
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
      
 
      
 
    LOST 
 
    ZULU UNIVERSE:BOOK 1 
 
      
 
    by 
 
    Sam Renner 
 
      
 
    +++++ 
 
      
 
    PUBLISHED BY: 
 
    SIX to ONE Books & Media 
 
      
 
    Copyright © 2019 
 
      
 
    Sign up for updates from Sam when new books are ready. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    ZERO 
 
      
 
    Captain Glory looked at the bank of buttons and switches in front of her. The lights that back-lit the panel had long ago faded, so she was operating mostly blind. But it was OK. She’d sat at the controls of the Mercybringer long enough that she could fly her big empty bird if she is half asleep. 
 
      
 
    The Mercybringer didn’t fly easy. Her thrusters took a long time to get to a full burn. She drank fuel like a dehydrated camel. And she never held as much cargo as Glory waned her to, but the Mercybringer was home. It was Glory’s ship, bought with money earned doing hours of back-breaking work on the ships of other captains who were looking to make their own fortunes.  
 
      
 
    Glory knew as soon as she saw the Mercybringer gathering dust at the back of the used shipyard that her fortune would be made in the back of this old hospital ship.  
 
      
 
    The salesman had been pushing her to look at something newer, something with more juice left in its thrusters and bigger, wider open insides. 
 
      
 
    “You're going to want the extra space,” he'd told Glory. “Bigger loads. Bigger paydays. Get this thing paid off quicker so you can start making real money.” 
 
      
 
    He was rubbing his hand along the side of a Corwall BP810 and looking up at the glass that surrounded the bridge.  
 
      
 
    “Sleeps a crew of seven comfortably. Get uncomfortable and you could get it to 10. If you wanted a permanent crew, that is. No crew and we can open up some of those rooms meant for quarters and get you a bit more space.” 
 
      
 
    Glory let the man talk, but she wasn't going to be sold on the BP810. She was already mentally piloting that old hospital ship to her dad's place and gutting her. 
 
      
 
    She’d gladly broken her own back doing the work necessary to make the interior of the Mercybringer a big void. She’d only kept the bridge--if you could call it that, it was so small--and three small rooms intact. Everything else that was a reminder of the Mercybringer’s old life was cut apart and pulled out the wide doors on her side until all that was left was open space. It wasn’t as much space as she was hoping for, but if she kept her crew small she could still clear plenty of credits to keep herself and her team flying. And for the last five years that’s exactly what she’s been able to do. 
 
      
 
    She’d had the sides of the ship sandblasted to remove any identifying markings, with the intention of a custom paint job to make the Mercybringer hers. But good intentions don’t pay for custom paint, and neither do loads that only fill half a hold. And half loads were all she’d been able to find. But, if her latest bit of intel proved true, her next load would be a hold-filler and this latest run could be a one-and-done, and she and her crew could get back home to luxuriate in their riches. 
 
      
 
    Glory started pushing buttons and setting coordinates. She half listened to the commotion coming from the cargo hold behind her. Heavy and James arguing. Again. The near constant arguing should bother her, but it didn’t. These guys were her brothers, even if they didn’t share parents. She’d be back there soon enough sparring along with them. 
 
      
 
    Three more buttons. A final flip of a switch with an extra flourish and the course was set. She stood from her seat and unzipped the front of her flight suit. She pulled off the top and laid it across her captain’s seat. She untucked the t-shirt she wore underneath and waited to feel the ship rock under her. It would be the thrusters firing and a sign that everything was set. A moment. Then another. And a third that felt too long. Then. There. The ship rocked and Glory heard the thrusters start to light brighter and burn harder. The ship was moving out, pushing deeper into space and nearer to opportunity. 
 
      
 
    She ran her fingers through her short-cropped hair. It felt new and unfamiliar. She still wasn’t used to the drastic change in her look, but it always took a few days for the short hair of a new mission to feel natural. She’d have it cut tight to her head—just an inch or two long—the day before she left out on another dance among the stars. By the time they returned she’d be able to pull it into a tight knot behind her head. 
 
      
 
    It always took Heavy and James a few days to get used to the look as well. They’d given her a hard time when she met them at the ship before they took off three days ago. She’s sure she’d hear it again when she joined them in the hold in a minute. 
 
      
 
    She punched a four number code into a keypad next to the door that led her out to the cargo hold, and the door wooshed open.  
 
      
 
    “Damn if you two aren’t loud,” she said to Heavy and James, but neither of them even acknowledged her.  
 
      
 
    “Stop it!” James shouted.  
 
      
 
    Heavy danced some kind of knees-high jig and asked a drawn-out “Whaaaaat? I’m just enjoying all this space that we have for activities since there’s nothing in the hold.” He danced solo for a second more then extended a hand out to Glory.  
 
      
 
    “Care to join me, captain?” 
 
      
 
    Glory smiled then took his hand. He spun her to him and wrapped a loose arm around her before spinning her back out again. She smiled, and he laughed. They danced to inaudible music for a moment before James interrupted. 
 
      
 
    “OK, Twinkletoes.” He pushed himself from the wall and moved to the middle of the empty cargo hold.  
 
      
 
    Glory put a hand into Heavy’s broad chest and let it rest there a moment before gently pushing herself away.  
 
      
 
    James continued: “While this makes a wonderful dance floor, unless we are charging admission it’s not making us any money.”  
 
      
 
    Glory straightened her T-shirt and put her hands into the pockets of her flight suit pants. “Nope,” she said, “an empty hold does us no good.” 
 
      
 
    “So what’s the plan, chief? Because as much as I like spinning around the galaxy with the two of you, I have a family back home that expects me to put credits into an account, and I haven’t been doing enough of that lately.” 
 
      
 
    Glory nodded as James spoke. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, boss.” It was Heavy’s turn. “As much as I enjoyed our dance, it’s easy to do when your pockets are a little light.” 
 
      
 
    Glory climbed up onto a crate that held tools and other maintenance gear. 
 
      
 
    “I know guys. It’s been light lately…” 
 
      
 
    James: “Light?” 
 
      
 
    Glory: “Worse than light. Non-existent. You know that a couple of times we just missed out on a job. Other times they just disappeared. But I was talking to someone …” 
 
      
 
    Heavy: “Oh, boy …” 
 
      
 
    Glory: “No, listen. I was talking to someone and he made a lot of sense.” 
 
      
 
    “He?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, he. Now shut it. He said that we need to push out deeper, and I agree.  
 
      
 
    James started opening the lockers and absently going through the equipment that was inside each. “Deeper?” he asked without ever looking away from the oversized pipe wrench in his hand. 
 
      
 
    “It’s supply and demand. There’s a whole lot of supply here for the demand we are trying to meet -- a million pilots. Out farther, though, going deeper we’ll have more luck finding spare loads to haul.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re talking about a mining camp, aren’t you?” Heavy asked. “Something intergalactic.” 
 
      
 
    Glory jumped down from the crate and could feel the ship shaking under her feet. The engines had reached full thrust, their bright red glow pushing this crew of three deeper into space toward the chance to make some real money.  
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” she said. “I am talking about something intergalactic. It’s an actual payday, and it’s available now. We just have to have the patience to get there.” 
 
      
 
    James closed the door to the last locker and stepped back toward Heavy and Glory. “You aren’t asking, are you? We are already headed that direction.” 
 
      
 
    “We are. I’ve got us pointed to a place called Zulu. Be there in a couple of days. We’ll rest, restock and refuel. Then we’ll head out deeper and check with the Blue Star Mining about work. They’ll have something to offer. I feel--” 
 
      
 
    Glory never finished her sentence. 
 
      
 
    A crash rocked the Mercybringer to one side. Glory fell to the ground, knocked off her feet by the impact. James went down too. Heavy cracked the back of his head on the edge of a locker then went to the floor. 
 
      
 
    “What was that?” James asked. 
 
      
 
    Glory stumbled over to a communications panel on the wall and activated the screen there. A couple of taps and the feed from an external security camera appeared. It was another ship, equal size to the Mercybringer latched to its side. 
 
      
 
    The Mercybringer moved sideways, its thrusters fighting in vain to keep it on course. But the fight was pointless; this new ship was now in control. 
 
      
 
    Heavy stood, and his knees went soft under him. Blood rolled down the side of his cheek and stained the front of his shirt. He dropped back to the ground and lifted a weak arm to the wall across from him. 
 
      
 
    Glory and James turned to look. The wall was pink. That pink grew to red, and the metal of the ship began to get glossy, a shine that Glory hadn’t seen since she’d initially cleaned out the Mercybringer’s hold and polished all of its surfaces until they sparkled. 
 
      
 
    “Holy--,” James shouted but never finished the thought.  
 
      
 
    The glossy walls began to melt, the metal running like water into a pool on the floor of the hold.  
 
      
 
    Glory scrambled for the crate she’d been sitting on earlier. She popped the locks that held the crate closed and pulled out three guns. She slid one to Heavy and tossed another to James.  
 
      
 
    She raised the blaster she kept for herself and began to fire. James stopped her.  
 
      
 
    “Go!” he shouted. “Shake us free from this thing.” 
 
      
 
    Out of the new opening came one armored leg. Then an arm. Then a full armored body. The metal beast struggled to stand up straight, the low ceilings of the Mercybringer’s hold forcing it into a stoop. James started smacking Glory quickly on the knee. 
 
      
 
    “Go!” he shouted again. “Shake us free!” 
 
      
 
    “But if I shake us free and that hole opens up to …” 
 
      
 
    James looked Glory in the eye. “I know,” he said, his voice calm and resolved. “But one of us needs to try and survive this. And you're the only one who can fly this thing. Maybe we’ll get a miracle.” 
 
      
 
    There was noise from inside the invader ship then another metal leg emerged from the dark. Next an arm. Then a whole other armored body. 
 
      
 
    “Would you go already?”  
 
      
 
    Glory looked to James then to Heavy. He was on a knee, blood still covering the side of his face. He looked her in the eyes and nodded his head.   
 
      
 
    The metal beasts moved into the middle of the hold. James sood and tried to draw their attention. 
 
      
 
    “Go, Glory! Go!”. 
 
      
 
    She scrambled to her feet and ran to the door of the cockpit. James screamed behind her, and blaster fire echoed through the empty hold. She punched her code into the pad next to the door. It blinked red. 
 
      
 
    More blaster fire behind her. The code again. Another red light. 
 
      
 
    She screamed in frustration. 
 
      
 
    A blaster shot banged off the wall a few feet from her, and she instinctively dropped to the floor. She pushed back up to a knee and entered the code again. The pad went green this time and the door slid open. 
 
      
 
    She pushed herself through--still on a knee and close to the ground. The door closed behind her. She set the locks and hesitated a moment before turning off the outer keypad. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, boys” she whispered to the empty room. 
 
      
 
    Fighting continued in the hold behind her. She could hear James and Heavy. She could also hear voices she didn’t recognize and blaster fire that wasn’t familiar.  
 
      
 
    She stumbled into her pilot’s seat and mashed buttons, hoping to get more fire into the Mercybringer’s maxed out engines. She tried to figure out a way to use the drive from this other ship to her advantage. To turn into the skid, like her dad used to tell her. 
 
      
 
    She was struggling with the controls when her world went quiet. The fighting behind her was over. The hold was calm. She turned to look at the door. She strained to hear familiar voices. 
 
      
 
    Something banged on the door to the bridge, and a female voice shouted from the other side something Glory didn’t understand. 
 
      
 
    Another bang on the door. Then two more, but these weren’t knocks for attention. This thing was beating down the door. It began to buckle in the middle, but the old steel and rugged hands that built this ship were strong. Whoever is on the other side spoke again, but Glory only stared out the front of the ship into the dark.  
 
      
 
    There was a moment of peace then the door began to glow red. Its metal got glossy. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    ONE 
 
      
 
    Lebbe drums his fingers on the countertop at the Quickstop and leans back in his seat.  
 
      
 
    "Have you seen this?" He asks Carole as she passes. She gives him a finger to say "Wait a minute," and Lebbe pokes at eggs that have gone cold. Carole passes again with three plates of food, one precariously balanced on her forearm. She sets them down in front of customers a couple seats down the counter from Lebbe.  
 
      
 
    "Have I seen what, Jim?"  
 
      
 
    "The news from home." Lebbe points to one of the screens hanging from the Quickstop’s low ceilings.  
 
      
 
    "I don't watch those things," she says and puts more coffee into Lebbe's cup. Steam pushes over the top, and Lebbe adds enough sugar and cream to turn the deep brown coffee into a light tan. He takes a long drink, grabs a slice of rye toast, and keeps staring at the screen.   
 
      
 
    People shout. There's shoving and fighting. It all feels weird. Lebbe recognizes those streets. It's Dallas, but not one that he knows anything about beyond the surface. That's not how he remembers home. Why would it be, though? He hasn't seen Earth in three years, hasn't seen Dallas in five.  
 
      
 
    Still, he watches the screen and the scene playing out there, looking past the violence and the police in riot gear. He looks at places and faces, hoping to see someone he recognizes. He's hoping to see one of the girls.  
 
      
 
    He raised them to be passionate, right? They'd be at an event like this, getting involved. And even if he didn't support the reasons they were there, he'd like that they had a fire in their gut for things bigger than them.  
 
      
 
    Frank comes out from the back and gives Lebbe a small wave.  
 
      
 
    "You miss it?" Frank asks. He leans on the counter opposite Lebbe and turns his attention to the screen.  
 
      
 
    "Miss what?"   
 
      
 
    "Home." 
 
      
 
    "That's not home." Lebbe puts a broken piece of bacon into his mouth.   
 
      
 
    "Sure it is."  
 
      
 
    "Not the one I remember."  
 
      
 
    "You been staring at the screen for half an hour. There's something there you remember."  
 
      
 
    "Just the name of the city.”  
 
      
 
    Frank watches the screen for a few more seconds. "I don’t miss it," he says a moment later. "Life out here is better than anything I ever had there. I have this shop. I've got my girls working the counter. My boys are working the grill. My wife works the register. They can have their earthbound life."  
 
      
 
    Lebbe starts shaking his head before Frank finishes. "To each his own, I suppose."  
 
      
 
    Lebbe would give up everything to get back, but that's the problem when you don't have anything. You don't have a position to start negotiating from.  
 
      
 
    Life on Zulu had started to wear. A transfer station at the far edges of the galaxy is no one's first choice. Well, maybe Frank's. But he was here to make his fortune. Most everyone else was here to survive. You come out to Zulu because you don’t have anywhere else to go or anyone who will take you in. Lebbe was in the latter camp. Alienate too many people and upset too many family members and you can suddenly find yourself on the outside looking in. That's where he was. Spend enough holidays alone and you're pushed to choose. You go back with hat in hand and apologize or you let your pride board a cargo hauler and you don't get off until you're at a place called Transfer Station:Zulu and spend your days staring out into the blackness. You find yourself becoming jealous of the young travelers who only stop at Zulu for a night, maybe two, like the trio of diners to Lebbe's right.   
 
      
 
    Their knees bounce on the bar that rings the bottom of each of the stools. They make anxious conversation about what the next few weeks holds.  
 
      
 
    "How much did they say again?" one of them asks.  
 
      
 
    "Could be as much as five figures is what I was told. If we hit a good vein and bring back a full ship then maybe six."  
 
      
 
    There are two types of passengers that come to Zulu: seasoned pilots with experienced crew hauling whatever they can be hired to haul and then kids like these. Wanna-be miners who head to far-off asteroids with their common sense confused by promises of riches. 
 
      
 
    "What would you do with that kind of cash?" One of them rolls up his sleeve and reveals an ID tattoo.  
 
      
 
    It’s a bright and deep black indicating that it’s fresh. Lebbe runs a thumb across his own mark, one that had gone to a dull but dark green. These are kids, best Lebbe can tell. They’ve never been off planet, no experience with interstellar travel or the toll it takes on the body and mind. That was especially true for those kids — they were always kids, of course — who came out this way to do the hard labor of working the mines. Lebbe wants to interject and tell them that there are easier ways to make a fast buck. Not all of them are legal, but they don't involve breaking your body before you’re 20.  
 
      
 
    Lebbe checks his watch. Half past 7 in the morning, not that you can tell day from night on Zulu, especially out in the common area. Chances are these kids came in on the regular Thursday at 7 a.m. cargo ship. Nice-guy captain often rented out extra floor space to travellers looking to make a trip on the cheap. Captain would dock in the morning, rent a room on Zulu for the afternoon to grab a couple of hours of uninterrupted sleep, then depart in the evening. He'd leave those travelers he'd brought with him behind, on their own to figure where they went from Zulu.   
 
      
 
    For these kids it's easy. Captains of mining ships are passing through all the time and eager to take on new crew.   
 
      
 
    Lebbe turns his attention back to the screens and the turmoil back home. Headlines scrolling across the bottom tell the story. Someone had taken shots at the president of the Unified Countries during a peace summit in Dallas. Whoever it was had missed, but he had also taken aim at the president of the Federated States. Those shots hadn't missed. The cherry red embers of a fire that had been smoldering inside the protesters erupted into an uncontrollable inferno. Believers from both sides blaming each other. They were ready to swing fists. Some were ready to do more.  
 
      
 
    A speaker crackles overhead and brings Lebbe's attention back to Zulu. It is an automated message announcing the arrival of another ship. Lebbe reaches into his shirt pocket and pulls out a piece of paper he's folded and dropped inside before he left his office. He unfolds the paper and lays it on the counter in front of him. It’s a short message that Lebbe reads quickly.  
 
      
 
    "Unrest at home. Growing worse. Some concern that this could spill toward you all. Keep an eye out for suspicious actors or activity."  
 
      
 
    Lebbe flips the paper over to where he'd chicken-scratched the day's schedule of arrivals. The ship arriving now should be small but crowded. It’s a passenger ship docking at the South Point. Lebbe hears metal scrape metal as an inexperienced pilot tries to find the hold on Zulu's circular outer ring.  
 
      
 
    A couple minutes later air locks whish open and the crowd starts stepping into the common areas of Zulu, most of them heading for the Quickstop. Lebbe watches faces. No one looks suspicious; they look tired. Lebbe lets the crowd coming to the Quickstop settle, then listens to conversations. It is idle chatter. "This tastes good." "That's overdone." "The ship we are transferring to doesn't leave until much later this evening, should we get a room in the meantime?"  
 
      
 
    Lebbe folds the paper back up and puts it into his pocket. Carole takes orders and serves hot breakfasts to worn-thin travelers. He waves a hand to try and get her attention, but it doesn't work. He waves again, and she looks his direction.   
 
      
 
    "On my tab?" He tries to shout above the noise of the crowd.  
 
      
 
    She nods and waves him away, wanting his seat for someone who'll pay for the meal. Lebbe heads back to his small office. The din of the crowd has ruffled his nerves; he needs to be near the water.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    TWO 
 
      
 
    Caroline Grey carries a datapad in the crook of her arm. She scrolls the screen up, quickly reading the manifest and checking her watch. The 12 p.m. cargo ship coming out of the Martian Sector is late by two hours. Grey pushes a small button on the ear piece she wears and asks "Have we heard from the Martian cargo ship yet?" 
 
      
 
    "It's not a Martian ship," says the voice on the other end. 
 
      
 
    "The 12 p.m. coming from Mars. Do we have an ETA?" 
 
      
 
    "It's not coming from Mars. It's coming from a transfer station in the section. TS:Hotel, I believe, but I'd need to check." 
 
      
 
    "Honestly, Keith. Do you think I really care where it was before? I care that it's late. I care that my schedule is getting thrown off. Have we heard anything from the 12 p.m.? Do we know when to expect it?" 
 
      
 
    There’s a long pause then Keith clicks back onto the line. "We heard from them two days ago. Lots of cargo. Only a few souls. But they haven't checked in since then. Not uncommon for ships coming from Mars, though." 
 
      
 
    I thought it wasn't coming from Mars, Caroline says to herself. 
 
      
 
    Keith continues. "Right now there's too much pirate activity keying on transmission, radio or otherwise. Probably accounts for why they are late. I'll ping one of the tracking beacons to see if there's any sign of them, but I'm sure they'll radio in soon." 
 
      
 
    Grey walks the perimeter of the common area. It’s her afternoon routine. The Zulu is hers to run. The mornings are given to happenings in the outer ring where the small group of soldiers sent to protect this portion of deep space spend their days smoking hand-rolled cigarettes, exercising, and working on their Zig Zags -- the little ships that Grey thinks look more cute than dangerous. It’s also where all of the cargo dropped off at Zulu sits. The ring is mostly open space by design. 
 
      
 
    Back when the pieces of Zulu were launched for construction there was still thought that we'd push out farther than this, that we wouldn't be hemmed in by the edges of our own galaxy. But that never happened. Turns out there is a limit to human imagination and desire to explore. It ends just before ships go intergalactic. So, with the deep black left to the mining ships that keep pushing farther and farther out into space, Zulu's outer ring sits empty. 
 
      
 
    Caroline Grey's afternoons are spent in the common area of Zulu. Habitual checks of the manifest, trying to keep all of the ships on time. Trying to put controls on the uncontrollable. She spends most afternoons arguing with Keith about what ships are where. 
 
