PTI - Chapter I
I woke up with a headache that felt like a sledgehammer had made sweet love to my skull. Not the polite tap-tap of a hangover — this was the kind of blunt trauma that rearranges brain cells into abstract art. My neck ached, my ribs screamed, and every muscle complained like I’d been drafted as a crash-test dummy.
The first thing I knew for sure: I wasn’t upright. My body sagged forward, chest mashed against something unyielding, ribs grinding every time I drew breath. My head throbbed where bone had met a hard edge, skin wet and sticky.
The second thing: I could taste iron. Metallic, copper tang pooling on my tongue. Blood. My own, most likely.
I blinked, and even that hurt. My eyelids felt weighted, sticky, like someone had poured lead into them. My forehead was damp. Fingers came away slick and tacky. Definitely blood. Perfect. Start the day bleeding, why not.
I tried to reel in my thoughts. Nothing. Blank. Like someone had power-washed the last reel of my memory. A sterile emptiness where recollection should be.
Great. Couldn’t remember the last half hour. Maybe more. Concussion? Short-term amnesia? Either way: not promising.
Okay, focus. Who am I?
Doctor Richard Krane.
Good. That was something. My brain hadn’t completely checked out. Physicist. Quantum mechanics. Astrophysics. Triple PhDs — because apparently I thought “overachiever” was a lifestyle. Caltech, mostly remote work. Smart guy. Or at least I used to be, before my skull bounced off the console like a racquetball.
The world swam red. For a split second I thought it was blood in my eyes. Then I realized: lighting. The overhead strips pulsed in crimson rhythm, emergency glow searing everything into shades of danger. Not exactly mood lighting.
And the silence… it wasn’t peaceful. It was wrong. Too quiet. Like reality had been put on mute. No air stirring, no sound bleeding in from beyond the walls. Just me — breathing too shallowly — and the steady pulse of red light.
Shapes coalesced as my vision steadied. My head lolled downward. Through the cracked glass I could just make out the grated deck below, glinting faintly in the glow. I wasn’t sprawled there — I was draped over the panel, body pinned by my own weight.
I shifted a hand, dragging it into view. Blood smeared across my palm, drying at the edges. Not arterial, not gushing, but enough to confirm the obvious: I’d cracked my head open.
When I tried to push upright, pain flared down my ribs like someone had driven nails into bone. Worse: the effort felt wrong. Too easy.
I was light. Too light. A third of what I should’ve weighed.
Not Earth. Not even close.
Don’t panic. There are plenty of reasonable explanations for sudden loss of gravity.
…
Okay, no there aren’t.
My body floated, slightly, like gravity was on discount. My arms lifted more than they should, weightless at the edges. Even the pain in my ribs seemed muted, not by lack of agony, but by lack of pressure. A faint, nauseating roll worked through my gut as my inner ear filed a formal complaint about the missing acceleration vector.
I closed my eyes and tried to breathe slow. Blood smelled like a battery left on a radiator. Sweat, antiseptic, heat from the panel I’d headbutted. My breath fogged the glass for a second and vanished — not cold in here, just scrubbed too clean. The kind of air that’s been run through ten thousand dollars of filters and still tastes like the inside of a hospital.
A few images bubbled up and popped: a lecture hall where the whiteboards had more equations than wall left; a Caltech courtyard soaked in afternoon sun; a training sim where an artificial voice teased me for mislabeling a manifold. None of them stuck long enough to be useful.
First priority: figure out where the hell I was.
 	
The space around me was claustrophobic. Four square meters at most. Walls pressed close, a geometry designed for function, not comfort. It felt like being entombed with just enough air to remind me of my own mortality.
LED interface panels lined the port, starboard, and aft bulkheads, each stuttering red with emergency warnings. The aft wall was rectangular except for the plug — a pressure-sealed hatch recessed flush, no handle, no hinge. A barrier meant to keep atmosphere in and vacuum out.
On port and starboard, two narrow jumpseats folded flat against the walls. They were close enough that anyone strapped there could have bumped knees with the pilot. A nice intimacy, if your idea of nice was elbows in the ribs during turbulence.
The cockpit itself was square and sealed, four meters by four. Every surface was built for efficiency: smooth composite walls, flush panels, recessed lighting strips now bathing everything in red. Above, no windows. No viewport. No slit of glass to glimpse the stars. The only view of the universe was whatever the LED panels chose to display. And right now, they weren’t showing me a damn thing.
It smelled faintly of ozone. Burnt insulation. My own sweat, sharp with adrenaline, added a salty edge. The air was too clean otherwise, sterile, scrubbed of life — except for me, bleeding on the grated deck.
A coffin with air pumped in.
That’s where I’d woken up.
The pilot’s chair was bolted to the deck, an acceleration couch built for punishment. Harness straps dangled loose, swaying in the red light like they were mocking me. In front of me, the seamless LED panel was fractured into a spiderweb of static, concentric stress rings radiating from the spot where my skull had tried to punch through modern engineering.
