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                       by G. L. Parry

                          PROLOGUE

     Flying a jet-black needleship, Jason Standing was on a reconnaissance mission in a solar system belonging to the Golden Empire of the Arukai, the enemy.  They named themselves with a guttural syllable, followed by a rolling fricative punctuated by a jaw-snap like the clack of a pair of castanets.  Humans could replicate these sounds with practice, though few would admit making the effort to try.

     Jason’s objective was 35,000 kilometers away and closing fast, a small colony world far beyond the borders of the Commonwealth.  It looked much like   other terrestrial worlds he had visited over the years: another mottled blue-and-white crescent tinged with green and brown.  Only, this one was hostile.  

     Approaching deep inside its shadow-cone he had completed deceleration hours earlier and was coasting now, watching and listening.  Shipboard scuttlebutt said new Arukai warships could track a Naseby drive’s motive trail.  Science Officers declared it impossible, but minimizing risk was the game Jason and his comrades played.  The likelihood of being spotted via conventional means was practically nil and he could get out of there in a hell of a hurry if he needed to.  Losses among the daring volunteers who flew the needles were low.  Though higher than the Admiralty liked to admit, the information returned more than justified the costs in human life.

     It was Jason’s job to take up orbit and record everything in his assigned sectors, looking for concealed spaceports, missile sites, underground facilities for ship repair and construction: anything useful to the enemy in the dragging conflict which had started 11 years earlier just when relations seemed to be going well with the wolf-like Arukai.  He had completed five such flights in the past two months, fly-by’s of suspected asteroid bases lasting mere hours, returning safely each time to the black mother ship having found nothing.  This was his longest mission yet, and by far the riskiest.  

     Nineteen going on twenty, he had missed two major battles and countless skirmishes following the outbreak of hostilities but knew their horrors nonetheless: dead ships, smashed-up space stations, bodies drifting in vacuum by their thousands.  Now there was the Slow Phony War with both sides building fleets and maneuvering for positions of attack and defense, sending out scouts to determine the other’s strategy, everybody wondering when the shooting would really begin in earnest.

     There was one solitary neutrino source on a large island, probably a civilian power station judging from its poor shielding.  Apart from that his target looked clear of major artificial structures: not surprising, given its tiny population and low-priority status.  A minor satellite circled five thousand clicks out, an egg-shaped rock moved in from elsewhere in the system.  Peacetime records listed this as a forbidden world reserved for recreation by the leading families under the Arukai Emperor, who enjoyed privilege and power as members of the ruling elite.  Perhaps it really was completely non-militarized, just the way it looked.  Jason was gambling with his life that it was.

     The Model 16 he flew was seventy meters long by one and a half metres wide, stuffed with life-support equipment and recording instruments, Naseby drive and fuel tanks, leaving barely enough room for a pilot at all.  He had no room in his cramped cabin amidships to move his arms or legs, to stretch or even curl up in a ball.  

     In any event, he didn’t need it.  His brain was Linked via a helmet to the ship’s computer in a way that dulled his body’s instinctive need to move about, meaning he could scratch itches without reaching and work muscles in his limbs electronically to stop them cramping up.  He felt no thirst and never needed to eat or worry about bodily wastes.  His bloodstream was kept fresh and filtered by the Pilot Maintenance System hooked up to his body by shunts in his groin, his skin bathed and cleaned by a gel bath in which he floated naked like an embryo.  Needles were not for the faint-hearted.  Claustrophobics need not apply.  

     If he needed sleep he simply programmed the length of his nap and a thought command knocked him out like a light.  There were no screens or windows.  Everything went directly into his head via his Link.  He saw everything the instruments saw, crystal-clear and multi-spectral.  It was as if the ship didn’t even exist and he tore through space all on his own, disembodied yet all-powerful, a thought-driven God of the abyss.

     There were other needles at large elsewhere in the system, possibly duplicating his own mission in case he failed.  He didn’t know where or how many, and had no way of hearing from them.  His only connection with humanity was Fearless and the rendezvous he hoped to keep when his mission was complete.  

     If he made it that far.