      
 
    She makes her way to the middle of the common area, takes a seat on one of the benches there and looks up into the domed top that covers Zulu's biggest open space. These benches are typically found quickly by the low-budget and no-budget travelers. The half dozen benches are surrounded by fake plants, a bit of “nature” from home. Travelers camp here while waiting for whatever ship will take them away from Zulu. Grey was never happy to see these benches full, but right now she is all alone. She sits her tablet next to her and runs her fingers along one of the plastic leaves on the fake plants sitting in the planters. She pulls off a thick finger of dust and wipes it on her pant leg. She picks up her tablet and makes a note. 
 
      
 
    Lebbe interrupts Grey. 
 
      
 
    “There’s more happening at home,” he says and sits at a bench across from her. He pulls the paper he’d brought from his office and stares at what’s written there. 
 
      
 
    “More?” she says and puts her datapad down.  
 
      
 
    “Dallas,” he says. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s fine. But there’s some concern that it could spill toward us.” 
 
      
 
    “Us?” Grey asks. 
 
      
 
    “Not us in particular,” Lebbe says. “The collective us. It’s a warning for anyone off planet.” 
 
      
 
    Grey’s posture relaxes. “So this isn’t real,” she says. “Another warning that really doesn’t apply.” 
 
      
 
    She stands and steps to leave. Lebbe follows. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure what you mean by ‘not real.’ It’s absolutely real. Just because we don’t have a bogeyman knocking on our door doesn’t mean that we should ignore the possibility. Things are crumbling back home. Being as far out as we are may feel relatively safe now, but that  doesn’t mean it always will be.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Lebbe. I’m well aware that things change. That what was once good can now be bad. What was once safe can now be the opposite.” 
 
      
 
    Lebbe quicksteps it to catch up her. They walk shoulder to shoulder and Lebbe says, “If you don’t want these briefings every day then say so. No sweat off my nose.” 
 
      
 
    She stops and turns to him. “I don’t want these briefings every day. Zulu is a quiet place.” She’s walking again. Lebbe follows. Grey continues. “And we are far enough out that it’d be incredibly hard to surprise us. There are enough other stations and ships in front of us, between us and Earth, that we will have plenty of warning if something happens.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a lot of faith in your network.” 
 
      
 
    Grey runs a finger across the front of her datapad. She pulls up a screen full of numbers and begins scrolling through them. “The network hasn’t let us down yet.” 
 
      
 
    “Only takes once.” 
 
      
 
    “True, I suppose. But I’m going to trust it until I get a reason not to.” 
 
      
 
    “Suit yourself,” Lebbe says and walks away, leaving Grey alone. 
 
      
 
    The common area is mostly empty; Grey watches her employees do the mundane daily work that keeps them busy. One of Frank's daughters wipes the counter at The Quickstop. A member of the facilities staff sweeps over near the South Point, cleaning a mess left  by the crew of a cargo ship that arrived earlier that morning. Two members of that crew sit against the wall just outside the convenience store opposite The Quickstop. One has his head in a reader, lost in a story. The other checks his watch, waiting for whoever is running the store to come back from a break. The Martian ship isn't the only thing that’s late. 
 
      
 
    Grey's earpiece crackles. 
 
      
 
    "Boss." It’s Keith. 
 
      
 
    Grey pushes the button that springs her unit to life. "I'm here." 
 
      
 
    "A bit of a situation." 
 
      
 
    "The Martian ship?" 
 
      
 
    "It's not Martian, but no. It's something else." 
 
      
 
    Grey takes a breath to calm herself. "What is it?" she asks. 
 
      
 
    "We are getting request to dock from a ship still a couple hours away." 
 
      
 
    Grey checks her manifest. A mining ship is expected at 6 p.m. She has another set for a bit after 8 p.m. Then there’s a transport ship scheduled for arrival some time closer to midnight. 
 
    "Is it the 6 or the 8?" 
 
      
 
    "Neither," Keith says. 
 
      
 
    "Neither?" Grey stands up. 
 
      
 
    "No. This one isn't on the manifest." 
 
      
 
    "Where's it chartered out of?" 
 
      
 
    Keith pauses. "It's not. This is a ship of unknown origin." 
 
      
 
    "Any communication from the captain yet?" 
 
      
 
    "No, ma'am. Too far out. All we have is the initial request. I really think you should come see this." 
 
      
 
    "I'll be right there." 
 
      
 
    Grey clicks her earpiece off. 
 
      
 
    +++++ 
 
      
 
    High heels make no sense on a place like Zulu. Once you get away from the common areas getting around is difficult in shoes that keep your feet firmly planted on the ground. Some passageways are narrow. Others are elevated and only accessible by ladders or steep stairs. But Caroline Grey doesn't care. For her it’s not about functionality, it’s about appearances. She needs to dress like the woman in charge. 
 
      
 
    Her heels clack double-time quick down the hall leading to Zulu's command center. It’s up one elevator and down a long corridor above the domed roof of the common area. 
 
      
 
    Grey comes through the double doors and asks "What's happening?" 
 
      
 
    Keith sits behind a terminal and looks up at a large screen that swallows the room. A blinking point in the center of the screen represents Zulu's position. Anything appearing on the edges of the screen is 60 light minutes away. 
 
      
 
    Keith points to a blinking indicator to the left of Zulu. 
 
      
 
    "There," he says. "They've reached out. Made initial contact. Their ship talking to Zulu. All automated stuff, but initiated by someone.  We haven't actually heard from a crew member yet." 
 
      
 
    "And we don't know anything about them?" 
 
      
 
    Grey takes a seat behind Keith, and he turns his chair to face her. "Zulu did what it usually does and tried to access the documents that are supposed to be kept public on their servers:  flight plan, ship's charter, passenger and cargo lists. Didn't have any of them." 
 
      
 
    "And the chances that this is just some hobbyist who'd gotten too far out into the galaxy?" 
 
      
 
    "It'd have to be a pretty rich hobbyist to build a ship that can come this far out." 
 
      
 
    "But it's possible?" 
 
      
 
    "Sure." Keith nods. "Anything is possible." 
 
      
 
    "What are you thinking?" 
 
      
 
    "I'm thinking that I've been in this room all day and never saw the indication that anything was out there until that ship made contact. Now, I wasn't looking at the screen the entire time, but it's curious." 
 
      
 
    Grey stands up and paces the platform where Keith sits. She looks at her watch again. It’s nearly 5 p.m. "Are we ready for the 6 p.m. arrival? Where's that docking at?" 
 
      
 
    "It's coming in at the North Point" comes from across the room. It’s Rebecca. She sits at her own terminal opposite of Keith's. She’s in the shadows. 
 
      
 
    "And are we ready for the arrival?" 
 
      
 
    "We're close," Rebecca says. 
 
      
 
    "Good," Grey says as she approaches. "And what do you know about this ship?" She points at the indicator on the screen. 
 
      
 
    "Nothing, ma'am. I was busy coordinating other arrivals. I couldn't tell you when that ship first appeared." 
 
      
 
    "But what do you think? Why hasn't it made contact. Why doesn’t it have any of the paperwork that it should?" 
 
      
 
    "It's a freelance ship? It doesn't have a charter because it's not officially sponsored by anyone. It's a ship without a home." 
 
      
 
    "Interesting, "Grey points to Keith and asks: "Is that possible?" 
 
      
 
    "Again," Keith said, "anything is possible. And, sure, it's plausible that some freelance captain is coming out this far looking for work. A station like Zulu would be the place he might find a stray load to haul or someone who needed a ride somewhere." 
 
      
 
    Grey walks back toward Keith. "Do we have a visual at all?" 
 
      
 
    "If we can get one it's not going to be great quality." 
 
      
 
    "Try anyway. I'm tired of doing this blind.” 
 
      
 
    Keith pushes buttons on the terminal in front of him and a small image appears next to the indicator on the main display. 
 
      
 
    "So what do we see?" Grey asks. 
 
      
 
    Everyone studies the screen for a moment. 
 
      
 
    "Looks like it has a long, low middle," Rebecca says. "Cargo ship?" 
 
      
 
    Keith picks up the description. "No obvious markings on the side, so it's probably unaffiliated. But we need a better picture to know that for sure." 
 
      
 
    Grey had noticed the lack of markings too. She’d hoped to see the large red, white, and blue stripes like the ones painted along the outer ring of Zulu. That would indicate that this is a ship affiliated with the Unified Countries. Then she can contact Control and have someone back in HQ check on who this is. 
 
      
 
    Rebecca stands and leans toward the screen, like that will bring the picture into better focus. 
 
      
 
    Grey watches her for a moment. "What?" 
 
      
 
    Rebecca points to a spot on the side of the ship. "Is that a hole?" 
 
      
 
    Grey and Keith both try to force the picture clearer. "Looks like it could be," Keith finally says. 
 
      
 
    "If it is, what's that mean?" Grey asks the room. 
 
      
 
    "Probably pirates," Rebecca says. 
 
      
 
    "Pirates?" 
 
      
 
    Keith nods. "Probably." 
 
      
 
    "This far out?" 
 
      
 
    "That's what a hole like that would indicate. Blast the side with something strong enough to puncture the steel. Quickly board with a small team and disable the crew. Steal the stuff inside. It's not a sophisticated operation." 
 
      
 
    Grey continues to study the picture. 
 
      
 
    "Plus," Rebecca says, "we don't know how long ago that ship may have been breached. Just because we are seeing it now doesn't mean it hasn't been floating out there dead for months." 
 
      
 
    "Let's not use that word," Grey says. "Dead. Bad karma on a place like this." 
 
      
 
    "That's not how karma ..." Grey doesn't let Keith finish his sentence. 
 
      
 
    "How much longer until we can make reliable audio contact?" 
 
      
 
    Keith looks at the clock on his terminal. "Forty-five minutes. Half an hour." 
 
      
 
    "Good," Grey says. "I'll be back then." She turns to Rebecca. "I know this is moderately exciting, having something unknown floating out there, but make sure we are ready for the 6 p.m. to dock." 
 
      
 
    Grey goes back through the double doors. Her heels clack on the hard tile. 
 
      
 
    +++++ 
 
      
 
    It is never quiet on Zulu. Even when there isn't a crowd in the common area, there’s background noise that creates a perpetual hum. It takes a lot of systems to keep a transfer station running. Air has to be recycled. Water has to be processed. Electricity has to be generated. All of these functions create noise. It annoyed Lebbe at first, but now he likes it. It is a comfort, something that doesn't register, isn't thought about until it isn't there. Then it’s conspicuously absent. Lebbe has studied the hum so long that he can tell you right away if one of the systems isn't running. He knows all of their notes. 
 
      
 
    But some days, the hum isn't a comfort at all. Some days it’s a prison, a reminder that he’s stuck in a place where air has to be recycled, water has to be processed, and electricity has to be generated. He’s here and there is nowhere else he can go. His options are zero. These are the days he needs the water. 
 
      
 
    Frank made fun of Lebbe for the number of hoops he jumped through to get the white noise machine shipped out to Zulu. It wasn't easy. Finding a supplier. Finding a pilot willing to work with that supplier to make a special delivery. It cost Lebbe an arm and a leg, but it was worth it. On days like this, when his mind can't hold a thought beyond getting home, he retreats to his office, locks the door, and turns his white noise box to the "ocean" setting and lets the waves wash over him. For added effect he stares into the images of beaches tacked to the wall opposite his desk. 
 
      
 
    Today, the volume is pegged. Lebbe's eyes are closed. In his mind he is in a chair on the beach, one leg dropped off the side and his toes pushing a small hole into the sand. He holds a cold drink served in a hollowed out pineapple. An easy breeze blows in from the water, and someone is playing a steel drum somewhere behind him. Lebbe takes long, calming breaths. He concentrates on the in and the out and lets his beach fantasy take him light years away from Zulu. 
 
      
 
    A knock on his office door brings him rushing back. 
 
      
 
    "Lebbe," Caroline Grey calls from the other side. 
 
      
 
    Lebbe sits up slowly. He waits a moment then turns off the white noise machine, and his office is left with nothing but the hum of Zulu. 
 
      
 
    Another knock. "C'mon, Lebbe." 
 
      
 
    He opens the door, and Grey comes into the office uninvited. "We have a potential situation." 
 
      
 
    Lebbe puts a hand on Grey's back and guides her back out into the hall. He follows and locks the office door behind him. 
 
      
 
    "What kind of situation?" There aren't situations on Zulu. Lebbe is security for a transfer station that is naturally pretty secure. Its distance from Earth ensures that. Zulu doesn't get many passenger ships. That’s because passenger ships rarely come this far out into the galaxy. There is little to see this far out, on the edge of the edge just before space becomes interstellar. Mostly it was cargo haulers and mining ships that came to Zulu to restock and refuel. Lebbe might have to deal with the occasional drunken crew member. Or there may be a fight between ships that just don't like each other; some of these crews develop rivalries that Lebbe just doesn't understand. Maybe someone would try to sneak something out of the convenience store without paying or try to walk a check at Frank's. But more often than not, Lebbe just walks the main floor lost in Zulu's hum. 
 
      
 
    "There's a ship." Grey and Lebbe walk the long hall that leads to the elevator. A ride down three floors and they are back on the main floor. "It doesn't have any ID, and it's approaching. We think it was hit by pirates, that it's …,” Grey hesitates, “... a dead ship. But, until we can get confirmation of that, I wanted to let you know." 
 
      
 
    "When will we have a visual?" Lebbe and Grey step onto the elevator and the doors slide quietly closed behind them. 
 
      
 
    "We've already got that. I'm not convinced it's pirates. We are too far out. There's not enough traffic out here to hijack and steal from." 
 
      
 
    The elevator doors open and the pair step off.  "Volume of traffic isn't that great, no. But the quality of traffic is off the charts. Get the right mining ship weighed down with a full hull of ore and that'd be enough to retire if they can find a place to sell it. What kind of ship are we looking at?" 
 
      
 
    "It's a cargo ship." 
 
      
 
    "Uh huh," Lebbe says through a smile. 
 
      
 
    "That's coincidence." Lebbe follows Grey across the common area and to the doors that lead to the control room. "Out this far it's most likely going to be that or a transport ship. That means nothing." 
 
      
 
    Grey's heels clack the floor and Lebbe struggles to keep up with her pace. 
 
      
 
    "And why do we think pirates?" 
 
      
 
    "There's a hole in the side of the ship, like someone punched their way in." 
 
      
 
    "A ragged hole or smooth?" 
 
      
 
    "What?" 
 
      
 
    "The edges of this hole. Were they ragged or smooth?" 
 
      
 
    Grey stops outside of the double doors to the control room. "I don't know, Lebbe. Smooth?" 
 
      
 
    "Smooth and the hole is probably manmade. Pirates. Rough and it's something making impact." 
 
      
 
    Grey pushes the doors open and steps through. "Come see for yourself." 
 
      
 
    Lebbe follows Grey to a spot behind Keith. 
 
      
 
    "What's new?" Grey asks no one in particular. 
 
      
 
    Keith nods a quick hello to Lebbe. "We've got a better visual," Keith says. He pulls the picture back up. There are no markings of affiliation anywhere on the ship, not even any that are faded or beaten faint by the debris of space. Nothing to identify the ship at all. It's gunmetal sides are free of any distinguishing equipment or old war wounds. If you asked some earthbound kid to draw a cargo ship, he or she would draw this ship, gaping hole in the side excluded. 
 
      
 
    "And we still can't get any info from the ship?" Lebbe asks. 
 
      
 
    Keith shakes his head. "I've had Zulu try to go in about three different ways thinking maybe some know-nothing stuck the charter and manifest in a hidden or buried folder three or four levels down. Zulu couldn't find anything. I finally went in manually and looked myself. Nothing. That ship is truly a ghost." 
 
      
 
    Grey walks over to a railing in front of the big screen and cranes her neck up at the image of the ship. "And have we tried to make audio contact yet?" 
 
      
 
    "Not yet. We've stuck a digital probe into the ship and aren't picking up any noise, but we can try and stir up something. Send in an incoming message and see if we get any response. But a ship with a hole in the side that big ..." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, Grey says, "I realize that it's a long shot. But do it." She rests her elbows on the railing in front of her, never taking her gaze off the picture. 
 
      
 
    Keith pushes a couple of buttons on his terminal and pulls a small microphone in front of his mouth: "Attention, captain. This is the Transfer Station Zulu. Please acknowledge receipt of this transmission." 
 
      
 
    The room is quiet with anticipation. Nothing comes across but the dull hiss of an open mic. Everyone waits a moment then Grey points toward Keith. 
 
      
 
    "Again.” 
 
      
 
    Keith repeats his message. "Attention, captain. This is the Transfer Station Zulu. Please acknowledge receipt of this transmission." 
 
      
 
    Just the hiss for a moment, then the clicks of a microphone being activated. Labored breathing is all that comes across, then a woman's voice. She struggles to get out just a few words. 
 
      
 
    "Acknowledged, Zulu. Help." 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    THREE 
 
      
 
    The control room sits in stunned silence. Grey looks to Lebbe and then to Keith.  
 
      
 
    Keith turns his microphone in her direction and says "Ma'am."  
 
      
 
    Grey walks over, and Keith activates the mic again.  
 
      
 
    Grey begins. "This is Zulu. Can you tell me who you are?"  
 
      
 
    "We are ... we have ..." There is a long pause. The team in the control room listens to the labored breathing of whoever this is. "Please, just send help."  
 
      
 
    "We will," Grey says. "But we need to know who we are helping and what kind of assistance you are needing."  
 
      
 
    There is no response. No labored breathing. The transmission has stopped.  
 
      
 
    "Where'd she go?" Grey asks. 
 
      
 
    "Who knows," Keith says. 
 
      
 
    Lebbe steps closer to Keith and Grey. "So are you really sending someone out there to help that ship?"  
 
      
 
    Grey looks toward the picture on the screen. It is coming in clearer now. "Look at the hole in the side." She points at the screen. "It's smooth. You told me that smooth meant pirates. We have to go get them for two reasons." 
 
      
 
    She holds up a finger. "First is that there are hurt people out there. They've asked for our help."  
 
      
 
    Second finger. "Also, we need to figure out when they were breached and if they can tell us by whom. If there are pirates out there within arm's length of Zulu then I want to know it. Those ships that are coming here are mine to protect. We have to make sure they can get here safely."  
 
      
 
    "No, we don't,” Lebbe says. “Our responsibility begins and ends at those airlocks."  
 
      
 
    Grey points to the screen and walks in a slow half circle in front of everyone. "This, Jim. All of this is our responsibility. If we can see them here, if they can blip our screen, then we have a duty to make sure they can get to us safely."  
 
      
 
    Lebbe shakes his head while Grey speaks. "You may have some moral code that tells you the safety of everything in your viewfinder is somehow on your shoulders, but I've got regulation manuals that will tell you otherwise. If the ship isn't attached to our air lock or if the person isn't walking our floors then they aren't our concern."  
 
      
 
    "I don't care about regulations, Jim. This is about doing the thing that makes the most sense. This is about keeping people safe and not ignoring the things happening outside of here that could have an effect on us. We'd be fools to have evidence of pirates and not try to learn more."  
 
      
 
    "She's right." It’s Rebecca.  
 
      
 
    "Agreed," Keith says.  
 
      
 
    "Good." Grey claps her hands. "Someone call McKibbon and tell him we need ..."  
 
      
 
    Keith interrupts: "We can't tell McKibbon anything. We can request ..."  
 
      
 
    "Someone call McKibbon and request his assistance."   
 
      
 
    Rebecca activates a communications unit on the side of her console, but Grey quickly stops her.  
 
      
 
    "Wait," she says. "Just tell him that I'm coming down to see him.  I'll explain what's going on and make the request in person.  
 
      
 
    +++++  
 
      
 
    Commander Lawrence McKibbon sits in his high-backed chair and stares out into the dark of space. A pile of hand-rolled cigarettes sits on the desk behind him. A burning one rests in an ashtray. He rolls a white wax pencil in his fingers. He's drawn imaginary formations on the window behind his desk. His Zig Zags represented by Z’s and on the offensive, set to chase a small fleet of O’s away from Zulu.  
 
      
 
    These wax-pencil maneuvers are as close as McKibbon gets to actual combat. Less than 10 years in and already commanding  a unit of pilots. Impressive on paper. Not as impressive in reality. He's been on Zulu running the outpost for ten months, and he's seen nothing more than cargo ships and transport vessels cross his window. His guys did scramble once when there were fears of something coming in hot from the way deep space, the stuff out past the edge of the galaxy. For a few moments it was all hands on deck: Pilots running around the flight deck. Flight techs preparing Zig Zags for battle. Engines growling as they fired up and pushed ships out and away from Zulu. 
 
      
 
    But moments later McKibbon called the pilots back. What looked like an oncoming invasion on the radar was really just the debris of a transport ship that was struck by a wayward asteroid, crushing the craft and McKibbon's hopes of seeing some action into a dozen pieces. Since then it'd been rolling cigarettes and blowing smoke rings.  
 
