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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. In 2023, we have sixteen stories, exceptional stories after forty submissions. The bar is indeed high now as it should be. I give feedback to everyone who submits a story. Some are simply not the right genre and not that they aren’t written well. This is how far we’ve come. 
I see people lament indie authors lowering the quality of stories available. Nothing could be farther from the truth. It is both easier to find high quality stories written about exactly what you want to read and many of them. Know what you want and go after it.
Refine your search terms when browsing Amazon. Or browse by sub-genre. Just click on the genre that’s on a book’s product page. You’ll see the top 100 in that genre. Why not take a look and see what there is to see? 
Science Fiction is my genre. I’ve been reading it since the 1960s, when I first started to read. My big brother was quite the nerd growing up, which meant at that time, advanced science and math classes and Daw science fiction books. 
Along with any other book where science fiction stories could be found. We had huge bookshelves in the house. They were filled. We did our best to overfill them. 
We had one television set for the six of us and it couldn’t be on all day because we weren’t going to burn out the tube and buy another one. That was crazy talk. So no TV. I played sports, anything I could and was almost always outside.
But inside, it was reading. Plus, that neat show called Wagon Train to the Stars came out. I was young, but my brother convinced my parents to watch it. We watched Star Trek every week when a new episode came out. They weren’t as appalled as I thought they could have been, but maybe they zoned out. 
My brother didn’t, and neither did I. 
Or maybe I didn’t realize how they reacted because I was so engrossed in the new episodes. They were full color, too. Keep in mind that most of what we watched was black and white. Wild Kingdom, Family Classics, and Disney on Sundays with the wildlife and those incredible full-color movies. That was over fifty years ago. 
Swiss Family Robinson and the Robinsons in space (Lost in Space). Stories that were cut from the same cloth. Science Fiction tales of adventure. They were places to disappear into the fantastic realms of what we can imagine based on what we can prove with science, with a little magic sprinkled on top to account for the science that has not yet come to be. Well, the science is there, but it is not yet ours to understand and to manipulate. 
But we’ll get there someday. In between, we’ll use our imaginations to fill the void.
Peace, fellow humans.
Craig




Remora of the Deep


By Lawrence M. Schoen 
A serially immortal assassin arrives to help a planet of beings who have transcended humanity.

[image: image-placeholder]“Go home!”
The imperative struck like a slap across the face. Kavith had arrived on Tuesday ten days ago — and what kind of name for a planet was Tuesday? Then again, almost from the beginning, people had assumed his name was Remora, the name of his ship, so he could hardly cast stones.
He had been meeting with representatives of the world’s four Transcendent types, offshoots of humanity that had been painstakingly engineered to push evolution in new directions. His ship was not far, nestled beneath the soothing green of the forest. His meetings took place at a small encampment built just beyond the edge of that forest, a small strip of beach that emptied onto a lake.
The most loquacious of the four had been Lan. A member of the Life group she was also the most human. Her people had applied their craft to optimizing the traditional human form, rendering it free from disease, extending both youth and longevity. She liked to ask questions of him, with each answer all but guaranteed to birth a fresh question.
At the other end of the spectrum, Kwedgmer might easily be mistaken for a pile of gravel if he stayed still. Movement revealed that he actually had a bipedal if rocky shape. Their kind rarely appeared on the planet’s surface, preferring to live in the mantle below where they moved through stone like other people moved through air.
Twil was the most argumentative. Unlike the others, he never sat, preferring instead to hover just above the beach in his wispy, half translucent half pastel-reflective robes, a constant reminder that his people lived in the air and would not deign to set foot on the world’s surface. Twil challenged everything Kavith said, not exploring the significance of it as Lan did, but expressing scorn and disbelief instead.
The last of the four, Noboru, would never be mistaken for human. The better question was would anyone realize he was sapient? He was a Sea Dweller. His kind had reshaped their physiology until they resembled a cross between a large dolphin and a small whale. While Kavith, Lan, and Kwedgmer occupied sturdy chairs around a large table — the furnishings having been put in place on Kavith’s first day — Noboru hung before them in an immense shimmering column of water that was somehow its own container. Lan and Kwedgmer arrived each morning in a small shuttle that they’d parked further down the beach. Twil simply dropped from the sky. But on the first day and every day since, Noboru had leapt from a wave as it broke on the shore and before he could hit the sand would be buoyed up by water that rushed to surround him, eager as a dutiful pet.
These four represented what humans could become. What they had chosen to be there on Tuesday — and with that thought Kavith considered that maybe the planet’s name was part of an in-joke. He had no doubt that they considered one another’s transcendence as laudable and worthy. He also knew that the so-called Enlightened humans, the descendants of the Re-Earthers that Kavith had fought for millennia, who had managed after so many generations to see all humans as equal and valuable and entitled to pursue their own destinies, the hundreds of planets of these people would regard anyone who had transcended the basic human model, whether through accidental mutation or deliberate forced evolution, as monstrosities that it was their duty to destroy.
“And where do you think home is for me?”
“Don't be coy,” responded Kwedgmer.
From their first utterance, Kavith had expected the Earth Dweller’s voice to be rumbling bass, but the rocky creature spoke with a lilting soprano and their most casual remarks landed on his ears like a song.
“We know who you are and we know what you’re capable of. We are not superstitious. Quite the opposite. When a figure out of legend shows up and presents his bonafides, we can recognize the truth. You are the Remora—”
Kavith attempted to interrupt. “I've admitted as much.”
Kwedgmer paused politely, but Twil continued, barely missing a beat. 
“Born on Earth — the original, when there was only the one — in the days before the second diaspora that unleashed the Re-Earthers.”
“Also true.”
“You single handedly saved a hundred worlds that had already been colonized by humans of the first diaspora, worlds that the Re-Earthers would have shattered in their zealous need to terraform already habitable planets into replicas of the Earth.”
“We could quibble about the numbers, but you’re essentially correct.”
Kavith had meant the correction as a bit of self-deprecation, but from his sneer Twil had not taken it that way.
“And when the crew and other inhabitants of a Re-Earther vessel would not bow to your will and give up their holy mission, your solution was to kill them all. In fact, there has never been a more efficient and effective murderer in all of human history. You have the blood of tens of thousands of humans on your hands.”
Kavith did not so much as flinch. He’d been shifting his gaze among the four of them but now locked his eyes on Twil’s.
“Are you asking if I'm proud of that? Of the lives and worlds I've saved? Yes. In every case, I made a decision. People had to die to keep those others safe. I tried over and over with each vessel, sought alternative ways to turn them from their path.”
“So you would reduce the taking of life to a balance sheet? When you failed, you killed everyone on board those Re-Earther vessels. You did it again and again across the millennia.”
There was nothing to say in response to that, so Kavith said nothing. At the end of the day, regardless of whatever good or ill he had achieved, he was the Remora, a serially immortal assassin. It’s what he had been created to be. Perhaps not as elaborately as the shaping that had gone into each of the Transcendents before him, but an intentional creation all the same. But that wasn't all that he was.
Noboru took over, the serious tone of his words emerging from an object resting on the sand in front of his watery column, disconnected from the dolphin-like smile that colored everything he said.
“Now you come to us, bringing dire warning that descendants of the Re-Earthers, humans who despite their prejudice against manipulating evolution had nonetheless at long last set aside their intolerance of other humans who did not share their faith, and had embraced a more pacifistic view of the galaxy. Humans who had set their sights on social utopia. And yet…”
Kwedgmer inserted themselves into the pause. “And yet, even as they developed a more enlightened social evolution, broadening their definition of humanity that gave everyone freedom and volition, their opposition to anything that transgressed that definition has become far more strident.”
“Essentially, yes.”
“You fear they are coming here,” said Lan, summarizing the past days of discussion as succinctly as you could ask for.
“I know what I know,” said Kavith. “Your ancestors were born of the descendants of the second diaspora. But even they had outgrown the Re-Earther philosophy. Perhaps because they lived on a constant example of what the power of technology could do, reshape an entire world, they grew to fear similar efforts applied to the human condition itself. In response, some of those who disagreed, who saw transhumanism as their birthright, banded together and left to colonize this and three other worlds. They scattered in four directions to uninhabited planets where they could pursue their dreams, leaving only three humans behind who knew the locations of those destination planets.”
“And two died, leaving you the third?”
“No, I had no idea of any of this. But yes, two of the three died. The third was a man named Cardinal Maduro. He was so feared by both his government and religious leaders they ultimately killed him despite my attempts to keep him from harm.”
Noboru smiled from within his column of water. “But in his passing he shared with you the location of those four worlds destined to bear transcendent humanity.”
Kavith nodded. “And so I came here to warn you. It is not a question of if they will come for you, only a matter of when. My entire life, I have stood against intolerance and helped defend those who needed it. Knowing as I did, how could I not come?”
Twil was not impressed. “And what are the other three worlds?”
Kavith shrugged. “I am but one man, despite the mythology that has grown up around me. I can be in only one place at a time. I could not hope to warn all four colonies. I had to pick one and set my course. That voyage took hundreds of years, but I believed your purpose was so strong that you would have succeeded by the time I finally arrived, making my warning all the more important.”
They had been through this all before during the preceding days, but the four Transcendent races operated by consensus, reminding Kavith of stories from his youth of Quaker meeting halls and a vague association with oatmeal.
“Well,” said Lan, “we have received your warning. We have shared it with our respective peoples, brought their questions to you for elaboration, and repeated this in multiple rounds. Personally, I don't give any credence but we are a collective. Matters that affect all must be resolved by consensus. As representatives of our races, we are but the embodiment of their will, our own beliefs and opinions give way before the group’s decision. And that decision is we don't want you here.”
“If you’d just listen to me—”
Lan brushed away his interruption. “We have listened. There is more here than just the warning you bring. Trouble follows you, Remora. Whether that is coincidence or there is a causal link, I cannot say. Either way I repeat: you are not welcome here. Perhaps you'll be better received at one of the other three Transcendent worlds. You have what we lack, their locations. Pick one and be gone.”
“NO!”
Twil screamed the word at them. “I'm sorry, but you’re all blind. All of you.”
Lan glared up at him. “Twil, you already had your say. We have consensus.”
“No, it is not enough to send him away. Others might detect his path and follow it back here, much as he feared. He must go away but he cannot leave.”
Kwedgmer frowned. “What would you have then?”
“He's a murderer thousands of times over. Would it be such a tragedy if he were to die?”
“That is not our way,” Noboru insisted from within the column of water. “Moreover, even if we wanted to take a life, we lack the means. There are no weapons on this world, nor ever have been. One of the things we have all transcended is violence.”
“Don't be naive,” said Twil. “A weapon is simply a tool with a specific intention and we are all so very good at creating tools. This, for example,” he said and ran his hand over the fabric of his translucent robe. It fluttered and suddenly he held a device in his hand that resembled a half-full quilted flour sack. “Do you see what I hold? Among my kind this is a tool we use to capture and measure cyclonic winds. It is an excellent device, far beyond your understanding.”
“No doubt,” responded Kavith, growing more apprehensive at the talk of weapons.
“With its use, we can keep aerial neighborhoods free of devastating seasonal storms. With a little imagination, it can be used in other ways too.”
He clenched his hand in the middle of the bag, punching it and pointing the mashed result at Kavith before the other Transcendents could do more than gasp in surprise. It was as if a tornado had leapt out and struck him in the chest. It lifted Kavith off his feet and hurtled him into the forest.
[image: image-placeholder]When he first arrived in the star system, he had used the resources of Remora to survey Tuesday from afar, and thereby confirmed his belief that the beings living on the planet were indeed the descendants of those early Transcendents who’d fled the other worlds that Cardinal Maduro had told him of. He established communications and asked to meet with the leaders of their societies or governments because he had important information to share with the people on Tuesday. 
They invited him to come down even as they apologized for having no landing facilities, understandable as they had no spacecraft of any kind. Kavith had assured them he could set his vessel down most anywhere; they had only to pick a spot that would best serve their needs. In the end, they requested he set down a short ways inside of a forest, effectively hiding his craft from view over and above any stealth technology he might put in play. The location, they had explained, was to keep away any gawkers and curious visitors. It was a short walk, perhaps two hundred paces, from his ship to the beach where he had been having his meetings every day. 
Thrust backwards through the air at incredible speed, that distance seemed considerably shorter. Branches and tree limbs and sharp edged leaves tore at him, shredding his clothing to rags, lacerating his skin a thousand times over. He bashed against tree limbs acquiring bruises from head to toe, cracking ribs, smashing internal organs, and breaking a femur. Then, in the kind of alignment of circumstances that allows a single piece of straw to pierce a tree trunk, Kavith’s partial collision with a particular aggressive tree sheared his left arm away just below the elbow.
He continued to tumble through the air. The cyclonic force from Twil’s tool that was not-a-weapon hadn't merely shoved, but rather clung to him. It seemed likely to continue to use his body to plow through the forest and it might have done so if not for Kavith’s vessel. As he tumbled toward it, broken and battered and bleeding, he entered the range of its active sensors. The ship recognized him in a nanosecond and extended fields which gently snatched him from the air and lowered him to the ground, dispersing the energies Twil had lent him in the process, barely a hand’s width from a hatch that offered access to the ship. He could see it as he desperately clung to consciousness but his fingers refused to cross that gap, touch the ship, and trigger his entry.
Kavith didn't fear death. He'd encountered it an uncountable number of times before. He’d even imagined the pain would be greater. The lack of it alerted him that he'd gone into shock, which in turn told him how much he needed to get up and into the ship and activate his full defenses. Before he died. He knew he would, his injuries were too severe. There was no saving in this incarnation, but if he could get inside and gain access to his resurrection tank it would break down the patterns of this body and he'd retain the memories of what had occurred when he arose anew. He was still determined to save the Transcendents, which now looked in part like saving them from themselves as well. His next attempt would go easier if he could recall what had happened the first time.
Not feeling the pain and not being hampered by it were two different things. Kavith ruled out any attempt to stand as both unnecessary and unlikely. He had only to crawl the remaining distance. Normally a verbal instruction would open the hatch, but the ship was operating under defensive protocols and required a genetic key, a simple touch, to accept a command to open itself. Reality spun in an endlessly dizzying spiral around him. Death beckoned, an insistent hiss in his ears. He bent one knee slightly, succeeded in bringing the leg forward, and then pushed down with that foot. No one had ever extended greater effort in all the epics of humanity. It was enough to shove him forward and his fingertips made contact with the ship. He commanded it to open and pull him forward using its manipulator fields, a task they had not been designed for. 
He floated just above the floor. The ship’s fields moved him with slow reluctance. Diagnostics took inventory of his injuries and a cold machine voice shared them, listing recommendations for immediate treatment of his severed arm, his ruptured spleen, his collapsed lung, his obvious head trauma. Kavith tuned out the voice, grunted a code sequence that secured the ship and activated all its defenses. At his command, the manipulator fields opened the access to the chamber containing his resurrection tank and delivered him alongside it.
Kavith wept with the realization he lacked the strength to haul himself up into the tank, and doubted his mind was coherent enough even if his body could manage the task. It took several long minutes, gasping for air to speak and the focus to do so as his conscious wanted to simply let go and embrace death. In the end, the ship’s manipulator fields lifted him from the floor, pausing alongside and just above the edge of the resurrection tank. Nothing in Kavith’s thousands of years of existence had ever been so effortful and he wasn't amused at the irony that he might die alongside the edge of the tank. But he’d come this far and never really cared for irony. With a final act of will, Kavith rolled, tumbled from the fields to splash into the tank, and died.
[image: image-placeholder]Water. Water everywhere. And warm. As the first tendrils of awareness came to him, some part of Kavith’s mind decided the temperature was familiar. Warm as his blood.
Proprioception told him he was upright, vertical. Signals from the muscles of his limbs assured him he was at ease, comfortable, arms hanging at his side, palms angled to hover above his thighs, legs straight, knees only slightly bent, feet apart. He floated. He hadn’t yet opened his mouth, but he could taste a faint brine on his lips. Sea water?
Over the millennia of his life, Kavith had awakened submerged more than a thousand times, but this was different. Similar, but different. A blood-warm bath was nothing new, but when his life came back to him in the resurrection tank aboard Remora he had always been supine. It was a simple matter to raise an arm, grasp the edge of the tank with one hand, and haul himself up out the fluids that had spent the previous forty-five days building him a new body and inscribing the memories of his long history on its blank brain. The last few times had taken slightly longer. He required the better part of an hour to even begin to orient himself through not just his own past experiences, but the lifetime of memories he’d inherited, first from Pölönen, a man born in the same resurrection tank as Kavith, and later Maduro, a clone of sorts created hundreds of years after the passing of one of his own bodies.
This was different. The legacies of the other versions of him felt as fully established and accessible as his personal history. His mind was fully his own. It was his body that wasn’t working. He couldn’t move. Not an arm, not so much as a finger. He frowned reflexively and noted that he wasn’t totally paralyzed. Maybe he was still partially asleep and just needed to come fully awake. He opened his eyes and saw a vast swarm of creatures, some as small as dust motes and others nearly as large as the fingernail on his pinkie, swirling all around him. They didn’t all move at the same rate or same path. There was an organization to it, that much he could infer, but the nature of the pattern was far out of his reach. Then his eyes refocused beyond the swarm and he realized that Noboru, one of the representatives of the Transcendent, stared back at him. Kavith gasped in surprise, his mouth falling open. In less time than a heartbeat the water rushed in, flooding his lungs like it had some personal vendetta against him. He began to drown.
«Apologies.»
It wasn’t the voice that emerged from a device on the beach. It wasn’t a sound. The word was more like a small note written in an elegant hand with a skill that had fallen out of use back before humanity had left Earth. A note on a simple cream-colored card of finest paper that had somehow been delivered to the receiving tray that hadn’t previously existed but now occupied a space beneath scalp and skull in the lower portion of his left occipital lobe.
The water around him pulled back, or perhaps air pushed in. Either way, he was embraced by an envelope of atmosphere, still suspended but able to breathe. His body spasmed, forcing seawater from his lungs. He bent at the waist, his hands pressing against his thighs just above the knees as he rid himself of the water in his lungs. Which is also how he realized the paralysis had gone.
As he recovered, cautiously taking in several deep breaths when he was able, he spread his arms to either side and then forward. The envelope of air moved with them. Well and good, safe for the moment — or at least not in active danger — he switched his attention to the being in front of him.
He doubted he could tell one of Tuesday’s Sea Dwellers from another, yet he knew for a certainty this Noboru. Of the four Transcendents he’d parleyed with, each had a style that colored everything they’d said. Twil had been, well, immature. Lan was smug and condescending. Kwedgmer managed to both pragmatic and cautious. And Noboru, he had approached every point like an empiricist working out the details of a testable hypothesis hoping it would lead to a theory.
«Have you come fully awake, friend Kavith? My tools indicate you have recovered full access to your cognitive faculties.»
Another note, more like a single page letter, again written with perfect penmanship and on elegant stationery landed in his brain.
“Tools?”
Noboru waggled a flipper, presumably indicating the swarm of tiny bits that still swirled. There was nothing else to point to. «The plankton.»
Kavith understood the word, or thought he did. Tiny plants and animals that floated at the mercy of currents and tides, but nothing in his memory offered any suggestion of how a collection of these life forms could be considered tools.
Another card, wordless but expressing delight and amusement, laughter but with no trace of mockery. «Ah. You are aware but have not had sufficient time to process your memories. Take as long as you need.»
Kavith frowned, but the instruction triggered some part of his mind and he discarded any thoughts about plankton as he began to remember. He was Kavith, known throughout the galaxy as the Remora, a mythical figure who for thousands of years and all alone had stood in opposition to the generation ships of the Re-Earthers, descendants of a religious movement to locate and terraform entire planets into duplicates of the original Earth — whether or not other colonies had gotten there first. He killed many, saved more, and himself had died over and over in service to his mission, being reborn on his ship each time. He was serially immortal. Once, one of his bodies had gone off and lived a new life, toppled a religion, and done more to end the Re-Earther movement with philosophy than Kavith had ever managed by taking on their vessels one by one, planet by planet. That peace had turned out to be short-lived, and humanity had turned its intolerance to those groups who sought to control their own evolution. He had begun seeking out one of planets to which they had fled, to warn them. In doing so, he had been killed. Fractured memory of his final moments reaching the tank on his ship suggested that forty-five days had passed and he’d been resurrected again. But then, why wasn’t he aboard his ship?
“How did I get here? And why?”
Another slip of metaphorical paper. Quaint and charming, but it was quickly becoming annoying. «You have Kwedgmer to thank for that. It took them some time, but they used the tools of the Earth Dwellers to match the harmonic resonance of a portion of your vessel and pass within. The process took him tens of days to study the physics before daring to attempt it.»
“I don’t understand.”
«You might say he phased. Earth Dwellers have learned to pass through solid matter as you move through air or I through water. The materials of your vessel were new and unique to them, but their tools proved more than adequate to our needs.»
“So you’re saying they boarded Remora?”
«That and more. They found your tank and together they and I deciphered the displays, including the running countdown as it completed your current body. At my instruction, in the last seconds on the display, Kwedgmer lifted you from the tank and carried you through the wall of your ship.»
“How did I get from the forest?”
«We’d long since moved your vessel to the bottom of the lake not far from where we’d been meeting. This removed the distraction of it from Twil and Lan, the former who has been reprimanded and removed from his position as a representative of the Sky Dwellers, and the latter who still insists you leave Tuesday immediately if not sooner, but given that you were killed is willing to allow you a bit more time.»
“And Kwedgmer?”
«Hmm? What of them?»
“I’m getting the impression that you’re in charge now. How did you convince him to go along with your plan, whatever it is?”
«I shared some of my tools with him.»
“Tools. Right. First Twil, and now Kwedgmer and you have referred to your tools, talking like they’re specific to each of your Transcendent races.”
«They are, friend Kavith. And they are why we do not give more weight to the well-intentioned warning that brought you to us.»
“And why’s that?”
«When we established our colony here on Tuesday, we did not simply apply ourselves to rapid evolution along specific directions, though that was our main goal. But in pursuit of that, we developed other skills and the tools needed to use them, not just to reshape ourselves, but also our relationship with reality.»
Kavith squirmed, feeling more and more like a prisoner, suspended in his envelope of air. Noboru had said his ship was on the bottom of the lake and that Kwedgmer had carried him through it mere moments ago. If he broke the envelope would he be able to swim to the surface before his lungs burst? He hoped not to have find out.
“More plainly, please?”
«You have witnessed first hand the destructive power of a Re-Earther vessel with its ability to reshape worlds, yes?”»
“I have. It’s part of what led me to bring you my warning.”
«We understand that. What you don’t understand, and why we are not overly concerned — though we had hoped not to share this with you — is that the tools created by each of our four Transcendent races would destroy the entire Re-Earther armada were it to be assembled against us. More, the tools needed to accomplish that act could be wielded by a single individual.
[image: image-placeholder]Kavith had heard hyperbole before, from captains of the Re-Earther Armada, planetary leaders, and religious demagogues. It was always self-serving and never spoken in private but proclaimed to large crowds of true believers. Noboru’s statement was something else.
He stared back at Noboru and found he believed the Transcendent’s claim of a small, pacifistic planetary population where each and every individual had the abilities and resources — pardon me, tools — to take on any aggressors. His mind filled with question after question, but all that came out of his mouth was “How?”
«When we came to Tuesday, our goal was to push human evolution in directions it might actually have wandered in given enough time and left to its own resources. One of the first things we began to explore were the six fundamental forces of the universe that previous research had identified. We crafted tools that allowed us access to these forces at a level never before imagined, making them an integral part of our quest for transcendence, incorporating them into our own biologies. Tools.»
The small drawing room where Noboru’s slips of stationery had been piling up somewhere in Kavith’s left occipital lobe faded briefly, replaced by a pristine, white sand beach. A green glass bottle lay in the sand, uncorked, the weight of it pinning down the unrolled piece of parchment it had contained, the note with Noboru’s words.
«One of the tenets of our blended society is cooperation. The developing Transcendent races began sharing our tools, each gaining fresh insights by looking at familiar topics from different perspectives. The Earth Dwellers inspired Lan’s people to discover ways to mitigate physical stressors on the body. The Sky Dwellers shared a metaphor with Kwedgmer’s people that just because two regions of air appeared identical they could be vastly different in a range of qualities, and they applied that idea to their own situation, forming a fundamental perspective that in time allowed them the ability to pass through solid stone, because all stone was not the same.»
“And your tools?”
«You see them before you.»
“I don't understand.”
Noboru’s bulbous head bobbed up and down in front of Kavith. He was laughing. «The plankton. Hundreds of different kinds of single and multicellular plants and creatures. We originally used them for nutrition — they can be very tasty in the right combinations — but over time we realized each individual organism, like all larger organisms, are subject to the same fundamental forces. They interact with them, engage with them, are affected by them. Because the individual bits of plankton possess so little matter, their relationships to those forces are much easier to study. In time, we learned to harness them in remarkable ways.»
“So, it's the plankton which is keeping me in this cocoon of air? That's impressive and I'm grateful for it, obviously, because I'm fond of breathing. But I don't see how that's going to stop the zealots of human purity, when they bring a destructive fleet into orbit about Tuesday.”
«Technically it already has.»
“What? How?”
«We're no longer on Tuesday. Years ago I perfected my tools to allow me to teleport matter anywhere in the galaxy.»
“I don't understand.”
«We're floating in the southern ocean of Charshly, a world colonized more than a thousand years ago by humans at the first diaspora. They know nothing of the Re-Earther movement. No one knows anything about them.»
“And you just brought us here, using your plankton?”
«I did.»
“What about my ship back on Tuesday?”
Noboru waggled that massive head from side to side. «It was more challenging because of its much greater mass, but I brought it along as well.»
“But why? What's the point of it?”
«As to that,» said Noboru, «I have a proposal.»
Noboru guided Kavith’s cocoon of air through the water and after a short trip they emerged from the sea onto the sands of an uninhabited island. Kavith sat on the beach, just outside of the reach of the lapping waves and watched as Navarro leapt from the water, only to be instantly engulfed within an invisible box of water as he had during the days when Kavith met with the Transcendents on that other beach. The sky here was on the purple side and held two moons. The air tasted funny and the gravity seemed slightly off. They weren’t on Tuesday anymore. Noboru made a hacking noise and a moment later spit his speaking box out onto the sand.
“You are of course familiar with Archbishop Pölönen and his belief that humanity was hardwired with two attributes.”
Kavith nodded agreement. “He said we were driven by two forces, curiosity and opposition. The former pushed us to explore and question and learn, and the latter forced a comparison between ourselves and something else, thereby defining who we are. He'd hoped that pursuing the first would allow humanity to set aside the second.”
“And it did, for a time,” said Noboru. “But the human imagination knows no bounds and even after curiosity had let them vanquish their own intolerances, the need for opposition led to the invention of a new enemy.”
“A new thing to fear.”
“And fear suggested a course of action. They saw only one way to vanquish that fear: wipe it out of existence. The source of that fear was any human interested in transcending humanity.”
“That's what I was coming to warn you about.” Kavith’s tone held a hint of exasperation.
“Oh, we know. But Twil’s recent impetuousness notwithstanding, it is not our nature to be aggressive. We edited that trait out of our biology. Transcending humanity isn't just about acquiring new abilities, it's about editing and purging old patterns that no longer serve us as a species.”
“So instead of meeting the intolerant humans with even greater force than they can imagine…”
“We’ll simply leave,” said Noboru. “More, we’re prepared to remove any sign that we had been there at all, calling into doubt whatever information source humanity used to find us in the first place.”
“And where will your Transcendent races go?”
“It's a big galaxy. All four of our peoples embrace Pölönen’s first principle. We are all innately curious. That's what led us to become who we are. But… I had an idea and that's a proposal for you. Everything I know about the Remora tells me he is a man who needs to stay busy, yet time and social evolution and the work of one of your own clones has stripped you of much of your purpose.”
Kavith failed to hide his smirk. “You propose to give it back to me?”
“We know that humanity is short-sighted. If not for taking the original Earth to the brink of ecological collapse, there would never have been a first diaspora. And if not for a legion of religious zealots, no second diaspora. The worlds humans colonized have thrived, but what no one ever mentions is that these people who left their home hoping for better worlds for their subsequent generations never had an end game, just an ultimate goal.”
“Once they established a colony on a new planet, what was left?”
“A fine question,” said Noboru. “A pity no one asked it. World by world they fell back on past behaviors and societies. As they expanded across their new homes, they went back to doing what humans have always done to their environment.”
“You mean spoil it.”
“When the colony populations were limited to one hundred thousand or so, that wasn't a problem. Planets are resilient. Ecosystems will restore themselves. They can absorb the harm done by a small population.”
Kavith shook his head. “I see where you’re going. Some of those worlds now teem with more than ten billion souls.”
“Exactly. The damage they inflict on their environment may be irrevocable. A painful case of history repeating itself that they refuse to see, but now they're doing it on a larger scale, hundreds of worlds instead of just the one that was their origin.”
“I'm still not hearing a proposal. Not to sound unsympathetic, but what does any of this have to do with me?”
“I have been studying the oceans here on Charshly,” explained Noboru. “Constructing and testing hypotheses. Eleven billion people live here and they are struggling. They've managed to kill off a third of the plant and animal life in their waters, which they knew would have a disastrous effect on their atmosphere. They were aware of these consequences from the day they arrived, but that has not stopped them. Global temperatures have risen steadily for years and yet their industries continue to release poisonous substances into their environment, and always in the name of progress, for the betterment of the people, and of course freedom for freedom.”
“What do you expect me to do?”
“Twil’s understanding of you focused not on the killing you performed in commitment to your goal, but that at his core the Remora has always been someone who could persuade others to the greater good. I want you to talk to them.”
“Talk to them?”
“You are the Remora, legendary defender and immortal assassin. Let them run their tests to confirm that you are who you claim to be. You’ll pass those easily enough. Then, once they realize that they stand in the presence of myth, you can persuade them.”
“Persuade them to do what?”
“To allow me and my kind to live in their oceans, to share their world and occupy a portion of it that they're not using.”
“Have you forgotten Pölönen’s principle of opposition?”
“No, but with you as our intercessor I believe curiosity will win out.”
“Why?”
“Because in return for their tolerance, my people will heal the environment and restore their oceans, lakes, and rivers. We will help their planet to reset its ecology.”
“Why would you do this?”
“Why wouldn't we?” asked Noboru. “For all our transcendence, we still think of ourselves as human. Is there any greater goal in life than to help one's fellows?”
“And in the process you'll change their perspective on your kind.”
“That would be a welcome side effect,” agreed Noboru.
“You won't be genetic monsters. You’ll be helpers, maybe even saviors if the project is pitched to the planet's leaders in the right way.”
“You understand me perfectly. Has there ever been a better spokesman than the Remora? I've studied you closely each of the five days you met with the Transcendent representatives. You came to Tuesday to warn us, beings with whom you possessed little in common. Your only goal was to save us. I observed firsthand your passion and conviction. I want that for my project. I want you. You can turn opposition to curiosity, take Pölönen’s principles and apply them in a way no one has considered because no one before you ever could.”
Kavith shook his head. “Even if I agree to help you this is just one world, little more than a drop in the ocean, as might be said.”
Laughter came from the Transcendent’s speaking box. “A grand joke, friend Kavith. Nicely done, except you missed the point.”
“What point is that?”
“As noted earlier, it's a big galaxy. There's no shortage of planets where the story of humans abusing their world is playing out. If we are going to intercede and correct the damage done, why would we stop at just one?”
The End
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Recon Pilot


By Jonathan P. Brazee 
With the Botam Army advancing and the battle lost, Pilot Sergeant Two Zuri Onai is ordered to retreat and evacuate off planet. When she spots a wounded Techno soldier behind the Botam forces is there anything she can do, does she even want to?

