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1
Despite the chaos around him, Lieutenant Dillon didn't want to wake up.
 
The right side of his face felt warm and sticky against the smooth surface where it rested. It wasn't exactly comfortable, but might have been better had there not been red lights blinking in front of him. He tried to focus his eyes and remember what the red lights were for. He thought they might be something important.
 

Dillon tried to take a breath and tasted copper and smoke.
 
He coughed.
 
Was something on fire?
He wondered if he should move his head, but the thought of it brought a dull, throbbing drumbeat of pain.

The noises around him gradually became clearer, and he realized that people were yelling.
 
They sounded muffled, as if they were coming from a long way away.
 

Dillon became aware of someone's face leaning into view — a woman.
 
She looked familiar.
 
He had the feeling he knew her from somewhere.

The woman said something he couldn’t make out, then looked away, speaking to someone outside of his field of vision. Even so close, the people talking sounded like they were underwater. He wondered if that was a bad sign.

There was a brief flicker of light, and Dillon's neck tingled.
 
Someone grabbed his head and pulled it up, unsticking him from the smooth surface and its blinking red lights.
 
Another hand appeared, holding a clear mask over his nose and mouth.
 
The pungent smell of medicated oxygen assaulted his nose, and he took a deep breath. As he exhaled and took another, consciousness started to flood toward him.
 
The murky sounds around him turned into a rush and then a roar, and in a wave it all came together.

“Lieutenant!”

He looked down at the control panel in front of him.
 
Partly-dried blood was smeared across the middle of it.
 
Rows of red lights blinked, indicating the many things that were malfunctioning.

“Lieutenant!
 
Sir!”

Dillon pivoted in his seat, putting a hand on the panel to steady himself.
 
Bringing his head up, he saw a new face.
 
She was crouched in front of him, holding a medical scanner, her dark brown eyes intently studying his.
 
She looked bruised and dishevelled, and he wondered if he did too.

Dillon tried to speak clearly, but his voice was a croak inside the mask.
 
“Master Seaman Singh.”

Singh nodded, looking at something on his forehead.
 
“Sir.
 
Welcome back.
 
You’ll be fine.”
 
She turned off the scanner, grabbed a bag of equipment and stood up.
 
Nodding at someone nearby, she quickly moved away.

Chief Petty Officer Black came and stood in front of Dillon.
 
She was tall and lean, with green eyes and disorderly black hair.
 
Crossing her arms in front of her chest, her lips twitched into a smirk.
 
“You’ve looked better, Dillon,” she drawled. “Sir.”

He pulled the mask away from his face.
 
“Chief.
 
What’s going on?
 
We came out of the jump, I remember some clapping…”

Black nodded.
 
“And then the engine room exploded.
 
I think you were unbuckled; everyone who wasn’t strapped in got smacked to the floor.
 
Or console, in your case, sir.
 
My scanner said your vitals were fine, so I left you for the medics.
 
You've been out for five minutes or so.”
 
She glanced away for a moment.
 
“Among the living, we’ve got broken bones, concussions, a lot of bruising.”

“You just left me for the medics?
 
You’re shit at this.”

The Chief just shrugged.
 
“You were fine, and I was busy yelling at people until life support came back.”

The Lieutenant nodded.
 
“Ah.
 
Okay, point taken, fair enough.”
 
Then his mind replayed what she’d said, and it was like a sudden punch in the chest.
 
“Wait. ‘Among the living’?”

The smirk faded.
 
“Aye, sir.
 
The explosion breached the hull, port side.
 
Vented Engineering to space.”

Dillon brought his hand up to rub his neck, but stopped when he saw his fingers smeared with half-dried blood.
 
“The Captain…”

“Aye, sir.
 
The Captain, the XO, all of Engineering, and those Dosh observers.
 
They didn’t have a chance.”

“Fuck.”

“Aye, sir.”

Dillon sat back in the chair, holding one palm outward as if to fend her off.
 
“Wait.
 
Let me think.” he muttered.

The Chief’s smirk returned for a moment.
 
“If I may, sir: things are stable.
 
We’ve got life support, but not much else.
 
You go hit the head for a minute and wash up.
 
Trust me on this; you look like shit.
 
We’ve got a busy day ahead.”

Dillon slowly stood up, his hand grabbing at the console to steady himself.
 
He was slightly taller than the Chief, and he watched her watching him.
 
“Okay,” he said slowly.

The Chief leaned closer, nodding toward the bridge hatch.
 
“We can do this, Dillon,” she murmured.
 
“One step at a time.”
 
She still had the smirk on her face, but it wasn't in her eyes.

-----

Less than a minute later, Lieutenant Dillon re-entered the bridge, turning slightly sideways to move his shoulders through the hatch.
 
His straight brown hair was wet, and with his palms, he smoothed it back from his temples.
 