The couch itself was all function: contoured metal and composite with just enough padding to keep bones from splintering. Force was meant to spread across spine and shoulders, not cradle anyone in comfort. The joystick jutted from the right armrest, the throttle from the left, every control within reach by design. Anchor points ringed the frame, waiting to lock me in for a burn. The shock base beneath had done its best to soften the impact — but without the restraints, I’d turned it into little more than a springboard.
I touched my forehead, then the panel. My blood smeared where skull had met screen.
Congratulations, Krane: mild concussion, cracked ribs, and a ruined flight interface.
I glanced back to the chair again. The harness straps swayed lazily in the red glow. Safety protocol, front and center. Exactly what you’d use for sudden impacts. Exactly what I hadn’t.
Because I’m brilliant. Triple PhDs. Strapping in is for interns. Not geniuses who “just need to run a quick check.”
I glared at the straps like they’d personally betrayed me.
The silence pressed in again, wrong and complete. Even on idle, life support should hum, fans murmur behind walls, pumps thrum under the deck. Here: nothing. Either the cockpit was running on a quiet emergency bottle, or systems had been isolated hard enough to make the air itself hold its breath.
So let’s think this through. Low gravity, no ambient noise, sealed pressure hatch — equals…
Fuck.
I was in space.
Back to don’t panic. I was injured, memory scrambled, inside a cockpit the size of a closet. Gravity was nearly gone. Odds were I was somewhere in space. There had to be a perfectly logical explanation for it.
…
Nothing. Perfect.
Alright, next steps. I forced in a slow breath, trying to steady my thoughts against the pounding headache and the fog tangled through my short-term memory.
And then something else cut through the silence.
“Doctor Richard Krane. Can you hear me?”
The voice cut through the silence. Female. Slightly synthetic, too precise around the edges.
“Doctor Krane? Running scans. One life sign detected. Laceration to forehead. Two fractured ribs. Cerebral trauma. Conscious.” A pause. “Damn it, Richard, you better answer.”
I froze. That was… a lot of detail.
Bioscanners. External type.
I’d read the papers back in the 2040s: ultra-low EM resonance mapping. Scan a body through fabric. Through plating. Detect fractures, torn tissue, even vascular anomalies. At the time, it was black-budget military tech, barely whispered about. By the 2050s, NASA had fought tooth and nail to make it mission-standard. Safer astronauts, less guesswork.
Apparently this ship had them baked into the hull, streaming straight to the AI.
Cool. Also unnerving. Like being naked under a microscope with no way to opt out.
“Yes, Clara. I’m here.”
The name slipped out automatically. Clara. My subconscious filling blanks even while my short-term memory lay scrambled.
“Good,” she said, clipped now. “Ship sustained damage. Structural breach confirmed. Port-side hull. Cause: explosive event.”
Ah. That explained the ribs. And the head-shaped crater in the glass.
I staggered upright, gripping the console. “Clara, analyze damage. Report cause of explosion.”
“Analyzing. Please remain still. You are hypotensive. Heart rate one-oh-eight. Respiratory rate twenty-four and shallow. Oxygen saturation ninety-five percent. Pupillary response unequal by two millimeters. Recommend immediate evaluation in Medical Bay.”
“Make a note, we’ll do that right after not dying.”
The LED panel crackled under my palm, fighting to life despite the fractures.
Top left: a name. HORIZON.
Center: a mission patch — a golden accretion disk swirling around a black center, a thin white ring slicing across it. Latin motto: Ad infinitum et ultra.
So. I was on a ship. In space. With amnesia, cracked ribs, and a temperamental AI named Clara. And someone had just tried to blow us open.
“Attitude control reports nominal. Rotation drum braking at thirty-three percent of standard gravity,” Clara added. “Artificial gravity reduced for injury protocols.”
That tracked with my body’s complaint. The drum should have been at 0.9 g. Somebody had hit the brakes.
 	
“Clara, bring me up to speed on the last thirty minutes.”
“At fifteen hundred hours UTC, Horizon activated P.U.L.S.A.R. At fifteen-oh-one, the accretion disk was engaged. At fifteen-oh-two, an explosive event destroyed the portside hull and vented Science Bay One. Doctor Mateo Pérez was expelled into space. Status: unknown.”
Status unknown. Right. If by “unknown” she meant instantly dead. No EVA suit. No decompression cycle. Vacuum, three seconds flat. Gone.
And then something hit me harder than any rib pain: a weight in my chest.
Mateo Pérez.
The name struck like a bell. Vibrating through me.
I should’ve remembered him — his face, his voice, something. Instead, nothing but static. A blurred silhouette in the dark.
But my throat tightened anyway. My eyes burned. I almost cried without knowing why. Grief without memory.
“Richard,” Clara said, softer now, “bioscanner confirms elevated cortisol, irregular heartbeat, shallow respiration. You are experiencing acute emotional distress.”
