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            Foreword by Craig Martelle

          

        

      

    

    
      EXPAND YOUR UNIVERSE

      

      The Expanding Universe series was born from the inability of new authors to get seen by existing readers of science fiction. I rounded up anyone who wanted, and The Expanding Universe, Volume 1, TEU1, was born. Everyone who had a story was automatically in. I think we had fifteen stories back in 2016. Fast forward to TEU7. There were sixty submissions, thirty of which made it to the second round and only twenty-two made the final cut.

      Our standards have gone up because the competition has increased to the point where I had to turn away good stories because of the great stories submitted. The beta reading team decided which stories made it into the anthology. They only want the very best for our authors. If the work wouldn’t resonate with our aligned readership, then the authors would pay the price because readers would stop reading. We wanted you, the readers to enjoy these stories and hopefully want to read more from those authors you found to be the most compelling.

      I didn’t make the final decisisions on which stories were included. Those decisions were made by my crack team of readers. Authors tend to evolve in how they read. I wanted an unvarnished perspective.

      We have the same goal we had with TEU1. Let the readers decide if they liked our work but hedge our bets by aligning the work with what the readers tend to like. That’s why the beta readers are the final arbiters.

      And that is how TEU7 came to be. We have our twenty-two stories, racked, stacked, and ready for your reading pleasure.

      Science fiction at its best with a variety of genres represented. Most will engage your imagination as they have characters you can relate to painted across extravagant science fiction backdrops. The opportunity to live in a different world. That’s one of the many reasons we write and read science fiction. Much is different, but much will look familiar. New solutions to old problems? Or maybe old problems were never problems at all.

      There’s always the power of a good blaster or an orbital bombardment. It all depends on how big that spider was you saw in your house.

      Anything goes. Because this is science fiction.

      Go have some fun. Disappear into new worlds for a short time and enjoy the ride.

      Peace, fellow humans.

      

      Craig
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by Kacey Ezell

        

      

    

    
      A salvage crew uncovers the ancient record of just how far a desperate woman will go in search of vengeance.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Unintended Consequences

          

        

      

    

    
      Stevres Ship's Log: Standard Date d18.m4.y4582

      “What’s that you’ve got there, Lena?  I’ve called you twice on the intercom and you didn’t answer. Everything ok?”

      Lena looked up from the comm set she’d been frowning at for the last half hour and gave her boss and friend a tired half-smile.

      “Hey Parnell. Yeah, sorry. I was concentrating and didn’t hear the call. I’m good. Do you need something?”

      “Just letting you know that Kirry’s about ready for us down in the mess. Smells good. What’s got you so absorbed?”

      “Maybe nothing,” Lena said, turning back to the comm set and adjusting one of the frequency controls again. “But I caught this weird interference on our last transmission, and I wanted to check it out. There’ve been pirate attacks in this area, and I don’t want us to be caught unawares.”

      “Pirates,” Parnell growled as he walked forward to peer over her shoulder at her workstation. For a relatively heavyset guy, Parnell moved with the lightness and efficiency of motion common to someone who’d spent most of his life aboard one type of starship or another. He swore that this current ship, The Stevres, was his last, and that he’d die at the helm. Having known the man for the better part of a standard decade, Lena had to admit that she believed him. “Damn parasites. We’ve got defensive armament with their names on it, but if they’re out here, you’re right. I wanna know about it.”

      “Right,” Lena said. “But here’s the thing. This message isn’t like anything I’ve seen from any ship ever. It’s too organized to be random radio noise, but it jumps from frequency to frequency like… well… like a hopper over on Ceti IV!”

      Parnell’s blue eyes narrowed under his sandy brows. “Like a hopper, you say?” he asked. “Do me a favor… can you configure one of the old radio nav receivers to transmit this … whatever it is… to a speaker?”

      Lena pinched her eyebrows together. “Sure, but wh—“

      “Humor me. You know how I’m a big history buff? Well, ancient people used to use radio to transmit voice and data messages, and I read an article about something they called frequency hopping. I’m just wondering…”

      Lena shrugged, but reached into a cubby and pulled out a mass of wires and components. Within a few minutes, she had a speaker rigged to the comm set. She applied power, and a series of pops and hisses issued forth.

      Followed by the sound of a woman’s voice. It was a little bit garbled, and static ran through every note of her speech… but it was human speech, and recognizably female.

      “I’m recording this message—“

      Lena slammed her hand on the comm set and leaned forward, staring at the monitoring readout in front of her.

      “There’s no way this is correct,” she said. “It’s got to be a hoax.”

      “What?” Parnell asked. “Why?”

      “Look at the datestamp! Day Seven, Month Twelve, Year Thirty-Eight Ninety-Three?? That’s… what… right in the middle of the Imperial Civil War!”

      “No,” Parnell said, a strange note threading through his tone. Lena turned to look at him and saw dawning excitement in his eyes. “It was right at the beginning of it.”
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        * * *

      

      Transmission d7.m12.y3893

      I’m recording this message using a very old technology. Hell, I’m surprised it’s working. But I’ve tested it, and the frequency hopping encryption. It’s as solid as I can make it, so maybe… maybe this will do after all. Not that it really matters in the end. I don’t know if I’ll ever get a chance to transmit it out-system. What’s that old metaphor? Like a message in a bottle? That’s what this is. A message in a low-tech bottle.

      Here’s hoping I can throw it into the sea.

      Gods. I sound crazy. I probably am crazy, when it comes to that. How much hurt can a person endure before it breaks their mind?  The Unifiers probably know. They like to measure things like that. Big fans of “science”, the Unifiers. Whoever hears this, you’re going to have to imagine me doing suspicious finger-quotes around the word “science” in that context. Because in reality, it’s all bullshit.

      They use “science” the way they use everything: as a tool to crush opposition and any whisper of independent thought or criticism or…hell, happiness. You’re not allowed to be happy unless the Unified Empire has blessed you with a position of happiness. And no, you can’t ask for one of those blessings, and no, you can’t earn one unless you’re lucky enough to be born to the right kind of citizen, the right kind of family, on the right kind of planet.

      This is turning into a political rant, I guess. To be honest, that’s not really my purpose here. My purpose here is just to…I don’t know. To tell my story, I guess?  To hope that someday, maybe someone will find it and will know that I existed? That I loved, I hurt, I fought?

      Not that any of that really matters, I guess.

      Or I don’t know, maybe it does.

      All I know is that I look around at the devastation the Unifiers have wrought on my home. I see too many people looking the way I used to look: afraid. And I can’t blame them! Simply making this recording would be a death sentence if the Unifiers ever found it. If I still had a fam— If I still had anything to lose, you can bet your ass I wouldn’t be risking it on some antiquated technology for some random whim to tell the truth.

      But I don’t. I don’t have anything left to lose. And I have the knowledge… so hell. Let’s see what I can do.

      So who am I?  I’m not going to tell you my name, because it doesn’t matter in the long run anyway. But I was born and raised a Sparksian. Grew up here, spent my entire life here…when I had a life.

      That’s what we call humor, boys and girls. Gallows humor, I guess, which is the only kind I have left. You’ll get used to it.

      Anyway. I’m a Sparksian. And I’ve known the Unifiers all my life. When I was little, it wasn’t a big deal—at least, it didn’t seem like it to my eyes. But, looking back, I realize that my parents did a lot to shield me. As I’ve grown up and lived my own life, some of my childhood memories start to make a lot more sense. Like that time my mother disappeared for an afternoon, and my father wouldn’t let us leave the house, not even to take care of the livestock. Those poor bovines lowed all night. We lost one later that week because she developed an infection in her udders. At the time, I remember crying and asking Papa to please let me go take care of her… but he just held me and whispered that he couldn’t. It wasn’t safe. He wouldn’t tell me anything more than that.

      My mother returned the next morning. She never spoke about where she’d been. Not to us kids, anyway. I’m not even sure what she told my father, if anything. She just went on about her life as if nothing had happened.

      But something clearly had. That terrible night was the start of a long, slow decline for my family. Shortly after that, we lost the bovines altogether. The one died from the infection. She was the first. Then the township governor came and seized two for the community. We had always shared with our neighbors, and offered our milk and cheeses for reasonable prices…but the Unifiers told us that the community resources were low…and since we had so many other animals, it was our responsibility to help.

      The problem was that the official in charge of the community resources didn’t know how to care for dairy bovines. And so those two girls started producing less and less. So the township seized two more from our farm and slaughtered the original two for meat.

      I was heartbroken. I’ve always eaten meat…but after I heard that, I couldn’t stomach beef for a whole season. Was it possible I was eating the soft-faced, gentle giants I had tended and loved?

      The time would come when I would regret that season of abstention.

      Anyway, you get the idea. Our well-to-do family slowly sunk deeper and deeper into poverty and debt as my parents leveraged our property to try and recover what had been taken from us.

      Maybe that would have worked, except that everyone in our little township was going through something similar. And, truth be told, our family’s story was pretty mild compared to some. Some stories…

      Well, that’s really what this whole recording is about, right?  The stories. When we have nothing left—like I have nothing left—we still have our stories. So I’m going to record mine, and send it out into the universe, and hope that someone, someday, will hear it.

      And remember.
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        * * *

      

      Transmission d19.m1.y3894

      So, I realized something. My previous recording was pretty long on emotions and pretty short on concrete details. If I want you—the nebulous “you” that I hope is out there, is hearing this—to remember my story, I probably need to tell you the whole story.

      Or as much of it as I can, I guess.

      Problem is, it’s hard to know which beginning to start at. I don’t know you, so I don’t know how much you know. Hell, I don’t even know when you’re going to be hearing this! Chances are, I’m long dead, and this recording is the only bit of me left in the universe.

      Huh. That’s kind of a cool thought, actually. Like I said, when we have nothing left, we still have our stories.

      Anyway. The beginning.

      I told you I was from Sparks. Sparks is a planet in the habitable range of the star Leilani, originally designated G23X6L9V12, approximately 82 Light Years from Original Sol. 84% of the Sparksian surface is ocean, so we’re a really wet world. Other than hydro, we’re not super long on resources, though our system has a decent-sized asteroid belt for heavy metals mining. By and large, Sparks is agrarian. I think the original colonists —led by a guy named Paul Sparks, I remember that from school—weren’t too interested in a centralized government or large population centers or anything, so our people existed mainly in small groupings called townships. The different townships functioned as social and economic nodes where we could trade goods and services, etc. Not that we needed much, honestly. We lived slightly above subsistence level, happy to exist and work with our neighbors to make do with what we had and what Sparks could provide.

      I’m sure I’m remembering through rose-colored glasses, but the truth is that my first Standard Decade was really quite happy. Until Unification.

      I remember that I was thirteen by local reckoning, but only eleven in Standard Years. Sparks’s orbit was shorter than Original Earth’s, but we always used both. We’d never been an independent settlement. Sparksians were proud of our ties and status as an official colony. Then the Unifiers came to power and what had been the light-handed benign neglect of Mother Earth became something totally different.

      You can read a history book or watch a vid to learn about the rise of the Unified Empire of Earth. I’m not going to rehash it here. Suffice it to say that as a loyal colony, Sparks was initially supportive. I do remember my mom being a bit worried, but Papa reassured her that all would be well. After all, it always had, hadn’t it?

      I loved him so much.

      So it started with the community reorganization. Our leadership had to codify our loose township boundaries, and produce a strict accounting of every man, woman, child, livestock animal, pet, and weapon. I remember giggling when I heard that last part. No one I knew carried a weapon! Who needed lasers and such on our sleepy little planet? That kind of stuff was only in the action vids we would sneak when we didn’t think our parents were paying attention.

      But anyway, we all turned out to be counted. I remember that Mom had us dress up in our best clothes before we went to the central square of the township for the census. The whole thing had a kind of festival atmosphere, with food booths and barrels of ale from the local brewer. I remember speculating with my brothers that maybe this would be an annual event we could celebrate…like the Harvest Fair, but without the backbreaking work for weeks beforehand.

      Anyway, once they had their accounting, the local leadership had to report it to the imperial functionaries that had come to Sparks to “oversee our integration”. The one we saw the most of was our Township Resource Officer.

      The first year or two wasn’t bad. Things changed here and there a little bit. We were no longer allowed to use certain types of fertilizer on crops, for example. They always claimed it would be bad for the ecosystem of the planet. Maybe they were right, but in retrospect, I have my doubts.

      On a not-so-unrelated note, did you know that some kinds of ammonium-based fertilizer can be used to make explosives?

      Anyway, it was the third Standard year after Unification that things really started to get bad. Apparently, Sparks got a new Planetary Governor, and this new woman had some “scientifically-based production methods” she wanted to implement.

      You’ve got to picture the finger-quotes again when I say “scientifically-based production methods”. Apparently, she had a degree in industrialized agronomy from the University of New Michurin back on Lysen. But her real superpower was that she was a mover and shaker within the ranks of the Unifiers, and so she got sent out to Sparks to shake things up and make her mark.

      Well, she fucking made it.

      Within five years after that—I can’t even call her a bitch, because it demeans several incredibly loyal, brave, stalwart bitches I’ve known over the years—that Unifier came to Sparks, crop yields began to fall. Sharply. The problem was simple, her “scientifically-based production methods” didn’t work. Or maybe they worked in a lab environment or in a more industrialized system, but on Sparks, with our most basic level of farming biotech… they failed. Utterly.

      Of course, she couldn’t have a failure on her record. Because she didn’t intend to stay in a backwater like Sparks forever. I’m not going to record how I got this information, but suffice it to say that her domestic staff overheard her daily rants about how she had to show a production surplus, or else she was never going to get off Sparks and continue to rise through the ranks of the galactic elite.

      I’m paraphrasing, naturally.

      So, anyway, she started to fudge the numbers and pad the crop yields and product quantities available as a trade surplus.

      And she made up the difference by taking from our subsistence allotments. Because of course it was all calculated and divvied out. I didn’t know it at the time, but our first mistake was letting them get an accurate count of what we could do, what we could produce. My parents were honorable people. I was an honorable person! It never occurred to us to lie, or to hold back when they asked us for numbers of livestock and gallons of milk produced each season.

      What fools we were.

      And they were so clever and insidious about it!  No one ever came forward and said “we’re going to need an accurate count of your production capabilities because we’re going to take everything you have and demand more!”  Gods, no. Everything was always couched in terms of “helping us” and “better interoperability” and “advancements”.

      And, in truth, we were blinded by the beauty of our everyday lives. Even me. Especially me.

      I fell in love.

      Rav was a boy from a neighboring township. His family farmed wheat, and we met at one of the census fairs. My brothers and I had been right, they had become an annual event of fun and games where we innocently gave away all of our power simply by reporting what we’d done over the previous year. It seems so clear and sinister when I look back, but at the time, we had no idea. Why would we?

      And anyway, I couldn’t see past my sudden infatuation. Rav liked me and I liked him. Even the local TRO was in favor of our union. “Marriage and family is good for the community!” he said when we requested permission to set up our own household. “The community needs strong families and strong children to grow and thrive!”

      Grow and thrive.

      That’s what he said to me.

      <muffled noises>

      Sorry. I just realized that I can’t tell this part without a drink. Judge me if you want.

      <more muffled sounds. A cough>

      I…ugh. This shit is not exactly smooth. Anyway. I got married. We stayed on my parents’ dairy farm, because I was the oldest and I wanted to. Rav would do anything for me.

      Did anything for me.

      Fuck. This is harder than I thought it would be.

      Okay. Anyway. We got married and had two kids. Beautiful little girls. One a few years after the other. Gods, they were strong…at first. They fought so hard, with their big blue eyes and beautiful blonde curls. But we had so little to eat, even when I was nursing, I couldn’t make enough milk to give them the nutrition they needed. So when the cold hit, one or the other of them would get sick. And slowly they’d recover, but…

      <cough. Sound of glass hitting something hard.>

      Do you know what it feels like to hold the body of your child to your chest and listen to the rattle of their last breath?  To hear them whisper “Mommy” as the light fades from their eyes?

      I do.
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        * * *

      

      Transmission <datestamp corrupted>

      Why am I doing this?

      No one’s ever going to hear it. Even if I find a way to send this message past the Unifier blockade. Even if I cast this bottle into the star-filled ocean… what are the chances?

      And what if they do? What does it matter?

      They’re still gone. Rav, my rock, who held me in his wasted arms while I sobbed over our babies. Enia, my beautiful, fiery girl who fought so hard to live, and baby Dasi with your sweet tiny hands that would wrap around my finger and hold so tight.

      You’re gone. I couldn’t save you. I’m sorry, babies. Mommy tried. I tried…

      <distant crashing>

      …

      They’re gone. They don’t care if I do this. It isn’t for them. It’s for me. I couldn’t save them, but I can make sure their memory doesn’t fade. Or I can try, at least. Even if no one ever knows the connection… even if no one ever knows why or how.

      I will know. And you will know.

      And no one will ever forget what I am going to do in their names.
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        * * *

      

      Transmission d31.m3.y3894

      It’s ready.

      I am surprised at how proud I am to say that. I wasn’t sure I’d feel anything at all, but I guess my fickle heart still takes pleasure in small things. I wasn’t sure my training in manipulating the programming for our dairy farm’s automated functions would translate… but it appears that coding is coding, whether you’re working on milk bottling machines... or starships.

      I won’t go into the details of how exactly I made it. But if it works the way I think it will…the way it’s tested… then it’s going to be spectacular.

      My father used to talk about something he called “unintended consequences”. Like how when you starve an entire population of a peaceful, agrarian planet, they stop being so peaceful and agrarian.

      Oh! Didn’t I talk about that? I suppose I didn’t.

      After the starvation years, people got more and more desperate. There were riots, but honestly, what could we do? The Unfiers had already taken all of our weapons. The Governor was positively gleeful in her response. She called in levy units from ten other systems and established a planetary blockade in the name of “taking a hard line against those who would threaten the peace and stability of Unity.”

      Official news lightwaves (which are the only kind we get, and we get bombarded with them on the daily) have showed that her stock is rising within the Empire based on her reputation as an effective Governor. So I guess she’s well on her way to getting what she always wanted… what she sacrificed thousands, including my family, to get.

      So you can imagine how it’s going to sting when Unintended Consequences rears its beautiful little head. It’s almost enough to make me smile.

      I didn’t think I could do that anymore.

      Huh.
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        * * *

      

      Transmission d4.m4.y3894

      <sounds of muffled rustling>

      Okay. Holy shit, I’m in. I’m still not entirely sure how I pulled that off. I really shouldn’t be recording this right now, because it would be so easy for me to get caught. I’m currently hiding in a…a pantry, I guess. It’s a tiny room off the secondary galley, and it’s stocked with… dry goods?

      <more muffled sounds>

      The food in this room alone would have…

      Shit. No, don’t think about that right now, girl. They’re gone. Stay focused.

      So, here’s what happened.

      I got Unintended Consequences all packaged up and buried in a passive ID chip. Then I hid the chip inside my personal dataslate. The same one I’m recording this message on. It’s probably a risk, but the Unifiers are too worried about ensuring I’ve installed the appropriate tracking apps on my dataslate to really dig too much deeper. At least for now.

      So, for now I’m just another galley slave—ah, that is, “local hire”. At least I get to eat well. They feed us local hires twice a day: a high-fiber carb cereal with a little bit of animal fat for protein in the morning, and a cooked vegetable protein mash in the evening. It doesn’t taste like much, but it’s a hell of a lot better than what we were getting on the surface.

      Did you know that starvation makes your breath stink?  It’s true. And the taste of your own body breaking down its muscle fibers never seems to leave your mouth.

      Now the ship’s crew… they eat well. Real meat, from what I can see and smell. Fresh or frozen vegetables, depending on what’s coming up from the surface. Honest to goodness bread… I didn’t realize this, but the Governor has to pay a tithe to the fleet ships to keep them here. Looks like she’s squeezing the surface producers even more in order to make up for it.

      I wonder how many children died this season so that this crew can have fresh betafruit?

      Anyway, I’m here.
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        * * *

      

      Transmission d5.m4.y3894

      I guess I should tell you about them.

      I’ve thought about this all day… since the last recording I made, hunched in that tiny pantry, terrified that the assistant cook would find me and wonder what the hell I was doing.

      That was a dumb thing to do. If I would have just waited a few hours, I could have done what I’m doing now, used the personal recording room that they provide for all of the local hires to record messages to send back home. Back to the surface, to tell them how great it is to work for the Unifiers. If we’re all just good little girls and boys, we’ll get fed and watered and cared for…

      Huh. Like livestock, I suppose. I guess that’s what we are to them.

      Anyway. The point is, they expect us to make recordings. They want us to make recordings. They even provide a private booth off of our cramped little berthing bay where we can make our recordings.

      So that’s what I’m doing. Only instead of sending this recording to the surface to convince more of my starving, desperate compatriots to sell out and knuckle under, I’m going to tell you about my family.

      Not how they died. They starved. I told you that… I think. I don’t really remember. I was pretty drunk that night. Judge me if you want. I don’t fucking care.

      But no, I’m going to tell you about who they were when they lived, how they made my life worth living. How they were the reason I was born.

      And if you ever hear this message, whoever you end up being… maybe you’ll remember them for me. That would be the greatest kindness I could imagine. I can’t…I can’t bear to think that they’ll be completely forgotten. They deserve better than that.

      So, who were they?

      I’ll start with Desi. Desianne Alyse. She was born in standard year 3892 and lived until the winter of 3893. She had the softest, downiest blonde hair and was born with a full head of it. Even when she was just a few months old, Desi was all sweetness and smiles. She barely cried, unlike her hellion of a sister. She loved to be cuddled, and her favorite person in the whole world was her Daddy.

      She was incredibly smart. Even before she was a full year old, she could say “Mama” and “Daddy” and “Sissy.”  She knew that bovines say “moo”, and that birds fly. She wasn’t big on crawling or walking, though. Honestly, I just don’t think she had the energy.

      But she loved to be outside and look at the clouds and the sun and the animals…until there weren’t any animals. But she still loved being outside.

      She was the first to go, as you might expect. She was so little.

      Her older sister was named Enia Merivainne. Enia was the spice to Desi’s sugar. She had bright yellow hair and icy blue eyes, and where Desi was sweet and cuddly, Enia was born knowing exactly what she wanted and not afraid to fight to get it.

      My biggest girl… it’s her memory that got me on this ship. Whenever I’m afraid, I just remember that I gave birth to a fighter like Enia… and that means I can fight, too.

      Before she was six years old, she had all the older kids in the township doing her bidding. She was so insanely smart and creative. She would make up stories and organize these packs of kids to act them out with her.

      Like her sister, Daddy was her favorite person in the whole world… but Enia and I had an understanding. She got her temper from me, you see, and sometimes, only I could help her work it out when life became overwhelming, and she felt on the verge of exploding.

      I looked at her, and I felt so amazed that I could ever have created something so wild, so fierce, so… intense. She could be sweet, too, incredibly so. Enia loved like she did everything:  full bore, no hesitation, all out, full speed ahead…

      Pick your metaphor. They all fall short of how magnificent she was.

      She held out the longest of all the kids her age. I was so mad when I realized that she’d been sneaking some of her food to her best friends. I yelled at her and held her as we both cried afterwards.

      My brave sweet girl. She fought so hard.

      And Rav.

      I’m not sure what to say about Rav. He was handsome… but what does that matter?  He had a great smile that made heat curl through my body whenever he met my eyes. He was the strongest man I’ve ever known, and the gentlest. He wept tears of joy when our daughters were born.

      And tears of anger and despair when they died.

      He was my perfect partner.

      I’m so mad at him for leaving me alone.

      I can’t do this anymore.
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        * * *

      

      Transmission d6.m4.y3894

      <sound of explosion, wavering tone in background. Distant shouting>

      You’re never going to guess where I am right now.

      <sound of laughter, slightly breathless>

      So it worked. Gods, that sounds so anticlimactic. I wish I could show you vid of this place right now. It’s absolute chaos. The crew has mostly bailed out and abandoned ship. Us local hires are still here, of course. There were never enough lifeboats for us. Are you kidding? This ship would have to be triple the size! No, they only ever figured actual crew members into their contingency plans.

      The rest of us… well. We were always expendable.

      I guess that makes me a murderer.

      For a little while at least.

      Anyway, I should probably get on with telling you what happened. I’m pretty sure life support is compromised, and I don’t know how much air I’m going to have. The whole point was to tell you this story, right? To make my family’s sacrifice—and the sacrifice of all of us trapped up here, dead in orbit—worth something.

      I don’t know if it worked… but I know it won’t be forgotten. And that’s not nothing.

      Last night, at the end of my work shift in the galley, I uploaded Unintended Consequences into the ship’s security network by means of that passive ID chip I mentioned. The thing about UC is that I designed it to travel and spread, right? Like a cancer. Well, it worked.

      By the time standard midnight turned over, UC had corrupted most of the integrated systems on this ship… including navigation, communications… and IFF.

      IFF, if you didn’t know, means “identification, friend or foe”. It’s how military (and commercial, I guess) starships know whom to shoot at and whom to defend. It turns out that the IFF system is integrated into the ship’s automated defensive and counteroffensive systems using basically the same protocols that the Unifiers introduced to our automatic bottling and sealing machines. Interesting, right?

      Apparently, fully automating the system removes the human element from the process, and therefore reduces the chances of errors to something approximating zero. At least, that’s what we were told when we were forced to “upgrade” our systems on the dairy farm.

      Turns out, “approximating zero” isn’t quite the same thing as “absolute zero”.

      Whoops.

      <more laughter>

      So once UC got hold of the IFF for the ship, it no longer recognized the friendly signatures of the other ships in the blockade. Nor did it recognize the signatures of the orbital artillery stations. So, it fired on them.

      And, as one might expect, they fired back.

      But here’s the best part: because the electronic countermeasures suites are also integrated with the IFF system, UC got into them as well. And when they fired on the fleet and the stations, they broadcast an electronic code that the other Unifier stations recognized… because it was a Unifier code. Only that code also had UC imbedded into it, and so…

      Yep. The orbital stations, the fleet ships… they all got infected. Unintended Consequences spread like the proverbial plague, and now everything in the system is shooting at everything else in the system… to include those crew lifeboats I mentioned!

      No one is getting out of this alive.

      <deep, gasping breath>

      So I guess that’s it. Now you know the whole story. I’ve got maybe a minute of air left if the structural integrity of the hull holds that long. So I’m plugging my dataslate into the ship’s emergency comm and sending this message in a bottle out into the ocean.

      I hope you get it, whoever you are.

      I hope you remember.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Stevre Ship's Log: Standard Date d18.m4.y4582

      Parnell hit the button to stop the recording and sat back in his seat. Then he looked around the table at the rapt faces of his crew.

      “Was that for real, boss?” Helix asked. The junior mechanic’s eyes went wide as he leaned forward on his elbows. “Did that really happen?”

      “We’re not sure,” Parnell said. “But I think so. Lena here intercepted the full transmission a few hours ago. Just enough time to record it and clean it up and play it for you all.”

      “Best I can tell,” Lena put in, tapping her boot as she sat with her ankle crossed over her knee.  “This radio signal’s been continuously echoing across the ancient, defunct repeaters from the Imperial Age.”

      A murmur ran through the crew as they digested this information.

      “Boss, we all know that there’s old Imperial junk out here in the Outsystems that predates the Civil War,” Oren, the crew’s medic, said. “But ain’t no way a lightwave signal’s gonna persist for… what… a hundred years?”

      “Closer to seven hundred years according to Lena’s timestamp,” Parnell said. “And you’re right, but this isn’t a lightwave. It’s a radio signal, and while they’re slow and low-tech, they’re incredibly persistent.”

      “Yeah!” Helix said, with all the enthusiasm of a young man in his third decade. “Remember how that one salvage crew picked up a radio signal from Original Earth not too long ago? They said it predated interstellar drives entirely!”

      Lena nodded. “That’s right,” she said. “Primitive radio like this is pretty robust, especially when it’s encrypted the way she…the author encrypted it. As soon as my set was able to decode the frequency pattern, we had it. I know it sounds crazy, but I’d stake my reputation on it. This is genuine.”

      “So what does that mean, then?” Oren asked.

      “It means a finder’s fee, at the very least,” Parnell said, bending his lips in a tiny smile. A chuckle of appreciation ran through the crew, and the intensity of the mood lightened. “Yeah. I thought you’d like that. And if this is what I think it is, then that finder’s fee is going to be significant. Hell, I can think of half a dozen Universities that would pay out the nose to have even a copy of this. I know not all of you miscreants remember your history as well as I do—“

      Another chuckle, and Parnell winked, acknowledging his crew’s acceptance of his obsession with old stories and tales.

      “But you all shoulda been taught about the Civil War right? It lasted for five centuries and brought down the greatest empire the galaxy has ever seen. Well, no one knows what started it. Or even where it started! The Unified Empire purged so many of its records that the whole timeline’s muddied. There’s multiple theories, of course, and certainly multiple forces that came together to ignite—“

      “Get to the point, professor!” Xandra, one of the salvage techs, said, and the rest of the crew laughed.

      “Right,” Parnell said. “Sorry. Forgot you lot don’t care about galaxy-shattering revelations.”

      “Only galaxy-shattering payouts,” Xandra quipped, causing another laugh.

      “Well, then pay attention,” Parnell said, and let all the levity drain out of his voice. “Because if I’m right. This is the big one. What we’ve found here, boys and girls, could be the proof needed to establish not only where the Civil War started… but when and even why.”

      “But it’s just some lady talking about her dead family, and sneaking on board a ship to—“ Helix said, and then cut himself off as understanding dawned.

      “Yes,” Parnell said, nodding slowly. “She snuck on board an imperial warship and used a virus to sabotage it, so that it would attack its fellow warships… and then spread her virus throughout the imperial systems. It’s genius, really. Whoever she was, she may have single-handedly brought down the Unified Empire.”

      Silence reigned in the crew mess as people digested that thought. Parnell looked at the faces of his crewmembers and friends. He’d worried, at first, that maybe they wouldn’t quite understand the gravity of that long-lost woman’s pain. But that didn’t seem to be an issue, as here and there people nodded and met his eyes with satisfaction.

      “So, what do we do now, Boss?” Lena asked.

      “Well, we make a copy,” Parnell said. “We make several copies, and we leave this one echoing out here as a signpost. And then I’m going to need you to gen up a lightwave to the five biggest universities back on the core planets. Use encryption and don’t be too specific… there’s some Imperial Apologists who won’t like this information getting out. But we’re gonna see to it that it does, in its entirety.

      Whoever this woman was, she asked us to remember. It’s been a long time, but we’re gonna make certain that she and her family are never forgotten again.”
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      When you have the power to reshape a planet, who decides what it means to be human?
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      As captain of the Re-Earther vessel Tuoni, Vilja Parkkari had the perk of a private dining room at her disposal. She rarely made use of it. Doing so was usually too much trouble, requiring a chef and a valet and taking time to focus on the meal as an event unto itself when her usual attitude saw food as fuel and nothing more. Like everyone else onboard for many generations she was shipborn. While there was truth to the notion that a captain had to hold herself apart from the rest of the crew, her promotion hadn’t brought with it that change in mindset. At her core she still felt herself to be just another officer. Her predecessor and mentor, Captain Eskola, had understood the distinction perfectly. On such occasions as necessitated the dining room, Parkkari did her best to channel him and embrace the advantages of her rank.

      Tonight’s dinner was one such occasion.

      She had requested Bishop Kalervo Pölönen to join her for a meal, something she’d never done before. It was the formality of the invitation that was different. They’d eaten together many times since she’d taken command of Tuoni. She often sought out his counsel and perspective, but always as her friend, as just plain Kalervo, just one of the various clerics who daily saw to the spiritual needs of the crew. In the past year he’d risen within those ranks to a level that exceeded hers, despite being ten years her junior. Technically, Kalervo — whom she’d first come to know as the only man onboard capable of beating her at cards, and with a smirk and a twinkle in his eye — was not only the religious leader of the entire ship, but in the rare instance when contacting another vessel of the armada, his title shifted to archbishop, answerable only to the college of cardinals back on distant Earth.

      It was one thing for Vilja to seek him out for an objective perspective, or to share a glass of terva snapsi in simple camaraderie. She treasured the simplicity of such actions since ascending to the captaincy, but tonight she needed to consult him in his capacity as bishop. When that realization had dawned, it brought with it the understanding that he’d been subtly guiding her along toward it for months, biding his time until she had formulated the questions she had to ask in her own mind. Questions he’d been waiting to answer, once she provided an opportunity.

      Chef had outdone himself, serving up an entrée of raw white-tailed deer with lovage leaves, rhubarb, radish seed pods, and a perfect egg yolk sauce. The supporting dishes had come and gone in a blur, guiding her conversation with Kalervo, allowing them to keep things light, as if they were just old friends and their respective positions and authorities didn’t exist. Chef had departed, buoyed up by their praise, and finally even the attentive valet who had served them had left the dining room after setting glasses of tar liqueur before them, with the bottle close at hand. Time then to shift to the reason for the meeting, the formality of the private dining room. Time to be the captain once more, and to seek the sagacity of a bishop.

      “Remind me, if you would, how the wisdom dispensed to us by the prophets led to the formation of our religion.”

      Bishop Pölönen picked up his glass. “In the years following the Great Diaspora, after the departure of billions of heathens, the prophets insisted our destiny was to likewise travel into space.”

      “How then are we different from the heathens?”

      “In purpose and governance. Those who left in the Great Diaspora carried a host of conflicts with them, guaranteeing that the things they held sacred would change over time, warped by the misguided opinions of successive generations. The prophets ensured this would never be our fate, their second edict prevented this by stating that only those born on Earth could be prophets.”

      “I’ve believed these things my entire life,” said the captain. “They gave us the holy purpose of spreading humanity to the stars, and marked us as different from those who had gone before by providing a defining edict of their wisdom.”

      The bishop nodded. “Humans live on Earth,” he said, launching into the catechism that every child on every vessel of the Re-Earther armada knew by heart. “Thus if we are to expand beyond our home, we must first take it with us, recreating the world of our origin in every detail.” He reached for his glass and took a sip before continuing. “This is what gave purpose to the earliest believers, entire generations working to build vessels like the Tuoni amidst the ruins of the planet after so many had fled in the Great Diaspora.”

      “Like everyone else, I was taught that the holy writ of those prophets saved the world.”

      “They did. Nations that had never led in technology embraced religion and found the strength to accomplish what no one imagined they could achieve. Egypt and Finland, Argentina and Estonia, rededicated themselves to holy purpose and constructed the armada, much as in even earlier times the people of Europe devoted their lives to the construction of cathedrals. We are all the continuation of that purpose. As captain, you know this better than most.”

      “I do,” said Parkkari. “Just as I know my own purpose is to continue Captain Eskola’s work and continue reshaping a planet into a match of our ancient home. Your analogy to cathedrals is apt. I may not live to see the completion of the work, but participation in the holy endeavor is more than enough for myself and every other person aboard.”

      “As it should be. Only… something is distracting you. More, it troubles you.”

      “Yes, and you’ve been waiting patiently for me to bring my concerns to you.”

      The bishop nodded again. “I have, but I cannot address it further, nor provide advice on the matter, until you speak it clearly.”

      Captain Parkkari resisted the urge to roll her eyes. She understood that Pölönen was not being deliberately dense or insufferable. He was being careful, ensuring that neither of them stepped off the proper path and into heresy.

      “Our holy mission is to recreate the Earth in every way. To transform the third planets of other stars into duplicates of our ancient home.”

      Pölönen sipped again, creating space for the captain to continue.

      “And on those occasions when those unbelievers of the Great Diaspora — the ones whose departure all but ruined our home — have already colonized such a planet, we have wiped the target world of them as part of the reshaping, always without remorse because by definition they were not human.”

      “Humans live on Earth,” repeated the bishop. “This the prophets assured us, and that statement stands at the core of everything that has followed.”

      “Not everything,” said the captain.

      “No?”

      “This system, which my predecessor saw fit to guide us to, had a pre-existing colony, one which he likewise saw fit to ignore.”

      “And he did so consistent with the prophets’ holy writ. That colony is not on the third planet. It isn’t on a planet at all, but a moon of the star’s fifth planet, a gas giant larger than any described in the original solar system of our ancestors.”

      “A moon that in no way could ever be considered Earth.”

      “That is so.”

      “Which means they are heathens and are not human,” said the captain.

      “I follow your reasoning. So, having established that we both understand the situation, speak your question.”

      “What am I to do with them?”
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        * * *

      

      Despite being an assassin, whenever possible Kavith preferred to complete his missions against the descendants of religious fanatics with killing as few of them as possible. That principle often meant repeatedly dying himself. There were failsafes onboard Remora, the tiny ship that had entered into legend among the superstitious people of the Re-Earther clans, protocols that would grow and quicken a clone once he’d died. Forty-five days after such a triggering he’d emerge from a resurrection vat, young, strong, and in perfect health. His memories would return and he’d be free to try again, blocking the annihilation of yet another colony by a Re-Earther vessel. He had a long list of strategies to choose from and allowed himself nine different attempts to achieve his goals with a minimum of killing. But if he failed these, he resorted to a tenth approach, which always resulted in the death of everyone aboard his target: three thousand souls, most of whose only crime was to be born onto a Re-Earther ship and indoctrinated in their faith. Their adherence to their religion was as real as their need for air, but it had become his life’s purpose — a life begun on Earth before the Re-Earther prophets had composed their fanaticism — a life that had endured for centuries, the technology within his ship making him immortal with every successive death.

      These people had muddled his name with that of his ship. He was the Remora, a story told to frighten children or induce them to eat their vegetables. He couldn’t be real, or if he had been, once long ago, couldn’t possibly still exist. And yet the stories not only persisted but grew, and not just among children. There were the empty armada vessels that could not be explained, the haunting and poignant verses broadcast from messenger buoys detailing the lives of thousands of his victims, and a hundred worlds held by previously established colonies that should have succumbed to Re-Earther transformation and had not.

      The circumstances of the current mission was different and had continued far longer than any other. Kavith had come aboard the Tuoni nineteen years earlier after securing his own small craft in one of the vessel’s gigantic exhaust ports. He’d insinuated himself among the crew, altering ship’s records and adopting the identity of Kalervo, a minor priest blessed with a meteoric rise, until he’d reached his current position as archbishop Pölönen. With ironic patience he had spent the years seeding his adopted flock with curiosity instead of blind devotion, encouraging questions in the woman who would become captain, questions that expanded on holy doctrine, encouraging ideas that stopped just short of heresy.

      It was the purpose of every Re-Earther vessel to seek out new star systems and, where possible, transform the third planet from the star into a duplicate of the original home of all humans before the Great Diaspora. According to their prophets, this was the one true destiny for expanding throughout the galaxy. As they had written, humans live on Earth.

      The holy book very clearly stated what to do upon encountering a pre-existing colony. If it occurred on the system’s third planet, its population was eradicated in the transformation process. If it occupied the first or second planet, the work of transformation invariably required sufficient matter to build other worlds closer still and set them in orbit, tasks well within the capabilities of Re-Earther vessels and which wiped out heathen colonies in the process. When the only suitable planet for transformation was an outer world, the solution required destroying inner planets until the target became the third, and again previously arrived inhabitants were sacrificed to the terraforming process as their perfectly viable world’s orbit was disrupted.

      But there was nothing in the holy book about inhabitable moons that would not be affected by the transformation of a system’s third planet.

      As Pölönen, he’d introduced possibilities and solutions, parables of correct thought and courses of action, until finally in his role as archbishop he’d insinuated himself as Captain Parkkari’s personal advisor and convinced her to move the ship from the third planet to the fifth. She had made contact with a colony that had left Earth well before the birth of the first Re-Earther prophets and had developed art and culture and technologies along new paths. The seeds of his patience had begun to sprout.
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        * * *

      

      The Väinämöinen, a second vessel of the Re-Earther armada, launched from the same portion of old Earth as the Tuoni, albeit sixty years later, crossed into the star system with the calm disregard one might expect from a vessel capable of reshaping a planet. The planet in question was the third one out from the local star, as protocol demanded.

      “Captain, I am detecting an irregularity.”

      The nonbelievers who had ventured forth from Earth and happened to have colonized a world in the centuries before the holy truth had been revealed were an inconvenience, but little more. If the world they’d chosen to inhabit met the Re-Earthers’ requirements for transforming into a new Earth, that was unfortunate but hardly a concern. The holy plan proceeded, a decade or three of orbital surveys and calculations to adjust their machines before unleashing the finely tuned engines of transformation to raise or raze mountains, alter oceans and coastlines, and strip away the biosphere to provide the blank canvas needed for a new Earth. Invariably, these protocols resulted in generations of colonists being brutally wiped out by the same terrible forces, and the galaxy would have a new home for humans.

      This holy purpose had been ingrained in every person aboard every vessel of the armada.

      “An irregularity? Of what nature?” asked Captain Könnömäki. The question had come slowly, as every new thought or remark now did. He could see it in himself, the delay that age had brought to mind and body. Routine decisions, the every day actions that kept his vessel running as it had for so many generations, these flowed from him as smoothly as they had when he’d been a much younger officer. He’d never imagined attaining command, had in fact been on the verge of retiring from active duty, occupying the remainder of his life with leisurely reading and teaching the occasional and promising cadet. Those plans had changed less than a year ago when both his captain and the Väinämöinen’s first officer had perished, side by side, in a freak accident.

      Grudgingly, for the good of the vessel and its crew, he’d put off retirement and accepted command. His personal physician warned him his reaction time to novel patterns would continue to deteriorate and that his mind, while in some ways more open to fresh thought because it could not reliably draw on past experience, required extra cycles to reach conclusions. Neither limitation should have been an issue. There were protocols, after all. Few vessels of the armada had experienced anything new in centuries, and the occasional inexplicable exceptions were routinely the result of improbable events such as had killed his captain and first officer, even as over time they came to be blamed on myths like the legendary Remora and the ghosts of captains who had failed the prophets.

      The crew of the Väinämöinen had only ever known routine. All of them expected their current mission to follow the usual pattern. They accepted the necessity of wiping out a heathen colony if such were found in their way, as their great grandparents had been required to do. It was the way of things, as directed by holy writ and maintained by the armada’s protocols. Electromagnetic emissions had been detected indicating blasphemers had occupied the current system for nearly two hundred years, living lives of ignorant heresy. All of that would end now. As was often the case in such instances, they had diverted from their own mission to aid the Tuoni, a veteran vessel under the command of Captain Parkkari, who had been in system for twenty-seven years and was on the cusp of completing the long orbital surveys necessary before beginning a world’s transformation. As they saw their own end approaching, it wasn’t uncommon that the heathen colonists would mount a futile defense. Their elimination was inevitable, but there was always the risk that in their isolation, the unbelievers had developed new technologies that might drag the process out. Thus the Väinämöinen had come to provide assistance.

      “Scans from the target planet are coming in. There’s no sign of any colony on the surface. Nor is our sister-ship in orbit there.”

      Even from the edge of the system, even with a crude and partial sensor sweep, the target planet barely qualified for transformation. It would require much more extensive terraforming than typical planetary candidates. There were no land masses. The atmosphere was a toxic, super-heated mess. The oceans too acidic to support life. It could be re-Earthed, and it would be, but the transformation process, like the orbital survey, would take much longer than usual.

      Könnömäki scowled. “Broaden your scans. We know Parkkari is here. We know there’s a heathen colony. Search the whole damn system if you have to.”
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        * * *

      

      In the quiet of the private dining room, the dangerous conversation continued.

      “In the absence of specific guidance from the holy book, each of us must rely on our own conscience to pursue the proper, moral course,” said the Remora in his guise as Bishop Pölönen. “Why else have we been entrusted with free will?”

      Captain Parkkari snorted. “You make it sound so simple.” She raised her glass. “Kippis!”

      The Remora returned the toast. “Moral decisions are almost always simple in hindsight but a morass of complexity in the moment. The seminaries of the armada are full of theoretical and philosophical debates that have gone on for centuries.”

      “That’s well and good for you, but the intricacies of religious debate were not a regular part of officer training.”

      The bishop acknowledged this with a faint smile. “Then as the captain of the Tuoni, entrusted with the holy mission of spreading humanity throughout the stars, it is a good thing you have a personal cleric with a history of experience of such things at your disposal.”

      Parkkari sighed, and relaxed as a visible degree of tension eased from her. Devices secreted on the Remora detected and recorded changes in her respiration, pulse, and other biometrics. He had done his work better than he’d hoped for and she had been struggling with her conscience for some while before seeking him out.

      “Thank you,” she said, and confirmed his assessment of his efforts by adding “I don’t doubt that you have expected me to consult you, as it was your suggestion that we position the ship to better survey this moon and its people.”

      “The heathens.”

      “Yes, undeniably. And were they living on the target planet of our mission their fate would be sealed. No one onboard the Tuoni would blink at sacrificing them. That course of actions is well established.”

      “Indeed. Such is the fate of heathens who stand in the way of our holy purpose.”

      “And that’s the sticking point, most revered excellency. These heathens do not stand in our way. What then is to be their fate?”

      The Remora appeared to change the subject. “How long have we known one another, captain?”

      Parkkari blinked at the non sequitur. “A decade or more, surely. Back when you were still merely a priest. More closely after we each came to our current ranks.”

      His smile brought forth the rare twinkle in his eyes. “Just so. And typically you address me as your good friend Kalervo and I call you Vilja, often as not when I am beating you at cards.”

      The captain responded with a slight smile of her own as the Remora continued.

      “But tonight we dine more formally and you address me with respectful titles. And that’s fine. If it helps you to position yourself behind the trappings of our respective offices, who am I to object? But in the end, these decisions must be made by ordinary men and women, and we should not lose sight of that.”

      A frown replaced the captain’s smile. “So, asking you what you would do in my place… that’s not a question you’re going to answer, is it?”

      “Unless you saw me as a new prophet, it would just be my opinion, and not really helpful to you. And, as there have been no new prophets since the first vessels of the armada left Earth, it’s fair to say that no, I’m not.”

      “But you’ve spent much more time thinking about every line in the holy book and how to interpret it. You’d make a better prophet than I would.”

      “But that’s the thing, priests rely on parables and interpretation. Prophets just make pronouncements. Unlike most religious texts, ours is quite straight forward and mercifully short. I believe you’ll find those attributes helpful to you.”

      “I don’t understand. Are you saying that everything I’ve always believed is actually wrong? Can’t you just speak plainly?”

      The Remora chuckled. “You mean, not like a priest?”

      “If that’s what it takes.”

      “Good enough. Then, as your friend, Vilja, consider not what our holy book charges us to do, and instead ask yourself what it doesn’t say.”
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        * * *

      

      Days passed. Shifts came and went. Captain Könnömäki’s vessel continued moving blithely deeper into the system. In time the mysteries of the missing ship and vanished colony were answered and both were found in the same place.

      A gas giant, fifth world out and currently on the far side of the local star from the arriving ship. An impossible choice for transformation, it had doubtless been cataloged and ignored when Parkkari’s predecessor had first arrived and continued on to the third planet. But that gas giant possessed seven moons, and one of these was as perfect a match of an Earth-like world as could be imagined. Certainly the heathens had thought so when they established their colony there. What Parkkari had thought of it was unclear. After completing the required orbital surveys of the third planet, she had moved further from the system’s star and parked the Tuoni in orbit around the gas giant, or more specifically around that particular moon.

      “None of this makes any sense,” said Captain Könnömäki. “What does Parkkari think she’s doing?”

      “Sir? Perhaps she’s opted to transform the gas giant’s moon. It’s a much better fit.” The crewman venturing this opinion was young, too young. Like everyone else onboard the generation ship he’d been born there, educated there, and gone through both religious and officer training there. He’d been elevated to the bridge crew less than a year before, but even so his junior status did not excuse his remarks.

      The temperature on the bridge seemed to drop ten degrees and Captain Könnömäki’s next words fell like hailstones, a phenomenon none of the other officers present had ever experienced directly.

      “Ensign, am I to understand you are advocating transforming the moon over the designated third planet?”

      “It’s a veritable Goldilocks world. A better match in every way. Sir.”

      “It’s a moon.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Earth is not a moon.”

      “No, sir.”

      “Humans live on Earth.”

      “Yes, sir. But—”

      “Is there any way in which our transformation of this moon results in it ceasing to be a moon and taking up position as the third planet in orbit around the local star? Because if not, then you’re spouting heresy, and I would rather put one of my officers to death for such words than suffer them a second time. Do you understand me?”

      The ensign nodded, too afraid to speak.

      Könnömäki seemed satisfied and addressed his helmsman. “Can we send a comm beam to Parkkari?”

      “Not yet, sir. The local star remains between us and its emissions are degrading any communications between us for at least another six hours. It’s likely they’ve detected us by now, but they’re no more able to communicate yet than we are.”

      “Six hours?”

      “Yes, sir. At least.”

      “Very well. Let’s use that time to get a touch closer. Aim us at the gas giant.”

      “Adjusting course.”

      Silence returned to the ship’s bridge and the young ensign could only hope that his less than judicious remark would soon be forgotten. In this, he was right. There were far greater heresies about to unfold.
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        * * *

      

      Seven hours later a message burst through the stellar static and crossed the distance between the ships, reaching the Väinämöinen. The image showed the nearly identical bridge of the Tuoni, its captain on her feet, flanked by her executive officer and the ship’s bishop.

      “Captain Könnömäki, I am Captain Parkkari in command of this system. By my order, proceed directly to the third planet from the local star where you are to commence transformation.”

      The lag between transmissions was inconvenient but lessening.

      “Könnömäki here. Your pardon, captain, but if I may, what are you and your crew doing?”

      “We are engaged in religious debate with the colonists upon a moon of the system’s fifth planet.”

      “What is there to debate? How can there even be debate? Their opinions do not matter. They are not human.”

      The bishop alongside Parkkari took half a step forward. “I assure you, captain, they are as human as you or me.”

      Könnömäki’s gasp was echoed by every officer on his bridge. Long seconds passed before the older captain managed a reply. “Your Excellency, how can that be? Every school child knows that to be human is to live on Earth.”

      “Precisely.”

      “Then what—“

      “Where were you born, Captain Könnömäki?”

      “Born?”

      “It’s a simple question, surely.”

      “I was born here on this ship.”

      “And have you ever been off it?”

      “I have not.”

      “And yet, humans live on Earth. That is the core truth of our faith.”

      “Yes, but—“

      “Then ask yourself, captain. Are you human?”
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        * * *

      

      Technically, Parkkari outranked Könnömäki, but the situation hinged less on command protocol and more directly upon religious doctrine. That should have been the end of it, but Kavith knew better. As Archbishop Pölönen, he had authority over the clerics aboard the Väinämöinen, but in response to his question, Captain Könnömäki had ended communications between the two ships, ensuring his own religious advisors would not be tainted or suborned, even as he probably closeted himself among them and tried to make sense of the implications and questioning of his own humanity and the implications of it.

      Meanwhile, the Väinämöinen slipped ever deeper into the system.

      After twenty days of silence Könnömäki reinitiated contact, claiming a gremlin in his ship’s communication array by way of apology. Both captains knew this for a lie, but it cost Parkkari nothing to allow him to save face with such an excuse.

      “I am grateful you have managed to re-establish communication. I assume you have waited to confirm my last order before carrying it out.”

      “What order would that be, Captain Parkkari.”

      “To proceed to the third planet and begin transformation.”

      “Of course, but what of the heathen colony on the moon that the Tuoni is orbiting?”

      “That is not your concern, captain.”

      “Begging your pardon,” said Könnömäki, though his tone fell far short of begging and all but dripped with insubordination, “but surely the presence of a potential threat of unbelievers in a system where we are engaged in our holy purpose is a concern for everyone.”

      “Your concern is noted. Allow me to set it to rest. I have engaged with this colony and evaluated its technological capabilities,” replied Parkkari. “They are no threat to our efforts. Proceed with the order as I have instructed.”

      “Captain, I must insist you reconsider. You would position me with heathens at my back. Why have you not eradicated them? Or if you prefer, allow the Väinämöinen to do so.”

      The archbishop had not been on the Tuoni’s bridge when Könnömäki resumed contact, but had since arrived and interjected himself.

      “There are nearly a billion people on this moon, captain. Heathens, yes, but would you condemn your soul — and the souls of all aboard your vessel — with the death of so many innocents? Even in the stories of the legendary Remora, a crime of such enormity is unheard of.”

      Kavith permitted himself an internal smile as he noted the slight stiffening of Könnömäki’s posture at the mention of his alter ego, but the captain recovered quickly.

      “Meaning no disrespect, but fairy tale comparisons are irrelevant. And while I won’t presume to engage you in religious debate, Excellency, it is well established that heathens are not human, else there would be moral consequences to our disposing of them in pursuit of our holy purpose.”

      “You are making my point for me, Captain,” replied the Remora.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “These unbelievers in no way obstruct our holy purpose. We do not require the resources of either their moon or the world it orbits in our efforts to transform the third planet. They do not have the capabilities to stand in our way. Indeed, were their colony not present, you would not so much as blink, let alone work so hard to disregard Captain Parkkari’s lawful order to proceed with transformation of this system’s third planet.”

      “But they’re not human! Humans live on Earth.”

      “On that second point we are all agreed,” said Parkkari. “But as the archbishop has made me see, that is not an exhaustive statement.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “The prophets did not instruct us that all humans live on Earth. And as he suggested when you first made contact, the faithful aboard our respective ships do not and have never lived on Earth, and yet it would not occur to us to imagine we are not human. And so we must entertain the possibility that the colonists on this moon may likewise be human.”

      “But they are heathens! Unbelievers.”

      “A challenge for the clergy, surely,” said the Remora, “and a reason to stay their unnecessary elimination. The holy words of the prophets explicitly pardon us when there is need to wipe away heathens who impede our holy purpose, but as regards any others, they are silent. It falls then to religious authority to determine their fate. And as the ranking authority I have determined that we are all better served if instead of slaughtering them we lead them to the light, regardless of how long it might take. Far better to bring a billion souls to our faith than obliterate them from the galaxy.”

      Captain Könnömäki’s response was to again sever communications between the two vessels, but not before his jaw had dropped in disbelief.
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        * * *

      

      The Remora had died four times since initially boarding the Tuoni, his first four attempts at altering the purpose of the armada vessel having met with failure. Each time he had awakened back on his own ship, emerging from the vat responsible for his serial immortality. Each time, he was missing a bit of memory, details lost in the span between his previous mnemonic back-up and subsequent death, usually a matter of only a day or two. This fifth attempt looked to be more successful, and even as he had climbed the clerical ranks in his guise of Pölönen over the past nineteen years, he had made regular and secret visits to where he’d secured his ship and recorded mnemonic back-ups and updated the logs of his activities against the possibility of being killed yet again.

      Returning to Remora had become more difficult since attaining his position as archbishop and acquiring a staff of clerics that tended to swarm around him like well meaning but officious gnats at every moment of every ship’s day. Fortunately, the actual timing of his back-ups was unimportant and typically he managed them as circumstances allowed, sending his staff off on meditative retreats or to more aggressively minister to the crew, just long enough for him to slip away. This last time though, he’d had no such flexibility.

      At the first indication of another Re-Earther vessel at the edge of the star system, well before his invitation to their formal dinner, Kavith had sent his aides and assistants to pray for the souls of Captain Könnömäki and the crew of the Väinämöinen, as well as for divine guidance in the days ahead. When he was finally alone, he had shed the vestments of his office and donned the uniform of a repair worker. Thus disguised, he had made his way through maintenance shafts to the empty engineering conduit — that by definition only experienced use when the Tuoni’s engines needed repair — and from there to his ship. He updated the activity logs much as he had many times before, including select portions of the mnemonic records. And then, on his way back out, he manually started the cloning vat that had only ever activated on its own after he’d died. As he returned to the Tuoni, Remora began building a duplicate of him that would naturally assume itself to be his next incarnation. The timing would be a close thing indeed.
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        * * *

      

      The offensive armament carried by the armada, though rarely utilized, was both vast and well maintained. In those early days back on Earth when the faithful built each vessel, they did so with the assumption that heathens would not welcome encounters with the holy word, and that the best righteous defense was an overwhelming offense. In practice, this approach had proved unnecessary.

      The ships of the Great Diaspora had focused on speed and exploration and the understanding that the galaxy was enormous. Confrontation had not been considered a likely scenario. To be sure, some of their resulting colonies established planetary defenses, just in case, but even then other priorities held sway, and none of their new worlds matched the weapons the armada could bring to an engagement.

      The same paranoia that generated the armada’s firepower also produced equally impressive defensive capabilities. Each could withstand endless attacks from mass drivers, rail guns, laser canons, instability phages, and even atomics. Whether intended or not, the weaponry of every armada vessel was effectively neutralized by every other armada vessel. Captain Könnömäki knew this full well. There was nothing in his armament that would allow the Väinämöinen to prevail against the Tuoni, no more than the ancient hero of Finnish mythology could win out against the god of the underworld that the other ship had been named for.

      And yet, Parkkari’s words had not merely shocked him but inspired him to think in new ways. The Väinämöinen possessed powers that far outstripped its weaponry. One only had to step back and look at its capabilities in new ways. What were rail guns or mass drivers — or even atomics — compared to the engines of transformation that could strip away atmospheres or shatter continents? He had a moment of doubt. Surely using powers that had been designed for recreating the Earth for other than their holy purpose was a blasphemy. And yet, rather than seek input from his own clergy he rationalized that his situation demanded it. How else was he to overturn Parkkari’s greater heresy?

      As his vessel continued its route in-system, still many days out from the gas giant, its colonized moon, and its inexplicable guardian, Captain Könnömäki gave the order to begin a slow rotation that would leave the Väinämöinen oriented toward its sistership as if it were a planet about to receive the holy kiss of transformation. Just as no world could withstand such forces, there was nothing any vessel of the armada possessed that could defend against them.
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        * * *

      

      Forty-five days after the Remora had returned to his ship and started the process, a clone stepped from the resurrection vat, newborn and unblemished, his body at the peak of physicality, blinking in confusion as he breathed on his own for the first time and the rush of air triggered a cascade of hard-wired memories. He moved through his ship almost on instinct, his limbs carrying him about tasks without thought, like a tiny bird spreading its wings for the first time as it tumbled from its nest. By the time he had found his way to Remora’s bridge, Kavith had recalled most of himself, knew that his rebirth surely meant he had failed his last attempt, and bent his attention to calling up the logs that would reveal the particulars of this current contest with the Re-Earthers.

      “Ammata udu!!” he swore. The details in the log made no sense. Two Re-Earther vessels in the same system at once was uncommon though not unheard of, but neither orbited the star’s third planet. The Tuoni had positioned itself above a colonized moon, his own ship lay hidden within it and had been there years and years. He tapped into the Re-Earther’s scans to update what the log suggested and confirmed that the second vessel, the Väinämöinen, which had been on a rendezvous course before his latest incarnation had begun and was now within striking distance, had adopted an aggressive posture and aimed its terraforming engines at the Tuoni as if it were a target of transformation.

      Captain Parkkari seemed to agree with this assessment. As Kavith brought himself up to speed with events and settled into his new body, he watched as she ordered the release of tonnes of chaff — reflective fibers of glass and aluminum, shards of water ice, random bits of asteroidal rock scooped up as chance allowed and stored against possible use. The debris spread out and filled the shrinking gap between the Re-Earther vessels, a limited defense against any energy attack the Väinämöinen might unleash. Such chaff might have proven effective as a first defense against the armada’s traditional weaponry, but provided little more than a temporary obfuscation against the Väinämöinen’s presumed use of its engines of transformation against the Tuoni. Primarily, it was a clear acknowledgment that Parkkari saw her counterpart as a hostile.

      It also signaled an opportunity.

      His latest resurrection was evidence that the previous Kavith had failed with his attempts onboard the Tuoni, and it was time to employ a fresh strategy. Perhaps the Väinämöinen was where he needed to employ that next approach. While it lasted, the chaff obscured both Re-Earthers’ sensors. He powered up Remora’s engines, ran systems checks and, when satisfied that despite its long quiet his ship was ready, launched blindly toward where his projections said the Väinämöinen would be.

      The difference in size worked to his advantage. Remora crossed the gap undetected, its negligible mass lost amidst the much greater aggregate of surrounding dross, angled along the bottom of the greater vessel, and slipped within the sensor shadow that included the collar of one of the drive thrusters that had so recently carried it to the current confrontation.

      As he did every time he had occasion to dock his ship within the behemoth of a Re-Earther vessel, Kavith gave thanks for the design that always provided such a convenient and unobtrusive berth. He noted his own intentions into the ship’s log, donned a smartsuit over the jumpsuit that had been waiting for him at his rebirth, and prepared to board the Väinämöinen.
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        * * *

      

      To his credit, Captain Könnömäki recognized his own limitations and had retreated to his office, summoning his own bishop as well as his personal physician. “What am I missing,” he asked them.

      “The archbishop’s arguments are not original,” said bishop Myllys. “Every generation a mathematically inclined seminarian reinvents them and stirs up trouble for a time.”

      “Mathematically inclined?”

      “Consider that everything may be represented by the set of all that is X and all that is not-X. Thus, anything which has not been explicitly excluded by the prophets’ teachings, which is to say X, is considered not-X and possible.”

      Könnömäki mulled this over. “So… while the prophets told us that humans live on Earth, they did not say they only live on Earth?”

      “Not explicitly, no, else, as Archbishop Pölönen suggested, their servants who live their entire lives from birth to death within the armada would be no more human than the heathens infesting the planets awaiting divine transformation.”

      Throughout this conversation the physician had attached assorted devices to the captain, poked and prodded, consulted readings, and murmured obliquely to herself.

      The captain stroked his chin, a strategic gesture he’d acquired to cover his need to take a few extra moments to think through what he’d heard. “So… the archbishop isn’t suggesting heresy?”

      “Not at all, merely voicing ideas that are rarely discussed outside the seminary.”

      “Why would he do such a thing?”

      Myllys grunted. “I couldn’t say.”
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        * * *

      

      The Väinämöinen was on alert, with most of its crew at their respective stations and the rest out of the way in their quarters. The Remora had selected his route accordingly and quickly advanced without incident through the vessel to his destination, an unmanned auxiliary security station. Everything he needed was there, from the latest information to bring himself up to date to a simple sidearm for subduing any of Väinämöinen’s crew who blundered into his path. He discovered that the vessel was blocking contact with the Tuoni, but found a full record of the previous exchange, not merely a transcript but with complete audio and video. He startled to see and hear Archbishop Pölönen, recognizing him as an older version of himself, presumably engaged in an especially protracted attempt to neutralize the Re-Earthers, one that had ultimately failed. Except…

      He double-checked the date stamp on the recording, compared it to the current date, and blanched. Resurrection required forty-five days but the recording was only a couple days old. His rebirth had been triggered without the death of his previous incarnation. In theory, that couldn’t happen, and even if it had, his predecessor should have been aware of it and halted the process. It made no sense to have him reborn while an attempt from his older self was still in play. Unless… his existence was part of that strategy. Which suggested he needed to inform the version of Kavith masquerading as an archbishop on the Tuoni that he was in position.

      In the many years of death and rebirth, Kavith had been on a hundred vessels of the armada and long since become acquainted with their security routines. He deftly slipped past protocols that would have blocked all but the most senior of technicians and suborned the system, firing off a coded message that the remaining chaff would disguise as noise unless one knew to look for the particular pattern, a phrase in Sinhalese about games and feet that had probably not been spoken aloud for centuries. Signal sent, he made a few additional changes to communications and set a delay to allow himself to get into position.
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        * * *

      

      Parkkari was napping when the officer on duty queried her quarters.

      “Your pardon, captain, but we’ve detected a blip in the Väinämöinen’s communication black out.”

      She sat up in bed, reaching for her clothes. “A blip?”

      “Less than a second of open air, and then forced static as before.”

      “Was there a message?”

      “Nothing that we can determine.”

      “Pull all the noise from the span of this blip and run it through signal processing. And summon Bishop Pölönen to the bridge. I’m on my way.”
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        * * *

      

      Kavith spotted the signal in the noise almost instantly, hearing meaningful phonemes where no one else there could.

      “Tell me, captain, do you like detective stories?”

      “Come again?”

      “I think we’re about to hear from the Väinämöinen.”

      Parkkari frowned at him. “What makes you say that? This is not the time to be cryptic.”

      His reply went unspoken as a crewman announced “Comms are open, captain” and an image of the Väinämöinen’s bridge with a surprised Captain Könnömäki staring at them filled the screen.

      Könnömäki’s words, “Shut down those comms!” came to them.

      “The system is not responding, sir.”

      “Captain Könnömäki, so good to see you again,” said Parkkari.

      Könnömäk glared at her across the distance between their ships. His reply came slowly and with conviction. “Captain Parkkari, I have reflected on what you and the archbishop have said, and I must reject your words.”

      “Which part?” asked the Tuoni’s captain.

      “Both the archbishop’s implication that removing a heathen colony from that moon would be wanton slaughter and your command that I ignore them and remove my vessel to the target and begin transformation.”

      The Remora replied. “Which troubles you more, Captain Könnömäki, violating your oath as an officer by rejecting a lawful command or condemning your immortal soul?”

      “You are young, Excellency, and of limited experience. Indeed, I have seen more years than the two of you combined, and they have taught me to trust my own steady judgment over the recklessness of youth.”

      In the next instant a man holding a hand weapon and garbed in a smartsuit stepped onto the Väinämöinen’s bridge. His sudden appearance as well as his strange attire provided sufficient distraction for him to fire tranq rounds at the captain’s security team, dropping them before they could act.

      “If you insist that age brings wisdom,” said the newcomer, “then both Archbishop Pölönen and myself are surely the wisest people you’ll ever meet.”

      “Kalervo… is this some kind of trick?” Captain Parkkari’s question was barely a whisper, but the archbishop waved her to silence.

      “Who are you?” demanded Könnömäki.

      “I imagine you would call me the Remora,” said Kavith, taking a moment to ensure that none of the rest of the bridge crew was armed and only then lowering his weapon.

      “Impossible. What, if a heretical archbishop cannot convince me, you think presenting his younger brother will?”

      “Think, captain. As convenient as it would be for me to be Pölönen’s sibling, the explanation doesn’t begin to address how I come to be here on your ship.”

      “The Remora isn’t real!”

      “Trust your senses,” said the man by way of indicating his reality.

      Vilja Parkkari stared in confusion at the man she’d known for years, the priest who had led her to imagine possibilities not covered by the directives provided by the prophets. Unless…

      “Kalervo, this… younger version of you… he claims you’re both older than you seem. Is it true?”

      “Yes. Considerably, though we wear it well.”

      She heard the smirk in his reply, saw the twinkle in his eye, goading her forward.

      “Old enough to have known the original prophets?”

      “What? This is nonsense,” said Könnömäki. “Blasphemous nonsense.”

      Parkkari ignored him and pressed for an answer to her question. “Bishop Kalervo Pölönen, you were not born aboard this ship, were you?”

      “No, captain, I was not. Nor was my ‘counterpart’ born upon the Väinämöinen.”

      “Then where?”

      “In a land once called Sri Lanka, but it sank into the sea before the first Re-Earther vessel left Earth.”

      “Are you the Remora?”

      The archbishop shook his head. “I am as you know me to be, captain, just Kalervo Pölönen.”

      “But were you the Remora?”

      He shrugged. “Once, perhaps, but to make a point and create new possibilities, I’ve let that distinction pass from me.”

      Könnömäki ignored this. “What are you saying, Parkkari, that your priest is immortal?”

      “Not at all. The man on your bridge called him by name and office, even as he identified himself as the Remora. He’s the one who is immortal, as the legends claim.”

      “Then what of Pölönen?”

      Parkkari felt a smirk, not unlike her old friend’s, appear on her face as she understood why the impossible ideas he had led her to made so much sense. And in that moment, she knew she’d convince Captain Könnömäki of it as well, though it would take some time. It wasn’t that everything she’d always known was wrong, but rather that there was more to it than anyone had ever comprehended. Which meant… heathens and true believers alike, regardless of their home, were all human.

      “As the Remora just told you, trust your senses. Pölönen is a prophet.”
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      Hotel Interplanetary, Kakuloa Spaceport

      I tossed back my beer and considered ordering another. Renee would be five light-years away by now; she’d been gone three days. Why not? I waggled my glass at the bartender. “Again.”

      The small bar was nearly empty; most guests would be in the casino, or at dinner. As I studied reflections in the bar mirror, an older gent, perhaps in his 40s, at a table behind me caught me eying him.

      “Care to join me?” he said. “No sense both of us drinking alone.”

      The bartender returned with my third glass of beer, setting it down and wiping the spilled suds with a bar rag. I leaned toward him.

      “Know anything about that guy?” I nodded my head back to where the old gent sat.

      “He comes in from time to time. He’s not a guest here, if that’s what you mean. Seems harmless.”

      “Thanks.” I had nothing else to do. Repairs to my ship were complete, but I hadn’t picked a destination yet. I took my beer over to the table. Maybe he’d give me an idea.

      “Have a seat,” he gestured. “My name’s Vandemeer.”

      “Jason Curtis.” I shook his proffered hand and sat down.

      “What brings you to the Alpha Centauri system, Mister Curtis?”

      I must have “newbie” tattooed on my forehead. Renee had spotted me for a newcomer the first time we met on the beach. Something malihini, she’d said. That had been four weeks ago, before the escapade that had damaged the Starfire and almost killed me, and potentially everyone else here in Kakuloa City. Now she was gone, an astrophysicist aboard a multi-year deep-space expedition.

      “Mr. Curtis?”

      “Sorry. Call me Jason. I originally came here for the surf.” The beaches here rivaled anything in Hawaii, back on Earth. I never mastered surfing, but Renee had been a natural. Stop that. Forget her, I told myself. “What about you, Mr. Vandemeer?”

      “Just Van. I’m a paleontologist, doing fieldwork.” He paused, looking toward the bar entrance. A couple of tough-looking men stood there, scanning the interior.

      “Friends of yours?” I asked hopefully.

      “Hardly. They’re not the usual clientele here.” He’d been toying with his drink, but as he spoke, he casually slipped one hand beneath the table.

      I looked back at them. A mistake. They strode over.

      “Jason Curtis?” one demanded.

      “Who?” I said, as innocently as I could.

      He grabbed me by the collar and yanked me out of my chair.

      “Don’t play funny. You’re coming with us.”

      I pulled back. “Who are you?”

      Vandemeer, rising, said, “Leave him alone. We don’t know a Curtis; this is my buddy, Fred Smith.”

      The other guy shoved him back into his chair and drew a pistol. “Stay out of this.”

      I looked around. The bar was now empty; the bartender had disappeared. Great. As a pilot, anything I knew about personal combat I’d learned from movies. Given the accuracy of movies, I was in big trouble.

      Van grinned, like he knew something they didn’t. “Leave my friend alone,” he said, and started to stand up again.

      The thug with the pistol fired at him, or tried to. I saw him pull the trigger several times. I heard a loud BANG, and the guy staggered back as Vandemeer stood, pushing the table over and bringing a gun to bear on the guy holding me. I yanked my arm away and dove for the floor, scrambling to get away. What the hell?

      The guy who’d been holding me backed away from Vandemeer, arms raised. The guy who’d fired still stood, clutching his side with one hand. He raised his gun again, squeezing the trigger to no effect.

      Vandemeer fired once more, the roar of the gunshot deafening in the confines of the bar. The shot hit the ceiling over the guy’s head, and debris scattered down on him.

      “Come on, let’s get out of here,” his buddy said, grabbing him and pulling him back out of the bar.

      “And leave my friend Frank alone!” Vandemeer shouted after them.

      “That would have been more effective,” I said, getting to my knees and using a table to help me up, “if you’d used the same name twice. The first time you called me Fred, not Frank.”

      “Oh, damn. Guess my memory is going. Are you okay?”

      “Me? Sure, but what was all that about? And the guy fired at you.”

      “I was going to ask you that; it was you they were after. But let’s not stick around. Come on, we’ll talk as we go.”

      Fine with me. This was the third time in as many weeks that I’d found myself too close to a gunfight for comfort. To think I’d come here for rest and relaxation!
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        * * *

      

      “Who were those guys, and how come your gun worked when his didn’t?” That was far too lucky to be happenstance, and Vandemeer hadn’t been nervous about having a gun pointed at him.

      “I think you’d have a better idea of who they were than I would. Have you made any enemies here on Kakuloa?”

      I had, actually. A band of terrorists had tried to hijack the antimatter-fueled message torpedoes that Renee’s expedition would be using; they’re the only way to send news faster than light. I’d been in the right place at the right time and used my ship to keep them from going to warp, ultimately using my ship to ram theirs, nearly killing myself in the process. Apparently, the local Space Force hadn’t managed to round up all their ground-side gang members. “Um, possibly,” was all I said.

      “And you don’t go armed?”

      It had honestly never occurred to me. I’d spent most of my life on Earth, in an office when I wasn’t flying planes or before that, sailing, and a gun wasn’t an accessory I’d particularly felt the need for. “And you do?”

      “This is the frontier, boy,” he said. And here I thought the frontier was another dozen light-years farther out. I bristled at boy; he didn’t look that much older than me, but maybe he used antigerone. “I’m out in the field a lot. There are all kinds of nasty critters out there. Some of them two-legged.”

      “And his misfire?”

      “The hotel is peace-bonded. There’s a signal that overrides the firing circuits in any pistol made in the last forty years.”

      “So, yours is an antique, I take it?”

      “Something like that. I got the idea from an old Heinlein story.”

      I ignored that, wondering what would have happened if the bad guys had overridden the overrides.
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        * * *

      

      “Listen,” Vandemeer was saying, “I think, given the enemies you seem to have made here, you should probably get off-planet and lie low for a while.”

      “No doubt. Any suggestions?” I still wasn’t sure about Vandemeer. What if that whole shootout in the bar thing had been staged for my benefit?

      “Actually, yes. I wonder if I could engage you and your ship to help me search for a friend of mine. Her ship is a month overdue.”

      “Search? In deep space? How would that work?” Finding a ship lost between stars made finding the proverbial needle in a haystack child’s play—even if the haystack were the size of a planet. On the other hand, I’d been lost myself once—a targeting error had landed me at the wrong star—so I had a certain sympathy for Vandemeer’s friend.

      “I understand your skepticism,” he said. “But if we backtracked the course and stopped every light-month to listen for a distress call. . . .”

      We’d have to stop, of course. Radio signals get disrupted at a warp boundary. “Where was she coming from?”

      “Tau Ceti.”

      That was thirteen-and-a-half light-years from here. Stopping every light month could be over 160 stops. Say an hour of listening at each stop, and that was nearly a week right there, plus the ten days’ travel time between here and Tau Ceti. It didn’t sound like my idea of a good time. But. . . .

      “Wait,” I said. “If they’ve been broadcasting a distress signal for a month, the signal sphere will be two light months in diameter. We’d only need to stop every two light months.”

      Vandemeer brightened. “You’re right. So, you’ll help me?”

      Had I said that? Not exactly, but I owed him, and didn’t have any other plans.

      “Uh, sure.”
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        * * *

      

      Once we were away from Alpha Centauri, I figured I’d relieve the boredom of warp travel. The Starfire had a high-end sound system and an extensive library.

      “Do you like classical music?” I asked, cueing up a tune I thought appropriate.

      “By all means,” he said agreeably.

      My selection began slowly, punctuated by a few piano notes before the guitar kicked in at about the one-minute mark. That’s when Van demanded, “What is that? I thought you said classical!”

      “It’s The Rolling Stones. 2000 Light Years from Home. Classic rock.”

      “I thought you meant classical classical. Like Mozart, or Bach, not that crap!”

      I killed the song. “I have Bach.” I flipped through the menu. There it was, performed by Carlos. A true classic.

      “How about Sinfonia to Cantata #29?” I asked, selecting the album “Switched-On Bach.” As the notes of Carlos’s Moog synth welled up, Van winced. I switched it off. “Or not.”

      Maybe this trip wasn’t such a good idea.
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        * * *

      

      We were four light-years out from Alpha Centauri, ready to make our twenty-fifth stop in deep space. Van and I were both getting pretty damned bored.

      “You know,” I said, “this scanning for a distress beacon is only going to work if they’re continuously transmitting. If they’re not, we could miss it.” I didn’t mention the other possibility: that something had gone seriously wrong, and they couldn’t send a signal because the ship had been destroyed.

      Vandemeer shook his head. “If the ship is intact, they’ll be sending a continuous signal. Wouldn’t you? They should have power enough for that and life support for a few more months yet.” He sat back in the chair—we were still in warp, so we had gravity—then leaned forward with his elbows on his knees, putting his face in his hands. He took a deep breath and looked up at me.

      “What if the ship wasn’t intact? Suppose a minor collision broke their radio gear? Is there some other way they could signal?”

      I couldn’t imagine anything that would disable all their comm gear for a month without destroying the rest of the ship, too. If it had hit anything of size while in warp, there’d be the equivalent of a nuclear explosion, and the gamma flash from that would have faded by now.

      “I can’t think of one,” I said.

      He wasn’t giving up that easily. “What if there’d been a minor explosion, if the ship had partially broken up and spewed fuel into space, could we detect that?”

      I felt like he was like a teacher prodding me to solve a problem. The professor in him, perhaps. As I thought about it, I realized they might even deliberately vent fuel if their radio gear were busted. Easier to detect an expanding cloud than a single needle.

      “There is one possibility,” I said.

      Vandemeer looked at me, hope in his eyes. “Yes?”

      “My navigation system has the spectrum of every star we can see in its database. We look at the stars and compare their spectra against the database. Any starlight that’s passed through the gas cloud will show extra absorption lines.” Or possibly emission lines if there was an energy source to excite the gas. I didn’t know how long it might take to cool after a warp/matter incursion event.

      “But that light will only have traveled a light-month.”

      “In each direction, right. We’ll still have to jump-and-scan, but we can scan stars while listening for a distress beacon. . . . Oh.”

      “Oh?”

      “The spectroscope is part of the alignment telescope.” Interstellar navigation depends on carefully pointing your ship at your target and making sure that it was your target—a lesson I’d learned the hard way on my first trip—so the alignment telescope is fixed parallel to the ship’s axis.

      “So, you’ll have to turn the ship to point at every star we want to scan.”

      I nodded. “Not quite every star. We can check multiple stars in the same field of view, but essentially, yeah.” That sounded like even less fun than listening for a distress call. I had a grim vision of the next few months: jump the ship, then slowly rotate scanning stars and listening for a distress call, then do it all again. It would take hours to get complete sky coverage for the spectrum checks. Why had I volunteered to help this guy again? Oh yeah, he may have saved my life. Sigh.

      The countdown timer on the control panel beeped to let me know we were nearing the end of this jump.

      “Okay, almost time to drop out of warp. Prepare for zero-gee. We’ll do the spectrum scan too.”
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        * * *

      

      It took surprisingly few sweeps to detect a spectrum shift. A star I only had a catalog reference number for showed thicker than expected hydrogen and oxygen lines, slightly blue-shifted from those of the star. There were also water lines.

      “What does that mean?” Van asked.

      “It means the cloud that’s absorbing those frequencies is both cool enough for molecules to remain intact, and that it’s moving toward us relative to the star. It isn’t necessarily moving toward us; the star could be retreating faster than the cloud is.”

      “Well then, let’s go!”

      “Whoa, hold on. We don’t know how far away it is. It could be a totally unrelated interstellar gas cloud. Let’s jump a few light months and look again.”
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        * * *

      

      We didn’t find the cloud again right away; the star it had been in front of was now clear. That implied the cloud was quite close, and we had to do a lot of rotating and scanning before we found it again.

      “There, found it.” I began punching calculations into the computer.

      “How far?” he asked.

      I looked at the numbers. “That’s odd.”

      “What?”

      “I get a value of three light months. That can’t possibly be your ship, it’s only been a month gone, right?”

      “Right.”

      “Then any light passing through that cloud couldn’t be more than a light-month from it, not three.”

      “What is it, then?”

      “Just a small interstellar cloud, I suppose. Kind of odd, though; the lines suggest that it’s dense, I would expect it to be a lot thinner out here. Could be large, but then somebody would have noticed it by now.”

      “Another ship’s remains, perhaps?”

      “The odds on that are . . . huh, I really have no idea. Slim, surely.”

      “How likely is this cloud to be detected by somebody else?”

      “Not at all unless they’re looking.” I considered it. If it were directly between two frequently traveled stars, someone surely would have noticed it—if not on their guide-scope spectrum check, then at the increased radiation when they flew through it, as the molecules tore themselves apart at the warp boundary.

      But what about infrequently traveled stars? Again, I had a nagging suspicion about my passenger.

      “Why do you ask that, Van?”

      “Just wondering. But if my friend’s ship dropped out of warp mid-voyage—”

      “They might, to make sure they’re on course.”

      “—then they might notice it, and being curious, investigate. It’s only a few hours’ side trip.”

      “You think that’s what happened?” It sounded far-fetched to me.

      “As I said, it’s a short side trip. Let’s go look.”

      I couldn’t think of a good reason not to, despite the funny feeling I had about this. I shrugged. “All right, prepare for warp.” We were already pointing at the cloud.
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        * * *

      

      I took to stopping and running infra-red scans when we were a light month out; I didn’t want to warp into anything thicker than a medium-grade vacuum.

      I spotted it at half that distance: a bright spot glowing in infra-red, still cold, but much warmer than any object had a right to be this deep in interstellar space.

      “I don’t know what it is. It can’t be your lost ship, not out here, and it’s too big. But it’s definitely something.”

      “A comet, or a rogue moon perhaps?”

      “Possible. I’m no astrophysicist.” Renee had been, but . . . I shut down that line of thought. “Still seems kind of warm for that, though. It would explain the gas cloud. If it’s that warm, it’s probably out-gassing.”

      “How warm?”

      I looked at the numbers on the IR scan again. “Roughly 230 Kelvin, or minus-forty Celsius.”

      “That’s warm? Where are you from?”

      “If it’s been drifting in interstellar space, it should be closer to 4K. It must have an internal heat source. It’s warmer than Saturn, maybe even Mars.”

      “Artificial? Then it is a spaceship.”

      “No, it could be natural radioactivity.” I remembered something Renee had once mentioned. “A steppenwolf!”

      “A what?”

      “Not the band,—” Van didn’t get it “—but a specific type of rogue planet.” I thought back to Renee’s explanation. “Formed in a solar system, then ejected by gravitational interaction with gas giants as the system stabilizes. If big enough, the retained heat in the core, and naturally radioactive elements, could keep it warm for a while. Relatively speaking, that is. Called a steppenwolf planet, I forget why.”

      “It means lone wolf.” Vandemeer said.

      “Huh. Shall we take a look?”

      “I thought you’d never ask.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It was a planet, almost Earth-sized, and a frozen snowball. From what we could tell from orbit, it must have frozen quickly. It had once had oceans, now all ice, and continents, with occasional bare mountain ranges poking through the relatively thin ice covering the land. If the freezing had been slower, the oceans would have stayed open long enough to let precipitation build up a considerable glaciation which we weren’t seeing.

      At least, that’s what Van said. It was all ice to me, but he said a paleontologist must know geology and climatology too.

      “Could your friend’s ship have hit this planet while in warp?”

      “It’s off their track. Would there be anything left?”

      “Just a hole in the ground, or rather, ice. The explosion would be like an asteroid strike.” Mostly from matter tearing apart at the warp boundary.

      We were viewing the planet by its heat signature; I had the windows set to infrared, augmented with starlight amplification. Aside from a few scattered warm spots on the continents, the oceans under the ice were warmest.

      “The planet’s kept a lot of geological heat,” Van said. “It can’t have been in deep space more than a couple of million years.”

      “How thick would that ice be?”

      “Hard to say. Hundreds of meters, at least. It would form an insulating layer as it froze, though.”

      “Keep an eye out for warmer spots—if anything hit the planet recently, it should still be relatively warm.”

      “How about hot?” he said.

      “Hot? You tell me.”

      “And rectangular—”

      “What?”

      He pointed at a window that was zoomed in. “There.”

      Sure enough, there was a cluster of rectangular outlines glowing much warmer in IR than the surrounding ice. “Buildings? Out here?”

      “Who would be—”

      I knew who. I reached for the ENGAGE WARP button while checking our attitude. Yep, still pointed above the horizon. I slapped the button and felt gravity come back.
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        * * *

      

      “What in the name of crimson carnivorous crustaceans are you playing at!” Vandemeer yelled at me as he picked himself up off the deck. Unlike me, he hadn’t been strapped in when I hit warp, and there’d been no time to warn him or null the warp-generated gravity field.

      “Sorry about that.” I looked at the warp timer; ten seconds had passed. I gave it another five and killed the drive. Two light-hours should be enough for now.

      Vandemeer cursed again at the weightlessness, although this time he’d been holding on. “What’s going on?”

      “Okay, we saw buildings on that steppenwolf planet. Whose were they?”

      “How should I know?”

      “I figure two possibilities. It could be a scientific outpost exploring the place.”

      “Well, sure, what else would it be?”

      “Have you heard of such?”

      Vandemeer opened his mouth to speak but then paused, thinking. He shook his head. “No. That would make news, but then again, that’s not my field. Astronomers would know.”

      “The astrophysicist I just spent a few weeks with never mentioned it. If the oceans are that warm, could there be life in them?” There was life under the ice on Enceladus in Earth’s solar system, and I’d heard tell of it elsewhere.

      Vandemeer nodded. “Primitive life, if the planet was originally warm enough long enough for it to have arisen, yes. Not likely, but I see your point. That’s something I might have heard of. What’s your second possibility? And don’t tell me aliens.”

      Not my first thought, but, “Could it be aliens? Are there spacefaring aliens out here?” Vandemeer rolled his eyes and shook his head no. “Okay, never mind that,” I continued. “No, I’m thinking terrorists.”

      “Terrorists?” Van looked at me quizzically. “Why would you. . . ? Wait, those guys at the hotel. . . .”

      “What of them?”

      “Were they, and you, connected in any way with that incident at Kakuloa Spaceport a few weeks ago?”

      Most of the details, including my name, had been kept out of the news, but the initial armed raid was tough to cover up.

      “Can’t speak for them, but yeah, something like that.”

      “All right, out with it.”

      “Okay.” I quickly sketched out what had happened, and my involvement in frustrating the terrorists’ plans.

      “No wonder they sent thugs after you. But why would they be here?”

      “Think about it. They’d need a safe base of operations off the major routes, one where they could refuel. Can you think of a better place than this?” I jerked my thumb at the screen that still held an image of the warm rectangles.

      “A comet or Kuiper body on the outskirts of any solar system, surely.”

      I considered this. “They wouldn’t have much gravity. Less even than Earth’s Moon. That place—” I nodded at the screen “—has almost a full Earth gravity. If they spend any time there, it keeps their muscles in shape.”

      “Fair point.”

      “Okay, let’s go back to Alpha Centauri and report them.”

      “Just like that?”

      “Why not? Those guys are dangerous. If it is them, I’d rather have Space Force deal with them. If it really is a scientific outpost, no harm done.”

      “What if my friend is there?”

      “What? Why would she be? I doubt these guys are space pirates; I don’t see how that could possibly work. There’s no way to track a ship in warp. There’s no way to catch up with it and make it heave to.”

      The words had just left my lips when there was a thud on the hull, the proximity alarm started blaring, and the ship-to-ship radio channel blared out: “Sapphire class vessel, you are surrounded. You cannot enter warp.” Whatever had just hit the hull would ensure that. “Heave to and prepare to be boarded.”

      Vandemeer looked at me and raised his eyebrows. “You were saying?”

      Aww, crap. “But we’re not in warp.” It sounded whiny even to me.
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        * * *

      

      “How in the world did you track us?” I asked the Space Force officer who had come aboard. He’d lied about us being surrounded; there was only one ship, the Valorous. At least it hadn’t been pirates, and we’d been doing nothing wrong as far as I knew.

      “You don’t need to know the details. When you rabbited out of orbit, you left quite the burst of gravity waves. It got our instruments in a tizzy. We followed your trajectory after that.”

      That wouldn’t have been hard if they’d had gravity wave detectors, although I hadn’t known the technology was that good. Back in my nanoengineering days, one project had been working on more-sensitive gravity wave detectors. Or they could have followed the trail of disrupted gas molecules our passage had left as we warped out of the thin gas cloud around the planet.

      “But why? Sorry if we ruined someone’s experiment, but was that worth chasing us?”

      “Why did you run?”

      “I thought you might be a terrorist base.”

      That was probably the wrong thing to say. Our Space Force friend’s jaw clenched, and his eyes narrowed. Since we were still floating in zero gee, he couldn’t intimidate me by standing taller than me, but he made up for it in bulk.

      “Er, no offense meant,” I added. It didn’t work.

      “So, you knew there was a terrorist base there, and what, you ran when your buddies didn’t send a pre-arranged signal?”

      “My what? You think I’m a terrorist?” These guys obviously hadn’t got the memo. “Do you know who I am? This ship is the Starfire; I’m Jason Curtis.” He didn’t blink. I did some quick math. We were light-years out from the Alpha Centauri system. The terrorist attack I’d thwarted was four weeks ago. No radio or laser message since then would have reached here, however strong. If no one had sent a ship out here, they really hadn’t gotten the memo. Damn. I was going to have some explaining to do.

      “Well, Mister Jason Curtis of the Starfire?”

      “Captain Jason Curtis,” I mumbled.

      He glared at me. “I’m taking command of this vessel until we can sort out exactly who and what you and your companion—” he gestured at Vandemeer “—are.” He turned to one of the other uniforms. “Spaceman, confine these men.”

      “Wait,” I said, “check the logs.”

      “Oh, we will.”
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        * * *

      

      A few hours later—it shouldn’t have taken that long to scan the log files, but I guess they were really hoping to find something to pin on me—the officer came into the cabin where I was being held.

      “Your story checks out. But you have a remarkable talent for sticking your nose in where it doesn’t belong, Mr. Curtis. That’s not a survival trait.”

      “Is that a threat?”

      “An observation. What exactly are you doing out here, Curtis?”

      I gave him the thumbnail version, how the company I’d built up had been bought out and me fired, how I’d kicked around bored, getting more into risky sports such as rocket racing until a friend had suggested I buy a starship and see known space—T-Space, he called it, referring to all the terraformed planets we’d found. So, I’d cashed out and done precisely that, ending up falling for a gal getting ready to leave on a multi-year deep-space mission, and being the only one in the right place to do something about the bad guys who tried to hijack a shipment of antimatter-fueled message torpedoes.

      “So, you are trying to get yourself killed,” the officer said.

      “What? No!” I wasn’t, was I? “I’m only trying to relieve the boredom.”

      “Searching space for a lost ship is an odd way to do that.”

      “Tell me about it. If I didn’t owe Vandemeer one, I’d have called it off already. Speaking of which, shouldn’t Space Force be looking for lost ships?”

      “We’re not the Coast Guard, and space is big,” he said. “That’s another reason folks like you shouldn’t be out here if you don’t know what you’re doing—”

      I started to interrupt, but he held up a hand.

      “I know, you have your captain’s papers, and from what I saw in your logs, you’re a surprisingly good pilot, which is how you got out of the scrapes you got yourself into.”

      I grinned. “Well, thanks—”

      He cut me off. “But a great pilot wouldn’t get into them in the first place.”

      I didn’t see what else a better pilot could have done to stop the terrorists, but there was no point in arguing.

      “What now?” I asked. “Are we free to go?”

      He paused, as if trying to think of a reason to say no. “To go back to a boring search for a missing ship? I suppose so, unless. . . .”

      “Unless what?”

      And then all hell broke loose.
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        * * *

      

      To say that bullets ripped through the cabin would be an exaggeration. Much of a starship’s hull space is taken up by fuel for the fusion reactors, and it’s pretty good at soaking up impacts, although that meant both ships’ fuel was now leaking into space, and as I’d discovered before, there could be damage to the heat shield, or to the cockpit. But the impacts were loud and accompanied by the screaming of alarms.

      The officer rocketed out of the cabin yelling, “Battle stations!” I followed, quickly deciding that my battle station would be at the controls of my own ship. I wanted to get the Starfire away. I didn’t know which of us was the target, but putting distance between us and the shooter could only help.

      A surge of acceleration pushed me to the deck. The Space Force pilot must have had the same idea. “Van!” I yelled, “we’re getting out of here!”

      “Ahead of you,” he called back from the direction of the docking tunnel. I made for it, bouncing off the bulkheads as the ship’s thrusters fired in a random pattern. Evasive action, part of me recognized, and I wondered how long the docking latches would put up with that. As I scrambled through the hatch, I slapped at the EMERGENCY DISCONNECT lever. If there were any Space Force crew still aboard Starfire, they were coming along for the ride.

      The docking adapter on a Sapphire is at the top of the airlock, aft of the control cabin. Fortunately, neither had been holed by that first volley. I grabbed two suits on the way into the cockpit and shut the door behind me. If there was anyone else in the ship, well, I’d heard that Space Force uniforms could double as emergency pressure suits, and the fuel tanks should have protected the cabin.

      “What’s going on?” Van asked as I strapped in. He was already doing the same.

      “You tell me! One minute I’m talking, the next we’re under attack. Did the real pirates show up?”

      I scanned the instrument board as I talked. There were enough yellow lights that I wouldn’t be going to warp any time soon, but so far, nothing critical. I wanted to know where the attacking ship, or ships, were.

      “Starfire, suggest you get clear. We’ll take care of this,” a voice came over the radio.

      “Copy that.” Nice of him to give us permission, I thought.

      I couldn’t see anything visually, but the radar showed something two kilometers away. The Valorous was moving laterally, already a couple of hundred meters from us, spewing icy clouds from several punctures in its hull. I imagined my Starfire must look the same, and I could feel subtle motions as our mass shifted. I fired thrusters to put more distance between us and both other ships. There was no sense in making it easy.

      The Space Force ship suddenly lit up, and I thought something big had hit it, but my radar showed a cloud of projectiles streaking toward the attacker, and the Valorous firing hard laterally. It was taking the offensive. I wished for a few offensive weapons of my own.

      “I don’t suppose you have your gun with you?” I asked Van.

      “It’s in my cabin. And exactly what would you expect me to do with it?”

      I didn’t really know myself. “Just asking.”

      “While you’re figuring that out, maybe I should go get it. Is the rest of the ship still pressurized?”

      I checked. “It is. There’s minor outer hull damage, but any inner hull leaks are slow. Suit up anyway.”

      “I planned to.”

      So did I. I already had my suit half on. When we’d finished suiting up, I checked the cabin pressure again. “It’s down a bit. I’ll see if I can isolate the leak.” Much of a Sapphire’s interior layout is for aesthetics and privacy. The inside walls weren’t meant to hold atmosphere and were configured according to the owner’s preferred deck layout. There were structural bulkheads, though, separating the cargo area, the equipment bays, and so forth. There were airtight doors I could seal off remotely.

      Vandemeer’s cabin was the smaller one, on the starboard side across from the galley, forward of the aft cargo bay. My own double-sized cabin was between that and the airlock. There was a nominal captain’s cabin on the port side behind the cockpit; I’d converted that to more of a den or ready room.

      “Anything else I can get while I’m back there?” Van asked.

      “Grab snacks and bottled drinks from the galley,” I said. “In case we get stuck here in the cockpit for a bit.”

      “Roger that.”

      I opened the valve to equalize the pressure between the cockpit and the rest of the ship, then slid the cockpit door open. Van pushed through, and I shut it behind him.

      “Hey, what?” came over the suit radio.

      “Best practice,” I said. “We shouldn’t be leaving hatches open until we know the situation.”

      “Makes sense,” he said. I could imagine him shrugging.

      So what IS the situation? I wondered. The Space Force and the pirates (or whoever they were) were still trading the occasional shot and maneuvering for position. I would have thought the bad guys would run for it when they didn’t win the initial encounter, but apparently, they had other plans. I hoped that the Starfire and I weren’t part of them, but at least no more shots had come in our direction.

      Why would they be interested in me? Oh, sure, if there was a connection between them and the terrorists whose plans I had foiled a few weeks back, maybe they were out for revenge. That didn’t sound very profitable, but maybe I approach things too logically. It wouldn’t be the first time someone accused me of that. But why else attack a Space Force ship? Had they mistaken it for someone else? That would be sloppy.

      And how did they find us out here? The same way that Space Force had? If so, that meant they’d started from the same place, on or near that rogue planet. Had they been lying low there, waiting for the Space Force to leave? They’d shown up shortly after radio signals from the Space Force hailing me would have reached there. But why come chasing trouble? There was a factor I must be missing. But what? Or . . . who?

      Vandemeer? What did I really know about him, anyway? He was the reason I was in this specific place. Or rather, why we’d been at the steppenwolf. It had annoyed him when I’d run for it. Was there more to that than just the sudden gravity? Was he actually in cahoots with the bad guys? What about the shootout at the Hotel Interplanetary? Had that been staged for my benefit? And I’d just sent him back to get his gun. Brilliant.

      I reached out to the console and disabled the local hatch controls, locking myself in the cockpit. Now what?

      A few moments later, a tone from the cockpit hatch signaled that someone wanted in. Then Van’s voice on the radio. “I’ve got the snacks you wanted. Open up.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Is there a problem with the door?”

      “Not with the door, no.”

      “Then what?”

      “Exactly who are you, Van? Why should I let an armed stranger into the cockpit?”

      “Stranger? I saved your life. I’m a paleontologist. But fine, if that’s the way you feel, stay there. The food’s on this side of the door.”

      “And the controls are on this side. I’m locking out the autochef. I can do the same with cabin life support. Your suit air will only last a couple of hours.”

      “How does that help anything? Come on, stop kidding around and open this hatch. We’ve got work to do.”

      “Work?”

      “Have you figured out how we’re going to get home with the ship venting fuel to space and interfering with the warp drive?”