[image: image-placeholder]Pilot Sergeant Two Zuri Onai flew in low, weaving through the treetops.  She kept it as tight as she could, squeezing out every tiny bit of cover from the majestic trees.  A flash filled her view, and her Midge rocked with the concussion.
Come on, baby.  Stay together for me.
She checked her shields.  They were down to seventy-three percent, which was better than she’d expected.  With her Midge in stealth mode, and by keeping down under the tree tops, she didn’t think she’d been targeted.  The blast had been either harassment fire or an attempt to clear the avenue of approach. Her invisibility wasn’t going to last, though.  With the Botam forces pouring down from the highlands, their targeting AIs would eventually analyze her shields, and the cover afforded by the forest alone wouldn’t keep her safe. She’d have to rely on her piloting, and there were only so many tricks up her sleeve while being so outnumbered.
Things had sure shifted over the last twenty hours.  Yesterday, the Botam Front was their ally. They’d been the ones who’d requested the Technocracy’s intervention, after all.  But the Botam Council of Elders secretly came to an agreement with the Wolfen Revolutionary Front, ending their fight.  And in a PR-generated twist, they declared their mutual vows to expel the Technocracy “invaders” from the planet.
Zuri would put Techno military against either of the two other forces in an even battle.  But there were only twelve thousand techno soldiers and airmen on the planet, facing over a million combined Botams and Wolfens.
The Technos were in full-out retreat with all hands heading to the fort for extract. Zuri’s mission was to cover the ground pounders’ retreat by spotting the advancing Botam Army’s lead elements and relaying those positions to the Fire Support Coordination Center, where either the batteries or the orbital monitors could respond. 
But you can’t do that hiding in the trees, Zuri-girl. You’ve gotta get higher.
With a sigh, Zuri rose along the near side of the massive, seventy-meter-tall tree.  She ran her somewhat limited audio and radio scanners near the top of the tree, but the forest also gave the Botams cover as well, and her limited processing capability could only identify a general increase in activity.  Nothing could be pinpointed.
She was going to have to go visual. Zuri started to turkey hop. She flew forward fifty meters, using the treetops the best she could, then hopping straight up thirty, forty, or fifty meters, visually scanning for signs of the enemy before dropping back down.
Rinse and repeat.
There were signs, and not just electromagnetic activity. A low level of dust rose through the shorter scrub higher in the hills.  Vertical plumes of dust rose higher in the distance as Techno shells impacted. But Zuri needed to determine the exact locations of high-value targets.
She swooped down and changed direction to hopefully fool anyone trying to anticipate where she’d pop up next.  Ahead of her was an avenue of approach suitable for the large Botam Thunderbeast mobile artillery.  She brought her Midge into a climb, and this time she spotted an armored vehicle—not the expected Thunderbeasts but a Hydra anti-air platform.  
Her heart jumped into her throat.  The Hydra had the capability to take down shuttles, which could wreak havoc on the extract.
She fired her targeting eye, then dove back for cover.  Within microseconds, the image and location were pulsed back to the FSCC. The Botams had moderately capable jamming, so she followed that with a verbal message.
“Bravo-three-three, this is Sierra-victor six. I’ve got a Hydra at four-six-nine-three, seven-one-six-four, heading south along Route Cucumber.”
She waited for a few seconds before the confirmation came in. “Roger, Sierra-victor-six.”
If they hadn’t confirmed, her SOP for this priority of a target would be to return to the CP. Now, she could remain on station.  And a Hydra wouldn’t be out here on its lonesome. There had to be a security screen. 
Zuri reversed course, keeping low and paralleling Cucumber.  She advanced a hundred meters, then started another pop-up. She’d just reached her apex and was scanning for the enemy when the enemy found her. A streak of fire reached out from the forest.  Acting more on instinct, she inverted and dove for cover, but it was too late.  Zuri’s world erupted into a blinding light, followed immediately by darkness.
“Shit!” she screamed as she pulled out the control cable out of the jack at the base of her goggles.  She rubbed her eyes as her sight slowly returned.
“You lose your Midge?” Pilot Sergeant Three Cor Namsoc asked from his prone position beside her.
“Freakin‘ candlestick got me,” she said as she willed her heartbeat to slow down.
Disconnection was supposed to be painless, but it always bothered her.  The docs said it was psychosomatic.  She called bullshit on that.  She knew what she felt, and no headshrinker was going to convince her otherwise.
At least the discomfort was quick.  Her headache faded as she got her bearings.  Then she noticed that her junior teammate was not hooked up.
“What about you?” she asked.
“Don’t know. I never saw it.”
“So, you’re out?”
He nodded.
Namsoc was a decent enough pilot from a technical aspect, but he never really connected with his drones. They were just a tool, and so his fight to survive was underdeveloped. As such, he always lost far more drones than she did.
He must have caught Zuri’s slight frown because he said, “It’s not a big deal. They’re going to recall us soon enough. They have to.”
Zuri just grunted. They didn’t “have to.” A lone drone team, one almost out of drones, was expendable. The mere fact that they were behind the lines of the retreat without a doggie security was proof enough of that.   But he was probably right. Drone pilots took almost six months of training and had a high washout rate, and the Air Force wasn’t going to leave them high and dry.  They’d get the recall.
“Is our egress still clear?” she asked.
“It was the last I knew.”
The command hadn’t left them without a way to retreat. They had a route back.  It would be tough going, but it should keep them under cover for about two klicks until they hit the river. Both she and Namsoc were decent-enough swimmers, and they could simply float downstream another five klicks to the extraction point. She’d feel more comfortable with a platoon of soldiers around them, but the orders should be doable unless the Botams caught up to them.
For a moment, Zuri considered telling Namsoc they were leaving now, but she wasn’t quite done yet, she knew.
“Well, until then, I’ve still got a Dragonfly left.  I’m going to use it,” she said.  “You keep alert and don’t let any Bots sneak up on us.”
Namsoc patted the stock of his AT-14 and gave a sickly smile that he probably thought was reassuring.
It wasn’t.
Air Force personnel all received standard marksmanship training during boot camp, but unless they had combat designators, that was about it.
Drone pilots were technically combat fighters, but they were usually well behind friendly lines in secure areas.  And when they did go forward, that was with Army security. Which was how this mission had started.  But when the Botam’s switched sides, that had caught the Techno forces by surprise, and the Army squad had been called forward, leaving the two of them in what had still been a safe area. But with the front lines collapsing, Zuri didn’t know how long it would be before the Botams reached their position.
Hopefully, they’d be recalled long before that happened.
Until that happened, though, she still had a drone, and her mission hadn’t changed. Zuri reached into her pack, pulled out her case, and opened the cover. Five of the six padded slots were empty.  The sixth had her Dragonfly.
Zuri loved the Dragonfly more than any other AF drone. It shared the same frame as the Midge and Gnat.  It had a shorter loiter time than the other two because it carried a heavier load—two one-centimeter R-515 hypervelocity rockets. It was her only drone that had a bite.
Among the drone community, the attack pilots had the prestige. Reconnaissance pilots were considered second class by most other airmen. Even the Army soldiers thought more of the attack guys, which wasn’t surprising. It was the attack pilots who came to their rescue with ground fire.
Zuri didn’t buy into the idea that attack pilots were better than she was, but she liked having one of her recon drones armed with an offensive weapon.  True, the tiny rockets couldn’t match the ordnance on the much larger attack drones. But it was deadly against a human target, even one in combat armor, and it could even take out a thin-skinned vehicle if the conditions were right.
She removed the Dragonfly and powered it up. The small drone cycled through until the flashing LED changed to a steady green.  She jacked back in, and after a final connection check, she lifted it off and started flying it to the Hydra’s last position.  Hopefully, it had already been targeted and destroyed, but she needed to confirm that.
Zuri carefully flew below the canopy.  Her last sighting of the Hydra was just over seven klicks from their position.  The enemy vehicle would be moving if it hadn’t been taken out, and there was no guarantee that it would keep to Route Cucumber.  So, while she couldn’t dawdle, this was her last drone, and she couldn’t just barge in.
At five hundred meters, she slowed down, picking her way between trees, using their massive trunks for cover.  It was obvious before she reached Cucumber, though, that the Techno arty had reacted to her report.  Her infrared showed a large heat signature ahead. She crept her dragonfly forward until the wreck appeared, flames still licking at the chassis.
Nice shot, guys.
There was no damage to the trees lining the road, nor was there a crater.  The Hydra had been taken out with a guided missile—probably an MN-306.  It was a hi-tech piece of gear, but still, that was some skilled programming to get it through the trees for a direct hit.
She reported the BDA to the FSC.  But she wasn’t done.  If she could find another target, or better yet, find one she could engage, that would be icing on the cake. But she had to remember, she’d just lost her Midge in the area, and the Hydra hadn’t been alone. 
Zuri slowly started to back her Dragonfly back away from the burning Hydra, then started to rise to the treetops. There were signatures to the west that she should check out.  As she started to home in on them, though, it became obvious that they were Botam, and more importantly, she was behind them.  The advance was moving quicker than she’d expected.
She kept flying forward as she contemplated what to do next.  One more target . . .
“Zuri.  Zuri!”
She swore under her breath and returned.  
“What?”
“You didn’t get the message?”
“What message?” she said before she switched to the command interface. 
The recall alarm was flashing.  She’d been concentrating so much on the Botam that she’d somehow missed the alarm.
Good way to get yourself killed, girl.
“Oh, that. I saw it,” she lied. “I’m just bringing back my Dragonfly.”
“The recall means to leave now,” he said.
“The Bots are getting closer, Cor.  They might be in front of us. I want the Dragonfly’s R-515s here to cover us.  Just hold your horses. This’ll take six or seven minutes.”
Namsoc obviously didn’t like that, and he opened his mouth to argue when Zuri cut him off.
“My decision. I’m the team leader.”
She linked back in, this time reminding herself to pay attention to the command icons that flashed in her peripheral vision.
The Dragonfly had been hovering since the connection had been cut.  But with Zuri now in control, she started flying it back.  She’d lied to Namsoc about the recall alarm, but what she’d said after that made sense. It would be better to have the drone covering their withdrawal, and if a target just happened to present itself, well, what else could she do but engage?
She’d show those attack pilots that recon pilots could fight, too.
She scanned the forest as she flew the drone back. Twice she spotted Botam infantry, but these were lightly armored marauders, hardly fitting targets for her R-515s. They were getting closer to her team’s actual position, though, which meant the two of them needed to get going.
When a large company-sized unit approached through the forest, Zuri flew her Dragonfly up into one of the trees, took refuge on top of a large branch, and hoped that would shield her from the Botams below.  For a moment, she considered engaging, but with a full company of the enemy, her Dragonfly would be quickly eliminated, and she didn’t think that would be a good trade. 
Once they passed, she edged her drone off the branch and started to circle around the company. The drone was a klick away from her position, and she didn’t want to have the enemy track her Dragonfly and follow it back to her and Namsoc.
But maybe she’d moved too early.  Before she went fifty meters, she caught a slight movement in the heavy underbrush—and the flash of armor.
She immediately dived at the movement and targeted the object when her IFF kicked in, shutting the rocket’s targeting system down.
The erstwhile target had seen her, too, and the armored soldier swung his weapon up to engage when his own IFF must have kicked in as well. 
A Techno doggie—a soldier—stared up at the Dragonfly.  He looked terrible. Something—almost assuredly termite drones, had attacked him.  His Gryphon combat suit had several rents, the armor torn open. 
Usually, if a termite penetrated a combat suit, it was fatal. The drones, which could eventually penetrate any known body armor, had no problem with human flesh.  Yet, this doggie was still standing.
From the looks of the pale and haggard face through his face shield and what looked like blood on the outside of the large gash across his lower torso and another on his left leg, the soldier was wounded.  Infantry soldiers were tough sons-of-bitches, but Zuri was amazed that this one was still alive. 
And he was in a bad position. The Botam company Zuri had just seen was fifty meters away, and worse, parts of it were in front of the soldier.  He was cut off.
The soldier raised his face shield and mouthed, “Help me.”
Conscious of the nearby Botams, Zuri risked a tightbeam message.
“Are you OK?”
Dumb question.  He’s obviously not OK.
The soldier didn’t answer.
“Are you mobile?” she asked.
Again, there was no answer.  Verbal answer, that is.  He cupped the side of his helmet with both hands, outside where his ears would be, and then made a slashing motion with one hand. 
Zuri had no idea where the comms were on a Techno combat suit, but evidently, the soldier’s comms were down, which was going to make things difficult.
She “nodded” her drone by elevating and depressing the nose pitch several times to show she understood.  He gave her a thumb’s up.
But she still had her comms with the CP.
“Bravo-three-three, this is Sierra-victor-six. I’ve got a wounded dog—” she started before remembering that the CP was almost all soldiers.  “I’ve got a wounded soldier; coordinates to follow. He’s wounded and has no comms.  Can you pick him up?”
She pushed the location, then waited for an answer.  It came within ten seconds.
“That’s a negative Sierra-victor-six. We got Bots all over that area, and we’re getting ready for extract.  Tell your soldier to exfiltrate back to here.  Uh . . . what’s your position?  Didn’t you get the recall?”
“I’m, uh, I’m getting ready to retreat.  I made contact with my drone.”
“You’re team’s position is in the path of a major Bot advance.  Pass the message to the soldier, then I suggest you beat feet and now.”
“Roger that,” Zuri said, then broke the connection, only to have Namsoc shake her shoulder.
“What was that about the Bot advance?” he asked, his voice squeaking.
Of course, he was listening in. I was on the team net.
She rolled over to face her teammate and switched to real-view. “The Bots are advancing. We knew that.”
“Then we need to go now,” he said, rising to his feet.
He was right, of course. But she glanced at the small drone-view image that had been shoved to her peripheral vision when Namsoc got her attention. The soldier was still standing there in the forest, staring at the Dragonfly.
“I need to pass the word to the doggie.  Then we’ll go.”
An explosion sounded in the not-far distance, and Namsoc ducked.  “I don’t like this,” he whined as he tried to peer through the forest.  “We’ve got to go now.”
He looked like he was about to bolt.
“You start,” she told him.  “I’ll follow in a moment.”
He spun around to look at her in surprise.  “Really?  Is that smart, you know, separating?”
“We’re not separating.  You’re just the—what do the grunts call it?  Being point?  You’re the point.”
“I don’t know . . .” he said, switching back to trying to spot the enemy.
“Look.  I’ve got to take care of this doggie. You just start.  See that tree over there?” she asked, pointing at a large tree alongside their semi-covered egress route.
“Yeah . . .”
“Just go there and wait.  When I give you the signal, you lead off.”
“I . . . I . . . guess . . .” he said, but Zuri had already switched back to a ninety-five-percent drone-view.
The soldier was in the middle of saying something, but especially after missing part of it, she couldn’t make sense of what he was asking.  But she had to get him moving.
She backed up the drone quickly, stopped, backed up again, and stopped once more.  Then she studied his face to see if he understood.
He stood there, looking lost.  Or maybe it was that his injuries were taking their toll.
She edged her Dragonfly forward, then repeated the same back and stop motion again.  This time, it seemed to sink in.  He nodded, but instead of following her, he climbed up the slight slope to his left, which left him heading right to the Botam company.
Without thinking, Zuri flew her Dragonfly right in the soldier’s face, like a mother bird defending her nest from a predator.
The soldier snarled and swatted at her drone, and she was only just able to dart out of the way.  But then she was in his face again. 
This time, he froze, and she could see the gears turning in his head.  He looked past the Dragonfly, and then mouthed, “Bots?”
Zuri felt a surge of relief, and she nodded her drone.  
The soldier shrugged in a question, and Zuri flew her drone toward her position, then stopped to see if the soldier would follow.  
The soldier scanned the forest for a long moment but then started after the Dragonfly.
Zuri let out a little squeal of joy.  The infantryman was about seven hundred meters from their position.  If he could get to them, he could follow the same exfiltration route.
“Zuri!” Namsoc hissed.
She switched to real-view for a moment.  Her teammate was waving an arm, beckoning her forward. 
Zuri knew they couldn’t just wait. She didn’t know who was between the soldier and the two airmen, and if she decided to delay leaving, she could be putting both Namsoc and herself in jeopardy.
Maybe she could do both, though. Drone pilots generally hated doing split views.  The human brain wasn’t designed to take in two divergent visions.  But as she told all the attack pilots, she was the best pilot in the squadron.  Now it was time to prove herself.
Zuri rose and signaled to Namsoc to move out.  She programmed the drone to return to their position, trusting the limited AI on it to pick its way forward, then she engaged the split view.  One side was her actual vision.  The other was the drone’s rear view, so she could watch the soldier.
He had just reached the drone and had a confused look on his face as it was still hovering there, but as soon as she gave the command to the Dragonfly to start, that look faded, to be replaced with both resignation and a grimace of pain as he followed her.
With the soldier in tow, she used her real-view to follow Namsoc as he disappeared into the heavy undergrowth.
It wasn’t really a split-brain thing going on. While both views were in her “vision,” what Zuri was doing was flashing her attention back and forth between the real and drone-view, like watching two different hoverball games at the same time in a sports bar.  Or the same as security personnel monitoring several screens at the same time, except that both views were much more visceral and seemed real to her, so it was more difficult to block off either of them.  It had taken her years of practice, so she was pretty good at the technique.  And while moving slowly in both modes, it wasn’t too much of a problem.
The real issue was if she had to react quickly, either here or back there with her Dragonfly.  And she wasn’t exactly splitting her focus equally.  With Namsoc ahead of her, she thought she could spend a bit more of her attention to leading the soldier through the forest.
He was slow and moving oddly with a herky-jerky gait. It took her a while, until a closer look at the gash on his left leg, to realize what was happening.  The soldier’s leg was badly injured. From the looks of it, he wouldn’t normally be able to stand on it, much less walk. But the Techno Army’s Uffa Combat Suit had power assist, which magnified the wearer’s arms and legs and allowed them to lift more and move quicker than a normal human. Evidently, he was able to move his leg just enough to engage the suit’s assists.  It wasn’t pretty, but he was walking.
“Zuri, hurry up,” Namsoc half-shouted, half-hissed at her.
She shifted her focus to her teammate and used her hand to signal him to be quiet.  The combat AIs had picked this route as the most secure for the two of them, but if the Botams heard Namsoc, then the relative cover the wash gave them wouldn’t make any difference.
But she picked up the pace and closed the distance with him.   The solder, though, was falling behind.  With limited mobility, the underbrush was proving to be an obstacle, and she kept having to slow her drone to keep from losing him.
She mentally urged him on.  From a practical standpoint, she could control her drone halfway around the planet, but with the Botams advancing, the slowly moving soldier was extremely vulnerable.  If she could just get him to their exfiltration route, then maybe he’d have a chance.  But lurching along as he was now, he was a prisoner waiting to be taken.  And that was the best-case basis.
Something caught on her foot, and Zuri slammed flat on her face. She groaned and looked down at her feet.  Her left foot was entangled in a vine.  Evidently, she wasn’t quite as good with a split view as she’d thought.  With a snarl, she kicked free and got back to her feet. This was tough going for her.  What would it be with the half-crippled soldier?
She reoriented herself.  Namsoc had heard her fall and was looking back.
“What the hell?” he whispered.
“Just go.  I’m fine.”
He wasn’t happy, she could tell, but he shook his head, turned, and started off again. She did a quick glance at the ground in front of her, then followed before she finally was able to focus on her soldier again . . .
Her view was rearward from the drone, so she was looking at the soldier’s front as he followed it.  Over his shoulder, she caught a brief glimpse of movement through the trees about forty meters away.
Zuri was well-trained in enemy recognition. She was a recon drone pilot, after all. 
She almost instinctively fired one of her rockets. She could see the soldier’s eyes widen in alarm as he dove to the side, but the rocket flashed past him in an instant, covered the next sixty meters, and slammed into the chest of a Botam marauder just as the enemy aimed in on her soldier.  The little rocket had no problem with the marauder’s body armor.  It penetrated the chest and dropped the enemy.
The soldier whirled around and, while on the ground, fired his weapon four times. 
Zuri had only seen the one marauder, the Botam version of a scout. She switched the Dragonfly to heat scan and immediately picked up the three bodies.
Marauders always deploy in threes, she reminded herself before flying her drone to check on the Botams.
The one she’d shot had a hole drilled into the chest armor. The tiny warhead had detonated a microsecond after impact, destroying the entire thoracic cavity. She felt a weird flutter.  This was her first kill, and exultation warred with revulsion. She pointedly didn’t tarry over the body but checked the other two.  Both had been hit with face shots, their shields spiderwebbed from the rounds. Blood coated the inside of what was left of the shields.
She flew back to her soldier, who was still prone on the ground. 
“Dead?” he mouthed.
She nodded, amazed at how the wounded soldier had managed to react so quickly, and from the ground, to take down two marauders she hadn’t even seen with her Dragonfly. The patch on his armor’s shoulder indicated he was with X Corps, the elite of the Techno Army, but still, what he’d just done was amazing.
The entire engagement had taken fewer than fifteen seconds.  The soldier struggled to his feet and pointed to her drone to lead on.  Between the two of them, they’d just taken out a marauder team, but there was no way the Botams wouldn’t know that and would come to investigate.  The soldier was going to have to hurry.
Zuri raised and lowered her Dragonfly several times in a crude imitation of the infantry pumping of the fist to indicate double time. The soldier knew what she meant.  That, or more likely, he also realized that the Botams would be coming.  He lurched into a shambling . . . not a jog.  With his balking left leg, it was more of a push and drag.  But it was quicker than before.  He had to cover about 300 meters, all while Zuri kept expecting the Botams to jump him.
Somehow he managed to reach her and Namsoc’s former position, right beside their exit route. The Dragonfly came to a hover, and Zuri took control of the movement again, flying the drone into the wash through the break she and Namsoc had made.
The soldier hesitated.  From above, the wash looked like a mass of tangled vegetation—which wasn’t far from the truth.  Most of that consisted of dense reeds and trees alongside the edges of the wash, but some of that curved over, the branches intertwining with those growing on the other side.  Vines followed along the branches, creating a denser roof of sorts.  What wasn’t obvious, though, was that in the middle of the vegetation, and underneath the branches and vines, was a cleared area just above the dry creek bed.  The soldier might not like it, but with the Dragonfly disappearing from view, he followed through the same gap she hand Namsoc had made.  It was tight inside the wash, but at a half crouch, he started downstream.
Zuri had been focusing almost all of her attention on the soldier, with brief glances through her real-view to pick her way through the wash.  It was only now that she realized she couldn’t see her teammate. They were about 150 meters from the water, the best she could tell.  And with everything she was trying to follow, she wasn’t going to add in trying to determine her exact location.   All she knew was that if she kept following the wash, she’d hit the river and their way out.  
She locked onto the soldier with the drone’s targeting in track mode, then turned over the navigation down the wash to the drone’s AI again.  The drone would keep the soldier in sight as it navigated down the wash.  That allowed her to concentrate on her own movement, and she broke into a jog.  The wash had widened a bit, making the open area larger.  It exposed her more, but she could move quicker.  She caught a few glimpses of water ahead, but it wasn’t until she scrambled over a large boulder that she saw Namsoc crouching at the edge of the flowing river.
Relief flooded his face. “I was about to go back and find you.  Where the hell have you been?”
She ignored the question and peered out over the river.  It was large—about sixty or maybe seventy meters across. With the rainy season upon them, the water was high.  And because of that, it was full of vegetation and branches that had been torn loose upstream. 
The command had taken that into account when it assigned the two their exfiltration route. The orders they’d been given had told them to use the flotsam as cover.  Seeing the size of some of the branches—what looked like entire trees in some cases—Zuri had images of being squashed like a bug.
“Zuri?  We have to go.”
“Yeah.  Just give me a sec.”
She switched back to her soldier.  The man was stumbling along.  The same boulders that Zuri and Namsoc had managed were giving him a raft of problems. He had to claw his way over the larger ones while dragging his left leg.  More blood was flowing out of the gash in his armor, leaving brush strokes over the boulders and heavy drops on the sand.
It’s going to take him forever to get here, she thought before something else hit her.
Does he know what to do after he hits the river? What were his orders?
Doubt filled her. What if she led him to the river, then he was stuck?  She wasn’t sure she could explain what to do with just her drone.
“You know what to do, right?” she asked Namsoc.
“Yeah. Get in the water and float down to the extraction LZ.”
In front of them, the river flowed roughly parallel to the Botams’ line of advance.  About two hundred meters downstream, however, the river curved around almost ninety degrees, and the flow would outrun the Botams.  Each second in the river would take them farther away from the enemy.
The extraction LZ was sixteen klicks downstream—which judging from the flow, wouldn’t take them that long to reach.  With the Botams under orbital fire, the two of them should be able to reach the LZ well before it was abandoned.  A guide would be at the river’s edge, collecting them along with anyone else using the river.
“Watch for the guide,” Zuri said.  “See that patch of vegetation coming?”
“That big one?  Yeah.”
“Get in the middle of that. Make sure no one can see you.”
“Wait.  You’re not coming?” he asked, his voice rising in pitch.
“Dispersion, Namsoc. We can’t be in the same patch.  I’ll follow you.”
He looked unsure.
“Two of us will be easier to spot.  And if they spot me, you don’t want to be caught up in the fire.  Now go!  Those plants are almost here.”
“But—“
She gave him a shove that sent him calf deep into the water.
“We don’t have time. Go!”
He shook his head, but he turned and waded deeper, fighting the current.  The raft of dense green plants, which looked like water hyacinths back home, almost knocked him over.
“You better be coming right after me,” he shouted before he swallowed some water and coughed.
Zuri watched as he struggled to force his way into the middle of the plants. This was the crucial moment.  She didn’t think the Botams had reached the river yet, but they were close. If any of them were on the banks now, they’d see the flailing drone pilot.  She watched as her teammate settled in and floated out of sight.
Zuri chose a spot between two boulders and wedged herself in, then expanded her Dragonfly view. She knew she was vulnerable like that.  A Botam could walk right up to her, and she’d never know until she heard the shot that would kill her an instant later.
This is why we always deploy with the doggies around us.
But she wasn’t going to give up on this particular soldier. She focused on him as he struggled to move down the wash for a long moment, actually looking at the person for the first time. Like many of the X Corps snake eaters, he was big.  Under his armor, he probably bulged with muscles upon muscles, created by an intense training regime along with the best that the techno chemists could develop.  Now, though, he could barely move. The pain was etched across the man’s young face, and his breathing was labored.  The same training that had created the super soldier would have instilled a sense of discipline that kept him going now, where most would have given up.
Idly, she wondered what his name was, and where he was from. It was so easy to dehumanize a soldier in body armor that she had to remember that he was a real person, not just one of the masses.
Eyes on a swivel, Zuri! she admonished herself.
As the wash widened the closer the soldier got to the river, the overhead cover thinned. More room meant he could move easier, but that meant he was more exposed. Zuri kept popping her Dragonfly up through the branches and vines to take a look.  There were scanner signs of a large concentration of Botams to their left flank, but nothing within eighty or ninety meters. The Botams, who liked to keep their battle formations clean, were probably adjusting to take into account the bend in the river ahead.
Her soldier doggedly pushed ahead while Zuri fretted, knowing she was almost defenseless.
Almost defenseless, Zuri.  You’re still armed.
Without leaving her drone’s view, she reached around and unslung her AT-14. She may not be Army, but if they came, she wasn’t going down without a fight.
She popped her Dragonfly up again and rotated it.  She could see just see the river through the treetops.  Another 250 meters and her soldier should be there.  She scanned their left flank and kept going until she could see the soldier again, and just as she started to sink back into the wash, she got a scan hit from farther up the wash.
Her heart dropped to her belly. They’d just passed that section, and it had been clear.  That meant . . .
No, she couldn’t just make a guess.  She had to find out.
Zuri dropped the Dragonfly until she was right in front of the soldier.  Not knowing what else to do, she waggled the drone back and forth and raised the upstream end of the drone up and down several times, hopefully indicating that he should keep moving, then started flying up the wash in full stealth mode.  That severely limited her speed, but it was the prudent course of action. 
It took three minutes until her passive sensors told her whatever was following them was just ahead.  She picked the trunk of a tree that was growing at the edge of the wash, engaged her claws into the wood, and settled behind it, with just the forward cam visible. With only the cam powered up, she should be almost invisible.
Then there it was, creeping over one of the boulders like some demonic lizard. Zuri had expected it, but seeing the evil thing was a gut shot.
A Bloodhound was an enemy killer bot. Once it had a chemical scent, it was almost impossible to shake off, and it was relentless. It could follow its victim forever.  Designed to hunt out recon and saboteurs, it was not particularly suited to take on massed infantry which could defeat one with heavy weapons or massed fire, but its armor was more than enough to stand up against the lighter-armed opponents it was designed to seek out and kill.
Zuri was tempted to use her R-515 against it, but she wasn’t sure the little rocket had enough punch for the job. The better bet was to warn her soldier and get him to speed up.
She powered up in full stealth mode and backed away, using the tree trunk for cover.  Then she zipped down the outside of the wash until she reached her soldier and darted inside.
Zuri flew the Dragonfly in front of her soldier’s face, wondering how to warn him, when he mouthed, “Bloodhound.”
He already knew.
She nodded her drone.
He swore, then took off his helmet and tossed it aside. Then he pointed down the wash and tried to speed up. 
Instead of leading her soldier, Zuri took position just off this shoulder with all her attention back up the wash. She kept rotating through her scanners as she tried to keep tabs on the Bloodhound. Twice she bumped into her soldier. He was slowing down, his face a rictus of agony.  A fit person could outrun a Bloodhound, but her soldier was badly wounded and was fading fast.  In her heart, Zuri knew he wasn’t going to make it to the river before he was run down.
The Bloodhound quickly closed the gap. It wasn’t visible yet, but it was probably forty meters back when Zuri knew she had to do something. First, she had to pick her spot—a “kill zone,” the Army called it.  She evaluated the wash.  Nothing seemed great to her, but she was running out of choices.
In desperation, she flew her Dragonfly to the right side of the wash and lighted it on part of dead tree which had fallen, crossing the wash while crushing the bamboo-like vegetation on the sides.  Her soldier struggled to get over it and left a swath of blood over the top, but she latched on with her drone’s legs, cementing the position.  She had just enough clearance to fire her remaining R-515.
Once in place, she shut down her flight motor and put everything into shielding.  She knew a Bloodhound had extremely sensitive tracking sensors.  But how was it against drones?
She didn’t have a clue.
She also didn’t have much time. Vegetation lurched, pushed by something just out of sight.  The Bloodhound was close.  Her heartbeat rose as her stress level rose several notches. She had one rocket. Hit the enemy bot wrong, and the rocket would ricochet off. She had to target it at just the right spot if she wanted a kill. 
The problem was that she didn’t know what the right spot was. Her training never got into that. She was a recon pilot, not an attack pilot.
She caught a quick glimpse of the top of the bot and adjusted her position to match it.
The bottoms are more vulnerable, right?  Or are they stronger there because of mines?  Shit, I don’t know.
And then it was time. The bot clambered over a series of small boulders in the sand fifteen meters away. Zuri nudged her Dragonfly over a few centimeters to line up the shot. 
The Bloodhound must have picked that up.  Its main gun snapped over toward the Dragonfly.  Reacting instinctively, Zuri fired at the same instant before there was a flash, and her Dragonfly was gone.
“Shit,” she muttered, raising her hand to rub her eyes as the headache kicked in. 
She took in several deep breaths as she tried to will away the pain.  It took several moments before she started feeling human again.
Did I get the bastard?
She slowly crawled out of her crevice, stood, and peered up the wash.  Everything was silent. 
If I hit it, shouldn’t it be on fire or something?
“Zuri, are you in the water?” Namsoc asked, his voice wavering.
“Almost,” she said.
“You’re alive!  I keep trying to reach you, but you never answer.”
It was only then that she realized that she’d been so caught up in what was going on that she missed the incoming calls.
“I’ve got comms problems,” she lied. “But I’m fine. You keep going until the pick-up.”
“But—“
“Just do it,” she snapped.  “I’ve got a lot on my plate right now.”
She cut the channel and looked up the wash as she tried to see something. Anything.
Zuri was acutely aware that the river was only five meters away.  She could slip into the water and let the flow take her to safety.  She’d already gone above and beyond, and with a Bloodhound coming down the wash, no one would blame her for stepping out now.
She didn’t know if her soldier was still alive.  If the Bloodhound took her Dragonfly out and survived her little R-515, then she knew the answer to that question. What it would do next was something she didn’t know, though. It had traveled over Namsoc’s and her spoor.  Would it continue and track her down?
And then there was the pressure of getting to the LZ before the last lift out.  Time was running out on that.  All of that told her to get into the water now.  It was the only logical choice.
So, of course, she stayed put.
Zuri aimed her AT-14 up the wash, anxiously watching to see who showed up.  A sour taste filled her mouth, and it stayed no matter how many times she spit.
Her heart was pounding hard enough to burst through her chest when she heard what sounded like metal scraping over a rock.
Metal?  Like a Bloodhound?
She almost bolted for the water at the thought.
Then it was a grunt, and a few moments later, a bare human head lurched into view.
Relief flooded through her in a tsunami-sized wave. 
“Over here!” she hissed.
The head swiveled to her.  There was no relief there, though.  Only pain.
Zuri jumped up and ran to her soldier, who was shuffling forward while using his AT-88 as a walking stick. She knew how much care the soldiers gave their weapons, and for him to abuse his like that was proof that he was at the end of his rope.
“The Bloodhound?”
“Dead,” he whispered—only she didn’t think he meant to whisper.  It sound like that was all he could manage.  “Your drone killed it.  It was your drone, right?”
“Yes.  My Dragonfly.  But we’ve got to get to the river. We’re running out of time.”
She tried to help him, but it became obvious that she was more of a hindrance. Instead, she led him down to the riverbank.
“When’s your pick-up,” he said after collapsing on the ground and closing his eyes.
“No pick-up.  We’ve got to swim.”
His eyes popped open. “You’ve got to be shitting me.  Swim? Is that your Chair Force plan?”
Zuri frowned.  “That’s the plan. And the extraction’s almost done, so we’ve got to get going.”
Her soldier looked at her in silence before he gave a chuckle, then broke out into a laugh.
“Ssshhh!” she hissed.  “The Bots are all around us.”
“Doesn’t matter,” he said with another laugh.
Zuri was getting angry now. The stress had been sky-high, and now he was here, but instead of being grateful, he was acting like an idiot.
“What’s so damn funny?”
“After all of this, after surviving Termites and a Bloodhound, it ends on this river because the Chair Force thinks swimming is a good idea.”
“It’s that or nothing,” Zuri snapped.
“Then it’s nothing, I guess.  So, I think I’ll just take a nap, if you don’t mind. You go for your swim.”
Zuri was speechless for a moment as she stared at her soldier, who had closed his eyes again and leaned back on the riverbank.
Why don’t you just swim?” she asked. “I know you X Corps doggies have to know how to swim.”
“Well, not when we’re fucked up, lady.”
“You walked all the way here. You can swim.”
“I made it here because my Gryph kept me moving. I don’t think I can even stand on my own.”
“Well, keep your combat suit on.  Let it keep helping you.”
He opened his eyes and raised his eyebrows. “Really?  I’ll sink.  In case you noticed, my Gryph’s a little fucked up.”
Duh.  Of course, it is.  There’s no way that thing’s watertight.
She thought about it for a moment as an explosion reached them through the trees.  
“I can carry you,” she said.
“You?  You think you can carry me?”
“In the water?  Yes, I can.  And we’ll be using one of the branches for rafts. I can do it.”
For the first time, a little hope seemed to spark in her soldier’s eyes.  He watched the water and debris flow by for a moment.
“Make up your mind, doggie. Time’s almost up.”
“I, uh . . . shit, what do I have to lose?  I’ll probably bleed out before I drown anyway.”
“Thanks for the vote of confidence. So, what do I have to do?”
“Help me get out of this thing.”
Which was easier said than done. When her soldier had said that the Gryphon was keeping him mobile, that was no exaggeration.  The man could barely move his left leg, and his gut was torn open. He screamed three times as his tortured flesh scraped against the jagged edges the Termites left. Two chunks of Termite jaws were still embedded in him.  Zuri didn’t bother to ask where the rest of the bots were.
She finally had him out of his combat suit and laid out on the bank. 
He was much worse than she’d imagined, and she didn’t know how he was still breathing. She took a moment to pull out her first aid kit and spray his belly with LiquiBand, which was supposed to seal off wounds. But too much of his belly was missing, and she doubted it did much good.
It was all she could do.  They had to move.
“Hey, doggie.  You’ve got to help me here.  I need you to help me get you into the water.”
He didn’t reply, but when she grabbed his shoulder to try and roll his massive body, he grunted and pushed off with his right leg. It almost wasn’t enough, but with one last heave, she had him face down in the water. And the current pulled at him, dragging him free.
He wasn’t struggling, despite his face being underwater, but with his weight supported, she was able to turn him over.  The current was pulling at him, and she had to struggle to keep her feet as she searched for a raft. The first was way too small, but the second looked large enough to hide them.  
She pushed off onto her back, pulling her soldier with his head on her belly.  Five strong kicks, and she reached the raft. It took some going, and she almost lost her grip on her soldier, but finally, she thought she had both of them inside far enough to escape being spotted.
She pulled her soldier closer, then cupped a hand under his chin to keep his face above the water.  She locked her other hand in the raft, then let the current do its thing.
Twenty-two minutes later, she spotted the river guide.  The trip downriver had been uneventful.  She’d seen signs of fighting and twice had spotted Botams, but no one had paid any attention to them.  The shimmering walls of the LZ’s shielding had given her a lift, but it wasn’t until she saw the guide and shouted for attention that she felt they might actually get out of this alive.
Namsoc was waiting with the guide, and when Zuri pulled free from their raft, both had to come out into the water to help get her soldier ashore.
He hadn’t moved from the moment they entered the water, but as the guide called for help, she could see her soldier’s chest rise and fall.
“You’re cutting it real close,” the guide said. “Your buddy there, he kept insisting you were coming.”
Three soldiers rushed down the bank to grab her soldier.  Two hefted the unconscious man to the third soldier’s shoulders, and together, they ran to the edge of the shield.  One of them must have had a gate because they passed through.
The guide took one last scan over the river and then said, “I’m calling it. Let’s go.”
They ran up the bank to the wall.  A gate opened up, the three dashed through.
The LZ wasn’t the madhouse Zuri expected. The shield generator was sitting alone in the middle, and the last of the personnel were loading the remaining shuttle.
“Get on,” their guide shouted.
Zuri didn’t need to be told.  She and Namsoc ran the two hundred meters to the ramp just as her soldier and the three with him disappeared into the ship.
“Inside, inside,” the Air Force crew chief was shouting. “We’re taking off.”
The two teammates ran up the ramp and into the shuttle. They were quickly directed to the last row of web seats and told to strap in.
“Who was that doggie?” Namsoc asked as the last of the soldiers embarked, and the ramp began to close.
“That was—” she started to say before she realized that she didn’t know.  She’d never asked his name.
Across the bay, she saw her soldier being strapped into a gurney.  A medic was already attending to him.
The liftoff alarm sounded, and a moment later, she felt the lurch as the shuttle took off.  The shield would remain in place while the shuttle gained altitude before the projector followed it.  After that, they just had to hope that the Botams didn’t have anything—like another Hydra—that might be able to stop it.
Which was out of Zuri’s control, so not worth worrying about. 
“That was just another doggie, Namsoc,” she said as she closed her eyes to nap on the way up.
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The Visitation
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[image: image-placeholder]“Brother Thomas, what was that!” his latest novice Alerk’s voice screamed, cowering on the ground with his head covered by the cowl of black wool that marked him as a Benedictine novice. Like that would provide some protection from the fiery object hurtling over their heads, Thomas thought wryly...
Thomas pondered his answer as he tracked the object disappearing over the forested ridge they had been walking toward. He and Alerk had been in search of medicinal herbs growing in those woods that Thomas had learned of from a local midwife. Falling stars had enlivened many a night watch during his time in the Holy Land during the First Crusade. While the sound and red glow were the same, it moved far slower than the lumps of rock and metal he had examined after falling to the desert floor.
“Alerk, I know not. But let’s find out. Boy, get up,” 
As they walked, Alerk asked in a trembling voice, “But Brother... what if it’s a fallen angel cast out by God?”
“Then I am sure the ground will have swallowed them up and closed over them to prevent the damned from escaping Hell. I have seen these before during my years in the Holy...”
The white egg-shaped object with black streaks along the sides surrounded by a ring of flattened trees coming into view as he crested the ridge wasn’t like anything Thomas had ever seen before.
“Brother,” Alerk wheezed. Like many of the child oblates, Alerk tended to not get enough exercise and often lagged behind Thomas despite being thirty years younger.
“Let us be cautious, Alerk. Follow me.”
Thomas had a brief flashback to his years as a man at arms as the wind shifted and the tang of heated metal he had last smelled from the fire catapults during the siege of Jerusalem. The smell of lightning tickled his nose. Strange for an otherwise cloudless sky.
“Brother, the heat. Are you sure this is not demonic?” 
“I am sure that there is no sulfurous reek. This looks to be a made thing. Satan is not creative,” Thomas again asked God for strength to practice patience with young novices.
The heat came from the... craft... itself. Thomas cautiously circled it, looking for an opening, or at least a cooler area to approach. On the opposite side from where they had topped the hill, there was a vague door-like outline, the bottom of which was about a head higher than Thomas’s six and a half feet.
There was no visible handle on the oval-shaped door. To the right of the door was a circle, wide as two hands, side by side, outlined by a broad purple line. Inside the circle was some sort of writing. Not the flowing script of the Saracens or familiar Latin or French letters, but something else. It looked a bit like the marks on a scroll Thomas recalled from a Byzantine market that the merchant claimed was from far Sina, the land of spices and silk in the far east.  
Looking around, Thomas saw the top of a thick oak sapling that had snapped clean from the ground by the impact. The branches made for a natural ladder. Probably not enough to support his thick muscular frame, he thought. But perhaps a thin boy?
“Alerk, help me with this tree.”
As they positioned the tree against the side of the object, it surprised Thomas that the heat had notably abated. Still uncomfortably warm, but no longer as hot as a cooking fire.
“Alerk, climb up and tell me what you see.”
“Meeee, Brother?” his voice squeaking.
“Yes, you. You have sharp eyes and a light build. Up you go.”
Thomas gave the cowering novice the look that encouraged recruits in the Holy Land that, yes, he was serious about what he wanted done.
Alerk moved up the makeshift ladder which swayed under his weight. Or the boy’s trembling. Thomas couldn’t tell. The novice got to eye level with the purple circle after carefully avoiding the dagger-like end of a broken branch.
“Brother! There looks like a tracing of something inside the circle.” 
“Describe it.”
“It’s like the handle of a chest, but smooth against the surface. I think I can get my fingers to pull it up.”
Thomas saw him touch the surface and called out,
“Alerk. Wait...”
A loud rumble and sharp crack like the black powder bombs of the Saracens erupted from the top of the oval, flinging Alerk and the sapling back like a trebuchet. The boy and his tree hit the ground. Alerk screaming.
“Thomas rushed to his moaning novice, “Are you all right?” 
“Brother. My belly. It hurts!”
As Thomas pulled the tree off the top of the young man, the too familiar reek of a belly wound assailed his nostrils. Looking at the sapling still in his hands, he saw the jagged branch dripping blood like an assassin’s blade. His heart sank. Alerk didn’t have long before he met God. No one ever survives a wound that stinks like that. A couple of days at most. If that.
Thomas wrapped the wound as best he could from the supplies in his healer’s bag. He had the boy sip some poppy juice to ease his pain. 
Standing up, Thomas looked about for branches to make a litter for him to drag the doomed boy back to the abbey. His eyes fell on the object he was now starting to think might be demonic after all.
The door was open, laying down like a ramp, the edge a foot or two above the ground. He looked back at Alerk. The juice had done its work; he was unconscious and taking shallow breaths. If the interior was safe, he could move Alerk inside and prop up the door high enough to bar entry by wolves or other wild beasts of the forest. That way, he could get help sooner. Especially Father Abbot, who could give the dying boy the last rites. The things Thomas had done during the Crusade and its aftermath laid enough on his conscience. The thought of Alerk dying unshriven spurred him to climb on the door and make his way inside. The cool breeze blowing against his right side reminded him that the day was advancing and a chilly night was ahead.
The inside was also white and illuminated by glowing strips along the top and the sides. The top band shone like sunlight. The sides pulsed with the same purple color that encircled the accursed handle that caused Alerk’s impending death. There were eight high back throne like seats, two to a row with flat ropes or belts of some kind in each. A big metal buckle joined the ends and lay in the empty chairs. All empty save one.
The right seat on the front row had an armored figure slumped in the seat, apparently held in place by the belts. The seats faced a wall of glass with glowing panes like the windows of a cathedral with the sun shining through. Except these panes were all different sizes and colors, predominantly the same purple as the flashing strip.
As he approached the person, the smell of smoke drifted through the door. Thomas turned and stuck his head out.
Fire was spreading on the ground at the back of the ship. The breeze must have blown embers to flame. He had little time, especially if he had to somehow now get two bodies away.
Quickly turning back to the armored man, Thomas realized that the silver clad person was not encased in metal but some kind of shiny fabric like the silk of the Byzantine merchants but with a metallic sheen. The helm was made of a smooth, material like a fine glazed vase rather than metal. It attached to some sort of ring molded to the silver fabric. He reached out to the ring to see if there was any way to release the helmet.
The figure suddenly straightened up. The helmet turned from side to side, then focused on the glass wall of flashing colors and his right hand shot out to slap one of the purple pulsing panes. 
Thomas heard a hissing sound from outside. He turned and stuck his head out to find a fine frost like coating around the craft. The white frost stopped a bare few inches away from Alerk. The fire was out.
Turning back, Thomas realized that the man was releasing the belts holding him to the chair. Standing, the silver clad figure appeared to be about half a head shorter than Thomas. He turned like an armored man would, the entire body at once. A solid glass obscured the face and eyes like a visor without eye or mouth holes or slits.
The figure reached for something at their right side with blinding speed. The hand came up empty. Thomas noted that the man had been reaching for an oddly shaped empty scabbard. 
“I come in peace, Sir Knight.” Thomas held his hands open in front of him. Thomas wasn’t sure that the stranger was actually a knight, but the obvious wealth and martial reflexes dictated erring on the side of caution.
Thomas decided that he had apparently done something right as the man didn’t try a physical assault, but punched at what looked like jeweled bracers on each arm. The pattern was odd. Rather than the circular pattern that Thomas had seen in the past, the jewels were in rows running half the length of the bracer. A glowing glass insert took up the other half. After a few moments, the man reached up to his neck and manipulated the ring. There was a hiss, not unlike Brother Hostler breaking wind. Thankfully, there was no smell. The man turned the helm to the left and pulled it off his head.
At first, all Thomas noticed was the straight black hair pouring out of the helmet like a silken rope As the man turned from setting the helm down on the chair, Thomas saw the face for the first time. And gasped.
This was no man Thomas had ever laid eyes on. At first, he thought that he suffered from an imbalance of the choler humor but discarded that after realizing the yellow color didn’t bleed into the whites of his eyes. Eyes that were the almond-shaped eyes of the steppe warriors that Thomas had encountered in Constantinople that guarded the conveys to and from the far east. That same merchant who had shown him the manuscript had told him that the Sina peoples were yellow skinned. Could this be some explorer from that land? It was said that the peoples of the far east were quite civilized, at least the equals of the ancients of Greece and Rome. If they could create flying wagons, then they were very civilized indeed. Hopefully, the wayfarer spoke Latin. Thomas repeated himself.
“Sir Knight, my name is Brother Thomas of the Benedictines. My brother is grievously injured and I seek your leave to place him here under your protection while I seek aid from the abbey.”
Thomas noted that the explorer had a look of puzzlement. He tilted his head from one side to another, like a cat or dog. 
It suddenly hit Thomas. A man could not turn one’s head to quite that angle. At least no living man that he had ever encountered. 
A film crossed across the person’s eyes horizontally like a cat’s. Thomas had never seen a man’s eyes blink like that in all of his years of travel to, from and around the East. Perhaps he should have journeyed down the trade road to Sinta. 
Thomas heard a sound like a cross between birdsong and a chant coming out of the mouth of the man.
“Do you not speak, or do you not understand my words, Sir Knight?”
The man paused. Then frowned. He trilled again. Paused. Frowned again. He looked at the right-hand bracer and touched the jewels.
The next sound was akin to an angry crow. Thomas saw the man expose his triangular, sharklike teeth; jaw clenched together. He motioned toward the door. The teeth were unlike anything he had ever seen, although he had heard stories of tribes that filed their teeth to points. Thomas set the odd teeth aside to ponder later.
The second time he repeated the gesture, Thomas got the idea and exited out. He needed to check on Alerk, anyway. Looking outside, he noticed the sun was sinking toward the horizon and the breeze had picked up a bit of chill.
Thomas stepped off the edge of the ramp and landed on the ground, The silver clad figure landing next to him. The being, Thomas was wondering if he was in fact a man, strode over to the fallen Alerk. Thomas followed.
Looking at the boy, Thomas’s practiced eye noticed that Alerk’s breathing was more labored. Blood saturated the wrap. While the bleeding had slowed, it had not stopped.
The, whatever, knelt across from Thomas and pulled a short wand of glass or crystal from a belt pouch. Placing it over the bloody wrap, it emitted a blue light. Thomas could just make out a blue shaft of light, like a sunbeam, coming from the crystal and landing on the wound area. The yellow man glanced at the bracer on the opposite arm from the one holding the crystal wand. 
Thomas noted that the piece of glass inserted above the inlaid jewels had lit up and filled, first with lines and then a tiny outline of a body with a purple circle in the midsection. The circle seemed to shrink. 
Then it disappeared and a chirp sounded. The figure put the crystal away and produced what looked like a knife handle. A folding blade popped out of the top of the handle to Thomas’s amazement. The yellow man bent toward Alerk.
“No!”
Before Thomas could do more than shout, the blade cut away the bloody bandage. The fabric of the black habit was whole and unstained and looked fresh from the weaver. Thomas goggled at the unbroken bare flesh revealed when he had opened the boy’s wrap. There wasn’t even a scar. Alerk stirred. His eyes fluttered open.
“Brother... what happened? There was that terrible sound and then I fell and the horrible pain in my gut... And I am so thirsty,”
The novice struggled to his elbows and looked down at his belly wonderingly. “There’s no blood, no scar... It’s a miracle!” He looked at the silver clad person and said in a respectful tone, “Are you an angel?”
Thomas sighed and reminded himself that Alerk had never been more than a day’s walk from the village next to the abbey. Although miraculous is about the best explanation he had to offer.
The stranger did two things that made Thomas wonder if perhaps the silver clad man could at least understand what they spoke to him. He put his gloved hand to his lips in the sign for silence and shook his head from side to side. Inspiration struck Thomas.
“Alerk, I suspect that this may be a traveler or pilgrim under a vow of silence. Or perhaps an ang... Best not to speculate. But we need to keep this healing to ourselves till he wishes to reveal more. Here, have some water,” Thomas unslung his water skin and passed it to the novice, who drank greedily. 
After he drank most of the skin, Alerk wiped his mouth with the sleeve of the robe and nodded his head vigorously.
“You are wise, Brother. Best we remain silent. We know not his task.”
Out of the corner of his eye, Thomas saw the person get an odd expression on his face. It reinforced his belief that the stranger could at least understand what they said, even if he could not speak.
A gust of chill air reminded Thomas that night was falling, and the wolves were always hungry. 
“Pilgrim traveler, would you care to accompany us to the abbey? The day is falling and the nights are still cold.”
The traveler regarded Thomas with unblinking eyes as Alerk got to his feet. He nodded up and down, almost like he was mimicking an unfamiliar movement. He turned and jumped into his craft.
He exited through the door after a few minutes with a brown robe identical except as to color as Thomas’s and Alerk’s. He also had a large clanking bag held by a gloved hand.
Thomas knew that sound, having heard it many times during his days as a soldier when warriors hefted bags heavy with plunder. Alerk was oblivious, probably never having seen one gold coin, much less a bag full of gold. 
“Alerk, start for the abbey. We will catch up.”
“Yes, brother.”
Thomas turned to see the stranger hike up one sleeve of his robe to show that he was still wearing his suit and the jeweled bracers. The suit had changed colors and now matched the robe. Fingers flashed across the jewels. 
The door silently tilted back up to the body of the craft, sealing itself back to whence it came with a slight hiss. The stranger turned to face Thomas; his face shrouded by the hood of the robe.
“Sir Knight, I would not let on what you carry in that bag. If that is the gold I think it is, you have a vast treasure that you need to guard closely.”
The stranger paused, opened the bag and withdrew a coin-shaped object. It was heavy and resembled the gold coins that Thomas had seen in the Holy Land but devoid of any images or writing.
“Traveler, two of these could put you up in the abbey guest house for a year or more.”
At that, the man reached down and scooped several handfuls of leaves and grass and put them in the bag, shaking it after every handful. After a few scoops, it muffled the clinking sound. Thomas smiled.
“Good thinking. Let’s go before Alerk comes back to find us.”
Thomas noticed the man matched his stride. It did not take long for the pair to catch up to an already puffing Alerk.
“Brother, I was starting to worry. Night is falling and the wolves...”
Thomas snorted to himself, looking at the sun, still a good hour from setting. The abbey was barely thirty minutes away even at Alerk’s plodding pace.
The rest of the trip passed in silence. The stranger’s head turned from side to side, scanning the woodland on either side of the ancient road that the Romans had left behind. Thomas hadn’t given up that habit ten years after laying aside his sword and taking the cowl. The stranger was definitely versed in the ways of war.
“Brother Thomas! Alerk! I see you returned with more than plants.” the large man boomed as he opened the wicket gate leading into the abbey courtyard.
“Brother Porter, we have a pilgrim under a vow of silence we encountered while we were out. 
“Ah, so he’s to see Father Abbot. I’m sure we can find him somewhere to lay his head. Abbot Ralph just returned from the village.” The big man grimaced. “My sister Lizzie’s a widow now. Peter slipped and fell from his hayloft. At least Father Abbot got to him in time to be shriven. Lizzie insisted on paying Father About with a cask of ale I carried back here.”
“Thanks be to God he got the last rites.” Thomas and Alerk replied at the same time as their silent companion looked on. The porter peered at the stranger.
“He’s got some odd-looking eyes and is he yellow skinned?”
“I believe him to be from the far east, Sina. I have seen his sort in Constantinople before I took the cowl.”
“Never thought your warming room stories about your battles and travels would come to visit us at Battle Abbey.” Brother Porter chuckled. “Father Abbot said he was going to his study when we returned from Peter’s, I guess Lizzie’s tavern now. That reminds me. Father Abbot gave me leave to help her prepare Peter once you and Alerk made your way back.”
“Of course. Alerk, you man the gate till Brother Porter returns. I will convey our pilgrim to Father Abbot.” Thomas instructed the young man. 
“Enter,” croaked a muffled voice in response to Thomas’s knock on the wooden door to Father Abbot’s study.
Entering the room, silent companion in tow, Thomas was pleased to see the lit brazier and feel the warmth of the study. Ralph wasn’t the vigorous man Thomas had guarded on his return journey to Battle Abbey after a convocation in Rome. Ten years had taken their toll on the cleric, now pasty faced, thin and white-haired. The gentle battle to persuade the pious monk to accept Thomas’s recommendations regarding staying warm and eating more than Ralph’s austere reading of the dietary aspects of the Rule of Saint Benedict had been as fierce as any Thomas had fought in the Crusade. His eyes alone still had the fire of the man Thomas had met so many years ago. The abbot smiled as Thomas entered.
“Brother Healer! What brings you to me?”
“Father Abbot, Alerk and I happened upon this traveler while searching for medicinal herbs in the forest. He appears to be under a vow of silence. His visage reminds me of the peoples of the far east, Sina, that I encountered in my travels after the sack of Jerusalem and before I met you. I believe him to be in need of shelter.”
The abbot turned to the yellow man. “I release you from any vow of silence to explain yourself and your pilgrimage.”
“Need...shelter...from...far...east...Sina...pilgrim...not...vow...of...silence...can’t...speak...words...travel...from...battle...healer...” the man reached into his pouch and withdrew two gold coins, “...put...up...in... the...abbey guest...house...for...a... year.” The Latin was ungrammatical, like he plucked the words out of a dictionary. The tone was not unpleasant.
“Well, clearly not a Franciscan despite the brown robe. And not too well versed in Latin.” Ralph said with a ghost of a smile. “Your request is granted. One gold coin is plenty for a year. Thomas, show our new guest to his lodging and alert Brother Cook that he needs to make a guest dinner. Since you have more experience with his people than any of us, encourage him to accompany you on your daily routine. Help him to learn Latin. Then we might move on to French.”
Thomas settled the visitor into a south facing room of the guest house. Those rooms tended to be marginally warmer in winter than the larger northern rooms. The small fireplace was an additional bonus. Thomas reminded himself to secure a bundle of wood from Brother Cook for the stranger to return with after the evening meal. 
It hit Thomas that if the visitor could talk, then he could reveal his name to Thomas. He was about to ask the man when he noticed that the stranger looking at the odd bracer with the oblong crystal and oddly shaped jewels. The pane had a multitude of purple dots. The person reached into his pouch and withdrew the wand he had healed Alrick with. He touched a sequence of jewels and a purple sunbeam shot from the wand. The visitor swept the beam up and down the simple bed, the floor, walls, and even the celling. Muffled screeching sounded from the walls and ceiling, like a mouse or rat falling prey to one of the many cats that roamed the abbey. Thomas could see that the purple dots had disappeared from the large flat crystal.
“Sir Knight, could you share your name with me?” Thomas asked while his companion put away the wand.
The yellow man cocked his head in the same unnatural slant as in the forest, pondering the question for several heartbeats.
“Kester,” he responded, pointing to himself. The word sounding more sung than said. Pointing at the monk, he trilled, “Thomas.” 
“Right!” Thomas pointed at himself, “Thomas,” pointing at Kester, “Kester.”
The exchange led to Kester pointing at things in the room. Thomas identified each in turn, “bed,” “wall”,” door,” “fireplace,” “floor” There was some confusion when Thomas plucked up the blanket covering the bed and pronounced it “blanket,” This earned another head cock and Kester solemnly declared it “bed.” Eventually, Kester realized that a bed was different from a blanket.
“Kester, I think we made a good start, but it’s time to eat. Let’s go to the refectory.” Thomas declared after he had exhausted all the individual items in the room.
“Eat, is that dinner?” Kester inquired.
“Dinner is a meal we eat. Eating is taking in food.” Thomas pantomimed putting things in his mouth, chewing, and then rubbing his stomach. Kester’s eyes lit up.
“Eat. Eat is good.” A rumble from Kester’s midsection cause Thomas to smile. Kester tentatively mimicked the expression.
[image: image-placeholder]Days turned into weeks, and weeks turned into months at the abbey. The abbot granted Thomas leave to reside in the guest house with Kester, initially to facilitate his learning Latin and French. Later the Prior insisted that Thomas should be close to the increasingly frail Abbot Ralph who often needed Thomas’s elixirs and Kester’s “healing touch.”
Kester insisted on checking his craft in the woods once a week, weather permitting. Thomas accompanied him, ostensibly to increase Kester’s vocabulary and to seek out the few medicinal herbs that grew in the winter months. The pair had interesting conversations at the ship as Kester tried to explain things that had no reference in Latin or French.
They also talked of Kester’s home. Thomas initially thought that the yellow man was misspeaking when he said that he traveled “between the stars,” assuming that he meant guided by the stars. The more they talked of the wonders Kesler had seen, the more Thomas believed his assumptions to be wrong. And the more he wanted to see those sights for himself.
“The week of sunny days provided double the fuel production from last week,” Kester read from one of the many illuminated panes inside the craft. Thomas had noted that over time, the amount of purple on each pane had decreased.
“Fuel? Pabulum?”
“Not exactly. More like lignorum, firewood. My ship burns the fuel to get me places.”
“How does the sun make fuel?” 
Kester opened his mouth in reply. Stopped. Opened again. Stopped. Taking a deep breath, he finally responded,
“Have you noticed how plants grow better in the light of the sun?”
“Yes. The sun is beneficial to plant growth.”
“My ship grows fuel for its journeys. It’s an emergency system and the process is very slow. Especially when the sun is obscured by clouds.”
“Then I fear that the fuel will grow slowly. We don’t see the sun much in winter.”
Kester seemed pleased by that pronouncement.
[image: image-placeholder]When Kester was not helping Thomas with the care of the sick, Thomas knew he could be found in either the abbey library or scriptorium reading everything he could get his hands on.  Abbot Ralph’s study with its volumes and correspondence with the late Anselm of Canterbury along with Augustine’s works was his favorite location, because that was where Abbot Ralph could be found.
Thomas credited Kester’s daily conversations with Abbot Ralph with not only giving the old man a reason to make it to a new day but expanding Thomas’s own theological knowledge enough to keep up with Kester’s persistent questions about faith and the very existence of God.
“Abbas, I just can’t fathom this idea of using faith to justify the existence of your god. Your friend, Archbishop Anslem, speaks eloquently of the logical proofs for god’s existence. But then he talks about this concept of faith. I admire that he does not rely on your holy texts exclusively to make his arguments. But appealing to this idea of faith seems to be a cheat to me.”
Abbot Ralph smiled. “The monk Gaunilo, raised many of the same arguments.” Wheezing slightly, he pointed to his bookcase.
”Kester, fetch me the volume labeled ‘Responsio’. Let’s examine how Anslem addressed your questions.”  
[image: image-placeholder]“Brother Thomas, thank you for coming on such a bitter night. You too Master Kester.” Ukric the blacksmith wheezed as he shut the door behind the pair, cutting off the snow-laden wind. “It’s the babe. We’re calling him Michael. The little thing is burning up with fever and coughing his wee head off. Trouble breathing too. We were going to have him baptized this Sunday...should I call for the priest?”
“In a desperate situation, any lay person can baptize Ukric. Father Abbot has trained and blessed me to perform the sacrament at need. Do not fear.” Thomas projected a confidence he did not feel from the description of the child.
Entering the main room of the hut, Thomas could understand why the child couldn’t breathe. He was having trouble catching his breath in the smokey, stuffy room. Kester interjected.
“Where is the young one?”
“Upstairs, Master Kester.” The blacksmith led them up a set of stairs to the sleeping area. The child was in the middle of the bed, a woman wiping the babe’s brow with a cloth. Her sad expression gave way to hope as she looked up at the robed pair.
“Brother Thomas! Thank you for coming! You must be Master Kester from the Far East. Talk in the village is that you’re as potent a healer as Brother Thomas.”
“Emma, we will do what we can for your child. Can you go and boil some cloths in water?”
“Of course, Brother right away.”
Thomas watched the woman descend the stairs and as soon as she was out of earshot, whispered to Kester. “You told me that you thought a lot of the breathing problems we were encountering were because of smokey air. Can you clean the air here like you did for Father Abbott’s chambers?”
“For a time. This space is not like Abbot Ralph’s. It will soon become foul again.”
“Do what you can.”
Kester took out what Thomas had come to think of as his wand, although Kester had gone to great pains to explain that it was a thing of science, not magic. The change in the air after a few waves of the crystal rod seemed magical or miraculous to Thomas, who was breathing easier as he took one of his medications for winter cough and tried to get the babe to take some of it down his little throat. Thomas knew his remedies were good. But not good enough in the case. This child wasn’t going to survive without Kester’s science.  
Kester had turned his attention to the babe punching a sequence into his bracer that he had explained was something called a “wrist comp”. Thomas did not care for the frown on Keister’s face nor the amount of purple on the outline on that small area that Kester called a “screen.” Purple was bad. 
Kester tried many sequences on his bracer. None of them made the purple go away or shrink, as Thomas had witnessed many times before starting with Alerk the day they had first met. The yellow-skinned person who Thomas had come to call his friend looked up. For the first time in their acquaintance the Benedictine saw defeat in Kester’s face.
“The sickness is too far advanced. There is nothing I can do to stop it at this point. The child will be dead in minutes. Should I go fetch the parents?”
“No, better we do what we can to make the child comfortable. Starting with baptism.
Thomas took the flask of holy water that he carried for just such eventualities and unstopped it and spoke, “Michael, I baptize you in the name of the Father,” pouring a few drops on the infant’s forehead, “and of the Son,” sprinkling more drops, “And of the Holy Ghost,” anointing the child a third and final time.
“Kester, I know you are a doubter but please kneel with me and let us both pray for the recovery of this child or at least the repose of his soul.”
“Of course, my friend,” Kester replied as he kneeled beside Thomas.
“Oh Father in heaven, we beseech you for healing of young Michael who has just had the stain of original sin cleansed from his soul. If it is your will, cleanse the illness from his body and allow him a long productive life to be a joy and a help to his parents and a faithful son of the church. If that is not your will, then we commend his blameless soul to the company of heaven. Amen.”
“Amen,” repeated Kester.
“Brother Thomas! Is my little Michael gone?” Emma wailed.
Thomas turned to see the mother put the steaming pot of rags on the floor and rushed to the bed cuddling her firstborn child, uncontrollably sobbing. Ukric had been right behind her. The stoicism that the monk had seen far too many times on men who had lost a child smoothed the grief on his craggy face. Thomas recalled that Ukric had lost his first two wives in childbirth.
The gurgling of a healthy child replaced the sounds of sobbing. Thomas turned toward the bed to see a look of wonder on Emma’s face as a perfectly normal infant, free of the signs of fever reached with chubby fingers toward his mother’s breast. Michael let out a cry of hunger, so different than that of pain and sickness. Thomas smiled.
“I think young Michael is a little hungry. Perhaps the menfolk should withdraw and let his mother feed him.”
“Brother Thomas, surely your prayers brought an angel amongst us. My baby is healed and the room smells like a fresh spring day. Thank you so much!”
“Don’t thank me, thank God in his infinite mercy and kindness. We will be going now.”
The wind had blown the clouds away and stilled, allowing a half-moon to reflect off the new snowfall and like their way back to the Abbey.
“You’re very silent my friend. Care to talk about it?” Thomas remarked.
“I don’t understand. My wrist comp indicated that the young one was doomed. The sickness had progressed too far, and the child was too weak. Your herbs and medicines are amazingly effective, and I respect your abilities. But that child was at the end of his existence.”
“God’s grace and mercy is infinite. We prayed for healing, and He heard us”
“But why did you pray for healing? The child’s end was certain. I could understand you praying to God for bringing Michael into heaven, but healing? That just wasn’t possible.”
It wasn’t lost on Thomas that Kester said “God” rather than his usual “your god.” He chose his words carefully.
“I believe that God exists and his capacity for grace and mercy is infinite. Nothing is beyond Him. Nor is He bound by the decrees of your brac...wrist comp. He doesn’t answer every prayer. But if you don’t ask, then there’s no prayer to even consider.”
“Thomas, if God is all knowing with infinite mercy and compassion, then why doesn’t He answer all prayers? Why all the suffering just in this area alone is enormous.”
“Kester, you have been studying and talking to Father Abbot for months now?”
“You know I have.”
“Wouldn’t it be a lot easier to believe if God had sent an angel to tell you what to believe?”
“Well, yes.”
“But then there would be no free will, no faith needed. You wouldn’t have to think or reason. Faith is crucial to belief. I have faith in God. As impressed as I am in your science, my faith in God and His power is absolute. So, I prayed for Michael’s healing tonight. You prayed for his healing. And God granted our prayer. The child is suckling at his mother’s breast as we speak. His father is dreaming that he still has a son that will someday take over his forge. I rejoice in God’s grace and wonder if there is an answer there for your questions about God.”
Kester was silent. Thomas looked over and saw tears streaming down his companion’s face, glistening in the moonlight. He kept a companionable silence as they completed their journey to the abbey, arriving just in time for the Compline service.
[image: image-placeholder]“Kester, I baptize you in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost,” Abbot Ralph anointing the yellow man’s forehead. Thomas and Ukric stood as his godfathers and Emma did the same as his godmother. Immediately following Kester’s baptism, Kester and Thomas were enrolled as godfathers for baby Michael’s baptism.
Abbot Ralph had been surprisingly accepting of Kester’s explanation the morning after the visit to Michael, that he had been searching for answers to his questions about the existence of God and had found them at Battle Abbey. Ralph agreed to perform the baptism and confirmation.
The reactions of his brother monks when Father Abbot make the announcement at chapter later that day amused Thomas. All the monks attended the daily meeting, thanks to the sleet that had kept everyone within the abbey walls. The whispered statements in the warming room after the meeting almost provoked Thomas to laughter. The wagging tongues were no doubt loosened by the Prior’s absence abed with the flux and Abbot Ralph’s lenient views regarding conversations in the warming room and his intent conversation with Kester by one of the corner braziers.
“I wondered why he never took communion.” 
“Will he lead a mission to Sina? Alerk said that was where he was from. I would like to go.”
“Alfred, you get scared leaving the abbey to go to market. Brother Thomas has said that Sina, would take years to get to.”
“Will he join the order now that he’s no longer a heathen? He comes to all the services and helps Brother Thomas with healing?”
The last did give Thomas pause. The idea made a lot of sense. Kester never mentioned his family, which led Thomas to think that he had none.
“A word, Brother Thomas, in my study?” The abbot’s words pulled Thomas from his woolgathering.
“Surely Abbas.” 
The vigor that Abbot Ralph had displayed during the service was visibly draining from the old man. He noticed that Kester was supporting the abbas on his left. Thomas smoothly moved to Ralph’s right, and the trio made their way to the abbot’s rooms. Thomas left briefly after settling the abbot on his couch to get some broth and ale from Brother Cook and made sure his abbot had some of both.
“Ah, that was good. Thank you, Brother Thomas. I called you here because Kester wanted you to hear why he is unable to join our order. Kester?”
“Father Abbot, I am deeply touched and honored that you wish me to take vows with the Benedictines. I would like nothing more than to spend the rest of my days here at the abbey in contemplation and study. But I am not free to do so. I am required by my oaths to return to my...home, as soon as the craft that bore me here is able. The repairs are slow and only I can do them. Brother Thomas has been a help but in the end the work requires special knowledge that only I have and can’t share because of the rules of my call it a guild. It may take a long time, possibly years. But, when I am able, I will have to leave.” Kester looked truly sad.
“So a contemplative life is not possible. But perhaps God is leading you to the life of a missionary? My time on this Earth is drawing to a close despite both your efforts. But I can set in motion the requests that you be commissioned as an evangelist to your people.” The elderly abbot smiled. “We can continue your studies as long as I am able. Perhaps our good Brother Thomas has one more journey in him to accompany you as well. I would ensure that he had leave to accompany you”
“Father Abbot, you think such a thing is possible? If I can’t stay here, the idea of bringing the Word to my brothers and sisters at home would let me continue to serve God.” He turned to Thomas, “Would you truly be willing to accompany me?”
Thomas smiled and nodded in return. He hoped for many sunny days.
Biography
Richard Cartwright was born and raised in East Tennessee. He spent his early years bouncing around the country and Canada in the sleeper of his parents' tractor-trailer rig after hid dad retired from the Navy. His first reading lessons were road signs. His education was disrupted at five when he was forced to start spending the school year at school. After acquiring a note at six to allow him to check out "advanced" books from the library, he discovered Heinlein and never looked back. Along the way, he acquired degrees in history, law, and cynicism.
He writes SF, alternate history, and fantasy.
Richard learned the fine art of storytelling sitting around kitchen tables, campfires and courtrooms over the years but came to writing later in life after getting out of the legal profession while he could still get his soul back.
Find out more about his books at https://www.amazon.com/stores/author/B09MBLTTPC




Lemon Pegasus


By Mike Jack Stoumbos 
Near the end of his exploration career, an aging biologist discovers a creature from Terran mythology on an alien planet, but is his find too good to be true?