                        (white space)

     More and more detail emerged from beneath the swirling clouds as Jason drew closer.  Most land was confined to the northern hemisphere.  He made out rivers and coastlines, great peninsulas and aquamarine seas.  Mountain peaks towered into the sky.  The north pole was covered by a huge ice-cap.  There were no major cities anywhere.  It all looked achingly familiar, and he realized he had been on patrol for three long years.  Three years away from...away from what?  His girlfriend?  He didn’t have one and didn’t want one.  His father?  Father was Third Scout-Fleet Second-in-Command, distracted by more important matters than his conflicted eldest son who ought to have risen further up the ranks by now.  Friends in the Service?  He had only two to show for all his years of training and shared danger.  

     What, then? 

     He hated admitting it, but only out here did he truly belong.  Only in space could he feel free, free to think what he thought and look for what he could never have: love, impossible love.

     He was well aware loneliness had driven him to join the Navy, then sign up for needleship duty.  Was it a death-wish brought on by despair he would never find the one he waited for, that one True Love fate had so far denied him?  He couldn’t hide such melancholy from the psyche profiles made by the Navy, either, before they let him fly solo on missions which on their own could precipitate the war everyone seemed so desperate to avoid.  They cleared him for flight anyway, weighing his other positive qualities against that single glaring negative.  He was a loner; highly intelligent, emotionally unlike other ‘normal’ people even disregarding his unusual sexual orientation.  Contemptuous of average-quality minds with their poor reasoning skills and limited horizons, he could be relied upon not to respond illogically in critical situations.  Though far from suicidal, deep down he didn’t care whether he lived or died.  Although he wouldn’t hasten the matter he took risks other pilots wouldn’t, and brought back better data.  By and large, everyday life was too unrewarding to care about, either way.  Only this excited him, and that other thing.  He realized he was probably insane by human standards, but couldn’t have cared less.

     His trajectory was designed to graze the atmosphere, employing friction to slow him down rather than resorting to the Drive unnecessarily.  He wouldn’t bite deep enough for the thin air to become ionized, meaning no bright sheath of plasma to betray his presence.  He would end up crossing the equator at an altitude of 250 kilometers, heading southwards at local mid-afternoon every time: a sun-synchronous orbit perfect for imaging and intelligence gathering.

     Using old-fashioned thrusters he tweaked his attitude with puffs of nitrogen while the planet rushed towards him.  The view was wonderful but CIFA drugs in his system stopped him feeling anything other than cool, calm detachment.  The parameters of the mission were all that mattered; his thoughts remained as analytical as a machine’s.  This was life and death.  Nothing could be permitted to interfere with his programmed tasks.  There would be time for celebration later, once he’d been debriefed.  

     Even without looking at his instruments he could feel his ship slowing as it bit into the air.  Once past closest approach he began to recede, entering an egg-shaped orbit to be circularized on his next pass.  There was nothing to do for the next six hours, so he decided to sleep through them instead.  After some quick checks he programmed himself to wake up shortly before it was time to start the recorders.

                        (white space)     

     Snap!
     Unaware of any intervening time, Jason came awake.  In his mind’s eye the ship’s Systems board floated in front of him.  Everything checked out green.  The chronometer showed that six hours had indeed passed.  Beside it was his Mission Elapsed Time: 237.64 hrs.  Holo projections displayed course and other relevant data.  The planet was a ghostly shell with the outlines of continents shown as dotted green lines.  Red stars and yellow circles highlighted his primary objectives.  As soon as his orbit was stabilized he would activate the instruments, nose pointed strait at the ground to minimize his cross-section in case he occulted a star and gave himself away even though they would need to be looking strait at him at exactly the right moment.  Phenomenally unlikely though that was, planetary defense screens back in the Com used wide-field cameras to do exactly the same thing.  His ship carried no weapons.  Running would be the only course of action if interceptors headed his way, and he really didn’t want to have to go through it all again.

     He was reaching mentally for his auxiliary Control Board when something struck his ship a massive blow, slamming him into the side of his insulating container.  Sirens whooped and red lights blossomed into life.  The stars swung in crazy circles as they pitched end over end into a rapid spin.  

     Jason would have yelled in fear, but paralyzed vocal chords made that impossible.  

     What happened?  
     Imperturbable as a Victorian butler, his computer replied.  ALERT: WE HAVE SUSTAINED CRITICAL DAMAGE.  PRIMARY DRIVE SYSTEMS ARE BEYOND REPAIR.  OPTIMAL COURSE IS NO LONGER ESTABLISHED.  DEFLECTION WILL RESULT IN ATMOSPHERIC INTERFACE IN APPROXIMATELY FOURTEEN MINUTES.

     That doesn’t answer my question, idiot.