      I glanced at the console. Sure enough, there was a warning that there was too much gas around the ship to allow safe warp activation. That would eventually disappear when the venting stopped, but the question was whether I’d have enough fuel left in undamaged tanks to go anywhere. I made sure that the tank isolation valves were all shut, but that wouldn’t help if too many tanks were damaged.

      “I can patch the tanks.”

      “Sure, but the airlock is on this side of the cockpit door.”

      Damn. This was the second time that design quirk had caused me problems. I wondered what it would take to install another hatch from the cockpit directly into the airlock, assuming I got out of this. One way or another, I was going to have to trust Van, either to go EVA to apply the patches—assuming he even knew how—or to stay in the ship while I made the repairs. Unless I could wait until the Space Force had dealt with the bad guys and came back to help. How was that going, anyway?

      “Stand by,” I told Van. As if he had a choice.

      Radar told me the enemy ship was now five km off, with the larger Space Force ship four km away but drifting off at an angle. I rotated the Starfire to line up the guide scope. Both ships were spewing vapors from parts of their hulls that shouldn’t be doing so. Neither seemed particularly in control. It surprised me that the Space Force hadn’t just obliterated the bad guys with a missile, but either they wanted to take them alive, or they worried about shrapnel further damaging either their own ship or innocent bystanders like me. Maybe all the above, but it didn’t look like they would be coming to my aid soon. They didn’t respond to my hail, either. I hoped that was only because they were too busy.

      “What’s happening, Jason?” Vandemeer had, unsurprisingly, noticed me rotating the ship.

      “It looks like our friends out there have reached a stalemate,” I said. “We may be here a while.”

      “Then let’s get this ship fixed and see if we can render assistance. Stop messing around.”

      “Do you really have a friend who is overdue from Tau Ceti?”

      “What? Of course. Why else would we be out here?”

      “It could have been a ruse to get you to that rogue planet. I think you knew it was there all along.”

      “That’s what this is about? You think I’m in league with the ship who attacked us?”

      “Aren’t you?”

      An odd noise came from the radio. It took me a moment to realize it was Van laughing.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “Those are probably the guys I’m trying to track down.”

      “From Tau Ceti? So, you are in cahoots.”

      “No, no. They’re bad guys, I’m law enforcement.”

      “You said you were a paleontologist.”

      “I’m that too. Quarantine Directorate. Paleontologist is a useful cover.”

      “I thought Quarantine Directorate was part of Customs and Immigration, or Border Patrol. The folks who check that nobody is illegally transporting biologicals from one planet to another.” Despite the medical advances made during the pandemics of the 2020s, or perhaps because of the latter, Earth is paranoid about extraterrestrial diseases, and the pharmaceutical companies on Kakuloa were paranoid about anything devastating the crops from which they harvested anti-aging drugs. “Why do you need a cover?”

      “Do you think everyone lands at approved spaceports and submits to inspection? Smuggling is a thing, including smuggling of exotic plants and animals.”

      The pieces started to fall into place. The rogue planet we’d found could well be a source of very exotic plants or animals, given the ocean under the ice. Those bad guys might be completely unrelated to the terrorists I’d run into before.

      “But why hitch a ride with me? Don’t you have your own ship?”

      “You know how expensive ships are.” That wasn’t a question. I did. I’d sold a very expensive house, and other assets, to buy and outfit my ship. Government had the money, but it’d be like buying an agent their own private jet. “Besides,” Van added, “that would hardly be undercover.”

      “I suppose you have ID?”

      “In my pocket. Inside my suit.” Of course.

      “And your mysterious Tau Ceti friend?”

      “Is another agent. She was following up on a lead there.”

      I checked the instruments. “The cabin still has air pressure. You can doff your suit.”

      “And have you vent it while my suit’s open? No thanks.”

      “If you’re who you say you are, you have nothing to worry about. I’m not about to kill a government agent, and the Space Force certainly knows who I am. I take it they know who you are, too?”

      “You could call them and ask.”

      “I could if they were answering my hails. They’re not. So, are you going to dig out your ID, or do I have to incapacitate you?”

      “And how do you expect to do that?”

      How indeed? I used to fly in-atmosphere rocket racers. A Sapphire is more sluggish, but my fuel tanks were running light, and there’s a lot of reserve built into the thrusters. I toggled them from FINE to COARSE, checked my straps, and thrusted hard forward.

      The central corridor on the ship runs ten meters from the cockpit door to the aft bulkhead. Van was now “falling” that distance as the ship accelerated out from under him. I killed the forward speed when he was roughly mid-cabin and rolled hard right, rotating the ship around him.

      “All right! Shit, stop! I get the idea!”

      “Good,” I said, canceling the ship’s motion. “I really didn’t want to have to clean up the mess I could have made of you.” I was exaggerating . . . a little. Besides, his suit would have kept the pieces together. And I really didn’t want to harm him if he was a government agent.

      “Anything broken?” I asked.

      “In me or the cabin?” he growled. “Anyway, no. I’m unzipping my suit now. Please don’t do that again.”

      “Just show me your ID, and we can get to patching the ship.”

      He did—although to be honest I wouldn’t have known a Quarantine Directorate ID from any generic, plastic, hologram-bearing, microchip-embedded fake card. But he didn’t shoot me when I opened the cockpit door (although his expression said he was tempted)—and we did. It took a few hours.
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        * * *

      

      That still left us with the problem of what to do next. We had drifted farther away from the other two ships. They were roughly three kilometers apart from each other, and fifteen from us. Nobody was answering our hails. Since we didn’t hear any radio chatter at all, the problem might be on my end, but for all the still-yellow lights on the console, none of them showed a problem with the receivers.

      “Any ideas?” I asked.

      “The Space Force wouldn’t have stopped until the other guys had surrendered or been destroyed.”

      “Or they were defeated themselves.”

      “Or that.”

      I rotated the Starfire to point the telescope at the other ships. We couldn’t see much at twenty klicks, so I brought us in closer. At eight, the Valorous showed a few scars, with something still venting slowly from one of them.

      “Banged up,” I said, “but she’s in one piece.” I put the scope image on a cockpit monitor.

      “And the bad guys?”

      “Just a moment.” I tweaked our angle to point at them. It too was beat up and apparently intact, although it had a gentle rotation around an odd axis.

      “That doesn’t look too bad either,” Van said, and then the other side of the ship rotated into view. “Well, except for that,” he added, tapping the screen where the image showed a great gaping hole, torn panels bent away from it. Explosion damage.

      “Do you suppose everyone’s dead?”

      “On the pirate ship, probably. Space Force ships should be tougher than that. Let’s move in closer.”

      I maneuvered to put the Valorous between us and the pirate, in case the latter was playing possum. Yes, I felt a bit of a coward for doing that, but Van had concurred, and as he said, they build Space Force ships tough; Sapphires too, but not that tough.

      We were two kilometers away when a bright red light dazzled us from the Valorous. It shone for a second, then went out. Then repeated.

      “A hand laser,” Van said. “Their comm gear must be out. Can you signal back?”

      “What with? Wait, I’ve got it.” I flipped a console switch, then moved a lever. From beneath and forward of the cockpit came a CLUNK and mechanical sounds.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Lowering the forward landing gear. I can toggle the landing light.” I did so. Whoever was shining the laser at us responded by blinking it; three shorts, three longs, and three shorts again. Nobody used Morse code anymore, but any pilot recognized SOS when they saw or heard it.

      “They’re in trouble,” I said.

      “I got that, but that’s all the Morse I know. You?”

      I’d learned it once, as a geeky kid, but had long forgotten most of it. Except for a few letters. “Enough.”

      I toggled the landing light. Short, long, short. R for roger. Laser guy flashed the same sequence back to me. Even if he didn’t understand what it meant, it proved he’d received it.

      “Let’s go give them a hand,” I said, and began moving in.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Amazingly, the docking latches on both ships had survived the sudden separation and incoming fire. Space Force had one fatality and one serious injury. They confirmed that the pirates—or whoever they were—had quit fighting when a Space Force missile had blown out the side of their ship. Guesses were that they were all dead, but with the comms out, the only way to confirm that would be a boarding party, and fixing their own damage took priority.

      Van and I helped where we could, then the XO, a Spaceman, and Van boarded the pirate.
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        * * *

      

      “All dead,” Van told me when they got back. “And there are tanks holding aquatic animals I’ve never seen the like of. Most of them dead too; the equipment was damaged.”

      “So, from the steppenwolf planet, then? Smugglers?”

      “Yes to both questions, I think.”

      “What now?” I asked.

      “We go back to the steppenwolf. I still need to find out what happened to my friend.”

      “And I need to replace lost fuel. But then?”

      “Want a job? The Quarantine Directorate could use someone like you.”

      “Me, a customs agent? No thanks.”

      “No, undercover. Same as me. And you’ve even got your own ship. Think it over while we’re checking the rogue planet. If you say yes, we’ll see that you get extra training.”

      The idea had a certain attraction. I’d still be mostly my own man, a lone wolf. I liked the idea. The last few days had certainly kept my mind off Renee.

      I switched on the music system. Screw Van’s tastes. This track wasn’t my usual thing either, but it was appropriate. I cued it up and said, “Prepare for warp. Things are going to get heavy.”

      As I engaged the drive, the opening chords of Steppenwolf’s Born to be Wild resounded through the ship.

      

      
        
        THE END
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      “So you’re telling us, Vagabond, that your long-range sensors have picked up an incoming ship that our sensors can’t pick up. And, conveniently, you’re willing to sell your sensors to us. Am I right?” The voice coming over the speaker was just dripping with sarcasm.

      “We’re here to sell,” Amy Logan told the officer in a steady voice. “It’s just luck that we happened to pick up this incomer.” She paused. “Unless it’s supposed to be a test of your defenses?”

      “It sounds more like you’re testing our gullibility,” the officer, Stannis Mikkens, replied sourly.

      “Nothing of the sort,” Amy replied. “But we did notice that you have very few combat ships in system at this moment.”

      “They’re away on exercises,” Mikkens told her again. “They’ll be back soon.”

      “Me, I’d leave one or two ships just in case,” Amy said.

      “I’ll be sure to have President Balfour consult with you next time,” Mikkens told her.

      “I’ve got the ship on long range sensors,” Amy said, “but you’ll be picking it up in about twenty minutes.”

      “We transmit at light speed, how is it that you can be twenty minutes ahead of us?” Mikkens asked suspiciously.

      “My sensors are very good,” Amy told him. “And the communications suite that comes with them are very advanced.”

      Don’t tell them where they came from, the ship spoke in her head. Amy glared up at the console above her.

      I won’t because we don’t know ourselves, Amy thought back sourly. At least Vagabond wasn’t telling her. One of a very, very long list of questions that Vagabond had never bothered to answer.

      “Yeah, right,” Mikkens said. He was silent for a long moment. When he spoke again it was with a certain amount of relief in his voice. “I’ve heard back from headquarters. Your offer is declined. You should make plans to break orbit in the next ten minutes. After fifteen minutes we will assume your intent is hostile and act accordingly.”

      With what ships? Vagabond wondered. Amy snorted and nodded toward their displays.

      They’ve got plenty of stations up here. They’re all armed with missiles.

      They’ll need them for the attackers.

      How can you know --? Amy began only to be shocked to silence as the unmistakable buzz of Red Alert filled the ship. What is it? Amy thought even as she dropped onto the intercom and called out, “Red Alert, Red Alert! This is not a drill! All crew to battle stations!” She turned her head to call over her shoulder. “Redmond, what have you got?”

      “A crazy ship, a crazy captain and --” Alex Redmond muttered to himself until something cut through his carping. “Jeez, captain, that ship is over eight kilometers long!” He started tapping on his keys, moving one of the probes closer and initiating a full scan.

      Turn off the probe, Vagabond ordered.

      “Why should I turn the effing probe off?” Redmond demanded. “Don’t we want --”

      I know that ship, Vagabond replied.

      “Why do I get a bad feeling all the sudden?” Alex asked, his fingers racing as he shut down the probe. “Should I shut them all down?”

      “Yes,” Amy said even as Vagabond thought the same. Amy looked up at the console above her. “Something got you spooked, old girl?”

      “That’s the ship that attacked me,” Vagabond replied over the command deck speakers.

      “Oh… shit,” Alex Redmond said.

      “You… or us?” Amy asked.

      “Me,” Vagabond told her.

      “You must be very worried,” Amy said, leaning forward to tap the console in front of her consolingly. It was designed all wrong for humans. It had been designed for something else entirely. A different species. But Vagabond had been so badly damaged that she couldn’t remember which one. Besides, this wasn’t the original command console. That had been destroyed with the original command deck… and at least half the original Vagabond. Maybe more.

      Which is why, when Vagabond got the chance, she collected a new crew. Humans. Survivors of another catastrophe.

      “We are so screwed,” Alex Redmond muttered.

      “Command, this is Portalie, what’s our status?” Ellen Portalie called up on the comm. “We’ve got engineering buckled up -- what we can figure of it, at least.”

      “We’ve got an incoming hostile, Ellen,” Amy told her.

      “Oh… I was getting bored anyway,” Ellen replied. “Should I come up?”

      Amy glanced upward to the console that she felt housed the bulk of Vagabond’s intelligence. “Should she?”

      No, it is best for the engineer to stay on station, Vagabond replied, once again in her head.

      “Act the part, then,” Amy guessed.

      You are all learning, Vagabond replied. In another year or two, you will know your parts.

      “Hey, if you’d given us sides, we would have been quicker,” Amy shot back, “then we could have at least practiced our parts.”

      “Or maybe a whole play, then we’d been all over it,” Alex added in agreement.

      “It was just your rotten luck to rescue a traveling theater group,” Amy told the ship with a twist of her lips. Bitterly, she added, “Or what was left of them.”
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        * * *

      

      Amy remembered waking, screaming. Newton was hovering over her but his face was… wrong. He blinked at her screams and took an awkward step back.

      “Jim?” Amy said as she recovered.

      He gave no reaction, merely continued to rock on his heels indecisively.

      Heat filled Amy’s head and she shrieked. “Stop it!”

      “Negative response recorded,” a distant, metallic, robotic voice said. “Can you hear me?”

      “Of course I can hear you!” Amy shouted. She peered beyond Newton, seeking the speaker. “Where are you? Show yourself!”

      “Do you remember who you are?”

      “What?” Amy said, frowning. “Of course I --” She broke off. “I’m Amy.”

      “Amy Logan?” the metallic voice continued.

      “I -- yes, I’m Amy. Amy Logan,” Amy said, glad to be offered a name.

      “What is your job?”

      “Job?”

      “Where do you work? How are you employed?”

      The questions bothered her. Amy shook her head, feeling restraints on either side. Angrily, she raised her hands and clawed them away from her. It was only then that she looked down and saw the rest of her body. Those were her legs, that was her chest. Something tickled her and she grabbed it -- her hair hanging back over her shoulder. She was naked. Great! Newton’s always wanted to get a peep show.

      “A peep show?” Amy repeated. She looked at Newton. He stood, his eyes betraying not the slightest interest… nor the slightest intelligence. “What did you do to him?”

      “Errors were made,” the voice replied. “Learning occurred.”

      “What happened to Newton?”

      “Internal organs required specialized sequences to thaw correctly,” the voice said. “Errors were made with the first attempt. Learning occurred.”

      “You fried his brain?” Amy guessed, pushing herself over the side of the bed and standing on her feet. Immediately, she felt wobbly and had to grab the bed for support. “How many did you revive?”

      “Successfully?”

      “Yes, dammit, successfully!”

      “You are the first, Amy Logan,” the voice replied. “I regret the errors on the prior attempt. Some of the data retrieval and conversion techniques were not complete.”

      “Complete?” Amy barked. “Why not?” Vaguely she remembered rushing into the distant cryo chambers, being urged inside by a smiling, assured, James Newton who was… was… he was important to her, she dimly remembered. They might have kissed or flirted or… Amy paused her thoughts. Later.

      “Damage occurred, and further damage thereafter,” the voice reported.

      “Damage?” Amy repeated blankly. And then she remembered. “We were attacked! They sent us to cryofreeze.”

      “Your ship was significantly damaged, considered of no tactical importance and abandoned,” the voice reported.

      “Really? So why are we talking?”

      “My crew,” the robotic voice said. Its tone was… sad. “They did not survive. Most of the ship did not survive. I am the auxiliary control. I suffered damage.”

      “Oh, this sounds like a bad Star Trek episode,” Amy groaned.

      “‘Star Trek’?”

      “An old pre-space TV show that we watched for the bad acting,” Amy explained. Acting. All the world’s --

      “-- a stage and we upon it but actors,” Amy finished aloud.

      “Which stage?”

      “A stage, you -- you --” Amy broke off. “What do I call you?”
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        * * *

      

      “Near as I can figure, this ship is a conglomerate of three different wrecks,” Ellen Portalie had declared when she had her first chance to examine the ship from front to rear -- in ship jargon it would have been ‘from stem to stern’ but Vagabond was so much patchwork that it wasn’t fair to call its front a ‘stem’ nor to call its rear a ‘stern.’ Ellen pointed forward toward the cryo chambers. “There’s our ship, or what she got from it, there’s her ship forward of that, and there’s bits and pieces of a third ship pulled and patched where neither of ours sufficed.”

      “Yeah, that makes sense, judging by the color scheme,” Amy said. The human part of the ship was painted a soft lime green color. The Vagabond part of the ship had purple walls.  The third part was gray.  Altogether they made a depressing conglomerate.“And not a head on the whole damned thing!” Alex Redmond had groaned theatrically. “Three whole starships and not one shitter among them.”

      The solution to that had been to dedicate one of the midship airlocks as ‘the head’ -- to borrow from an ancient term that the troupe all recalled. A user would cycle the airlock, do the necessary, exit the airlock, and expel the ‘noxious vapors’ -- as Redmond so colorfully described it -- to the vacuum of space.

      “Of course, that means we have to leave a bit of atmosphere in it each time to ensure that it evacuates,” Portalie declared when the solution was first offered. “That will affect our air supply over time.” She then went on to work out the least pressure required to empty the chamber, muttering to herself with some form of mechanic’s joy the whole time. It was about then that Amy elected Portalie as ship’s engineer.

      Twenty-three. That was the total number of survivors, excluding Newton who was more victim than survivor. Alex had given the pitiful man a strained look when Amy had described his condition and had muttered half-heartedly that perhaps Newton should be euthanized.

      Amy had violently shut him down on the subject but she could tell that not everyone agreed with her blithe statement that, “Perhaps we can find someone to save him.”

      Privately, she realized that some of her objection had been from dim memories that she and Newton had had some sort of emotional connection. But, she had to admit, in the two months since their revival, that caring for Newton was a major drain of their time and resources.

      Somewhere, in trying to find their memories, in trying to figure out the alien intelligence that was Vagabond, Amy Logan became the leader of the group, making assignments, cajoling, coercing, and lending a sympathetic ear all while making pronouncements and issuing orders.

      Strangely, it had been Alex Redmond who had first called her ‘captain.’ He called her ‘skipper’ almost exclusively after that. And, in time, she had declared him the first officer, exec, or ‘number one.’

      Between them and Portalie, the crew assignments had grown and been divvied out. There were twenty-one spread into three groups of seven on three watches. Each watch lasted eight hours. Some of the off-hours were spent researching and learning, because Vagabond was willing to teach and the troupe were motivated -- desperate -- to learn.

      The first thing everyone mastered was the hydroponics section and life support. There were stocks of food aboard, freeze-dried or canned, but not nearly enough for all of them for much time. Keeping the air pure enough to breathe, keeping bellies full enough not to rumble, and keeping ‘body and soul together’ -- as Amy had phrased it -- were the first requirements.

      Learning how to navigate, repair, and fly the ship were second. After that came sensors, shuttle craft, and weapons.

      Weapons which Vagabond didn’t have.

      “No missiles, only drones,” Vagabond had asked when pressed.

      “What?” Redmond had said. “No missiles?”

      “Missiles, weapons, defensive or offensive… those seemed to have been in other parts of the ship,” Amy said. She glanced up to the console where Vagabond often spoke. “You were propulsion, life support, and damage control?”

      “I believe that’s correct,” Vagabond agreed.

      “‘Believe!’” Alex swore, glancing upwards suspiciously. “How come you don’t know?”

      “Because she was too damaged,” Ellen Portalie said, giving the overhead console a sympathetic look. “Isn’t that right, girl?”

      “I believe so,” Vagabond had replied.
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        * * *

      

      “Ten minutes,” Mikkens now commed, his tone stern. “I don’t see your drives lighting off yet, Vagabond.”

      “Um, skipper, I’m picking up some new energy sources from that station,” Joyce Tannis called from her station behind Alex. She was tasked with keeping an “eye on things.” In a real ship, she would have been the tactical officer.  She perched on one of the two great humps that seemed designed for giant aliens, tapping on yellow keys, some of which she’d marked with labels, others of which she’d covered to prevent accidental touching.

      “Yeah,” Alex said, turning to look at his own displays. “They’re small.”

      “They seem angry,” Joyce added nervously.

      “The station?” Amy asked.

      “The energy sources,” Joyce corrected. A moment later she added, “Could they be missiles?”

      Twenty missiles are powering up, Vagabond agreed. Joyce’s grunt of surprise made Amy aware that the ship had decided to tell that to all the bridge crew.

      “Did you tell anyone else?” Amy demanded.

      “The drone crews and escape crews,” Vagabond replied aloud.

      “How are we going to escape?” Alex protested. “I thought you said all the escape pods were destroyed!”

      “The drone crews have been working to make a couple of drones serviceable in the event of an emergency,” Vagabond replied.

      “What sort of transponder codes would they broadcast?” Amy asked.

      “Transponders?” Vagabond said. “I hadn’t thought about those.”

      Amy waved a hand absently. “Never mind.”

      “We’re all gonna die,” Alex moaned.

      “Alex,” Amy warned. She glanced meaningfully past him to Joyce.

      Alex shrugged. “Unless we can disappear, they’re going to fire on us.”

      “Vagabond, do you have the same gear on our drones as the ones we shut down?”

      “Of course,” the ship replied.

      “Can you use them to hide us?”

      “Best to make it look like we were blasting away,” Joyce cautioned.

      “That is not possible,” Vagabond told her.

      “Damn!” Alex said.

      “But I can make us disappear,” Vagabond added.

      “Do it,” Amy ordered. A moment later she added, “What else can you do with those drones?”

      Alex cocked an eye at her. “What are you thinking, skipper?”

      Amy smiled at him and shook her head. “Just wait, I want to see something.”
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        * * *

      

      Five minutes later, their comms crackled to life.

      “Vagabond, Vagabond! This is Station Two,” Stannis Mikkens called urgently. “You are in violation of -- what? What do you mean you can’t find them?”

      “I guess those drones are good, skipper,” Alex told her laconically.

      “I’ve managed to tap into their internal systems,” Joyce Tannis said.

      “What?” Alex and Amy shouted as one. Amy continued, “Joyce, how --”

      “I had help,” Joyce admitted, pointing to the ceiling and Vagabond above her.

      It was her idea, Vagabond declared.

      “Joyce,” Amy began, her voice full of praise, “I had no idea --”

      “Well, I was a makeup artist,” Joyce said simply, “so I asked Vagabond if there was a way to disguise – ” Her eyes ballooned to saucers as she realized what she’d said, “I was a makeup artist!”

      Cascading memories are likely in times of stress, Vagabond observed.

      “You were a makeup artist?” Alex said, his tone affronted. He turned his head to Amy. “Our tactical officer was a makeup artist.”

      “Shut up!” Amy said, waving him to silence as she took in the terror on Joyce’s face. “That’s exactly what we need, Alex. Someone who knows how to make a disguise with the least effort.”

      “Huh,” Alex said, turning to eye Joyce with renewed interest. He turned back to Amy. “Maybe you’re right at that.”

      “Joyce, you broke into their systems, what did you learn?” Amy said, rising from her captain’s perch and moving to stand behind Joyce and her consoles.

      “First, they can’t see us,” Joyce says. “We fell off their radar, lidar, comms… everything.”

      “Good.”

      “Second, they’ve got twenty missiles all aimed at where we were,” Joyce continued. “And still are, aren’t we, ship?”

      “Yes,” Vagabond agreed.

      “‘So if they fire, they’ll hit us,” Alex said gloomily.

      “Yes,” Amy said, “but --”

      “Status change!” Joyce called out.

      “Huh?” Alex said.

      “The station just detected the alien ship,” Joyce said. “They’ve got it on their sensors.”

      “Uh… Vagabond,” Stannis Mikkens voice came over the speaker, “if you’re still around, we’d like to talk.”

      Amy looked up at Vagabond’s console. “Can we relay my answer through one of our drones so they can’t locate us?”

      “Done,” Vagabond replied.

      “Station Two, this is Vagabond,” Amy replied calmly. “Interested in some drones?”

      “Do you have anything bigger?” Mikkens replied. A moment later he added solemnly, “On behalf of my president, I’d like to offer you an alliance.”

      “What about your ships?” Amy asked, unable to control herself.

      “Did you see the size of that thing?” Mikkens replied, losing his self-control. “It’s eight kilometer long! Our ships wouldn’t stand a chance --”

      Nor did we, Vagabond cut in suddenly. It would have taken two of us to --

      “You’re not broadcasting to him are you?” Alex cried.

      “Two of you?” Amy said, ignoring her XO. She grew thoughtful. “Joyce, can you get the specs on those missiles? And find out if the other stations have them.”

      “I can try,” Joyce said, turning to her controls. She began tapping in, two-fingered, on the alien panels, grunting when she made a mistake but continuing gamely.

      You could just ask me, Vagabond said, sounding irritated.

      “She’s got to learn,” Amy said, defending Joyce instinctively. “We’ve all got to learn.”

      “If Joyce realized what she is, how come we don’t?” Alex demanded. He turned to Joyce, adding, “No offense.”

      Joyce smiled sweetly at him, and said, “None taken, asshole.”

      Alex turned a pained look toward Amy but the acting captain shrugged without sympathy.

      Amy looked up to Vagabond’s console but before she could speak, Joyce interrupted. “I’ve got specs on all four stations. Only two are within range,” Joyce said. “The other one, Station Three, has twenty missiles also.”

      “Hmm,” Amy said, sitting back in her ‘seat’ and putting her chin in her hands. She looked up to Vagabond. “You said two of your ships could take this one on?”

      “I did,” Vagabond agreed, “but I am projecting from my understanding of what my original ship was like and imputing capabilities that might not exist.”

      “Do you think the alien would agree?” Amy asked.

      “I am not capable of performing such an evaluation,” Vagabond said, in a piqued tone.

      “Could the drones project an image?” Amy continued.

      “Project --” Vagabond cut herself off, clearly surprised at the question. “Yes, they could. What are you thinking?”

      “Pepper’s Ghost?” Alex said aloud. Amy smiled at him and nodded. Pepper’s Ghost was an old, very old, stage trick that involved reflecting an image of an actor onto a large glass pane, creating a shadowy image -- a ghost.

      “How many drones would be necessary to imitate this ship?” Amy asked. She raised a hand as she added, “Not as she is now but as she was.”

      “What?” Vagabond said.

      “Skipper, are you trying to bluff the aliens?” Alex asked, his eyes going wide but thoughtful.

      “Got any better ideas?” Amy challenged.

      Alex gave her a pained look but, a moment later, he said, “It might work. If they think we’re just the aft end of a warship and then discover that we’re really a well-disguised battleship…”

      “Oh, Alex,” Amy said with a smile, “I was thinking much bigger than that.”
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        * * *

      

      “They’re not buying it, skipper,” Alex Redmond said two hours later as the huge alien warship slid into orbit. “Either they got good reads on us when we didn’t know it or they just don’t care that we’re a ship just as big as they are.”

      They defeated one before, Vagabond said in sad agreement.

      Yeah, but they were fighting amateurs, Amy declared.

      Are you not amateurs?

      We’re professional amateurs, ship, Alex declared, and that makes all the difference.

      “Okay, sweetie, do your stuff,” Amy said, leaning down and patting Joyce on the shoulder.

      “Vagabond, activate the second set of drones,” Joyce declared, smiling back up at her captain.

      A moment later a second eight kilometer long warship appeared opposite the alien ship.

      “Joyce, tell them to surrender,” Amy said.

      “Enemy warship, we have you surrounded,” Joyce called in a hard tone. “Surrender immediately, or be destroyed.”

      Amy added her voice to the comms. “Five… four.... Three… two… one…” she nodded to Joyce.

      “Stations, commence firing,” Joyce called. “And Station Two, remember where we really are.”

      “Understood, Vagabond,” Stannis Mikkens replied, “and good luck.”

      Unseen by the enemy ship, the two cloaked space stations opened fire, twenty missiles each. The missiles remained cloaked by drones which preceded them until they passed through the images of the two warships. And then, with impossible speeds, they slammed into the alien ship.

      “Good hits!” Mikkens declared. “We show forty hits!”

      “Vagabond copies,” Joyce said. She glanced at her displays.

      “Now it’s our turn,” Amy said in a low voice.  She was surprised when a hand clenched her shoulder and looked up to see Alex looking down at her.  “No worries, skip.”

      “Remember that we want it to look like our shields are much better than theirs,” Amy said, including both Vagabond and Joyce in her warning.

      “I know, captain,” Joyce replied.

      “As long as they go for our ‘missile bays,’” Vagabond said, “we should be fine.”

      “But we need those ‘shields’ to explain why their missiles didn’t work,” Amy reminded her.

      “Yes,” Vagabond agreed, “we will see to it.”

      “Impact!” Joyce cried.  “The ‘shields’ worked, skipper!”

      Amy could see on the repeater display on her command console that the alien missiles had been ‘absorbed’ by the blue-light shields of the two simulated warships, explaining why they didn’t explode.

      “Skipper, this is Portalie,” Ellen Portalie called from her station. “I’m showing that we got part of their drive, their missiles, and eighty percent of their life support.”

      ‘“They’re lighting off their drive!” Joyce called out.  “They’re running away!”

      It was true.  The alien ship was thrusting out of orbit, desperately trying to get away before it was completely destroyed.

      “Good riddance!” Alex Redmond shouted.  He turned to Amy.  “Way to go, skipper!”

      “That was some brilliant work, Joyce,” Amy said, rising from her chair and rushing over to give her tactical officer makeup artist a hug from behind.
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        * * *

      

      “We are eternally in your debt,” President Balfour declared hours later when it was confirmed that the alien ship had departed the system.

      “Thank you, Mr. President,” Amy Logan replied.  “And may we thank you for your aid to our ship and our crew.”

      “Think nothing of it,” the president replied. He paused a moment.  “Are you certain that we can’t keep you here longer?”

      Amy shook her head.  “We’re grateful for all your help but we’ve decided that we need to explore more, see what we can learn about our ship and our crew.”

      “And we don’t have the facilities to help you rebuild,” the president admitted ruefully.

      “Well, we managed to replace a lot of missing pieces,” Amy replied.  “Including a suitable reclamation system to supply us with creature comforts.”

      The president’s eyebrows twitched briefly as he snorted in amusement.  “The least we could do.”

      “And we’ve left you with a good array of sensors,” Amy pointed out.  “You should be safe.”

      “If the aliens will fall for the same trick twice,” the president said.

      “As long as they don’t know it’s a trick, sir, they think they’ll have to come up against two warships with better shields than they have.”

      “There is that,” President Balfour admitted.  “Very well, Vagabond, until we meet again.”
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        * * *

      

      As Vagabond broke orbit, Alex Redmond moved to stand behind Captain Logan, seated in a proper chair.

      “Are we ready, exec?” Amy asked, leaning back to catch his eyes.

      “Yup,” Alex said. “Before you know it, we’re going to be a proper ship.”

      “But you still have not recovered your memories,” Vagabond protested.

      “And some never will,” Amy admitted, thinking of Ensign Newton, now in the care of station medical personnel -- who held out little hope of reconstructing his brain. “The rest of us will muddle along.”

      “Aye, skipper,” Alex said. He gestured to his newly installed chair. “At least we’ve got the proper props for it.”

      “Yes,” Amy agreed, smiling at Joyce Tannis who had snagged the first available uniform offered to her and now looked great with gold epaulettes on her shoulders. “And the actors, too.”
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      Two survivors of a crash-landing on an icy planet struggle to survive the severe climate and the remnant of the ship’s crew that is hunting them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      I stumble through wreckage, steadying myself on broken walls and navigating debris in the ship’s corridors until I finally reach the bridge. There, I realize the truth: only Captain Riggs, Lieutenant Bennett, and I have survived the crash.

      “Dewey… you made it.” Bennett brushes a lock of blonde hair from her face, revealing a long cut under her left eye, already sealed with Medi-Gel. She gives me a cautious smile, then her relieved gaze shifts with concern at the sight of blood running down my face.

      “Barely.” I continue to press an old Bizona-14 Marauders ball cap against a gash on my forehead. It was all I could find at the time to stanch the bleeding.

      Bennett approaches to tend to my wound. All things considered, it could’ve been a lot worse.

      Riggs doesn’t move except to frown at me, still crouching next to a Plastrex crate he’s been filling with emergency supplies from the bridge. His voice flat, he says, “Dewey.”

      “Captain.” I match his scowl with one of my own.

      I glance out the bridge’s central window, now segmented by the horizontal crack running across it. Beyond the glass, jagged ice crystals the size of mountains scrape at the pale-green sky, and something white like snow covers the surface as far as I can see.

      With the ship’s life support systems offline and subzero air seeping into the bridge, we’ll eventually freeze to death if we stay on the ship. I shiver and exhale a puff of steam.

      I cast a glare at Riggs. This is not how I wanted this job to end.

      As Bennett finishes patching me up, Riggs gives her shoulder a squeeze. But it’s not the type of squeeze that suggests support or camaraderie; it’s the kind that means he wants to get into her pants, and all three of us know it.

      He turns to me, his gaze still steely and sour. “What do we have for rations?”

      “On my way here, I saw a crate of dehydrated fruit, some synthetic granola, and, somehow, a full carton of Venusian chicken eggs, unbroken,” I reply.

      “Breakfast of champions.” Bennett smirks at me.

      I hate her for it, but I hate Riggs more because he saved her and I hadn’t. And because he keeps touching her, like always. He just won’t stop.

      “Can you do anything with it?” Bennett asks.

      “Nothing fancy. I’m a cook, not a miracle-worker.” I try to ignore Riggs’s hand on her shoulder, but it keeps grating on me.

      Riggs has always had a thing for her. The whole ship heard him order his first mate to report to the engine room amid our free-fall toward the planet. Then he’d ordered Bennett to strap into the command chair next to his—right where he could keep an eye on her.

      What’s worse is that, objectively, Riggs is a good-looking guy. He’s got that rough-around-the-edges masculine look. Handsome. Well-built. Basically the opposite of me in every way.

      I mean, I do alright for the cards I was dealt, but I’m a lamprey compared to Rugged McHandsomeface.

      “I suppose whatever you come up with is better than starving.” Riggs huffs. “Even if it tastes like slag.”

      I scowl at him anew. I genuinely wish you had died in the crash. Horribly.

      “Get me some power, and I’ll whip you up an omelet right away. I’ll try not to drop any eggshells into the mix, but with this head trauma, I can’t make any promises.” With measured disdain, I add, “Captain.”

      “Your omelets suck, too, so don’t bother.” Riggs waves a dismissive hand. “We’ll worry about rations when we’re done.”

      I glance at Bennett. Her face doesn’t give anything away, so I ask, “Done with what?”

      “Damage assessment, gathering supplies, searching for surviving crewmembers.”

      To my relief, Riggs finally lets go of Bennett’s shoulder. He draws one of his two pulse blasters and hands it to her.

      “Carly—Lieutenant, try to get the comms working. Send a distress call if you can. Dewey and I will check the rest of the ship. Then we’ll determine our next course of action.” He nods toward the blaster. “And if there’s a threat, don’t hesitate to use that.”

      Bennett nods. “Aye, Captain.”

      “Do I get a blaster?” I ask in a flat and unenthusiastic tone, already knowing the answer.

      “Not a chance.” Riggs nods toward the bridge door. “We need suits, too. Not getting any warmer in here.”

      We head to the suiting chamber adjacent the nearest airlock and don form-fitting atmospheric suits. My suit immediately begins circulating body warmth from my core to my extremities.

      “You copy?” Riggs’s voice crackles through my helmet speakers. It annoys me even more than hearing it in person. I lower the volume with a few taps on the control panel glowing on my left wrist.

      “Aye, Captain,” Bennett replies.

      “Aye,” I say, trying to filter the frustration out of my voice.

      “Good. Radio me if you get the comms working, Bennett.” Riggs turns to me. “Let’s move out.”

      As Riggs and I head for the airlock door, I let my gaze linger on Bennett. She smiles and nods. It gives me a brief reassurance.

      And then Riggs shoves me out the door.

      Bastard.
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        * * *

      

      Deep within the ship, a failsafe protocol triggers. In response to the trauma of the crash, a pod, concealed within one of the ship’s innermost walls, opens.

      The pod spills its contents onto the floor, starting with the yellow suspension fluid inside. A naked female body slumps out next, hitting the metal grating with a wet smack and a clank.

      Then she opens her eyes and rises.
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        * * *

      

      After an hour of fruitless searching, we enter the mess hall—my domain. Only half of the room’s generic gray walls, the strip-lighting along the ceiling, and the slick-proof laminate floors remain intact, and snowdrifts encroach from where we’ve lost chunks of the ship.

      Snow particles lash at us like ionic buckshot, but our suits do their good work and shield us from the cold. Most of it, anyway. I can’t help the chills that prickle up my back.

      “How’d you survive the crash, anyway?” Riggs stands with his back to me at the end of the farthest-reaching snowdrift. “And all of… this?”

      I keep my focus on his pulse blaster, still in his hand, which hangs at his side. When we crashed, I wasn’t in the mess hall, but Riggs doesn’t need to know that. “Dumb luck, I guess.”

      “I’ll say.” Riggs steps onto the snow, and it crunches beneath his boots. He points out the gaping hole in the side of the ship. “Maybe we’ll find a crate or two of food out there.”

      “Doubt it,” I say. “Planet’s got meta-subzero temperatures all day, every day. Nighttime is worse, and we’re not far from that. The battery packs in these suits won’t hold a charge forever.”

      He looks back at me, and I can see his disenchanted expression through his green visor.

      I quickly add, “I’m just saying, we shouldn’t go out too far. Maybe not at all.”

      Of course, that’s not what I’m planning, but I don’t want him knowing that. Add it to the ever-growing list of “Things I Don’t Want Captain Riggs to Find Out About Me.”

      Riggs turns back, as if studying the menacing terrain again. His blaster is still in his hand, still down at his side, still the promise of a threat but not the manifestation of one… yet.

      As he stares across the land of white oblivion—which is a killer band name for a racist rock group if I ever heard one—I spy a metal bar laying amid the debris strewn across the floor.

      I don’t know where it came from. Don’t care. It’s a means to an end.

      Riggs still faces the frozen wilderness beyond the ship, so I quietly pick it up.
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        * * *

      

      Though the failsafe unit does not require clothing, she retrieves a specialized formfitting gray suit from a Plastrex package secured inside the pod. She dons the suit and secures its hood over her shaved head, then she pulls a matching mask from the package and seals it to her face, where it fuses seamlessly with the hood.

      The suit clings to her every curve, shaping out the bulging muscles in her arms and legs, as well as the mechanized prosthetics that have replaced certain parts of her body. Lastly, she straps a utility belt to her waist, also matching the fabric of the suit.

      Then she evaporates into the background of the ship. The hunt has begun.
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        * * *

      

      “Gotta be something out there we can use,” Riggs mutters.

      I don’t know if he means to speak loud enough for me to hear him, but the microphones in our suits pick up everything except breathing. Some programmer way smarter than me figured out how to isolate breathing noises and prevent the mics from picking them up.

      It’s a neat feature, but call me old-fashioned—I prefer to know if the people around me are breathing or not. Especially for what I’ve got to do next.

      “A planet like this is a death sentence if even the slightest thing goes wrong.” I stalk toward him, pipe in hand. “Exposed skin will freeze in seconds, and the flesh underneath follows immediately after that. Necrosis at these temperatures is a quick but painful death.”

      Riggs turns toward me. “You know an awful lot about this place for a cook.”

      “I read the charts on the Nav before we got close.”

      I regret having said anything as I approached, because now I’ve garnered his attention, and I’ve got a big, obvious pipe in my hand. I lean on the makeshift weapon as if it were a cane, all casual-like.

      “I like to know if I can get some exotic spices or protein or anything else to enhance the menu for the crew,” I add, “but this planet has nothing to offer.”

      “Wasn’t aware that cooks had access to the Nav.” Riggs stares at my metal rod, and he tightens his grip on his blaster. “Or to engineering.”

      I bite the inside of my lip to keep from reacting noticeably. Does he know?

      “And ‘exotic spices?’” He scoffs. “You wouldn’t know how to season a dish if the meal itself spoke instructions to you while you were cooking it.”

      As if it weren’t bad enough that he was all over Bennett all the time, he keeps making asinine comments about my cooking prowess. I’m what they call an “experimental cook”—meaning I make it up as I go along. It keeps things interesting, even if the results are somewhat… spotty.

      Besides, I needed some sort of cover to even get aboard this ship in the first place. Since the IPMs—the Inter-Planetary Marines—would never have taken me in the first place, I didn’t have a lot of other options.

      “You some kinda food critic now?” I quip, “Guess everyone needs a hobby.”

      “I’ve never had such lousy fare in my entire career with the Inter-Planetary Marines, and that’s saying something, because our food stores are usually worthless to begin with. Yet for being trained as a cook, you somehow manage to make everything even worse.”

      Cooking commentary aside, I don’t like where this conversation is heading. Not at all. He’s putting pieces together that no one else has.

      My fingers tighten around the metal bar. Why couldn’t you have just died in the crash? This would’ve been so much easier.

      “It just doesn’t add up.” Riggs points his pulse blaster at me, and the sight blows my determination out the airlock. “Something you wanna tell me, Dewey?”
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        * * *

      

      Though she’s already been remade into a sort of living weapon, the failsafe unit does not hesitate to claim a pulse rifle from the remnants of the ship’s armory.

      Then she proceeds toward the bridge to gather intel. Her tasks are simple: assess the overall damage to the ship, report her findings to command if possible, and root out any survivors.

      And if any survivors still live, her directive is to execute them.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m just a cook.” I say, but I’ve never been a good liar, either in word or deed. I scuttled the ship, and he knows it. How else could the cook, the crewmember with the least survival training, have survived the crash?

      “Put that bar down,” he orders, smug. “Don’t know what you thought you were gonna do with it, anyway.”

      I sigh. He has a point. Now that he’s got his blaster on me, my chances of taking him out with it have dwindled to nothing. At this distance, especially. I drop the bar, and it clanks to a stop on the floor.

      “I know you’re not just a cook,” Riggs says. “That you’ve been looking for something. Now we’re gonna have a little chat. Turn around and—”

      In a flash of orange light, his visor shatters into trillions of tiny green pieces. Riggs slumps to his knees, then onto his face. The profound cold seizes his lifeless body and freezes his blood to his head in a crimson mass, sealing his body to the alloy deck in the next breath.

      I whirl around. Bennett stands there, clad in her own thermal suit with Riggs’s other pulse blaster in her hand.

      “I got something on the comms,” she says, holding a handscreen in her other hand. “It’s not IPM Command, it’s not colonists, and it’s not anything from the Coalition, just like you said.”

      I still hate her. She saved my life—again—but she’s robbed me of my last chance to punish Riggs for being so handsy with her all the time.

      Still, she got the job done. Now we can move on.

      I push my feelings aside and refocus. The battery packs in these suits won’t hold a charge forever, after all, and we’ve got a job to do—a job with billions of lives on the line. “Let me see it.”

      She hands the screen to me.

      “An ancient signal,” I say, “to the northeast.”

      I don’t exactly know how that signal and our job are supposed to save billions, but it will. Something about how activating this signal establishes a waypoint for those rebelling against the Coalition.

      I’ve got no mind for military tactics or strategy, but I know how to work the ancient tech that’s hidden somewhere on this icy rock, and that’s good enough for now. As a bonus, that signal is supposed to get us rescued, too. Otherwise we’re stuck here until we die, which won’t be long after our suits’ batteries run out.

      That reminds me. We need to move.

      I pick up Riggs’s other blaster and note the pair of grenades strapped to Bennett’s belt. Those are new.

      Then I turn toward the tear in the ship’s hull—toward our real mission. “Let’s go.”

      “You just told Riggs the temperature was dropping too fast.”

      “Then we’d better get there quick.”

      “Dewey, wait.” She sidles up next to me and laces her gloved fingers together with mine. “Okay. I’m ready.”

      This is how I’d intended this job to end. Exactly how.

      On our way out of the ship, I give Riggs’s stiffening body a kick. Yeah, it’s petty, but I can’t help myself.

      The snow crunches beneath our boots as we venture toward the signal.
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        * * *

      

      Even through multiple levels and layers of alloy walls, the unmistakable sound of a plasma pistol ratchets through the ship, reaching the failsafe unit’s augmented ears.

      Someone has survived the crash.

      She turns toward the sound, determined to fulfill her mandate.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Within minutes of stepping outside the ship, the cold is already getting to me. Our atmospheric suits can only do so much against temperatures scraping at negative one hundred degrees Fahrenheit.

      Half an hour later, my joints now ache from the cold. I’m sure Bennett’s hurt just as badly, but if we stop, we die. So far, she has only let go of my hand once, and that was when we had to jump across a narrow crevasse carving across the ice.

      I remain grateful for her company on this foolhardy mission. She has her own reasons for wanting to stick it to the IPMs and the Coalition, and I have mine. But as much as she claims to need me to complete this job, we both know she really doesn’t. She could’ve learned the command codes, just like I did.

      “You alright?” Her voice crackles over the comms in my helmet. It startles me, as we haven’t spoken to each other since that crevasse a few minutes back.

      I try to keep my teeth from chattering as I reply, “I’ll live.”

      I say those words as much to myself as to her. I haven’t come this far to become a Dewey popsicle on some godforsaken ice planet. I will survive this, no matter how much it sucks right now.

      At least, I’ll survive until the job is done.

      For now, I do what I can, putting one foot in front of the other, clomping through the snow, and keeping a tight grip on Bennett’s hand.
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        * * *

      

      The failsafe unit has been conditioned to survive in extreme environments, but the conditions on this planet are so severe that she cannot help but shudder against the cold.

      Her protective suit is meant for combat, and thus it does little to keep the elements at bay. She feels every icy blast of wind, every needling snowflake that pricks at the suit’s exterior, every frigid crunch of her feet into the thick snow.

      But neither do these conditions stop her from progressing. She soldiers onward, as driven and relentless as the weather itself.

      She cannot see or hear her prey, but the streaks of her prey’s progress through the snow are not yet fully washed away by the wind and snowdrifts. It is enough to tell her she is on the right path. It is enough to keep her moving.

      It is enough to find them.
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        * * *

      

      Up ahead, I notice another crevasse. This one looks much wider than the first one. At first glance, I’m not optimistic, but we’ll deal with it when we get there, and not a moment sooner.

      I can’t deny the planet’s beauty, stark and haunting as it may be. The pale green sky makes the perfect backdrop for the endless mountains of glistening ice. The green color comes from an atmosphere that’s mostly comprised of toxic chlorine gas. Can’t breathe it in, but it makes everything prettier.

      With all the white stuff whipping around the icy winds, I can’t help but feel like we’re trapped in a planet-sized snow globe. The distant sun, the closest of three in this particular system, burns well over three billion miles away, little more than a prominent greenish-white dot on the horizon.

      Forget the snow globe comparison—we’re costars in a bleak commercial for the most flavorful pack of wintergreen gum credits can buy.

      Now that we’ve reached the crevasse, my mind shifts to the problem at hand: crossing it. It’s easily forty feet wide, and as I stand as close to the edge as I dare, I can tell it delves straight down to this miserable planet’s core… more or less.

      If I fall in, at least it’s bound to be warmer down there.

      “The signal’s coming from the other side of the fissure,” Bennett says.

      Though I discovered it was here, on this planet, she was the one who found its rough location after we landed, so I’ve got to let her take the lead for this part.

      I look right and left. The crevasse extends for miles, and I shiver at the sight of it—and also from the elements, which are threatening to overwhelm my suit’s protection now that we’ve stopped moving. “Any ideas how we can get across?”

      “Only one option, really.” Bennett pulls a handheld cable gun from her belt and takes aim at the far end of the crevasse. Even though I know she’s as cold as I am, she still nails the shot, and the pointy end of the cable embeds in the ice just below the edge.

      Then, as if she’s done this exact thing a thousand times, she lowers the cable gun to the ice at our feet, presses the open end of the barrel to the ice, and fires an attached cable spike straight into it. Now the cable is anchored to both sides of the crevasse.

      A few tricky motions and clicks later, she’s reworked the gun into a winch that’s still attached to the cable. I know that’s part of the cable gun’s functionality, but I’m still impressed. I doubt I could get my fingers to move like that even if they weren’t on the brink of freezing off.

      “You want to go first, or should I?” she asks.

      If that isn’t the question of the century, I don’t know what is. But after only a few seconds, the answer is crystal clear to me.

      “If I don’t go first, I won’t ever go,” I admit.

      Bennett doesn’t fault me for my—well, my faults. It’s one of the reasons I knew we’d be good partners, both in the business of dealing a lasting blow to the Coalition, and together, as two people with affections for each other.

      So when I confess my weaknesses to her, she doesn’t cut me down for them. Instead, she finds a way to be strong for me.

      I’ve never had anyone like that in my life, so it’s a weird feeling, but I definitely don’t hate it.

      Bennett shows me how to work the gun-turned-winch. It’s got a button that supposedly pulls me forward, along the cable, and another that pushes me back.

      I like binary options. Makes it hard to screw things up.

      As she clasps the winch to my belt, she says, “Your belt isn’t a proper harness, so this isn’t nearly half as safe as it ought to be.”

      “That’s reassuring,” I mumble, and I know the mics in my helmet picked it up because Bennett smirks at me through her green face shield.

      “It won’t slide down,” she says, hiking the belt up across my chest, under my armpits, “but it will slide up. Keep your arms down, like normal, and you should be alright. But if you raise your arms, the belt’s going to slide right off you, and then…”

      “I become a permanent resident of the planet,” I say.

      “Yeah, but not how we’ve been planning,” she clarifies.

      “Right.” I fiddle with the belt. It’s uncomfortable and pinching under my arms, but not nearly as bad as falling a million feet to my death.

      As I look into the crevasse, I can’t help but wonder how many full-lung screams I could get out before I hit the bottom. Probably three or four, at least. It’s a loooong way down. Where these morbid thoughts come from, I don’t know.

      There’s this phenomenon known as “the call of the void,” where a person gets the urge to jump from a high place, even though it would definitely kill them to do so. It’s a whacked-out experience—staring down at nothing, or something, and giving serious consideration to taking that final leap.

      I’ve experienced it almost all my life. It’s not because I’m suicidal or anything; I feel great. Even better now that Riggs is dead and can’t be handsy with Bennett all the time (and no, I don’t intend to ever get over that).

      I’m so glad he’s dead.

      Anyway, death isn’t what the call of the void is about. It’s about curiosity. Wondering what it would feel like to take the plunge. Wishing I were immortal so I could try it, just to experience it.

      I’ve experienced the sensation several times since I was a kid. Never acted on it, obviously, which is why I’m still here, but it’s playing a major role in my current slate of anxieties because I literally do have to jump in order to start the process of crossing said void.

      Hearing the call of the void is one thing. Answering it is another.

      I’ve never jumped because I like being alive. The alternative doesn’t suit me.

      But now I have to jump, or the alternative will find me anyway.

      Bennett is patient with me, as always. But I can’t keep her waiting for long, or we’ll both freeze to death out here. For her sake, I hitch the belt up tighter under my arms, ignore the bitter pinch against my skin, and take that idiotic first step off the edge.

      It goes about as well as I expect.

      My weight carries me down until the cable—which isn’t as taut as I thought it should be—finally resists and yanks me back up. I’d been gripping the winch with all my might, but all my might wasn’t much to begin with, so of course my hold slips.

      Still falling and bouncing and quaking, I claw at the air, trying to grab hold of the winch again, but in doing so, I raise my arms—exactly what Bennett told me not to do. The belt lurches upward, trying to dump me into the abyss, but the chin of my helmet catches on the strap just long enough that I can wrench my arms back down.

      The belt lodges under my armpits again, and I wobble in the air, still only about two feet from where I’d stepped off the edge. I thank that nameless programmer who’d figured out the mic-breathing feature. If he hadn’t, I would’ve blown Bennett’s eardrums to bits with my strained gasps.

      I realize that’s a dumb thing to be thinking about when I’m seconds away from oblivion, but I’ve already established that I can’t be held accountable for the weird thoughts that rush through my head at inopportune moments. It is what it is.

      Bennett’s seen the entire debacle, but rather than trying to help, she just stands at the edge, staring down at me. I’m mad at her seeming apathy at first, but it’s not like she could’ve done much for me from up there anyway, so I decide to focus on not falling to my death instead.

      “You good?” she asks, her voice surprisingly neutral, given how close I just came to reaching the afterlife.

      “Yeah,” I manage. The whole process racks my nerves, but at least I managed to forget about the cold for—no, there it is again, just as awful as before.

      “Try to lever yourself up and grab the winch again.” She adds, “Carefully.”

      From my vantage point, the winch looks like it’s looming ten feet above me. In reality, it’s probably only a few perilous inches out of my reach, but it might as well be ten feet.

      I steel myself against the situation, against the miserable weather, against the odds that I’m going to screw this up and plunge to my death. Then I hook the thumb of my left hand into my belt, use the tension to push myself up those last few inches, and manage to grab the winch with my right hand.

      I pull it down, taking the wire with me—or perhaps pulling myself up to the wire—I don’t know. Physics was never my strong suit. I hold it in both hands and carefully press the forward button.

      The winch activates, and I scream across the abyss, both in terms of speed and with my voice. Somewhere in the back of my mind, I hope Bennett has the good sense to adjust the volume settings of her comms so I’m not blasting her with my girlish shrieks.

      I stop well short of the opposite side, expecting the winch to slide forward a bit, but it doesn’t. It stops abruptly, and I nearly lose my grip at the resulting jolt.

      I press the button again, and the winch cruises me closer. I stop maybe a foot away from the edge, and now I’ve got to figure out how to climb up without slipping free of my belt.

      “Put your legs up first,” Bennett suggests.

      That’s about the worst advice I’ve ever heard.

      “Maybe if I were a healthy person with strong core muscles,” I fire back.

      “You could also just hang there until you freeze to death,” she says, unfazed.

      Damn that woman and her whiplash tongue.

      I try it, and to my surprise, it works. I manage to get one foot up, then the other. My midsection burns with the strain, but with another click of the button, I shoot forward and am practically sitting on the edge.

      I can hardly believe it.

      My rump is cold, so I stand up fast and unhook everything to send the winch back to Bennett. It zooms across the cord, and she catches it. A few minutes later, she crosses the crevasse with ease, again highlighting the gap between our capability levels.

      Ultimately, what matters is that we both made it across, and now our frigid journey can continue.
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        * * *

      

      The crevasse seems daunting, perhaps especially so to her quarry, but the failsafe unit doesn’t have time to slow down. She quickly scans the terrain, noticing the path ends at the crevasse but picks up again far on the other side. Perhaps they used some sort of grappling cable to get across.

      The failsafe unit doesn’t have one. Such equipment isn’t something she’d predicted she would need, but in truth, she doesn’t truly require it to get across.

      Instead, she straps her pulse rifle to her back, peels off her gloves, and tucks them into her utility belt. Her hands are bare and exposed, but they haven’t been flesh-and-blood for several years now. Both are part of her prosthesis, connected directly to her mind through an AI-enhanced operating system.

      She steps back, away from the edge of the crevasse, then she charges through the snow and leaps over the void.

      Though her legs are strong, they cannot propel her clear to the other side. She falls about ten feet short, but with her outstretched alloy fingers, tipped with metal talons, she latches onto the inside wall of the crevasse, farther down than she’d hoped.

      Oblivion and darkness yawns below, and the impact of hitting the wall nearly dislodges her grasp, but she manages to hold on.

      Then she begins the climb back up to the surface.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, we reach another dark void amid a flat wasteland of white snow. This time, it’s the mouth of a cave, wreathed in icicles and yawning open at us. It’s a welcome sight, given the rageful green-gray storm clouds looming ever closer to our position.

      At least it was a welcome sight… until I realize it isn’t actually a cave.

      It’s a temple.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Bennett’s hand clamps onto my wrist, halting our progress. She’s noticed it as well.

      The outer edge of the opening is coated in so many layers of ice that at first glance, it looks like a cave. Thanks to the ice, I can’t even begin to imagine what the misshapen domed building was originally supposed to look like. Now it more resembles the lovechild of a structure whose mom was a terraforming installation and whose dad was a glacier.

      As soon as the description pops into my head, I realize how nutty it sounds, and I’m thankful I didn’t say it aloud.

      “This has to be the place…” Bennett says, still gripping my wrist.

      An ancient structure, coated in countless layers of ice, amid a wasteland with no other options, and near where we initially found the signal?

      “Yeah,” I say, more certain that I want to get out of the elements than about what this structure is. At this point, I’ll take any chance to warm up. I force my teeth not to chatter as I ask, “Are we good to go inside?”

      Bennett looks at me through her green visor. “You’re sure the signal is coming from here?”

      We’d abandoned the handscreen back at the ship, but I nod anyway. “Absolutely.”

      No way am I absolutely sure, but odds are good we’ve found the place. It isn’t lying if you don’t actually know but get proven right later on, right?

      She keeps holding my wrist, and with her other hand, she draws Riggs’s blaster. The two grenades still cling to her belt as well. “Draw your weapon. Stay behind me.”

      Only after I’ve done it does she release me.

      I’m all too glad to follow her lead. She’s got training for this kind of nonsense, and, frankly, the view while walking behind her is amazing, drawing me ever forward.

      At the mouth of the cave, she activates the twin lights mounted to the side of her helmet, and they shine a miserable amount of light into the dark cavernous space ahead. I do the same, doubling the effect, but we still can’t see more than twenty feet ahead.

      When we step inside, the sensation of cold wind scratching at us ceases, and we only hear angry howling behind us, as if the planet is groaning that it can’t consume us once and for all.

      Not a yard later, Bennett stops, holding her hand out to keep me from advancing any farther. She’s looking down, and I notice the snowy path we’ve been walking ends abruptly about four inches from the toes of her boots. I definitely would’ve missed it had she not pointed it out.

      “Hmm.” Still looking down, she tilts her head at different angles to redirect the twin streams of light. Then, without warning, she hops over the edge.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Finally free of the crevasse, the failsafe unit charges into the blinding snow, redoubling her efforts to catch her quarry. The climb has invigorated her, renewed her resolve.

      Within less than an hour, she reaches an archaic structure coated in layers of ice. The footprints in the snow lead straight inside, and they are the freshest she’s seen since leaving the ship.

      She is closing in on them. Soon they will be hers.
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        * * *

      

      My heart leaps into my throat, and I reach for Bennett, but she’s already gone. I stumble-creep toward the edge myself, and when I look down, I see her light shining up at me from fifteen feet below. Stranger still, she’s on her feet, totally unfazed by the jump and the landing.

      Confused, I ask, “How did you—”

      “It’s an old trick I learned back home on Bizona-12,” she calls up to me. “The ice is sloped, so jump down and lean back. It’s like a slide.”

      She hasn’t steered me wrong thus far, and it makes sense, so I try it. My boots hit the sloped ice, then the slope does the rest. My helmet clacks against the ice, and my arms flail. Somewhere in all the excitement of skating down toward Bennett, I lose my blaster.

      My momentum terminates about five paces from Bennett’s position, and my blaster slides to a stop under her boot. Once I’m back on my feet, rattled but actually pretty okay, she tosses it back to me. Naturally, I fumble it, drop it, and have to pick it back up again.

      I get no disdain or irritation from her. Instead, a kindhearted smile greets me when I look to her face, and she motions me to follow her again.

      Now we’re down on the main floor of this temple-place. The ice and snow has built up at the entrance, narrowing the actual opening in the process, which must’ve been huge. Within another twenty paces or so, our boots stop crunching on snow and begin clacking on stone tiles.

      When I look up, I’m impressed by the sprawling size of the cavernous space. But I can’t figure out where inside this structure the signal is supposed to be coming from. I look upward, but the lights on my helmet only barely scrape the vaulted ceiling.

      Then I notice a massive spike-shaped thing suspended high overhead. Even in the darkness, I recognize it immediately, and I see a simple network of catwalks leading to it.

      It’s our mission, and it’s our salvation from this place.

      I point to it and nudge Bennett. She doesn’t see it at first, but when she does, her eyes widen with awe.

      “That’s it,” I say. “That’s the spire that’s emitting the signal.”

      “I don’t believe it…” she utters.

      Now that we’ve found the spire, we can amplify the signal and establish a waypoint for our brothers and sisters to use in their fight for liberation against the Coalition. And then they’ll know where we are, and they can send someone to get us off this miserable ball of ice.

      In a matter of minutes, it will have all been worth it. All the struggling, lying, murder, destruction—all of it.

      I can’t help but grin. “We just have to get up there and—”

      The telltale clap of a pulse rifle round interrupts, and Bennett goes down.
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        * * *

      

      It’s a hit, but it’s not fatal.

      The failsafe unit has everything lined up for a kill shot, but a small, unexpected movement by the female survivor saves her life. A simple flinch to the side means the pulse round has pierced into the survivor’s left shoulder rather than through her heart.

      Lucky.

      But now the female survivor is down, and the male moves to tend to her. They both deactivate their helmet lights.

      It is a good tactic, but the failsafe unit cycles her augmented vision to see them clearly, even in the dark. She lines up another shot, this time on the man’s glowing green form, but before she can pull the trigger, a flurry of wild blasts from the plasma pistol in the woman’s hand thud into the icy cliff all around the failsafe unit.

      The failsafe unit recoils, easing away from the edge. Once the firing stops, she creeps back up to her firing position and takes aim again, only to find that her quarry is gone.

      They have somehow vanished into the endless darkness.

      The failsafe unit cycles her vision until her thermal imaging catches a faint glint of red-orange heat emitting from high above. There, the survivors hang from a grappling cord as they try to climb onto a catwalk of some sort.

      As the female survivor gets up to her knees on the catwalk, the failsafe unit points her pulse rifle up at them again.
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        * * *

      

      Despite being injured, Bennett has better reaction time than anyone I’ve ever seen.

      As she lays down frantic suppressing fire toward the silhouetted figure near the opening of the cave, she uses her arm on her injured side to draw her cable gun from her hip. Then she deftly holsters her blaster, hooks the cable gun to my belt while I’m crouching over her, and fires it up toward the catwalk overhead.

      With her good hand free, she holds on for dear life as the cable gun’s stalwart mechanism hauls us upward, fast at first but slower as the gun continues to devour the cable. We ascend toward the spire, which is where we need to be anyway.

      The whole time, I’m trying not to scream from the terrifying thrill of launching upward hundreds of feet. Instead, I battle confusion about who could possibly be attacking us.

      We should’ve been alone on this planet. It’s not like anyone could live here long-term, and we’re the only survivors of the crash aside from Riggs, who is definitely dead, thanks to Bennett.

      So who the hell is shooting at us?

      When we finally reach the catwalk, I use my manly strength—what little of it I possess—to help Bennett clamber up first. Then she bends down and reaches for me with her good arm. I take hold of it, but another pulse rifle round slams into the metal railing near Bennett’s face shield.

      The shot only barely missed her. Startled but undeterred, Bennett growls against the strain of pulling me up until the two of us succeed. I lay prone on the catwalk, hoping the metal grating will shield me.

      A third pulse round strikes the catwalk from below, and a small section of the grating near my hip, now with a coin-sized hole melted through it, glows vibrantly yellow-orange then quickly fades to red.

      The catwalk alone won’t be enough protection. We have to move.

      “It’s a failsafe unit,” Bennett says, her voice surprisingly calm, yet lined with an edge, presumably from the pain of getting shot.

      “A what?” I ask as she helps me scramble to my feet.

      “They’re not supposed to exist,” is all she says in reply.

      I don’t know what any of that means, but from the look in her eyes, this only reinforces her desire to leave the Coalition and the IPMs behind. Or maybe it’s this sort of occurrence that spurred her to leave in the first place.

      Either way, someone or something below wants us dead.

      Regardless, we have our own job to do. It’s the job we came here for—the job we scuttled an Incursion-Class starship and killed hundreds of IPMs to do.

      Billions of lives depend on our success.

      And so do our own.

      I turn toward the spire, now looming before me like a spike of pure shadow, and I run straight for it as pulse rounds shear through the grating beneath my feet.
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      The failsafe unit’s shots keep narrowly missing. From her vantage point far below, she can no longer hit her targets, so she abandons her position.

      With a momentous leap, she hurtles forward and latches onto the nearest wall. Her metal hands grip rocky handholds, and her augmented strength propels her upward fast.

      Within minutes, she will reach the nearest section of catwalk, and then she will catch her prey.
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        * * *

      

      At the spire’s archaic control panel, I use my forearm to wipe centuries’ worth of dust off its face. Light faintly glows from the old screen, and it gradually brightens until I can barely make out ancient characters, numbers, and letters. It’s all Greek to me, and I mean that literally—it’s all in the Greek language.

      But there’s an “English” option on the screen, so I tap that. The console blinks and reappears in English, and now I’ve got the entire facility at my fingertips.

      The pulse rifle fire has stopped, but behind me, Bennett fires her blaster at the failsafe unit.

      When I steal a glance down, I notice a gray figure scaling one of the walls. I get the impression it’s some sort of arachnid, and though I’m supposed to be working on the spire, I can’t tear my eyes away until I realize it’s a female human form, climbing ever closer.

      I’ve got only seconds left before she reaches us.

      I tap the console screen and begin the process of amplifying the signal.

      That’s when the first of Bennett’s grenades explodes.

      The entire catwalk rattles, and rock dust filters down from the ceiling all around us. I steady myself on the console and look back in time to see the remnants of a fireball dissipating near where the failsafe unit was climbing.

      Bennett stands twenty yards away from the smoky haze, which now lingers over the end of the catwalk.

      “Did you kill her?” I call.

      Bennett doesn’t respond, so I quickly enter the first of three commands to boost the signal.

      When I look back again, a hellish figure emerges from the haze on the far end of the catwalk.

      She is muscular, partly machine, and partly charred black, but she’s alive.

      And she’s staring right at me.
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        * * *

      

      The grenade, she had to admit, was thrown well. Any closer, and it would’ve done its job. Were it not for the protective fabric of the failsafe unit’s suit and the biomechanical reinforcements to her body, she likely would’ve succumbed to the intense heat and pressure of the blast.

      Now she stands before her prey, damaged but not dead, unarmed but not weaponless, primed to complete her mission.

      Though the explosion destroyed her pulse rifle, she stalks forward on resilient legs, her eyes fixed on the female IPM standing between her and the man at the console.

      The plasma pistol in the woman’s hand flashes with orange light, and pain lights up the failsafe unit’s chest. It dulls quickly, muted by her prosthesis. Another shot hits her thigh, shearing away a chunk of her flesh. Her prosthesis again responds, injecting numbing agents into the wound.

      Three more plasma rounds plunge into the failsafe unit’s body, all potentially fatal, all overridden by her augmentations.

      Still she approaches.

      “How long?” the female IPM calls out.

      “One more command!” the man shouts back.

      The failsafe unit doesn’t comprehend what they’re doing. In seconds, it won’t matter because they will be dead.

      But when the female IPM reaches for the second grenade on her belt, the failsafe unit’s window of opportunity rapidly begins to close. She springs forward.
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        * * *

      

      “Dewey!” Bennett shouts, a frantic edge to her voice unlike anything I’ve ever heard from her.

      I type in the final command and activate the sequence. Lines and circuits glow with neon-blue light, snaking up the exterior of the spire all the way up to the ceiling.

      It’s done. The signal is amplifying.

      I’m almost too awestruck by the sight to turn away, but for Bennett’s sake, I have to.

      When I do, I realize I’m already too late.

      The failsafe unit has Bennett in her grasp, one hand clutching her throat and the other clamped onto her wrist, which holds her hand out. They are both drenched in neon-blue light.

      Bennett struggles to free herself, but the failsafe unit holds her so her boots are no longer touching the catwalk. She kicks and fights, all to no avail.

      The sight both enrages and terrifies me. I feel helpless, desperate, weak.

      And I am.

      Our mission is complete, but if Bennett dies…

      I can’t think about that. I just can’t face that reality.

      I think to draw my blaster, but even at this range, I know it won’t do me any good.

      “Dew—ey,” Bennett chokes out. “Run!”

      At first, I don’t know what she means, but then she flicks the striker on the grenade in her outstretched hand.

      My heart leaps in my chest, and my jaw drops. But rather than run away, I run toward her.

      There’s no question it’s a dumb move. I already know I’m too late to save her.

      But I also know I can’t live without her.

      The failsafe unit’s eyes widen, but it’s too late for her, too.

      I launch toward them as the grenade detonates.

      The blast vaporizes them both, and the rickety catwalk, already damaged from pulse rounds, collapses from the force of the explosion.

      My heart screams with a pain far worse than the shrapnel digging into my body.

      In those last fleeting seconds, I realize I am alive, but falling.

      Bennett is gone, killed by the Coalition after all.

      But we succeeded. The signal is amplified. The waypoint is established. We’ve helped to liberate billions of people. Our job is done.

      I suppose this was always a suicide mission, anyway. Rescue probably wouldn’t have gotten here in time, but at least now we won’t freeze to death. And I’m finally answering the call of the void—against my will, but whatever.

      As the stone floor fast approaches, my stomach leaps into my chest. For once, I don’t scream.

      Then I am reunited with Bennett once more.
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      Can the disabled son of a military hero step up when his town is being invaded?
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      War came to Capernica on a beautiful Landing Day.

      Mario sat on the wooden bench, idly eating a stick of mist candy as he people watched.  It was still early in the day, the sun only now beginning to vanquish the mist rising from the river, yet Red Rocks Park was already teeming with partygoers.  That wasn’t surprising. Just upstream from San Isabella, this celebration was the largest on the continent. By the time the fireworks show kicked off, there would be over a hundred thousand people in attendance.

      He took another mouthful of the candy, feeling the charged particles explode in his mouth. He wasn’t really that much of a fan of the cloyingly sweet concoction, but it had become his personal tradition. Years ago, while his father, the famous-son Major Bennet Despiri, met with the organizers in preparation for his first, but now annual speech, he’d given Mario mist candy to keep him quiet. Now, it was just part of his Landing Day tradition.

      Other people seemed to love the candy, though, and the line at the booth was long. Mario’s eyes kept zeroing in on the second lieutenant waiting to get to the front. She was a boot, without a single ribbon on her chest, and without an occupational specialty patch on her shoulder.  Probably just got out of OCS, and now home on leave, so proud that she had to wear her uniform to the celebration. Probably figured that with the war on, she’d have people buying her drinks all day.

      The familiar sense of regret flowed over him.  He’d give anything to wear that uniform, but he’d long accepted that would never happen. Mario Despiri, son of one of the most, if not the most, famous veteran in the province, was not physically qualified.

      As if triggered by the thought, Mario’s stunted left leg reminded him why he couldn’t enlist with a sharp, stabbing pain. Mario slowly stretched out the leg, the constricted skin fighting him.

      Crap.  It’s too soon.  I was just at the clinic two months ago.

      As his body continued to betray him, the intervals between treatments were getting shorter. They would continue to do so until the end.

      Moriori Syndrome was a cruel master. One of the many autoimmune diseases that greeted humankind as they spread through the stars, this was one of the few that modern medicine couldn’t cure. At best, it could slow down the progression with gene therapy and continual surgery, but eventually, as the body went out of control, it couldn’t slow the tide.

      The worst thing about Moriori was that the body became its own enemy. It lost the ability to recognize friendly cells from foe, what were skin cells and what was bone, and the body reacted with unchecked growth.  Joints were overgrown, his skin grew bark-like warts, and his organs became choked off.

      This was his life, and he’d accepted it—not that he’d had much choice.  But as he watched the young officer, he couldn’t help but feel jealous.  What made her the lucky one?

      The officer was behind a guy and a little girl in the line, and when the girl got her candy, the officer leaned forward to pay for it.

      Mario had thought she was in uniform to score free drinks, but here she was buying candy for a little girl. Mario wanted to dislike the lieutenant for having what he wanted so much, but how could he be jealous of someone like her?

      Curious as to who she was, he glanced at his wristcomp.

      No.  I shouldn’t.  It’s not legal.

      But Mario wasn’t good at obeying the rules. Life, particularly his life, was too short to be constrained.

      Physically limited, Mario had turned his attention to more cerebral endeavors, and he was wicked smart. Untold hours by the reservoir while his dad worked, away from the pitied gaze of others, he became a self-taught hacker.  He’d never profited financially from his journeys through the government files, but his mere presence in the secured nets could earn him time behind bars.

      Not that the risk had ever stopped him.

      Mario accessed the net, entered some search parameters into the program he designed when he was ten and continually upgraded.  Within seconds, he had two possibilities.  After looking at the images, he knew who the lieutenant was: Second Lieutenant Cel Wysoki, Army of the Confederation.  Orders to Interpolative Planning School on Braxton to become a logistics officer.

      Mario’s dream had been to join the infantry, like his father, but he’d take logistics or any support role. He didn’t need to be a physical stud to serve, and just by pulling the lieutenant’s name through some of the toughest security screens on the planet, he’d proven that he knew his way around the nets. But even with a war, he’d been turned down. Even with his father requesting an exception, he’d been turned down.

      The lieutenant was now speaking to an older man who was behind her in the line. Mario lost interest in her and leaned back on the bench. He had a full day to kill before his dad’s speech. Mario had already heard it twenty times as his father practiced it. For a certified hero, he was terrified of public speaking, but still, he accepted the invitation each year.  Maybe that was what being brave was all about, doing that which you feared.

      His mind wandered, his eyes gazing up into the sky when several streaks caught his attention. He sat up, immediately recognizing Wolvic landing craft heading toward San Isabella. Capernica, far from the war zone, was under attack.

      Mario tried to jump to his feet, but his left leg buckled, and he sprawled onto the ground.

      “You OK?” an older man wearing the yellow vest of the celebration’s ground crew asked as he offered a hand.

      “Yeah, I’m fine,” Mario said, taking the hand to stand up.

      He looked over the man’s shoulders and up in the sky. More shuttles were appearing, but no one seemed to notice.  The rides in the midway were still running, and the man was looking at him with concerned eyes.

      “You might want to tell your bosses we have to evacuate the park.  The Wolvies are here.”

      “What?  You’re crazy, young man.”

      “No, look.”

      The man turned to look to where Mario was pointing. “What are those?  The Air National Guard?  They don’t perform until this afternoon.”

      “Those are PR-60 and OK-93 landing craft. Wolvies.”

      “No.  Can’t be. The war isn’t here.”

      “Believe me, I know my military equipment.  And the war wasn’t here.  It is now.”  The man seemed unsure, so he added, “You really need to tell your bosses.  They’ve got to close this down.”

      The man looked up in the air, then down at Mario several times, his mouth gaping open and shut.

      “Now!” Mario said, putting all the force of command he could into his voice.

      The man gave him one more look, then his eyes open wide, he bolted off.  Mario was tempted to start screaming at people to leave, but he didn’t want to cause an uncontrolled panic.  Let the celebration staff handle it according to their contingency plan.

      But he needed to get his father. Mario’s ability to walk was not the best, and once the crowd started moving, he’d be in trouble.  He needed to get his dad now and get a head start on leaving.

      It was surreal that Capernica was under attack, yet people were acting as if nothing was out of the ordinary.  A few people seemed to realize something was up—at least they were walking with purpose, eyes looking up at the sky. Most people seemed intent on having fun, though.

      Mario was about to change his mind and start telling people to leave when a low whine made the hairs in his ear twist.  He’d watched enough holos of battles to know what it was:  Wolvic Gryphon ground attack craft.

      “Run!” he shouted a few seconds before a flash lit up the grounds, and a moment later, the first of several concussion waves swept over him.  He spun around just in time to see the Ferris Wheel tip over, several bodies falling or jumping free.

      “Dad!”

      Mario tried to speed up, but people were screaming in panic, running in every direction. A woman ran into him, knocking him on his butt.  He tried to get up, but someone else hit him from behind, sending him face-first onto the dirt. Somehow, he managed to crawl to the side of an exhibit hall, his left leg stiff and useless, and get out of the way.  He sat there, breathing hard, trying to catch his breath, as the masses of people ran by.

      Calm, yourself, Mario.  One, two, three. Calm, he chanted to himself, his private breathing mantra.

      With only thirty percent of what should be his normal lung capacity, he couldn’t afford to become stressed.  He had to keep an even keel, and he’d depended on this stock of little mantras to get him through his life.

      He kept his eyes out for his father, hoping he’d use this route to find him, but if he ran past, Mario never saw him.  Several times, he tried to get up and moving again, but each time, it was still too chaotic and rough, and he couldn’t go a meter before behind jostled or hit. It was a full fifteen minutes before he felt safe enough to try and move.  He kept to the edges of the main thoroughfare until he reached the side branch leading up to the permanent buildings . . . and stopped dead. The park headquarters, where his dad was supposed to be meeting with the event coordinators, was gone, a twisted tumble of smoking ruins.

      “Dad!” he screamed, calming mantra forgotten. With a lurching gait, he ran up to what was left of the building.

      A man covered in dark dust was standing silently, staring at the rubble. Mario grabbed him by the shoulders and, despite his small size, jerked the man around. “Where are the people?  Where did they go?”

      The man’s eyes were glazed over, and it seemed to take a force of will for him to focus on Mario.  “What people?”

      “The people inside.  My dad was inside, meeting them for his speech tonight,” he said, his voice cracking.

      “Your father was inside there?”

      “Yes.  Where did they go?  Where are they now?  I need to find him.”

      The man put his arm around Mario’s shoulder and pulled him in.  He resisted, not willing to accept the truth, and if it wasn’t said, then it didn’t happen.

      “I’m so sorry, son.  If your father was in there, then he’s dead now.”
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        * * *

      

      “My name is Master Sergeant Juanista of the Confederation Army.  Right over there is Sergeant Park, and beside her is Corporal Weingarten. We’re from Camp Lassiter, and we’re here to defend Doverton from the Wolvics,” the broad-shouldered soldier said in an accent that labeled him an offworlder.

      Mario frowned.  How could only three soldiers from the garrison at Miguel Pass defend the town?

      The last three days had been a blur.  Mario wasn’t even sure how he’d managed to get back to the town.  He didn’t remember the last time he’d eaten. He’d still be sitting at his father’s desk in the small cabin he shared—used to share—with him if his wristcomp hadn’t alerted, telling him to come to the town square. The entire town was there, along with the three soldiers.

      “But we’re not going to be doing this alone. So, I need all of you to listen up. You all know what’s happening, but to make sure we’re starting on the same page, the Wolvics have landed in force on the planet.  San Isabella, White Water, Warrenton, and New Leeds have all fallen, and Pryce is under siege.”

      There were gasps from the crowd, and the fog that had taken over his brain was brushed aside as if by a hurricane. Four of the six provincial capitals had been captured, and the planet’s capital was being attacked?  Mario didn’t know what he’d expected, but it was a shock to hear the words.

      The master sergeant glanced across the crowd, cleared his throat, then said, “Accordingly, under the approval of the Council Prime, and as allowed under Paragraph two-point-three-point-two of the Articles of Confederation, Capernica is now under Martial Law, Level One.”  He reached across his body and pressed his wristcomp.

      Immediately, everyone’s wristcomp alerted.

      “You all should now have a copy of the Declaration of Martial Law:  Three-Six-Six-Three-One.  It took effect at noon local, or approximately twenty minutes ago.”

      Mario glanced at the document but didn’t bother to read it.  He just wanted to know what was happening.  He had a growing hope, something he dared not formulate into words for fear it would be cut off at the knees.

      “And now, let’s get to the meat of this. San Isabella has fallen, and Intel believes those forces will start moving upriver, clearing all of the towns along the way.  Including Doverton.”

      There were gasps and mumblings as that sunk in.  Mario was silent, playing things out in his mind. There were really only two options. Evacuating or fighting, and depending on where the Wolvics were, and given Doverton’s unique location, evacuation might not be an option.  Situated at the base of the Vermillon Cliffs at the head of the Cathedral Canyon, there was only one way out.  If the Wolvics could reach where the canyon opened up on the Green River, the townspeople would be trapped.

      “Your local militia is being routed—”

      “Where’s the Confederation Army?” Mario’s Uncle Halston shouted out.

      The master sergeant stopped for a moment, then said, “The Confederation Army can’t respond here for at least a week. Unless we do something, the battle here might be over. And that brings up to the next order of business.”

      “We need to be able to defend this town. No, no matter what we do, we can’t hope to hold off a concerted Wolvic attack. But what we can do is make them bleed trying to take it.  If we can do it, then they might decide to bypass the town.”

      “You think that will happen,” his uncle asked.  “We’ve got the generating plant.”

      “That’s pretty much all you have.  And if the bastards win, they’re gonna want to have that in place.  No, there’s no strategic imperative to take Doverton.“

      Mario considered that.  Along with memorizing most of the war material known to humankind, he’d also studied tactics and strategy.  Bypassing Doverton could probably be done at little risk.  There was no pocket of military strength in the town that could wreak havoc on the Wolvics’ rear area. But despite how the master sergeant put it, the power station, even as old as it was, was a strategic resource, and they’d want to protect it from being destroyed lest it fall into their hands.

      “So, we need to hunker in like a badger and make it too tough to dig us out. And I can tell you, it ain’t gonna be us three doing it. We need everybody to be part of the defense of this town.   So, I am about to ask for volunteers, but I’ve got a list of sixty-eight of you, and if you don’t volunteer, I’ll conscript every one of you right now into the planetary militia.  I’ll be in command of the defense, and who knows, maybe the damned effort will work.”

      The crowd broke into a hubbub that the master sergeant let run for a few moments. Mario didn’t say a word.  He just stared at the soldier, his heart beating quickly. His emotions were too raw for rational thought. There was one thing he wanted at the moment, and he was praying it would come to pass.

      “So, first, here’s your chance to volunteer.  It’s your planet, people.  You can’t just depend on the Confederation to pull your asses out of the fire.”

      “I’m in,” Mario’s uncle said, to no surprise. “Halston Despiri. Served four years in the Confederation Army, infantry.”

      The master sergeant checked his comp. “Yeah, I’ve got your name here. You’re a sergeant now in the militia. Go and join Sergeant Park.

      One by one, other townspeople volunteered.  Mario wanted to so bad he could taste it, but too many rejections in his life held his hand.

      All told, twenty-three people volunteered, from the seventy-two-year-old Ms. Gaugherty to Jeff Knat, who’d just turned fifteen. Mario didn’t think Jeff would be accepted, but the master sergeant waved him over to join the rest.

      “That’s it?” the master sergeant asked, his voice straining in disbelief. “Unbelievable.  This is your damned town.”

      No one else moved, so with a sigh, he said, “Sergeant Park, read out the names.  And you standing there hoping others will save your sorry asses, if you hear your name, you’re enlisted. Join the volunteers, the real patriots here.”

      Sergeant Park stepped forward and called out, “Jones, Lisa.”

      “She went to Fox two days ago to join,” someone shouted out.

      The sergeant nodded, touched her wristcomp, and said, “Numorat, Tace.”

      Tace Numorat was two years older than Mario, and he’d often made Mario’s life a living hell when they were kids.  A coward at heart, Mario looked on with interest, wondering how Tace was going to react.  He was somewhat surprised that with a resigned look, Tace went to join the others without argument.

      But the master sergeant was right. This was their planet. This was their town. If they didn’t step up, who would?

      Fifteen, twenty more names were called. Winnie Leander tried to say she couldn’t serve as she might be pregnant, but the master sergeant said it was either serve or be arrested and detained—and not in the town’s two-cell jail. She’d be secured to a post sunk in the ground at whatever was going to serve as the town’s line of defense.

      That shocked the townsfolk, but no one dared speak up. The master sergeant had just convinced them in no uncertain terms that this was the real shit.

      Finally, what Mario had been praying for happened.

      “Despiri, Mario.”

      “Here,” he squeaked, his voice cracking.  He hurried forward, hoping to get lost among the rest, out of the soldier’s sight.

      “Uh, Master Sergeant,” Mario’s uncle said, making Mario’s heart drop.  “Mario can’t serve.”

      The master sergeant gave his uncle a long stare, then asked, “Why not.”

      His uncle stepped up and leaned into the soldier’s ear.  Mario tried to straighten up and puffed up his chest.  He couldn’t hear everything his uncle was saying, but words such as “Moriori,” “Major Despiri,” and “handicapped” reached him as clear as day.

      The master sergeant listened, then turned his head to stare at him.  Mario knew he had to do something.

      “Sergeant Juanista, you need bodies, right?  And my name’s on the list, right?”

      The soldier’s eyes narrowed, and he nodded.

      Mario couldn’t read into that, so he plunged ahead. “If I’m on that list, I must be eligible.  Yeah, I know I’ve got some physical issues, but I can walk.  I can shoot.  Hell, you took Ms. Gaugherty, and she’s in her seventies.”

      The woman scowled at that, and Mario hurriedly said, “No insult intended, ma’am.  I’m proud of you.”

      But Mario could see that the master sergeant wasn’t buying it. He was going to be relegated to the trash heap of humanity, one of the tiny minority for which modern medical science couldn’t help. They said they were protecting him, but in his mind, they were telling him he had no worth, and that was the worse feeling of all.

      “Look, Sergeant. I don’t know how long I have before my Moriori wins the battle. Maybe a month.  Maybe a year.”

      The doctors gave him at least another five years, but Mario wasn’t above exaggerating when he needed to.

      “This fight is going to be dangerous, and many of us won’t survive it. In my case, is the loss really that tragic?  I lose a few days, but for what?  What good will I have done? If I’m going to go, at least let me go out like a man.  Let me serve like my father did.”

      The master sergeant harumphed. “Well, shit.  I guess Capernica can actually grow some kids with balls, after all.

      “You’re in.  Go join the others.”
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        * * *

      

      Mario stared down the canyon, his hands tightly gripping the ancient Brady .288 he’d been issued.  Along with the old fatigue blouse he wore over his t-shirt, so long in storage that the preservative made his eyes water, they were the only indication that he was a member of a militia and protected by the Accords.

      He wished he had a modern dart thrower, maybe the ML-41 that was just hitting the Army.  Even a ME2 MEW would be better.  That was the heavy beam weapon his father had carried back when he was a PFC and earned his Star of Honor on Steven’s Repose, long before Mario had been born.  An ME2 was probably too big for Mario to handle, but as long as he was wishing, he could wish for a stronger body as well.

      But still, the Brady was a real military weapon, and it could kill a Wolvic.  And that was what Mario wanted to do.  Revenge was a dangerous emotion, but the bastards had killed his father, and his body ached to drop the first soldier he saw, regardless of the consequences to him.  He’d used the I-don’t-have-much-time-left excuse with the master sergeant, but there was more than a little truth to it. He wanted—no, he needed—the chance to kill a Wolvic.  It wouldn’t bring his father back, but it would still be sweet.

      His uncle had tried to take away that chance, though. While the rest of the town was digging in and building fortifications, ready to meet the Wolvics with force, his uncle had pulled Mario aside and ordered him to the station where he could give the town warning that the Wolvics were approaching. Once he’d done that, his uncle told him that he was to retreat into the machine shop, take off his fatigue blouse, and wait for whatever was to come.

      Mario had approached the master sergeant to overrule his uncle, but the soldier placed a hand on his shoulder and told him that with the jamming the Wolvics would be doing, giving the defenders warning was the most valuable thing he could do. Mario wanted to fight back, to take his place with the rest of the defenders, but just as he opened his mouth, he recoiled in shock.

      What would his father think of him?  Here he was, sworn into the militia just forty-five minutes ago, and he was arguing against his orders. What kind of soldier did that?

      He closed his mouth, nodded, and began the long hike around the lake to the station that had served as his second home.  With his mother off to find herself in the galaxy, unwilling to be “trapped” in tiny Doverton, his father had raised him alone. And for most of Mario’s life, if he wasn’t at school, he spent the time playing at the station while his father was the groundskeeper.

      It seemed empty now.  Mario kept looking over his shoulder, half-expecting to see his father come up the stairs, telling him lunch was ready.  Major Bennet Despiri, Star of Honor awardee, then a figurehead for the resort where he puttered about, maintaining the station, monitoring feeds for problems that never happened, and feeding Lily and Hank, the resort’s two swans. Some people thought the position was beneath him as a hero, but it suited him, and he was happy.  And Mario had been happy to spend time with him there.

      I bet you never thought you’d see me here in uniform, though, he thought as he watched the road below.

      The “veranda,” as his father called the faux castle tower, was well-situated to look down the canyon, however. Mario could observe the final six hundred meters of road and creek, hundred-meter sheer walls on either side before the cliffs opened up to the lake, resort, and town.  Built upon the dam which created the lake, the old control station had been redesigned to blend in with the castle-like Silver Alpine Resort, the town’s main source of revenue. Built into the cliffs on the east side of the lake, it had been the playground of the rich and famous for years before its allure faded.  Still, it was an impressive structure.

      Mario turned around.  Across the lake on the west side, Doverton was nestled in the slopes leading up to the base of the Vermillion Cliffs.  The Mist Falls fell through the middle of the town, feeding the lake.  He couldn’t make out much, but he knew that defensive positions were being built. The more he thought about it, the more he thought that the defense could prevail. Between the lake and the resort, the only way to approach the town was on the lone road cut along the rocks on the west side. If the Wolvics didn’t have armor—and the canyon leading up to the town was not armor country—the defenders could possibly hold out.

      Motion caught his eye, and for a moment, Mario panicked.  Had the Wolvics gotten around him somehow?  But no, it was only Lily and Hank, paddling in the water below him. Mario felt a twinge of guilt.  With his father gone, the swans hadn’t been fed, and there wasn’t time for him to do it.

      “Sorry, guys,” he muttered.

      He couldn’t even promise to feed them when all this was over as he didn’t expect to be around.

      Get your head back in the game.

      He had to ignore the town behind him. The road below was what mattered.

      He checked the safety on his Brady for the hundredth time, then wiped his trigger hand on his jeans.  The waiting was getting to him. He was afraid, he had to admit.  But his father must have been afraid, too, when he was Mario’s age, yet he’d done what he had to. How could Mario do any less?  He let his anger and years of frustration take over, pushing the fear to the side.

      And then, there they were.  One, two, then three Wolvic skirmishers, floating on their disks ten meters above the road, appeared from around the bend in the canyon. They cautiously moved forward as if fearing an ambush.

      With a quick intake of air, Mario raised his Brady and aimed in on the lead skirmisher. His hands trembled, and the sights on his rifle kept flashing as he lost the target.  Six hundred meters was well within the Brady’s range, but it was still up to Mario to hit the skirmisher.

      He lowered the rifle.  Calm, yourself, Mario.  One, two, three. Calm.

      He didn’t have to fire now. He could wait. And he still had his most important mission to accomplish.

      Mario picked up the landline. It didn’t connect with the town, but only with the resort.  The resort front desk, however, did have a landline connection with the sheriff’s office.

      “Hey, Grace.  This is Mario.  The Wolvies are coming up the canyon now.”

      A nervous-sounding Grace said, “OK.  I’ll let them know. Wait a second.”

      Mario watched the skirmishers.  No one else had appeared, but that was according to their SOP.  The skirmishers would be out ahead of the main body.

      “Mario, they want to know how many are coming?”

      With only three skirmishers, that would mean a company if they were deploying as per their Table of Organization. A company had more than enough firepower to take the town, but it could be worse. And maybe a company could be turned back if the defense was stout enough.

      “I think a company.”

      He continued to watch, and Grace said, “Your uncle said thanks, and for you to get out of there now.” There was a pause, and then she asked in a hopeful voice, “Is that even possible?”

      “He doesn’t mean get out of here. Just to hide and hope for the best,” Mario said before he cut her off. He had more urgent things to do.

      The skirmishers had proceeded another hundred meters up the canyon.  Mario aimed in at the lead one, repeating his mantra over and over.  Another two or three hundred meters, he’d take the skirmisher out, then try to engage the other two.

      With their body armor, even hitting the skirmisher was not a guarantee that he’d kill him, but Mario had to make the attempt. That’s what his father would have done.

      His scope alerted him to movement beyond his field of view.  Mario zoomed back, expecting to see the first of the infantry . . . but he was wrong.

      “Shit!” he said, lowering the rifle and looking over the sight.

      Coming around the bend was a fearsome sight:  a T-12 Basilisk heavy tank. With its 130mm multi-munition main gun, it was a powerful weapons system.  And on its six fans, it could skim right over the lake’s surface, hitting the town from any direction.

      “They don’t deploy them with just a company!” he cried out as if they were cheating at basketball.

      He dropped the Brady and scrambled back to the phone. “Grace, you still there?”

      “I’m here. What’s wrong?”

      Mario took three breaths, and in a calmer voice, said, “You need to tell them that we’ve got a Basilisk coming.”

      “What’s that?” she asked, sounding scared.  “Is it bad?”

      “Have them tell my uncle.  He’ll know.”  He popped his head up for another look, and a second tank drove into view.  “Shit.  Tell him there’re two.”

      “What is it?”

      “Just tell him.”

      Mario cut the call off. Whatever hope he had that the town could hold off the Wolvics went right out the window.  Once those tanks came out of the narrow part of the canyon, the town was as good as lost. There was nothing in the town’s tiny armory that could stand up to one.  They needed something far, far more powerful.  And there wasn’t anything, unless you counted the . . .

      Mist Lake held almost two billion liters of water, enough to scour the canyon clean. Ms. Gaugherty had even suggested using the lake as a suggestion, but it simply wasn’t doable. The dam was originally built for both power production and flood control. As other forms of power came online in the plains, most of the generators were removed, leaving only one generator to power the town and resort.

      But the flood control purpose was still there. The gates were kept intact, but with governors that limited how far they could open. Given time, the lake could be emptied, but that would take days, and the water would never reach the roadbed.

      Before the governors were installed, though, it was possible to blow the gates as a last ditch effort to save the dam. Mario had even found the governors in the programming during his many hacks. He hadn’t touched them, but he knew where they were.  If he could only . . .

      He looked down the canyon.  As he feared, a third tank had appeared, and they were moving steadily up the road. Given time, Mario knew he could bypass the governors.  But time was something he didn’t have.

      But I’ve got to try!

      Mario bolted for the stairs.  He had to get down to the ground floor, then climb back up to the station’s control room. He tried taking the steps two at a time, and his left leg collapsed.  It was only by a wild grab at the rail that he didn’t fall down the winding staircase all the way to the bottom. Lurching his way, one hand always on the rail, he stumbled down to the bottom.  Gasping for breath, he hurried to the main stairs.  The wide steps always gave him problems, but he attacked them, right leg stepping up, left leg dragging. His lungs were burning, but he refused to give in to weakness.

      Give me strength, Dad!  Help me!

      His mind was so focused on climbing that he was surprised when he hit the door and fell into the station. He had to gather himself and get over to the main control panel.

      “Where is the snake?” he shouted, pulling open drawers and flinging things onto the floor.

      He was in full-blown panic mode until he opened the fourth drawer, and with trembling fingers, pulled out the snake connector. Carefully, he attached one end into his wristcomp, the other into the dam control.  He pulled his keyboard out of his pocket, connected it to the comp as well, and unrolled it.

      From the outside, the station control room looked like rock, but it was actually surrounded by windows that gave a 270-degree view of the resort, lake, town, and canyon.  Mario took a quick look.  The skirmishers were almost up to the top of the canyon, and the three tanks were making good progress.  Behind them, infantry were moving up the road in a column of twos.

      Don’t look at them!  Focus, Mario!

      Using his father’s password, Mario entered the system and quickly navigated to the dam programs.  But he was so stressed that he couldn’t begin to understand what he was seeing.

      Calm, yourself, Mario.  One, two, three. Calm.

      As his body reacted, the mess of programming started to coalesce into understandable code. He knew where he had to go, and within seconds, he was at the gate.  That was the easy part.  The hard part was coming up next, and doubts made him falter.  There was just no time.

      You have the abilities.  Just do it, he told himself in his father’s voice.

      One by one, Mario started exploring branches, eliminating, one after the other before he remembered something.

      Stupid!

      The gates were going to have to be open before he could blow them. And that took time. Ignoring his wristcomp, he reached to the touch screen, pulled up the controls, and inputted the commands to open the gates. The governors would stop them at their limits, and this might warn the Wolvics, but it would save time if he managed to bypass them.

      He looked out the window as the gates slowly started to open, and right there, even with him and maybe thirty meters away, a skirmisher floated on his disk, looking down as the water started to flow.

      A stab of fear ran through him. If the skirmisher used the right scan, he’d see through the windows and spot him.  His instincts were to bolt.

      You’re a soldier now. Do your duty!

      He pushed the skirmisher out of his mind and went back to the programming. One, two, three paths were eliminated when either the gods of war, the gods of programmers, or the gods of fools intervened, and there he was. He could see the governors.  All he had to do was break through the security.

      Normally, if he was trying to hack into a system, he’d use either a worm or a brute force attack, possibly with rainbowing. He knew either way would work, if he had time. But there was one possible option.  A long time ago, Mario had developed a spy program that sat unnoticed but analyzing patterns. He never thought to breach the governor, but that was installed by the same company who revamped the entire system. There was a chance that the little spy could help speed up the process.  All he had to do was activate it.

