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                         by G. L. Parry

Second-Captain Saraju sat ensconced in the Command-chair, raking his claws along the padded armrests.  Shreds of red leather fell to the floor, to be sucked into slotted vents placed there for the purpose.  In front of him, Scans-Officer Jhetasu’s fortuitous picture glowed in multi-spectral splendour.  An innocuous spot it was, little brighter than the background stars, yet it had the potential to change their lives forever.  Specialists free from other duties stood quietly on the bridge, eager to see what Saraju ordered.  Many still thought the whole episode a practical joke.  
     The Fervent Hope was a long way from the Golden Empire, near the end of a three-year mission in the direction of galactic centre.  Pioneer Corps vessels usually ventured along the spiral arm, where logic dictated greater odds for success--not that it had made any difference in the past.  Millions of stars were capable of supporting habitable planets, at least theoretically.  Few actually possessed worlds within their life-zones, and those were usually beyond salvation.  Arukai had been exploring space for centuries without stumbling upon evidence of biology more complex than bacteria and algae.  Anything beyond that was considered so fantastic as to be undeserving of serious consideration.  Everyone remembered First-Captain Sjurusin’s heartbreaking false alarm on Jekobar’s Defiance.  Morale was low.  There had been two fights--non-fatal, fortunately--and all aboard were resigned to a humiliating homecoming.  Stopping was the worst part.  The temptation to keep going was almost irresistible.  What might lie just one more jump away?  

     Mouth dry, Saraju spoke.  “Are the cameras on?”

     Bridge-Officer Tuyaji froze.  “N-no, sir.”

     “Well make sure they are!” he barked irritably.  “By the Gods, we could be immortalizing ourselves here!”

     “Profound apologies.”  Tuyaji busied himself at his console, and a strained pause followed.  “Cameras on, sir.”

     Eyes darting to and fro in case of Challenge, Saraju glared around the bridge.  As always, candidates for geoforming remained their top priority.  A mid-size orange star beckoned invitingly ahead, where long-range spectroscopy indicated two rocky inner planets with primeval atmospheres ripe for conversion.  Deviating from their pre-planned course was no small thing.  Fuel and time were carefully budgeted, aimed at maximizing returns on the billions of haddi spent sending them out into the unknown. 

     “I’ve reached my Decision,” he intoned, conscious of the watching recorders.  “The evidence appears compelling enough for us to break schedule.  Mister Tuyaji, bring the ship to a halt as soon as practicable and lay in a reverse course.”

     “Aye, sir.”

     “How long until we reach the jump-point again?”

     “Approximately fifteen satu, sir.”

     Saraju didn’t need to perform elaborate mental calculations to know he would be off-shift by then.  

     “Very well.  Ring the bells and alert all personnel to prepare for immediate braking.”