[image: image-placeholder]Cheryl Ibrahim was standing Officer-of-the-Watch on the Starship Pegasus when the venerable doctor first saw the creatures. 
Cheryl would later report that their aged science officer had given no warning signs of mental strain, and that the star system’s readings were hardly anomalous at first glance. Regardless, within seconds of breaking subspace and downloading pictures from the preceding scout drones, Doctor Maxwell Meyer started making strange tittering sounds, which—to the confusion of the bridge crew—turned out to be frantic giggling. When the laughter grew hysterical and disturbed even the seasoned crew, Cheryl elected to wake the captain.
[image: image-placeholder]The unshaven, sleep-deprived captain, nearly seven feet tall due to his low-grav development, was still getting dressed when he opened the door to his quarters. “Morning, Cheryl.”
“Captain,” Cheryl acknowledged, touching a knuckle to her forehead in informal salute. “We have a situation on the bridge.”
He tried to raise an eyebrow in skepticism but was interrupted by a yawn. Luckily, Cheryl had known the captain long enough to interpret even his groggiest expressions.
“It’s about Doctor Meyer,” she clarified.
“Shit.” He reached for a wet towel and nearly toppled off-balance—in his defense, the ship had been turning. Once his face was appropriately damp, and he felt a little more human, Captain Talbot Meyer asked, “What did Dad do now?”
The question had been growing more commonplace. The doctor’s advanced age and legendary career had been both boon and burden to his son for decades. Besides, the old man had a reputation for being one of the grumpiest xeno-scientists in the galaxy.
Even so, today’s answer was more complicated. “I’ve never seen him like this before,” Cheryl said.
The captain frowned. “Are his tempers getting worse?”
“Not quite, Captain. I think he’s having a nervous breakdown.”
“How do you know?” Even through a freshly woken haze, the captain trusted Cheryl to avoid sensational comments.
“He’s giggling but weeping enough to risk dehydration.”
Captain Meyer strained to find something in memory to match this. He’d never known his father to shed a tear unless in a high-acid atmosphere. “Shit.” He grabbed his jacket, the shoulders sporting patches for both the Scientific ExoCorps and his ship. “Okay, tell me on the way to the bridge.”
They leaned a little on the ‘floor’ of the corridor, whose gravity was created not by the kinds of fancy generators common on cruise ships but by the Pegasus’s deceleration. Once helm achieved stable orbit, they’d be weightless again. Cheryl described the star system they’d arrived in and their line of approach to a safe-zone planet. Over only a few hundred feet of corridor, the captain could feel the pseudo-gravity decreasing.
“He keeps repeating he’s ‘found it,’ but no one knows what in hell it is.”
“Any significance to the planet?”
Cheryl sighed. “Not even a name yet. Just a collection of coordinates.”
“That’s all we get out here.”
Cheryl nodded.
“The usual type?”
“Planet’s a perfect Meyer Lemon, sir. Dana’s got the specs up.” Cheryl swiped her wrist-band across the scanner. They each took hold of a hallway rung and waited for the door to open. Even the captain’s light grip was enough to keep his feet suspended above the floor.
“Captain on the bridge,” Cheryl announced, with none of the grandeur and ceremony they’d practiced back at academy, but it did the trick. Two of the four crew on the command bridge looked up and tapped a knuckle. One of the others had the helm and was thus excused. The last was the captain’s elderly father, Doctor Maxwell Meyer.
The main viewer showed a bright yellow planet, two thirds illuminated by a most likely yellow sun, similar to Sol. The captain knew by now not to assume size based on projected visuals. Even so, he had trouble ignoring the impressively thick, frothy atmosphere that created a halo around this orb. The captain had seen several comparable planets in his years in the service, but never one that looked so gold.
And to the far right of the main viewer, just under the plaque dedicated to the previous captain who’d named the vessel, the doctor busily pored through available drone images, laughing breathlessly to himself. One gnarled old hand clung to the wall handle, his knuckles bone-white. Even those who had trouble walking on Terra could look lively again in space, but the doctor had skipped standard mobility and gone straight to kid-getting-his-first-VR-set. He babbled, “Yes, yes, it’s here!” along with some unintelligible phrases. Doctor Meyer didn’t seem to notice his son and commanding officer.
The helmsman signaled a zero-G alert. 
The captain swam his way across the bridge as gravity dropped below ten percent. He pulled himself toward Dana’s station; her screen showed the planet’s vital statistics measured by early scouting probes—size, grav, atmo composition—all of which reinforced the likely biological value of the planet for the Scientific ExoCorps.
Cocking his head in the direction of Doctor Meyer, the captain asked, “How long has he been like this?”
Dana continued to catalog findings but said, “Less than a half hour; we didn’t notice until the giggling started.”
“And there’s nothing unique about this planet?”
“It’s a great study opportunity, maybe even long-term settlement,” Dana admitted, indicating the screen—the data appeared promising but not shocking. “No one else is falling out of their chair, but Doc keeps saying he found something.”
The captain nodded. “I’ll talk to him. Flag anything that stands out.” Though it was a sensible thing to say, based on his cursory reading, he couldn’t pick out anything truly unique about this particular pebble in the sky. Rather, he braced to learn that the doctor had taken a bold step toward senility.
Dana offered a look of good-luck with emphasis on you’re-gonna-need-it, then went back to her own work. 
Across the room, Doctor Meyer visibly shook, his wispy hair vibrating in chorus, no longer pinned by gravity. He certainly looked and sounded like a mad scientist.
“Yes, they’re here—they’re all here!” he stammered, tripping over his words without shame.
Captain Meyer could clearly see little droplets drifting away from the man’s face: tears.
The doctor was so preoccupied, the captain had to address him three times. “Dad!” insisted the captain, until Doctor Meyer faced him with a surprised smile.
“Talbot!” he whispered excitedly. “Talbot, look at this!” He pointed at the image on the screen—jabbed so emphatically that the touch interface zoomed in. The enlarged-but-fuzzy photo showed a formation of clouds, which, upon closer inspection, looked more like cream-colored wings mounted on white creatures.
“Talbot,” hissed the doctor, “it’s the pegasus!”
Dutiful to his ship over a potential discovery, Captain Talbot Meyer grasped the doctor by the arm and demanded, “Dad, what is it? What about The Pegasus?”
“No, not the ship, Talbot,” came the laughing reply. “It’s the real pegasus. They’re here.”
The captain turned back the screen and the blurry entities, flying through the clouds of their newly charted planet. Alien lifeforms, which, from above, looked exactly how he would have pictured a winged horse.
[image: image-placeholder]“How is he?” asked Cheryl, handing her captain a tube of coffee.
Captain Meyer settled in beside her, hooked one foot into the toe-hold for stability. “I don’t know. Okay, I think. For now.” He shook the plastic tube to mix the warm brown liquid. “He agreed to take a sedative, admitted he’d gotten too worked up. Medically, he’s fine. Heart checks out, and no hazardous whatsits on the brain scanner. I don’t know though.”
“So he’s sleeping?”
The captain finished swallowing a mouthful of coffee. “Yeah. He said he’d sleep for a full eight, as long as he gets to take shuttle planetside when he wakes.”
“And you agreed.” Sometimes it was impossible to tell whether Cheryl was asking a question.
“Well, he’s done touch-down missions before, and the planet’s low-grav enough.” It was a thin justification. Obviously, after nearly sixty years and dozens of tours, any xeno-sci could be trusted with descent protocol, noncontamination rules, cataloging new species, and any of the thousand steps that went into firsthand planetary exploration—unless said xeno-sci was losing his mind.
“He said he found a pegasus,” said Cheryl.
“That’s right.” The captain looked down to the patch on Cheryl’s shoulder, which depicted a cartoonish rendition of the majestic creature, long snout, strong front legs, and great feathered wings. Every member of the crew, captain included, wore that patch, as Pegasus had been the ship’s name for longer than Talbot had been the captain—longer than he’d been in service. (He probably wouldn’t have even thought it majestic had the former captain, Pam Gallegos, not used that term.) “I’ll admit it’s coincidental, but—”
“No, Captain,” Cheryl cut in, “he found it. Like he was looking for it.”
Captain Meyer had noticed but had no answer. It was normal—expected for xeno-scis and all other explorer types to search for naturally occurring elements or evidence of complex organisms. But there was hardly a point in seeking a specific creature. The closest he could recall was the crusade to find new marine mammals after whales had gone extinct in the mid-twenty-second century.
“Cheryl, correct me if I’m wrong, but wasn’t the pegasus a fake Terran animal?”
“I think so,” said Cheryl, scrunching one corner of her mouth as she tried to remember for certain.
Captain Meyer was pretty sure he’d heard the story or watched a vid as a kid—an ancient mythology where a horse interbred with a bird, or something like that. He was pretty sure there were no horses left on Terra, other than in zoos, museums, and impossibly rich estates. He’d check once they were back in subspace and could access the Outernet.
He finished his tube of coffee, then pushed across the conference room to refill it. A half turn locked his tube in the nozzle, and another dose of caffeine filled automatically.
From behind him, Cheryl concluded, “A pegasus couldn’t exist on Terra.”
Another voice joined the conversation. “We can hardly exist on Terra,” said Dana, streaming in through the open door, her elongated figure a testament to a low-grav lifestyle. “But, yes, you’re right. There never was a Terran pegasus. But there could be a Lemon pegasus.”
Dana drifted to the wall-screen and put in her passcode. The screen lit up with the classic diagram of an atmospheric sub-Earth silicate—more commonly known as a Meyer Lemon. The planet classification had been stamped into common usage by the former captain of the Pegasus, in snide tribute to the xeno-sci named Meyer and the smaller, sweeter version of the lab-grown citrus fruit called a lemon. 
All Meyer Lemon planets had less than half of the gravity of Terra but a much higher atmosphere. They were relatively rare, but among billions of stars, rare still numbered in the thousands. When such planets did exist, their orbits were so frequently in the safe zone that they had uncharacteristically high chances of supporting complex life.
Doctor Meyer had served on the Pegasus under the command of Pamela Gallegos for over forty years, and in that time had located thousands of Lemons, over a hundred of which supported some kind of multicellular lifeforms. In the last ten years, the crew under Captain Talbot Meyer had steadily surpassed his predecessor’s success rate, but he usually credited the improvements to technology and technique. Besides, these days, they rarely broke sub-space for a planet that wasn’t pre-probed and guaranteed to have an atmosphere.
Presently, Dana zoomed to focus on a cross section of the diagram’s atmosphere. “Required for life as we know it,” she began, counting off on her fingers the three well-known environmental factors, “liquid water, carbon, phosphorus, and a grav-atmo balance that won’t compress or explode anything bigger than a tardigrade, right?”
Both the captain and Cheryl were familiar, so Dana continued without waiting for confirmation. “Now, let’s visit the Terran horse.” Dana showed a picture of a horse, then abruptly clicked to a skinless rendition, with the muscle tissue exposed for analysis. “Equus, quadruped, runner, more mass and density than the average human. Evolved for one-G, with strong bones and enough muscle mass to support its own weight.
“Now, this,” she went on, switching to a picture of a winged creature that the captain recognized as an albatross, “is a Terran bird.” Once again, the image shifted to a zoomed-in cross-section. “Wingspan of this one is almost as tall as a horse, but a hundredth of the weight. Evolved for one-atmo, negligible one-G weight. See?” Dana asked excitedly. “Hollow bones! And enough surface area to keep it up.
“Now, that makes a pegasus an impossibility—y’know, without magic.” She put the internal image of the horse next to that of the bird. “There is no reasonable middle-ground where the hollow wings of a bird are powerful enough to lift the solid bulk of the horse. Take the weight of the horse for running, try to add wings, right? The wings have got to be huge, like twenty meters at least—and that adds muscle to the shoulders, and the bones of the wings have to be strong enough to hold up the weight, but adding muscle and bone mass adds more weight. So you add more muscle to power the bigger wings, which makes more weight, so the wings get longer—you get it? There’s a reason Terran insects are never bigger than a couple inches, and why the—um—” Dana tried to pronounce it phonetically. “—the ostrich couldn’t fly.”
“What’s an oss-tritch?”
“It was a bipedal Terran running bird, and the closest thing to a horse-bird we’ll get. Oh, unless…” Dana fumbled with the tablet a moment, and it began drifting away before she snatched it again and clicked the intended image. The Lemon diagram reappeared. “Now, on a Lemon… there, you got a chance. You have the best chance in the worlds.”
Cheryl knowingly nodded and filled in, “You would need high enough atmo pressure for a bird to fly and low enough gravity for the wings to lift a horse.”
Dana snapped her fingers. “Bingo. And we might have found ourselves an extra-terrestrial pegasus.” With that, she re-faced the screen and pulled up that same image from the orbiting probe, this time a little more enhanced.
There were seven of the flying creatures visible through some layer of clouds. With a single telephoto shot from over ten thousand kilometers above, there would be no way to tell size, exact shape, or anything about behavior, but the top-down view did reveal wings. And that was more than enough reason to send down a few shuttles, regardless of an old man’s dreams of mythological horses.
[image: image-placeholder]Doctor Meyer was scheduled to head planetside with two field techs and a pilot later that day. By the time he woke from his nap, rumors had made their way through all departments of the ship. The buzz about his touchdown mission grew increasingly excited.
The doctor emerged from bed and began his exercises before eight hours were up, but he was much more lucid than when he’d gone to sleep. He was still beaming from ear to ear when he left his quarters. Those who were on their first tour found it a pleasant change from the usual grumpy xeno-sci with immaculate standards. Those who had known him longer were more familiar with the small smile he showed on good days and were shocked by this drastic shift.
Crew commented on how eager he looked and how that look suited him. Even the captain—who had been staying by-the-book to avoid biased decisions—had to acknowledge the warm color in his father’s cheeks.
“I feel twenty years younger,” Doctor Meyer agreed. “Hell, fifty years younger. If only Pam could see me now.”
“Sure, Dad,” said the captain. He opened his mouth to say something, then shut it again. Eventually, he settled on, “Be safe down there. Don’t do anything reckless, all right?”
“I’ll be fine, Talbot! And you don’t need to worry about me getting too invested. I know it’s just another planet.” Brilliant though the doctor was, his lying needed work.
The captain forced a nod and made no comment about the pegasus. After all, the shuttle was already prepped, and more than just his father yearned to see this planet firsthand.
Doctor Meyer and the three others launched, with more crew than usual tracking their progress on the viewers.
The field techs continued to take readings and send back data as the shuttle descended into the atmosphere. With each new message, they too spread the excitement.
“It’s all good news, Cap,” Dana eventually told him. “Atmo is breathable over ten klicks up, and pressure is safe. Main source of dust is a Calcium compound that’s practically inert. Humidity is high and entirely water-based. Cap, the planet is clean—super-clean—surface plant-life but no airborne spores and almost nothing that we could classify as a pollutant. Our Lemon is turning out to be a gold nugget.”
Floating over her shoulder, he joked, “Looking to coin another term, Dana?” but he had to agree with the conclusion. 
He raised his voice to address the rest of the bridge crew and said, “Good work, everyone. This planet has a lot of promise and might lead to some exciting discoveries. Let’s not get too carried away and exhaust ourselves. Take your breaks and call in shift relief as needed; make sure you get your exercise in. Otherwise, stay excited—that’s an order.”
The crew smiled heartily. Some laughed or clapped, and everyone voiced Sir or Cap in acknowledgment.
Since everything seemed to be in order, the captain decided to take his own advice and left management to the Officer-of-the-Watch.
[image: image-placeholder]When addressing the rest of the crew, the captain appeared confident and intrigued, but professionally reserved. This display of intentionally containing an emotion did the trick more than fake excitement would have.
More privately, Talbot Meyer worried about his father. He confidentially told Cheryl when they were both off-shift, and Dana seemed to know without being told. They reminded him how stable the doctor had presented upon departure, and how not a speck of danger had been reported about the planet.
But reports from Doctor Meyer mingled hope with frustration. He kept finding evidence that the environment was ideal, but neither he nor his aides managed to spot a pegasus firsthand.
The next day, two more shuttles were launched to investigate the ice caps and a mineral deposit. As the days wore on, the crew’s hype lulled. The planet turned out to be safe, habitable, and fairly boring. All scouts found treatable water and breathable air wherever they went. They also found plant life and some leaping and gliding complex fauna. There were sightings of bizarre airborne animals, but they were more like mini hot-air balloons or floating lanterns than flying horses.
Scouting crews came and went; probes collected pictures and readings; the captain told them all what a great job they were doing. And down on the ground, Doctor Meyer grumbled.
Eventually, probes in other systems started chiming along the subspace bands that it was time to move on, that another planet deserved investigation.
Captain Meyer put out the call to the shuttle crews, telling them that they had one more day and would be recalled by twelve-hundred. And down on the ground, Doctor Meyer didn’t say no. On the video report, he looked disappointed, maybe a little bitter, but certainly not raving. He did what most scientists would do: “I’ll put in a request to come back at a later date. And if another ship wants to scout it first, I’ll submit my papers for exchange.”
“I understand, Dad,” replied the relieved captain. “I’ll see you back here tomorrow.”
“Goodnight, Talbot,” said the doctor, and switched off the feed.
Cheryl wasn’t on shift, and Dana didn’t voice any concern. So the captain went to bed thinking this affair would soon be over, and one more strange creature would be filed in the Scientific ExoCorps’ logs.
[image: image-placeholder]This time, when they woke him up, they did it with a blaring alarm. His eyelids snapped open, and he checked the color of the light and listened for the tone, which indicated a crew emergency but not a ship emergency—which meant something had happened on the planet.
He jerked out of bed, spun in the zero-G, pulled on his pants and didn’t waste time getting his jacket. Pressing his wrist comm, he demanded, “What’s going on out there?”
Cheryl’s voice piped out of the speaker. “We’ve gotten a hazard warning. The planet’s hot. All shuttles recalled.”
The captain kicked out into the corridor, grabbed a rung, and pulled as fast as he could toward the bridge. “Who gave the order?”
“Doctor Meyer. He ordered an evacuation of all personnel from the planet.”
The captain cursed to himself and nearly missed a rung as he darted down the passage. 
He could hear other doors opening behind him as the senior crew were alerted. Dana’s voice stood out. “Cap! What happened?”
“Hazard warning,” he repeated. “Prepare for quarantine codes.”
When he reached the bridge, the hatch was ajar, the yellow light flashing. Crew in all varieties of sitting, hovering, or hanging barked quick reports to one another.
Cheryl was in the co-pilot’s seat, prepping the engines. From somewhere on his left, the captain heard the phrase “too good to be true.”
“Have we made contact with the shuttles?” the captain asked.
“All of them,” the comm tech called back. “Signal’s strong—no casualties. A lotta confusion, Captain.”
Damn right, it was confusing. The easiest explorable world they could hope to find in a thousand lifetimes, and now a sudden evac without even the courtesy of an explanation. “What’s the exposure?” he asked.
A bridge officer reread her screen in exasperation. “Umm… Unknown, Cap. Or none. Every scan from the shuttles is coming back negative. No one’s been hit by a toxin or foreign body more harmful than a dandelion.”
“Then why was an evac ordered?” the captain demanded, his tone drifting more to anger. “Someone get Doctor Meyer on the comm!”
“We can’t, sir.”
“What do you mean you can’t? What shuttle is he on?”
Cheryl remained steady. “He’s not on a return shuttle, Captain.” 
Everyone on the bridge—even those who were already aware of the old Doctor’s location—paused. Most held their breath.
Cheryl pivoted her chair to face him as squarely as she could manage in zero-G. “Doctor Meyer ordered everyone else off the planet. He said he became contaminated when he touched a Pegasus corpse. He’s not on comm at the moment, but his vitals are still relaying.”
By now, all eyes were on Captain Talbot Meyer, waiting for his orders. He let himself take a slow breath, and in the space of the breath he reminded himself of the objective details: Doctor Meyer was still alive and probably creating a clean space or applying anti-toxins, knowing that the first few minutes after exposure were crucial; the other shuttle teams were scared and adrift, waiting to be picked up; there were rules for how to handle these kinds of situations, and the captain knew them all.
“All right,” he said. “We’re playing this one by the book. We rendezvous with the shuttles, pull them into dock, but keep them sealed until we’ve done an on-site scan. We’ll keep monitors on the doctor and wait for his reply but send down a drone to scout regardless. Nav, get coordinates from the Doctor’s shuttle team and launch the drone.” He told the helm, “Give the G-signal and set course for the nearest shuttle.”
Captain Meyer belted into a chair. Helm cued the signals, and the ship surged forward.
[image: image-placeholder]No matter how many tests they ran, the crew of the Pegasus found no threats to the quarantined shuttle teams, even those who’d spent time on the surface with neither containment suits nor rebreathers. The drones in atmo continued to report that everything read well-within safety parameters.
“Cap,” said Dana, after reading yet another all-clear, “the water down there is less toxic than what’s in our pool. I don’t know why the Doc called evac, but I can’t match anything that red-lights this place.”
“No,” the captain grumbled. “And I don’t imagine you will.”
He shot a glance to Cheryl, who was busy sending a drone to the last known location of Doctor Meyer.
“You want me to let shuttle crews back in or keep ’em quarantined?” asked Dana.
Even though he had already formed his conclusions, Captain Meyer said, “I want to talk to him first.”
The captain moved forward to the seat beside Cheryl. “You got him yet?”
“I can see his field rig,” she said, focusing the camera on the drone. 
Sure enough, Cheryl’s screen showed the opaque canvas tent, presumably the doctor’s field habitat. There was one Hazard beacon sticking out of the ground a few meters away.
“Let’s knock,” said the captain.
“I hailed once.”
“Then knock louder.” He reached across the control panel and pressed for the siren once, then a second time. Finally, he held his finger on the button.
The display showed an old man bounding fiercely out of the tent, leaping easily in the one-third grav. He was covered in soot, sweat, and some kind of chalky white powder, but didn’t seem nearly as disturbed by the environmental factors as he was by the drone camera in his face.
“Dammit, Talbot!” hollered Doctor Meyer. “Turn that off!”
“Had to get your attention, Dad,” the captain returned, once again calm and authoritative, knowing his voice would be pumping through the speaker. “Your vitals are strong and you look unharmed, but we don’t have a report from you. What is your status?”
“My status? Exposed is my status. We needed to get everyone off the planet!”
“We did. We have three shuttles docked on the Pegasus and one en route. All crews scan fine, though.” He took a breath. “We want your report so we know if it’s safe to let them back into the ship.”
“What? Oh.” The old man hesitated and stepped back. “It’s—it’ll be fine for them. They didn’t— It’s a local exposure. If you touch…” Suddenly, he scowled at the drone’s camera. “Look, I have tests to run— I have to— Just leave me be!” And with that, he turned and stomped back to the field rig, which hadn’t been properly sealed for a “hazard situation.”
The captain stared unblinking at the screen until his father was out of sight. He then closed the video-chat and leaned back—as much as you can lean back in shifting minor grav.
“What’s the order, Cap?” asked Dana from behind him.
The captain looked to Cheryl for confirmation. She raised her eyebrows and began to unstrap herself.
“Let the crews back in,” the captain announced. “It’s safe. And Dana? Tell them to prep a shuttle for re-launch. Cheryl and I are going down there.”
“Cap,” she affirmed without question, so smoothly that no one else on the bridge thought to object.
[image: image-placeholder]“What was the first tell, Captain?” Cheryl asked once their shuttle had cleared the Pegasus. She took them in an easy arc through the topmost layers of the atmosphere with only minor rumbling.
“The first?” Captain Meyer whistled. “I can pin down the last, the clincher. It was how he let the others back in without a formal medical inspection. Remember, I’ve served quarantines with him, both when I was captain and back when he outranked me—and one disaster when I was stuck on a frozen rock, and he got to hang out in orbit. Awful month.” He heard Cheryl laugh. “Have I ever told you that story?”
“Yes, you did, Captain. Once in a seminar before I joined Pegasus, and again before my first touch-down mission with you. You weren’t as rehearsed the second time, but it was funnier.”
“Yeah.” He watched the clouds drifting and streaking by—brilliant white, parting to reveal golden hills. Just the two of them in a shuttle, soaring over an idyllic planet, off to deal with matters that were some combination of rank, family, and something else the captain simply couldn’t put into words. In any case, he was glad for the company.
“Why don’t you ever call me Talbot?” the captain eventually asked. “We’ve known each other for years now. I mean, other than Dad and Dana, I can’t think of anyone I’ve worked with longer. And most ExoCorps personnel drop the formality when not on-shift, especially on a long-ranger like the Pegasus. It’s not like this is a military outfit. So…” he realized he was beginning to babble, while Cheryl was simply steadily nodding. “I don’t know; I just wonder.”
“It’s actually simple,” she said. “I met you as Captain. So you’re Captain. You’ve always been Captain to me, and you’ll probably stay that way, even if you climb the ranks from here or retire.” 
Captain Meyer tried to recall their earliest interactions, and couldn’t think of any time they shared prior to his first captain’s commission. And of course, no matter how many accolades the captain had earned, Doctor Meyer would always call his boy Talbot, even when his boy was nearing sixty.
“Now,” Cheryl went on, “if you tell me to call you Talbot when we’re off the bridge, I can adapt.” She shot him a half-smile, then turned back to the clouds. “But you’ll probably stay Captain in my head.”
And while her captain chewed on that, she said, “I think we all do that. We have a habit of freezing people—things, ideas—just freezing them the way we want to remember them in our heads. That’s why you’re Captain to me, and that’s why any high-atmoed planet comparable to Mars is a Meyer Lemon to the crew. And that’s why, when your father first started on about a magical flying horse, you didn’t just tell him he was full of shit, like you would have done any other member of the crew. And it’s not because you believed him or because you were respecting his veteran career—it was because a son didn’t want to disappoint his father.”
The captain let his mind’s eye fill in the clouds with memories of his xeno-sci father—memories so old that he couldn’t tell how much of them were fantasy. And intermixed with the memories of his father were not those of his mother, but the former captain of the Pegasus: Pam Gallegos, the woman who could tease a grin and a chuckle out of Maxwell Meyer, even at his most ornery.
[image: image-placeholder]The airlock let in a semi-sweet smell and a slightly chalky texture. Breezes ruffled and rippled across the surface of the low-grav Lemon. As he took the first bounding step onto that lustrous hill, even Captain Talbot Meyer had to acknowledge the allure of this particular planet—a Gold Nugget, as Dana had called it.
“Dad,” he called, taking soft gliding steps toward the single structure on the horizon. “Dad, it’s me, Talbot.”
“Well, of course it’s you!” the unseen doctor barked in reply. “Who the hell else would call me Dad a million light years out?”
Talbot refrained from laughing and lifted the unsealed tent flap. “I’m coming in, okay?”
“Sure! Why not? You already landed and messed things up enough, haven’t you?”
Talbot Meyer stepped out of the blinding golden glow and into the field rig. A table had been set up in the center, from which hung a pair of giant wings, draping onto the ground and splayed wide. The rest of the body was covered by a tarp. The old doctor was sitting in front of a computer. When Maxwell Meyer looked up, the captain saw red around his father’s eyes.
Talbot pulsed on his heels. “You found your pegasus.” But when the doctor didn’t respond, his son gave him a push. “It’s dead then.”
“Yes,” Doctor Meyer barked back, “’cause we killed it.”
Talbot waited.
“I wanted to see one so badly! I wanted to touch one, to ride a pegasus, and—every time!—no matter what we did, wherever we went, they would scatter. I tried to mute the noise of the shuttle, to paint it white, to coat the hull with the plants they eat. And then finally, today, after you gave the final shift warning, we caught up with a flock. I said, ‘Chase them!’ And they kept maneuvering away, darting around, but one flew through our fumes and it—” He let out a grunt of frustration, and lifted a part of the tarp. “Look.”
The creature’s leg was covered in irregular slimy gray splotches that stood out against the slight glow of the otherwise white flesh. Doctor Meyer took one ungloved finger and swiped the slime off. He must have seen his son grimace, because he said, “It’s not toxic—not to us anyway. Creature’s perfectly harmless, not even a carnivore, barely enough strength to make a dent in someone from Terran gravity. But susceptible to our brand of soot.” Doctor Meyer shook the soiled finger in front of Talbot. “See? It’s just the emissions from the shuttle. Sticks on their skin, gums them up and soaks in. A little bit of smoke and soot, and they die.” He struck the table with his fist. “Cleanest planet we could find, purest creatures we could find, and we pollute them in less than a week.”
Talbot moved closer to his father, tried putting a placating hand on the man’s shoulder. “You know, Dad, it’s a big planet. The amount of gas a few shuttles expel over seventy hours is negligible.”
“Yes, for now.” His tone turned from frustration to somber resignation. “And we’re going to keep it that way. So no one else is going to come down here. And you’re going to label this place dangerous and keep them and their goddamn shuttles away!”
Talbot Meyer side-stepped the argument. He let go of rank and protocol, eased into one of the field rig’s hammocks, and asked, “Dad… How long have you been searching for them?”
The doctor had been ready to retort—coiled to pounce on whatever objection his son made—but his shoulders started to relax and his fists began to unclench. “I was never really searching…” he finally admitted, taking the seat himself. “I knew it was next to impossible. But I was always sort of hoping. The truth is, I was fascinated by the pegasus as a myth before I even signed on with ExoCorps. I got a laser-tat back when they were fashionable and before we knew they caused cancer and had to be eradicated.”
Talbot suddenly recalled that huge red mark on his father’s left shoulder. He’d assumed it was a burn from some early-career accident, but come to think on it, it could have been a pair of wings.
“As a pet project,” the doctor went on, “I worked out reasonable thresholds for gravity and atmosphere, for what a pegasus-type species would need. I only shared it with a few people—I think I talked to your mother about it. Of course, I shared it with Pam on our first tour.” He didn’t seem to notice the irony. “Pam was the Watch the first time we went after a Lemon. She picked it out of a lineup of potential planets—this was of course before a lot of breakthroughs in subspace and when we didn’t have the same kind of probes. I knew that she was doing it to tease me about my pegasus dreams, but I was intrigued, and I got my hopes up, so off we went!
“Way out at Gamma Cephei, total shot in the dark, and we found a planet with life. Multi-cellular life, the fifth location ever discovered beyond Earth. The planet was obviously named after our captain; and Pam got the moon—‘Luna Gallegos’—and I got the first flying life-form we discovered.
“We stayed there for months—nothing like the in-an-out we do now—and we found so many different kinds of plants and animals and a pseudo-fungus that turned out to be a valuable food supplement…” Doctor Meyer shook his head. “But no pegasus. I made one or two too many comments about how it would have been the ideal planet for a pegasus, so Pam sarcastically called one of the greatest finds in scientific history a Lemon. You know, like a used shuttle that’ll go dead on its third launch, that you can return for a guaranteed refund?” He started to chuckle, then dropped the levity. “Well, within a few years, Pam obtained her own command, named her state-of-the-art starship Pegasus, and roped me in as chief xeno-sci. Didn’t take much convincing. And we went after Lemons, which we soon extended to the phrase Meyer Lemons, which—if I remember right—is also a brand of that sour flavor they put in food sometimes.”
Talbot refrained from correcting the seasoned biologist, that a Meyer Lemon had been a real fruit on Terra long before it was an imitated flavor additive.
“If she could have seen this place…” the doctor trailed, the warmth of nostalgia in his eyes. He turned to his son and somberly confessed, “I loved her, you know.”
Talbot laughed. “I know, Dad.” He remembered quite well that his mother had also known, long before the divorce. Hell, he was pretty sure most of the fleet had been aware of the career-long affair. And then they had watched the lovably pompous doctor devolve into a cantankerous curmudgeon after Pamela Gallegos had passed away.
Talbot once more reached out a hand to his father. “Come on, Dad. It’s time to go.”
But the doctor stayed put and shook his head. “Talbot. I told you. I’m not going to leave.”
“Dad, look—” Talbot got to his feet, “when I first took this position, you made me promise that I would pull rank on you when I deemed it necessary. Well, this is me pulling rank. I am ordering your return.”
The doctor grabbed hold of the sides of his hammock. “Then this is me pulling civilian! I quit the Corps, active immediately, and invoke my rights of settlement. I just…” He gave his son a searching, almost pleading look. “I’m too old, Talbot. I don’t think that people were meant to live more than a hundred years. Pam wasn’t. But maybe—I think maybe I just hung on long enough to see the pegasus myself. Now that I’m here, I can’t just leave. And if the shuttles go away, if there’s no noise or pollution, maybe I’ll finally meet one, to ride a pegasus even.”
“Dad, you’re talking about staying here by yourself.”
“Oh, you don’t need to worry about that. I have air, food, water filters, a habitat, and a signal beacon. People have done much more with much less.” He grinned jovially at this prospect, and his son didn’t contest those points, at least not out loud. “If it makes you feel better, call it a thirty-day quarantine. Just do me one favor before you go.”
“What’s that, Dad?”
“Take the corpse with you. I don’t want to have to see it.”
[image: image-placeholder]Captain Talbot Meyer loped back to the shuttle, carrying a comically large body with shockingly low density (and aided by reduced gravity). He set it as gingerly as he could in the cargo bay of the shuttle, careful not to snag the wings but certainly not careful enough to avoid the slimy soot.
He took off the grime-covered exosuit and apprised Cheryl through the comm.
She allowed some silence when he had finished, then gently asked, “Do you plan to come back in thirty?”
Talbot Meyer sighed. He stared at the dead animal. “We’ll at least make orbit, send out a wave.” The admission was more to himself than Cheryl. “I don’t think he’ll ever leave this planet though.”
The inner door hissed open, and Cheryl Ibrahim stepped into the cargo bay, completely ignoring whatever hazard protocol might have remained. “Come here,” she said, and encircled her friend in a warm hug, which he accepted.
After a long time, Talbot said, “Thank you. I’m not going to cry, you know.”
“Mm-hmm. I can hope,” she murmured. Eventually, Cheryl too regarded the partially covered pegasus corpse. “You know we can’t take it back with us. Not if you want Doctor Meyer’s quarantine story to hold.”
“Yeah, I know. We’ll jettison it into space. Keep the local contaminants to a minimum.”
In just minutes, they were airborne, and in a few more, they were leaving the atmosphere.
Cheryl set a course for the Pegasus, switched the shuttle to autopilot. “Let’s go get that thing into the airlock.” They both unbuckled and went back to the cargo bay, where the pegasus corpse had begun to float. The tarp that had been covering it stuck to the slime in some places, but in others, it casually wafted away.
Its slender white body lazily rotated, its broad wings brushing against the deck, its six legs splaying out while the snake-like tail coiled in.
“Captain,” began Cheryl, “do you remember how many legs pegasuses have?”
The captain looked to the patch on her shoulder, which depicted a pegasus from the front, so that only two of the legs were visible. As memory served though, the Terran horse was a quadruped, and the tail was simply a mess of hairs.
He drifted toward the corpse to pull the tarp the rest of the way off of its face and then jerked back at the sight. Where the horse head should have been, the creature had a seventh arm, a shorter shovel-shaped appendage that looked like it was made to scoop food toward the vertical slit in the chest area. There were open vents at the base of that shovel-arm (or possibly its neck) that looked like they could be ears or nostrils; there were no eyes. Even the wings, on closer examination were not fitted with feathers but hundreds of flat semi-transparent scales up to a foot in length.
It wasn’t a glorious creature from ancient Terran myths. It was a six-legged flying monster with no eyes!
“We need to go back and get him,” said Cheryl, and probably would have said more had her captain not interjected.
“No, wait.” He stared at the poor, susceptible creature. It may have been monster in appearance, but it didn’t have a single aggressive feature on it. And the wings—big enough to lift its body and possibly even carry a passenger—actually were what he would call majestic. “Dad still thought it was a pegasus. Even though he had a chance to examine. He still thought this was what he was looking for.”
“Or he searched for so long that he convinced himself of a fantasy.”
“Yes,” the captain agreed—not with criticism but a glimmer of hope. “We all tend to freeze things—right?—the way we want to see them. And maybe Doctor Maxwell Meyer needed to find his pegasus more than he needed to see the science in front of him.”
Cheryl let out her tension in a slow breath. “You don’t think he’ll realize.”
“No, I don’t,” Talbot replied. “I really don’t.” A small, self-surprised chuckle escaped his throat as he imagined the creatures through his father’s eyes. “I think an old man is finally getting to see his favorite dream come to life. I think he will wait patiently until they approach him. And when they do, he will see the winged horses he’s been searching for.”
Neither he nor Cheryl said anything else while they maneuvered the corpse into the airlock door. He sealed the inner hatch, then dismissed the fallen pegasus into space. As it tumbled out into the darkness, the pale flesh glowed even more by contrast, the wings flaring open, spread at five or six meters. The farther away it drifted, the more it resembled the inspirational mythology.
Cheryl returned to the helm of the shuttle, and the captain programmed a decon cycle in the cargo bay. He felt elation, a lightness of spirit, untethered by gravity or the boundaries of practical biology.
For, somewhere down on an ideal planet, the newly retired doctor Maxwell Meyer would experience his first real contact with a magnificent creature. He would cautiously approach in peace and awe, reach out a hand to the snout, and soon be swept away to fly through a golden sky on white wings.
END
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Roadside Assistance


By Alastair Mayer  
In space, simple problems can be really hard to fix. A T-Space story.