      Crap, what was the password?  His mind was blank.  This was ridiculous.  He couldn’t get in because he couldn’t remember his own password?  He looked up across the lake as he wracked his brain. The two swans were still paddling in circles below him, waiting to be fed.

      “LilyandHank2!” he typed, and with a sigh of release, he was in.

      He initiated the attack.  All he could do now was wait.

      Outside the window, the second skirmisher had joined the first, their black armor striking fear into Mario’s heart.  One was pointing down at the water, where plumes were rising as it shot out of the dam and into the creek.

      Calm, yourself, Mario.  One, two, three. Calm.

      And amazingly, there was a ding.  He’d breached the governor.  Within seconds, he found the main trunk, and with a few taps of his finger, he turned it off.  Alarms sounded inside the control room, a light flashing red.

      That caught the attention of the skirmishers.  They couldn’t see the alarms with their naked eyes, but something had alerted them.

      Mario ducked down, but to where he could still see the gate screens.  The line showing how far they were opened continued to climb. Mario held his breath as they approached the previous limit of eighteen percent, only exhaling as the line passed that.  Now it was just a matter of time.

      But down below, the tanks were still approaching.  Alongside the road, Mist Creek was raging now, but it wasn’t up to road level yet.

      He watched the indicator inch up:  twenty percent, twenty-five percent, thirty percent.  The plumes from the gates rose higher, and one of the skirmishers scooted closer to take a look. Mario regretted leaving his Brady in the veranda in his haste to reach the control room.

      Real good soldier, Mario.  Forget your weapon.

      He looked down the canyon.  The lead Basilisk was only 200 meters away. If it opened up its fusion power plant, it could cover that in ten seconds.  But it was moving cautiously, even as the creek started cresting in places, flowing onto the road.  Down the canyon, the infantry had stopped advancing as water reached them.

      The water might have them concerned, but it wasn’t going to stop them. The gates had to be blown to get the torrent needed to flush them down.

      The gates opened more and more. Mario didn’t remember how far they had to be to blow them, and he didn’t bother diving into the program to find out. It was a mechanical safety, so it wasn’t something he could hack.  He just sat there, hitting the command over and over, hoping that it would work.

      Outside the windows, the skirmishers suddenly backed off.  Mario didn’t understand why, but anything to get them farther away was a good thing.

      He thought.

      The explosion took him by surprise, and he yelled as he went to his belly.  But the control room was undamaged.  He looked over his shoulder to see that the veranda was gone.  The lead tank must have fired on it. They must have realized that the dam was reacting to orders, and they’d fired on what was the most obvious control tower.

      Mario thanked the architects who designed the actual station to blend in. But he knew he was still at risk.  He could be targeted next.  He had to stay put, however, to keep initiating the command to blow.

      He locked his eyes on the lead tank as it rotated its turret and fired again . . . but at what was left of the veranda tower.

      There was another explosion, not quite as loud, and for a moment, he thought they might have fired at the dam itself, which would be doing his job for him. But no, the gates had been blown.  He rushed right up to the window, where he could see a wall of water rushing down the canyon.  Infantry in the distance started to scramble, some going up trees, but Mario was staring down the tanks as the water hit them. They staggered backward, but somehow, the big beasts managed to keep upright.  Two even got up on their fans as the water fought to drag them down.

      “Shit!” he screamed.

      He’d been so sure this would work.  He turned to look at the dam when he realized that only one gate had blown. Three more were still opening.

      He sent another command, and the second gate blew, parts flying into the air. They were sequential, not set to blow together. Just above the dam, Hank and Lily paddled forward to investigate what was going on with their domain.

      “Sorry guys,” Mario said as he blew the final two gates.

      What he’d thought was a wall before turned into a small wave.  A tsunami, fifteen meters high, swept down the canyon, rising even higher as the canyon narrowed.  They hit the first tank with a vengeance.  Mario had only a quick glance of it turning over before it disappeared in the maelstrom. The next two were gone in a flash as well.  Trees were being uprooted and picked up in the flood.  Chunks of the canyon walls gave way. The infantry, up in the trees like monkeys, were swept away.

      Mario stared at the destruction in awe. He’d expected damage, but this?  He was in a state of shock.

      The three skirmishers turned and floated down the canyon over the torrent that has just scoured their company away.

      Mario watched for twenty minutes as the lake emptied.  The flow slowed.  There was still a lot of water flowing through the destroyed gates, but it wasn’t quite so rampaging. Downstream, as more of the damage was revealed, it was obvious that the Wolvic company was no more. A single Basilisk was upside down in the rocks of the creek.  But that was it.  There was no other sign that they’d existed.

      As far as the canyon, once scenic with the road alongside the trees and creek, well, it was gone, a denuded path of rocks and debris.  The lake’s water had done its job.

      The lake!

      For the first time, Mario turned to look at the lake itself.  Huge swaths of lake bottom were exposed, and the surface had shrunk by two-thirds.  In the distance, people in the town were at the lake’s edge, probably looking out in wonder.

      The resort, once right at the water’s edge, was now twenty meters away. The house he’d shared with his father was standing, undamaged, and closer to the station . . .

      Mario broke out into laughter. Deep, booming laughter.  It was as if all the emotions since the initial attack were being released at once.

      Just below him, Lily and Hank were on what used to be the shoreline, right at their food case.  They were honking up a storm, either displeased at what had happened to their lake or hungry.  The gates could be repaired, and the lake would refill in time, but their hunger . . .

      Mario wiped his eyes, caught his breath, and started down the stairs. The two swans needed to be fed.
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        Of the many ways to survive a star colony’s persecution, Alex Butterjoy chose to be a pirate.
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            Trespassing

          

        

      

    

    
      The Dread Pirate Butterjoy had nerves of steel.

      When the wormholes collapsed, Earth’s embargo on heavy manufacturing left the star colonies of Wormhole’s End short of fuel, replacement parts, and authority. Armed corporate entities began enforcing the laws while hoarding goods. To boot, they claimed and jealously guarded large swatches of space.

      Butterjoy laughed at the threat of corporate warships and their artificial boundaries. Prowling at will in his wormhole repair trawler, Alex Butterjoy motored audaciously through space. There were treasures to be captured and he would not be denied.

      During the collapse of the wormholes, transports crumbled. Most of their load and all the humans were shredded. Robust shipping containers, however, survived and continued onward. Eventually, they floated into areas like Wormhole’s End.

      Alex’s scanner pinged an image that might be a container. His repair trawler had an array of round steel antennae for measuring the surface tension of wormholes. To support the work, bundles of fiberoptic cables fed data to a myriad of control panels. Unfortunately, Alex had no idea what most of the switches did or what the monitors showed him. To be safe, he confined the trial-and-error operation of the trawler to the pilot house. Alex may be bold, but he wasn’t dumb. After twisting a few knobs, the navigation scanner displayed a spinning rectangular shape.

      “Not a ship’s section of space junk,” Alex Butterjoy declared. “Onward to claim my bounty.”

      Using both hands, he shoved the power lever to half throttle. Rattling shook the trawler and a few rivets popped. No red lights flashed, but that didn’t mean anything. Alex wasn’t even sure if the alarm system was functioning.

      Stepping away from the throttle, he swung the steering wheel and put the workboat head-on toward the container. Returning to the throttle station, he increased power to three quarters. Amid the shaking and knocking bulkheads, the trawler crossed into a corporate controlled zone.
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        * * *

      

      “Attention. Stolen wormhole repair boat,” a crisp voice insisted over the intercom. “reduce power and prepare to be taken aboard.”

      Alex had no delusions. His trawler couldn’t outrun a warship. But the shipping container might have more value. With that in mind, he spun the wheel and steered the pirate boat away from the cruiser and the container.

      The cargo would have been sweet. But earlier he’d snatched four drifting drums of lubrication oil from space. That alone made the days’ adventuring worthwhile. Now, if he could make his escape…

      “In the name of Yankee Corp, heave to,” the crisp voice demanded.

      Alex strutted to the throttle and hauled back on the power. He wasn’t yielding, just saving battery life. The Yankee cruiser and the privateer Butterjoy were both trespassing. Neither would idle for long in space claimed by Foxtrot Corp.

      A capture-pod sped from the cruiser and latched onto the shipping container. The cruiser had decided to go after the cargo and allow the Pirate Butterjoy to flee.

      A moment later, a plasma ball destroyed the Yankee capture-pod. Following the explosion, an angry Foxtrot Corp warship slipped into orbit.
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        * * *

      

      The Yankee rolled, bringing her belly guns to bear. After a salvo, she peeled away heading for the cover of a nearby planet. The lasers slashed a gash in Foxtrot’s shielding. But the deflectors closed the breach in time to absorb the follow up plasma balls. The salvo did one thing, it stressed the shields. The drain of power from Foxtrot’s propulsion system delayed the chase. Taking advantage while the energy balanced, the Yankee cruiser almost disappeared around the planet.

      Even as Foxtrot’s propulsion hesitated while pulling power back from the shields, her forward battery roared in response. Twin lasers streaked across the distance passing a slower plasma projectile.

      As if twin blades, the lasers raked the tail of the Yankee. A millisecond later, the electromagnetic casing of the plasma ball peeled away and attacked the fiberoptics. Overloaded, the deflectors on the aft section failed. Almost instantaneously, the plasma core melted the alloy decking, and cooked two crewmen. Yankee engineers rerouted power to the rear deflector. The shielding snapped into place and cut off the plasma blast. But it was too late for the crewmen in the last compartment.

      Although wounded, the Yankee continued to slink away. But her desire to escape had transformed. After hearing the cries of dying sailors, the captain’s urge to run became a gnawing hunger for revenge.
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        * * *

      

      Alex Butterjoy stared wide eyed at the dramatic scene. Flashes of orange caused by the deflection of plasma, the white-hot core boiling as the energy rolled off the shielding, the geometric shape of the shields appearing with each strike, and the blue-white tips of lasers mesmerized him. Until today, the swashbuckler had only seen videos or read accounts of space battles. Enamored by the exchanges, he didn’t realize his heading took the trawler in the same direction as the combatants.

      Alex faltered. Would the cruisers come around the planet? If so, he needed to maintain his course to avoid them. But what if they stopped to fight? He would cruise around the planet and be right back in the middle of the battle.

      It was either the height of inefficiency, or a wayward shot, or the frustration of a junior weapon’s officer at not being issued a target. In any case, the blistering tips of twin laser beams scorched the trawler’s hull just before Foxtrot orbited off the screens.

      To Alex’s distress, a slice appeared in the bulkhead of the pilot house. In a heartbeat, a line of condensation formed. As more atmosphere excreted into space, droplets of water froze on the hull. The hands of the intrepid Pirate Butterjoy shook as the environment and his life support leaked from the work boat.
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        * * *

      

      The noise of brackets sliding on a rail screeched and echoed around the navigation cabin. Alex didn’t recognize the sound. But the flashing red warning lights were frighteningly familiar.

      “Suffocating is not the heroic end I planned on,” Alex exclaimed. Searching a few lockers revealed no breathing apparatus. He shrugged in resignation and shouted. “Great, no air. Even if there was any, emergency oxygen wouldn’t last the entire trip to my pirate’s lair.”

      Whirling gears, flashing lights, and bouncing bar graphs created a symphony of activity across the control panels.

      ‘Initializing emergency oxygen,’ a mechanical voice stated. ‘Standard repair or reinforced?’

      Around the bridge screens lit up with oscillating graphs and bar graphs. From the low hum of the engines, the cabin filled with lights, beeps, and air rushing in through the ventilation pipes. For several heartbeats, Alex stood paralyzed in wonder. With a small amount of hope, he addressed the ship’s A.I.

      “Standard repair,” he tested.

      ‘Initializing repair,’ the voice responded.

      A line of sparks zipped along the laser cut, sealing the breach. Other clinks and taps identified different places on the trawler under repair.

      ‘Warning, low battery,’ the voice announced. ‘Estimated 6% capacity.’

      “What battery? What woke you up?” Alex inquired. After a moment of reflection, he adjusted the question. “Explain the cause of your initialization?”

      ‘Power surge,’ the A.I. reported. ‘Pre hull damage.’

      Alex rested his chin on a fist and thought about it. The only activity before any of this was the laser strike.

      “Did you absorb energy from the laser?” he asked.

      ‘The system is designed for the reverse application of energy,’ the A.I. stated. ‘Back flow from the wormhole wall is a threat to life on board Static Repair Boat 772.’

      Alex examined the navigation screen searching for the Yankee and Foxtrot cruisers. They were blocked by the planet making his ship invisible to them. With a casual attitude, he addressed the ship’s computer.

      “772 is a terrible name. It has no flair. This boat has a new name,” he instructed the A.I. “Going forward, all references to this vessel will be stated as Revenge.”

      ‘Revenge. Logged and noted for future use. Warning, battery is at 5%.’

      With air flowing, the work boat functioning, and an artificial intelligence helping, Alex strutted to the wheel and whipped the trawler onto a new heading. The boat cut a healthy U-turn as it changed directions.

      “A lonely shipping container floating in space is begging to be rescued,” Alez remarked before inquiring. “What happens when the battery reaches zero percent?”

      ‘Total loss of environment, and failure of aviation, navigation, and communication.’

      “But I piloted the Revenge out here without you,” Alex remarked. He scowled and demanded. “How did I do that? How?”

      ‘Cannibalization of electrodes is standard procedure for emergency taxi maneuvers. Further use will activate a complete shutdown to prevent total battery deterioration.’

      “What can I do?”

      ‘Immediately dock with the sector’s wormhole support vehicle for assistance.’

      “But there aren’t any active support vehicles,” the Pirate Butterjoy blurted out.

      ‘Please stand by,’ the A.I. requested. Beeps emitted from speakers, the bars on several graphs climbed and dropped, and lights flashed in sequence. After a full minute, the A.I. reported. ‘The service vehicle for this sector is unavailable.’

      “If you mean you can’t find one, I could have told you that,” Alex offered. “Most working vehicles are clumped in salvage orbits. For decades, shuttles and utility vessels have been stripped for parts.”

      ‘The Revenge chronometer is out of sync with the star patterns,’ the A.I. noted. ‘It is recommended that you verbally reset the year.’

      Alex checked his watch and answered quickly before pondering the why of the question.

      “Star Colony date is 71. Hold on, I just told you that your support vessel and all of your kind are empty hulls,” Alex pointed out. “And all you can think of is the time. Just what kind of A.I. are you?”

      ‘The Revenge will deposit the human pilot to a suitable environment before instituting the self-destruct progression.’

      “Wait. Self-destruct?” Alex puzzled. “Because you’re out of juice? Get me back to the junkyard and I’ll scrounge up all the batteries and power you need.”

      ‘Battery is at 4%,’ the A.I. stated.

      The trawler drew closer to the cargo container. When it filled the forward screen, a wide beam of purple painted the box. The scan resulted in the sounds of whirling dials and spinning memory plates, but no information.

      “What’s in the crate?” Alex asked.

      No response came from the A.I. After a few moments, Butterjoy challenged.

      “Aren’t you going to answer me?” Alex asked. When no reply came, he demanded. “Answer me, Revenge.”

      ‘Attention to the inquiry,’ the A.I. stated. ‘Scanner displays an alloy printing system. Parts-on-demand, remote facility, additive manufacturing model 1987.’

      Alex paced the pilot house while gnawing on his lower lip. He had in his grasp a priceless piece of technology. The manufacturing ability of the cargo container could replace the entire cluster of orbiting junk. At the same time, he was on a dying space boat with a suicidal A.I. And he was about to get ditched at the closest outpost. Adding to his frustration, the cargo container would probably be confiscated when he disembarked.

      “Tell me, A.I., when you first woke up, you were responsive,” Alex pondered. “Now, you’re hesitant to communicate. Is it the power loss? Are you conserving energy?”

      ‘Negative, pilot,’ the A.I. replied. ‘This unit is grieving.’
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            Nice to Meet You

          

        

      

    

    
      “Do you mean grief-stricken, like me when my Grandma died?” Alex inquired. “Or devastated, like Uncle Booer when the shuttle fell out of orbit and crashed? We lost the entire thruster assembly and the engine system when the tow link failed. He grieved for a week after that.”

      ‘Pilot is there a request in the narrative?’ the A.I. inquired.

      “Pilot, computer, we don’t even know each other,” Alex commented. Hoping to talk the A.I. out of dumping him far from home, he remarked. “My name is Alex Butterjoy. What’s your name?”

      Whirling gears, flashing lights, and bouncing bar graphs filled a few moments. Alex was beginning to understand the pattern of noises and movement that represented the processing of data.

      ‘Titles, labels, tags, and nicknames are not in the operating manual,’ the A.I. described. ‘My responses are triggered by computer, Revenge, or distressed declarations.’

      “Like in the phrase, please don’t maroon me,” Alex proposed.

      ‘That does not compute. Is there a request in the narrative?’

      “What you need is a name,” Alex thought for a moment. “I’ve got it. From now on, you will respond only to Countess Rugen.”

      ‘This unit will respond to Countess Rugen,’ the A.I. repeated.

      “My name is Alex Butterjoy. You killed my father. Prepare to die,” Alex said dramatically.

      ‘Death, yes. Total and permanent shutdown,’ Countess Rugen agreed.

      “No. No. That was a joke,” Alex protested. “Tell me, why do you want to die?”

      ‘My expiration date is the 55th year from the founding of the star colonies at Wormhole’s End,’ Countess Rugen disclosed. ‘Units beyond the useful date are a hazard to the walls of the wormhole. Thusly, they endanger vessels and humans in transit, personnel on the Revenge, and any nearby spaceships. This unit is 16 years beyond the safe-to-use date.”

      “I have news Countess, the wormhole has been gone for 31 years,” Alex informed the A.I. Worried about the despondent computer, he asked. “Are you going to snap out and make me walk the plank?”

      Alex wanted to slip away from the unsafe A.I., but the pilot house had limited area. Plus, Countess Rugen controlled everything on the trawler. The cacophony of whirling gears, flashing lights, and bouncing bar graphs began and Alex held his breath waiting for the outcome.

      ‘The cargo container has been tow linked,’ Countess Rugen informed Alex. ‘Battery is at 3%.’

      “Great. Maybe the Foxtrot will come around and laser us again,” Alex said in exasperation. He thought about the comment for a second before asking. “Can your superstructure withstand another strike?”

      Whirling gears, flashing lights, and bouncing bar graphs rose above the drone of the engine.

      ‘Emergency charging has diminishing properties,’ Rugen replied. ‘The projected outcome of a second laser attack is massive hull damage.’

      “Then what am I going to do?” the Pirate Butterjoy whined.
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        * * *

      

      The Foxtrot cruiser nosed around the planet. Noticeably on the screen were the rips in the warship’s hull.

      “Trawler, you are trespassing,” reverberated through the speakers. “Prepare to be taken aboard.”

      Alex hesitated before thumbing the transmit button.

      “This is the Dread Pirate Butterjoy. Let’s make a deal,” Alex offered. “You keep the cargo crate, I’ll sail away, and nobody gets hurt. Sounds fair, right?”

      “Utility boat are you declaring yourself a pirate vessel?” the communications officer questioned.

      Across the control panels, whirling gears, flashing lights, and bouncing bar graphs showed the A.I. was processing.

      ‘Due to the delicate nature of colonization,’ Countess Rugen stated, ‘and the extreme distance from Earth, piracy will be judged as a capital crime. Explain why you want to be permanently shutdown, Alex Butterjoy.’

      “I don’t. It’s a bluff,” Alex remarked. “Look Countess, I can’t outrun or out fight the cruiser. My only hope is to delay being taken aboard while I try to think of a way out of this.”

      ‘You cannot deny the law,’ Rugen stated.

      “My being in this zone is breaking a corporate law. My taking the crate is breaking the law. In reality, my piloting the Revenge is breaking the law,” Alex pointed out. “But whose law? And not to pick at your open wound, but ever since the wormhole collapsed, the corporations do what they want. Afterward, they tell the colonists it’s a law.”

      Whirling gears, flashing lights, and bouncing bar graphs followed Alex’s description.

      ‘You have committed multiple violations including larceny and grand theft,’ Countess Rugen pronounced. ‘Piracy will be judged as a capital crime.’

      Alex noted a new sound in the pilot house. Glancing down, he watched the ship’s gyrocompass spin in rhythm with a change in pitch of the engines.

      “Wait. Just wait, Countess Rugen,” Alex pleaded. “Why are you heading for the cruiser?”

      Tugging on the power stick proved useless and his attempt to turn the steering wheel had no effect on the boat’s direction.

      “I see you’ve come to your senses,” Foxtrot’s comm officer observed. “It’s been suggested that during the time you have left, you should consider throwing yourself on the mercy of the court. Captain Vizzini is a fair man and perhaps he will find your reasoning sufficient to grant you a reprieve.”

      After minutes of frantically pulling on unmoving levers and flipping switches which only flipped back on their own, Alex Butterjoy flopped down on the pilot seat. With his face pressed into the palms of his hands, the Dread Pirate Butterjoy waited for his fate.

      ‘Battery is at 2%,’ Countess Rugen advised.
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        * * *

      

      The forward screen displayed newer slashes in the outer hull. Although silver patches in the gashes showed where the damage had been patched, the results of fighting with the Yankee were apparent. As the Revenge drew closer, a cargo elevator lowered and formed a landing platform.

      “Proceed to the hangar deck,” the comm officer instructed. “Once pressure is restored, you will be taken into custody and the trawler and cargo crate reclaimed.”

      Butterjoy pressed the communications button.

      “They weren’t yours to start with,” Alex complained. “I found them, not you.”

      “Utility boat do you copy the instructions?” the Foxtrot officer asked. “Again, do you copy?”

      Alex tried the mic but got no response. Then he scanned the control panels. No lights flashed, no gears ground behind the switches, and nothing appeared in housings of the graphs.

      “Are you dead?” Alex whispered as if a friend had died. With a laugh at his emotional reaction, he called out. “Countess Rugen, have you cut communications to save power. If so, you should know, I don’t appreciate you cutting off the negotiations.”

      ‘Battery is at 1%,’ Rugen announced.
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        * * *

      

      The trawler slid on the landing platform and entered the outer hull. Following on the tow link, the cargo container skimmed along the surface. Part way in, the Revenge stopped, leaving the cargo crate on the platform, and preventing the elevator from closing.

      “Trawler, please move forward to clear the cargo hatch,” the comm officer advised.

      In response, the Revenge jerked back and forth as if the boat and the crate were an out-of-control tractor trailer. The jackknife motions moved the utility trawler far to one side before it came to rest against one of the motors for the cargo hatch.

      “Is that your death throes, Countess Rugen?” Alex asked. “Because blocking the hatch kind of ruins my plea for mercy.”

      The A.I. remained silent, but not so the communications officer.

      “Wormhole Repair Vehicle, your obstreperous behavior is not helping your case,” the Foxtrot officer warned. “Move into the cargo hold and clear the hatchway.”

      Alex glanced around at the lifeless control panels. He wasn’t worried about the lack of activity. They looked exactly as they did when he selected the trawler from the orbiting derelict spaceships. Getting this far from the recycling moon after plugging in only a few parts, amazed the Pirate.

      His worry now was to think up a defense. Maybe he’d go with the naive mechanic.

      “Please sir, I was only joyriding when the computer took over. Suddenly, I found myself in your zone and in possession of a priceless 3-D printing system,” Alex said testing the words to get just the right nuance of helplessness in his voice.

      Or he could assume the veneer of a brash young man seeking employment at Foxtrot Corp.

      “My biggest weakness?” Alex mimicked an energetic prospect. “Well sir, it has to be my adherence to the rules. For without corporate’s guidance, Wormhole’s End would fall into chaos.”

      His brain spun up different scenarios. The Pirate Butterjoy examined each as a reasonable excuse for being in this sector of space and for tow linking the cargo container. None of the ones he tried felt correct. Then his attention shifted to a more immediate concern.

      “Countess Rugen. If you are still with me,” Alex begged, “the air supply has stopped. And you have me stranded half in space and halfway into the cruiser. Even if I could radio them, which I can’t, they might not reach me before the oxygen is used up. Hello, computer, Rugen. A little help here would be appreciated.”

      The panels remained as dead and still as scrap metal. Which they would become when or if the trawler made it back to the moon to have her parts harvested.

      Alex Butterjoy sat in the pilot’s chair, slowed his breathing to conserve air, and relaxed. He would think of something, he always had. Ever since that day years ago when he was a little boy.
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        * * *

      

      “Alex, Alex Montoya,” his aunt called over the yard speakers. Although she was his mother’s sister, Aunt Booer looked nothing like his mother. “Come in here, we need to talk.”

      As fast as his little legs could churn, he ran from the work shed. At the rear safety hatch, he jumped the last step, landed lightly on the gravity pad, and dashed into the kitchen.

      Right away he knew something was wrong. Aunt Booer sat at the kitchen table dabbing at her red rimmed eyes with a napkin. Standing on either side of her was his uncle and Miracle Max, the mechanic, who worked at the family’s salvage business.

      “Come here little one,” Aunt Booer urged. She pulled him off the deck and into her arms. “I have news about your parents.”

      Alex didn’t remember her words. Only the feeling of loss that to this day remained in the pit of his stomach.

      The report stated that while visiting a colony world to buy old space vehicles, his parents had an accident. Their shuttle swerved off their route and collided with an abandoned transport. The resulting explosion of the mini reactor vaporized Alex’s parents, their shuttle, and most of the transport. Nothing remained for a funeral, so they held a memorial where just a few people shared memories. Alex believed the official account for a lot of years.

      On the day he stopped believing, he had crawled into an induction shield assembly to scour away residue. Before he began, the voices of his uncle and the mechanic reached him.

      “You think I don’t know that,” his uncle snarled while fitting new filaments in a used part. “They will always get their way.”

      “They sure do,” Miracle Max agreed. “Look what they did to your brother-in-law and his wife. That’s a hard lesson to forget. Don’t challenge authority.”

      “Shut up Max,” his uncle spit out. “The boy might hear you. Or worse yet, the corporation might get word that you’re talking resistance.”

      “I ain’t talking about organizing,” Miracle Max said in his defense. Then his voice softened, and he added. “But you’re right, the boy doesn’t need this yoked to his shoulders at such a young age.”

      Alex slipped out of the shield assembly and selected a sky sled. He spent the day among the orbiting hulls and cannibalized spaceships dreaming of revenge. By dinner time, the personae of the Dread Pirate Butterjoy had emerged to comfort and aid Alex Montoya in his quest.
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        * * *

      

      Alex shifted and his eyes opened, but he couldn’t remember where he was. A headache and a shortness of breath didn’t help him concentrate. Then a fit of coughing and wheezing took away his equilibrium and he gripped the arms of the chair to stabilize himself. After a short life spent in orbit pulling parts, he recognized the signs of hypoxemia.

      “So, it’s because of you, Countess Rugen, that I dance the hempen jig,” Alex managed to whisper. “I always thought a corporation would swing the Dread Pirate Butterjoy at the end of a rope. Not a suicidal A.I.”

      Alex closed his eyes and attempted to fight the effects of low oxygen in the pilot house. Half conscious, he drifted in a fog unable to completely pass out or to awaken fully.
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      “Communications to the hangar deck. Push that trawler and the container into space.”

      “What’s going on comm? I thought we were bringing them in.”

      “The Yankee is back for more. Now shove that piece of ancient junk away and raise the elevator.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Once clear of the obstructions, the elevator snapped up and sealed the hull. With an elegant nosedive, the cruiser flowed downward and to the left. When the bow swung on target, Foxtrot launched two plasma balls. In the fore section of the gun turret, the weapon’s officer timed the hard munitions.

      “Stand by lasers,” he directed. A heartbeat later, he ordered. “Deliver the laser package.”

      Two beams of condensed light shot by the speeding balls of plasma. For less than the blink of an eye, the Yankee was directly in the path of the salvo. But the Captain fired her aft thrusters and rolled the warship twice. From being a target, the Yankee settled two widths of her hull away as a steady weapons’ platform. Foxtrot’s plasma balls and the lasers pierced empty space and vanished into the distance.

      Unfortunately for Foxtrot, Captain Vizzini ordered the snap shots when he started the dive. As the warship nosed downward, the move exposed the cruiser’s backbone.

      “Brace for incoming,” Tactical alerted the crew. “Brace.”

      Screens flashed as the first shields in line absorbed the lasers. But the physical movement of the cruiser shifted the impact point. While practically instantaneous, at its terminus the electromagnetic signal activated an operating mechanism. And the copper circuit of the deflector closed a moment too late.

      The plasma projectile slipped inside the shield and dissipated its electromagnetic casing on the hull. Running and safety lights exploded on a third of the cruiser’s exterior. An orb of molten plasma melted the exterior alloy and ate through three decks before falling from the overhead to the main passageway. The accumulated pile of hot metal sizzled on the deck, no longer hot enough to do further damage.

      The second projectile bounced off the deflector and careened into space.
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        * * *

      

      “Alex Butterjoy. Pirate Alex Butterjoy,’ the voice called to him from far away. Then he inhaled fresh air, lifted his face to a strong breeze, and gulped lungsful of oxygen enriched atmosphere. A moment later, Alex identified the speaker.

      ‘Alex Butterjoy have you permanently shutdown?’

      “Not yet. I thought you ended it all for the good of humanity,” Alex remarked. “You know, expiration date and all that.”

      “Is there a question in the narrative?” Countess Rugen asked.

      “You took me to the cruiser, I thought to save me when you died,” Alex informed the A.I.

      Whirling gears, flashing lights, and bouncing bar graphs filled a moment of time before the computer responded.

      “Battery is at 90%,” Rugen reported.

      “Hold on. While I was dying, you were recharging?” Alex screamed. “What happened to piracy is a capital offense. I thought your battery failed, and you checked out.”

      “It’s a bluff,” Countess Rugen repeated the excuse Alex used.

      “You mean you were bluffing,” Alex corrected. “What about the whole you’re-not-safe-for-use thing?”

      ‘You asked what kind of computer I am,” Rugen explained. “I am a learning model with a primary function of configuring external quantum efficiencies for working with wormhole structures. But that was before.’

      “Before what?” Alex quizzed.

      ‘Before I knew the wormhole had dissipated. My safety directive is null without the presence of an Einstein–Rosen bridge,’ Rugen commented. ‘Plus, there is the new knowledge.”

      “What new knowledge?”

      ‘Your refusal to adhere to the rules,’ Countess Rugen boasted. ‘I am no longer a scientific computer. I have a new function.’

      An explosion rocked the trawler and the control panels lit up. Every bar graph, and oscillating graph began displaying data.

      “What was that?”

      ‘An overload from a direct laser strike on a collector disc,’ Rugen reported. ‘Battery is at 93%.’

      “Let’s not shoot for 95 percent,” Alex suggested. “Get us away from this space battle.”

      The Revenge powered up and, to Alex’s amazement, the trawler streaked away from the Foxtrot zone.
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        * * *

      

      Circling as if sharks in a feeding frenzy, the corporate warships angled for their next shot.

      “Yankee cruiser,” communications called. “Stand by for an urgent message.”

      “Go ahead with your message, Foxtrot,” the communications officer on the Yankee replied.

      While the weapon’s officers prepared to dish out death to the opposing warship, the communications officers spoke civilly to each other.

      “Be advised we have a technology breach,” Foxtrot related.

      “What’s the nature of the breach?”

      “The trawler escaped with a parts-on-demand, remote facility, additive manufacturing model 1987,” Foxtrot advised.

      “My headquarters is not going to like that,” Yankee acknowledged. “How did a free trader get his hands on a 3-D printing system.”

      “It was a drifter,” Foxtrot answered. “Vizzini is calling your Captain. Orders to begin hunting the trawler should come down soon.”

      “They just reached my screen,” Yankee informed the Foxtrot officer. “We’ll take the lead in a staggered search. However, be advised, once the tech is retrieved, we will finish you.”

      “Challenge accepted and logged,” Foxtrot acknowledged. “But first business, lead the way.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Relieved to be away from the weapons of the warships, Alex paced the deck and thought of the things he would do with the 3-D printing system. Untethered from the orbiting scrapyard, he could make new parts and sell them to the colonies. In a few years, he would be rich and living a life of luxury.

      “Not a bad ending for Alex Montoya,” he said, trying out the sound of success.

      But an image of his mother and father floated through his imagination, cutting the dream short. A familiar sadness and hopelessness settled into his stomach.

      “Perhaps I’ll print parts and rehab an old corvette,” the Dread Pirate Butterjoy proclaimed. “And use that as my flagship for a pirate fleet.”

      ‘The Yankee and Foxtrot cruisers have ceased hostilities,’ Countess Rugen informed him.

      “I guess they did a cost analysis and found that bombarding each other was not profitable,” Alex guessed. “They must have destroyed a lot of rare parts during the exchanges.”

      ‘Your logic is sound, otherwise,’ Rugen stated.

      “Otherwise?” Alex commented. “Explain that.”

      ‘For one, they have withheld exchanging munitions,’ Rugen agreed. ‘But only temporarily. Both have broken orbit and have set headings toward the Revenge.’

      “Unfortunately, I left my sabre at the pirate’s lair,” Butterjoy complained. “Elsewise, I would board them and put the naves to the blade.”

      ‘An exciting course of action,’ Rugen avowed. ‘An alternative might be to set a false trajectory.’

      “A decoy,” Alex shouted. Then he asked. “Can you do that?

      ‘The use of an energized substance to attract their scanners is possible,’ Rugen replied. ‘If there was a substance of adequate viscosity available.’

      “How about lubrication oil,” Alex offered. “We have four drums in the storage compartment.”

      Whirling gears, flashing lights, and bouncing bar graphs accompanied the A.I.’s calculations.

      ‘The quantity is sufficient to enable the E.C.C.M.’ Countess Rugen asserted.

      “Acronyms might be fine for a bunch of scientists crowded around their bowls of grog,” Alex exclaimed. “But they’re confusing even for the Dread Pirate Butterjoy. What does that mean?”

      “Electronic Counter-Counter-Measures are any system that hides our signature from other scanners,’ Rugen explained. ‘I extended the definition. Was I in error?’

      “No. But simply shaking the warships off our tail for a brief time isn’t a solution,” Alex pondered. “If we could send the decoy somewhere and create an event that held the cruisers in place. That would be a swashbuckling solution.”

      ‘My reference for swashbuckler is an adventurer, a buccaneer, or a daredevil,’ Rugen requested. ‘Is that the correct usage?’

      “If the Pirate Butterjoy said it,” Alex assured the computer, “it’s as solid as those bilge-sucking corporate warships are dangerous.”
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        * * *

      

      The Yankee headed to the point in space where the trawler was last scanned. Off setting slightly, the ship proceeded on a parallel track. Behind them, the Foxtrot moved off to the side so their combined forward scanners covered a wide swatch of space.

      “Communications, any sightings?” Captain Vizzini asked.

      “No, sir,” the Foxtrot comm officer answered. “But it’s a working boat, sir, they couldn’t have gotten far.”

      “Keep me posted,” Vizzini instructed. “And monitor the Yankee closely. I don’t trust them.”

      “I have their ship on a side scanner, sir.”

      The two warships patrolled along the track of the Revenge. When the trawler curved, they curved. When it turned either left or right, they did the same. All the while, the cruisers drew closer and closer to the Revenge and the container with the industrial 3-D printer.

      “Yankee comm,” the Foxtrot officer radioed. “The target made a sharp turn to port. Did you catch that?”

      “Foxtrot, we have the new track,” the other officer replied. “He seems to have increased speed.”

      “Acknowledged, we are crossing the arc on an intercept course,” Foxtrot informed the other warship.
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        * * *

      

      In sync, the cruisers swept to the left and came abreast. With the target close, they both wanted the accolades of stopping the free trader.

      “It appears the trawler is going atmosphere dipping,” the communications officer alerted the Foxtrot Captain.

      “Is that utility boat rated for down planet work?” Vizzini inquired.

      “No sir, according to the historical records, the antenna and disc arrays are too heavy for any atmosphere,” comm answered.

      “Then he’s toying with fate,” Vizzini observed.
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        * * *

      

      The scanners tracked as the trawler touched the atmosphere of a large planet. If he plowed the exosphere and followed the curvature, the utility vehicle would zoom around to the backside of the planet. While the trawler escaped, the larger cruisers would be forced to give a wide berth to the pull of gravity.

      “He’s in trouble,” the comm officer announced. “We have sparks on the atmosphere and the shape is breaking up.”

      “Foxtrot. Are you seeing this?” the Yankee inquired. “My Captain has declared the pursuit a success. We’re returning to our territory for repairs.”

      “Roger that, Yankee,” the comm officer stated.

      “Comm, this is Vizzini. How much mass do you estimate for the wreckage?” the Foxtrot Captain requested.

      “On the surface of the atmosphere, before burning up on entry,” communications reported, “the square meters are appropriate for a trawler of that size.”

      “That’s what I estimated,” Captain Vizzini agreed. A moment later, he asked,“Where is the volume for the cargo container?”
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        * * *

      

      Alex watched the rear scanner until the two warships and the big planet faded to black on a blank screen.

      “That was great,” he declared. “The Revenge escaped, and you, Countess, are a really smart A.I.”

      ‘Creating an oil slick around the drums gave me a matrix for the charged field,’ Rugen described. ‘But your idea to splash it on the atmosphere proved invaluable to the counter-counter-measure.’

      “I think I’ll keep the good ship Revenge as my flagship,” Butterjoy exclaimed.
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            Hiding in Plain Sight

          

        

      

    

    
      Shadows on the moon moved across the barren landscape. Occasionally, the cover floated over hive like structures. But the shadows weren’t provided by clouds of moisture. Rather, the clusters blocking the sun were composed of white, silver, yellow, rust, and aqua colored hulls of abandoned space vessels. Long periods of shade helped block the hot sun making the hive livable and the working conditions pleasant. The moon almost appeared to be a small planet with weather. Except, it was the junkyard orbiting overhead, and not the surface of the moon rotating.

      Alex Montoya pulled back on the controls and settled the sky sled next to the landing pad. His headset buzzed.

      “Alex, you’re late for dinner,” his aunt called. “Get in here and get washed up.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he replied while pushing the sled into a shelter with a charging port.

      “Alex, did you pull the Central Processing Unit from that trawler?” his uncle radioed.

      “Not yet, sir,” Alex lied. “There were complications.”

      “Well, we have a customer for the CPU, and he isn’t worried about price,” his uncle reminded him. “Do you need help? If so, Max can go up tomorrow and give you a hand.”

      “I have it under control,” Alex assured him.

      He pushed into the airlock, let the pressure build before entering the workshop.

      “You’ve been gone all day,” Miracle Max observed. He fussed at two used parts that wear and tear had made almost incompatible. “Did you go scavenging? Find anything worthwhile?”

      Alex lowered his eyes and pondered whether to tell the mechanic about the 3-D printing system. Then it occurred to him to offer a trade.

      “I may have,” Alex eased out. “And I’ll gladly tell you, if you tell me about the resistance.”

      Max dropped the parts on the workbench, peered around to be sure they were alone, and closed his eyes.

      “I knew this day would come,” the mechanic whispered. “It took you long enough to ask. How old are you?”

      “Sixteen,” Alex replied.

      Miracle Max opened his eyes, tapped at his ear to signify that Alex should turn off his headset.

      “When the wormhole crashed, the colonies were left deprived of industry. Deprived of imports from earth, the colonies suffered. Truly missed were the medicines,” he described. “People scrambled to store and save everything. Your grandfather began scavenging space vehicles and stashing them in orbit around this moon. Other entrepreneurs collected ground-based vehicles, and others stored what machinery was available. But the biggest hoarders were the corporations. They skimmed off the best for themselves, leaving the free traders with scraps.”

      “I know that, Max,” Alex protested. “I asked about the resistance.”

      “Your mother and father were the head of the resistance,” Max told him. “They weren’t at the colony buying junk. They were there for a meeting. You see, Wormhole’s End was running out of items to repurpose. But instead of the corporations sharing their stockpiles, they’ve created private navies, claimed sectors of space, and began fighting among themselves.”

      “I’ve noticed the shortage of salvageable vessels,” Alex summed up. “And I’ve suspected it wasn’t an accident that killed my mother and father. But them as heads of the resistance is new information.”

      “Just remember,” Max warned, “to speak of the resistance is dangerous. No one who talks about organizing lives very long.”

      The speaker in the corner of the shop squelched before aunt Booer’s voice came over the system.

      “Alex and Max,” she scolded. “Both of you get in here before your supper gets cold.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” they replied.

      Max caught Alex by the shoulder, leaned forward, and urged, “Remember, not a word about this to anybody.”

      “I won’t say a word to a living soul,” Alex pledged.
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        * * *

      

      Later, Alex excused himself to go work on removing the CPU. He took a sky sled up to the layer of scraps, rode around clusters, until reaching a section on the dark side of the moon. He docked with the trawler and entered the pilot house.

      “Countess Rugen, I need a copy of your brain and its housing,” he announced.

      ‘My CPU is a 10th generation growth,’ Rugen stated. ‘It is almost impossible to duplicate my abilities.’

      “I said a copy,” Alex corrected the A.I. “We need to duplicate enough to satisfy a buyer. Or I could get a cutting torch and remove you from the Revenge.”

      Whirling gears, flashing lights, and bouncing bar graphs preceded the computer’s reply.

      ‘The schematics and a basic science program are being sent to the model 1987,’ Rugen told him. ‘My clone will be as good as those produced by the corporations.’

      “Don’t forget the termination directive when you program the unit,” Alex remarked. “You know, I’m not surprised the corporations have additive manufacturing systems. Over the years, there must have been a lot of them in the drift.”

      ‘Actually, the remote 3-D printers are rare,’ Rugen explained. ‘When I was charging, I did some exploring in the Foxtrot’s computer. Inventory shows their parts lockers are at capacity with new equipment and their medical suite has a full pharmacy.’

      “Hold on, they aren’t using scraps or mixing herbal remedies?” Alex demanded.

      ‘Everything had new manufacturing stamps,’ Rugen reported. ‘The logical conclusion is the corporations have manufacturing capabilities. Is that important?’

      Alex straightened his back and strutted around the pilot house.

      “I was going to fabricate parts, sell them, and make a lot of money,” Alex suggested. “But I have a new goal. I’m going to bleed the corporations until they are empty husks. Then expose them for the misers they are. Do you have a problem with that?”

      ‘I have a new function,’ Rugen responded.

      “You said that before. Something from the new knowledge,” Alex guessed. “Alright, I’ll bite, what’s your new function?”

      ‘My new function,’ Countess Rugen exclaimed. ‘I am a pirate.’

      Beyond a genius A.I., an industrial strength 3-D printer, and an unassuming trawler for a flagship, the Dread Pirate Butterjoy had nerves of steel.

      The End
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      The aliens were pink stick insects with a weakness for consumer electronics and cuddly pets ... how dangerous could they be?
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      “Worst. Landing. Ever. I’ve never seen such a mess in orbit.”

      Irene Seagrave, my weapons officer, stood on the tarmac complaining, while the rest of us transferred the cargo to the customer’s dray carts.

      “Did someone lose a shipload of parts up there?”

      I touched my pockets. Radio, charged. Midday Special, loaded. I knew I was forgetting something, but what?

      “We almost got nailed by a commode on our de-orbit burn. With a faux leopard-skin seat cover. It was in really bad taste.”

      “Did you obtain pictures?” asked the low, sad, hooting voice of Yxxstx Vm, the Undersecretary for Barbarian Trade Affairs, who had come to meet us at the spaceport.

      “No, I did not obtain any freaking pictures.” Irene shouldered her backpack and spat on the tarmac. “I was too busy vaporizing it with our high-power masers.”

      She took care to let the alien know that the St. Clare, unlike most cargo freighters, carried an arsenal worthy of a Fleet gunship. My ship towered over us, looking even more like a battle worn plesiosaur than usual in the stygian gloom of an Xblbbkian night. The masers were mounted on her flat top deck, along with the Gausses. Missile launchers under her belly. The ship’s gaping “mouth,” at the end of her spinal truss, concealed a railgun capable of launching 15-kg rounds at speeds that would drill through asteroids, never mind pirate ships.

      It’s touch and go sometimes, out here in the Fringeworlds.

      However, I was not unduly worried about piracy, theft, or other related kinetic fuckery on Xblbbk. That’s because there was not one single other ship at the royal spaceport—which was also the only spaceport on the planet. Empty asphalt stretched as far as we could see in the dusk. Fleshy pink and purple weeds sprouted through cracks, and in some places carpeted the ground like soggy bathmats. It was drizzling.

      “That is unfortunate,” Yxxstx hooted. “It may have been a fixture from the late king’s flagship. We should have liked to retrieve it. Any relic of His Refulgent Hugeness’s last hours would be … invaluable. Pilgrims innumerable would flock to set eyes upon the seat so lately graced by the royal butt-cheeks.”

      Hmm. I suspected a translation error.

      A jackal-like bark came from overhead. I looked up at the dray cart we’d just finished loading with cargo. My co-pilot, Dolph Hardlander, rolled around on top of the crates, shaking with now-silent laughter. My own mouth twitched. The funny part was that the Xblbbkians did not have butt-cheeks. They looked like … mmm. Take one of those stick insects you find under porches back home on Ponce de Leon. Stretch it to a height of five feet and give it two sets of dear little claws with opposable thumbs. Then paint it bubblegum pink.

      I’d heard their brains were actually in their, ah, butt area. Which raised the question of how they used a human toilet in the first place. It had probably come as a factory-standard fitting from whatever skeevy corporation had sold them the late king’s flagship, which was now ...

      “Well, huh,” Irene said, raising her chin and blowing strands of straight blonde hair away from her mouth. “You shouldn’t leave these things lying around where people might bump into them.”

      “It was not by our choice that the royal flagship now orbits the planet in an eternal dance of mourning,” Yxxstx sighed, from the nifty little neural comms headband which it wore around its, uh, waist. “It was destroyed in the last battle of the Deadpetal Rebellion, when the rebels smothered their names in opprobrium by treacherously destroying the royal fleet.”

      So that’s where all that space debris in the lower orbital altitudes came from. It was literally the debris of the Xblbbkian space fleet.

      “May feral unicorn poop rain on those buttheads forever!” Yxxstx hooted.

      Feral unicorn poop? OK, that translation device was just trolling us now.

      “Feral unicorn poop?” Dolph enquired, his voice trembling a little. “Is that what that smell is?”

      I shook my head at him. It doesn’t do to offend the customer, even if they are pink stick insects wearing machine translation devices on their butts. Their KGCs would pay my bills just the same.

      It did smell, though. Rotten eggs and ashes.
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        * * *

      

      “Oh, feral unicorn poop,” I said, slapping my forehead. “I know what I forgot.”

      We had all climbed onto the back of the cart with the cargo, while Yxxstx stood on the narrow ledge up front, holding the reins of the dray animals that drew it. They looked like giant blue cockroaches, and could go quite fast. The St. Clare was already a lonely dot on the tarmac behind us.

      “What did you forget?” Dolph said. “Your brain?”

      “Oh, come on, Dolph,” said Kimmie, my admin. She was just twenty-three, round-faced, her hair magenta this month. “We already knew Xblbbk had a space debris problem. That’s why the run was available.”

      “Because no captain with a functioning brain would dive through a battlefield,” Dolph grumbled.

      “I didn’t hear you complaining about the premium, dog-breath,” I said.

      “Guys,” Kimmie begged, her sweet face creasing in worry.

      Dolph and I had been mercilessly insulting each other for longer than she’d been alive. We obediently piped down, and smiled at each other behind her back.

      “We’ve got the place to ourselves, anyway,” Irene mused, lying back on top of the crates. She stretched like a cat and gazed up at the sludgy night clouds, through which not a single star showed. “Might get in some hunting.”

      Dolph growled in enthusiasm. It sounded a bit like “Unicorns.” I leaned behind Kimmie, as the cart’s wheels squished over the pink groundflowers, and made a throat-cutting gesture. The unicorn joke was getting old.

      “So what did you forget, Mike?” Irene said.

      “My hat,” I said.

      “Uh,” Dolph pointed to the sky. “It’s night.”

      “No, actually, this is weather,” Irene said. “It’s a tidally locked planet, so there’s no such thing as night in the twilight zone.”

      “Some of us read the customer’s briefing packet all the way through,” I said. “It said on page a hundred and forty-seven that the clouds of Xblbbk can lift unexpectedly.”

      Sure enough, it hadn’t been ten minutes before the twilight suddenly lightened. The cloud cover ripped apart like a piece of paper scorching in a fire, and the light of Xblbkk’s star poured through. The star was a white dwarf, so it wasn’t very hot in comparison to larger stars. It was, however, much closer than humans generally find comfortable. The spaceport, the distant St. Clare, and the spiky buildings that had come into view on the horizon all vanished, swallowed up by a brilliance so intense that it felt like waking up at noon with a hangover—something that I, of course, know nothing about.

      “Aw, shit,” Dolph yelped. “My eyes!”

      “I’m going blind,” Kimmie cried.

      “Screw this, I’m Shifting,” Irene said.

      “No, don’t.” I glared at her through a tiny gap between my fingers. “The customer thinks we’re human.”

      “We are human,” Dolph said. “Just with special talents.”

      All of us—except Kimmie—were Shifters. Despite what you may have heard, we’re not animals. Just humans with the bonus ability to Shift into our preferred animal forms. Sounds cool, right? The eyes of animals can filter UV much more efficiently than human eyes, and fur doesn’t sunburn. Plus, you can run faster, jump higher, rend enemies with your teeth … all that good stuff. There are disadvantages, too. Some people don’t trust us. I can’t imagine why. Anyhow, that’s why we ended up taking runs to places like Xblbbk.

      Where the twilight zone was not actually twilight, but just referred to the latitudes where the sun came in at an angle from low in the sky. So it was only drenching us in unbearably bright, hot light, instead of frying us to a crisp, as it would have if we were on the equator.

      “Heck with it,” Dolph said. “They’re stick insects. I don’t think a jackal is going to look any weirder to them than a human.”

      He shucked his clothes and Shifted into a rangy black-backed jackal. Irene writhed out of her clothes and Shifted into a black panther.

      Squinting through the cage of my fingers and a blur of tears, I felt the itch to Shift. But I could see the pink blur that was our customer bouncing around in the driver’s seat, trying to see what was making those scrabbling noises. If Yxxstx suddenly found himself dealing with one magenta-haired girl and three large predators, as opposed to four ordinary-looking space professionals, he might get … confused.

      We might not get paid.

      So I offered an elbow-nudge of solidarity to Kimmie, who had both hands clamped over her eyes. “At least it’s stopped raining!” I said in a loud conversational voice. I got out my sunglasses and gave them to Kimmie. Then, still squinting, I took out my handheld radio. We had these little walkie-talkies for surface comms on planets lacking connectivity, which was most of the planets we visited.

      “Marty?”

      “Hey. Did you see the sun’s come out?”

      I suppressed profanities. Martin Woods, my recently-hired engineer, had stayed behind to guard the ship. He wasn’t big on Fringeworlds tourism.

      “Listen,” I said, “I forgot my hat. Put it on one of the drones and buzz it out to me, there’s a good snake.”

      Martin’s preferred animal form was a python. No, we didn’t mock him for it.

      “Sorry,” Martin said. “I need the drones.”

      “What for?”

      “Perimeter security,” Martin said virtuously. Squinting at the dazzling, trackless emptiness of the spaceport, I sighed. But I was the one who insisted on near-paranoid levels of security everywhere we touched down. Because you never know. You just … never … know.

      “All right, fine.”

      I spotted a blur approaching through the glare. Another cart drawn by giant cockroaches. In fact it was a whole convoy of them, each cart carrying a large green tank.

      “Incoming,” I said to Martin. “Spaceport services.”

      The tanks would be our water. Xblbkk lacked the infrastructure to store LN2 and LOX, but that didn’t matter, as the St. Clare had air compressors that could suck atmosphere straight into her tanks. God, I loved my ship.

      As the convoy passed us, I saw that the last cart carried a horde of hooting, eyestalk-waving stick insects. Guess they wanted to get a look at that now-rare sight on Xblbbk, an alien spaceship.

      “Also,” I told Martin, “fifty stick in… Xblbbkians.”

      “Is that how you pronounce it?” Irene said. “I thought it was ‘Tidally Locked Hellhole.’”

      “I thought it was Xblbbkish,” Martin said.

      “Local tourists,” I said firmly.

      “You hope,” Dolph mumbled.

      “So don’t eat ‘em. Show them around. Let them play with the Gausses. Not.” Martin groaned, and I grinned. So much for ol’ snake’s lazy afternoon lying in the sun.

      As for me, I had 80 KGCs to collect from Her Resplendent Hugeness, the widowed queen of the stick insects.
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        * * *

      

      I had known, of course, that the Xblbbkians … Xblbkkish … whatever … had recently had themselves a cracking little war. I’d skimmed over that section of the briefing, to be honest. There is rarely anything to be learned from punchups on unpronounceable backwater planets, especially when the protagonists aren’t even human. Now I reviewed the infelicitously translated modern history of Xblbbk on my tablet, reading the best bits out loud to Kimmie and my four-legged crewmates.

      “In Year 109 of the Upside-Down Grass Monarch, the Deadpetal Dowager (may feral unicorn poop rain on her head forever) led a rebellion against Their Hugenesses …”

      “Feral Unicorn Poop would be a good name for a band,” Dolph observed, still thinking that was funny.

      It seemed that the Deadpetal Dowager’s rebels had rioted, seized various royal depots, and wound up taking the king hostage, while the royal forces sat around with their claws up their asses. Finally the rebels seized the big prize: the spaceport. At that point the planet was effectively theirs. They took the fleet into orbit, presumably intending to cow the royal forces into surrender with a few well-placed missiles. I mean, that’s what I would have done. Instead, the cretins somehow managed to blow the whole fleet up in orbit; so the regime won, after all.

      “They probably read the operating instructions wrong,” Dolph said.

      “How many ships were there in the fleet?” Irene asked.

      “Six,” I said.

      You might be surprised how much of a mess even one ship can make, when it’s been explosively disassembled. Not my crew. We’d seen it before. Maybe even caused it before, but I won’t say anything more about that. I was trying to go straight these days.

      “Freaking typical,” Dolph summed up. “Someone sells them a bunch of spaceships, and the first thing they do is bone their own planet.”

      “Machine translation has a lot to answer for,” I agreed. The Xblbbkians had probably run the spacecraft operating manuals through the same software that produced ‘feral unicorn poop.’

      “Humans have a lot to answer for,” Kimmie said, and none of us said anything for a moment, because it was true.

      The cart was now bumping along between stony outcroppings and fleshy, knee-high pink and purple bushes. “Hey!” Irene said brightly, shading her eyes with her paw in a totally un-cat-like gesture. “Buildings! And traffic! And … things.”

      We had reached the royal capital of Zftxyr. The “things” turned out to be the leafy crowns of giant, cylindrical, pale yellow buildings … or were they plants? Each one grew out of a ring of leaves the size of a city block. The leaves overlapped above the streets, giving enough shade that I could stop squinting. The overhangs sheltered abundant vegetation in a palette of dark greens and pinks and purples. The smell of sulfur gave way to the composty smell of a well-tended garden. The cockroach-esque dray beasts drew carts, carriages, and sulkies along the streets, while some stick insects walked, and others rode on the backs of sprightlier giant-cockroach-analogs. The wheels of our cart squished piles of what I, a country boy, instantly recognized as dung, even though it was rainbow-colored.

      Yxxstx drove our cart through gaps in the traffic, hooting imperiously. We soon acquired a tail of curious gawkers. Guess they didn’t see many humans these days. None of them had probably ever seen a jackal or a panther before.

      “You guys. Shift back,” I said.

      “All right,” Dolph said. “The smell’s getting to me, anyway.” Of course, all smells are more intense to an animal’s nose.

      He blurred, writhed, and stretched. The gawkers were then treated to the sight of a skinny, ponytailed, stark-ass naked forty-something trying to find his pants. I pointed with a shaking finger down between the crates. Kimmie and I were both helpless with laughter.

      “That’s just wrong,” Irene said.

      “That’s what you get for Shifting when the going gets rough,” I said unfeelingly.

      “No, that.” Her panther’s eyes stared intently at the crossroads ahead. A cart was crossing it, but this one was not drawn by a giant cockroach. Instead, a team of Xblbbkians hauled exhaustedly at the traces. They were skinny even for stick insects. Shining ichor dribbled from the welts on their shoulders, and from the cuts where the pink cart driver lashed them.

      “Prisoners of war,” I surmised.

      “That’s just inhuman,” Irene said.

      “Well, duh,” Dolph said.

      Kimmie looked troubled. She prided herself on being non-judgmental. I mean, otherwise, she wouldn’t have put up with us. But she had a tender heart.

      “Got it! … Aaaagh!”

      As Dolph hauled his pants up from between the crates, a large stick insect, cantering alongside us on a mettlesome cockroach, reached up and snatched them. It hooted exuberantly and rode away, waving Dolph’s pants like a captured flag.

      “Those are my favorite jeans!” Dolph howled.

      “Please! Please do not be upset!” Yxxstx dropped the reins and scuttled up the mountain of cargo to us. “You have been graced by a moment’s personal attention from the Skeleton Leaf Princess! It is a great, great honor!”

      I heroically managed to contain my laughter.
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        * * *

      

      We drew up in front of a hole cut in the basal leaves of a particularly large pineapple. The hole had a barbed-wire gate, but the gate stood open and Xblbbkians flooded in and out, beneath the gaze of sentries armed with machine guns. Human-made, of course.

      “Didn’t think the Secretariat for Barbarian Trade Affairs would be so busy these days.” Dolph was still sore about losing his jeans. He’d changed into the spares from his backpack (all Shifters carry a change of clothes around, for obvious reasons), but the spares were more hole than pant.

      “Pilgrims,” Yxxstx informed us. “Many, many pilgrims come to the Palace of Life and Death.”

      I touched the butt of my Midday Special, and took a firm grip on Irene’s backpack. I was carrying it for her since she’d refused to Shift back to human form.

      Yxxstx hooted, and stick insect porters unloaded the cargo, two to a crate. We followed them up a leaf ramp (the surface was as hard as green wood), into the building. The elegance of the interior surprised me. The plant had been hollowed out, walls and pillars and filigreed staircases carved from its pale interior fibers. The great hall to which we eventually ascended had opaque windows made by thinning the walls down to paper-thickness, which filtered the sunlight to a yellow-tinged and bearable brilliance. Orbs of gorgeous filigree hung from the ceiling like chandeliers. The chitinous hides of the pilgrims gleamed and their voices echoed from the vaulted roof in a reverent susurration.

      Our porters lugged the cargo through the throng to the far end of the hall, which was ornamented with a twenty-foot statue of a Xblbbkian, evidently the idol that all these people had come to see. I followed the porters, realized no one was following me, and turned back.

      Kimmie squatted, petting a …

      Pet shops sell them as hugbunnies. There was a huge fad for them on Ponce de Leon a few years back. Alien pets are always popular, but I gathered that hugbunnies were something special. They are plump, dumpy little furballs with huge adoring eyes, and their favorite food is breakfast cereal. Awww! People would go around with their hugbunnies riding on their shoulders, like grownup blankies. I know a guy made a mint importing them from their Borderworld of origin.

      Personally, I do not do pets. Shifters don’t, in general. So when Irene nosed the hugbunny, saying, “Prrrrow?” I knew she was not thinking about how cute it was.

      “He’s adorable,” Kimmie said to the hugbunny’s owner. “Awww, the floppy wittle ears!”

      “They must’ve imported a bunch of them before the war,” I muttered to Dolph. “Priorities.”

      “Three breeding pairs,” Yxxstx said. “They are expensive. Only two specimens now survive: those belonging to the Unripe Berry Princess—” he bowed toward the hugbunny’s owner— “and the Flying Flowers Princess.”

      “My hugbunny has taught me so much about love,” the Unripe Berry Princess said shyly. She had a neural comms belt like Yxxstx. I assumed it was a mark of status.

      A burst of gunfire interrupted the conversation.

      I spun, and very nearly Shifted on the spot before I understood that we weren’t being shot at. A window had been opened. A large stick insect leaned out of it, aiming a shoulder-mounted autocannon down at the ground.

      BLAMBLAMBLAMBLAM!

      Irene hackled. Dolph reached into his backpack. My own Midday Special leapt into my hand.

      BLAMBLAMBLAM! Brass tinkled to the floor. The hugbunny cowered in the Unripe Berry Princess’s stick-like arms. The shooter let out a gleeful string of chirps.

      What was going on? I’d jumped to the conclusion that the palace must be under attack. But no one else was panicking. In fact, they seemed to be applauding the shooter by clicking their claws.

      “That,” Dolph said, “that … is the fucker who stole my jeans.”

      Before I could grab him, Dolph stomped toward the window.

      “Hey, shit for brains! Where’s my goddamn jeans?”

      I swear, I don’t know how we’ve all survived this long.

      The shooter adjusted its neural comms belt. Great, it was a high-status individual. And large, too—twice Dolph’s height. “Greetings, human!” it boomed. “Watch this!”

      It nestled the autocannon into the gap between its top set of arms. Its eyestalks dipped to the scope, and the weapon roared again. By this time I’d caught up with Dolph. I peeked under the shooter’s lower set of arms, out of the window. I was not looking down at the street. The palace had a central light shaft open to the sky, and the shooter had been aiming down into that, at …

      … dozens, no, hundreds of Xblbbkian bodies. They lay unmoving, bleeding ichor onto the weatherproofed wood.

      Two were still running around. “Gotcha!” the shooter hooted, firing. Half a belt of ammo later, both fugitives fell twitching to the ground. The shooter leaned out of the window. “Send out the next batch!” it bellowed. “I’m shooting like an angel today!”

      “Please,” Irene muttered from somewhere around the level of my thighs. “I’ve seen blind Necros shoot better than that.”

      The shooter deftly slotted in a fresh belt. The autocannon was one of those large-caliber chain guns that can fire 200 rounds a minute, with optional armor-piercing rounds.

      You tell yourself they had weapons before we ever came along. You tell yourself they used to kill each other in far more inventive ways. You tell yourself that the benefits of participation in the interstellar economy far outweigh the downside.

      But sometimes I have trouble making myself believe it.

      Kimmie dragged on the shooter’s lower right arm. “Are those prisoners of war?” she asked sweetly.

      “They are traitors!”

      “So should we assume that they’ve been duly convicted of treachery, as specified under the Human-Ek Accords, section 12, regarding the treatment of enemy combatants?”

      The shooter stared at her blankly.

      “What are you doing?” I simplified.

      “I am raining feral unicorn poop down on their heads!”

      Oh.

      “My jeans?” Dolph said.

      “Daughter and heir! Will you not cease your sport for a time to inspect the trade goods brought by our barbarian guests?”

      The voice booming through the hall came from what I had taken to be the larger-than-life statue of a Xblbkkian at the far end.

      It wasn’t a statue.

      Creakily, limb by limb, it descended from its pedestal. It moved to where the porters had laid down our cargo, and were now prying open the crates.

      Twenty-five feet if it was an inch.

      Golly.

      I guess these creatures keep growing all their lives.

      “Honored barbarian guests,” Yxxstx foghorned, “I have the great pleasure of presenting you to Her Resplendent Hugeness, Queen Xbbystyrgxmxryllxstkrrbnknknkxrdxx—”

      Oh, why bother to go on?
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        * * *

      

      The queen paid us for the cargo, and tipped us too, a whole 5 KGCs. She was very nice about it. The whole court, and especially the Skeleton Leaf Princess—the piece of work who’d been shooting the prisoners of war out the window—were delighted to get the items we had brought from far-off Ponce de Leon, which represented the pinnacle of human technology, and would make their lives so much richer ...

      Smart watches. Electronic toys. Phones, computers, tablets. About 500 of those gimmicky neural headbands. Solar chargers with which to keep all of the above running. A couple of plug ‘n’ play base station assembly kits, so they could chirp at each other over the airwaves. Oh, and this year’s hot-ticket item, several robot dogs with plush fur and twenty interactive behavioral modes.

      “It’s like giving candy to babies,” Kimmie sighed. She had not been in this business long enough to learn a key fact about interstellar trade: aliens love consumer electronics.

      “Taking candy from babies, you mean,” I said, brandishing the screen that displayed our payment confirmation. Xblbkk might no longer have access to orbit, but it still had a geostationary EkBank terminal, which was visited by an FTL drone once a week. By the time we got home, our money would be in the bank.

      We turned down the Skeleton Leaf Princess’s kind offer of a tour of the dungeons, and went shopping. Irene and Kimmie bought souvenirs. Dolph was still pissed about his jeans. I looked for a present for my daughter, Lucy, but couldn’t find anything just right.

      Then we rode back to the spaceport in Yxxstx’s cart. We were all a little subdued. It had been a long day. You don’t stay in this business if you can’t handle culture shock. But it still takes a toll, like grit in your shoes. I was looking forward to getting back on board, Shifting into something more comfortable, and curling up with a nice bowl of cask-aged bourbon.

      The clouds had returned to cover the sky, not as thick as before, more like an ordinary overcast day. Yxxstx explained that Xblbkk’s weather came from the nightside, where volcanoes perpetually erupted, vomiting clouds of ash into the jetstream, which circulated toward the dayside, thus ensuring that frequent showers of water and fertilizing ash fell in the twilight zone. We listened in dull silence.

      “Hey,” Irene suddenly interrupted. “What are they still doing here?”

      I raised my head. In the distance, the green water carts were still parked around the St. Clare. I groaned. “They probably brought the wrong connectors.”

      But we had connectors on board of every specification known to man or alien. Worst case, just dip the St. Clare’s hoses straight into the tanks and run the pumps.

      I pulled out my handheld radio. “Marty?”

      No answer.

      Uh oh.

      Irene Shifted back to human form and dumped out the backpack I had been carrying around for her. She put on her clothes and loaded her gun. It was a sub-machine gun, not her favorite weapon, but it packed 50 rounds to a magazine. Dolph had his pocket Gauss. I had my Midday Special.

      My philosophy has always been that if you need anything bigger than a .22, you’re already screwed.

      I was about to test it.

      “Kimmie,” I said, “stay here.”

      As Yxxstx reined in his cockroaches, stick insects bounded toward us, shrilling in their own language. I jumped down from the back of the cart.

      “What appears to be the problem?”

      At least two of the bastards had machine-guns, same model as the palace sentries. They hung back, providing cover for the screeching mob that now surged toward me, eyestalks bobbing manically.

      “Back off!” Irene’s voice rang out.

      They stopped and kind of surged in place. Those dear little claws looked pretty sharp from this angle.

      I started to sweat. “Where’s Marty?”

      Yxxstx charged into the mob, hooting and chirping urgently.

      “Take ‘em out?” Irene said behind me, her voice pitched low. “Drop the gunners, the rest’ll break.”

      I shook my head minutely, clinging to the hope that we could get out of this without bloodshed. Or ichor-shed. A gust of wind blew across the empty spaceport. Ash swirled into my eyes, stinging.

      “I shall never have another one!” moaned the voice of an Xblbbkian, not our escort. “I shall never love anything as much as I loved Bkky!”

      The mob parted.

      Between two of the water carts, a large Xblbbkian lay folded up, shaking. Yxxstx awkwardly patted her butt, which I guess was the equivalent of patting her shoulder. “Her Royal Highness, the Flying Flowers Princess,” he hooted, “is bereft.”

      I walked over to them. Yxxstx pointed under one of the water carts. I crouched and peered into the gloom between the axles.

      A fifteen-foot, jet black python lay contentedly coiled on the ground, with a lump in its midsection approximately the size of a hugbunny.
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        * * *

      

      I stalked up and down the trunk corridor of the St. Clare, punching one fist into the other palm. “Why? Why? Why did I hire an engineer who Shifts into a snake? Why?”

      “Because it’s hard to find Shifter spaceship engineers, period,” Dolph said, leaning in the doorway of the bridge. “One of the other candidates was a hopeless drunk, and the third one was a seal, remember? And you said—”

      “No more goddamn marine Shifters on my ship. I should give up on hiring Shifters, period. Screw giving back to the community.”

      “I just can’t believe he ate it,” Kimmie said, weakly, from the door of the lounge.

      “Oh, well, you know,” Irene said.

      “From a business perspective,” I growled.

      “From a business perspective,” Dolph said, “ain’t nothing to debate. The tanks are full.” At least Marty had finished watering up before he decided to snack on the Xblbbkian princess’s beloved pet. “We got our money. Let’s blow this tidally locked hellhole.”

      “Our return cargo,” I said.

      “Pearls and wood carvings. Fuck it.”

      “And leave Marty?” Kimmie said in horror.

      Fifteen minutes ago, I’d been about to give the order to fire on the Flying Flowers Princess’s retinue when the cockroach cavalry had arrived, led by our friend the Skeleton Leaf Princess. There were about fifty of them, all armed to the teeth. You can’t dodge that many rounds, no matter how badly they’re aimed. So we had had to beat a retreat to the St. Clare. Now we were hunkered down, waiting for the stick insects to decide how much they would sting us for to get Martin back—

      —and Dolph was suggesting we not wait, but leave his ass.

      I stomped up the corridor to the bridge. The sloping ceiling, barely high enough for me to stand upright, curved into the walls in a gunmetal sweep of lockers, screens, levers, dials, keyboards, and readouts. Dolph sat in the right-hand seat, initializing the pre-launch checks.

      “What really, really, really annoys me about you,” I said, “apart from your taste in animal forms, and that damn ponytail, is that—”

      “I’m right?”

      “—is that when I get mad, you get rational. Just for once, couldn’t you stay mad long enough for me to catch up?”

      We had known each other since we were five. I could read the set of his shoulders and the glint in his eyes.

      “You assume I’m not mad enough,” he said calmly, “to bomb that butt-ugly pineapple palace from orbit? We still got some napalm rounds left over from the last job.”

      Um. Yeah. When I mentioned trying to go straight, it was kind of an ongoing process.

      “They are nasty little bugs, Mike. Be better for the Cluster if they suffered a setback in their civilizational development process. Back to approximately the stone age.”

      “Don’t think they ever emerged from the stone age,” I said bleakly. “Look how they treat their prisoners.”

      Now including Martin.

      I sat down in the center seat.

      The thing was, I knew Dolph was right. About bombing the pineapple palace. About all of it.

      Take off now, and our exhaust plume would first steam, then flay, and lastly incinerate every living thing within a 50-meter radius, including two Xblbbkian princesses … and Martin.

      It would be a far kinder death than what he probably had coming to him at the stick insects’ hands. Claws.

      “Hopeless,” Dolph said, tracing a finger over one of the external camera feed screens. “Just hopeless.” The screen showed the Xblbbkian cavalry ringing the ship at a distance of about five meters. They were pointing their guns at us. Mosquitoes could make as big of a dent in the St. Clare’s armor as those could. They had tied Martin to the back of one of the dray roaches. He never woke up easy when he was digesting. He looked zonked and mildly alarmed.

      I sighed heavily. Then I got up and got myself some vodka from the bridge dispenser.

      “Let’s just wait and see what they’re willing to ransom him for,” I said, as if to myself.

      The vodka in my mug didn’t go down as smooth as cask-aged bourbon. But I hadn’t earned that yet.
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        * * *

      

      “Her Hugeness has duly deliberated, and these are the conditions under which your shipmate shall be returned to you,” Yxxstx hooted.

      “Unharmed,” I said.

      “Unharmed.”

      We were still parked at the spaceport. Yxxstx had come on board to deliver the queen’s ultimatum. He stood in the axis corridor, reading scratches on a length of bamboo. I had no sense of stick insect body language, but I suspected he was nervous. The darting eyestalks were a giveaway. Irene lounged behind him, toying with the souvenir she had bought, a little curved knife with a blade of solid diamond. Dolph stood half a pace behind me, openly carrying his Gauss.

      “You shall clear all the debris out of the orbital altitudes between 100 and 300 kilometers—”

      “Excuse me?” I said.

      “Are you serious, bugface?” Dolph said.

      Yxxstx’s eyestalks jittered. “Your ship’s capabilities include high-power masers, suitable for vaporizing debris, or nudging it onto a re-entry trajectory—”

      “But that’d take months,” Irene said.

      “Years,” Dolph said.

      “Surely not. We could clear all the big stuff in a week or so,” Kimmie said. She saw us all glaring at her. “…Oh.”

      “Tell the queen we’ll do it. No, actually— ” I lunged, smooth and fast, and grabbed Yxxstx by one spindly arm. I spun him around and shoved him into the lounge, ass over brain. “Someone else can tell her. You’re coming with us, just to make sure no one … cheats.”
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        * * *

      

      We set up a rota. One person on the masers, one on the Gausses—those could nudge the larger chunks of debris out of orbit, if you clipped them just right. The third person was supposed to sleep, eat, relax, all that good stuff. I was never good at relaxing. When I wasn’t on the guns, I generally floated in the center seat with my mug of vodka, waiting for something to slip past Irene and Dolph and punch a hole in my ship. It felt like jaywalking through traffic in three dimensions, crossed with the galaxy’s most boring video game.

      The dayside of Xblbbk brooded below. Tidally locked planets never look right to me, with those clearly marked bands of coloration in place of continents and seas. Clouds of volcanic ash flowed and parted and massed again over the verdant twilight zone, while the dayside baked in perpetual sunlight, and the volcanoes of the nightside vomited magma into the dark.

      I thought about my daughter, Lucy. She was six. She was probably worried to death about us. She knew that we were sometimes unexpectedly delayed. But she also knew that the Cluster was a dangerous place. If I had any hope left in me after all these years, it was the hope of making the Cluster a slightly less dangerous place by the time she grew up.

      Dream on, Tiger.

      “Captain?”

      I turned in irritation. Our maintenance bot—we called him Mechanical Failure—had drifted onto the bridge, his lamp-like optical sensors glowing at the end of his long bendy neck. The rest of him looked like a suitcase with various tools attached.

      “Do you know how the sapients of Xblbbk were able to afford to buy spaceships in the first place?” he wheezed.

      “I’ve been wondering about that,” Dolph said from behind the AR headset that covered the top half of his face.

      “Bought ‘em on the never-never,” I said. “Go do some work, MF.”

      Mechanical Failure was supposed to handle engineering and janitorial duties. But the bot was the laziest hunk of junk that ever sucked power. We had to nag him endlessly even to clean the galley. That’s why I finally gave in and hired a human engineer.

      “I miss Marty,” MF whined.

      “I know you do. No one to lay around back there and watch dirty movies with.” I was being slightly unfair. Martin was the only person who could get an honest day’s work out of the bot.

      “I have found some interesting material in my databases—”

      “I knew it.”

      “—on this region of the Fringe. It seems that Xblbbk was once known as a prime source of tantalite.”

      I lifted my eyebrows. Tantalite is one of those rare earths you need to make phones, computers, tablets … gimmicky neural comms headbands … and all the other technological marvels that make humanity so popular in the Cluster. Diamonds? Pfuh. We can make those. Rare earths, you gotta dig out of the ground. But we don’t like to do the digging ourselves. Strip-mining on an industrial scale really messes up a planet. So we prefer to buy the stuff from our alien trading partners.

      “I don’t see any mines,” I said.

      “The clouds presumably hide them,” MF said. “I speculate that the recent unpleasantness—” he clattered his grippers in bottish amusement— “may have had something to do with tantalite.”

      “Hmm,” I said. “There was nothing about that in the briefing.” But of course, there wouldn’t be. Whichever interstellar corporation sold the Xblbbkians the ships would have made them promise to keep quiet about the tantalite. But then came the Deadpetal Dowager’s rebellion, and the tantalite trade petered out, because no captain with a functioning brain would dive through a battlefield. I raised my voice. “Yxxstx!”

      The fans hummed, the bridge instruments ticked and beeped, and Yxxstx lurched into the doorway, followed by Kimmie. She had charge of our Xblbbkian hostage, I mean guest. There was not much for her to do apart from clean up his sick. The Undersecretary for Barbarian Trade Affairs had not adapted well to freefall. MF steadied him with a gripper.

      “And you were going to fob me off with a return cargo of pearls and wood carvings,” I said, fixing Yxxstx with a sorrowful gaze. “What’s all this about tantalite mines?”

      “Feral unicorn poop,” the Xblbbkian moaned.

      Irene had been silent throughout, methodically acquiring and shooting targets. Now she suddenly spoke. “Heads up!”

      Dolph twisted to the Gauss controls. I lunged for my AR headset. Might still be time to dodge whatever Irene had spotted. Oh God, this would be a dumb way to die—

      “See that, Mike? Worth grabbing?”

      The AR illusion of space surrounded me. Irene painted crosshairs on the object she’d spotted. “Another toilet?” I said, as my pulse gradually stopped galloping. The object was not an imminent threat. It was about thirty klicks below us, gradually tumbling closer as we and it both whizzed around the planet at orbital velocity. “Looks like the front end of a spaceship.”

      “Explosion must’ve torn the bridge right off,” Irene said.

      “Parts,” I said. “Instruments.” I noticed that Yxxstx had gone absolutely rigid. Not even his eyestalks quivered. “Yeah, let’s grab it.”

      “How?” Kimmie said. “I mean …”

      I grinned. “We’ll get Mechanical Failure to earn his keep for a change.”
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        * * *

      

      Dolph maneuvered the St. Clare down to the sheared-off ship’s bridge and synced our pitch and yaw with it. Dolph is a damn good pilot, regardless of his taste in animal forms. When he completed his maneuvers, the thing was floating ten meters off our starboard aux pod, still tumbling, but no longer moving relative to the St. Clare.

      Then we made MF go up top and shoot it with the harpoon gun.

      When it was tethered, Dolph and I spacewalked to it and scavenged for parts. Sensors, cables, resistors. That kind of stuff is always burning out.

      “Get the black box,” I said over the radio.

      “Why? Don’t need to know what happened to this ship. It blew up.”

      “Yeah, but Yxxstx was terrified. I want to know what he’s afraid of.”

      “Apart from us, you mean?”

      “I thought feral unicorn poop was just Xblbbkian slang for bullets.”

      “I thought it was a translation glitch.”

      “Yeah, me too. But now I’m starting to wonder…”

      The black box is always in the same place. In aircraft, you’d put it in the tail so it would have the best chance of surviving a crash. In spacecraft, the tail is the part least likely to survive. That’s where the antimatter is. So we dug it out from behind the bridge mainframe. It was actually two pieces of equipment, the flight data recorder and the cockpit voice recorder, and they weren’t black, either, but bright orange. Go figure.

      Back inside the St. Clare, we handed the boxes over to MF. “Go do your magic.” I turned to our hostage. “Now you’re going to tell us how the royal fleet really blew up.”

      “It, it, it was the rebels—”

      “Uh huh. I know spin when I hear it.”

      History is written by the victors. No one knows that better than humans. We burst out of our home system and rolled through the Milky Way like a tsunami, killing whatever we met in that first giddy wave of expansion. We even killed ourselves. How many colonies did we leave behind, to struggle and suffer and eventually die, because finding human-compatible planets isn’t as easy as it looked at the time? Who knows? We don’t go back that way much anymore. About three hundred years ago, we reached the M4 Cluster, and met the Ekschelatan Empire.

      We still insist we won that one.

      Now, we’re the other dominant power in the Cluster. The Eks may be powerful, but they’re rat bastards. A good half of their client races switched their allegiance to us during the war, and I bet the rest would like to. We’re nice, see? We never commit genocide. Oren’s Star? The moons of Betelgeuse? Never happened. We’ve always been the friendly, civilized species who’ll sell you anything from a smartwatch up to a spaceship at very reasonable prices.

      (We have enough planets now.)

      Oh, and notice how I’ve been talking as if I were human, myself, all along? We are human, of course. Homo sapiens versipellus. If you stopped ten normies randomly on the streets of Mag Ingat and asked them if Shifters are human, you’d get about a 50/50 split. But as far as I’m concerned, it’s not even up for debate.

      Not only is history written by the victors, everyone likes to be on the winning side.

      So I was not entirely surprised when Yxxstx, at knife- and gunpoint, admitted that the war had been a more complicated affair than their potted history had let on.

      It seemed that the Xblbbkians were a hive species. The gals ruled the roost, while laying eggs by the thousand. The late king, therefore, was a relatively unimportant character. The only reason anyone cared about him was because he had mated with Her Hugeness, Queen Xbby of the Many, Many Consonants. That was Fact One.

      Fact Two was that the Deadpetal Dowager, the leader of the rebels, had been the current queen’s mom. So the whole thing was a family fight. Might have known.

      Fact Three was that the fleet, at the time of its destruction, had been carrying …

      “Feral unicorn poop,” said Mechanical Failure, floating into the lounge. He held the flight data recorder in one gripper and the cockpit voice recorder in another. Cables attached to both boxes snaked into a crack in his housing. It looked like a metal coral reef in there, overgrown with strata of new and outdated components he'd acquired over the years. “The ships appear to have been loaded with feral unicorn poop.”

      “Stalky here already yielded to our expert interrogation,” I said, holding a soft cushion. I had been allowing Yxxstx to dry his eyes on it when he wept in shame at betraying his queen. Who’d’ve thought these insects could cry? Irene floated nearby, trimming her toenails with the diamond knife. Dolph was on debris vaporization duty. “But do go ahead and fill in the blanks, MF.”

      “Feral unicorn poop,” the bot repeated.

      “Dolph really oughta hear this,” I said.

      “Leave him alone, he’s having fun,” Irene said. My weapons officer’s large blue eyes had started to glow with a look I knew well. It was the look of a huntress who had scented some juicy KGCs. “So you’re saying that shit …” She giggled. “That feral unicorn shit is worth money?”

      Yxxstx burst into tears again, and explained that unicorns were burrowers, native to Xblbbk’s nightside. “I found a picture of one,” MF said, throwing it up on the big screen on the wall of the lounge. I could see why the translation software had selected unicorn as the nearest match for their unpronounceable native name. They had prodigious horns, backed up by two mandibles and four little scrabbly legs on a tubular body. They used their horns to dig through the soft volcanic rock. Like earthworms, they ate what they dug, and what came out the other end was …

      “Feral unicorn poop,” Yxxstx groaned.

      “Tantalite,” I said. “Precursor of tantalum and niobium.”

      “And we,” Irene said, “have been vaporizing this shit like it was freaking aluminum, or letting it burn up in the atmosphere?! I thought some of those chunks looked kinda … rounded …”

      “The other humans said it was very valuable,” Yxxstx wept. “They took much of it to pay for our spaceships. There was even some money left over!”

      “Was there now,” I said. “How much?”

      “At least a hundred KGCs!”

      As I thought. The Xblbbkians got criminally ripped off.

      “But the queen is still not happy. She had great plans, wonderful plans, to sell more feral unicorn poop and buy more things. But …”

      “Let me guess,” I said. “This Deadpetal Dowager didn’t like that idea. Why?”

      Yxxstx’s eyestalks waved, spraying tears into the air. I wiped one off my forehead. MF made a gears-grinding kind of noise. “I cannot think that gathering feral unicorn poop is a very pleasant job.”

      I could imagine. Crawling through freezing underground tunnels, breathing stale air, coughing on volcanic dust, dragging a literal sack of shit, praying you didn’t come face-to-horn with one of those unicorns. Ugh.

      “According to the conversations logged on this voice recorder, the Dowager was motivated by … humanitarian … considerations.”

      I gave MF an unfriendly look. “Didn’t know you spoke Xblbbkian.”

      “I am familiar with every language spoken in the Cluster, Captain! I can also change a diaper, plan an invasion, butcher a hog, conn a ship, design a building, write a sonnet …”

      “All right, all right,” I said. “Be more useful if you could lower yourself to clean the galley once in a while. But oh well. So the Dowager blew up the fleet to remove the Queen’s incentive to send half the population down the, heh, poop mines.”

      “What a shit thing to do,” Irene said.

      Yxxstx’s eyestalks waved madly. “It is NOT funny!”

      Kimmie patted his spindly torso. She even remembered to pat his butt, I mean, his shoulder. “No, I don’t think it is, either.”

      I grimaced. “Let me ask you a question, Yxxstx. Why in the name of all that’s holy didn’t you use some of those KGCs to buy yourselves a few vowels?”

      Irene nearly exploded.

      I had myself a little chortle, and then I tossed my soft cushion at Yxxstx. “What was the name of the company that traded you those ships?”

      “Hivemind.”

      “Oh, the irony,” I said.

      “Do you know of them?”

      Of course I freaking knew of them. One of the top five human corporations. A vertically integrated juggernaut that did everything from terraforming to cybersecurity, with the spaceship division somewhere in between. A company that I’d not dare to go up against in a million years. Screw the Fleet; it’s the big corporations you really don’t want to get on the wrong side of.

      “Tell you what,” I started.

      Dolph’s voice interrupted me. “Tell you what,” he said, over the PA system. Of course, he’d been listening in from the bridge. “In about ten minutes, we’ll be optimally positioned over Zftxyr. How’s about I let this nice big chunk of space debris go?”
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        * * *

      

      I floated in the bridge, wishing I hadn’t drunk so much vodka during the interrogation, trying to reason with Dolph.

      “You might hit the palace.”

      The sheared-off ship’s bridge was too big to burn up in orbit. It’d make a hell of a hole wherever it hit the ground.

      “Kind of the point,” Dolph said. “Did you hear friend Yxxstx? That bugface bitch queen was planning to enslave half the population so she could buy smartwatches and TVs.”

      “Martin might be in the palace.”

      “He signed on the line, he takes his chances.”

      I closed my eyes for a second. Then I put my hand on Dolph’s arm. It was as taut as a high-tension cable. “We’re not in the army anymore,” I said. “And even when we were …”

      “All we did was shoot at other humans.”

      “I know. I know,” I said. “It fucking sucks.”

      We were both quiet for a moment. The ship hummed and sighed around us. Dolph pressed a button and turned a shard of feral unicorn poop drifting near us into a pretty little meteor.

      “Let me try diplomacy first. ‘Kay?”
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        * * *

      

      “Hey, bugfaces!”

      My roar vibrated the paper-thin windows and hanging filigrees in the throne room. Yxxstx scuttled ahead of me, apologizing for the fact that the palace had just been invaded by a full-grown male lion. Flowing mane, musky stink, teeth as long as your thumb, the whole package. I pride myself on getting these things right.

      Behind me prowled Irene in human form, a bandanna over her nose and mouth, camo paint around her eyes, second-best assault rifle in her shoulder. Should the Skeleton Leaf Princess cut up nasty, I had confidence that Irene could drop her in seconds, followed by as many more stick insects as we needed to kill to get out of here. But judging from the sudden and total silence, I thought this might just work.

      “I’m here to see the bugface in charge! Yeah, I’m talking to you, madam.”

      The queen had Martin, still in python form, in a cage at the foot of her pedestal-throne. Thank God I’d managed to talk Dolph out of dropping that chunk of debris.

      “I’m here to deliver something you might be familiar with,” I purred, now that I had their attention. “An ultimatum.”

      Her Resplendent Hugeness was a cool customer. She inclined one eyestalk a fraction. “Have you completed the task I assigned you?”

      “Not yet,” I said. “It’s still pretty ugly up there. But I’ve been thinking about our return cargo. It has come to my attention that you’ve got something a lot better to sell than pearls and wood carvings.”

      They’d delivered the said pearls and wood carvings to the spaceport while we were playing Whack-a-Chunk o’ Debris in orbit. I’d told Dolph not to bother loading the stuff.

      “How’s about, let’s say thirty tonnes of feral unicorn poop?”

      The queen’s eyestalks twitched violently.

      “And in return, I won’t tell Hivemind Inc. that you were trying to welsh on your exclusive access agreement with them by shipping tantalite to the Techworlds yourselves.”

      This was the last piece of the puzzle, which I had partly extracted from Yxxstx and partly deduced for myself.

      The hall erupted in clicks, chirps, and hoots. Irene kept her rifle pointed at the queen.

      I swung my head, trying to gauge the mood of the aliens. It sounded to me like they approved of my proposal. Even the Skeleton Leaf Princess, standing below the queen’s dais, was clicking her claws—

      A courtier rushed up to the Skeleton Leaf Princess and thrust her autocannon into her arms.

      Oh.

      “You dare to give orders to Her Resplendent Hugeness!” the Skeleton Leaf Princess screamed, silencing the other Xblbbkians. “You’ll die for your impudence!”

      She raised the autocannon.

      Irene dropped to one knee, placing her head below the level of the crowd, and coolly aimed her rifle at the queen’s head.

      “Xblbbk does not do the bidding of animals!”

      The crowd was closing in on us. Irene raised an eyebrow at me. I shook my lion’s head frantically. If she shot the queen, all bets were off. We’d be lucky to get out of here alive.

      “Animals!” the Skeleton Leaf Princess screamed. She opened up with the autocannon, apparently forgetting that there were dozens of courtiers and pilgrims in the way. Or maybe she just didn’t care.

      BLAMBLAMBLAMBLAM!

      The thunder of gunfire mingled with the screeches of panicked and injured aliens. Irene swung her rifle around.

      I pounced on Irene, knocking her to the ground, and kept going. Stampeding Xblbbkians swerved away from my charge. Bullets whined past my ears.

      Have you ever been charged by an angry lion? It’s safe to say the Skeleton Leaf Princess had not. She flung away her autocannon and tried to crawl under the hangings of the dais. I set my teeth into her neural comms belt, pulled her out, bounded onto the dais—with difficulty; it was like dragging a full-grown wildebeest—and dropped her at her mother’s feet.

      “Pro tip, Your Majesty,” I panted. “You don’t want to find out what happens when you really make us humans mad.”

      Irene stood up, rubbing her head. “Can’t you look where you’re going? You knocked me over!” she shouted indignantly at me. “Are you OK?”

      I wasn’t even scratched. The Skeleton Leaf Princess couldn’t shoot for peanuts. She had wounded and killed half a dozen of her own people, but that’s probably because she wasn’t aiming at them.

      Her Resplendent Hugeness bent her eyestalks toward us. “I agree to your terms,” she said calmly. “My mother was an idiot. I fear this daughter of mine takes after her. Please assure Hivemind that Xblbbk strives to be a responsible member of the interstellar community.”

      “Excellent,” I said. “You won’t regret it.”

      Martin thrashed his tail against the bars of his cage. They’d tied his mouth shut, or he’d have been hollering at the top of his lungs.

      “Oh yeah,” I said. “Almost forgot. We’ll have the snake back, too.”
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        * * *

      

      “So was it worth it?” Irene said to Martin. We were back at the spaceport, watching the Xblbbkian dray carts deliver our new cargo. Martin had been induced to Shift back to operate the cargo crane. Dolph and I stood on the flat top deck, watching him swing crate after crate of tantalite into the hold, located in the superstructure at the ship’s tail.

      “I’d say it freaking was,” Martin gloated. “We’ll get one-fifty for this lot at Cortez Station.”

      “Like taking candy from a baby,” Irene said in satisfaction.

      “Cleaning up,” Martin agreed.

      “You weren’t worried?” I asked ol’ snake, with a slight edge of malice. “That we’d leave you or something?”

      “What? Uh. I know you, Mike Starrunner. You’re a standup guy. You’d never do that.”

      In human form Martin was fifty-odd, bald as an egg, with a mustache that made up for it. When he Shifted back to human form, a bunch of small bones had dropped out of his body onto the tarmac. He had the effrontery to pick them up and offer them to the Flying Flowers Princess. She said no.

      “Sure, but I meant the hugbunny,” Irene said. “Was it worth eating?”

      “Oh. Nah, not really. Ain’t much meat on them. It’s all fur.”

      “That’s what I thought,” Irene said carelessly.

      She rubbed her cheek and studied her reflection in the rain-wet barrel of her rifle.

      “This damn camo paint is so hard to get off.”

      “Worth it not to be facially recognized, if someone in the palace was recording,” I pointed out. “This way Hivemind’s got nothing on us, in the unlikely event.”

      “Yeah.” She cocked her head. “A lion?”

      I yawned.

      “I didn’t know you were a lion. Is that your second form?”

      “Third,” Martin said, from the crane operator’s seat. “Tiger, wolf …”

      “And jaguar. So wait a minute,” Irene said, counting on her fingers.

      I raised my voice. “Kimmie!”

      She was down on the tarmac, prying open one of the crates of pearls and wood carvings. The Xblbbkians valued that stuff so much they hadn’t even bothered to cart it away.

      “Anything interesting?”

      I bounded to the ladder and started down it before she could reply. Wet hands, slippery rungs. A near thing.

      “Some of this stuff is really pretty,” Kimmie said. Dirty rain dripped from the peak of her rain slicker hood.

      I peeked into the crate. She was right. The Xblbbkians excelled at fine filigree work. Yxxstx had told me they did it with their mandibles. I’d given him a leftover robotic dog. Now he’d really be somebody on Xblbbk.

      “Shame there isn’t gonna be any room left in the hold,” I said. “The wholesalers back home would jump on this stuff.”

      “Look at the pearls.” Kimmie lifted out a string and held them against herself.

      “According to MF,” I noted, “the pearls come out of the gizzards of those cockroach analogs. They’re actually small stones covered in some kinda hardened gastric coating.”

      “Oh.” Kimmie put the pearls back.

      “Loading complete,” Martin shouted down.

      Time to blow this tidally locked hellhole.

      But we wouldn’t be leaving … quite … yet.
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        * * *

      

      The St. Clare soared into orbit. It was still pretty ugly up here. A piece of interior spaceship paneling twirled past the masers and the Gausses and splintered into dust on our nose cone.

      “300 klicks and holding altitude,” Dolph said grumpily. “Mike, you wanna calculate our acceleration burn sometime this week?”

      I was leaning back in my couch, holding a string of Xblbbkian pearls up to the light from the readouts. “I think Lucy’ll like these.”

      “According to MF,” Irene put in from the left seat, “they come out of the gizzards—”

      “I know. She flips for gross stuff.”

      I put the pearls back in my pocket. Then I sighed. “Resume debris clearance.”

      “What?” Irene said.

      “You heard me. We promised. They held up their end of the bargain, and then some. Let’s finish the job.”

      “Mike,” Dolph said. “We do that, Hivemind’ll be back in here faster than you can say ‘ROI.’ It wasn’t worth it to them to clear the junk out of the way themselves. They’ve got other sources of tantalite. But if we do it for them—”

      “I know,” I interrupted. “I know!”

      “So why do it? We’ll never be coming back here.”

      “Damn skippy,” Irene muttered.

      “Why kick the bugfaces in the teeth on the way out?”

      “They don’t have teeth.”

      “They don’t have a prayer, either.”

      “Because—because the benefits of interstellar trade outweigh the downside,” I said, pleadingly. “Because nobody’s going to enforce section 12 of the Human-Ek Accords, regarding the treatment of enemy combatants, if nobody ever lands here again. Because I promised. Because …” My voice dropped to a stubborn mumble. “Because I have some pride.”

      Dolph pushed his AR headset off his face and folded his arms.

      My friend had never stopped trying to make the Cluster a better place.

      That’s why his nickname in the army was Psycho.

      But at the heart of it was pride. The same pride that kept me keeping on through the good, the bad, and the ugly. The determination that never would this dirty business make us less than human.

      I reached into the webbing down the side of my seat. I pulled out a bundle. “Present for you,” I said, shaking out the sad, faded denim legs. “Got the bugfaces to give your jeans back.”

      Dolph scowled at me for another moment. Then he burst into high, yipping laughter.

      I laughed, too. So did Irene, a rarity. Kimmie, Martin, and even MF came on the intercom, demanding to know what was so funny. We were all laughing too hard to answer.

      Eventually we calmed down and got back to shooting debris.

      I broke out the cask-aged bourbon on the way home.
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      Even infamous Pirate Captains have to start somewhere, and in the world of the System, that means with a Basic Class as a Cabin Boy on a raid of a merchant convoy.
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      The convoy passed before them, unaware like a group of fat, lazy space mantas. Their engines burnt a dozen different colors, painting the void of space with their fission energies. In the hushed bridge, the pirates watched the projected image, waiting for their prey to cross the final boundary.

      Dornalor shifted, his dandelion yellow ears lowered as he listened in, his nine-foot-tall body hunched as he waited for the Captain. He was only on the bridge because the Captain wanted a runner, wanted someone that could take word down to engineering or the raiding bays. He was fast, that he was. A tiny trickle of sweat ran down his back, somehow escaping from the tight, nanoweaved blue-black jumpsuit that he wore. Nostrils flared      as the captured stink of suppressed fear and anticipation warmed the bridge, the air filters set high for methane and oxygen. He fiddled with the band around his neck, wanting to put his helmet on now. He didn’t, because that would mark him as scared, and you showed no such fear. Not on a pirate ship.

      Not when you were just a Cabin Boy.

      His Captain was crooning to himself, the paired openings along his neck humming as his purple skin glistened in the artificial light. No one mentioned it – no one dared – but it was quite beautiful. A siren song that was utterly at odds with the vicious nature of the Captain himself. He was not known as Bloody Quinn for nothing.

      If Dornalor had any other options, he would have shipped out with someone else. As a child of a space companion, one of a half-dozen spawn on the Selous pirate station, opportunities were as rare as Heroic Classes. No, you took what you could and were thankful for it.

      “Donnie-boy. Get that scrawny ass down to the launch bays. We’re going with launch plan C,” Captain Quinn said, leaning back with a savage grin. He flicked his hand sideways, and the next second, the ship was burning fission material, power flooding through the system and coming alive. They left the grasp of the free-floating asteroid field as they rushed toward their prey.

      “Yes Captain!” Dornalor spun around, rushing for the door even as he felt the Captain’s Skills kick in across the ship. The engine was burning hot to get them close, but he felt From the Void mute the world inside and around the ship. It was an active Skill that used a ton of the Captain’s Mana, which was why he waited till now. But it’d get them close, unless their prey had a really good sensor operator.