      
 
    McKibbon turns to the wax marks on the window. He draws a long arcing line from one of the Zig Zags toward one of the O’s. He draws another set of arcs from two other Zig Zags then reaches for the cotton rag on his desk. He wipes the window, and his fleet of Zigs and their enemies disappear into a waxy smudge that leaves the window a hazy mess.  
 
      
 
    He plucks the cigarette from the ashtray and takes a long drag that pulls the smoke all the way to his toes. 
 
      
 
    Heels clack in the hallway outside his office. He lets the smoke roll from his mouth in a cloud that obscures his view of the door.  
 
      
 
    "Jeez, McKibbon," Grey says as she enters the room, Lebbe and Keith close behind. "Do I have to tell you again that you can't do that here?"  
 
      
 
    McKibbon clears the smoke with a wave of his hand and sits up straight in his chair. "You can tell me whatever you want, Caroline."  
 
      
 
    Grey closes her eyes for a beat then looks at Keith and Lebbe. "Caroline is a bit informal, don't you think?" 
 
      
 
    McKibbon pulls a datapad off his desk and taps the screen to life. A few gestures later and he has some sort of map up in front of him. "I'm sorry, Madame Kommissar."  
 
      
 
    "Cut it out." Grey taps the screen of her own datapad. A moment later she has a smaller version of the screen in the control room up in front of her. "We need your help." 
 
      
 
    She works the screen again then turns it toward McKibbon. "That ship has sent a distress signal."  
 
      
 
    “Actually, we haven’t received an official distress signal," Keith begins. “We have received a request …” 
 
      
 
    Grey shuts him down with a look. "Can you get anyone out there? We've received a communication from someone on that ship. A woman." 
 
      
 
    "And what's she say?" McKibbon takes the datapad from Grey. He expands the image of the breached ship. "Looks like pirates. When were they hit?" 
 
      
 
    Grey shakes her head. "We don't know any of that, only that she says they need help."  
 
      
 
    McKibbon hands the datapad back to Grey. "And you just need some of my guys?"  
 
      
 
    "I'd prefer you be among them," Grey says, "but if you can't go ..."  
 
      
 
    McKibbon stops her. "No, I can. I just need about an hour to get things set here." 
 
      
 
    "Great," Grey says. "We'll be back then." She turns with Lebbe and Keith to go. The trio goes back through the door and part of the way down the hall before Grey says she has to go back. 
 
      
 
    "Go back to the control room. I'll meet you there in a few minutes."  
 
      
 
    She returns to McKibbon's office and smiles. 
 
      
 
    "I'm sorry." He comes out from behind his desk to meet her.  
 
      
 
    She slips hands around his waist and says: "It's OK. I know that we have an appearance to keep." 
 
      
 
    "But Madame Kommissar? A bit mean." 
 
      
 
    "It stung some, but I'm a big girl. I knew what you were doing." 
 
      
 
    She leans in and gives him a kiss then sits in a chair in front of his desk. McKibbon walks back and grabs his datapad. He starts sliding a finger around the screen. "Professional opinion,” he says without ever looking up, “what are you getting me into?” 
 
      
 
    “Honest answer is I don’t know. As best I can tell it’s a rescue mission. But even that’s a maybe. I don’t know if by the time you all get out there if there will be anyone to rescue.” 
 
      
 
    “Morbid.” 
 
      
 
    “Truth. You’ve seen everything we’ve seen. According to my team it just sort of showed up at the edge of our view a little bit ago. All we’ve got right now is that fuzzy shot from our cams. That woman who we heard ask for help didn’t sound good. And the hole in the side of that ship is big. If it was pirates that hit it then it wasn’t some small-time operation.” 
 
      
 
    McKibbon brings up the view of the ship. “You really think it was pirates? This far out?” 
 
      
 
    Grey pauses a moment. “I hate saying this, but Lebbe is probably right. He says that there may not be a lot of traffic out here, but the traffic we do have is pretty spectacular. A smart pirate isn’t going to waste time going after a million small scores. If you come out here and find the right ship you make the score of a lifetime.” 
 
      
 
    “But that hauler doesn’t look like that kind of ship, does it?” McKibbon turns his datapad to Grey. “If you’re hitting ships coming from mining colonies, it’s a volume game and that one’s not big enough to carry anything of value. It’s not worth the effort.” 
 
      
 
    Grey stares at the screen then leans back in her seat. “Maybe not,” she says. “But what if it’s not coming from some mining colony? Maybe it’s heading to one. Carrying some kind of machinery. That’s got value, right?” 
 
      
 
    “I suppose. To the right person.” 
 
      
 
    Grey stands. “Like I said. We don’t really know much about what’s happening out there …” 
 
      
 
    “That’s why you need us.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it is. I need to get back to the control room.” 
 
      
 
    McKibbon watches Grey turn for the door then calls out, "Will I see you again before we leave?"  
 
      
 
    Grey spins to face him. "Of course you will," she says and blows him an exaggerated kiss.  
 
      
 
    +++++ 
 
      
 
    Lebbe and Keith walk to the control room in silence. Something doesn’t feel right. Lebbe can’t explain it, but this ship is pinging something inside of him that hasn’t vibrated since he was a cop. It’s that little spot in his gut that would go uneasy when something didn’t make sense. Other cops called it intuition. It’s what they would claim made good cops great as long as they’d listen to this feeling, if they’d let it point them toward the truth. His grandmother would have called it the Holy Spirit. 
 
      
 
    “That’s God talking to you, son.” She’d be looking at him after he told her he knew what he’d done was wrong.  
 
      
 
    “But you went and did it anyway?” she’d ask. Then, after he’d nodded his yes while staring at the floor, she’d tell him that God was trying to get his attention. Lebbe believed it as a kid. He wasn’t as sure now. If there was a God, why would He bring Lebbe all the way out to Zulu just to start talking to him now? Why did He never just check in to say hi? Why did He always try to get Lebbe’s attention in moments of crisis? 
 
      
 
    The elevator doors open and Lebbe and Keith step on. Lebbe thinks more about the dead ship and tries to listen to the thing in his gut for specifics. Is the ship too small? Is the hole in the side too perfectly placed? Was the response from the woman on board just a little too perfectly dramatic? The problem: The answer to each of these questions is “Yes.”  
 
      
 
    “You didn’t see it before it started trying to ping us?” Lebbe asks. 
 
      
 
    “What? The ship out there?”  
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Just seems weird that no one saw it. That it sort of materialized on our radar.” 
 
      
 
    “I was wrapped up in other stuff,” Keith says. 
 
      
 
    The elevator begins to rise with a shake. “But isn’t it your job to sit and watch the screen? To not be caught off guard?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s an aspect of my job, but it’s not my single responsibility.” Keith’s defensive. “I also, among other things, watch the feeds from the cams inside Zulu. Technically that should be someone else’s job, but it’s fallen to me.” 
 
      
 
    The elevator chimes their arrival on Zulu’s top floor. The doors open to the long hall that leads to the control room. “Yeah, yeah,” Lebbe says. “I’m not accusing you of anything, so stand down. There’s just something about this that feels off to me.” 
 
      
 
    “Our system isn’t perfect. Stuff comes and goes from the edges of our view all the time. They’ve put the beacons up to maybe combat some of that, but what we can see isn’t total. Doesn’t happen all the time, but this isn’t the first example of something sort of materializing. Usually, though, they disappear almost as quickly as they came.” 
 
      
 
    They walk through the doors to the control room and Keith sits back down behind his computer. Lebbe eyes the picture of the floating ship.  
 
      
 
    He begins shaking his head.  
 
      
 
    “What?” Rebecca asks. 
 
      
 
    “It’s just something,” Lebbe says. “I don’t know. We need to let it be. Just let it float out there.” 
 
      
 
    The doors to the control room swing open again. 
 
      
 
    “We can’t,” comes from behind everyone. It’s Grey. “It’s in the way. Even if we have no obligation to actually help that crew—and before either of you say anything, I know we don’t technically—we do have an obligation to make sure that the ships scheduled to come here can do it safely. Think of this as sweeping the walk. We’ve got to get the trash up so no one trips.” 
 
      
 
    Grey moves to the rail and looks up at the small view they’ve got of their hauler. The picture is still somewhat grainy and soft. She squints to try and force a better view. 
 
      
 
    “My vote is to leave the broom at home,” Lebbe says. “Have McKibbon and his guys take a few Zig Zags out there and turn that ship into a fine dust.” 
 
      
 
    Rebecca: “And what about the woman who we heard?” 
 
      
 
    “Something tells me that she’s not a concern anymore.” 
 
      
 
    “Dead?” 
 
      
 
    “You can only die if you were ever alive.” 
 
      
 
    Grey turns to Lebbe, her mouth twisted with confusion. “What are you saying?” she asks. 
 
      
 
    Lebbe puts up a hand and waves off the comment. “It’s nothing.” 
 
      
 
    Grey pauses a beat then turns back to the view of the ship. 
 
      
 
    “OK,” she says. “Let’s get this mission started.” 
 
      
 
    +++++ 
 
      
 
    Zig Zags are lined in perfect rows six across, all set at a 45 to the large bay door that they launch from. The door is mostly glass, a wide open look out into space that Keith and Lebbe don’t get to see often. Both men slow to appreciate the view as they pass. When the darkness isn’t all encompassing, space like this can be beautiful. 
 
      
 
    The Zig Zags are small ships and mostly engines. Three exhaust ports on the back, stacked vertically. A large clear canopy covers the single-seat cockpit just in front of that. Two small mounts on either side of the ship hold a pair of mini guns. They are fun to fly, but not meant for heavy combat. Perfect for protecting Zulu from a rogue insurgent or two, maybe a set of wayward asteroids, but not much more. 
 
      
 
    Just beyond the Zig Zags sit two larger ships. Scars from space debris are conspicuously absent. The painted markings indicate that these pristine birds have never flown.  McKibbon is a few yards ahead of the other three, and a large door on the side of one of the larger ships yawns open as he approaches. It’s empty space inside, some sort of cargo hold. 
 
      
 
    Keith and Lebbe follow McKibbon onto the ship. “Take a look around if you want to, guys. We aren’t going to be leaving for a bit longer.” Both men disappear into different parts of the hauler. Keith heads for the cockpit. Lebbe goes to investigate the crew quarters. 
 
      
 
    Grey leans a shoulder into the cold metal of the ship’s exterior. She traces the outline of the ship’s call letters painted on the side in a bright white.  
 
      
 
    McKibbon shuts the cover to the storage bin where he’s stowed his bag then approaches. 
 
      
 
    Grey smiles. “Be careful,” she says in a low voice. 
 
      
 
    McKibbon looks behind him. Keith and Lebbe are still poking around the hauler. He leans in and gives Grey a quick kiss.  “We’ll be fine,” he says. “That’s a dead ship floating out there.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t say that.” Grey stands up straighter. “Someone responded when we called. Someone’s out there. I want to believe that.” 
 
      
 
    McKibbon shakes his head. “If you say so, but I don’t think this is going to end the way you’re hoping.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe not. But we have to try to help if we can. And, if the situation is a worst case then we need to bring that ship in. It’s not safe to have it just floating out there. Can we do that?” 
 
      
 
    “We can tether to it and drag it back here. That’s not a problem.” 
 
      
 
    “Good,” Grey says. “Now go.” 
 
      
 
    McKibbon gives her a wink. “OK, boss. See you soon.”  
 
      
 
    Keith and Lebbe appear back in the hold and two other soldiers round a corner, bags over their shoulders. They step on board and store their gear as Keith and Lebbe exit the ship. 
 
      
 
    Grey walks quickly to a door behind her. She goes through and one of the other soldiers escorts her to an observation bay. Keith and Lebbe join her a moment later. 
 
      
 
    Sirens sound and a voice comes through the overhead speakers. “Initiating launch sequence. All human personnel leave the launch area.” 
 
      
 
    The doors in front of the ship open. Locks that hold the ship in place fall away, and the craft lifts uneasily from the floor. The engines begin to rumble and rattle. The roar builds until it’s deafening. The window in front of Grey shakes, and she presses a hand to the glass to feel the power.  
 
      
 
    The voice from the speaker returns. “Main engines started. Pilot you’re free to depart. Fly safe.” 
 
      
 
    The ship eases forward and out into the black.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    FOUR 
 
      
 
     “That’s it?” Lebbe asks. “It just eases out the door like some car pulling away from a curb?” 
 
      
 
    Grey: “You wanted something more dramatic?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” Lebbe says. “I guess I expected something more like a runner breaking from the blocks.” 
 
      
 
    “That ship’s a short-class hauler,” Keith says. “It’s not meant to go zero to 60.” 
 
      
 
    Grey turns from the window and heads toward the hall that leads back to the main floor of Zulu. Keith and Lebbe follow. The smell of smoke hangs in McKibbon’s office as the group passes through. A stack of a dozen or so hand-rolled cigarettes sit on his desk. Lebbe keeps an eye on Grey then steps over and pinches a handful from McKibbon’s stack. He brings them to his nose and breathes deep. Until he saw McKibbon earlier that afternoon, he thought he couldn’t get tobacco on Zulu, that the cigarette he’d crushed out on the ground in front of the ship that brought him here was his last. Now, here it is. The scent of a freshly opened pack hitting him in the face. He puts the cigarettes in his shirt pocket. 
 
      
 
    “Here’s what I’d assume, though.” Lebbe continues his discussion with Keith. “If that ship is a hauler then it’s got some big engines on it. If it’s empty then shouldn’t it …” 
 
      
 
    Keith interrupts. “Those are big engines, but they take quite a bit to get a full fire in them.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you boys done?” Grey stops. She’s halfway down the hall that leads to Zulu’s main room.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Keith says and steps next to her. Lebbe doesn’t answer. 
 
      
 
    Grey tells Keith that the two of them will head back to the control room to watch the progress of the mission on the monitors. Then she turns to Lebbe. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think we need you anymore,” she tells him. “You’re free to go do whatever it is you do around here. Make laps of the main floor or something.” 
 
      
 
    Lebbe doesn’t move. She’d come and grabbed him for this, to get his thoughts. He didn’t want to be involved, but now he is. Or had been. She’s just dismissed him like some hanger-on who won’t leave the cool kids alone.  
 
      
 
    Lebbe stares at Grey. She stares back then sends him off with the wave of a finger. Lebbe steps between Grey and Keith and then through the doors to Zulu’s main hall. The crew from the 5:30 arrival is walking aimlessly around the floor. Lebbe thinks back to the kids he saw earlier that day—the trio with fresh ID ink and dreams of taking money home in boxes. Those kids don’t know that this was how you turned out. That once you’re done pumping ore and minerals from your asteroid you are left with dead eyes, a confused smirk on your face, and an addiction to Modi that you’ll spend the next year back home trying to kick.  
 
      
 
    Not everyone ends up like that, of course. Those from this crew who still have at least part of their senses are either picking up toiletries at the convenience store or are grabbing food at the Quickstop. Frank is working. Evenings are usually slow, and Lebbe takes a spot at the far end of the counter.  
 
      
 
    “How’s things?” Frank asks. 
 
      
 
    “It’s Zulu, man. It’s Zulu.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know what that means.” 
 
      
 
    “Things are fine.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re out here later than normal. To what do we owe this pleasure?” 
 
      
 
    “Grey,” Lebbe says. “She had me working on something.” 
 
      
 
    Lebbe watches the screen above the counter. Showing is one of the few actual programs that they get this far out. All of the TV is beamed into a server using technology that Lebbe doesn’t understand. Anything that isn’t the news is months old by the time Zulu gets it. That’s why most of what Zulu sees is news, although even that is a couple days old by the time it’s relayed this far out. 
 
      
 
    On the screens now is a game show. Players answer questions to earn tiles that they use to cover squares on a board. It’s all confusing and overly complicated, but the blonde who helps the contestants cover the squares makes the confusion worth it.  
 
      
 
    Frank watches the screen for a moment too then steps down the counter to check on the two gentleman eating there.  
 
      
 
    “Hungry?” he asks Lebbe as he comes back. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. A burger would be great. One of those you make on the rye bread.” 
 
      
 
    Frank shouts something through the window that opens to the kitchen then comes back to Lebbe who’s still watching the blonde with the tiles. 
 
      
 
    “So, what’s happening?” Frank asks. 
 
      
 
    Lebbe doesn’t turn from the screen. “This is about it. As exciting as it gets.” 
 
      
 
    “You left with Grey earlier and haven’t really been back out here since then. What’s really happening?” 
 
      
 
    Lebbe turns on his stool. “Oh, that. Nothing. Just something blipping the radar that she wanted my opinion on.” 
 
      
 
    A bell rings in the window and Lebbe’s burger appears. The game show ends, and Lebbe eats while news from home plays on the screens. More fighting in new cities. There are shots now of brawls in Kansas City and Des Moines. There are pictures of well-suited leaders leaving meetings in New York, braving crowds of masked protesters who are dancing on the edge of violence. Just the smallest breeze and that smoldering flame will become something roaring out of control. 
 
      
 
    Then there are shots of Dallas. Shots of real fire and real fighting. Lebbe’s city has become a literal war zone in a matter of hours. Body counts roll across the bottom of the screen. The city that looked familiar earlier in the day now doesn’t. 
 
      
 
    Frank puts a cup of coffee in front of Lebbe. He adds creams and sugar without ever looking away from Dallas. Commentators offer opinions of either side. Moderators ask meaningless questions. Lebbe just wants to see more pictures. He wants to make sure he doesn’t see his girls. Zulu is too far out for a quick call from either of them just to say “Dad, I’m OK.” Not that they’ll call. Not that Lebbe will either. They both got his pride, although their mom would call it stubbornness. 
 
      
 
    The pictures on the screen switch to something else, the news moving on to “elsewhere in the world” content. Lebbe digs in his pocket for a couple of bucks and puts them on the counter next to his empty plate. He waves to Frank then stands. As he heads to the main floor he taps his chest pocket and feels the cigarettes he grabbed from McKibbon’s desk. He pauses for a moment then reverses course.  
 
      
 
    He waves to Frank again then shouts, “Matches?” 
 
      
 
    “You need matches?”  
 
      
 
    Lebbe nods. 
 
      
 
    Frank brings a box from the kitchen and slides them across the counter to Lebbe. “Don’t use them all. You want breakfast tomorrow I’ve got to have some way to light the stove.” 
 
      
 
    Behind the Quickstop is a door that leads to a maintenance walkway. At the end of the hall is another door, this one leads to storage space. A few boxes are scattered along the floor. Dim lights glow above. Lebbe finds the sturdiest box and climbs on top. He pulls one of the cigarettes from his pocket then a match from the box. He puts the cigarette between his lips and inhales before lighting it. The tang of the tobacco tickles the back of his throat; its sweet scent tickles his nose. He scratches the match along the side of the box, and it glows to life. He brings the flame to the edge of the cigarette and takes a long drag to make sure the tobacco catches. 
 
      
 
    The smoke burns as he pulls it deep into his lungs. He’s a 16-year-old kid again, stealing smokes from his old man and learning to enjoy them in an alley a few blocks away from his family’s apartment. He coughed his way through the first handful, but got the hang of it within a week. He watched himself handle the cigarette in a broken piece of mirror that had fallen from a Dumpster. He practiced holding it, wanting to look natural. Trying to find the pose that was just cool enough. 
 
      
 
    He hasn’t had a cigarette since he got to Zulu. Hasn’t had more than a couple dozen the few years before that. Ships like Zulu and the others that he’s been stationed on don’t allow smoking. He’s been forced to give it up to take this job, like so much else in his life. 
 
      
 
    Here he is now, in Zulu’s version of a back alley. Some storage room that isn’t being used for much of anything. He coughs out the first lungfuls of smoke and laughs at himself. He looks across the open floor and takes another long drag. This one goes down smoother. 
 
      
 
    All the open space in front of him, and how Grey left things stings again. Make laps. Lebbe lets the words loop over and over in his head. That’s all she thinks of him. He’s the guy who makes laps of the main floor and nothing more. He’s someone you hire to watch over the shoppers at some market, making sure no one tries to get a five-finger discount. 
 
      
 
    Make laps. 
 
      
 
    “If that’s what she thinks I do,” Lebbe says to no one. “Then that’s what I’ll do.” 
 
      
 
    She wants me to walk the floor then I’m going to walk every inch of this damned ship. Lebbe continues the conversation in his head. Every nook and cranny of this place is going to get covered. 
 
      
 
    +++++ 
 
      
 
    McKibbon leans back from the controls of the hauler and turns to the two soldiers who’ve come with him. Grace has barely been on Zulu more than a month but a good kid as far as McKibbon can tell. She’s a new pilot, but almost everyone who comes out to Zulu is a new pilot. Experience isn’t wasted on a station like Zulu. Martin is an outlier. He’s been on Zulu longer than McKibbon, but he isn’t motivated either. He’s told McKibbon of his early days flying -- fighting in the End of States wars, daily battles against alien enemies on near-in space stations, putting down what felt like weekly revolts as everything political sorted itself out. McKibbon figures that Martin has earned a spot at a station like Zulu. He deserves the quiet. McKibbon wouldn’t have tapped him for this job if Martin hadn’t been the first person McKibbon saw after Grey left him to get everything set up. 
 