[image: image-placeholder]Alpha Centauri system
The first sign of trouble aboard the Toliman Traveler was a louder than usual CLUNK when the ship retracted its landing gear after takeoff from Sawyer City Spaceport.
“What was that?” Captain Pearson wondered aloud.
“Landing gear doors latching,” his copilot, Frasier, said.
“Is it always that loud? It’s quieter on the Rigil Rocket.” The Rocket was the Toliman Traveler’s sister ship. Both were, technically, starships, making an “interstellar” run between Alpha Centauri A and B, also known as Toliman and Rigil Kent, the primary stars of Sawyers World and Kakuloa, respectively. Pearson usually flew the Rocket; his assignment to the Traveler was a last-minute switch.
“Now that you mention it,” Frasier said, “no, it’s not. But the board shows green, all gear up and locked.”
“All right, let’s go for space. Call us clear of the zone.”
“Roger.” Frasier made the necessary radio exchange with Space Traffic Control, announcing the Traveler clear of the spaceport control zone, then requesting and receiving clearance to orbit.
They would only remain in orbit long enough to get into position to make the minute-long warp jump to Alpha Centauri B, arriving at a spot a million kilometers from their destination, the planet Kakuloa. It was a routine trip, the kind that the Traveler and her sister ship made every day, shuttling passengers and cargo between the two terraformed planets in the Alpha Centauri system. A two-hour trip, tops.
The passengers only noticed the jump because the view out the windows was interrupted. There’s nothing to see while in warp. Synthetic gravity was an optional side-effect of warp, unneeded on short hops. Unlike the week-long haul back to Earth, all but a minute of this two-hour trip would be in the microgravity of normal space anyway.
[image: image-placeholder]The second sign of trouble came an hour later, as the Toliman Traveler finished its braking burn into parking orbit prior to entry in Kakuloa’s atmosphere.
“Traveler, this is Kakuloa Control, uploading your entry, descent, and landing parameters now.”
“Copy EDL parameters, Kakuloa.”
“Roger that. You are GO for entry.”
Before Pearson could acknowledge that, a PING sounded in the cockpit. On the console, a green light turned orange.
“Ah, Kakuloa, this is Traveler. We’d like to hold off on that burn. We just got a caution light on our gear doors. Give us a minute to check it out.”
It might be nothing, perhaps a bad sensor. However, if a landing gear door had somehow come unlocked, there was a risk. The ship entered atmosphere belly-first, scrubbing speed off by aerobraking. The gear door was part of the heat shield. If unlatched, it could get pulled open, allowing super-heated gases into the gear well. Anyone who had studied the history of spaceflight, and, in particular, the fate of the US Space Shuttle Orbiter Columbia, knew what that could mean for a spacecraft.
There was a longer than usual pause before the reply came back from Kakuloa Control.
“We copy you have a caution on gear. Traveler is cleared to maintain current orbit. Let us know what we can do to help.”
“Thanks, Kakuloa. We’ll keep you advised.”
Frasier looked over at Pearson. “So, what can they do to help? Thoughts and prayers?”
“That couldn’t hurt. But maybe it’s just the indicator. Let’s check our options.”
Frasier was already bringing up the relevant checklists on his screen. Not every contingency had a checklist—some procedures only came in the grim recommendations of an accident investigation. He hoped this wouldn’t be one of those cases. 
“Okay,” he said. “Here it is. Procedure one-three-three-decimal-zero, gear door indicator. Sensor-bus under-voltage.” He looked at his panel, then at Pearson. “Are we seeing any other cautions or warnings?”
“Negative. We’d be seeing more if that was the problem, and the voltage looks good.”
“Agreed. Let’s cycle it anyway.”
“Can’t hurt. Switching to auxiliary.” Pearson tapped an indicator on his touch screen, then pressed a switch beneath the screen. “Sensors to AUX,” he said.
Frasier scanned his screen, then refreshed it just to be sure. The gear indicator was still amber. “No change. The problem is downstream from the power supply.”
“All right. What’s next?”
“One-three-three-decimal-one. Sensor signal multiplexor. See procedure one-three-five. Hang on.” Frasier muttered a curse and scrolled to the relevant section. “Okay. It might be a stuck bit in the MUX.”
“So, we turn it off and then on again?”
Frasier scanned the instructions. “Yep, exactly. Toggle circuit breaker two-seven on panel five.”
“What, manually?” Most of the circuitry on the ship was controlled through the programmable switches on the pilots’ consoles.
“Affirmative. If we’re down to here on the procedures list, it’s assumed that the soft switches aren’t working properly.”
“Okay. Panel five, you said?” Pearson asked, unstrapping himself from his seat. Panel five was located on the overhead behind him.
“Correct. Breaker two-seven.”
Pearson drifted back to the panel, then grabbed the yellow handrail beside it. An array of round pushbutton style circuit breakers occupied one side of the panel. They all looked normal. Pearson located the one labeled “27” and pressed it. “Cycling,” he said. It popped up, and he pushed it again, restoring it to its original position. “Anything?”
“Give it a second to reset.” On the screen in front of Frasier, all the caution and warning lights flickered to red, then amber, then back to green as the sensor system rebooted. Frasier held his breath as they all turned green, then let it out with a muttered “Damn!” as the gear-bay door indicator flicked back to amber again.
“No joy. Must be an actual issue with the door.”
“All right,” Pearson said, making his way back to the console and settling himself into his seat. “I’d better fill the passengers in. We’re going to be a little late. See what else you can find in the manual.” Pearson keyed his microphone to the ship’s PA system.
“Gentlefolk, this is Captain Pearson up in the cockpit. We’re currently in orbit above Kakuloa. We’ll be holding here a little longer than usual. There’s a caution light on one of our systems and we want to take a few minutes to check it out before proceeding with entry and landing. It’s probably nothing to worry about; we’re just taking extra care to keep everyone safe. We’ll keep you posted. Meanwhile, just relax, stay strapped into your seats, and enjoy the view of the planet below.”
Pearson clicked off and turned to Frasier. “Well?”
“Very convincing. I feel better already.”
“Funny man. Anything in the manual?”
“Not as such. Plenty of details on how to lower the gear manually, but not so much on retracting it and latching the doors. The assumption in that case is that you’re still in atmosphere, so just turn around and land.”
Pearson grunted acknowledgment. It was about what he had expected. Those contingencies he had trained for, but not this one. “All right. I’d better update Kakuloa Control.”
“What about cycling the landing gear itself? Lower it, then retract it again. It latched fine when we took off.”
Pearson thought about it. Extending the landing gear wasn’t normally something you did except on approach to a runway, and certainly not while in space. But he couldn’t think of any physical reasons why not. The gear wells were external to the ship’s pressure hull, so that wasn’t an issue. In space, there were no airspeed limits to extending the gear; you just didn’t want it hanging out during reentry—which is why they wanted the gear doors latched in the first place. It probably couldn’t make the situation any worse.
“Worth a try. Let’s see what Kakuloa thinks.” The nice thing about emergencies in space—if they could be said to have anything nice about them—was that, if they didn’t kill you immediately, you usually had time to get a second opinion. At least until the life support reserves ran out, the thought came unbidden. Well, they had a few hours before that became an issue. 
Just then, the cabin intercom chimed. Probably the flight attendant. Pearson double checked the PA was OFF and answered it. “Pearson here.”
“Captain, this is McDonald. Some passengers are wondering what the problem is, and how long we’ll be delayed. I’m wondering about that myself. What can I tell them?”
“Basically what I already said. We have a caution light we’d like to clear before reentry. We’re working it through with Ground right now, and we expect resolution shortly. I’ll give an update when we have something.”
“Copy that. And, for my own interest, just what system is the caution light on?”
Pearson hesitated. McDonald was crew, he deserved to know, and in all the times they’d flown together, Pearson hadn’t known him to be anything but professional.
“Okay, but keep this quiet for now. The right main gear door is showing an unlatched condition. We already tried resetting the sensors. Recycling the landing gear should fix it. We’re just waiting for confirmation from Ground.”
“Uh, copy that.” McDonald would know enough about the ship’s operation to understand the significance of an unlatched gear door during entry.
“Aside from being eager to land,” Pearson said, wanting to shift McDonald’s focus, “how are the passengers doing? Anyone getting space-sick?”
“No. They’re all fine so far; just getting restless.”
“Good. We’ll be up here a little while longer. Offer anyone who wants it a complimentary beverage, alcohol included. Just one though. We don’t want anyone getting drunk.”
“Roger that. Thank you, Captain.”
Pearson clicked off the intercom. Frasier looked over at him. “You know, I wouldn’t mind a drink myself,” he said jokingly.
“You and me both,” the captain replied. “First round at the spaceport bar is on me after we land.”
“Roger that.”
[image: image-placeholder]“Traveler, this is Kakuloa Control. Concur with your plan to cycle your malfunctioning landing gear. We have your company mechanic on the line. He has some suggestions for you.”
“Roger that, Kakuloa. Standing by to copy.”
“Traveler, this is James Seager. Rather than cycling all your gear, I recommend cycling just the problem one. That’s your right main, correct?”
“Affirmative, but how do we do that? Everything goes through a single gear selector.” It was a simple lever on the console, same as on any aircraft, although it could move under computer control to indicate software-commanded gear up or down.
“That’s correct, but there’s a set of breakers you can trip to override the commands to the individual landing gear bays. We do that in ground maintenance when we’re working on them. It will also make more power available for the retraction. I’m uploading the steps to you now.”
Pearson looked over at Frasier, who was checking the console on the maintenance channel. Frasier nodded. “Coming in now.”
He keyed the mike. “Copy incoming instructions, Kakuloa. Seager, I don’t suppose you’re seeing anything on the telemetry that we’re not?” The ship’s computers would have been talking to those at the company’s maintenance base on Kakuloa since the problem arose.
“Ah, negative, Traveler. Indications are that when you closed the gear on departure, it only latched enough to clear the sensor. When you did your braking burn on arrival, that must have jostled it loose. We’ll know better when we get a look at it, but it should never have given you a green without a firm latch.”
You’ve got that right, Pearson thought. They would never have boosted to space if it hadn’t. “Concur,” was all he said.
Pearson turned to Frasier. “Have we got it all? How does it look?”
Frasier nodded. He’d been reading over the new procedures. “Pretty straightforward. Turn off some switches, toggle gear down, wait, then toggle gear back up and turn everything back on. Panel five again.”
“Well, that’s something.”
[image: image-placeholder]“Okay, let’s do it.”
Captain Pearson was back at the overhead panel, selectively turning off the circuit breakers to the gear systems that they didn’t need to cycle, as Frasier called out their numbers.
When they were done and cross-checked, Frasier put his hand on the gear selector lever, with its characteristic wheel-shaped knob, and looked back at Pearson questioningly.
“Go for it,” Pearson said. “Gear down.”
Frasier depressed the lever, and could hear the faint whine of motors transmitted through the hull of the ship. The landing gear locked into its extended position with a quiet THUNK, more felt than heard.
“Down and locked,” Frasier said. He checked the indicator on his console. “In the green.”
“Does the procedure say anything about how long to wait before retracting it?” 
“Yes. It recommends waiting a minute for the motors to cool before starting them again. They’re not designed for rapid cycling.”
That seemed reasonable to Pearson. In normal operation, it would be hours between lowering and raising the gear.
“All right.” Pearson checked the chronometer built into the console, then looked around the cockpit, looking for any other potential problems, his mind racing ahead to what they might do if the gear door didn’t latch this time.
“Time,” Frasier said. “Raise the gear?”
Pearson scanned the breaker panel to ensure nothing had changed, then nodded. “Affirmative. Gear up.”
Frasier flipped the gear lever to the UP position, and again the motors’ whine came...then lowered in pitch to a duller, louder hum, before stopping altogether as, on the panel by Pearson’s head, another breaker popped out. The indicator on the console in front of Frasier turned red.
“Bloody hell! What happened?”
“Drive motor stalled,” Pearson said. “Breaker B37 popped, I’m betting that’s the main gear retraction motor, right?”
Frasier had more information on his console and confirmed it. “Yes, but that doesn’t make sense. That motor’s rated to lift more than the gear’s weight. Here in space, it should take hardly any effort at all.”
“There must be a physical obstruction. Get back to Seager and see what he says. Meanwhile, we’ll give it another minute and try again. Move the selector back down.”
“Roger, gear down,” Frasier said as he moved the lever, “and calling Seager.”
Pearson stabbed the popped breaker back into place with a muttered “dammit,” and pushed himself back to his console. He wondered how much delta-vee it would take to kill the Traveler’s orbital velocity completely.
The extended landing gear couldn’t take an airspeed of more than a couple of hundred kilometers an hour, let alone the heat of entry, but if they could slow down enough before entering the atmosphere, maybe they could just fly it in from there. It wasn’t a maneuver anyone had done before, but it was theoretically possible. If they had enough fuel for it. It was doubtful, but maybe the numbers would surprise him.
Frasier finished his exchange with Seager as Pearson brought up the flight dynamics program on his console.
“Seager can’t think of any reason for the motor to stall either,” he said. “He concurs with giving it another minute then trying again, meanwhile he’s looking at other options. They’re contacting Planetary Administrator Blake’s office for additional resources. He also said there are engineering cameras in the gear wells. They’re not normally accessible—it’s a flight-test thing—but he’s uploading the codes to activate them.” Frasier noticed the program running on Pearson’s screen. “What’s that you’re working on?”
“I was wondering if we had enough delta-vee to kill our orbital velocity before reentry.”
“You mean, to avoid aerobraking altogether? Just fall?”
“We may not have any other choice if we can’t retract the gear.”
Frasier nodded slowly. “Okay, yeah, that could work.”
“No, actually, it couldn’t. We don’t have near enough propellant. It would take at least a seventy-five-percent fuel load; we only have twenty.”
“Ah. Well, that sucks. I guess we’d better try retracting the gear again.”
“Agreed.” Pearson looked back at the breaker panel, checking that they were in the correct position. “Okay, try again. Gear up.”
Again, Frasier raised the gear lever, and again came the whine of a motor starting up, then stalling. Breaker 37 popped again.
“Well, shit.”
Kakuloa Spaceport
“They’re what?” Planetary Administrator Blake exclaimed when the problem was reported to him.
“Stuck in orbit,” Gene Riley, his aide, quickly recapped the situation. “So now the gear is extended and won’t retract,” he finished.
“And there’s no other way to do that from within the ship?”
“Not in orbit.”
“Can they transfer the passengers to another ship?”
“No, the Traveler doesn’t have a docking port.”
“Crap.” Blake thought quickly. What resources could he throw at the problem? “Okay, get hold of Forrest Whelan at Kiahuna Services.” They did groundside support and ship maintenance at Kakuloa Spaceport. “He knows as much about servicing starships as anyone, and they also have a ship. They can at least top up the Traveler’s life support. Get him in the loop with Pan-Astro.”
“On it.” 
“And contact the Space Force, too.”
[image: image-placeholder]They eventually reached Whelan out on the spaceport field. He’d gone out to check on a servicing operation and had left his omniphone in the office. A runner had gone to fetch him.
“Mr. Whelan, you’re wanted in the spaceport control center.”
“I’m in the middle of a job. It will have to wait.”
“It’s urgent.”
“It’s always urgent,” Whelan said impatiently. “What’s the problem this time?”
“There’s a ship stuck in orbit. It can’t—”
“How does a ship get stuck in orbit? A fuel leak or something?”
“Something about the landing gear. It’s the Toliman Traveler. They have limited life support reserves.”
Whelan immediately understood the situation, if not the cause. The Traveler couldn’t reenter without the landing gear securely locked in place, and it wouldn’t have more than a few hours of air for the quick hop from Sawyer’s World. He didn’t know what they expected him to do about it, but he was willing to help.
“Okay, I’m on my way. Get the Kiahuna Sunshine ready to lift. Full tanks. And track down McCandless; we might need him too.”
The Kiahuna Sunshine was a small, general-purpose vehicle, capable of rendezvousing with spacecraft in the Kakuloa system, and just barely capable of the warp jump to Sawyers World. McCandless was his most experienced EVA specialist, for those occasions when Kiahuna Services was called on to work on something in orbit. This might be one of those times.
Whelan set off for the spaceport offices at a run.
[image: image-placeholder]Seager looked up as Whelan entered the control room. “Forrest, I’m glad you’re here. What have you heard?”
“Some problem with the landing gear, so I assume you don’t want to risk reentry. Why are you here and not in Pan-Astro’s offices?”
“I’ve got a direct tie-in from here to the company computers and comms. I don’t need to be there. The controllers can handle routine comms for me while I work the issue. But I welcome any help you can give.”
“Okay, give me a quick rundown on the situation. How much time do we have?”
“With fourteen passengers and crew aboard, we figure five hours of life support remaining. They’ve been in space for almost three hours now. It’s normally a two-hour trip.”
“Five hours left, okay. Have you identified the problem?”
“Not definitively.” Seager gave Forrest a quick rundown of the symptoms and what they had tried so far, concluding with the repeated failed attempts to retract the gear after extending it.
“Sounds like some kind of physical obstruction. What does the gear bay camera show?”
“Few details. The image is partially smeared. It does show the wheel down. I think you’re right about the obstruction.”
“Smeared, huh? Something crawled up in the wheel well before takeoff?”
“They would have caught that in the pre-flight. My best guess is a bird-strike just as the gear was retracting.”
Forrest looked at him skeptically. “Really? What are the odds of that? Anyway, birds are soft and squishy; surely the motor could just power through it.”
“Unless it froze during the trip here. That wheel well gets cold. Or the impact lodged something in just the wrong place.”
Forrest nodded. It still sounded far-fetched, but then, so did most accidents until examined with hindsight. “Okay, going with the ‘something frozen’ theory, has the ship pointed the gear well at the sun? That might help thaw it out.”
“Yes, it’s in that position now. I don’t want to rely on that, though, not with the limited time we have.”
“The Traveler has standard ground support fittings, right?” Forrest was sure it had, although because Pan-Astro did their own ground side service, he couldn’t personally vouch for it.
“Yes, why?”
“I have a tanker than can do on-orbit refueling and replenishment. How about I send it up and we can top off Traveler’s tanks? It will give us more time to work the problem.”
“Can you connect to GSE fittings in orbit?” Seager asked. “Doesn’t that require space-rated connectors?”
“It does for automated connections. I’ll send an EVA specialist who can do it manually. He’s done it before.”
Seager hesitated, then nodded decisively. “Okay, yes. Your EVA guy, has he worked on ship airframes?”
“You mean, might he be able to fix whatever’s wrong with the gear?” At Seager’s nod, Forrest said, “He’s handy, but I don’t recall if he’s ever worked on landing gear before.”
“Maybe I can talk him through it. Have him bring his tools.”
“Roger that.” Forrest reached for his omniphone, then realized he’d left it back in his office. He looked at Seager. “Um, can I borrow your omni?”
Sunshine
“Well, that’s something, anyway,” Pearson said, taking off his headset. He had been talking to Seager.
“There’s a fix?” Frasier asked.
“No, but he’s bought us some time. Kiahuna Services is sending up a ship to rendezvous with us.”
“To do what? We don’t have a docking port.”
“No, but they can top up our O2 reserves. That buys us a few more hours of life support.”
“Can they top up our fuel tanks? Then we could try that maneuver you were looking at, thrusting to kill all our orbital velocity.”
“Alas, no. They can’t carry that much fuel; it would take ten or more trips to do that. But they’re sending a mechanic.”
“I wonder if it’s something he can fix in zero gee. These things aren’t designed to be worked on in space.”
“I guess we’ll find out. Meanwhile, I’d better update the passengers.”
He clicked the PA system and announced, “Howdy, folks,” he said with forced cheerfulness, “this is Captain Pearson again. Just to fill you in on what’s going on, the problem we’re working has been a little more stubborn than expected. In a little while, you’ll see another ship pulling up alongside of us. That will be the Kiahuna Sunshine. It’s going to be topping up our supplies and looking to see what they can do about our little problem. Some of you may be wondering if you can transfer to that ship. Well, unfortunately, ours isn’t designed for that kind of docking, so we’ll just sit tight here while they do what they can to get us on the ground real soon. Again, sorry about this little snag, folks.”
Pearson clicked off and looked at Frasier. “How was that?”
Frasier curled his lip. “It was certainly better than, ‘Oh god, oh god, we’re all going to die,’ if that’s what you’re wondering.”
“Gee, thanks.”
[image: image-placeholder]The Kiahuna Sunshine was an ungainly-looking craft by some standards. Although technically warp-capable, its shape wasn’t optimized for that. It did, however, still have to pass through the atmosphere on launch and landing, so concessions were made to aerodynamics. In short, it looked something like a classic 1950s flying saucer, shorter and wider than an old Heinlein-class ship.
Once in space, though, aerodynamics could be dispensed with and panels opened, revealing robot arms, spotlights, hose fittings, and tether points for space walkers. It was in this configuration that it glided up to a point a hundred meters off Toliman Traveler’s starboard bow.
“Traveler, this is Kiahuna Sunshine. Request permission to approach to ten meters for a preliminary inspection. Please avoid maneuvering and turn off any automatic station-keeping.”
“Roger that, Kiahuna. You’re cleared to approach. Station-keeping is off, and we’ll keep our hands away from the controls.”
Operating in close proximity, it was important that both craft agreed on who was making the moves. If one ship zigged while the other zagged, they could collide.
Pearson clicked the PA again. “Gentlefolk, the Sunshine has arrived and will be moving around us to get a good look. You should be able to see it as it comes around to your side. It might not look like what you expect; it’s a service vehicle, not a passenger ship. I’d just ask that you all please remain in your seats. As a reminder, the seatbelt sign is still on.”
A few minutes later, the Sunshine came back with, “Okay, Traveler, we’ve taken a quick look. The good news is that there’s nothing obviously wrong or damaged that we could see from this distance. Our next move is to go EVA and hook up the servicing lines, then we’ll go get up close and personal with your defective landing gear. Please continue to keep hands off the controls.” That latter was especially important with men moving about outside the ship.
“Copy that, Kiahuna. Whatever you need us to do. We’re in your hands.”
“Roger that.”
[image: image-placeholder]McCandless and his EVA buddy, White, had suited up and were waiting for the Sunshine’s airlock to depressurize. Both had grumbled at having their routines interrupted for this emergency trip, but when they’d seen the Traveler with its starboard main gear stuck in the extended position, they’d understood. Attempting reentry like that would be suicide. Not that it was clear what they could do about it, however, at least not from first looks. That would wait for them to get into the gear well and figure out just what the problem was. First, though, the passengers on the Traveler needed fresh oxygen, and whatever fuel the Sunshine could give them. They probably needed the toilet tanks emptied too, but there was no way they were going to try that in zero gee, and besides, the Sunshine wasn’t equipped for it.
The umbilical connector ports were in a recess on the aft port side of the Traveler, covered in flight by a simple panel held by a couple of pushbutton thumb latches. Thumb latches that were too small to be pushed by someone wearing a space suit’s pressure glove.
“Aw, dammit,” McCandless muttered after a couple of futile attempts to unlatch the panel.
“Want a pair of pliers?” White, who had been watching McCandless’s attempts, asked him.
McCandless considered it. He examined the latch. It would be tricky, and a slip could damage the latch. “Nah, screw it. I’ll just take my glove off.”
That wasn’t as drastic a move as it sounded. Beneath the bulky pressurized gauntlet of his suit, McCandless wore skintight gloves that would maintain pressure against his flesh. The trick was the wrist seal, an inflatable bladder, like a blood pressure cuff, which would keep air in the rest of the suit, and a special locking collar between gauntlet and suit arm.
He rotated the connecting ring on his forearm, feeling the pressure change and watching the indicator light.
Finally, he rotated the cuff ring to its last position and pulled the glove off. A short tether kept it attached so it wouldn’t drift off, like the string on a child’s “idiot mittens.” His hand tingled as the skin pressed against the inside of the secondary glove, and moisture boiled away coldly in the vacuum.
Undoing the latches was easy with his now thinly gloved fingers, although the metal was warm from sunlight. He got the panel open and looked over the connectors. Fortunately the umbilical hoses could be connected with gauntlets on.
“White, start connecting up while I put my glove back on,” he said.
“On it.”
While White did so, McCandless reversed his glove doffing procedure.
With the connections in place, McCandless gave the go-ahead to start the fluid transfer.
“Okay,” he said to White, “that will take a while. Let’s go inspect that landing gear.”
“Sure. How do you want to do this?” There were no handrails on the outside of the Traveler, and the Sunshine couldn’t move them around while the umbilical hoses were connected. The suits’ built-in thrusters were for emergencies, not routine maneuvering. There was an alternative.
“We’ll use the gecko pads,” McCandless said, reaching to pull a pair out of a large pocket on the thigh of his suit.
A gecko pad featured smart nanomaterial structured like the surface of a lizard’s toes, together with a handle with a thumb switch to control the stickiness. Expensive tech, but invaluable for situations like this.
Using the pads, the two crawled hand over hand around to the underside of the ship, then forward to where the gear door was folded open against the hull. A pair of large wheels protruded at the end of the gear strut.
“Well, there’s the problem,” White said as they drew close to the gear well.
“Yep, I’d say so,” McCandless agreed. The yellow-green walls of the gear well were streaked and splashed with reddish brown, as was part of the main strut. Bits of feather were stuck to the blood residue. Deeper in the well, where it had been mashed when the wheels retracted, was a partly frozen ball of feathers, blood, and bone—no longer recognizable as the bird it must have once been.
“Traveler, this is McCandless.”
“Go ahead.”
“Whoever had their money on ‘bird strike’ wins it. It must have hit just as the gear was closing after takeoff.”
“Never mind that. Can you clear it out so we can retract the gear? Is there any damage to the latching mechanism?”
McCandless had been inspecting it as they talked. There was some blood and feathers on it, but he couldn’t see any physical damage.
“Doesn’t look like it. Just needs to be cleaned out. Before we get started, though, I want you to pull all the breakers connected to the landing gear. I want the circuits dead, so there’s no chance that thing will start moving with one of us in the gear well.”
“Copy that, and understood. We’ll pull those breakers now.”
“Thanks, Traveler. We’ll get you on the road just as soon as we can.”
“Roger that, and thank you.”
[image: image-placeholder]Fifty tedious and exhausting minutes later, McCandless and White had cleared the remains of the bird carcass out from around the landing gear mechanisms, and cleaned the debris away from the latching surfaces of the gear door. What would have been a tedious but straightforward job on the field at Krechet’s Landing had been excruciating work here within the confines of the gear-well in zero gee and a pressure suit. But now they were done. White had even cleaned off the lens of the inspection camera.
With both men safely clear of the gear, McCandless gave the Traveler crew the go-ahead to retract.
“Roger that,” Pearson said, and made his way back to the breaker panels. He restored the switches to their appropriate positions, then nodded to Frasier. “Okay, gear up.”
“Gear up,” Frasier acknowledged, raising the landing gear lever yet again.
This time there was no whine from the gear motors. Frasier looked back at his captain. “Breaker B37 is IN, right?”
“Affirmative.”
Frasier checked the status board. It showed the gear extended, but not locked.
“McCandless, this is Traveler. Can you give us a visual on the gear?”
“Still extended, and you should have your camera now. What’s the holdup?”
“Stand by. We’ll try it again.”
Frasier lowered the lever. There was no motor whine, unsurprising with the gear already down, but the LOCKED indicator came on.
“McCandless, can you get a visual on the locking pin position? I can’t make it out on the camera.”
“Wait one.”
After a few moments, McCandless came back with, “I’ll have to stick my head in the gear well. Please confirm power is disabled.”
Frasier looked up at Pearson, who manually popped the breaker and nodded back. “Breaker is out,” Pearson told McCandless. “Go ahead.”
“Roger that.” A minute later, McCandless came back with, “Okay. Locking pin is engaged. And I’m clear.”
“Thank you. We’ll try cycling it again.” Frasier signaled to Pearson to push the breaker back in, then raised the lever again. The LOCKED indicator turned off, but there was no corresponding motor sound, and the indicator still showed the gear as extended.
Frasier looked back at Pearson, still hovering near the breaker panel.
“Breaker is still in,” Pearson confirmed.
“Could it be defective? We cycled it a few times, maybe it broke.”
“They rate these things for thousands of cycles, not just ‘a few times’. I think the problem must be at the other end.”
“All right. Pop it out again and I’ll have McCandless take another look.”
A few minutes later, McCandless confirmed that indeed, the locking pin had retracted, but the gear itself hadn’t moved.
“Would it be possible to push the gear back into place?” Frasier wondered.
“In theory, yes. There are two problems, though. The minor one is that there’s a jackscrew that has to be disengaged to let the gear move freely. It’s a tight squeeze in a suit, but it should be do-able.”
“And the other problem?”
“We’re in orbit. There’s nothing to push against. If I pushed on the wheel, all I’d do is push myself into space. You need to land first. Catch-22.”
“Could you maneuver the Sunshine into position, and push against that?” Frasier knew it was a long shot.
“It’s the wrong shape. I don’t mind it being risky as hell, but there aren’t any surfaces on the Sunshine that could get close enough without some other part of it bumping into the Traveler, at least not and still be strong enough for me to push against. That’s assuming I’m even strong enough to push the gear closed against the mass and mechanical resistance. No, it needs to be something flatter and more solid.”
“Well, hell,” Frasier said.
Pearson had been listening and thinking. “What about a moon?”
“What?”
“Something flatter and more solid than the Kiahuna Sunshine. A moon. Either Mahina Nui or Mahina’uku.” These were Kakuloa’s larger and smaller moons, respectively. “Whichever we have the delta vee to land on. With no atmosphere, there are no worries about entry heating. Then McCandless, or whoever, jacks up the gear, locks it in place, and we head back to Kakuloa.”
“We’d need some kind of cradle or scaffolding to support the ship while the gear’s being worked on. And it would take hours.”
“We already know how to extend our life support reserves. The Sunshine can bring scaffolding. Or if we can land near the quarantine base, they’ll have something.”
“I...let me check with McCandless.”
“McCandless here,” he said when called.
“You said you needed something flatter and more solid to push against to close the gear.”
“Aye.”
“How about Mahina Nui?”
There was a long pause as McCandless digested this.
“How are you going to get there?”
“We have the delta vee to match velocity and land, if we warp into position. Even with the gear extended, it’s still within the warp field.”
“That’s a tricky bit of piloting for a ship like the Traveler. Can your ventral thrusters handle it? Especially taking off again?”
Pearson considered this. Probably not. The gravity, about the same as Luna’s, was too high. But there was another option.
“We could land on Mahina’uku, but there’s no infrastructure.”
“Yeah, there is. Talk to Ground. Mention Beta-two Base. It was temporary. There’s nobody there, but it has a suitable landing area.”
“Can you meet us there?”
“Possibly. The Sunshine isn’t optimized for warp. We couldn’t make it to Sawyer’s World, but Mahina’uku should be within range. Wait one.”
“Ah, crap.” It would take at least a day for a ship to reach the small moon from Kakuloa orbit through normal space. “I don’t suppose you’d consider hitching a ride in our gear well?” It wasn’t a serious suggestion, but McCandless answered anyway.
“I would if it would do any good. But we’ll need equipment to support your wing off the ground while the gear gets pushed back. But I don’t need to. I talked to our guys. We have enough fuel to do the warp jump to Mahina’uku.”
“What about getting back?”
“If there’s no fuel at the base, we can wait for Space Force to come out and top us up. No worries.”
“Are you sure?”
“Affirmative. Let’s get this done. We’re heading back to disconnect the umbilical.”
“Roger that. Thank you. We’ll stand by until you get buttoned up.” It wasn’t like they had a choice.
Kakuloa
“They’re going where?” Blake exclaimed when he heard the plan.
“Mahina’uku,” Riley said. “They need a solid surface to brace against to force the gear up. But the Kiahuna ship is only barely warp-capable. With their available fuel, it can get there, but not back.”
“So they’ll need—”
“Somebody to come and refuel them, yes sir. I’ve already talked to Space Force about that.”
“And?”
“They offered to do the repairs to the Traveler too, but it makes sense to stick with the mechanics who are already working the problem.”
“Agreed. Very good.” Blake said. It sounded like things were well in hand, as best they could be. Riley was back to anticipating Blake’s requests. “If anything else comes up—”
“I’ll let you know. But Space Force is in the loop, I’m sure between everyone they can rig a solution.”
Blake concurred. If there was one thing humans had learned how to do out here, it was to improvise.
Mahina’uku
Getting to Mahina’uku, the small moon about half the size of the asteroid Ceres in the Sol system, involved a complicated dance of sub-second warp jumps and real space maneuvering to arrive in a position and at a velocity at which they could land, if not exactly safely, with a minimum of additional risk. With all the gear now extended and locked, the Toliman Traveler killed its horizontal velocity and descended to the airless surface, the ventral thrusters kicking up a thin spray of dust from the prepared pad near the disused base. 
The Kiahuna Sunshine landed nearby a few minutes later.
McCandless and White drove over in a rover that was little more than a frame with wheels, reminiscent of the old Lunar Rover of Apollo days. They towed a trailer carrying several large cloth-looking packages.
“What the heck are those?” Frasier wondered aloud, watching them through a cockpit window.
“Inflatable jacks,” Pearson said. “Airbags to take our ship’s weight while they work on retracting the gear.”
“Oh, of course.”
[image: image-placeholder]“All right,” McCandless said when he had assured himself that the Traveler was securely supported on the airjacks, “I want you to unlock the starboard main gear. Take out the breakers to the others to leave them locked.”
“Won’t the airbags hold the ship?”
“In theory. But if I’m going to be working under it, I don’t want to rely on just those. I’ve got two on the starboard side, but not enough to double them up everywhere.”
“Roger, understood. Give us a minute.”
McCandless stepped away from the ship, watching as nothing at all happened. Good, that was how it was supposed to work. He glanced up at the side of the ship, where he could see faces pressed up against the cabin windows, gawking at him. I’d hate to be stuck in there, he thought. He knew they couldn’t see his face through the reflective visor of his helmet, but he smiled anyway, and waved at them in what he hoped was a reassuring gesture. A couple of them waved back. He gave them a thumbs-up.
“Gear is unlatched,” the call came from the Traveler. “All breakers are out. You’re clear to do your thing.”
“Roger that.” McCandless headed back under the ship to tackle the landing gear. White moved to follow him. “No, you stay back. I’ll holler if I need something. No sense both of us getting squashed if the balloons pop.”
McCandless didn’t seriously think there was much chance of that, the pressure on the airbags in Mahina’uku’s low gravity was nowhere near their burst limit. But the bags were old, and the proper procedure was to use them only for lifting and then brace whatever was lifted with more solid scaffolding. They didn’t have any scaffolding.
Disengaging the jackscrew that extended the gear was a matter of about fifteen minutes’ work, standing head and shoulders in the gear well and reaching above his head with the wrench. It was exhausting work; the weight of his arms was almost nothing, but the suit’s shoulder joints were not well designed for that position, and McCandless fought it the whole time. His suit gave him an overheat warning by the time he was done.
The jackscrew disengaged and stowed safely out of the way, McCandless gave the wheel an experimental push. It moved reluctantly—more from mechanical resistance in the linkage than the weight—but it moved. He stepped back to rest before trying to push it all the way into the gear up position.
“This is McCandless,” he called the Traveler. “Step one complete. Jackscrew is disengaged, and the gear is free to move. That’s the good news.”
“Traveler here. I take it there’s bad news?”
“I won’t be able to reattach the jackscrew with the gear in the stowed position. That shouldn’t be a problem, though. Under gravity, the gear will just drop down as soon as it unlatches.”
“That will come down kind of fast, won’t it? Will that damage anything?”
“I wouldn’t make a habit of it, but no. Although to be safe, cut your VLO by ten percent.” VLO was the maximum airspeed at which the landing gear should be operated. Reducing that would ease the aerodynamic loads on the gear. “Feel free to double check with your chief mechanic.”
“Copy that. We’ll make a note. Not to rush you, but how much longer before we’re done? My passengers are getting restless and we’re almost out of beverages. And the waste tanks are nearly full.”
McCandless noted the forced cheeriness in Pearson’s voice. He hadn’t mentioned the air supply, but that must be getting low too, despite the top up the Sunshine had given them earlier. That was a couple of hours ago now. He wondered when the Space Force ship would get here.
“Not much longer now. I’ve just got to push the wheel up and close the gear door. Then you can be on your way.”
“What about the rest of the gear? Should we retract while still on your airjacks or lift first?”
McCandless could see the advantage of checking that all the gear would retract before lifting. If there was another problem, it would be easier to fix it first rather than trying to land again with the starboard gear retracted.
“Ordinarily I’d say retract first, but your thruster exhaust will blow the airjacks away on takeoff. If that happens before you’ve built up enough thrust to lift the ship, it could get awkward. So, lift first, then retract. But that’s moot until I get this wheel up and locked.”
“Ah, roger that. I’ll leave you to it, then.”
[image: image-placeholder]With the ground to brace against, and the low gravity, it didn’t take McCandless long to push the gear back up into position, although the effort triggered his suit’s overheat warning before he was done. With a satisfied grunt, he pushed the gear the last centimeter in until he could feel the latch click.
“Okay, wheel’s up. Can you confirm?” McCandless was asking Pearson to check the ship’s sensors.
“Roger that. Up and locked. What about the gear well door?”
“That should close normally with the wheel fully retracted. I’m clear, go ahead and give it a try.”
“Okay, wait one.” With the gear already up, he would have to manually initiate the door close via a software command.
McCandless watched as, after a moment, the landing gear door swung up to its closed position. He gave it another moment, then went over and thumped on it. It seemed secure.
“Looks good from here. What does your board say?”
“Green light, up and locked, although the flight software isn’t happy that one door is down and the other up.”
“To be expected. Are you comfortable that it’s good to go?”
“I’d be happier if I could cycle it a few times to be sure, but—”
“Please don’t. I’d have to push the gear back by hand.”
“Understood. So long as it stays latched through reentry, we’ll be fine. Worst case is we’ll have to land with the wheel up.”
“It should drop as soon as the latch releases. That was standard on the old Space Shuttle.”
“I know. Like I said, worst case. Okay, you should clear the area. You’re done, right? I have anxious passengers who want to get to Kakuloa.”
McCandless had already been walking back to the Sunshine. “Roger that. I’m clear, vertical takeoff at your discretion.”
He watched as the Toliman Traveler lifted slowly on its ventral jets, the airjack tubes blowing away as the spacecraft lifted. As it rose, the remaining landing gears retracted, and their doors sealed.
“Traveler here. All gear up and locked, we’re heading for space. See you on the ground, Sunshine, and thank you for your assistance.”
McCandless watched as the ship dwindled to a point in the black sky, and then, with a faint violet flicker, went to warp.
“All right,” he said to White. “Let’s get this stuff stowed away and wait for the cavalry to arrive.”
“Cavalry? Oh, you mean the Space Force. Shouldn’t they be here by now?”
Another voice came over the suit radios. “We’re here, gentlemen, in orbit above you. Just let us know when we’re clear to land.”
Kakuloa Spaceport Bar
The crews of the Traveler and the Sunshine, along with Forrest Whelan, were into their second round of drinks when another figure came to the table.
“Mind if I join you?”
“Administrator Blake,” Whelan said, as surprised as the others. “Of course not. Sit down.”
As Blake seated himself, Whelan said to him, “I wanted to talk to you about something anyway. What if we had a space station with an air-dock big enough for a ship?”
Pearson nodded his agreement. “That would have made today’s exercise a lot simpler.”
Blake glanced around the table. Everyone seemed to be hanging on his answer. “Forrest, if you have a proposal, send it to Riley. I’ll take a look.” He smiled, then added, “For now, let’s just celebrate the safe return of the Toliman Traveler.”
THE END
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The Audition


A Four Horsemen Universe Story 
By Chris Kennedy
Kill aliens; get paid.