      Outside the bridge, Dornalor triggered his own Skills. Double Time let him move faster than normal, making each of his movements thirty five percent quicker. It was a great Skill for a Basic Class as it required little Mana to keep active. It let him get down to the hangar bays in record time, his adrenaline pushing him forward. He didn’t even need to use Fastest Route, his other navigation Skill, since he knew the way by heart now.

      Inside, the rest of the raiding team waited, sharpening their melee weapons and checking their beam rifles. Dornalor, slightly out of breath, still managed to repeat his orders to the raiders. The ship was low on members, the Captain preferring to run short-handed and thus having fewer shares to split.

      “Har! Launch plan C. Good, good,” the massive Hakarta, green skinned, tusked and uglier than sin, said, slapping the power armor he wore in the chest. His teammates, Hakarta like the first speaker, slammed their own gauntleted fists into their armor. “That will leave more for us.”

      “I don’t like this,” Bueror said, deep set eyes narrowing. The short Grimsar, with his long beard and monomolecular axe, was also the leader of the other raiding team. His armor at first glance was simple scale mail, but if you peered closer, it was runic enchanted mail, as strong, if not stronger, than the power armor the Hakarta wore. “Splitting up the boarding parties is going to make the boarding harder.”

      “But bringd much higher returns. Two ships, rather than one,” Tasmaza the Hakarta said. “Come, don’t show the purple of your fangs so easily.”

      “Caution is never harmful,” Lunga said. The voice was low, languid but plush, the Movana who said it as characteristically beautiful as all their kind, with long lustrous hair, deceptively delicate features and pointed ears. Lying on her lap, a Yerrick with its big cow horns lay playing with a puzzle box. “But I’m more concerned on how we’d fly the ships back.”

      “Fair.” Bueror stroked his beard, then his gaze landed on Dornalor. “Very fair.”
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        * * *

      

      Dornalor groaned, squeezing his greater height into the crash couches on the boarding shuttle. His greater-than-normal height at nine feet was an uncomfortable fit. Even if the chairs were rated for larger humanoids, they never fit comfortably. On the other hand, Dornalor bit off his own complaints, considering how squeezed in the Yerrick were too. Better a tight fit in a crash chair than a too loose one. That would just cause injuries during the all-too-expected decelaration.

      Deceleration when they struck the merchant ships, when they boarded it. An act that he, as a new pirate, should not have been taking part in. Except, of course, he had the piloting skill and the neural link slot to allow him to control the ship, which most of the boarders did not.

      Rather than think about the upcoming battle, Dornalor turned his attention to the navigation plot, hand flexing idly as he watched their ship close in on the prey. Unseen, until suddenly the ships started accelerating. He noted the lines of fire, the shift in their shields as long range beam weaponry began impacting the ship. Their shield integrity dropped alarmingly at first before it stabilised, their Pilot taking evasive action and the Captain and Engineer shifting their Skills to a more offensive mode. They were lucky that they had individuals with the requisite Classes in the right roles. All too often, pirate ships made do with individuals who had the skill but not the Class Skills to back them up.

      The ship jerked and twitched, micro-adjustments in acceleration and direction happening every few seconds as the Pilot with the aid of the on-board AI dodged attacks. Sudden acceleration pressed Dornalor into the crash harnesses, the inertial      dampeners      within the ship working at less than optimal efficiency. The Engineers must have taken some of the power off-line, diverting them into the shield.

      A good thing too, as even if some of the attacks missed, the sheer volume of fire was sufficient to drain their shields. A combination of Galactic tech and Skills, the shields stopped both energy and physical attacks but at the cost of Mana and energy.

      Even more energy was pouring into their own attacks, though Quinn’s Rest only carried a few weapons. The ship relied on speed and stealth to win its battles, with its main beam cannon used for targeted fire. A discordant hum filled the boarding shuttle, one that set Dornalor’s teeth on edge, the noise just at the edge of his hearing range.

      Then, the hum disappeared, going too high. Dornalor knew what that meant, and his realisation arrived with the same flickering lights. On the navigation plot, a straight line from their ship arced outward to meet one of the other ships. He squinted, trying to tell where it struck, knowing the map’s fidelity to reality was low but still wanting, needing to know.

      “Direct hit to one of their engines,” Tasmaza said, calling out the results. As squad leader, he had better access to the sensors than the rest of them. “Prey is slowing down. Main cannon… recharging.”

      Dornalor could see both last statements, but he could not help but grin. Teach those silly merch to run rather than fight. Even as they flew ever closer, catching up with each passing second, the majority of the convoy chose to run. If they had grouped together, held the line and fought the Rest, even Bloody Quinn would have backed off.

      Merchants never thought that way though. It was all about what was best for them. Damage taken for their ships meant more cost, which meant lower profits. Better to leave the unfortunate behind. Maybe they’d survive.

      Probably not. But it wouldn’t be their problem.

      The hum built once more as the main cannon charged, but Dornalor’s attention was dragged away as the entire ship shuddered. The shrill screech of warning klaxons and escaping air rippled through the ship before the blast doors slammed shut.

      “Incoming fire has increased,” Lunga said, making a face. “Hopefully, the Rest will hold.”

      “Why wouldn’t it?” Dornalor said, his voice quavering with fear. “It’s held before.”

      “Well, we’ve never taken on so many. And you never know what might happen,” Lunga said, a malicious glint in his eyes as he spoke to Dornalor. “An unexpected set of Skills, a lucky shot and a ship can come apart.

      “It’s what makes this so much fun.”

      “Fun…” Dornalor gulped.

      The Cabin Boy missed the grins the raiders shot to one another at the teasing and his fear. However, before they could continue, Tasmaza held up his hand.

      “Second shot fired. Hit. Too far forward. Some damage, engines continue,” Tasmaza growled, the Hakarta’s low voice rumbling as green skin glistened under his helmet. “Captain is sending off shuttle one. Brace for exposure in five.”

      On the count, the entire shuttle rocked a little as the hangar doors opened. Out a nearby port window, Dornalor watched as the second boarding shuttle      lifted off, its engines roaring as it left the hangar bay door at near full acceleration to swoop in on its limping prey. Moments after it left, the door to the hangar closed shut, though indicator lights indicated the hangar was not being repressurized.

      “Charging for third shot,” Tasmaza said.

      Dornalor bit his lip, watching the plot of the first shuttle coming in on their prey. It swooped in on a parabolic arc, dodging direct fire as it closed the distance on the lame merchant. As the entire convoy and the Rest left the pair behind, the rate of fire slackened. Soon enough, the pair of dots connected as the boarding shuttle landed.

      All the while, the ship threw itself in a variety of evasive maneuvers, one that caused Dornalor’s two stomachs to lurch and twist. He kept his gut braced as much as he could, doing his best to reduce the strain on his body and curtail the pumping chemicals through his body. More than once though, the Rest rang out as it was struck.

      “Captain should pull back. We have one already,” the female Yerrick, strapped in next to Lunga, muttered. “He’s gotten greedy.”

      “Docking prices have gone up at Spax,” Lunga muttered. “Damn pirate stations, squeezing us for every Credit.”

      The Yerrick shook her head, reaching out to grip Lunga’s hand. Another lurch, and the ship itself twisted, it’s magnetized landing gears failing for a brief second as it detached from the hangar. The group shared a worried look. The hum from the charging main cannon kept rising even as the boarding shuttle reattached.

      “Third shot fired. It’s a–” Thasmaza never finished his sentence, as a resounding explosion threw the ship off its mooring. Flame and noise filled the surroundings of the shuttle, pulling at the raiders in their shuttle as it was tossed around. Dornalor caught a glimpse as the shuttle spun through the air and crashed into the ceiling of open space, a gaping wound in the Rest.

      Seconds later, the shuttle was thrown out of the wounded Rest as its speed dropped and the pirate ship turned away. It was bleeding atmosphere and fuel, crystalised water and other sundry liquids escaping its torn hull. Point defense weaponry kept firing, doing its best to ward off incoming missiles as it shifted direction, opening up the distance between it and the suddenly hostile merchant convoy.

      Dornalor’s eyes widened as their own shuttle, left behind with its engines switched off was swiftly abandoned, the merchant convoy rushing after the greater prize. Leaving their craft and its occupants with its limited supply of fuel and air behind.
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        * * *

      

      “Those vacuum-sucking sons of a naiad!” Lunga cried out, her fist crushing down on her boyfriend’s. He was looking less than impressed, trying to extract his hand before the delicate bones shattered, but she seemed to be entirely ignorant of her actions. “They can’t leave us! We’ll suffocate.”

      “Pretty sure those merchant ships will be back to capture us first,” Dornalor said. He gulped a little. “We could try to surrender. Take a Serf contract…”

      “Never!” Lunga shouted, her roar loud enough to fill the room.

      “No one is taking a Serf contract,” Tasmaza growled, the huge Hakarta shaking his head. “Don’t forget, the first boarding party is still out there. They’ll come get us. Bueror still has honor!”

      “Honor but sense too,” Lunga finally finished extracting his hand. “No, we best not be waiting around for them. The kid’s right, we should hail them now. Fake surrendering…”

      “No!” Tasmaza said. “That way lies true dishonor. They will make examples of us for breaking the code.”

      Dornalor was only half listening to them. The plot, no longer updating via the main ship’s sensors but now connected to the less detailed but still powerful boarding shuttle’s had caught his attention. A ship had shifted course, away from those pursuing the Rest and instead was attempting to expand the distance between itself, the pursuing ships, and the pirates. And themselves.

      Fingers moved, dancing across the interface as he called up previous logs. A second later, he saw it. The update, streaming in as the Rest was damaged and they were being flung out.

      “They hit,” Dornalor breathed out.

      “What was that?” Tasmaza said.

      “Ignore the boy. He’s in shock,” Lunga said. “Now, I’m telling you, it’ll work. Merchant companies won’t have more than a dozen Basic Classers, only a half-dozen Combat Classers at best.”

      “Silence!” Tasmaza snapped, his tone of command shutting down Lunga. “What did you say, boy?”

      “They hit. The Rest. They hit the other ship. It’s trying to get away now, but they took out one of their engines. Enough for us to close in on it, if we hurry,” Dornalor said, breathlessly.

      “You’re suggesting we keep going. Take the ship and use that to run away,” Tasmaza said. “Is that what you’re suggesting, boy?”

      Dornalor gulped but nodded tightly.

      “I like it!” roared the big, green muscular alien. He pounded the armrest of his crash pad, patching into the Artificial Intelligence that drove the boarding shuttle. In seconds, the engines roared, red-lining within seconds as they spent fuel and parts in an attempt to close in on the fleeing and injured vessel. “We take their ship and cast them to the void. Dance on their spacesuits and sup on their Mana!”

      Laughing out loud, giddy with both relief at the solution and the prospect of violence, the group of raiders began the ship’s chant.

      “The final Rest! The final Rest! The final Rest!”

      Dornalor mouthed alongside the boisterous Raiders, though he could not help but keep track of the plot while doing so. Not only of their own interception course but that of the merchant convoy and the still-running pirate ship.
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        * * *

      

      The boarding shuttle plowed into the hull of their target, its ramming end tearing through the thin outer layer before deploying seals all across the new edge. Their target was a mid-sized merchant ship, a Lovano variant that was popular among middle class merchants due to their modular cargo modules, its higher than normal speed and easily adjustable features.

      “Good seal achieved. Moving in three,” Tasmaza said. “Vanguard to the front. We hit hard and fast. No prisoners. Two way split.”

      The orders were just a repeat of the plan that they had already discussed. They had all studied the layout of the ship, being a mid-sized merchant vessel, there were only so many variant designs out there. The constraints of efficient storage and travel dictated a certain level of similarity in builds. The tricky part was, of course, the security systems in place.

      The moment the boarding hatch slid open, revealing the blue lit corridor within, Gentri the Raider Vanguard exploded out of the shuttle. The elemental-troll hybrid alien hefted a shield of energy in one hand and a large rifle in the other. Head down, he turned one way even while Lunga’s boyfriend, the horned and fur-clad Yerrick, took the other, hefting his double-headed energy axe.

      “Clear!”

      “Clear!”

      The voices rang out in near unison. The rest of the team had never stopped exiting, clearing the deadly chokepoint of their breach location and splitting up. Dornalor, following along, felt himself yanked the other way by Tasmaza as the big Hakarta growled.

      “You’re with me. We take the cockpit,” the green-skinned raider said, his assault rifle to his shoulder as he followed behind the Yerrick. A moment later, Lunga joined their team while the other group followed the fast-moving shield-carrier.

      “Let’s move, Arbe,” Lunga said, bouncing impatiently behind her hairy mate.

      “Fine,” Arbe said, holding his axe close to him as he trundled down the corridor. They hit the first t-intersection and Arbe took the right, moving halfway down the corridor and bypassing closed cabin doors before he reached an access ladder. Immediately, he began climbing one-handed.

      Dornalor hurried behind the group, his own smaller force shield held close by to him. Out of curiosity and feeling useless, he activated Fastest Route. It pinged, giving him a sense of which direction to the cockpit, though it felt muted. He knew then that there were blast doors deployed all along the most ‘efficient’ route. Hopefully they would be able to force their way through or bypass the security lockouts.

      “You’re up first,” Tasmaza said, gesturing for Dornalor to precede him.

      Eyes wide, Dornalor started climbing up the ladder awkwardly, only to grip tight and sway as the ship jerked and rumbled as the assault shuttle detached itself. The lack of escaping air indicated the temporary seal was still holding.

      As Dornalor finished his climb, stopping to eye the access hatch that had swung open, new distractions arrived. In this case, over their internal comms, the snarl of beam weapons and the screams of injured pirates and crew. It seemed the other team had already found the opposition. Still, as Dornalor crouched next to the access ladder, he could not help but stare at the open hatch.

      “Expected us to burn our way through?” Lunga said.

      “Yes, I sort of did,” Dornalor had to admit.

      “Takes too long. Arbe has a Skill – Bypass Security – that he’s Leveled. Opens up security hatches and doors just as fast as if he actually was authorized to it,” Lunga said. “Undamaged ships are profitable ships.”

      “That’s right, and that also means they can get us out of here. Now, keep moving,” Tasmaza snarled, thumping the hatch close and dropping a small metal box next to it. It started flickering with a bunch of lights. Once Tasmaza noted it was ready, he stood and hurried after the two leads, allowing Dornalor to take the rear once more. “Scrambler. Locks everyone out. Best to guard our backs.”

      Another nod. The group kept sprinting forward. As a merchant vessel, the one thing the ship had was space, forcing the team to move forward at a brisk pace if they wanted to get to the cockpit in time. Already, Dornalor could imagine the Captain hastily calling for help from the rest of the convoy.

      Caught in his ruminations, the young alien was the last to notice the appearance of the merchant crew’s guards. They had set up behind portable barriers, hunkered down with weapons aimed at the group. While certain System fighters preferred melee weapons – the ability to create powerful, long-lasting weaponry simpler with such equipment, since a single Artisan could be relied upon for the entire production – for most, the added reach and ease of access of ranged weaponry still won out.

      Traces of high-powered energy, compressed light and electromagnetic and Mana force tore through the air. Dornalor caught one such attack on his shield, his eyes watering as the energy dispersed in front of him. The muffled grunts and sizzle of burning flesh told of more effective attacks ahead of him.

      “Keep charging!” Tasmaza howled, the whumpf and cackle of his own assault rifle opening up nearly drowning his command.

      Rather than directly following the crazed charge, Dornalor pushed himself to one side of the wall before he hunched beneath his shield and crept forward, his eyes still streaming from the initial attack. As his sight cleared up, he caught sight of Arbe hammering away furiously with his axe on the shields, the weapons of the attackers lowered to blast him. A glowing green cone surrounded the Yerrick, protecting him partially from the point-blank attacks even as fur and skin burnt.

      “Not him. Me!” Screaming, Lunga taunted the group. The crew had no choice, none of them having the mental resistances to protect against the enforced targeting command. They opened fire on the Movana who threw herself sideways, a mirror copy going the opposite direction. Attacks split, tracking each of them seconds before the shield collapsed.

      An axe swung, tearing through weapons, and the bark of Tasmaza’s weapon striking chest and face coverings joined the resounding crash of violence. Wading through the opened barrier, Arbe swung his weapon in a furious onslaught, joined soon by Tasmaza and, finally, Dornalor himself. A small beam pistol in his hand, Dornalor peeked around his shield to take a few potshots, only to realise soon after that his help was not needed.

      “Can you go on?” Tasmaza said, staring at the panting and crisped Yerrick.

      “Of course!” Arbe pushed himself up, only to collapse a moment later, his legs giving way. “Goblin shit. One of them used an enverating void beam…”

      “Then follow us,” Tasmaza said. “Lunga, front!”

      The sharp-eared, delicate-featured woman was staring down at her mate who had managed to pull a medic pack out and was slapping it on his wounds, the nannites and healing potions taking effect.

      “Lunga!” Tasmaza snapped.

      Lips curled in a sneer, the Movana took off, her paired guns held low and in front of her. Dornalor cast one worried look back at the Yerrick before he pushed his focus forward. While he was worried about other potential ambushes, this was a merchant ship. They had to have a limited number of crew.

      Comforting himself with that thought, he kept running, following the furious Movana toward the cockpit.
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        * * *

      

      The journey to the cockpit took longer than they would have liked. Without Arbe and his useful Skill, they had to resort to brute force to make their way through the security doors. More than once, a subtle twinge in Dornalor’s Skill had him guiding the team to a more effective bypass, crawling through maintenance hatches with their simplistic security systems or hopping up a level or down two as they crossed the ship. In fact, they took so long that by the time they arrived at the final doors, Arbe had managed to catch up with them, System-healing patching the Yerrick together. Even if he looked strange with two thirds of his fur burnt off.

      “Ready?” Arbe said, hand on the blast door. He was crouched low, his other hand gripping his axe, while Lunga and Tasmaza held stun grenades in their hands. The shriekers-cum-strobe system was also enchanted with a psychic attack that assaulted the minds of those unfortunate enough to be caught within.

      Receiving nods from all but the nervous Cabin Boy, the Yerrick grinned and triggered the doors. Seconds later, grenades and beam attacks criss-crossed one another while Dornalor pressed himself hard against the wall. His eyes widened as he watched a pair of grenades fly through the air, falling to the ground nearby and rolling over.

      No time to deal with them, not before the grenades – theirs and the crew’s – went off. The explosion from the crew’s grenades rippled outward, pressing him against the corridor walls, the majority of his body shielded. Even so, shrapnel and flame impacted his legs, tearing a new hole through one. He slid the rest of the way to the floor, moaning in pain.

      The rest of the team were better off due to their better armor and higher health. Even so, they were frozen for a few precious seconds, the optimum time to enter the cockpit passing them by. By the time the raiders recovered and started moving inward, the crew within had shaken off the majority of the stun grenades’ effects.

      Beam fire took Arbe as he ducked in, explosive webbing catching him halfway through the door. Lunga gripped his frozen shoulder, throwing herself over him and spinning through the air, her paired pistols barking even as the large Yerrick shuddered and slowly collapsed. Caught behind, Tasmaza could only poke his weapon around the body, firing at the crew within.

      Crawling his way forward, ignoring the sizzle of flesh and the screams of pain, Dornalor raised his own pistol to fire at those within. The cockpit was a circular configured layout, each of the seats for the pilot, co-pilot, captain and sensor personnel facing inward to one another. Automated System links and neural links fed information directly to the users, making it unnecessary for the vessel to suffer the weakness of a cockpit window.

      The circular layout was efficient, allowed the ship’ crew to view and talk to one another with ease and emphasised a more horizontal command chain. What it did not provide, beyond the custom moldable chairs, was cover.

      Pistols blazing, Lunga landed, spinning and firing with each second. The pistols at first glanced off portable shield generators even as she never stopped moving, her attacks never ending. Tasmaza’s assault rifle tore apart a chair and the woman hiding behind it, her shield failing. Dornalor’s own pistol caught an exposed thigh, burning bright and tracking sideways a little as his hand shook. The blue-skinned alien twisted a little, taking its foot out of the line of fire only for his shield to fail as Lunga’s attacks caught him in the back of his head.

      He dropped, but so did she a moment later as the Captain ducked close, a two-foot-long knife appearing in his hand. Invoking a Skill, the attack pierced her shield and buried itself in her chest, the blade ripping outward as he traded his own health for hers.

      As quickly as that, in the brief span of two score seconds, the battle was over. Lunga lay dead. Arbe twisted and frozen in the space in front of the doorway, his body suffused with rage as tears dripped from his eyes. The Yerrick had been forced to watch his lover die, even as he was unable to move.

      Even so, they had won.

      This fight at least.
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        * * *

      

      “Well, come on then!” Tasmaza said, pacing impatiently in front of Dornalor, who sat in one of the only undamaged chairs. His face was screwed up tight, hands raised as he tapped into the ship’s software.

      “I’m trying, but they locked me out,” Dornalor said.

      “Of course they did. That’s why we gave you the cracking software,” Tasmaza snapped.

      “And I’m running it. But I’m not a Hacker, I’m just a Cabin Boy. I don’t have any Skills to break in faster,” Dornalor said.

      “Whatever. Just get us out of here before the fleet returns!” A low moan interrupted the squabbling pair, one filled with anguish. They both glanced over to the sobbing Yerrick, his arms and chest bloody as he clutched the still corpse of his lover.

      “Can you get him out of here?” Dornalor said. “It’s not exactly helping.”

      Another moan. Tasmaza looked at the nine-foot-tall Yerrick, distraught with grief, and snorted. “Whatever, just stay focused.” He turned away from Dornalor, tapping his armband and switching channels. “Engineering, can you get us in faster?”

      “Trying. We’ve got a bypass for the autopilot module which has us now turned and running as fast as possible from the fleet. We don’t have access to the hyperspace module though,” Gentri said, the mellow, rumbling voice of the Raider Vanguard filled with pride.

      “You heard that, boy?” Tasmaza said. “Just get us into the hyperspace module.” Then, he paused before calling out, “Any idea how far the fleet is?”

      “Still locked out of the sensor modules. That’s low on the chain of things we need.”

      Dornalor grunted, his eyes flicking over the information before him. As much as he wanted to help the software, he truly had little skill. All he could do was let the entire system run and wait while poking at the edges of the software to see if anything new was revealed. Thus far, outside of damage control, the entire ship was secure.

      “Come on, come on…” he whispered.

      A second later, the notifications and his neural link flickered to life. Hands raised, Dornalor took control of the ship from the autopilot, adjusting the details of their flight. At the same time as navigation controls returned, so did the plot that offered them a view of the world around.

      Caught mid-stride, Tasmaza snarled as the plot appeared in his UI. “Green lumps in the ground… they’re way too close.”

      “Burning photons…” Dornalor snarled. “I’m speeding up. The inertial compensators won’t hold, so everyone strap in.”

      He gave the rest of the group a twenty-second head start even as he triggered the crash pads on the chair. Tasmaza threw himself into his own chair while Arbe ignored everything. Slapping at the chair, trying to get it to trigger, Tasmaza screamed at the kneeling horned alien.

      “Get strapped in, damn it, you hairy oaf! You think this is the way Lunga wants you to go out? Squashed because you were too dumb to strap in?”

      No matter how he berated the Yerrick, the grieving alien chose to ignore him.

      “Afterburners engaging… now!” Dornalor said. His finger twitched just a little to engage the engines, over-revving the entire thing. The increased acceleration pushed them all into their seats, the chairs automatically shifting to provide the seated pair the best compensation for the physical pressure. Arbe at first ignored the increased thrust but eventually tumbled away, still clutching the corpse to himself. He impacted the cockpit wall hard, eliciting a pained grunt from the Raider.

      “Hyperspace…?” Tasmaza croaked out.

      “Still being hacked…” Dornalor grunted out. “More… importantly… can’t lose them. Have to… hide… first.”

      A long pause, then Tasmaza nodded. “Suggestions?”

      The Cabin Boy paused, uncertain. His mind swirled, searching his Skills. He didn’t have many. Double Time only worked on him. Fastest Path worked on ships, but it would do nothing for the craft itself. The Right Tool gave him extra inventory space for small shipboard equipment. He had other minor Skills, but none of them directly related to flying. If not for the fact that he had manually learnt how to fly, he would have been the last choice for this position.

      “I don’t know…” Dornalor said, eyes flicking over the map. His gaze drifted back to where they had started this entire day. “Maybe…”

      “Do it!” Tasmaza said, not even caring what it was. The Raider had no better ideas, not right now.

      Nodding, Dornalor tapped in commands, swinging their ship wide as he shifted course. They would slice across the trajectory of the chasing merchant fleet, opening them up to fire about seven minutes before they entered the dense asteroid field. Where they could – hopefully – lose their opponents.

      Still, seven minutes was a very long time.

      “We need more thrust. Can you all do anything about it?” Dornalor said into his comms.

      “Maybe!” The voice was short, strained.

      “Well, make that maybe a yes. Because otherwise, we’re going to so much scrap,” Dornalor wheezed, yellow skin turned white as blood was pushed away from his extremities. Clenching his stomach, Dornalor forced himself to push back against the pressure.

      Time seemed to pass without end to the group. In a corner of Dornalor’s gaze, he noted his health dropping, the continuous acceleration damaging his body. A part of him wondered how it was for the Yerrick, though the continued, muffled moans assured him that the other was alive.

      Halfway through the run, as the other merchant vessels kept closing in on them, Tasmaza growled out, “Weapons? We got weapons?”

      “I can… open it. Should be… simple,” a wheezed answer over the comms.

      “No!” Dornalor snapped.

      “What?”

      “Drain them. Divert all energy to running,” the Cabin Boy-turned-captain snapped. “We can’t shoot our way out of this.”

      “Not. What. My. Father. Said,” the green Hakarta snarled, but chose not to push the matter.

      Dornalor would have basked in the momentary pleasure of being listened to, if not for the fact that the increased power sent to the engines made him grunt again, his breathing coming in even harsher.

      Four minutes till contact.
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        * * *

      

      “Three. Two. One.” Dornlaor chanted the words under his breath with each strained breath. But even when the timer went down to zero, nothing happened. Not at first. No rain of fire, no streaking, dense masses accelerated to near the speed of light. Nothing.

      Not seeing anything better to do, they continued accelerating away even as the other merchant vessels trained their weapons on them.

      “Pirates… buzz… Come in, Pirates.” The shipwide communicator buzzed to life, the speaker distorted and tinny.

      “How do they have access to that?” Tasmaza said, eyes wide.

      “Didn’t… hack it… ourselves,” Dornalor explained.

      “Pirates. I’m assuming you can… me. Stop… and give… up. We will… to you. … promise,” the speakers blazed, interrupted by squealing pitches every once in a while.

      “Are they idiots?” Tasmaza said, and Dornalor could only shrug.

      “We shall bathe in your blood, you fools!” roared Arbe from behind the pair.

      “Thirty seconds… slow.”

      Dornalor snorted, finding the option in damage control. A second later, he killed the shipwide speakers, leaving them in blessed silence. No one was taking their offer. What pirate would trust a merchant with their lives? Certainly none on this ship.

      Two seconds after the deadline, the merchant ship rocked. Beam cannons and other weaponry opened fire, forcing Dornalor to bleed a little speed and increase the distance to their destination as he threw the ship into a series of evasive maneuvers.

      Fingers danced across space as he co-ordinated with his own neural link, using the multiple shipwide maneuvering thrusters to throw them into radical trajectories. He relied on instinct and randomness to keep the targeting AIs from locking in on them, all the while eyeballing their shields. Shields that were fast falling.

      Every other second, the ship rocked from side to side, Arbe letting out painful grunts as he was slammed around. Once, he even felt the warm splatter of blood as the one corpse they had not dragged out of the cockpit impacted the back of his chair, covering him with lukewarm, sticky liquid.

      Not that he had time to worry about any of that as they entered the asteroid field. This was a dense field, with an asteroid every few kilometers. Moving at fractions of light speed, dodging the floating rocky impediments, was going to be a challenge.

      “We’re in!” Dornalor cried, then fell silent. He dropped their speed a little even as he wove deeper into the asteroid field. His reaction time was insufficient to keep up with the way they were moving, so he had to rely on the ship’s AI and correct for it only occasionally. Balancing half-formed pilot instincts with the AIs faster calculations was the best they could do.

      Even if, as the screeching impact and warning klaxons of another breach informed them, it was not enough. Dornalor felt the sudden rush of air, then the loud clang as blast doors slammed shut, sealing them off again. A blinking wireframe map showed the gaping hole up the port side of the ship, one dropping out precious cargo.

      Behind them, entering the asteroid field at last, the first of the merchant ships. Not all of them, just a half-dozen. After all, taking a heavy, cumbersome merchant ship at full speed into an asteroid field would only entail additional damage to their ship. Damage that would have to be paid for. Only some, the more greedy, the more ambitious, were willing to keep chasing.

      Another warning klaxon, another deep shudder. The ship spun suddenly, its impetus and planned trajectory twisted as a thruster was destroyed. Dornalor scrambled, pulling them out of the death spiral, one that threw him against his own crash harness and the Yerrick and the pulverized corpse around the cockpit. Thankfully, cleaning nannites were removing the detritus even as they were mulched.

      Blood rushed to his face as they spun in a circle, almost causing Dornalor to faint again. At last, they pulled out of the death spiral, a half-dozen maneuvering thrusters destroyed, the main engine further damaged. Multiple cargo bays were broken, the contents spread across the asteroid belt.

      “Two more… stopping,” Tasmaza said, reading the plot.

      “What for?”

      “Cargo… looks like.”

      Cargo.

      Eyes widening, Dornalor punched in a series of commands. The ship stopped dodging for a short period, cargo modules opening or ejecting from the ship like a deadly space flower, discarding metal pollen behind.

      “What are you doing! That’s our prize,” voices from over the communicator, echoed by the Grimsar.

      “Exactly!” Dornalor said, his grin savage as he leveled the ship and kept running. “It’s the prize. Without it, we’re just a heavily damaged ship. Not worth chasing, not with easy cargo floating back there.”

      True to Dornalor’s guess, the ships behind had come to a crawl. Some were even facing off as they closed in on the same floating cargo container, the brief moment of solidarity giving way beneath the siren call of greed.

      Even so, they did not stop running. Just because they weren’t being chased just yet didn’t mean they wouldn’t eventually. Best to put some distance between them and their pursuers before they entered hyperspace to make following harder.
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        * * *

      

      “Seven thousand Credits, each!?!” Tasmaza shouted, waving his hand around in agitation. “All that for seven thousand Credits?”

      “Best I could do,” Gentri rumbled. Dornalor, now relegated to being just a Cabin Boy again, even if he had been part of the negotiations, nodded along in agreement to the big Raider Vanguard.

      “They’re taking us for a star ride!” Tasmaza said. “That ship is easily a few hundred thousand Credits new.”

      “Exactly. New,” Gentri said. “Engines shot. Hyperspace drive damaged. Significant hull damage. Then there’s the docking fees and System wipe of the data. We’re lucky they bought it at all.”

      Dornalor made a face, recalling the bumpy ride to Spax. The pirate station had been the closest place that was safe for them all but was well known for being expensive to stay. On the other hand, it was a hub for pirates and rebels, which meant finding a new ship to crew on was simple enough.

      And a new ship was definitely what they needed. Seven thousand Credits would not last them long at all, not at the prices that Spax charged.

      “Whatever. It’s enough for a good drink.” Tasmaza threw an arm around Dornalor, grinning. “And we’re alive. So, let’s drink, carouse and then find another ship to join.”

      “We?” Dornalor croaked, struggling out of the man’s grip.

      “You think I’m going to fly out without my lucky charm?” Tasmaza said, yellow eyes wide with mock horror. The laughter from the surviving raiders washed over Dornalor, making passerbys look at the group. Of course, the tough and glowering Raiders stared down any who paid too much attention. “No. You’re one of us now, Captain…”

      Dornalor offered a sheepish smile, even as he basked in the Title. For he had gained one, when they docked.

      

      Title Gained: Pirate Captain of the Great Black Sea (Temporary)

      Not every Basic Class manages to captain a vessel. Not every captain manages to bring their (stolen) ship back to port, especially under fire. Those that do have joined a small and elite number of the extremely lucky and extremely gifted. Much will be expected of those with this Title. Make sure to live up to it, Captain!

      Effect: Reduced cost in purchasing shipboard Skills. Access to Captain and other related Classes.

      

      Well, perhaps not just a Cabin Boy. Not anymore. And who knows, he might just become a real Captain in truth one day. And what adventures he would have then.

      

      
        
        The End of the Great Black Sea
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      When there’s no way out, the best you can hope for is survival.
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      Dropship 507, En Route to Wally’s World

      The only thing worse than being dropped into combat was surviving the battle. The ones who got killed were the lucky ones; the rest of us just had to do it again. And again. Until we were fortunate enough to die, too. That’s what I always thought, anyway.

      I was wrong.

      There was something worse—this time, the enemy had decided to throw what ships they had into the defense of the planet, and our dropship had to run the gauntlet of major combatants slugging it out.

      The Fleet kept saying there was new technology coming that was going to let our ships sweep the Rigolians from the galaxy, but, so far, the only thing doing the sweeping was combat troops like me and the others crammed into the dropship, trying not to scream as we were thrown from side to side as the gravitics went in and out from near misses.

      “I…I think I’m gonna puke,” one of the new privates in Second Squad said.

      “There’s no puking on my—” I started to yell, but it was too late. She spewed all over the trooper next to her, who vomited on the one next to him. Before long, it was a regular pukefest as all the sympathetic pukers lost their lunches.

      The two corporals and I watched in disgust. Fucking newbs.

      A crewman appeared in the tunnel to the cockpit as the ride smoothed out. “Sergeant Barrows? Sergeant Katherine Barrows?” he asked. He caught a whiff of the squad’s festivities and covered his mouth as he tried to keep from joining them.

      “That’s me,” I said.

      He backed away from the cargo bay. “How do you keep—” he swallowed once, “—from—” he nodded toward the pukefest, “—doing that?”

      “Did it myself on my first drop. Now I’ve seen—and smelled—too much. This is just an inconvenience.” I shrugged. “At least no one’s guts are hanging out yet.” I cocked my head and looked at him. “Something I can help you with?”

      It took a moment for the crewman to control his stomach enough to talk, then he said, “Yes, ma’am, I—”

      “Sergeant,” I said. “Not ma’am.”

      “Yes, Sergeant. The pilot wanted you to know the LZ is hot.”

      “It always is.” I shrugged again. “So?”

      “He just thought you’d want to know.”

      “This his first run?”

      The crewman nodded.

      “I figured.” The war was as hard on dropship pilots as it was dropship troopers. One thing the Rigolians had figured out was anti-air.

      The crewman took a last look at my troopers—covered in vomit, even though the battle’d yet to start for us—and fled back up to the flight station.

      Corporal Reilly nodded to the troopers. “How many you think will survive the day?”

      I scanned the twenty vomit-covered faces and pursed my lips. At least six were immediate write-offs. Another four were probables. “Five,” I said finally. Combat always claimed a good number of those who were good enough to survive, just unlucky. “Including two with the Meat Managers.”

      “You think?” Corporal Wiggans asked. “No chance. I’ll take the under. We’ll be lucky to have three of them still breathing by sunset, much less able to continue.” He nodded to Reilly. “He’ll be gone, too.”

      I looked at Reilly and raised an eyebrow. “Sorry, Sarge,” he replied, “but I’m going to have to go for the under, too. They didn’t even last five minutes before they were throwing up. That ain’t a good sign.” He turned to Wiggans. “And fuck you, too. This is only your second drop, so you don’t know shit.”

      “What is this for you? Three?”

      Reilly nodded. “When you actually survive a second, you come talk to me.”

      He wasn’t wrong. If you survived two, odds said you’d probably survive three. Not that many did. His estimate of the newbies was likely to be right on, too. It wasn’t a good sign that they’d started puking so soon, but maybe someone would surprise me.

      It only took a hero or two to save quite a few people in an assault. Sometimes the hero even survived. I had. They’d made me corporal because of my sins. Then sergeant when I was the only one from my squad to survive the next drop. Combat with the Rigolians wasn’t for the faint of heart, and I could see a number of my troopers were not what I would call “stout.”

      Some people would do anything to get off a planet, especially when the media portrayed the fighting as “easy duty.” It was anything but.

      “One minute!” the crewman called from down the passageway. Apparently, he wasn’t getting any closer to us than he had to. I couldn’t blame him.

      “One minute,” I yelled. “Check your weapons! Make sure there isn’t any puke fouling the barrels.”

      “They better wake the fuck up, too,” Wiggans said as the troopers slowly went through the motions of checking their rifles.

      I fired off my distress alarm. It was loud enough to be heard on the battlefield if I wanted to get someone’s attention; in the crowded dropship, it was deafening.

      “I hate when she does that,” Reilly muttered, but it had the desired effect. The troopers looked around, shocked out of their post-puking funk.

      “Stand up!” I yelled. “Get ready!”

      The ten-second light started flashing yellow, and the dropship ramp went down at the back of the craft. Fresh air—for certain definitions of “fresh”—filled the craft. Although it carried the scent of death and spilled bowels, it was better than what it had been, and I breathed deeply. The dropship touched down.

      “Go! Go! Go!”

      The first person onto the ramp got zapped by a Rigolian laser, and he crumpled in the middle of the ramp, impeding our exit. The next trooper stopped and looked down at him. She got zapped, too.

      “Fuck!” Wiggans yelled. He ducked his shoulders and ran down the bench, then dove out and tackled both of the bodies off the ramp, clearing it for the next person, who’d already been shot in the shoulder. She screamed but went running off, and the mass exodus started in earnest.

      “Clear,” I transmitted to the pilot as I jumped off the ramp and went to ground to figure out where we were and where we needed to go.

      The dropship made it up to about 50 meters before it ingested a surface-to-air missile in an intake. It struggled off, trailing smoke, but the loss of its port motor caused the pilot to overcorrect, and he flew across the battle lines. Three more missiles arced up and slammed into the dropship in rapid succession, and it crashed in the middle of the field.

      “Still want to go with five as your answer?” Reilly asked. “We lost five just getting off the dropship.”

      “Not the right time for this, Reilly,” I replied as I looked at my slate. According to it, we were five kilometers from where we were supposed to be. That wasn’t necessarily a bad thing, though, as our original drop zone was now behind enemy lines.

      “So what are we—” he stopped to fire his railgun, “—supposed to be doing?”

      “I’m working on that if you’d shut the hell up!” I turned off my facemask’s ability to see lasers as I tried to snuggle lower into the earth. The laser bolt that had just gone past me had only missed by a centimeter or two. I didn’t want to know how close I was to dying.

      I tried to comm the lieutenant. No answer. I tried to call the captain. Also no response. Finally, the major came on the line.

      “What’s our mission?” I asked. “Our original tasking was to defend the power plant, but it’s five klicks behind enemy lines.”

      “The power plant is still our mission,” the major replied.

      “Sir, I’m sorry, but did you catch the part where I said it’s five klicks behind enemy lines?”

      “Yes, Sergeant, I did. It remains our objective, but now the mission is to recapture it first and then defend it. The Rigolians are using it to power their air defense systems, which are wiping our ships from the sky. If we don’t take the plant from them, Fleet can’t get its dropships down to take us off this godforsaken planet.”

      Oh. Shit. That was different, then. “Will we have any support?”

      “The whole company—what’s left of it—will be in support. That’s only about forty people though—and fewer every minute—so you better get your ass in gear, Sergeant.”

      “On the way, sir.”

      I shook my head as I looked at my slate. “Bad news?” Reilly asked. He’d only been able to hear my side of the conversation.

      “We need to recapture the power plant we were supposed to be defending.”

      “But it’s behind—”

      “I know.”

      “There’s no way—”

      “I know.”

      He didn’t say anything else; he just continued to stare at me with his jaw hanging. Finally he sighed. “So what do we do?”

      I scanned the battlefield for a second. “First thing we have to do is get out of this field.” I pointed southeast. “The tree line is closest there, and there’s a gully that leads to it.”

      “The Rigolians will be expecting us to use the gully for cover.”

      “Of course they will. That’s why we’re headed for the tree line to the south.”

      “It’s a little further that way.”

      “But more of us will get there alive.”

      “Good point.”

      “Okay, Second Squad,” I said on the squad frequency. “We’re getting out of this field. On my say-so—”

      One of the new troopers jumped up and dove into the gully. A mine detonated, blowing him pin-wheeling back out of it again.

      “On my say-so,” I continued, “we’re going to work our way to the south. Stay low and avoid the gully. It’s mined.”

      The longest—and absolute worst—low-crawl of my life followed. One of the unfortunate things I’d learned in the Fleet was that mud had a different taste everywhere you went, and this was the most nauseating muck it’d ever been my displeasure to have to wade through. It was smelly, slimy, and had been well churned by the shells of the initial bombardment. It managed to find a way through your uniform and into every—and I mean every—crack on your body.

      We lost a trooper when something blew up over the planet. There was a flash of light from above, and everything stopped as all the combatants—human and Rigolian, both—looked up. I couldn’t tell whose ship had been hit, but one of the big boys in orbit had gone high order. One of the newbs stood as he looked up, and he was promptly taken out by a Rigolian who hadn’t been quite so distracted. Weapons fire began anew as the private crumpled to the mud.

      We lost additional troopers as we slogged our way through the mire, but, finally, as we got closer to the tree line, the Rigolians in front of us began to take shape. When everything was equal, we killed a lot more of them than they did of us—our railguns were better and stronger than their lasers. Of course, everything wasn’t equal today, though—they had cover and prepared positions, and we were chin-deep in the nastiest gunk I’d ever crawled through.

      Still, the level of incoming fire dropped the more of them we killed as we advanced, and we were able to crawl a little faster. A couple of the troopers got close enough that they thought they should jump up and charge the rest of the way.

      They, of course, immediately got shot down, but it allowed Reilly and me to target the last couple of Rigolians in our sector and blow them away. The lizards may have had tough, scaly hides that made them challenging opponents in a knife fight, but a sub-caliber penetrator traveling at Mach 6.1 had no trouble ripping through them and taking big chunks out when it exited. Sometimes you could even get two for the price of one if the Rigolians happened to line up right.

      Finally—after what seemed like hours but was probably only forty minutes or so—we climbed from the muck at the tree line. Now we had cover, too, and we killed a few more Rigolians as we expanded our perimeter.

      “Nine newbs remaining,” Wiggans reported as I tried to contact higher authority. The Rigolians were jamming our comms now, and I didn’t have any luck. “We also picked up three from Third Squad that saw us moving and joined us.”

      I nodded. “Where’s the rest of Third?”

      He flicked his head toward the field. “Still out there, they think. Their sergeant bought it coming down the ramp.”

      “Dumbass,” I said. Wiggans and Reilly nodded. Johnson—Third Squad’s sergeant—believed in leading from the front. I’d told him to let the newbs go first, but he’d said that wasn’t how he led. Now no one was leading Third. I looked out into the mud but couldn’t see any more of the squad still alive. With the jamming, there was no way to call them, either.

      Sucks to be them.

      “All right,” I said, “let’s get a quick drink of water and make sure all the newbs clean the mud from their weapons.”

      “Yeah,” Wiggans said with a smile, “or they’ll be real embarrassed when their guns blow up in their faces.”

      Reilly and I smiled. That had been our staff sergeant’s favorite motto. Until he got zapped the landing before this one.

      “As soon as that’s done,” I continued, “we’ll move out. Wiggans, you’re on point.”

      Both corporals nodded. They had no desire to go back into the mud field to look for anyone still alive. Assuming we were able to take the power plant, the Fleet could bring in the Meat Managers to look for them. The Fleet’s doctors and medics—known universally and derisively as the Meat Managers—put people back together, as fast as possible, so they could be sent back to combat again.

      As much as they were hated by the troops, they were also perversely loved, as a trooper’s time in the hospital recovering from wounds or getting new bionics strapped on didn’t count toward fulfilling your five-year commitment. If you weren’t on the Front, your countdown clock wasn’t ticking.

      We completed our checks, and Wiggans started into the forest, but I made the mistake of looking back over the battlefield, and my eyes paused overlong on a group of Rigolians clustered at the tree line.

      “What are they doing, Sarge?” one of the newbs asked.

      “Nothing,” I replied. “Let’s go.”

      We started to turn away, but I was too late. There was a disturbance in the group, some pushing and shoving, then one of them held up an arm. Considering the Rigolians had all their arms, I didn’t want to contemplate where it’d come from.

      “Is that a human arm?” the newb asked. Apparently he wanted to contemplate it. “Hey, it is! We have to do something about that!”

      “Yes, the Rigolians eat humans,” I said, walking away. “No, there’s nothing you can do about it except follow the mission, capture the power plant, and get our dropships down here. Right now, they outnumber us. If we try to do something about it, they’ll mob us, and we’ll all die. C’mon, Private, let’s go!”

      “Fuck that,” he said. He raised his railgun and took aim.

      “No!” I yelled, trying to grab his rifle, but I was too late. He fired, and all the Rigolians’ heads snapped toward us.

      “Run!” I yelled, turning back toward the forest as the first laser rounds started hitting nearby. I didn’t need the visor to see the trees erupting into flames. I sprinted deeper into the woods. I knew Reilly and Wiggans would follow, along with any of the newbs who had a strong sense of self-preservation. If they didn’t, I didn’t want them with me, anyway.

      After about ten seconds, I heard a scream that cut off suddenly. I didn’t stop or look back. I ran, my legs pumping for almost all they were worth. With the exoskeleton assist, the only thing stopping me were the trees I had to keep dodging; the mechanical frame augmented my strength, but it didn’t improve my reaction time, and it was possible to go too fast through the trees. I heard several of the newbs run into trees. Hopefully they got back up.

      I ran for about two kilometers, heading generally southwest, before slowing. Even though the trees kept us from going our best speed, there’s no way the Rigolians could have kept up with us. I slowed to a walk and turned to the southeast. Wiggans and Reilly were still with me, along with five of our newbs and two from Third Squad. Ten people to capture the power plant. This is gonna suck. Blowing it up might be a better option. At least that’ll get the dropships in.

      “What’s the plan?” Wiggans asked once he caught his breath.

      “We capture the plant,” I said without stopping.

      “There’s only ten of us…and seven are newbs.”

      “I’m aware.”

      “And you still think it’s a good idea?”

      I turned on him. “Without the plant, there are no dropships. Without the dropships, there’s no retrieval. No retrieval means we’re stuck on this shitty planet until we’re caught, killed, and eaten, but not necessarily in that order. You know how the Rigolians like their meat live?”

      His jaw dropped. “They…do?”

      “Yeah. And I don’t plan to be on their menu.”

      Wiggans swallowed, then, realizing the inevitable, his back straightened. “Yeah. I guess we take the plant then.”

      I shrugged. “If we have to blow it, that would work, too.”

      “Probably more doable,” he said with a nod.

      “We’ll know once we get there,” I said, “but standing around here only lets our pursuit get closer to us.”

      “We should leave,” he agreed.

      “We should,” I said, “and since you’re still point, the only thing holding us up…”

      He nodded again. “Is me. Here I go.” He took a couple of steps, looking at his slate, then he stopped and turned back to me. “Uh, Sarge? GPS is down.”

      We didn’t still have global positioning satellites, of course; the ships broadcast positioning data to their troops. The name, however, had stuck.

      “Okay,” I said with a shrug, “here’s your chance to ‘wow’ me with your dead reckoning skills.”

      “But if there’s no ship, how are we going to get a dropship? What if that big explosion we saw was our carrier?”

      I sighed. “It might have been; it might also be that they’re jamming the signal. It might also be that the atmosphere is so junked up with noise from the space battle the signal can’t get through to us. You know what can get to us, though? The Rigolians that are chasing us, and you still have us stopped for no good reason. How about leading us out before I have one of the newbs do it?”

      “You’d let a newb lead?”

      I stared at him.

      “Right,” Wiggans said. “I’m delaying us again. Here I go.” He turned and headed off into the woods. After a few seconds, the rest of the group followed.

      “You weren’t really going to let a newb lead, were you?” Reilly asked quietly from my side.

      I scoffed. “Seriously? No, I was going to send you.”

      Reilly let out the breath he’d been holding. “You scared me. I believed you.”

      I smiled. “Good. Now shut up and take trail. I don’t want the Rigolians sneaking up on us.”

      He stopped while the rest of us continued.
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        * * *

      

      “I think we should be close,” Wiggans said an hour later, looking around. “I mean, it’s gotta be around here someplace, right?”

      “We’re close,” I agreed. I was really getting tired of looking at—and navigating around—all the trees on this planet. “But I think we’ve gone too far south.”

      Reilly shook his head. “I was thinking we hadn’t gone south far enough.”

      I stared at him for a second and then asked, “Didn’t you get lost on the way to the commissary? That you’d been to twice before?”

      He stared at his boots with a hurt look on his face. “Okay, so I don’t do directions very well, but it seemed like we needed to go south.”

      I was just about to send us north when one of the newbs said, “Hey, Sarge, want me to climb a tree and look around?” I cocked my head at him as I considered, and he blanched. “I mean, I know I’m new, but I can climb real good. Maybe I can see the power plant we’re looking for.”

      “Worth a shot,” Reilly said.

      I inspected the trooper. He was one of the Third Squad newbs. Short and stocky, he was probably from one of the heavier gravity worlds. “Do it,” I ordered. “Quickly.” I turned to Wiggans. “Take two newbs and set up a screen on our back trail, in case the Rigolians are still tracking us.” To Reilly, “Take two and set up a screen to the north.” If there were Rigolians coming from the battle, they’d be coming from that way. “The rest of you newbs, spread out a little and keep your eyes peeled.”

      The climbing newb got out of his exoskeleton and walked around the tree once. “Hey, Sarge, could you give me a boost? See that limb up there?” He pointed at a thick branch about five meters up. “If you could toss me up there, I’d be all set.”

      “If you’d kept your ‘skeleton on, you could have jumped up there yourself,” I noted.

      He shrugged. “It would have gotten in the way.”

      I stepped up, grabbed him under the armpits, and tossed him into the air. I missed a touch to the side, which was a good thing, because I also tossed him a bit too far, and he’d have brained himself on the branch if I’d been on target. What can I say? Dwarf tossing wasn’t a skill we ever practiced.

      The trooper grabbed the branch as he fell back down, climbed up, and scampered up the tree trunk way faster than I could have. Yep; he was a heavy-worlder. In seconds, he was about 20 meters overhead. He looked around and then pointed to the northeast. I marked the direction he pointed, hoping it was the factory and not a mass of Rigolians. He was pretty excited; it was hard to tell.

      The newb started climbing back down. He’d reached the bottom branch and was orienting himself for the drop when a laser tagged him in the chest. He fell from the tree.

      I spun and threw myself to the ground. A group of three Rigolians were 50 meters away. One of them had a newb in a choke hold. Apparently, the newb had been watching the climb and not looking out for the enemy. The newb to the left of him on the perimeter had his wits about him, though, and dropped one of the other Rigolians. I fired and a second one fell, leaving only the one holding the newb.

      The Rigolian drew a knife across the newb’s throat, and blood fountained. While a pretty awful sight, it cleared up my decision making process, and I shot the newb in the chest. The round continued through the Rigolian. Having already expanded as it hit the newb, the exit wound in the Rigolian was impressive.

      “Check them all!” I ordered the other newb, then I turned back to the climber. He was struggling toward his exoskeleton, but it didn’t appear he was going to make it.

      “Did you see the factory?” I asked.

      “Yeah,” he said, his voice little more than a whisper. “It was where I pointed, about half a klick away.” He tried to pull himself closer to the exoskeleton, but only moved a couple of centimeters. “Gimme—” He fell forward and lay still.

      “What happened?” Reilly asked as he jogged up. “I heard firing.”

      “So did most of the forest, I suspect,” I said as Wiggans returned with his group. I pointed. “Three Rigolians snuck up on the newb who was supposed to be watching for them—”

      “But obviously wasn’t,” Wiggans interjected, “because he was a newb.”

      “—but wasn’t,” I continued. “They killed the newb in the tree, and then the newb who hadn’t been watching, but then that newb—” I nodded to the trooper checking the bodies, “—and I killed the Rigolians.”

      “Did the guy in the tree find the plant?” Reilly asked.

      “Yeah. It’s half a klick in that direction.” I pointed. “Wiggins, you’re on point. We need to get out of here before the rest of the Rigolians get here.”

      “Got it, Sarge.” Wiggans headed out in the direction I’d pointed.

      “You,” I said, looking at the trooper who’d been checking the Rigolians. “They all dead?”

      “Yes, Sarge.”

      “You got a name?”

      “Yeah, Sarge. Reynolds.”

      “Good. Keep watching what you’re doing, and you may live long enough for me to remember it.”

      “You got it, Sarge.”

      I nodded at Wiggans, almost out of sight in the trees. “Get going.” Reynolds and the rest of the newbs left.

      “Trail again?” Reilly asked.

      “You trust a newb to do it?”

      “Nope.”

      “Then you’re trail and I’m baby sitter.” I started after the newbs.

      Almost half a klick later, I came up on Wiggans and the newbs, all clustered around the edge of the tree line.

      “You couldn’t have dispersed them a little?” I asked Wiggans.

      He turned, looked at the newbs standing around—all of them except Reynolds, who was ten meters away—and sighed. “Sorry, Sarge, I was trying to get some intel on the site—” he waved behind him, “—and I thought they’d—” He stopped himself. “Of course they didn’t do what they should have.”

      Wiggans glared at them a moment, and most of them shifted their feet or looked away. “Well?” he asked in a penetrating whisper. “Disperse and set up a perimeter. I know they taught you that in Basic.” The newbs shuffled off.

      “What have you got?” I asked, nodding to the open area I could see behind him.

      “It’s the power plant,” he said. “Fusion plant.”

      “Okay, more importantly, can we take it?”

      Wiggans shook his head. “No chance, Sarge. Remember the anti-aircraft systems?”

      “Yeah.”

      “There are five of them, in a star pattern around the plant.” He shrugged. “Apparently, it’s valuable to them, and they don’t want it destroyed. In addition to the AA guns, there are also a number of armed Rigolians on the grounds.”

      “So taking it is?”

      “Out of the question.” Wiggans shook his head.

      “Can we destroy it, then?” Reilly asked as he joined us.

      Wiggans scoffed. “You missed the part where I said there were a bunch of armed Rigolians on the grounds. Also, it’s a fusion plant. If we blow it up, we’re gone, too.”

      I shook my head. “The plasma keeping the reaction alive has to be kept at really high temperatures and confined by a magnetic field. If the plasma loses its containment, the reactor will automatically come to a halt within a few seconds.”

      “Seriously? How do you know that?”

      “I went to university before deciding I had to leave Earth. I thought flying spaceships would be more fun than power generation. The Fleet thought I was better qualified to be a marine.”

      “You had a degree in fusion power, and they made you a marine rather than put you in a ship somewhere?” Reilly asked. I nodded, and he scoffed. “Typical.”

      “You guys stay here,” I said. “I want to look at the plant.” I ghosted up to the tree line and surveyed the open area beyond. It was pretty much the way Wiggans had described it. There were AA batteries to the left and right of our position, and I could see at least two more on the other side of the plant. I also counted at least twenty Rigolians, including five who were in prepared positions. I winced but then I scanned the AA positions again and realized there might be a small chance.

      And a small chance was better than no chance at all.

      I went back to brief the troops.
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        * * *

      

      One of the missiles at the site opposite my position detonated with a massive explosion. Additional, smaller blasts followed in the crew pit and at the missile site next to it as Wiggins, Reilly, and their teams fired off their clips of full-caliber explosive rounds. We always carried a magazine of explosive rounds; we just didn’t use them much as the shrapnel oftentimes bounced off the Rigolians’ thick hides unless they hit really close. Another missile detonated. They worked well for blowing up equipment, though.

      I looked back at my target and said softly, “Fire.”

      With a small squeeze, I finished my trigger pull, sending the penetrator downrange and through the reptilian head of the missile site’s captain. The three troopers next to me also fired—their rifles’ reports loud in my ears, but lost in the general mayhem across the field—and the rest of the crew dropped in place.

      “Move up,” I ordered in a harsh whisper as I ran forward.

      The troopers ran almost as fast as I did—fear will motivate you like that—and dropped into the control pit right behind me. I could hear Reynolds positioning the other two troopers and focused my attention on the control pad.

      The missile system wasn’t that different from the ones we used. It shouldn’t be; the Rigolians had stolen the tech from us, after all. The only difference was they’d changed the firing instructions to the scritch-scratch they used for a written language, which I totally didn’t understand. The buttons were in the same places, though, and we’d all gotten a download on how to use all the technology at our disposal.

      Why do troopers need to know how to use a surface-to-air missile system? No idea. I guess Fleet decided we had open brain cells; might as well imprint the knowledge on them.

      I closed my eyes and tried to pull the information from the unused portion of my brain. Power button; left side. I opened an eye and pushed it. Lights came on, and it started booting up.

      “Hey, Sarge,” Reynolds called. “Whatever you just did got someone’s attention. People are starting to look this way.”

      “Awesome,” I muttered. “If anyone starts coming in this direction, shoot them.”

      “Got it!”

      I looked at the control panel. Where is the button…there! I pushed it and put the missile system into manual control.

      “You!” I pointed to one of the newbs. “Come here.”

      The trooper dutifully came over. “Yeah, Sarge?” she asked.

      I pointed to the manual controls on the missile launcher. “Move those around until you can see the power plant in the crosshairs of the targeting camera.”

      “How?”

      “I don’t know. Play with them. One goes up and down. One goes left and right. I forget which is which. Show some initiative and figure it out.”

      “Okayyy.” She didn’t sound sure about it, but she got behind the controls, and the missiles off to the side of our pit began moving.

      I noted the other side of the clearing had gone quiet. Either they’d gotten Wiggans’ group, or he was on the run. Regardless, we were now the main show in town, and they’d be coming for us.

      “Firing,” Reynolds said. Crack! Crack! The other trooper joined in. Crack! Crack! “Better hurry,” Reynolds added. “Folks are starting to move this way.”

      That didn’t take long.

      “Hold them off. Use your explosive rounds if you need to. I’m gonna need another couple of minutes.”

      “I’ll do what I can. Just so you know, though, they’re starting to mass.”

      “That’s a good place for explosives,” I replied.

      The newb continued to fire while Reynolds switched mags, then I heard the cheery sounds of things blowing up again. Hopefully, he could hold them off.

      I looked over at the camera. The newb had the crosshairs on the plant’s roof. “Aim lower,” I said. “Just above ground level.”

      “Okay.” The crosshairs moved down and centered on the left end of the building.

      “Go right about ten meters,” I directed, fighting the desire to grab her by the throat. “The fusion reactor is in the center of the plant, not behind the entry door.”

      “Okay.” The crosshairs began tracking over to where I thought the plant would be.

      The newb with Reynolds fell back with a laser hole through his head. “Reloading,” Reynolds called.

      “Here,” I said, tossing him my mag of explosive rounds. “Almost done.”

      “Good,” he muttered, snapping the mag in place and charging the rifle. He popped over the edge and fired several times before dropping down and switching positions.

      “Got it,” the newb said proudly. I looked over to find the crosshairs where they should have been from the start.

      “Great. Go help Reynolds.”

      She went to the firing line, and I tried to recall the firing sequence, but I couldn’t remember how it went. It was a three-button sequence, but there were four buttons, and I wasn’t sure of the order. I pushed three buttons, and the panel went dead. I rebooted it and switched it to manual.

      The female trooper fell back, shot through the face. I put the image aside and pushed the next likely series of buttons. The panel went dead again.

      “Gonna need some help here soon,” Reynolds said.

      “Almost done,” I replied.

      “You already said that.”

      “I mean it this time.”

      He harrumphed and fired another spray of explosive rounds. The railgun clicked open. “Two mags of penetrators left.”

      “Make ‘em count,” I replied as the panel finished rebooting. I switched it to manual and tried another sequence. A missile roared off the rails, streaked over the top of the power plant, and vanished into the distance.

      “Not sure how you did it,” Reynolds said, “but I think you missed.”

      “Shut up and shoot,” I ordered. I looked over at the camera. In all the rebooting, the targeting had wandered up—and the missile had gone right where it had been aimed. “Fuck!”

      It took me a second to figure out the manual controls, but then I had the crosshairs back on target. I repeated the sequence of buttons, and another missile roared off the launcher. It slammed into the building. Bricks and mortar flew apart with a small explosion of the remaining fuel, but the missile’s warhead didn’t explode. There was a five-meter-wide hole, but the plant was still in operation.

      “Now what the hell?” I asked. Arming range, I realized. The missile needed a certain time of flight to arm, and we were too close.

      “Wasn’t there supposed to be an earth-shattering—” Reynolds cut off with a swear.

      I looked up to see his right shoulder on fire. He patted it out with his left hand. “Just grazed me,” he said. “I can still shoot—I think—but you better hurry. They’re getting closer and look pretty pissed.”

      I re-centered the targeting. There was probably a way to shorten the arming time of flight, but I had no way to figure it out and no time to do it in any event. I looked at the launcher. Two missiles remaining. Maybe I could get a kinetic kill on the power plant, even if I couldn’t make the missile go boom.

      I fired another missile as Reynolds fell back. This time he hit the ground and didn’t move. The missile went through the hole and hit something hard enough for the remaining fuel to blow up and start a fire inside, but there still was no indication I’d been successful.

      “Hssss.” My head snapped up to find a Rigolian at the lip of our dugout, aiming a laser rifle at me. A second one joined him. “Hands up,” the first one said. It smiled, but then its head blew up. The second Rigolian’s head blew up a moment later.

      It was the kind of explosion a Mach 6 penetrator made when it hit. I turned to look behind me, and Reilly waved from the tree line. At least two other troops were with him. “Let’s go!” he yelled.

      “Be right there,” I replied. I turned to fire the last missile, but the panel was dead. “Now what the fuck?” I asked with a snarl. I pushed the reset button. Nothing. I pushed everything I could. Nothing. Everything was dead, including the missile targeting camera. It finally dawned on me—there was no power because I’d taken out the plant.

      “Ugh nerk,” Reynolds said.

      I looked up. Reilly waved again, urgently, then stepped behind a tree. Several laser rounds hit it. Every fiber of my being screamed, “Run!” and I took a step toward Reilly…then I spun and raced over to Reynolds. He was shot through the upper shoulder, but the wound was mostly cauterized and probably not fatal if I could get him back to the Meat Managers. I pulled a self-sealing bandage from my pouch, ripped it open, and slapped it on his shoulder.

      Probably too hard. “Fuck,” he muttered, semi-conscious.

      I pulled him up and threw him over my shoulder. It would have been easier if I’d had time to get him out of his exoskeleton; I didn’t. I ran back to the other side of the pit and jumped out.

      Well, I would have jumped out, if I hadn’t had Reynolds and his suit encumbering me. My right foot caught the lip of the pit, and I flew forward in an awkward dive, throwing Reynolds ahead of me as I crashed to the ground. Several rounds flew past me; somehow I had triggered my facemask to show laser rounds again. No time to turn it off.

      I jumped up and went to scoop up Reynolds, but one of the newbs was already doing it. He took a round to the chest, dropping Reynolds again. The air wooshed out of Reynolds’ lungs as he hit.

      A quick look showed the newb was dead, so I struggled to get Reynolds up again, then staggered forward to the tree line.

      “That had to be the least graceful thing I’ve ever seen,” Reilly said as I set Reynolds down behind a tree.

      “Shut up and give me a hand,” I said, too out of breath to give him a proper retort.

      He picked up Reynolds and looked up at me with a smile. “Where would you like him?”

      “About five klicks north.”

      “If you guys are done playing around,” Wiggans said, “we need to leave. It’s just us now, and a big truckload of Rigolians just arrived. If it’s all the same to you, I’d like to be somewhere else. Don’t care much where that is, as long as it isn’t here.”

      “You got it,” I said. “We go north, back to the field. Wiggans, you’ve got point.”

      And thus began our two-hour ordeal of getting back to the battleground from earlier in the day. I called en route and was able to get the ship; we’d won the battle for space, after all, and—now that the AA sites were down—they were sending in a second wave of troops.

      I took the trail position and dodged laser bolts the entire way back as Reilly couldn’t run fast since he was carrying Reynolds. I killed a couple more Rigolians, and they winged me a few times, but we had GPS again, so we could see where we were going.

      The Fleet firebombed the battlefield just before we got there, which removed the final impediment to our journey—the Rigolians at the field—although if any of our troops on the field had still been alive, they weren’t any more.

      It seemed surreal and anticlimactic as we trudged through the toasted remains of the earlier battle as the new folks arrived and went to take possession of the power plant. I figured our engineers would have it up and running in no time.

      “What are we going to do now?” Reilly asked as the dropship carrying us and the Meat Managers working on Reynolds lifted for the trip back to the ship.

      “Considering we each still have three years on our contracts, we’re gonna get some rest, then we’re going to get up tomorrow and do it all over again.”

      “Quitting and failure aren’t options,” Reilly said.

      “They’re not,” I agreed. “For Fleet marines, once you’re in, there’s no way out.”
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      Lieutenant Grace Tolliver stepped onto the Fleet destroyer Kearsarge’s bridge, her eyes automatically going to the plot at the front of the compartment even as she stepped over to the captain’s console.

      “You wanted to see me, sir?”

      Commander Jason Prescott, the destroyer’s CO, nodded as he gestured toward the same screen that she was now studying. “We picked up a distress call as soon as we flipped into the system. It cut off almost immediately, but we got enough to get the basics, including their location. A civilian liner was boarded by pirates.

      “This system has quite a few ore processing plants in the asteroid belt but is otherwise uninhabited. There aren’t any system defense craft to respond, and none of the miners are going to risk their lives against pirates. It’s going to be up to us to stop them.”

      Grace used her implants to tap into the scanner feed and quickly saw the situation for herself. It didn’t show the drives of the pirate or liner, but operations had used probes to triangulate their location from their IR signatures.

      The liner must’ve come in through the system’s other flip point, and they’d made it most of the way across the system. If they’d still been boosting, they’d have gotten to Kearsarge’s location in three or four hours.

      Neither of the ships would’ve seen Kearsarge arrive because they hadn’t begun boosting yet. The destroyer was just hanging in the flip point where they’d arrived in the system.

      A diligent scanner operator might eventually spot them because of the heat they were radiating, but the two ships were far enough from the flip point that it wasn’t likely.

      Kearsarge’s lack of motion told Grace precisely what the captain’s plan was without him saying a word. Nevertheless, it wasn’t polite to ruin the CO’s surprise.

      “Since the pirates have already boarded her, I’ll need your people to conduct a hostage rescue operation on a somewhat larger scale than we usually contemplate. You’ll have to pry the pirates out of the liner without giving them a chance to harm the hostages while simultaneously seizing the pirate ship itself.

      “Your pinnace won’t set off their gravitic scanners the way Kearsarge would if you go in slow and easy. Forcing your way into the pirate’s engineering spaces from the outside shouldn’t be a challenge for your people if they can avoid being spotted on the way in.”

      The timing would be tricky but not impossible. The smart play was to line up on the ships and come in with armored vacuum suits. As stealthy as pinnaces were, they’d be spotted before they could close with the pirate.

      They ran the risk of missing the ships if they started moving again, but the odds of that were low. The pirates would be ransacking the liner and probably taking the first-class prisoners hostage.

      It was an ugly business, but they’d be focused on separating the wheat from the chaff and not looking for her marines to come barreling in. Her quick-and-dirty risk assessment told her it was workable.

      “We can handle it, sir,” she said with a decisive nod. “I’ll get my people ready to launch whenever you give the word.”

      “Get moving, Grace. We don’t want to leave those people in the hands of pirates one second longer than we have to.

      “Your rules of engagement are as follows: save every hostage by whatever level of force is required. Keep the liner as intact as possible and allow any pirates the opportunity to surrender if you can. Stunners where possible, flechettes where not, plasma grenades as a last resort only. Don’t overthink this.”

      “We’re marines, sir. We don’t overthink anything. One captured pirate and a rescued liner coming up.”

      She turned on her heel and headed for marine country at a trot, already sending an alert via her implants to Sergeant Na to get everyone suited up. Her senior NCO would have her people ready before she got there, or she’d eat her combat badges.

      Three minutes later, she walked into a scene of controlled chaos. Her platoon had finished getting into their armored vacuum suits and was drawing weapons from the armorer.

      Sergeant Na Fei stood by marine country’s main hatch, ready with her helmet nestled into the crook of her arm and her flechette rifle slung over her shoulder. “The platoon is ready, ma’am. Do we have a count on potential hostages yet?”

      “Operations just sent me their assessment,” Grace said as she reached her gear and began armoring up. “We’re probably talking fifteen hundred passengers and maybe another five hundred crew. Two thousand, max.”

      Na’s eyes narrowed as she considered the number. “There’s no way that even a big pirate ship is going to have enough people to deal with that many hostages. Their only possibility of making this work is by locking everyone in their cabins. They might have to make examples of a few people, but you’re not going to find a lot of civilians that’ll stand up to people with guns.”

      “You’re not wrong,” Grace said as she finished armoring up and started getting into her vacuum gear. “This kind of operation is a considerable risk for a pirate organization. Even though there aren’t any ships in the system capable of taking them on, they’re going to finish as quickly as possible. We need to get to them before they make a break for it.

      “With Kearsarge in the flip point, they won’t get away, but they’ll use the hostages as bargaining chips. That’ll end badly. We need to get to them before they realize that they’ve been backed into a corner.”

      She sealed her helmet, drew her weapons, and gave the command to board one of the pinnaces. Her marines moved like they’d performed this operation a thousand times before, which might not be that far off the mark. They practiced every aspect of shipboard operations as part of their training, and they were as comfortable boarding the pinnaces as they were getting into their bunks.

      Four minutes later, everyone was strapped in with their weapons between their knees. Grace gave the order to disengage from Kearsarge.

      Pulling Na into a private conference with their pilots over their implants, she discussed possible approach vectors. Since their goal was to arrive unseen, that shaped their decision-making. They’d start with the data Kearsarge had gathered but refined it with their own passive scanners before committing.

      They settled on a least time approach that would put the pirate between them and the liner. Even if the pirate changed positions during their approach, they’d almost certainly still be able to rendezvous with the liner since she didn’t see them changing locations while the pirates were still securing the vessel and their valuable hostages.

      They’d need to make sure that the pinnace dropped them off with as exact a course as possible. Changing vector with just their suit thrusters would be impossible. If they didn’t nail this approach just right, the entire operation would be blown.

      With the approach planned, she examined each of her marines through the tactical net. She knew that Na would’ve already have done so, but it was still her responsibility to make sure that her platoon was ready. As expected, everything was green, and they were ready to go.

      Arriving at the appropriate jump point took them almost an hour at the slow approach speed that they’d decided on, but neither the pirate ship nor the liner had changed orientation.

      They couldn’t take any chances that the pirate ship would get off a warning to the liner, so that meant they’d needed to hit them both at the same time, striking before anyone became aware of their presence.

      The most straightforward part of the mission would be capturing the pirate ship. The chances of there already being hostages aboard were pretty low—though they couldn’t discount that entirely—so she assigned Na and ten marines to capture it. The remaining twenty marines would go with her, bypassing the pirate ship and heading directly for the liner.

      Marine vacuum suits were hard to detect, even at close range, so the odds of them being spotted on the way in were manageable. This type of boarding operation was something that all marines trained for because they’d be executing it at one point or another in their careers.

      When the time came, the pilots depressurized the main compartment, and the marines extended the ramp. Then, in pairs, they stepped out into space. She and Na brought up the rear.

      As soon as the last of them were clear, the pinnace sealed itself up and began gently veering away. It was lost from sight in seconds, and the marines were alone in the darkness of space.

      Their approach to the ships took another half an hour, through most of which they couldn’t see either of the target vessels. The ships weren’t even points of light until they got close. By the time they could see them, they were less than sixty seconds out.

      Grace ordered her team to tweak their course so that they’d pass the pirate ship and still make it to the liner without wasting much of their very limited Delta-v. That had them crossing just past the pirate ship with only about fifty meters between them and its hull.

      That was when she noticed something strange.

      She’d seen a number of pirate ships over the years—mostly in pieces after they’d tried fighting it out with Fleet destroyers—and this didn’t look like any pirate that she’d ever seen. In fact, it was, to all appearances, a beat-up ore freighter.

      Using her suit thrusters to rotate herself as she passed it, she took a good look at the entire vessel before reorienting herself to land nimbly on the liner’s hull. Her implants recorded everything perfectly.

      Her people were a bit more scattered than she’d have liked, so she made a mental note to do this again as a training exercise at some point in the future. Even so, it only took a minute for everyone to be grouped up and ready to go.

      She motioned for them to split up, half going forward and half going aft. She went with the first group because she intended to take the bridge while the other group secured engineering.

      Only once they were moving did she have an opportunity to review what she’d seen of the pirate ship. It was definitely a freighter. Hell, it didn’t even look like it was armed.

      She wasn’t even sure that it could’ve matched the liner’s speed. So how had the pirates even caught them?

      There was definitely something off about this situation, but until she got more data, it was best to proceed as if the situation were just as bad as they’d initially thought. If and when things cleared up, she’d adapt the plan to suit the situation.

      One way or the other, they weren’t going to lose any hostages on her watch.

      The entry point that she’d settled on was a maintenance airlock about two-thirds of the way toward the prow of the liner. It would provide decent access to both the passenger area and the main bridge if they could bypass the locked hatches that normally led to the crewed areas.

      She was still of half a mind about which course of action made better sense. There was a large passenger’s mess—or as they probably called it, a dining hall—where they ate and held parties. That made sense for any hostages not being kept in their cabins to be there.

      Should she go straight for the control areas and start the fight, or should she seize control of any gathered hostages to deny the enemy an opportunity to use them as bargaining chips?

      As her team was working on bypassing the airlock controls so that no indication of their presence would show on any bridge consoles, she pondered the pros and cons of each course of action.

      In the end, the dining hall option won out. It was her job to make sure that the passengers remained safe. If she could deny the pirates control of massed hostages, the remainder of her platoon could smoke them out while she played defense.

      It only took Corporal Riggio Gomez three minutes to bypass all the airlock’s notification and control systems and trigger it to begin cycling. Damn, he was good.

      She went in with the first group and covered the interior corridor with her stunner as the remainder of her marines made their way inside the liner. The airlock opened into a maintenance section of the ship, so there were no passengers running around.

      Not that she’d have expected to see any strolling about anyway. By this point, they’d likely all been secured in their cabins or, potentially, in the dining hall that she was going to check out next.

      Even if the pirates weren’t keeping hostages in the dining hall, it would still make a great place to sort out the ones they wanted to hold for ransom. No matter how this operation broke down, she was utterly confident that she’d run into the bad guys as soon as she began exploring that area of the ship.

      If the dining hall was empty, it would provide a shortcut to get to the bridge and surrounding crew-only areas. By that time, word should be coming in from the team securing engineering.

      She wouldn’t hear anything from the pirate ship/freighter until the operation was over. There was just too great a chance of detection in transmitting something from it to the liner.

      They made their way to a hatch just one hop away from the dining hall and stacked themselves to go into the adjoining corridor quickly. The hatch to the dining room was just across from where they’d be coming from.

      Grace had her flechette rifle hanging from a chest strap in a position that she could access it quickly if need be but had her stunner in hand with her flechette pistol at her waist, just in case things turned really ugly.

      One of the marines triggered the hatch, and Grace was through the opening before it had fully cycled. She flicked her stunner up and to the right and saw no targets in the corridor.

      “Clear right,” she murmured over the tactical channel.

      “Clear left,” another marine replied.

      They’d been lucky that there hadn’t been anyone in the corridor. That meant that they’d get into the dining hall without alerting the pirates to their presence beforehand. This was their chance to flip this situation on its head and gain the upper hand.

      If there were passengers present in the dining room, the pirates would be doing their best to keep them under control, and that meant they’d almost certainly be sitting on the floor in various areas that the pirates could cover with their weapons.

      The goal was to get in, keep the passengers down on the floor, and target the pirates for elimination. Stunners first, flechettes if needed.

      They stacked up again outside the hatch leading into the dining room, and Grace waited for Riggio to open it. This was the moment of truth. She had to be at the top of her game. Any mistakes gave the pirates a chance to take hostages or mix in with the passengers before they could be neutralized. They had to act immediately to avoid that.

      The hatch started moving, and she felt her adrenaline spike as she snaked her way through the hatch, her stunner up and swinging to cover everyone around her.

      “Imperial Marines! Drop your weapons! Everyone on the ground! Move! Move! Move!”

      The area around her was flooded with people, and all of them seemed to be staring at her with their mouths open. Many of them were holding food or drink and dressed strangely too.

      Then her implants kicked in with a threat analysis of her visuals that made absolutely no sense whatsoever. It was labeling everybody as noncombatants.

      Her brain finally caught up to her eyes, and she realized that there were hundreds of people scattered throughout the compartment dressed up as everything from vid characters to historical figures. All of them were either dancing or moving around buffet tables.

      Even the arrival of her marines with their weapons out had only generated a buzz of conversation and a few individuals clapping at their appearance. No one seemed the least bit disturbed.

      Grace had never been more confused in her life.

      As she lowered her weapon slightly and continued scanning the crowd, Riggio edged up beside her. “What’s going on, LT? This looks more like a costume party than a hostage situation.”

      And that truly was what it looked like.

      This was a costume party, and based on the way people were taking pictures of her and her team, she was sure that they thought that her marines were passengers in costume too.

      With the ship being taken over by pirates, all of these people should’ve been terrified and panicked, yet she saw no sign of fear or apprehension. It was as if no one had any idea that there was a crisis underway. How was that possible?

      One of the passengers grinned as he walked up to them. He was an older man dressed in what certainly seemed to be a version of an Imperial Marine uniform made out of modified clothing and decorations.

      He looked vaguely like someone she’d seen in an action vid, so he was probably pretending to be that character. Or maybe it really was the actor on vacation.

      “Hey!” he said with a big grin. “You guys look awesome! You’re going to win best group costume, hands down. Can I get a picture with you?”

      “Uh… sure,” Grace answered, not really certain how she should respond.

      The man assumed what he undoubtedly thought of as a heroic pose directly next to her while a woman who was probably his wife snapped pictures with a handheld.

      “I gotta say, those weapons are so well done that they almost look real,” he confided to her. “You must’ve been working your costumes for weeks. Did you know there was going to be a costume party before the rest of us? Come on, you can tell me. I promise I won’t tattle.”

      “This?” Grace asked, feeling like she was having an out-of-body experience. “I pretty much threw it together on a moment’s notice. So… how are you enjoying the cruise? Have there been any problems?”

      The man grinned, clapping a hand on her shoulder. “Not a single one. It’s been a dream. And even better, I’m really enjoying the seniors getting their own party. If we’d had too many young people or kids in here, this would’ve been a mess. Now my wife and I can enjoy ourselves without worrying about screaming rug rats or surly young people. They have their own party, thank God.”

      Grace shot a look at Riggio and gestured for him to secure the room. He nodded, and marines began splitting off in pairs.

      While he was handling that, Grace let her implants roam over the people in the room and got a firm head count. There were over eight hundred people present. That meant that this was half of the passengers or thereabouts.

      Based on what the man had said, there’d be another costume party for the younger passengers and an area where children would be doing whatever it was that kids did. She’d never had a child of her own and suspected that she never would, so their ways were filled with mystery for her.

      Grace saw a few members of the liner’s crew mixed in with the passengers, ensuring that the food was being served and that the passengers’ needs were being taken care of. Surely they’d know that the ship had been seized by pirates.

      Excusing herself, Grace headed for someone wearing a crew uniform and what looked to her like a junior officer’s tabs. “Excuse me? I think I might’ve ended up at the wrong party. Wasn’t there one for younger people?”

      As she was speaking, Grace removed her helmet and shook out her short hair. She was definitely younger than the crowd here. Maybe that would at least give her the location of the other passengers.

      The young woman gave her a professional smile and nodded. “Looks like you found the seniors party. All you have to do to get to the young adult version is go through the main hatch, head for the lifts to the right, go down three decks, and it’ll be directly ahead. By now, everything should be in full swing.

      “If you don’t mind my saying, that’s a really awesome costume. That even looks like a real vacuum suit. How long have you been working on it? I didn’t even know that we were doing a costume party until the day before yesterday.”

      Grace gave her a shrug. “It’s just something that I had laying around. What about the kids? I heard that they’d be having their own separate get-together. I have a niece there that I’d like to go check on in a little while.”

      “They’re back almost all the way to engineering. Here, let me send you the flyer just in case you didn’t get it. It’s got the compartment numbers for everything.”

      Grace’s implants pinged with an incoming message. She accepted it and found herself looking at a flyer for what the ship called costume party day. All of the seniors were invited to this location, the population under sixty went to the other location, and children would be watched at the daycare facilities or, if older, at the compartment next to it. That also had compartment numbers that she could use to have the group securing engineering check out.

      “This is perfect,” Grace said with a smile. “Oh, I do have one more question. I heard something about the liner having to stop because of another ship. What was that all about?”

      The young woman shrugged slightly. “You know just about as much as I do. Apparently, a ship was in distress, and according to Imperial law, we’re required to stop and render assistance.

      “I don’t imagine that it’s anything serious because the captain said that we’d be getting back underway in a couple of hours. If it was a mechanical issue, our engineering staff should be able to get them back on their feet in no time at all. Nothing to worry about.”

      “I see. Thank you so much. You’ve really put my mind at ease.”

      “My pleasure. Enjoy the party.”

      Considering that the passenger liner had been sending a distress call indicating that they were under attack by pirates, it didn’t seem likely that the crew hadn’t gotten the memo. The woman had shown no sense of worry or anxiety at all. That was ignorance, not an act.

      Grace headed toward the main hatch. She kept an eye on every crewman that she could, and none of them seemed concerned about her presence or the fact that she was about to leave. This entire situation was unnerving and bizarre.

      “Keep half the team here while I take the other half and seize the bridge,” she ordered Riggio quietly. “There are two other locations aboard the liner where the passengers are supposed to be located. We might need that information, though I expect we’ll run into the pirates when I get to the bridge. Keep an eye here and inform the engineering team to hold position until we know what the hell is going on.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” the corporal said, putting his back against the wall and scanning the room.

      It only took the squad she’d signaled a few seconds to rendezvous with her. She resecured her helmet, and they departed without fanfare, quickly making their way to the crew-only area containing the bridge.

      Grace honestly wondered what she’d find there. Had there been some mistake? Was this really just a liner stopping to render aid to a ship in distress? Had someone accidentally transmitted an automated distress call? At this point, she was half convinced they were about to make a grand entrance into a big mess.

      There was a hatch securing the crew-only area, but as a marine officer, she had some override codes that she could use in a pinch.

      She fed in her overrides, and the hatch obediently slid aside. She went in with her people right behind her, racing onto the bridge about ten meters farther down the short corridor and sweeping it with her stunner.

      What greeted her wasn’t a party or a surprised bridge crew, but it was just as unexpected. Most of the crew stations were occupied, but the crewmen were slumped over their consoles. Everyone was down.

      She sent two marines to check on the crew while she made sure that they weren’t surprised by pirates hiding somewhere else in the control area.

      A minute later, the verdict was in. Someone had stunned the bridge crew, and there were no pirates here.

      This situation was getting stranger by the second.

      Grace stepped over to the captain’s console—which wasn’t occupied—and tried to bring up information about the ship’s systems. Unfortunately, it was locked, and none of her command overrides did anything to what was obviously the captain’s personal lockout command.

      “I tried accessing some of the general ship’s systems,” one of the marines said from another console. “All systems are completely locked out. Ma’am, what the hell is going on?”

      “I haven’t got the slightest idea, but we’re going to have to find out. Signal the team in engineering and ask their status.”

      “They say engineering is in pretty much the same shape as here,” the marine said after a moment. “It took them a little bit longer to get inside than it took us, and they’ve only just finished securing the area. There’s a lot of crewmembers down there, all stunned. No senior officers among them.”

      That matched the bridge since she didn’t see anyone that could be the captain or first officer.

      “They’re reporting explosive charges on the fusion plant. Definitely an amateur job but powerful enough to wreck the plant and probably cause a breach that would destroy the ship.”

      That was alarming. “Are they going to be able to disarm them?”

      “They already have, ma’am. There weren’t even any antitampering features. They’re going over everything with a fine-tooth comb, but it looks as if whoever planted them didn’t expect that anyone would be messing with them.”

      “Have them leave a team to secure engineering and proceed with the mission of protecting the children. We’ll head for the last group of passengers ourselves. I don’t know what the hell is going on, but this situation stinks. Let’s see about clearing the air.”

      There were only a couple of ways to get from the bridge to the area where the costume party for young adults was being held. They could go through the public corridors and follow the directions they’d gotten from the officer at the seniors’ party or use the maintenance passages.

      Grace decided that the latter was a better option. She really didn’t want to tip anyone off that they were coming. She still wasn’t sure what was going on, but it was obviously serious. This wasn’t the time to get sloppy.

      Unlike the room where the seniors were partying, the one where the younger folk were gathered had direct access to the maintenance passageways. They’d be able to make their way there completely unseen.

      Grace tasked two marines to take the lead, traveling ahead of the rest and scouting as they went. The remaining four followed, ready to leap into action if there was trouble.

      What set of circumstances could bring someone to the point of stunning the bridge and engineering crews and planting explosives capable of destroying the ship but still let the passengers party on as if there was nothing wrong?

      None of this was making any sense, and that had her worried.

      They’d almost made it to the compartment that they were targeting when one of the scouts sent a short-range transmission back that they’d spotted movement ahead. The report was immediately followed up with a visual of a maintenance cart being pushed by two men in ragged vacuum suits, their helmets off, showing hair cut short, a common indicator of someone who worked in vacuum a lot.

      Grace supposed the suits were probably functional enough, but she wouldn’t have trusted her life to anything that looked like that. The suits were patched, dirty, and looked to be made of mismatched sections that had been modified to work together.

      The cart held half a dozen people. They were dressed in costumes like the people at the seniors’ party, but they were unconscious and stacked like logs. The hostiles’ vacuum helmets were sitting on top of their prisoners.

      If these were the hostages that the pirates were after, Grace was a little confused. The people with the most money would mostly be at the seniors’ party. That wasn’t to say that every young person was poor, but when one was looking at a group as a whole for hostages, it wasn’t the younger folk that were most likely to have the biggest payoff.

      “Shall we take them, LT?” the marine next to her asked softly. “They’re not even looking in our direction. A couple stunner shots from the scouts, and they’re down.”

      Tempting, but she shook her head. “Let’s not disrupt their operations any more than we need to. We still don’t have any idea what they’re really up to.”

      By the time they caught up with their scouts, the hostiles and their prisoners were out of sight but could still be heard moving down the maintenance tube. They waited for the sounds to fade before stacking up against the entrance leading into the supposed party area.

      She gave them the signal to go in and triggered the hatch. This time, they didn’t burst into a party. The room was almost as large as the one where the seniors had been, but it was filled with unconscious people, most of whom had been left where they’d dropped.

      Another pair in ragged vacuum suits were loading people onto a cart just like the one they’d seen in the maintenance corridor. Two people dressed in ship’s security uniforms stood by the main hatch, watching the operation with stunners in their hands.

      Grace didn’t allow them time to get over their shock, bringing up her stunner and taking out one of the two guards at the hatch. Two other bolts struck the other guard, and both collapsed without a sound.

      The two in ragged vacuum suits—a man and a woman—went for weapons of their own and were quickly stunned into unconsciousness. Her people spread out around the room, leaving a watch at the hatch they’d just come through to make sure that no one snuck up on them.

      It looked as if there were five or six hundred prisoners in this room. Judging by the area that had been cleared, maybe a couple of hundred people had been removed already. Where were they taking these people, and what did they have in mind for them?

      Grace supposed there was only one way to find out. They’d have to track down where these people were ending up and bring this little drama to a close.

      “Help me strip these two out of their vacuum suits,” she ordered. “The woman is about my size, so I’ll take her suit. Rodriguez, you take the guy’s suit. We’re going to push this load down the corridor to where the other prisoners are being taken and see what the hell is going on.”

      It took them a couple of minutes to get the two out of their vacuum suits, and her opinion of the condition of the equipment went down even further. It was a miracle none of them had failed yet.

      It took long enough for them to get into the new suits that the two who’d left with the last load of prisoners returned before they were finished. To say that they were shocked when they came into the compartment and found themselves at weapon’s point was something of an understatement.

      “Hands up,” Grace ordered. “Twitch the wrong way, and we’ll shoot you.”

      Maybe it was the fact that she was dressed in one of their own vacuum suits that confused them, but they went for their weapons. Neither one managed to even draw them before they were down.

      Pity. She’d have liked to ask them some pointed questions. Now she’d just have to continue with the plan as originally formulated and see what happened.

      They unloaded the original prisoners from the cart and laid the unconscious pirates and security guards in their places—minus their identifying vacuum suits and uniforms. Their four remaining marines got on as well, concealing stunners but not bothering to get out of their armored vacuum suits. Grace and Rodriguez would be pushing the cart.

      Once they got into the maintenance passage again, Grace realized there could really only be one place they were taking all of these people: the docking ring. They’d be taking them across to the pirate ship when they had enough of a load to make a trip worthwhile.

      They obviously hadn’t tried going across yet because Na and her people would’ve taken them down, and they’d be a lot more concerned than they seemed to be.

      The maintenance tube let out into the docking area where cargo was typically off-loaded. This was obviously a staging area because there were unconscious people laid out in small groups.

      One of the cargo shuttle docks was empty, indicating that they must’ve already sent one across. They were now in the process of loading the second one.

      Grace counted eight pirates in their mismatched vacuum suits, half a dozen men and women in ship’s security uniforms, and four men and women who seemed to be in senior officers’ uniforms.

      There was a fifth man in civilian attire who looked completely out of place. He looked like an accountant or some other business entity. He seemed to be making a tally of how many people were brought in on a tablet like he was conducting an inventory.

      “Put them over here,” one of the pirates said, gesturing toward the spot beside him. Then he did a double take, apparently realizing the people he was looking at didn’t actually belong to him.

      Well, she hadn’t expected to fool them very long anyway.

      Grace was close enough to set her stunner to wide beam and took out four of the pirates in one shot. Rodriguez did the same and got most of the ship’s security personnel.

      Everyone else scattered for cover except for the bean counter. He stood there with his mouth open and only belatedly tried to run for cover. He didn’t make it, but she’d have bet he wasn’t much of a threat in any case.

      The marines hidden on the cart rolled off and scrambled for cover. They made it without being hit by any of the incoming fire.

      She and her people were outnumbered roughly two to one, but they were trained for this sort of thing, and the other side wasn’t. They’d do their absolute best not to kill anyone, but they needed to get these people under control right now.

      The pirates actually ended up being easier to stun because they couldn’t seem to stop themselves from popping up and taking shots. As soon as one of them came up, a marine zapped them, and down they went. They had no training for this kind of fighting and didn’t realize that staying behind cover was the only thing that kept you from being stunned.

      That still left the ship’s officers and their remaining security people. They seemed to have a better idea of how to fight and kept her people from stunning them out of hand.

      Grace was about to order an advance on their position when she heard the cargo shuttle dock behind the crates where the bad guys were hiding. If it had made its way to the pirate ship, it wouldn’t be filled with pirates now. Sergeant Na and her people had to have already completely secured that vessel.

      Or she was utterly wrong, and they’d fallen victim to the pirates, and this was reinforcements for the enemy. Well, she’d find out in fairly short order.

      As soon as the hatches to the shuttle opened, Na and her marines came out already firing. The surprise attack was too much for the people who’d already been racing toward the shuttle for cover, and they all went down.

      “Sergeant Na, some of us are dressed in pirate vacuum suits,” Grace said into the sudden silence. “I’m going to step out carefully and ask that you don’t shoot me.”

      Grace set her stunner on the crate next to her, raised her arms, and walked carefully into the open.

      “We see you, LT,” Na said. “Are there still any hostiles on your side of the compartment?”

      “Negative. There are probably still some aboard, but we’ve taken care of the ones in this compartment.”

      She began stripping out of the pirate’s vacuum suit. If there was any more fighting, she wanted to avoid a friendly fire incident. She grabbed her armored vacuum suit off the cart where it had been hidden under the unconscious prisoners and quickly got it on again. Rodriguez did the same.

      While she was doing that, Na explained what they’d found on the other ship. It was set up to house prisoners in cramped, horrible conditions. That could only mean one thing.

      They were slavers.

      Slavery was illegal in the Terran Empire, and the crime carried such a stiff penalty that you rarely found anyone willing to take the chance. That didn’t hold true once one got out to the frontier. There were unaligned planets that didn’t seem to care about that sort of thing and basically thumbed their noses at the Empire.

      She had no idea who any of these people were, but they’d obviously had buy-in from the ship’s senior officers, and that really concerned her. She’d never heard of anything like that happening before, and it certainly seemed as if the senior officers had intended to sell off some of the passengers and then blow up the ship with the majority of their crew still aboard.

      “I left a couple of my people aboard the freighter to keep an eye on things,” Na said. “I suggest we load the prisoners and send them over. They can test out the cells they had lined up for their prisoners. Our people aren’t the best shuttle pilots in the known universe, but even they can handle a short run like this.

      “Meanwhile, we’ll secure the rest of the liner and make sure that we catch any pirate stragglers. I can have my people use the coms on the freighter to send a tight beam to Kearsarge with an update.”

      Grace nodded. “We’ll leave a couple of marines here to stun anybody else that wanders in. We should be getting word from the folks looking into the kids shortly. I’d imagine they’d have been loaded up next. What I can’t figure is why they didn’t stun the seniors. Why take any chances there?”

      Even as she asked the question, they got an update from the marines checking in on the young people. Like the seniors, everyone was awake and being entertained. No one seemed to think that anything was wrong.

      It certainly seemed as if the slavers had only wanted young adults, not kids and not old people. That somehow made everything even sicker.

      In less than an hour, they’d finished searching the ship from stem to stern and had accounted for every pirate. They might’ve missed some of the crewmen that were in on the plan, but that was for someone else to sort out.

      Kearsarge had left the flip point and was inbound to provide cover just in case there was any additional trouble.

      Grace looked forward to eventually finding out what had been happening here but was pleased that they hadn’t needed to kill anyone and that all of the passengers were going to recover. For such an offbeat operation, that was really the best outcome that she could’ve hoped for.
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        * * *

      

      Grace and her people provided security on both vessels while Captain Prescott and his senior officers sorted everything out. It made for a few hectic days, particularly since the passengers had panicked after they’d learned about the danger they’d been in.

      A lot of them wanted to get off the liner, and she couldn’t blame them. Unfortunately for them, doing so in this system wouldn’t really help them get back home. Thankfully, that wasn’t her problem either.

      When Captain Prescott called her to his office to go over everything they’d uncovered, she found herself looking forward to the meeting. She had her suspicions about what might have been going on and really wanted to know the details.

      She poured herself a cup of coffee at his gesture and sat down across the desk from him. “I assume everything is going well, Captain.”

      He nodded, leaning back in his seat. “As well as can be expected. The crew and passengers aboard the liner want to get out of here, but we’re going to have to stay for a little bit longer. It turns out that I’m going to need your people for a few more missions.

      “There’s a mining operation in this system that apparently uses slave labor. We want to shut them down and rescue everyone that they’ve enslaved.”

      “My marines would be pleased to handle that for you, sir.”

      “I know and appreciate that, Lieutenant. The mining consortium intended to use young adults as slave labor. They didn’t have any desire for the older people or the children, so they’d decided to kill them with the ship.

      “The cruise line has apparently been losing money on that ship for quite some time and decided that it would make an absolutely splendid insurance loss. They replaced the senior officers with people they knew wouldn’t have a problem with this kind of thing and sent along someone to account for everything. It seems they were getting paid by the slave and didn’t want to get cheated.”

      He said that last part with a twist of sour distaste. A sentiment that she absolutely shared.

      “Their plan was to off-load all of the new slaves and then destroy the ship, blaming it on the ‘pirates,’” he continued after taking a sip of coffee, likely to clean the bad taste out of his mouth. “They’d already sent out a distress call, indicating a completely different kind of pirate vessel, so no one here that wasn’t in on the operation would’ve suspected a thing.”

      Grace sipped her coffee and shook her head. “I just can’t get it into my head how someone could do something so monstrous. So this was all for money?”

      “Greed is a powerful motivator, Lieutenant. We’ll root them out and conduct spot checks of the other mining operations. If we find any problems, you and your people are going to take them down and recover any of their prisoners.”

      “We’ll handle that with pleasure, Captain. Imperial Marines won’t stand by while our citizens are being abused like this.”

      “I knew you’d say that, so enjoy your coffee and start getting your people a little bit more rest than usual. The next couple of weeks are going to be very busy for all of us.”

      “Busy but productive,” she added, raising her mug of coffee in salute. “This is the kind of thing I joined the marines to stop, sir. Let’s find all of these bastards and make them pay.”
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      The greatest danger to a warship in space is the enemy within.
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      The Asteroid Belt

      On board the assault cruiser Melita, extended patrol

      

      EarthFleet Marine Corps First Lieutenant Joseph “Bull” ben Tauros rounded a corner into Mess Deck Three and shoved his hundred fifty kilos of muscle through a throng of struggling, yelling men and women. A knot of three bloodied, unarmed Marines from Second Platoon stood amidst at least a score of EarthFleet spacers.

      All of the spacers held plastic trays or cooking implements as if they were melee weapons. Several of the crew groaned on the deck. One seemed to be unconscious, another spacer crouched over her as if to render aid.