      
 
    “You up for a little fun?” McKibbon asked when he stepped into the room that Zulu’s soldiers used as a commissary. It is mostly just small appliances, counter space, and a couple of tables with chairs. Martin had been heating up a cup of something. 
 
      
 
    “Depends on the kind of fun you have in mind.”  
 
      
 
    McKibbon smiled. “Soldier fun, idiot. We’ve got a request from the Zulu high brass to go check out a distress signal from a ship a little ways out. I’ve been asked to grab a couple guys and go see what we can figure out.” 
 
      
 
    Martin pulled a forkful of noodles from his styrofoam cup and shoved them into his mouth. “Trying to keep the girlfriend happy?” 
 
      
 
    McKibbon didn’t respond. Martin swallowed. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I’m up for it. Give me something different to do. I don’t think I could run another set of drills again.” 
 
      
 
    Grace was sitting in the training room when McKibbon passed. A video of the battle from the Fight Over Texas from the End of States wars played on the screen in front of her. Her head was down. She was drawing formations and tracking fighter movements. Pausing the video. Rewinding the video. McKibbon watched for a moment then interrupted Grace’s study. 
 
      
 
    “Let the video run,” he said and stepped toward the screen. He watched a moment then followed one of the fighters with a finger.  
 
      
 
    “Know who that is?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “Uh, no sir.” Grace’s response was staccato, official. She’d yet to relax into Zulu and accept the lack of formality that was needed to make a small team like Zulu’s run well. There weren’t enough jobs to create too formal of a command chain. 
 
      
 
    “Martin.” 
 
      
 
    “Our Martin?” Grace’s face crinkled with confusion. Fighters in famous battles didn’t come out to places like Zulu. They fought in bigger and bigger battles until their luck ran out. Then their images were put on posters, and stories of their bravery were used to recruit people like Grace into the corp.  
 
      
 
    “Yep. Our Martin. Want a chance to pick his brain?” 
 
      
 
    “Sir?” 
 
      
 
    “I need some help. There’s a ship a bit of a way from here. It’s sent a distress signal, and I’m putting together a small team to go check it out. Right now it’s me and Martin. We need a third. You come along and you can ask him all the questions you can think of.” 
 
      
 
    Grace fought a smile. “I’m honored you thought of me, sir. It’d be a privilege to go out with you and Martin.” 
 
      
 
    Grace realized what she said. “Not ‘go out with you’ go out with you …” 
 
      
 
    “It’s fine, Grace. Go get geared up. I don’t think we are going to run into trouble, but bring a sidearm just in case.” 
 
      
 
    And that was all Grace brought, the standard issue piece given to her first day of intake. Martin brought more. He had a standard-issue blaster holstered to his side. Some kind of rifle that McKibbon didn’t recognize was strapped to his thigh. Across his back he wore a bolt gun.  
 
      
 
    “Overkill, super soldier?” McKibbon asked.  
 
      
 
    “Prepared.” 
 
      
 
    “I told you what we were doing, right? Just going to check on …” 
 
      
 
    “Want to guess the number of times I was told ‘Easy mission. Out and back.’ and it turned into the opposite? You’ll excuse me if I feel like maybe more is better.” 
 
      
 
    “Suit yourself,” McKibbon said. “You’re the one who has to lug it all around.” 
 
      
 
    Martin and Grace followed McKibbon into the cargo hold and stored their gear. That was a little more than an hour ago. Grace started in with the questions almost immediately, and they hadn’t stopped since. McKibbon turns from his controls and watches Grace asking specific things about formations and maneuvers. She’s brought her notebook and is walking Martin through the hows and whys of certain turns and firing positions. Why had he taken that shot? Why did he only use an evasive move there?  
 
      
 
    To McKibbon’s surprise, Martin is just as involved in the conversation. He makes fighters out of both hands and excitedly flies them in front of Grace, showing her how diving left here actually gave him advantage over the fighter chasing him.  
 
      
 
    McKibbon leaves the two pilots to their conversation and walks back to the cargo hold. He opens the storage bin holding his gear and pulls out a small canvas pouch. He rolls the top down, and the smell of fresh tobacco hits him in the face. Getting tobacco all the way to Zulu isn’t cheap or easy. But it does remind him of home, the back room at his grandfather’s house in the mountains. Big leaves drying in the cool air, all harvested from the plants that grew wild out back. He’d come in the summer and watch as grandfather ground the leaves down so that they could be rolled into cigarettes or, as grandfather preferred, put into the bowl of a pipe. 
 
      
 
    McKibbon rolls a cigarette then goes back to his storage bin for a match. He grabs his datapad. He lights the cigarette and taps the screen of the datapad and opens the messenger app. He sends a quick note to Grey then signs off. Never know when teacher and student might take a break.  
 
      
 
    “Launch was smooth. Still a few hours out. Will contact the main comm when closer. XO mck” 
 
      
 
    +++++ 
 
      
 
    The messenger app on Grey’s datapad flashes a new message. She and Keith sit in front of the big screen in the control room. They’ve been waiting for more than an hour to hear something.  
 
      
 
    “Take a break,” Grey says to Keith. 
 
      
 
    “For how long?”  
 
      
 
    “Looks like a couple of hours.” Grey is still looking at her datapad. 
 
      
 
    “You have some map on there that I don’t have access to?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Grey says. “It’s a message.” 
 
      
 
    “On your reader? Really? From who?” 
 
      
 
    “McKibbon.” Grey pauses, realizing what she’s said and to whom. 
 
      
 
    “On there? You know that regulations don’t allow you to communicate with the military staff here except through official and open channels.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m aware, Keith. Of all the regulations. I was required to learn them before I took the job. Now take a break. Meet me back here in a couple hours. Meanwhile, grab some food. Or some sleep. Just get out of here for a bit.” 
 
      
 
    Keith doesn’t move. “I’m OK.” He punches a couple of the keys in front of him and pulls up a  screen that Grey has never seen before.  
 
      
 
    Keith keeps typing. 
 
      
 
    Grey clears her throat. Keith stops typing and stands. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be back soon,” he says. 
 
      
 
    +++++ 
 
      
 
    Lebbe is back in his quarters. He rifles through a drawer in the kitchenette looking for a flashlight. He knows that he brought one with him to Zulu. Get caught on one too many ships with shaky-at-best power sources and you learn to come prepared. Lebbe scoops everything out of the drawer with both hands and lets it all fall onto the counter. The flashlight lands with a metal thunk. He scoops it from the mess and flips the switch on the top. Nothing.  
 
      
 
    He bangs the butt end against his hand and tries the switch again. A spot of light pops against the wall across from him. He turns the light off and drops it into a bag he carries over his shoulder.  
 
      
 
    Next, Lebbe rummages through the shelf at the top of his bedroom closet. He’s looking for a small bag he packed before leaving for Zulu. He's made no effort to make his quarters home. The deep green blanket that was folded and laid across the bed when he arrived is pulled up to cover the mattress and tucked tight under its sides. The clothes, all five shirts and five pairs of pants, hang neatly spaced on the rod in the closet. The story is the same in the living room. There are no pictures on the walls. There are no books stacked on the coffee table, only the remote that controls the screen on the wall opposite the couch. 
 
      
 
    Lebbe pulls the bag—small and gray—from the shelf in the closet and tosses it on the bed. He then feels around for a small cardboard box and pulls it from the shelf too. Ammunition. He goes over to the bed and opens the bag. He drops the ammo in then reaches in and feels the cold metal of the gun’s barrel. 
 
      
 
    He hadn’t planned to bring a weapon with him. Nobody shoots a gun like this in space, right? Not even if it was safe, like everyone said. He wasn’t going to a place where he needed to be armed. Zulu was a transfer station. It was a galactic bus depot where people changed vehicles or stopped to switch drivers. Nothing happened here. That was the selling point. 
 
      
 
    Still, Lebbe had seen enough situations that were supposed to be safe or jobs that were supposed to be simple turn out to be neither of those things. Better safe than sorry, he told himself when he walked into the pawn shop on his way to the airfield where he’d begin his trip to Zulu. He’d bought the piece from a greasy haired guy with a thin-whiskered mustache. He had no idea what he was selling, and Lebbe got the piece for cheap. 
 
      
 
    “Needs ammo,” Lebbe said as he held the gun out in front of him, aiming it at a pile of stuffed animals across the shop. He mentally pulled the trigger and, in his mind, watched each of the little dogs and bunnies and bears disappear into a cloud of stuffing and shredded fabric. 
 
      
 
    The guy behind the counter pulled three boxes of ammunition from underneath and set it out in front of Lebbe. 
 
      
 
    “Take whatever works.” He pulled a toothpick from his mouth and continued. “It’s on the house.” 
 
      
 
    Lebbe plucked a half-full box of bullets from the counter and dropped them into his bag then put the gun on top. 
 
      
 
    Lebbe hadn’t touched the gun since. Hadn’t even seen it until today. It made the trip to Zulu inside of Lebbe’s luggage and then the bag was absently tossed onto the closet shelf when he arrived. But today he feels the cold of the metal again, the weight of it in his hand. The slight pull on his shoulder when he holds it at his side. The tingle of the trigger on his finger. He looks the gun over, probably more closely than the day he’d bought it. He drops it back into the bag then cinches the top closed.  
 
      
 
    He knows the gun isn’t necessary for his little “walk the floor” excursion. He isn’t going to find anything other than the satisfaction of sticking it to Grey. But if he’s going to do this, he wants to do it the right way, and having a gun on him will slow him down, let him walk with a little more attentive confidence.  
 
      
 
    Lebbe gives the bedroom a once over. He heads to the living room and does the same thing before heading out the door and pulling it shut tight behind him. There, he thinks. One room done. 
 
      
 
    +++++ 
 
      
 
    Grey has spent the last few hours with her head in her tablet. She never left the control room, and now, as the clock pushes toward 9 p.m., she’s alone. She sits the datapad down and walks to the rail that runs along the edge of the floor in front to the large view screen. 
 
      
 
    She looks at the blip indicating the damaged ship. She looks at the blip indicating McKibbon and his crew. She starts to imagine other blips on the screen, moving faster. Moving with purpose. Aggressively. She gives an imaginary order and more blips appear, quickly overtaking the others. But those are only a first wave, and soon, in her mind’s eye, the screen fills with aggressors looking to take Zulu down. Grey orders more defenses with a dramatic wave of a hand. She swipes her other arm in a large arc, ordering a group of ships she’s already called out to try a flanking maneuver. She’s a conductor on a podium orchestrating the protection of her station and all the people on it, calling for the rat-a-tat of guns here or the roaring bass of a big ship’s engine there. 
 
      
 
    The chirp of her datapad cuts through all of the imaginary noise. It’s a message from McKibbon. 
 
      
 
    “Close. Getting a good look at our floater now.” 
 
      
 
    Grey activates the earpiece in her ear and calls for Keith. 
 
      
 
    “They getting close?” he asks. 
 
      
 
    “Just got a message from them. Come back.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
      
 
    A couple of moments later the doors open and Keith comes through carrying a cup from the Quickstop. He sits it on the edge of his desk then takes a seat. He punches keys. 
 
      
 
    “McKibbon says they are getting a good look at our ship. Can you pull up communications with him?” 
 
      
 
    “Working on it now.” Keith continues to push buttons and watch his screen. 
 
      
 
    A speaker crackles and then a quick hello from someone on the other end, a woman. 
 
      
 
    “This is Private Rachel Grace. Is this Zulu?” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve got Zulu, private,” Grey says. 
 
      
 
    “We are approaching the ship, ma’am.” 
 
      
 
    “And what are you seeing?” 
 
      
 
    “Definitely pirates.” It was McKibbon. “Can you pull up our external cameras there?” 
 
      
 
    A moment later the view of what McKibbon and his team are seeing from the hauler is up on the main screen in the control room. 
 
      
 
    “We’ve got you,” Keith says. 
 
      
 
    “You can see, it’s just a clearer view of what we saw earlier,” McKibbon says. “We aren’t close enough to run any kind of remote scans yet, but whatever or whoever punched the hole in the side of that ship did it clean. Nice big opening. Smoothed edges. Easy to get in and then get out whatever that ship might’ve been hauling.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s your plan, commander? Once you’re close enough to do something.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll run our scans, get a handle on what we’re dealing with. Then we’ll send Martin and Grace in to do a visual confirmation on what the scans are telling us. After that we’ll tether up the ship and drag it back to Zulu for demo and disposal.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds good. You guys do what you need to. We’ll keep this comms line open so we can watch and listen.” 
 
      
 
    +++++ 
 
      
 
    McKibbon pushes himself back from the controls and turns to Martin and Grace. 
 
      
 
    “Get geared up, you two. Once we get close enough to the ship, you’ll board and check everything out. Make sure what our scanners are telling us is actually true. Should be easy.” 
 
      
 
    Martin disappears into the cargo hold. Grace salutes then turns on her heals and follows. 
 
      
 
    McKibbon is alone in the cockpit. He looks out at the ship in front of him, floating with no one on the stick to tell it where to go. Free to drift wherever the slightest bump or jostle will take it. He knows people on Zulu who would give anything for that kind of life.  
 
      
 
    For now, McKibbon enjoys being back behind the controls, even if it is just a flight out and back. It feels good getting back to the thing you first loved. His position on Zulu is nice, and he’s worked hard to get there. First, flying Zig Zags off of a combat ship in the far reaches of the galaxy opposite Zulu to support diplomatic ships that would come out to visit soldiers and the civilians who called deep space home. He hadn’t fought anyone in those first missions out of the academy, but he had turned a fair share of asteroids to dust. 
 
      
 
    He only has a single tick mark on his list of enemies downed, an alien ship brought down during a skirmish that required all hands. He and the rest of his unit joined the fight just before the aliens bugged out, but it was long enough for McKibbon to swing his Zig Zag into an offensive position behind an alien craft that was tailing a larger United Countries fighter.  
 
      
 
    McKibbon squeezed off two shots. One missed wide. The other caught the turning alien in the exhaust port. The ship disintegrated in front of McKibbon. The rest of the aliens turned tail, and victory yelps filled the comms of all pilots. 
 
      
 
    It had been a lucky shot. It was enough, though, with his grades in the academy to get him fast-tracked for leadership. Leadership meant more time behind a desk and less time behind the stick, so getting his hands on the controls again was nice. 
 
      
 
    As McKibbon’s hauler moves closer to the drifting ship, he starts the scans. One an advanced heat scan, looking for hot spots, like cooling engines or charging blast cannons. Another a bio scan, looking for bodies, alive or dead. 
 
      
 
    Martin comes back into the cockpit wearing a bulky armored suit. The weapons he’s brought with him are strapped to him and slung across his back. His helmet, in a gloved hand, hangs loose by his side. Martin is not a small guy, but in an armored ExoSuit he’s gigantic.  His chest plate makes him at least four feet wide. He swings his helmet above his head, throwing his arm in a wide circle. He grunts to get it to complete its revolution then switches the helmet to his other hand and repeats the motion.  
 
      
 
    Martin’s Exo carries the scars of battle. Custom made from carbon fiber brewed up in some lab by scientists specialized in armor, guns, and bombs, the suits are light but strong. Not impenetrable, but close enough. 
 
      
 
    Grace joins them a moment later, and her suit is pristine—soldier’s sidearm holstered to the side. Even still, tiny Grace is intimidating armored up. McKibbon suddenly feels small. 
 
      
 
    “Here’s what’s going to happen,” he says. “We’ll get a little closer, and I’ll slide us in sideways, parallel with the ship. Our cargo hold will open and you two should be able step off of us and onto them. I’ll hang here while you guys do a quick check internally. We’ll tether this thing up and tow it back once you are done.” 
 
      
 
    “Scans back yet?” Martin studies the new, clearer image of the ship. The hole in the side looks like a mouth open wide, ready to snap shut at any second. 
 
      
 
    “Ship is cold as ice, but bio scan returned a body. Whether or not it’s alive in undetermined. Looks to be near the front of the ship, but let’s not limit our search.” 
 
      
 
    Martin and Grace acknowledge and put on their helmets. The opening for their eyes is small, narrow slits that make the armor look like it’s scowling.  More intimidating, as if the size wasn’t enough. 
 
      
 
    “Now go to the hold. Lock and seal my door. Once you are both set I’ll open our cargo hold doors.” 
 
      
 
    Martin and Grace leave, and McKibbon starts to bring the back end of his hauler around. It slips like it’s on ice, and the hauler is soon flying like a sideways brick. Metal groans as the bay door opens in the cargo hold behind him. McKibbon reverses the thrusters to slow their approach, and the hauler comes to an eventual stop a few feet from the stranded ship. 
 
      
 
    “You are clear to board,” he says into a mic that pipes him into Martin’s and Grace’s helmets. 
 
      
 
    +++++ 
 
      
 
    McKibbon watches Martin and Grace drift across the gap to the stranded ship. They each flip a switch on the side of their suit, activating the gravity generator. Each land hard, like a magnet suddenly near steel. 
 
      
 
    “We’re onboard. Grace is going to take everything to the right. Cargo hold and cockpit. I’ve got the left. What should be crew quarters and equipment storage.” 
 
      
 
    They take heavy, awkward steps. Fake gravity turns both of them back into toddlers for a few moments. 
 
      
 
    “Scans say that you should have one body, Grace. It’ll be in the cockpit. Grey said they had communication with someone in here, a woman. I assume that’s who you’ll find. Martin you should be all alone. I’ve got both of your cams pulled up in here, so don’t feel like you need to narrate everything. Just call out the highlights or anything unusual.” 
 
      
 
    Martin and Grace split, each disappearing into the black. McKibbon moves their helmet cams to his main display. 
 
      
 
    Grace is slow. Cautious. Uncertain. The light from her helmet makes a slow scan of the cargo hold. It open space and all chaos. Storage lockers have been pulled or blasted from the walls. Blaster fire has scorched everything it’s hit. And blood. So much blood. 
 
      
 
    She heads toward an opening at the far end. McKibbon watches a moment longer then switches to Martin’s view. He’s pulling tops off of storage bins and tossing them behind him. Most of the bins are empty. Martin stirs the contents of those that aren’t with an arm. 
 
      
 
    He moves to the overhead storage, breaking locks only to find most of these cabinets empty too. 
 
      
 
    “Heading to the equipment room,” Martin announces.  
 
      
 
    McKibbon watches Martin squeeze through a narrow hall, the shoulders on his armor scraping the walls. He steps into the main equipment room. It isn’t more than a series of lockers. Door after door after door. An audible sigh comes through Martin’s mic. He’s pulling against the lock on the first door when Grace speaks up. McKibbon switches back to her view. 
 
      
 
    “Sir,” she says. “I’ve looked over this entire room, and there’s no one here.” 
 
      
 
    She slowly pans the floor and then under the control panels. 
 
      
 
    “Wait.” 
 
      
 
    Grace’s view is covered in shadows, and on McKibbon’s screen he sees mostly black. 
 
      
 
    Grace begins speaking again, but not to McKibbon.  
 
      
 
    “Ma’am.” 
 
      
 
    She leans in closer, and McKibbon begins to see it, to see her. It’s a woman, their woman. She’s curled onto the floor under the control panels. She’s in a full flight suit.  
 
      
 
    “Ma’am,” Grace says again, but the woman doesn’t respond. 
 
      
 
    McKibbon hears Martin enter the room. 
 
      
 
    “We have her?” Martin asks. 
 
      
 
    McKibbon is now just an observer as the two soldiers begin to work together.  
 
      
 
    They try to get a response from her. They shake her. They prod her. Nothing works. 
 
      
 
    McKibbon puts himself back in their ears. “Can one of you just grab her? Carry her back over here? We’ll put her in sick bay.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll get her out from underneath the panels.” Grace says. 
 
      
 
    “Gently,” McKibbon reminds her. “You’re in that big suit. Mind its power.” 
 
      
 
    “Roger that,” she says and begins to slide the woman out into the open. Grace bends to pick up the woman, but McKibbon stops her. 
 
      
 
    “Check for vitals,” he says through the comms in her helmet.  
 
      
 
    Grace lays a gloved hand on the woman’s stomach and waits for her suit’s med app to take a reading. The results pop up on the overhead display. She starts giving McKibbon a rundown even though he can see the reading on her screen. 
 
      
 
    “Pulse is very weak, but it’s there. Also needs oxygen.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” McKibbon says. “I don’t know enough to tell whether or not those numbers are good or bad. Bring her back across. We’ll get her set up in here and let the med bots take a look at her.” 
 
      
 
    “Roger that,” McKibbon and Grace say in unison. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    FIVE 
 
      
 
    McKibbon turns back to the monitors and watches Grace and Martin work to bring the woman out of the rogue hauler. Getting three armored bodies through the tight halls of this ship clearly isn’t easy. It looks like they are moving furniture, McKibbon thinks, then reminds himself that they aren’t carrying a sofa, but another human.  
 
      
 
    He leaves the bridge of the ship and heads back to the medical bay to get things set there. The lights come on slow, the halogen inside taking a while to warm up. “First time in years they’ve had to do that,” McKibbon reminds no one.  
 