     ACTIVE ENEMY OPPOSITION APPEARS UNLIKELY.  MOST PLAUSIBLE EXPLANATION REMAINS A PASSIVE OR HUNTER MINE, LEFT IN ORBIT EMPLOYING CONTACT AND/OR PROXIMITY FUSES.  BLAST SIZE SUGGESTS LOW-YIELD NON-NUCLEAR EXPLOSIVE, DETONATED ON CONTACT WITH –

     A mine?  How did it spot us?  They were magnetically neutral, not to mention invisible in all EM wavelengths.

     The computer was not particularly bright.  Jason was there to do the thinking for it.  MINE: A DEVICE CONTAINING EXPLOSIVES DESIGNED TO EXPEL BALL-BEARINGS, CHAINS OR STEEL-ROD SHRAPNEL INTENDED TO –

     Yes, I know what a mine is!  Can we get out of here?

     A schematic appeared in his mind.  The entire aft fuselage was gone.  Cables and pipes dangled from the break, spouting a cloud of gases and liquid overboard.  If the Arukai couldn’t see him now they had to be blind.  

     ALERT: DELTA-VEE ERROR.  THRUSTER POWER ALONE IS INSUFFICIENT TO AVOID ATMOSPHERIC ENTRY.  CURRENT VELOCITY REMAINS LOW ENOUGH TO MAKE SURVIVAL LIKELY ONCE EMERGENCY CAPSULE RELEASE HAS BEEN ACTIVATED.

     It was telling him that instead of flying safely by the planet he would soon be landing on it, like it or not.

     Do it.  Activate emergency escape pod sequence, and call for help.
     ESCAPE POD ACTIVATED.  TIGHT-BEAM SYSTEM INOPERABLE.

     There followed a series of thuds as the forward section of his ship was blown away.  Stabilization vanes sprouted from the side of the cabin and solidified in place.   

     EMERGENCY ESCAPE POD ACTIVATION COMPLETE AND SUCCESSFUL.  SEVEN MINUTES TO ATMOSPHERIC INTERFACE.  PEAK GEE-LOADING ESTIMATED AT FIFTEEN POINT SEVEN-FIVE FOR APPROXIMATELY ONE POINT FOUR MINUTES.

     Will I be knocked out? 

     LOSS OF CONSCIOUSNESS IS ESTIMATED TO BE BRIEF.  

     So I’ll wake up before I hit the ground?

     AFFIRMATIVE.  LIKELIHOOD, NINETY-FIVE PERCENT.  ALERT: SELF-TERMINATION SHOULD BE CONSIDERED TO PREVENT CAPTURE BY ENEMY GROUND FORCES.

     The Quick Goodbye?  That’s nice!  So I should kill myself before they catch me?  What good would that do?  Anyway, the ‘kai are more civilized than that.  What about a prisoner-swap?

     The computer had no reply and they flew on in silence, Jason unable to come up with anything constructive to say.  

     After a suitable period he asked, How long now?

     ONE MINUTE TO ENTRY INTERFACE.

     Are we being scanned?

     NO RADAR BEAMS ARE DETECTABLE, ALTHOUGH TRACKING BY OPTICAL DEVICES REMAINS POSSIBLE.

     There was nothing yet, but soon a glowing streak kilometers long would trail behind them like an accusing finger.  Another thought occurred: Are we coming down on water or land?  Will it be day or night?

     LOCAL TIME IS APPROXIMATELY FOUR HOURS BEFORE SUNSET.  TERRAIN AT TOUCHDOWN POINT REMAINS UNKNOWN.  PRELIMINARY DATA FROM INITIAL FLYBY SUGGESTS TEMPERATE COASTAL PLAIN MOST LIKELY LANDING ZONE.  IT IS CURRENTLY LATE SUMMER IN THE SOUTHERN HEMISPHERE, WITH TEMPERATURES CONDUCIVE TO SURVIVAL IN THE OPEN.

     Well, that’s something.    

     The ship began to hum, a low-frequency vibration which told him better than any readout that they were going down.  The shaking grew more noticeable and his weight began to increase even as the gee-meter started to twitch. 

     Jason had never experienced a purely ballistic entry before.  The idea of falling without any way to steer or slow down horrified him.  Once upon a time it was the only way.  Only three cosmonauts and seven astronauts had ever been killed doing it; the Soviets because of an air leak, the American shuttle crew because of a hole in their vehicle’s thermal protection system caused by a piece of foam dislodged during launch.  