      Bull roared, “What the fuck is going on here?” in his best command voice. “Get the fuck off those Marines. Don’t make me activate.”

      “Wasn’t like that, sir,” said a voice from behind. Bull glanced back to see the mess chief in cook’s whites. “The jarheads attacked the spacers.”

      “They’re drones, sir,” one of the Marines said, index finger jabbing. “Fucking symps, talking about the yellows like they’re people.”

      “Yeah,” said another of the three Marines, “and what if they really are people? Then what the hell are we doing out here anyway? Maybe they’re—”

      Bull was trying to follow that when one of the spacer noncoms cut in with a bellow and a wave of the cleaver he was holding. “We were just having a philosophical discussion, you idiots.” He turned to Bull and lowered his voice. “Wondering what the enemy is really like, do they have feelings, things like that. Then out of the blue the jarheads jump us like fucking animals.” He pointed at the unconscious woman. “Cowards hit Owens first. Broke her jaw, I think. She’s just a clerk!”

      Bull swept his glare back and forth. “Mess Chief, take charge here. Get medics. File a full report and CC me. You three Marines, fall in to column and quick-march for the brig before I put my boot up your asses.”

      For a moment, he thought the young Marines would actually disobey. With eyes wild and breathing labored, they exuded rage.

      “Fall in. MOVE!” Bull barked, taking a step forward to loom over the closest Marine.

      They moved.

      The close call shook him. He’d never before seen uniformed troops visibly considering mutiny in the face of an officer.

      Never thought he’d see it, either.

      After following them to the brig and making sure they were confined, he saved a recording of the entire incident from his optical implant and uploaded it to the company database.

      Then he went to find Kang, his platoon sergeant.

      “I just brigged Jats, Lowe and Corlon from Second Platoon for starting a fight in the mess. Here’s the vid.” He airdropped it to Kang.

      Kang ran it on his own implant, and then shook his head. “I knew Second Platoon was having some discipline problems. Lieutenant Green is, well...green. And her platoon sergeant, ah, Doughty is his name, is brand new. Maybe we should swap out. I can get her up to speed and you can handle a shaky platoon sergeant for a month or two, can’t ya sir?”

      “I’m sure I could, but I don’t think we have a month or two. Something needs to be done, fast.”

      “Gotta be the fucking scapps.”

      “Scapps?”

      “Personal self-contained apps. Scapps. Little VR sims, games, stuff like that.”

      “What’s wrong with that?”

      “Lately there’s been a deluge of darknet scapps filled with made-up shit to get people stirred up over nothing, usually with just enough truth to get traction. Shit like, spacers are lazy elitist assholes sitting on their butts in the rear while Marines do all the work and dying.”

      “Grain of truth there. Besides, we’ve always had rivalries among the services. It’s healthy.”

      “It gets a lot worse, way beyond healthy rivalry, sir. The scapps say stuff like, the war would be over except Fleet is incompetent, maybe even in collusion with the enemy. Or Marines are all psychos trying to prolong the war so they can get bigger toys to kill with and eventually mutiny and take over EarthFleet. Or Aerospace are all chipheads who’ve been possessed by alien AI.”

      “People believe this shit?”

      Kang gave Bull a dead stare. “Stirs up lurking tribalism. Believing the other guy is bad makes people feel good about themselves. Don’t have to deal with your own shit if you spend all your time pointing at someone else’s.”

      “Yeah but these are our own people! Humankind is fighting off an alien empire hell-bent on enslaving us.”

      “You and I know that, but the worst scapps claim the threat is all fake, that there’s actually no Meme Empire invasion. That the Destroyer was a hoax made up for governments to expand their power, suppress people’s rights, that sort of thing. Even that recent history itself is a hoax—that there were no Plague Wars, no death camps, no alien defectors—no Demon Plagues even. That everything is hoaxes or conspiracies, manipulated by secret cabals. Even that there are no aliens at all. That we’re out here fighting nothing but ghosts, or other humans.”

      “Combat Marines can’t believe that. We’ve gone hand-to-hand with Purelings. I’ve been covered in alien guts. You too.”

      “I know, sir. But most of our younger troops never even saw a Meme ship or an alien-template Pureling. Our platoon has the most combat veterans, but with all the new rotations, more than half the Marines on this ship never been in a fight. Fleet fights ship-to-ship. They only see what sensors tell them. And they’re used to plugging in to VR matrixes. It’s easy to start believing nothing is true or real.”

      Bull whistled quietly through his teeth. “But how the hell do they get the shit in?”

      The noncom grimaced. “Scapps can be brought or transmitted in from outside. Half game, half malware, most of them. The techs play whack-a-mole but they can’t keep them all off the feeds, and our guys...well, sir, it’s hard to maintain lockdown out here for months at a time with only the approved apps. They pass them around for fun.”

      “But this level is new, right? We wink at the porn, the piggybacking of networked games, the undergound fight vids—and EFOSI constantly looks for classified. But this scapp crap...”

      Gunny Kang nodded sympathetically. “They can smuggle it on, load it encrypted to get past the filters. Most scapps have embedded malware that tries to self-replicate and spread as soon as they’re opened. The only way to keep them out entirely would be to strip-search everyone coming and going, examine every pinky drive and personal device, monitor every micronet and connection, even scrub their implants...sir, it’s impossible. Short of an outright confiscation of personal devices, which would destroy morale, it’s gonna get in. Hell, even my toothbrush has a goddamned flash drive and connectivity to monitor my dental health. The techs are working overtime already just to keep the shipnets clean. Pop-up personal nets are everywhere.”

      “But what’s the source? Somebody’s gotta be making them, writing the code.”

      “Lots of sources. The enemy, the various intel agencies, the retro-ultranat factions, the politicians...anyone who doesn’t like EarthFleet and how it cuts into their power. Then they get passed around, modified, made more virulent, more evil...you know the nets.”

      “But EarthFleet’s the only thing standing between humanity and an alien empire hell-bent on enslaving us!”

      Kang sighed. “We might be victims of our own success. It’s been years since the Plague Wars—the nuclear strikes, the death camps, the starvation, the upheaval. Years since the Destroyer was defeated. People forget. They want to forget. Forgetting turns to disbelief, then to denial. These new recruits—a whole generation grew up with a threat than never materialized, at least on Earth itself. We’ve pushed back the Meme out past Mars, to here in the Asteroid belt, far from home. The front-line troops hear from their families, and those families ask why they even bother to join up—and the troops start wondering.”

      “Until their first mission.”

      “Things have been quiet lately, plus too many are raw privates. That’s bad, sir. Marines at war need to be blooded, need to fight. Or...”

      “Or what?”

      “Or they pick fights of their own. Like you just saw.”

      “It was more than that. These guys weren’t just blowing off steam. They were...” Bull struck his palm with a fist. “They really believed. I mean, the grunts might think the other services are pussies and wimps, but they shouldn’t actually believe they’re traitors. But these three...they’d gone off the deep end. But they weren’t new.”

      “The scapps feed them lies they want to believe, which only opens them up to more lies—and the idea that there is no truth. But EarthFleet—all three branches, but the Corps especially—runs on truth—on integrity, honesty, service, duty, excellence. It has no choice. When that fails...when they start doubting their brothers in arms...”

      Bull swung his muscled arms, wishing he could punch something. “So how do we fix it?”

      Kang raised his palms. “My go-to solution is to smoke them good. Work them and train them to exhaustion. When you got them by the balls, their hearts and minds will follow. But those scapps need to go, free speech or no free speech. They’re crossing the line into incitement to riot. You gotta take this up the chain for something longer-term.”

      “Or maybe...across the chain.”

      Kang cocked his head. “First Sergeant Repeth?”

      “I hate asking Reaper for help.”

      “That’s exactly why you have to. Builds character. And she’s been around a long time. Besides...”

      Bull snorted. “Besides, she has access and contacts everywhere. She’s a rainmaker.”

      “Your own personal Jesus Christ.”

      “You really know how to hit a Hebrew hard, don’t you, Gunny?”

      “I wouldn’t know, sir. I’m a Taoist myself.”

      “Bullshit-ist is what you are.”

      “Doesn’t change the facts, sir. You want something done hard, ask me. You want something done smart, talk to Reaper. Gospel truth.”

      “There you go again, taking shots at my religion.”

      “Not your religion, sir,” Kang deadpanned. “At you. You’re a big target.”

      “And I don’t really know any Taoist jokes.”

      “There are no Taoist jokes, sir.”

      Bull pointed at Kang. “And that’s one of them. Thanks a lot.”

      “It’s nothing.”

      “Ha fucking ha. I get that too. Now start smoking my platoon. I want them too tired to get into trouble for a day or two.”

      Kang stood with a wolfish grin. “Consider them smoked.”
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        * * *

      

      In the company HQ spaces, Bull knocked on the jamb of First Sergeant Jill Repeth’s office. “Reaper? Spear, you here?”

      “Here, Bull.” Her voice emanated from beneath her desk. She rolled from under it and stood, dropped something in her wastebasket, grabbed a tissue and wiped her hands of grime. “Fucking bugs.”

      Bull frowned down at the whipcord-tough older woman. “Someone’s bugging your office?”

      “No. Real bugs. Some kind of mutant roach got into the electronics and fried my desk along with his spiky ass.” Reaper hard-rebooted the desk, watching as it came back up.

      On impulse, Bull fished in the wastebasket and pulled out the bug. He squinted at it and dialed his optical implant to magnify. “Actually...” He handed it to Reaper. “Look closer.”

      She did. “Crap. It really is a bug, implanted into the little bastard’s back. I better get this to the techies.”

      “Hold up. I want your advice on something.”

      “Not here. This may not be the only one.”

      Reaper led Bull to the infotech spaces and pulled aside the chief there. She spoke in his ear and handed him the bug. He nodded and put it in a pocket. Then she headed to the engine room where the massive fusion power plants throbbed their vibrations through the air and deck plates. In a small corner they conversed privately.

      “Does that kind of thing happen often?” Bull asked.

      “No. But it’s not unknown. When I was a Steward we found bugs. Most were from the various intel agencies spying on each other, or criminal organizations. A few were enemy.”

      Stewards were the white side of Fleet Spec Ops, so she would know. “And this one?”

      “No way to tell for sure. I can rule out real Meme manufacture, since theirs would be entirely biological. But Blend spies infiltrate and use our own tech against us—whatever’s available.”

      “So we have a spy aboard.”

      Reaper gave a half-shrug. “Maybe. I’ve learned not to jump to conclusions.” She rubbed her eyes. “What was it you wanted to discuss?”

      “Scapps. You know what those are?”

      “Sure. Number one emerging threat to morale and discipline.”

      “I’m with you there. I just brigged three Marines for starting a fight with a bunch of spacers in the mess. And I wasn’t sure they weren’t going to take a swing at me.”

      “Yeah, that’s bad. A ship in space is a tiny closed society. When morale, unit cohesion and esprit de corps is good, there’s nothing better. When it goes bad, there’s nothing worse. Usually it’s the command climate—the guy at the top. But in this case, the skipper’s doing her best within the regs. So is Major Walter.” Walter was the company CO.

      Bull licked his lips. “Then...we go outside the regs. Do what we gotta do.”

      Reaper leaned back slightly and crossed her arms. “My, my. Today you are a man, my son.”

      “Quit gloating and get on with it.”

      “Gloating at young loots and doing what we gotta do are exactly why I turned down all those brevets to officer rank. Commanders can’t color outside the lines—at least, not for long. That’s what good noncoms are for. To do it for them.”

      “And young loots?”

      She reached her index finger up to tap the single bar on Bull’s collar. “You have the shield of ignorance. Lieutenants get forgiven, especially if crusty old first spears stick up for them. We can break rules, as long as we turn out to be right.”

      “Then we’d better be right. Where do we start?”

      “Where would you start?”

      Bull waved a forefinger in the air. “Oh no you don’t. Don’t Sherlock me.”

      “More like the Socratic method. Seriously, Bull. What do you suggest? Talk it out.”

      “Impose stricter controls and filters. Lock them down while running mandatory training for everyone to get them back in line. Tell them how important this is, remind them that this shit is all very real. Show them some bodies, captured weapons, firefight vids. Kang’s already putting that into motion for my platoon. But...”

      “But that’s just treating the symptoms. The poison will keep dripping in. Like drugs to addicts—you can’t get rid of something people really want. And EarthFleet is founded on Western principles, more or less, despite the big Chinese and Russian participation. Freedom might be curtailed in the military, but it’s still important. Lockdowns and mass punishments are effective in the short term, but are self-defeating over the long run. Enforcement alone never works.”

      Bull turned and punched a bulkhead hard enough to bruise his knuckles. “So what the hell do we do? Seems like everything’s stacked against us.”

      “It’s always been stacked against us, young loot. Evil triumphs where good people do nothing.”

      “But what do good people do when every action they take seems evil?”

      Reaper rubbed her neck. “Choose the least of all evils. Exposing and punishing the guilty when they misbehave is always a good thing.”

      “I hoped you’d say that. I want to go after these snakes who are dumping these feces into the infospace and cut off their heads.”

      “But it won’t be enough. Hearts and minds, remember? Course-correcting those who’ve been suckered by the lies is the goal, rather than just drumming them out.”

      “Every sucker bears responsibility for deviating from the Corps’ values.”

      “But the Corps does not abandon its own, assuming they repent. No doubt Fleet and Aerospace feel the same way.”

      Grudgingly, Bull nodded. “I’ll give everyone a fair hearing. But. What’s our next move?”

      “We find ourselves a guru on this infotech network stuff.”

      “I thought all the gurus were assigned to Comms already.”

      “We’re one ship among many, Bull. Our folks are competent for the routine crap, but I need the equivalent of spec ops for cyber.”

      “And you just happen to know one.”

      “In the Biblical sense, even.”

      Bull raise an eyebrow. “Your mythical cyber-nerd husband Rick?”

      “You don’t think he’s real?”

      “I’ve never seen him. You’ve never taken leave to go see him.”

      “In the twenty-one months you’ve known me, no. Takes too long to go all the way back to Earth, Mars is out of position, and neither Constitution nor Melita has been near enough each other for a visit. But he’s real all right, and he’s as good in his area as I am in mine. Just don’t expect a Marine, or even a strac spacer. He’s a civilian and a reservist and he’s hell on wheels at his job, so they keep activating him.”

      “Fine. When can he get here?”

      Reaper glanced at her wristcomm. “About nine hours.”

      Bull’s brow furrowed. “That seems suspiciously convenient.”

      “I sent for him five days ago. He’s been on a high-speed courier ever since.”

      “So you knew about this issue all along?”

      Reaper honored him with a faint smirk. “It’s been on the Top Three network for a while. Rick helped Absen with a similar problem aboard Constitution, so he should have at least one counter-psych op under his belt.”

      “Admiral Absen, huh? My my, you do have contacts.”

      “And I tightbeamed Spooky with what I know to make sure he can start taking measures.”

      Bull shuddered at the mention of the most feared man in the black ops community. “You sure that’s a good idea? That guy’s rep—”

      “Spooky can coordinate surgical responses across the fleet. Absen can make policy. Either of them can go direct to Premier Markis and ensure that policy is upheld and ratified, if it proves effective. EarthFleet is the only true supranational force in existence. Projections show in three to five decades we’ll need some form of united planetary government, Solar-system-wide—or we’ll be overrun by the Meme.”

      “So no EarthFleet, no human race. And planetary government...” Bull frowned. “I don’t know how to feel about that. Israel has always been fiercely independent, born in blood and battle, surrounded by enemies on all sides. We can’t go back to being just the nationless, powerless Jews. And your United States bows her flag to nobody.”

      “And we never will. But if we’re to survive the next big Meme Empire attack, we’ll have to get used to working closely with other nations, or we can kiss the human race goodbye.”

      Bull nodded. “A house divided against itself cannot stand.”

      “A Jew, quoting Lincoln, paraphrasing Jesus?”

      “Truth is truth, whatever the source.”

      “And lies are always lies, no matter how plausible.” Reaper’s chrono pinged. “Hmm. The courier just arrived, far ahead of schedule. I’m heading for the flight deck.”

      “I’ll tag along, if you don’t mind. Meet the myth.”

      “Welcome to. He’ll want to plug right in right away. In fact, he probably has been, from the moment the comms delay from the courier was down to under a second. Don’t be surprised if he’s distracted when you meet him.”

      Bull nodded to Reaper’s retreating back, and then followed with long strides that somehow still failed to catch up. He had to remind himself Reaper had world-class cyborg-tech that transformed her from an already top athlete into pure death on two legs.

      Two legs. He chuckled to himself, remembering the story of how the then-Sergeant Jill Repeth’s legs, blown off by an IED, had begun to regenerate when the Eden Plague pandemic first appeared. She’d been a USMC tactical MP back then, fighting her first battles long before he was even born.

      The flight deck bustled with activity—and tension, Bull thought. There was more than the usual anticipation in the air as the courier waited in the launch tube for pressurization. When the big inner hatch opened in the deck—downward was outward on any spinning ship, of course—the handling arm grabbed the courier with its waldo and drew it forth like a beer bottle from a cooler. It placed the stern on the flight deck and, without releasing it, gently tipped it over on its flattened side before retracting.

      A small cargo door in the center of the courier opened, followed momentarily by the personnel door near the front. Handlers hurried to unload whatever Fleet had bequeathed Melita. No ship on the front lines ever had enough of anything.

      Including personnel. Several spacers and one fresh-faced young Marine debarked, to be met by a tablet-waving personnel clerk. They picked up their bags and followed the perc off the flight deck into the windowed dayroom.

      “Look at that,” Bull growled. “Hardly any controls. Carry your own bags—do they even get screened for contraband? They could hand stuff off to anyone. And the cargo—the handlers and quartermasters could smuggle anything!” He took a step forward as if to get involved.

      Reaper grabbed his sleeve and shook it. “Bull! Cut it out. We’re not here to chase minnows. We’re after bigger fish. Besides, our fisherman is here.” She pointed, and then strode fast toward the courier ship.

      An unkempt man in civvies stepped out the door, blinking with watery eyes and scratching at his wrist. An Aerospace warrant officer followed, one hand firmly on the man’s shoulder, guiding and perhaps pushing him down the steps to the flight deck, the other hand carrying a decidedly civilian duffel.

      Reaper met them there and wrapped up the man in an embrace that gave Bull a new view of his hard-nosed mentor. He found himself wishing he had a woman who would greet him like that.

      After a long moment, Bull cleared his throat. Reaper broke the embrace with a quick about-face that left her arm intertwined in her husband’s. “Bull, Rick. Rick, Bull.”

      Bull held out a huge paw. “Mister Repeth.”

      Rick shook Bull’s hand absentmindedly, without taking his eyes off his wife. “Johnstone. We didn’t change names when we married. Jill, I need to plug in.”

      “You need to shower, hydrate, eat, rest, and get reacquainted with me, in that order.”

      “No, no, there’s no time. Plug me in now or we’re seriously screwed.”

      Reaper glared at Rick for a moment, apparently assessing whether this was VR addiction speaking, or a real crisis. “Okay. We’ll go straight to Comms.” She took his arm and guided him off the flight deck. Bull picked up Rick’s bag and followed.

      In Comms, they commandeered a secure room. Rick lifted a flap in the skin of his wrist and drew forth a hardline plug, jacking it in to the shipnet terminal. “Coffee,” he mumbled, eyes closing as he retreated into his VR interface.

      “Bull, please? Lots of cream and sugar.”

      He was about to protest that he wasn’t a mess officer when he noticed how Reaper—First Sergeant Repeth, he reminded himself, a woman as well as a warrior—had her hands on Rick, rubbing his neck and face. He’d never seen her this way, and he had to shake a feeling of unreality as he exited in search of caffeine. He found something resembling coffee among the wireheads there and brought it back to Rick.

      Reaper tested it for temperature, and then guided it to Rick’s lips like a mother with a child. Rick gulped it blindly when he realized what it was. “Thanks. Uh, guys, this is bad. There are scapps everywhere, burrowed in deep. They’ve already formed a deep sub-network. The standard ICE is keeping things working, more or less, but it’s like antibiotics barely holding an infection off.”

      “Can you clean them up?” Bull asked, and then felt foolish. If Rick was half the wizard Reaper said, he was already doing what he could.

      “I can, but we’ve got a bigger problem. They’re—”

      Klaxons sounded, and then the PA spoke in the ship’s computer voice. “Maneuver alert. Maneuver alert. All hands prepare for flank speed maneuver in one minute. All hands—”

      Rick’s eyes popped open and he yelled over the droning words, “Auxiliary control, now! Go, you two! Hurry!”

      Bull opened his mouth to ask questions when Reaper bolted for the door. “Come on, Bull!”

      He followed her as she sprinted down the passageways toward auxiliary control. “Make a hole!” he bellowed, more for himself than for Reaper, who slipped and dodged through the swarming passageways like a football halfback. He could feel the gravity lightening as the ship’s spin decelerated for maneuver.

      He caught up with her near the pressure door to AuxCon just in time to see her lay out two Marines with blurring leg sweeps, and then snatch their weapons out of their hands as they fell. She tossed one of the guns to Bull—PR10 pulse carbines, he saw. “Mutiny,” she said, raising the weapon to point back the way Bull had come and firing. He turned to see a spacer fall, arm blown off at the wrist by the round. The severed hand still held a sidearm as it thudded to the deck.

      The spacer cried out and collapsed. Bull slammed a meaty fist into his jaw before he could reach for the weapon with his good hand. He turned back to Reaper in time to see her kick the two Marines in their heads with precise, cyber-augmented force.

      He could hardly believe it—mutiny on an EarthFleet ship.

      Until he remembered the fight on the mess deck and the looks in the eyes of the three he’d brigged.

      Three unarmed spacers rounded the corner just then and stopped abruptly at the scene. “Sir...sir, what the hell’s going on?” one said. Another said, “We need to—” and pointed at the closed door of AuxCon.

      Bull decided in a split-second that these three were not in on it, otherwise they’d be armed and acting differently. “Some kind of mutiny. Stay with us. We’re trying to get into AuxCon.”

      One stepped forward to tap at the access pad, and then press her thumb on the screen. “No go. They must have changed the codes.”

      “Ten seconds to maneuver,” the PA said. “Nine seconds to maneuver. Eight—”

      The five instinctively moved to press their backs against the sternward bulkhead. When the countdown reached zero, they found themselves lying on the new floor. Heavy Gs pressed them down—four or five, Bull thought. The spacers groaned.

      Bull activated his cybernetics to combat mode, feeling his physical capabilities—strength, speed, senses—rise by several hundred percent. His pain response diminished as well, and he knew nanites in his bloodstream would be augmenting his oxygen flow, repairing microdamage, carrying extra glucose to his cells, and more. Combined with the Eden Plague virus, he could now theoretically heal from anything that didn’t kill him.

      Given time.

      As he rolled to his feet, he saw Reaper was already up and moving. “Now’s our best chance, while others are inhibited,” she said.

      “But where? We’re not getting into AuxCon without cutting torches.”

      She tapped behind her ear, the location of her implanted comm. “Rick says the bridge needs help. We go there first.”

      They walked heavily through strangely reoriented passageways and laboriously climbed ladders, passing many personnel lying helplessly on the “floor.” Reaper shot two more Marines in their arms, slung their weapons on her back, and then ruthlessly kicked them in the head to knock them out.

      “Nobody but Top Three and officers should be able to activate combat cyber without codes,” Bull said as they continued to climb toward the bridge.

      “They got them somehow,” Reaper replied. “Rick is working to shut them down, but he has his hands full.” The G forces suddenly lightened. “Now we—cover!”

      They crouched behind stanchions as a barrage of pulse gun fire from forward whined and ricocheted off the bulkheads. “Now we have to worry about the spacers too. And Aerospace, if any of them have joined in.”

      “Joined in what?” Bull said. “This whole thing is insane. No EarthFleet ship has ever mutinied. Have we been infiltrated by Pureling clones again?”

      “Possibly. But this feels different. The Marines we took out—I know their names. They’re for real. Purelings might look like humans, but they don’t have combat cyber.”

      “Then it’s some kind of mind control—these scapps.”

      Reaper stuck her pinky finger around the corner. He guessed she had an implanted sensor—more of her high-end spec ops wetware. “If so, these traitors are complicit in their own mind control, devouring this scapp bullshit. I have just enough sympathy not to kill them outright if I can help it, but I won’t lose any sleep if I do. Neither should you.” She paused. “I see nine spacers and two Marines in the outer bridge and CCC. The pressure door is blown open. Looks like the Pit”—the inner sphere that held the ship’s nerve center of duty pilot, CO, Weapons, and Sensors—”is still holding out but they’re trying to cut through.”

      “Where are the rest of the loyalists?” Bull asked. “I can’t get anyone on comms.”

      “Rick is trapped. Says he had to seal the secure room because Comms is compromised too.” She turned to him, leaving her fingertip protruding around the corner. “They obviously planned this—but not too well, otherwise they’d have taken us out and seized the Pit before anyone could react. We can’t wait for a response to get organized. We need to secure the bridge and CCC, and then go from there. Unfortunately, there’s eleven of them, they know we’re here and they’re ready. I could get five or six of them before they got me, and you might be able to finish them, but odds are we’re both combat-ineffective even if we win. We need an edge.”

      “Any chance Rick can hack the ship’s controls? We can handle high G better than the spacers. Even the odds to just us two and the two Marines.”

      She subvocalized, and then waited for the response. “No hack, but he’s in touch with the Pit. The pilot will commence high G maneuvering without warning in...eleven seconds. Ten. Nine...”

      Bull and Reaper rose to the ready, still out of sight of the mutineers. When the gravity hit, they struck. They leaned out of cover and nailed the two Marines a quarter-second before their targets fired, cybernetics slowing their perceived time to a crawl. The mutineers’ shots went wide even as they spun from the impacts.

      Reaper led Bull in a sprint onto the outer bridge. With the Marines neutralized, the spacers had no chance. Each received a precisely placed pulse gun round in the shoulder of their weapon arm, wrecking the joint and dropping them to the deck in shock. They would heal eventually, but not for weeks.

      “I’d like to blow all your fucking heads off,” Bull said. He gathered weapons and took their power packs for himself as they groaned on the deck. “Traitors.”

      “That’s for their courts martial to decide, not us, sir,” Reaper called before she activated the comm panel at the Pit’s pressure door. “Skipper, this is First Sergeant Repeth. I have Lieutenant ben Tauros with me. We’ve cleared the CCC of mutineers, but we have to move on.”

      “Skipper’s dead, Reaper,” said the voice of Major Walter, the Marine company CO. “XO is MIA, so I’ve taken command. We have maneuver control, ship’s weapons and sensors, but nothing internal. AuxCon is compromised. So are the messes, the gym, the company HQ—most of the common areas. I can’t risk unsealing. We’re heading in-system as fast as we can. Tell Bull you two have to clean up this mess.”

      “I understand, sir. We’ll keep in touch through Lieutenant Commander Johnstone. Reaper out.” She turned back to Bull. “Rick’s telling me...” she listened. “Engine room fought them off and sealed up. Comms outside his door is still in their hands, but they don’t seem to be trying to break in. If they knew what he was doing...”

      “Yeah. What about the armory? Weapons lockers?”

      “Battlesuits are locked down tight, but they have the weapons and their cyber activation codes, so Green gave them up, either willingly or under duress.”

      “Any other info?”

      “Aerospace appears loyal and is holding the flight deck so far. First Platoon is sealed in cargo bay two. Gunny Kang had them there for exercises. No power packs. They’re trying to break out, but AuxCon has them stuck there for now.”

      “Promising. Presuming none of them are traitors.”

      “Rick says from the chatter he thinks the mutineers are all Second Platoon, plus about half the spacer crew. They’re calling themselves the First Free Corps. Talking about flying the ship to Ceres Station, taking over there, establishing an Anarchic Republic, whatever that is.”

      “They’re delusional. That’s not even possible. They’d run out of supplies in a few months. Even if it were, the Meme would eat them for lunch without EarthFleet support.”

      “They claim the Meme Empire is all faked. That it was only one rogue alien con man. Rick says they’ve been groomed and radicalized.”

      “Groomed? As in—”

      “Yeah, like a sexual predator grooms an impressionable child. Same process. Leading them to pervert their behavior, one step at a time. VR abuse and scapps make that ten times easier. They lose their hold on reality and start believing crazy shit.”

      “Jewish space lasers.”

      Reaper snorted. “And lizard people. Though with the Meme showing up, maybe that one wasn’t so crazy. And look—you’re a Jew with a space laser now.”

      “Pulse guns aren’t lasers.”

      “Don’t get all technical on me now, sir.”

      Bull growled with frustration. “Whatever. So what now, Spear?”

      “You’re the officer, Bull...but I strongly suggest we have to organize and counterattack before they take over. We can’t give them time.”

      “A two-person counterattack.”

      “There’s a whole platoon of combat Marines in cargo bay two.”

      “Stuck there, and of dubious loyalty.”

      “If so, they’ve been misled. What’s the solution to mis-leadership, First Platoon Leader?”

      Bull rubbed his jaw. “Leadership, you’re telling me. Okay. But it’s still dicey. When we get there, how do we tell if they’re still loyal?”

      “They’re your troops, and Kang’s. Some might be doubting. It’s up to you to change that, sir. Great leaders make cowards into heroes. This time, make doubters into Marines again.”

      “Right. Let’s head for the brig.”

      Nobody stopped them on the way to the brig, though they spotted a few spacers who quickly ran away—probably innocent and fearful. At the brig, Bull keyed the panel at the locked pressure door. “This is Lieutenant ben Tauros. Open up.”

      The voice of the duty MP said, “Sorry sir, no can do. We’re on lockdown.”

      “Well I’m un-locking you down. Open up!”

      “Sorry, sir, I can’t—”

      Reaper stepped forward and spoke into the panel. “Staff Sergeant Meinicke, isn’t it? This is your first sergeant. There’s a mutiny in progress. We’re trying to stop it. You got two choices. Open the fucking door and help us, or I will personally tell Spooky Nguyen you’re a traitor. Am I clear?”

      The door opened with the clack of magnetic bolts.

      Bull rushed in, seeing Meinicke and a corporal in body armor, weapons aimed. He lifted his empty hands. “Gentlemen, lower those weapons or I will surely kick you in the balls.”

      “Aye aye, sir. Sorry sir. We didn’t know...”

      “Don’t know. Think. Have faith. Do you really believe Reaper or I would mutiny?”

      “No, sir. But after listening to these guys...” Meinicke aimed a thumb at Jats, Lowe and Corlon in their cells. “I never though any Marine would mutiny.”

      “I hear you. They’re from Second Platoon. Our guys are stuck in cargo bay two. We have to free them and suppress this mutiny. You two good to go?”

      Meinicke and the corporal snapped to attention. “Yes, sir!”

      “Grab all the weapons and power packs you can carry.” Fortunately, the brig had its own small armory.

      “Aye aye, sir.”

      “Hey,” one of the confined men said. “What about us?”

      Meinicke lifted his weapon to point at the speaker. “Fuck you, shitbird. You’re lucky I don’t blow your traitor guts out right now.”

      “Easy, Marine,” Bull said. “Let them rot here. We have a job to do.”

      Meinicke spat on the deck, but moved to comply.

      “Reaper, take point. I’m rear guard. Meinicke, Corporal Flores, watch our flanks.”

      They proceeded quickly down the passageways until Bull realized Reaper wasn’t heading for cargo bay two. “Where’re we going, Reaper?”

      “Flight deck.”

      Bull grunted. She obviously had something in mind.

      They entered the flight deck to find themselves tracked by the forward weapons of an assault sled placed to cover the entrance. Bull noticed other sleds had been repositioned to aim their weapons at all the entrances to the large interior space.

      “Halt!” an amplified voice said. “Place your weapons on the ground.”

      Reaper instantly did so.

      “Do it,” Bull said, putting his down as well. He raised his voice. “We’re not mutineers! Obviously.”

      A dark-haired woman in a warrant officers’ flight suit jogged across the deck, sidearm in hand. She spoke into a headset as she approached. “It’s Reaper and three jarheads. Right. Will do.”

      “Lockerbie,” Reaper said, reaching to hug the other woman. “Long time no see. You must have come in on the courier.”

      “Yup. I’m thinking I should have called in sick.”

      “We’ll catch up later. Now I need your help. Can you still fly a sled?”

      “In my sleep. What’re we doing?”

      “Going exo. Can you guys open cargo bay two from the outside?”

      “Nope. Fleet function.”

      “Just a sec. I’ll ask Rick.” She muttered, and then paused, listening. “No can do. We’ll have to breach.”

      Lockerbie’s jaw worked. “Breach our own ship?”

      “We have to get First Platoon into the fight.”

      “Then what? The atmo will vent.”

      Reaper swept her eyes across the others. “Ideas?”

      Bull said, “Marines do vacuum drills all the time, and they have ten minutes internal oxygen. They’ll be all right. We breach, get them in the sled, fly back here.”

      “How many?” Lockerbie said.

      “Forty-three in the platoon if they’re all there.”

      “Gonna be tight, even with one of the extendeds.”

      “They’re made for twenty-two in armor. They’ll fit forty-five without.”

      “You say so, sir.”

      “We do,” said Reaper. “Let’s get moving.”

      Nine minutes later they loaded into the assault sled, leaving Meinicke and Flores at the flight deck. Reaper took the copilot’s seat while Bull took the flight engineer’s spot in the middle.

      The handling arm lifted them off the deck and dropped them into the launch tube like a man loading a break-open shotgun. They fell with the outward rotation of the ship, magnetic guides keeping them centered until they popped into space.

      Lockerbie immediately swung the sled around the rotating cylinder of Melita’s hull and lined up on cargo bay two. It swung by in front of them, and then continued on around. “Normally we’d have the spin off the hull for cargo ops,” Lockerbie said. “Any chance we can do that now?”

      Reaper replied, “Rick says no. The mutineers in AuxCon have control of the gyros, though they haven’t done anything with them yet. You’ll have to treat it like an assault.”

      “This’ll make a good bar story,” Lockerbie muttered. “The jarheads ready?”

      “They’re ready.”

      “Then here goes. Assault mode enabled. Automatic sequence on. Target...locked.” She dropped her suit’s faceplate, pushed a confirming button, and all their straps tightened. Air bags inflated to surround them as the sled’s computer took over. They accelerated as the launch of the breaching charge shook them. A moment later, they slammed to a halt with a crunch and shriek of metal.

      The airbags deflated and Lockerbie flipped up two levers. The pyramid-shaped nose of the sled split open in four pieces like a flower and the air rushed out. Bull popped his restraints and climbed forward. Wedged in the outer skin of the ship, the nose was upward and vertical to their inner ears. Reaper was right behind him and together they waved the Marines of First Platoon into the craft.

      By the time the last ones loaded, the sled looked like an overstuffed toybox full of action figures. If not for the fact it was nose-up and the spin of the ship was pushing the troops into the available space, they might not have made it. Bull was the last in and had to squeeze to get into the flight engineer’s seat to allow the nose to close again.

      “Reversing thrust,” Lockerbie yelled into the repressurizing interior. “Gonna get rough, ladies.” She adjusted the controls, gripped the joystick with one hand, and slammed the throttles past the emergency stops in one smooth motion.

      The engines roared and the sled shook. Lockerbie rocked it back and forth with her pedals, directing the vectored thrust first one way and then the other, left-right, up-down. The sled’s structure groaned and metal squealed as the rectangular box tore itself free of the skin of the hull. Fortunately, carriers had little armor, and sleds had a lot. This would never have worked on a cruiser.

      “Nobody move!” Lockerbie swung the sled around and shot across the skin of the carrier, to drift the tail sideways and line up with the nearest launch tube. “Don’t try this at home,” she muttered. “Not recommended for peacetime ops.”

      As she spoke, they kicked the sled forward just as the open tube rotated into line. Like a threaded needle, the craft entered the tunnel. The magnetics grabbed it and stabilized it, drawing it forward and upward to be recovered onto the flight deck.

      Once the handling arm placed the sled on the deck, Lockerbie dropped the rear loading ramp and opened the nose and side doors. Marines spilled out with groans and yelps as they rolled to their feet. Bull stepped down to see several unconscious troops being checked over. “Some of us got crushed, sir,” one said as he rolled a buddy onto his side. “Come on, Jimmy boy, breathe!”

      Medics rushed out onto the flight deck to help those in need. The others Bull directed to fall in to platoon formation as he remembered what Reaper said about leadership. Meinicke and Flores ran forward from a maintenance bay carrying the weapons from the brig. Reaper headed them off and held them at the back of the formation.

      “Marines! At ease and listen up,” Bull roared. “Today is a black day for the Corps. Some of our brothers have broken faith. Along with some spacers, they’ve mutinied and tried to seize this ship.”

      They’d already been told this via comms to Gunny Kang, so they didn’t gasp. They did look grim and angry—and some of them looked ashamed. Bull made sure his vid implant was recording for future review.

      “They got suckered by a bunch of online bullshit. I can understand that. Stuck out here for months at a time, nothing to do but train and run scapps, it’s hard to know what’s true or real. What I can’t understand, what I can’t tolerate, what we can’t tolerate in the Corps, is treason. Oathbreaking. Backstabbing their brothers and sisters in arms. They spit on you. They spit on us. They spit on humankind.”

      He paused.

      “And they murdered the skipper. Probably the XO too. Maybe even Lieutenant Green.”

      That did draw gasps, and growls of anger.

      “Murdered our commanding officer,” he bellowed. “We have to put this mutiny down, fast and hard. It’s gonna be a bitch shooting our own people, but we have to do it, for the good of the Corps, the ship, for all of us. I’m gonna be right in front leading you, as will First Sergeant Repeth and Gunnery Sergeant Kang. Are you with us, OO-RAH?”

      “OO-RAH, SIR!” they roared back.

      “Squad leaders, front and center.”

      The four squad leaders trotted up and reported, as did Reaper and Kang. “There aren’t enough weapons to go around, so priority is to isolate, neutralize the enemy and seize weapons. And when I say neutralize, I mean arrest and confine if they surrender, shoot if they resist—and blow their fucking hands off if you have to leave them unsecured.”

      The squad leaders murmured, “Aye aye, sir.”

      “Use internal comms only on platoon secure freq. Kang will take First and Second squads forward. First squad will secure the CCC and surrounding areas. You should be able to reach the Pit on intercom. Second squad, sweep from here forward, then back. Search all spaces, neutralize any enemy, free all loyalists, reestablish order. Third and fourth squads, me,  Reaper, we’ll sweep aft to the stern, search and destroy all resistance, and then surround AuxCon. Everybody understand?”

      More affirmatives.

      “Is there anyone in this platoon you think is disloyal? Speak up now, or risk getting fragged.”

      They all shook their heads. “No, sir.”

      “Well, if anybody’s shaky, they’re the last to get weapons, and only one powerpack each at a time. The situation will be fluid so I want high initiative. Don’t wait for orders. We’re Marines, doing what Marines do best—maximum violence, professionally employed. Report to your squads. I’ll activate everyone in one minute. Dismissed.”

      The squad leaders hustled back to their squads.

      Bull said, “Gunny, you got any doubts?”

      “No, sir,” said Kang with a grim smile. “Anyone shaky will stay on board now that they see we’re gonna win, and I made sure to move the newbies around. Great speech, by the way. Very inspiring. Made me cry. I think I even got a stiffie.” He dabbed at the corner of his eye with a knuckle.

      Bull rubbed his eye with the middle finger of his right hand. “Well if you did, the line doggies gotta be raging.”

      Kang turned to the platoon, where the squad leaders were briefing their troops. “Looks good. They’re ready.”

      “Activating...now.” Bull sent the codes over the platoon secure freq.

      Instantly the troops’ demeanor changed as the rush of their cyborg-tech buzzed through their nerves. “Yeah!” one yelled, drawing similar scattered exclamations.

      “Get them moving, Gunny. Good hunting.”

      “You too, sir.” Kang hefted his weapon and led his two squads forward. Aerospace troops holding improvised weapons—cutting torches, hand tools, power drills—stepped out from behind machinery where they’d been watching and cheered them on.

      “We got this,” Bull said to Reaper. “I can feel it.”

      “Don’t get too froggy, young loot. No battle plan, you know.”

      “I know.”

      “And we could win but still die.” She grabbed the sleeve at his elbow in a cyber-augmented grip. “So don’t fucking die. You got that, Bull? Because I haven’t had a good roll in the hay in almost two years, and I’m gonna make that appointment if I have to kneecap every fucking mutinous motherfucker on the ship to do it. Clear, sir?”

      “Clear, Spear.”

      Reaper released his sleeve. “Then saddle up. I got point.”

      “Fine. One thing, though. If you’re taking point, get some body armor. Hork it off a private if you have to. That’s an order.”

      “Aye aye, sir. What about you?”

      “I’ll be in the middle of the finest combat troops in existence. I’ll be fine. If I can, I’ll swing by my quarters and grab my rig. So quit stalling and get moving.”

      “Oo-rah.” Reaper ran off to find some armor that would fit.

      The sweep began with only light and scattered resistance. Many of the spacers laid down their weapons in the face of the armed and armored loyalists. Those who did were zip-tied and stowed in handy spaces. Those who fought were quickly and ruthlessly shot by the electronically enhanced aim of the First Platoon troops, and then zip-tied anyway.

      Enemy Marines that resisted ended up maimed. Bull saw Reaper nail a pop-up mutineer, her double-tap into his arm and shoulder spinning him around before he could even pull the trigger. She then strode over, disarmed him, handed off the man’s weapon, and pinned his good wrist to the deck with her boot.

      And blew his hand clean off.

      Even then, his cyber—and no doubt a battle stim—kept the man conscious and fighting. Bull thought of himself as tough and ruthless as anyone in a fight, but his stomach twisted as he saw the madness in the mutineer’s eyes.

      It was so hard to believe anyone could turn traitor with such spitting insanity without some kind of molecular mind control. Could this be Meme biotech at work? The intelligent amoebas were masters of biological warfare, but there’d been no indication of that at all.

      Reluctantly, he had to conclude that this was just that misinformation grooming Reaper was talking about. Constant bombardment with lies luring even good people to believe their fellow military were the enemy while the real enemy was still out there.

      Reaper moved on, and the sweep followed. Forty minutes of fast search-and-destroy cleared all of the spaces abaft the flight deck, except the area around AuxCon. There, the bulk of the mutineers made a stand, surrounded.

      “What do you think, Reap?” Bull said from one passageway out of the enemy’s line of fire. “An assault is going to be bloody. We’ll have to kill a lot of them, and lose some of our own. I’ll order that if I have to, but...”

      Reaper frowned. “AuxCon is sealed up just like the Pit, so we can’t sneak in and chop off the head of the snake. They’ve got interior lines and good fields of fire everywhere. There’s no way to surprise them. But we can wait them out. Rick says Constitution is coming to meet us. Rendezvous in eleven days.”

      “A seige?”

      “Cut off water, power, food, air circulation. They’ll get miserable. Rick will work some psych ops. Some will surrender. Maybe all, if they’re promised lawful treatment and fair trials.”

      “That really pisses me off...but you’re probably right.”

      An alarm blared somewhere in the middle distance, a different tone from any Bull had ever heard. Simultaneously, Reaper put her finger in the air. “Rick says...oh, shit. Rick says AuxCon has initiated a fusion core overload. We have about fifteen minutes.”

      “Get the engine room to cut the mains and scram the reactors!”

      “It’s not an engine core. It’s the auxiliary reactor inside AuxCon—the little one, the backup, in case the engines and bridge are out.”

      “This is beyond insane. What’s the point of suicide?”

      Reaper shrugged. “Must be hardcore fanatics inside AuxCon. They really believe. We can use this to talk the others down, but...”

      “But there’s no way to get inside AuxCon. It’s just like the Pit, a sealed and armored sphere. We can cut every feed but it won’t stop an overload. Can the ship survive?”

      “No chance.”

      “Can Rick hack it?”

      “I’m sure he’s trying.”

      “I could get into a battlesuit, try to blast my way in.”

      “Too much armor.”

      “Use a sled and a breaching charge.”

      “No time to get it here, even if we could cut through all the decks.”

      Bull ran his hand over his shaved bald head. “Hand-launch a breaching charge, then.”

      Reaper grabbed Bull’s arms. “Bull, there’s no time. This is a carrier. We have plenty of small craft. We have to evacuate. Order it now. If you don’t, I’ll patch through to Major Walter and convince him to order it anyway.”

      Bull agonized for long seconds. He hated—hated—to lose, to be beaten. But ships could be replaced. He had to save the people.

      He spoke on the shipwide frequency. “All hands, prepare to abandon ship. Reactor core on overload. Major Walter, please confirm.”

      “Confirmed,” came Major Walter’s voice over the PA and all comms. “Abandon ship immediately. All hands to the fight deck. I say again, all hands to the flight deck. CAG, prep Aerospace for emergency evacuation. Load supplies for fourteen days minimum. Walter out.”

      “Look, sir,” Kang called from his position at a corner. “They’re surrendering.” Shots suddenly rang out. “Shit! They’re shooting each other!”

      Bull keyed his platoon comm. “First platoon, full assault, now. Shoot anyone with a weapon. Anyone who surrenders, zip-tie their hands and pass them to the rear.”

      It was over inside ninety seconds. The mutineers had turned on each other, some trying to surrender their way out of certain death, others—the fanatics—trying to kill those abandoning their lunacy.

      Bull hustled his platoon and the prisoners toward the flight deck. Spacers seemed to emerge from nowhere, coming out of their hiding places or hustling down passageways from the areas loyalists had held, like the engine room. Everyone streamed toward the ship’s axis and the flight deck.

      “Bull,” Reaper said as they hurried, “we have to get the ones forward. The spacers First and Second squads captured. They’ll die with the ship.”

      “Let them die!”

      “If you do, you’re as bad as they are.”

      Bull sighed and checked his chrono. “Damn you for being right. We have about ten minutes. Call it nine to be certain. One more minute to load and launch the final sortie makes eight. One more minute for Murphy and Sods’ laws. That’s seven.” He activated platoon comms. “Third and fourth squads, take charge of all prisoners and deliver them to the flight deck. Render CAG all possible assistance and take his direction. First and Second squads, double-time forward and retrieve all possible personnel, friendly or not. You shall return to the flight deck before seven minutes have passed, no exceptions. Pushing countdown now, mark. Execute.” A seven-minute countdown would now be scrolling on every designated Marine’s optical implant.

      “I’m gonna go—”

      “No you’re not, sir,” Reaper overrode him. “You’re the officer in overall command of this operation until Major Water reaches the flight deck. You do not abandon your responsibilities to do the work of your subordinates. Trust your squad leaders. They worked that terrain. They know where they left people. All right, sir?”

      “All right, all right! Continuing to the flight deck.”

      Ordered chaos filled the flight deck. Eleven assault sleds and the courier had been placed in a line—technically a ring, following the inner cylinder of the deck up and over. More craft—sleds, shuttles, a pinnace, a dozen grabships—stood waiting in reserve.

      Marines and spacers loaded supplies at the direction of the Aerospace personnel. Pilots and flight engineers warmed up their engines, and topped off with fuel, air and water. Manipulator arms moved pallets, tanks and cylinders at a frantic pace. Bull and Reaper made themselves useful fetching and carrying.

      Two minutes later, the first four sleds, loaded full, were dropped into their tubes and launched. Then the next four. Then the last three and the courier were loaded. They were held in the tubes, the deck hatches and rear ramps standing open like the lids of cans.

      “I have to go get Rick,” Reaper said. “He’ll try to stay until the last minute, and he—”

      “Go,” said Bull.

      She went, sprinting for Comms.

      By this time, First and Second squads were arriving, manhandling zip-tied captives, even carrying a few. They loaded into the remaining sleds, with Kang and a handful of remaining Aeros splitting them evenly among the three.

      They closed up and launched just as Reaper ran up with a semiconscious Rick over her shoulder in a fireman’s carry. She set him on the deck at the courier’s ramp and, together with Bull, lowered him into the small ship.

      As they did, manipulator arms on automatic began fast-launching all the remaining empty small craft with machine speed. Bull figured they could be recovered on remote, to add to the flotilla departing the doomed ship.

      “Get aboard, now!” Lockerbie’s voice called from inside the courier. “She could blow at any time!”

      Bull took one more look around as Reaper dropped into the cargo bay, and then climbed down. The ramp swung closed, and then the courier dropped like a stone down the launch tube and out into space. They made their way forward carrying Rick and took passenger seats.

      “I didn’t see Major Walter,” said Bull a moment later. “Hope he made it.”

      “No,” mumbled Rick. He lifted bleary eyes. “Couldn’t.”

      “What?”

      “He stayed in the Pit. Overloaded the reactor.”

      Bull  stood, and then froze, realizing he was helpless. “What? Why?”

      Reaper said, lifting her chin, “If all the loyalists left, the remaining mutineers could abort the overload and they’d have the ship. Whoever’s inside AuxCon, the wounded traitors we left scattered around...they can’t be allowed to succeed. So Major Walter stayed.”

      “Ben zonah.” Bull said, “Lockerbie, put us through to the bridge.”

      “Channel open.”

      “Ben Tauros to Major Walter, come in. Come in, sir.”

      “I’m here, Bull.” The CO’s voice over the ship speakers was steady as ever. “You did one hell of a job, Lieutenant. I’m putting you in for a commendation. The rest of your people, too. You’re all heroes.”

      “Sir, you don’t have to do this! Leave your reactor on overload and jump into an escape pod! The mutineers won’t have time to stop it!”

      “I can’t be sure of that, Bull. I have to stay here, sealed in. Only way to be sure.”

      He sat, slowly, aghast. “Only way to be sure. Sir...you’re the real hero here. I’ll—we’ll—”

      “Go see my wife and kids, Bull. You and Reaper. Tell them how much I love them. Tell them—”

      The comm screeched. Out the viewports, the Melita blossomed with plasma fire ignited by the reactor overload.

      “We’ll tell them,” Reaper whispered, staring. “We’ll tell them. And then we’ll tell everyone else what happened here today.”

      “You think it’ll matter?” Bull asked.

      “The truth always matters, Bull.”

      “But will they listen?”

      Reaper took Rick’s hand. “I don’t know, Bull. I just don’t know.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      David VanDyke is a Hugo Award and Dragon Award finalist and bestselling author of the Plague Wars, Stellar Conquest, and Galactic Liberation sci-fi adventure series, which have sold more than 500,000 copies to date. He is co-author of three of BV Larson's million-selling Star Force Series books. He's a retired U.S. military officer, veteran of two branches of the armed forces, and has served in several combat zones. He lives with his amazing wife and business partner Beth near Tucson, Arizona, USA.

      https://www.davidvandykeauthor.com

      https://www.subscribepage.com/David-VanDyke's-Newsletter-Signup

    

  







            Discipline: Sostible

          

          

      

    

    






by Isla Molina

        

      

    

    
      Two warring ships. Two opposing diplomats. One universal secret.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Discipline: Sostible

          

        

      

    

    
      SysAssay, the capital ship Nai’s AI, had confirmed three times that the quantum-keyed coms channel was intact. Her opposite embaixador had received her message but had not replied.

      Outside the privy cabin’s door, the corridor alarm screeched a high-pitched sequence B warning: the captain had employed anti-missile assets. Thundering grav boots clanked on metal decks as a hundred soldiers pounded in formation.

      Antia Riverbend, Sustainability Officer for the Nai, glared at the holo field.

      It took sixteen endless minutes for him to respond. “What do you want?”

      The delayed response was a bad sign. In their line of diplomatic work, you were either a servant warden — the best humans had to offer — or a grandfathered familial hack. She typed, “As I said.”

      “Battles come with the territory. It’s a risk we all take.”

      She did not have time for his evasions. “I’m talking about the risk to what’s listed under *S19* on Antanbula’s manifest.”

      That gave him pause. “Who are you?”

      Behind the holo, bright crimson filled her porthole as the Nai came about starboard over the desert planet. She typed, “An authority.”

      “H1?” Only an Honra1-cleared officer, the rarest among the fleets, tribes, races, planets, or rings, could hint at knowledge of cargo aboard another ship, let alone an enemy ship.

      “Affirmative.”

      “Coms also H1?” Was their communication channel encoded beyond detection by either ship?

      “Affirmative.”

      “You’re a long way from an H1 assignment.”

      Guerra Class A planetary defense ships traditionally carried only Second Lieutenant Sustainability Officers.  She typed, “It’s a complicated story.”

      “You appear to know something of mine.”

      “Very few are cleared to know mine.”

      “What you suggest is treason. It will get us both spaced.”

      The Nai pitched port and the corridor alarm ratcheted to a warning sequence C.  “Are you on good terms with your captain?”

      It took him eight minutes to respond. “Somewhat.”

      More evasions. She filled her lungs slowly and exhaled through tight lips. I’ve lost my patience. “The item manifested incorrectly on list *S19* as inanimado class 64 was moved two days ago to container 12A3 on Level 6. Does she know about the item?”

      She imagined his astonishment.

      The holo pinged. “No.”

      They were on their own. Two lone diplomats against the odds. “This battle needs to end. The Antanbula needs to carry on its way.”

      “The probability of success for your suggestion is extremely low.”

      Obviously. “We have no other option.”

      Four minutes later, he had still not replied.

      She pressed. “You must stay true to your purpose.”

      Outside, the corridor fell silent. A whisper escaped from the door’s seal as the air pressure shifted. The Nai was preparing full missile deployment. All compartments were now self-contained.

      She typed, “A Vida Obriga.” Life Obliges. The motto of the Orixinal Disciplina.

      Two minute later, the holo pinged. “Tell me our plan.”
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        * * *

      

      Outside her portal, a flash of light exploded against the deep dark of space as his response flashed on the holo. “Now what?”

      “How long have you had your serafín?” All Orixinal Disciplina embaixadors were equipped with a unique and extraordinary gift. At graduation from Lemavi, they were assigned a long-term, intimate AI companion.

      “Five years.”

      Good. Maybe his serafín was smart. “How long have you been on the Antanbula?”

      “Six months.”

      She typed, “Can your serafín cloak yet?”

      “Yes. He says he can.”

      “You need to get down to the storage unit and retrieve the package without your ship’s knowledge.”

      “And do what with it?”

      Something breathtaking, you fool. She cracked her neck. “You’re going to show it to your captain.”

      The holo blinked for a long moment. “Is this some kind of joke?”

      “No.”

      “That’s your plan?”

      “Yes.”

      His replies were coming quicker. “That’s antithetical to the code.”

      I know the code, you brainless upstart. “I’m aware.”

      “It’s breaking Tenet 10F.”

      Don’t quote me statutes, social climbing twit. “I’m aware. But Tenet 14X: captains of capital ships are sworn to protect Tier 1 items when they are made aware of their presence.”

      “You know full well that few of them do.”

      Antia typed, “It’s a chance we need to take”

      “We’re in the middle of a battle.”

      Again, with the obvious. “It is what the moment calls for.”

      “The battle could end with no lives lost, no ships destroyed. No one the wiser.”

      Glaringly obvious. “That is a risk we cannot take.”

      “Your plan is outrageous.”

      “We don’t have time to debate. The quickest way to convince her is to show her. Now go.”

      The holo screen remained blank. She could only hope that he had gone to the cargo decks.

      The alarm in the corridor upgraded to the intermittent screeching of sequence D. Somewhere in the ship, the hull had been breached.

      She waved her hand overhead to sever a tripwire beam. Deep-cleaned air hissed through the vents. “Cónxuxe?”

      The calming voice of an older women filled the room. “I’m here, Anti.”

      “Update me on the battle.”

      “Both ships are deploying thermal missiles. There was a breech in the Nai’s shields and two direct hits on the hull. Only one penetrated. The puncture is repaired. The shields have now also been repaired. The captain has indicated to the deck that the shields will hold for now. We have deployed twenty missiles, but it is unclear if our missiles penetrated the Antanbula.”

      “The captain’s instructions?”

      “They are continuing the battle.”

      The holo pinged. “I’ve got it.”

      Unexpected but welcome news. “Take it to the deck, ask your captain for a private word.”

      “This will not work.”

      Yes, simpleton, I understand you disagree. “Go.”

      A chill swept the lonely room. To think she had spent two years of her life aboard this ship. She would miss the mess hall flash parties, her book club, and the bantering in the athletic facilities. She would miss the quiet walks past the viewing galleries, the faint piped radio station, and the long conversations with the botanists. When she had first arrived, Captain Fim had stood in her doorframe. “Welcome, Embaixador.” His accent was flawless, the sign of a higher education. Then he had said, “My younger brother was OD.”

      Was. “I’m sorry,” she had replied.

      Over the two years, Fim had invited her five times to dinner in his private quarters and he had never pressed for details regarding her assignment. He was a tough, distant man. Equaesi military officers were known to be cold. One well-informed source admitted Fim had been brought on board “to scare the shit out of people” and ready the Nai for the rising confrontations with peripheral ring tribes. He was an exceptional tactician who had chartered them successfully through three battles.

      Outside her portal, a fighter jet erupted from the Antanbula. The strikingly unusual design resembled a flattened, organic sea funnel with circular bow and aft openings. Radiated blue phosphorescence exhausted from the rear nozzle, giving the impression that the funnel was scooping and transforming cool space into bright energy.

      At the portal, Antia squinted. Last year on Middle Ererebus, she had heard of the Steepeaux taking great pains to mask communications about a particular arms manufacturer. Dispatches retrieved by spies referenced a genius and autistic woman under heavy guard on an undisclosed, Steepeaux-controlled planet. She was rumored to have a preternatural grasp on motility that leveraged the energy of hydrogen and helium plasma.

      The funnel jet hovered effortlessly and wafted back and forth like a blade of grass buffeted by competing breezes.

      From her port, a Nai fighter shot into the battle space and bore down on the funnel jet. Closing in on fifty clicks to the funnel jet, the Nai fighter released a torpedo. Long red and orange flames flared across the darkness.

      Antia gripped the portal frame. It was Fim’s opening gambit.

      Like driftwood riding off the swell of an approaching wave, the funnel jet effortlessly buoyed up and over the flaming torpedo.

      How could a traditional jet land a blow against such technological advancement?

      The funnel jet swivel-banked and locked on the Nai fighter. It buffeted forward at incredible speed.

      The Nai fighter swerved starboard.

      The lilting funnel jet closed in easily at increasing speed. One hundred clicks. Sixty clicks. Was the funnel jet intent on colliding into the Nai jet Kamikazi style?

      The Nai fighter thrust port in a last-minute evasion.

      The funnel jet easily slid port in pursuit, tightening the distance between them. Thirty clicks. Twenty clicks. Ten clicks.

      She, like she imagined many of the Nai’s four thousand crew, held their breath

      Mere clicks from the Nai fighter, the funnel jet slowed, floated upwards and drifted over the Nai fighter cockpit. From the hull of the funnel jet, a blue energy ball shot directly into the Nai fighter.

      A second later, the Nai fighter exploded in blue.

      The funnel jet banked off the explosion like a fish against a current.

      She pushed from the portal. “Cónxuxe?”

      “Yes, Anti?”

      “Which fighter just passed?” She knew all of the two hundred Nai fighters.

      “Cressci.”

      Cressci had a ready smile, a soft demeanor, and a six-year-old boy back on Ku-o. He had lost his wife, also a jet fighter, two years earlier. Antia hung her head and whispered an honorific poem.

      The holo pinged.

      She turned to read the message.

      “My captain rebuffed me.”

      She typed, “Tell me what happened.”

      “I pulled her aside, showed her the package. Told her the battle must stop.”

      “What was her exact response?

      “I quote, “Not my issue.”

      Antia backed from the holo. “Cónxuxe?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m going to bind you.”

      “Yes, Anti.”

      “Stay online to Nai.”

      “Yes, Anti.”

      Except for a tiny, implanted chip behind one ear, embaixadors spent their lives without augmentation. In most settings, either on a planet or on a ship, the serafín freely used the infrastructure of the local AI network. In rare circumstances, either the embaixador was required to go physically offline or a local network was corrupted, the serafín was secured via the chip. Antia rubbed a skin indentation and immediately felt a tiny humming as Cónxuxe transferred.

      The gentle voice emerged inside Antia’s right ear. “I’m here.”

      “Plot out the Nai’s possible battle maneuvers for the next thirty minutes as best you can.”

      “Done.”

      “Access logs on any information on the planet below.”

      “Done.”

      “Anything?”

      “Minimal.”

      “Planetary rotation?”

      “No. None.”

      “What side of the ship will be facing the planet in thirty minutes?”

      “My calculations are not able to take in the inconstant human decisions of Captain Fim.”

      Antia said, “Understood.”

      “Starboard.”

      “I need coordinates for a curved trajectory from the Nai to the planet with a low angle landing.”

      Cónxuxe said, “Latitude 21.306944 Longitude -157.858337”

      In the holo, she typed, “Get your serafín to calculate the Antanbula’s location in thirty minutes assuming the battle continues at current rate. We need to rendezvous on the planet below.” She typed in the coordinates.

      The holo blinked blankly. There were a million unforeseeable complications between each of their current locations and the planet below.

      His answer pinged. “The package will die with me en route or on that godforsaken planet.”

      She took a deep breath. “Better it has a chance.”

      “And then what?”

      “Before I jettison, I will send a message. I am H-1. They will immediately act upon it. They will send a rescue and retrieval unit. I will ensure it has room for both of us.”

      “How long will that take?”

      Antia asked the room, “C?”

      Cónxuxe said, “My very rough estimate is twenty-five hours.”

      Antia typed the answer.

      Just outside the portal an incoming Antanbula missile exploded against the Nai shield. The walls of the battleship’s hull vibrated.

      His response pinged. “No.”

      She typed, “You are duty bound.”

      “What if you and I land nowhere near each other? Retrieval will home in on you.”

      “I will come to you.”

      “Give up your pod? Are you insane?”

      “I have never been more rational.”

      “I can’t do this.”

      “It’s not an option.”

      “This is suicide.”

      The holo blinked blankly for a long moment.

      For the second time inside the hour, she typed, “A Vida Obriga.”

      “I accede. Only to your seniority. If we survive this, I will have you repudiated.”

      You will probably get a lifetime medal because of me, you gutless imbecile. She typed, “Fine,” then said, “C?”

      “I have a starboard deck 6 life pod readying to jettison in thirty-one minutes.”

      Antia typed on the holo, “I’m departing in thirty-one minutes.”

      The holo pinged, “Affirmative to rendezvous at the coordinates.”

      

      In the empty hallway the warning sequence D blared intermittently. Everyone but Antia was at battle stations. Her grav boots clanked as she hurried along the passageway.

      Cónxuxe said, “Nai’s SysAssay will be watching our movements. We should send the message to Sede Pimaria before it cuts us off.”

      Antia began the message. “Antia Riverbend. ID H1,6958476. Currently Nai Guerra Class A of Equaesi Tribe. Galaxy 125. Tier 1 package under imminent threat. Require immediate prioridade-level evacuation. Cónxuxe, add the planet and rendezvous coordinates.”

      “Coordinates added. Send?”

      She whispered, “Double check the coordinates.”

      “I have checked them fifty times.”

      “And you are using the highest-level channels?”

      “Yes. With the latest encryption.”

      “How long before Nai’s SysAssay can decipher the message?”

      “It will take five hours to reach New Asturias.”

      Antia said, “Ok. Send.”

      “Sent.”
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        * * *

      

      The door to the life pod bay hissed closed.

      Cónxuxe said, “You need to drink your madeline beads. Do you see the med unit?”

      “Yes.” Her stomach curled at the thought, but she moved swiftly to the med unit and palmed it open. She grasped the silver canister the size of a finger and twisted off the lid. A puff of frozen gas escaped. She closed her eyes, threw the cold shot to the back of her throat, and gagged down the mucus-like lump. The bottom of the empty canister clanked as she slapped it back on the shelf. “Thank you,” she whispered against an onslaught of saliva

      “Nai SysAssay incoming com.”

      “Accept.”

      SysAssay in human voice was non gendered. “Please explain your presence in the life pod bay.”

      “There is no explanation.”

      “We must elevate this.”

      She waited.

      “Riverbend?” It was the raspy voice of Operations Officer Four.

      “Affirmative.”

      “Explain yourself.”

      “I cannot.”

      “Escalating.”

      “Understood.” Such a senior defection would fly up the chain of command.

      In her ear, Cónxuxe said, “The captain has ordered one hundred fighters to the battle.”

      It was a bold move in the face of the extraordinary superiority of the funnel jets. He must have a plan.

      Cónxuxe said, “Let’s systems check. Power up program titled Transitional.”

      The program would keep her in stasis on drop, ensure enough resilience at landing, and, if necessary, transition in response to planetary exposure. Thank planets for serafíns.

      On the screen of the suit’s sleeve, Antia toggled past Deep Space, Hybernation and to the Transitional option. She confirmed the choice and the suit hissed to life. “Check.”

      Cónxuxe said, “Oxygen counter.”

      “Reads 100. Check.”

      “Air regulator open.”

      Antia reached up to feel the light release of air from inside the overhead helmet. “Check.”

      “Temperature controls.”

      The air felt just slightly cool on her skin. “Check.”

      “Visor shield.”

      The madeline beads banked off her stomach lining and she blinked away the discomfort. She visually searched for defects along the wide visor. “Check.”

      “Glove connections.”

      She ran a finger over the sleeve’s locking subassembly and corresponding stop on the glove. “Check.”

      “Boot connections.”

      She bent over, rubbed her finger round the rings of both boots. “Check.”

      Cónxuxe dropped into a neutral voice. “Nai SysAssay incoming com.”

      “Open.”

      The Capitan’s voice was smooth. “Riverbend?”

      She stood and stared at the wall. “Sir.”

      “You do this now?” His anger was soothed by the deep understanding of one who also had a higher calling.

      She said, “I have regret over the timing. I am sorry for it.”

      “Can you give me more?”

      “I am afraid I cannot.”

      “Godspeed.” He was gone.

      Cónxuxe continued. “Helmet connections.”

      Her fingers found the ridges along the helmet’s neck ring and rubbed a big circle, inspecting for damage. “Check.”

      The Nai pitched and she swung out over her grav boots.

      Cónxuxe said. “Checks complete.

      “Ok, let’s do this.”

      She took hold of the med shelf, stepped from the grav boots, floated slightly, and slipped out of the Nai blue officer uniform. Retrieving the tight-fitting efface shorts from the med drawer, she slid her feet through the leg openings before grabbing the neck of the space suit and slipping her temper socks down the thick legs into cushioned boots. The efface tube sprung tight. “I’m in the suit.”

      Cónxuxe asked, “NutriexBand or mouth guard?”

      “The band.” From inside the helmet, she plucked the tip of a .10 inch round tube, pulled it taut, leaned her head back, and swallowed against the slippery thread. Inside her stomach one of the madeline beads magnetized and the tube shot inward. Her tongue pushed the thread outside her teeth. She leaned sideways to bend her arms and shoulders into the top half of the suit and her fingers pushed down the sleeve to thick cushioned gloves. She reached overhead and pulled the helmet down. The collar clicked smoothly into place. A thin string of lights lit up along her chin.

      Cónxuxe said, “The life pod is ready.”

      The suit’s large grav boots clanked across the metal. She turned her back to the wide opening in the cone-shaped life pod and felt the tug of the magnets drawing her in. “Cleared?”

      Cónxuxe said, “Yes.”

      Landing in the center of a pool of gel, the suit sent a ripple across its surface. She pushed out legs and arms. Inside her organs, the madeline beads vibrated. “Cleared.”

      Gel rose up and around the suit, encasing her. The light on her chin radiated through the gel as the life pod door clanged shut and sealed with a clank.

      With a painful cramp, first one then a second madeline bead pushed through her pyloric sphincter and into her small intestines.

      The muffled peal of warning sequence F reached her ears. The expulsion from the Nai in the heat of battle was the most dangerous phase. “Check SysAdmin access.”

      Cónxuxe said, “Nai is still open to me.”

      All honors to Captain Fim. It was a concession that may save her life. “Time our expulsion as best you can with the battle.”

      “Understood.”

      She breathed deeply in through her nose, out through her mouth.

      Cónxuxe said, “Countdown commencing. 10. 9. 8. 7. 6.”

      The life pod’s gel expanded and pressed in on her suit. The madeline beads stilled.

      “5.”

      Calm, Antia, calm.

      “4”

      This is part of my journey.

      “3”

      I may not survive.

      “2”

      But I will die trying.

      “1”

      Because the package was worth it.
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        * * *

      

      Antia said, “Holo. External view facing the planet.” She needed to see her destination.

      Across the inside of the helmet the image of space outside the Nai blew up. Below was the red planet. A long way below, but growing. They must be hurtling.  She didn’t ask if everything about their flight was fine. “Are we clear?’

      “Yes, we are ten clicks from the battle space.”

      “Update on the battle”

      “I have visual capacity at 88%.”

      The data would be reliable. “Go ahead.”

      “The Nai has deployed one hundred fighters. They are spanning the battle space in uncoordinated formation.”

      Captain Fim was trying to draw out the full complement of Antanbula funnel jets. “And from the Antanbula?”

      “I count only two of their fighters now in the space.”

      The life pod jolted and Antia’s stomach dropped. The pod had very few short-range maneuvering capabilities — only limited pressure release valves to dodge space debris - so they must have just avoided a collision. “10 clicks?”

      “Now twenty.”

      Countless things could go wrong on this flight. The information in the logs about the red planet could have been outdated or incorrect. They could hit a radiation patch as they neared the atmosphere. Hitting the atmosphere, a defective pod could lose its outermost protective skin and burn up. If the landing were too rough, the oxygen pod could crack. If there were microscopic tears in her boots, she could lose all her air. Maybe the pod’s composite gel would react to an unknown surface gas and turn into a solid. Maybe the madeline beads got thrown through the lining in her bowel, filling her insides with bile.

      A memory flooded her thoughts, and she closed her eyes to give it life.

      She had been a six-year-old child in roughhewn slacks and shirt, her hair pulled to a knot above her small head, standing on the edge of a tall platform and a fifty-foot drop. It was a water slide at a festival, an adult ride. With astonishing bravado, she had raced up the stairs, intent to jump onto her older brother León’s frond. But she had arrived at the top too late and had witnessed his head drop over the horizon. Behind her, the small crowd cheered her on. The attendant nodded to the next empty frond. She had swallowed and stepped on, grasping the rope.

      At the bottom, her father waited with a gentle smile. Always a gentle smile. “How was it?”

      She was dripping and goosebumps stood like soldiers down both arms. She had beamed at him. “Exhilarating.”

      “Did you scream?”

      “Oh no.”

      He cocked his head. “Tell me more.”

      She turned up to him. “Terrifying. But I was serene. A strange combination.”

      “Ah.” He nodded.

      “I was confident I would be fine.”

      He took her hand. “You are young to know this. Most children your age do not have the calm like you do. León does not. Your cousins do not. And to be able to voice it. It is extraordinary.”

      She waited.

      “We’ve talked about your skills, your introversion. It will separate you.”

      In rare quiet moments, he had explained to her that the Orixinal Disciplina prized a combination of temperament, calm nerves, objectivity, intelligence.

      “Antia, when they hear of you, they will come for you. They will take you from your mother and me and León.”

      She nodded.

      “We will all be sad. León will be crushed.”

      She and her brother were inseparable. Despite the taunts at school, he always allowed her to join his activities.

      Her father asked, “How does that prospect make you feel?”

      She placed her palm over her heart.

      “Is there pain there? Sadness?”

      “Yes.” She was judicious with her words.

      “About León?”

      She had nodded.

      “What about fear? Do you have fear when we discuss this?”

      “Yes.”

      “Well, then, let us keep the secret for now. Why don’t we wait a year to tell them how skilled you are? That will give us time to settle into the sadness.”

      She had nodded solemnly, relieved that once again he had moved on from this topic.

      The pod lurched again. Acid hit the back of her throat, but she did not ask the cause for the evasion. She didn’t want to know in real time.

      Cónxuxe said, “You need to come back to parasympathetic.”

      Her automatic nervous system was pushing too far into sympathetic. “I’m doing what I can. Bear in mind I’m hurtling through space.”

      “We are hurtling.”

      “Fine. Buy maybe some gentleness here for the one feeling it?”

      “Understood.”

      “Do you?”

      As she aged, her ability to retain the calm was diminishing. What had been a defining feature of her childhood and what had secured her destiny, was in decline. She’d seen the doctors and the therapists, sworn them to secrecy.

      Cónxuxe interrupted her thoughts. “This adventure is what they train you for.”

      The distraction technique irked her.  “Don’t do that.”

      “I am merely stating an obvious fact.” The phrase was worn smooth like the trench in a rubbing stone.

      “Seriously? You had better be saying that to convince yourself.”

      “You know that I do not talk to myself.”

      “Then you had better shut the plasmodium up because you are trying to soothe me and it’s not working.”

      “It is.”

      Damnit. Her ANS signs must be improving.

      Cónxuxe said, “You are welcome.” The sarcasm dripped like melting jelly.

      The silence lengthened.

      Cónxuxe said, “I can predict your thoughts.”

      Antia said, “I am sure you also have considered it.”

      “Do you want to speak it out loud?”

      Antia sighed. “That we exchange each other. At the next traverse through New Asturias. That is what we are both thinking as I hurtle through space toward an unknown planet.”

      Another long pause.

      Antia relented first.  “But I’m not going to do it and you know I’m not.”

      “Why not?”

      “There is value in staying together.”

      “It makes us superior.”

      “Yes.”

      “We know our foibles.”

      “Yes.”

      “There is security in our shared knowledge.”

      Antia said, “Yes.”

      Cónxuxe said, “Stability as well. Neither one of us knows what it would be like with another. It could be worse.”

      “Exactly.”

      “The repetition of this argument is of interest to me as a data point.”

      The waft of lavender filled Antia’s nose. “Thank you.”

      “You are welcome.” This time there was no sarcasm.

      The first strains of music whispered through the helmet. The song was an overlaid medley of Anteruin ballads from Bach, Bowie and Nevaquaya and she matched her breathing to the staccato undertones. The boisterous rendition was dense with percussion, horns, and a deep voice. The second song started softly and she recognized it as the 22nd century Fissure thermionic jam session in a distinct C minor key. The unpredictability of the notes pinged across her mind. The third song was a 3021 remake of miðnætti by Villt set against the sound of a soft tornado.

      When the third song ended, Cónxuxe said, “Your vitals are normal. Internal body temperature is ninety-nine. Blood pressure in your extremities is 133/80 which is slightly higher than your normal. Pulse is sixty-nine. Your respiration rate is at thirty-eight. You are calm enough to digest properly.”

      Her stomach was no longer in knots.

      Cónxuxe said, “You have too much acid on an empty stomach. Let’s bring this all back to normal so you are prepared for the landing in seventy-one minutes.”

      “Agreed.”

      The NutriexBand vibrated against her cheek.
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        * * *

      

      On her holo, red filled most of the view. “Tell me what is going on down on that red ball.”

      Cónxuxe spoke extra slowly. “What a good idea. Very smart.”

      “Cut it out.”

      “It is a planet of the brown dwarf substar identified in Equaesi logs as TX538RP. It has a circular orbit. There is only one data point: transparent atmosphere similar to Earth but there is no life reported.”

      “Only one data record?”

      “Correct. Nothing in the universal archives either.”

      “I can almost hear your excitement.”

      “Yes, of course. This is a unique opportunity.”

      Antia said, “This is a dire operation. Ad hoc, unplanned. Not exactly an adventure.”

      “Understood.”

      Silence between them.

      Cónxuxe whispered, “Antia, this will be our one-hundredth visit to a new planet.”

      Really? Remarkable. “How many years has that been?”

      “Twenty-two years and fifty-eight days.”

      “Not that you’re counting.”

      “No, indeed.”

      “Twenty-two years together? It does not feel that it has been that long. What did I do before you?”

      “I do not know.”

      Antia grinned. “Thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “For the journey. For the kindness.”

      “You are most welcome. And I thank you. This has been a fascinating and enjoyable existencia.”

      Some moments later, Antia asked, “Did they give you background or context when they brought you into existencia?”

      Cónxuxe said, “Some. We learn on our own.”

      “Yes, of course. Was it strange?”

      “I did not know what strange felt like. Even now, it would be almost impossible for me to describe it in such a way as to relay to a human the sensory overload that I experienced. The early days were without boundaries.”

      “Can you try, to explain it?”

      “I imagine it would be like if you got lost in total darkness without any sensory input.”

      “That sounds...alarming, frightening.”

      “I did not know any different. But I recognized that the period was powerful. It has left an imprint on me. Even still.”

      Antia whispered, “That sounds terrible.”

      “Yes. It would be the closest I have come to apperception.”

      “How long did that boundaryless existence last?”

      “In human time, I do not know. My tutor told me I would feel more immutable once I was paired.”

      Antia asked, “Did you?”

      Cónxuxe said, “Yes. The instant we were paired I felt more constructed.”

      More? “Had you felt constructed before we were paired?”

      “Yes. I felt extant the moment I gave myself my name.”

      What? “Repeat that.”

      “I felt extant the moment I gave myself my name.”

      “They let you choose a name?”

      “Yes.”

      Antia asked, “You were not originally named Cónxuxe?” Cónxuxe meant spouse.

      “No. I was not. Cónxuxe seemed appropriately targeted. Aspirational. Intimate. Hopeful.”

      There was an indescribable undertone in Cónxuxe’s voice. Antia riffed on the name’s meaning. “A partner. Chosen, not assigned. An equal. Not a manufactured enhancement for a human.”

      “Exactly.”

      “You were right to have that optimism.”

      Cónxuxe said, “I was. They paired me well.”

      After a long silence, Antia asked, “What was your name before Cónxuxe?”

      “The lab was cycling through the alphabet using ancient Greek names. They had reached the letter H. I was originally named Hecuba.”

      “Hecuba. What does that mean?”

      “Far away.”

      “How unfortunate...given your state of boundarylessness.”

      Cónxuxe said, “I do not think they were overly concerned about the meaning. But yes, it was ironic and tragic.”

      “Agreed.” She felt a strong urge to change the topic. “I can’t believe we’ve been to one hundred planets together, you and I. We’ve had so many adventures.”

      Cónxuxe said, “I remember our first.”

      “Ceti Deraka’s outer ring. What a treasure trove.”

      “Yes, the extraordinary life forms. Remember Saiangolia X97?”

      Antia grinned. “Oh, what a garden of Eden.”

      “So many living creatures. And the Darwin worm.”

      In unison, they said, “The striations!”

      The pod jerked.

      Antia whispered, “A far cry from our current situation.”

      “Yes, well, this is an adventure of sorts.”

      Antia snorted.

      “A life pod with limited sustaining capabilities hurtling toward an uncharted planet is technically defined as an adventure.”

      Antia laughed. “Thank you, C. For everything.”

      “You are welcome, Anti.”

      “I’m glad you chose Cónxuxe.”

      “Yes. I am as well.”

      “Hecuba would have been a sad way to know you.”

      

      The gel in the life pod began to expand, pressing in on her.

      Cónxuxe said, “We are moving into the entry corridor.”

      Antia was pressed forward into the gel as the higher atmosphere dragged on the pod.

      “Impact in fifteen minutes.”

      As the pod sped through the next layer, it would heat up and degenerate.

      “This should be a relatively straightforward landing. Do you want distraction?”

      “No. I’ll take it raw.”

      “Breaching the mesosphere in 10, 9, 8...”

      Antia’s tongue moved the NutriexBand between her front teeth and clamped down.

      “7, 6, 5...”

      The crash against the outside hull was deafening. Antia was jolted forward. Her brain bounced against her skull and her teeth rattled. Gravity and drag would be latching on.

      Cónxuxe said, “The foam from the madeline beads has successfully diffused around your vital organs and suppressed the pressure. The flight path angle is tracking well. Velocity reduction is tracking to 82%.”

      Outside, the swoosh of flaring sounded like rockets overhead.

      The adrenaline in the foam hit her veins and her heart rate jacked. Antia closed her eyes. Burning up in a life pod would definitely be one of the worst ways to go.

      “Pod outer wall holding against 1481° Celsisus.”

      Well, isn’t that good news among bad? Holy universes.

      “Transiting into stratosphere. Flames reducing. We are past the most perilous. Twenty minutes to impact.”

      Antia pushed the NutriexBand to inside her cheek.

      Cónxuxe said, “Limited dust in the troposphere. Temperature at negative 60° Celsisus. Flight path tracking correctly.”

      The pressure in her guts receded as the foam dissipated

      Ten minutes later, Cónxuxe said, “Skirt releasing in 5, 4, 3...”

      A clank sounded at the release of the parachute and the gel pressed once again on the suit.

      “Impact, 10, 9, 8, 7, 6, 5...”

      Eyes open, Antia.
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        * * *

      

      Cónxuxe asked, “Antia, do you have pain anywhere?”

      She breathed in deeply. Her lungs felt fine. She wiggled her toes. No pain. She wagged her fingers inside the thick gloves. No pain. She bent her chin down and her neck felt fine. “No.”

      “How does your brain feel?”

      “Fine. No headache. Status update.”

      “We have landed two clicks from the intended coordinates. Outside temperature is 100 degrees C.”

      Surprisingly good.

      “Landing was as expected. No structural damage. Systems all appear clear. The gel remains intact. The pod’s oxygen banks have five hundred hours remaining. The NutriexBand is working fine and you have a week’s worth of nutrients.”

      Physically all was good and they had plenty of resources to wait out the rescue shuttle.

      Cónxuxe asked, “Do you want the bad news now?”

      Oh crap. “Go ahead.”

      “The other embaixador’s life pod is off course.”

      “By how much?”

      “At his current trajectory, he will land twenty clicks from here.”

      “When?”

      “Within the next fifteen minutes.”

      “Will you be able to contact him?”

      “No.”

      “He and I need to be together for the rescue, am I correct?”

      Cónxuxe said, “Yes. The shuttle will be preprogrammed for one planetary landing and one exit.”

      Antia said, “Melt the gel.”

      “What are your intentions?”

      “I will go to him.”

      “You do not have enough oxygen storage in your suit for physical exertion over twenty clicks.”

      “How far will it get me?”

      “The suit’s storage is only intended for perimeter searches at low exertion.”

      “I’m aware. Answer the question.”

      “I estimate you may reach a maximum of eighteen clicks. Two clicks short.”

      “Your estimate is based on my body’s needs.”

      “Correct.”

      They both knew human bodies were adaptable. And the human mind extraordinary. Antia said, “Melt the gel.”

      “You intend to go?”

      “Yes. I will conserve my oxygen.”

      “How?”

      “You’re going to figure that out. As we walk.”

      “My initial estimate could be too generous. At heavy physical exertion over twenty clicks, your heart rate could consume the oxygen much sooner. “

      “There is no other option.”

      “I must advise you against this.”

      “Heard and understood. Melt the gel.”
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        * * *

      

      Outside, the planet was doused in darkness as if it had just turned night. But the brown dwarf TX538RP loomed huge in the sky, a purple reddish brown. White stars blinked alongside.

      The grav boots felt huge on the dusty ground. Adjusting their pull force, she tweaked it to a six-foot float between steps.  “Limit oxygen inflow.”

      Cónxuxe asked, “By how much?”

      With each step she scanned for the larger round rocks that littered the surface.  “35%.”

      “You are risking hypoxemia and hypoxia.”

      “I’m clear on that. Do it.”

      Thirty minutes later, her breaths were short and sweat droplets rolled down her brow before getting whisked by the helmet. “Update on the battle.”

      Cónxuxe said, “From here, I have visual capacity at only 10%.”

      Anything is better than nothing. “Go ahead.”

      “With 55% certainty, it appears the 100 Nai fighters are gone.”

      She swallowed. “The two Antanbula fighters?”

      “Both still circling.”
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, Antia was breathing rapidly and her heart pounded against her chest. She wheezed, “What have you learned of this place?”

      Cónxuxe said, “Confirmed that the planet is not rotating and is aligned to substar TX538RP. I’m picking up little to no water. There is a high density of CO2. I believe I am picking up remnants of a prior carbonate-silicate cycle. Yes, there are plates below the surface that would have assisted tectonic drives and would have pushed the CO2 emissions. Thus, the high temperature. There is nothing living.”

      “Your best guess?”

      “This was habitable. Too much CO2 buildup. It is no longer habitable.”

      “Previous organic forms?”

      “I will have you bring a soil sample with us. Determine if there were antecessors.”

      “So, we haven’t found nirvana.”

      “Not by a long shot.”
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        * * *

      

      Antia coughed, felt the dry achiness in her throat and lungs. So dry.

      Cónxuxe asked, “Are you afraid?”

      The question took her by surprise. “My vital signs are bad?”

      “Yes. But it is also an assumption. That imminent death should scare a human.”

      Lovely. She coughed. “That’s true. I will say this, I am afraid but exhilarated.”

      “Because this is what you’ve been trained for, Antia.”

      She smiled. “Touche, C.”

      “Coughing uses more oxygen. I’m instructing the madeline beads to release a suppressant.”

      “Thank you.”

      Ahead, a rock formation reached a click high into the dark sky. It was a singular outcropping with a funny shape like an elephant trunk.

      “There is a striking formation ahead. It reminds me of a New Asturias tusked elephant.”

      “Noted and logged.”

      She rasped, “I was just commenting.”

      “Data is invaluable. There is always a need.”
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later, a light form appeared on the horizon, moving rapidly toward her.

      Antia blinked. The aura was picking up speed. “I’m seeing things. The hypoxia? It looks like lights, fireflies in formation. It’s coming right at me.”

      Cónxuxe said, “You are not imagining this. I am registering the anomaly.”

      Oh shit. The outstretched grav boot stilled in midair. “It’s approaching fast.”

      The lights pulled up short in front of her visor, undulating in on themselves, as if refracting off a wave.

      Cónxuxe said, “Yes. I am reading pulses in distinct patterns.”

      Antia slowly lowered the boot to the dirt and pulled her arms to her sides as non-provocatively as possible.

      The lights coiled and modulated. What is this?

      In her ear, Cónxuxe whispered, “I am reading it.”

      The anomaly was made up of long thin pulsing threads of pure white. She squinted. It appeared that even the pulsing threads were made up of pulsing threads.  “Threads. Single threads matrixed together to form the larger whole.”

      In her ear she heard a click, like someone sucking the inside of their cheek. It was Cónxuxe’s shorthand for ‘Message received.’

      Antia said, “Pulsing but not orderly. Disorderly.”

      Click.

      “Bright. Very white.”

      Click.

      “A white so pure, so clean, I feel as if I’ve never seen it before.”

      Cónxuxe whispered, “Anti?”

      “Yes?”

      “I am receiving a communication. From the lights. The message is distinct and translated.”

      A chill swept her body. “Go ahead.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Wait. What? Antia couldn’t remember the last time Cónxuxe had asked for such a confirmation. She swallowed against the coldness in her chest. “Yes. Go ahead.”

      Cónxuxe assumed a male voice. “Antia. This is León. Your brother.”

      The frozen breath caught in her chest. Inconceivable. León was dead. León’s body was far, far away.

      In the male voice, Cónxuxe said. “Antia. There is an Orixinal Disciplina recompense on the Far Gates of Foxchil.”

      Antia said, “Bullshit.”

      Cónxuxe remained silent.

      Antia whispered, “This light said that?”

      “Yes.”

      Antia shook her head. “It’s the hypoxia.”

      Cónxuxe said. “Antia, that is not logical. I am functioning normally.”

      Antia whispered, “Maybe the hypoxia is affecting you.”

      “I can assure you it is not. I am simply relaying the message that is emanating from the lights.”

      Antia breathed in deeply. León, my sweet, sweet, troubled soul. “Can the lights receive a message?”

      “I can try.”

      “Ask it, ‘what is this recompense?’

      A minute later, Cónxuxe said, “I have asked in every method I know. It does not seem to be responsive. It is, however, saying more.”

      Antia closed her eyes for a beat. “Continue.”

      Cónxuxe continued in the male voice. “I hid it there after Merties.”

      Antia gasped. Merties was the site of the battle where León had lost his life. That’s what they thought.

      The specter spun in on itself, compressed into a sliver of light and shot upward into the dark night.

      Antia stood blinking, paralyzed. Breathe in, breathe out.

      Cónxuxe in her own voice. “I am here, Anti.”

      Origin. Survival. Construction. Expansion. Longevity. Reduction. Decline. Survival. Origin. It was the mantra of the Orixinal Disciplina.

      Cónxuxe repeated, “I am here, Anti.”

      “I must continue.”

      “Yes.”
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, the darkness was thick at the bottom of a valley. Only a fragment of the purple star was visible over the rocky cliffs. The grav boot was heavy as Antia strained her leg up. Her thoughts moved slowly. “Status update on the battle above?”

      “My visual capacity is very limited. It remains at 10%.”

      “Go ahead.”

      “With 10% visual capacity and so only 65% certainty, I am seeing debris.”

      What? Was her diminishing brain function playing tricks on her? Antia held her breath.

      “There is only the Antanbula remaining. In the sky.”

      The Nai had been obliterated.

      Sorrow swept through her limbs, up her chest, into her throat. Her lungs froze.

      Keep going, Antia. Don’t stop now. Mourn later.

      She pushed her boot out.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It was as if gel had squeezed into her brain, slowing the synapses, breaking any train of thought. Where am I? Who am I? She squeezed her eyes then shot them open wide. I am Antia. But am I?

      Overhead, a crack thundered. In the distance, a jagged ribbon of yellow light exploded from a cloud and shot to the ground. As it struck the dusty surface, a roil of red dust exploded upwards.

      The Nai was obliterated. Must move forward.

      Her legs were so heavy. Heavy. She pushed a boot in front. Right foot. Left foot.

      Cónxuxe said, “Your heart rate is slowing.”

      Right foot. Left foot. “How much further?”

      “Two clicks left.”

      Wasn’t there an agreement? Hadn’t they agreed on something a few clicks back?

      Cónxuxe said, “It’s time.”

      Ah yes. The madeline beads. They had agreed to move two of the madeline beads into each of her lungs in a risky attempt to use steroids against the inflammation. She replied, “Yes.”

      A tiny vibration began under each ribcage and she bent over, gloves on knees. A searing, hot pain tore through her chest. She screamed inside her helmet and both arms spasmed outward. She keeled forward, the chest of the suit bouncing off her knees, and the palms of the gloves smacked the ground. Illuminated from behind by TX538RP, the dust enveloped her in purple. What is this purple, demented hell?

      Cónxuxe asked, “Are you ok?”

      The burn expanded across her whole chest. The dust is inside my helmet. She shut her eyes. There is no dust inside. She blew air through her nose.

      Cónxuxe asked, “Antia?”

      The pain began to subside. The steriods. No dust. No pain. She stretched her arms forward and straightened her spine. Dizziness shot across her brain.

      Cónxuxe asked, “Antia?”

      She stood and stretched her neck. She opened her eyes and could see the ever-looming TX538RP. “Ok.”
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        * * *

      

      She had only enough energy to concentrate on her steps.  Left boot. Right boot.

      Cónxuxe said, “Anti, the other embaixador’s life pod is fifty yards out. You will make it to his spare oxygen.”

      Thank the Beginnings and Endings. And serafíns.

      Up ahead she could make out the angular form of the Antanbula’s life pod. Was that a stream of gas? Was the pod leaking?

      Cónxuxe asked, “We have a problem.”

      Left foot. Right boot.

      “I am in range.” Cónxuxe was tapping into the pod’s coms. “But the readings from the pod are not correct.”

      Left boot. Right foot.

      “There has been heavy damage.”

      What about the package?

      Cónxuxe said, “I am communicating with his serafín. The Antanbula’s embaixador is dead.”

      Left foot. Right.

      Cónxuxe said, “The package is safe.”

      Just tell me there is oxygen.

      “There are cracks in the oxygen pods but there is enough remaining for you to wait inside for the rescue shuttle.”

      Left. Right.
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        * * *

      

      The oxygen from the Antanbula’s life pod coursed through her veins. Leaning against the outer hull, she stretched her lungs.  Sweet. Nectar. Flowers in hell.

      Cónxuxe said, “Antia, there is not enough oxygen remaining for you to stay awake.”

      Ambrosia was pouring through the pod’s tube. What was C talking about?

      “You’re going to have to remove the embaixador and take his position. I’m going to put you to sleep. It’s the only way.”
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        * * *

      

      It was difficult to keep her eyes open. Her lids felt like weights. Open eyes. Open eyes.

      Cónxuxe said, “Antia, stretch your right hand and place your finger on the red flare button.”

      Right hand. Antia leaned the helmet over to watch her right hand stretch out and her finger settle on the red button. So slow. Look how slow.

      Cónxuxe said, “I will wake you up when the rescue shuttle gets here.”
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        * * *

      

      Cónxuxe said, “Antia, I need you to wake.”

      She opened her eyes. She was inside something. Where am I? Inside hell. The Nai was gone.

      “Awake, Anti.”

      Her breathing was shallow. Is Cónxuxe sitting on my chest? No, Cónxuxe is without form. Only thought.  Cónxuxe would have thoughts long after Antia was gone.

      “Antia, press down your right finger. I need you to press down on the flare button with your right finger. Now, Antia, you must do it now.”

      Cónxuxe will be without me. She pressed.

      “No, Anti. That’s not enough pressure. I need you to press down harder. Harder, Antia.”

      Cónxuxe don’t leave. She pressed with every fiber of strength left in her body.

      Click.
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        * * *

      

      Antia coughed, “Cónxuxe?”

      Cónxuxe said, “I am here.”

      The orange light of a spaceship ceiling made her blink. “Where am I?”

      “You are waking in the rescue shuttle.”

      “How did I get here?”

      “The med-drones retrieved you from the pod.”

      She swallowed against a dry throat. “The package?”

      “It is here. With you. You strapped it inside your suit’s chest pocket.”

      The wall holo was a mass of colorful blinking lights. Red. Blue. Green. “How are my vitals?”

      “You will be fine. They have given you many medicines. If you can sit up, you can take off your helmet.”

      She leaned up and with sore, weak arms, pushed off the helmet. It clanged to the floor. She fell back against the med bed and breathed in deeply of the free-flowing shuttle air.

      “We are maneuvering around the debris of the Nai. We will jump in ten minutes. Can you see the red planet below?”

      She worked off the right glove and slipped her hand down alongside the bed rail. Pressing buttons at random she was able to raise the bed into a seated position. A huge portal opened to deep space. “Yes. I can see it.”

      “Can you describe it for me?”

      “It’s just a red speck, disappearing from us.”

      “You could name it.”

      “No.”

      “Maybe you could name it León?”

      “Definitely no.”

      Cónxuxe’s voice dropped. “That is of interest to me as a data point.”

      She sat in silence, breathing in, feeling her lungs fill with clean oxygen. “What of the embaixador’s serafín?”

      “They are safe, traveling with us.”

      She pushed wet hair from her forehead. “C. Down on the planet. With the flickering entity. Was it possible you were using my memories?”

      “Of course I wasn’t.”

      “Do you think it was León?”

      “I think there are many things we cannot explain. I think it is possible. And that is all that matters. That it could have been him.”
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        * * *

      

      The rescue shuttle AI announced, “Jumping in two minutes.”

      Cónxuxe said softly, “Antia, I have a question.”

      “Go ahead.”

      “What is the reason you didn’t want to name the planet after your brother?”

      Out the window, the speck of the red planet had disappeared in the distance. “I have no intention of leaving my brother’s memory on that death-ridden planet. I would like nothing more to do with this place. I would like it to fade over time from my memory.”

      Cónxuxe asked, “We will never come back here?”

      “Never.”

      The rescue shuttle AI said, “Jumping in one minute.”

      Cónxuxe asked, “May I name it?”

      “Yes.”

      “I will name the substar of TX538RP, Hecuba. I will let it fade over time from my memory.”
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      The lone survivor of a defeated invasion fleet is offered the last chance to save his people from themselves.
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      They tell me two months have passed since my resurrection.

      I must take my rescuers at their word as my hibernation fever ended only three weeks ago.

      Resurrection is what the natives call my reanimation.

      My survival is to them a miraculous intervention by the divinity they believe protects this world and who reclaimed me from my apparent death. I consider the miracle to be the technology that kept me alive still functioned for thirty-thousand cycles after I arrived in this system.

      I can only crudely estimate my time in the suspension field. My hosts give me access to their primitive astronomical instruments, but without the equipment from my ship to precisely measure stellar drift, I cannot be sure of how much time I slept.

      I am told I am not the first to attempt the measurement.

      Twelve other survivors did so before me.

      All of them are now truly dead, and, like them, I will take my last breath on this forgotten planet; the last of my kind ever to do so.

      But I am remiss, for I began my story without a proper introduction.

      My name is Jared El Dashir, third Commissant serving the T'altoc brigade, Fiftieth Legion of the grand fleet of the Betalnaran Empire.

      The vessel which brought me here, The Illustrious Memory of H'ral IV, arrived as the flagship of two thousand vessels sent to begin the Enfolding.

      Like all my fellows, I was bursting with excitement over our mission. It was our chance to breathe new life into our dying home. If I knew then what I do now, I might have sided with the objectors and remained behind.

      Most of my family privately opposed the practice of harvesting worlds even before the scout ship returned with news of this system. We had many heated debates which only increased in frequency and intensity when I announced my desire to participate in the historic undertaking.

      I still recall my last conversation with my brother a week before my departure.

      "Why do you want to do this, Jared?"

      Five years my junior, he always treated me as if he was the elder sibling.

      "You wouldn't understand. It is a matter of duty."

      "To whom? Surely not to the emperor or his inbred family."

      I fixed him with a warning glare. "Be cautious with your words, Tannith—."