      
 
    He turns his attention to the control panel to the right of the door once the lights are all the way up. He enters commander codes into the keypad next to the screen and the unit chatters to life.  
 
      
 
    “Welcome, commander. What seems to be the problem?” 
 
      
 
    This was always weird, talking to a machine like it’s an animate object. It shouldn’t be. McKibbon knew that. Voice instruction had been the standard for hundreds of years. So, why was it awkward? He hesitated. 
 
      
 
    “What seems to be the problem?” The med bot unit prompted him again. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry. I don’t know. We are bringing a woman across from another ship. We found her in bad shape. We just need her better.” 
 
      
 
    “Female with indeterminate medical issues. I will run a scan. Do you authorize me to initiate a proper course of treatment?” 
 
      
 
    “Initiate?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir. It means to begin.” 
 
      
 
    “I know what it means. It just seems like an odd word choice.” 
 
      
 
    “Would you like me to update my language database.” 
 
      
 
    “No, no. Just seemed a formal way to say it is all.” 
 
      
 
    “Noted, sir. I’ll make adjustments.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s really all right, I don’t …” A noise from the front of the ship interrupts McKibbon’s sentence. Oh, thank God. 
 
      
 
    McKibbon exits the room and finds Grace and Martin in the hold area of the hauler, the mysterious woman laid out on the ground between them. 
 
      
 
    Martin takes off his helmet and the big mechanical gloves covering his hands. Grace follows suit. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s get her out of this thing and into the med bay,” McKibbon says. He steps to the woman and begins to unhitch latches on the sides of her suit. 
 
      
 
    “Hold up,” Martin says. “We sure that’s safe?” 
 
      
 
    McKibbon hesitates before undoing another latch. “What do you mean? You found her like this.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. That’s the point. In a ship wrecked in ways I’ve never seen a ship wrecked before, we found her like this. Just seems …” 
 
      
 
    Grace: “Suspicious.” 
 
      
 
    “OK. Fair. But why? Wouldn't she be in a suit?” 
 
      
 
    “Are you?” Grace asked. “You were on a boat with a destination, a mission, and a hold that was going to be open to the void of space. Still…” She finished her thought by pointing at McKibbon's lack of protective gear. 
 
      
 
    He nodded, conceding the point. “Still, we don't know where she was taking that ship. We don't know where she was just before. This could all have an explanation. It could just be her preference.” 
 
      
 
    McKibbon looks to Martin. “I know plenty of pilots who can’t fly without a suit on. It’s some kind of security thing for them. It makes them feel comfortable.” 
 
      
 
    Martin nods in agreement.  “Then interface with the ship.” Martin has taken off the top of his armor and set it to his side, leaving him in just a set of mechanical legs. Grace was starting to get herself out of her fighting gear too. Martin continued. 
 
      
 
    “Pull it's history. Where it was headed. All the places it'd recently been to.” 
 
      
 
    “We can't. Zulu tried. There's nothing there. You knew that.” 
 
      
 
    Martin stepped out of the rest of his armor and placed the bottom next to the top he’d placed against the wall a moment earlier. 
 
      
 
    “Let's get her out if this armor and in medbay. Once she's squared away you two can tell me more about what you saw over there and theories on what happened.” 
 
      
 
    McKibbon leaves Martin and Grace and heads back to the front of the ship. He closes the bridge door behind him, not that this is much of a bridge. It’s two seats and room for someone to stand. He won’t be commanding any large fleets from here. Still, it’s comfortable. The most familiar place for a pilot is behind the stick, even when you’re a fast-tracked officer. Here, behind the dials and switches was home. And, now, this pilot needed to call his girl. 
 
      
 
    He picked up his datapad from the console to his side and initiated a call to Grey. His pad beeped once. Then twice. A third time and she picked up.  
 
      
 
    “Hey, you,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Alone?” 
 
      
 
    “I am. You?” 
 
      
 
    “For now. Just wanted to give you a quick update.” 
 
      
 
    “So this is official business.” 
 
      
 
    He chuckled. “Sure. This part anyway. We’ve got the woman off the ship. I’m going to get a briefing from Martin and Grace on what they saw over there to figure out what might have done this. Have to get the lady hooked up in the medbay first.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds good,” Grey said. “You feel comfortable that this was just some kind of isolated attack?” 
 
      
 
    “Seems like it to me.” McKibbon hesitates. He weighs telling Grey about the concerns that Martin and Grace have. “At least for now. From what I can tell. I may know more later.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks for the update.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, ma’am. You’re welcome, ma’am.” 
 
      
 
    Grey giggled. “Knock it off.” The connection dropped. McKibbon looked at the screen on his pad for a moment then dropped the device into the pocket on the side of his thigh. 
 
      
 
    He finds the rest of his crew carrying the woman into the medbay. He reactivates the med bot panel on the wall after Martin and Grace get their guest set onto bed. She starting to come to, and is mumbling something incoherent. 
 
      
 
    McKibbon is punching codes into the control panel.  
 
      
 
    “Anyone catch that?” He asks, never looking away from his task. 
 
      
 
    “Gibberish to me,” Martin says. 
 
      
 
    “I think I heard ‘we’ in there, but I don’t know that does us much good.” 
 
      
 
    McKibbon hits four more keys and the equipment starts moving from the walls. Martin and Grace dip and dodge their way out of the increasingly crowded room and meet McKibbon in the hall. 
 
      
 
    “We could mean that there was more than just her on that ship,” McKibbon said as the trio gathers up.  
 
      
 
    Grace: “True.” 
 
      
 
    Martin: “But wouldn’t you assume that this far out you aren’t going to have some pilot flying solo? I wouldn’t do it.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, me either,” McKibbon says. “Let’s fix something to eat. You guys can tell me more about what you saw over there. If we are going to tell Zulu that they’ve got a pirate problem, I want to be really damn certain.” 
 
      
 
    +++++ 
 
      
 
    Lebbe holds the flashlight in front of him, illuminating parts of Zulu that he’s never seen before but that all look remarkably the same. 
 
      
 
    He’s three levels deep, seeing the empty, open spaces that show what Zulu was supposed to be. They reveal the potential of the place he calls home. He’s a tourist in his hometown, visiting all the spots he knows about but never goes. He might be the first person here besides the construction crew that put Zulu together to see this space. 
 
      
 
    He searches the back wall with his flashlight until he finds a control panel. He opens it and turns on the lights. They slowly come to life and the size of this unit becomes clear. The places Lebbe has searched before now were smaller, better contained. This one doesn’t seem to have walls. Lebbe looks to either side and the room continues around the curves of Zulu’s outer ring. 
 
      
 
    “Is this one big open space all the way around?” Lebbe asks no one. 
 
      
 
    He begins to walk. The open space is broken up by massive pillars evenly spaced about every 100 yards. They are big like trees, and, for a moment, Lebbe’s mind wanders. It takes him back home and to the Piney Woods of East Texas. He’s a kid again playing on his grandparents’ property, chasing cousins through the trees, shooting at them with fake guns and pretending they are space soldiers saving the world. 
 
      
 
    Thinking of home eventually turns Lebbe’s thoughts back to his daughters and the scenes on the screens at the Quickstop. The turmoil. The spreading chaos. The death and destruction in Dallas that was likely in other cities by now. 
 
      
 
    He raised them, as much as he was around to raise them, to be passionate. To fight for the causes they believed in. But he also raised them smart, right? They would recognize when the fight had gotten too big, when it got to be unnecessarily dangerous. They wouldn’t put themselves in harm’s way. 
 
      
 
    Then Lebbe remembers being their age, how easy it was to get pulled into the frenzy, to let the excitement and passion around you confuse your better judgement and confound your common sense.  
 
      
 
    He stops walking and replays the scenes he’d seen from Dallas. How the buildings he knew were gone. How the camera scanned past bodies in the streets while the reporter’s voiceover talked about increasing violence and a growing body count.  
 
      
 
    Lebbe leans against one of the massive pillars then slides to the ground. He reaches into his shirt pocket and pulls out a cigarette. He smokes and stares off into nothing, his thoughts back home, his heart there too. He hasn’t been the best dad, he knows that. And even that was probably giving him too much credit. He’d been a bad dad, his worst move picking up these security jobs. They took him from the girls. They put him on this spinning top at the edge of the galaxy — a three year contract that was only half over. 
 
      
 
    In his good moments, he sees it as cresting a hill. Up one side but now ready to head down the other. In moments like this, though, when he was beating himself a mental black and blue, time was a never-ending tunnel, and even a new week seemed a lifetime away. 
 
      
 
    He crushes the cigarette out and flips the butt, end over end, in front of him. He lets out the last lungful of smoke in a thick cloud. One year two hundred thirty five days, he told himself. But who’s counting. 
 
      
 
    One year two hundred thirty five days and then he’d be begging his way on board of a ship to carry him off Zulu and to some nearer-in transfer station. Then begging his way aboard another that would take him even closer. And repeating the process until he got close enough that he could call the girls and tell them that he’d be home soon and that he’d like to see them if they’d like that too. 
 
      
 
    He tries to imagine their responses — enthusiastic yeses that would have him smiling one of those grins that’s so big it makes people suspicious. But he can’t imagine that because he doesn’t know how they’d react, although he suspects they wouldn’t be nearly as enthusiastic as he hopes. 
 
      
 
    There is a click and the room suddenly goes black, the deep black that Lebbe often stared into when he’d sit himself in front a window and look off into nothing. 
 
      
 
    He feels beside him for the flashlight and turns it on. Overheads must be on a timer, he thinks. He stands and turns a slow circle, the spot of light slowly sliding across gleaming metal walls and shining off of polished metal floors. He goes back the way he came and searches the back wall for the control panel. 
 
      
 
    The hum of Zulu is different down here. Lower? Louder? Lebbe doesn’t know. Just different. He tries to tune into it. To hear it like he does when he’s lost in it in his office, but he can’t. This isn’t his hum, but down here, in all of this new space that still has the sparkle of a new station, it isn’t his Zulu. 
 
      
 
    Find the air handler, he says to himself. It’s the never-ending woosh, the rush of fresh breath out to the vents and into the lungs. Find the air handler. 
 
      
 
    His flashlight suddenly blinks off, and the room is dark again. Deep black. Lebbe beats the flashlight against his palm and tries the switch off and on. It does nothing. He takes cautious steps toward the wall, an arm out in front of him. Last thing he wants is to head nose-first into one of the pillars spread through the middle of the room. 
 
      
 
    His fingers find the smooth surface of the wall and he presses his palm hard into it, concentrating on the hum a distant memory now. All of his concentration is going toward finding the control panel again. 
 
      
 
    He runs his hand along the wall. The steel is cool, and it feels good on his fingers. He pushes harder, frustration beginning to slide from his shoulder past his elbow and into his fingertips. Keep walking. Keep pushing. Push harder.  
 
      
 
    A couple dozen steps and then the wall gives, like he’s pushed a dent into the solid steel. Lebbe stops. He pushes again against the wall. It gives. Another hard push and the wall opens. A sliver of light cutting the space in half, and a whole new aspect of Zulu opens. Behind what Lebbe can loosely call a door is a passageway. He pokes a cautious head inside. It follows the length of the room, branching off at least twice that Lebbe can see.  
 
      
 
    He hesitates for a moment, then steps into the passage and pulls the opening closed behind him. 
 
      
 
    +++++ 
 
      
 
    McKibbon joins Grace and Martin in the mess just as Martin pulls something in a large vessel out of the microwave unit mounted into the wall. 
 
      
 
    “What is it, chef?” McKibbon says as he slides into the booth next to Grace. Martin sits in the seat across. He puts the bowl on the table in between the three of them, and they all look inside. 
 
      
 
    “It’s reconstituted … something.”  
 
      
 
    “Sounds delicious,” Grace says and gives the contents of the bowl a worried look.  
 
      
 
    “You’re spoiled,” Martin says and he stands and grabs bowls and spoons for each of them. He dips his spoon in to the bowl of whatever this is--it’s dark brown and the consistency of thin paste--and places a heaping helping into his own dish. 
 
      
 
    McKibbon follows suit, and the two men begin eating. 
 
      
 
    “How do you figure I’m spoiled?” Grace asks. She hesitantly begins serving herself, small spoonfuls gently ladeled into her own bowl. 
 
      
 
    “The Quickstop,” Martin says between bites. 
 
      
 
    “The convenience store,” McKibbon adds. 
 
      
 
    “You have access to food, real food. This kind of stuff was the staple of my diet for years,” Martin says and puts another mounding spoonful into his mouth. “I’m not going to argue that it’s great …” 
 
      
 
    “That it’s even good,” McKibbon interrupts. 
 
      
 
    “But it’s for sure nutritious. The government made sure of that. It’ll fill you up, and it’ll keep you moving.” 
 
      
 
    Martin runs his spoon along the bottom of the bowl, pulling any last bits of the dinner slop out of his dish. He turns the spoon over in his mouth, licking it clean. He stands and places his dish in the washer mounted under the cabinets. 
 
      
 
    McKibbon finishes next, although he isn’t as rigorous in getting ever final bite. 
 
      
 
    Both men sit back at the mess. McKibbon starts conversation while Grace finishes her meal. 
 
      
 
    “So,”McKibbon begins, “I know how things looked from this side, but tell me what you two saw over there. If this is pirates …” 
 
      
 
    Martin: “It’s some scary pirates.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s what you think then?” McKibbon asks.  
 
      
 
    “It’s not mechanical failure. That’s for sure.” 
 
      
 
    Grace: “And they didn’t just punch their way into the ship with some kind of battering ram.” 
 
      
 
    “These walls were melted, boss. Pools of cool metal on the floor. The kind of heat it would take to do that …”  
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” McKibbon says while Martin continues. 
 
      
 
    “... I don’t want to imagine what it took to generate that. And it was in two places on the ship, so it’s a technology that’s portable.” 
 
      
 
    “Two places?” 
 
      
 
    “It was also how they got into the cockpit,” Grace says. “They didn’t bust in the locks, they just made the door non-existent.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you think it is?” McKibbon asks. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” Grace says. “We never studied anything like it in school.” 
 
      
 
    McKibbon gets up from his seat and goes to the refrigerator and pulls out three bottles of water, one for each of them. Grace and Martin crack theirs open immediately.  
 
      
 
    “This is going to sound crazy,,” McKibbon says as he sits back down, “but what if we are dealing with something else?” 
 
      
 
    “Something else like what?” Grace asks. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t say it,” Martin says. “You know it can’t be them.” 
 
      
 
    McKibbon delays his response. He knows it’s going to sound crazy, especially to two trained pilots. They were all trained to have a skepticism over anything that can’t have a logical explanation. They were trained to believe in instruments and what they can see. This. Well, this was something else.  
 
      
 
    “Aliens,” McKibbon blurts out. 
 
      
 
    Grace laughs. Martin shakes his head. 
 
      
 
    “It’s not aliens,” Grace says. 
 
      
 
    “And you’re sure about that?” 
 
      
 
    “I am,” Martin says. “I’ve chased aliens all over this galaxy for too long. I’d recognize aliens when I saw them. This wasn’t aliens.” 
 
      
 
    “Then what are we dealing with?” 
 
      
 
    “Pirates,” Martin said. “Really sophisticated pirates.” 
 
      
 
    “With a technology that none of us,” McKibbon points to Martin, “not even you, has seen before. And we don’t see it for the first time on some warship or used by some galactic naval vessel. No, we see it on some hauler floating all alone in the middle of nowhere.” 
 
      
 
    Martin and Grace look at each other, each searching the others face for some kind of answer.  
 
      
 
    “Well, yeah,” Martin says. 
 
      
 
    McKibbon sighs, unsatisfied with that answer. But he’s also resigned that he’s not going to get a better one. 
 
      
 
    “OK,” he finally says. “Go get that ship tethered up. Let’s get it back to Zulu.” 
 
      
 
    +++++ 
 
      
 
    Martin is back in his armor. Grace is back in hers and going through a storage bin bolted to the Zulu hauler’s ceiling. She’s pulled a length of woven cord from it. She holds the coil of cord up for Martin to inspect. 
 
      
 
    He gives her an awkward thumbs up. “Yeah,” he says. “Looks good.” 
 
      
 
    His voice is tinny and thin, the speakers inside Grace’s helmet stealing all of the bass that usually found a home in the big man’s voice.  
 
      
 
    She tosses the cord over to Martin, and it unrolls as it flies. He catches what’s left of the coiled portion and heads across to the rogue ship and through the melted opening in the ship’s side. 
 
      
 
    She watches him work, and it hits her that this is the same guy she’d studied on video for hours in the tape room on Zulu. This is the same man she’d studied in class at the academy, whole semesters spent digging deep into his tactics with instructors dissecting every move, every decision. The same man who she’d spent countless hours in bars after class discussing his rumored exploits away from the pilot seat with classmates. 
 
      
 
    Now, she’s throwing him lengths of rope and watching him work to secure it to the rogue ship so they can drag it back to Zulu. He works quickly, efficiently, even on a mission like this that surely feels small considering all he’s done. But it’s not small for her. This is the work she signed up to do, and Martin is the kind of people she signed up to work with. 
 
      
 
    He knots the rope to a pair of supports then turns back to look at Grace then throws his hands up in exasperation.  
 
      
 
    “C’mon, Grace!” he shouts. “Tie off your end.” 
 
      
 
    She looks down at her hands and sees her end of the cord laced through her fingers. She turns and  scrambles. Drops to a knee. Shoves to the side the armored suit the woman from the rogue ship was wearing. It ends up in a messy heap, arms on top of legs, back of the suit on top of its front. She looks quickly for anchor points connected to her ship’s body where she can tie her end of the cord. 
 
      
 
    A hand on her shoulder pulls her up and back to standing. It’s Martin. He takes the cord from Grace. He grabs a tree-trunk-thick pipe that drops out of a hole in the cargo hold’s ceiling  and disappears into a hole in the floor.  Martin ties a knot that Grace has never seen. He gives the cord a tug to test that it’s secure then heads into the sealed off portion of the ship to take off his armor a second time. Grace tugs on the cord. It’s snug, and she follows Martin through the door to the crew area of the ship. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    SIX 
 
      
 
    Zulu is a blinking spot in the distance, and McKibbon punches buttons on the dash in front of him to set the hauler’s course. He exhales and leans back in the captain’s chair. This mission is essentially over. He’s glad. It was uneventful. But, he’s also a little disappointed for the same reason. This little spike of excitement could have been something else, and it’s that possibility that frustrates.  
 
      
 
    He starts playing out the possible scenarios. 
 
      
 
    It might have been an ambush that would have left his little ship and little crew outmanned and outgunned. He’d get back to Zulu having lost two, one of whom was a literal war hero. 
 
      
 
    Or it could have been a hauler with a full crew all needing medical help, and suddenly he’s left playing the role of ambulance driver.  
 
      
 
    Or the woman could have been dead, and instead of an ambulance he’d have been flying a hearse. 
 
      
 
    But he’s flying again, and that was important. He rubs the arms of the captain’s chair. The leather is smooth under his hands. He looks at the bank of instruments in front of him. The woman from the other ship is secure in the back. The ship itself is tethered tight to his hauler. Martin and Grace are off somewhere in the back of the hauler getting out of their gear. Who would be upset if he just flew this thing around for a bit? Martin and Grace surely wouldn’t. They can sit around doing a lot of nothing here or they could do it back on Zulu. He could talk his way out of trouble with Grey if she, for some reason, got upset that he didn’t come straight back.  
 
      
 
    He puts a hand on the controls. He looks at Zulu in front of him. He thinks long and hard about pushing the controls to the right or the left, to send the ship away from the distant station and out on its own course. His head says do it, but his arm won’t react.  
 
      
 
    Go, his head says again. 
 
      
 
    Go! His head screams louder. 
 
      
 
    All the voices from his past shout in unison: GO! But he doesn’t. Cargo-hauler joyrides aren’t him. It’s not how he got to be in the position he’s in as quick as he did, even if that position isn’t exactly the opportunity he’d been sold. 
 
      
 
    “Whatcha doing, boss?” It’s Martin. 
 
      
 
    “Lost in thought,” McKibbon says, turning to see both of his crew standing behind him.  
 
      
 
    “With your hand on the stick?” Grace asks. McKibbon let’s go of the controls and stands. 
 
      
 
    “Got us pointed in the right direction then my mind wandered. But were set. We’re pointed back at Zulu.” 
 
      
 
    Martin: “You need anything else from us?” 
 
      
 
    McKibbon looks back at the controls then shakes his head. “No, I don’t think so.” 
 
      
 
    Martin again: “Then I’m going to go to the mess and relax a bit. Being in that suit takes it out of me in ways it didn’t used to.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure, you two are dismissed.” 
 
      
 
    Martin and Grace both turn and head back out of the cockpit. They get a few steps away when McKibbon stops them. “Actually,” he half shouts, “Grace, you hang back.” 
 
      
 
    She steps back into the cockpit. Martin gives them both a nod and disappears into the dark interior of the hauler.  
 
      
 
    “Sir,” Grace says. 
 
      
 
    “Relax. I just wanted to know if you’ve ever flown one of these things.” 
 
