“Yeah, fine.” Aly slammed her circuit-separator on the deck and pulled herself up. She stared at the dim light of the candle on the station above her father. “How did people go without electricity for so much of human history?”
“I’m not sure. I’m not that old.” He chuckled. “I guess they didn’t have to worry about fixing cargo ships on faraway worlds in those days.”
“You’re probably right. But how did they cope with all those dinosaurs?”
They laughed, and as if on cue, the lighting above flickered on and consoles powered up. Aly checked her fob watch. The next power spike was right on time.
But then the power didn’t go out as expected. “They did it!”
“Jason to Argo. Come in,” the familiar voice crackled over the speakers.
Aly reached for her commband and activated the commlink. “This is the Argo. Go ahead.”
“I assume everything’s up and running again?”
Her father gave her a thumbs-up from the maintenance console.
“Affirmative.”
“Send your dad in the Julieanne to come and get us.”
“Roger that. He won’t be too long. Argo out.” 
Her dad had a solemn look on his face. 
“What is it?” she asked.
“While the rest of the ship’s in relatively good nick, the ventral thrusters are fried. They’ll pose a serious problem when we try to take off,” he said.
“We knew that. With the power back on, fixing them won’t be an issue.”
“Yes, but can we do it in six hours?”
“Why?”
He brought up an image on the scanners. “Because this system’s star is blowing a solar wind straight in our direction.”
Aly studied the data. “Just when we thought we were done with power outages.” There was a coronal mass ejection taking place. A nasty one. “If we don’t get up there in six hours, we’ll be stuck here for months.”
Hell…
 



Chapter 16
 
 
 
Scorpius Colony
 
“All of them?”
“Every single person on every single ship,” Jason told Tobias as they looked out at a group of children kicking a ball around the center of the settlement. “I counted at least a dozen more crashed ships all over the planet.”
The colony leader’s face went pale. “I’ve had to live with my decision for twenty years. I always told myself it was the wrong thing to do for the right reason. But now to be responsible for so many more deaths. So many innocent lives…”
Jason stopped at the front of Doctor Erkens’s medical facility. “I don’t know what to tell you. I can’t say everything will be okay, because it won’t. This’ll be on your head for the rest of your life. And since another ship from Earth won’t pass this way for a very long time, it may be the harshest justice you’ll ever receive.”
He left Tobias alone to let his words sink in and stepped toward the door, but before he could enter, Doctor Tai blocked his path. 
He read the concern on her face. “What is it, Doctor?”
“It’s Erkens…”
Tobias approached the pair. “What about him?”
She escorted them inside. Instead of two patients, there was now three. Doctor Erkens had joined Marissa and Kione on a bed of his own, looking just as sick as them. Tobias hurried to his side while Tai led Jason into the laboratory. 
“What the hell happened here?” Jason asked.
“We discovered Kione’s immune system was fighting the disease, so we began work on an antidote.” She frowned. “When we weren’t sure how successful you’d be, we had no choice but to test it the old-fashioned way.”
Jason glanced at Erkens through the door. “He infected himself?”
She nodded. “We broke down his immune system so the disease would take hold. We then tested the untried antidote on him.”
“My God! Why did he—”
“Guilt. Guilt for killing so many people. And for killing his wife.”
Jason had no idea the illness had hit Erkens so close to home. Right now, he didn’t really care. “And the result?”
“I’m about to check.” Tai revealed a blood sample in her hand, and she placed it beneath the microscope on the counter. She peered through the lens.
Jason stood in anticipation, his heart skipping a beat. “Well?”
Her head rose. “He’ll live. And so will—”
“Marissa!” Jason hurried out of the lab and toward Kione who was getting himself up. “Is there anything you’re not capable of?”
He shrugged, and Jason took a seat by Marissa’s side. “It’s me. I’m back.” She was still unconscious, but he swore he saw her eyelid flicker in response.
Tai moved toward her and injected her with the cure.
Jason squeezed her hand. “There, I told you all of this would be sorted out.”
 