[image: image-placeholder]Arnett’s Knights Hangar
Miami Starport, Earth
“So, boss, what do we do as a follow-up, now that we have some credits?”
Colonel Dave Arnett looked up from the slate he’d been studying to find Major James Grant—his XO and best friend—leaning against the door jamb. Arnett’s Knights Mercenary Company had recently returned from its first contract, having successfully completed it.
Too bad the mercenary business is very much a ‘what have you done for me lately’ enterprise.
“Funny you should ask,” Arnett replied. He held up the slate. “I was just looking at what our contract officer on Karma found for us.”
Grant stood up. “Really? What is it?”
“A defensive contract, guarding a shipment of red diamonds that a group of Caroons dug.”
“Red diamonds? Caroons?”
Arnett nodded. “It’s not the same group of Caroons from our first contract, but their leader is related somehow to them. The contract officer said they’re cousins or something, and the ones from our first contract recommended us.”
“It’s nice to have good word of mouth in this business,” Grant, a long-time veteran, noted. “Well, up until it gets you noticed by the wrong people, anyway.”
“True.”
Grant walked into the office. “What’s it pay?”
Arnett looked down. “Twenty million credits.”
“Twenty million credits?” Grant asked, his voice rising. “Where are they being transported to? The other side of the galaxy?”
“No, it’s a two-hyperspace-jump transit.”
“How many ships?”
“Just the one.”
Grant shook his head. “Don’t take it, boss. There’s something wrong with it. No one, and I mean no one, pays that much to guard a shipment for two jumps.”
“The shipment is going to be one of the biggest ever. They’re expecting over two hundred million credits’ worth of red diamonds to be in it.”
“Where’s it going?”
“The Merchant Guild headquarters.”
Grant sighed. “That’s even worse. There’s no keeping a secret in a headquarters. The word will get out, and there will be people trying to steal it, guaranteed. Pass. No, hard pass on it. Let one of the Four Horsemen or someone like that have it.”
“It’s too late. I’ve already approved it.”
“Well, shit.”
“Cheer up,” Arnett said with a smile. “Like I’ve told you, the Knights can solve problems most others can’t. When you’re a hammer, you see every problem as a nail. We’re a whole tool belt, and we have options others don’t. We’re going to complete the contract, and the payday is going to set us up for life.”
“Yes, you’ve said that, and I’d agree with you… if the contract was on a planet. It’s not, though. We’ll be on a ship, with nowhere to go. For that kind of money, everyone in the galaxy is going to be after us.”
“Then we’re going to have to be smart.”
Grant’s shoulders drooped. “When do we leave?”
“One week.”
“When are you going to tell the troops?”
Arnett rubbed his chin. “I was hoping you’d—”
“Not a chance, boss,” Grant said, holding up a hand. “This is your circus, and you approved the contract; you get to brief the spiders and the elephants.”
[image: image-placeholder]Arnett smiled as he looked out over the company, gritting his teeth to ignore the headache that wouldn’t go away. A mix of alien races and Humans, he couldn’t be prouder of what he’d put together. Unlike the “standard” Mercenary Guild company—two platoons of twenty troopers each—he had three smaller platoons of fourteen. Two of the platoons were mech drivers, with the third a heavy weapons platoon. The two mech platoons were now in Mk 8 CASPers—the latest version of the Combat Assault System, Personal—and were predominately Human, although the platoon sergeant for each was a highly experienced Zuul. The dog-like aliens were one of the few races that could fit in the mech.
The Weapons Platoon was where the majority of the aliens were. Typically bigger than Humans, they carried chain guns and rocket launchers the way a Human carried a standard laser rifle or railgun. The CASPer drivers in the Weapons Platoon also had heavier armament attached to their suits, which limited their mobility, but provided a massive amount of firepower.
None of which was particularly needed in shipborne warfare where you really didn’t want to put big holes in the bulkheads, as losing your airtight integrity was typically looked upon as a “bad thing.”
“Okay, Knights,” Arnett said, “we’ve got our next contract.” The entire company leaned forward in anticipation. “We will be escorting a major shipment of red diamonds from the planet where they were mined to the Merchant Guild. This will be our first shipborne contract, so I’ll be relying on those of you with experience there to help those who don’t. We’ll be leaving in a week to go to Karma to meet our escort, a Maki cruiser that has been contracted to help defend the transport that will be taking the gems to the guild.
“Now, when I say a major shipment, I mean that it’s valued at over two hundred million credits. I can almost guarantee that the word is out on the shipment, and that someone will try to take it from us.”
The experienced members of the company exhibited dismay in a variety of manners, and the junior troopers looked around, trying to figure out what they were missing. 
“All we have to do is take control of the shipment and move it two hyperspace jumps away. For that, we’ll get paid twenty million credits. Now, I can tell from your reactions that some of you realize what kind of task this is. I am confident, however, that we can figure out a way to keep them safe and get them delivered. We have one week to plan and acquire the equipment we’ll need. The XO will be tasking all of you to participate in the planning, and he’ll want to know every dirty trick you can think of to use on the folks who will try to take them from us.
“Any questions will be covered by the XO. Let’s get to work. Dismissed!”
He turned to find Grant standing behind him with his mouth open. “I’m supposed to be running this?” the XO asked. 
“You’re the one who knows the most about shipborne combat,” Arnett replied. “Besides, I want you to handle this mission as if you were the CO. At some point, something might happen to me, and if so, you’ll inherit the company. I don’t have anyone else to leave it to. Running everything yourself on this mission will give you the confidence to take over if I get killed along the way.”
“If I’m in charge, I want to contract with the Winged Hussars to provide our escort. They’re far more likely to be able to pull this off safely.”
Arnett shook his head. “Can’t afford them. I looked at it, and what they wanted would have cut into the profits too much. Find some other way to make this happen.”
[image: image-placeholder]“Here you go,” Grant said, five days later as he handed his slate to Arnett. 
“What’s this?”
“It’s our shopping list.” Grant smiled. “All you have to do is approve it and authorize payment. We’ve already contacted the sellers. They’re standing by to get it here for us tomorrow, just in time for loading.”
Arnett flipped through the list. “Some of these things are pretty pricy. They’re going to cut into our profits.”
“You wanted other ways to make this happen. These are your ‘other ways’.”
“What about these?” Arnett asked. “Heavy drones? With three sets of control modules? What do we need all these for?” 
“Contingencies.”
“And the mines? I doubt the transport’s captain will want us blowing holes in his ship.”
“Probably not. Those are for on the ground.”
“On the ground?” 
“Yeah. We have to take possession of the red diamonds. Until we get them up to the transport, we have to guard them. I want them for contingencies.”
Arnett nodded. “Good point.” He flipped through the rest of the purchases. “Fine.” He put his thumbprint on the slate, authorizing the transfer of funds.
“Thanks,” Grant said. He started out of the office but then turned around. “Do you have insurance on the transport?”
“No. Why?”
“Might want to get some. Odds are, it’s going to take damage along the way.” Grant shrugged. “Maybe even get lost. It’s cheaper to get the insurance and let someone else replace the transport if things go wrong than paying for it ourselves.”
Arnett shook his head. “We won’t have to—”
“Yes, we will. I had Staff Sergeant Shishtik look through the contract. She found a number of things in the fine print. One of those is that we’re responsible for the transport.” Grant smiled. “Get the insurance. Trust me; we’re going to need it.”
[image: image-placeholder]The next three weeks were a blur to Grant. After loading all their gear on the contracted transport, the Maki ship Flowing River, the Knights then went to Karma and joined up with the cruiser that would provide protection for the transport, the Maki Lake-class cruiser Gardal, then they headed to Tomleen, the planet where they would pick up the gems. Throughout that time, he game-planned various attacks and how they’d react to them, then the Knights spent time in the simulators fighting the various battles so they could fine tune their strategies.
Before he knew it, he was marching his Mk 8 CASPer off the dropship and onto the surface of Tomleen. Throughout it all, Arnett had deferred every decision to him, even the ones he didn’t want to make. The CO offered advice when asked, but generally stayed out of the way. He’d also mandated that Grant take charge of the diamond transfer and had put on his own CASPer and formed up as a member of First Platoon.
Stepping onto the planet, Grant took a moment to survey the landing area. The HecSha company they were taking over from, the Death Bringers, were out in force. The aliens looked like lizards with flat, wide heads and stumpy tails, and they had some dinosaur-like aspects, although they were smaller than Humans. While they weren’t overtly unfriendly, they made it plain they didn’t want the Knights there. None of them pointed their laser rifles at his folks, but they weren’t very far from doing so.
They’re probably pissed they didn’t get the follow-on contract. 
At least thirty could be seen in the area, including trios manning the three anti-air missile systems. Grant wasn’t terribly worried about them—the Knights could have killed them all quickly—but he didn’t want it to come to that.
“Gron, keep the troops away from the HecSha. I don’t want any incidents with them.”
“Yes, sir!” his company sergeant replied. The Oogar—a large purple bear analog—didn’t have a normal tone of voice. Everything was shouted, even over the radio. Not for the first time, Grant wished his audio system had a dampener for the non-com.
Having taken care of that, Grant approached the trio of Caroons—an alien race that looked like oversized anteaters—that were waiting for him. He’d dealt with the race a couple of times, and he knew how skittish they were, so Grant stopped his mech several paces away from them, opened the canopy, and climbed down. 
“I’m Major Grant.”
One of the Caroons took a step forward. “Welcome. I am Ba-Tal. It is good to see you. You are here for the transfer?”
Grant nodded. “I am the acting commander of the Knights.” He motioned toward the closest HecSha. “We’ll be taking over from the Death Bringers as soon as we can get our equipment unloaded.”
“Good riddance,” one of the other Caroons muttered softly.
“Did you have problems with them?” Grant asked.
“We will never hire HecSha again,” Ba-Tal said. “They have bad attitudes and continually tried to renegotiate the contract they had already agreed to when they saw how many red diamonds we had mined. When we refused, several of our people disappeared, so we appeased them by giving them a bonus. I’m glad you showed up a couple of days early as they were just saying that they needed a bigger bonus.” 
“Don’t worry,” Grant said. “We’ll make sure that no more of your people go missing.” Because I need another complication. “Can you show me the shipment we’ll be guarding?”
“Certainly.” Ba-Tal turned. “If you will follow me.”
The second dropship had landed while they were speaking, and the Weapons Platoon disembarked. Grant glanced at them as he climbed back into his mech and smiled when all the HecSha shied away from them. In addition to the ten CASPers, the sight of a Tortantula, a Sumatozou, and a Lumar leading the way, all carrying chain guns, gave the lizards a good idea of the pain they were going to receive if they messed with the Knights.
Not that greed doesn’t outweigh common sense sometimes. Speaking of which…
“Gron, could you detach a couple troopers to come with me?” Grant asked.
“Right away, sir!” 
Grant winced as the canopy shut. The other two troops approached—Corporal Joe Jungers and Private Matthew Barlow—and he motioned for them to follow him, then Grant turned and followed the Caroons, who’d stopped to wait for him. As the CASPers neared them, the Caroons led the way to the mine and into it.
Although the aliens had good low-light vision, the tunnel into the mountain was well lit and large, and the CASPers had no problem walking three-abreast as they followed the Caroons. After about fifty meters, they came to a side tunnel. The Caroons turned left and stopped at a large steel door that two HecSha stood in front of.
Ba-Tal walked up to the control pad, and both HecSha turned to watch. Grant eased in front of one of the mercenaries, and he motioned for Barlow to do the same on the other side. Once the HecSha were blocked, Ba-Tal entered the code, and the large door slid to the side.
“This was the first thing we built,” Ba-Tal said, “and it’s a good thing we did.” He stared at one of the HecSha a moment and then added, “There’s no telling how much might have been stolen if we hadn’t.”
He stepped to the side, and Grant entered the chamber, followed by the junior troopers. The space was a large square about twenty meters on a side. In the back of the room sat a large metal crate two meters on a side. The lid was open, and Grant could see it was almost full of red diamonds. The amount of treasure there would have been mind boggling, if he hadn’t already known about it.
Seeing that much wealth would make an unwaveringly honest man have second thoughts, Grant decided. And people of less moral fiber would be sorely tempted. He glanced at his rear cameras. Both HecSha were standing in the doorway with their mouths open and their tongues flicking in and out. It’s more than most would be able to walk away from.
“That is… impressive,” Grant said.
“It is the biggest vein of red diamonds ever found,” one of the Caroons said. “And represents three years of mining by our clan.”
“You haven’t sent any off before now?” Grant asked.
“No,” Ba-Tal replied. “We didn’t want it to be stolen.”
“You know that by keeping it all here, you’ve made it an even bigger target?”
Ba-Tal sighed. “In our haste to exploit the red diamond seam, we didn’t think about it when we first started digging. By the time we realized how much we had, there was more than we could adequately protect by ourselves. We fired our first set of mercs when we caught them stealing; I’m not sure how much longer this group would have lasted before they did, too.”
“Well, we’re going to keep two people here at all times,” Grant said. “That way, no one sneaks in.” He turned to the two troopers. “You’ll stay here until Gron sends someone to relieve you.”
“Yes, sir,” they replied.
Grant followed the Caroons out, and they sealed the door.
[image: image-placeholder]“I think we’re going to have problems with the HecSha,” Grant said once the command team was back together that night. They’d set up a number of tents on the plain near the mine, and had posted sentries to make sure that none of the other mercenaries snuck up on them.
“I think that goes without saying,” Sergeant First Class Elpka, one of the Zuul platoon sergeants, said. “I can smell their greed and their fear of us. For the moment, fear is winning, but that’s only because we’re nearby.”
“What are you saying?” Grant asked.
“The lizards are greedy. Once they’re away from us, that greed is going to grow, and they’re going to convince themselves that they can take us. As soon as the Caroons mark their contract as complete, we have to be ready for them to turn around and assault us.”
“We’ll need defensive positions dug tomorrow before they leave,” Grant said, looking at Gron. He held up a hand when the company sergeant opened his mouth. “Just nod if you understand,” Grant added. “No sense letting the lizzies know what we’re planning.”
Gron nodded.
“Okay, that’s the morning,” Grant said. “Make sure the positions aren’t where you actually want them.”
“Why’s that?” Sergeant First Class Jistala, the other Zuul platoon sergeant, asked.
Grant smiled. “Because as soon as the HecSha get out of sight, we’re going to dig new ones where we do want them.” He looked up to find Sergeant Truda blinking. The giant Lumar—a seven-foot-tall humanoid with four arms—was fearless in battle but not “the sharpest shovel in the tool shed” as Grant’s father would have said. Grant waited a moment for the Lumar to process everything. 
“Oh!” Truda said finally. “Lizards attack where they think we are, but we not are there.”
“Exactly,” Grant said, having gotten used to Lumar-speak a long time before.
“And then the slaughter,” Sergeant Zzelator said, drawing out the final word. “Glorious slaughter!”
Everyone smiled. The Tortantula—a ten-foot-wide spider analog with a ring of eyes around its head—lived for killing the enemy up close and personal. The closer the better. Grant had almost trained her not to eat the enemy’s dead over the last few months. Mostly.
“Yes,” Staff Sergeant Treetar said, patting Zzelator, who he rode into battle. The foot-long chipmunk smiled. “It will be glorious.”
“Wouldn’t it be easier just to leave?” Staff Sergeant Shishtik asked. The SleSha, a member of a giant wasp-like race, liked her killing much farther out. She was the unit’s drone operator and pilot and—despite her fearsome appearance—really didn’t like to get her hands bloody.
Grant shook his head. “If they’re going to come for us, I’d rather fight them here, on the planet, where we have the advantage. Even though there are twice as many of them, we have the weapons and tactics to deal with them.” He smiled at the SleSha. “It’ll give you a chance to practice your drone control.”
Shishtik’s wings buzzed angrily. “Are you saying I need the practice? I’ve been in the simulator all the way here.”
“No, I’m saying I think we’ll need the drones later, and getting in a little live time never hurt anyone. The simulator is great, but not quite the same as real life.”
“True,” Shishtik agreed. “The actuators lag the input slightly in real life.” She clapped her hands once, startling Truda. “Can I arm them with missiles?” 
“I think that would be optimal,” Grant replied.
“Wonderful.” SleSha didn’t have the mouthparts to smile, but Grant got the feeling she would have had a large grin if she were able.
“Any other questions?” Grant asked.
“Can I use the mines we brought?” Sergeant First Class Tragonic asked. The Sumatozou, from an elephant-like race with a bifurcated trunk, was easily the biggest member of the company. While he could carry the biggest weapons, he was also the biggest target and a fan of weeding out the enemy early before they got too many shots at him.
“We can’t use them on the transport,” Grant noted.
“Good point,” Tragonic said happily. “I’ll get them positioned once I see where everyone is setting up.”
“All right,” Grant said. “Let’s get some rest. We’re going to have a busy day tomorrow.”
[image: image-placeholder]“They’re coming from the east,” Shishtik said the next night. 
The Caroons had marked the HecSha’s contract as completed earlier in the day and had told them to leave. The way they’d looked at the Caroons when told there wouldn’t be a bonus for them had Grant worried that they’d attack right then, but he’d had Weapons Platoon standing by, each playing with their favorite weapon, and the lizards had slunk off. But greed had obviously won out in the end—as Elpka had forecast—and they were returning.
“Where are they?” Grant asked.
“They’re coming down the ridgeline… and oh, aren’t they smart little lizards?”
“What do you mean?”
“Only half of them are coming from the east. The rest are coming from the west. Probably going to engage us on one side and then try to roll us up from the other.” The SleSha turned to Grant. “I told you multiple drones was a good investment.”
“I never doubted you for a second.” Grant switched to the radio. “Gron, they’re coming from both east and west. Get the troops ready. You’ve got the east.”
The Oogar clicked the mic twice in acknowledgement, and Grant turned back to Shishtik. “Let me know if anything changes. I’m getting into my CASPer.”
[image: image-placeholder]“On my mark,” Jistala said quietly. He targeted the HecSha’s leader and brought the crosshairs of his magnetic accelerator cannon to the middle of the lizard’s chest. The HecSha were all wearing personal armor, but it wouldn’t stop the mach-five round from his MAC. “Ready… mark!”
Down the line, the fourteen CASPers of First Platoon opened fire, dropping at least ten of the aliens. Jistala shook his head. With the enemy advancing slowly, they should have had fourteen; they’d have to work more on target sectors.
The lizards paused; with their CO dead, there was no one to give them the order to retreat or advance. Then the eastern half of Weapons Platoon opened up, and rockets streaked into the HecSha while the tracers from two chain guns flashed through them like their gods’ own lightning. 
Five HecSha tried to charge the line while another three ran away. All died before they could take two steps.
[image: image-placeholder]Explosions and gunfire broke the still of the night behind Elpka as First Platoon lit up the attacking HecSha.
“Stand by,” Elpka transmitted. The HecSha were just out of range, and he wanted to wait until they were abreast of the Weapons Platoon contingent so they could catch them in a crossfire. “They’re going to charge.”
He’d no sooner said it than the HecSha dropped to all fours and raced forward. 
“Fire!” he ordered, squeezing the trigger of his MAC.
The HecSha were smaller targets on four legs than two, and harder to hit as they ran, but quite a few dropped on the initial volley, even before the rockets and chain gun fire hit them from the side. Already committed to the attack, they didn’t stop when they started taking casualties. 
Elpka fired a second time, then a third. “Hold fire!” he ordered after that. There were no more targets to service.
“Gods!” Tragonic trumpeted. “I spent all that time burying mines, and they didn’t even get to them!”
[image: image-placeholder]Grant returned to the command tent to find Arnett waiting for him. “Now what?” the CO asked.
“Now we police up the bodies and get some rest,” Grant replied. “In the morning, we’ll get everything inventoried and load the transport. Before we do, though…” He turned to Shishtik. “Contact Captain Teegu on the Gardal. He’ll be expecting the call, since I talked with him earlier. Please have him appropriate the HecSha transport as a spoil of war.”
“You planned for this?” Arnett asked.
“Yeah, since I overspent on the equipment, I thought taking a prize would help with the bottom line. The Gardal gets seventy-five percent of the value, since they’re doing the capturing, but every bit helps.”
“What are you planning on doing with it?”
“I’m sending it home with most of Weapons Platoon. If it comes down to fighting in the transport, they’re more of a hindrance than a help. Sumatozou just weren’t made for shipborne fighting. Hell, they weren’t made for being on a ship in the first place. Tragonic slept in the shuttle bay because he could barely fit down the passageways, much less get through the hatches.” Grant shrugged. “They can also take back all the rockets and heavy weapons, as they won’t be needed anymore.”
[image: image-placeholder]“Two jumps,” Grant said the next morning to the formation of Knights. “That’s all we have to hold onto this for.” He motioned to the red diamond crate behind him in the mouth of the tunnel, where a few Caroons were standing around nervously. “The captain of the Gardal captured the HecSha’s transport, and he assures me there are no opposing ships in this system, so we should get one jump free. As such, I am sending the Weapons Platoon back home, as we won’t have any more planetary battles.”
“No slaughter?” Zzelator asked. Treetar patted him consolingly. 
“I’m sorry, Z, but I’m afraid not,” Grant replied. “We’ll try to find some nice slaughter for you next time. Maybe we can dig up a little mayhem, too.”
“Mayhem and slaughter? Zzelator like!”
Grant nodded. “For the rest of us, all we have to do is cross the Noughtal system, make the jump, and then turn in the diamonds when we arrive. Easy day.”
The company shifted unconsciously as the mercenaries knew there was no such thing as an ‘easy’ day, especially when you had as big a shipment of red diamonds as they did. There’d be folks coming for them, and crossing the Noughtal system would probably be the most dangerous thing they’d ever done.
“Okay,” Grant said. “We need to get the diamonds and our stuff loaded onto the transport. We’ll be leaving one dropship here with Weapons Platoon so they can load their stuff on the HecSha transport after we leave. Let’s get moving. The longer we wait here, the more time we give our enemies to prepare for us. Dismissed!”
[image: image-placeholder]Arnett sighed as he looked at the red diamond crate, strapped down on the cargo bay deck, guarded by two troopers in CASPers. “One little crate for all this.” He shook his head and pointed at some graffiti on the side. “Somebody named it Helen?”
“The woman whose face launched a thousand ships,” Grant said with a nod. “Tony Rowley is a bit of a scholar. He thought that the box might launch a thousand ships to come after us.” He smiled. “Rowley’s a bit of a pessimist. I’m hoping it isn’t any more than three or four hundred.”
“I’ve been meaning to ask you.” Arnett scratched his chin. “Was it smart to tell the company that we were transiting the Noughtal system with the gems?”
“Do you think one of them is a traitor?”
“Not really, although there are a lot of credits in that crate.” Arnett shrugged. “There were a lot of Caroons standing around that heard it, too, and I don’t know anything about their loyalties.”
Grant winked. “It’s a good thing that we’re not planning on transiting the Noughtal system then, isn’t it?”
“We aren’t?”
“No, but I don’t mind everyone thinking that we were going to.” He looked out the bay door into space as red lights began flashing. 
“What’s going on?” Arnett asked. 
“We’re docking with the Gardal to go through the stargate. And, speaking of our change of destinations, I think it’s time to go give the captain some new orders.”
Grant walked up to the Flowing River CIC, or combat information center, where the ship’s captain operated the vessel.
“Captain,” Grant said with a nod as he entered the CIC. Captain Peetu, a Maki related to the CO of the Gardal, returned the nod, and Grant strode over to stand behind his command chair. “How long until we jump?”
Peetu nodded to the main Tri-V display system, where the image of a stargate hung. “We’re almost there. Two minutes.”
“So we’ve already transmitted our destination to the Gate Master?”
“We’ve linked up with the Gardal, transmitted our destination, and paid our fees.” the lemur-like alien said. “We are all set to jump.”
“Good.” Grant held up a slate. “I want to change our destination.”
Peetu’s jaw dropped. “There’s no time to tell the Gate Master.” 
“I don’t want to tell the Gate Master,” Grant said with a smile. “I just want the navigator to enter these new coordinates.”
“Why?”
“Do you want to jump into a system where a lot of people are waiting to take our cargo?”
Peetu shook his head. “Navigator, enter these coordinates,” he screeched.
Grant handed over his slate, and the navigator put them into the computer system.
“Entered, sir,” the navigator said as the gate expanded rapidly in the Tri-V. “Here we go.”
The ships entered the stargate, and Grant had the momentary feeling of being destroyed and remade. The Tri-V showed the unbroken whiteness of hyperspace.
“You could have told me a little sooner,” Peetu said. “We almost didn’t make it.”
Grant smiled. “We did, though, and there wasn’t time for anyone to transmit our new coordinates.”
“True,” Peetu agreed with a small nod. “But the Gate Master’s systems will register the new coordinates, so someone could find them out.”
“They might,” Grant agreed. “And there are people who will be expecting us to divert from our planned route. Still, there’s no sense making it easy for the bad guys to find us. There are a number of systems we could jump to and still make the jump to our ultimate destination.” He smiled. “Might as well make them work for it, eh?”
“That is correct,” Peetu said, “but there aren’t so many that they couldn’t have a ship or two waiting in all of them, if the cargo is really as valuable as you say.”
“I suspect they will,” Grant said, “which is why we have a lot of work to do over the next week.”
[image: image-placeholder]Although no one knew why, every normal hyperspace transit lasted 170 hours, or about a week, although there were rumors that shorter transits existed. The Knights worked hard the entire time, preparing for their journey through their new destination—the Delgar system.
“Transition in thirty seconds,” the Gardal’s navigator said.
“Very well,” Captain Teegu replied.
“Are you ready?” Arnett asked in the back of the CIC, where he and Grant watched.
“I think so,” Grant said. “I guess we’ll see.” He’d done everything he could, although the butterflies in his stomach made him wonder if there was something he’d missed. He didn’t think so… but the butterflies didn’t go away.
There was a momentary sense of falling, then the Tri-V lit up with the image of normal space as they emerged at Delgar’s L4 LaGrange point. 
“Disengage from the Flowing River,” Teegu ordered. “Then set two Gs acceleration.”
“Disengaged, sir,” the helmsman said. “Accelerating to two Gs.”
“I need a picture soonest,” Teegu said, looking toward his sensor operator. “What’s out there?”
“Looking.”
Grant braced himself as the Gs came on and licked his lips as he waited. Knowing he’d done everything he could—or hoping he had, anyway—didn’t make the waiting any easier.
“Got them,” the sensor operator said. “One group, two ships, about halfway to the stargate.”
Grant watched the Tri-V as the contacts appeared, almost exactly halfway to where the stargate to safety waited for them at the L5 LaGrange point. He’d expected that.
“Second group. Three ships. Three-quarters of the way to the stargate.”
Grant winced. It had been a possibility that more than one group would be here. He’d hoped for one group, but he could live with two. Probably.
“Third group!” the sensor operator yelled, his voice rising in pitch. “Lying silent at the edge of the emergence area, ten degrees off the starboard bow!”
Teegu looked over his shoulder. “You’re going to want to be seated for this,” he said. “Both ships accelerate to four Gs. Hard left ninety degrees.”
Grant and Arnett dove into their maneuvering seats as red lights began flashing.
“All hands stand by for high-G maneuvering,” the helmsman said over the ship’s intercom. 
Seconds after the warning—and right as Grant attached his final safety belt—the Gs hit as the ship accelerated and turned hard to the side.
“Are they going to get a shot at us?” Teegu asked.
“No, sir,” the sensor operator replied. “The ambushers are chasing us, but it took some time to bring their engines online.”
“That’s good, right?” Grant asked, grunting through the Gs pushing him into the cushion. I don’t know how they talk normally under these Gs. Practice, I guess.
“Their job wasn’t to shoot us,” Teegu said. “They’re herding us.”
“Toward what?” Arnett asked. 
Grant smiled; his CO had a harder time talking than he did.
“At the moment, we’re not getting any closer to the stargate, while the other ships are able to get closer to us. All they have to do is block us from the stargate, shoot out the transport’s motors, and take whatever your cargo is over there.”
Grant turned his head toward Arnett. “You got insurance for the transport, right?”
“It cost a fortune, but yeah.”
Grant looked at the Tri-V. Even a non-sailor could see the net was closing on them. “Good. I think you’re going to need it.”
[image: image-placeholder]Six hours later, Grant was getting really tired of the Gs. He’d tried to sleep, but no matter how he lay, he started to hurt after a few minutes. Even facing forward hurt at this point. The only thing they had going for them was that the ambushers weren’t trying to catch up to them. The attackers had matched the defenders’ four Gs rather than going six or seven and forcing them to accelerate, too.
“We’re approaching the first group,” Teegu said. “They have two cruisers.”
“Can we fight them?” Grant asked. 
“We could. We’d have to slow down to do so, and that would allow the group following us to catch up.”
“What’s back there?”
“Another cruiser and a frigate.”
Grant sighed. “We can’t beat all of them.”
“No, we can’t.”
“Run.”
“I’m sorry,” Teegu said. “What do you want me to do?”
“Run. Leave the transport behind. Save us and your ship.”
“I’m sorry, but I am not accustomed to running. Not only that, I was hired to protect the transport. If I don’t, I will not complete the contract.” He turned around in his seat despite the Gs. “We need the money.”
“Staying alive isn’t enough? That plus what you’ll get from the sale of the HecSha transport?”
“No. I have crew to pay.”
“Not if they’re dead.”
“They still get death benefits.”
“Fine,” Grant said. “I will mark the contract completed. Just get us out of here.”
“I have you recorded as saying the contract is complete,” Teegu said. “Don’t try to go back on that later.”
“I wouldn’t think of it.”
“Helm, twenty degrees left. Increase our acceleration to six Gs but leave the Flowing River at four.”
This is going to hurt. “What’s the plan?” 
“We’re going to separate the ships and make them choose between us.”
“Gardal, this is Flowing River. Where are you going?” Captain Peetu’s voice asked over the radio.
Teegu turned and looked at Peetu where he sat in the seat next to Grant. “How did you do that?”
“We recorded a few things for him to say before we left,” Grant said. He nodded to the radio. “You should answer him.”
“This is an unwinnable battle,” Teegu transmitted. “It’s better to run than die.”
“Coward!” Peetu’s voice replied. “I’ll see you in hell!”
Grant winced as the ship accelerated. “Hopefully… that will… make the… attackers believe… the cargo… is still there.”
“It’s not?” Teegu asked. “I thought you still had people there, as well as the cargo.” 
“No. There’s nothing… there. Everything is… here. We’re flying it… by remote. Our pilot… is in… the hangar bay.”
“Well, why didn’t you say so?”
“Didn’t want… word getting out…”
“So we really can run?”
“Yes.”
“Helmsman. Seven Gs and ten degrees farther left.”
[image: image-placeholder]Six hours later, Grant staggered into the hangar bay and up the ramp into their dropship. Everything hurt. It hurt to walk. It also hurt to sit too, though, so he’d decided to try to walk off the pain. At least he’d get something done.
Teegu had slowed to a single G after they’d passed the second group of attackers. One of the ships had started toward them, but Shishtik had played a few more calls from Peetu—offering to pay the attackers in red diamonds for safe passage—and that had convinced them the red diamonds were still onboard the Flowing River. The attackers had turned back to pursue the cargo ship.
“You’re just in time,” Shishtik said as Grant walked up the boarding ramp. “It’s about to get good.” She pointed to a mini Tri-V she had set up that tapped into the bridge displays. “The two forces are about to fight it out.”
“Awesome,” Grant said. He looked at the SleSha a few moments. “Don’t you hurt from all the Gs?”
“No,” she replied, her antennae bobbing in amusement. “It takes more Gs than that to hurt me.” She shook her head. “Mammals.”
Grant ignored her and asked, “Where’s the transport?”
Shishtik pointed to a contact behind the first group’s formation. “They shot out its motors. Whoever wins the fight will get the prize.”
Grant sat down—slowly—in a chair to watch the fleets fight it out. Although the second group had fewer ships, one was a battlecruiser that was much bigger than the other group’s cruisers. Its captain was also a better strategist, and it cut off two of the opposing cruisers and destroyed them with a couple well-placed volleys. Now seriously outgunned, the other two ships of the first group fled.
“Okay,” Grant said as the battlecruiser approached the Flowing River, “give them their prize.”
“Can’t we wait a little longer?”
“There’s no need to kill them.”
“They would have happily killed us. Pirates are pirates, and they deserve to die.”
“True. Never mind.” 
Grant watched as the battlecruiser came alongside the Flowing River. 
“Now it’s time for the prize,” Shishtik said. She pushed a button on the console.
“What happened?” Grant asked after a couple seconds. “There’s nothing—”
“Lightspeed delay,” the SleSha said. “Give it a second.”
The Flowing River dropped out of the display as its fusion plants detonated.
“It probably didn’t kill them,” Shishtik said. “But it probably got anyone outside the ship on the way to the River and might have holed the battlecruiser in places.” Her antennae danced again. “Best I could do.”
“Well done,” Grant said. “Any chance of them catching up to us?”
“No. From where we are, even if they went to nine or ten Gs, we wouldn’t have to do more than four to make it to the stargate ahead of them.”
“Good. I don’t want to do more than that ever again.” Grant levered himself out of the chair with a grunt.
“Where are you going?” Shishtik asked.
“Time to set up for the next thing.”
[image: image-placeholder]“You think they’re going to be waiting here, too?” Teegu asked as they approached the transition into the Quigon system, home of the Mercenary Guild.
“If you knew the shipment was coming here, what better place to wait for it than at the emergence point?” Grant asked. “Grab it here and run for the stargate. If you let us get too close to the planet, there’ll be more traffic and people who might help us. You also will be identified for sure as the thieves.”
“True. But waiting in the emergence area? That’s stupid.” 
“Greed overwhelms intellect sometimes.”
“Also true.” Teegu sighed and looked at the weapons officer. “Battle stations.”
“Thanks, Captain,” Grant said as the red lights began flashing. “I’ll see you when we’re safely there.” He left the CIC, ran to the cargo bay, and climbed into his CASPer. 
“Knight One, checking in,” he transmitted once he was operational.
“First Platoon, ready,” Jistala replied. “In position.”
“Second Platoon, up and ready,” Elpka added. “In position.”
“If they’re going to hit us, they’re going to do it here,” Grant said. He took a last look around the hangar bay as the transition timer counted down. The dropship had been tucked back into a corner out of the way, and everything moved back to the bulkheads. The doors were open and the only thing in the middle of the bay was the red diamond crate. Should have had a neon sign saying “Come get me” pointed at it.
The timer hit zero, and Grant felt the transition. They’d barely had time to adjust when “Missiles incoming” came over the comm system. “One cruiser, close aboard” followed a few seconds later. Grant watched the link display as missiles and lasers crossed between the two ships. It was a gutsy call to sit in the emergence area, but the attackers had gotten lucky; even though the area was large, the Gardal had emerged close enough to already be in range. Gardal’s systems were still coming up when the first volley arrived.
The ship jumped as the missiles hit, and the power died, plunging the hangar bay into darkness. Battle lanterns came on after a few moments, and the low-light systems in Grant’s CASPer compensated. The ship had already been at zero G, and his magnetic boots kept the CASPer safely grounded on the deck. The link picture had died with ship’s power, though, and he had no way to know when the enemy would be coming.
“They’ll be here soon,” Grant said. “Call out if you see them.”
The group waited. Then they waited some more. Come get us, already! Grant’s psyche screamed. 
When he almost couldn’t take it anymore, Private Carl Burgeson called, “Three dropships incoming!”
Before Grant could react, rockets and railgun rounds sprayed the forward and aft bulkheads—staying well away from the crate in the middle of the bay—and several icons dropped off his display. He could see both Joe Jungers and Burgeson—both had railgun round-sized holes through their canopies.
“Fire!” Grant called. 
The company fired at the dropships, and the dropships fired back. After a couple of seconds, Grant realized the battle was lost. The railguns in the noses of the dropships were far more deadly than the ones the CASPers had. Tony Rowley took one through his canopy and dropped out of the link; Matthew Barlow caught a rocket in his legs that knocked him loose from the deck and cut one off at the knee. He soared through the bay spraying blood from his severed leg.
We can’t win this battle, and they have to know it. Time to run.
“Fall back!” Grant called. “Everyone fall back!”
All the CASPers had exits or some means of egress from their positions, and the troops left the hangar bay without any further casualties. Grant watched from a hidden camera as a dropship swooped in while the other two covered it. The dropship landed, and HecSha in combat suits poured out. They cut the cargo container loose and used thrusters to maneuver it back into the dropship.
Grant was fairly impressed. The troops were in and out in less than five minutes; they’d obviously practiced the maneuver. The dropships sprayed the interior of the bay again, then they were gone.
Grant gave them a minute to leave, then he emerged from his hiding space and thrusted to the dropship where he met Arnett and the two platoon sergeants. Shishtik was in a suit at her position. A large hole went through the bulkhead next to the gear, and Grant winced. They’d almost lost their systems.
“They’re almost back to the ship,” Shishtik noted. She pointed to a small Tri-V display taken by a drone she had on the exterior of the Gardal. The three dropships entered the bay of their cruiser, landed, and the ship accelerated away. 
“I think that’s far enough,” Grant said. “Blow it.”
The hangar bay flashed, and the ship broke in half. 
“What just happened?” Arnett asked.
“There was a warhead from an anti-ship nuke in the crate,” Shishtik said.
“Did you… did you just destroy the red diamond shipment?” Arnett asked, his voice full of amazement.
“Well,” Grant said, “I might say ‘if we couldn’t have it, no one could,’ but—” 
“Major Grant, Captain Teegu,” the ship’s CO said over the comm system. “We just got a message saying the package was delivered. Does that mean something to you?”
“It does, indeed,” Grant said. “Thanks.” He smiled. “What I was going to say is that the red diamonds were never with us. You know how a lot of the Gate Masters are Sumatozou?”
“Well, yeah,” Arnett said. “But what does that have to do with anything?”
“I left the red diamonds with Weapons Platoon back on Tomleen; we never had them with us. Tragonic knew the Gate Master in the Tomleen system—some distant clanmate of his—and he was able to get a five-day hyperspace jump, rather than the normal seven-day one, for both jumps. They got here four days ago, and it looks like they already dropped off the red diamonds.” He smiled. “We successfully completed the contract.”
“So, this was all a big diversion?” Arnett asked.
“Diversion… maskirovka… call it what you will, but yes.”
Arnett laughed. “Well, then I guess the Knights will be in good hands going forward.” 
“What does that mean?”
“I told you this was an audition, and it was, but it was also my last mission. I have an inoperable brain tumor, and I am turning over the Knights to you, effective immediately. I want my last few weeks to be spent on a beach, drinking something with an umbrella in it.”
Grant’s jaw dropped. “That’s awful! There must be— Can’t you—”
Arnett held up a hand. “I’m resigned to my fate and happy that the Knights are in good hands.”
“I don’t know what to say.”
“Just say thanks.”
Barely able to keep the tears in his eyes, Grant nodded once. “Thanks.” 
“There’s just one thing I don’t understand,” Jistala said.
“What is it?” Grant asked.
“Why did we fight here?” Jistala asked as he watched the Tri-V. “Why didn’t we tell them that we sent the cargo in a different ship?”
“If you were them, and there were two hundred million credits to be gained, would you have believed me if I told you that?”
Jistala sighed. “Probably not.”
“Me, either.”
Jistala paused a moment and then asked, “You’re the new commanding officer now, right?”
Grant chuckled. “I think so.”
“Good.” Jistala turned away from the Tri-V to face Grant. “Now that we have some money in the coffers, the next time we do this, can we subcontract for another company to run the diversion?”
[image: image-placeholder]Biography
A Webster Award winner and three-time Dragon Award finalist, Chris Kennedy is a Science Fiction/Fantasy author, speaker, and small-press publisher who has written over 55 books and published more than 500 others. Get his free book, “Shattered Crucible,” at his website, https://chriskennedypublishing.com. 
Called “fantastic” and “a great speaker,” he has coached hundreds of beginning authors and budding novelists on how to self-publish their stories at a variety of conferences, conventions, and writing guild presentations. He is the author of the award-winning #1 bestseller, “Self-Publishing for Profit: How to Get Your Book Out of Your Head and Into the Stores.” 
Chris lives in Coinjock, North Carolina, with his wife, Sheellah, and is the holder of a doctorate in educational leadership and master’s degrees in both business and public administration. Follow Chris on Facebook at https://www.facebook.com/ckpublishing/.




Free the Beasts


By E.W. Barnes 
Risking a mission to do the right thing? That’s a gamble worth taking.

[image: image-placeholder]Hanging upside-down above the floor when the lights went out was not part of her plan.
It would have been easier to cut the power from an interface access, but the would-be outlaws now shouting in the Loading Bay had eliminated that option after pushing too many buttons without knowing what they were doing. That was before Merlina joined their cause and suggested a strategy with a chance of success.
Their enthusiasm and inexperience having worked against them, Merlina was forced to accept a boost from Geyorg, the group’s leader, to reach a power conduit in the corridor ceiling. Geyorg then ran back to stop the animals from stampeding, leaving her perched on a crossbeam. Gripping tightly, she rolled over to access the conduit. While awkward (and undignified), the position made it easy to cut the outer shell and disable the main lines. She paused, ready to deactivate the backups (and the secondary backups she would have installed if she had designed the station).
Instead, they were plunged into darkness. Merlina clicked her beak in disapproval that a facility of this size and importance did not have proper backups. And there was no sign of Geyorg or his compatriots, even on infrared, though the shouting was now louder and pitched higher. She briefly wondered what was happening, but the more immediate question was: How was she going to get down? She could cut power to the gravity generators… no, then it would be harder to move the animals into the ship. She could use conformable composite to create a ladder or cushion her fall — but that would instantly identify her as Outer Forces, blowing her cover and the mission.
The mission. Merlina stared at the floor over her head and clicked her beak again. How was she going to explain this to Fulgar?
[image: image-placeholder]“We’re looking for the merchant, Palesa,” Fulgar recapped as they left their ship. “Only Palesa,” he added, pinning them with a glare.
“Merchant,” Nizhoni sniffed. “You mean data smuggler.”
“Whatever,” Fulgar growled. “She has information we need. We find her, make the offer, see what she knows.” He lowered his voice as they approached the queue for the shuttles that would take them from what Nizhoni called “the parking lot” to the Arena. “Merlina, check the lodging, residential, and engineering levels. Nizhoni and I will search the competition areas and food courts.”
Merlina clicked her beak in annoyance. He was purposefully keeping her away from the gaming, even though he knew she would never place bets while on a mission. Not risky ones, anyway. As they boarded separate shuttles, she scanned the passengers. Palesa’s iridescent hair would be easy to spot and if they found her right away, there might be time for a few wagers…
Palesa was not on the shuttle. Disappointed, Merlina headed to the Arena’s Engineering Level, thinking she would start there and work her way up. At least she tried to get to the Engineering Level. The main entrance was clogged with lookie-loos (she loved that ancient description) stumbling to a halt as they gaped at the enormity and grandeur of the Arena’s Main Level, with giant screens displaying almost every competition a sapient species could devise. Merlina understood their feelings and wished that she, too, could stop and reverently take in the splendor.
But she had a job to do. She ducked under arms and wove through legs and was almost clear of the throng when a young man tripped over her. She flung out both wings to regain her balance, but it was no use. Gravity would win this round. As she landed with a thud, she banished the fleeting wish that she could fly like her ancestors had. But, as Beauregard the Magnificent, Father of the Corvids, had said: The gift of speech was worth the sacrifice of flight.
“You great fopdoodle! You zounderkite!” Merlina squawked at the young man as he thumped down next to her. “Watch where you’re going, dunderhead!”
He pushed away from her, eyes wide, and scrambled to his feet. Without a word, he took off running, caroming off several others before disappearing into the multitudes.
“Thank you, kind people,” Merlina cooed when concerned voices inquired about injury, declining their helping hands.
It was fortunate that gracefulness was unimportant to her, because the rolling-squatting maneuver she used to get back on her feet was the epitome of inelegance. She ensured her digit-harness was still properly positioned under her wings, and waddled away from the dispersing crowd, talons clicking on the polished floor. She activated the 360-view on her camouflaged heads-up display and was relieved to see that no medi-bots — or worse, security — had been summoned after her tumble.
Just as she reoriented herself as to the direction of the lifts to the Engineering Level, she spotted the young man who knocked her over skulking near a maintenance access. He checked to see if he was being watched in such a laughably amateur manner that she almost dismissed him as not worth her time. But then she reconsidered. She would not put it past Palesa to have agents who pretended to be ridiculous to mislead snoops on the lookout for those with more professional demeanors. It was a ruse she had used many times herself, after all.
The young man slipped inside, and Merlina followed. She activated her infrared and watched his blurry shape rapidly grow smaller. He was running down a corridor. She accessed a schematic of the Arena she had downloaded to prepare for the mission and pinpointed his direction. He was heading for the Loading Bay.
This was it, she thought, her onyx feathers shivering with excitement. Palesa was arriving on a cargo ship instead of a passenger vessel! It made perfect sense. She would meet her contact in the Loading Bay, deliver her ill-gotten information, and slip away. It was a genius plan, Merlina had to admit. And if the young man’s haste was any indication, Merlina had very little time to intercept her. 
Studying the schematic, she saw she could get there more quickly via a large conduit that ran from the residences at the top of the Arena to the Loading Bay at the bottom. The schematic did not identify its purpose, but it had conveniently located hatches on every level. She concluded it was the main power access because if she were designing a space station, main power would go unidentified on schematics to foil saboteurs.
Merlina made her way to the nearest hatch, hiding her intent by following first one group (holding tickets for a zero-g wrestling match), then another (discussing beak fencing strategies), looking like a straggler behind each. She broke away from the last group, ducking behind a wager kiosk until she could approach the hatch unseen. It was secured with a standard lock, easily broken. That should have been a clue. But it was not until she opened the hatch that she realized how wrong she was. It was not the main power conduit; it was the main garbage chute. Refuse flowed past her in a revolting cascade. She clicked her beak in disgust.
“No wonder it’s not secured,” Merlina muttered as she pulled up the schematic again, and then let out a rattling sigh. The chute was still the fastest way to get to the Loading Bay before the running young man. 
Ensuring she was still unwatched, she climbed in, steadying herself on the wide frame as she shut the hatch behind her. With another resigned rattle, she activated her conformable composite, creating a CC shell that was half cocoon, half parachute. It required most of her supply, but it was a justifiable use of resources. Damaged feathers were dangerous in a fight, and Merlina did not know how many thugs Palesa would have with her. She programmed her display for CC transparency, folded her wings, and dropped.
It went well for about a second. Then she hit something large and solid which bounced her against the chute wall and knocked her sideways. Another bounce against something dark and squishy (she tried not to imagine what it could be) turned her in midair. Now she was falling face first. Refuse in multiple colors, textures, and states of decay fell with her. Just as she was wondering how much farther there was to go, her display flashed a warning, and she crunched into an enclosed recycling container. Within moments, she was buried under the garbage continuing to fall after her. She activated more CC, using it to push her away until she was no longer directly under the chute. Then she forced it through the access flap, creating a tube shape which oozed out of the container like a giant worm. She rolled out of the end, landing (again) in an ungainly heap, wondering if she would ever get the stench out of her feathers.
She came to her feet and issued a command for the CC to retract into the dumpster to be recycled. No one would know she had been there. She confirmed the direction of the Loading Bay on the schematic. It was close. She crept into the corridor outside the Arena’s Recycling Center, all senses (and sensors) on alert. Wary, she slowed when she was close enough to hear the artificial voice of the Arena’s automated welcome program: “Welcome to the Arena. This area is for loading and unloading only. All visitors and competitors, please use the main entrance.”
Merlina activated her infrared to see if Palesa and a squad of goons had already arrived, and came to a sudden halt. The bay was crowded with heat signatures — so many that they formed an enormous pulsing red blob on her heads-up display. Did Palesa bring an army with her? This changed things. As skilled as she was, Merlina could not take on an army alone. She reluctantly concluded that she required Fulgar and Nizhoni.
More intel was needed. She stole forward, intent on recording how many there were, what kinds of weapons they were using, and the lay of the land. Or bay, as it were. The repeating message of the artificial voice covered her approach as she peered around the corner and scanned the bay. Her heart stopped. Palesa was not there, nor was an army waiting. The life signs were coming from cages. Cages full of animals.
Fury rose within her. There could be only one reason for caged animals in the Arena’s Loading Bay: someone had smuggled them in for illegal beast fights.
There was a skidding sound, and the young man appeared behind her. He was out of breath and did not see her until he barreled into her. Again. This time, she was ready. She dropped into a crouch as he tumbled over her and was on him as soon as he hit the floor.
“Are you responsible for this?” she squawked over the artificial voice, pressing razor-sharp talons against his throat.
His eyes bulged out of his head. “What? No, it’s not me. You don’t understand…”
“Welcome to the Arena…”
“I understand everything,” she said, pressing harder. “Beast fights? Enslaving and torturing animals until they die for the entertainment of sleazy bettors? I should kill you right here.”
“…loading and unloading only.”
“We’re here to save them,” he choked. “It’s not us. We’re rescuing the beasts.”
“We?” Merlina asked.
“Please use the main entrance,” the voice said as Merlina looked up. Two young women and another man crept out from behind the cages.
“We represent Free the Beasts,” the young man gasped. “My name is Geyorg. We’re here on a beast freedom op.”
“Beast freedom op,” Merlina repeated as she struggled not to roll her eyes — mostly because it was not as effective a tool for sarcasm for her as it was for her homo sapiens friends. She guessed it was because of her beak. “What does that mean, exactly?”
“All visitors and competitors…”
“We’re helping them,” one woman said. “We’re taking them to Illya.”
“Where they can run free, and live the lives they were meant to live,” crooned the other woman in a sing-song tone.
“Welcome to the Arena…”
The artificial voice was getting on Merlina’s nerves. “And how do you plan to do this?”
“We have a ship,” Geyorg said. He raised a hand and she tensed; but he was pointing to a vessel just visible outside the shimmering force field protecting the bay. It looked like a decommissioned Outer Forces transport. “We’ve already disabled the guards,” he said. “They’re unconscious behind the cargo containers.”
“And where’re the smugglers? Where are the ones responsible for this abomination?”
“They went to watch the gaming,” Geyorg said. “I followed them. Beak fencing, I think. We heard them talking after they unloaded the cages. They’re supposed to meet their contact soon….” He gulped. “We don’t have a lot of time.”
Merlina cocked her head. “Let me get this straight… you risked arrest by breaking into the Arena and assaulting people, not to mention earning the ire of criminal smugglers, to rescue these animals? Why not report this to the authorities and let them handle it?”
“The authorities don’t move fast enough,” the second young man said. “The smugglers move the animals before they can catch them.”
Merlina thought for a moment. Then she relaxed her grip and hopped off. “Very well,” she said as Geyorg stood. “You may proceed with your op.” She bowed, her wings slightly open as a sign of respect. “I wish you success,” she added as she waddled toward where the schematic told her she would find grav-lifts to take her to the Engineering Level.
“You’re a corvid,” Geyorg called after her as the artificial voice welcomed them once again. “You could help us.”
“I could,” she called over her shoulder. “But I have my own op to complete.”
“Fine,” Geyorg muttered. “Borka, deactivate the security system,” she heard him say before she turned the corner.
Merlina was chuckling to herself by the time she arrived at the grav-lifts. This adventure will make a good story, she thought, mentally preparing for the telling. She hummed to herself as she waddled into a lift car. “Engineering Level,” she instructed the interface as the door slid shut.
She felt the slight tug on her body as it began its ascent and refocused her attention on the next steps in the search for Palesa. The grav-lift came to a halt. An alarm sounded, accompanied by flashing lights. She reached up to hit the emergency override, but the security seal activated, barely missing her wingtips as a force field snapped into place. The artificial voice, which had faded as she left the Loading Bay, now blared all around her: “Security alert. Initiating lock-down.” The car vibrated with deep thuds — the sound of the Arena’s bulkheads engaging. A scan of the shaft confirmed her fears. A bulkhead now blocked the way. She was cut off from the rest of the station.
She rolled her eyes. The Free the Beasts people were responsible, she was sure of it. Several choice words came to mind, but as there was no audience besides herself, there was no point in speaking them aloud. As Beauregard the Magnificent had opined, the miracle of the gift of speech was in communicating with others. She would share her perfect words when she rejoined those best suited to hear them. Which meant getting out of the grav-lift.
Waiting for Arena security to release her (as the automated voice was now advising) was not an option. Security would ask too many questions and make too many assumptions about her being in a lift leaving the level from where the lock-down had been triggered. She studied the smooth interior of the car. The grav-lift was a standard model with evacuation access through the roof. That was the easy part. In an emergency, after getting on the roof, personal lifts on the sides of the shaft would transport each passenger to the nearest level; but in a lockdown, the goal was containment, not escape, and the personal lifts were disabled. That left the shaft ladder. She would have to climb down to return to the Loading Bay.
But she should have known it would not be that simple. Once on the roof, she got a good look at the ladder, which was tucked into an alcove in the shaft, allowing the car to move freely, but still close enough for someone to reach it in an emergency. Unfortunately, it was designed for users to climb up, not down, and there was very little space between the ladder and the lift.
She readied her digit-harness, checking its placement across her back and under her wings, positioning its “arms” in front of her. It would serve as her hands during the climb. She carefully positioned herself on the rungs and started her descent, moving one foot down, then her digit-harness, then another foot, then the digit-harness. The space narrowed as she passed the car. Then she could go no further. She pulled her wings in as tightly as she could, but it was no use. She was stuck.
The problem was the harness — it made her too wide. Without it, she could ease past the car; but she could not hold on to the ladder without it. She let out a rattling sigh. Her only option was to remove it, squeeze past the car, and then get it back on for the rest of the climb.
Removing the harness was a straightforward process. She could leave it hooked to a rung and slide out of it. Lowering it would be less easy, but she was confident she could slip it past her body and catch it with a talon. From there, she could hook it on a rung below her… but then what? She did not know how to get it back on. She clicked her beak in frustration. She had never practiced getting her harness on while dangling from a ladder.
Merlina raised her wings and shimmied out of the harness. The feathers on her head rose as she eyed the long fall below her feet; and for a moment, she considered climbing back up and waiting for security. She let out another sigh. She was running out of time. There was only one certain way out of this, and it was down.
She dropped it, catching it with a foot and maneuvering it to a lower rung close to the bottom of the car. Then she pulled in her wings, feeling herself slip downward. Taking a deep breath, she expanded her chest and slowed her descent. Inhaling and exhaling, she edged her way past the car until she could go no further without her harness; and there she realized she had miscalculated. The harness was too low. She reached out with her foot, hoping to pull it up to a nearer rung. Instead, she nudged it too hard. The harness fell, landing with a clatter on the bulkhead below.
Having collected a library of unusual expressions, Merlina had a legion of curse words to choose from, but fearing her voice would echo in the shaft, she had to be satisfied with snapping her beak angrily. There was no other choice but to use her dwindling supply of conformable composite. She extruded a small shelf which she connected to the shaft ladder below her feet. Then another. And another, making her way down, step by step. Her display flashed a warning — as she feared, she was nearing her CC limit. If she used more than the mission estimate, a refill request would be sent automatically, requiring that she submit a report detailing why.
She really did not want to explain this to HQ.
Merlina extruded one more shelf and then evaluated how much further it was to the bottom. Her display offered her measurements, but she wanted to see it, to feel it. The shaft was wide enough; the bottom was close enough, she thought. She lifted her head and raised her wings. She might not be able to fly, but she could glide…
[image: image-placeholder]The situation in the Loading Bay was worse than she feared. As she turned the corner, she discovered that the Free the Beasts group had lived up to their name. Not only did they trigger the security lockdown, but they had also somehow opened all the cages. Most of her avian cousins remained unmoving inside their confines; but other animals took advantage of their release, including Terran canines that barked joyfully as they were chased by the women who did not recognize that their pursuit was the reason the canines ran. Set apart from the other animals, an elegantly ferocious felicerta paced with watchful eyes — graceful, powerful, and deadly. There was a containment field between it and the rest of the bay, but both the canines and the Free the Beasts people still avoided it.
As she watched, an avian with feathers a soft gray color emerged from its enclosure. It spread its wings and Merlina held her breath, waiting for it to spring aloft and fly across the bay. Then it snapped a powerful beak and retreated back into its cage. Merlina’s heart fell, and she remembered that birds used in beast fights were surgically prevented from flying. She felt a pang of pity, which turned rapidly to anger for the poor creatures that did not even have the gift of speech to make up for the loss of soaring through the air.
The hunt for Palesa could wait.
Merlina waddled up next to Geyorg, who was standing beside an interface panel with the other young man. She assumed this was Borka, the one who was supposed to have de-activated the security system.
“What did you do?” she demanded.
“I… I don’t know!” Borka said. His fingers danced as he input commands, but the interface remained inoperative. “This should work! Why isn’t it working?”
Merlina pushed him aside. “Let me see,” she said.
“Wait, who do you think you are?” Borka demanded as he staggered out of the way.
“You may call me Coraxa,” she answered, giving him her favorite alias. “And I’m someone who understands security systems better than you.” She studied the interface and tapped in a few commands. The panel came to life. She studied the display and let out an exasperated rattle. “There’s no way to undo the lockdown from here.” She paused, looking up at Geyorg. “And security is on the way,” she added, pointing to a readout tracking the progress of the Arena officers as they secured each level.
Borka’s face paled. “What do we do?” he asked Geyorg.
Geyorg’s eyes flicked from the readout to Merlina. “What do you think?” he asked her.
“We can cut the power,” she answered, pulling up a station schematic for them and pointing with a wing to the corridor outside the bay. “A power conduit is in the ceiling. From there, I can disrupt power on all levels. Station security will soon figure out how to override it, but it will buy you some time.”
“What do you need from us?”
Her eyes drifted to the chaos in the bay. “Help me reach the conduit and then get the animals onto your ship.”
And so it was that she found herself hanging upside down in the dark listening to a concert of alarmed squeaks, the barking of happy canines, low growled threats from the felicerta, and the yelping of the homo sapiens intending to save them. What were the odds she would end up like this? The absurdity was not lost on her.
“Valued Arena patrons, please remain calm,” the automated voice announced soothingly. “Back-up systems are coming online. All game play will resume momentarily. Please remain calm.”
“Coraxa! You did it!” an excited voice called out. “Do you need help?”
Geyorg ran up, breathless. In the dimness, she could see his hair sticking up and his clothes were in disarray. Clearly, he had fallen again, which made three times by her count. He came to a halt directly under her and held out his arms. With a resigned sigh, she tucked in her wings and dropped. To her surprise, he actually caught her and gently lowered her to the floor.
She shook out her feathers. “Thank you,” she said, grateful he did not cuddle her as some might have. “I must return to the interface panel to see how much time is left,” she said. Geyorg nodded and dropped in behind her as she waddled back to the Loading Bay. The situation had improved — the transport ship was in position and several cages had already been loaded, though in the gloom it was hard to get a count of how many remained.
Merlina studied the panel. “I estimate we have only minutes before power is restored,” she said.
She looked over to where Borka waved his arms, trying to force an avian back into its confines. She waddled toward him, intending to help, raising her feathers to make herself look larger; but her avian cousins interpreted this posture as a threat. Disappointed, she left the avians to Geyorg and Borka, turning her attention instead to the canines. They would not misinterpret her body language. At least, she did not think they would.
“Don’t chase them,” Merlina shouted at the closest of the women. “That’s why they are running. They think you’re playing with them.”
The woman came to a halt. “Salaya, stop running!” she shouted to her compatriot.
Salaya stopped in her tracks and with no more reason to race through the bay, the canines slowed and finally sat, tongues hanging out of their mouths. All but one. A beautiful black canine, large and muscular with a white chest and bright eyes, stood apart and watched Merlina, intelligence in its expression.
“Jurrio, how do we get them back in their cages?” Salaya called out.
Jurrio, the other woman, looked at Merlina, who raised her wings in her approximation of a shrug. Nearby in a pile on the floor lay the smugglers’ guards, now awake, though still tied up and gagged. “Maybe ask them?” Merlina said.
“We’ve tried,” Jurrio said with a dark look at the men. “They won’t help us.”
“No?” Merlina clicked her beak in anticipation and waddled over to the nearest man. She raised a talon and sliced through the gag, leaving a thin red line on the man’s face. He winced. “Did I scratch you?” she asked in a syrupy voice. “Does it hurt?”
The man narrowed his eyes and refused to respond.
“What’s the command to control the canines?” she asked.
He clamped his mouth shut and stared at the ceiling. She placed a foot onto his chest, talons out, almost cutting through the material of his singlesuit. It was enough for him to feel the sharpness and imagine the coming pain. She leaned close, aligning her beak with one of his eyes, not quite touching him. She snapped her beak, and he flinched. At the same time, she clenched her talons. 
“The command is enter,” he yelped, closing his eyes tightly. His fellow guards groaned in disgust. “I’m not getting paid enough for this,” he barked at them.
“Try telling the canines to enter,” Merlina said to Jurrio and Salaya, her talons still digging in. 
The man breathed a sigh of relief as first one, then another canine happily entered their cages on command, tongues still hanging out. Except the beautiful black one, which now sat next to the force field that contained the felicerta.
“How are you planning to cage that?” Merlina called out to Geyorg with a nod at the ferocious beast.
“We were going to tranquilize it,” he answered, breathing heavily after moving the last of the avian cages into the transport. He glanced angrily at the guards. “But they destroyed the food and handling materials when we attacked them.”
Merlina looked again at the black dog, still sitting with what she would have described as an air of calm expectation. The felicerta, on the other hand, no longer paced and growled. It stood away from where the dog waited, watching the canine with wary eyes. Merlina turned her attention back to the guard, bringing her beak close to his face.
“What’s the command for the felicerta?”
“Cage,” he said as his companions muttered.
“That’s it?” Geyorg asked. “We just have to say cage to the felicerta?”
“The command isn’t for the felicerta,” Merlina said, cocking her head. “It’s for the canine.” She waddled toward the patient dog. “Cage!” she said with all the authority she could muster.
The canine came to its feet and faced the felicerta. It lowered its head, staring at the beast without fear, and barked a deep tone that bounced off the walls and brought silence from all the creatures still in the bay. The felicerta snarled its objections, then backed slowly into its cage, its head weaving back and forth as it looked for a way out. Borka disabled the force field, and the canine barked again when Geyorg approached the cage from behind. As the felicerta’s nose pulled into the enclosure, Geyorg sealed it shut.
“Well done, beautiful one,” Merlina murmured to the black canine.
Geyorg and the women moved the felicerta into the ship. Merlina faced the canine, her onyx eyes meeting its rich brown ones; and she understood what Beauregard the Magnificent meant when he said that the truest value of speech and communication was when connection was created. It was with a strange feeling of sadness that she ushered the canine into the last open cage, closing the door gently. 
“Live well on Illya,” she said.
The lights came on, harshly illuminating the bay. “They’ve re-routed the power!” Borka yelled. “Security is on the way!”
“How much time do we have?” Geyorg shouted from the transport ramp.
“Not much,” Borka answered. He was rapidly tapping on the interface panel.
Geyorg ran over. “Did you plant the virus?”
Borka nodded. “I’m just about done here…”
Merlina waddled closer. “Get on the transport,” she said to Borka. “Tell me what to do. I can finish.”
“Almost got it,” he said, his eyes not leaving the panel as he continued to enter commands. “I need a few more seconds…”
“All the animals are aboard,” Geyorg said to Borka. “Jurrio is preparing the ship for departure. We have to go. Now.”
“And… done!” Borka’s face flushed with a look of triumph. “Thank you, Coraxa,” he called out as he ran to the ship.
“You’re welcome to come with us,” Geyorg said to her. “Free the Beasts could use someone like you.”
Merlina bowed at the offer, gratified they had learned her value so quickly. “I thank you, but I have my own obligations.” She spread her wings as a blessing. “I wish you success,” she said and then cocked her head at the interface panel. “You have only moments before the security officers arrive.”
Geyorg backed away with a grin and then stumbled, arms flailing, before righting himself. The transport’s engines engaged, and he turned, sprinting up the ramp. “Don’t get caught!” he called out as it closed. The ship slipped through the shimmering force field, and it was gone.
The panel flashed a warning — security had arrived. Then the panel went dark as the transitory virus planted by Borka temporarily shut down all the interfaces on the level, scrambling station sensor data. By the time the virus cleared, the ship would be too far away and untraceable. She heard voices and the prone guards tensed, watching her beadily. They were prepared to spill everything they knew about her to save themselves.
Don’t get caught, indeed.
She waddled out of the bay, returning with reluctance to the Recycling Center. The smell had not improved, but it gave her a place to hide while the officers secured the bay. Once the beast smuggler’s guards started talking, they would search the entire level, which meant she had little time to escape. She opened the Arena schematic on her display and considered her options. The lockdown ended when power was restored. That meant bulkheads no longer blocked the grav-lift shafts. If she could make it to a lift, she could override the security lockout, get to the Main Level, and blend in with the rest of the visitors… But there was no way to prevent the Arena mainframe from recording her use of the lift. Security would know someone had escaped and would implement a station-wide hunt to find the corvid identified by the guards. That would not only end the mission, but would likely result in disciplinary action. There had to be a way she could get off the level without a trace.
She clicked her beak and analyzed the schematic again… and then she saw it. She could get out using the grav-lift shaft. Or, more accurately, one of the personal lifts embedded in the shaft wall. As the personal lifts were not functional except in emergencies, they were not connected to the mainframe during normal station operations. All she needed to do was get into a car, up through the roof access, and hot-wire one to take her to the Main Level. First she had to elude security who, by the sounds of it, were now fanning out to search. She let out a rattling sigh. She had no choice but to play her ace and use her camo sheath.
As a rule, she disapproved of camo sheaths. While it would effectively hide her from unwanted eyes, it was a drain on resources she wanted to conserve for capturing the pulchritudinous Palesa. More than that, it felt dishonorable. She should be able to elude her pursuers through stealth and cunning, not by using Outer Forces technological trickery. But the priority was the mission, not her ego, she reminded herself.
She activated her sheath, which hid her even from infra-red and electrical field scans. And not a moment too soon. A pair of officers entered the Recycling Center, scanners and weapons active. She slipped out as they inspected the room, silently making her way to the grav-lifts. To her surprise, they were unguarded. They assumed the lockout was sufficient, she thought with a touch of smugness. 
The interface panels were still inactive due to Borka’s tampering, so she had to rely on old-fashioned brute force as she wedged a digit-harness finger into a door seam and pulled it open. Just then, the panel flickered back to life and the loading bay’s artificial voice once again echoed down the corridor. As the door slid shut, Merlina began to laugh — Borka had reprogrammed the automated announcement.
“Welcome to the Arena. You have been raided by Free the Beasts. We have rescued the animals, your illegal activities have been reported to the authorities, and you will pay for your crimes. Welcome to the Arena. You have been raided by Free the Beasts….”
[image: image-placeholder]The Main Level was even busier than before. Based on overheard conversations, Merlina deduced that many visitors were leaving following a station-wide power outage. Power outages unnerved people on space stations, she knew. Station management, on the other hand, did not appear alarmed by the exodus. They knew the Arena would be back at capacity in short order.
For Merlina’s purposes, a reduced population was a good thing — Palesa would be easier to locate with fewer people on the station. She edged along the outer wall, calculating how long to mingle with the masses before trying to reach the Engineering Level (again), when suddenly she spotted iridescent hair. Her feathers quivered. Jackpot! Palesa was in a queue to board a shuttle to the “parking lot,” without guards or goons, cleverly hiding herself by looking like just another person in the crowd.
Merlina sidled up behind her. “Did you lose very much?” she asked in a low voice.
Palesa’s eyes widened as she recognized Merlina, and her lips parted in a smile. “You know it’s impolite to discuss wagers,” she replied with a smirk.
“Even between friends?”
“Friends?” Palesa’s iridescent eyebrows rose toward her kaleidoscopic hairline. “Yes, of course we’re friends.” Her tone told Merlina that she would someday collect on that definition. “And between friends, I will tell you that I made some profitable wagers today.”
“Then perhaps you can share some of your good fortune with a friend.”
“What did you have in mind?”
“Not much. Something small…”
“What do you want?” Palesa’s voice dropped, its sweetness gone.
“Information on OF tech.”
Palesa frowned. “More?”
“More what?”
Palesa shook her head and laughed. “You need to talk with your other friends,” she said, opening her coat wide enough for Merlina to see a hidden bag. Palesa allowed her a glimpse of the object inside the bag before tucking it safely back into her coat. But the glimpse was enough. Merlina recognized it as a priceless lamina shell, the payment Fulgar had brought to bargain with. He and Nizhoni had already gotten what they needed from Palesa.
“You did indeed have a profitable visit,” Merlina agreed. She cocked her head. “Until we meet again, friend.”
The smile returned, this time full of anticipation. “Until we meet again.”
Merlina looked up at the posted shuttle schedule, as if confused. “I’m in the wrong line,” she croaked in a loud voice.
She ducked away and found the correct queue to return to her ship, happily waddling on board, humming to herself as she thought of the successes of the day. And as the shuttle pulled away from the Arena, Merlina thought she saw security officers emerging at a run from what might have been the grav-lifts leading to the Loading Bay.
But she would not have bet on it.
The End
For Annise
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The Pet Extractor


By Andrew P. McGregor 
Quork risks all to infiltrate a space station and rescue two pets from their monstrous keeper.