His bruised face had been hastily cleaned, and his ice-blue eyes looked out from under his furrowed brow.
 
Around him, crewmembers were clustered at red-lit consoles and open access panels, their handheld datapads displaying the arcane details of wiring diagrams and low-level system procedures.
 
Everyone glanced up at him, and he quickly waved them back to their work.

Dillon took a few steps toward the empty Captain’s chair to the left of the bridge.
 
“Chief, a moment of your time, please,” he said.
 
He was pleased to sound more in-control than he felt.
 
Looking out the bridge windows didn’t help; the stars in the heavens pivoted and wheeled drunkenly about, whirling in giddy circles as the ship tumbled through space.
 
His stomach began to spin, and he looked away from the window as Chief Black walked up to him.

Her eyes gave him a quick once-over.
 
“Much better, sir,” she said quietly.

The Lieutenant nodded self-consciously.
 
“Thanks, Chief.
 
Where are the department heads?”

“Sir, I sent Sub-Lieutenant Cho to sickbay, on account of his broken wrist.
 
I suspect he went to the gear locker instead.
 
He was looking for a hand-held nav computer, to figure out where we are.”
 

“So we don’t know where we are.
 
Got it.”
 
Dillon found himself starting a mental checklist.
 
He was already dreading how long that list would be and how he’d keep track of it all.
 
“How about Atwell?”

“Sub-Lieutenant Atwell is in the electronics suite, trying to get the computer working...or sensors.
 
Anything, really, sir.”

He nodded, mentally fighting an urgent need to fidget.
 
“We don’t know if we’re going to run into anything.
 
Got it,” he said.
 
“Okay, let’s call home…” he trailed off as Black slowly shook her head.
 
“Don’t tell me,” he said, “we have no Tunnel cells?”

The Chief shook her head again.
 
“Comms hub is next to Engineering, and—”

“Got it, can’t call home,” Dillon interrupted.
 
He sighed, looking up at the ceiling.
 
He puffed his cheeks as he exhaled.
 
“Jump drive gone, I assume.”

“Scrap, sir.”

“FTL drive?”

“Offline, sir.
 
Probably damaged, since—”

“Power?”

“Primary reactor offline.
 
We’ve got two backup fusions going, which is enough for life support, but we don’t know if we’ll be able to repair—”

Dillon interrupted again.
 
“Yeah, since Engineering is vented to space.
 
Got it.”
 
Black raised an eyebrow at him, which he chose to ignore.
 
“Sublight?” he asked.

Black replied calmly, watching his face as she spoke.
 
“Offline, sir.”

He sighed heavily.
 
“Manoeuvring thrusters…” he glanced out the window again at the reeling backdrop of stars, “…wait, never mind.
 
Sorry I asked.
 
Shuttle?”

“Up against the wall of the hangar, sir.
 
Extent of damage unkn—”

His voice edged louder.
 
“Why wasn’t it secured?”

The Chief lowered her voice, giving him a meaningful look.
 
“It
was
secured, sir.
 
It broke its moorings in the explosion.
 
The hangar crew is working on it.”

Dillon forced himself to stop, take a deep breath, and slow himself down.
 
His heart was still hammering in his chest, and the nausea refused to subside.
 
He wanted to tell Captain Patel or the XO about all this, to be given something to do, but instead he replayed in his mind every unkind thought he’d ever had of them.
 
He thought about every time he’d ever wished for more responsibility.
 

Dillon put his hand to his forehead and smoothed back his hair.
 
“Okay.
 
Okay.
 
Understood.
 
How about weapons?
 
I know we didn’t ship slugs for the main guns, but how about the beam weapons?”

Chief Black nodded.
 
She was watching Dillon, her brow creased, her bright green eyes searching his face.
 
He became conscious of his clenched jaw and quickened pulse.
 
She spoke calmly.
 
“Beam weapon diagnostics check out, sir.
 
They weren’t charged, so we don’t know for sure,
 
but they say they’re good.
 
Of course, we didn’t bring the gun crews.”

Dillon exhaled loudly.
 
“Yeah.
 
A nice day for a drive.
 
Just an easy long-jump test, to impress our Dosh friends.
 
Skeleton crew only, quick jump, out and back before lunch.
 
Dammit.
 
Typical fucking Monday.”

“It’s Tuesday, sir.”

Dillon blinked, then made a face.
 
“And now I’ve lost a day.”

“No sir, it’s been Tuesday all morning.
 
Your orders, sir?”

“Okay, we need to…wait a minute.”
 
He reached up to the intercom on the ceiling, and stabbed a button with his finger.
 
The silence from the speaker continued unabated.
 
Dillon looked at the Chief.
 
“No hailer?”

“No hailer, sir,” came the Chief’s calm reply.

“So, my audience is whoever…” he cleared his throat, and started again, loud enough for the entire bridge to hear.
 
“Crew of
Borealis
, listen up.”
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