*
 
Cargo Ship Argo
 
“How long have we got?” 
Jason hurried onto the bridge and took a seat in the captain’s chair, while Kevin walked from the operations station to the helm.
“Minutes only. The storm front has closed in quicker than expected.”
“All right. Let’s get this show in the road.” Jason activated the intercom on the command console. “Are we ready back there, Aly?”
“Uh, not really. But if we don’t—”
“Got it. Everybody strap in and prepare for departure.” Jason buckled his harness, while Althaus stepped through the hatchway and did the same at the operations station. 
“Okay, take us up.”
Kevin did as instructed and toggled the controls. The Argo whirred to life, and the ventral thrusters fired. She slowly lifted, and sand rolled down the side of the hull.
Kevin pushed the rear thrusters, and the old girl gained speed. He pointed the nose toward the sky, and the cargo ship rose higher through the atmosphere. 
The deck reverberated beneath them. Jason clenched the arms of his chair, worried the Argo might finally give out and disintegrate around them. 
The sky turned from blue to black, and the stars of the surrounding universe peeked through. Their legs floated up in the air, and Jason felt considerably lighter.
He activated the intercom. “Uh, Aly, the artificial gravity—”
“Yep. One thing at a time,” she replied. 
Jason’s smirked, but it soon disappeared with the wave of the storm heading their way. “Kevin, hard to port!”
Kevin punched the rear thrusters yet again, and the ship shook from the force of the oncoming front.
“It’s closing,” Althaus said. “It’ll be on top of us in seconds!”
“I’m not sure about you, but I don’t want to go crashing back down there.” Jason pressed the intercom again. “Aly, we need FTL now!”
“I’ve done the startup procedure but I can’t make any promises.”
“I’m sure you’ve done everything you can.” Jason stared toward the helm. “Kevin, set any course and get us the hell out of here!”
The Argo vibrated, and Jason’s teeth jangled. Come on, old girl.
“The storm’s about to hit!” Althaus bellowed. 
The lighting and consoles winked on and off around them. Come on!
The eerie golden glow of the storm washed throughout the bridge, and the Argo heaved, sparking to life. The ship’s engine fired, and the bright light disappeared into darkness. The power returned, and space bent around them, hurtling the vessel into FTL. 
Jason leaned back in his seat and checked around the bridge to make sure the others were okay. He pressed in the intercom. “Good work, Aly.”
There was only silence.
“Aly?” her father said with concern.
An audible sigh sounded from the other end. “Meet me down in the cargo bay. We’ve got a problem.”
 



Chapter 17
 
 
 
Jason hurried to Aly’s side at the bow of the cargo bay. She’d taken Nora out of her housing and was on her knees inspecting the trans-space actuator. She’d opened the guts of it and had her hands arm deep inside.
He kneeled beside her. “Aly…” he whispered, doing his best not to startle her.
She pulled a large rectangular part from it and placed it in his hands. It was burned to a crisp.
“What am I looking at here?”
“The result of the solar storm.” She opened the device with a micro-screwdriver and revealed its twisted innards. “This is the particle replicator. Or was, to be more accurate.”
 “Particle replicator?” Jason stared blankly at her. “As in, Iota particle replicator?”
“Iota particles aren’t found in nature. At least not as far as we know. Professor Petit had to find a way to replicate them.”
“Which he did.”
“Right.” Aly nodded. “He also needed to continue replicating them to equip the expeditionary force with the ability to not only get to where they were going, but come back as well. Hence what’s in your hand.”
Jason had seen her expression before. “Are you telling me this can’t be fixed?”
Her face said it all. “If we’d just been a few seconds quicker.”
“Hell…” He stood and walked to the bulkhead. He put his head against it then turned around. “How many particles do we have left?”
“None.”
Jason closed his eyes. “So, we’re ninety light-years away from Tyler. At FTL, that equates to—”
“Four and a half years. That’s at constant acceleration, which the ship won’t be able to maintain. So, add another year, perhaps two onto the trip.”
Jason rubbed his chin, pondering. “We need to get back into trans-space. How can we do that?”
Aly stood and indicated to the particle replicator in his hands. “Did you not listen to anything I just said?”
“I heard you.” He handed the device back to her. “You said this was irreparable. What about the rest of Nora?”
“It’s seemingly fine.”
“So, if we had Iota particles you could make it work?”
Aly’s eyes darted toward the trans-space actuator. “I guess so.”
Not having any clue how they’d do it, Jason gave his engineer the only logical instruction. “Then find me Iota particles.”
 
*
 
June 15, 2214
 
Marissa’s eye opened to a haze of blurry color. She took a moment to add it all up but quickly realized she was no longer in Doctor Erkens’s medical practice.
I’m back on the Argo.
She’d figured she was in the infirmary. Then remembered what Jason had told her. “Don’t worry, Doctor Tai will sort all this out.”
A familiar noise approached her. It was Tai’s mobility chair. “Did you say something?” the doctor asked.
Marissa shook her head. “Ignore me.”
Tai smiled and waved a medical scanner over her. “You’re coming along nicely.” 
Kione stepped into the infirmary looking a hell of a lot healthier than when she’d seen him last at the colony. 
“Does that mean I’m cured?” Marissa tried to sit up, but Tai’s gentle touch kept her firmly in bed.
She nodded. “Cured and back aboard the Argo. We left the planet a few days ago.”
Marissa breathed a sigh of relief. She never wanted to step foot on that world again. “How long until I can get out of here?”
“Another two days at least. Unfortunately, you won’t recover as quickly as Kione.”
Marissa put her head back on the pillow and closed her eyes. “I think I can manage that.”
“Kione, can you give us a few minutes?” Tai moved closer to Marissa, and her friend exited the infirmary, leaving them alone. “There’s something I need to tell you.”
Marissa rolled onto her side. “What is it, Doctor?”
“When we returned to the ship, I did all the scans I wasn’t able to back on the Scorpius Colony.” She paused. “I picked up an irregularity.”
Marissa raised an eyebrow. “What kind of irregularity?”
“It’s nothing bad. Quite the contrary.” She handed Marissa her medical scanner. “You’re four weeks pregnant.”
Marissa’s heart skipped a beat, and she did the math in her head. Could it be?
She peered at the screen at the small sign of life developing inside her.
Oh no…
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