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    "We have a solar storm approaching people. It's a big one. Shut down and disconnect everything from the power. I'm putting up the shields. Vandana, I need you up here!"

    

    Rafael switched off the comms and squinted at the read-outs again. The computer prediction engine was veering wildly trying to estimate the intensity of the storm, but the numbers were high enough that Rafael knew it was going to be bad.

    

    He started working through the storm preparation drill. Cut power to the engines. Disconnect the computer back up systems from all electronics. Raise the external lead shielding. Partition up the interior into self-contained units. He felt rather than saw Vandana slip into her co-pilot's seat beside him.

    

    "Jhaat!" she muttered.

    

    "I hope that doesn't mean what I think it means."

    

    Vandana snorted. "Don't worry Captain. It means Oh! Golly Gosh! this looks bad!"

    

    "Does it now."

    

    She ignored him. "Fire crews to your stations. We're expecting electricity spikes."

    

    Rafael glanced at the comptuer's frantic attempts at prediction once more before switching the machine off. "Life support?" he asked.

    

    "Better safe than sorry," said Vandana reaching for the disconnect. "We're pretty air tight and well insulated. We can survive a few hours without it."

    

    The ship fell into silence as the comforting everyday hum of the air filtration systems and heaters stuttered into silence.

    

    "Shields all in place," said Vandana, glancing at the remaining screens. "Locking into place and disconnecting power."

    

    Rafael killed the lights. Hatches effectively battened down, the Joyous Venture hung in space, waiting for the storm to hit.

    

    

    

    

    On to Part 2
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    Bengt dumped the empty fire extinguisher back in the rack by the door.

    

    "How many's that?" asked Carla, his chief technician.

    

    "All the circuit junction boxes gone. Must be one fucked up storm out there. How are the engines doing?"

    

    She pursed her lips. "There's a lot of conducting material in the engines."

    

    "We isolated them. It shouldn't be able to go anywhere it can do damage."

    

    "There's been some arcing."

    

    "Fucking hell! What is this storm?"

    

    Carla just shook her head. "It's not done any damage yet. The room itself is pretty well insulated. I've ordered it cleared."

    

    "Good call."

    

    "But that means I've no idea what's going on in there, with the cameras down. If we get a bigger pulse and the room itself doesn't contain the current."

    

    "It'll go down the main power cables." Bengt frowned trying to recall the ship's schematics. "I think we're safe. As long as they've been disconnected properly at the shield between sections. They're well insulated in this section in case of power spikes anyway."

    

    "We should warn the other sections."

    

    "Comms are down and I wouldn't risk them if they were up. No one on the ship has a fucking clue what's going on further than the next fire," said Bengt grimly. "All we can do is fight our corner and hope everyone else is fighting their's. Everyone knows to keep away from power cables during a storm. It's not worth getting bothered over. At least not right now."

    

    

    On to Part 3
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    Gorata was braced in the doorway of the infirmary. So far nothing had been damaged or overloaded, but then she'd shut everything down and disconnected it from the power. What worried her was the orange glow from the end of the corridor. There was supposed to be a fire crew down there and she was supposed to stay where she was. She disliked not knowing for sure and someone could be hurt.

    

    After another moments' thought Gorata grabbed a fire-extinguisher from by the infirmary door and headed up towards the glow. She hadn't gone far before the fire crew came in sight, running around the curve of the ring. Gorata realised she could smell burning plastic and something like oil!

    

    "Dr Jones is that you?"

    

    Gorata squinted and recognised Pedro. Beyond him were Akane, Liya, Nick and Boris, all cargo haulers, but presumably the infirmary section fire team in a storm.

    

    "Yes! What happened?"

    

    "Don't know. It all went up at once. There was a short at one of the junction boxes and then Boom!"

    

    "I thought everything was supposed to be inflammable."

    

    "It is."

    

    Pedro plucked the extinguisher from her hands and turned it on the wall of flame to little effect.

    

    Gorata glanced behind her to where the thick lead shielding blocked this segment of the ring off from the next.

    

    "Nowhere left to run," she commented and the first flames flickered around the edge of the corridor.

    

    "How many people in this section?" asked Gorata.

    

    "Just the six of us," said Pedro. "I suppose that's not too many people to end up as toast."

    

    "Six too many," said Akane grimly. "Rafael will have our guts for garters once he catches up with us in the after life."

    

    Gorata snorted. "I'd rather not give him the option. Everyone into the infirmary!"

    

    "Infirmary door won't hold that blaze for long."

    

    "Doesn't have to," said Gorata. "We'll seal ourselves in and then vent the corridor."

    

    "How are we supposed to do that? All the electronics are down."

    

    "We restart some of them."

    

    "In the middle of a solar storm? We'll be fried!"

    

    Gorata just rolled her eyes and then gestured down the corridor to where the flames were already visible.

    

    Pedro shrugged and began the manual locking on the infirmary door while Gorata started up the emergency environment control."

    

    "If there's a pulse while that's operational, even if it doesn't catch fire it'll be fritzed and there'll still be a fire in the corridor," said Pedro gloomily.

    

    Gorata ignored him. She bypassed several safety checks causing the computer to start a warning siren and flash several messages at her.

    

    "Fire's reached the door," said Akane anxiously, peering through the port hole. "This had better be quick."

    

    "Better be quick anyway, we could be hit by a pulse at any time," said Liya.

    

    Gorata realised the fire team were clustered around her, all anxiously watching the computer running through it's processes.

    

    "Finally!" she muttered and hit the button that sealed the infirmary and vented the corridor. At that moment the screen fizzed and died.

    

    "Did it work?" asked Nick. "Did it work?"

    

    "Give me a moment?" Akane squinted out into the corridor.