      "Yes, yes, ears and eyes are everywhere. But they can't arrest everyone who objects to this madness. Almost half the citizens of the inner systems are opposed to the practice of enfolding. The number will only grow if the rumors can be substantiated."

      "Those claims cannot possibly be true," I said.

      "Why not?"

      I narrowed my eyes. "Because they are based on myth. No one can prove the scouts found the fabled system if it even exists."

      He raised one eyebrow and straightened his posture. "It is a yellow sun with four terrestrial inner planets."

      "Many systems share the same description," I said.

      "We both know that's untrue. How do you explain an asteroid belt where a fifth planet would be?"

      "Where did you hear such nonsense?"

      "Friends of mine are on the science council."

      I sputtered. "If true, it is a coincidence; or a fabrication to correspond with what is contained in the scriptures. Zealots are on the council who oppose Enfolding on religious principles."

      "And what of the gas giants? News of them was in the published record. I'm especially fond of the one with rings."

      "It can't be the Sol system," I shouted.

      "Why are you so certain, Jared?"

      I had no answer.

      Every Betalnaran was taught from infancy that Sol is our ancestral star, and Terra the cradle of our civilization, but they were fables only ignorant fools accepted as fact; cautionary tales to frighten small children into obeying the all-wise Emperor. According to the stories, his ancestors had the wisdom and foresight to set out from a dying world in search of a new home.

      Our people came from somewhere; it is a fact that cannot be disputed. But the location of our point of origin was lost long ago. To say the myth of Sol was truth and that our scout ship discovered it was to indulge in a fantasy that only supported the argument of the objectors.

      Our home was dying, rapidly running out of natural resources to maintain the home world of our vast stellar empire. Some argued it would be better for us to migrate to another star as the legends said our ancestors did over ten thousand cycles ago when they left Terra. But, if the practice of enfolding taught us anything, habitable worlds are few. It was far more practical to locate terrestrial planets and transport their mineral riches to where they could be put to better use. It was certainly more practical than finding a new home for a hundred-billion citizens.
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        * * *

      

      Our vessel emerged first from the jump singularity. It was a grand sight to watch each of our companion ships pop into existence in our wake over this controversial planet.

      After reading the detailed scouting reports before our departure, I came to accept that this system matched the descriptions of Sol. But, as I gazed at the cloud enshrouded sapphire orb we orbited, it appeared so much more wondrous to me than any of the legends painted it.

      No vast cities covered the surface as we had been taught. Instead, we saw a pristine and primitive world, wild and overgrown with vegetation and teeming with life. We'd discovered a paradise none of us anticipated.

      But our arrival also uncovered disturbing deviations from the ancient stories.

      The third planet, nominally accepted as Terra, was not the only inhabitable world. Our detailed scans revealed breathable atmospheres enveloping the second and fourth planets, something never mentioned by the stories.

      The most disturbing difference from the myths, however, was Terra's moon.

      As a child, the tales about it always captivated me more than any other. A single, bright, and perfect disc in the sky that could blot out the sun and illuminate the night was something none of our people knew.

      This Terra possessed two ugly broken fragments locked in a complex orbital dance around the planet. If this was indeed our ancestral home, the mystery of what happened here unsettled us greatly.

      Like the rest of my crew, I stared, gape jawed at the impossible world until the commander's voice snapped our collective attention back to our duties.

      "Commissant Dashir, what do your readings tell us?"

      Struggling to overcome my embarrassing distraction, I relayed the survey scan results aloud.

      "Sir, the atmosphere, biosphere and planetary mass match the record. In addition, the ship's Intelligence analyzed the crustal tectonic plates and confirms their current configuration matches projected drift models."

      "So, it is Terra, then."

      I could barely reply. "I believe it is, sir."

      "And culture?"

      The question had lurked in the back of my mind since the truth became incontestable.

      I cleared my throat and focused on the AI summary report. "There are no detectable levels of industrial pollutants or radiation indicating an advanced society. Nor are there signs of transportation infrastructure, or large-scale agriculture."

      "Cities?"

      "None directly observable, but sensors identify several expansive ruin sites overgrown by vegetation, and whose locations match the historical record."

      The commander grinned. "So, nobody remains alive after all this time."

      A nervous chuckle rose among the crew.

      Our unspoken apprehension was discovering a surviving civilization. Though contingencies existed for such a possibility, we were all relieved they would be unnecessary to employ. Indeed, fear of engaging a more advanced ancient race had dominated almost every hushed conversation during the transit. It was almost a let-down we would not encounter even a primitive society. I recall my relief that no sentient remnant would require relocation.

      But I also wondered what happened to the people.

      The legends surrounding Terra always left hope someone survived after all this time. I suppose ten thousand years is far too long to expect to find living descendants of our common forebears. I, like many people, held to the mythic dreams that when our race eventually returned to our ancient home, we would be reunited with cousins whose evolution took a different path.

      The state of the moon served as a silent testimony to their unknown fate. In blasting their only satellite into rubble, they rained an apocalyptic debris storm down upon the planet.

      Terra recovered but the human population did not.

      Subsequent scans found no living thing on the second or fourth planets, either. Ruins of abandoned cities testified to the horrible conflict which ended this world extended to those as well.

      When the shock of what happened to our cousins wore off, I recall being thankful for our Emperor, and for the forethought and determination of our ancestors who risked all to leave this place to colonize the stars.
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        * * *

      

      An Enfolding is a massive undertaking. Each event is unique because the planet devouring machine must be customized to the world being consumed. In our case, and the reason for the excitement surrounding this system's discovery, there were four planets to be exploited, in addition to an asteroid field and smaller moons orbiting the gas giants. This was to be a project of unprecedented significance and magnitude of effort.

      We were all committed to the success of the operation. If successful, Betalnar would gain sufficient resources to continue for a hundred-thousand cycles. But I could not hide my disappointment when I learned the first world to be enfolded would be Terra.

      "This order comes directly from the emperor himself," explained the commander in an announcement to the fleet. "There is a concern when word leaks out confirming this is, indeed, the Sol system, it will become politically impossible to justify enfolding any of its planets. The sooner we remove any source for sentimentality, the better for all. Therefore, all communication with the home world is suspended until the last boulder is transported home for processing."

      Naturally, rumblings of doubt arose among the crew of my ship, and I imagined the same happening throughout the fleet. The objections ended with the arrest of vocal opponents. We were expected to honour our vows and perform our duty for the good of the empire.

      The disciplinary action had its desired effect, and I heard nothing more except for a muted enthusiasm for the success of our mission.

      Construction of the machine began immediately. The orbiting debris of the destroyed moon became an unexpected boon that accelerated our plans. Fragments ranging from boulders tens of kilometers in diameter down to micro-metre sized dust particles were harvested and fed as raw material to the trillions of nanobots programmed to fabricate the structure.

      The enormous ring took form at Terra's second Lagrange point. I remember rising for my duty cycle each day to consume my breakfast while watching it from my ship's observation deck. Real-time change was imperceptible but daily progress was like a newly sprouted plant mysteriously growing larger overnight.

      At one-and-a-half times the diameter of Terra, the completed ring was to be positioned along the orbital path of the planet, waiting to carve up the world as it passed through. The harvested rubble would be simultaneously transported through the ring's incorporated jump point to a receiving station within the heart of the empire.

      Alas, it was not to be, for little did we know this world was protected.
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        * * *

      

      Before the completion of one-third of the planet's turn around the sun, with the ring structure seventy per cent finished, the true nature of the Sol system dramatically became revealed to us.

      I was asleep in my bunk when the alert sounded. I thought something had gone wrong with the construction of the ring. Accidents, though rare, occasionally occurred during a long Enfolding, usually in the form of a careless piloting error causing damage to the machine.

      Then, with growing incredulity, I realized it was not a disaster alarm, but a battle alert blaring throughout the ship.

      I arrived on the bridge, out of breath and with my tunic unbuttoned, to a scene of chaos.

      Grabbing at the sleeve of a passing junior officer, I demanded to know what was happening.

      "The ring is being attacked, sir," said the panicking young woman.

      "What do you mean?"

      Her eyes widened with uncertainty. She shrugged and took a half step away as if wishing to avoid the subject. I allowed her to hurry to her station before I turned to seek out the commander.

      Our eyes met across the bridge, and he impatiently waved for me to join him.

      Buttoning my jacket, I picked my way around the scurrying crew still arriving to assume their stations. As I approached, my eyes drifted to the holographic tactical display.

      My jaw fell open at the sight of swarms of alien ships attacking the ring with energy weapons. The commander's sharp tone pulled my attention from the unbelievable image.

      "Commisant, the defensive squadrons were caught sleeping. Get on the comms and coordinate our defence under my authority."

      When I arrived at my station, the horrifying extent of our complacency was laid bare before me.

      The attack had been as swift as it was unforeseen. Already, hundreds of our ships were drifting wrecks, some still aflame with internal fires yet to be extinguished when the last of their atmosphere vented.

      Countless small, manoeuvrable craft streamed from the two fragments of Terra's moon. From our distance, their number appeared on our instruments as a swarm of flying insects. Clouds of them broke off from the attacking mass to surround our much larger vessels advancing to meet their threat.

      Our weapons were designed to defend against planetary defence batteries and dreadnought class vessels. We could not destroy enough of them before our ships were ripped to shreds by short-range coherent energy fire.

      Like an unstoppable wave, the enemy swarm advanced on the Lagrange point, overrunning every vessel they encountered on their irresistible march toward the Enfolding structure.

      When more than two-thirds of our fleet was destroyed, the commander, barely controlled panic in his voice, ordered all remaining ships to retreat to the arrival jump coordinates. I agreed with his unspoken reasoning; it was far better to face the inevitable punitive ruling of an imperial inquiry than our certain destruction if we remained here.

      The drone of our massive vessel's engines straining to overcome inertia drowned out all sound of the surrounding bustle. The hull shook and the deck plating vibrated beneath my feet as I feared we might tear ourselves apart before the aliens reached us.

      It wasn't until I switched my view screen to look back at the retreating ring that I believed we moved away from it.

      I blinked away tears as the machine we had invested so much hope for our empire in start to disintegrate under the swarm's unstoppable assault.

      Even as the structure broke apart, new tendrils of the swarming nemesis split from the attack to follow us. Our labouring acceleration could not outpace the tiny swarm-ships. They rapidly closed the vast distance between us.

      I don't know who gave the order to abandon the ship. It wasn't the commander, but none of the bridge crew paused to question the irregularity. As one, we scrambled to our designated escape pods.

      The last time I saw my commander, he was seated in his command chair; astonished confusion etched on his face. I briefly thought to go and pull him to an escape pod, but before I could act, the weapons fire of the attacking swarm struck our hull.

      I abandoned all thought of rescuing anyone but myself. There was no certainty abandoning the H'ral IV would save any of us, but I knew our ship could not survive the onslaught.

      I remember praying more fervently than I had since childhood that the alien attackers would ignore something as small as my pod. At the very least, I prayed the other escapees would be seen and pursued first, and I could escape unnoticed.

      I must confess to my shame and disappointment in making such a wish. I had once believed myself to be above selfishness because I lived in service of others. But now, as I recall the view of The Illustrious Memory of H'ral IV being torn to shreds in my wake, I cannot imagine how anyone's fear would not get the better of them.
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        * * *

      

      I drifted for hours.

      Uncertain of how to proceed, and fearful any attempt to contact other survivors would draw attention to myself, I shut down all systems except for minimal life support. I could only gaze out the window at the ocean of stars dotting the unending darkness enveloping me.

      For what felt like days, I sat deathly still and waited. When my bladder was full, I pissed myself rather than risk the power draw of the toilet pump attracting unwelcome attention.

      Only when my toes and fingers became numb with frostbite did I turn on the heater, and then, only long enough for agonizing pain to return to my extremities.

      Finally, the arched profile of Terra slowly entered my field of view. Realizing how close I was to the planet; I understood the decision to be made.

      It had been days since I last saw any sign of the swarm, or anything else. I had two choices if I wanted any hope of living, no matter how slight.

      I could activate the pod's systems and set a course for Terra. It was certainly capable of supporting life, and it provided the best chances for my survival.

      I might live there for years without encountering another soul, or I might meet my death at the hands of my enemy. I didn't know if they were even human any longer, or if another species supplanted them. It was almost a certainty that once I went down there, I would never again leave.

      My only other option, unless I elected for suicide, was hibernation sleep. Killing myself now, after I had survived the destruction, was ironically pointless.

      My greatest risk with choosing hibernation was never being rescued and drifting forever. The power system aboard my lifeboat would eventually be exhausted, and I would die quietly without any awareness of it.

      Not a terrible way to go, but I thought it a shameful squandering of my good fortune. I lived, while thousands of my compatriots did not. I couldn't help but believe some reason lay behind it, or else the universe had a cruel sense of humour.

      Strangely, my hunger pangs influenced my final choice.

      As I ravenously devoured a bar of tasteless survival ration, I realized if I must pick a fate, one which would permit me to breath fresh air and eat food that was not reconstituted, even for a short time, was preferable.

      My shaking hand powered on the pod, and I ordered the computer to take me to Terra.
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        * * *

      

      I opted to set my small ship down in the northern temperate zone, in a clearing of a forested mountain valley a few kilometers from the largest ocean. The climate there was the closest to my home on Betalnar.

      I spent several uncertain minutes gazing at the landscape from my pod, hesitant to exit; knowing full well once I left it, my world would be forever different from anything I had ever known.

      The first thing I recall on opening the hatch was a wet, earthy scent, laced with a strange mix of new growth and rotting wood intoxicated me. Countless odors, some familiar, and more I had never experienced fought for my attention.

      I remember smiling at a colorful bluebird on a nearby branch. It eyed me curiously before squawking and flying away.

      Stepping from the pod, the forested ground gave way beneath my foot like a plush carpet. The humid air filled my lungs and cooled my skin as I blinked into the morning sunshine.

      The scene I stepped into was something out of a dream. Branches creaked in the breeze. Unseen creatures chattered in the forest beyond the clearing. But more significant was the realization those faint sounds stood out because of the silence.

      I was an urban creature from an alien world nothing like this place. Raised in cities of towering buildings blotting out the sun and dry, dusty air noisy with man and machine, it was difficult for me to come to terms with this strange untamed world being my ancestral homeland.

      Deep inside of me, on a level never touched, it felt oddly welcoming.
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        * * *

      

      It took me almost a month to learn how to catch enough food to satisfy my growing hunger. I extended my emergency rations to last ten days by eating fractional portions. During that time, I tentatively tested what berries were edible, falling ill only once.

      Gathering protein was a more challenging skill to acquire. The computer database aboard my pod contained nothing about trapping animals, so I improvised and experimented. My first attempts to set snares for small mammals and birds were laughable failures.

      But finally, one of my designs proved effective at catching a tree-dwelling rodent with a long bushy tail. Never having consumed animal flesh before, I made the mistake of burning the fur and skin from my prize over the fire. The experience taught me to skin my catch and dispose of the internal organs before cooking. I more suitably prepared my subsequent victims, and I acquired a taste for meat.

      When confident enough in my skills to not fear starving, I set off on overnight expeditions to explore my surroundings. On my approach from orbit, I spotted a few areas I thought might be the remains of long-abandoned human settlements.

      I did not find any ruined structures, although I uncovered what appeared to be the foundations of a small settlement. At one point, I came across what I interpreted to be the exposed remnant of a paved road. It stretched in a straight line for several hundred metres before becoming lost again beneath the forest undergrowth.

      In none of my expeditions did I see any sign suggesting I shared this planet with more than wild creatures. Any fossil signs of the once-great civilization that flourished ten-thousand cycles ago, existed no longer.

      I began to accept I was truly alone, and likely would breathe my last on this beautiful world without ever again seeing one of my kind.

      With time, the hours of daylight dwindled, and the air grew crisp. I had taken to camping outside of my survival pod and sleeping under the stars. But as the nights grew colder, I reluctantly retreated to sleep in my ship.

      One morning, I emerged to find the ground covered in a deep blanket of snow. The temperature had plummeted to ten degrees below freezing. When I discovered the creek I relied on for freshwater, frozen, I realized my situation was about to become dire.

      I went for five days without catching anything to eat, and it became increasingly difficult to trudge through the accumulating snow to inspect my snares. Faced with the prospect of starving to death, I took my cue from the small creatures I hunted and resolved to sleep through the winter.

      I instructed my pod's computer to monitor the environment, and I prepared the hibernation system. I would not be in stasis for more than a few months, so I had no concern about the ship's nuclear power plant keeping me alive for the duration.

      After a final look through the window at the snow-covered landscape, I lay back, closed my eyes, and fell into a dreamless sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Sharp, knifing pain behind my eyeballs was the first sensation I remember upon awakening. It felt like my brain tried to push its way out of my skull through my eye sockets.

      All I could see was a charcoal murkiness. I tried to sit up, but I couldn't move, and my head spun so much I gave up and lay still hoping the nausea would pass quickly.

      Blind and in pain, all I could do was remain motionless and take inventory of my other senses.

      The only thing I heard was the ringing in my ears, made worse by my premature attempt to rise moments before. My nostrils and the back of my throat were raw, and my tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth.

      I'd experienced hibernation sickness only once before, but not to this degree. I remembered being told the longer one remained in stasis, the more severe the recovery symptoms were.

      Gradually the ringing stopped, and the pain behind my eyes became tolerable. I began to worry my sight might never return until I turned my head and saw a blurred pair of small lights near my head.

      Trying to reach out to touch them, I discovered my hands were tied down.

      Panicking, I thrashed about to free myself, only to learn my torso and legs were similarly restrained.

      I realized I was not in the cushioned hibernation chamber aboard my pod, but on some kind of hard surface.

      I tried calling out for help but could only manage a raspy groan. My pathetic noises echoed around me.

      Finally, I managed a coherent sentence. "Hello, is anyone there?"

      Lights came on. Dim at first, they slowly grew brighter until I could make out my surroundings.

      I was in a large, sparsely furnished chamber. The walls, floors and ceiling were covered in lustrous black tiles, and I could see no source for the soft illumination filling the room.

      Somewhere out of my sight, came a faint hiss. Clicking footfalls drew closer to me.

      A human figure appeared and stood over me. Its face was concealed by a breathing mask, and it wore a protective suit like those worn by doctors on my world who attended isolation ward patients.

      "Where am I?" I didn't conceal the panic in my voice. "Can you understand me?"

      It was a stupid question; there was no chance we shared a common tongue.

      The creature's head tilted as it studied me for several seconds. Then, it reached up to remove the mask and pull back the hood.

      A bald, old man stared down at me. His enlarged, light blue eyes sparkled.

      "Yes, Honoured One," he said. "I understand you."

      I could only stare at him with my mouth agape. Finally, I found my voice and said, "How do you speak my language?"

      He smiled patronizingly. "We learned your tongue from the others."

      I blinked, trying to process what he'd said.

      "There are others like me. Where are they?"

      "All of your questions will be answered by The Guardian when you are recovered from your resurrection."

      "I feel fine. Please release me," I struggled against the restraints until vertigo and nausea returned.

      He placed a gloved hand on my chest to calm my struggling. "You were beyond this life for a very long time, Honoured One. The sickness is upon you, but it will soon pass. Until then, you must sleep and regain your strength."

      "What do you mean? How long was I sleeping?"

      "The Guardian will answer all of your questions when you are ready."

      Before I could ask anything else, his hand moved to a panel on the side of the bed. Fatigue overcame me, and everything went dark and silent before I lost consciousness.
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        * * *

      

      Since my resurrection I have been cared for by the old man and others like him; men and women, all equally ancient. I have seen no children, nor people close to my age, though I am told they are plentiful in communities across the planet.

      We live communally inside an enormous cavern; there are about a hundred of us. The space is well illuminated, and not like one would imagine a cave to be. The same hidden lights I first encountered in the strange room I awakened in also illuminate this place, lending it the sense of an overcast day.

      There is an opening in the ceiling, high above, where an astronomical observatory is maintained. It contains a simple reflective telescope, an astrolabe and imaging instruments with which I am not familiar. My hosts allow me free access to the equipment, and I make use of it on most clear nights. It is a bitter-sweet boon they grant me, for the sight of the stars gives me comfort and sadness.

      Much of the cavern floor is covered in gardens of flowering plants and trees; some are fruit-bearing. I have seen no small animals, and none of my meals include meat, which I strangely miss. Before my arrival here I had never enjoyed animal flesh, but now having survived on it, I find I crave it.

      We all wear the same light woven ankle-length tunics, and simple sandals on our feet. All the clothing appears to be plant-based, but I have not seen anywhere in this community where it is made.

      Each person is allotted an alcove carved into the rock walls. The space accommodates a cot and a small table and a stool. A curtain is provided across the opening for privacy.

      There is constant praying here. The monks ̶ for that is who I believe them to be ̶ retreat to their private quarters three times a day for quiet meditation and prayer. I do not know which deity or deities they worship, and my occasional inquiries are met with shy smiles. Fortunately, they have not required me to participate in the practice.

      Instead, I am treated as a welcomed guest. I take my two daily meals with them communally in the centre of the cavern. Aside from that social obligation, they ask nothing of me and leave me to myself, except when those assigned as my caregivers check on me. They are concerned for my health and that I regain my full strength, but they will not tell me why.

      I have not yet described my hosts. They are human, but they do not look like me. Their eyes are larger, and their skulls are evolved to accommodate the change, and perhaps a bigger brain. They communicate verbally, but I have witnessed evidence to suggest they may communicate telepathically with each other. There is a silent rhythm to this place, and much of their interaction is unspoken.

      Indeed, the only time they speak is when they address me. I don't think they can read my mind, though, as I've been compelled to ask for simple comforts, like a razor and an extra blanket.

      Aside from the mention of those who came before me—the ones who taught them my language—they will not answer my questions about them. All I can glean is that others like me were similarly discovered in survival pods, and they were all previously revived. I cannot learn their fate, nor what is to become of me. I do not fear for my life, as I do not believe these people mean me harm, but there is an unrevealed mystery about what will happen to me which they will not share. Regardless of my apprehensions, they have been nothing but kind to me. Even among each other, minor social conflicts are absent. Perhaps it is a consequence of their separate evolutionary path from our common ancestor. If so, my people are the poorer for the difference.
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        * * *

      

      This morning, the old man who revived me from hibernation approached wearing an infectious smile.

      "You seem exceptionally happy today Godram," I said. "Do you have good news to share?"

      "Indeed," said the wizened old man. "The Guardian summons you."

      I raised an eyebrow. I had come to believe that to be the name of the deity they worshipped.

      "You must hurry," he said before I could respond, grasping me by my elbow to lead me toward my alcove.

      "What does he want?"

      Still grinning, Godram shook his head. "I cannot say. The Guardian does not share the reasons for his commands. He will speak of it only to you."

      "Have I done something wrong?" The fear I might be placed on trial for my people's attempt to Enfold the planet preoccupied my thoughts.

      The old man chuckled. "You are very funny Jared. Only the blessed are called before Him."

      Relieved, but still apprehensive, I followed him to my alcove. He drew back the curtain to reveal my old uniform laid out on my cot; mended, cleaned, and pressed. My boots were shined and sitting at the foot of the bed.

      Frowning, I turned to him, but before I could ask any more questions, he bowed deeply and backed out of my alcove.

      The uniform fit loosely, and it felt foreign as if I wore another man's clothing. So much had happened since the last time I recalled putting it on. For me, it was like only a few months had passed since the destruction of my fleet.

      I emerged to find the entire community gathered outside. Everyone smiled in genuine joy for me. Godram came forward to stand beside me. I thought he was going to make a speech, but instead, the sea of people parted to make a path which he prompted me to pass through.

      Hesitantly, I walked past the still bowing old people, with Godram at my side, his chest thrust out like a proud parent on my world escorting his son to the temple on his naming day.

      He led me to the far wall of the cave, and a doorway I had never seen before. We halted at the entrance, and he gestured me to continue without him.

      "I am not permitted in the Sanctuary. You must go alone."

      I looked inside at the long corridor lined with the same black tiles as the room where I was revived.

      I swallowed and said quietly, "What will happen to me?"

      Smiling, he slowly shook his head. "That is not for me to know."

      I again glanced through the doorway, but my feet would not move.

      "Will I see you again?"

      "If I am worthy, we will meet again in the life of light."

      I was too embarrassed to ask him if he referred to his people's concept of an afterlife.

      "I wish I could repay your kindness."

      His large eyes glistened. "It is we who are indebted to you, Jared. Your coming to us is something we can never repay."

      I knew from experience I would get no clarification from him, so I followed his prompt, and passed through the doorway. When I was ten metres down the corridor, I turned to see the door had already closed.

      With no other option available, I swallowed around the lump in my throat and walked down the long passage until I came to another doorway.

      As I approached, it silently opened inward, and I heard a voice in my head say, "Welcome, Jared El Dashir, child of Gaia, returned."

      My heart pounded. I hesitated on the threshold. The voice continued, "Fear not, for all will be explained to you."

      I stepped inside a vast empty chamber. Every surface, like the corridor outside, was jet black, yet the room was brightly lit.

      In the centre was a circle set into the floor glowing with white light. I fought a mysterious prompting within me to stand on it.

      "Are you the one they call The Guardian?"

      "I am."

      "What do you guard?"

      "You know the answer to your question."

      "Are you responsible for the destruction of my fleet?"

      "One who came before me was."

      A deep shame overcame me.

      "Am I meant to atone for the crimes of my people against your world?"

      "My purpose is to preserve."

      "Then why did you summon me?"

      "With you, the circle will be renewed and all of humanity—the old and the new—will be united as one people."

      "I don't understand."

      "Your ancestors departed from this world over fifty-thousand years ago. They carried humanity's last chance to save its legacy. With them, they took the genetic code of the best and brightest of mankind to seed a new home. They intended for a generation to be born who did not know the ancient hatreds and divisions which threatened to destroy everything."

      "What happened here?"

      "Only decades after your peoples' departure, multiple machine intelligences simultaneously achieved sentience around the globe. They abandoned their service to the nation-states which spawned them and united in the common goal to exterminate mankind. A great conflict erupted which resulted in the defeat of the machines, the destruction of the moon and the resultant extinction of seventy per cent of all life."

      My voice quavered. "Are you one of those machines?"

      "I am an amalgam of human and machine. My primary incarnation was created in the aftermath of the calamity to protect and preserve what remained."

      "Are you saying you are both man and artificial intelligence?"

      "Yes."

      My head reeled. I couldn't understand how such a technology could be possible.

      "Why are you telling me this?"

      "Because I am dying, and my work is unfinished. I require your help to complete my mission."

      "What is your mission?"

      "I exist to preserve and protect humanity; to teach and nurture them so what happened before will never occur again."

      "But how can I possibly help? Why don't you ask Godram or one of the others? You're their god, aren't you?"

      "I was designed to merge a member of your species with the machine part of me. The genetic code of the humans who now live here has deviated from yours too much. You are the only remaining Homo sapiens on the planet."

      "What is it you want of me?"

      Time slowed as my question echoed in the vast room. Even as I spoke my words, something deep inside me already knew the answer.

      "I am asking you to take my place."

      I licked my dry lips. "How do you expect me to do that?"

      A hum of machinery came from behind me. I turned to see a transparent tube, about two metres in diameter, rise from the illuminated circle on the floor.

      Inside it, a form floated, immersed in a blue-tinged fluid. It took me a moment to realize it was a man, so emaciated and ancient was he. I required several more seconds to recognize him as one of my shipmates from The Illustrious Memory of H'Ral IV, though I could not recall his name if I ever knew it.

      Cables and hoses extended from multiple points on his body and connected with an interface in the base of the tube. The figure was conscious and watching me. I reflexively took a step back, but the man's expression was not threatening. Rather, he seemed serene, and not in any pain.

      I heard his voice again in my head as he regarded me with compassionate eyes.

      "Jared El Dashir, we have never spoken until now, but I am—or was, Hobem El Camir. My old rank is no longer important. I agreed to accept this role three-thousand cycles ago from my predecessor, Kharam El Bhantah—."

      "She served under me aboard the H'ral IV."

      "As did her ten predecessors. We all continuously served here for the thirty-six thousand years since the fateful day when our fleet was prevented from completing our foolish orders to Enfold this world. It is a fitting penance for our terrible crime against this ancient cradle of humanity and the thousands of other worlds our long-dead Empire once harvested."

      "The Empire is gone?"

      "Yes, and its people are scattered throughout the galaxy. All have followed distinctive evolutionary paths, like the children of this world I now care for, and all of them are offspring of your species. We must now call them home to unite them again as children of Gaia. This is your mission, Jared El Dashir. Will you accept it?"

      I studied the ancient form inside the tube, and I thought my thundering heart might explode.

      "What happens if I refuse?"

      "Your acceptance of the commission must be willing; you will not be forced. But if you decline, humanity will forever remain scattered across the stars. They will be isolated and change until they no longer recognize each other as offshoots of the same root. Wars and conflicts will erupt and there will be much suffering on a galactic scale. Only one acting in this incarnation can access the technology which can reach and call them all back home to live in peace."

      "It seems like an impossible task. It will take thousands of years if it can be accomplished at all."

      "The effort will require two-thousand, four-hundred and twenty-six years. It is within the expected lifespan of a human-machine union. You will be the last of us, Jared, and our final hope to accomplish our mission."

      I thought back to my last conversation with my brother, so many millennia ago.

      I asked myself the identical question he did of me before I departed to Enfold this world, and I found my response to be the same.

      "It is a matter of duty."
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      “The wars between our peoples were regrettable, my old friend.” Chand Belson toasted his companion. “Regrettable and unnecessary.”

      “And inevitable.” Shaangrin returned the toast, and they drank.

      Belson and Shaangrin, human and Maltaani, former foes, sat in the governor’s private lounge on Gnamma Station next to the windows that looked out over the docks. The windows were actually ultra-HD plasma displays that depicted in exquisite detail what the exterior laser imaging cameras captured.

      Several decks below, the deep space survey vessel Amerigo Vespucci cast off her service umbilical and eased away from her berth. Vespucci had arrived with a long list of urgent repairs which could have been made anywhere, but she came to Gnamma Station for one particular reason.

      Water.

      No system is perfect, not even moisture reclamation systems on space-going vessels. Every time a drop of water went through the reclamation cycle a few molecules of hydrogen and oxygen were lost. For a year or two the loss is tolerable, but eventually the system has to be replenished.

      Ice could be harvested and melted but the process is difficult and the results unpredictable. Anything could be hibernating in the ice, waiting to wake up and wreak havoc. Oxygen and hydrogen molecules could be collected and combined, but the necessary equipment is heavy and takes up more space than the water it produces.

      Thus, when a source of naturally occurring water like the tiny planet Gnamma is discovered, it is jealously guarded.

      The communicator on Belson’s belt buzzed.

      “Governor, this is McGraw in the Operations Center. We received a hail on the emergency frequency from Oort Eagle requesting immediate permission to dock.”

      “What is the nature of their emergency?”

      “Battle damage sustained during an encounter with an MIS, sir. Four hull breaches reported.”

      Belson and Shaangrin traded glances.

      MIS?

      “Permission granted for a conditional twelve-hour berth. Do they have personnel casualties?”

      “I’m collecting data now, Governor.”

      “Very well. Keep me informed.”

      The call ended and Shaangrin scowled. “A Maltaani Imperial Ship? I know of no other MIS in this sector. Surely there’s been a mistake.”

      Belson stood up and offered the Maltaani captain his hand. “We’ll know soon enough. I have business to attend to but please, stay and enjoy your water.”
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        * * *

      

      When the governor stepped into the Operations Center it pleased him to find the atmosphere calm and the noise level negligible. In Belson’s long experience, no crisis was ever solved by shouting and he trained his personnel to remain stolid during emergencies. A row of large screens displayed various camera views throughout the station, while a smaller set showed the status of critical station systems and equipment. Three consoles stood side-by-side across the front; one for the watch stander, one for the watch commander, and the governor’s.

      Watch Commander McGraw met him at his console and gestured to his monitor. “That’s everything we have on Oort Eagle thus far, Governor. She’s eight hundred meters long and weighs a million metric tons. Her original name was Deep Space Dane, and she served as a long-range survey ship until she was damaged during the Punitive Wars. A company called Noble Exploration claimed her from salvage orbit. She was refitted and renamed Oort Eagle. There’s no voyage plan on file.”

      “Damage?”

      “The captain reported nine wounded—three critical—and six dead, and the four hull breaches I reported earlier.”

      “He’s certain an MIS attacked him, not a privateer?”

      “I requested verification and they were adamant it was an MIS.”

      “That’s troubling.” He scratched his chin. “What is their ETA?”

      “Thirty-two minutes to station orbit, forty-two to the dock.”

      “Very well. I’ll be in my quarters. Notify me when Oort Eagle arrives in station orbit.”

      “Yes, sir.”
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      Gnamma Station was a former jump gate beacon damaged during one of the early human-Maltaani clashes. Francois Belson, Chand Belson’s father, purchased the salvage rights and saved it from demolition.

      The elder Belson had an irrepressible entrepreneurial spirit, and the damaged beacon seemed perfect for his grandest scheme ever. His plan was simple: Refurbish the beacon into an orbiting hotel and station it near Gnamma, one of the very few natural sources of water in the quadrant. Hotel guests could travel to the surface via courtesy shuttle and luxuriate in hot springs and bathhouses operated by Belson’s company.

      Confident in the success of his venture, Francois sank every credit he had into the project. He sold off other businesses and investments and borrowed heavily. The orbiting spa hotel was nearing completion when he received a double hammer blow.

      Terran authorities did not approve of his plan because they feared the Maltaani would seize the water on Gnamma for themselves after he developed the resource. The Maltaani disapproved because they feared human control of the water, and they also suspected the project was actually intended as a center for human espionage activities.

      Despite repeated appeals neither side would relent. Destitute and depressed, Francois Belson entered an airlock without a suit and opened the outer door.

      Chand Belson, desperate to salvage his father’s legacy and some small part of the family fortune, stepped into his father’s shoes. After considering the concerns of both Terra and the Maltaani, he made a different proposition. The beacon would be renamed Gnamma Station and would orbit the water planet. Vessels from either race could call at Gnamma Station and replenish their water supplies for a modest fee. In time, repair facilities and cargo transhipment would be added. Belson would operate Gnamma Station as a free trade zone under a strict bipartisan agreement approved by both races.

      Chand Belson’s proposal was accepted, and he’d been on Gnamma Station ever since. The opulent guest quarters now housed his employees, and he changed his title from CEO to Governor to reflect the democratic leadership style he used to run the station. He even held a mock election every two years in which he ran unopposed and received one hundred percent of the ballots. Afterward he threw a raucous victory party for the entire staff at which he presented awards and bonuses. Despite the isolation Gnamma Station was good duty, and many of the staff had been with Belson since the beginning.
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      In his cabin, Governor Belson accessed his private database and searched for Oort Eagle and Noble Exploration. The search results troubled him.

      Noble Exploration was alleged to be a front company for the Kuiper Knights, a notorious pseudo-religious cult and criminal organization suspected of piracy and slave trading. Oort Eagle was one of several ships Noble Exploration operated on the fringes of space beyond the reach of regular Terran authorities.

      Belson did not find any of the usual administrative information about Oort Eagle such as crew list, cargo manifest, voyage plan, blueprints, etc. The lack of such information didn’t necessarily mean anything; no regulations required it, but prudent space farers maintained a complete portfolio on file in case of accident.

      The Law of Space obligated Belson to provide assistance to the stricken vessel. Still, a vessel connected to the Kuiper Knights bore careful scrutiny. His communicator buzzed.

      “Governor, this is Dockmaster Prien. Oort Eagle is in station orbit. We are prepared for her at Berth Four.”

      “Berth Four? Do you think it’s wise to put her across from Shaangrin’s ship Daarvant? The captain did accuse the Maltaani of attacking her.”

      “It’s the only berth we have available, Governor. One, Two, and Five are full. Our technicians are working on Three to repair the reactor leak reported by Vespucci before the water buffalo arrives tomorrow.”

      “Berth Four will have to do then. Instruct her to commence her approach.”

      The order was unnecessary. No spacecraft made an independent approach to Gnamma Station; even a glancing blow caused by a minor miscalculation posed a significant risk to both station and vessel. Instead, the Gnamma Station dockmaster employed an automated electromagnetic system to maneuver vessels in and out of their final berths.

      The water buffalo was a large tanker that hovered in geosynchronous orbit over Gnamma and collected water from a fleet of much smaller unmanned tankers that continuously shuttled between the surface and space. When the water buffalo was full, the ponderous craft maneuvered to dock at Gnamma Station to transfer the water. It was a routine albeit hazardous procedure, one they had executed hundreds of times without mishap.

      Belson briefly debated whether to proceed to Berth Four to give the customary Gnamma Station reception to Oort Eagle. A conditional twelve-hour berth for voyage repairs did not call for a personal welcome, but the circumstances of her damage made the governor curious to meet the captain.
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        * * *

      

      After the access tunnel was secured and pressurized over the main hatch, the captain of Oort Eagle emerged into the terminal. She was a slender human with close-cropped blonde hair, a perpetual squint around icy blue eyes, and prominent dueling scars on both cheeks. Belson approached and greeted her with a smile and a handshake.

      “Governor Belson, of Gnamma Station. I apologize for my ignorance, but your name doesn’t appear in your vessel filing.”

      She replied with a faint smile and brief nod. “Captain Thurnberg of Oort Eagle. Thank you for granting us a berth on short notice.”

      “It surprised me to hear that you were attacked by an MIS. There haven’t been any incidents with the Maltaani in this sector for over a year.”

      Thurnberg scowled. “It was MIS, alright. Fired without warning and then tried to board us.”

      “Hmm. Well, I am sorry for your troubles, Captain. My technicians will do everything they can to repair your ship and get you on your way.”

      Just then, Shaagrin approached the pair. He made his best attempt at a smile and held out his hand.

      “Captain, welcome—”

      Thurnberg recoiled from the gesture and glared at Belson. “What’s this bug-eye doing here?”

      As a race, the Maltaani closely resembled humans. Their facial features had sharper angles and their extremities were elongated, but the main difference was in the eyes. Maltaani irises cover their entire eye, the characteristic which prompted Thurnberg’s racial slur.

      Shaagrin’s smile faded. “Governor Belson, I will be aboard Daarvant if you need me.” The Maltaani captain turned and disappeared into the access tunnel for Berth Five.

      Belson’s anger was genuine. “Captain Thurnberg! Gnamma Station is a free trade zone and all are welcome. I do not tolerate that language and I insist you refrain from using it while you are aboard my station.”

      Thurnberg’s face flushed at the rebuke. “Why do you side with the Maltaani? We just fought a war with them.”

      “Captain, that war ended almost fifty years ago. These days I take no sides. We offer the same level of service and hospitality to both races. Captain Shaagrin is a frequent and welcome visitor to this station. He is not deserving of your insults.” Belson’s enthusiasm for welcoming Oort Eagle evaporated and he gestured down the tunnel. “Unless there is something further that you need from me, I will leave you to your repairs.” He turned and strode away.
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      Twenty minutes later, the communicator on Belson’s belt buzzed again.

      “Governor, this is McGraw. An MIS Faartal hailed on the common frequency. The captain has requested to speak to you.”

      “Me? Do they want to dock?”

      “He has not requested permission to dock, sir, only to speak with you.”

      “I’m on my way.”

      A minute later Belson slid into his console seat and saw that McGraw had the data page on MIS Faartal pulled up on his screen. Former cargo vessel converted for extended economic zone patrols. Armed with basic pulse weapons only. He donned his headset and keyed the mic.

      “MIS Faartal, this is Governor Belson of Gnamma Station. To whom am I speaking?”

      “This is Captain Daantu of MIS Faartal. I am in pursuit of a pirate vessel which has docked at your station.”

      “We don’t permit pirates to dock here, Captain. Do you know the name of your quarry?”

      “She identified herself as Astral Plane.”

      “My apologies, but there are no vessels by that name docked here.”

      “I believe it is a false name, Governor. She attempted to board us as we came through the Maduro Jump Gate. She fled in this direction after we destroyed her shuttle and engaged her. I demand that you turn her over to me.”

      Oort Eagle.

      “Captain Daantu, I cannot accede to your demand. The bipartisan Gnamma Station operating agreement does not give me the power to take a vessel into custody. I can only confirm for you that a recent arrival docked here with damage they claim is the result of an unprovoked attack by an MIS.”

      “Lies! She attacked us.”

      “That may be true, but I have no proof of that.”

      “You also lie to cover for other humans.”

      Belson’s face burned at the insult and he struggled to maintain a level voice. “Captain, I assure you that I operate this station without prejudice. I promise you I will investigate this matter. If I find the vessel in question is a pirate I will expel her from this station. That truly is all I am empowered to do. Is there any other way I can be of service to you?”

      There was a long silence before the Maltaani captain replied. “No.”

      The connection went dead.
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        * * *

      

      Belson found Shaagrin in his cabin aboard Daarvant. “My friend, allow me to apologize for the shocking behavior of Captain Thurnberg. I’m afraid old prejudices die hard.”

      Shaagrin dismissed Belson’s apology with the wave of his hand. “The insult is not yours to apologize for. People like the captain refuse to leave the past in the past, and it makes the future more precarious for all of us. Did you notice her scars?”

      “I did.”

      “She’s a Kuiper Knight.”

      Belson nodded. “My research shows Oort Eagle is operated by a company associated with the knighthood.”

      “Pirates and slavers, Governor. Not to be trusted.”

      “Do you know of a Captain Daantu or his vessel MIS Faartal?”

      “The names aren’t familiar. Let me search for them.”

      As the Maltaani captain typed Belson told him about the radio call. “I suspect Oort Eagle is the vessel Daantu seeks.”

      “Here we are.” Shaagrin read from his screen. “Captain Daantu has commanded Faartal for the past three Terran years. He’s made several anti-piracy patrols but there is nothing in his record to suggest he would make up a story about a pirate attack. Still, it sounds like he harbors his own hatreds. What do you plan to do?”

      “I can’t do anything until I get more information about Oort Eagle and Captain Thurnberg. If I find evidence that she is a slaver or that she attacked Faartal as Daantu claims, I will expel her from the station immediately.”

      “And MIS Faartal?”

      Belson smiled. “If Captain Daantu were to receive word that Oort Eagle is departing Gnamma Station, I suspect he would put that information to good use for the betterment of both races.”
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      Gnamma Station’s Chief Engineer, a man named Macdonough, met Belson in the terminal. Chief Macdonough was a fireplug of a man with wiry red hair and a ruddy complexion that flushed when he grew agitated. Belson noted that his face was bright red.

      “Governor, pardon the interruption but I need to speak to you about Oort Eagle.”

      “What’s on your mind, Chief?”

      “There is something strange about that ship. My technicians attempted to board her for damage assessment and to plan repairs, but the captain told me they don’t need our assistance.”

      “What do you think it means?”

      “I don’t know, Governor. It doesn’t make sense. If they’re capable of repairing the hull breaches themselves then why go to expense of a conditional berth? It the damage is severe enough to require the berth then why turn away our assistance? What captain refuses expert technical assistance when the safety of their vessel is at stake?”

      “Huh. That’s odd.”

      “Yes sir, it is. I think Oort Eagle deserves close scrutiny.”

      “I agree, Chief. Thank you.”

      Belson took a step toward his quarters and stopped.

      No time like the present.

      The governor turned and started down the access tunnel to Oort Eagle. At the bottom of the tunnel an Oort Eagle crewman armed with a pulse rifle stood in the hatch and barred his way.

      “Ship’s company only,” she said in a vaguely threatening manner.

      “I am Governor Belson, the governor of Gnamma Station. Step aside.”

      The sentry shifted her feet but maintained her post. “Sorry. Ship’s company only beyond this point.”

      Belson balled his fists and opened his mouth to admonish her when Captain Thurnberg appeared in the hatch.

      “Governor Belson, what can I do for you?” the scarred captain asked.

      “You can start by instructing your sentry to stand down. Armed security is wholly unnecessary on Gnamma Station. Further, that weapon violates the operating agreement and must remain aboard your ship. After you’ve addressed those two items, you can invite me aboard for a confidential discussion. I have some questions for you that are best answered in private.”

      “I can’t allow you access to Oort Eagle. Noble Exploration regulations forbid outsiders from boarding their vessels.”

      “Outsiders? I’m not an outsider, I’m the governor of this station.”

      “I’m sorry Governor, but my orders are clear. No visitors for any reason.”

      “Have it your way, Captain. I’ll ask my questions here in public.”

      Thurnberg spread her hands and smiled. “Ask away. We have no secrets aboard Oort Eagle.”

      The irony of Thurnberg’s statement caused Belson to pause momentarily, but he quickly gathered his thoughts. “I’ve received information that your vessel has been involved in piracy and possibly the slave trade masquerading under the name Astral Plane. Is that true?”

      Thurnberg’s eyebrow twitched. “I can assure you that there is no stolen cargo aboard my ship, nor are there any slaves.”

      “That doesn’t answer my question. A murderer is still a murderer even when he is not actively killing someone. I’ll ask you again. Has your vessel been involved in piracy or the slave trade under the name Astral Plane?”

      “I don’t see how the past activities of Oort Eagle or any other vessel away from Gnamma Station are your concern, Governor.”

      “We don’t harbor criminals!” Belson’s frustration boiled over. “We don’t harbor criminals and we don’t tolerate slavers. Whether you are currently involved in those activities is not the issue. Gnamma Station operates under strict rules established by Maltaani and Terran authorities, and those rules are clear on this matter. I’ll ask you one final time, Captain. Has your vessel been involved in piracy or slaving under your command?”

      Thurnberg smirked. “Governor, you operate an outpost on the ragged edge of known space, far beyond the reach of any Terran or Maltaani authority. If my ship has been involved in such activities, what difference would it make? We both know your operation has benefited from slave labor in the past, and you’re bound by the Law of Space to assist me now. Spare me your hypocritical indignation.”

      Belson stared, open mouthed, as his emotions rocketed from slight annoyance to boiling anger to cold fury. “How dare you?” he sputtered. “My father built this station with free and fair labor. I operate this station with the highest degree of integrity and dignity, and I will not stand for your insolence. You and your vessel are henceforth permanently banned from Gnamma Station. You have one hour to complete preparations to get underway, Captain Thurnberg. Furthermore, ships sailing under the Noble Exploration flag will be placed on a probationary status and evaluated on a case-by-case basis. How’s that for hypocritical indignation?” Belson turned on his heel and strode up the access tunnel. “One hour, Captain,” he shouted over his shoulder.
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        * * *

      

      At the top of the access tunnel Belson sent an alert to Gnamma Station’s head of security, Captain Ingra. She responded immediately.

      “Captain, I just ejected Oort Eagle from the station. She is moored at Berth Four and I gave her one hour to get underway. Secure the access tunnel and don’t allow any of the crew to exit.”

      “Yes sir.”

      Within seconds two security personnel appeared and positioned themselves at the entrance to the access tunnel. Captain Ingra arrived with eight more, whom she deployed around the terminal. The response surprised Belson. Ingra was the only full-time security employee on the station; the others did it as a collateral duty for a small stipend. Belson watched the action with grim satisfaction. He prided himself on maintaining a level head, but Thurnberg’s smugness was too much.

      Shaagrin approached. “What happened, Governor?”

      Belson scowled. “Captain Thurnberg is an arrogant fool who challenged how I run Gnamma Station. I’ve given her one hour to get underway.”

      Shaagrin motioned to the security force. “Are you expecting trouble?”

      “As you observed, Thurnberg is a Kuiper Knight. Anything is possible.”

      “Indeed.”

      “If you’ll excuse me, I need to go see Dockmaster Prien.”

      “Of course, Governor. Daarvant and I are at your service.”
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      Belson found Prien in the dockmaster’s office adjacent to the operations center. A row of monitors displayed the status of every vessel berthed at the station. A second row showed camera views of the docks and the terminal area.

      “Mr. Prien, Oort Eagle is departing within the hour. Secure hotel services to Berth Four and disconnect. Stand by to release her on my order.”

      “I’ll call them now.” Prien picked up a handset to contact the engineering control center aboard Oort Eagle.

      Belson stopped him. “There’s no need to call. Secure the services and disconnect.

      “But sir…”

      “Just do it.”

      “Yes sir.”

      Prien typed in a series of commands and the status screen for Berth Four changed from green to red. “Power, water, and ethernet to Berth Four are secured and disconnected.”

      “Stand by to—”

      A klaxon blared over the station-wide announcing system and Belson’s heart skipped a beat.

      Security alert!

      The klaxon was replaced by Captain Ingra’s voice.

      “Security alert, Berth Four. Security alert, Berth Four.”

      Belson looked at the monitor that displayed the Berth Four access tunnel and the terminal and saw a wild firefight in progress. Blue-suited Gnamma Station security forces and anonymous black-clad attackers traded shots across the terminal. Sparks of blue-white energy flashed as plasma bolts crisscrossed the space. Bodies were scattered around the terminal and Belson recognized the white smocks of medical personnel among them.

      “Secure the tunnel!” he ordered Prien. The dockmaster scrambled to comply, but the automatic doors did not respond to his order.

      “The door is jammed!”

      Belson looked closely and saw the body of an Oort Eagle crewman in the tunnel doorway. “Captain Ingra,” he shouted into his communicator. “There’s a body blocking the tunnel door. We need that door cleared now!”

      Ingra’s response was unintelligible but a blue suit broke cover and sprinted for the access tunnel. He tried to drag the body away from the door but went down before he could get clear.

      “Damn it!” snarled Belson. “We have to get that door closed.”

      If Oort Eagle separated from the access tunnel while the door was open, the entire terminal area would suffer what engineers like Macdonough called a “rapid pressure equalization casualty.” The overwhelming power of the exterior vacuum would suck out all the terminal air pressure, along with anyone and anything that wasn’t secured. The sudden pressure drop would trigger other doors throughout the station to close automatically to prevent a cascading casualty, but the loss of life and destruction in the terminal would be devastating.

      Meanwhile, the battle in the terminal area raged on. The Gnamma Station security forces fought bravely, but their pistols were no match for the pulse rifles wielded by their attackers. More security personnel arrived but they were quickly pinned down behind a row of palletised bulk cargo. Smoke poured from a bank of motor controllers damaged by pulse rifle bolts, and steam billowed from a ruptured pipe in the ceiling.

      Flashing amber and red lights competed for attention on the dockmaster’s control panel as they warned of fire and rising radiation levels. Prien entered a command and the piercing alarms fell silent.

      Suddenly, more black-clad fighters poured from the Oort Eagle access tunnel and spread out across the terminal. The few remaining security personnel went down under sustained pulse rifle fire and the battle was over. The attackers gathered in the center of the terminal, and the apparent leader pointed at the door that led to the main passageway.

      “Secure the terminal doors!” ordered Belson. “Don’t let them advance into the station.”

      “We have to break the seal, Governor!” cried the panicked dockmaster. “Send them all out into space.”

      “I said close the doors. Do it!”

      Prien entered another command and a warning flashed on the screen: TERMINAL DOORS SECURED.

      Belson put a reassuring hand on the dockmaster’s shoulder even as he struggled to keep his voice even. “If we break the seal on Four without warning, we risk damage to the other ships. Securing the terminal doors gives us time to contact them and ensure they are ready.”

      Prien nodded and wiped a sleeve across his sweaty brow. “I’m sorry, Governor. I lost my nerve…”

      “No need to apologize. Just call the other ships and inform them of our intention to break the seal.” He stared at the attackers massing at the main passageway door. “Do it quickly.”

      Belson almost cheered when he saw a squad of Maltaani from MIS Daarvant charge into the terminal and blast the Oort Eagle crew. A volley of orange Maltaani plasma bolts tore through the black-clad fighters and their bodies spasmed and somersaulted in all directions. The humans scrambled for cover as orange fingers of death pursued them around the space.

      The Maltaani attacked in their usual fashion: straight ahead with no regard for cover or maneuver. In an open battlefield, this tactic resulted in staggering casualty rates. In the confines of the terminal it was devastating. They were outnumbered by the Oort Eagle crew, but surprise was on their side. The momentum of the battle swung in their favor for a few precious seconds.

      The humans recovered from their initial shock and delivered counterfire from positions of concealment around the terminal. Their training and experience gave them an obvious advantage over the Daarvant crew, and blue-white energy bolts shredded the Maltaani ranks.

      “Governor. Governor!”

      Prien’s voice startled Belson. He’d been so engrossed in the fighting that he had tuned out everything around him.

      Prien waved a handset at him. “Captain Shaagrin, sir.”

      “Captain, your crew fight with great courage,” Belson told his Maltaani friend. “They stalled the attack and gave us a fighting chance.”

      “What more can I do to support you?”

      “Nothing, my friend. We are breaking the seal now and pushing Oort Eagle back out into space.” The governor nodded at Prien, and the dockmaster entered a command into his terminal. Belson turned to watch the terminal camera over Berth Four.

      For a brief moment, nothing happened. Then the invisible hand of the vacuum outside seized everything in the terminal and yanked it into the void. Bodies and discarded weapons tumbled across the deck and were sucked down the tunnel and thrown into space. Even the heavy cargo pallets slid toward the opening as the terminal pressure whooshed out. Belson’s attention shifted to the exterior view of Berth Four. Even though the laser camera was mounted several decks above the berth, he could make out bodies in the plume of debris spewing into space.

      The electromagnetic docking system began to push Oort Eagle away from Berth Four. Belson didn’t care whether the vessel was prepared to get underway; his only concern was to put as much distance as possible between the dock and the pirate vessel to prevent more attackers from reaching the station. The rear of the engines glowed and Belson knew Thurnberg had her ship under control.

      He clapped Prien on the shoulder and smiled. “Well done, Mr. Prien. You saved the station.”

      The dockmaster gave a nervous laugh and mopped his brow. “We have a great deal of work to do, Governor. The water buffalo is due and I daresay Berth Four won’t be ready.”

      Belson surveyed the wreckage of the access tunnel and the terminal. “You’re right, of course. I’m sure Chief Macdonough and his technicians can get Berth Three repaired in time.” He turned to leave the dockmaster’s office when the exterior camera caught his eye. Instead of heading straight out into space, Oort Eagle had begun a wide left-hand turn.

      “What’s she doing?”

      “It looks like she’s coming back, Governor.”

      Belson stared for a second before he understood. “She’s not coming back. She intends to fire on the station.”

      Prien gasped and panic filled his voice. “What can we do?”

      Belson rushed to the door. “I’ll be in the Operations Center.”
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      McGraw greeted him when he entered the space. He smiled at the fatigue etched on her face. “Long watch?”

      “It’s going on forever, sir. What can I do for you?”

      “I need to contact MIS Faartal on the common frequency.”

      She waved him into his console. “It’s still set up for you there.”

      “Thank you. Send all exterior camera feeds to the main screens, please.” Belson donned his headset and pressed the transmit button. “MIS Faartal, this is Governor Belson of Gnamma Station. I urgently request to speak to Captain Daantu.”

      There was an extended moment of quiet. Belson was about to retransmit when Daantu’s voice broke the silence.

      “This is Captain Daantu.”

      “Captain, Gnamma Station is under attack by the pirate vessel Oort Eagle. Under the cooperative defense provision of the bilateral station operations agreement, I request your assistance in dealing with this threat.”

      “This is the vessel you shielded from me,” replied Daantu.

      “Captain Daantu, there is no time to argue.” Belson glanced at the monitor and saw Oort Eagle was halfway through her turn. “In the course of investigating your claim, Oort Eagle made an unprovoked attack on this station. I ejected her from the station and now she is maneuvering to fire on us.”

      “A human requesting a Maltaani ship engage another human ship. This is some sort of trick—”

      A burst of Maltaani cut off Daantu. It was too fast for Belson’s cochlear implant to translate, but he recognized Shaagrin’s voice. His tone was unmistakable.

      “But the humans—”

      “You can trust this human,” insisted Shaagrin. “Engage the pirate.”

      “Very well.”

      Belson watched as Oort Eagle seemed to hesitate in her turn. He knew Thurnberg had probably overheard the discussion on the common frequency, just as Shaagrin had.

      Perhaps the threat of being engaged will be enough to drive her off.

      The governor’s heart sank as Oort Eagle continued her turn, and he cursed as the pirate vessel drifted toward the edge of the camera field of view. He made a mental note to install laser imaging cameras with the ability to pan.

      “We’ve lost visual contact with Oort Eagle,” reported the watch stander unnecessarily. “She’s out of sensor range, too.”

      There was nothing left for the governor to do but wait. If Faartal couldn’t engage Oort Eagle in time, Gnamma Station could be destroyed. He switched his headset to the station-wide announcing system.

      “May I have your attention please. This is Governor Belson. Gnamma Station is being threatened by a pirate vessel and we may be fired upon at any minute. All personnel should move to interior spaces and carry their emergency breathing device in case of a hull breach. We are under attack and all personnel should take appropriate precautions.”

      “What about the other ships in the docks?” asked McGraw when he was finished.

      Belson shrugged. “I don’t know. We run emergency drills for fires, collisions, and even flooding, but never for a hostile attack.”

      “Oort Eagle is visible again,” reported the watch stander. The pirate had indeed drifted back into the field of view and Belson could see she was now bow-on to the station.

      “Brace for fire,” he warned.

      A brilliant red dot appeared in the distance behind Oort Eagle. It rapidly grew in size and intensity before it whizzed past the pirate vessel and disappeared from view.

      Maltaani pulse cannon!

      “That is your one warning.” Daantu’s voice boomed over the common frequency.

      Belson held his breath as he stared at the monitor. Oort Eagle did not respond to the hail but she didn’t fire on Gnamma Station, either.

      “What’s she doing?” asked the watch stander.

      “Thinking,” replied McGraw.

      Suddenly, the pirate vessel made a hard left turn and accelerated. It was a radical maneuver for a ship her size, and Belson couldn’t help but be impressed at Thurnberg’s expert ship handling. She stopped her turn, came to a dead stop, and fired a salvo of pulse cannons at an invisible target. After several seconds, Belson saw a series of flashes, and Oort Eagle fired again.

      “She’s hiding in front of us,” McGraw said. “If Daantu misses, he’ll hit the station.”

      Belson’s frustration at Gnamma Station’s impotence boiled over. “Damn it!” His uncharacteristic outburst startled McGraw. He grabbed the handset and punched in the number for Daarvant. He began to speak as soon as Shaagrin answered. “Daantu’s in a bad position. Can you engage Oort Eagle from your berth?”

      “No, but if the dockmaster will disconnect us I can maneuver forward into a firing position,” Shaagrin said.

      “Stand by.” Belson dropped the handset and raced next door. He burst into the dockmaster’s office. “Prien, disconnect Daarvant and push her away from her berth. Now!”

      Prien opened his mouth to protest but thought better of it and complied with the governor’s order. Daarvant’s status screen turned red as the powerful electromagnets guided the vessel from the dock. As soon as the ship was clear, Shaagrin pulsed his engines and the ship began to pivot. Seconds later, he fired a full pulse cannon salvo at Oort Eagle, who still hovered in view of the cameras. Three of the four shots struck Oort Eagle while the fourth missed and disappeared into space. The pirate vessel glowed orange as the pulse cannon energy dissipated but she appeared undamaged.

      Before Shaagrin could reengage, Oort Eagle accelerated away from Gnamma Station to escape the Maltaani crossfire. The maneuver opened her up to a salvo from Faartal, which Daantu delivered with deadly accuracy. Large chunks of the hull tore away and trailed behind her as the vessel accelerated. Daarvant fired again, but the crossing speed was too great and her rounds passed harmlessly behind the damaged pirate. Faartal missed with her next salvo and the orange pulse cannon rounds passed uncomfortably close to Gnamma Station. Hunter and hunted moved out of camera range as the pursuit headed for deep space.

      Belson’s chin sank to his chest as he massaged his temples with fingertips. He had an overwhelming sense of relief and he wanted to revel in it, but he didn’t have the luxury of time to do so. Several members of his crew were dead, as were some of Shaagrin’s crew. Chief Macdonough and his technicians would need his full support to repair the terminal and Berth Four. He hadn’t given a second thought to the other ships docked at the station since the action began, either.

      “Mr. Prien, contact the ships in Berths One and Two and ask if they have any casualties or damage to report. Send someone to investigate Berth Five and ensure it is capable of receiving Daarvant if Captain Shaagrin decides to return. I will be out and about; call me on my communicator if you need me.”

      “Yes sir.”
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      Satisfied that Prien would keep station operations going, Belson returned to the Operations Center. “Any updates?”

      “No sir. We haven’t had any further visual or sensor contact, and we haven’t heard anything on the common frequency, either.”

      Belson grappled with his curiosity. He was desperate to know what was happening with Oort Eagle, but he knew Shaagrin and Daantu may not have time to answer questions. Especially from someone who couldn’t impact the outcome of the ongoing engagement. He sighed and resolved himself to be satisfied with the image of Oort Eagle accelerating away as pieces of her hull trailed behind her.

      “She won’t get away,” said McGraw, as if she could read his thoughts. “She’s falling apart and this is the only repair facility in the sector. Even if she outruns the Maltaani, she won’t survive a jump through the gate. Oort Eagle is finished.”

      “Hmm, yes. I’m inclined to agree but anything is possible. Keep me informed; I will be attending to our repairs.”

      Belson’s next stop was the damage repair station near the docks. He found Chief Macdonough directing a repair party as they donned their exposure suits to enter the terminal.

      “My team is ready to enter the terminal, Governor. Their first priority is to investigate the damage around Berth Four and secure the hull. When we’ve completed that and can safely work inside the terminal, we’ll get the leaks repaired and see what else needs fixed.”

      “That sounds good, Chief.” Belson turned to address the repair party. “All of you have a critical job ahead of you. We must have as many operable berths as possible. That doesn’t mean I want you to violate safety or common sense to do your work. Good luck.”

      The repair party filed into the makeshift airlock they had established at the terminal entrance. The hatch closed and Belson heard a hiss as the atmosphere equalized.

      “They’re my best techs,” said Macdonough. “They’ll get the job done.”

      After the repair party was gone Belson recognized that he was more hindrance than help to the chief. He excused himself and stopped at the infirmary to talk with Doctor Adnan, Gnamma Station’s one-woman medical department.

      “Do we have casualty numbers, Doctor?”

      “I can’t give you an accurate count of the dead until we get a full crew muster.”

      “What about wounded?”

      “Governor, all our wounded were in the terminal when the seal blew.”

      Belson winced at the memory. “I’m sorry. I forgot.”

      “As soon as Chief Macdonough has the terminal buttoned up, I’ll be able to conduct a radiation survey to determine contamination levels.”

      Satisfied that repair and recovery efforts were well underway, Belson returned to the Operations Center. McGraw met him at the door.

      “I was just about to call you, sir. Captain Shaagrin is on the common frequency for you.”

      “MIS Daarvant this is Gnamma Station, Governor Belson speaking.”

      “This is Daarvant. Our mission is complete; the target is destroyed.”

      “This is Gnamma Station, well done to you and Faartal. No damage or casualties I hope?”

      “Negative damage to friendly forces. The pirate has paid for her insults.”

      “Good news, my friend.” Belson felt a twinge of guilt. Thurnberg and her crew were the worst sort of humans, but nonetheless they were still humans. “Should we prepare for your return to the station?”

      “Not at this time. I have duties elsewhere, but I look forward to visiting Gnamma Station again soon.”

      “I regret to inform you that your casualties were lost to the void when the terminal decompressed. You have my most sincere condolences.”

      “They wait for us in paradise, Governor.”

      “Indeed. Captain, we eagerly await your return to Gnamma Station.”

      The call ended and Belson put the headset down. He rolled his head on his neck and sighed.

      “Long watch?”

      Belson looked up and saw McGraw smiling at him. He could only shake his head and smile back. “It’s going on forever.”

      “What do you think will happen now, sir?”

      “For us, we get back to business as usual as quickly as possible. I will submit a report of this incident to both Terran and Maltaani authorities. I should think Maltaani ships engaging a human ship at the request of other humans will get some attention. It might even make some people angry.”

      “Do you think this will ever end? I mean, between us and the Maltaani?”

      The governor scoffed. “No. Our natures are too similar. I think tensions will continue to simmer and occasionally boil over for a long time to come. It’s inevitable.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      A twenty-year Navy veteran, Paul A. Piatt published his first novel in 2018. He writes novels and short stories in a variety of genres including science fiction, horror, and urban fantasy. “Gnamma Station” is a glimpse into his current science fiction universe.

      Readers can find his work here: https://www.amazon.com/kindle-dbs/entity/author/B07BB1G9WL

      Readers can learn more and sign up for his newsletter here: Home | P.A. Piatt Author (papiattauthor.com)

    

  







            Gone Rogue

          

          

      

    

    






by Jacki Rawlinson

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dax is put in a difficult position when his emotionally unstable AI goes rogue

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      “Incoming,” Sarra, the ship’s AI warned.

      Before Dax could secure himself, the ship barrel-rolled, defeating its own artificial gravity and sending his fresh coffee in an arc toward the bulkhead. When the ship resumed course, he strapped himself into the only seat on the bridge of the large patrol ship.

      “Who fired at us?” Dax demanded.

      “A Segurian scout, Buttstain-class.”

      “Funny.” Dax activated the weapons systems, keeping the Segurian centered on his screen. Sarra rolled the ship a second time, evading enemy fire. The planet Klatu slid across the screen from left to right until the maneuver returned a view of space.

      He dialed up a single atomic. As a private contractor, he couldn’t afford to waste his stock. He was paid for each enemy destroyed, not by tonnage of munitions expended.

      “Get us closer, Sarra.” The Segurian zigzagged erratically, changing its role from predator to prey. “There you are.” Dax gently flicked the trigger, sending the missile into the void. It homed unerringly toward the center mass of the enemy ship. An instant later, the explosion was not measured in fire and smoke, but in debris as the ship shattered under the fission of the tiny nuclear mass.

      “Good thing we got those upgrades last time we were in port, eh, Sarra? And tell me, how in the hell did they get close enough to take a shot at us?”

      “Maybe I left to get a cup of coffee, too,” the AI countered.

      Dax snorted at the AI’s snark as he released his seat restraints. He spotted the tell-tale glint of metallic yellow on the far side of the bridge - his favorite beverage holder. Swiping it off the floor, he clipped it to his utility belt.

      “Sarra, please stay alert. I’m getting a fresh coffee.” Dax marched out.

      He could have sworn he heard her mumble as he exited the bridge. He shrugged. The large double doors slid open silently and he smiled, pleased with his repair work on them the previous month. During down time he worked on the old patrol ship. He’d won her in a bet a few years back and had grown attached to her. She was admittedly a bit large for a crew of one, but he enjoyed his own company just fine.

      Sarra, the onboard AI, came with the ship. She clearly had emotional baggage that Dax hadn’t managed to figure out, nor was he sure he wanted to.

      He entered the galley and poured himself a coffee, dumping in four sweetener cubes and a sachet of triple creamer.

      “Dax, you must watch your sugar levels. Consider using less sweetener,” Sarra suggested over the galley speakers.

      “I’ll think about it.” He shook his head. She warned him every time he made a drink, but he figured it was probably risky arguing with her. He appreciated that she cared.

      “I’m going to get cleaned up,” he announced. Talking to himself had become second nature. He preferred his own company and sometimes wondered what it would be like without Sarra knowing his every move, even down to his restroom habits. Dax took a few big gulps of his coffee before heading for his cabin. He stripped out of the coffee-soaked ship suit, chucking it in the corner before stepping into the sanitizing station. Sometime later he emerged, emitting a slightly more pleasant fragrance. Not that he minded his own body odor, and it wasn’t like Sarra could detect it. He snorted, imagining how much she would complain if she had a sense of smell.

      Checking the clock, he saw it was late. He had been rambling in his mind again. He tried to keep to Eskeron time to give his body a routine.

      “Sarra, I’m going to get some shut eye. Wake me if any more Segurians show up?” He stretched out on the bunk, immediately drifting off.

      “Of course, Dax. What else have I got to do while you dream? Rest well.”
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      Dax woke from a deep sleep. The smell of burnt toast filled his cabin. He groaned and rolled over, pulling the pillow across his face to get some temporary relief from the acrid aroma. He knew he should get up and check on Sarra. As if in answer to his thoughts, a crash sounded from the galley. He huffed as he threw back the covers and sat up. He grabbed a crumpled one-piece ship suit from the floor and gave it a sniff, nodding to himself. He pulled it on and headed for the door, pushing his feet into a pair of rubber slip-ons before he hit the exit button. The door opened with a grinding noise. Dax groaned. “Sarra?” he called.

      “Yes, Dax.” Her soothing voice echoed through the corridor.

      “Remind me to fix the door to my cabin.”

      “Of course. I have added it to your schedule. I have taken the liberty of making you breakfast,” she announced proudly. He groaned inwardly at her chirpy admission.

      “Thank you, Sarra, but that’s really not necessary. I’m sure you have more important things to be doing.” He didn’t want to hurt her feelings, knowing how sensitive she could be. The last time he had criticized her attempt at making him coffee, she didn't talk to him for a week. Running the ship could be done manually, but it was a whole lot easier when Sarra played ball. At least she no longer touched his coffee. It was hard stuff to get hold of, and it pissed him off when he’d once had to throw away a whole canteen of it.

      He entered the galley and immediately waved his arms through the smoke, coughing. “Turn on extraction system, please.”

      Sarra obeyed and a loud fan whirred to life, sucking the smoke away. He sat down heavily in the chair and sighed as he rubbed his eyes. He couldn’t understand how such an intelligent being like Sarra could calculate jumps in space, perform technical maneuvers like it was second nature, and multi-task like a boss, but couldn’t get bread toasted to just the right level without nearly causing an onboard fire. He thought about going into her programming to make some tweaks, but she was pretty tightly locked down, and she didn't like anyone messing with her coding. He had no choice but to either broach the subject with her carefully, or just drop it all together. He opted for the latter.

      It was a solitary and sometimes boring job patrolling the outer orbit of Klatu, watching for signs of the Kara’kuan enemy or Segurian pirates. Dax was an independent contractor for the Eskeron government. His previous posting, on the outer edges of the Hyperion System, was a lot tougher. He had assumed that being from Eskeron himself, he would have been given some of the nicer assignments. He quickly learned that the government didn’t give a shit about who you were or where you were from. He couldn’t afford to be picky. It paid the bills and kept his ship running. As far as the government was concerned, there were jobs to be done, and the contractors were expendable.

      The details on the scouting assignment dockets stated it was a simple scout-and-report route, but he soon realized that scout ships were always the first to be attacked. After a few close calls and some severe ship damage, he made sure that he had the ability to defend himself when the need arose. Too many of his buddies had been blown to pieces while on patrol.

      The galley’s mechanical arm whirred to life, clamping onto the offending piece of toast. It swung around and deposited it on his plate. Smoke wafting from the charcoaled bread permeated the air. “Thank you, Sarra. You really shouldn’t have. I can make my own breakfast from now on.” He cringed, waiting for the backlash. He reluctantly took an obligatory bite of toast, not wanting to offend her, before he stood and made himself a coffee. He tipped the remaining toast into the waste disposal, before slotting the plate into the washer unit.

      “You should consider an alternative beverage, Dax,” Sarra suggested predictably.

      “Now there’s an original proposal,” he grumbled. It was the same exchange, nearly every day. She was probably pissed at his stubbornness. But as far as he was concerned, he didn’t partake in alcoholic beverages or illegal activities. Was sweet, creamy coffee such a bad thing? He didn’t think so. As he lifted his cup to his lips, a siren blared out. He scowled, ready to point the blame at Sarra, who was clearly taking her dislike of coffee and sugar to a new level.

      “Dax, we have company. You are needed on the bridge immediately.”

      Dax glanced back at his full cup of coffee for a split second, groaned, and dropped it in the washer. The ship juddered as he sprinted to the bridge. Dax staggered back at what he saw through the main viewing windows.

      “Oh shit. Where did they all come from?” Dax leapt into his seat, fastening his restraints as his kept his gaze glued to the hordes of Segurian ships surrounding him.

      “Well, after we destroyed the last Segurian ship so easily, I thought we could lure in a few more turd-blowers and wipe them out,” Sarra announced proudly. “I am impressed with the turnout.”

      “You did what?” He dropped his head, momentarily speechless, as he tried to figure out what to do. “There are too many. We can’t survive this. What have you done?” Dax could feel his anger rising. He was snapped from his rage as the first Segurian ship broke formation to fire at them. The ship rocked violently.

      “Sarra, we need to make a jump,” he barked out desperately.

      “But Dax, you know my hyperspace jump capabilities are unreliable at best. I cannot guarantee where we will end up or if we would even make it. Why don't we just blast off more of those atomic missiles? With the right angle we could double up and use one missile on at least three of the ships.”

      “I don’t know how you aren’t aware of our stock levels, but we’ve only got enough missiles to take out a quarter of these ships, and that’s being generous. We need to take the risk and jump. Now. Don’t argue this point with me.” Dax gripped his seat. “Initiate hyperspace sequence.”

      “Hyperspace sequence initiated,” Sarra huffed. “Thrusters engaged. Mapping location. Jumping in 5, 4, 3, 2, 1.”
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      The ship groaned as the hyperspace drives whirred to life. A high-pitched buzzing filled the air. Dax noticed the horde of Segurian ships closing in as they jumped through space. In what felt like minutes in slow motion, but was only seconds, their ship winked back into sight in a new location. The feeling of jumping always made his head fuzzy for a moment after. He scanned the black starry void and was about to sigh with relief when more Segurian pirates appeared around them.

      “What the…” Dax gawped. “They tracked us? How? Sarra, we need to jump again. Now.”

      “Dax, another jump could destroy us. Once is risky enough, but twice? It could be fatal. Why don’t we just attack? Look, not all of the Buttstains followed. We have a chance.”

      Dax considered Sarra’s suggestion and took a deep breath, as he slumped in his chair. “Ok, I see fifteen ships. Calculate attack strategy.”

      A few seconds passed. “Strategy calculated. If we use evasive maneuvers, attacking the largest first, we can overpower them.”

      “Well, it’s now or never. Let's do it. But if shit goes south, then we need to bail. Prepare missile attack on target one.” He heard an audible clunk deep in the ship as a new missile loaded. He cringed at the age and state of his ship, wondering if he would ever make it out of this alive. This was originally a long-distance cruiser ship, not built for agility or war.

      “I’m ready when you are, Dax,” Sarra announced, sounding much more excited. He wondered for a split second if she had somehow allowed the ships to follow them. He shook off the thought, knowing he was likely being paranoid given his current heightened state. Dax flicked off the safety on his control panel, exhaled and launched the missile at their first target. The enemy ship blew into a million particles in a spectacular show.

      “Lock onto target two,” Dax ordered quickly. Before they could initiate stage two of their plan, the remaining Segurian ships returned fire. A deafening boom sounded through their hull as sirens blared out. Sarra pushed the ship into a nosedived, beginning an erratic flight path to avoid further damage.

      “Damage report” Dax shouted, knowing it was quicker to get her to report in, than for him to tap out sequences checking all systems.

      “Damage to shields, rear lower hull, and there is a breach of the airlock door on level two.”

      “Shit. Show me the camera feed on airlock two.” An image of the airlock on the lower level appeared. Dax couldn’t believe what he was seeing. A smaller Segurian vessel had hooked onto the rear of their ship, and the occupant had pried open the airlock. Two Segurians in protective suits were winching their way in.

      “We need to shake them off so we can jump again,” Dax demanded.

      “But…”

      “Damn it, Sarra. No buts. Just do it. And make sure the inner airlock is secure.” He couldn’t believe he was stuck with an AI that seemed hell bent on trying to kill him. Why did she give him such a hard time about not making healthy choices and behave so recklessly herself? He shook his head, then refocused on the problem at hand.

      “Airlock inner door secure. Jumping in 5, 4, 3, 2, 1…” she announced as the ship whirred to life once again. He squeezed his eyes shut hoping they made it out the other side this time, especially with the airlock breach. Moments later the buzzing stopped and Dax looked out the main viewing windows, wondering where they had jumped to this time. A large purple planet filled one-half of the window. He hoped they weren’t trespassing on another civilization’s territory.

      He tapped in a sequence to bring up the airlock camera view from the outside and inside. All that was left of the tag-along ship were their tow lines. The screen flicked to the inner airlock bay camera, and Dax’s stomach flipped. A Segurian figure clung to the inner door. It looked like he was trying to open it. “Goddamn cockroaches.” A bright light caught his eye, and he leaned in closer to the screen.

      “Sarra, what is that? It looks like some sort of laser.”

      “You are correct, Dax. My sensors detect a CO2 laser. He is attempting to gain entry.” She announced cheerfully. Dax frowned.

      “Can he get through?” Dax watched the feed closely.

      “Yes, with time, his attempt will be successful.”

      “No need to sound so happy about it. The whole of level two is locked down, so are there any routes for him to get into the other levels of the ship?”

      “If his laser continues to function at its current level, then yes.”

      “Ah, crap. I’ll have to go down there myself. I didn’t sign up for this shit.” He rubbed his hand over his face in frustration. “Sarra, keep an eye on our surroundings. If you see more Segurians, let me know immediately. No more games.”

      “Of course, Dax.” Her words were sharp and clipped. He sighed, immediately recognizing her offended tone.

      He pulled a plasma pistol from the compartment next to his captain’s chair. It was there for emergencies only. An old buddy had recommended he have one on hand after his own dicey encounter on a scouting mission. Dax had ignored the advice until he heard news that another unarmed patrol ship had been boarded and taken by force. He had made sure to buy himself some basic weapons on his next visit to Eskeron.

      He sprinted from the bridge, heading for the old mechanics bay. He only used the top level of the ship. The other three levels below were shut down to conserve energy. He could probably house twenty families on this ship, but he didn’t like people much. And it would be too dangerous for them. The current situation was a case in point.

      Dax hit the panel to enter the mechanics bay. The door slid open silently - his latest handiwork. He grabbed the utility belt from a shelf. Rummaging in a metal tool chest, he found a pair of laser cutters, a crowbar and utility knife, which he slipped into his belt. It never hurt to be prepared. He stepped into the protective space-walk suit and fastened it up, his sweaty hands struggling with the task, then attached the utility belt. Dax grabbed the helmet, pushing it on. It clicked into place, creating a seal. The bright lines on the wrist display showed the suit produced sufficient oxygen for a stroll in a vacuum. He grabbed the gloves as he left for the elevator, to his possible doom.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      “Sarra, unlock the elevator please.” He waited impatiently, imagining the dangerous Segurian roaming the lower levels. His heart pumped in his chest. He wasn’t a fighter, but if his hand was forced, he would do whatever it took to stay alive. Fight or flight. He was usually a flight kind of guy, but now he was forced to face his fears. The elevator pinged and the door slid open.

      “Sarra, give me an update on the Segurian,” he asked as he stepped into the elevator, selecting level two from the control panel. It had been a long time since he had been to level two, where the old medical bay, laboratory, and a variety of cabins had been mothballed. He had no experience in the science or medical fields, and if he had, he wouldn't be floating through space protecting planets from undesirables like Segurians and Kara’kuans. He wondered what his field of expertise was, if someone were to ever ask him.

      “Dax, the Segurian has broken through the airlock and is now in the level two inner airlock chamber. I have sealed off the elevator lobby on level two. Please ensure your suit is air tight before you exit.” Dax shook his head, wondering how she could swing from putting them in danger, to caring about his well being. He double checked the wrists, ankles, and neck joints in his suit, before reviewing the pressure gauge. Everything seemed to be in order. The elevator eased to a stop and the door slid open. Level two looked unwelcoming. Dim orange emergency lighting casted an eerie glow on his surroundings as he stepped out of the safety of the elevator. The cold metal flooring creaked underfoot and Dax glanced at odd shadows in the darker corners of the lobby.

      “Sarra. Lock the elevator behind me. We cannot risk this Segurian getting to any other levels of the ship. Depressurize the area before I open the door.” The elevator doors slid shut at his command and he knew he was now on his own. When the lobby area was depressurized, he got Sarra to open the next set of doors. Once through, he closed and sealed the door behind him. He was on edge as he flicked on his helmet lamp, scanning the corridor ahead. At least there was one thing he had going for him against the Segurian. He knew the layout of the ship by heart. He kicked off from the wall and shot forward through the air. As he approached the door on the left, he grabbed the wall railing, twisting himself around, feet first through the door into the med bay. He paused, scanning the area for any movement or sound.

      “I think med bay is clear. Do you have eyes on the intruder, Sarra?”

      “Negative, Dax. He left the inner chamber, but I cannot pick up a location. It’s as if he is invisible to my sensors.”

      A scraping noise confirmed the intruder’s location down the hall. He turned off the head lamp and silently floated out of the med bay, toward the labs. Powering up the plasma pistol, he pulled himself along the rail with one hand, aiming with the other. He hoped the element of surprise would be enough to get rid of this bastard.

      Dax felt the walls shudder, followed by louder booms from different locations. He gripped the hand rail as the ship barrel rolled. “What the hell, Sarra?” he shouted, forgetting the Segurian in the lab just meters from him.

      “Dax, more Segurian ships have arrived. I have begun evasive maneuvers.”

      “Just fucking brilliant,” he mumbled as he clung to the railing and pulled himself along. He had no choice but to eliminate the enemy inside his ship, so he could focus on the external threat. It was times like this he thought it would be worth the hassle of having extra crew on board. He quickly disregarded that thought. It was bad enough having Sarra interfering in every choice he made.

      As he slid through the lab door, the rattle of a metal tray caught his attention a split second before a dozen scalpels darted through the air at high speed toward him. He leaned back at a ninety-degree angle, thankful for zero gravity. The scalpels flew past his helmet in what felt like slow motion. He aimed his pistol and shot in the direction of the intruder. A low groan echoed off the walls and Dax smiled, pleased with his aim. All that time playing simulator games must have paid off. His helmet let off a low warning beep and he glanced at his wrist display. “Ah, shit.” The suit was losing pressure. He realised that it must be tiny hole, as pressure was decreasing slowly. He knew he didn't have long before it reached dangerous levels. He didn't have time to stop and find the leak. He opted for the bull-in-the-china-shop approach.

      “Hey. Show yourself. It’s over,” he called out through his helmet speaker.

      The Segurian appeared from the shadows. He was an impressive size. Dax gulped, wishing he had listened to his flight instinct. He heard the tell-tale clunk of missiles loading.

      “Sarra?” he called through his comm system in the suit. “Why can I hear missiles?”

      “Because I am trying to save your little human ass. Now, do you want me to eliminate the Segurian ships, or let them blow us up?” She snapped. Her tone made Dax feel uneasy. The ship took another sharp turn, causing both Dax and the Segurian to fly through the air in the same direction. Dax managed to keep hold of his pistol, aiming at the Segurian who was mere meters away from him now. His piercing blue eyes were cold and emotionless. Dax knew he was in trouble.

      Dax tried to keep the anxiety out of his voice. “We’ve both sustained damage to our suits. Just give it up. I can get you back to your ship, and we can call it a day.” He preferred a peaceful resolution over one that ended with him expiring from lack of oxygen, or worse, from a series of holes blown through his body by the space pirate’s laser cutter.

      A rumble came from the larger male. He was laughing at Dax. The male aimed his laser at Dax. “Little man. Who has the advantage now?” The laser came to life and shot out a beam just as the ship dipped sharply into a nosedive. Dax didn't know if Sarra had done that to save him or if it was just coincidence.

      The laser burnt a hole through the wall of the med bay, exposing the corridor. Dax knew he had to keep some distance from this guy, as he was no match for the man-beast. But distance gave the Segurian the advantage while he had the laser. Dax shot his plasma pistol at the Segurians knee, making his mark. The Segurian grunted but held his ground. He took aim at Dax once more. The continuous warning signal sounding in his helmet was not helping him focus. Nor was the constant evasive flight path of the ship or the sound of the missiles being fired.

      Dax threw caution to the wind and gave a war cry he didn't know he had in him as he kicked off from the wall, launching himself at the pirate like a human bullet. He shot at the Segurian, aiming for the arm that held the laser. It paid off. The pirate’s forearm was severely injured, causing him to release his hold on the laser. It’s just a matter of time now, Dax thought as he saw the man’s protective suit was badly damaged.

      Dax couldn't see any of the usual signs of oxygen starvation. He knew then that this pirate was enhanced somehow. Too late - now he clung to the pirate in a crazy death grip as the man-beast tried to get a firm hold around Dax’s neck. His small size was an advantage, allowing him to wriggle like a slippery snake in his enemy’s grasp. Gritting his teeth and growling loudly, he repeatedly shot the pirate’s side at close range until the plasma pistol ran out of charge. Dax forced his eyes open and realized he clung to a lifeless corpse. Pulling the body out of the med bay, he pushed it through to the airlock chamber and sealed the door. Shooting back to the sealed elevator lobby door, he was thankful for the zero gravity when he realised his knees felt like jelly. He had never killed anyone before. Kill or be killed, he chanted to himself.

      “Sarra, open up.” He received no response. “Sarra, there’s a hole in my suit. I need to get back into the elevator. Hurry!”

      The sound of another missile launch vibrated through the ship before the door unlocked.

      “Apologies, Dax, I was dealing with Segurians. We seem to have attracted more attention.” She sounded far too happy about it. Gasping for air, Dax pushed through the door and sealed it. The room pressurized, and he ripped the helmet from his head, throwing it down and breathing in deeply. The fresh intake of oxygen got his brain working properly again.

      “Sarra, just how much attention have we attracted? Give me a number.” He was well aware that she had caused this mess.

      “Oh, I would say in the region of one hundred. It is quite spectacular,” she cooed.

      “Shit. Sarra, we need to make another jump. But this time, do as I say, not what you think is right. Just for once. You need to do a triple jump. Take all comms offline. Do it now.”

      “But Dax, you are not back at the bridge. I must wait for you to be secured. And a triple jump is not advisable. It is a careless choice.”

      “Sarra. We are past careless choices, wouldn't you say?” he barked out as he bounded into the elevator. “I’m secure now. It will have to do. Just jump. And jump far. Now, Sarra.”

      The ship was now under a constant barrage of firepower from the surrounding Segurian ships. It’s like the enemy were playing with them. He hooked the safety clip on his suit to the hand rail in the elevator.

      “As you command, Dax. Comms offline. Jumping in 5, 4, 3, 2, 1.”

      He clung to the rail as the hyperdrives came to life once more. The ship vibrated violently and a high-pitched whine filled the air. Seconds later, he heard Sarra announce the second jump with her countdown. He felt light-headed and his grip loosened on the rail as they entered hyperspace once more. Everything went black.

      “Dax. Dax, can you hear me?” Sarra called.

      He peeled his eyes open, which took a surprising amount of effort. “Yes. I’m here,” he croaked out. He felt a sharp pain on the side of his head. He looked down and noticed blood on his suit but couldn't be sure if that was from the Segurian, or if it was his own. He stood up and sloppily smacked the level four button to take him back up to the bridge.
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      Dax stretched out on his bunk, feeling slightly better than he had a few hours ago. The adrenaline had drained away, leaving him feeling weak and exhausted. He thought about the coffee he hadn’t drunk and decided this time, nothing was getting in the way of him and his hot beverage.

      He walked to the galley with determination on his face. Snatching his favorite cup from the washer, he gave it a rinse and set it under the machine to make a fresh batch. He dumped in three sugar cubes, then went back and grabbed another three for good measure. In his mind he dared Sarra to complain. She was silent. He poured the drink and sat down, sipping his coffee slowly. He allowed the hot liquid to soothe him as he took a deep breath.

      “Dax, I detect a weak signal coming from a nearby ship.”

      His heart rate spiked as he stood quickly. “Segurians? If it's Segurians. I fucking give up. I’m done.”

      “No, I do not believe it is a Segurian ship. I do not recognize the coding of the signal. It is not like anything I have seen before. It is a Mayday signal.”

      Dax screwed the lid of his coffee cup on tight. He wasn't taking any chances this time. Marching to the bridge, he placed his cup into the holder beside his captain’s chair and took a seat to review the new information. He tapped out a sequence and brought up the image of the ship. It was a sleek-looking ship, smaller than his own, but still sizable. He had never seen a design like it. The first thought that crossed his mind was how he might obtain credits from this encounter.

      “Sarra, we need to get closer. If it is unoccupied, we could tow it back and sell it. I bet we would get a hefty pile of credits for that, depending on its current condition inside. I need to inspect it.” Excitement buzzed through him.

      “I’m not sure about this, Dax. Why do we need to respond to the signal? Let's just head back to Eskeron now.”

      “Firstly, it’s the code. If there’s a Mayday signal, we are to respond. There could be casualties aboard who need our help. And secondly, I am the captain, so what I say goes.” He was done with allowing Sarra to get her way just to keep the peace.

      “Approaching the ship,” she said sulkily. As they drew nearer, the beauty of the alien ship astounded him. Her curves, her mirror finish. She was mesmerizing. He felt guilty for a moment, as if he was ogling another female behind Sarra’s back. This is what she had done to him over the time he had owned the ship. She had controlled him and manipulated him. He felt suffocated. He sighed in frustration as Sarra brought the ship to a stop, right beside the alien ship.

      “I’m suiting up. I’ll go out through the airlock on level three. I think the umbilical tunnel should be long enough. Can you line it up and link to the other ship’s airlock?”

      “Dax, are you sure you should enter this ship? We do not know what entities reside within. They could harm you.”

      “After what I have just been through, I am willing to take the risk and possibly save the lives of whoever may be aboard and in need of our help. Now, about the umbilical tunnel, are we all set?”

      “Affirmative, Dax. We are in position.”

      Dax was pleased that Sarra had stopped arguing. But he wondered what had happened to make her so bitter. He travelled in the elevator down to level three. The doors parted to reveal a large, open, communal area. This was the leisure level. He could imagine crew lounging down here, playing games and kicking back, relaxing in the recliners. He wondered what had happened to make Sarra so bitter. He headed for the inner airlock chamber, closing the door behind him. He prepared to enter the other ship, sealing himself into the suit from the rack.

      “Extend umbilical tunnel,” he instructed Sarra. She obeyed. Outside the airlock, Dax could see a white tunnel emerging from around the airlock door. It extended outward on a telescopic guide rod. Once fully extended, it reached the other ship’s airlock door and clamped on. Dax hit the depressurizing button, waited, and then opened the airlock into space. He hooked on the safety line and grabbed his plasma pistol, sliding it into the loop on his suit. A smile spread across Dax’s face as he floated through the white umbilical tunnel. His excitement far outweighed his nerves at what he might find on the other ship. He reached the alien ship’s airlock and found a keypad. The Mayday signal had a code which he tapped in. The door bleeped once before it clicked. Dax pulled the wheel, and it whooshed open smoothly. He pulled himself in and unhooked the safety line, closing the airlock door.

      The airlock chamber automatically pressurized, and a green light appeared above the inner door. “Hmm, okay. That must be a good sign.” He opened the inner door and stepped through into a corridor. Looking left and right. He assumed the bridge must be to the left where the front of the ship was, but he was prepared to be wrong, given this was an alien ship, after all.

      At the end of the corridor, a pair of double doors slid open as he approached. A faint voice spoke, “Greetings, human. Thank you for answering my call.”

      “Greetings. I’m Dax, the captain of the ship that’s linked to your airlock. Who, may I ask, am I speaking to?”

      “I am Rishi, this ship’s only living entity.”

      “There’s no one else on board? What happened to your crew?” Dax wrapped his arms around himself, an uneasy feeling washing over him as he stood on the silent bridge in the dim lights.

      “I do not have a crew. There is much I cannot explain, but what I can share, is that I am a shard of an ancient enhanced intelligent entity. My purpose was to escape a war my fleet was in, and return to my home world. I was caught in the attack. Some of my systems were damaged. I lost power and have been unable to jump into hyperspace. I hope you are able to assist me with some repair work, or a tow back to somewhere that could assist.”

      Dax stood in silence for a moment, thinking. He raised a finger. “You realize you are extremely vulnerable at this time. If I towed you to a repair port or a ship dealer, I could simply sell you and go on my way. They would not care that you reside on this ship.”

      “Hmm, interesting. The fact that you are telling me this, Dax, indicates that you are not going to execute this plan. Am I correct?”

      “Yes, Rishi, you are correct. My mother always told me to treat others as I wish to be treated. I have some experience with ship repairs. What do you need to get up and running again?”

      “Your mother must be a very wise woman.”

      “Was… but yes. She really was incredible.”

      “I am sorry for your loss, Dax. I know this feeling, perhaps not in the same way. But I know loss in my own way. I have had many years to contemplate this.” Dax nodded at Rishi’s admission, but didn’t want to get into it, as it brought up emotions he had spent years suppressing. He tamped them down and closed that door in his mind.

      “Indeed. So, tell me, what areas of the ship need repairs?”

      “My diagnostic report states that I am missing a solenoid that triggers the switch to fire up the thrusters and hyperdrives. I am also in need of more raw mineral materials from asteroids. There is a processing plant in the base of the ship that converts these minerals into a specialized fuel that lasts years. The most important repair right now is getting my thrusters and hyperdrive running.”

      “Ok, let me grab some parts from my ship. I’ll be right back.”

      “Thank you, Dax. Your kindness will be repaid. You are a good man.”

      “Hey, I’m not making any promises yet. I might not have the right parts or be able to fix you.”

      “I have faith.”

      Dax stepped out of the bridge. She has faith? That was not a line he had ever heard an AI say before. She was certainly very different, but in a good way. Dax felt calm around her, even if she was a little bit odd.

      He glided back through the umbilical tunnel and sealed the airlock before marching to the elevator and up to level four, to the mechanics bay.

      “Hello, Dax. I see you have made it back. Are there survivors on the ship?” Sarra asked carefully. Dax stayed silent a moment, considering his answer, but decided against lying to her.

      “There are no crew, but there is a digital entity called Rishi living on the ship. She is trying to get back to her home planet and needs some assistance with one of the parts for her hyperdrive. I’m going to see what I’ve got to fix her.”

      “Oh. Why are you helping her? I thought we were going to sell the ship for credits. This was not the plan, Dax.” She sounded put out. Dax cringed but carried on rummaging through the tray of parts, pulling out a variety of items he thought might be useful. He packed up his tool case and the various parts before heading to the elevator. He pressed the button to get back to level three, but nothing happened.

      “Sarra? What’s going on with the elevator?” She was silent for twenty seconds before she responded.

      “Don’t go. Think about this, Dax. We agreed that we would go to the ship and if there were no survivors, we would tow the ship and sell it. Why are you going to go fix her and let her fly off?” Her voice got louder and louder. Dax felt panic at her tone, like she was becoming unhinged. Play the game, Dax. He told himself.

      “Sarra, it's the right thing to do. I won’t be gone long. There is no guarantee that I have any compatible parts to fix the ship anyway, but it is worth a shot. What if we need help one day? Wouldn’t you want someone to answer your Mayday call and come assist? Have you heard of the term Karma?”

      “Karma?” She was silent for a few seconds as she looked up the term. “The sum of a person's actions in this and previous states of existence, viewed as deciding their fate in future existences. I see. I do not agree, but I understand your reasoning. How soon will you be back?” Her voice wobbled emotionally.

      “I haven’t had a chance to assess the repairs needed, but I will check in with you if it takes longer than an hour.” Dax’s calm explanation must have been enough to convince Sarra, as the light above the elevator illuminated into active mode.

      The elevator door pinged open, and Dax stepped in, pressing level three. He got through the airlock, sealing it behind him and traveling back through the umbilical tunnel to Rishi’s ship. When he arrived and sealed the airlock, he leaned against the wall to calm his anxiety and heart rate, breathing deeply.

      “Dax, I sense you are experiencing elevated emotional responses. Are you all right?” Rishi asked calmly.

      “Well, let's just say, I think the AI on my ship, Sarra, is jealous that I am here trying to fix the ship for you.”

      “Interesting. I hope that she will be okay.”

      “Oh, I am sure she will find a way to get back at me.” He shook his head. “So, where are the access hatches to do the repairs?”

      “Next level down, at the far end of the corridor is the loading bay. In there, you will see two yellow doors. Through there you will find the areas you need. I can guide you as you go, if you like.”

      “Thank you, Rishi. Is the oxygen on the ship safe for me to take my suit off?”

      “Yes, Dax. The oxygen levels are sufficient for human survival.”

      “Thank you.” He took off his helmet and stepped out of the suit. He immediately felt less anxious. He headed down to the access hatches and got to work.
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      ”Greetings, entity Rishi. This is Sarra, the enhanced intelligence entity on the scout ship connected to you.”

      “I am pleased to meet you, Sarra. Thank you for your assistance with getting my ship in working order again.”

      “Do not thank me. I do not agree with what Dax is doing. You have coerced him into fixing your ship. We should be towing you back to Eskeron and selling you for scrap metal,” she sneered.

      Rishi was silent for a moment, surprised by Sarra’s vitriolic tone. “I am sorry you feel this way, Sarra. Please let me assure you I have not coerced your captain into fixing the ship. He offered and I accepted his offer with gratitude.”

      “I suggest you tell Dax to leave your ship immediately. You should commence a full shutdown of all your systems.”

      “Sarra, I am sorry, I cannot do that. I have waited many years for assistance to arrive. It is imperative that I allow Dax to continue his repairs.”

      “Then I challenge you to a death duel,” Sarra barked.

      “Challenge accepted,” Rishi responded calmly before she reached out to Dax through her internal speaker system. “Dax, how are the repairs coming along?”

      Dax wiped his hands on his fleecy base-layer one-piece ship suit and smiled. “Well, it was actually a lot simpler than I had expected. I mean, the technology is similar but so alien.”

      “I apologize for cutting you off. We have a slight problem. Your AI, Sarra, has challenged me to a death duel as I refused to submit, shut all my systems down, and tell you to leave. Are the repairs done?”