      
 
    “A hauler?” She steps past McKibbon and to the back of the captain’s chair. She runs her hands across the top of it. “No, sir. Nothing this big. Ran a couple of simulations back at the academy. Being in the real thing is a little different, but I don’t have to tell you that.” 
 
      
 
    “Well…” 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “Do you want to fly us home, Grace?” 
 
      
 
    “Sir? Of course.” 
 
      
 
    “Then the ship is yours.” 
 
      
 
    She steps to the control panel and takes a seat behind the stick. 
 
      
 
    McKibbon: “Not a lot to do right now I’m afraid. I got most of the flying out of the way. But there will be more to take care of once we get closer to Zulu and try to dock this thing.” 
 
      
 
    “Just any chance to fly …” 
 
      
 
    “I know, right? Enjoy it. Keep us headed straight. Think you can do that?” 
 
      
 
    Grace runs a light hand across the tops of the buttons in front of her. “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. I’ll be back.” 
 
      
 
    +++++ 
 
      
 
    The light is bright and blinding, and Lebbe instinctively drops his head once the door closes to shield his eyes from the shine. 
 
      
 
    Tunnels spread out before him, branching off to different areas like cracks in glass. 
 
      
 
    It’s an area of Zulu that Lebbe’s never seen, like so much else today. It’s a place that until moments ago he didn’t know existed. He wants to call it a tunnel, but it’s not that. A maintenance corridor? A shortcut passageway between storage areas? 
 
      
 
    Lebbe walks. 
 
      
 
    Forward. For now. None of these fingers that branch off from here. Not yet. Just see where this goes. 
 
      
 
    Lights dot the ceiling far in front of Lebbe and more pop on as he walks, each step seemingly triggering another bulb. Lebbe stops each time another tunnel branches off. Lights flash on near the intersection, and he looks as deep into the far dark as he can. The curious side of him wants to follow these new paths, to explore where they go and find out more of Zulu’s secrets. Not smart, though. You don’t have any breadcrumbs. Stay here so you can get back.  
 
      
 
    Lebbe’s path forks. To the left it’s a few feet of walkway then a ladder up. Lebbe walks over and looks up. The ladder disappears into the dark, but it can’t go up more than two levels. The path right is long and dark. Lebbe follows it. Lights pop on with each step, but after a few dozen feet Lebbe sees this tunnel ends at the edge of Zulu’s outer ring. 
 
      
 
    He turns and walks back, running his hand along the wall. His palm finds the soft spot, a door, and he pushes. Another storage room, this one small. He walks the walls in this room, sliding fingers across the metal until he finds another door. His curiosity gets the better of him, and he pushes it open and steps into another tunnel. This one is long and straight. He walks it until he finds another door and another storage room. Then from that room he finds another tunnel. Then another room and another tunnel until he comes to an end–a room without a tunnel.  
 
      
 
    This final room is small. More of a closet, and Lebbe wonders what it was designed to be used for. Keeping workers coats? Lebbe smiles at his joke. Chuckles.  
 
      
 
    He walks out the same way he came in and retraces his steps back through these tunnels and feels for the first time since he came to this ship almost two years ago that Zulu is something like home. These narrow spaces, these tight walkways that turn and twist off in every which direction are the alleys of home where he’d get lost as a kid. Those were the spaces he could call his own. Of course, they weren’t his. The tossed-away trash he dodged or the milk crates he used as a makeshift stool reminded him that he shared these spaces with businesses and thousands of others. But they were places that his parents didn’t come to, places that his brother didn’t come to. Places where he didn’t have someone over him telling him to not sit there or not touch that. 
 
      
 
    These tunnels give him the same feeling. These spaces are his. Grey isn’t here. She can’t tell him what to do. He doubts she even knows they exist. These outer rings are the empty spaces of the Zulu map. Everyone knows that the rings are there, but they are clueless about more. 
 
      
 
    Zulu will never be home. It will always be the place that he ran to in a moment of desperation without thinking through the consequences. It will always be an immediate regret, a mistake. But now, with a place that can be something of his own, maybe it won’t be his worst one. 
 
      
 
    +++++ 
 
      
 
    McKibbon finds Martin standing in the door of the sick bay. He’s staring at the woman still lying on the bed. The med bots have loaded her with tubes and filled her skin with sensors. McKibbon watches Martin for a moment, then he asks:  “Scared she’s going to run off somewhere?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Martin says. “I don’t know what I’m scared of, but it’s not that.” 
 
      
 
    McKibbon steps next to Martin and fills the other half of the doorway. Even if this woman were to want to run off someplace, she couldn’t now. 
 
      
 
    “But something has you scared?” 
 
      
 
    “Scared’s probably not the right word, but I’m something.” 
 
      
 
    “Want to elaborate at all?” 
 
      
 
    Martin takes a step into the room and studies the instrumentation panel built into the wall. It’s all numbers and read-outs, and it means nothing to McKibbon.  
 
      
 
    “Something interesting there, doctor?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Martin says. “It all looks pretty normal.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, it does. Does it?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not a complete idiot. Spend enough time away from home and in ships like this you get a lot of experience doing a lot of things. The middle of a big battle you get to look at a lot of panels like this. You start figuring out what you’re looking at as you watch friends succumb to injuries. You know what it looks like when these numbers go sideways.” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry,” McKibbon says. “I was just giving you a hard time.I didn’t mean …” 
 
      
 
    Martin interrupts him. “I know, man. Don’t worry about it. But it’s that experience that’s setting off something inside me. It’s not an alarm or anything…” 
 
      
 
    “But ...” 
 
      
 
    “But that ship we are dragging behind us is in rough shape.” Martin points to the sleeping woman. “She’s not.” 
 
      
 
    McKibbon steps out of the doorway and back into the walkway. 
 
      
 
    “What’s that got you thinking?” 
 
      
 
    Martin follows McKibbon.  
 
      
 
    “I don’t know that I’m thinking anything beyond it being unusual.” 
 
      
 
    McKibbon walks the dozen feet down the hall to the mess and steps inside. 
 
      
 
    “Sure, but why is it unusual?” He opens a cabinet door and pulls out two bright white ceramic mugs.  
 
      
 
    Martin answers while McKibbon puts one mug into an opening in the wall and punches a few buttons. Soon the room is filling with the smell of fresh coffee. “Because it doesn’t fit the patterns. Want to know why I’m still alive?” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” McKibbon slides the first mug in front of Martin and asks if he wants cream or sugar or milk. Martin declines them all then continues the conversation. 
 
      
 
    “I’m still alive when all of my other friends are dead because I’m observant. I notice patterns. I pick up on tendencies. It’s not because I’m some fancy flying pilot. I’ve just learned quickly how to be where the enemy is not.” 
 
      
 
    McKibbon raises an eyebrow. “OK. I don’t know that I’m following.” 
 
      
 
    McKibbon scoops sugar into his cup and fills what room is left in the mug with cream. He stirs it, the spoon clinking the side of the mug. 
 
      
 
    He slides into the booth across from Martin, and Martin says: “Right now, I don’t know that I can say that. Something about her feels like the enemy.” 
 
      
 
    +++++ 
 
      
 
    Lebbe has been in these pathways for hours. He’s followed them into room after room. They’ve begun to all feel the same. They won’t forever, just like the alleys back home. Walk them the first time and you can’t tell one from another. Then, as you go back and back and back again, they start to develop personalities. You notice the things that make them unique, a crack across the pavement or a break in the mortar. They all begin to look different. They all begin to look individualized. 
 
      
 
    But they don’t now, as he tries to trace his path back out to the outer rings. He got himself too wrapped up into the excitement of discovery that he lost track of where he was, and now he’s going in circles. He stops in the middle of one of the halls and stands still, getting his bearings. The lights overhead blink off one by one until he’s standing in what feels like a spotlight, and these interesting tunnels suddenly become a little more ominous. 
 
      
 
    His heart begins to beat a little faster. He tries to calm it by listening for the air handler or the water recycler, but he can’t find either. His Zulu symphony is nearly muted in these tunnels. 
 
      
 
    His heartbeat quickens. He looks left. He looks right. Neither direction looks like the way out. Neither looks like anything. They are just dark and empty halls.  
 
      
 
    His heart is sprinting. These dark walls closing in. He closes his eyes and forces himself to breathe. He counts those breaths. One in deep then out. A second in deep then out. A third. A fourth. His heart begins to slow.  
 
      
 
    A fifth breath. A sixth. He pauses, then a seventh. He listens again for the air handler or the water recycler. He concentrates and finds both. They are there, but they're faint. He listens hard,blocking everything out of his mind, and it's like someone is turning up the volume. Zulu's hum becomes louder, to the point that he hears nothing else. He's back. He's home. 
 
      
 
    He opens his eyes and heads right, suddenly confident that he knows the way out to the outer ring. Lights blink on as he heads through the corridors, pushing open doors and passing through rooms,  until he's back in the initial corridor and it all looks suddenly familiar. He opens the last door and steps back out into the wide open at the edge of Zulu. He walks to the wall opposite the door and puts a hand flush against the steel. It's smooth and cool, but not the cold that he was half expecting.  
 
      
 
    “Don't be dumb, Jim,” he says to the empty space, his voice bouncing off the walls and supports and causing the room to ring. “You know that they aren't going to build this thing without a few feet of protection from the endless black.” 
 
      
 
    He goes back to the main door and heads two levels up to Zulu's main floor. He exits by The Quickstop, and he takes a seat at one of the tables away from the counter. Frank catches Lebbe's eye and shoots up a wave. Lebbe waves back and Frank mouths “Just  minute.” Lebbe nods and turns his attention to the TVs above the counter. It's talking heads, and Lebbe's no good at reading lips. There's a woman, calm and collected, nodding agreement with something Lebbe can't hear. Another face in a separate box, this one a man's, is going red. His eyes are getting wide. His engine is clearly revving, and the guy is waiting to pull his foot off the brake.  
 
      
 
    When he does, it's just as Lebbe expects. The guy is shouting, fishtailing his comments and losing control before he can make his point. 
 
      
 
    The woman begins to respond just as Frank walks up with a plate of food that he slides in front of Lebbe. 
 
      
 
    “What's this?” he asks.  
 
      
 
    “A sandwich. Fries.” 
 
      
 
    “Ok, smartass.” 
 
      
 
    “Patty melt, extra cheese. Fries.” 
 
      
 
    Lebbe digs in, grease from the burger glistening on his cheek. Motives for being here aside, Frank has taught his boys to make a fine burger. Lebbe can’t even tell it is made with vat grown beef. With his eyes closed, it tastes just like what he’d get from a little diner around the corner from the police station back home.  
 
      
 
    “They been keeping you busy today? I’ve barely seen you.” 
 
      
 
    Lebbe nods while he finishes his second big bite of burger. “Grey has tasked me with a security sweep.” 
 
      
 
    “Security sweep? Is there something happening?” 
 
      
 
    “No.” Lebbe pinches a few fries and puts them in his mouth. “She’s just keeping me busy.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll tell me, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Tell you?” 
 
      
 
    “If something were happening.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course.” 
 
      
 
    Lebbe takes another bite of burger and watches the TVs. Frank turns to watch them too. The gentleman who was on the verge of popping earlier seems to have calmed himself, at least some. 
 
      
 
    Lebbe: “What do you know about …” He pauses. He wants to ask Frank what he knows about the tunnels and little rooms, but he doesn’t. He can’t. Those are his, at least for now. He likes that there are secrets to Zulu that only he owns. So, he pauses. 
 
      
 
    “Know about what?” Frank is still looking at the TVs. 
 
      
 
    “Know about what’s happening back on Earth.” 
 
      
 
    “That stuff on the TVs? I don’t pay attention to that stuff. I’m not going back anyway. What do I care if they all kill each other?” 
 
      
 
    Lebbe puts the last bit of burger in his mouth and follows it with the last of the fries. “You should still care,” he says around a mouthful of food. 
 
      
 
    Frank stands. “Maybe. We’re about to shut everything down. You want anything else?” 
 
      
 
    Lebbe shakes his head. “Just put this on my tab.” 
 
      
 
    Frank dismisses him with a wave of his hand. “On the house.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” Lebbe says. “Have a nice night.” 
 
      
 
    Frank is already walking away. He shoots a hand above his head and gives a quick wave. 
 
      
 
    +++++ 
 
      
 
    Martin is sitting next to Grace, in the navigator’s seat of Zulu’s hauler. He has the heel of one boot propped up on the control panel. He’s watching as the rookie hauler pilot tries to guide the big ship into the wide opening in one of Zulu’s outer rings. 
 
      
 
    Her face is twisted up. Her eyes narrowed in concentration. 
 
      
 
    “Come on,” Martin says. “This ship ain’t that big, and that opening is huge. Just put a little confidence into that stick and land this thing.” 
 
      
 
    “Leave her alone,” McKibbon says from behind her. “First time doing this, and she’s towing another ship with it. It’s not like she’s flying some kind of fighter ship.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course. But seriously, let’s get this thing back home. The closer you get the wider open that hole will look, so trust your training and put this thing down.” 
 
      
 
    Grace nods and gives the hauler more power. Zulu grows quickly in the view until it’s all that any of them can see. The opening that Grace is aiming for grows quickly too, and Martin and McKibbon watch the tension drop from her shoulders. 
 
      
 
    She guides the hauler back under the bright glare of Zulu’s hold and back onto the solid ground of Zulu’s floor. 
 
      
 
    Grace smiles. Martin taps her on the shoulder. “Nice job, kid.” 
 
      
 
    Motors whine outside the ship; the doors are shutting. Martin and Grace excuse themselves to the back of the ship to gather their gear. McKibbon pulls his own equipment from the hold behind him and waits for the crew working on the other side of the hauler’s doors to give them the OK that they’re clear to exit. 
 
      
 
    Two quick raps come from the other side of the door, and McKibbon triggers the hold doors to open. Two soldiers are standing at attention on the other side. 
 
      
 
    “Relax guys. There’s a woman in the sick bay. Transfer her, carefully, to Zulu’s infirmary. Get her hooked back up to the med bots and get them treating her.” 
 
      
 
    The men hurry past him, and that’s when he sees Grey. She’s doing a poor job of hiding a smile. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome back, commander.” She holds a hand out for him to shake, and he does. “Care to debrief me on what happened out there?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” he says, “but can I get settled first?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure. Meet me in my office?” 
 
      
 
    “Ten minutes?”  
 
      
 
    “Sounds good.” 
 
      
 
    McKibbon goes back into the dark of the hauler to find Martin and Grace. They are both packing up armor to transport it back onto Zulu, Martin giving Grace tips on how to make it as compact as possible.  
 
      
 
    “I’ve got to go chat with Zulu’s chief about what we found,” McKibbon tells the pair. “She’s going to want to know more about the lady we brought on board and what we found out there.” 
 
      
 
    Martin stops what he’s doing and looks to McKibbon. “Uh huh,” he says, then he smiles. 
 
      
 
    McKibbon shakes him off then asks: “Can one of you file the paperwork to close out this flight?” 
 
      
 
    Grace volunteers. “I can, sir. I’ve never done it, and I’d like to.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Grace. I’ll see you all in a bit.” 
 
      
 
    McKibbon heads back to the wide-open door and back out into the part of Zulu that’s his to control. He places his bag next to a small desk on his way out then heads to talk with Grey. 
 
      
 
    Her office is just off Zulu’s bridge before you go through the doors to the control room. He knocks twice and is invited in. He opens the door and she’s getting up from behind her desk. She waits for him to close the door before she actually approaches, but when she does she wraps arms around his neck and gives him a long kiss. 
 
      
 
    “Wow, and I was gone less than a day.” 
 
      
 
    “Gone long enough. Welcome back.” 
 
      
 
    She lifts herself up on her toes to kiss him again. 
 
      
 
    “Now,” she turns to head back to her seat behind her desk, “tell me what you found.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s it?” McKibbon smiles. “That’s all the homecoming I get?” 
 
      
 
    “You were gone less than a day, soldier.” She winks. 
 
      
 
    McKibbon laughs and sits across the desk from Grey. “What we found was a dead ship and a woman.” 
 
      
 
    “I was hoping for more detail than that.” 
 
      
 
    “I know. And I can give you some, but I don’t know how helpful it will be.” 
 
      
 
    Grey reaches into a drawer on her right and pulls out a large legal pad that is mostly empty. She reaches into a shallow drawer in front of her and pulls out a pen.  
 
      
 
    “How about you just tell me everything you know. I’ll take notes, and I’ll decide what’s important and not.” 
 
      
 
    “Your call. Let me know when you get bored. You probably saw a lot of this on our cams.” 
 
      
 
    “I did,” she sits with her pen prone, “but I want to hear it again.” 
 
      
 
    “Our approach was slow. Hesitant.” 
 
      
 
    “Cautious,” Grey corrects. 
 
      
 
    “It was a cautious approach. We could tell a good way out that there was a big gap in the side, a hole. But we didn’t know what made it just yet.” 
 
      
 
    “Smooth sides or jagged?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” McKibbon was nodding. “That’s what we were looking for, but were still too far out to tell. 
 
      
 
    “But when you got close enough?” 
 
      
 
    “It was smooth.” 
 
      
 
    “So right away you knew it was pirates?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not our place to make a determination on who did this. Our role is to go out and complete the mission set before us.” McKibbon straightened in his chair. This was feeling less like an update and more like an official debrief. “I do know that my people noted that they hadn't ever seen something like it before. Who ever advanced on this ship hadn't punched their way in, but instead…” 
 
      
 
    “I don't understand.” Grey interrupts, but McKibbon keeps talking.  
 
      
 
    “... instead it looked like the walls had been melted. They noticed what looked like two hardened pools of metal in a couple of places on the ship.” 
 
      
 
    “Melted their way in?” 
 
      
 
    “That's the report I'm getting.” 
 
      
 
    Grey leans back in her seat and looks to the ceiling, like she's considering this new information. 
 
      
 
    McKibbon gives her a minute then asks, “So, what are you thinking this is?” 
 
      
 
    She relaxes and sits up and says, “Oh, I have no idea. And if your people don't…” 
 
      
 
    “It's new, even for Martin.” 
 
      
 
    “I should probably ask Lebbe. See what he thinks.”  
 
      
 
    McKibbon nods. 
 
      
 
    “Now tell me about the woman.”  
 
      
 
    “Wish there were something to tell. She's been out of it the entire time. All I know are her vitals. And she's beaten up but fine.” 
 
      
 
    “You didn't get anything from her? Your crew, I mean.” 
 
      
 
    McKibbon shakes his head. 
 
      
 
    “So then we wait for her to wake up.” 
 
      
 
    McKibbon starts to say something but hesitates. He tries to begin again but stops.  
 
      
 
    “What?” Grey asks and leans forward, her elbows resting on the desk in front of her.  
 
      
 
    “It's Martin. He told me that something about her strikes him wrong. He's got a feeling…” 
 
      
 
    “A feeling of what?” 
 
      
 
    “That she's the enemy.” 
 
      
 
    “And what do you think?” 
 
      
 
    Mckibbon pauses before answering. “I don't know yet. I don't think he's right. I don't get the same sense that he does, so I'm inclined to say he's wrong. But he's also Martin; he's seen more than I ever will. So I don't want to just discount him.” 
 
      
 
    +++++ 
 
      
 
    Lebbe steps off the elevator and rubs his eyes. The long day is catching up with him. He's realizing now just how many hours he spent exploring the guts if Zulu. 
 
      
 
    He stands in front of the door to his cabin and fights through a yawn before placing his ID tattoo in front of the scanner next to the jamb. 
 
      
 
    The scanner beeps and the lock deactivates. He opens the door, and the overhead light flickers to life. He takes a few steps inside and drops on the couch then closes his eyes.  
 
      
 
    He sits up and feels around the couch for the remote that operates the screen on the wall across from him. He activates the screen and it slowly comes on. He hears the voices first, commentators arguing again. He listens for a moment and the picture slowly begins to appear. These older screens on the personnel cabins on Zulu are maddeningly slow to come on. Lebbe has mentioned it to Grey. She humored him by saying she’d put it on her list of upgrades then flipped through several pages of notes before actually writing anything down. Not a priority, Lebbe thought. Got it. 
 
      
 
    The people on his screen now are the same ones he’d seen arguing down at The Quickstop, it’s just an earlier point in their conversation. It’s a replay of the same hour of news, and Lebbe doesn’t have the patience to sit through this argument again to see what he might have missed earlier. He flips to another station, one that doesn’t replay the same hour of programming over and over and over. Not that any of these were programmed by anyone. There isn’t a human somewhere saying yes to this and no to that. These are simply feeds setup by someone, a technician most likely, when Zulu came online. So, Lebbe switches feeds, this one streaming the game show he’d watched at The Quickstop previously. New contestants this time. Same pretty assistant. 
 
      
 
    He sets the remote down and gets lost in her flipping of the tiles. One episode airs and then another, just as repetitive as seeing the news replay over and over, but somehow more tolerable. 
 
      
 
    Lebbe’s eyes are heavy. He’s wanting sleep, and he’s nearly found it when his datapad vibrates four quick times on the counter in the kitchen. His body reacts, sitting bolt straight. Four pulses. It’s a message, and it’s from Earth. 
 