    

    "Yes! We have venting!"

    

    

    

    

    

    On to Part 4
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    "How are we doing?" asked Rafael.

    

    "Still getting magnetic pulses, but they're a lot lower in intensity." Vandana's voice was full of warning.

    

    "I need to know what's going on."

    

    "It's probably safe to turn the comms back on, but all you'll hear is static."

    

    "Tell me something I don't know." Rafael thumped the dead computer console in front of him.

    

    "Pulses are still above the strength where the insulating bulkheads are advised," said Vandana.

    

    "I don't care. We've been blind for too long. I need to know what's happening. I'm restarting the emergency computer. I want a risk evaluation for lowering the bulkheads."

    

    Vandana snorted. "If we get another big pulse the computer will fry."

    

    Rafael ignored her and watched as the screen in front of him flickered into life. "Data!" he demanded, holding out a hand.

    

    Wordlessly Vandana handed him the storm monitor and he plugged it into the console. Several warning lights started to flash and the computer requested shut down. Rafael cancelled the request.

    

    "Well?" asked Vandana.

    

    "It's probably fine, though the computer says the data is beyond it's parameters."

    

    "Computers should learn to say `your guess is as good as mine'" grumbled Vandana. "You want me to lower bulkheads?"

    

    "Do it."

    

    

    

    

    Less than ten minutes later Rafael had dispatched runners throughout the ship and had some idea of the damage. There had been a lot of small fires and it looked like the internal electrical network was fragged.

    

    "We had arcing in the main engine room," reported Carla entering the control room.

    

    "Bengt got it under control?"

    

    "Now, but we think we had one breach into the main power cables."

    

    "Did it get anywhere?"

    

    "Infirmary section. Bulkheads there are still up. Failsafes prevented them dropping."

    

    Rafael's heart sank. "I want a maintenance team there now. Who was in the section?"

    

    "Cargo Hauler fire team and Gorata."

    

    "They'll be fine," said Vandana.

    

    "That's unusally optimistic of you," said Rafael. "What makes you say that?"

    

    "Gorata and Pedro stuck in the infirmary together? By the time you get them out either Gorata will have strangled him or she'll have discovered he actually does have some kind of terminal illness. This time tomorrow you'll be thinking yourself unlucky they didn't both die."

    

    Rafael snorted, but he felt a little more hopeful as he headed out to the stricken infirmary section.

    

    

    

    

    "Why do you keep a bloody book of everything that might be wrong with him?" asked Boris despairingly.

    

    "Listen to this!" said Pedro. "Arthritis is a form of joint disorder that involves inflammation of one or more joints."

    

    "You don't have Arthritis" said Gorata wearily.

    

    "Why the book?" asked Boris.

    

    "In case all the computers go down say, for instance, because you're stuck in a space vessel in the middle of a solar storm, and you need to perform a diagnosis outside your normal area. It's standard practice."

    

    "This one! I definitely have this one!" said Pedro. "Listen to this Aspergilosis."

    

    "You don't," interrupted Liya. "Whatever it says, you don't have it."

    

    "How many illnesses are in that book?" asked Boris.

    

    "I don't know," said Gorata gloomily, "but it's organised alphabetically and we've only just passed Asperger's Syndrome."

    

    "Infirmary! Is there anyone there?" the wireless comms suddenly burst into life.

    

    "About bloody time!" muttered Akane.

    

    "Gorata here!" said Gorata.

    

    "What's your situation? Your bulkheads have failed safe." Rafael's voice was urgent but controlled.

    

    "We had to vent the corridor. There was a fire."

    

    "What are your oxygen levels?"

    

    "Can't tell. The computer fried shortly after we vented. No one is short of breath yet though."

    

    "Try rebooting, you may be lucky. Meanwhile we'll work on reconnecting the systems from this side. Worst comes to the worst we can space walk to you."

    

    "I hear you."

    

    "Can we space Pedro?" asked Akane. "He's found the Gorata's Big Book of Medical Problems."

    

    Rafael actually laughed. "Don't space him just yet. There's going to be a lot of heavy lifting in the next few days while we fix things."

    

    Gorata looked over at where Pedro was flicking through the index on her medical primer. "I think he's looking up back strain now in anticipation."

    

    

    

    

    

    

    On to Part 4
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    "How's it going?" asked Vandana as she entered the cockpit.

    

    Rafael stretched. It had been a long watch. The pleasant sense of reassurance as the ship's systems gradually came back on line, had been off-set by bad news elsewhere. It had been one hell of a storm.

    

    Rafael decided to start with the good news. "Life support is back in action. We've got power to the infirmary and the engines are up and running again. We've still got some heating problems, lights down but we're doing OK. Better than some."

    

    Vandana looked interested. "Ship to ship comms back online?"

    

    "Mostly. Seems like we flew into a CME, big magnetic pulse from the sun. They don't happen very often."

    

    "So why the long face?"

    

    "Most of the ships are heading for the nearest docking station so they can get planetside for repairs and any medical attention that's needed."

    

    "And us?"

    

    "We could turn back to Pangaea, but it's not answering comms."

    

    "Not answering comms?"

    

    "If the CME was big enough to flood the planet's magnetic field then the city will have felt the effects."

    

    "Fuck!" muttered Vandana.

    

    "Shouldn't have been as bad as it was out here," said Rafael.

    

    "But if they weren't expecting it, everything will have been up and running when the storm hit."

    

    "Could just be a glitch," Rafael said doubtfully. He jabbed at the Pangaen comms channel irritably.

    

    "So we carry on?" asked Vandana.

    

    Rafael shook his head. "No we're heading back. Someone needs to find out what happened."

    

    A whole city falling silent just wasn't natural.
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