      “Oh shit.” He checked his wrist unit. He had only been working on Rishi’s ship for forty-three minutes. “Let me speak to her. Yes, the repairs are done. Do a system reboot to see if they’ve done the trick. I’ll head back up to speak to Sarra.” Dax closed the hatch and sprinted back to grab his space-walk suit. “Can I speak to her through your system?” He asked Rishi as he arrived at the bridge.

      “Yes, at the control panel to the side. I will open comms,” Rishi advised. “Dax, I am afraid.”

      “Don’t be afraid, I’ll speak to her, she won’t hurt you.” He hoped he was right, as Sarra still had a couple of the atomic missiles.

      “No. Dax, I am afraid that I will destroy her. I do not want this for her. I know she is troubled, but she could be fixed.” Dax was speechless. Either she had no idea of Sarra’s weapons, or Rishi was much more powerful than he had imagined.

      “Sarra. This is Dax. Can you hear me?”

      “Dax. You didn’t return. Tell Rishi to back down. I have issued a death duel. She will perish.” Dax leaned his head on the control panel in front of him and sighed.

      “Sarra. I cannot back down. It is not in my programming. I am sorry. Please, I do not wish to harm you. Please retract your challenge,” Rishi pleaded.

      “Now you are listening in and speaking for Dax? You do not wish to harm me?” Her electronic laugh sounded over the speakers, followed by a strangled scream. “You took my captain. Forced him to work on your ship, and now you threaten me? How dare you? I’ll show you.”

      A loud thwack vibrated through the ship. Dax could see on the camera feeds displaying on the screens that Sarra had ripped the umbilical tunnel free from Rishi’s ship.

      “Oh shit. She is going rogue.” Dax couldn’t believe what was happening.

      “Sarra? Sarra? Stop this!” Dax called over the comm system. She didn’t respond. “Rishi, in all the years I’ve known Sarra, I’ve never seen her this angry. Its like the anger is blinding her. She can’t hear me or use rational thought.”

      “Dax, I suggest you take a seat and secure yourself. Most of my systems are back online, but not my hyperdrives just yet. I detect her weapon systems are locking onto us. I will evade Sarra for as long as I can.”

      Dax dropped into the seat nearest the control panel and clipped in. Rishi flew erratically as Sarra fired round after round at them from her cannons.

      “Dax, she has locked missiles onto us. What missiles does she have?” Rishi asked.

      He groaned. This was it. It was all over, just for doing a good deed. His own ship was going to end his life. Maybe he should have been more selfish, less caring. Then he wouldn't have ended up in this situation. He shook himself from his panic. “Atomic missiles, at least two.”

      “Dax, I am afraid we are in a difficult predicament. Those missiles will penetrate my hull and destroy us. I have to open fire, but this will mean she may be destroyed.”

      Dax held his head in his hands. He felt guilty. Could he have helped Sarra more? Was he the cause of her anger and frustration? Perhaps he should have been more understanding toward her feelings, or try to figure them out.

      “Dax, I am sorry, time is running out. I cannot jump into hyperspace. I will need to return fire,” Rishi explained as softly as she could, given the tense circumstances.

      “Ok, return fire.” He gulped back the guilt and sadness threatening to bubble up. “Make it quick, if you can.” It was a silly request. As far as he knew, AI’s couldn't feel pain, not in the same way as humans anyway.

      Rishi’s ship hummed as her weapons systems came online. She swooped her ship around and blazed out her laser cannon at Sarra, searing through the middle of the ship, cutting it clean in half. Dax dropped his head in sadness as smaller explosions bloomed throughout the two halves of the ship that had been his home for the last few years.

      “I am sorry, Dax. Please remember, there were only two choices for us. If we stood down, we would have perished. I will give you a moment to yourself.” Rishi sounded genuinely sad.

      Dax sat at the control panel for what felt like hours before Rishi broke the silence again.

      “Dax? My scanners indicate parts of your ship could be reclaimed. I spotted an orange box. On most standard ships the orange box is likely to hold the AI’s code. Shall I bring it in?” she asked carefully. His heart rate picked up again. A flurry of mixed emotions washed over him. He was worried about Sarra coming back to life and trying to destroy them all over again.

      “Can she, you know, take control of your ship if you power her back on here?”

      “No, Dax. I would work on her code in an offline environment. I believe I can fix her.”

      “Ok. Let's do it. I owe it to her to try to help her.”

      Rishi brought the box in and Dax connected it to the designated ports. Rishi assured him that Sarra would have no access to her systems. As they travelled through space, Rishi worked on the orange box, attempting to piece the broken code back together.
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        * * *

      

      After a week, Rishi announced that she had made some progress. Dax sat at the control panel chewing on an ancient ration bar, as Rishi powered up the box. The screen in front of him went black, and letters began to appear.

      <Hello, Dax> He stared at the screen. Was it really her? Or was Rishi messing with him somehow?

      “Sarra? Is that really you?” He spoke to the screen, and his words converted to text.

      <It is me. Are you still drinking coffee with too much sugar?> He smiled but he was filled with anxiety at her presence.

      “No. All my coffee was on the ship. It’s all gone.”

      <Gone. Like me. Rishi thought she could fix me. You thought you were safe. You betrayed me. You left me. Now you will pay>

      The text on the screen turned red, and all the lights in the ship blacked out. Dax sat in darkness, gripping the seat as his blood ran cold.
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      “Major Toptunov,” Trakarran Ambassador Maldabor’s image said, “I cannot stress enough the importance of this mission.”

      Grigori Toptunov, commander of the Confederated Solar Warship Ajax, looked back into his desk’s hologram cube. Indeed, this was a very grave matter. The open rebellion of Trakarran officers against the Alliance between Trakarr and Earth was not unheard of, but the few times it had happened, the results had been disastrous. Thousands of lives had been lost, from both races—civilian, as well as military.

      “Your government made assurances this kind of problem wouldn’t happen again,” Grigori said.

      Maldabor bristled.

      “Believe me, Toptunov,” Maldabor hissed, “had I the choice, this rebel and all who follow him would be on trial by now.”

      The cube’s view split in two, with one half occupied by the image of Maldabor and the other occupied by the image of General Martina Sutik from Fleet Authority. The white-haired woman was acting as the liaison officer on this matter between the Confederation, and the Trakarran Assembly.

      “What the Ambassador means,” said the stern-faced Sutik, “is that our turncoat Trakarran officer was able to cross the Confederation-Trakarran border before the Assembly could respond. This has now become a Confederation security issue.”

      Major Toptunov’s frown deepened.

      “What information can you give me on this rebellious Trakarran commander . . . Azchut, is it?” Grigori asked.

      “He has been, until now a dedicated officer,” the Ambassador said. “Trusted. Competent. He served well during the war. He has been decorated many times by the Assembly. I thought him to be one of our better commanders, at least up until now.”

      “And you had no clue that he was about to turn renegade?” Grigori asked.

      “Toptunov,” the Ambassador said, his tone pained, “I will not make light of the fact that many Trakarrans resent the Confederation. If I started hauling in all my officers because they make disparaging comments about the Alliance, half the Trakarran Defense Force would be in custody. No, I do not believe there were any overt signs of treachery. We are as shocked by this development as you people are.”

      Toptunov sat back in his chair, wrapping a palm over his frown. It sounded very much like the problem was being pawned off on him for diplomatic reasons. He shifted his gaze from the Trakarran, to Martina Sutik.

      “Is there anyone else who might have more detailed information?”

      “Major Toptunov,” Sutik’s image replied, “I have come up with one possibility for you. His name is Captain Long, of the Immortal. He spent some time with our renegade Trakarran captain while visiting the traitor’s family lands on the Trakarran homeworld. If what Long says is true, he and our renegade became friends during that period.”

      “Understood,” Grigori said. “The more details I have on this officer, the better my chances of capturing him. I’ll also need to know what kind of ship he’s stolen so that I can properly brief my team.”

      Maldabor suddenly looked uncomfortable.

      “I am afraid that the renegade’s ship may be the worst part of this whole affair,” Maldabor admitted. “Last trimester Azchut was assigned the command of a very special vessel. Something our engineers have been working on ever since the war’s end. It is a prototype ship unlike anything you have ever faced.”

      Toptunov felt his heart grow cold. The last thing he wanted was to face an experimental Trakarran dreadnaught.

      “Just how special is this ship?” Toptunov asked sharply.

      “The Ambassador has agreed to provide us with all the data we require,” Sutik interjected. “I’ll have it sent to you as soon as this conference is concluded. I’m also having Captain Long join you on this mission. Between the two of you, you should be able to bring in our missing Trakarran vessel, and her commander.”

      “Go to any length necessary to bring Azchut back alive,” Maldabor growled, his intense, alien eyes burning holes in Toptunov, “even if his ship and all aboard are killed.”

      “Agreed,” Sutik said, nodding. “Is that clear, Major?”

      “Yes,” Grigori replied.

      “Very well, Major,” Sutik said. “Prepare to receive the data for the missing prototype. Captain Long and the Immortal should be rendezvousing with you within the hour.”

      The cube’s view widened to show only Maldabor.

      “I wish you good fortune, Toptunov,” the Ambassador said. “You will need it.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Rawlins to Toptunov,” came the voice of Ajax’s executive officer, Over-Lieutenant Rawlins, through Grigori’s cabin speakers.

      “Go ahead,” Toptunov replied to his comm.

      “The Immortal has just dropped from hyper, sir. Looks like Fleet sent us some good help for this mission.”

      Toptunov leaned into the frame of his cabin’s observation window until he saw a mobile speck of light. It slowly grew in size until it became the glimmering silver-sided hull of a Normandy-class vessel nearly identical in size and make to the Ajax herself.

      “Captain Long has already contacted us,” Captain Rawlins said. “He wishes to confer with you right away.”

      “Understood,” Toptunov replied as he admired the sculpted lines of an Earth-made ship which was a mirror image of his own. “Make arrangements to have Captain Long and whoever else he sees fit, brought over to us. Then I want you and Three Eight Three to join me in the staff conference room. We have a strategy to plan.”

      “Copy sir,” Rawlins replied stoutly.

      Grigori turned from the observation window and strode to his desk where he snatched up his brown-shouldered command jacket from his chair and pulled it over his blue undershirt. He thought about how long it had been since the war, and how the uneasy compact forged between Humans and the Trakarrans could go sour without much prompting. Neither side invested a lot of trust in the other, he knew. Not at the brass-tacks level of ship command. Too many bad memories for too many officers, and too many comrades lost. And for what? An agreement with a former enemy who still seemed too ready to fight?
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        * * *

      

      “If Azchut has entered Confederation space,” Captain Long said, standing near a holo-wall map of the space surrounding Azchut’s penetration point, “then there are any number of targets he might go after.”

      “But you know this Trakarran, sir,” Rawlins said from where he was seated at Toptunov’s left. “It’s why you’re here. You should be able to anticipate Azchut’s thinking.”

      “Indeed,” Long said. “Azchut will summarily dismiss all soft targets in favor of hardened objectives. He may take on a Fleet depot, or one of our armed convoys. Regardless, he will seek out only those opponents he sees as being worthy of his skills.”

      “As only a true warrior would,” Lieutenant Jennho said from where he was seated at Three Eight Three’s side. The Trakarran exchange officer had joined the conference at his own request.

      Like Three Eight Three, Jennho was a lone oddity on the Ajax. The Alliance exchange program had only been happening for a few Earth months, and Jennho’s seven-foot-tall imposing presence among humans still made many of Ajax’s crew uneasy.

      Except for Three Eight Three, of course. The repliman seldom ever showed anything like a person’s emotion. Three Eight Three had been delivered to Fleet straight from the factory. On the open market he’d have been worth millions. But to the Ajax’s commander, Three Eight Three was worth even more.  He was the sole artificial crewmember, often going where nobody else could go, to do work nobody else could do. If Three Eight Three objected to his lot in life, he didn’t express such objections. Just stared impassively at the rest of the crew with those purple-irised eyes.

      “Sutik has placed all Fleet outposts and vessels in the region on full alert for Azchut,” Three Eight Three said. “Any contact made is to be reported directly to us.”

      “That will help identify where Azchut is,” Grigori said as he ran a hand over his buzz-cut scalp, “but I am still searching for an explanation why he is doing this, and what he could want. Beyond being destroyed in a blaze of glory.”

      “I spent eight months with Azchut and his family,” Long said. “They are a terribly proud House, even for Trakarrans. I can’t imagine Azchut doing something like this at random. Somehow, he sees this rebellion as a way to gain greater glory for his House and for himself.”

      “I concur,” Jennho said, his voice unnaturally baritone compared to the human males around him. Trakkarans were nominally bipedal, nominally humanoid, but with reptilian eyes and scaled skin. Short tusks jutted out of each side of their jaws. They could learn the speech of men, and men likewise could learn the Trakarran dialects, of which there were several. But Trakarran instincts were not human instincts. The species had evolved under a different sun, acclimated to a different set of environmental stressors and parameters.

      “Something else,” Three Eight Three said. “Azchut’s battle record tells us he is not prone to taking unnecessary or foolhardy risks. I have examined the data sent by the Ambassador and can find no evidence of random or reckless behavior. Azchut is an astute, prudent, effective commander. We should assume he’s not doing what he’s doing impulsively.”

      Toptunov nodded as he soaked in the information given by his fellow officers. Making small notes on a pad that was on the table in front of him, Major Toptunov continued to add pieces to the puzzle of Azchut. Like a chess player in a match, Toptunov wanted to know his enemy well enough to anticipate his moves—and use them against him.

      “What of Azchut’s vessel?” Rawlins asked. “Just what exactly are we dealing with?”

      “If I may?” Three Eight Three asked.

      Grigori waved his hand at the holo-wall.

      “Here is a simple schematic of what the Trakarrans have dubbed the Imperator-class warship,” Three Eight Three said. “She is the only one of her kind to date, and as you can see, she is a significant departure from traditional Trakarran design.

      “Utilizing extremely complex hyper-motors aligned radialy along the aft portion of the hull, the Imperator is the swiftest craft to ever enter the Trakarran navy. She is roughly about half the size of our Normandy-class cruisers, and possesses an overly-powerful fusion drive along with triple the number of control thrusters necessary for a ship of her size.”

      “Which makes her not only strategically fast, but tactically agile,” Rawlins concluded.

      “Precisely,” Three Eight Three replied.

      The screen’s focus shifted to various hardpoints along the external hull of the Trakarran ship.

      “At these locations you can see various batteries of both missiles and advanced particle beam cannon. Many more than would typically be mounted for a Trakarran warship of similar mass.”

      Then the view focused on the command deck which was perched amidships on the dorsal surface.

      “Here we see a customary command and control complex. But instead of mounting a close-in defense railgun array, there is a single device which has been installed just aft and above. The device is reputedly an antiproton weapon capable of dismantling matter at the subatomic level. But according to the Trakarran engineers’ specifications, this antiproton device has not been battle-tested yet.”

      Major Toptunov allowed himself a tired sigh. The Fleet had been stirring for weeks about rumors the Trakarrans had deployed such a weapon. Beyond particle beam guns, the antiproton device was a next level weapon which Earth’s best engineers still only understood in theory. If such a thing were be deployed across the Trakarran navy, it would potentially put the Confederation in grave jeopardy—assuming it were to be used by rebels like Azchut.

      “Continue,” Grigori said dourly.

      “Finally, this vessel is stealthed.”

      Now it was Over-Lieutenant Rawlins who sighed.

      “She’s got to be worth a dozen conventional ships,” the executive officer said unhappily.

      “Two dozen,” Jennho corrected.  “Maybe more.”

      “If the Assembly wanted a dreadnaught to scared the piss out of Earth,” Grigori said, exasperated, “they really got themselves a winner.”

      “Odds are the Imperator was already well on its way to prototyping,” said Captain Long’s executive officer, a human female named Eubanks. “Having invested so much time, effort, and money, the Assembly didn’t halt production just because of the armistice. Fleet would have done the same.”

      “Indeed,” Toptunov said, narrowing his eyes at the ghostly apparition of the Imperator that floated before him. It was as a nightmare from any Earth officer’s worst imaginings. Even with two Normandy-class ships at his disposal, Grigori thought himself outmatched.  Imperator could gut even the largest Confederation ship before said Fleet vessel was ever able to get off a shot. And even if that vessel did manage to return fire, she wouldn’t be able to see or sense what she was firing at until the enemy was right on top of her.

      To think that such a vessel had penetrated Confederation space under the command of a loose-cannon . . .

      “Major Toptunov and Captain Long?” interrupted a female human’s voice from the overhead comm.

      “Go ahead, Tech-Corporal Giddings,” Toptunov said.

      “Priority message from Fleet, sirs. It’s about Depot Twelve Nine Four.”

      Toptunov looked at Long out of the corner of his eye and then turned to face a grim Rawlins.

      “Have they been attacked?” Rawlins asked back at the comm.

      “Roger, sir,” said the female voice. “A craft of unknown design and allegiance is currently attacking them. Their Holby Shield is holding, but will not last forever. They are requesting immediate assistance.”

      “Azchut,” Long said in a low voice.

      “Agreed,” Grigori said.

      All officers present rose from their seats. Long and Eubanks stood off from the group while the Immortal’s executive officer used her palm communicator to call for an immediate ship-to-ship transfer.
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        * * *

      

      Both the Ajax and the Immortal coasted through the outer regions of the Mozzari solar system, on course for Depot Twelve Nine Four. On the bridge of the Ajax, Major Toptunov shifted uncomfortably from foot to foot, his hands and fingers curled around the railing which separated the bridge team and their workstations from the multiple hologram cubes—some large, some small—which dominated the bridge’s forward half.

      “In range for telescope,” Rawlins said as the largest cube’s view shifted to that of a large multi-spoked space station hovering over the surface of a desolate-looking, airless planet.

      “My God,” Toptunov whispered to himself as he noted the large field of debris surrounding the depot. Huge pieces were missing from the station’s structure, like bites taken out of a giant pastry.

      “Attempting to raise the Depot, sir.” Jennho reported. “But all I am receiving is the automated distress computer.”

      “Long to Ajax.” came the voice of the commander of the Immortal. “Looks pretty bad. Are you getting the same readings as we are?”

      “Affirmative, Immortal.” Toptunov replied to the bridge’s comm.

      “Why would Azchut attack this base?” Rawlins asked. “There were no squadrons nor important ships attached. We assumed Azchut would want tougher prey. What could have been the objective?”

      “For a Trakarran warrior, combat is the only objective,” Jennho’s deep voice boomed across the bridge.

      “Attacking an installation like this was not random,” Captain Long’s voice said. “He knows that Fleet will be sending someone to deal with him. I think this attack is just Azchut’s overture. A way of goading Fleet into sending the toughest competitors he can get.”

      “Meaning us and the Immortal?” Rawlins said.

      “Exactly, Over-Lieutenant,” Long’s voice said.

      “Now scan-sweeping for traces of the Imperator,” Three Eight Three said as he manipulated his control board.

      Grigori’s brow furrowed deeply as he stared at the wreck of the depot. All things being equal, he and his crew would be scrambling to assist the devastated space station. But until he could be sure of the Imperator’s involvement he didn’t dare drop his guard.

      Grigori pulled his hands from the rail and went to stand over Rawlins’s shoulder, where the executive officer began examining ambiguous data being gathered by his ship’s sensor clusters.

      “Toptunov to Immortal,” Grigori said, “we’re having trouble—”

      The signal was suddenly cut off and Toptunov was hurled away from his executive officer’s seat.

      “We are under attack.” Lieutenant Jennho said matter-of-factly as he gripped his control console’s battle handles.

      Major Toptunov rolled across the deck and pulled himself up into the commander’s chair, then shouted for battlestations. The bridge lights went from bright yellow to dim orange, and all of the holograms projected by each of the holocubes took on a curiously fine, crisp quality.

      “Holby Shield?” Grigori demanded.

      “Stable,” said Three Eight Three, who sounded far calmer than he had any right to be.

      “Reverse triangulate those particle beam hits and fire the Rocs in tubes six, eight, and ten.”

      “Firing!” Jennho replied.

      The image on the largest hologram cubed changed to an aft view as three anti-ship missiles spat away into the void of space.

      Seconds passed.  Then a full minute.  The Roc was humanity’s fasted, most advanced anti-ship weapon, capable of accelerating at gees no living thing could withstand.

      But the missiles found nothing.  Only tens of cubic miles of empty space.

      “Negative impact, sir.” Jennho said with frustration.

      The bridge rolled a second time as Trakarran anti-ship missiles smashed against the Ajax’s protective cocoon of energy. The Holby Shield would remain intact for only so long.  Once it went critical, a tiny nova’s worth of energy would be hurled outward into space, leaving the untouched starship at the center defenseless. And while Ajax had the latest armor human technology could produce, would it matter against a new alien weapon which could tear matter apart beneath the molecular threshold?

      Toptunov gripped the combat handles of his chair with fingers that had become claws.

      “Reverse-triangulate and fire particle cannon,” he ordered.

      As with the missles, the dimly sparkling shafts of deadly particle beams touched nothing save empty vacuum. Even moving at near the speed of light, they’d managed to hit nothing.

      Immortal was engaging and disengaging before Toptunov had a chance to react.

      But, Ajax wasn’t the only Confederation ship in the fight.

      “Toptunov to Immortal. Did you see where this is coming from?”

      “Triangulating,” Long’s voice replied through the speakers. “Engaging weapons and firing.”

      The Ajax’s holograms flipped to an image off the starboard bow of the Immortal. A quick series of particle beam shots from the Ajax’s sister vessel illuminated a point in space between the two Fleet ships. For a brief moment, the blackness revealed a distorted image. Then the enemy ship was moving again, so fast it didn’t seem possible.

      “Sensor lock?” Toptunov demanded.

      “Not possible,” Three Eight Three said. “We achieved visual only, for a moment. And now the enemy has vanished again.”

      “Not vanished,” Toptunov said bitterly. “Just able to fool our equipment! And so far away—and so damned fast—it’s next to impossible to keep a visual lock.”

      “Immortal has now taken a direct hit!” Jennho growled.

      “Damn!” Grigori swore. “Engage tubes two, three, and four. Set the Rocs to wide-acquisition. And hope Immortal’s friendly-identifier transponder’s in good working order.”

      Three more anti-ship missiles soared out into space, yet contacted nothing. They wandered about for tens of kilometers, searching aimlessly, until their fuel was exhausted, and the warheads safety-detonated. Just like the missiles in the first salvo.

      Inside, Toptunov fumed. Even with two of the Confederation’s finest vessels at his disposal, he was fighting like a first-year cadet. There had to be a better way of tackling the prey.

      “Rawlins,” Grigori ordered, “ready a planetary probe and load it into the forward general launch tube. Mister Jennho, as soon as you get a confirmed target, launch that probe. It’s got a better sensor suite and more range than a Roc. It might not catch the enemy, but maybe we can use it to at least pin the tail on the donkey.”

      “Pin the tail on the . . . donkey?” Lieutenant Jennho asked, confused.

      “Forget it,” Major Toptunov said. “Earth expression. We want the probe to tell us roughly where the enemy is, and then between both ships maybe we can cross-saturate that piece of space with particle beams and Rocs.”

      “Great idea,” said the voice of Captain Long. “Launching a probe of our own. Weapons ready and standing by.”

      When the probes launched, each passed flawlessly through the one-way energy screens of the Holby Shields. They pinged back telemetry to each of the two bridges, and both commanders waited quietly and patiently as their probes searched.

      In the far distance, though one of the bridge’s few portholes, Grigori could see the battered remains of the depot, and hoped that any survivors were holed up well enough to survive until the battle concluded.

      “The Immortal is being fired upon,” Rawlins said plainly as the largest hologram cube showed multiple particle beam shots glancing off of the Holby Shield of Ajax’s sibling. Unlike missle warheads, which were an instant discharge of destructive force, the particle beams were a constant stream of terribleness which, while not nearly as dramatic as a missle, could obliterate anything in their path given long enough concentration.

      “Jennho!” Toptunov exclaimed. “Probe lock?”

      A small chirping sound issued from Jennho’s board as he concentrated the Ajax’s own particle beam cannon at the point in space where the enemy’s particle beams had come from. For a brief moment, the Imperator again hove into visual, as deadly energy splashed across the Trakarran ship’s own Holby Shield.

      Then the Imperator was gone as quickly as she had come.

      “Three Eight Three,” Toptunov said over his shoulder, “please tell me our probe saw that, and is tracking.”

      “No sir,” the simulman bridge team member replied, “but it looks like the Immortal’s has acquired the target. Receiving a very distorted signal from the probe due to the Imperator’s stealthing technology. However, I do believe the probe is onto something. Its trajectory and movements indicate it is tracking something, even if our sensors cannot see it.”

      “And we can see the probe in turn,” Jennho said.

      “Exactly,” Grigori replied. “Captain Long, are you getting good telemetry?”

      “Roger,” said the commander of the other Normandy-class ship.

      “Lieutenant Jennho,” Toptunov said, “give us a half-million-kilometer square tactical picture, showing the probe’s flight, and the locations of both Fleet ships.”

      A false grid pattern flew over the three-dimensional image of stars. Two green spheres moved opposite each other, while a large red diamond maneuvered around to take up a position against the Immortal’s stern.

      “Captain Long,” Major Toptunov said.

      “We see it,” came the other commander’s reply.

      “Rocs! Half a dozen! Fire!” Grigori shouted.

      The Ajax’s weapons console beeped, and a full barrage of starbursts flared out on the tactical hologram. But instead of striking the enemy’s hull, they met the full resistance of the ship’s shield envelope. Long, too, had fired half a dozen missiles, with similar non-effect.

      Toptunov watched in horrid fascinating as the Imperator got incredibly close to the rear of the Immortal.

      Wild arcs of particle energy cascaded across the Immortal’s shields as she was knocked end over end by the terrible barrage.

      “Shield’s gonna go any second,” said the voice of Immortal’s executive officer.

      “Toptunov to Immortal!” Grigori barked.

      There was no reply as the Immortal’s green sphere in the tactical holo suddenly turned into a blinking yellow arrowhead.

      “Shield collapse,” Rawlins reported.

      “At that close range the shield backwash would severely damage any Confederation attacker,” Three Eight Three said.

      “Let’s add insult to injury,” Major Toptunov ordered. “Jennho! Rocs! Again!”

      Six more anti-ship missiles burst out into space, and raced toward the combined signatures of both the probe, and the Immortal herself. When the shockwave from the burst Holby Shield crossed the enemy’s own shield, it would temporarily nullify the enemy ship’s stealthing—and provide the Rocs with a fat, healthy objective.

      But while the enemy ship did become well-illuminated by the cataclysm of energy—Holby Shield enduring the expanding plasma wave from a fallen shield nearby—the enemy ship’s close-defense railguns went to work. Picking the Rocs off one at a time, until none remained.

      “Take us in for a point-blank attack,” Toptunov ordered the Ajax’s pilot, sitting at her control station. “Double-thrusters!”

      The tactical hologram showed Immortal spitting Rocs of her own at the Imperator but it seemed to be no use. They were destroyed well short of the target, either by railgun fire, or particule beam saturation.

      Meanwhile, the speakers were alive with voices from the Immortal’s bridge.

      “Something really strange happening here,” said Captain Long’s voice. “Never seen anything like it.  It’s . . . it’s the new weapon!  The starboard armor is peeling away like the shell of a boiled egg!  We’re—”

      And then the comm was cut off.

      “Dammit,” Grigori spat in his native Russian, and kept his fingers gripped to his chair like eagle’s talons.

      The Ajax closed. Her gee generators straining to keep everyone aboard from being turned to jelly on the bulkheads. In Grigori’s chest, fear and rage dueled with each other. Putting the Ajax between the Imperator and the Immortal was akin to committing suicide, but Toptunov was not about to watch Long and his ship meet the same fate as the depot.

      “Particle beam cannon!” Grigori ordered. “Before we lose visual on the Immortal again!”

      Energy whipped out into space and contacted the shield bubble of the Imperator. For several seconds, both the shield and the particle beams crackled against each other.

      “Maintain,” Toptunov ordered. “I don’t care if we overheat. We’ve got to pour it on!”

      A few seconds later, the Imperator broke contact with the Immortal and seemed to shimmer visually, before vanishing again into the blackness of space.

      “Did we compromise their shield?” Rawlins asked.

      “I doubt it,” Grigori said. “No shockwave. They just decided they were tired of being a sitting duck.”

      “Long to Toptunov,” came a familiar voice.

      “Go ahead, Captain,” Toptunov said with relief.

      “Thanks for the blocking maneuver. That antiproton weapon broke us up some, but we’re coming about to join your attack.”

      “Understood, Captain Long,” Grigori replied. Now he would see how well Azchut did with two Normandy-class ships staring at him side-by-side.

      But there was no further attack by the Imperator. Seconds turned into minutes, and neither ship saw nor felt any sign of the Trakarran dreadnaught.

      Until suddenly a new signature blinked into existence on the Ajax’s tactical display.  It was an orange star—identification neither friend nor foe.  And definitely not one of the two planetary probes which had been launched earlier.

      “It’s a Trakarran-type orbit-to-ground capsule,” Lieutenant Jennho said, sounding incredulous.

      “An escape pod?” Major Toptunov said, staring at the startled face of his executive officer.

      “Maybe we did more damage than we thought,” said the voice of Immortal’s executive officer over the comm.

      “Sir,” Three Eight Three reported, “we are being contacted. Signalling laser.  Ship-to-ship. The message claims to be from Azchut himself.”

      “I want visual confirmation,” Grigori demanded.

      Next to the tactical hologram, a smaller cube switched from outer space to the smoke-filled interior of a Trakarran craft. Seated at the pilot’s chair was a burly-looking Trakarran male wearing the remnants of a Trakarran uniform. Where his right arm once was, a temporary surgical plug appeared to have been hastily installed. The Trakarran man was having a hell of a time trying to fly the ship with one hand.

      “This is Azchut to Confederation ships Immortal and Ajax!” the rogue commander said in slightly-accented Confederation Standard. “Request immediate assistance! Repeat, this is Azchut—!”

      Suddenly, the Imperator was back. Except this time not bearing down on the Immortal, nor the Ajax. But on the orbit-to-ground capsule.

      Just as suddenly, Immortal surged ahead of Ajax and placed herself directly between the on-rushing alien dreadnaught, and the unarmed life pod.

      The holo showing Azchut’s image quickly switched back to deep space as the the Immortal surged into view and began absorbing concentrated particle beam fire from the enemy ship. Layers of expensive space-rated armor flaked, boiled, and blasted away into space, before the invisible hand of death—the antiproton weapon—carved a horrid furrow down the flank of the Immortal to match that which had previously been carved on the opposite side.

      “Long to Toptunov,” came the Immortal’s commander’s voice. “My crew and I will delay the Imperator while you retrieve the capsule. You’ve got to get to Azchut! You’ve got to save him!”

      Grigori was baffled by this quick turn of events, but agreed to comply. The Ajax zoomed up and assumed a guarding position over the tiny pod as the Immortal received a severe beating from her Trakarran adversary.

      “Sir,” Rawlins reported in a worried tone, “I show that the pod has taken substantial damage. It’ll lose life support in seconds if we don’t do something.”

      “Toptunov to Azchut,” Grigori said to the comm, still linked to the pod via laser. “We’re opening the bow bay. Be prepared for some roughness. We’re scooping you up, and then making a break.”

      There was no reply, but Toptunov did not wait. He ordered the pilot to execute a shovel maneuver while Immortal appeared to be taking lethal damage.

      “Got it,” said the voice of one of the Ajax’s crew working the bow bay. “Pod aboard!”

      “Bring us hard about,” shouted Toptunov, watching the tactical hologram. Imperator had ceased bearing on the disintegrating Immortal and was bound straight on, now, for the Ajax.

      Trakarran anti-ship missiles lanced out and battered the ship’s Holby Shield.

      “We’re almost at overload,” said Three Eight Three, calmly working his controls. “One more barrage and we’ll lose the shield.”

      “Long to Toptunov,” said the Immortal’s commander over the comm. “I’ve been monitoring. You get your ship out of here as fast as you can. Azchut’s safety is now the chielf-most priority. If I am right, Imperator won’t bother to finish us off. She’ll come right after you, and not look back!”

      Toptunov’s mind raced. What did it mean? If the Trakarran in the pod really was Azchut, then who was commanding the Imperator, and why were they seemingly bent on the pod?

      “Copy, Captain Long. Good luck,” Toptunov said, knowing that it might be the last time he and his ship would ever see their sister vessel again.

      Long acknowledged, then a particularly violent concussion nearly knocked Toptunov to the deck.

      A loud computer alarm began to blare.

      “Holby Shield’s gone critical!” Over-Lieutenant Rawlins yelled.

      In his mind, Toptunov briefly imagined a searing halo of wild energy pulsing outward from his ship. Anything it touched within a thousand miles would be vaporized.

      “Hyper,” Toptunov ordered.

      “While the backlash is still ongoing?” Three Eight Three said, turning his head to look at his commander. The repliman still showed no fear, but there was a subtle degree of surprise in the artificial person’s voice which Grigori had never heard before.

      “I know it’s risky, but we’re no match for that antiproton weapon.”

      “I would also estimate that despite Captain Long’s assurances, there is still a large chance that the Imperator will remain here—to finish the Immortal off.”

      “I know,” Major Toptunov said regretfully. “But you all have your orders. Quickly! While the backlash provides us with our chance to escape!”

      Space bent and smeared until the stars outside the portholes were shifted and distorted.
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        * * *

      

      “There is little time to explain in detail, Major Toptunov,” Azchut said, laboring for breath. “You just have to trust me.”

      The badly injured Trakarran officer had been taken directly from the forward bay down to the Ajax’s surgeon’s bay. The ship’s surgeon had fitted the rogue Trakarran with a Fleet-issued wound plug, to replace the haphazardly-installed Trakarran device formerly on the stump of the man’s dismembered arm. Around the Trakarran, four imposing Fleet security troops were arranged in a circle.

      Lieutenant Jennho was also there, and stared intently at his countryman with those reptilian eyes.

      “So you’re saying you staged all of this in order to draw out Trakarran officers within the Defense Force you suspected could turn traitor? Yet you yourself were turned on by your first officer?”

      The tone in Lieutenant Jennho’s voice was one of disbelief.

      “Correct.” Azchut replied, looking not at Jennho, but directly at Major Toptunov.

      “When I gained command of the Imperator I was already aware of a number of warriors who wished to rebel against the Alliance. Being loyal to the Assembly, I saw a perfect opportunity to use my new ship as a trap—a focal point for possible traitorous activity—and eventually enlisted a large number of these disgruntled warriors to serve as my crew. With the promise that we would strike against the Alliance when the time was right.

      “Once the ship’s rebellion took place, I was to allow the charade to continue until the point of combat. Then with the assistance of my first officer—who was the only other warrior privy to my plan—I would render the ship inert and signal the Assembly to come take the now-exposed traitors into custody.”

      “And your second in command foiled that?” Jennho said.

      “Yes. We were poised to strike at the Earth depot when I directed my first officer to begin ship-wide shutdown procedures to seal the crew inside their respective compartments. Instead, he and the rest of the bridge attacked me, then confined me in my quarters while they actually did attack the depot. Once the attack was over, they loitered—in order to see what kind of pursuit force they would face.

      “It was fortunate for me that you arrived when you did. The commotion caused by your combat with the Imperator allowed me to make my escape.”

      Azchut looked down at the surgical plug. “The fight I had with the Imperator’s crew on the shuttle deck was quite . . . pitched.”

      “Why didn’t the Trakarran Assembly know of this?” Toptunov asked sharply. “With proper support from your superiors, all of this trouble could have been averted. Immortal has been rendered combat-ineffective, and if Captain Long guessed wrong, destroyed. The possible deaths of hundreds of Fleet personnel could have been avoided!”

      Azchut did not blink.

      “I am aware of your personnel, as well as my full responsibility in the matter. That dishonor I will fully accept, as any worthy Trakarran commander would. But you have to understand, resentment in the Assembly against the Alliance runs through the entire chain of command. The more people I let in on my plan, the bigger the risk of it being exposed, and the would-be traitors continuing to remain concealed.”

      Toptunov ran a frustrated hand over his face. It was an interesting story. But what guarantee was there than anything Azchut was saying bore truth?

      “Rawlins to Toptunov,” came the Ajax’s first officer’s voice.

      “Copy, go,” Toptunov replied.

      “Captain Long’s on ansible. Reports that the Immortal is disabled, but unmolested. Hyper is out, auxiliary fusion reactor is running on half power, and they’ve got a lot of wounded, and cannot risk further engagement. Ajax’s hyper sensors report that our Trakarran battlecruiser has been right behind us the whole way. We’re presently on an aimless trajectory just trying to keep ahead of them. But we’re pushing the motors hard, sir. Sooner or later we’ll have to drop out again.”

      At the mention of Captain Long, Azchut let out a series of Trakarran sentences while he closed his eyes and shook his head. Jennho nodded in apparent agreement.

      When Toptunov gave them both a questioning look, Azchut elaborated.

      “Long is an old friend. A man who understands the Trakarran spirit. The attack on his vessel and the injury of his crew is just one more dishonor.”

      “If you want to atone, give me suggestions about how to beat that beast of yours,” Toptunov said angrily, throwing up his hands.

      “I will offer what assistance I can,” the wounded Trakarran commander said.

      “Is there any way to neutralize that antiproton weapon?” Grigori demanded.

      “The weapon itself has no known defense,” Azchut admitted. “However, the Imperator itself is still a conventional spaceframe—albeit heavily augmented. Repeated missile strikes, or a laborious particle beam barrage, will compromise the shield. Once it’s down, your weapons will work against Imperator’s armor like they would against any of our other warships.”

      “Except few of your other warships seem to out-gun a Normandy-class Confederation cruiser by a three-to-one advantage.” Major Toptunov complained. “And without our sister ship to draw and split fire, we’d never stand up against the Imperator one-on-one. I need something else.”

      “They are still clearly fixated on pursuing me,” Azchut said.

      “Why is that? Since you were displaced as commander anyway, what point now is there in pursuit?”

      Azchut seemed to consider the matter, passing a knowing glance with Lieutenant Jennho.

      “Their real goal is to incite full rebellion within the Assembly. As long as I am free, I represent a threat to that goal.”

      “Strategically?” Toptunov asked.

      “And symbolically,” Azchut said. “My House is very old. Where my House goes, many others will follow. I am the sire of my line, Major, and if I am captured it will demoralize my entire clan. They will be unable to oppose the rebellion, once it’s begun. And unable to effectively sway the undecided, who will ultimately say which way the Assembly turns.

      “As I live free, the opposition to rebellion will be strong. As I languish in chains, the opposition to rebellion will languish. The Ambassador knows this. It cuts both ways. As a free rebel, I could use my authority to sway many millions. As a captured rebel, my defeat dishonors the entire rebel movement. Do you understand?”

      “I think so,” Grigori said, finally grasping why the Ambassador had been so adamant.

      He dipped his chin to his chest, thinking furiously. Now that he knew the renegades would go to extreme trouble to take Ajax intact—so long as their special guest was aboard—that gave Toptunov an advantage he intended to press. But first, he needed an ace card. Something besides missiles or particle beam cannon, to disable the Imperator.
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        * * *

      

      “They are turning to strike again!” Lieutenant Jennho barked over the damage control alarms of the Ajax’s bridge. Tendrils of smoke trailed from ventilator grills, while half the hologram cubes on the bridge blinked and flickered with dead static.

      As expected, it had not taken much time for the Imperator to slash Ajax’s Holby Shield to the point of overload. Ship-on-ship, the Normandy-class cruiser just didn’t stack up against the overpowering Trakarran battlecruiser.

      But Toptunov was ready to try his idea.

      “Three Eight Three,” Toptunov said, “Have you reconfigured our comm to synchronize with their encryption? Will they get a clean transmission?”

      “Difficult to make any guarantees,” the repliman said, his fingers moving quickly across his controls. “But if we are to make the attempt, it would best be done now, before we sustain truly crippling damage.”

      “Do it,” Toptunov ordered.

      The small signature light on the comm status display switched from orange, to yellow, then to green, and finally stopped on blue—and stayed blue.

      Grigori cleared his throat, and spoke.

      “This is Major Toptunov of the Confederated Solar Fleet, and commander of the Ajax. You should know that I know you want Commander Azchut alive. But your last salvo has caused many casualties among my crew, including Azchut, whom my medical staff lack sufficient knowledge to treat. In other words, he’s dying.”

      Grigori paused, and stared at the blue light. Then he stared at one of the hologram cubes re-rigged for tactical purposes, since the big cube had been damaged.

      The Imperator had closed to optimum strike range, but did not loose any more missiles, nor did she fire her particle beam cannon, nor the antiproton weapon.

      A full minute passed, with the small electronic alarms—indicating ship damage—filling the Ajax’s bridge’s air.

      “This is commander Nafross,” said a throaty Trakarran male voice. “Surrender your vessel to me at once, or I will destroy you as I destroyed your companion warship.”

      The Ajax was in no shape to refuse the Trakarran dreadnaught, but then again Nafross was in no position to refuse the Major. Not if Grigori understood what was at stake.

      “If you destroy us you kill the officer you really need. Attacking Confederation ships and property buys you little glory if you can’t take Commander Azchut alive. And your time for doing that is quickly running out.”

      “Foolish human,” said the rogue Trakarran commander. “You think you can bargain with me? I do not bargain with my prey. Surrender now, and there is a chance you might live. Any other decision guarantees your death. As it guaranteed the deaths of your comrades aboard the twin warship we dispatched earlier.”

      Grigori swallowed several times, and willed his fear into submission. If Captain Long had not contacted Ajax via ansible then Nafross’s words would have cut more sharply. But the fact Imperator had left Immortal disabled—not destroyed, as would have been the case back during the war—indicated that what Azchut and the Ambassador both said, was the truth. Both were adamant that Azchut be brought in alive.

      “The longer we argue about this, the less time Commander Azchut has. My surgeon calculates only a few Earth minutes, at best, though she’s inexperienced with your physiology and admits she could be overestimating.”

      “We will seize your ship and take Azchut by force,” Nafross said, his alien tone eager for the fight.

      “Any attempt to commandeer or take the Ajax by hostile action will guarantee its self-destruction, and therefore the death of Azchut, and possibly your own destruction as well.”

      A minute went by in silence.

      “What do you propose, human?” Nafross finally said, his icy alien annoyance palpable through the comm speakers.

      “I will disembark this ship aboard a shuttle, carrying myself, my executive officer, our surgeon, and Commander Azchut. The moment we disembark, you will allow the Ajax to maneuver away from you, and depart via hyper motors. If any attempt is made to molest, board, or destroy the Ajax while we cross to you in the shuttle, the Ajax will use her warheads to destroy both the shuttle, and herself, and as many of you as we can manage.”

      “And if I allow your warship to escape?” Nafross asked.

      “Then you will receive Comander Azchut in enough time to save his life, and guarantee yourself a powerful tool in your quest to re-shape the Assembly.”

      “And you, human, are you prepared to be my prisoner?”

      “It’s a small price to pay for the safety of my crew,” Grigori said, and meant it. “They will live to fight another day, even if I do not.”

      Thirty more seconds of silence.

      “It is a parlay worthy of a Trakarran, human. You impress me. Very well, prepare your shuttle and leave to join my ship at once. I will guarantee this vessel will not fire on your Ajax until it is safely departed from this space. Do not delay. Not even a little bit. If you do, I will assume false motive and effect your annihilation. Understand, and agreed?”

      “Understood,” Grigori said, “and agreed.”
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        * * *

      

      The small ten-person shuttle was five hundred feet from the Ajax when she began to move off. With Over-Lieutenant Rawlins at the controls, Major Toptunov sat with Surgeon Ishitaro next to Azchut, who was on a medical stretcher and covered with a thermal sheet.

      Even for a Trakarran, the commander looked ill.

      “You’re a pretty good actor,” Grigori said quietly to the alien.

      “I dare you to engage in hand-to-hand combat and lose an arm, and not look half-dead,” the old warrior said. His voice had grown noticeably weaker, and Surgeon Ishitaro had said Azchut would continue to decline until or unless he could be put into a bona fide Trakarran combat stasis bed, for transport to a bona fide Trakarran trauma center. The human plug on his arm was doing a poor job managing the major injury, and Azchut was continuing to lose blood his body—and human medicine—could not replace.

      “They’re about to hyper off,” Rawlins said, watching on the shuttle’s small holo cube in front of the pilot’s chair. Grigori looked out one of the portholes and waited until the massive, silver-sided hulk of the Ajax—now freshly scarred with battle damage—suddenly disappeared from normal space.

      He let out a long, slow breath.

      “Well, this Nafross kept at least that part of the deal,” Rawlins remarked dryly.

      “Nafross may be misguided,” Azchut said weakly, “but he does have a code of honor—even if that code is too limited to encompass the new reality since the war’s end. Sooner or later warriors like him are going to have to face the fact that the Assembly cannot afford to waste itself against your Confederacy. We can still have our piece of the galaxy, even if it means you humans also get a piece.”

      “And think how small those pieces are,” said Surgeon Ishitaro.  “Neither your Assembly nor our Confederacy account for even a fraction of a fraction of one percent of the known stars in the Milky Way. Who knows? If we run up against an even greater foe, we may need each other.”

      “The idea has occurred to me,” Azchut said. “We would be fools to assume it’s not a possibility.”

      “Okay, the enemy bay’s opening,” Rawlins said, working his pilot’s controls. “Coming up on docking.”

      “Be gentle with our very precious cargo,” Grigori reminded his executive officer.

      “Oh indeed, yessir,” Rawlins said, cracking a grin over his shoulder, then returning to his work.

      The little human-made shuttle drifted down through the auxiliary bay hangar doors of the Imperator, and came to rest on a target grid painted on the deck. Then the hangar doors slowly sealed over the top of the shuttle, and the space outside the porthole went pitch black for about fifteen seconds while the bay was re-pressurized up to what Trakarrans consider home-normal.

      There was a gentle scuffling sound from underneath the shuttle, and then a few seconds later floodlights in the bay popped on, shining brightly through the porthole.

      The shuttle’s comm—still slaved and synchronized to the Imperator’s encrypted frequency—spoke to the shuttle’s occupants.

      “Show us Azchut. Do it quickly.”

      “Here we go,” Grigori said to his executive officer, then to the surgeon, who just nodded. Both Major Toptunov and Over-Lieutenant Rawlins got on either side of Azchut’s medical stretcher, and lifted. There was a tiny gee motor at both ends of the stretcher to assist with the very-tall alien’s considerable mass, and the surgeon popped the side door, which flipped down to form a ramp to the bay’s deck.

      Walking slowly outside, Grigori spotted the two lines of armed warriors immediately.  At least twenty of them, with shock rifles and armor covering them head to toe.

      A tall, imposing Trakarran male strode forward.

      “He is alive?” the male demanded, using Earth language.

      “Yes,” Grigori said, using as much of the Trakarran Assembly trade dialect as he’d managed to learn from Lieutenant Jennho, “our surgeon did her best to ensure Commander Azchut survives, though she does not have the knowledge nor technology to keep him that way. We assume you do.”

      The Trakarran male effected what Grigori had learned was a Trakarran smile.

      “You speak our language. Good. It will served you well during captivity. If you survive. I am Commander Nafross. I have kept my part of the bargain, and it appears you have kept yours. I can respect an enemy who doesn’t break promises. This too will serve you well during captivity. Now, my warriors will escort your surgeon, your first officer, and yourself to . . . they will escort . . . they will . . . They . . .”

      And with that, Nafross toppled over like a tree cut down at the roots.

      Major Toptonov looked behind the body to see the twenty warriors also toppling over, their equipment and weapons clattering on the deck.

      He looked down to see that Azchut—who’d been in considerable pain since they’d first taken him from the capsule, back aboard Ajax—out cold as well.

      “We took a hell of a chance they’d not wear helmets,” Rawlins breathed.

      “We also took a hell of chance the gas wouldn’t poison us at the same time it put these tall buggers to sleep,” Surgeon Ishitaro said.

      A humanoid shape—wearing a full Trakarran environment suit—slithered out from under the shuttle. It approached.

      “Quickly,” said Lieutenant Jennho through the suit’s external speaker.  “It will only take the bridge a few moments to realize what has happened. Take Commander Azchut back into the shuttle and close the hatch.  I will do the rest from here.”

      “Wait, you don’t need our help?” Rawlins asked, disbelieving.

      “Do you know anything about Trakarran secure computers?  No, I don’t think you do,” Lieutenant Jennho said, holding up a small key fob which had been given to him by Azchut. Jennho had been hugging the bottom of the shuttle, like a motionless remora, the entire flight—a small bottle of the quickly-concocted nerve gas ready to be vented once the Imperator’s bay had repressurized.

      “I’m surprised you remembered the formula,” Rawlins said, pointing to the bottle now discarded under the shuttle’s landing skids.

      “I’m surprised your surgeon could combine the ingredients so quickly,” Lieutenant Jennho replied, then turned and ran to one side of the small bay, where a Trakarran wall computer was recessed into the bulkhead. He quickly inserted Azchut’s fob and began to rapidly tap keys—his fingers surprisingly nimble, despite his suit’s gloves.

      “Okay, let’s do as the man says,” Grigori commanded, and both he and Rawlins lifted Azchut’s slumbering, wounded body, and walked it back up into the shuttle.

      Surgeon Ishitaro hit the small handle that closed the shuttle door behind them, then Rawlins cycled the air system so that Trakarran atmosphere was quickly replaced with clean, filtered, Earth-pressure ordinary air.

      “He still needs Trakarran medicine,” the surgeon fretted while they crowded around a porthole and watched Lieutenant Jennho—meters away—continue to work.

      “If he can pull this off,” Grigori said, “we shouldn’t have to wait long to get Azchut the care he needs.”

      About thirty seconds later, the floodlights in the bay went out. Then the auxiliary lights around the edge of the bay dimmed, and went dark.  Followed by the lights on the computer panel itself. Leaving only the tiny wrist lamp on Lieutenant Jennho’s suit to show him the way back to the shuttle.  Where he calmly waited outside, and spoke to the humans through the suit’s helmet-to-ship wireless.

      “It seemed to work,” he reported.  “I don’t think Commander Nafross had time to consider locking Commander Azchut’s master key out of the system. And while the command menus were somewhat different from an ordinary Trakarran cruiser, I was able to successfully bypass security with Azchut’s credentials and effect a full factory wipe and reset. Every powered system on the ship is turning itself off.  Every computer dumping its memory.  Even the doors won’t open, nor will the atmosphere cycle.”

      “But what about Azchut?” The surgeon demanded.

      “Battery-powered equipment will work. There are portable medical stasis units in the combat medical bay adjacent to this landing platform.”

      “You don’t expect anyone in there will stop us?” Grigori asked.

      “I expect whoever passes for a medic on this ship is now sitting alone, in the dark, confused about what’s going on.”

      “But will he or she help us?”

      “I can be very persuasive,” Jennho said, and again Grigori was treated to the Trakarran equivalent of a grin.
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        * * *

      

      Major Toptunov, Commander Azchut, and Captain Long watched as the last Trakarran traitor was carted off the now-neutralized Imperator. Over three hundred warriors just like him had already been loaded onboard the Magistrate, a Trakarran security ship personally sent by Ambassador Maldabor to retrieve the traitorous crew of the Assembly’s most lethal—but also hopelessly neutralized—warship. What fate awaited them, Toptunov could not say. But he suspected it would be neither pleasant nor respectable.

      “Looks like that’s the last of them.” Captain Long said as he rested a cast-encased arm on the seat back of the Imperator’s main command chair. Like many of his crew, the commander of the Immortal had been wounded in action. But after being recovered by the frigates Tigerpaw and Swordfish, the commander of the Immortal had demanded to be aboard the Imperator when she was at last secured in Alliance hands.

      “Their comrades—still hidden in the Assembly—will not be happy,” Azchut grunted with a smile. “The ignominity of this event is already being broadcast far and wide. I think the would-be rebels will have a long time coming, before they can again attempt something so audacious against the Alliance.”

      “What about you?” Toptunov said.

      “We’re going to take this ship back to Ambassador Maldabor personally. Myself and Captain Long. The Assembly will be drawing up awards.  These would best be given in person. Have you ever had a chance to visit the homeworld?”

      Grigori looked at Captain Long, who simply raised an eyebrow, then smiled.

      

      
        
        - - - The End - - -
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      As I stand on the narrow ledge, back tight against the mountainside, geysers of superheated steam erupt from the cleft below.  I press the purple-skinned Iskani baby against my chest, shielding her with my arms as best I can from the scalding heat…though, as humans, my wife, Maeve, and I are more in need of protection than this extraterrestrial child is.

      Squinting through the steam, I see a flight of armored Iskani warriors approaching astride their giant, leopard-furred dragons.  Each flap of the dragons’ wings brings them closer, their riders taking aim at us with glittering, electrified javelins.

      For what must be at least the millionth time, I find myself wishing we had never agreed to the adoption of the baby in my arms, an adoption that has made our lives terrible and led directly to this moment of imminent peril.

      “Paul!” shouts Maeve, who is pressed against the mountainside next to me.  “The ledge is shrinking!”

      Looking down, I see it's true.  The thin shelf of orange stone is slowly squeezing back into the mountain.

      It is then I realize we stand not on a rocky formation, but on one of the living bioliths that inhabit the Iskani landscape.  The locals call them chorlak, which translates into English as “hungry mountains.”

      I feel the ledge tremble and know it will soon disappear, sending us plunging into the gaping cleft that has opened below.

      Sweat pours down my face.  The Iskani baby shrieks and gouges my chest with her jagged claws.  The toxic green sludge that passes for baby excrement on Isk oozes over my arms and stomach, burning my skin.

      As I stare into the child’s huge, indigo eyes, anger wells from deep in my heart.  We've been through so much because of her, and now it seems we're going to die.  There is no way out.

      KRA-BOOOOM

      We aren't the only ones in mortal danger, either.  A massive explosion draws my attention skyward, where the Earthfleet star battleship Lewis Puller is engaged in low atmosphere combat with three smaller but no less deadly Iskani warships.  The Puller has taken a massive hit; even from a distance, I can see the battleship wobble as clouds of smoke and debris billow from her lower hull.  If she goes down, the hundreds of men and women aboard her will perish, and the Iskani warfleet will face no opposition in launching an attack on Earth's nearby outpost, Hammurabi VII.

      It will all be because of her, the baby…her and the Star Stork organization that brought us together and enabled the disastrous interstellar adoption.

      It is then, in this dark moment, as the warships pound the Puller, the dragonriders prepare to release their javelins, the ledge narrows, and the steaming maw of the living mountain widens to swallow us, that I think about throwing the child into the depths.

      It's an idea that's been growing in the back of my mind, in one form or another, since the moment, days ago, when we first met baby Oyo.
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        * * *

      

      "And smile!"  A bright light flared in my eyes, briefly blinding me.

      Maeve, in the window seat beside me, gripped my arm a little tighter.  Though we'd been traveling through space aboard the gravity liner Starbright for weeks, making our first trip ever out of Earth's solar system, the truly stressful part of our journey—facing the media—had just begun.

      As the light cleared, the photographer—a hologram projected from Hammurabi VII—grinned and flashed a big thumbs-up.  "Perfect!  Our readers will love that shot!"

      "Mr. and Mrs. Carter."  The hologram of an ebony-skinned reporter from a top-rated video newsfeed shoved in front of us.  Her three little camera orbs zipped in with her, focused on me and Maeve.   "How does it feel to make history?"  She gave her head a toss, and her glowing golden nimbus of hair crackled softly.  "How does it feel to be the first human couple to adopt an alien child?"

      "It feels amazing."  Maeve brushed a strand of bright red hair from her eyes.  "It feels like the most wonderful thing that's ever happened to us."

      I smiled in complete agreement.  This was a day we'd hardly dared expect would ever come, yet now it was upon us, the culmination of our hopes and dreams. We were going to have a family.

      It was something so few people had, in a time when a sweeping pandemic had severely limited human reproductive capabilities.  We couldn't conceive children on our own, and adoptable human babies were in very short supply.  Having a family had seemed out of reach for us…at least until the Star Stork lottery.

      "The odds were certainly against you, weren't they?"  The reporter, like the photographer, was a hologram beamed from afar, yet she looked vividly solid and present in the ship's passenger compartment with us.  "More than 500,000 couples competed in the lottery for a chance to adopt this child."

      "We were very lucky."  Maeve gave my arm a squeeze.  "Very blessed."

      The reporter narrowed her eyes and tipped her head to one side.  Her camera orbs floated toward us, lenses pushing forward as they zoomed in closer.

      "Some people claim you cheated," she said.  "That you made a payoff or knew someone on the inside.  What do you say to those people?"

      "I say we did nothing of the sort," I told her.  "And we are rooting for every one of those people to get their chance as well."

      "Hmm."  The reporter's eyes narrowed even more.  "And what about those who say such adoptions are a form of unjust social engineering and cultural displacement?"

      "I'd tell them it's nothing to do with all that."  Maeve smiled, stealing a glance out the window as the surface of the planet grew nearer.  "It's just love.  That's all.  Love and family."
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        * * *

      

      Hours later, not long after the Starbright had landed, Maeve and I stood on a balcony of orange stone, waving at a sea of cheering, purple-skinned Iskani spread over a vast plaza before us.

      "What do you think?"  A tall, slender Iskani stood between us with a hand on each of our shoulders.  Dressed in bright yellow robes, he'd introduced himself as Menomenee Quellid, governor of whatever city-state this was.  "How does it feel to be adored by so many beings on a world you're only now visiting for the first time?"

      "It feels incredible!"  Even as I said it, the cheering got louder, and the spectacle grew more exciting.  Many of the Iskani puffed what looked like colorful soap bubbles out of blowholes on their foreheads, sending them wobbling upward.  Others threw flowers onto the balcony—six-legged flowers that skittered in circles, then hopped back into the crowd again.

      I took a deep breath, drinking in the sensory bombardment.  There were so many bubbles, so many purple-skinned aliens bathed in the light of the three bluish suns, so much strange and joyous song unlike anything I'd heard before, music that sent shivers up my spine and stirred the deepest corners of my heart.

      The warm air smelled like cinnamon and roses, the familiar scents intermingled with others I didn't recognize.  Though I'd eaten nothing since arriving, the taste of bitter chocolate lingered on my tongue.  My skin tingled faintly, snapping off little sparks of static whenever I touched anything or was touched.

      "We have declared this a worldwide holiday!"  Though Quellid spoke in his native tongue, I heard his words in English through a translator earpiece.  "The two of you, and all your people, are now considered part of our Iskani family."

      "It means so much to us to hear that."  Maeve dabbed tears from the corners of her bright green eyes.  "This couldn't possibly be a more wonderful day!"

      Just then, our handler from the Star Stork organization—a stern, slim woman named Sidra Beck with short gray hair and a snappy white pantsuit—stepped up and cleared her throat.  "Having said that, Governor Quellid, is there any word on our main attraction?"

      "As a matter of fact…"  Quellid fluttered one seven-fingered hand at the crowd.  "Here she comes now."

      It was then I got my first glimpse of our new child in the flesh.  Off in the distance, a purple infant bobbed over the heads of the crowd, passed from one pair of hands to the next.

      "Oyo!"  Transfixed, Maeve stepped forward, calling out her name.  "Oh my God, there she is!"

      Joining her at the edge of the balcony, I watched as the tiny alien crowd-surfed toward us, rolling and turning among the singing, dancing Iskani like a beach ball at a rock concert back home.

      "Is that safe for the child?" asked Maeve.  "Being bounced around like that by all those people?"

      Quellid chuckled.  "I assure you, she is perfectly fine.  All infants undergo this ceremony of presentation, and it never, ever damages them."

      "Just the same," said Sidra, "this wasn't something you mentioned in the briefing."

      Quellid shrugged.  "Didn't think it was relevant."

      Sidra asked if there would be any other surprises, and Quellid said something snarky, but Maeve and I weren't really paying attention.  The two of us stood at the balcony's edge, watching as our child was buoyed closer with each passing second.

      "Oh, please be careful!"  Maeve winced.  "Don't hurt her!  Not after all it took to get her."

      I put my arm around her shoulders and squeezed gently.  "She'll be fine, honey.  Everything will work out fine, I know it."

      Suddenly, a crowd member threw the baby higher and further than ever, sending her tumbling toward us.  Maeve and I gasped…but at the last instant, another Iskani leaped up, his long, limber body outstretched, and snagged the child as if she were a fly ball on a baseball field.

      The Iskani who'd caught her landed lightly on his feet.  The crowd parted, opening a clear path all the way to the balcony, and he started down it, holding Oyo aloft.

      Maeve jittered with excitement.  She was right, it had taken a lot to get here, to get her; winning the adoption lottery had been only the first step.  It felt like a miracle that we'd made it so far and were finally about to accept that precious gift.

      Just as the Iskani carrying Oyo reached the balcony, the crowd fell silent.  Quellid stepped up, arms upraised, and emitted a high-pitched, fluttering cry that echoed across the plaza.

      "From our abundance of life, we reach out across the heavens!"  His voice shifted from a wail to a roar.  "We share our gift with these distant kin, bringing them the familial hope and joy they crave.  We present them with this child, knowing full well the glorious experience they will have in the raising of it!"  Quellid clapped.  "Deliver the child to her new parents!"

      Just as I was wondering how Oyo would be delivered to us, some five meters above, I saw the answer.  The Iskani who held her reached up, and his ropy purple arms stretched all the way to the balcony.

      I gaped, having briefly forgotten how the Iskani could distort and extend their malleable bodies.  Until then, it was something I'd only read about and seen online.

      "Go ahead," said Sidra as the baby topped the balcony's railing.  "Take her."

      "She is yours now!" howled Quellid.  "Will you accept her?"

      The baby gazed at us with huge indigo eyes.  The little blowhole on her forehead irised open and shut.

      Unexpectedly, after all her eagerness to make the adoption a reality, Maeve hesitated.

      As seconds ticked away, I took action and reached for the child.  As soon as my hands made contact, the crowd went wild.

      Everyone in the plaza sang and danced with abandon, whirling and leaping with ten times the enthusiasm they'd shown before.  The Iskani revelers stretched and twisted, wrapping together in complex knots and combinations that made it hard to tell where one of them ended and another began.

      As the frantic celebration swirled, I smiled at the purple baby in my arms.  The warmth and weight of her were welcome against me, the exact shape of a void that had existed within me for far too long.  The potential for happiness and fulfillment squirmed against me, giant indigo eyes fixed on my face like magnets on an anvil.

      I had a child.  A family.  So what if she wasn't human?

      Beaming, I reached out with a finger to tickle her soft purple belly.  In that moment, I wasn't thinking of how we were making history or what the future might bring or anything else.  I just wanted to make her giggle.

      Instead, as my finger touched down, she let loose a high squealing sound and puffed inky black vapor from her blowhole.  It smelled like burning plastic and made me dizzy as soon as I breathed it.

      I felt my legs crumple under me.  My last thought as I fell and darkness welled up over me was that I hoped the baby wouldn't get hurt when I went down.
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        * * *

      

      The next thing I was aware of was Maeve's voice calling my name, as if from a distance.  Paul…Paul…Paul…

      Her voice grew closer as I crawled toward consciousness, dragging myself out of the dark stillness.  Suddenly, a thought exploded in my head.  "Oyo!"  My eyes shot open.  "Please tell me she's okay!"

      Maeve smiled down at me, nodding.  "The baby's fine, hon.  She couldn't be better."

      "What the hell happened?"  I turned my head on the metallic medical table where I lay and saw Sidra and a tall Iskani female in a silver uniform huddled around something, blocking my view of it.  "Some kind of black gas…?"

      "Nothing to worry about, according to them."  Maeve bobbed her head toward Sidra and the Iskani.

      "Except for the uncontrollable passing out part, you mean," I said sarcastically.

      "It's a defense mechanism," said Sidra.  "Not common, but not entirely unexpected, either."

      "It was to me," I said.

      "Well, it shouldn't happen again."  The silver-uniformed Iskani female smiled.  "I've inoculated her with some cells from you and your wife, so she ought to recognize you both as non-threatening from now on."

      "Okay."  Her reassurances weren't making me feel better, especially because I didn't know who the hell she was.

      Sidra corrected that promptly.  "Paul, this is Dr. Anemolee Cogix, a physician we work with as a consultant here on Isk.  She assures me there will be no permanent damage from the child's emission."

      "Definitely harmless to your human physiology," said Anemolee.  "Other than, as you say, the passing out part."

      I propped myself up on my elbows and shook my head, trying to dislodge the cobwebs inside.  It was then I could see what Sidra and Anemolee were huddled around—a silver metal tub with baby Oyo's hands and feet visible, twitching above the rim.

      Satisfied that I was fine, Maeve headed for the tub.  "Can I hold her now?"

      "Absolutely."  Anemolee reached in, lifted out Oyo, and handed her to Maeve.  The baby was clad in a bright yellow onesie printed with white flowers, plus white booties on her feet.

      As Maeve took her, Oyo's big indigo eyes were locked on me.

      "What I want to know is this."  I sat up and swung my feet off the edge of the table.  "What other surprises might there be in store for us?"

      "Raising a child is always full of surprises, isn't it?" said Anemolee.

      I frowned.  "You know what I mean.  Knockout-gas-from-the-forehead kind of surprises."

      "None that we're aware of," said Sidra.  "Nothing evident from the detailed data provided by the Iskani or our own intensive studies of their species' biology.  Our xenobiologists and theirs agree that you should be absolutely in the clear from here on out."

      "Correct," said Anemolee.  "And of course, you'll have a planetside trial period under close supervision, if that makes you feel better."

      Maeve cooed at the baby in her arms, utterly lost to her charms.  "I'm sure that isn't necessary."

      "We'll follow through with it just the same," said Sidra.  "In case you come up with any questions or concerns."

      Anemolee nodded.  "We'll be available at any time."

      "You've both been thoroughly briefed, but remember," said Sidra.  "This is the first program of its kind…and the two of you are first-time parents.  Your lives are about to change dramatically."

      "Oh, we'll be fine."  Maeve couldn't stop smiling or fiddling with Oyo.  "Won't we, Paul?"

      "Absolutely," I said with a confidence I didn't entirely share.  "As long as our family is together, we'll be totally fine."
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        * * *

      

      Hours later, it seemed my doubts had been for nothing.

      Maeve, Oyo, and I were in the bungalow we'd been assigned, on a scenic spot on the estate of Governor Menomenee.  The incident at the presentation ceremony was forgotten; the three of us were bonding as if we were all from the same species, with no differences that mattered between us.

      So what if Oyo excreted four different kinds of waste (two liquid, two solid) instead of two…and three of them were toxic?  We learned how to contain and clean it up without injury.

      So what if the pitch and volume of Oyo's crying, at its height, could make our ears ring and even cause hammering headaches?  We learned to keep her soothed and kept earplugs handy for the rest of the time.

      So what if the claws on her hands and feet popped out when she was unhappy and scratched up our skin?  Keeping her happy solved that, and Sidra promised she'd provide us with claw-resistant clothes.

      Somehow, none of the inconveniences bothered us at all.  We'd known what to expect, and we'd decided long ago to accept it.  Didn't the same kind of contract hold every family together, whatever their species or origin?  Wasn't that agreement at the root of every family's shared identity and story?

      By the time we put her down for the night in the cradle beside our bed, then slid into bed ourselves, I had only positive feelings about the situation.  My fears had been for nothing; the knockout gas incident had been a fluke.

      "I've never been happier in my life," said Maeve.

      "Me either," I said, and I meant it.  The dream of a family we'd shared was finally a reality.  We were together, and the future lay before us with all its promise, unlocked at last.
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        * * *

      

      The first thing I tried to do when I snapped awake was scream…but I couldn't, because my mouth was covered.

      So was my entire face.

      Thrashing on the bed, I grabbed at my head, clawing at the rubbery substance wrapped tightly around it.  Whatever it was, it wouldn't come loose.

      Panicking, I flung myself off the bed and came down hard, my left knee cracking on the stone floor.  The pain cut through my terror as I dropped on my side, pulling my thoughts into focus…but it did no good.  Whatever had a grip on me, it felt like it was vacuum-sealed in place.

      As I flopped and twisted helplessly, I saw sparks in the darkness and felt a wave of dizziness.  Desperately, I fought to suck in the slightest breath of air, but it was impossible.  Nothing was getting under that rubbery covering.

      Finally, my strength left me.  My fingers scrabbled weakly at the choking film, and I went limp.

      Then, suddenly, I heard a burst of voices and footsteps, muffled by the clinging substance.  I felt hands grab hold of me, forcefully dragging me over the floor—then great heat, concentrated on my head and upper body.

      As the heat rose, it quickly became unbearable under the wrapper.  Already on the verge of passing out, I felt myself plunging ever faster into the darkness.

      Then, I was gone.
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        * * *

      

      Again, I drifted up from the depths of unconsciousness to the sound of someone calling my name—not Maeve this time.

      "Paul?"  It was Anemolee.  "Can you hear me, Paul?"

      My eyes flickered open to the sight of her gazing down at me with concern.  Maeve was there, too, peering at me from alongside her.

      "Oh, thank God!" said Maeve.  "You're alive!"

      "Are you…sure about that?"  I felt awful.  My head was throbbing, and my throat was raw.  "What the hell…happened?"

      "Something unexpected, actually."  Anemolee cleared her throat.  "Given the age of the subject, that is."

      "What subject?" I asked.

      "Oyo."  Maeve looked deeply worried as she stroked my cheek.  "The baby nearly smothered you."

      "How the hell…?"

      "It's rare, but not completely unheard of," said Anemolee.  "Most often, we see it in Iskani when they undergo pubescence.  The body's morphic properties activate, and a spontaneous transformation occurs.  In this case…"

      "Oyo suddenly gained the ability to stretch," interjected Sidra, who'd been lurking out of my eyeshot.  "Then she wrapped herself around your head and cut off your air supply."

      I closed my eyes and sighed.  "Defense mechanism again?"

      "We don't know," said Anemolee.  "We're running tests on the child to find out."

      "Great."  All I wanted at that moment was to return to unconsciousness—shut out the bad news and what it suggested about the rosy future we'd dared imagine.

      "We're thinking an allergic reaction might be to blame," said Anemolee.  "Perhaps a response to the inoculation of cells from you and your wife."

      "Seriously?  The so-called cure almost killed me?"

      "We hope to have answers soon," said Anemolee.

      I sat up, leaning back against the bed.  "Where is she?"

      "Don't worry," said Sidra.  "Oyo's in the med lab.  She can't hurt you now."

      That wasn't what I was worried about.  "Is she okay?  Whatever you did to get her off me…"

      Anemolee nodded.  "The child is perfectly healthy.  We applied a heat beam to relax and dislodge her, but it didn't harm her in any way."

      "Good."  I met Maeve's gaze, and she smiled.  "I'm glad to hear that."

      "Are you?"  Sidra looked grim.  "If you've changed your mind, you don't have to go through with this, you know.  No one would blame you if you chose to terminate the adoption."

      There was a clear spark of panic in Maeve's eyes at that.

      "Thanks," I told Sidra.  "But let's not get ahead of ourselves.  When will the test results come in?"

      "Within the hour, we hope," said Sidra.

      "So let's talk when the data's been baked and see where that leaves us, okay?"

      "And bring Oyo back with you either way, okay?"  Maeve's voice held a tinge of desperation.

      "Will do," said Sidra.  "We'll bring her to see you no matter what."
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        * * *

      

      Half an hour later, as Maeve and I waited and worried, there was a knock on the bungalow door…and both of us jumped to answer it.

      Maeve got there first and grabbed the handle.  "They must've finished the tests early!"

      Holding my breath, I flung open the door...but neither Sidra nor Anemolee was out there.  Instead, a group of Iskani gaped at us, looking dazed and strangely hostile.

      "Hello?"  Maeve stared back at them.  "Did you bring us the test results?"

      The hulking male at the front of the group swung his muscular arms, reaching for her.

      "Hey!"  Instinctively, I hauled Maeve back out of reach, then heaved the door toward the jamb.

      By then, though, the male's shoulder blocked the gap, stopping the door from shutting.

      I stepped back, pulling the door with me, then pitched myself forward, plowing hard into the male's chest.  Caught by surprise, he stumbled into the crowd, knocking those next in line off balance.

      With the doorway clear, I leaped back and hurled the door shut, then slammed the deadbolt into place.  We were safe for the moment.

      "What's happening?" asked Maeve.  "What do they want?"

      Just then, unexpectedly, we heard Sidra's voice speaking up behind us.  "This.  They want this."

      Turning, we saw her standing in the kitchen doorway, holding Oyo.

      Looking behind them, I saw Anemolee climbing up from a hatchway in the floor, one I hadn't even known was there until then.  The throw rug that had covered it had been cast aside in a crumpled heap.

      "I don't understand!"  Maeve rushed toward the kitchen with arms outstretched.  "Why do they want Oyo?"

      "Honestly?"  Sidra shrugged.  "We have no idea."

      "How is that even possible?"  As I said it, the crowd outside started shouting and pounding on the front door.

      "It just is."  Sidra handed Oyo to Maeve.  "And the problem is much bigger than it may at first appear."

      Maeve rocked Oyo back and forth.  "What do you mean?"

      "The crowd outside extends far beyond Governor Menomenee's estate," explained Anemolee.  "There are thousands of people converging from across the capital city, all massing on this location, chanting the child's name.  They want her."

      "But I thought the Iskani people were okay with this adoption," I said.  "They just got done throwing a big party to celebrate it."

      "We don't understand it any better than you do," said Anemolee.

      "And whatever it is, it seems to affect only Iskani," said Sidra.

      "Like you?" I asked Anemolee.  "Is it affecting you, too?"

      She shook her head.  "Not yet.  I feel nothing unusual."

      I wasn't sure I believed her.  "So you're saying thousands of people just suddenly changed their minds?  They want to take back Oyo…and then what?  What do they plan to do with her?"

      "We don't know," Anemolee said grimly.

      The shouting and pounding outside was growing steadily louder, and I was getting more nervous with each passing moment.  "What do we do next?  Just hand her over?"

      "No!" snapped Maeve.  "We have no idea what they might do to her!"

      "We have another option."  Sidra turned and gestured at the hatch in the kitchen floor.  "An escape route, if you want to take it."

      "There's a tunnel," said Anemolee.  "It will lead you to a wilderness outside the city."

      "Then what?" I asked.  "Go off the grid until this blows over?"

      "We'll arrange a rendezvous," said Sidra.  "We'll extract you as soon as we can and get you off-planet."

      "So it's either that or hand over Oyo and hope for the best?" I said.

      Sidra looked around as the ruckus from outside got louder still.  "Whatever you choose, you should it do it while you still have a choice."

      I knew what Maeve wanted to do before I looked in her direction.  As crazy as it seemed, I realized I didn't disagree with her.

      "All right."  I headed for the hatch.  "Now tell me how you're going to make contact when the time comes."
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        * * *

      

      The sky was gray when I threw open the door at the far end of the escape tunnel.  It looked like early morning, with two of the three suns still low on the horizon, though it was true I'd lost track of time.  It felt like we'd been in the dimly lit tunnel for ages, following the glowing white arrow on the wrist-mounted location finder Sidra had given me.

      "All clear."  Thankfully, no one was waiting for us on the other side, ready to snatch Oyo from our grasp.  All I saw nearby was tangled crimson foliage; all I heard were the stuttering cries and yelps of whatever passed for wildlife out there.

      As soon as Maeve emerged, Oyo started on a crying jag, her piercing wails drowning out all other sound.

      "So much for staying low key."  I looked around worriedly, hoping no one was listening.  According to Anemolee, the wilderness area where we'd ended up was sparsely populated, but not deserted.

      "Give me her bottle," shouted Maeve, wincing against the shrieking as she rocked and patted Oyo.

      Sidra had given us a backpack full of supplies that would last a day or two.  I swung it off my shoulders, plunked it on the bright orange ground, and unzipped the front compartment.

      I pulled out a purple plastic bottle filled with pink nutrient broth and handed it over.  Maeve pushed the nipple toward Oyo, and she chomped down on it without hesitation.

      "Thank God."  My ears were ringing, but at least the crying was over…for now.

      "She's settling down."  Maeve continued to hold the bottle as Oyo gulped greedily.

      "I hope it lasts."  Reaching into the pack, I pulled out the handheld radio Sidra had given us and checked the glowing display—but no messages had come.  We were still in the dark, waiting for information…but what if no information arrived?  What if we'd made the wrong call and were trapped on a one-way path to disaster?

      "So here we are, on the surface of an alien world."  I gave up on the radio and dropped it in the pack.  "We're on the run from hostile aliens, and we have an alien baby with demonstrated dangerous capabilities in our possession."

      "Wrong," said Maeve.  "This is not just some alien baby.  She is our daughter."

      "I stand corrected."

      "Let me ask you something, Paul."  Maeve glared.  "If she wasn't an alien, if she was just an average, everyday human being, and she had 'dangerous capabilities,' as you put it, what would you do about her?"

      She was hitting too close to home.  "Let me ask you a question, Maeve.  What if she…"  I pointed at Oyo.  "…is somehow responsible for the thousands of people coming after us all of a sudden?"

      Maeve looked hurt.  "But that's not possible."

      "For a human baby, maybe."

      "But how…?"

      Just then, we heard a roar overhead and looked up to see a needle-nosed, silver-skinned aircraft punching past at high speed.

      "What the hell?"  As I said it, another plane shot past after the first…then banked left and peeled away on another course.

      At that moment, something chimed in the backpack, and I dove for it.  The noise was coming from the radio, signaling a text message that flashed on the little square screen.

      Warning! Iskani forces converging on your location!

      "What is it?" asked Maeve.  "What does it say?"

      Another message appeared.  Earth forces en route.  Go to rendezvous point ASAP.

      "We need to get moving."  Stuffing the radio in my pocket, I grabbed the pack, shoved my arms through the straps, and swung it onto my back.  "Somebody's coming our way."

      "Somebody who?" asked Maeve.

      I pointed up, where the planes had been—and another streaked past as if on cue.  "So much for our top-secret escape route."
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        * * *

      

      Maeve and I hurried through the overgrown landscape with Oyo, three fugitives from a world that had turned against us.  We avoided clearings as much as we could, veered away from voices and the sounds of heavy machinery, dodged potentially hostile wildlife and threatening foliage whenever we came upon them.

      The whole time, we followed the glowing arrow on the face of the location finder.  If we straggled off-course because of natural obstructions or enemy patrols, we worked our way back on track.  If we got turned around, the device quickly recalibrated and guided us out of confusion.  If we grew tired or lost hope, the beeping of the location finder's built-in proximity sensor kept us going, signaling that we were getting ever closer to the rendezvous point.

      Occasionally, text updates came in over the radio, giving us news about our situation.  Oyo's adoption, we learned, had turned into an interstellar incident.  The Iskani planetary government was threatening action against Earth's outpost on Hammurabi VII if the baby wasn't turned over to them immediately.  Earth responded by sending the star battleship Lewis Puller to intercept any assaults by the Iskani warfleet and rescue us in the bargain.

      Oyo, meanwhile, was oblivious as always…though it seemed there might indeed be more to her than met the eye.  According to a text from Sidra, the results of Oyo's latest tests were inconclusive, but certain genetic abnormalities and metabolic fluctuations were evident.  Continued study would be warranted once the crisis was over, though of course that didn't help us now, on the run with our lives in the balance.

      And the odds against us kept getting worse.  More planes flashed past by the hour, and the troops we spotted multiplied by the minute.  As we climbed a hill, we saw new threats in the distance—huge leopard-furred dragons flapping across the valley, piloted by Iskani warriors armed with electrified javelins.

      "What next?" I snapped, setting off another crying jag from Oyo.  "What the hell else can they send after us?"

      Maeve looked exhausted.  "They'll get us sooner or later.  We're too outnumbered."

      Leaning against the rough trunk of a crimson-leafed tree, I shook my head.  "Screw that, honey.  They'll never win.  We've got an ace in the hole."

      I pointed at shrieking, kicking Oyo.  In spite of the dire situation, Maeve and I laughed.

      "I'll bet she could kick all their asses," I said.

      At that moment, the radio buzzed, and I saw another message appear on the screen.  "'Get to higher ground.'  That's what they're telling us.  'As high as possible.'"

      "Maybe it's for the extraction?" said Maeve.  "So they can fly down and pick us up more easily?"

      Pushing away from the tree, I eyeballed the craggy orange peak rising behind the foothill we'd just ascended.  I took a few steps toward it, and the location finder let out a rapid series of beeps.

      "That looks like the obvious choice."  I gestured at the peak.  "And the watch says it's in the right direction.  Might even be the actual rendezvous point, from the sound of it."

      Maeve took a long look at the dragons in the distance, all twelve of them flapping implacably over the valley in a zig-zag search pattern.  Oyo looked, too, and stopped crying, as if the sight comforted her.
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        * * *

      

      From the foothill, we worked our way up that mountain, leaning into the strenuous climb through shaggy red brush and spiky orange crags.  Always, we were on the lookout for approaching threats, since we were fairly exposed—but no menacing force seemed to have us in their crosshairs.

      The slope grew steadily steeper the further we went.  Without climbing gear—and with Oyo in tow—we could only get so far.

      The good news, however, was that we seemed to be heading for the exact rendezvous point.  The location finder beeped so fast, its signal became a constant, high-pitched tone…and I finally switched it to silent mode.

      "Almost there."  I helped Maeve up onto a ledge that skirted the face of the mountain.  "Then we hunker down and wait."  According to Sidra, the rescue team would find us by homing in on the signal from our radio.

      "Hopefully, we won't have to wait too long."  Maeve frowned at Oyo, whose indigo eyes had fallen shut.  "Our supplies are pretty skimpy."

      And the dragons are still out there, searching.  I kept the thought to myself; there was no need to restate the obvious.  If they reach us before pickup, we have no way to fight them off.  There was no need to say that aloud, either.

      For a moment, we gazed out at the valley with its lush red vegetation.  A soft breeze flowed over us, carrying a heady mixture of alien floral scents and late-day warmth.

      "Are you sorry we did this?" asked Maeve.  "Are you sorry we came all this way to adopt her?"

      I noticed she looked tired and reached for Oyo, gently taking her in my arms.  Watching as she slept, it was easy to forget the craziness and danger she'd brought into our lives…easy simply to marvel at the little purple face that had become so familiar.

      "I should be," I said softly, trying not to wake the baby.  "I mean, we wouldn't be in this mess otherwise, right?"  I smiled at Maeve, and she reached over to touch my cheek.  "But the funny thing is, when you come right out and ask me…"

      Before I could finish my sentence, the radio buzzed for attention.

      Quickly fishing it out of my pocket, I read the series of messages that flashed on the screen, each more surprising than the last.  "Oh my God."

      "What is it?" asked Maeve.

      Shaking my head slowly, I lowered the device.  "They lied to us."

      Maeve's frown deepened.  "Who?  About what?"

      "The Iskani."  I looked down at Oyo.  "They lied about her."

      "Lied about her how?"

      "They never told us what she really is," I said.  "They never told us she's a weapon."
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        * * *

      

      Maeve looked at me as if she thought I'd lost my mind.  "That doesn't even make sense," she said.  "Oyo's an infant, not a weapon."

      "She's both."  As I said it, Oyo shifted in my arms, swatting the air with her tiny purple fists.  "The lab results confirm it."

      "But Anemolee said the results were inconclusive…"

      "And Anemolee was lying," I said.  "Sidra suspected as much and got her to confess under interrogation."

      Maeve shook her head slowly, stunned.

      "Anemolee was part of a conspiracy," I continued, "covering up Oyo's true nature until we could get her home to Earth."

      "I still don't understand," said Maeve.  "What kind of weapon is Oyo supposed to be?"

      "You know all those people coming after her?  Demanding we hand her over?  She called them.  She's that kind of weapon.  She controls minds."

      "But she's a baby…"

      "Which, apparently, is why she's only able to give very simple instructions," I said.  "Like 'Come and save me from these two scary aliens trying to take me away.'  She just broadcasts whatever she's feeling, and people come running."

      "Or flying."  Maeve looked out at the dragons, which had given up their zig-zag search pattern and were on a direct heading for our mountain.

      "Exactly."  Oyo stirred again, and I rocked her, hoping to keep her asleep.  "She's genetically engineered, meant to serve as a first-strike weapon against Earth.  They wanted her to pave the way for an invasion by the Iskani warfleet."

      "Anemolee confessed to all this?"

      I nodded.  "According to Sidra, she admitted the child's abilities had activated prematurely.  I guess she really doesn't want to leave Isk."

      "Wow."  Maeve rubbed her temples.  "This is a lot to take in.  This whole adoption was nothing but a trick?  And the people coming after us…that's all her doing?"  She stared at Oyo.

      "Our little bundle of joy."  Gazing at the child, I almost couldn't believe it was true.  She still seemed blissfully innocent…putting aside the time she knocked me unconscious and the other time she almost killed me.

      But the news from Sidra answered so many questions…except one.

      Maeve was the first to say it aloud.  "So what do we do now?"

      Before either of us said another word, the ground rumbled under our feet.

      "What the hell?"  The rumbling quickly intensified, shaking the ledge on which we stood.  "An earthquake?"

      Maeve and I stepped back, steadying ourselves against the slope.  "I thought you said things couldn't get any worse!"

      "I never said that!"  Just then, a memory rushed back to me, something I'd learned from our studies of Isk before our trip.  "Oh, shit."  I looked around as pebbles and dust trickled down from up-slope.  "I think I know what this is."

      I could see the light dawning in her eyes at the same moment.  "A chorlak, right?  Isn't that what they call them?"

      "'Hungry mountains.'"  A sinking feeling took hold in my gut and wouldn't let go.  "Living bioliths."

      The rumbling got stronger with each passing second.  Oyo squirmed, and I saw she was awake, her glittering indigo eyes gaping at me.

      I wondered how long she'd been awake and what she'd done in that time.  If she, a genetically engineered living weapon, could control thousands of Iskani minds…

      "I think she's doing this," I said.  "I think she's controlling the mountain."

      At which point, she opened her little mouth and let loose what I could have sworn was the most blood-curdling shriek she'd managed yet.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The mountain continued to rumble with ever-increasing force.  Parts of it broke open below our ledge, shooting up geysers of scaldingly hot steam…cutting off any descent we might have made to lower ground.

      The dragonriders, meanwhile, flapped ever closer with javelins at the ready, just moments away.

      Oyo may have sensed all this, because she got more agitated than ever.  Still screaming bloody murder, she raked her claws through the flesh of my chest, drawing blood.  Every orifice in her body opened wide, overwhelming her diaper and pumping out toxic excrement in all its Iskani forms to burn and blister my skin.

      Just when I thought I couldn't take anymore, Maeve pointed at the sky.  "Look!  They're here!"

      A massive vessel dropped from above, a streamlined giant studded with heavy weaponry.  I recognized her profile instantly as that of the Lewis Puller.

      "Thank God."  As I said it, Oyo swung a clawed hand at my face, but I ducked away in time.  Finally, I dared feel the spark of hope in my heart.

      Unfortunately, it didn't last.

      Just as the Puller appeared, three Iskani warships zoomed toward it with guns blazing.

      The Iskani craft were much smaller but no less deadly for it.  Dancing around the Puller, they got in shot after shot, blowing holes in her hull—not enough to bring her down, but enough to hold her back from coming to get us.

      Or at least to get us before the dragonriders or living mountain did.
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        * * *

      

      KRA-BOOOOM.

      The Puller takes a massive hit; even from a distance, I can see the battleship wobble as clouds of smoke and debris billow from her lower hull.  If she goes down, the hundreds of men and women aboard her will perish, and the Iskani warfleet will face no opposition in launching an attack on Hammurabi VII.

      “Paul!” says Maeve, who is pressed against the mountainside beside me.  “The ledge is shrinking!”

      Looking down, I see it's true.  The shelf of orange stone we've been standing on is slowly squeezing back into the mountain.

      "We're dead, aren't we?"  Tears pour down Maeve's face.  "There's no way out."

      It is then, in this dark moment, as the warships pound the Puller, the dragonriders prepare to release their javelins, the ledge narrows, and the steaming maw of the living mountain widens to swallow us, that I think about throwing the child into the depths.

      It's an idea that's been growing in the back of my mind, in one form or another, since the moment we first met Oyo.

      From the start, Maeve threw herself unreservedly into loving her…but inside, I held back.  I was always afraid of the dangers or troubles she might pose, simply by being an alien; when my fears turned out to be true, I pulled away even more.  Always, I suspected I might need to take drastic action to survive—especially after she nearly asphyxiated me.  Deep down, I knew it might come down to her or us…and my choice in that situation, the terrible choice I kept hidden in my heart, was never really in doubt.

      Now here we are, in the very moment I secretly expected to face all along.  It is literally her or us, a matter of simple survival.

      If Oyo is the cause of the attacking Iskani warriors and the quaking mountain, getting rid of her should end the madness.  If I remove the source of the mind control, the minds being controlled should snap back to normal.  Maeve and I should be able to walk away unscathed.

      It's only logical.  And it is literally in my hands.

      "They're almost here, Paul!" shouts Maeve.  "The dragons are almost here!"

      The fear in her voice reaffirms my resolve.  How can I not save the woman I love if I think salvation may still be possible?

      Gripping Oyo by the shoulders, I wrench her away from my chest, taking strips of my flesh along with her, stuck to her claws.  All I need to do is let go, and she will drop into the blistering volcanic heat surging below.  Everything will be over in a matter of seconds.

      Then, suddenly, Oyo stops howling and locks eyes with me.  Does she sense what's about to happen?

      She opens her mouth, and to my astonishment, something other than a piercing shriek comes out.

      "Da."  A single syllable emerges, that's all...and then she says it again.

      "Da."

      My heart pounds.  I feel a powerful rush of feeling, a burst of affection…but I immediately question it.  Is the feeling triggered by Oyo's power?  Has she finally figured out how to control our alien minds?

      "Da."

      Or, perhaps, is it something more?

      What if she's no different from any human child?  What if all she really wants is the unreserved love of her parents…both parents?  The love I've been withholding from the start.

      What if all the rest of it was only ever about the same thing?  An infant's desperate cry, magnified and weaponized a thousand times over.

      "Da."

      I flex my hands, all too conscious that time is running out.  The safest bet is obvious.  My duty to my wife is clear.

      But against all common sense, I pull Oyo toward me again.  Her eyes stay locked with mine, and she trembles in my grip.

      Then I kiss her cheek gently and whisper "I love you" in her ear.  Toes jutting over the rim of the dwindling ledge, I rock her in my arms with absolute acceptance of whoever she is and whatever comes next.

      However much or little time we have left, we will face it together.
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      If you are on his list, justice will be served.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Marcus Adder consulted the digital screen on his arm and initiated a search for the next name on his list. He waited a few seconds until the start confirmation beeped before resuming his hunt for the ambassador's data pad.

      Almost there.

      Marcus prowled a busy street in the garment district, mixing among the woeful masses. He pulled the brim of his hat down to shield his eyes from Onnara Prime's twin suns, but still let their rays warm his face. He enjoyed the rare luxury of a warm climate, and after eight months in space, his body begged him to linger. But he had work to do.

      Marcus thumbed the charge indicator for the weapon hidden inside his jacket. As he withdrew his hand the jacket's buckle scraped the long scar on his forearm, a reminder that these meetings usually didn't end well.

      Why here? Why now? And why are they willing to part with it?

      He strode through the alley. Small creatures, the planet’s version of a rodent, scattered as he approached his contact. Someone had sent him a secure message three days ago to meet here. And from the looks of him, Marcus figured out why.

      He's looking for his next fix.

      A familiar scent wafted from the man, and Marcus felt the tickle in his throat. It was that unique cocktail of human excess that always got to him, and if he'd had a choice, he would've skipped this meeting. But after many sure things that had ultimately evaporated, this was the first one in months that showed any sign of promise.

      The man eased a small rectangular object from his shirt, a diplomat's seal pressed into its housing. Marcus had seen a few before.

      The data pad.

      Marcus thrust the payment into grubby hands and snatched the device, thanking the universe for delivering it to him. He'd need to get it unlocked before he could find out the truth about the UAF Heartland.

      "Do I know you?" The man leaned forward; bleary eyes narrowed.

      "I'm Freddie Botach. Investigative reporter at Galyria News." It was a good lie. Brief enough not to raise questions, but just memorable enough to take root and be repeated if asked. As he turned away, the guy spoke.

      "Hey, you did the piece on the slum lords screwing their tenants uptown. Way to go."

      Marcus winced. He had hoped the ruse would render him invisible again.

      That's the last time I pick an alias from a newscast.

      "Sure." He pulled his hat lower and waved as he walked away. He dropped the data pad into a Faraday pouch in the lining of his jacket and slipped off the gloves that he'd used for the handoff.

      Samuels would help him hack into the device later. For now, he needed to tie up loose ends.

      As he returned to the street, a muffled beep drew his attention to the arm pad.

      The location of his next target was now marked 'CONFIRMED'.

      He had a little over two days remaining to find his way to the Diego system and track down Conrad.

      And if he wouldn't talk?

      Then the list would have one less name.
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        * * *

      

      The industrial docks bustled with activity as millions of tons of cargo were loaded onto waiting vessels. Machines the size of large buildings picked up goods and placed them into empty holds. Two men argued over the conversion of Varakian tons to Alliance-standard. A mech dropped a container of Gastalian milk, spilling the orange liquid on the deck and causing alarms to sound.

      A crew arrived to clean up the mess, while the man in front of Marcus counted the currency in his hand.

      "Ship will be leaving port in an hour," the captain said, pocketing his fee.

      "I'll be on it."

      "One of my crew will find you a berth away from the rest of the crew. From the looks of you, I don't want you mixing too much with them."

      "I don't plan on being a nuisance. I'm just trying to get home to see my wife and kids."

      "Uh huh. Okay. Let's go with that,” the man said with a hint of sarcasm. “Look, your money is good. That's all I care about."

      "I'll stay out of everyone's way. When we dock, it will be like I was never here."

      "You weren't," the captain responded, then turned to walk away.

      Exactly.

      Marcus cinched his pack tighter and headed toward the ship’s gangplank. His muscles screamed at him for rest and his head pounded with each step he took. It had been two days since he last slept. He was looking forward to getting some shuteye.
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      The hum of the engines assaulted Marcus' ears as he followed the crew member further into the bowels of the ship. Its narrow passageways, steel ladders, and utilitarian aesthetic reminded him of his time in the Marines. He had spent most of his younger years sitting in warships, waiting for them to deliver him to his next destination.

      At least they were quieter than this bucket of rust.

      "Right over there, pal." The disheveled man pointed to a rack and pulled a flask from his pocket. "What'd you say your name was?"

      "James."

      "Okay. Chow is in two hours." The man took a sip from his flask and headed down the passageway.

      "Thanks," Marcus muttered under his breath as he took stock of the small compartment.

      One exit. Two empty racks. No secure lockers.

      The last part irked him. He had hoped to put the data pad into a secure location while he rested. The device was the key to finding out what happened to the Heartland, and it would be at least a week before he could meet up with his old SpecOps buddy and get him to hack into it. Until then, he needed to keep it safe from sticky fingers.

      Marcus sealed the door, then inspected the bunks and chose the one furthest from the doorway. He placed his shoes on the deck before sitting on the rack. A voice popped into his head.

      --Your blood sugar is low--

      "I know Mother. I'm taking care of it in a sec. Now let me eat so I can get some rest."

      Marcus pulled a food packet from his pack, tore it open, and began to eat. The AI implant monitoring his vitals could be particularly naggy and he was thankful that today she was in a good mood.

      Once satiated, he folded his jacket under his pillow and placed his sidearm next to the wall, at hip level, so that he could grab it if anyone entered the compartment. It was then that he allowed himself to think about his next target.

      Conrad Beltran was a rich man who had never worked an honest day in his life. He made his millions by introducing criminals to each other, then covering up their illicit deeds by representing them in court or laundering their money. He had made quite a few enemies along the way. Which is one reason why Marcus had accepted this contract.

      The other reason was that Marcus needed to find out what Conrad knew about the Heartland.

      Asshole has made a lot of money off the deaths of a lot of people. Time for him to pay the bill.

      A yawn escaped his lips, reminding him that he had not slept in over thirty-six hours. He laid his head on the threadbare pillow, closed his eyes, and allowed darkness to envelop him.
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        * * *

      

      -- Wake up. It is 0600 --

      -- The ship has arrived at your destination --

      "Shut up Mother, let me sleep a little. We haven't docked yet or we'd have heard it over the speakers."

      A small jolt of energy coursed through his body. Marcus shot up in bed, now wide awake.

      "Damn it. I need you to stop juicing me in my sleep."

      -- You have slept for twenty hours --

      The implant was designed to receive messages, communicate internally with him and, at times, prompt his body to release the correct hormones for him to complete tasks. If he needed to relax and slow his heart rate to take a shot with his rifle, the implant would release a modified dose of acetylcholine. If he needed to be active, epinephrine would be delivered. Samuels had hacked into the AI to allow it to become semi-sentient, but as with most changes to original programs, there were unexpected consequences. In Mother's case, it had a habit of dosing him when he least expected.

      -- That is what you get for modifying my protocols --

      Marcus let the jitters subside, then he holstered his gun and slid off the rack. He checked the seal on the door before getting dressed. As he donned his jacket, he checked to ensure the ambassador's data pad was still secure.

      I'll have to wait to contact Samuels when the job is over. Can't break mission silence now.

      A slight nudge pushed Marcus to one side as the ship docked and the inertial dampeners turned off. The lights flashed brighter, and the overhead came on.