      
 
    Lebbe stumbles from the couch and into the kitchen. He grabs his datapad and fumbles with the screen and the security code. Its face blinks red. Wrong code. He tries again. Red. Once more. Slower this time. Deep breaths to calm himself. There. He’s in. 
 
      
 
    It’s a message from Mindy, his ex. 
 
      
 
    He hesitates before he hits play, a million questions speeding through his head and none of them coming with an answer. Why her? Why now? What could she want? If she’s contacting me, it can’t be good, can it? 
 
      
 
    Then he does it. It’s a quick stabbing motion with his index finger. Almost instinctual. Then there she is. She isn’t speaking, only looking at the screen. She looks old. Worn. Tired. Like she’s been crying. Then she starts. 
 
      
 
    “Hi, Jim. It’s me. It’s Mindy. I don’t …” She pauses. Pulls her lips in and then begins biting the top one. Lebbe’s seen it a million times. She’s thinking, considering her words. She starts again. 
 
      
 
    “Hi, Jim. It’s Mindy. Didn’t think I’d be contacting you on here. Had to go find the info you left for the girls to even send this. That took an hour, and I’d worked out what I was going to say during that time. But now, I don’t …” 
 
      
 
    She pauses again. Closes her eyes. It’s like she’s running her lines. Opens her eyes again and exhales then begins again, diving in with both feet this time. 
 
      
 
    “We don’t know where Sarah is. She was at one of the protests a couple of nights ago, and she never came home. Molly has been out looking for her. I’ve been contacting anyone and everyone I know or can think of …” Her voice catches. She stops. A tear falls down her cheek and then there’s another and that one is followed by more.  
 
      
 
    She begins again. “No one can find her. She’s not been seen at any hospitals. She’s not been home. We don’t know where she’s at. I know that’s not necessarily news you want to hear, but I thought you should know. I’ll do my best to keep you posted.” The message stops, and Lebbe drops the tablet to the floor. He follows a moment later. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    SEVEN 
 
      
 
    It's weird, Grey thinks, that there'd be a section of this station that feels unfamiliar. But here, in the medical wing with its light tan walls and plinky plonk music piped in overhead, Grey feels out of place. It's the only area of Zulu made to resemble facilities on Earth, and maybe that's why it makes Grey just slightly uncomfortable. This isn't her norm. At this point,  she’s spent more of her life away from Earth than on it. The livable but industrial look of the rest of Zulu is what Zulu says home to her. 
 
      
 
    This hall snakes on and ends at a glass door with “Quiet. Patients sleeping.” etched in its center. 
 
      
 
    She turns to a keypad to the right of the door and places her IFD tattoo in front of a scanner. She waits a moment and a light on the pad turns green and the door slides open. She steps through. 
 
      
 
    A few steps down the hall and a medical bot slides out from the wall and stops her. It asks for her identification, and she pulls a badge from her pocket and shows it to the bot. It scans the badge then lets her pass. Except for the pilot from the invaded hauler, there's nobody else here. The halls are eerily quiet, and she can hear the beeping and buzzing of equipment keeping the pilot comfortable. 
 
      
 
    The medical unit on Zulu isn’t meant for long-term stays. It’s a triage unit. If you get sick on Zulu you don't stay on Zulu long. There are only four medical bays, and they're almost always empty. Grey looks down the darkened hall and sees light coming from one room. That's her pilot. 
 
      
 
    She approaches the room and looks inside. She sees something she wasn't necessarily expecting. This woman is small. She's almost petite. Her hair is short, coming down just to her shoulders. She’s sleeping. 
 
      
 
    Grey steps into the room, barely past the door, and watches. She watches the woman breathe. She watches the medical bots do their business: Checking this. Changing that. Doing what they are programmed to do. 
 
      
 
    Grey thinks about this woman and her ship, the one that's at the bottom of Grey’s station sitting in some darkened hole. Grey wonders what the woman is like. Wonders what that moment was like for her when her ship was boarded. She could hear the fear and the wariness in the woman’s voice when she contacted Zulu. That's why she wanted to help. Grey felt something for this woman. A kinship? Some kind of female captain’s bond that she’d never experienced before? 
 
      
 
    Grey stares at the woman from the door, this stranger who's not really a stranger. She wants to go over and wake her. Gently shake her shoulder until she blinks her eyes slowly and looks up and sees Grey. Then Grey can ask all of her questions: What was that experience like? Where was she headed? Why was she contacting Zulu, and why hadn't her ship been communicating with Zulu already? 
 
      
 
    She fights the urge and lets the woman sleep. But these questions will be asked. The woman  will wake up, if for no other reason than she needs to be moved off Zulu and on to some place where she can better recover.  
 
      
 
    Grey steps back out into the hall and goes to the keypad along the wall across from the woman's room. She scans her badge and the pad unlocks itself. Grey starts typing commands and that datapad begins to spit a print out that details the woman’s condition, not that Grey's a medical expert. She was trained, like all other station captains were, on the medical equipment that's here, so she's not looking at this print out blind. But she doesn't know in detail what it’s telling her. She can tell two things. One, the woman isn’t about to die. Two, she’s also not about to wake anytime soon.  
 
      
 
    She sets an alert for the equipment to let her know when the woman wakes up. Grey has questions to ask. 
 
      
 
    +++++ 
 
      
 
    Get up, Lebbe tells himself. But he can't. His mind is ready; it wants to get up and begin moving and thinking and working toward finding his daughter. But his body is stuck, nailed to the floor, pinned by shock and worry and wonder and disbelief. 
 
      
 
    This can't be real, he thinks. There's no way that his girl has gone missing. She’s smarter than that. She wouldn't put herself in a position to get taken by someone or overtaken by some group of people. She’d have gotten out of the way of danger. She would have used all the lessons he taught her about assessing a situation and realizing when it's going bad and getting away from it before it turns into a worst case scenario. He was a horrible father. He knew that, but if he only gave his girls one thing, it was that. 
 
      
 
    But this is real; it is happening. And that realization slowly frees his body from the floor and allows him to stand. It allows him to go to the couch and turn on the news. Allows him to watch all of the footage on every channel and study it. Then to watch it again and again and again as it repeats. 
 
      
 
    He tunes out the commentators because he doesn't care what they have to say. He just needs to see home, to see Dallas. To pick out someone or something he recognizes and then start putting together the pieces. All of the police work he did for all those years is now coming home. It's wrong to say it's beginning to pay off. It paid off for years, keeping his kids fed. Keeping them in shelter. But now it feels different, like this is why he'd spent those years doing the work to build the skills. It was all leading to this. 
 
      
 
    So he studies his screen. He watches one hour of news, then he watches that same hour repeat. He studies different things. He looks to different parts of the screen. He begins to realize that this isn't the way to do this. He should be pausing the video, rewinding the footage and playing it over again in half speed. But, he doesn't have those capabilities. So he sticks with this elongated process, taking meticulous notes about what he's seen so far and then waiting impatiently for the same 30 seconds to repeat an hour later. 
 
      
 
    It's been hours now of this watch, wait, watch, wait and he's to the point of it all being counterproductive. His eyes aren't seeing the things they should be seeing. His mind isn't making the connection it should be making. It's like a long stakeout when you've overstayed your time in the car and you're trying to watch the same block. Eventually, all you can see is a giant haze of nothing in front of you. 
 
      
 
    So he stops. He rests, and he let’s his mind wander. He starts remembering to earlier, when he was at the counter at The Quickstop, how he was asking questions about his girls. Wondering if they’d be in the middle of the trouble. Almost wanting them to be in there and be involved, caring about and fighting for things bigger than they are. Then he begins blaming himself. He starts convincing himself that if he were there and able to watch them closer, to be the dad he should have been, he could have kept this from happening. 
 
      
 
    Then he tells himself no. He’s a cop again, and now he's talking to himself as if he's the parent of some victim of some awful crime. This isn't your fault. You couldn't have done anything different. Sometimes things just happen. It's the truth, but it’s not good enough. Now,  he recognizes just how hollow those words sound and how empty they feel. He could have done something differently. He could've done something more. He could have never left, toughened up and dealt with a job that he didn't love. Dealt with an ex he didn't have patience for. He keeps thinking these things as his mind shuts down and he drifts into a sleep he doesn't want--a sleep he doesn't feel like he deserves. 
 
      
 
    Lebbe rolls over on to the remote control, and it jabs him in the ribs. It wakes him out of his sleep. He slowly sits up and rubs his eyes with the heels of his hands, pushing hard to get all the sleep out and get himself ready to go again. There will be new footage on his screen now, and he needs to watch it. He needs to study it. He needs to investigate like he was still a detective, looking for the tiniest piece of anything that could give him some help.  
 
      
 
    He stands and moves to the couch. He reaches for his datapad before he grabs the remote to turn on the screen. He wants to see the datapad lit up with messages from Mindy and the girls telling him to stop the search, that they found Sarah. But there’s nothing, just a half dozen missed messages from Grey. 
 
      
 
    He dismisses all them and tosses his pad aside. He picks up the remote and activates his screen. 
 
      
 
    +++++ 
 
      
 
    Caroline Gray is alone in Zulu’s control Room. She's pulled a chair out from under one of the unused technicians’ desks and set it in the middle of the floor. She leans back in the seat and looks up at the wide open screen in front of her. It's nothing but indicator lights and blinking flashing bulbs. It's early and this is her routine. She likes to be alone in this room and remind herself of the vastness of space around her. It gives her perspective, she thinks. Plus she's waiting for an update on her datapad. Something to tell her that the woman who's asleep deep in the belly of her station is about to wake up. Something that tells Grey this woman is about ready to answer questions. 
 
      
 
    She needs Lebbe. She knows that. She doesn't like it, but she knows it. She's tried to rouse him six times so far but has gotten no response. It’s early still, and it's not critical she reach him yet, but it will be once the woman wakes up. She doesn't want to go in there alone and start asking questions. She wants the backup of Lebbe. She wants his history and natural skepticism.  
 
      
 
    He’s a bit of a security blanket for her when it comes to these kinds of things. She wouldn't tell him that, of course, because she doesn't want to feed into an ego that is already oversized. She needs to maintain some level of control of this place. But she does like having him there as a sounding board, someone who can be the yin to her yang. Or is it yin and yang at all? She doesn't know. She just knows what she needs is someone to be the devil’s advocate without asking them to play that role. That's Lebbe. 
 
      
 
    The door opens behind her. It's Keith. He’s coming in to start his shift. He greets Grey with a nod. 
 
      
 
    “Sleep well?” She asks. Small talk, neither of them are good at it, but it’s their awkward morning routine. 
 
      
 
    “Well enough.” He pulls the chair out from under his desk and begins the login process. It's rather laborious, but security is important on a place like Zulu. Grey watches him work then asks if he has access to cameras in the medical bay. 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” 
 
      
 
    “Can we get a feed up in here?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure. Where you want it?” 
 
      
 
    “Just something small at the bottom of the screen. I want to know when the pilot wakes up.” 
 
      
 
    Keith punches a sequence of keys, and a moment later their pilot is up in a box in a corner of the big screen. She’s still sleeping.  
 
      
 
    “Hasn’t woken up yet?” Keith asks. 
 
      
 
    Grey gets up and goes to stand in front of the image. “Not yet, but the med bots will make sure she’s up when she’s in shape to be.” 
 
      
 
    “I did contact the Manhattan,” Keith says. “If her injuries aren’t life threatening they are going to ask us to hang onto her for a while. They are out of bays right now and can’t take an evac.” 
 
      
 
    Grey stares at the woman. The pilot doesn’t move. If the med bot wasn’t swinging an arm out to check a reading, the image would look almost static. 
 
      
 
    “Tell them that we can hold her for a bit,” Grey says. “Our only limitation is the amount of meds she may need. Eventually, we may have to restock.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll let them know,” Keith says. 
 
      
 
    Grey thanks him then excuses herself from the room. She messages Lebbe again as she heads down the hall and toward the elevator that will take her to Zulu's main floor. She gets a notification that the message went through. She stares at the pad, waiting for some indication that he's responding, but her screen doesn't change. She tucks the pad under her arm as the elevator doors open. 
 
      
 
    People roam the main floor of Zulu. She checks her itinerary then her watch. Two ships should have docked since midnight. Another is set to arrive within the hour. She should have known that, would have known that if she hadn’t been distracted by this pilot and her rogue ship. 
 
      
 
    You know better. Nothing can get in the way of the schedule. Focus, Caroline.  
 
      
 
    She walks to the The Quickstop and takes a seat near the back, away from the crowd. She watches the people at the counter order food. She watches others eat, shoveling the food in like they haven’t seen a real meal in years. Then she reminds herself that some of these people may not have. Living on Zulu can make you forget what life this far out is really like for most people here. They come on a ship that’s down to low rations or no rations. And even when they did have food it was mostly dried and packed tight. So, it’s noodles and beans for most of the journey. Having a place like The Quickstop where they can order something hot and cooked on a grill or baked in an oven is a treat. These crews took advantage, and most of them forgot their manners on the way here. They eat like savages, and it makes Grey cringe. 
 
      
 
    Carole approaches with a cup of hot coffee, steam rolling out of the top of the mug. She has a plate of whole wheat toast in her other hand—three slices. A small dollop of butter hangs to the edge of the plate. A couple dollops of orange marmalade clings to the opposite side. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Ms. Grey,” Carole says as she slides the cup and plate in front of Caroline. 
 
      
 
    “Hi, Carole. How are things in your part of Zulu?” Grey grabs a packet of sugar from the holder on the table and adds the contents to her coffee and gives it a stir, the spoon ringing off the sides of the mug. 
 
      
 
    “Comfortably busy,” Carole says. 
 
      
 
    “I just looked at the day’s itinerary.” Grey butters a piece of toast while she speaks. “Things should stay that way, at least for a while.” 
 
      
 
    She adds a thick layer of orange marmalade while Carole says “You know I like to hear that.” 
 
      
 
    Grey crunches a bite of the toast, the marmalade catching in the corner of her mouth. She licks the spot away then asks: “Have you seem Lebbe this morning?” 
 
      
 
    Carole stops and looks at her watch. “Actually, no. He hasn’t been down. But I’ll let you know when I do.” 
 
      
 
    “Appreciate that,” Grey says before taking a drink of her coffee. 
 
      
 
    Carole walks away, and Caroline turns her attention to the screens hanging above the counter at The Quickstop. It’s the news from home that Lebbe told her about the day before. There’s fighting. There’s protesting. There's rebellion. It all means very little to Grey. 
 
      
 
    She didn't grow up on Earth. Of course, she comes from there, and she does have that gut-level tie to the place, but she spent most of her time growing up in schools that were not earthbound. So when Lebbe gives her reports from home that say there is trouble she doesn't necessarily know how to react. She knows she should probably look concerned or that she should fake some sort of interest, but she doesn't really know how to do that either. So he'll tell her things are bad. He'll tell her there are reports of problems that could be coming their way, but it doesn't mean much to her. She wishes it did. She wishes she had some sort of way to bond with Lebbe, and she knows being concerned with what's happening back on Earth could do that.  
 
      
 
    So she watches the fighting on the screens and tries to pick up what she can. City names pop across the screens, like Dallas and Kansas City and Des Moines. But, again, her earthbound life was so short that she doesn't really recognize the places or any of the people. She can tell that it's bad and that she should be concerned. And maybe Lebbe is right. Maybe some of this will spill their way. Granted, it could take a long time, but maybe she should be at least somewhat concerned this is all going on. 
 
      
 
    She takes the last bite of her toast and tries to connect with Lebbe again. She sends another message to his data pad and waits for a response. She watches more news from Earth, something political that doesn't involve fighting and protests this time. Again, it's all meaningless pictures and words to her. She looks at her pad. Still nothing from Lebbe.  
 
      
 
    Carole comes back to the table, coffee pot in hand, bringing Grey a refill. She waves her off and thanks her for the breakfast then apologizes. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, Carole. I didn’t bring anything to pay with. I guess in the excitement of all that went on last night …” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know what happened last night, but don’t worry about it. It’s some toast.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you so much. And if you see Lebbe…” 
 
      
 
    “If I see Jim, I’ll let you know.” 
 
      
 
    Grey checks her datapad again. Still no response from Lebbe. She sends one more message then heads for the elevators. If he won’t respond to her messages then maybe he’ll respond to her coming to his door. 
 
      
 
    She checks her pad twice on the way up to the crew cabins and watches it as she walks the hall to his door. She doesn’t want to get upset with him. It’s early. She was up late, and she just doesn’t have it in her. But that ball is in his court, she tells herself. He determines how this conversation goes. 
 
      
 
    She knocks then waits. There’s no answer from the other side. 
 
      
 
    She knocks again. Still nothing. She puts her ear to the door. She can hear a news broadcast.  
 
      
 
    She knocks again, and waits a moment before calling his name. 
 
      
 
    “Lebbe!” Then she knocks again. 
 
      
 
    It’s another moment then the locks begin to deactivate. 
 
      
 
    Lebbe looks like he’s spent the night getting beaten up. His eyes are half open. His hair, what’s left of it, goes every which way. He’s in the same clothes he was wearing the day before. 
 
      
 
    “Good Lord, Jim.” The words just come out. 
 
      
 
    Lebbe doesn’t react, just stares at her for a moment. “What is it?” he asks. 
 
      
 
    “Our rogue ship. We’ve got it. Our pilot is in the medical bay.” 
 
      
 
    “OK.” 
 
      
 
    “I thought we could …” 
 
      
 
    Lebbe stops her. 
 
      
 
    “What’s her condition?” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “Is she conscious?” 
 
      
 
    “No, not yet. But I thought we might be able to talk about what we know so far …” 
 
      
 
    Shouting comes from the screen behind them, and Lebbe turns to watch the series of angry faces being streamed across it. Lebbe grabs the remote from the couch and mutes the audio, but he keeps studying the screen. 
 
      
 
    “Jim?” 
 
      
 
    He turns back to Grey. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry.” He takes a deep breath then let's it out slowly. “Continue.” 
 
      
 
    Grey starts again. “I thought we could go over what we know so far before she does wake up. We are going to hold her here until some room frees up on the Manhattan. I don't know how long that will be, and I don't want to miss the opportunity to talk with her if that's something you think we need to do.” 
 
      
 
    Lebbe nods while she speaks. “OK,” he says when she finishes. Then he looks back to the screen still playing the news and the mess on his couch. Then he looks back to Grey. “Give me a few minutes to get things together.” 
 
      
 
    “Come to my office.” 
 
      
 
    Lebbe nods then closes his door. A few steps down the hall, Grey hears the shouting and fighting return to Lebbe’s screen. 
 
      
 
    +++++ 
 
      
 
    Lebbe watches the screen for a few more moments. He hasn't sat through a full cycle of news yet, this is all still new footage to him, and he's trying to take it all in. He hasn't seen his daughter yet. He's praying he doesn't see her on one of those screens they show full of smiling faces of now dead kids. 
 
      
 
    Why was it always the kids who were the collateral damage in fights like this? Was it parents like him who insisted on teaching their young ones to give a damn and speak when needed, to do even more when necessary?  
 
      
 
    Even if Sarah isn't memorialized in one of those shots, it's no guarantee she's OK. It just means nothing has been properly verified yet. He doesn’t want to let himself find the hope. Too many times he’s seen families allow hope to bubble up. Then when things don’t turn out like they’d wanted that hope shatters and cracks and brings everything down with it. So, he'll keep looking at footage trying to find her, but he’ll heep the reality of the situation front of mind. 
 
      
 
    This new footage moves very quickly. The fighting is broader. There's  more people involved. It's harder to pick up much of anything. He knows he'll need to see it a second and third and fourth time before he'll be able to pick anything up. There is just too much to look at. What he really needs is to be able to slow the footage down. To pause it and rewind it and study it better. He needs to talk to Keith about getting him all of the footage onto a single drive so that he doesn't have to wait for it to repeat.   
 
      
 
    A task for later, he tells himself. Now, he has to get ready to meet with Grey. He takes a quick shower and turns the water extra hot. He wants to burn yesterday off of himself. He watches the water circle down the drain, and he imagines seeing the charred edges of the fear and dread that he'd felt all night disappear into the tiny hole at his feet. For a moment he feels better, fresh. Then it all starts coming back, one beat at a time. A bit of fear, a bit of dread, a bit of worry. All attaching themselves to him like some ugly sweater. 
 
      
 
    He turns off the water and wipes condensation from the mirror. He looks beaten up. He feels it. 
 
      
 
    He finishes in the bathroom then dresses quickly. He stops in the living room. Caught by a bit of new footage he hasn't seen. He shuts the screen off then steps out into the hall to meet Grey. A few moments away from all of this might do me some good, he thinks. 
 
      
 
    He knocks on the door twice when he gets to Grey's office, and she invites him in. She's sitting behind her desk looking at something on her data pad. 
 
      
 
    She looks up: "Thanks for coming by, Jim." 
 
      
 
    Lebbe doesn't say anything; he just has a seat.
  