“Yeah,” I croaked, “no kidding.”
Except I didn’t know why.
I pressed my palm flat against the console. My ribs screamed. My head throbbed. But none of it hurt as much as not knowing why his name hollowed me out.
I knew three things. Four, maybe. First — my short-term memory was scrambled: concussion, pain, amnesia, take your pick. Second — I was on a ship floating in space that had crossed an accretion disk. Third — I wasn’t alone. And fourth… there had been others. The laughter of men and women flickered in my head, some my age, some younger. Then it was gone.
I sighed and pressed my fingertips against my forehead, trying to chase the ghosts back into shape.
The priority didn’t change: figure out where I was. I glanced at the console, its fractured screen still trying to serve up data, then at the other panels lining the cockpit. I shuffled toward the one nearest the plug, muscles protesting. Same patch, same name in the corner. A neat little hamburger icon blinked at me. Fine. I pressed it.
The menu unfolded: 
• Dashboard
• Engines
• Life Support
• Ship Diagnostics
• Q.U.A.S.A.R
• P.U.L.S.A.R
• C.L.A.R.A
I tapped Diagnostics.
The display redrew itself. At the top, a neat table laid out Horizon’s vitals:
Dimensions: ~73 m length, 14 m beam at the habitat, ~6 m internal drum.
Mass: ~400 metric tons.
Hull: Carbon-boron weave, military-grade. Whipple shields, ablatives, layered radiation protection.
Gravity: Drum spinning low, dropping from 0.9 g toward 0.7.
Life Support: Nitrogen–oxygen mix, 70–80 kPa total pressure, O₂ partial 21–23, CO₂ <0.5 kPa. Humidity stable. Temperature 22 °C.
Propulsion: Twin Direct Fusion Drives. Deuterium–helium-3 reactor vault. Radiators folded tight. Fuel domes on pylons. Backup deployable solar.
Below the table, the interface split into four glowing 3D schematics, each in its own panel. Habitat Module. Airlock Rotunda. Spine. Engineering. All side by side, waiting for me to drag one forward. A ship in cross-section, cut into quarters, maps hovering like a surgeon’s diagrams. Pinch to zoom, tap to expand, collapse again. Clean, clinical. The whole vessel laid bare at once.
I pulled the Habitat Module forward first. The cockpit up front. Aft, the AB rotunda with acceleration couches tucked port and starboard. Beyond it, The galley — an octagonal hub, broad compared to the rest of the drum. Benches ran the walls, storage lockers tucked into every facet. It was the one place on the ship that felt open, built to hold the crew together in something like normal life. Corridor stretched aft, plugs mirrored port and starboard. Greenhouses. Crew quarters stacked like cells. Science bays opposite each other. Med bay on one side, head and gym on the other. Food storage opposite of each other. Every plug mirrored for efficiency, except where medicine demanded otherwise. Compressed, optimized, crammed.
I flicked it back and zoomed the Airlock Rotunda. A perfect circle, ten meters across. Flat ventral floor, domed dorsal crown. Transparent-aluminum panes inset like cathedral windows. EVA lockers. Probe tubes. The PRISM drone cradle. Bulkhead lockers stuffed with suits, tethers, patch kits. Airlocks port and starboard. It pulsed like a heart valve. Vital. Fragile. No gravity.
The Spine came next. Simple and functional. Forward cargo staging, then the trunk stretching aft. Two cargo pods jutted outward, docking ports dorsal and ventral. No elegance here, just scaffolding bolted to a hull. A workshop more than a corridor.
Finally, Engineering. The business end. Reactor vault forward. Propellant feed manifold branching aft. Twin fusion torches sat in their cradles. Life Support Alpha and Beta bulged off the trunk, a workshop jammed between. Fuel domes perched on pylons, piping spidering back into the manifold. Radiator wings folded like insect limbs against the hull, waiting to spread wide. All of it wrapped in graphene skin. Last skin. Last hope.
On the Habitat Module map, the forward-midline pulsed red.
Science Bay One.
“Analysis complete,” Clara said. “Breach origin: directional penetrator mounted between outer hull and rotating drum. Dense slug, hypervelocity. Small yield, focused destruction.”
“A scalpel,” I muttered.
“Correct. Materials camouflaged, thermally matched, chemically silent. Power signature indicates parasitic draw of eleven watts averaged over standby, ninety-six at arm. Device armed upon P.U.L.S.A.R. activation and fired at rotational alignment. Implication: insider knowledge of ship layout and mission sequence.”
“Give me alternates.”
“Alternate hypothesis: concealed coil-launcher disguised as structural brace. Probability twelve percent. Lower-probability hypothesis: linear cutting charge embedded along a seam with misdirection. Probability four percent. Random failure: statistically negligible.”
Sabotage.
The word tasted like rust. Not an accident, not chance. Someone had known exactly where to cut, and they’d cut us open.