[image: image-placeholder]Quork nervously preened his feathers. On his shuttle’s data screen the grey, toroid-shaped space station was nestled halfway between a blue gas giant and its fiery moon.
Enormous, needle-like teeth seemed to rise from the surface of the station, both on the inside and the outside of the torus. Many of these sharp towers were missing. Others were grotesquely twisted. Some towers still had power, with running lights, but most resembled blackened, rotting teeth. 
Quork startled. His shuttle’s laser-linked communications suite had come to life with the guttural tones of his mammalian captain. As always, they grated against his feathered ear holes. 
“Remember, keep the offer to less than a million each. We don’t want them getting suspicious.” 
Quork rolled his eyes. He sang back to her, “I wasn’t asleep when we planned this.” 
The data screen switched from the view of the toroid to a rear image of his shuttle, centring on the dark bulk of the captain’s dreadnought-class ship, the Deft Acquirer. If things went south, the Deft Acquirer would come to his rescue, theoretically. 
“You just keep the engines primed.” 
“I will, Quork, assuming you checked the fusion drives.” 
“Are the readings in the green, Captain?” 
“You know they are. Stop stressing; you’ve done this many times before.” 
Quork rose from the shuttle’s acceleration couch and stretched. He checked his blue environment suit. He knew the space station had some areas where he could breathe without the suit’s feather-tight environment, but the owner of the tower had filled most of it with an unhealthy amount of oxygen. Many areas had no air at all.
It was an absurdly ancient station in this part of the galaxy and, truly, it was one that should no longer exist. 
Being outside the official borders of the Galactic Council, few knew of its existence.
For good reason. This was not a place a lone being should ever visit.
Dark, dilapidated ships came and went from the various towers and docking tubes dotting the edges of the torus. The denizens of the station had adorned many of the ships with illegal weapons and engine upgrades. Other ships had hidden cargo holds far larger than he would ever encounter in the more civilized parts of the galaxy, full of drugs, chemicals, and dangerous technology.
He caressed the contours of his suit while making its final adjustments, trying to keep his mind from dwelling on the hidden horrors of this place he was about to dock with. As if the suit alone might protect him, by cocooning his long beak and yellow-brown plumage.
But he fumbled with the hood as nervous thoughts again entered his mind. 
Finally, fresh, nest-like air, sampled from his home world, blew into his nostrils and he relaxed. He sat back on the couch, allowing the straps to encase him in protective webbing, and watched as the shuttle eased its way along the station.
There used to be a central hub in the middle of the old structure, for the docking of starships, but it’d been reused for parts millennia ago. So the shuttle carefully matched velocities with the inside edge of the spinning torus, the shuttle’s computer expertly handling the maneuver. 
After receiving the all-clear signal from the tower, the knife-shaped craft shot inside one of many gaping holes.
The toroidal station’s centrifugal gravity immediately acted upon the ship, and Quork almost hit his head as he stood; he’d expected far stronger gravity to stick him against the floor. He grabbed a walking stick from the armory and checked that he’d packed spare space suits inside his backpack. The backpack had two hours-worth of air and a litre of water and dried worm rations. He waited for the airlock to cycle, then stepped out into the airless tower. 
“Welcome, Lord Quork,” the translated clicks and rattles of the tower’s owner filtered into Quork’s ear holes. “I am the esteemed Flackert, and I hope you had a smooth, unmolested trip.”
“Yes, thank you Miss Flackert.” 
"You came without an escort?"
"As requested."
"Good. As have I."
It didn’t take long for him to spot the owner. The critter looked like a blubbery caterpillar in a white space suit. The suit itself must’ve cost Flackert a small fortune, either in currency or blood. She’d made her many boots of hardened silks from the worms of the Heartwurst, a species that didn’t take kindly to their bodily excrements being used as clothing by others. 
He met the blubbery caterpillar at the tower’s immense grey stairs and followed it upward onto a wide concourse, then headed up the stairs that surrounded the concourse’s floor to the double-doors of a wide elevator. The elevator doors were trimmed in a blue crystalline lattice, a sort of computational crystal, whose sole purpose was to control the elevator. Such a waste of intelligence, Quork thought of the ostentatious display. A door like that could run a small colony world. The entity slaved to the elevator had probably gone mad eons ago.
“You’re a connoisseur of digital architecture, I see,” Flackert said.
“It’s pretty,” he replied, then stepped into the spacious elevator.
“Plenty more where that came from.”
“Of that I have no doubt.” He wondered if his host’s translators had caught the scorn in his voice.
“Wonderful,” Flackert said, flicking twin eyestalks up and down Quork’s blue environment suit. “Your species are comfortable with eighty percent oxygen, twenty nitrogen, correct?”
“Yes... er, other way around.”
“Oh, of course. The elevator is filling as we speak if you wish to remove your mask.”
Quork frowned and clacked his beak within his suit’s claustrophobic interior. “That won’t be necessary.” The elevator headed upwards, accelerating smoothly. They would soon arrive at the forty-second floor.
“Even so,” Flackert said after a long silence, “I provide the air for your convenience while we inspect my... wares.” Flackert’s clicks and groans became a drawn-out gurgle as it spoke of its ‘wares,’ as if excited. Quork gagged, wondering how anyone could get so excited about Flackert’s chosen trade.
The elevator slowed to a halt and with air filling it, the doors crackled open.
“I notice the doors could use some oil.” He hoped the translators captured his dripping sarcasm. Could Flackert be torturing the elevator’s A.I. with bad maintenance? Filthy bug, he thought, resisting the urge to spit inside his helmet.
“I apologise, Lord Quork. We do our best out here in the backwaters to keep the station and its many confines running, but we must make some sacrifices. Like grinding doors.”
“I see,” he said, thinking of the small fortune put into the elevator door trimmings.
“The first specimen is right this way.” Flackert led him out of the elevator, multiple feet rapidly tapping against the polished tiles. “Watch your step. The floor is slippery, and centrifugal force is lower up here where we’re closer to the station’s center.” They turned into a blue-walled corridor, heading straight for a heavy purple door that whispered open at their approach. Inside the door was a wide, dark room, with thick glass paneling covering the opposite side.
The glass wall contained a purple and blue forest set several metres below the observation room. Several four-legged blue creatures roamed the small forest. “Ghoulish horses. Their homeworld is lost to time. Some consider them the most efficient hunters in the galaxy.”
Quork pretended to listen to Flackert’s effusive praise of the creatures, while keeping a watch on the time. He snorted, cutting off Flackert mid-sentence, and looked beyond the predatory horses to the glass on the opposite side of the enclosure, where he could see open space through a second glass wall. The stars, as blurry as they were beyond two thick glass walls, shone as they slid upwards, carried away by the spinning of the space station. “I’ve seen them hunt. Disgusting critters.”
Flackert’s eyestalks snapped sideways to look at him, its pupils widening. “These are exceptionally rare specimens. I believed myself to own the only known flock for half a galaxy!”
“Half, perhaps. I’ve seen the other half." He waved the walking stick at the stars and the space station beyond the glass at the far end of the enclosure, indicating the rest of the galaxy. “I’m sorry, Flackert. Their rarity is impressive, but I didn’t come here for carnivorous horses.”
Flackert stared at him for several heartbeats, as if trying to peer inside his opaque visor, and Quork’s feathers stood on end, but then the stalks turned to look at the elevator. The bulbous host tapped her way out of the viewing room into the corridor. “You are a being of curious tastes, Lord Quork. You’ll be wanting something more exotic, then? I think we will bypass the next few floors and move onto something more to your tastes. Intelligent plants, perhaps?”
Quork chose not to reply, stunned that such a thing as intelligent plants existed.
“No? How about the gas-giant dwellers from Simmernan Prime?”
Quork cleared his throat. He’d heard of such animals before, and they sounded fascinating. He checked the time. The captain wouldn’t be in position yet, he would have to time this visit carefully. “Perhaps we could take a look, yes.”
“Wonderful. By the way, can I offer you any refreshments? Chop-worms?”
“You know my species well,” Quork complimented his host. Internally, he gagged. He’d had enough chop-worm rations to last a lifetime. “But I am well satisfied.”
“A beverage? A gas?”
“I don’t imbibe, but I appreciate the offer.”
They engaged in idle conversation while the elevator took them up another few floors. It was all Quork could do not to want to vaporise the blubbery monster with the explosive end of his walking stick. If the stick’s explosives could penetrate the fat slug’s armored suit. He decided he’d better not try, even if he wanted to. The tower security drones would be on him before he could sing another syllable.
“All going well?” The captain asked. Quork almost jolted from the sudden intrusion. He dare not respond, but tapped the silky-black walking stick twice, giving the affirmative.
"Impatient?"
"Excited. Forgive my tapping. I've heard wonderful tales of creatures that can dwell in the depths of gas giants."
The elevator stopped, and the doors whispered open. At the far end of the corridor they went through an airlock, which Flackert explained was a precaution in the scant likelihood that the glass enclosing the murky yellow gases ever failed. If the glass were to break, the immense pressures within the gaseous environment would explode outwards, like a bomb tearing apart a sizeable chunk of Flackert's tower.
Quork searched the yellow gases beyond the thick glass, tracing swirling patterns and nodding at Flackert's explanations. "Do you have many Simmernan Prime specimens?"
"Oh, yes. A colony of them dwell here, several hundred." Flackert made an odd sucking sound. Excited? Proud? The translator embedded in Quork's brain failed to translate the sound, but the twitching eyestalks made Quork's tail feathers stand on end. He checked the time again, feathers ruffling, and pressed on.
"Uh, are you able to show me a specimen? I'm afraid I cannot see through the gases."
"Patience, Lord Quork. They always return to the glass. They're curious animals, always checking on visitors. Oh, there they go!"
A sliver of brighter yellow streaked across the glass and was gone in a single breath. Then another, and another. They looked like tape worms, wriggling with impossible speed through their high-pressure environment. The display made Quork gag a little.
"Beautiful, aren't they?"
Quork swallowed and nodded. "Like worms made of lightning." A nightmare come true.
"Worms of lightning, a wonderful description. I'll need to remember that."
"I wonder, how much for these specimens?"
"Price? That is negotiable, but I'd be happy to sell for eighty a piece."
"He means eighty thousand," the captain whispered in his earpiece. Quork wanted to tell her to be quiet. He knew what Flackert meant. "Your heart rate is elevated. Come on, make an excuse and continue. There's a small fleet of nasty-looking ships beginning to show a little too much interest in me."
"Does the eighty come with support? A tank, sustenance? What about a bulk deal?"
Several of Flackert's shiny boots clipped and clacked against the floor, the tower's owner seemingly surprised at the number of questions. "I can provide sustenance for a year for twenty, and transportation and environment costs for each specimen at one hundred. That's two hundred all up for each individual. Before you enquire, the environmental costs are high because of the extreme pressures we must build any container to withstand. The environment itself must be maintained at the correct low temperatures, kept electrostatically charged, and maintain the correct PH balances. Think of them as fussy, easily killed fish."
"Hmm, two hundred each. I understand the problems with keeping such exotic pets." He pretended to study the display a little longer, waiting until another worm dashed across the thick glass. "I will think about it. I'm a little disappointed that they're so hidden from view. I have to wonder, are there creatures in here that I could interact with directly? I prefer being able to play with my pets. The more intelligent, the better."
"You like being close to the dangerous and the exotic. It makes you feel alive, correct?" The eyestalks studied him closely.
"I enjoy the company of others," he said. "Predatory horses and lightning fast worms can only entertain so far, but a smart, dangerous animal I could play with? That would keep me happy."
Flackert studied him for a moment longer, not one of dozens of feet moving. The blubbery creature then glanced at the gaseous environment, gurgled a sigh, and headed for the elevator. "There is but one creature that might satisfy you, then. Be warned, though, it is not to be trifled with."
Quork's heart skipped a beat, and he raised his eye-feathers. "What might they be?"
"You will know them when you see them," Flackert promised. They remained silent for the rest of the way to the next enclosure, the only sounds Quork's soft footfalls, the tapping of his walking stick, and the pattering of many caterpillar-like feet. Quork looked at his host, watching for any signs of duplicity, or the meaning of the lack of conversation. Flackert kept her eyestalks locked forward, refusing to look at him, even in the confines of the elevator.
He checked the time. He was cutting it close.
A heavy hatch opened to admit them into a viewing room, and beyond the glass sprawled a grassy green hill with several brown and green trees. A small stream ran from one side of the viewing room, cutting through the environment. The stream terminated at a hole in the far wall where they could see the rest of the galaxy. 
Quork searched the environment for the promised ‘pets’ and spotted one peering back at him from behind a leafy tree; the creature's eyes fixed upon him with murderous intent. The creature gave him chills, and he ruffled his feathers in response, as if getting ready to fly away.
"A human?" he ventured.
"Yes. Intelligent, as you wanted, and fully capable of interacting with you."
"So, the rumors are true! There are humans left in the galaxy."
"Indeed. They're fickle creatures, playful one moment, destructive the next," Flackert warned.
Quork cocked his head one way, then the next, trying to gauge the human's reaction. The human disappeared behind the tree, but soon returned, with a second pair of eyes peering from behind the leaves. "Two of them? Are they a breeding pair?"
"Yes, two, but no, not a breeding pair. These are both males, brothers, I am told by my master zookeeper. I've been warned they will be stronger and more aggressive than human females, so I've had extra security put in place, and you may have noticed we are at the top of my tower, the furthest point from the rest of the station."
Overkill, Quork thought. "They don't look so dangerous."
Finally, one of Flackert's eyestalks turned to look at Quork, but the other remained fixed on the two humans. "No? Give these monsters a tool, just a welding rifle would do it, and you'll have a deadly monster. Haven't you heard of the Crystal Horde?"
Quork inclined his head. "The fleet of human-piloted ships that emerged from their homeworld hundreds of years ago and ravaged the galaxy."
"Then you know just how dangerous these things can be."
"Oh, I know quite well. But these two are not of that horde, or they would have torn this station apart already. All I see are two juveniles, frightened, possibly taken from their parents mere weeks ago."
Both eyestalks flicked to Quork, making him flinch. Flackert's mouth-parts formed its version of a smile, one that seemed sinister to Quork. "You know these creatures well, then. Very well."
Oops, I shouldn’t have mentioned their parents. "I have studied them well," he admitted. “In fact, my ship comes well equipped to care for many creatures, humans among them. Tell me, did you know these creatures can speak?”
"Is that so?"
“If you had taken some time to recalibrate your translators or do more than the rudimentary research, you would know their whispers.”
Flackert chittered a short laugh. “You’re an idiot, Lord Quork. I know they can bleat. How else could they have coordinated their destruction across the galaxy? They know only enough to destroy, or to hunt. The Extragalactics gave them gifts of immortality and power, without the wisdom to use it.”
“And you would have made a better showing?”
“Of course! If my species were to be given such a chance, the galaxy would be calmed, not engulfed in carnage.”
“And placed in vast zoos,” Quork needled.
Flackert gave the equivalent of a shrug. “Not so crude as that. All species would have had their protected zones, separated from one another within their own environments, as is only natural.”
Quork spat his disgust, then regretted it as the saliva dripped within his spacesuit. The suit’s internal cleaning bugs would soon see the saliva recycled, but it was an unpleasant experience while the saliva streaked back up along his beak. “That sounds little better. At least the crystal horde was a small splinter of the rest—”
Flackert scoffed at him. “A small splinter? They destroyed worlds! The galactic agents should have wiped the entire human race from existence.”
“And almost did, but only because of the actions of a few. I feel it only fair to point out that a small group of humans created the galactic agents.”
Flackert reacted as if Quork had just clutched his eyestalks in his clawed feet. “Nonsense—”
“Tell me, if a single worker drone from one of your hives was given a crystal-craft, immortality, and all the cybernetic upgrades given to the humans, would you trust it to do the right thing? What if the Extragalactics had given all of them such technology?”
“All that power given to the drones? What a silly suggestion—”
“And yet that’s what happened with the humans. Half their population, each given the power of gods. The first world to be destroyed was their own.”
“Ha! Proof they needed to be stopped.”
Quork tapped his foot in frustration. “I see there is no convincing you that these two juveniles aren’t dangerous.”
The eyestalks returned to dead-center, and the blubbery being moved several steps back to the hatch, looking at the two human children. “You and I have rather different opinions and objectives, I presume, Lord Quork. In fact, I’m beginning to wonder what sort of pet keeper you are?”
Quork didn't like where this was going. "I came prepared to pay a great deal for them."
"And how much would that be?"
"Half a million each."
Flackert snorted, his back feet inching their way beyond the open hatch’s frame. "It cost more than that to build this habitat, let alone the amount it took to procure them and ship them here."
Quork's eyes narrowed. He knew exactly what Flackert meant by 'procuring' the hapless children. The ship they'd been passengers on had been blown to pieces, all five hundred crew and passengers killed by ruthless boarders or the bombs that were set off afterward. "A million each, and I suggest you take the offer." He took a step toward Flackert, fearing the blubbery monster was about to run away.
"You suggest I take it, hmm? Is that a threat? Oh, but of course it is."
Shit, Quork thought. His feathers flared outwards. He made a dash for the open hatch, but was far too slow. Flackert scuttled backwards through the hatch and slammed it closed.
Flackert cackled into their shared communications channel. "You're no lord, 'security specialist Quork.' I'd always wondered what an operative like you would do if allowed in here. You went straight for the prize, like an amateur."
She knew who I was all along! "You should've taken the deal." He fiddled with the walking stick's controls, arming the shaped explosives embedded in the stick’s end.
"And suffered a tremendous loss? I think not. Do you think you can get out of here alive?"
Quork clacked his beak together. "My dreadnaught will end you if you don't." He checked the time. Too soon, but it was now or never. He jammed the end of the walking stick against the glass and the human children ducked behind the tree trunk.
"That bloated civilian yacht thing? It has no weapons. A dreadnaught? You amuse me."
"And why would you think that?" he asked as he thumbed the trigger on the walking stick. The crack of the explosive was like a bolt of lightning hitting the glass, the crack of the blast echoing in the small chamber and hurting his ears underneath the protective helmet. The glass shattered and crumbled. Shards fell to the floor, and a small hole half a metre wide formed where the glass had been.
The hole was just large enough for him to dive through. He hit the artificial grass and dirt on the opposite side with a wing-crunching thud, but quickly forgot the pain as he got up and searched for the children.
The two human children peeked behind their tree and he waved at them. He tapped his helmet and his visor went from opaque to translucent so the humans could see his face. "Thomas? Flynn? I'm Quork. Remember me? The one they called 'Big Bird?' I'm the one you were supposed to come and meet on the cruise ship. I'm here to save you." The children nodded. He undid the side of his backpack and took out the spare space suits. "Quickly now, put these on." Tom and Flynn ran from behind the tree and embrace him, tears streaking down their faces.
"You know these creatures? You're insane," Flackert said with a hint of worry. "Your theatrics mean nothing. Do you think holding my prized possessions as hostages will save you?"
"No, but my ship will."
"Again, your ship is not a dreadnaught," Flackert insisted. "The galactic council would never allow you to arm it."
As the two children, teenagers according to the captain, closed up their space suits, he turned back to the viewing room, where Flackert presumably had cameras set up. "The Deft Acquirer is a dreadnaught. While in Galactic Council space, you're right, it's not armed. But we're not in Galactic Council space, are we?"
Flackert's reply was an unintelligible gurgle. 'Surprise' flashed across Quork's vision, his neural translator's best guess at the sound’s meaning. He smirked at the cameras, wondering if the watchers would understand his feather-patterned smile, then ushered the children toward the far glass, where the wide galaxy awaited.
The hatch that Flackert had escaped through slammed open, and two security drones emerged, flying up to the smashed glass to get through it. "Sam?" he called the captain.
"You've got them?"
"Yes. Hurry, please. Security drones are about to fry my cloaca."
A moment later, the tower groaned and rumbled; the floor vibrated enough to make the dirt under the fake grass jump and dance in wild patterns.
"What have you done?" Flackert screamed.
"Ended your operation," Quork replied. At the corner of his eye, something small floated into view on the far side of the glass. He turned to see his shuttle facing the glass from the outside. A hatch opened on one side of the shuttle's nose, and a gun barrel emerged. 
The gun fired and the electromagnetically propelled shell smashed open the glass at the far end of the room, creating a small hole into space.
Wind rushed toward the hole, while three drones from the shuttle pushed through, coming face-to-face with the tower's two larger drones. A minor battle erupted while Quork escorted the children to the hole in the glass. He pushed the children out of the hole and followed them.
Once outside he looked around at the massive space station, confused by the sudden conflagration that had erupted all along its surface.
It was true that the Deft Acquirer had no weapons. The time and effort it would take to arm it would take months, and the rescue of the children couldn't wait that long. Flackert’s clear disregard for their wellbeing was proof of that. Instead, they’d loaded the Deft Acquirer with many small escorts, drones, and shuttles, each of which the ship flung out of its cavernous hangar on fists of magnetic energy.
The plethora of small vessels rode tongues of blue and white fire. Their safeties disengaged, then slammed head-first into the toroidal structure, hitting power stations, hangars, and weapons emplacements across its surface. The base of Flackert’s tower had been hit, and the tower leaned to one side. Loose panelling and cables hung free or fell to the vast grey surface of the station.
Weapons were attempting to engage the Deft Acquirer’s vessels, or to hit the dreadnaught itself, but they were too few by then to affect the outcome. A few brave vessels, not docked to the station, took off to intercept and engage the Deft Acquirer, but most fled in the chaotic confusion.
At the corner of his vision, Quork saw the brief flash of an object near the tower, several floors down. Like the single frame of a movie, it appeared, and in the next frame was gone. A second later, when he’d wondered what the object was, the tower appeared to implode. He scrambled to get inside the shuttle and didn't bother waiting to see the results of the implosion.
The object, whatever it was, had slammed into the tower at a velocity of several kilometers per second, right into the gas-giant environment.
Even before the shuttle’s hatch had closed, the implosion became an explosion, originating at the far side of the tower, before rushing outward from where the object had hit the tower as well.
Something heavy hit the shuttle, throwing Quork and the screaming human kids sideways. 
The shuttle rolled end-over-end several times before it righted itself. It took much longer for Quork to come back to his senses, and realise the shuttle was damaged. It wasn’t moving, and he floated around the cargo bay, along with all the other bits and pieces of equipment that had dislodged from the walls.
Worse, they weren’t alone.
“You’ve ruined me!” Flackert clicked furiously at him over their shared channel. The being’s laser communications suite, and its eyestalks, locked onto Quork’s face as the blubbery monster did its best to force its way through the shuttle’s half-closed hatch.
Quork searched for the kids and found them floundering above his head amongst the other floating detritus. One of them, the Tom, clutched at a metal stick that flew past him, while the younger child, Flynn, grabbed some cut cables flailing from the wall. 
Metal panelling had come loose, and where the panelling had been were stars. The shuttle was open to space. He didn't have time to search for what had punctured the shuttle, and his eyes bulged when he saw the sparks flying from the end of the cabling that Flynn had grabbed. He squawked at the kids, “Move forward, and get away from those cables!” They had to get out of the cargo bay, into the shuttle’s smaller living areas, or better yet, the cockpit, where he could access the manual controls to eject Flackert like the garbage she was.
“What’s going on?” Flynn child yelled in a panic while throwing the cables away. He screamed when he saw the monstrous blob of their former owner squeezing through the shuttle’s hatch. 
Several of Flackert’s expensive shoes popped off her many feet as she rammed through the hatch. The shoes scattered inside the shuttle like missiles, ricocheting harmlessly from the walls. The brothers became a blur of moving limbs as they swam toward the front of the shuttle, where a hatch to the living quarters awaited them.
Flackert grabbed at Quork’s feet with short, powerful claws. Wrapped in a thick blanket of spacesuit material, the claws wouldn’t snip Quork’s birdlike legs in half, but they were more than capable of crushing them. 
He lifted his legs out of the way and Flackert snarled at him, her beetle face becoming a grotesque mask through her semi-translucent bubbled visor. 
Quork gave a guttural cry in response and kicked Flackert in the face, hitting the visor between the eyestalks. The kick launched him toward the front of the cargo bay, allowing him to gain on the children and reach the forward hatch in seconds.
He hit the wall and latched onto the nearest handhold, then turned and reached for the children, whose flailing limbs found his suited wings. He eased the children onto more handholds, then looked for Flackert.
The bulbous creature had cleared the hatch and launched herself. Several metres of bug aimed like a dart straight at him, bloodshot eyes zeroed on Quork’s torso. He yanked on his handhold and kicked off the wall, swinging him about, using the handhold as a fulcrum. Flackert slammed into the hatch next to him and the wall vibrated violently, jarring his grip on the handhold enough to make him let go. The rest of Flackert’s bulk fell to the side, hitting the wall near one child.
Flackert grabbed for Quork’s neck, but he jumped out of the way, then hit his head against the bulkhead of the shuttle near the ruined metal plating. Flackert reacted instantly, rotating her bulk to slam across Quork, pinning him in place. His suit protected him from the worst of the blow, but he struggled for breath. 
He searched for the children and spotted Flynn heading back down the shuttle toward the ruined entry hatch. Tom yelled at his brother to get away from the monster. Tom was somewhere on the other side of Flackert, out of Quork’s view, trapped the same as Quork.
“Fly away,” he urged the children with a forced gasp.
“They’ll be going nowhere,” Flackert assured him. She got several suited feet under handholds and spun around to face him, but instead of looking at her victim, Flackert’s eyestalks whipped around to look at the Flynn, as if the child had turned into a monster. Quork followed the eyestalks’ gaze, and short-lived relief flooded his mind.
A surviving drone, a third of its carapace missing, floated next to the young boy. The flood of relief vanished when he noticed the drone had no weapons. It did what it could anyway, propelling itself at Flackert with all the speed it could muster.
Flackert shielded herself with her tail, but the drone dodged and went for the head. The drone smashed apart as it hit Flackert’s visor, denting it and sending Flackert reeling from the blow. When she recovered, she turned to find her prey, and Quork saw spidery cracks in Flackert’s visor.
“Here,” Tom said while trying to hand Quork the metal stick he still held.
Quork almost swore at the child. What could he do with a metal pole? But in the light of the flickering explosions near the space station, he saw the metal stick for what it was.
Before Flackert could leap and crush him, he snatched the walking stick, thumbed the trigger, and pointed it at Flackert’s head. 
Flackert paused to assess the situation, perhaps deciding whether to laugh or to finish the job. Quork didn't give her the time to decide. With what strength remained, he pushed off the wall he’d been slammed against and thrust forward with the stick. 
The tiny explosive pebble in the stick's end contacted Flackert’s visor.
A crack of light shattered the spidery pattern on Flackert’s visor into hundreds of smaller pieces, exposing the bulbous creature’s head to the vacuum of space. Flackert spasmed for a few seconds, ripping the stick out of Quork’s claws and slamming its bulk against the shuttle walls. Purple blood leaked from pores in the skin, eyestalks, and mouth, crystallising in the vacuum.
Quork grabbed Tom and pushed off toward the back of the shuttle, getting as far away from Flackert’s death throes as he could. 
With one final arch of the long, multi-legged body, Flackert remained still.
“What are we going to do?” Flynn asked as the three of them reached the hatch. “The shuttle’s dead, isn't it? We should get out, shouldn't we?”
Quork peered out of the ruined hatch, ignoring a shiny boot spinning near his head, and watched the giant toroidal station imitate the death throes of his former adversary. With a touch of melancholy, he wondered how many beings were dying in the conflict, and wondered when it would be their turn. 
Then he noticed something bright moving fast on the far side of the station. “Mad human,” he muttered, his chin feathers stood upright, forming his species’ version of a grin. He had a closer look at the station’s surroundings and noticed that most of it had gone dark. Many of the station’s weapons were offline or missing entirely. No starships stirred in the sudden darkness, either fearing for their lives, or already gone.
“What?” one child asked.
He pointed at the new star blazing its way toward them. “We’re going to get out of here on that.”
“What is it?”
“The Deft Acquirer. It's decelerating hard, probably doing close to a whole gee.”
Quork shut the hatch and waited for the dreadnaught to slow down. Pulses of powerful electromagnetic waves emanated from the immense ship, pushing debris aside. Anti-collision lasers blasted anything that came within ten kilometers of it, and small messenger drones and shuttles formed a defensive ring around it, poised to perform kamikaze attacks on anything it deemed a threat. 
By the time the Deft Acquirer had slowed to match velocities with the station, any semblance of resistance from the station’s citizenry had died.
The dreadnaught sent one of its few remaining shuttles to collect them, and once aboard, Quork grinned the whole way back to the ship. He embraced the children with his suited wings and sung them a song from his homeworld to keep them distracted from the carnage they had just witnessed. 
By the time they docked with the Deft Acquirer, he’d almost sung them to sleep, but once they realised they had stopped on the deck of a spinning starship, calm turned to excitement. Quork took his helmet off and sniffed the fresh shuttle air. The fresh air mixed with burnt metal, the smell probably coming from their battered space suits. Tom and Flynn did the same and gagged at the odd smells within the shuttle while wrinkling their noses.
“You smell funny.”
Quork laughed.
The shuttle hatch opened and the three of them walked down its ramp to the Deft Acquirer’s hangar deck, where a lone, black-cloaked figure met them. The children stopped near the bottom of the ramp and stared. “What’s that?” the younger child said, pointing at the cloaked figure.
The figure pulled back the cloak’s hood in a dramatic flourish and smiled at the children. With brown hair and a smooth, flawless face—at least for a human—she looked nothing like her true age. “Children, I present to you the captain of this ship, Samantha Geraldson. One of the last of the immortals.”
“H-human?” Tom stammered. Flynn stared open-mouthed.
Sam nodded, and her smile spread wide. She opened her arms, and the children flew into them. All four of them walked to a kitchenette near the hangar’s entrance and the children eagerly gulped pumpkin soup, something they’d never tasted before.
Quork turned from the happy meeting, letting the three humans get acquainted, and as the ship accelerated from the station, he found the computer terminal in the kitchenette. He opened the ship’s rear view to see the station slowly come back to life as the hiding ships crawled out of the debris and repairs began.
“Something wrong?” Sam asked.
He hesitated while watching the display, not knowing how to answer. He nodded once he gathered his thoughts into a coherent stream. “Is it always like this?”
“You’re talking about the violence, aren’t you?” She got up from the table with the children and walked to the terminal to look at the damaged station. The station was quickly fading into the black of space as the ship headed for the nearest portal ring.
“Hundreds, or thousands, of beings died today.”
“Yes. We’ve probably made a lot of new enemies, too. Few of whom will have the resources to follow us.”
Quork shook his head. “I’m not worried about that. Every time you rescue more humans, is it always so... dangerous?”
Sam dropped her smile and shook her head, but then nodded. “Sometimes. There’s always an element of risk. But tell me this.” She looked at the children and lowered her voice. “Would you prefer I sat back and did nothing? Flackert’s mercenaries slaughtered thousands of beings on a colony vessel just to kidnap two human children. To stop more deaths like this, a few hundred hardened criminals died, and we saved two innocent children. If you’ll recall the plan, I only attacked those that were attacking us, instead of obliterating that stink hole when I had the chance. Yes, it’s dangerous, but when you’re a human in a galaxy that hates humans, everything we do is dangerous.”
“Brushing your teeth?”
Sam’s grin returned. “Actually, you’d be surprised at how many poisons they can pack into an innocent-looking tube of toothpaste.”
Quork remained silent while he processed the events of the day. 
Infiltrating and attacking a black-market station full of thousands of criminals was a far cry from working night security at his old company’s manufacturing plant, and his doubts resurfaced about being in league with humans, of all creatures, the former scourge of the galaxy. Then he noticed the wide, innocent eyes of the two children staring at him, and Sam’s reassuring grin, and he remembered why he agreed to work with her.
“So, boss, what’s next?”
Sam stabbed at the terminal’s screen to bring up a view of another space station. A much smaller one this time, in a far more civilized area of space. “A stopover before we head home. One of my contacts assures me there’s an antique shop on this station filled with vacuum sealed books and farming equipment.” When Quork gave her a blank look, his head cocked to one side, she explained, “The books and machinery are from Earth. Nobody’s going to shoot you for buying some books.”
Quork’s chin feathers stood on end, the equivalent of a wry grin. “Well, let’s test that theory.”
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Status Three Agent