     The G-forces built up relentlessly.  He tried in vain to hold on to consciousness, but the laws of physics were inescapable.  He was glad for relief from the crushing agony, but his time in blackout didn’t last long.  

     The computer started a shrill, panicked beeping and he came to shaking his head violently in response to the awful noise.  

     Shut that up, will you!  

     Instantly, the cabin was silent and he found himself weightless once again.  For a moment he didn’t understand, then realized it meant they were still falling.

     How high are we?  Give me an outside view.

     FIFTY-SIX THOUSAND METERS.  DROGUE PARACHUTE DEPLOYMENT WILL NOT TAKE PLACE UNTIL FOUR THOUSAND METERS.  MAIN PARAFOIL RELEASE WILL OCCUR AT ONE THOUSAND METERS.

     A thousand meters?  That’s cutting it fine.

     He knew it was intended to reduce the chances of being seen, but it felt uncomfortably like driving a car at a building at 300 kilometers per hour only to slam the brakes on at the last moment so you came to rest with the front bumper bar touching the concrete.    

     The external view confirmed they were coming down on terra firma, which was little comfort.  The landscape was cut by deep cliff-lined gorges.  A range of saw-toothed peaks cast shadows into their depths, its flanks gouged by glaciers.  Jason was travelling southwards over its crest.  Fast-moving clouds scudded past below.  A small village flashed by, nestled beside a lake.  Everything below the treeline was covered in dense forest, and he began to worry about getting smashed up by the trees.  

     The falling went on and on.  

     How long now?

     DROGUE DEPLOYMENT IN SEVEN SECONDS.

     Jason started a countdown in his head: One potato, two potato... 

     Right on time there was a thump and a sharp jolt as the drogue popped out and caught the air.  

     Another important detail sprang to mind.

     When do the shunts release?
     SHUNT DISENGAGE WILL NOT TAKE PLACE UNTIL EMERGENCY CAPSULE HAS COME TO REST AND/OR PILOT EGRESS HATCH HAS BEEN ACTIVATED.

     What if I pass out?

     IN THAT EVENT CIRCULATORY LIFE-SUPPORT WILL CONTINUE UNTIL PILOT REGAINS CONSCIOUSNESS, OR PILOT DIES.

     Jason couldn’t think of anything else to ask.  Just surviving the landing would be enough.  Whatever happened after that was beyond his control.  Here was the adventure he had craved all his life, and he wasn’t looking forward to it one little bit.

     The parafoil deployed with a double thump, and strait away he knew something was wrong.  

     He looked up via an outside lens.  The wing’s outer starboard quarter had failed to open, confirming what the system-graphic was telling him: OVER-SPEED...OVER-SPEED.  The reefers were stuck fast.  There was a backup chute, reserved for when the main wing failed completely.  You didn’t use it unless you were totally screwed, which he wasn’t quite yet.  

     Could things get any worse?

     How fast will we be going when we land?

     TOUCHDOWN SPEED IN CURRENT OFF-NOMINAL CONFIGURATION WILL RESULT IN IMPACT AT APPROXIMATELY TWO METERS PER SECOND, WELL WITHIN RATED SAFETY MARGINS.  HOWEVER, INSTRUMENTS MEASURE A HORIZONTAL WINDSPEED OF NEARLY 70 KILOMETERS PER HOUR, WITH PEAK GUSTS EXCEEDING 100 KILOMETERS PER HOUR.

     A storm?  Just what we need.     

     The parawing was steerable, theoretically.  Up close, the forest was impenetrable.  Jason knew he wouldn’t have time to dodge around one tree without hitting another right alongside.  

     The CIFA drugs were starting to wear off.  

     Fantastic, he thought as they went in.  Just marvellous.      

     The canopy snagged on the tallest tree for kilometers, shredding with a mighty ripping sound.  The super-tough shrouds stretched like taffy, deliberately slowing the capsule as it tumbled through the upper branches before slamming sideways into a second tree fifty meters away, nearly twenty meters off the ground.  

     Knocked out at the first impact, Jason didn’t know much about what happened next.  He was spared added pain when the capsule bounced off a third tree, struck the ground and split in two like a hotdog bun.  

     In a splash of bright-green gel it spilled him violently onto the leaf-strewn ground like an aborted fetus, stark-naked, helpless and completely unarmed.