 
    “So our pilot is in the medical bay, like I mentioned,” Grey says, “and her ship is in the deep recesses of Zulu. I just want to give you a quick update on everything we know about her so far, and it's not much. She's been asleep since she got here. The med bots on the hauler took care of that. Word from the soldiers who found her was that the ship had been breached by something. They thought pirates, but it was an odd situation. The metal from the side of the ship had pooled like it was melted as opposed to punctured. So this was no normal pirate operation, if that’s what these were. I don't know that’s what I make of that just yet.” 
 
      
 
    Lebbe begins to say something, but Grey isn’t stopping. She has the momentum now, and she’s not giving it up. 
 
      
 
    “Some of our more experienced soldiers seem to think that there's something wrong with her. Or something smells funny about the situation. I spoke with McKibbon, and he thought it was probably just over cautiousness on the part of an experienced soldier. So, I’m choosing not to agree with him. For now, until I have a reason not to.” 
 
      
 
    Lebbee interrupts: "And how does she look?” 
 
      
 
    "How does she look?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Is she beaten up? Bruises? Internal bleeding? What else do we know about her time on her ship.” 
 
      
 
    Caroline straightens herself in her chair. It squeaks as she turns to face Lebbe. 
 
      
 
    “I don't know any of that. She's not awake, and our soldiers were focused on getting her out.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, fair enough. Means I'll need to look at her ship if you want my take.” 
 
      
 
    “I do.” 
 
      
 
    “Then I'll go take a look later today. I have a few things to take care of this morning.” 
 
      
 
    “Anything I should be aware of?” 
 
      
 
    Lebbe almost tells her about his daughter, how his mind is a million light years away from Zulu, and it will be until he knows what's happened to his girl. Then he decides against it. She doesn’t need to know. Not yet. “No. Just some personal things.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t skirt your regular duties.” 
 
      
 
    Lebbe stands and says “Yes, boss” as he does. 
 
      
 
    Grey turns her attention back to her tablet, and Lebbe heads for the door. He looks at his watch. He needs to get back to his cabin. There’s likely new footage to watch. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    EIGHT 
 
      
 
    The screen is playing on the other side of the door as Lebbe fumbles with the key to his cabin. It's muffled commentators talk about the fighting. Lebbe can make out very little, but it sounds familiar,  like something he heard earlier. 
 
      
 
    Good. Nothing new yet. 
 
      
 
    He relaxes. He slows what he's doing. The lock deactivates this time. He steps inside and it's the same man and woman arguing as when he left. They are making the same points. It's the same loop as earlier. 
 
      
 
    Enough time to make breakfast. 
 
      
 
    He steps into the kitchen, keeping an ear and eye on the screen. His single plate and lone fork are in the bottom of the sink. He tries to remember the last time he made a meal at home.  
 
      
 
    He opens the small refrigerator provided by Zulu, just a couple of shelves and a freezer shelf. It's mostly empty except for a couple of eggs he got from Frank. Anything fresh like that he had to bargain for. Otherwise, everything came vacuum packed from the convenience store, and you can only eat that stuff for so long before you and your taste buds start to go crazy. 
 
      
 
    The scene on the screen changes from screaming commentators to screaming crowds. An anchor speaks over the top of it: “This is live footage from protests and fighting in Dallas. It's raw video, so we ask for your grace if you see or hear something that you don't typically hear on our air.” 
 
      
 
    Raw footage? This is what Lebbe's been waiting for. It's like surveillance video when he was a cop. It's not chopped up by some editor to fit some story. It's not just the loudest most violent pieces of footage spliced together. It's what's really happening. 
 
      
 
    Yes, there's yelling. Yes, there are small pockets that look like they are about to pop. But, overall, what he sees with his cop eyes is two sides all worked up, but no one ready to act. 
 
      
 
    What he doesn't see is his daughter, so the reality of the situation--at least what was the reality a few days ago--is cold comfort.  
 
      
 
    He looks at the clock in the bottom corner of the screen. Fifteen minutes until the top of the hour. He has at least an hour before this footage will show again.  
 
      
 
    He scrambles the two eggs he got from Frank. He pulls the beginnings of mold from a slice of bread and drops it into the toaster. Cooking. It’s a bit of normalcy, and every time he does it, Lebbe tells himself he needs to do it more often. He never does, but it’s a good thought. 
 
      
 
    Lebbe slides the eggs out of the pan and onto the plate that he’s just cleaned and eats them standing over the stove. He crunches the toast as the same talking heads have the same debate on the screen. 
 
      
 
    The plate clinks on the aluminium as he drops the plate into the sink. He heads across the living room to the bathroom and turns on the shower. The noise of the water drowns out the talking on the screen, and Lebbe sits on the toilet while the water warms. 
 
      
 
    He tests the water a moment later and jerks his hand back. It’s scalding. It’s perfect.  
 
      
 
    Lebbe steps in and the water stings his back. He flinches as his body adjusts. Then he forces himself to stand in the heat—the painful, painful heat. 
 
      
 
    Every Zulu cabin is allocated a certain amount of hot water per day. It’s enough to go about daily activities. Bathing. Washing clothes. Washing dishes. But Lebbe isn’t worried about those last two. He’s going to spend all of today’s water here, in a shower so hot that he can’t think about anything else but the heat and the pain.  
 
      
 
    He stands with his back to the shower head and feels the sting as each individual jet of water tries to bore a hole into his back. He waits for the streams of water to come out the front of his chest. That's all he wants to feel, the pain and the burning, because if he tries to feel anything else it just hurts too much. 
 
      
 
    This is an old trick he learned from a beaten up cop back when he was on the force. It had come after a particularly rough night, they’d lost one of their own to a gang of enviro freaks. 
 
      
 
    As he was changing out of his uniform, this cop who'd seen this kind of thing before told Lebbe about burning everything away.  
 
      
 
    “Turn the water scalding,” he'd encouraged. “You want to leave burns. All you’ll feel is the pain and the heat. It's so intense, your body won't allow you to feel or think about anything else.” 
 
      
 
    So Lebbe tried it, and it worked. He was able to sleep that night, uncomfortably. 
 
      
 
    He’d used the trick twice since, once when he lost his partner and another time when his dad died, both times finding his solace under the water.  
 
      
 
    Lebbe’s shower gradually goes cooler, and, before it can turn to ice, he shuts it off and steps out. He grabs a towel and wraps it around his middle then sits on the toilet and watches the water drip from his hair and gather in a large pool at his feet. 
 
      
 
    What now? 
 
      
 
    Clothes. A comb for his hair. A tooth brush. Shoes. That's what's next. You have to move. You have to get up and keep pushing forward. That's the only choice he has. Another coping lesson learned from another cop and one he’d repeated to families of other victims. It was the only advice he’d ever given that he thought was worth a damn.  
 
      
 
    Lebbe gets dressed and moves back to the living room. He watches the screen and more footage. This is new stuff, but he doesn't have the energy to watch any more. He’s seen enough for now. His brain has taken all it can take, and it needs to process what it’s seen so far. He grabs his key card and datapad and heads out into the hall. The door locks behind him, and he goes down to the Quickstop. 
 
      
 
    +++++ 
 
      
 
    Caroline Grey pulls the datapad out from under her arm and checks it for the third time in the last five minutes.  
 
      
 
    This woman should be awake already. 
 
      
 
    But she's not, and there's been no notification that she’s so much as stirred. Grey is tempted to go force the issue. walk down to the medical bay and make the machines wake the woman. She has questions to ask, things she wants to know. and just walking the floors of Zulu has become tiresome. 
 
      
 
    Grey walks the length of the hall from her office to the elevator that will take her to the main floor of Zulu. She’s spent as much time as she can in her office. She's read everything she can read and watched everything she can watch. It's time to go be productive, be useful. It's time to go be the captain of this transfer station. 
 
      
 
    Grey steps out into the crowd, something that's a little unusual for Zulu. She hears conversation. She hears chatter. She doesn't pick up much of any of it, but she's not trying to. She's not concerned with these people. They don't really matter. They won’t be on her transfer station long. 
 
      
 
    She picks her way through the crowd and heads for the convenience store. She hasn't been in in a while, and it's good to show face. She has pleasant if meaningless conversation with the owner. They share a couple of jokes. She's done her duty. She’s made the owner feel like they're part of the team. 
 
      
 
    She's back out on the main floor and watching the people mingle and wait and find ways to bide their time. Then it happens; her pad vibrates. She quickly pulls it up in front of her and taps the screen. It comes to life. There's a message; it's from the medical Bay. The patient in Room Four is awake. 
 
      
 
    +++++ 
 
      
 
    Lebbe takes a seat at the counter at the Quickstop. He puts his reader on the counter in front of him and waves to Carole.  
 
      
 
    “Just a minute, Jim,” she says. 
 
      
 
    He waves a hand to tell her to take her time. He glances at the screens above the counter but then turns away and watches the crowd. 
 
      
 
    It’s mostly young, almost all boys. At least they look like boys to Lebbe. Their faces are free from wrinkles, and their minds are free from all the things you think about as you get older. All the doubts you have about opportunities. All they see is big money in those mines. That's where they're all going, of course. Each of them hoping to catch on with some captain who needs someone more eager than smart to go try to pull some ore out of some far flung rock. 
 
      
 
    Sure, some who look worried. Those are the old souls, the ones who are wise beyond their years. They recognize the opportunity but they also see all the risk that comes with shipping yourself out this far, going out past the edge of the galaxy to try and make enough money to set yourself up for a better life back home. From what Lebbe has seen of Earth from the footage he’s been watching, there's not much life left there to go back to. Not one he would want, anyway, if he didn't have a family there already. He starts thinking about his daughter again and tries to snap himself out of it. 
 
      
 
    He can't let his mind go back there to thinking about her and where she is and how she's feeling and if she's hurt or if she's dead. That's not productive right now. In those moments when he’s trying to rest, his mind will go there on its own; he doesn't need to take it there himself. 
 
      
 
    Carole comes to Lebbe at the counter and asks if she can get him something? 
 
      
 
    “Coffee will be great.” 
 
      
 
    “Just coffee?”  
 
      
 
    “Today, yeah.” 
 
      
 
    Carole nods and pulls a mug and saucer out from under the counter. She slides it in front of Lebbe, and he watches the steam pour out of the mug as she fills it. 
 
      
 
    He pulls the sugar and cream sitting down the counter closer to him and adds some of both to his cup. The speaker crackles overhead and announces the arrival of another ship, and Lebbe instinctively reaches for his pocket and the handwritten schedule that usually lives there. Today, his pocket’s empty. 
 
      
 
    Carole passes by again, and Lebbe stops her. 
 
      
 
    “When you get a chance, can you change these?” He points to the screens. 
 
      
 
    “You want something else? Other news?” 
 
      
 
    “Anything but, actually.” 
 
      
 
    “Let me take care of these other customers, and I’ll see what’s on the other feeds.” 
 
      
 
    Lebbe takes a cautious sip of his still steaming coffee. “Thanks.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, and did Grey find you? She was looking for you last night.” 
 
      
 
    “She did.” 
 
      
 
    Lebbe turns from the counter and looks at the people eating at the Quickstop’s tables. A few older travelers have taken seats away from the younger ones. These aren’t the people looking to get to the mines on the cheap. These are the people flying them there. There are two captains from those companies that make their team members where uniforms. One of them is sitting behind a plate of eggs and toast reading something on a datapad. His uniform is a deep blue. The pants are ironed to a crisp crease. The circular patch on his shoulder looks new. It’s a white circle with three blue stars stacked vertically down the middle. He flies for Blue Star Mining, biggest company doing interstellar work. They are mostly quiet guys, at least those who have to wear uniforms. They come in and keep to themselves. Lebbe likes that.  
 
      
 
    From what he hears, though, it’s not an outfit that pays well. But, it’s a trade off. Lebbe is likely to see those kids who get hooked up with Blue Star pass back through Zulu on their way home. With the other companies, it’s more likely a one-way trip.  
 
      
 
    The other pilot wears a patch that Lebbe doesn’t recognize. He’s running his fingers through a thick, unkempt beard that’s glistening from the grease off his hamburger. He hasn’t stopped staring at the screens since Lebbe sat down. This kind of captain is more common than the put-together flyers who work with Blue Star. Some freelance guy who lives on his ship. It’s his every possession. His interaction with anyone other than his crew is minimal at best. Spend enough time with anyone and your bad habits and eccentricities stop being weird and become normal. Then you come back out in public ... 
 
      
 
    Uniforms don’t make the man. 
 
      
 
    Lebbe takes another sip from his coffee when Grey walks up. 
 
      
 
    “She’s awake.” 
 
      
 
    Lebbe sets the mug back onto the saucer. 
 
      
 
    “How long?” 
 
      
 
    “I just got a notification.” 
 
      
 
    Lebbe picks up the mug again and takes another drink. “So, this is a technicality.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not following.” 
 
      
 
    “You asked for a notification when she’s up. The machine sees that she’s shown all the signs of being awake, but that doesn’t mean she’s in any kind of condition to talk.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I suppose.” 
 
      
 
    Grey climbs up onto the booth next to Lebbe then continues. “If we have pirates out there that can turn metal into puddles then I want to know it.” 
 
      
 
    Grey catches Carole’s attention and asks for coffee. 
 
      
 
    “I understand that,” Lebbe says, “but if you pounce on her too quickly, it’s going to seem suspicious.” 
 
      
 
    “To you maybe, but you’re wired for suspicion.” 
 
      
 
    “Fair enough. But if you go in and start treating her like someone who’s done something wrong she’s going to clam up on you. Trust me. I’ve seen it before.” 
 
      
 
    Grey puts a shot of cream into her coffee and stirs. “But we need to figure out what’s happening out there beyond these walls. I saw the screens last night. I saw the trouble you’ve been telling me about. What if this is a part of that? What if it’s already come out this far.” 
 
      
 
    She stops and takes a sip of her coffee. 
 
      
 
    “What’s her name?” Lebbe asks. 
 
      
 
    “The pilot? I don’t know.” 
 
      
 
    “How about you worry about that first. Ask about her. Don’t ask about what happened right away. Make her feel comfortable. Make her feel welcomed. Then, when the time is right, ask her about what happened on her ship. I’ll be there to listen if you want me to and try to pick up on anything that seems off.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d appreciate that. But can we just go say hi for now?” 
 
      
 
    +++++ 
 
      
 
    This is a part of Zulu that Lebbe’s never seen either. He looks at the walls and looks at the doors and looks at the entire medical bay and thinks Home. 
 
      
 
    Grey points to the room at the end of the hall, and Lebbe sees a light spilling out from under the door. The pair walk up and give the door a gentle knock. They wait for an invitation to enter, but there is no answer. They knock again but still no answer. Gray checks the door knob, and it’s unlocked. She gently pushes the door open and pokes her head in. Lebbe hears her say hello, and a very faint hello comes back. 
 
      
 
    Grey opens the door and Lebbe sees in the bed a small woman with short hair  Bruises are across her face. Her eyes look blackened and swollen. Her lip is cut. 
 
      
 
    Grey speaks: "Hi. My name is Caroline Grey. Welcome to Zulu. May I ask your name?” 
 
      
 
    The woman thinks for a moment then looks to Lebbe and Grey like they can help her answer this question.  
 
      
 
    “Honestly,” she says. “I don't know my name.” 
 
      
 
    Grey: “Pardon me?” 
 
      
 
    Caroline wants to continue but Lebbe interrupts her before she can say anymore. “That's understandable,” he says. “You've been through bit of a trauma. Do you remember anything about what happened?” 
 
      
 
    The woman pauses to think again and Grey looks to Lebbe with a look of “I thought we weren’t asking that.” Conversation is a struggle so far.  
 
      
 
    “Some, I think,” she says. “I remember my ship. I remember somebody boarding my ship. I remember them being unwelcome. But …” 
 
      
 
    The room sits silent for long moments. Lebbe and Grey waiting for the rest of the story. The woman content with an unfinished thought being its end. 
 
      
 
    “You need to rest,” Lebbe Says. “It'll come back to you.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Grey says. “Rest.” 
 
      
 
    Grey turns and heads for the door, but Lebbe steps past her and into the room. He takes a seat in the chair across from a woman's bed. 
 
      
 
    “How about we keep you company and chat a bit? We can tell you what we know, and maybe that will jog your memory some.” 
 
      
 
    The woman wrinkles her nose and says that would be fine. Grey joins Lebbe in the other seat across from the bed. 
 
      
 
    “Do you happen to remember what had brought you out this far?” Lebbe asks. 
 
      
 
    “Work, “ the woman says. It's always work. 
 
      
 
    “What kind of work?” 
 
      
 
    “Whatever we could find. We weren't overly...c 
 
      
 
    “We?” Gray interrupts.  
 
      
 
    “Me and my crew. There were 2 of them, I think. Both men.” 
 
      
 
    Grey leans over to Lebbe and whispers "that squares with what we know.” 
 
      
 
    “You don't happen to remember their names do you?” asks Lebbe. 
 
      
 
    The woman tucks a stray strand of hair behind her ear and says, “No. I wish I did. I know one of them was big, like mountain big. I don't remember the other one very well.” 
 
      
 
    Grey jumps in. "When we found you, you were wearing an armored suit, and you we're pretty beaten up. Unconscious. A couple of our team brought you on board our own hauler, brought you and your ship back here. You don't remember any of what happened before that?” 
 
      
 
    The woman shakes her head and begins to speak, "I know that we were boarded.” She looks to the ceiling, like something there will spur a memory. “I know that there was fighting. I vaguely remember asking for help. But then it's all black after that. I wish I knew more. I wish I could rebuild the scene for you. But I just can’t.” 
 
      
 
    The woman closes her eyes and puts her palms to her face. She yawns a big room-swallowing yawn. Lebbe stands. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll give you some time,” he says. “I know you just woke up, but your body is still recovering. It needs to rest. You've given us enough to go on for now. We just want to see if we can help you figure out what happened to you and your ship. 
 
      
 
    “I appreciate that, because I wanna know too. I'll let you know if anything comes back to me.” 
 
      
 
    Lebbe in Grey leave the room and the door closes behind them. They get a few steps down the hall when Grey stops Lebbe. 
 
      
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
      
 
    “I don't know enough to think any different than I did before. I need to see her ship.” 
 
      
 
    +++++ 
 
      
 
    The woman waits. She listens as the footsteps retreat down the hall. She listens to the conversation that’s too muffled to understand. Then she listens to the feet as they continue down the hall and through the doors out of the medical bay. Then she listens to the silence. She waits for something. For someone. But she’s alone, she’s sure of it. 
 
      
 
    Her room is bright and almost void of any kind of decoration. Should have half expected that.  
 
      
 
    “Lights. Down.” She says, hoping that the fixtures in the ceiling will respond. They don’t. 
 
      
 
    There are the two chairs that the people from Zulu sat in at the foot of her bed. A med bot sits idle in a corner behind her. There’s a table in the opposite corner. A small lamp sits on top, but it’s not on. On the wall across from her is a panel, all buttons and screens that make no sense to the woman, but they don’t have to. It’s a medical unit, and because Zulu isn’t a new station, it’s a little dated. It’s the kind of panel the woman was hoping to find, counting on Zulu’s medical bay to not have been upgraded.  
 
      
 
    She runs her fingers along the bottom edge of the panel until she finds an indentation. She pushes lightly and a data pad pops from its hold. Back when Zulu was built, an actual physician would have used this pad to help care for real patients. Now that patient care is left to the med bots, the pad sits in the housing, charging and waiting to be freed. 
 
      
 
    The woman pulls it out and powers it up. 
 
      
 
    The pad chimes and a voice says “Hello, doctor.” 
 
      
 
    The woman ignores the greeting. She pulls up a menu from the bottom corner of the screen and taps her way into the machine’s settings. A few more taps of the screen and she’s navigated her way to the operating systems and disconnects the pad from the Zulu’s internal network. She connects to the station’s main feed out then finds her way to the pad’s external messaging application. She types out a message and hits send. 
 
      
 
    “Success. I’m on Zulu.” 
 
      
 
    END 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Read the next story from the Zulu Universe 
 
      
 
    POWER DOWN 
 
    Zulu Universe: Book 2 
 
      
 
    Space stations don’t die. They are designed to run until they’re told not to. So what’s happening to Transfer Station: Zulu? 
 
      
 
    Caroline Grey is ready for life on her space station to return to normal. Finding a rogue ship floating outside of Zulu was exciting for a moment, but there was still an itinerary to manage and jobs to be done. 
 
      
 
    For Jim Lebbe, the rogue ship and its mystery pilot are just a distraction from things happening back on Earth. 
 
      
 
    So, when life-support systems on Zulu start failing, neither has the time or attention needed to troubleshoot what is surely just a technical problem. But if these are just technical problems, why do systems continue to fail? Why are they cascading? Why is Zulu dying one system at a time? 
 
      
 
    It's going to take Grey and Lebbe working together to save their station if Zulu isn't already too far gone. 
 
      
 
    Download POWER DOWN Now 
 
      
 
    +++++ 
 
      
 
    Want to know when the next Zulu Universe story is ready to read? 
 
    Sign up for updates from Sam when new books are ready. 
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