By T.S. Valmond 
Nothing is ever what it seems, not even your memories.
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“Stop, in the name of the IC!”
Status Three Agent Clay Taylor-Davis shouted the warning as he snaked through the overcrowded streets of Central City. His optical upgrades created a path through the shoppers who blocked his pursuit. Didn’t they have anywhere else to be in the middle of the day?
The four-armed Deltazoid, with a frame like a tank, sprinted through the crowd ahead of him with surprising agility. His broad shoulders knocked several individuals into Clay’s path. The tactic kept him from executing a clean shot before the Deltazoid scrambled down the stairs of the nearest mag-train station. Clay’s enhanced legs vaulted him over the stairs to the platform. Mid-air, the helmet of his uniform auto answered his captain’s call just as he dropped into a perfect landing.
“This isn’t your jurisdiction, Agent!”
“Sir, I’ve got him,” Clay said as he dashed out onto the station’s platform. He aimed his multi-shot taser and fired. The Deltazoid dropped to the ground on his face with a thud. The commotion scattered nearby passengers, clearing the deck.
Clay slapped two sets of mag-cuffs over the crim’s wrists. It would take two people to lift him, so he’d have to wait for backup.
“Wake up,” the crim mumbled between numb lips. “Find the Brotherhood.”
His words didn’t make any sense. “Relax,” Clay said. The stunner must have scrambled his brains.
“No!” The Deltazoid’s eyes cleared. His large pupils focused on Clay. “They’re lying to you, Clay. You’ll forget.”
“Do I know you?”
The sound of IC sirens grew closer as backup arrived. 
“Yes, but there’s no time. In my pocket, quick!”
Clay dug into the indicated pocket and pulled out a thumbnail sized memory chip. He palmed it when six agents in all-white uniforms stepped between him and the Deltazoid.
Alphas.
In the academy, they’d been at the head of their class. In the field, they were legendary. Clay, like every other cadet, had revered them. He never dreamed he’d see them up close.
They injected something into the crim’s thick neck, rendering him unconscious, then hauled him off. Before Clay could protest, a hand gripped his shoulder. The man bore his rank over the left breast of his gray uniform.
Clay placed a fist over his chest in salute. “Major Croft Adams.” 
“Good work, Status Three. We’ll take it from here.” The major’s expression remained unreadable behind the helmet.
“Yes, sir,” Clay said, choking on the words, grateful he could hide behind his own helmet.
A Status Three with tenacity wasn’t enough. If he wanted on a ship, or space station posting off Red Moon, he’d need more arrests.
His backup arrived, out of breath. “The Alphas get all the credit. Why do we bother? Right, brother?”
Clay didn’t feel a kinship with other Status Threes. He was a Status Three for one reason: He was horrible at following the rules. 
Instead of responding, he stalked back toward his transport. Clay glanced down at the memory chip in his palm once more before slipping it into his jacket pocket. 
Whatever was on the chip would probably get him demoted or fired, so why had he risked taking it?
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Clay mounted his stealth rider, a sleek black open two-seater that got up to 1,500 quads a minute on the ground, parked where he’d left it on the roof of the Central City shopping center. In the air, it was twice that on a straight-away. Clay activated the Artificial Logistics Integrated System on his helmet. The readout of his personal stats scrolled up the left side of the screen. 
“Alis, route me to headquarters.”
The low-pitched female voice, on the verge of sexy and smoker, interrupted his request. “Agent Taylor-Davis, your heart rate is elevated and you’re overdue for your medical exam. Would you like to schedule it now? Doctor Isidor has an opening tomorrow afternoon.”
“No, I’ll be too busy tomorrow.”
“I have nothing on your schedule for that time.”
The ALIS had a way of sounding annoyed that never ceased to surprise Clay. He leaned into the next turn of the road leading out of town. 
“Alis, activate vertical lift.”
“Vertical lift, activated.”
“Activate silent mode.”
The quiet forced Clay to reconsider his actions and review the Deltazoid’s warning. 
‘They’re lying to you,’ he’d said.
What did that mean? Who was lying to him? Who were the Brotherhood? 
The crim was most likely a wanted killer. They didn’t send out Alpha Agents for routine pickups. Besides, crims didn’t make for reliable sources of information. 
But this one had known his name, even with his helmet on. That was near impossible.
Clay resolved to come clean about the stolen memory storage device. The last thing he needed was anything jeopardizing his future as an agent. As a Status Three, he had little hope of being much more than a step above the local law enforcement. If they found out he’d held onto evidence, it would only go from bad to epic disaster for him.  
Hadn’t this been his problem all along? He’d be higher than a Status Three if he’d learned how to follow orders without question. He’d gotten where he was by questioning his superior.
He parked his stealth rider in line with the others, a row of black vehicles on the third level of the parking garage of building E.  
“Alis, disengage system.”
“During silent mode, you received one message marked URGENT from Captain Fukuda.”
“Put it through.”
The automated ALIS voice altered, and he heard the Captain’s voice speaking the message.
“Agent, my office immediately.”
“That’s cryptic.”
“He’d like you to go to his office now,” Alis responded.
“Thanks, Tips.”
Clay dismounted, tucking his helmet in the storage compartment. He nodded to a couple of agents walking out of the building. His hand reached in the pocket, searching for the memory storage. Clay turned it over in his fingers once before entering the building and tucking it out of sight again. 
The captain’s office was in building one, along with several other governmental offices. He’d take the interior corridors instead of driving around the buildings. There wasn’t any point to delaying the reprimand he knew was coming.
When Clay reached the man’s office, his captain sat already glaring out from behind his desk. Clay splayed the fingers of his right hand from pinky to forefinger before thumping his fist thumb-side to his heart in salute.
Captain Fukuda rolled his eyes. “Cut the dreck, agent. What did you think you were doing out there today?”
“I disobeyed a direct order. I’m sorry, sir, but the crim was in my field of vision and I didn’t want to let him get away.”
“Not that.” Fukuda waved a hand as he stood up and moved around the desk to stand in front of him. “That’s not what I meant, and you know it.”
Clay’s body tensed. Had someone seen him with the chip? He let out a sigh. It was time to lay everything out on the table.
“Sir, I can explain.” Clay instinctively reached for the memory chip. 
“Enough. They saw you, and the higher-ups have already done something about it.”
It had been a huge mistake to take the chip. He knew that now. Maybe if he explained what the Deltazoid had said, he’d get clear of whatever dreck he was in.
“I can promise you, it won’t happen again.”
“By Harson’s hammer, it won’t happen again, because you’re no longer in my unit.”
“Sir? Wait!” Clay stammered.
“No need. Here are your transfer orders. You’ll be joining the Alphas at the start of the new week.”
Clay stared in awe at the flat green rectangle the length of one finger in the palm of his captain’s hand.
“Well, what are you waiting for?”
Captain Fukuda held out the transfer orders, nearly shoving them at his chest.
“I don’t understand.”
“That makes two of us, agent. Why the Alphas would want a loner like you, I have no idea. Obey orders, agent. This is an amazing opportunity. I’d hate to see you waste it.” 
Fukuda lifted Clay’s gloved hand and placed the transfer orders in it, then he lifted his fist to his chest in salute.
“It’s been a pleasure serving with you. May the Law guide you and keep you safe, come what may.”
Clay took a deep, calming breath to steady his voice. He closed the transfer orders into his fist and placed it at his chest. 
“The law is life.”
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Clay placed his palm on the scanner outside his quarters on the sixth floor of building E. The door slid to one side.
“Hello, ladies, I’m home!” Clay called out as he entered. 
He stripped off his jacket, boots, and uniform, letting his body temp adjust to the tropical warmth inside. Down to his t-shirt and boxers, his enhanced eyes scanned the room. 
There were no damaged leaves or petals on any of his flowers. Some of his plants needed pruning, but that was normal for this stage of their growth. He reached out and rubbed the leaf of one of his ferns as he passed. 
“Looking good, Margaret. Brenda, I need you to stop letting Karen steal the spotlight,” he said to the lilies on his left. Clay walked from the succulents to the flowering cacti, giving each a greeting and checking their condition. 
Green vines, trees, and flowers covered the entire room from floor to ceiling. After fifteen minutes, he’d encouraged, fed, and watered the neediest before he showered himself. 
He pulled a tube of water from the cooler and grabbed an insta-tray from the food processing unit. He placed it in the warmer and hit the programmed number for the meat and potatoes. The meal was hot and ready to eat in less time than it took for him to cross the room. He picked up his discarded jacket.
A spot with the Alphas was an honor, but why him? Clay couldn’t fathom what they’d seen him do any more today than any other Intergalactic Consortium officer would do in his place.
The trees on either side of his desk were in bloom, and the aroma of citrus filled his senses as he sat down with his tray. Clay inserted his transfer orders into the personal comp unit he kept there. The virtual image of Major Croft Adams appeared on his display. The older man’s gray eyes, the same enhanced color as Clay’s own, were as unreadable as they’d been under his helmet.
Welcome to team Alpha, Agent Clay Taylor-Davis. From now on, you’ll be working under my direct supervision.
Report to your squad leader, Status One Agent Sasha Vandermann, at 0700 at the beginning of the new week for your assignment.
If you have questions, he and the team will be glad to answer them.
The transfer orders included directions to his new quarters in building A, new white uniforms to match the other Alphas, and a new white stealth rider.
“Well, ladies, it looks like we’re moving,” he muttered to himself. 
The chip the Deltazoid had given him was in the adjacent pocket, and he pulled it out to stare at it. Whatever it contained had the potential to ruin his life. 
He made up his mind. Better to know now rather than later. 
Clay placed the chip into the reader and waited. After a beat, jumbled numbers scrolled over the screen between bits of static. They’d encoded it, leaving him no way of reading the device.
Now what? He tucked it into the pocket on the inside of his jacket. Until he could figure out what it was, he thought it best to keep it on him. 
At 0700 sharp the following week, Clay, dressed in his new white uniform, waited in the empty conference room on the eighth floor of building A. 
While he waited for the Alphas to arrive, he scanned the room. The oval-shaped table held ten large soft-backed chairs and dominated the room. His black furniture contrasted with the pale gray walls, except for the three black display screens. The space sported sound dampening walls and flooring. His boots whispered on the carpet as he entered. As he waited, he imagined the kinds of stealth missions they’d discuss here.
Ten minutes later, the conference door slid open, and Clay came to attention.
“Welcome Agent Clay Taylor-Davis, the rookie with three first names!” The greeting came from a well-built agent with sparkling cat-green eyes under dark eyebrows.
“Agent Vandermann?”
“That’s me. Everyone here calls me Sasha. Sorry, we don’t really use this room. Follow me and I’ll introduce you to the squad.”
Sasha led him to a room off the end of the hall with two opaque sliding doors that opened as they approached. The area was no bigger than a residential kitchen, with a dining area of four round tables with four duroplastic chairs each. 
Three of the agents inside immediately looked up from their trays, their conversation cut off. The fourth stood glaring with his full tray in his hands. Every eye in the room assessed Clay, and then turned to Sasha and waited. 
Sasha smiled broadly, as if they’d walked into a party. “Everyone, this is the new guy, Status Three Agent Clay Taylor-Davis. Three, this is everyone.”
Clay winced at the nickname and knew it would stick. Sasha gave the group a moment to acknowledge him, and then dove into their names. Out of habit, Clay used his enhanced eye to track heart rates and any subtle shifts in body language.
“The baby-faced kid is Billy Hoffman.” 
Billy smiled and gave Clay a wave.
“Next to him is Dante the Mighty. We call him Danger for short.” 
Sasha laughed as the man, the color of night, gave him a large, white-toothed smile. 
“The pretty one with the blonde eyebrows and sea-green eyes is Kip. On tech we’ve got Run, whose name has fewer syllables than yours, if that’s possible.”
Run threw a crust of bread in Sasha’s direction, but he caught it with one hand and tossed it into his mouth.
Sasha lifted a hand and pointed to the man standing by himself. “We call Amir Two because he used to be the only Status Two among us until Billy showed up.”
“Who’s this?” A stunning woman with brown skin and almond eyes entered behind him, and he felt her touch his mind with her thoughts before she lifted her hands. “Sorry, it’s my job.”
“We can’t forget Genevieve Sorel,” Sasha added graciously. “Gena’s a lethal brown beauty who can read your every sordid thought.”
At the word ‘sordid’, Clay couldn’t help where his mind went and winced. “She’s a Telly?” he asked.
“Yeah, and we’ve only got the one, so play nice and think happy thoughts.” Sasha winked, then pointed to an empty chair at the table where Two sat alone. Clay sat, and like the others, focused on Sasha. 
“We’ve got plenty of work over the next few weeks,” he said. “So, you’ll be getting to know everyone up close and personal. Everyone, make him feel at home. He’s an Alpha now, and we Alphas stick together no matter what.”
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After six weeks with the Alphas, Clay discovered something new about himself. For the first time in his life, he loved working with a team. Until now, he’d never even had a partner he liked. Better yet, he loved the work they were doing—stealth reconnaissance, covert operations, and after every job, they had fun together. They treated him like they’d known them his whole life, and Clay found the bond among them only amplified with time. He didn’t even mind that they called him Three. 
Clay hadn’t found the right time to bring up the chip. He wished he’d just told them the first day, but he hadn’t known how they would react. He still wasn’t sure they wouldn’t turn him in, but at least he knew they’d hear him out.
They gathered in the kitchen during breakfast for their next mission briefing. Sasha came in carrying his personal comp unit and opened a file that displayed what looked like the schematics of a building downtown.
“Okay everyone, we’ve got a standard recon tonight at the Grand Marquess Hotel. The Major has new intel of active crims attending the event tonight. It’s our job to figure out what they want before they take it. The goal is intelligence using eyes and ears only. We have authorization to move in and protect assets if needed.
“Run, we need cameras and audio for everyone on the inside. Gena and Kip, wear something that can get you into closed rooms. Danger, you’ll be in high dress along with me on the inside. That leaves Billy, Two, and Three on back up.” Sasha waited a beat, meeting their eyes. “As usual, if we lose comms, you’ll get your orders from me via Gena. Questions?”
“Could you bring back some meat treats from the buffet table?” Billy rubbed his belly and ran his tongue along his lips.
Sasha rolled his eyes. “Any good questions?” When no one else spoke up, he rubbed his hands together. “Excellent. Be ready to roll out by suns down.”
Sasha and Gena turned to Clay in unison.
“Three, hold back a minute,” he said.
The others shuffled out without a backward glance, so Clay thought nothing of it until Gena stepped over to them, her dark eyes clearly reading him. Suddenly, his uniform felt too tight.
Gena’s smile was warm while her eyes remained cool. “What’s in your pocket? It’s been on your mind ever since you joined us.”
Clay wanted to kick himself. Of course they’d already know.
“Nothing, it’s nothing.”
“No, it’s clearly something, so let’s have it.” Sasha crossed his bulky arms over his wide chest.
Clay sighed. “Honestly, I don’t know. My personal comp unit can’t even read it.” He pulled it from his pocket and put it into Sasha’s hand. The act alone lifted the weight off his shoulders.
“Where did you get it?” Sasha asked, turning it over between his fingers.
Clay faltered. He had to tread carefully. If he admitted he got it off the Deltazoid, then it was like admitting he’d falsified the original report.
“You did falsify the report,” Gena said, tapping one foot with impatience. “What did the Deltazoid say when he gave it to you?” 
“Gena,” Sasha growled. “Stop it. Let him speak.”
Gena clamped her mouth closed and instead raised one arched eyebrow.
Flustered, Clay took a breath to calm down. They’d already caught him lying. It was time to come clean.
“Fine. The Deltazoid knew my name. He told me they were lying to us. That I should find the Brotherhood.”
Gena and Sasha exchanged a worried look.
Clay rushed on in case they thought he was some kind of traitor. “Since they knew me by name, I wanted to learn more before I handed it over.”
They considered that for a moment.
“Does the Brotherhood mean anything to you?” Clay asked.
They wore identical expressions of confusion. Gena raised a hand to her temple as if in pain, and Sasha grimaced.
“No,” Sasha said.
“Maybe it’s a faction we haven’t come up against yet,” Gena said. She shook her head as if to clear it.
“Let’s have a look at that memory chip,” Sasha said, grabbing his personal comp unit.
Clay shook his head in dismay.
“I already tried that. It’s heavily encoded.”
The corner of Sasha’s mouth lifted in a grin. “No problem, we know the best Status One tech genius in the IC.”
Clay followed them out of the kitchen, then hesitated. “Are you going to report me?”
Gena laughed as Sasha turned to face him. His eyebrows were drawn low, and his mouth hard.
“First and last, you’re an Alpha. If you feel you need to adjust your report, then go talk to the Major yourself—though I wouldn’t. For now, I recommend you stop trying to keep secrets from your unit in the future.” He placed a hand on Clay’s shoulder. “Now, let’s go see our code-cracker.”
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“Three-tier-deep encryption code, top-level clearance bio-net, everything I can throw at it, and all I can tell you is that it’s a vid file.”
Run huffed as his long fingers tapped out repetitive motions over the transparent 3D projection view in front of them. He went back and forth between six different views of code. To Clay, it might as well be an alien language.
“Well, can we see it?” Sasha asked, pacing behind Run’s command center seat. 
“For this, you’re going to owe me two cases of beer and fresh java delivered to my room for a month.”
“One case, and two weeks of java.”
Clay stood beside Gena on the opposite side of the curved desk, watching them through the projection. Half-repaired and built tech covered every surface in Run’s quarters other than his current chair. Sasha stood behind Run, examining the monitors from his side. There was something about the lack of anything alive in the room that made Clay’s skin itch.
“I can show you bits of it, but I doubt it will make much sense. It’s like listening to every fifth word in a conversation.”
“It’s better than nothing. Let’s try it,” Clay said, his optimism getting the better of him, though the others didn’t seem bothered by it.
Run sighed and brushed aside the views he’d been looking at, pulling up one and stretching its corners from one end of his large desk to the other. He started the vid.
A stutter of static later, they saw what looked like a lab. The camera panned the room. Every few seconds it would cut out and the view would jump to a new location. 
“What is this place?” Vandermann asked in awe.
“Looks like a military grade hospital with all those red and blue uniforms on the wall.”
“I see them!” Clay said excitedly. Then the screen jumped. Through a fuzzy image, he saw a young woman in a bed with a clear tube up her nose. Her fine features were pale, and she looked gaunt despite the feeding tube poking out from her belly under the sheet.  
“She looks familiar,” Gena said with a hand to her temple.
Sasha and Run also seemed in pain as they looked away from the screen.
“What is it? Who is she?”
“I don’t know…it’s like the harder I try to recognize her, the worse my head hurts,” Run said. 
“Wait, there’s more,” Clay said. He watched as the screen jumped again, showing more beds filled with unconscious forms. They were half covered under white sheets. Most of them had their heads shaved.
An older woman in a lab coat entered the scene, yelling at the person recording. 
“Get out of here!”
“Wait!” Gena and Sasha shouted in unison.
“Is that…?” Sasha trailed off, staring at Gena as if they were having a private conversation only they could hear.
Gena shook her head and raised a hand to her mouth.
“Get the rest of the video, now!” Sasha said, then turned to Clay. “We need to find that Deltazoid.”
Clay stared at them, unsure of what had transpired. Why were they asking him where the Deltazoid was?
“You’re the ones that took him in, so you tell me.”
The three looked between themselves before eventually looking back at Clay.
Clay almost laughed, thinking this was a joke. When the others continued to stare at him, he held up his hands as if begging for credits.
“I was there, remember? You made the arrest. It was only four days before I joined the team,” he said.
“No way,” Sasha said, looking at Gena.
“He’s not lying,” she said.
“No, I’m not,” Clay said. He ran a hand over his face, feeling the sweat gathering over his shaved lip. There was definitely something wrong with the Alpha unit if they couldn’t remember the arrest. 
Then he remembered something the Deltazoid said.
“When was your last upgrade?” Clay asked.
The three thought for a moment. Gena spoke up for them. “We got upgrades around six weeks ago. You always lose something during those changes. Could we have lost an entire day?”
“No, because I know where I was Friday, and with who,” Sasha said with a smirk.
“I was here, working on a new program,” Run said, shaking his head.
“Well, if it wasn’t you with Major Adams making the arrest, then who was it dressed up in your uniforms?” Clay asked.
Sasha shook his head. “That’s…impossible. There’s something going on here. We need to figure it out, and fast. Run, keep working on the footage. I want it cleared up to near perfect. Use whatever resources you need.”
“It’ll take some time. I know someone who can help, but it may not be ready for a day or two.”
“Fine, if that’s the best you can do.”
“Good job, Three. It looks like you’re here just in time. Get some rest and meet us at the garage by 1900. Don’t be late.”
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By suns down, Clay and the Alphas had loaded onto the Armored Centurion L-15. The six-seat transport with stealth upgrades housed all the tech equipment needed for monitoring the inside team. 
Both Sasha and Danger were in high-dress, the formal attire of political officials. Danger covered his bald head with a multi-colored wrap. Sasha leaned into his look by refusing to wear a cap of any kind and incorporating his agent attributes into his backstory.
Both women wore long wigs to cover their bald heads and low back dresses in complimentary colors to accentuate their physiques. Kip wore a bright pink dress and Gena a purple one. Each of them wore matching make-up on their faces and skin. The effect of seeing them side-by-side stunned every male on their team into silence.
Billy nudged Clay with his elbow.
“Smokin’ hot, am I right?”
Billy ignored the two women glaring daggers at him.
Clay wisely kept his mouth shut. 
When they arrived at the Grand Marquess, there were so many transports coming and going, no one noticed their covert drive-by. Run piloted their vehicle, parking it on the flat roof of the adjacent building.
Clay preferred to sit next to Run, watching the monitors. The four scattered their entrances. Sasha and Gena strolled in first, placing a door-facing camera. Once they were clear, Danger followed, putting a camera nearest the buffet table. Kip strolled in alone and picked up an admirer once inside. She abandoned him to go to the restroom. There, she placed a mini-cam on the outer door and a mic inside. 
“Alpha one, set,” said Sasha.
“Alpha two, set,” Gena said.
“Alpha three, set,” Danger said.
After a beat, Kip got clear of her shadow again and added in a low whisper, “Alpha four, set.”
Dignitaries and other wealthy individuals from all over the sector had come for the benefit auction. Their array of shapes and colors added to the festive nature of the auction. 
“Wait, what do we have here?” Run asked aloud.
“You got a hit on something?” Billy asked, leaping up to stand behind Run.
“Is that who I think it is?”
“That’s him alright,” Billy said. “Sasha, are you getting this?”
“We’re on it. Stay alert. Keep the comms clear and be ready to move when I call.” 
Billy and Two immediately checked their suits and readied their stunners.
“Who?” Clay asked as he imitated the movements of the others.
“Only the foremost supporter of legalized lethals in this sector, P.J. Lawless.”
“Lawless? Seems convenient,” Clay mused.
“He claims if you make them legal and force registration, it will stop the illegal trade.” Run muttered something in his native tongue. Clay’s translator mod didn’t catch it, but it wasn’t good.
The individual in question looked down his nose at the attendants while offering a self-satisfied smile as he greeted those in the crowd.
“He’s on the move. Kip, follow him,” Sasha said into the comms.
“Come what may,” she said. She made her apologies to the gentleman who’d glued himself to her side and marched off with purpose after P.J. Lawless.
A surge in the computer system onboard the Centurion had Clay leaping to his feet.
“What the dreck?” Billy shouted from behind him in the dark.
“Localized EMP. The feed is down,” Run said, tapping on the console in front of him. 
“Sasha, come in?” Billy called out. “Comms are down, too.”
“Everyone, relax! We’ve got crims on the premises and they're making their move,” Gena’s voice spoke clearly in Clay’s mind. “Sasha wants the B-team out on the roof, Billy on the northeast corner and Two on southeast. Three, monitor the back of the building for movement in or out.”
Billy and Two leaped off the Centurion without looking back. Clay raced into position and studied the street below. Nothing. Thankfully, his enhanced eyes still worked. The action would be near the hotel, not an entire street over. It probably wasn’t an intentional slight, and this wasn’t the time to question his orders. 
Clay scanned the dark until he spotted a figure moving fast away from the direction of the hotel.
“I’ve got something over here!” Clay shouted behind him before he activated his grapnel. “I’m going after them.”
“Three, wait!” Billy shouted from the other side of the roof.
Clay scaled over the half-wall of the roof. He held on to the durocable and his stomach rocketed into his throat in the descent. When his boots thumped hard to the ground, his upgrades registered a light vibration. He disconnected himself from the cable before Billy reached the edge of the roof. 
Any hesitation and he’d lose him. Clay bolted toward where he’d seen the suspect running. He was in a full run when he heard Gena’s voice in his mind.
“Three, where are you?” Gena’s voice demanded in his ear. 
Using telepathy to communicate meant he didn’t have to exert more energy to talk to her. Instead, he kept his eyes on the bulky figure ahead of him.
Clay formed an answering thought in his mind. “I’m in pursuit, heading south off Fifth and Cross.” 
“You’re supposed to be on the roof, monitoring. Who authorized you to pursue?”
“No one, but it’s another Deltazoid, like the one you arrested before. It can’t be a coincidence.”
Gena didn’t respond, giving Clay time to focus on keeping up with the four-armed Deltazoid. 
The figure ducked into an alley with no exit. Clay pulled out his tranq gun and prepared to fire as soon as the Deltazoid showed a limb.
“I’ve got you now,” Clay said under his breath. 
He took two steps into the alley, then stopped cold at the distinct sound of a charging stunner pressed to his ear.
7
The stunner shifted until it touched the fatal place at the back of his neck and Clay lifted his hands out slowly. A gloved hand knocked away his non-lethal. The stunner lowered to his back, nudging him forward until they reached the middle of the alley where Clay thought he’d trapped the Deltazoid. 
His enhanced vision couldn’t register anything in the shadows ahead of him. The silent figure behind him let out a low whistle, and the Deltazoid dropped from above. He’d perched on a window ledge several feet up, his heat signature coming into view, but the one behind him remained obscured.
Neither spoke, as if waiting for something.
“Well, did you watch it?” It was the Deltazoid who spoke, the same one who’d given him the chip.
Clay ignored his question and asked one of his own. “How did you get out?”
The Deltazoid nodded to the figure behind Clay, then smiled as if they shared a joke.
“Clay, did you watch the memory chip?”
Again, even with his helmet on, they knew him. How? Maybe if he answered their questions, they’d respond in kind.
“I tried. It’s encoded.”
The Deltazoid shrugged, and the figure behind Clay stepped to one side and into the shadows. The immediate threat gone, Clay lowered his hands.
“I’m surprised they let you keep your memories. I didn’t think you’d remember me or the chip by now. You haven’t had your upgrades yet.” It wasn’t a question. The Deltazoid had told him to wake up. Did he mean the memory glitch they discovered with the upgrades? 
Clay crossed his arms over his chest. “My team will come for me any minute. Mind telling me exactly what you think you gave me?”
“You don’t understand. They’re not your team anymore. You’re one of us,” the Deltazoid said with a wide grin.
“That’s impossible,” Clay said, his stomach clenching at the thought. 
“You went missing almost six months ago,” said the hooded figure from the shadows.
“We’ve been searching for you. Then you turn up and you’re local law enforcement.” The Deltazoid threw up his hands. “You were supposed to get close to the Alphas and show them the vid.”
Clay couldn’t seem to make sense of what they were saying. “How did you know they’d recruit me?” 
“We knew they’d come back for you because you’re not a Status Three. You’ve always been an Alpha,” the Deltazoid said.
“How do you know that?”
“You went undercover for us to find the trigger,” the cloaked individual spoke up. The voice sounded familiar now. There was something about the accent. Was he of the water people? Was that why he remained covered?
“I’m Ratchet,” the Deltazoid interjected. “We’ve been working together to wake up your team. We woke you up and recruited you over a year ago. If we’re going to bring down the entire corrupt system, we need the Alphas on our side.”
“I don’t even know you!” Clay shouted.
“There isn’t much time,” the hooded figure said.
“True, let’s speed this up,” the Deltazoid continued. “My friend and I are a part of a rebel contingent known only as the Brotherhood.” He waited a beat, but Clay remained quiet. His brain buzzed as he tried to take it all in.  
“And you are?” Clay asked the person in the shadows.
“My friend prefers to remain nameless, as it could jeopardize his legal status.”
An off-worlder for sure, then. Maybe even someone with a measure of diplomatic power.
“The agents on Red Moon are in the very center of a conspiracy by the government to keep certain individuals under their control,” Ratchet continued. “Every time you go in for these so-called upgrades, they’re tampering with your memories. They make sure you don’t remember anything that leads to questioning the authorities. If you do accidentally see or hear something that triggers one of those erased memories, you’ll get a severe headache as a deterrent.”
Clay caught himself squinting as the headache eased.
“The chip I gave you has a very specific trigger. We’ve been trying to find the agent who will recognize it, and we believe they’re on your team.”
“We already saw part of the vid footage. It just wasn’t that clear.”
“Did anyone on your team have a reaction to the video? Piercing headaches?” the cloaked figure asked, his voice growing in excitement.
Clay nodded, unsure of why he trusted anything they were saying. It could all be an elaborate lie to get him to turn on his team.
“Who?” The figure reached out and grabbed Clay’s arm. Bright yellow eyes under the cloak searched Clay’s face behind his face shield. 
“Where is the chip now?” Ratchet asked, drawing his attention toward him.
Clay answered the first question. “Yes, three members on the team got headaches when watching the footage. They couldn’t remember the woman.”
Ratchet looked at the hooded figure and the latter nodded as if in confirmation.
“And the chip?” Ratchet asked again.
“We handed it over to our tech. He knows someone who can clean it up so we can get a clearer view.”
“No!” The hooded figure let go and turned away, thumping his gloved fists on his thighs. “All that work, and now we’ve lost it.”
“Maybe not,” Ratchet said, trying to calm his companion. 
Clay was about to ask about the woman from the vid when he heard Gena’s voice. 
“We’ve locked on to your location and moving in. Don’t signal those who’ve captured you that anything has changed. ETA 2 minutes.”
The hooded figure with the bright yellow eyes tilted his head to one side. 
“The others are coming. We’re out of time.” He was already moving deeper into the shadows as he spoke.
Ratchet lifted a hand to Clay’s shoulder. “Don’t lose the chip. If your superiors get their hands on it, they’ll erase your memories faster than you can say, ‘Hey, don’t take my memories.’” 
Ratchet reached up two of his arms and hoisted himself up to the ledge where he’d been hiding. Before he disappeared again, he called down to Clay.
“We’ll find you again, old friend. I promise.”
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By the time the Alphas caught up to Clay, the Deltazoid and his companion were gone. 
“Where were you?” Sasha’s formal wear had come undone, and he was red in the face, as if he’d run the full distance.
The others had identical looks of worry and frustration.
“I’ll explain everything, but not here.”
Gena eyed him as if he’d grown another head, but bit back whatever she was planning to say next.
Back on the Centurion, they debriefed the mission. Clay placed his helmet to one side of his flight seat and swiveled around to the back to listen along with the others. 
Sasha started things off. “Well, we learned that whatever the crims were planning, it didn’t have anything to do with the party,” he said with an eye toward Clay.
“According to our intel, the two suspects that Clay caught running away from the hotel had never actually gone inside,” Gena said.
“Which leaves Clay,” Sasha said, gesturing to him.
“What do you mean?” Clay asked, looking from one to the other.
“There was no other crim activity inside the hotel,” Gena said. “Only the ones you keep calling the Brotherhood in your mind.”
Kip and Danger glared at him. Two, Run, and Billy only pivoted in their seats to face him as they waited for his answer. Clay stood up to pace and think.
“Look, this all connects to the chip.”
“The one the Deltazoid crim gave you,” Gena finished.
“Yes, and please let me get this out before you finish my thoughts for me,” he said, the slight edge of warning in his tone. “The Deltazoid you took into custody but can’t remember was there tonight. Him and one other who refused to show his face.” 
Clay waited a moment for Gena to nod in confirmation to the others.
“They were trying to warn me about sharing what I knew about the chip with anyone else. It’s putting us all in danger.”
“My name is Danger,” Danger said, moving forward with a menacing stance. “I’m not afraid of a crim or anyone else who can’t live by the law.”
“The Law is Life!” they all echoed. 
“Yes, but what if they’re actually lying to us?” Clay asked. “We saw that vid. We don’t know what the rest of it contains, but you all had a physical reaction. Especially to the face of that woman.” Clay struggled to pull up the woman’s face in his mind, but their reaction he’d never forget.
“You think they’re tampering with our memories,” Gena said.
“I know they are!” Clay said. “The woman in the hospital bed wasn’t the only one you recognized.”
Sasha and Gena shared a glance before turning back to Clay.
Run crossed his arms over his chest. “That’s why we sent it to my guy.”
Clay shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. I was with you during the arrest, but none of you remember. Do you think it’s a coincidence that your memory loss coincides with your upgrades? An upgrade I didn’t receive because I held back about the chip I found. Besides that, the Deltazoid knew me. He said we’d met before, but I couldn’t remember.”
They glanced from him to one another. Gena had already confirmed the truth of it and was staring at Sasha. Clay also looked to him. Sasha would know what to do next. As a Status One agent and their team leader, they’d do nothing without his input.
Sasha nodded once. “Okay, okay,” he said, as if he were already on the losing end of a silent debate. “We’ll stick together. No one goes in for upgrades until we get that vid back from Run’s guy. For now, we watch each other’s backs.”
Clay nodded as the realization of what he could lose if any of them forgot settled into his stomach like a ball of ice.
Sasha continued his orders. “Kip and Gena, stay together. Run, you can hang with Clay. Danger and Two, I want you together like glue. Bury your beef for now.”
Beef? Clay’s attention darted to them. There was something going on between them? Come to think of it, he’d never actually seen them talk to each other.
“Billy with me,” Sasha said. “Don’t go anywhere alone. You have your orders. Come what may.”
“Come what may!” they answered.
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Clay followed Run on his white stealth rider. He bypassed his own room and walked behind Run into his quarters.
“Have a seat. I’m going to hit the bath-box while I’m here,” Run said.
“When do you think your guy will have that vid reel cleaned up?” Clay asked. He searched the room for an open place to sit down. Run had covered every inch of the space with half-dismantled or half-built tech. Clay couldn’t be sure from the chaos. 
Run must have read his expression because he added, “Don’t give me that look. I don’t know how you live in that jungle of yours, either. Just push that stuff aside.”
Clay laughed because it was true. He and Run couldn’t be more opposite in their living conditions.
Run entered the soundproof bath-box, and the door slid closed behind him. Clay gave up looking for a seat and remained standing.
The door chimed, and he waited to see if Run would answer it. The soundproofing made the box walls impossible to talk through. He stepped away from the door, looking for another way out. 
Two soldiers with their faces covered in helmets forced their way in, their weapons pointed at Clay’s chest. They wore no status patches on their uniforms.
“Status Three Agent Clay Taylor-Davis. You’ll come with us.”
Clay whirled and called out to Run. They reached him and dragged him into the corridor. The two soldiers didn’t answer any of his questions. They reached building one without incident, but they didn’t take him directly to the upgrades lab. 
Instead, they marched him into the office of Major Adams. He sat at his desk, floor to ceiling duroglass windows on either side. 
“Let’s get to the point, soldier. You’ve been consorting with criminals. Who else have you spoken to about this Deltazoid?”
Clay stammered, unable to get a solid thought out.
“No point in denying it. We know everything.” Major Adams pulled up a vid on his dynamic imager. Clay stood talking with the two Brotherhood members on the street, blocks away from the hotel. 
It didn’t take long for Clay to realize it was recorded from his point of view.
“Wait, how did you get this?”
“Did you think we weren’t watching you? Why do you think we brought you back onto the team?”
Back? 
Major Adams used one hand to swipe to another image. It was the Deltazoid, putting the chip in Clay’s hand.
“I was an Alpha,” Clay said to himself, then said to Adams, “You’re spying on us.”
Major Adams guffawed. “Everything you own belongs to us; your stealth rider, your uniform, and your implants. We have every right to monitor our investments as we see fit.”
“Why would you admit to all of this?”
“In a few minutes, it won’t matter.”
The two soldiers at his sides each grabbed an arm.
“You won’t get away with this!”
“We already have.”
“The chip is already out of reach,” Clay shouted, but he wasn’t sure it was true. What if they were recording inside their quarters? 
Not that it mattered. For Clay, it was too late. 
“By the time you wake up, you’ll forget all about this, and your team won’t even remember who you are.”
A light sting at his neck cut off Clay’s cry for help, just as everything went black.
10
Clay woke with a start. His heart was racing out of his chest.
“Wake up!” someone shouted in his ear. The command came from Sasha. Clay did his best to comply, but his legs wobbled out of his control. Sasha moved to hold him up. Billy appeared on his left, holding his other side.
“What happened?”
“Run signaled us when they took you,” Sasha said.
“They drugged you before we got there.” Billy said as he scanned the corridor ahead of them. “All clear.”
When Clay could run on his own, he let go of them. The adrenaline to counter the drugging agent still pumped in his veins and made him fight ready.
As his mind cleared, he remembered what Major Adams had told him. They needed to know the truth.
“The Major he’s–”
Sasha cut him off. “No time, Three. We’ve got to get you out of here.”
“Wait, what?”
There were no guards in their path. Whatever they’d done to his escorts, no one had discovered them yet.
“What about the rest of you? Why aren’t you escaping with me?”
Sasha and Billy exchanged a look.
“We can’t. Not this time,” Sasha said. 
“The rest of the team is already in for upgrades,” Billy said with a glance at Sasha.
Sasha’s lips firmed together. “I won’t leave anyone behind. But you’ve already got help on the outside. Hurry!”
Before Clay could say anything more to change their minds, they reached the doors of the garage. The alarms went off a second later. He heard the doors lock and seal.
Sasha groaned. “Good thing we grabbed that key. Billy?”
“Got it.” Billy lifted a chip out of his pocket and lay it on the palm scanner, then placed his hand on top.
The door released with a hiss a moment later. Sasha opened the door and pushed Clay out.
“Don’t take any of our vehicles. They’re being tracked,” he said before he pushed a memory chip into his chest. “Run told me to give you this. It’s a copy of the original vid. He said you’d need it if you ever come back for us.”
Clay couldn’t leave them. “Once they take your memories, you won’t remember this.” 
“Yeah, but you’ll remember us,” Billy said, then he placed a hand on Sasha’s back. “We’ve gotta go.”
Sasha met Clay’s eyes. “It’s up to you now.” The two dashed back inside, and the door’s locks engaged behind them. 
Clay ran for the garage entrance. It wouldn’t take long before they figured out how he escaped. When a stealth speeder raced up from out of nowhere and stopped midair in front of him, he thought they’d caught him. Then he recognized the rider. Rachet.
“Come on, we haven’t got all day.” The Deltazoid held out his two right hands. 
“How did you find me?”
“The IC aren’t the only ones who know how to use a tracker.”
Clay climbed on the back of the speeder. Ratchet handed him a black scarf. “Cover your eyes.”
“Where are we going?” 
“Back to base,” Ratchet said. “We’ve got some catching up to do.”
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First Contact


By Robert G. Williscroft 
First contact is not always what you might expect.

[image: image-placeholder]Arcan-One Space Capsule, Space Push Consortium Mission—Circum-Lodan Trajectory
“Arcan-One, stand by for Lodan orbital injection burn!”
The announcement arrived at the capsule as an optical beam relayed by an Arcan geostationary satellite.
“Are you ready to do this, Jocara?” Kenred Zlaxiz asked off the circuit, turning to his companion.
“That’s why we’re here,” she answered, pointing through the large, sapphire window to their moon, Lodan, hanging in space before them. “If we abort, it’s the mines for me…for sure.”
“You’re jesting! The Ceffid government wouldn’t do that.”
“You’re from Amred—I’m not sure you can understand. Should we abort back to Arcan, you’ll be on the next capsule…but not with me. I’ll be shoveling pitchblende or something equally noxious.”
Kenred turned back to his console. So glad I was born in Amred, he thought and touched a control. “Roger! Standing by for Lodan orbital injection burn.”
[image: image-placeholder]“Attention, please!”
Flight Director Ustrrop Naoria stood behind his podium with raised arms. The room quieted. Individual technicians manned their stations, four curved rows deep, facing a wall completely covered with display screens filled with graphics except one, a direct visual color display of the view through the capsule sapphire window.
“GO Check for Lodan orbital injection burn,” Naoria intoned.
One by one, the technicians gave “GO!” for their stations. Following the last “GO!,” Naoria started the injection burn countdown.
The burn lasted two minutes.
“Arcan-One, status…”
“This is Arcan-One. Injection burn successfully completed. Capsule systems stable at zero-gee.”
“Mission Control concurs, Arcan-One systems stable. Stand by for loss of communications in twenty-three minutes.”
[image: image-placeholder]“We’re committed now, Jocara!” Kenred unstrapped from his seat, and floating, turned to face his fellow astronaut. Her pale green, finely shaped saurian face scales rippled slightly as she smiled—an open-eyed look with no change in her mouth shape.
“Our orbit takes us well clear of Lodan’s three moonlets,” Jocara said. “We may actually see one of them on the farside, however.”
“Not if well clear means what I think it means.”
“Stand by for loss of communications!” the optical beam processed through Arcan-One’s system. “Four…three…two…one…zero!”
[image: image-placeholder]“Okay, people, listen up!” Flight Director Naoria announced from his podium. “We’ve got a half hour. Take a short break and be back at your stations twelve minutes before reacquisition.”
As the time approached, the technicians manned their stations. The room was as still as it ever got. At the moment of expected reacquisition, CapCom transmitted, “Arcan-One, this is Mission Control, over.”
Silence…
“Arcan-One, this is Mission Control, over.”
Silence still…
“Arcan-One, Arcan-One, this is Mission Control, Mission Control, over.”
More silence…
Oort Federation Starship Andromeda—Hovering Invisibly in Null-Space Beyond Lodan
Kenred slowly opened his eyes. He was no longer floating in the capsule but lay on the deck of some kind of operations center filled with monitors and control consoles. He felt a whiff of panic. His scales rippled, showing a hint of red. Lighting and temperature seemed normal, but he felt heavier. He took a deep breath, shoving down his initial panic. Jocara rolled over beside him, hyperventilating, her scales bright red. Kenred gripped her arm and whispered softly, “Easy, Jocara, easy!” They both sat up.
Several humanoid creatures stood in a loose circle around them. A strange-looking one stepped toward him, five-fingered hands on its hips. It was oddly thin and tall, with puffy lips and a pointed nose in place of a snout. It had long, spindly, two-sectioned legs, a short torso with articulating arms, and no visible tail. Two intelligent eyes peered from a hair-crowned, spherical head.
Clearly, some kind of mammalian ancestry, Kenred deduced. The humanoid addressed him in his native tongue with an oddly distorted grammar.
“I am Braxton Thorpe, Commanding Oort Federation Starship Andromeda. I represent the inhabitants of the stellar system you call Rodal—we call ourselves Humans. We are on a peaceful research mission passing through your system. We pose no threat to you.”
A second, different humanoid joined Thorpe. Like Kenred, it displayed six digits on each hand and was shorter and stockier than the Human. Its hairy head was much like the Human’s, but with flattened nose and very thin lips. Its ears articulated, reminding Kenred of the small domestic felines kept as pets by his own people.
Another mammalian, Kenred thought as he looked around. No Saurians. The second alien addressed him.
“I am Holon Mavik, Chief of the Roganian L2 Group. I represent the inhabitants of the stellar system you call Dytom—we call ourselves Asterians.”
“We need to stand and introduce ourselves,” Kenred whispered to Jocara, stroking the fine scales on her arm. Their color had returned to normal. “I’ll take the lead.” He climbed to his feet, his stumpy legs quivering in the higher gravity.
“I am Capsule Arcan-One Commander Kenred Zlaxiz from the nation Amred on the planet Arcan.”
“And I am Astronaut Jocara Porovik from the Ceffid Nation. We represent Amred’s Space Push Consortium.”
“What happened to our capsule, the Arcan-One?” Kenred asked.
“Unharmed in Lodan orbit,” the Human answered.
“How did we get here?”
The Human’s mouth opened, emitting a cackling sound. “We will happily share that with you, but first you will need to understand some advanced physics I suspect your scientists have not yet discovered. We’ll get to that later.” The Human swept its arm toward the other aliens in the compartment. “We are the senior people on this starship. Hopefully, you will get to know us before too long.”
“Arcan-One’s orbit is ninety-six minutes,” Kenred said. “How long have we been away from the capsule?”
The Human checked an instrument. “Seventeen of your minutes.”
“How do your minutes and ours differ?” Jocara asked.
“Arcan’s rotation, and thus your day, is slightly longer than our home planet,” the Human answered. “Your numbering system is obviously based on twelve.” It held up its splayed hands. “Ours is ten-based, but both we and you count time in twelves. Your minute is a fraction of a second longer than ours. In casual conversation, they can be considered identical.”
Kenred did a quick mental calculation. “We had just lost comms with Mission Control when you snatched us. In about nineteen minutes, Mission Control is going to discover that the capsule is empty.”
The Human’s mouth curved upward, and it held up a palm-size, silvery disk. “This is a hyper-disk. We sequestered one in Arcan-One where your people are unlikely to find it. That disk will open a portal directly to Andromeda.” The Human’s mouth curved upward again—A smile, Kenred deduced. “Let me show you.”
The Human manipulated a control on a console. A doorway appeared between them to Kenred’s right. Through the doorway was the interior of Arcan-One. Kenred walked around the door to examine the other side. As he passed the plane of the door, it disappeared. He stepped back to the front; the door reappeared, looking as solid and real as anything else in the room.
“Step through into Arcan-One,” the Human said. “It’s like walking through any door on Arcan.” It emitted a clucking sound through a smile. “Go ahead—it won’t hurt you, but be mindful that you will go from our gravity here to zero-g!”
Kenred turned to Jocara. She opened her eyes wide, indicating a tentative Why not?
“Okay,” Kenred said, and stepped through the door into Arcan-One, and found himself floating across the capsule to the opposite side. He turned and looked back through the door at Jocara and the aliens.
“May I join you?” the Human asked.
“Not a lot of room here, but sure, join me.” Kenred watched the taller Human step through the door—the portal—and tuck its legs close to fit into the small space as it floated and looked about.
“Very much like our Apollo capsules when we first visited our moon,” the Human said quietly. It looked at both seats, but there was no way it would have fit in one. It looked at what was probably a time piece on its wrist. “We still have a few minutes before comms are reestablished. Do you want your fellow astronaut…”
“Jocara,” Kenred interrupted.
“…Jocara to join you here before you return to Andromeda?” It floated back through the portal and deftly landed on its feet.
“Yes, please send her through.” Kenred hesitated, thinking about the vast difference between the alien and Arcan technology, and realizing that he and Jocara were totally at these aliens’ mercy. “Do you want us here to reestablish comms with Mission Control, or back on Andromeda?”
“After Jocara passes through the portal, both of you please return here. You may already suspect my reasons, but I’ll explain fully as we move forward.”
Jocara nervously stepped through the portal into Arcan-One, and Kenred took her arm as she coasted over to him. They both sat, and he told her in her native Ceffid language, “These aliens seem benign, but consider for a moment the vast gulf between their technology and ours. All we have seen is the inside of a control room without knowing how we got there. This portal technology is beyond anything we have ever imagined. We must seem like swamp lizards to them. Why are they interested in us? What can we offer them? What is their real motive? I don’t trust them and don’t want to give them any reason to be anything but friendly.” He smiled with wide open eyes and rippling face scales and squeezed her hand. “Let’s go back and see what we can learn—but cautiously. Mission Control will just have to deal with our disappearance.”
Mission Control—Amred City, Amred, Planet Arcan
When Arcan-One failed to respond, pandemonium broke out in Mission Control. Flight Director Naoria hissed through his snout and raised his arms. “Settle down, people! Quiet!”
As the noise quieted down, he pointed to the technician, who controlled the capsule internal camera. “Pan the interior,” he ordered.
Lodan, visible through the capsule’s window on Mission Control’s primary display, shifted left as the camera panned around the capsule.
Nothing, Naoria thought, my astronauts are gone. But that’s impossible. There’s no way to exit the capsule without releasing all the air. He glanced at the internal pressure gauge near the primary display. Normal internal pressure. Had they exited the capsule, there would be no internal pressure.
One of the seated technicians raised his hand. “Sir, the oxygen and nitrogen percentages are wrong. They’re twenty-one and seventy-nine percent, respectively. They should be twenty and eighty. This is impossible!”
“Are the reserves topped up?” Naoria asked.
“Yes, Sir! Two-blocked.”
Another technician piped up, “Sir, the onboard clock is four minutes behind. I’ve checked and double checked. Four minutes are gone!”
“Trouble-shoot your consoles,” Naoria told them. “Then check again. The rest of you, find an answer, a solution to this dilemma.” Naoria turned to CapCom. “Keep calling!”
Thirty-seven minutes later, Arcan-One passed behind Lodan.
[image: image-placeholder]Naoria walked down a hallway and entered a door into a clean-room airlock. He quickly donned a clean-suit, booties, head and face covering, and entered a large space containing a duplicate capsule that was intended to be an emergency backup. A group of engineers stood around a table discussing the situation.
“Well?” Naoria said to his chief engineer.
“No idea, but we just started an out-of-the-box approach.” He beckoned Naoria to the table. “How many ways can we end up with our present situation?” He gave Naoria a worried look. “Nothing is off the table—even alien abduction. Give us a couple of orbits to work this out.”
[image: image-placeholder]Three hours later, Naoria stood once again at the table in the clean-room, listening to his chief engineer.
“If, hypothetically, one of our future spaceships had returned from the future to our present, linked up with Arcan-One, and transferred our astronauts to their vessel, but this, or some similar event, would explain their absence. Ridiculous, I know. But even this fantastical explanation cannot explain the difference in atmospheric composition.” He sighed and spread his hands on the table. The other engineers and technicians would not meet Naoria’s eyes. “We have exhaustively examined every possible way to generate the difference in composition. Everything we came up with, we confirmed didn’t happen. The only way to remove the astronauts while retaining the atmosphere is to link to another spaceship—the only way. Now, if that other spaceship has an atmosphere ratio of oxygen to nitrogen different from ours, then the resulting capsule mix will be some combination of theirs and ours.”
Naoria attempted to interrupt, but the engineer held up his hand. “Let me finish! We know that Rodal, some ten lightyears distant, has a spacefaring civilization. Ditto for Dytom, but it’s about seventy-six lightyears away. We have gone to great lengths to hide our presence in the galaxy. Arcan does not emit electromagnetic radiation. We use lasers for communication and ranging. It is highly unlikely that either civilization knows about us. On the other hand, if the Rodal civilization has developed FTL travel, we are the obvious choice for a first visit because they would have detected Arcan in the life zone—not us, just our planet.” The engineer sighed. “Even if they don’t have FTL, we are only ten lightyears away—still the obvious choice.”
“So, what are you saying?” Naoria asked.
“I think you know, Sir. An alien spaceship out beyond the moon has abducted our astronauts.”
Oort Federation Starship Andromeda—Hovering Invisibly in Null-Space Beyond Lodan
Kenred and Jocara sat side by side at an oval, polished wood table in a conference room—the only other part of Andromeda Kenred had seen. To Kenred’s surprise, the aliens had come up with comfortable chairs that conformed to his and Jocara’s anatomy. The Human Thorpe occupied a seat at one end and the Asterian Mavic was at the other. Ten other aliens, mostly Human, filled up the rest of the table. To Kenred’s utter surprise, a small feline creature very similar to a popular household pet in Amred jumped to the tabletop, rumbling softly. With tail stiff in the air, it visited each individual at the table, including himself and Jocara.
“Meet Max,” Thorpe said, with a clucking sound that Kenred interpreted as amusement.
Max pretty much ignored Kenred, but when he stopped at Jocara, she reached out and petted him. In response, Max arched his back and rubbed his face against her snout, much to everyone’s delight.
The Human Thorpe began speaking, looking directly at Kenred and Jocara. “Your Mission Control has had about two hours to figure out where you two are and how the atmosphere in your capsule changed. You are an intelligent, resourceful people. Remarkably so. You are an incipient spacefaring species without ever announcing your presence to the galaxy. We live practically next door, and we were ignorant of your existence. We are here because your star is the obvious first stop on a very long journey we are undertaking. Otherwise, we may never have discovered you.” The Human dropped his gaze and seemed momentarily distracted.
“We are monitoring Mission Control’s comms. They have attempted to contact you each time Arcan-One came out from behind Lodan.”
“That’s normal protocol,” Kenred said. “It wasn’t set up for this scenario, but one remote possibility has always been that something might happen to both capsule occupants while transiting the farside of Lodan.”
“Do they have a backup rescue plan, another launch vehicle and capsule, a way of getting you back?” the Asterian Mavic asked.
“Not really,” Kenred said. “Jocara’s people, the Ceffid Nation, were reluctant to join our space effort, the Space Push Consortium—SPC. Amred is a free-wheeling, free-market state. We pushed ahead with SPC without Ceffid, but they sent us several people to train as astronauts. One of them was Jocara. But no, we have no rescue system. We have a second capsule in a clean-room, mission ready, but it would take some time to prepare it for lift-off. Ceffid is a top-down bureaucracy where everything is controlled. You people showing up will be a big problem for them.”
The Human Thorpe held up his hand. “We’re receiving a transmission from Mission Control. Listen!”
“Alien starship, this is SPC Mission Control, over.”
“They figured it out,” Thorpe said. “There was really no other plausible explanation.”
Jocara turned to Kenred, her eyes filled with questions. Kenred said quietly, “The capsule is empty but pressurized with atmosphere slightly different from ours. The only way for this to happen, short of black magic, is a hookup to another spaceship. Since there are no other spaceships in our solar system, it has to be an alien starship.”
Jocara’s facial scales rippled in acknowledgment. “Makes perfect sense.”
“Alien starship, this is SPC Mission Control, over.”
“SPC Mission Control, this is Oort Federation Starship Andromeda.” The person transmitting used the Amred name for the Andromeda galaxy. “We are on a scientific voyage of discovery. We come in peace and pose no threat to you. Astronauts Kenred Zlaxiz and Jocara Porovik are unharmed. They are our guests for the moment.”
“This is SPC Mission Control. Your presence and abduction of our astronauts obviously changes our mission goals. We are wary of strangers arriving unannounced. How do we know you come in peace?”
“This is Andromeda. We understand your reluctance to accept us at face value. Your presence was as much a surprise to us as was ours to you. We very much understand our relative positions. If possible, we would like to meet with your representative in Amred City. We wish to demonstrate our good intensions. We have arranged for this meeting from our end, but will only follow through if you agree.”
The transmission paused, and Thorpe addressed Kenred and Jocara. “We would like to show you some of Andromeda and give you a sense of who and what we are—perhaps build a level of trust. This should take about a day. Are you willing to remain with us for this time?”
Kenred and Jocara looked at each other. “Tour a starship that is perhaps a century or more beyond us, meet the other aliens running her—are you kidding?” Jocara said, her scales rippling with excitement.
“My thoughts exactly,” Kenred said, and turning toward Thorpe, he said, “If we were reversed, would you accept?”
“SPC Mission Control, this is Andromeda. We have invited your astronauts to remain with us for twenty-four hours. They accepted. Thereafter, we will call you again this channel to discuss a meeting. Over.”
“This is SPC Mission Control. I wish to speak with both astronauts.”
Thorpe said, “Kenred, Jocara, talk to Mission Control. Reassure them.”
“This is Capsule Arcan-One Commander Kenred Zlaxiz…”
“And I am Astronaut Jocara Porovik…”
Kenred continued. “We were brought aboard the alien craft by means we do not understand. We have not been mistreated; in fact, we’ve been well treated.”
“This is SPC Mission Control. How do I know I am speaking with the real Kenred Zlaxiz?” There was a brief pause. “When you and Jocara made an unauthorized excursion to a dive restaurant in Amred City, what did you have to eat? Over.”
“This is Andromeda,” Thorpe said, and looked at Kenred.
“It was the Kettle Kooker, and I had Bobcat stew. Over.”
“This is SPC Mission Control. Did Jocara like it? Over.”
“This is Astronaut Porovik on Andromeda. I most certainly did not! Over.”
“This is SPC Mission Control to Astronaut Zlaxiz. Are you under duress? Did you agree to remain on the vessel an additional twenty-four hours? Can you leave any time?”
“This is Astronaut Zlaxiz on Andromeda. No…Yes…Yes, but we are not leaving until we have seen as much of this incredible ship as possible. Over.”
“This is SPC Mission Control. We accept the astronauts’ statements. Under strong protest, we will contact our head of state to see what we can arrange. Over.”
“This is Andromeda. We will call you in twenty-four hours. We will monitor this channel should you need to communicate with us before then. Out.”
Mission Control—Amred City, Amred, Planet Arcan
Flight Director Naoria hissed through his snout and raised his arms. “Security, secure the doors! Nobody in—nobody out!”
Naoria had a comm unit directly linked by laser to SPC headquarters. Naoria’s hands shook with excitement as he connected to the SPC Director Sudaro Ferron in the government complex. He wasted no time on preliminaries.
“Director Ferron, I have just concluded a lengthy conversation with aliens on a starship from the Rodal system.”
“What do you mean, a starship? Aliens?”
“Like I said, a starship, apparently from Rodal. The starship is located beyond Lodan, so we cannot track it by laser. Both the astronauts are aboard the vessel.”
“Have you spoken with them?”
“Yes Sir. They have chosen to remain on the starship for twenty-four hours. Then they will transfer back to Arcan-One for return to Arcan. The aliens have requested a high-level meeting in Amred City after the astronauts’ return. I agreed, under strong protest.
“The aliens apparently were unaware of us. They just stumbled upon our circum-Lodan flight and took advantage of the situation to establish contact. They claim to be on a voyage of discovery. It has the ring of truth, but I don’t trust them.”
“I’ll get back with you as quicky as possible.”
Oort Federation Starship Andromeda—Hovering Invisibly in Null-Space Beyond Lodan
“Mission Control handled that pretty well,” Thorpe commented, displaying an expression that Kenred had decided was the Human equivalent of a smile. “Are you hungry? Would you like something to eat?”
The two astronauts looked at each other, their facial scales rippling. “We would, yes,” Kenred said, “but can we safely eat your food?”
“We have accessed your national databases to gain an understanding of your biology and nutritional needs, and what kind of foods you enjoy. Our kitchen has prepared a snack that we can all eat.”
Several aliens from both species appeared with plates holding something that looked edible and smelled delicious, and eating utensils that were not unlike what Kenred was accustomed to. Then the attendants passed water glasses around the table. Thorpe didn’t bother with the knife and the utensil that looked much like the forks Kenred knew. He picked up a bite-size morsel with his fingers and put it into his mouth.
Kenred turned to Jocara and whispered, “I think we can trust them. If they wanted to kill us, they would have done so, not waited to poison us now!”
Jocara responded quietly, “They have kept us safe thus far. If they didn’t trust their machines to make food we can eat, they wouldn’t serve it to us. I think it’s safe.”
The astronauts looked at each other, rippling their scales in agreement. Kenred picked up a piece. It was bread, spread with some kind of cheese, and it was absolutely delicious.
“Try it, Jocara,” he said. “You’ll love it.”
As she did, ripples of pleasure crossed her face.
Thorpe tapped his glass with his knife to get everyone’s attention. “It’s time to give our guests some understanding of the starship Andromeda.”
Above the table center, a holographic image appeared like nothing Kenred had ever seen, a thick circular disk with an elaborate cityscape on one surface and an upside-down pastoral landscape on the other, complete with mountains, meadows, and streams. Transparent domes covered both sides. Floating arrows indicated its diameter was five kilometers, shown in Arcan units.
“This is Oort Federation Starship Andromeda,” Thorpe said. “It’s probably not what you envisioned, but we designed and built her with great care. We expected to be gone for a long time and wanted to include as much of our home worlds as possible.” A floating arrow pointed to a prominent building near the city center. “We are here right now.” The arrow moved to the top of the building’s central tower. “Normally, we would be enjoying a magnificent stellar view from here, but Andromeda is parked in null-space right now to avoid detection by Arcan.”
“Null-space—what is that?” Kenred asked.
“It’s a feature of our propulsion system that is beyond your current knowledge of physics. If our meeting in Amred City goes as we hope, you will learn more. You already experienced our portal technology. It is ubiquitous throughout the starship. In your culture, I’m sure you have sinks and faucets where you bring fresh cold and hot water to a basin, and drain the waste into a sewage system. We bring water to the basin by portal from a central reservoir, and send the waste by portal to a processing facility. No plumbing—no pipes.”
“How is it we’re experiencing gravity right now?” Jocara asked.
“Once again, it’s a feature of our propulsion system. We can place a grid beneath any structure and adjust the gravity above the grid to virtually any level. For example, I imagine the SPC plans to put a manned station on Lodan.”
“It will be a couple of years, but yes, we plan to do that,” Kenred answered.
“If you were to install one of our grids beneath your station, you could have normal gravity inside. We have learned, at least for our two species, that low gravity is deleterious in the long run.”
“That must take a lot of power,” Kenred said.
“An almost unimaginable amount of power. A mini black hole occupies a significant part of the volume between our two disks. It is the heart of Andromeda.” Thorpe smiled broadly. “Before we cut you loose to explore this vast ship with a couple of guides to explain things and answer questions, I want to introduce you to another element of who we are.”
A Human sitting in a chair suddenly appeared next to Thorpe. He looked like Thorpe, but was dressed differently. Astonished, Kenred stared at the Human, and then realized that he was a holoimage of such quality that he could not distinguish the image from the live Human.
“I am eThorpe,” the image said, looking at the astronauts. “I am an electronic upload of Braxton Thorpe, created long ago. I reside in an electronic matrix, and my presence exists throughout every electronic element of the ship. Virtually all our original research team uploaded themselves, so that now we have sixteen uploads like myself. We play important roles in the operation of this starship that a flesh-and-blood person cannot handle.”
“You would appear to be immortal in your electronic form,” Jocara said.
“We die if our matrix is destroyed, but we are set up to generate continual real-time backups. So, yes, in principle, we uploads are immortal.”
“There’s more than that,” Thorpe said. “Each of us has a built-in system that creates continuous real-time backup uploads. Anytime we choose, we can download our current backup into a new body so that we remain continuously young and vital.”
“That means,” Kenred interrupted, “that should one of you die in an accident or otherwise, you can rejuvenate yourself from the backup.”
“You catch on quickly, Kenred.” Thorpe said. “Our culture has always valued youth, especially in our females. This technology has enabled virtual eternal youth for whomever wishes.”
“We are not that much different,” Jocara said. “I would certainly enjoy keeping my youth indefinitely.”
“You still haven’t told us how we got here,” Kenred said.
“That’s true,” Thorpe responded as an image of Arcan-One just passing behind Lodan appeared over the table.
An oddly shaped spacecraft approached, and suddenly a silvery sphere encased the capsule.
“This is a stasis field,” Thorpe said. “Time virtually stops inside the field.”
The view moved closer as two space-suited figures left the odd spacecraft.
“They are wearing special suits that allow them to enter a stasis field,” Thorpe said.
The view followed them closely as they entered the sphere and approached Arcan-One. One of them opened the capsule hatch. To Kenred’s surprise, there was no explosive decompression. Instead, the atmosphere inside the capsule looked like a spongy mass. One figure pushed his way into the capsule and shut the hatch. The view changed, showing the interior of the capsule. The space-suited figure moved through the spongy atmosphere to the astronauts in their seats. He discharged a weapon into each sitting figure.
“That is an Electro-Muscular-Disruption stun weapon set to minimum intensity,” Thorpe said. “It rendered each of you unconscious for several minutes.”
The view moved back outside as the stasis field disappeared and the silvery sphere vanished. Then it moved back inside, where the space-suited figure crammed into the capsule activated a hyper-disk. He passed the unconscious passengers through the portal and then hid the hyper-disk inside the capsule. Then he pushed through the portal. Outside again, the view showed the other figure returning to the odd spacecraft.
“There you have it,” Thorpe said. “We put Arcan-One in a stasis field, rendered you two unconscious, and removed you by portal to Andromeda. Arcan-One was in stasis for four minutes, and the entire process took ten minutes.”
The image over the table vanished.
“Let’s break this meeting up,” Thorpe said, “so our guests can spend their remaining time exploring Andromeda.”
[image: image-placeholder]“Andromeda, this is SPC Mission Control, over.” The call arrived in the twenty-second hour.
Following several minutes of negotiations, everyone agreed the astronauts would return to Arcan-One and the capsule would return to Arcan. The astronauts would meet with Amred President Binecot Katengi and SPC Head Sudaro Ferron in the president’s office. Braxton Thorpe would arrange to be present in some manner. There was no agenda, just an agreement to meet and talk.
[image: image-placeholder]“Are you two ready to return?” Thorpe asked.
“Not really,” Jocara said. “We could have continued our exploration for days.”
“I agree,” Kenred said, “but we both are delighted to be part of this first contact.”
Thorpe handed Kenred a hyper-disk. “Keep this with you and bring it to the meeting in the president’s office. Please do not tell anybody about it until it’s time for me to join the meeting.”
Kenred accepted the disk, tucking it inside his flightsuit. How do I feel about this deception? He asked himself. I am convinced these aliens are peaceful. Obviously, they could wipe us out in a moment if they chose. Instead, they’re reaching out. All I’m really doing is enabling Thorpe to be physically present at the meeting.
Kenred and Jocara stepped through the portal into Arcan-One. Thorpe waved at them, and the portal collapsed. They had ten minutes before comms were reestablished. Kenred turned to Jocara after they strapped into their seats.
“I have given what we are doing a lot of thought. How do you feel about the aliens?”
Jocara was silent for a few seconds. “I trust these people. If they had evil intent, why would they have treated us as they did? It’s pretty obvious they could take out our entire planet if they wanted. But why? What do we have that they need to take? What threat are we to them? So, yes, I’m with you on this.”
Amred President Binecot Katengi’s Office—Amred City, Amred, Planet Arcan
Kenred and Jocara walked through the capitol rotunda accompanied by an assistant and an unobtrusively armed guard. They took an elevator to the third floor. It opened directly into the president’s personal offices. The assistant ushered them into a room nicely furnished with a large desk, two antique couches on either side of a low table, and two chairs strategically placed near the desk. The pale blue walls carried a portrait of Amred’s first president and an image of Lodan, displaying its cratered surface to great advantage.
President Binecot Katengi stood and walked toward them, grasping one hand of each in his hands. His facial scales rippled with excitement. “Welcome to my office. What an exciting adventure you have taken during the last couple of days. We have twelve minutes before the SPC Director arrives.”
Kenred took the lead, giving the Amred president a capsule summary of their time with the aliens. Then Katengi turned to Jocara. “And you, my dear, let me hear your version.”
It was an astute approach. From Kenred, he received an engineer’s summary of their time on Andromeda. From Jocara, he got her impressions, the beauty, the strangeness, the common elements, her subtle impressions as she and Kenred explored the mighty starship. She ended by saying, “They seemed to go out of their way to be open and without guile. I became close to one Human female, surprisingly so for such a brief stay.”
A hidden speaker softly announced the arrival of the SPC Director. Kenred held up his hand.
“An additional moment before he arrives, Mr. President.”
Katengi gave his assent. Kenred laid the hyper-disk on the president’s desk.
“This device,” Kenred said, “will open a portal, a door between Andromeda and here. Braxton Thorpe, the expedition commander, will step through the portal to join us.”
Katengi’s face scales registered his astonishment. “In any real sense, we are at their mercy. Are you certain of their good intentions? What if this whole thing is a ruse to get to me? Am I about to be assassinated by an alien we worked so hard to keep out of our solar system?” He pressed a button on his desk, and a guard ushered in SPC Director Sudaro Ferron. He acknowledged the astronauts and warmly gripped both hands with the president.
“That,” Katengi said, pointing to the hyper-disk, “will somehow open a door between here and the alien ship Andromeda. Commander Thorpe is supposed to join us by walking through the door this disk creates. Are you comfortable with this, Sudaro?” All Katengi’s visible scales seemed to lose their luster.
“Not entirely,” Ferron said. “The astronauts briefed me on their return. They seem to have accepted the aliens’ genuineness, but I’m not so sure.” He turned to the astronauts. “You are our best. You met this Thorpe. Will his arrival in this room pose a threat?”
“I don’t think so,” Kenred said. “If they wanted to harm us, they could do it from space.”
“No, it won’t,” Jocara added emphatically.
Turning to Kenred, Katengi said with a sigh, “I’m reluctant to do this, but activate the portal.”
Kenred picked up the hyper-disk and rubbed its dull side. An ordinary door appeared in front of Katengi’s desk, and Thorpe stepped through into the presidential office. He nodded at the astronauts and turned to Katengi.
“President Katengi, I presume.” He turned toward the SPC Director. “Sudaro Ferron.” He spoke an accent-free Amred. “I am Braxton Thorpe, Commander of Oort Federation Starship Andromeda. I am present in this room through a portal—technology new to you. We come in peace with outstretched hands in friendship.”
“Amred welcomes you to our planet and to Amred’s capital, Amred City,” Katengi responded. He walked toward Thorpe, hands held out. “In our culture, we greet a friend by grasping both hands and squeezing, thus.” He took both Thorpe’s hands in his.
“I am honored by your show of friendship,” Thorpe said with a broad smile.
“That’s the Human equivalent of our smile,” Kenred said softly.
[image: image-placeholder]Katengi had an assistant place two wide cushions on the couch, subtly acknowledging Thorp’s anatomical height difference, and gestured for him to sit. The astronauts joined him. Katengi and Ferron sat opposite on the other side of the table.
“I know you have gone to great lengths to keep your existence a secret from the rest of the galaxy,” Thorpe said. “You were quite successful. Neither Humans nor Asterians knew you existed until we accidentally stumbled upon you when we made your system the first stop in our outward journey. Now that we’ve found you, we are loath to continue our journey without first establishing some links between your civilization and ours.”
“There must be vast differences between our technologies, our capabilities, even our cultures,” Katengi said. “Kenred and Jocara have described your vessel to me. I cannot honestly conceive of such an enormous structure.” He shifted uncomfortably on the couch. “Our historical reason for concealing our presence was our fear that an advanced species like yours would find and exploit, or even destroy, us. We knew about Humans and Asterians from your unintentional broadcasts and even deduced some details about the conflict between your species. That caused us to be even more diligent in keeping our presence a secret.
“You do not seem to pose a military threat against us, but how do we know that? I am deeply concerned about the impact the mere knowledge of your presence will have on our people.”
Ferron raised both hands with fingers splayed at chest level; his scales rippled in a repeating pattern. “What do you people really want? To my ears, you sound like a used car salesman. You offer us a one-sided proposition. There’s plenty we can learn from you, but what do you get out of it? Can you answer that honestly?”
“I understand your concerns, President Katengi, Director Ferron,” Thorpe said. “We will impose nothing on you or your culture that you do not invite—you have my word. You are correct, of course, Director Ferron. You do have much to learn from us. What is not apparent to you is that we have much to learn from you. You have independently solved problems that we faced in the past and may face in the future. Learning from you, working together with you, we both have a better chance of successfully solving future problems as they arise—and they will.”
Kenred glanced at Jocara. They had been through a lot together and knew each other well. She nudged him slightly. Hesitatingly, Kenred spoke up. “I am not a statesman. I’m just a boondocks lizard with an engineering degree who was lucky enough to be selected astronaut. Jocara and I have visited their starship. We’ve seen some of their science and technology.” He came to his feet. “Speaking for myself, I don’t want to return to what now seems like primitive capsule technology. I don’t want to wait for my great grandchildren to develop portals. I’ve seen them and used them, and I want them now. I don’t want to plod around Lodan, eventually construct a settlement on its surface, and maybe, someday, walk on another planet in our system. I want to explore the universe with my new friends.” He resumed his seat.
Katengi spoke up. “Arcan has three significant cultures, ourselves, Ceffid, and the Geroptic Nation. Amred is a free-wheeling society with a limited government that is restricted to national defense and a police and court system. The SPC is a private effort with close ties to the government. Ceffid is a totalitarian dictatorship with top-heavy bureaucracy—they are unlikely to welcome your presence. The Geroptic Nation is a backward theocracy that worships the sun, which they call the Great Dragon in the Sky. Their prophet’s ultimate goal is to bring Amred and Ceffid under his rule and convert all of us to his bizarre religion.”
“Andromeda is a privately owned starship,” Thorpe said. “It has close ties to the Oort Federation around Sol—your Rodal, and it has loose links with several outfits on Rogan, one of two populated planets orbiting Aster—your Dytom. We maintain portals to our home worlds. I can literally step back through this portal,” he pointed to the door, “and step through another into the office of my good friend, Chairman of the Oort Federation, John Butler.”
“It’s difficult to imagine such capability,” Katengi said, his voice filled with wonder—and fear. “I want to believe your message of peace and cooperation, but it goes completely against saurian nature—and human nature, I would guess. Before you became the Oort Federation, I am certain that Humans on Earth took advantage of other Humans with lesser capabilities. You waged war against each other, just as we did. And yet, the differences between you and us are astronomically greater than anything either of us has experienced in our own past. How can I trust your promise not to interfere, to honor our wishes?”
“I completely agree with President Katengi,” Ferron said. “I just don’t trust you.”
“We are very much like you,” Thorpe responded, “just with different toys. While we will respect your desire to remain isolated, realistically, the cat is out of the bag. Ten thousand people live aboard Andromeda. By now, several have told folks back home about Arcan and these two.” Thorpe gestured toward Kenred and Jocara. “Eventually, you will have more visitors. Most will be like us, open and friendly, wanting to learn about you, meet with your people, establish trade, knowledge exchange, all the things that make a civilization function. But, like you, we have bad guys in both our systems. One of them will eventually find the way here. You will need to be prepared.” Thorpe sat back quietly to let his words sink in.
Ferron leaned forward, his scales once again rippling in a repeating pattern.
“I mentioned John Butler,” Thorpe continued. “My friend John is the wisest man I know. He would be happy to join you, offering you guidance and counsel as you move through these uncharted waters.” Thorpe turned to the astronauts. “Kenred, Jocara, you are welcome to join us on Andromeda. We have more than sufficient room. You can be the nucleus of what I suspect will become a significant Arcan contingent. We will remain in the Ran system—what we call your sun, for the time being, hidden until you, Mr. President, decide the time is ripe to reveal our presence to all.”
“Do I have a choice?” Katengi asked. “Do any of us? Like you said, the cat is out of the bag.” He sighed deeply and sat, dejection clearly visible to countryman and alien alike. “All our preparations, all our hopes, all our dreams…”
Ferron looked sharply at Thorpe, his scales still rippling. “You will remain hidden, no contact except through the president or me until the president says otherwise?”
“You have my word,” Thorpe said solemnly.
[image: image-placeholder]Kenred stood and reached out to Jocara, pulling her to her feet. “President Katengi, it has been my honor to meet you personally. My unsolicited advice is to meet with Chairman Butler and forge a path to bring all our people into this amazing new world.”
He took Jocara’s hand, and together, they fearlessly stepped through the portal.
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Ungentle Wings