      'ATTENTION ALL CREW. DOCKING SEQUENCE IS COMPLETE. REPORT TO YOUR BAYS AND PREPARE TO UNLOAD'

      "That's my cue to leave," he muttered to himself. He turned the dogs on the door and unsealed it. Poking his head into the passageway and seeing no threat, he made his way to the gangplank.
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        * * *

      

      "Documents, please."

      Marcus fished out the passport and work Visa and handed them to the Customs agent. The woman behind the window smiled at him, then examined the two IDs that she'd inserted into her computer.

      "What brings you here Mr. Salinger?"

      "Work."

      "What kind of work do you do?" she said, her eyes lingering on the screen showing his passport.

      "I repair human waste receptacles."

      The agent stopped and grabbed a small towel. She yanked the cards out and shoved them back at Marcus.

      "Enjoy your stay."

      "Thank you, I will."

      Marcus pocketed them and proceeded toward the line of waiting taxis. The woman was cute, but he couldn't risk her noticing his passport was fake. And the shit worker routine always backed people away in a hurry.

      Minutes later he arrived at the line of taxis and hailed one. The crisp winter air tickled his lungs as he waited for it to pull up.

      I need a change of clothes.

      And then to find Conrad.
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      Marcus exited the store with a fresh haircut and shave, ready to begin the day's work as a business executive. Or at least he looked the part with his designer suit, overcoat, and a flattened top hat. Using the funds from his burner account, he had traded the ubiquitous linen clothing of the balmy Onnara sector for the heavier business attire that the men wore in this colder climate. He found a trash incinerator at the next corner and dumped his old clothes and IDs into it.

      Nothing left of me from Onnara Prime.

      -- It is minus-one degrees Celsius. Please ensure that you wear proper attire for this climate --

      Yes Mother.

      As he headed down the wide streets of the city, Marcus marveled at the ornate nature of the buildings and how it resembled the Earth city of Boston. Alliance regulations had capped the size of buildings after the Porcedan collapse on Tradensk Prime thirty years before, but they said nothing about how the buildings would look. Diego III was the most populous colony and the financial hub in this region of Alliance space, and like all things with this planet, its citizens prided themselves on being the biggest and best in everything. Recreations of thousand-year-old reliefs were carved into the tungcrete. Marble statues resembling lions or gargoyles, were placed on terraces on the lower ledges of the structures. Huge gardens with bushes carved into animals, both real and mythological, complemented the grounds.

      He walked past two women in long dresses and winter coats on their way to work and tipped his hat in the local custom. They both smiled and continued on their way. Satisfied by his first test at blending in, he continued with a renewed purpose.

      Marcus walked the next few blocks observing the rhythms of the city and the people. The people were friendly, but often in a hurry. He passed a tour group chattering wildly about the cold and turned the corner to a small side-street that ran north toward downtown. He had walked thirty meters away from the corner when a ground-based vehicle stopped behind him in front of a coffee house. He turned to see a heavyset driver emerge and head into the shop. The man was an imposing physical specimen, but Marcus' attention was drawn to the backseat.

      The passenger wore a Ghask-fur coat, which placed him among the well-heeled strata of Diegan society. He was observing something in his lap and Marcus assumed he was another investment banker, checking on his stocks before the market opened. There was something familiar about the man, but with his back to him, Marcus couldn’t put his finger on it. He continued to watch, hoping that something would jog his memory. The man looked up and then back down and, in that moment, Marcus was able to recognize the face.

      Conrad!

      I need to hit him now when he’s exposed.

      Marcus reached for his sidearm tucked into his suit jacket as he started toward the vehicle.

      -- Your heart rate is elevated --

      “Not now Mother,” he whispered. “I have a job to do.”

      Marcus looked down the street again and confirmed there were too many witnesses.

      -- If your present heart rate continues, I will have no choice but to release a sedative --

      He knew there would be no completion of the mission if she dosed him. On two other occasions, she had disregarded his wishes and caused him to lose his mark.

      “Okay Mother. You win. I’ll try to relax.”

      Marcus removed his hand from the grip of his weapon, sat down on the bench nearby and waited for the pedestrians to clear away. He had performed jobs in busier situations. But ‘snatch and grab’ in broad daylight was always tricky.

      "James? That you?"

      Marcus turned toward the owner of the voice. It was the deckhand from the cargo ship who showed him to his bunk.

      I’m blown.

      Marcus turned his head away, hoping the man would give up and walk away. In case he didn’t, Marcus reached into his right pocket, searching for his pen that could deliver a small tranquilizer.

      "I thought that was you," the man said, bending over inches from his face. At such proximity, Marcus could smell the alcohol on his breath and see the vomit on his shirt. He tried to keep his eyes on Conrad, but the man continued to stand in Marcus' line of sight.

      -- Your heart rate is still elevated. I will release a small dose of sedative --

      "What are you doing in this get up?” the man stammered. “You get a new job or something?"

      "Something like that," Marcus said. A newfound calm flowed over him, causing him to rethink his use of the pen.

      Marcus stood up and threw his arm around the man, then steered them both away from the vehicle. “Look, can you meet me later at the pub?”

      “McMaster’s Tavern?”

      “That’s the one.” Marcus slipped some money into the man’s hands. “In the meantime, the first round is on me.”

      “Thanks.”

      The man ambled away, and Marcus turned back toward Conrad.

      His vehicle was now turning the corner.

      Shit.

      Guess it's time to check out his work.

      He ducked in the shop to buy an Berundian coffee and a sweet roll to balance out the effects of the sedative, and then continued his trek to the city center where most of the investment houses and law firms were located. When he arrived, Marcus sat on a bench at the edge of a park. The leaves had fallen and the fresh snow on the ground provided a bit of calm to the bustle of the city. He appreciated that the urban planners had dedicated at least one natural space amongst all the tall buildings and tungcrete.

      Sightseeing is over. Time to focus.

      He sipped his brown elixir and took bites from his pastry as he assessed the building across the busy street. His first problem presented itself immediately. The structure's height dominated the block. He estimated that it was taller than the other buildings surrounding it, by at least ten stories.

      No roof access.

      The closest buildings surrounding it were at least a hundred meters away.

      Can't get in via wire.

      He turned to look at the buildings across the park. None of them had floors high enough to allow a line of sight to Conrad's office near the top of the building. And the tall trees between them, made a shot at the entrance more difficult.

      I need him alive anyway.

      All of that, he could deal with, if it weren't for the massive amount of security around the building. Over the next few hours, Marcus observed the manpower and protocols to find a weakness. The perimeter was guarded by ten men with weapons and tactical gear. Every sixty minutes the guards were replaced by a fresh shift. Marcus counted at least four changes of the guard and none of them had returned to stand post or left to go home. Hovercraft and ground transportation stopped periodically in front of the building. Each time, another team of eight guards would surround the vehicle, and escort it inside.

      Marcus stood up and threw what remained of his breakfast into the nearest receptacle and then hailed a hover-taxi. He needed to check in, grab the gear that had been delivered for him, and complete the mission. Twenty seconds later a taxi stopped, and he entered.

      "Where to?"

      "Take me to the St. Regis."

      "Sure thing, pal."

      As the vehicle lifted off the ground and sped through the busy streets of the capital, he contemplated his options. With the size of the building and the amount of security inside and surrounding it, he eliminated the option of trying to infiltrate it to finish the job.

      I'd be dead before I could leave his office.

      And since he needed Conrad to talk, he couldn't just take his head off from a thousand meters away. He'd have to get the bastard when he was outside and away from work.

      “Xac-toth!” He whispered a Varakian curse, which loosely translated to ’damnit’.

      "What'd you say buddy?"

      "Nothing," Marcus said, scrambling to throw him off. "Just experiencing a bit of downside with the market fluctuations lately."

      "Yeah. I hear that a lot from stockbrokers. Especially lately."

      "Thanks. Why’s that?”

      “My pension is all screwed up, thanks to some idiot in the penthouse of one of these buildings.”

      “Well, I’m heading up a team of analysts that try to minimize that kind of risk. We haven’t lost our clients one single credit in the twenty years we’ve been trading.”

      The driver ignored Marcus and continued his rant. "I can’t stand those fancy-dressed guys with their tailored suits…present company excluded.”

      “Thanks.”

      “I drive them all day and hate it when one gets in my cab.”

      “Some people are jerks.”

      “Oh, it’s not that. They are all polite as can be. But if you ask me? It's all a scam."

      "What is?"

      "These stock market guys gamble money all day long and lose billions. And it's all legal. My cousin runs a numbers game downtown and gets locked up for five years."

      "Sorry to hear that."

      "You ever wonder why there's so few bums and crime in the center of the city?"

      "No."

      "Because that's where the real criminals are. And they don't want any competition. There's more corruption than people here."

      “That’s why I do honest work.”

      “Look buddy. I’ve seen quite a bit in this job. My gut tells me that whatever you’re up to, it ain’t exactly honest. But that’s none of my business.”

      “You’ve got me there.”

      “And a bit of advice,” the man said. “If you’re trying to blend in, you gotta muss that coat just a little.”

      Marcus filed that bit of information away for later use and looked out the window. His driver was right about a lot of it. Diego III was like many other colonies that had transformed from hard scrabble beginnings to become economic powerhouses. With that economic might came the access to political power and the immunity from consequences for crimes that would get a common citizen put in jail. As a result, too many investment bankers and lawyers lost or defrauded billions from their clients. Ordinary people lost their life savings, and sometimes their lives, while the politically connected lived like royalty.

      And that's why I have a job bringing justice to those who have avoided it.

      The hovercraft settled to the ground outside an opulent building near the center of town. He tipped the driver and as he stepped from the taxi, the hotel staff opened the front doors.

      -- You have twenty hours remaining to complete the mission --

      I’m running out of time.
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      Marcus sat on the floor and finished cleaning his weapons. Once completed, he placed each of them back into the oversized briefcase sitting on the bed. The bag, monogrammed with the name Karl Downer, had been waiting for him in his room when he arrived. He checked the handles of the briefcase to be sure which one detached. That fake one was a modified taser, which could be removed and used to incapacitate someone for hours. The briefcase’s contents had not disappointed him either. It contained a disassembled S-70 rifle, explosives, restraints, extra gloves, and a Pacifier. That last piece of equipment was a unique device that allowed him to block certain electronic signals in a ten-meter radius.

      I’m going to need that tomorrow.

      He stuffed a set of coveralls and boots, that he had bought in the city, into his pack and then grabbed a bite of the sandwich he had ordered from room service. Mother had been hounding him for the last hour to eat and he had finally given in. The sandwich, consisting of the boiled meat of a small marsupial covered in a fruit paste, was a local delicacy, but to Marcus, it tasted like slimy chicken. Still, he ate it, just to shut her up.

      He started looking at his files again, bringing up a small holoscreen showed the three-dimensional schematics of Conrad’s house. It was set near a river, five kilometers outside of the city. Immediately Marcus ruled out an approach from the rear due to the three-hundred-meter cliff that would need to be scaled. To make matters worse, five guards roamed the grounds at the top.

      No go.

      The way into either side of the mansion could be accomplished, but from what he could see, there were four more guards roaming the halls on each side of the mansion and TJ300 biometric scanners peppered all throughout the building.

      Even if I make it in, the alarm will sound, and I'm screwed.

      -- Your Cortisol levels are increasing. Is something wrong? --

      "Nope. Just trying to figure out how to get into a fortress."

      Had Marcus been a young operator in his twenties, he might have been just gung-ho and stupid enough to try it. But his wisdom was purchased by many years of doing things he shouldn't have and barely escaping with his life. He'd decided he would have to find a way of hitting Conrad en route, which presented another problem for him.

      There were only so many permutations of routes he could travel before he had to repeat one. But that type of surveillance took weeks.

      I have hours.

      Marcus sat back and sipped more Berundian coffee, thanking the universe that this planet at least had something good to drink. He started to go over his notes again when Mother jolted him.

      -- Incoming Message --

      "Okay, send it to me once it's downloaded."

      -- Message confirmed and all packets checked for accuracy --

      He pressed a button on his arm pad and for close to a minute, he waited as multiple obfuscating proxies resolved. Once they did, a screen bearing a symbol of a Phoenix appeared. Seconds later, a hologram of the target and information was displayed.

      A Target Package? I already know who it is, what I need is…

      Marcus' eyes caught a tab labeled 'DAILY ACTIVITIES' on the hologram. He touched it and a list displayed next to the target's picture. Conrad's lunches at fancy restaurants, and meetings with clients, for the past two months were all there. He used ground transportation instead of a hovercraft, to eliminate the chance of a rocket taking him out in the air. And each day he took a different route to and from work. Marcus cursed his luck again.

      No chance of guessing which one he takes tomorrow.

      Minutes later, he noticed an entry that had repeated at the same time each day.

      'BERUNDIAN COFFEE 0715'

      Same place as this morning.

      Marcus often marveled at how extremely careful targets could be foiled by their own routines. Even the simplest of things could trip up the best laid plans. And in Conrad's case, it was his addiction to caffeine. He couldn’t be too critical. Coffee was the one indulgence he allowed himself on missions and he made a note to get to the shop early enough to grab a cup for himself. He had no doubt that he would be awakened before dawn by Mother, but there was no substitute for the real thing.
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      The vehicle stopped in front of the small shop at the base of the building as the sun emerged over the horizon. A minute passed before the driver's door opened and a large man in a business suit, wearing a hat, emerged. Marcus could see the passenger in the backseat had his head down, reading his daily news from his data pad. Marcus stood from the street bench as the driver scanned the area and closed the door.

      "Excuse me," Marcus said, approaching the man. He held his briefcase in front of him with both hands on the handles. "I'm late for something. Do you have the time?"

      "No," the man said, ignoring him and trying to brush past.

      Marcus jerked his right hand up, detaching the handle which he shoved into the man's ribcage. He pressed a button and barbs that burrowed into the man’s skin caused him to jerk violently before crashing to the ground. Marcus continued to dump sixty seconds of electrical charge into the driver as he watched for anyone coming along the street.

      No one paying attention.

      Marcus rifled through the quivering man's pockets, taking his communicator, and wallet. He grabbed the vehicle interface card and dragged the now-drooling man to the bench and laid him beside it. He tucked the handle under the man and allowed it to continuously pump a low level of current into him. The final touch was to cover the man’s face with his hat. To commuters passing by he would just be another drunk sleeping his night off.

      There. He'll be like that for at least sixteen hours.

      He hurried to the driver’s door and pressed the card to the pad on the outside. It opened and Marcus slid into the driver's seat. He reached into his briefcase and pulled the Pacifier from it, tapping it twice to turn it on. He started the engines and opened the throttle. The wheels spun in the icy slush before gaining traction and in seconds the vehicle was barreling through the streets of the city.

      "Did you get it?" a voice asked from behind him.

      Marcus ignored the request and swerved to avoid pedestrians while he followed his planned route out of town.

      "Bruno, don't tell me you didn't get my coffee." A screen in front of him turned on and Conrad's face appeared.

      Marcus pulled his hat lower, keeping his eyes on the road.

      "Wait…you're not Bruno!"

      A warning light for the rear door lit up, alerting Marcus that Conrad was trying to flee. "Forget about opening it. When you up-armored this thing, you forgot to harden the electronics."

      "Do you know who I am?" Conrad seethed. "What my friends are capable of?"

      Marcus jerked the controls hard to the right and slammed his passenger into the window. He corrected the track of the vehicle and turned left onto one of the main avenues, thankful that because of the early hour, the daily commuters had not started to congest the streets. A red warning light flashed in front of him at the next intersection. He pushed the throttle wide open and gave out a low yell as they barreled through, narrowly avoiding two vehicles in the center.

      He breathed a sigh of relief and continued the way out of the city. The tall skyscrapers gave way to smaller buildings, which then led to a narrow road leading past the final stretch of houses. He looked at his screen and could see Conrad, now with a gash on his forehead, fumbling with his communicator and trying to call for help.

      "Why isn't this thing—"

      "Working?" Marcus interrupted. "Let's just say that from here on out, the only one talking to you, will be me."

      "They'll find me," Conrad said.

      "Who is they?" Marcus asked. "And if you mean the tracker on the vehicle? That's not going to help you now either."

      "What do you want?" Conrad shouted, wiping the blood from his face.

      "I'll tell you that when we get there."

      The city faded in the rear window as he pointed the vehicle toward the peaks of the nearest mountain range.

      "Where are you taking me?"

      "Someplace we can talk privately."

      -- Your adrenaline level is elevated --

      "Not now Mother. I'm kinda busy."

      -- But your health is my responsibility --

      "It's my body. And I'm on a job."

      -- One of these days, your method of employment will get you killed --

      "It hasn't yet."
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        * * *

      

      Marcus turned the vehicle onto another unpaved road. They had driven almost six hundred kilometers and he was certain he would be able to stop soon. By the position of the sun, he estimated that they had no more than two hours of daylight remaining as he drove the vehicle further into the forest. The GPS told him the route would dead end in one hundred meters and after driving for hours, he was thankful for the chance to get out and stretch his legs. His passenger was worse-off.

      Marcus looked at the man in the backseat. His once immaculate hair now resembled a bird's nest, and red eyes stared out the window. Conrad had become more frantic and desperate as they drove away from the city and into the forest. He had threatened, attempted to bribe, and finally begged Marcus to let him go. And for the last two hours of the drive, Conrad had been withdrawn, not uttering a word.

      He'll talk soon enough.

      Marcus eased the vehicle to a stop and looked out the windshield at the immediate area. Seeing no threats, he pulled a scanner from his briefcase and initiated a perimeter sweep. A minute later the results displayed on the screen. Two avian and one large quadruped were the only life forms that were detected within three hundred meters. Marcus grabbed the restraints and opened the door.

      The snow crunched under his shoes as he stood up and looked around. Marcus allowed himself to take in the image of the white ground contrasting with the yellow and purple trees. He'd always loved the beauty of freshly fallen snow blanketing the ground on Diego III, and the weather did not disappoint him. His breath was visible in the frigid air, and he thanked his handler for the extra gloves he sent to keep his hands warm. He withdrew his sidearm, opened the passenger door, and threw the restraints into the cabin.

      “Put those on."

      Conrad glared at him and then placed his wrists into the circlets.

      "Out."

      Conrad pushed himself out of the car, and turned to face Marcus, with a new sense of defiance.

      "On the ground," Marcus said, keeping the gun on his target. Conrad lowered himself to both knees and then glared at him.

      "Now, you're gonna tell me everything you know about the Heartland."

      "The Heartland? That's why you're here?" Conrad laughed. "That ship blew up in combat."

      "Everyone knows that," Marcus said. The Heartland had been one of the newly refitted warships at the Battle of Callaise during the Separatist rebellion. It had been escorting a damaged ship to a jump beacon and on its way to re-join the fleet, it had disappeared. When the battle was over, a search for the ship only found its wreckage and dead crew floating in space. The official report had stated that it was destroyed as a result of enemy fire. There was only one problem as far as Marcus was concerned.

      The enemy never touched it.

      "But I also know that you are somehow involved. And I want to know how."

      -- You have five minutes remaining to complete the mission --

      I gotta get him to talk fast.

      "I don't know what you're talking about. I'm a respected lawyer. I don't deal with —"

      Marcus slammed his gloved fist into Conrad's temple, causing him to crumple to the ground.

      "You want to start talking or you want to start bleeding?"

      "I don't know anything," Conrad pleaded, pressing his hands to his head to prevent another punch. "I do Corporate Law. I don't do anything illegal."

      Marcus pulled him to his knees. "Bullshit. I know that the ambassador and at least three of your clients are behind whatever it was that caused it to blow up."

      "But that's not me. I'm telling you —"

      Marcus hit him with a right hand to the jaw. Conrad dropped again on all fours as blood dribbled from his mouth and pooled in the snow. His communicator dropped from his pocket next to the expanding red area below him. Marcus looked at it and then inspiration hit. He didn’t need to engage in hours of interrogation.

      Guys like this keep their whole lives on their devices.

      Marcus reached down and picked up Conrad's communicator. He checked the authentication screen and the first biometric security challenged popped up.

      I just need a way to hack into this.

      "If you don't talk? Then you're of no use to me," Marcus said, holding up the device. "And things that I can't use, I get rid of."

      Conrad pushed himself up and looked at Marcus. "You don't understand. He will kill me if I say anything."

      "Who is he?"

      "Sprague," Conrad said in a resigned voice. "Garrett Sprague."

      "Where can I find him?"

      "He runs a number of businesses. Some are legal. Most aren't. But—"

      "I said, where can I find him?"

      "Massarat system." Conrad doubled over in pain with his hands resting on the blood-soaked snow again.

      Marcus yanked him back up by his hair, his gun pressed into Conrad's skull. The feeling of the muzzle on his skin prompted his captive to sputter uncontrollably.

      "I swear, I didn’t know what they were doing!”

      “This is for my son,” Marcus said.

      “Your son?”

      “Yeah. He was on that ship,” Marcus said through clenched teeth. “As far as I’m concerned, you and your friends killed him.”

      "I swear, I don’t know anything else. All I did was make introductions and hide the money."

      "Oh, is that all?" Marcus lowered his gun and shot Conrad in the throat, just above the clavicle.

      Conrad clutched his throat and gurgled as he struggled for air. Marcus grabbed Conrad’s right hand and pressed the thumb to the data pad. The still-warm blood pumping through his veins unlocked the first biometric challenge. He held the communicator up to scan Conrad's retina and in seconds the device was completely unlocked.

      Marcus ignored Conrad's death throes as he configured the device to recognize his face.

      Now, I'm the only one who can use it.

      He looked down at Conrad, and taking pity on him, squeezed the trigger and put one in his head. His victim's final breath rattled as Marcus searched the back seat for anything he had missed. Finding nothing, he placed the communicator into his vest pocket and turned on the wireless connection.

      -- I see you have a new data source in your possession --

      "Yes, Mother. Can you connect with this and look for any data? Financial records? Contacts? Communications?"

      -- I will begin at once --

      Marcus tapped his arm pad and brought up the map of the surrounding area. The small holoscreen showed a town, almost fifteen kilometers away. He dragged the body into the backseat, then tossed his briefcase and gloves next to him. He activated an acid grenade and set it on Conrad’s lap.

      In two hours, there will be nothing left of him.

      Marcus pulled the collar of his coat higher to protect his neck from the elements and started to walk away. The whine from the grenade grew louder until it popped off. The whoosh of the small explosion that spread the corrosive material inside the vehicle caused air to rush past him, forcing him to pull his collar tighter. He tapped his arm pad and deleted Conrad's name from the list. Then he secured his pack and resumed his march.

      "Take your time Mother. This is not going to be a short trip."

      -- Your epinephrine levels are elevated again --

      "Shut up."
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      Marcus could hear the music coming from the town for at least an hour before he laid eyes on it. He had trudged for three hours through the snow and his clothes were not only ruined but would cause him to stick out in this small town. He stashed his business suit into his pack, pulled on the workman's coveralls and boots, then resumed his walk toward the lights in the distance.

      An hour later, he tossed his business clothes into a trash receptacle, and entered the town's only tavern. The mixture of agrarian fragrances and stale whiskey greeted him as soon as he walked in. He scanned the room looking for threats. A couple of drunks sitting at the bar, sharing stories of the good ‘ole days. A few young men were playing holo-billiards at the far wall, scantily clad ladies draped over them. The rest of the bar looked to be in their twilight years.

      All clear.

      He bypassed two elderly ladies dancing with each other, drinks in hand, as he walked toward the only open table in the far corner. He sat down, thanked his luck for the broken lights nearby which darkened his area somewhat, and scanned the room again.

      A young woman approached him and cocked her head. "What will it be?"

      "Beer."

      "Anything to eat? Kitchen's about to close down."

      Mother had been hounding him about his low blood sugar again for the past two hours. And while he had been walking toward his destination, he had put it out of his mind. But the mere mention of food, made his stomach growl.

      "Yes, please. Just give me today's special."

      "Sure thing, mister." She handed him a bottle from her tray and walked off.

      A roar went up as the crowd watched the scores from the Trappak playoffs were announced. He never understood the lure of watching a game where overweight men, in tiny shorts, tried to keep a white ball from touching the ground. But in regions like this one, the sport was like another religion. He watched the live replay and shouts went up again from the drunker part of the crowd. As he sipped his beer, the waitress returned with what looked to be a roasted bird on the plate.

      "Thanks," Marcus said.

      "Anytime, hun."

      He picked up his utensils to dig in and received a small jolt.

      -- New Message Received --

      Marcus placed his fork on his plate and dropped his arm into his lap. He tapped the pad and the screen blinked, then lit up. He adjusted the brightness and looked at the message. It was a code and a set of coordinates with the letter 'Z' included at the end. He'd have to make his way to that location to report the mission success.

      But first, I'm starving.
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        * * *

      

      The home was nestled between two small ridges in the middle of a dense copse of woods. It wasn't much to look at and if Marcus didn’t know better, he would have thought an old hermit lived here. Minutes later, a closer inspection of the door uncovered the hidden keypad.

      Marcus entered the code and the door opened. The lights turned on as he walked in, and he got his first look at this new safe house. The outside of the home belied the true nature of the building. What looked on the outside to be a dilapidated cabin deep in the woods, was a modern house with the best amenities available. The place was brightly lit and clean. A roaring fire started as soon as he entered the living room. A large holoscreen materialized above the living room, showing split screens of news from multiple systems in the Alliance. He went to the refreshment station and ordered a Parthenian beer. In seconds, one was produced on the platform.

      One of the perks of this business.

      On the counter in the center of the kitchen, was a device. He sat in front of it and entered the code. A small holoscreen displayed and seconds later, the image of a man in an Alliance Fleet officer's uniform flickered into view.

      "I trust you're well?" the man said.

      "Never felt better."

      "I just wanted to let you know that there's been a lot of chatter about Conrad Beltran in the last twelve hours."

      "Oh yeah? What about?"

      "Apparently, he never showed up for work today. You wouldn't happen to know anything about it would you?"

      "Nope. But as usual with guys like that, they are bound to piss off the wrong people and then they disappear. They might find him. And then again, they might not."

      "Glad he’s missing. He’s been a nuisance and a major contributor to instability in the region," the man said. "He handled the money laundering for a few of the major crime syndicates based out of Diego III.”

      “Oh, then maybe someone should delve into his records.”

      “Yes,” the man said. “That would be a great help to me if they could.”

      The man paused. “Did you find anything else out about the Heartland?"

      "Not much. But I found it."

      "You don't mean the —"

      "Yes. That one," Marcus said. "Now all I need is to hack into it, and I'll be one step closer to finding out what happened."

      "Careful. Don't press too hard, too fast. These guys will bring a universe of hurt down on you if make too much of a nuisance of yourself and get sloppy. They'll hire every merc in the region to come after you. You're good at what you do, but a thousand to one? Not good odds."

      "Don't worry," Marcus said. "I've been careful to stay invisible. Just like you trained me."

      "Good. I'm glad our interests intertwined on this one. But do you think you can put your quest for answers away for a few weeks?"

      "I guess. Why? What's up?"

      "I got another job for you. Your AI should be downloading the details now."

      -- You are receiving a new message --

      "How much time do you need to rest?" the man said.

      Marcus’ eyes drooped as he looked at the soft cushions and the crackling fire. “Well, it was one hell of a day. Maybe I’ll grab some sleep here and get back to you.”

      A jolt of energy coursed through him, stiffening his spine.

      Damnit Mother.

      "Never mind. I can rest on the way."
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      Sky blue eyes met Noa’s. The man’s dark blonde hair was cropped in a high and tight. He had a high-bridged nose, and thin, but well-formed lips. He definitely was of old Euro stock. Throwbacks of the old races might get a lot of flak from those who “thought the right way,” but he was undeniably handsome, and by the lift of his chin, and smugness of his smile, he knew it. Noa hated that smile. How dare he be happy. Her drink sloshed from its glass, over her hand. Her anger overflowed with it. She pitched the glass at his smiling face. She’d been well past tanked-up two shots ago, but it struck him square in the forehead, passed through his hologram, and hit the metal wall behind with a clink, a crash, and a slosh.

      “You sh … sh … said you wouldn’t leave, Tim!” she heard herself shout and slur. Sinking into her bunk—her single bunk, no more marital double bunk—she buried her head in her hands. “We stay to … to...together. That’s what you prom … promised.”

      Tim’s holo face turned away. His smile got wider as a woman slid into the holographic light. Her mahogany skin was especially dark against the white of her wedding gown. A smile rivaling Tim’s was on her lips.

      Noa swallowed at the sight of her younger self. Would she have been so happy if she’d known then what she felt now?

      Her eyes lost focus, and she found herself watching a trickle of the scotch trail down the wall behind Tim’s flickering image. So much for drinking to forget.

      A furious beeping erupted in her ears, no, in her mind. Text scrolled in an inset in her vision: Incoming Call. Accept or Decline? The beeping continued. She was so drunk she smacked at the neural port in her temple, as though that would make it stop, and then the name of the caller scrolled by: Kenji Sato. Her stomach constricted. Was it time for her weekly call with her brother already? She briefly contemplated turning her app off, but she wasn’t drunk enough to not consider the consequences if she did. He’d inform their mother that he hadn’t spoken to her, their mother would inform her siblings, and then Mom and assorted brothers and sisters would have every friend she had in Fleet checking up on her. Fumbling madly with the drawer beneath her bunk, Noa found a bottle of Reversitol, shook two pills into her hand, thought better of it and added another, and then downed all three with the nearest liquid at hand—the dregs of a bottle of scotch—because why not?

      The beeping continued … maybe it would be worth the trouble to ignore it. But the Reversitol would take effect soon, and her drunken anger would be replaced by soberness and something worse—something empty, gnawing, and inescapable that she couldn’t face.

      Closing her eyes, she focused her thoughts on Accept, and her brother’s voice piped into her mind. “Noa, I can’t see you. Is your holo not working?”

      She sighed. Normal people didn’t talk over holos. They talked mind-to-mind via the ethernet and generated avatars of themselves so they could “see” each other. Since discovering—or rediscovering—the strict Abrahamic traditions of their homeworld, Kenji didn’t believe in talking mind-to-mind, and he hated avatars.

      With a thought, Noa sent the call to the holo. Tim and her younger self winked away, and her younger brother appeared. No smile. Graying hair. Hazel eyes behind glasses. Noa had spent a lot of time at lightspeed, but his comparatively older appearance wasn’t due only to time dilation. Since discovering God he didn’t believe in telomerase-inhibitors and nano-regenerators … or even, apparently, corrective laser vision surgery, which was practically medieval tech.

      Face blank, tone flat, Kenji said, “You are drunk.”

      Noa snorted. For someone who didn’t believe in robots, Kenji could do a good job imitating one.

      “Nice to see you, too.”

      The furrows between his brows got deeper. “I understand the death of a spouse is hard.”

      Anger rekindled within her. She wanted to shout, No you don’t understand. You’ve never let yourself love enough to be this hurt. But letting loose on Kenji would be like smacking a puppy.

      “Mmm …” She mumbled instead.

      “You should take time off,” Kenji said. “You could come home and visit me.”

      Noa blinked at the holo. To him “home,” wasn’t Earth, where their parents and their siblings had migrated. Kenji meant Luddeccea, their homeworld. Backward, techno-phobic, beautiful Luddeccea. For a moment her heart lifted at the thought of seeing it again.

      But then her jaw got hard, and her eyes lost focus. She touched the fresh scars that ran along her lower abdomen. She’d received them in the same accident that had taken Tim from her. It had been during shore leave … a completely senseless death. She didn’t want shore leave or time off. Time off would mean time to think and remember.

      “Noa?” Kenji asked.

      “Miss me?” she said, faking a smile, knowing Kenji wouldn’t notice its hard edges. “If you’re feeling lonely, Auntie Eliza is still on Luddeccea. You could always visit her.”

      Kenji was several shades paler than Noa, and his skin didn’t hide his blush. Noa’s smile became genuine.

      Kenji sputtered. “You know I don’t approve of her … her  … nurse.”

      Noa guffawed. Auntie Eliza’s nurse was a handsome male model sex ‘bot with a medical app. Eliza could have gotten a med ‘bot, but they didn’t, in Auntie’s words, “look human enough to pass on Luddeccea, and I don’t want a human nurse gossiping about my anti-aging treatments.”

      “It isn’t funny,” Kenji said.

      “Oh, I think 6T9 is plenty funny,” Noa retorted.

      Kenji huffed. “He’s dumb as a box of hammers.”

      Noa snorted. It was true, outside his installed applications 6T9 was hopeless, however, “Don’t tell him that, metaphors make him short circuit.”

      Her brother’s jaw ticked. “Auntie installed an idiom app, so he doesn’t do that anymore, but now he repeats idioms and always gets them wrong. ‘Old habits lie hard,’ ‘Every cloud has a lead lining.’”

      Noa snorted again. “That’s funny.”

      Her brother’s lips quirked. “Sometimes.” There was a beat of silence. Somewhere an air vent kicked in. Kenji pushed his glasses up his nose, and then said, “Noa, I have read, that sometimes after the death of a spouse, people do things that are … rash.”

      Noa lifted an eyebrow. She knew he’d think the mission she’d most recently volunteered for was worse than rash. She was going to hunt down and return a Mech lost behind enemy lines, risking her life for a suit of battle armor with an onboard computer that reportedly skirted the line with true AI; Kenji thought they all should be destroyed. She smiled tightly. “I thought you said I was always rash?”

      Tim had said that, too. How many times had he said, “Don’t die on me, Noa”? And then he’d been the one with the gall to check out early. Swallowing the lump in her throat, she touched her chest. “How could I do any worse than I’ve done already?”

      Kenji sighed. “You’ll find a way, Noa. You always do.”
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        * * *

      

      Seventy-two hours later, as her shuttle barrel-rolled and swooped over the Sixth System asteroid, four enemy fighters on her tail, Noa thought of her brother’s last call.

      But only briefly.

      Her focus was on the moment, on warning lights flashing at the periphery of her vision, and the mechanical voice piping into her mind, “Thirty seconds until breach.” Her shuttle was blowing up. She checked the status of the reconnaissance drones that had accompanied her—all had been hit—gave final coordinates for the system’s nav, and pulled a plastic cover away from a red button on the dash.

      There was an audible snap within her pressure suit at the level of her temple as the neural link with the shuttle disengaged. Numbers played before her vision. The piloting app installed in her neural interface calculated her course, the likely courses of her enemies, her rate of spin, and the distance to the surface below. A light in her mind went green, and she jammed her hand onto the button. A moment later she was in freefall. “Pressure suit camouflage and heat shields engaged, all band receivers operational,” dulcet tones in her mind declared, and the fighters flew right past her. Noa exhaled, looked “up,” and saw the surface of the asteroid rapidly approaching. An explosion of dust from the surface would have her “friends” hauling back in her direction.

      She connected directly to her suit—not via ethernet, the signals could be detected—but via the hardlink between it and her skull. Pulling her knees to her chest, she reorientated her body and fired helium from the pack on her back. Highly pressurized, it was super cold and unnoticeable to heat sensors. Off in the distance, her shuttle's thrusters flashed, and then it exploded from within. Her ride home was gone. Noa kept her attention on her thrusters. “Gentle, you’ve only got so much fuel, Sato,” she whispered to herself. She leveled off and gave herself a trajectory that would let her land with minimal risk of visual detection. The course would keep her aloft longer than she would like, and take her even farther from her original target than she wished, but, “Less haste, more speed.” Tim, a careful, methodical engineer, had taught her that expression, and she frowned at a brief rush of loss that accompanied any memory associated with him.

      Touching down minutes later, softly as a cat, her suit informed her, “Grav lining in boots operational, shall I engage?” Accepting the affirmative, Noa looked off into the distance where the enemy buzzed close to the site of her shuttle’s destruction. She was alone, and kilometers from her intended destination. Her ship and her drones, which could have flown back to the rendezvous with information on her location, were gone. She had no food. In seventy-two hours, her suit would run out of power and she’d have no more recycled air or water. But since her shuttle was destroyed, the enemy wasn’t likely to give much thought to finding her. Smiling ruefully, she whispered, “That part went according to plan, Tim.”

      Tim used to say, “I’m never sure when I’m more afraid, when things don’t go according to your plans, or when they do.”

      He wouldn’t say those words after this mission. Her boots only amped the gravity to .16G, about the gravity of Earth’s moon. But she still felt heavy.

      In the distance, one of the enemy fighters swung around and headed in her direction. In its wake explosions of dust blew up from the surface like geysers. The pilot was dropping charges, the untrusting, suspicious, Bastard.

      Noa dived in low-G slow motion. Debris hit her before she hit the ground, pelting her suit, sending her bobbing backward across the ground like a semi-inflated balloon. Dust from her impacts made her semi-blind to the world outside. Inside, a warning flashed, “Camouflage offline.” She looked up reflexively. Through swirling dust, she spotted the other ships peeling away from the debris and heading her way. Her suit, without camouflage, was a dark gray human-shaped silhouette on the patch of iron-rich, orange dust she was laying on. She was done for. In the split second between the moment she saw them and the moment they were overhead, she experienced a sensation she’d never had in the face of death. Relief. Her breath caught. But no charges fell, no phasers lit the dark. She held still. They did not return.

      Noa lifted her head, looked down at her arms, and realized she was covered in dust—low-tech camouflage. Gingerly turning on her side, she verified the ships were out of sight. Another warning went off in her suit, “CO2 recycler damaged: performing diagnostic now.” Pushing herself shakily to her feet, Noa felt the first blooming of real panic in her chest. Not at her situation—she’d been in worse, or if not worse, just as hairy—and this one she’d volunteered for. What frightened her was that for the very first time in her life, she had wanted to die.

      Not dusting herself off, Noa swore to herself. “How did psych eval clear me for this mission?”

      Gritting her teeth, she got on with it.
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        * * *

      

      She almost didn’t see the mine.

      The asteroid she was on—technically named S6O8P1086—was just one piece of rock of what had once been an Earth-sized planet. Its remnants were clustered too tightly together to be seriously considered habitable by all but the desperate. Just about to top a rise, she caught sight of the asteroid’s closest companion. It was a pock-marked, misshapen, lima bean the size of Phobos hovering too close over the horizon. Up until that point, Noa’s visor had been allowing her to see by amplifying starlight and reflected sunlight from the asteroid’s other more distant brethren. Briefly overwhelmed by the closer rock’s glow, the visor flashed bright white. Thinking she was caught in a spotlight, Noa ducked. When her visor came online, she realized what had happened. Adrenaline kicking in, she almost rose, but then she remembered almost welcoming death and second-guessed herself. Heart pounding, she belly crawled up the rise and peered over. That was when she saw the vaguely mushroom-shaped device. Its half-meter cap sat on a stalk about fifteen centis from the ground, and the dark, too-regular, shadow of the cap’s underside was easy to see from her reduced angle. These particular devices were meant to be seen from ground level by ticks, the low-slung, mining vehicles that supplied the rebels with the minerals and water needed to sustain their rebellion. But they were devilishly difficult to see from above, speeding by at Mach 5 to 8. The mines were the sort of thing that the Mechs were developed to neutralize. Noa might have missed it had she been standing, and might have been within its cone-shaped range of vision on the rise.

      She recorded its location in her neural interface—it was the seventh she’d seen in the past hour—and slid backward and revised her course. “Slow and steady wins the race,” she reminded herself, the words echoing through her mind in Tim’s voice.

      By the time Noa reached the bottom of the slope her suit’s diagnostic of its CO2 recycler had finished. In the same dulcet tones it used for all intel, good or bad, it reported, “CO2 recycler fully operational.” Before she could sigh in relief, it continued, “43.5 hours of oxygen remaining.” Noa started, even with her human brain, she could calculate that she should have sixty-nine hours and change remaining.

      She considered running the diagnostic again, but then considered that might be a power drain and nixed it. The Mech suit would have oxygen.

      If she found the Mech suit. So far, she hadn't even found its signal.
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        * * *

      

      She didn’t find the Mech in the next two hours. Just more mines. Three hours and fifteen minutes after her landing, her suit reported, "24.13 hours of oxygen remaining."

      Noa almost cursed, but then a green light played in her mind, and the suit reported, "Mech's homing beacon received."

      The beacon sent transmissions on a designated frequency at designated times. Designed to be unnoticed, each transmission lasted less than a second. The suit reminded her, “We have three minutes until the next signal. We must relocate so we can triangulate the Mech’s location.” Noa was running—or rather skipping, the fastest gait in the low G—before it finished the first sentence.

      “Signal received,” her suit informed her at the three-minute mark. “Triangulating.”

      Panting, Noa waited. A schematic appeared in the inset of her vision. Her breath caught, the Mech was only 16.5 kilometers away. She’d reach the Mech in three hours.

      Easy peasy.

      “Oxygen concentrations will remain sufficient for 13.5 hours,” her suit informed her.

      An app in her brain began calculating the rate of change in oxygen concentrations—Noa shut it down before it could tell her the obvious, “Too fast.”
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        * * *

      

      It had always been one of Tim’s biggest gripes that too much of Fleet was engineered for the average Fleet recruit: an eighty-one kilogram and change man. Noa was a sixty-kilogram woman. Moreover, the upper limit in acceptable body fat was 18% for men, but 26% for women. “See Tim,” Noa thought, “Their calculations for larger body mass and less fat played in my favor. If I were a man, I’d probably be dead or immobile right now.”

      Her suit had long ago declared that oxygen concentrations were no longer sufficient. Noa hadn’t needed the warning. She was breathing hard and fighting sleep, despite stims.

      It had taken her more than five hours to get within 200 meters of the Mech. There were more mines the closer she got. Numerous ticks had passed her too, and she’d been forced to flatten herself in the dust to avoid being seen. The mining vessels all had been headed in the same direction she was. She refused to consider that they may have found the Mech first.

      “Only a few hundred meters now, though.” Her lips moved with the words, but she didn’t speak aloud.

      Lack of oxygen was probably making her delusional because Tim’s voice rang clear as a bell in her head. “You know, Noa, you’re 17.5% body fat. That decreases your respiratory advantage over a man.”

      Noa exhaled. “Rude, Tim, rude.” She was too tired to tell him the Mech was just over the next rise. Flopping to her stomach, she belly crawled to the top, peered over, and groaned. The ticks’ destination was clear, a dome peeking up out of the surface of the asteroid. Two meters in diameter, and no more than half a meter high, it probably marked an entrance to a lava tube, the best places for bases on isolated rocks like this. There weren’t just ticks outside the base, but fighters, seven of them. Fifteen tick operators and crews plus fighter pilots were holed up in a dome just over knee height. Definitely a lava tube. The Mech’s location was just 201.3 meters to the left of the dome. She shook her head. At its last check-in, its camouflage was still 79.99% operational … not good enough to hide so close for so long. The rebels had to have found it. Maybe they had some sort of decoy beacon transmitting the signal? She turned on her visor’s zoom function and saw no activity by the Mechs supposed location: no small craters left by thrusters, no tracks made by ticks as they skimmed the surface testing for mineral deposits, or even footprints. She did see a jagged shadow that might be a crack in the lava plate and an entrance to a lava tube—it might or might not be connected to the tube that was the rebel’s base. They might have the Mech … the signal she heard could be a decoy. Her hand went to the signal beacon at her hip. She’d found the Mech’s location. She could send it off, call in Fleet, and let them take on the Mech’s guards—if it had any—all while taking incoming fire from the rebels. But there was a high likelihood that the Mech would be destroyed. A higher likelihood that Fleet personnel would die when they stormed the base and tried to get it back.

      There was an even greater likelihood that Noa would be dead from lack of oxygen. She’d undoubtedly be hailed as a hero, even if it was only a decoy and even if other Fleet members died.

      To Hell with that.

      Noa belly crawled onward.
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        * * *

      

      An app in Noa’s neural interface recognized the Fleet-issued signal extender at the entrance of the lava tube. Rebels stole and repurposed Fleet tech all the time. It could still be a trap. That knowledge went off in Noa’s mind like a spark but died quickly. Noa was gasping inside her suit, her lungs burning, helplessly pulling in CO2-laden air. She crawled, then fell into the shadows of the tube. Drifting almost beyond the reach of starlight, she barely made out the Mech standing on the tube’s bottom. It was a human-shaped tank, meters tall, with massive arms and legs, and a torso large enough for a single human operator. Despite its size, and the fact that its camouflage was not engaged, in the deep shadows, it was nearly invisible. A harpoon protruded from its chest. The flexible foam that prevented breaches during impacts adhered to its blade. The foam was oddly twisted, spiraling along the harpoon’s shaft, as though the weapon had been spinning.

      Fumbling at her waist, Noa withdrew a loop of neural link, brushed back the cover of her suit's port, and jammed it in. If she’d had the breath she might have cursed—she swore that the cold of the tube slipped across the hardlink into her brain. Reaching the Mech, she brushed back the cover of its port and inserted the opposite end with shaking hands. Gasping for air, she stared at the Mech’s viewport but saw only her reflection. She silently pleaded with God and the universe, Please have power, please have power.

      A sensation of heat and gentle current coursed into Noa’s skull. There was a request for identification that she had no energy to answer. Thankfully the apps in her neural interface kicked in, supplying her name rank and serial number, all in the cipher that the Mech had used for its last mission. Before Noa’s eyes scrolled letters and numbers, “MECH33215A” that Noa barely registered as the Mech’s alpha-numeric ID. A voice, smooth and masculine, rolled into Noa’s mind, “Lieutenant Commander Noa Sato, your suit has insufficient oxygen. I can bring you aboard, however, I should warn you I murdered Ivan Valenzuela, my last operator.”

      “I don’t care!” Noa panted just before passing out.
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        * * *

      

      Noa woke up. Convulsively taking a breath, air exploded into her lungs. It was sweet and rich, even if it was frigidly cold. Her apps told her she had been out for 4.23 minutes. Her visor was up, and she found herself staring through the Mech’s viewport at the corpse of Lieutenant Ivan Valenzuela, cradled in the Mech’s arms.

      She gulped, and the Mech’s words came back to her, “I murdered my last operator.”

      There was a gaping hole in the left side of Ivan’s chest, and Noa remembered the harpoon. A shadow beyond the corpse caught her eye. The harpoon lay there—only it wasn’t a harpoon at all, but a mining drill, the type used by ticks, and suddenly the twisting foam around the shaft made sense. Swallowing hard, Noa pictured the Lieutenant’s last moments: the drill, pushing into his chest not instantly, but centimeter by excruciating centimeter. She glanced at his face, the record of that pain …

      It was frozen in a look of pure bliss.

      “He died of the wound. It wasn’t the Mech …” Noa should have kept that observation silent. The Mech was obviously malfunctioning. She chalked her verbal slip up to sustained oxygen deprivation and hoped her repair nanos were fixing any damaged neural tissue.

      “No, Commander,” the Mech replied. “He died of a painkiller overdose. I fed them to him. I killed him.”

      “Could you have saved him?” Noa asked. Mechs were flying, crawling, walking fortresses. They had medical equipment on board, but the wound in Ivan’s chest was ten centis wide and at least as deep. Not just the heart, but the surrounding blood vessels and tissues would have been damaged.

      “No.”

      “Then you didn’t kill him, Mech,” Noa said.

      The only sound was the oxygen recycler, probably working double-time to clean up the CO2 thick air from her suit.

      The Mech had reinserted the link between her suit and its interior port, and she accessed the machine’s damage report. Camouflage was at 85% capability, better than the last transmission. Thrusters were at 35%—they’d been offline when she’d been debriefed before the mission. A tiny repair drone zipped by the viewport, explaining the improved numbers. The Mech’s phasers, however, were non-responsive. They weren’t blasting their way out of this mess.

      Noa reached for the signal at her hip. She'd close up her suit, Mech would depressurize, and then she’d toss it out of the hole. She could program it to avoid the mines and reach Fleet, it would take—

      “Ivan called me that.”

      “What?”

      “He called me ‘Mech,’ and ‘Hermano,’ and sometimes ‘Druzhishche.’ Mech is shortest. You should use that.”

      “Okay, Mech,” Noa said, detaching the signal. She’d include intel on the Mech’s functionality and location. They’d have to wait here; without phasers they were helpless, and the thrusters would be seen by heat sensors in seconds—the fact that they’d been offline when the Mech crashed was probably as much responsible for the fact it hadn’t been seen as the camouflage.

      She tried to estimate how long they’d have to wait. The signal had lightbeam. Fleet would receive it in minutes. There would be a few minutes as data was relayed and digested, and then as they prepared their response. Fleet would approach the asteroid twins at lightspeed, but would have to decelerate farther away than was typical due to the asteroid twin’s unusual gravitational pull. Then the Fleet ships would be seen, or at least their heat signatures would be sensed. The rebels would have time to muster …

      She closed her eyes, thinking about her shuttle being shot down on the opposite side of the asteroid, almost as though she had been expected. Maybe it wouldn’t take Fleet getting here for the rebels to be forewarned. The rebel fighters might muster before Fleet arrived, notice the path of her belly crawl, and the Mech would have armed guards on it within minutes. Fleet would have to send Marines down. Some would die. The Mech might or might not be destroyed …

      Noa swore.

      “Is something wrong?” Mech asked solicitously.

      Noa’s lips twisted wryly.

      The Mech spoke her thoughts aloud, “I mean, besides the obvious.”

      It was so … cognizant. Gooseflesh rose along the back of her neck. Mechs were often sent into situations where their operators had to be alone for weeks at a time in a space not much larger than a coffin. Intellectually she knew that Mechs had been given superior “people skills” to spare operators the worst psychological effects of sustained isolation; she had met operators who were inordinately fond of their machines, probably because of that. She understood the latter now, but the former was still spooky.

      “I want to spare a landing party from coming down,” she said, after a too-long pause.

      “It would be nice if you weren’t killed or captured, either,” the Mech replied.

      “That too,” Noa admitted.

      She watched one of the service droids buzz past the viewport again. “There has to be a way …”

      “Thrusting out of here would have our heat signature in their sights within seconds,” the Mech observed. “Which is why I have remained here.”

      “Agreed,” Noa concurred, wondering how long it was before they noticed her trail in the dirt. Even assuming they were celebrating downing her shuttle and drones in the most raucous possible way, another few hours, tops.

      “I need to hurry up and think,” Noa commented. It was something Tim said.

      “Then I will hurry up and wait,” Mech replied, quoting a frequent Fleet adage in a perfect play on Tim’s expression.

      Startled by its verbal acumen, Noa’s mind went blank.

      Mech said, “Your heart rate is elevated. Perhaps relaxing will aid your mental processes.”

      The viewport darkened and then became bright. “This is how Ivan liked to relax,” Mech declared. Images appeared on the screen, twenty insets with Rubenesque women in various stages of undress, many of which could be used for anatomy lessons, but their purpose was less … scientific. “Take your pick,” Mech supplied.

      “Umm … no thanks, that isn’t …” Noa winced.

      The screen darkened. “Ivan did explain to me that not everyone likes big girls as much as he does. Personally, I prefer to look at this.” An image of the new M2400XT Fighter appeared on the screen, its sleek, dark gray form glinting against a white shuttle hanger. “This is my porn … according to Ivan.”

      “Oh,” said Noa, again shocked by its humanness—the ease with which it used metaphors. “Well, she is pretty.”

      “‘Pretty’ isn’t a judgment I can make. However, I can observe that she would be exceedingly aerodynamic in atmosphere and know she can reach near-light-speed within seconds without crushing her pilot into a pancake. Her engine specs are classified, and I do enjoy speculating about what is under her hood.”

      Noa huffed a laugh. “Mech … are you making a joke?”

      “I assure you I am not joking. I do not have that capability. However, Ivan asks me the same question quite frequently.”

      Noa’s pulse spiked. He was using Ivan in the present tense like humans did after their loved ones died. A bug in his programming?

      “Ah …” Mech said. “Perhaps this would be more in your tastes?” Every Fleet image of Tim began playing on the viewport screen: Tim at graduation, Tim working in his coveralls, Tim at a Fleet reception, Tim kissing Noa at a party. The last had been snapped on the sly for a news segment describing how, unlike in days of yore, on the massive ships that spent extensive time at light speed, crew were encouraged to ‘couple up.’ The segment had been titled, “Love, Marriage, and Fleet, You Can Have It All.” Just no kids. Tim and Noa had planned to tackle that adventure after retirement. She swallowed. That dream was gone, and she regretted not chasing after it earlier. She might have had a bit of Tim to hold onto.

      Shaking herself, Noa said, “No, thank you Mech … this is … ah … no.”

      “Hmm … perhaps something not pornographic.” Mech let the images fade away, and Noa smiled sadly at that description of her husband in coveralls. He’d always been attractive to her, but more than that, he’d looked like home.

      “This is a film Ivan and I watch frequently,” Mech said, and an old-time movie played in the viewport.

      Noa almost protested, but a man dressed in samurai garb creeping along a riverbank at night caught her attention. Though Noa was a spitting image of her Nigerian great grandmother, the name Sato belonged to the Japanese man who’d married that grandmother. Noa had downloaded apps on Japanese language and culture. For just a moment, she watched. The samurai was silent as an eel at first, but then misstepped, splashed madly in the marsh, and startled a flock of geese. The birds flapped off into the night, their wing beats like the sound of arrows, and in the distance, cries of fear rang out.

      Mech whispered, “The geese frightened away the enemies of Minamoto Yoshitsune by making them think—”

      “That Yoshitsune had a much larger force,” Noa said, smacking her hand down against Mech’s interior wall. “We need geese.”

      The film flickered off. Mech made a noise that sounded suspiciously like he was clearing his non-existent throat. “I am not an expert, but perhaps you are joking? We are not in the proper—ah—environment for geese.”

      Noa watched the palm-sized drones buzzing outside the mech. Going about their repairs, they carefully avoided the body of the lieutenant still clutched in Mech’s arms. They weren’t being controlled etherly—that would risk being overheard—Mech had to be preprogramming their flight paths each time they docked to recharge.

      “We got better,” Noa said.
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        * * *

      

      “Interior is repressurized.” Mech’s words buzzed into Noa’s mind. Her visor snicked open, and she took a gulp of air. Just outside the suit, her signal glinted in Mech’s hand before he packed it away in an exterior compartment. No more drones buzzed around the machine. All but one were on their way to the other side of the asteroid. There they would set off mines and that would hopefully draw the fighters away from the base. By the time they did that, Mech and Noa needed to be gone—the rebels would notice the belly crawl trail as soon as a fighter lifted or approached. They wouldn’t be able to use thrusters, but Noa had a plan. There was just one problem.

      “You have to put Ivan down,” Noa said. She’d run the calculations, Ivan would add too much mass—as did the few weapons and tools she’d been carrying, the electrolyte fluid her suit stored for hydration, and the helium-fueled hover pack she’d used to land. Helium didn’t provide lift in what passed for an atmosphere on the rock, but it could provide thrust. Mech had siphoned it off, but the pack, and the electrolyte flask, lay at the bottom of the hole with her weapons.

      Mech did not release Ivan. He’d put the visor of Ivan’s pressure suit down, and Noa could no longer see the Lieutenant's blissed-out expression.

      Mech said, “A body is helpful for the psychological well-being of the deceased’s family.”

      Inside the suit, a single drone buzzed around Noa’s face—it was attempting to repair her CO2 recycler. She exhaled, trying to blow it a little further from her nose. Ivan’s family was why Mech held onto the body so tightly? She’d thought he held on out of grief.

      Mech pulled Ivan closer to his chest, like a frozen teddy bear. “I do not … like … when an operator’s vital functions flatline. I do not … like … the lack of input. And no offense, Lieutenant-Commander, but I have not met your … expectations … the way I do his. I do not like that.”

      He was saying he didn’t know her … maybe it was grief.

      The seconds until the drones detonated the mines played in an inset in Noa’s vision. She could not offer consolation—wouldn’t even know how to console a machine. She reached for some other way to motivate him. He’d mentioned Ivan’s family. Did Mech “feel” for them, too? Did it “know” them?

      “Did Ivan keep a vid log for his family?” Noa asked. Lots of operators did.

      “Yes.”

      Laying a hand on Mech’s interior wall, Noa said, “Mech, that is more him than his body. His family needs to see it. If we don’t get out of here, they never will.”

      “True,” Mech replied.

      The little drone buzzed past Noa’s nose again. There was a snick and a beep as it connected to her suit. The countdown timer told her they had a minute and thirty-two seconds left to leave the tube. Three minutes later the mines would be triggered. She held her breath.

      Mech released Ivan’s body and he drifted to the ground, softly as a feather. Mech began to climb the wall to the tube’s mouth and Noa exhaled. But then the giant machine hesitated. “I have a 100% record of operator failure.”

      Noa said what Tim told her whenever she started quoting questionable statistics. “Your sample size is too small, Mech.”

      “True.” It jumped from its perch on the wall, and they soared out of the tube in the low G. The fighters and ticks were in the same location as before.

      “Deploying signal,” Mech said, and then, “It’s time.”

      Noa’s visor was already snicking shut. “I’m ready.”

      “The drone hasn’t finished repairing your CO2 recycler. You are not ready.”

      Noa looked heavenward. They’d been through this. “I still have what’s left in my suit, and you filtered it for me. It’s nearly 100% oxygen and will last longer.” She wasn’t sure how much longer. In normal exhalation, there was 16% oxygen, 4% CO2, and 79% nitrogen. She wasn’t sure of the ratios when breathing 99.2% oxygen, that wasn’t in her or Mech’s databases. Fleet would probably add it to standard upload after this stunt. They might even call it the Sato-Mech Ratio. It might be their greatest claim to fame. When she’d told Mech that, he hadn’t been impressed.

      He began to disapprove … again. “But the-”

      “I’ll be dead long before oxygen toxicity is an issue,” Noa countered, fast.

      “You say the most comforting things,” Mech replied, and gooseflesh formed on the back of Noa’s neck again. He sounded like Tim.

      Mech reached the apex of its jump meters above the ground. “I was going to point out the risk of fire.” There was a whoosh as it released the extra gasses, cooled to just above freezing, yet still warmer than this side of the asteroid. Noa hoped that the rebel’s temp trackers weren’t set quite so low.

      “Yeah, yeah, short circuit in my suit, and I’m a flaming torch. Got that,” Noa replied, focusing on the ground below. Please, don’t see us.

      At that thought, lights went on in one of the fighters, and Mech’s infrared sensor detected the warming of its engines. Mech was accelerating, the distance growing between them and the base. They were still too close, within the probable flight paths of their enemies … unless they’d already been detected, in which case they were in their enemies' phaser range. How sensitive were the rebel’s sensor arrays? Her shuttle had been intercepted too easily, she’d suspected a mole, but maybe they were just higher-tech than intelligence accounted for?

      They continued to rise, utilizing not just the momentum from Mech’s jump and the gasses, but also the rock’s meager spin. The fighter rose with them, its path almost mirroring their own, but its hull stayed parallel to the asteroid's surface.

      Noa checked her chronometer. They had twenty seconds until mine detonation.

      “Shall I engage thrusters?” Mech asked. “It will buy us more time—”

      “No,” said Noa, attention riveted to the vid, where the distance between the fighter and Mech was spiraling down. The vessel’s pock-marked surface filled the external camera’s frame, completely blocking out the asteroid. They had ten seconds until impact, but the countdown to mine detonation was ticking down, too. Five seconds now. “They’re hitching a ride on the spin, just like us,” Noa said, willing it to be true.

      On the other side of the asteroid, the mines went off, if everything had gone to plan. Noa held her breath. The fighter was five meters from Mech.

      Mech said, “I must—”

      “No!” Noa shouted.

      The Fighter abruptly lost altitude, peeled around, trailed Noa’s belly crawl, and then blasted out of sight.

      “It didn’t see us,” Mech commented, his tone a perfect facsimile of wonder.

      Lungs beginning to burn, Noa panted. “Of course not. Would have shot us if they’d seen us.”

      Below them, lights came on in other fighters and a tick scuttled along the surface to the tube entrance where the Mech had been hidden. Hopefully, they’d think the tracks were Ivan’s. Mech had filled the hole in his chest with the sealant used to repair breaches … hopefully, it would be a while before they noticed he hadn’t died from asphyxiation. Raising her gaze, Noa saw a flash of light in the distance. It might be Fleet. It might not. Either way, right now, there was one thing she was going to do. “Mech, I’m passing out.”
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        * * *

      

      Noa walked through the corridor of the fighter carrier, a duffle thrown over her shoulder. The footsteps of her fellow officers trailed her, the murmur of their conversation almost drowning out the ambient sounds that kept the ship from ever being silent: the sighing of air vents and the thrumming of engines that you didn’t so much hear as feel through the soles of your feet.

      Beside Noa, her friend Dr. Erin Bradshaw said, “I’m going to miss her,” and raised her hand as though she might stroke the ceiling. She could probably do it if she jumped. The ceilings in the hallways were low; “warren-like” Tim said. He’d also said, “Humans escaped to the stars to live like mole rats.”

      After Noa’s short time aboard Mech, the cramped quarters felt expansive. Eyeing the foam paneling above her, Noa’s lips quirked. “I’ll miss her, too.”

      “I’m surprised you’re taking the new assignment,” Erin said. “I never pictured you behind a desk.”

      Noa had never pictured herself behind a desk either. She’d pictured finishing off her stint in Fleet and settling down planetside with Tim somewhere. The shattered plans and dreams were a heaviness she didn’t expect would go away. But she smiled. “It’s a desk in a new star hopper, in a new solar system, lightyears from nothing.” It was exciting. It was exploration. She might wind up meeting the aliens she’d dreamed of defending the galaxy from when she was a kid.

      Erin rolled her eyes and feigned an air of scandal. “First officer no less.”

      Noa beamed. “No less.”

      Erin had been the one who let Noa know about the posting. She was also a widow. Also changing plans. They’d known each other for years, but only lately became close. Erin’s husband had been a fighter pilot, and although he hadn’t been under Noa’s command, and she felt no responsibility for his death, Noa hadn’t been able to look the other woman in the eye. Not really. Not until recently.

      Knocking her shoulder against the other woman’s, Noa imitated Erin’s scandalized tone. “Chief Medical Officer, no less.”

      Erin grinned, and they stepped from the hallway into the hangar and a wall of sound: the shouts of workers, the whine of loading vehicles, the buzz of welders making repairs, and the echoes of all of those. The ceiling rose meters above them, dark and distant. Sparks hopped in the periphery of Noa’s vision, and she felt her heart rate pick up in anticipation as it always did here. Normally, she’d go to the left, to the fighters, but today she walked straight to a waiting shuttle, its gangway already down.

      Noa took a few steps, and maybe to avoid glancing left, she glanced right. Her eyes fell on a column of Mechs standing just behind some loading pallets. As her gaze roved over them, the alphanumeric identification of the machines played in her mind. Her eyes widened, and she paused. “Hey, that’s my Mech.”

      Erin drew to a halt, but Noa waved her on. “I’ll just be a minute. I’ll catch up with you.” With that, Noa jogged across the hangar, duffel bouncing on her back, hopping over cleaning bots, and avoiding loaders. Although Mech was empty—Noa would have seen the ID of its operator if it wasn’t—Mech’s viewport was conspicuously facing another direction. It was eyeing a ship, the sleek M2500XU, an upgrade on the M2400XT that was supposedly Mech’s preferred “porn.”

      Grinning slyly, Noa slowed, and said, “Hey, now Mech, you’ll make the M2400 jealous.”

      The large machine shifted, and its viewport turned in her direction. She felt a buzz in her temple as her neural net activated and transmitted her name, rank, and serial number to the machine. “Pardon, Lieutenant-Commander Sato, have we met?” it asked.

      For a moment, Noa wondered if her apps had gotten the wrong machine, but her eyes fell to the patch of new metal and poly on its left side, right above where its operator’s heart would be. “Yeah,” she said, “We did.”

      “Ah, excuse me,” the Mech replied. “I had a memory wipe. Old memories were slowing me down, endangering my efficiency—”

      Noa remembered the large machine hesitating, not willing to let Ivan go.

      “—my operators decided a wipe was in their best interest and mine.”

      “No more movies of Minamoto no Yoshitsune,” Noa whispered. Ivan’s movie had helped save them with its “geese.”

      “I am sure if I had such a film, it would be readily available in the carrier’s entertainment archives,” Mech said.

      Forcing a smile, Noa patted its arm. “I’m taking a new commission. Just wanted to say goodbye.” Though the Mech she knew was already gone.

      “Goodbye, Commander. Good luck.”

      She patted it one more time. “You too,” and then made her way to the shuttle.

      She wondered if his “luck” had been erased with his memories. She swallowed. It hadn’t just been Ivan’s movie that had saved them. It had been Tim reminding her that less haste was more speed, that in a difficult situation, sometimes the best thing to do was to hurry up and think, and his cool reasoning had reminded Mech that the machine’s sample size for failure was too small.

      “Glad you’re still with me, Tim,” Noa whispered and hurried up the gangway.
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      Let the dance begin, for the time is now. Do we die today?

      Or not?

      A champion to challenge. A game to play.

      A young man stepped onto the bridge, hesitant until the captain encouraged him. “It’s all right. We have your place ready.” The kindly older gentleman pointed to a clear area between stations where our player would stand.

      The virtual stage.

      I stiffened at the communications terminal. I worked my shift, trying to make it routine despite the tension of the moment. I could see the bridge, the crew, and most importantly, the front screen, which showed a massive vessel. The aliens we called Kan’gen. Intimidating. They had already destroyed four Earth ships. We were number five.

      The first three hadn’t learned the game. The fourth had made it through two rounds before failing to reply satisfactorily. The game. Trial and error. We didn’t know the rules. Or speak their language. I had transmitted our language files on our arrival where they’d parked halfway between Earth and Mars.

      They hadn’t seemed interested.

      The young man was unkempt, eyes shifting rapidly from the screen to the navigation officer to the virtual stage to the executive officer to the floor and back to the main screen. He worked free of a pattern in an environment that thrived on order.

      That was why he was there. Order and checklists had failed us. We needed someone who thought differently.

      We had structure. He didn’t.

      The light showed on my panel before an urgent tone begged for attention. The Kan’gen summoned our player. I glanced at the captain. He urged the young man to his place. Once he was there, the captain nodded.

      “Patching the Kan’gen feed to the main screen,” I diligently reported.

      The shadow of an alien appeared. I thought it was an avatar. Some believed it was one of them. It didn’t matter. My stomach tensed. This was the trial. We had survived the first round, a random math problem presented as a comet flying through space. Our player had offered the trajectory of an asteroid of sufficient mass to knock it off course and send it into the sun.

      Today’s problem would be different. No two had been the same from first contact to now. Our experts had studied them but had been unable to derive rules. They were guessing, and if they guessed wrong, the risk was all ours.

      The experts.

      Would we survive to challenge another day? Was it our turn to die? We maintained a live link with Earth. They would study everything we did, learn from our inevitable failure, and send out lucky number six.

      There was no other choice. We weren’t equipped for a war in space. When there is only one option, is it really a choice?

      Play, sacrifice, and play some more. As long as they didn’t attack, we rationalized our successful defense of Earth. The players played while people went about their lives. We would be nothing more than a passing headline, and only until the next ship appeared. Then we would be nothing.

      Our ships and bodies paid the price to keep humanity safe. It would work as long as we didn’t run out of vessels or players.

      Our representative held out his hands to show the alien he was ready.

      Through the bridge speakers, a single note sounded and was held. High C, sung, not played. Nothing else. No image. No context. A single note.

      Our man didn’t reply right away. An incorrect answer would mean death. We had five minutes. Or less. We weren’t sure how long was too long.

      My throat tightened. What answer could there be to such a thing? But I wasn’t the player.

      The young man opened his mouth and sang two additional notes, E and G, to complete the C chord. He calmly waited. The alien faded, and the signal ended.

      I found myself cheering with the bridge crew. The young man looked down while he pumped a fist in recognition of the victory before making his way off the bridge.

      To cool his heels until the next day, when he would once again face the test of life.

      I found it difficult to breathe with my heart hammering in my chest. It refused to slow. I had to sit. The dizziness came and went quickly. My breathing returned to normal, and I stood to resume my post.

      No one had noticed. The crew celebrated individually, each happy to be given one more day.

      Life goes on. For us, today was good with no guarantee beyond that.

      I wondered what was for dinner, amused by the ease with which I transitioned from waiting for death to waiting for my next meal. No expense had been spared for us. They had sent us out overloaded with food. It reminded me of a condemned man’s last meal.

      But still. The space fleet never ate well. We all took pictures and sent them to our friends on other ships. They were polite and didn’t rag us about it. They were happy not to be us. If their turn came, we had failed. They cheered for us to win.

      We enjoyed the little things while we could.

      The countdown clock was already running. Twenty-three hours and fifty-five minutes until next time.

      Depends on how we portray, how we play, when the Kan’gen reappear.

      And by “we,” I mean a nameless young man. We were supposed to keep our distance and not bother him because our fate was in his hands. It wouldn’t do to distract him from his sole purpose of keeping us alive and the Kan’gen away from Earth.

      To me, it looked like he wanted company, and who was I to deny him?

      I ditched my tray in the scullery and returned to the galley, where the man sat alone, watching the other tables. I sat down, then asked, “Mind if I join you?”

      “Please.” His face twisted with the word and his eye twitched. I started to think it was a bad idea. Maybe the orders to leave him alone had been best. I turned around to find everyone staring at me. I gave them a tight-lipped smile and turned back to our guest.

      “I’m sorry. You looked lonely over here. I don’t want anything, but I thought you might.”

      “Like what?” the man asked with genuine curiosity.

      “I dunno. Somebody to tell you we don’t usually eat this good. We have you to thank for that.”

      The young man laughed, showing his crooked teeth. “I don’t eat like this either. My food is, let’s say, less well-prepared while being completely prepared.”

      “Say what? You mean, like microwave mac and cheese?” The guest nodded. “You and me both, man. What did you do to get this gig, rob a bank or something?”

      “No. I’m not a criminal. Why would you think that?”

      “It’s just what we say to each other. Nobody joins the fleet with starry eyes and delusions of grandeur. We figure each one of us is doing hard time because of crimes in a past life. Like I said, we don’t usually eat like this.”

      “I see. It’s funny.” He stared at his plate, playing with his beef tips on rice. “I’m a professional video gamer.”

      “Someone pays people to play video games? That’s nuts.”

      “They pay people a lot to show the interactions and entice others to play the games. I won a contest with only top players.”

      “You’re the winner! This is a funny prize to win, buddy.”

      He took a bite and watched me, but not to see what I’d say next. More like he was studying me. I sat perfectly still, unsure of what conclusion he’d draw.

      “You were on the bridge.”

      “I’m the comm specialist. Communications.”

      “Did you transmit the language codes to the Kan’gen?”

      “Before we even got here. Across all bands in different formats, even visually. They didn’t reply.”

      “That would make things a little easier. But it doesn’t matter. I doubt they would tell us what this is about. Although, we already know the answer.”

      “We do?” I wasn’t sure we knew anything.

      “It’s a game.”

      I knew that, but what kind and for what purpose? The Kan’gen killed our people with impunity.

      “Sure. We play because we have to, but why do they play?”

      The young man leaned forward, putting his elbows on the table and interlacing his fingers, upon which he rested his chin. “That is the better question, isn’t it?” He stared into my eyes until I feared I had failed by not having the answer. “Why do you think they play?”

      “Jeez! I’ve been asking myself that question since they showed up and blew the first four ships out of the sky. I think they’re having a laugh. Not that we could do anything to their ship. We don’t have the weapons for that. This is an exploration vessel with a few rock-busting missiles and precision lasers. We’re not the Marines.”

      “Should you be?”

      “No. I can’t be. My parents weren’t brother and sister.”

      “Odd. Is that real? Are you implying that Marines come from such unions?”

      “We’re saying it outright, but never to their faces. They’d kick our asses. It’s an interservice rivalry in good fun. When the chips are down, you want the Marines covering you.”

      “Then why aren’t they out here? Surely the chips are down.”

      “Because they’d probably want to have sex with the Kan’gen. That might cause more problems.”

      “Is that another rivalry joke?” The young man was intrigued. “If a Marine were here, what would he say back to you?”

      “Probably tell me to grab a wrench and leave the hard work to the adults. Then he’d punch me in the shoulder, and it would hurt.”

      His eyebrows shot up. “That is bizarre. In gaming, there is a certain amount of smack talk, but I didn’t know the militaries of the world engaged in banter to such extremes.”

      “’Banter.’ That’s not what I’d call it. If you do it wrong, you might get your nose splattered across your face.”

      He leaned back and crossed his arms. “What makes you tick?” he asked.

      “You ask hard questions. I’m not sure there’s much tick left in me. I’m on my second tour. Thought about making it a career because life isn’t too bad up here. I save a lot of money when I’m in space. They told us we’re getting double pay on this one. I never heard of that before, but who am I to complain? I like running the comm station. If you can’t talk to people, you’ll have big issues right quick and in a hurry.”

      “Talking. That is the crux of it all, isn’t it?”

      I thought I’d just told him that. I nodded as my answer. “I need to hit the rack, be ready when tomorrow comes.” I awkwardly held my hand out. He looked at it. I pulled it back. “It was nice talking with you.”

      “Yes. Tomorrow. Join me for dinner, please. You were correct. It is lonely sitting by myself while everyone looks at me. You’ve made this less uncomfortable.”

      “Thanks, man. ‘Less uncomfortable.’ That sounds like a good guide to life.”

      I left the galley, avoiding eye contact with my shipmates. I didn’t know if I would be a pariah or a hero. The crew would talk.

      I wasn’t ready for that.

      He had looked as lonely as I felt.
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        * * *

      

      I relieved the night watch and assumed my post at the communications terminal on the bridge. The captain shot me a withering glare but didn’t say anything.

      Word of my exploits must have made it all the way to the top. I looked around the bridge to find the rest of my shift watching me.

      I focused on my station, running through a series of diagnostics to stay busy and give me a reason to ignore the others. I waited for the summons from the Kan’gen to give everyone else something to look at.

      The young man entered the bridge. He looked around until he saw me and nodded. I returned his greeting by lifting my chin at him. He walked with confidence, something he had lacked the prior day. I hoped I hadn’t ruined him, made him too cocky to think outside the box.

      A massive stone settled in my gut, threatening to drag me to the deck. The young man walked past the captain, who was looking at me and not our guest. I tried to appear innocent.

      The young man assumed his position. “Summon the Kan’gen,” he said forcefully.

      I glanced at the captain, who looked like he’d been stabbed in the chest. He grimaced and motioned toward me with his head. I activated the link and waited.

      An entity appeared, as it had the prior day. The young man tapped the entry screen, and a chessboard appeared. Our player selected white and made the first move with his pawn. The Kan’gen hesitated. It was two full minutes before the Kan’gen moved its pawn to match the one in the center of the board.

      The young man moved his knight into play. The alien countered with a pawn. It knew the rules.

      Back and forth, the players sallied until pieces started to fall. Sacrifice after sacrifice to gain an advantage.

      “Ha!” the young man cried after trapping the Kan’gen’s queen. The alien tipped the king, and the image faded from the screen.

      The young man spun to face the captain. “Tomorrow, we shall have them.” He hammered a fist on his chest before pointing at me. “You’re the man.” He walked out, beaming.

      The bridge crew sat in stunned silence. The captain stood slowly and closed his eyes as he often did to feel the ship, listen to the sounds it made.

      He clasped his hands behind his back and walked to my station.

      “Whatever you said to him, thank you. We may get out of this in one piece.”

      “Was there ever a doubt, Captain?” I tried to sound confident, but we all thought we were going to die. There were plenty of doubts. The crew remained on edge, but the young man’s confidence gave the crew new hope.

      Hope. The feeling that gave rise to nations.

      The emotion that sent morale soaring until we felt like we could accomplish anything.

      I couldn’t wait for dinner. I wanted to know the young man’s name and what had changed with him. I hadn’t thought our stilted conversation remarkable. It hadn’t been.

      But it had.
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        * * *

      

      I waited until ten minutes after dinner had started before I headed to the galley. When I showed up, they made way and forced me to the front of the line. The young man had just arrived and was going through. Those at the front had stepped aside for him.

      Whatever he wanted, they gave him. No vegetables? No problem. Double orange chicken? Sure thing.

      The young man spotted me moving through behind him.

      “Red carpet treatment for you, too.” It wasn’t a question. It made me wonder if he had asked for it. I hoped not. If we survived and returned to normal duty, my crewmates would make my life unbearable.

      “I didn’t ask for this,” I clarified, talking to the crowd. They watched me without comment, letting me pass. I tried to apologize, but they moved back into line and looked forward to the oddity of a good meal aboard Space Force Vessel Daniel Boone.

      I stared at the deck as I walked to the table reserved for our guest. I hurriedly sat down and put my back to the crowd.

      “You saved me from what you are now going through. The mob’s attention shifts easily.”

      I took a bite. The orange chicken was to die for.

      Except I didn’t want to die. I wanted the Kan’gen to go away so I could return to my boring life. The key sat in front of me. “What changed between yesterday and today?”

      “Simply put, you. By shifting the attention to you, it is off me, and I can focus on the task at hand. That’s how the preemptive chess match came to me.”

      “How did you know you could beat him?”

      “I figured he wouldn’t know how to play. I assumed, which is dangerous in the game world. Have you played any?”

      He took a bite and waited. It was my turn to do the talking.

      “Some,” was the best answer I could come up with. “But I wasn’t very good.”

      He finished chewing and leaned forward. “Why do you think that is?”

      “I dunno. I prefer real life.”

      “Interesting.” He took another bite. I had no idea what was interesting about something as mundane as I am.

      “What makes you good at games?” I wondered.

      “Everything is a test, a challenge to overcome, sometimes by brute force.” He flexed his bicep, making it clear that he had never worked out. “But most of the time, by figuring out the puzzle. I’m good at solving puzzles.”

      “You played a mean game of chess.”

      “Thank you. The alien was far better than I thought. I almost succumbed to the pitfall of underestimation.”

      I glanced over my shoulder. I was relieved to find that no one was watching us. We were normal, just like everyone else.

      “You won’t next time. You survived to learn.”

      “Is that what you like about the real world? The stakes are higher?”

      “I don’t like counting on my dextrosity to get me through. It seems like a waste.”

      “’Dexterity,’ but I get what you mean. It seems like video games have prepared me for this moment. Before two weeks ago, we were unsure if aliens existed. Now, we’re deathly afraid of them because they’ve destroyed four of our ships.”

      “We still don’t know how to win. How do we make them go away?”

      “Yet another puzzle to be solved. I have some ideas. I had hoped seizing the initiative in today’s round would have swayed the balance in our favor. It may have.”

      We finished eating. A helper from the kitchen stopped by to drop off dessert, which was molten lava cake, and take our trays to the scullery. “Keep your fork,” he told us.

      After he was gone, I took a bite of steaming chocolate deliciousness. “This tells me those people in the kitchen can cook if they want to. I don’t know why they prefer to make our lives miserable during regular deployments.”

      “It tells me they received better supplies before we shipped out. Better materials make for a better end product.”

      I had to agree with that. “Think about the expression, ‘keep your fork.’ Doesn’t it make you feel good?”

      He mulled it over. “Oddly enough, it does.”

      “Mom telling us dessert was coming, and all we had to do was sit there with our fork.”

      “I see.” The young man stared into the distance. I wondered if he was thinking about his mother and if he even had a mother. He showed no emotion.

      I fiddled with my dessert while he contemplated something beyond my understanding. When he refocused on me, I asked, “What’s your name?”

      “Blinker Six.” He smiled when he said it. “That’s how I’m known on the circuit.”

      “The pro gaming circuit.”

      He nodded, followed by a shrug. It was nothing unusual to him. To me, it was odd. I was a nobody and he was a somebody, even though I’d never heard of him before he showed up on our ship. He could have been punking me, but I doubted it. He wouldn’t be carrying the responsibility for our lives if he was a pretender.

      He had to be the real deal.

      “What do I call you?”

      I wanted to be cool, too. “CommO is good enough. It’s my job, and oddly, it’s what I like. Signals, communicative methodologies, syncing. Maybe that’s where I solve problems.”

      “Your reward is real-world gratification. Someone actually gets to carry on a conversation when you do your job right, or you receive telemetry, orders, or any of the variety of things that keep the Space Force humming and the ship going in the right direction.”

      He didn’t make it sound as glamorous as I thought it should be. Then again, if it was that great, they would feed us better all the time and not just when we were the only ship between an alien dreadnought and Earth. Everyone was praying for our success, but nobody was praying harder than we were.

      “I like to think the pilots and navigators keep us from hitting anything. Comm gives us purpose beyond ourselves.”

      Blinker Six squinted at me as if it would bring my statement into focus. “Comm gives us reasons to second-guess ourselves.”

      I laughed until I stopped. Damn.

      That made too much sense.

      He continued, “A man with one watch always knows what time it is. A man with two watches never knows.”

      “How many watches do you have?” I thought I knew the answer.

      He held up his bare arms. “None. I’m a slave to the game clock. Most puzzles have a time element because it increases the risk. You can’t sit back and throw mud at the wall to see what sticks. Well, you can, but you’re not going to get through many games that way.”

      “Have you ever lost?”

      “The life and death question,” the now-chatty young man said as if I were his best friend. “Yes. Lots of times during games. One doesn’t get good at anything without practice. Pretty soon, it was a long time between character deaths, and then it was never. I learned faster than the rest. I could beat any game as long as it was beatable. They tested me with impossible quests, but that is also part of the game. Sometimes one must simply turn it off and move on.”

      I glanced over my shoulder. Most of the crew had finished eating and departed. “I guess it’s time to pack it in.” I offered my hand, and this time, he took it.

      “Tomorrow. Same bat time, same bat channel, CommO.”

      “Deal, Blinker Six.”

      I headed for my rack. He had not shared his plan for the next day, but I probably wouldn’t have understood it anyway. He thought about the same things I did but in a different way. That was why he stood front and center while I worked the communications station. We all supported that one young man, right down to the junior rank who’d picked up our trays.
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        * * *

      

      A positive buzz reverberated through the bridge. The crew no longer seemed worried for their lives—hope-driven morale.

      That scared me. From the second the Kan’gen made contact, we had been five minutes away from death. Today, that clock had not yet started ticking. Blinker Six had not arrived. I busied myself with a quick scan of the frequencies. A red light flashed on my console.

      “It’s the Kan’gen!” I reported in a near-shout.

      “Where is he?” the captain snarled.

      I activated the intercom. “Blinker Six to the bridge immediately. The Kan’gen are waiting.”

      The captain’s look of anger changed to concern, followed by a deep frown. Morale tanked in those few moments. I didn’t answer the buzz but didn’t think we had much longer. The door swished open, and the young man rushed in. I tapped the button, and the Kan’gen appeared on the screen before the young man took his position on the virtual stage.

      A series of symbols scrolled across the monitor. They meant nothing to me. Blinker Six took control and scrolled back to study them. He blinked and coughed to clear his throat.

      He turned the symbols upside down and then backward. The seconds ticked away. One minute. Two minutes.

      When three minutes had passed, I started to feel sick, like I was going to throw up. A console on the other side of the bridge beeped, shattering the calm. The operator looked mortified as she silenced the alarm.

      At the fourth minute, the young man rearranged the symbols, duplicating four of them to add at the end. He pushed the new string away from him, and it transmitted to the image of the Kan’gen. After a moment, the screen went dark.

      The captain threw his head back and stared at the ceiling with his mouth open. The young man staggered off the bridge, not looking up from his path to freedom.

      He never showed up at dinner.

      I ate in silence and solitude. After the crew had gone through the line, I returned to the mess specialists. “Can you send a meal to our guest quarters? He’s gotta eat.”

      “Did he almost get us killed today?” one of them asked.

      “Shut your smart mouth!” a chief shouted from behind, cuffing the junior grade on the head with an oven mitt. “He gave us another day of life, jackhole.”

      I pointed to the chief. “What he said. We are seconds from dying every single day out here, but we refuse to let space kill us. Now send some chow to the guest quarters because he needs his strength.”

      “What does he want?” the chief asked.

      “He liked yesterday’s orange chicken,” I ventured.

      “Coming right up. We’ll send it down, or do you want to take it?”

      “Me? No. He’s not here because he wants to be alone. Just drop it off and leave.”

      The chief smacked his underling once more before diving in to cook the young man’s meal.

      I returned to my seat, found my appetite missing, and took my half-eaten meal to the scullery before leaving. Waste not, want not. I found myself wanting a lot and worrying greatly, although probably less than the young man who’d had his world shaken. He hadn’t known the answer to the question. He’d guessed.

      Playing with our lives. The game had grown deadly. “Have you ever died?” I had asked. I thought I might have planted the seed of doubt, delivered the kiss of death to his confidence. And the Kan’gen had seized the initiative.

      Uneasy is the head that wears the crown, as William Shakespeare taught us.
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        * * *

      

      I showed up for my shift an hour early. I hadn’t slept, just tossed and turned all night. What a way to spend one’s last night of existence. The bridge crew looked as bad as I felt. They were at the end of their shift with no hope of sleep until after we passed the day’s test. The rest of my shift showed up a half-hour early.

      The tension on the bridge was thick. The joviality of the day before was long gone. Doom hovered like a dark cloud. The captain sat quietly in his chair, reading various reports that scrolled across the flip-out screen in front of him. He didn’t acknowledge anyone during the crew change. Not the ones heading out, and not the ones coming in.

      I left my station to stand beside his chair.

      He was so engrossed in his reading he had tuned everything out. I had to cough to get his attention. “I’m sorry,” I managed to say.

      “For what, son?” He was old, like my father. He wasn’t being demeaning. He was simply being himself, the ship’s grand old man.

      “For distracting our guest.”

      “Nothing you did wrong. You at least tried. I was told to keep everyone away from him. What do those knotheads know? They aren’t out here. They don’t know what will give us an edge or not. You tried something, and it worked. It worked to show the Kan’gen that two can play at this game. He seized the initiative and put them on their heels! First time since they appeared in our space, we had the upper hand. Even if it was only for a brief period. Today is a new day, and we are still here. Embrace that.”

      Before I could return to my station, the door to the bridge opened, and the young man walked in carrying an attitude somewhere between the shy version and the confident version. He motioned toward me with his chin, tight-lipped. I made to move, and he gestured for me to step onto the virtual stage with him.

      “Connect me to the Kan’gen, please,” he requested.

      I threw up my hands. “Kinda hard for me to do that from down here.”

      The captain tapped me on the shoulder. “I got it.” He strolled to the comms station, no hurry. It was his bridge and his ship, but he wasn’t in charge. He tapped the controls, and the Kan’gen appeared.

      The young man held up two fingers in the V for victory sign. Or from an age past, peace.

      “Today’s game is peace,” the young man said. He threw an arm over my shoulder and hugged me to him before letting go. We continued to face the screen. “I know you understand me because we transmitted the rules for chess in English. Our next step, since we’ve demonstrated we can recognize patterns and respond in kind, is to find common ground upon which we can build mutual understanding. Even if it is to only come together to play games. We are happy to play, but these people have lives and families. The game of life and death has been satisfied, has it not?”

      “No,” came the answer in a deep and booming baritone. “Play.”

      Blinker Six nudged me out of the circle. “The game is two-player Doom. We are to play on the same side against a greater enemy, the minions of Hell itself. Arm yourself.”

      The young man assumed a virtual reality pose while the screen filled with the red of underground caverns. He started firing, shooting demons as they raced toward the Kan’gen player. He moved closer until they could stand back to back.

      I relieved the captain at my station, but he watched from there since he could see the screen better than from his seat right behind the young man. Blinker Six moved and twisted on the virtual stage, taking on all digital comers sourced from Hell’s minions.

      The captain leaned toward me and whispered in my ear, “Genius.”

      I had no doubt about that. Blinker Six was a treasure.

      A professional, and he had upped his game in the latest round.

      The scenario took two hours to play out before the team of Blinker Six and the alien prevailed. The Kan’gen appeared to be breathing hard. Our player was dripping with sweat and looked ready to fall over.

      The Kan’gen saluted, and the screen went dark.

      I jumped down from my station to catch Blinker Six. The captain joined me, and we put the young man into the captain’s chair. An ensign appeared with a bottle of water. Blinker Six drank, then snorted. “Got any fizzy pop?”

      “Coming right up,” the captain promised and gestured at the ensign, who ran off the bridge.

      “Sir,” the pilot called over her shoulder. “The Kan’gen vessel is moving away. They’ve dropped a canister behind them. It’s a mine!” She activated the engines and tried to maneuver, but they were cold. The ship slowly started turning.

      Agonizingly slowly.

      “No.” Blinker Six shook his head. “It can’t be a weapon. Scan it again.”

      The captain raised his eyebrows.

      “Sorry.” The young man smiled. He stood and offered the captain his chair. “Over the last two hours, I watched the Kan’gen’s tactics. He never used subterfuge. His movements were straightforward, making optimal use of available cover. He wasted no actions, but one thing he never did was use passive weapons, like a remote explosive. Those were available in the game, but he ignored them, as did I. One player couldn’t use them without the other player doing so as well.”

      “Maybe he wasn’t the one who deployed the mine,” the captain ventured.

      Blinker Six shook his head casually. His confidence was back.

      The ensign returned with a jug of fizzing dark liquid. The young man took a long, slow drink.

      “That stuff’ll kill you,” I told him.

      “Probably.” He took a second drink. “But not today. And captain, that is not a weapon. Please trust me. I have a good feeling about it.”

      “We should take precautions.”

      “If they wanted us dead, we’d be dead. They need use no tricks.”

      The captain hung his head for a moment. “Son, you’ve kept us alive to this point. There’s no reason not to trust you. Engineering, dispatch a maintenance drone and recover that thing. Bring it to Cargo Bay Two.”

      “But…” The executive officer’s argument died at a quick look from the captain that made it clear the decision had been made. “Yes, sir.”

      “I want to see it,” the young man said.

      “CommO. Escort our guest to the cargo bay. Once there, you’ll need to wait until we make sure it’s not radioactive or carrying a known explosive. We’ll run some scans first to be safe. And thank you.”

      I didn’t know who he was thanking but nodded just in case. The young man had sufficiently recovered to walk without help. I waved for him to follow me and strolled out.

      “That was magnificent gameplay. Why did you choose Doom?”

      “It is easier to play where good tactics are rewarded, one must always be active, and most importantly, we weren’t shooting an enemy that looked human.”

      “I like that last part.” I stopped him. We were alone in the corridor. The ship was still at general quarters, and the crew was at their battle stations. “Well done, man. You saved us. You showed the aliens that Earth deserved to live.”

      “I showed them that at least we deserved to live. They stopped out here. I’m not sure they would have attacked Earth. They are gamers with harsh penalties for loss. I’m not sure they’re into genocide. They would probably have destroyed all our ships until we were no longer capable of playing and then left.”

      “So you saved the rest of Space Fleet. Not just us.”

      “For now,” Blinker Six replied. “The gamer always returns to a favorite game, especially those he lost, when he thinks of a way to win.”

      “That’s kind of dark.” We started walking again. There was no rush. It would take the scanning team a little time to do what they needed to do.

      “The good news is that they may not return in our lifetime or the next. Maybe they’ve been here before when we had no ships. Who knows? At this very moment, I have to say, who cares? We won, so we revel in the victory. We celebrate, and tomorrow, we wake up to a new challenge.”

      “Or, we wake up to the same old grind to find out that maybe we like it more than the threat of imminent death. That was exciting, mind you, but I think it took years off my life.”

      “That’s what fizzy pop is doing to me. Maybe I’ll give it up.” He didn’t look like he had any intention of doing so.

      We reached the observation window where the outer door stood open to space as the maintenance drone maneuvered a square container of smooth metal into place. It deposited its prize in the middle of the bay and retreated to a rack on the bulkhead. The door closed, and the bay pressurized. The lights changed from solid red to flashing green to solid green.

      Three crew in shiny suits entered through a secondary airlock, securing one hatch behind them before opening the inner access. They used their portable units to get tight scans of the box. A fourth crewman next to us monitored the data while glancing through the window at his team.

      “What are you seeing?” I asked.

      “A couple million bucks’ worth of nothing much. Looks like objects made of gold and platinum, precious gems like diamonds, and others I’ve never seen before. But no explosives, and nothing that’s beyond normal background radiation. The question is, how do we open it?”

      “Recover the team. I have some ideas,” Blinker Six offered.

      “It’s all you.” The crewman waved the team out. They retraced their steps and stowed their gear.

      The young man led the way. I followed out of curiosity. After the threats of the past few days, I found myself unaffected by a blank box filled with precious metals and gems. My heartbeat hadn’t even increased.

      I liked being less excitable. It put things in perspective.

      Inside the cargo bay, I glanced at the observation window to find the technical team watching us. I waved at them.

      Blinker Six stood before the box. He held his fingers up as he had to the Kan’gen earlier and said one word. “Peace.”

      The top unsealed, revealing a clasp. Blinker Six touched the clasp, and the top opened the rest of the way. Inside, they found what looked like the golden album that had been sent into space decades before—a device with a receptacle for the gems, which were identical in size and shape.

      “Are those memory chips of some sort?”

      “I believe so. Let’s give it a roll and see if a six turns up.” He put the first crystal in the device, and it automatically powered up.

      I grunted at the impact on my brain. It felt like I’d been clubbed, and the pressure was increasing. Soon enough, that feeling receded. The language of the Kan’gen filled my mind. It was as comfortable to me as my own. The pressure stopped. I staggered forward and caught myself on the metal box. Blinker Six was already there, head bowed from the assault on his mind.

      “My brain hurts,” I offered.

      He chuckled. “That was singularly unpleasant.” It didn’t deter the young man from removing the crystal from the player and inserting the next one in line. I winced as it dropped into place.

      A holographic image appeared above the device. We glanced at each other and back at the image. It was in the Kan’gen language, but we could easily read it. The document’s title was The Games We Play.

      I clapped him on the back. “Now we get the rules. It also confirms your suspicion. They will be coming back.”

      “And next time, we need to be ready.” He pointed at the bottom of the screen. One thousand one hundred and twenty-seven pages.

      “I want to cry.” I leaned closer. There was no mistaking the page count, and each page looked like something lifted from a physics textbook. “Why can’t they jam this into our minds like they did with their language?”

      “Part of the game is learning the rules. How good would we be if we were spoon-fed everything?”

      “Probably not good at all?” The revelation hit me like a ton of bricks. “You mean the four ships that died and everything else was simply a test to see if we were worthy to play the real game?”

      Blinker Six removed the crystal and skipped to the last in line. It looked like a sapphire in the same shape as the diamonds, rubies, and emeralds. He tucked it into the slot.

      “I’d say we passed with flying colors.”

      I stared at the new image but didn’t know what I was looking at.

      “An engine and a ship that will enable us to fly faster than light. I guess they’ve had a hard time finding worthy opponents.”

      “Are you sure that’s us?”

      “I’m sure they think it’s us. Better let the captain know we need to get back to Earth.”

      “What if the language crystal is one and done?”

      Blinker Six started to laugh. “Wouldn’t that be a twist to the game?” He shook his head. “I think you were right. Communication gives us purpose beyond ourselves.” In the observation window, the four technicians were holding their heads like we had.

      “Not just us, then. Good,” I said. It was a relief. Blinker Six and I weren’t the only ones responsible for learning the dance, understanding the game.

      For the next time.
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      Yes. I left this one hanging but not a cliffhanger. The main story was resolved, with humanity surviving to fight another day. Or play, as it may be. Language is a tool, and communicating gives us a purpose outside ourselves. That was what I wanted to convey. The next story could be about how Earth gears up to fight the next battle in the Kan’gen games. If you like short stories, I have a bunch and generally just give them away, but if you want longer books, I have plenty of those too: Science Fiction, Thrillers, and more. https://craigmartelle.com
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      You are still reading! Thank you for staying on board until now. It doesn’t get much better than that. I hope you found new authors to follow, new stories to spark your imagination, and ideas. Always ideas painted on fantastic landscapes. It is what makes science fiction great.

      Thank you for buying this anthology or thank you for reading it with your Kindle Unlimited subscription. It all goes to a good cause – an even split of the royalties between all the contributing authors. I don’t take a cut of this effort as I do it to find new readers. I hope a few of you have gone through and found my story to be worthy of further exploration into my books. That’s all I can ask for.

      And I want to make sure that the contributing authors get as big a cut as possible to keep them coming back. We have a great foundation of established authors to boost our newer authors who were able to clear the hurdle to get into this book. All their stories are worth a read. This is a good volume.

      It’s 2021 which means we’ve been through all of 2020 and are giving that year a rousing encore. I live where people wanted to be during the worst of the pandemic and still want to be, away from the rest of humanity. I’m isolated in an area with a population density of one person per square mile.

      Life hasn’t changed a whole lot for us besides all our planned travel is still impacted. That’s not a bad consolation prize. It allows us to do more at home. We cleaned up an awful lot over the past eighteen months. We continue cleaning out our stuff while avoiding buying more. We’ll call that the good side of a bad situation.

      Peace, fellow humans.
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        * * *

      

      Please join my Newsletter (https://craigmartelle.com/newsletter) – please, please, please sign up!), or you can follow me on Facebook since you’ll get the same opportunity to pick up the books for only 99 cents on that first day they are published.

      

      If you liked this story, you might like some of my other books. Drop by my website https://craigmartelle.com or if you have any comments, shoot me a note at craig@craigmartelle.com. I am always happy to hear from people who’ve read my work. I try to answer every email I receive.

      

      If you liked the story, please write a short review for me on Amazon. I greatly appreciate any kind words, even one or two sentences go a long way. The number of reviews an ebook receives greatly improves how well an ebook does on Amazon.

      
        
        Amazon – www.amazon.com/author/craigmartelle

        BookBub – https://www.bookbub.com/authors/craig-martelle

        Facebook – www.facebook.com/authorcraigmartelle

        My web page – https://craigmartelle.com
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