By Alex Bates 
When swords and blasters aren’t enough to deal with scrappers, maybe a little local help can be obtained.

[image: image-placeholder]The klaxons rang loud, alarm lights flashing red, jerking Aladar out of what had been not a very good sleep.
“SCRAPPERS!!”  The Captain’s voice boomed over the comm while also echoing down the corridor.  The ‘No Thank You, Please’ was a small cargo and scouting vessel, a system shuttle off an automated mothership. The mothership’s defenses were formidable; the shuttle’s, much less so.
Not bothering to use the comm, Aladar yelled up at the cockpit as he clambered out of his bunk. “AGAIN?!?”
The panel to his left briefly glowed bright as a blinding oval of red energy flashed past a porthole, almost-but-not-quite too fast to see.  Lateral energy leakage from poorly contained burst weapons.  Warnings beeped insistently, abruptly rising then lowering in pitch as the energy ball passed.
“YES, SCRAPPERS!  GET UP HERE!” Captain Carmody yelled down from the cockpit.
The opposite wall of the shuttle glowed briefly as another shot flew past.
“… you don’t have to yell…” Aladar muttered as he buckled his sword and pistol to his belt.  Taking advantage of the centripetal gravity, he pushed off of one wall, then the ceiling, almost flying up the corridor towards the Captain.“I like yelling, it keeps me calm”, Carmody growled through clenched teeth as Aladar stepped into the cockpit. Touching a button on the console, an image appeared on the screen. A ship, vaguely reminiscent of a fat fly, matte black and sharp angles centered around a gunport where its nose should be. 
“Well, it’s about what we expected. But we’re inbound now, we don’t have any cargo and they know it!”
Carmody growled again. “Well, maybe they’re just excited to see us.” His fingers tapped a rapid sequence on the control panel. “But I bet we know something they don’t know. I’m gonna vent the fuel and light them up.”
Aladar nodded his agreement.
What they knew that the pirates (hopefully!) did not was that the planet ahead wasn’t just a treasure trove of exotic minerals, but also of fuel. Stable hydrogen slush was a common find at the base of the mineral vents that brought miners to Ryan’s World. Normally, venting a ship’s fuel was a death sentence in the cold of space, but as long as they had enough left for planetary descent, they’d be fine.
Two more bright energy balls flashed past them, strobing the cockpit while the Captain re-oriented the ship, slowing slightly to allow the pirates to gain on them. “When I pull this lever, you slam that button.”
“Yep.” Aladar flipped the safety cover up off of a big red button. Handwritten on it in sharp blocky script was the word, ‘Really?’ He smiled. “Yep, really!”
Carmody wrenched the lever downward. The whole ship jerked, leaping forward as the fuel system purged itself. Aladar rocked in his seat, bringing his fist down on the button. The ship rocked again, not as violently this time, and the fat fly on the screen in front of him tried, too late, to turn out of the cloud of near-frozen hydrogen as the igniter Aladar had released burst, spreading a custom mostly-oxygen mix throughout. 
The auto-safety belts tightened as, a heartbeat later, the cockpit’s ports adjusted to the blinding light of the explosion behind them.
Aladar began tapping on the screen in front of him, now gone gray.
“You’ve gotta give it a second, Dar.”
Aladar continued tapping the screen as it resolved from gray to static to a picture of a debris field. “I know, I know. Think there’s anything worth salvaging back there?”“We’re miners, Dar, not raiders or scrappers. Besides – I wouldn’t know where to sell very used radioactive weapons. Do you?”
“Uh… no.”“Those minerals will be worth a lot more than any burned wreckage we could fish out of the void, anyways.” Carmody paused for a moment, chewing on a thought. “And I don’t want to stick around in case those pricks had any friends in the neighborhood.”
The No Thank You,, Please gently dipped into the upper atmosphere of Ryan’s World. Gray and streaked with oily black clouds, it looked like wet concrete. But, once through the dingy outer layer, the bright surface of the planet revealed itself in a riot of brightly colored terrain. Aladar eagerly looked out the port at the sight of it. He’d seen simulations, but they never quite compared to one’s own eyes.
Warm green rivers wound their way across white plains of powdered lime. Steaming rainbow-ringed pools dotted the landscape, the liquid in them so clear that the interior depths were visible for hundreds of meters. Iron-orange hills striped with yellow sulphur deposits cascaded down from the north, bristling with tree-like growths of rust. Heavy carpets of turquoise algae-like microorganisms covered vast swathes of the lowlands. The skies over Ryan’s World might be gray and ugly, but the planet was beautiful.
It didn’t smell great, but it was beautiful.
Glancing up from the control panel, Carmody spoke. “There’s something wrong with the landing site. The beacons aren’t broadcasting.” He nodded his head toward the left, indicating where Aladar should look. As they continued to descend, Aladar pulled a set of binocs from a compartment below the dash and focused on where the Captain had indicated. 
Their landing site had been destroyed. Circular burn marks indicated that energy blasts from above were the cause. The pirates.
Landing beacons, hab units, prospecting equipment, the levitator, all reduced to slag.
The fuel warning began to beep softly. 
“It’s wrecked. All of it. The whole site.” 
The beeping was increasing in intensity. Slowly, but noticeably. 
“How serious of a problem is it?”
Carmody smiled. “Not as much as you might think. That site was mostly tapped out, and the stuff I left behind was either broken or more expensive to haul away than it’s worth. I was planning on bringing the hab units to the next site, but I don’t mind sleeping on the ship, and I don’t really care whether you mind or not.”
Aladar indicated the insistent fuel warning. “How serious of a problem is that?”
Carmody reached inside his jacket and pulled out a cigar. He clenched it between his teeth and started grinding away at the business end. “Yeah… that’s a bit of a problem.”
He leaned back in his worn Captain’s chair and inhaled deeply through his nose, looking up over the control panel and out through the portholes. He squinted a bit, looking northwest. “Yeah, that oughtta be all right.” He tilted the control rod and the ship changed course, still slowly descending. “Keep looking through those binocs, see if you can find a flat dry spot. Preferably near some mineral towers.”
Aladar swept the glasses across the terrain to the northwest, searching for a suitable spot. It didn’t take long to find one – a shaded area below a cliff, with one of the green rivers at its base and a gentle slope on the other side and three tall mineral towers a short walk away. 
The mineral towers were Ryan’s World’s secret treasure, and the reason that Carmody had hired Aladar as extra labor. The unusual chemical makeup of the planet’s crust, plus a combination of geological vents and unique biologics came together to make the mineral towers into extraordinarily dense concentrations of exotic alloys. Many of which could only be manufactured in small quantities under controlled conditions. But here, they just grew around vapors rising from the ground! To Aladar’s eyes, the towers looked like lumpy termite mounds crossed with a cactus and a chimney. It wasn’t quite like money growing on a tree, but it was as close as makes no difference.
A few satchels of the mineral composite would be enough to set Aladar up for years – for life if he was careful. Men like Carmody would never stop chasing the rush of the Next Big Score, but Aladar planned on making one, maybe two runs before he got out of the business entirely. The Captain had warned him that pirates were sniffing around. He’d spotted them a few times out in the spaceways before the attack, but actually being shot at brought his plans for the future clearly into focus. He was looking forward to something quiet, with no need to carry a sword. Maybe he’d join a book club. Until then, though, back to the task at hand.
“I’ve found a spot, Captain.”
“Great, punch in the coordinates. I’ll glide us over, and then we can get to work!”
[image: image-placeholder]Setting up the new camp was quick. Carmody checked the nearby mineral towers with a scanner while Aladar unloaded the minimal equipment needed. Gravity was slightly below standard – the planet was dense, but small, so the work was easy. The atmosphere was marginally breathable to begin with thanks to the plant-like biologics, so a cannula in the nose attached to a belt-mounted filter brought it up from barely tolerable to near-standard. 
Carmody set up a trio of beacons linked to the ship which served double duty of marking the camp and disrupting most external scanning methods. After conducting a function check on a couple of bulk levitators, flat floating platforms for carrying heavy ore, Aladar fired up a small filter for extracting drinking water from the green river, and a larger heavy duty filter for pulling oxygen out of the atmosphere and mixing it into the hydrogen slush. A few additives completed the process, creating top-grade fuel at minimal expense. 
Aladar shook his head in wonder. Just like Carmody said, there were thick pools of hydrogen in the shade of the cliff. Crystallized hydrogen, just sitting out in the open. A microorganism was keeping it stable and suspended in liquid, likely for food or shelter or for making little microorganism families. Rocket fuel might not be quite as pricey as the minerals in the towers, but still, it’s rocket fuel! And here he was, shoveling it into a bucket. Aladar was surprised that the planet hadn’t been strip mined for resources already, but Ryan’s World was just far enough off the beaten paths  to be a hassle to reach, and once you’re out in the deep dark, it takes a man like Carmody to risk it.
“Once you’re done there, I want you to start with that tower,” he said, pointing at the mineral tower farthest from the ship. His cigar ambled from one side of his mouth to the other while he talked. “There’s something funny about the readings I’m getting from it, so we might as well get it out of the way first.”
He adjusted the scanning instrument he was holding, smacking it a few times with the palm of his hand, before taking the cigar out of his mouth and rolling it between his fingers while he squinted at the readings.
Starting to get sweaty under the rising heat of midday, Aladar asked, “How come you don’t light your cigar? You’re just chewing on it.”
Carmody popped the cigar back into his mouth. 
“I like chewing on my cigar. It keeps me calm.” He rummaged around in a bag he’d carried off the ship. “Here, take this.” He tossed a grappling gun to Aladar, making him drop the shovel so he could catch it.  A tube about as long as his forearm with a heavy pistol grip on one end and a mean-looking hook on the other, he clipped it to his belt next to the air filter where it hung, awkwardly bouncing against his leg as he walked. Aladar slung a couple of heavy duty satchels over his shoulder while Carmody talked.
“You need to start at the top. If you try to remove materiel from the bottom, the whole thing could get unstable. Cut the metal away gently; don’t let anything fall into the vent. I haven’t seen any evidence of vents getting blocked and clearing themselves with explosive pressure, but that’s an experiment I’m not interested in performing. At least not while I’m standing this close!”
He grinned, but then paused. “That was my little joke. Don’t block the vents off no matter how close or far away I’m standing. Got it?” The cigar waggled a bit while he was talking. Aladar got the distinct impression that Carmody was giving him a hard time, but he wasn’t sure, so he just nodded assent and started walking to the far tower.
It was an impressive edifice. Around 10 meters tall, the base was more than two meters across. It had a white chalky look to it, but higher up, bands of pink and green and even shiny obsidian blue crisscrossed the trunk. The top meter or so looked almost like it was tiled in a mosaic, with a riot of bright colored spots thoroughly covering it. From here, they looked loose – maybe they’d been dislodged by weather and were about to fall, although there was nothing like that lying on the ground at its base.
He took aim with the grapple gun, pulled the trigger, and the electronically-guided shot hit exactly where he’d aimed it, just below the rim of the tower. He double-checked the belt attachment and pressed a button, and he was reeled to the top. Over the sound of the cable spooling, he could hear a jingling noise like wind chimes or a metallic harp, getting louder as he neared the summit. 
His foot hit the mosaic as he was reaching out to grab the rim of the tower when all hell broke loose.
The brightly-colored tiles were alive! Winged insects the size of the palm of his hand frantically flew off in a kaleidoscopic cloud of pretty colors. They sounded musical, bouncing off of each other with a ringing noise – the wind chime sound Aladar had heard moments ago. One of them smacked right into his face, leaving a shallow stinging cut behind. He slapped it away, lost his grip on the rim, and fell.
The grapple had an auto-brake, and the low gravity was a blessing, but it still hurt as he belly-flopped onto the hard ground. He gasped as the impact knocked the wind out of him.
Carmody walked over and looked down. “You OK, Dar?”
A strangled “Mmm HMMM” was all Aladar could muster. While he lay there, he grapple’s hooks retracted, and the cable whipped down from the top of the tower, rewinding itself automatically.“Well, I guess that explains the funny readings.” He leaned down and plucked one of the colorful bugs out of Aladar’s clothes. “It looks like a butterfly!” He flicked its wing with his finger and it rang like a bell. “Butterflies with metal wings. Hmm…” Carmody’s cigar started dancing as he chewed on it more fiercely than ever. He helped Dar up with his free hand. “Why don’t you go back to the ship and clean those up,” nodding at the cuts on his face and hands. “I’m going to poke around a bit.”
Dar nodded agreement and limped away.
The little bug seemed to be fine, its little legs feebly waving as Carmody held its wings pinched between his fingers. “That’s quite the fall, little fella. You’re a tough critter! No need to be gentle with you!” He ran his finger across the edge of the wings and hissed, stifling a curse. That edge was razor-sharp. Blood welled into the line of a new cut. “Just about the most un-gentle wings I’ve ever seen!”
Lightly, he tossed the razor butterfly into the air, towards the tower. It spread its wings and started flying toward the top. “Huh. Unique biologics and exotic alloys.” He pointed his scanner up and followed the insect’s trajectory as it ascended. His cigar briefly paused as he grinned. “This trip is looking up!”
[image: image-placeholder]Aladar was lying on his back in the cargo section of the No Thank You, Please. After digging the anti-bacterial coagulant out of a poorly-labeled box and applying it to his face and hands, he hadn’t felt like getting up again. 
It probably saved his life.
He heard a boot scrape against the metal floor grate, and a harsh whisper, quickly cut off.
His cuts were shallow and clean, so the first aid had worked quickly. Still a little sore and out of breath, but uninjured, Dar rolled up to one knee and peeked over the boxes he had inadvertently been hiding behind. Two human men had climbed into the cockpit area. Lean and predatory in their movements, both were wore patchwork clothes in the gaudy colors favored by outlaws of this sector. Standing with their backs to him and energy pistols drawn, Dar could see the telltale round bump between their shoulders indicating personal deflection shields. Dar was wearing one, too. 
That’s why everybody carried swords these days.
The pirates were busying themselves with the controls of the ship, checking the compartment beneath the dash. 
“Carmody put too much faith in his scan-disrupting beacons,” Aladar thought to himself. But then he glanced at the hull of the ship, ever-so-slightly discolored from the near-miss shot out in space - the near miss from the leaky burst weapon. Poorly maintained on purpose, so as to leave a telltale energy signature on the hull that could be tracked by someone who knew what they were looking for.
The scrappers had marked the ship to track the miners to their motherlode, or to follow them once they’d done the heavy labor and had a full cargo hold. But Carmody had destroyed the chaser ship, so their fellows decided to land early to get their revenge.
Aladar drew his sword as slowly and quietly as he could, while taking careful aim with the grapple in his other. With a shout, he pulled the trigger and charged!
The grappling hook hit the first man in the shoulder, knocking him over, but failing to penetrate his personal shield. Being electrified and shooting in at high speed, it carried enough energy to activate the deflector. 
Dar got lucky with the second scrapper. The man turned around too quickly at the sound of the shout and was distracted by his companion being knocked over. Dar struck him down with a quick thrust to the chest before he could fully draw his sword.
But then Aladar’s luck stalled out. The man fell before Dar could withdraw his blade, the steel caught on a rib, forcing him to step forward and push the body off with his foot, giving the second scrapper time to scramble to his feet. The man took aim with his energy pistol and shot Aladar squarely in the face, his deflector activating just in time to disperse the blast. Aladar blinked rapidly to get the spots out of his eyes, momentarily blinded by the bright burst of energy. His eyebrows felt a little singed.
The pirate was also blinking, looking baffled that his blaster hadn’t worked.
“I’M ALREADY HAVING A BAD DAY!!” Aladar yelled as he leapt forward, brandishing his sword. Maybe not the most intimidating battle cry, he thought, stifling a nervous laugh. The pirate raised his pistol to block the sword and partially succeeded, diverting the strike off to the side. Aladar was a little unbalanced, but he recovered first while the pirate tried to draw his own sword. He stepped on the man’s foot and pushed, and the pirate tumbled backward out of the ship.
Aladar quickly followed down the ramp, only to find that the pirate had landed on his own sword.
“I didn’t think you’d have a shield…” the man said, weakly.
“Of COURSE I wear a shield!! This is scrapper country!! Who WOULDN’T wear a shield??”
But the pirate didn’t hear him, his breath rattling away in a quiet sigh. The man’s hand fell open, and to his horror, Dar saw a communicator in it.
“Aw, crap.” 
He took off running towards where he’d last seen Carmody.
[image: image-placeholder]Captain Carmody was hiding in the lee of the second mineral tower. He’d been looking up at the butterflies when he saw a shadow against the gray sky. He wasn’t certain that it was a second pirate ship, but it seemed like a possibility worth considering. When it arced overhead, he’d guessed that it had landed on the other side of the camp and was now swinging around, looking for the miners who had so rudely exploded their sibling ship. It went up and over the cliff face, temporarily out of sight from his spot on the ground.
“If they’re looking for an apology, they ain’t gonna get it,” he mused as he chewed on his long-suffering cigar.
He was worried about Dar, but there was nothing he could do. He had his pistol and sword, but neither one was any use against a ship. As long as he kept the mineral tower between him and the pirates, he was fairly certain their sensors wouldn’t pick him up, but the moment he stepped out into the open he’d be an easy target. He had one idea, but no way to pull it off.
“CARMODY!  CAPTAIN CARMODY!”
The Captain turned to look at Dar, running up from the camp.
“The scrappers are here! I just got two of them, but there might be more!”
The pirate ship rose above the cliff from where it had been hovering out of sight, air intakes sucking up a huge plume of dust. Looking more than ever like a fat parasitic fly, it was covered in armor plates and antennae; the landing struts looking very much like spindly legs.
An idle thought flickered across Carmody’s mind. “That’s gotta be an intentional design choice. No way that’s an accident.”  Aloud, he yelled, “The butterfly tower!! Grapple up to it RIGHT NOW! RIGHT NOW or we’re both dead!”
The cannon at the fore of the pirate ship was swiveling from one miner to the other, needing a moment to lock in on such small targets.
Aladar did as Carmody ordered, aiming the grapple at the top of the butterfly-infested tower. He shot up into the air just a moment before the ship fired at where he’d just been. The ball of energy vaporized a huge chunk of ground between the towers, leaving behind a crater and an evil smell. The ship maneuvered around to get Carmody in its sights, and the captain stopped hiding as soon as the ship was directly over the mineral tower. 
Aladar hit the top like a cannonball, causing the little razor butterflies with their hard alloy wings to fly off the tower like a cloud of angry jewels… to be immediately sucked into the intake of the pirate’s ship.
A hideous grinding noise shrieked out of the engines, and the ship immediately listed to the side. The cannon fired, but the shot went wild. It listed even further, and flipped over midair before it crashed to the ground.
Aladar lost his grip on the rim of the tower as the impact shook the ground. Once again, the auto-brake slowed his fall, but once again, the impact was pretty rough.
He groaned. “I’m getting real tired of falling off that tower. I’m going to take a nap right here.”
Carmody chewed on his cigar a bit before taking it out and rolling it between his fingers.
“Sure, Dar, that’s fine. You’ve earned it” A straggling butterfly meandered overhead, back toward its nest. “But after that, we’re going to load up a fortune’s worth of ore and collect the bounty on a crew of scrappers!”
THE END
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Old Age and Treachery


By LJ Dix 
An aging captain and an obsolete ship are all that stand between their fleet and destruction.

[image: image-placeholder]Rifka leaned back in her captain’s chair intentionally projecting a relaxed attitude. The pirates might be gone for now, but the entire convoy was still at risk. She looked at the holo of her chief engineer, hoping for a bit of good news. They needed to get out of there, fast! She knew it. The crew knew it. But the crew also needed to see her remaining calm and in control, in spite of her concerns.
“Time required for repair?” she asked Chief Mordecai, keeping her voice quiet, neutral.
“Captain,” he replied, face streaked with grease, his frustration evident. “I can’t give you an accurate timeline yet. There was too much damage from the attack.” He paused. “At least we fought them off.”
She nodded, doing her best to project assurance, even as her thoughts chittered with worry, bordering on fear. That fight had only been hours ago, and she was concerned the pirates might return. “You have my permission to pull anyone off one of the other ships if it might speed up the repair time.”
“Aye, Captain,” he responded. “We could use the help.”
She nodded, then shut the channel to engineering, opening a secure channel to the entire convoy. “We’re going to need a few extra people for the engine repair. Please stand by for requests from engineering.”
The damage to the Sestina was going to play havoc with their shipping schedule. More importantly, it was one of only two primary guard ships. Being dead in space put the entire convoy at greater risk, and she had no idea whether or when those pirates were likely to return.
The Jeharran Family freight convoys were large and tempting targets. It was no surprise that they needed the protection of several ships capable of fighting off incursions from pirates in this sector. As the lead ship of the convoy, the Sestina was well equipped for that role. Unlike the seven massive freighters that formed the bulk of the convoy, Sestina and her sister ship were smaller, but heavily armed and armored. But damage from today’s pirate attack simply highlighted the fact that Sestina was definitely aging, just as Rifka herself was.
Her close-cropped hair had reached its current iron gray years earlier, and her whipcord lean body, while still strong, didn’t have the flexibility or speed of her youth. What she did have was more experience leading convoys than any other two or three family members in this convoy combined. But she’d heard grumbling since the previous trip that she might be getting too old for the job. Had she let that attitude affect how she’d handled the recent attack?
“Captain! We’re receiving a distress call.”
“What?” She shifted her attention back to her comm officer and a blip on the forward screen. It indicated a massive passenger liner, maybe only about a half hour’s flight from their current location. But what was it doing out here all alone? And why the distress call?
“What’s the nature of their emergency?” she asked tersely as she turned to the woman on scan. “Extend our scan range. There’s something off about this.”
“It’s the Kindig IV, Earth registration. They say they were attacked by pirates,” Miguel, her comm officer replied. “Could be the same ones who attacked us?”
Rifka scowled at the screens as if she could see the liner, too far for human eyes to track. “And where are their guard ships?” she wondered aloud.
Miguel spoke quietly into his headset, then replied, “I’m on comm with the liner. The comm officer says their guard ships took off after the pirates. There’s concern that those ships have been destroyed. The ship also has engine problems, which is why they’re requesting assistance.”
Rifka was about to ask him to call a council of captains when she heard the convoy XO on ‘all hail,’ which meant everyone in the convoy would hear him through their implants. “I’m going to take Cortina and check out that liner,” he informed everyone. “I’m calling out Fighter Wing One to assist.”
Rifka burned with fury. She was in charge, but Noah, her ambitious XO, had been pushing hard to take over. In truth, she was pretty sure he had been behind some of the grumbling about her age and need for retirement. But this was sheer insubordination, and not to be accepted. She switched her implant to private and spoke directly to the man commanding the number two guard ship.
“Noah, it’s too risky to split our forces. We don’t know what happened to that liner, but we can’t risk six of our ships to investigate.”
“You’ve grown too cautious,” he growled in response. “We should be helping out that liner.”
“We barely fought off the pirates ourselves,” she reminded him. “If they come back, splitting our forces just provides them with two vulnerable groups rather than one stronger one, especially with Sestina still compromised.”
“Then why don’t we just send Wing One?” he countered. “They’re fast enough to evade the pirates if they do return.”
It helped, Rifka thought, that the commander of Wing One was Noah’s daughter Ravena. She was another one who apparently wanted to see Rifka retired and her father running the convoys. As the leader of the five-ship fighter wing, she also had a lot of influence. But she was too good at her job for Rifka to replace. Good enough to investigate the liner and keep her wing safe, though, that was a larger question.
“I don’t like leaving the convoy with only Wing Two and our two ships for defense,” she replied. “We barely fought off the pirates with both wings less than two hours ago.”
“It won’t take long to send them over there to take a look,” Noah argued. “They can get back here quickly enough if we see any trouble.”
Rifka nodded wearily, although she knew her XO couldn’t see the gesture. She had intentionally kept their conversation on private implant channel only, no need for either ship’s bridge crew to see them argue. “All right,” she agreed reluctantly, wondering if he was right and she really was getting too old for command. There had been a day, not so long ago, when she would have vehemently shut him down for even mentioning splitting their forces this way.
She watched as Wing One got under way just a few minutes later. Noah must have planned this as soon as they heard from the liner, she thought, since the Wing had been ready to go so quickly. She grimaced in fresh annoyance. She knew she would need to help select a replacement before much longer, but he had never been her first choice. He was too volatile, too ready to let personality get in the way of common sense.
She watched the Wing heading out on scan, knowing it would take them a good twenty minutes or more to reach the liner. While she waited, she heard from Mordecai that two other engineers had arrived on Sestina and repairs were moving forward more rapidly. That was reassuring, at least they’d have maneuverability if they were attacked again. But all the while she was watching the scan, and the time ticking down until Wing One reached the stranded liner. In spite of having given in to Noah’s request, no, make that demand, that they send out the Wing, she didn’t trust the situation at all. Her instincts all said that this was not the innocent situation it appeared to be.
She heard the communication from the Wing leader as they approached. “Put it on audio,” she told Miguel. “We may as well all know the situation.”
“They lost one engine, and firepower from their defensive guns.” That was Ravena messaging back. “And the pirates damaged one of their hangar doors, so they couldn’t get all their fighters off the ship.” Along with the message came a closer scan of the damaged hangar door. Rifka wondered, though, with some of their fighters unable to join the fight, how had they avoided being boarded.
“They’re saying that they caught the pirates in a pincer move with the few fighters they were able to get out,” Ravena continued as she scanned closer. “I guess we did enough damage to the pirates that they were more easily scared off.”
That didn’t sound like the pirate fleet that had tackled the Jeharrans mere hours ago, Rifka reflected. Had they really done that much damage to the pirates?
“Something funny here,” that was David, one of the pilots in Wing One. Rifka leaned forward intently. This didn’t sound good.
“I’m scanning debris,” he continued. “Quite a bit of it.”
“From the pirates maybe,” Ravena replied scornfully.
“Not the pirates we just fought,” David insisted. “This has a different signature. More like one of our ships, or a similar one from the liner.”
Rifka took a deep breath. Debris would be normal after a fight if a ship had been destroyed. But alarm bells were ringing in her head. Maybe it was intuition, but her eyes widened in realization, and she shouted vainly to the Wing.
“Get out of there! Now!”
Too late. She was only moderately surprised as Ravena shouted. The entire bridge crew watched in horror as the scan from the Wing showed the liner slowly rolling. The supposedly damaged hangar door began to open. It was larger pirate fighters that emerged, not the small fighters usually found with a passenger liner.
With no more warning than that, the Wing came under fire, the first target being the Wing commander. Rapid communication among the five wing fighters was punctuated suddenly by a blinding glare as the lead fighter disintegrated. A second fighter was damaged and had to shear off from the fight.
“NO!”
Rifka heard the shout of pain through her open channel with Noah on Cortina. She felt a stab of sympathy: that was his daughter whose ship had just been reduced to its component atoms. Her sympathy evaporated rapidly as she saw the Cortina begin to accelerate toward the distant liner and the uneven battle that was nearly over. The remaining ships in Wing One were attempting to retreat toward the convoy. The three undamaged ships were flying a rear guard to protect the damaged one, slowing them down as the pirates continued to pursue them.
“Cortina.” Rifka ordered. “Remain on station.”
“I’m going to run additional cover for the Wing,” Noah replied, continuing to accelerate.
“Remain on station.” Rifka repeated. “That’s an order!”
Noah continued to ignore her, and she pounded the arm of her captain’s chair in frustration. She understood both his grief and his desire to help the rest of the Wing that he, and more reluctantly Rifka, had sent into danger. But he was taking one additional resource away from the convoy, risking more lives than he could possibly save at this point.
She could only watch the doomed scenario play out over the amount of time it took Cortina to reach the remainder of the Wing. The pirates were rapidly closing on them, and they were taking more fire. Another fighter took a hit and slowed down, making it harder for the others to protect their two damaged companions. As the minutes crept by, Cortina began firing at the pirates, taking fire herself as well.
“Captain.” Miguel turned away from the screens with their ongoing tragedy and addressed her directly. “We’re receiving a hail from one of the ships out there.”
“My board only,” she replied. Whatever the attacker said, she wanted to hear it first.
“Do I understand that I’m speaking with the convoy leader?” a suave voice asked. The face that appeared on her screen looked to be of middle years, female, and both well dressed and well spoken.
“Captain Jeharran speaking,” Rifka replied, studying the face.
“Ah! A Jeharran convoy. A rich prize indeed,” the woman gloated. “We have your other guard ship bracketed. You will have all your ships stand down or your guardship won’t survive the next few minutes.”
For one wildly unprofessional moment Rifka contemplated allowed the pirates to take out Cortina. No more Noah to undercut her command of the fleet. After all, this current mess was at least partially of his making. Then common sense reasserted itself. There was an entire crew on that ship at risk, not just Noah. Plus, take out Cortina and there was less protection for the fleet. She couldn’t defend the fleet with just a damaged Sestina and the remaining hidden wing of fighters. She shook her head slightly, ashamed of her thoughts.
The pirate misread that headshake and responded, “I’ll only give you one chance to avoid any more bloodshed. Tell your ships to stand down, all four fighters and both guardships.”
“What assurance do we have that you won’t fire anyway?” Rifka asked in return.
The woman grinned. “None. But I’ll let you speak with the captain of the liner. He and most of his crew and passengers are safe, and I’ve promised they will remain so as long as we don’t have any trouble. We want your cargo. We’ll leave you one of your freighters to make it back to the nearest port. You can load the crew and passengers of the liner aboard that freighter as well.”
“I’d like to speak with the liner captain,” she agreed. “Allow me a moment to do that and communicate with my ships,” Rifka stalled. The woman nodded and broke off contact.
She opened the hail from the liner first. “This is the captain of the Jeharran fleet,” she introduced herself. “Can you update me on your condition?”
She saw the distorted image of an older man, a blood-stained bandage around one shoulder. “Captain Matin of the liner Kindig IV speaking,” he replied wearily. “I’m sorry we dragged you into this.”
“What is the condition of your ship, crew, and passengers?” Rifka asked.
“Engines are still functioning, but we suffered damage to our drive, so we aren’t going to be moving fast. We lost all our fighters and some of our crew trying to fight the pirates. As far as I can tell, most of the passengers are confined to a few large areas of the ship but haven’t been harmed.”
“The pirates want us to surrender. Are you confident that they will keep their word and allow us to move your people to one of our freighters?”
The captain sighed. “Captain, I just don’t know. But I didn’t see any choice with our fighters destroyed and some of my security members wounded or killed.”
Rifka nodded. “Captain Jeharran out.” And she cut transmission to the liner.
Rifka then opened a channel to chief engineer Mordecai and Sestina’s XO Lilia, currently assisting with repairs. “The pirate captain is asking for our surrender, or they’ll destroy Cortina and the rest of the wing,” she told them.”
“No!” That was Lilia, her somewhat volatile XO. “We can’t trust them.”
Mordecai looked on soberly. “Do we have any other choice?”
“Not at the moment,” Rifka prevaricated. She was still hoping to come up with a plan to avoid total surrender, but nothing came to mind. “And there isn’t time for a full captain’s meeting, either.”
Lilia nearly growled out her response. “I can’t think of anything else.”
“So we’re in agreement?” Rifka confirmed.
“If you can get Noah to go along with it,” Lilia added.
“I want you both in my ready room as soon as I’m done negotiating our surrender,” Rifka told them. “Captain out.”
She took a deep breath. These might be the most difficult words she’d had to say since taking command of this fleet so many decades ago. “Jeharran Command to pirate captain.”
In a moment that same smugly confident face appeared on her private screen. “You have an answer for me?” the woman asked.
“We agree to your request for surrender with the provision that our personnel and the crew and passengers of the liner remain unharmed.”
“As I said,” the pirate replied, “You can have one ship. I see from scans that one of your ships is really old. You can keep that one.”
“But...“ Rifka began to protest, but the pirate cut communication. Rifka sat up straighter, a wolfish grin on her face. So, they were going to leave her with Jeharran 18. She’d trained on ships just like J18, decades ago. That knowledge sparked the beginning of a plan forming in her mind even as she sent out a hail to the Cortina and the remains of Wing One.
“Cortina and Wing One. Break off attack. Power down weapons. We’re going to negotiate with the pirates.”
“No Captain!” that was Noah’s voice over comm. “We can’t surrender”
“Noah. Your ship is their next target. Power down and get back to the fleet. That’s an order!”
There was a long hesitation, and for a moment she thought he was still going to refuse. Then, “Yes ma’am,” he replied, but she heard the rebelliousness in his voice.
Don’t do anything stupid Noah, she thought, turning to Miguel on comm. “Open a fleetwide channel,” she commanded.
“Jeharran fleet, this is Captain Rifka Jeharran. Power down all weapons. We will commence transferring personnel to Jeharran 18 shortly. Stand by for further instructions.”
Her board and Miguel’s both lit up like Earth cities at night. Calls were coming in from every ship in the fleet. She ignored them all.
“Miguel, answer all calls as expeditiously as possible. Yes, we are surrendering the fleet. It was the only way to keep from losing Cortina and the rest of Wing One. Without them we would have lost anyway, at least this way we save lives.” She stood. “I’ll be in my ready room. Get me a channel to the captain of Jeharran 18 and put it through to there as well.” She stopped just before leaving the bridge. “And another channel to Nathan of Wing Two.” That wing was still sitting in a hold within the freighter Jeharran 3. “And Miguel, patch a plot of our movement down to my ready room as well.”
As she strode from the bridge, she could see a speculative gleam in Miguel’s eye. He’d been with her long enough to suspect she was up to something. Well, he was right, she was. But until she spoke with the rest of the team she was assembling, she wasn’t going to give anything away.
Lilia and Mordecai were already there, seated at the conference table, Lilia still looking angry, Mordecai still wearing grease stains. They stood as she entered but she motioned to them to sit back down. She sat between them and opened the channels to Seth Jeharran, captain of the Jeharran 18, and her nephew Nathan, Wing Two commander. She addressed the Jeharran 18 commander first.
“Tell me about your ship. I know it’s due to be decommissioned, broken up for scrap at the end of this trip.”
“I heard the ‘All Fleet’,” he replied. “Are we going to be left with only J18 to get everyone to safety?”
“That’s what the pirates are planning,” she agreed. Then she gave her team that wolfish grin. “But I might have something else in mind.”
Lilia and Mordecai leaned in, while Seth and Nathan drew closer to their screens. Lilia and Mordecai had been with her for long enough to realize she had something up her sleeve. Seth was a new captain, in charge of the last run of the J18 as his first commission, while Nathan, like all fleet fighter pilots, was young and enthusiastic. Just the team she needed to pull off this risky deception she was planning.
“Mordecai, how close to being repaired are we?”
“We can maneuver. I wouldn’t want to try to outrace anyone, but we’re not a sitting duck, either.”
She nodded. “Weaponry?”
“Never damaged. But we followed orders and powered down, captain.”
“How fast could you get weapons up and firing?”
“If I could bring them up to half power, I could be ready to fire in an instant,” he replied. “The pirates might not notice that, but if they do, we can tell them weapons control was damaged and we’re unable to fire. From half power it’s only seconds till we can fire.”
“Lilia, who’s the Sestina’s best shuttle pilot?”
“That would be Arnie, captain.”
“Opinions all. Can I get off Sestina and onto J18 without the pirates noticing?”
Seth and Lilia nodded. “If we move the Sestina just a bit, its position should block visuals of a shuttle. They shouldn’t notice a thing.”
Rifka nodded again, then opened a channel to bridge comm. “Miguel, is there a way to transmit from the J18 but make it look like its coming from Sestina?”
Her comm officer hesitated. “Give me a few minutes, I can make that happen. What do you have in mind, Captain?”
She raised one eyebrow. “Later Miguel. Right now, I have a lot of planning to do.”
She cut the channel to the bridge and turned back to her co-conspirators. “Nathan, when we’re done planning, speak to Captain Francis and let her know she needs to pull Jeharran 3 as close to J18 as possible. I want Wing Two ready to exit that ship and attack when I give the word. I’m not sure the pirates even know we have a second wing, and I don’t want to give that away.”
Nathan frowned. Unlike many fighter pilots, he was actually a thoughtful leader, far less impulsive than Ravena had been. It was only seniority that had given Noah’s daughter command of Wing One. To Rifka’s mind, Nathan was the better commander.
“I’ll pass along the word to the captain.”
“I’m going to need you to be ready to launch rapidly or this plan isn’t going to work,” Rifka reiterated.
He took a deep breath. “I’ll make it happen,” he replied.
Lilia began to grin and pounded a clenched fist on the table. “I don’t know what you’re planning yet, but I think I’m going to like it!”
“You’ll need to be ready also when I give the signal,” Rifka told her. “You’re going to be in command of Sestina for this fight.”
The woman’s eyes widened, her look growing more serious now. “Yes, ma’am.” she agreed, her eyes glowing.
Rifka addressed Seth again. “Remind me again why J18 is being decommissioned.”
“She’s full of old technology, Captain,” Seth began. “Primary is that she’s too heavy due to all the extra shielding on her forward hull. Her weight makes her too expensive to operate. She was built before we had access to modern sonic tech for destroying space debris. Back in the day, they needed super thick forward hulls and very strong forward screens to protect the ship from contact with anything in space. Now we just vaporize anything smaller than a medium sized asteroid.”
Rifka nearly chuckled out loud at his ‘back in the day’ comment. Those were the days when she was just beginning her career in space. She’d been an XO on a ship like J18. But now ...
“Sonic screens only damage what we direct them to, correct?”
He nodded.
“While the old screens and heavy shielding, they could withstand a lot?”
“You could say that, yeah.”
Rifka leaned forward, her team leaning toward her, even the two men on screens. “Here’s what we’re going to do,” she began.
[image: image-placeholder]They met up again a short while later in the shuttle bay. “Mordecai, if you’re questioned about the weapons, prevaricate all you can. When we attack, we’re going to need to be able to fire right away.” She turned to Lilia. “You’re in command of Sestina. Try to keep her around for me to return to?” Neglecting to add that if this didn’t work, she might not be returning at all.
Rifka clasped hands with both of them, then entered the shuttle. As it headed surreptitiously toward J18, she just hoped that Noah wouldn’t do anything to spoil her plan. She hadn’t told him, intentionally wanting the smallest possible number of people to know. She didn’t trust him not to do something impulsive anyway, so she’d told him he was in charge of shepherding the damaged Wing One fighters back to their mother ship, Jeharran 1, newest and most modern ship in the fleet. She hoped that chore, plus grief, would keep Noah distracted long enough to prevent him from interfering with her plan.
She had likewise delayed the pirate captain, explaining that since Sestina was still damaged, she needed additional time to get the word out to the fleet and begin evacuating the freighters. She’d address the pirates again once she was aboard J18.
The shuttle arrived on the J18 without any comments from the pirates, giving her relative confidence that they hadn’t noticed the shuttle. “Stay here to accept passengers,” she told the pilot, then took off at a run.
As she arrived on the bridge everyone stood to attention, a bit more formally than this family-run fleet usually required.
“Everyone here has some idea what you’re planning,” Seth explained as he motioned her to his captain’s chair. She nodded and sat down.
“Shut down all communication outside of the ship,” she ordered. “I don’t want anyone to be able to accidentally give this plan away.”
“Aye captain.” from the comm officer. “Done.”
“Now open a ship-wide hail.”
The woman nodded.
“J18 crew. This is Captain Rifka Jeharran. I have taken command of the ship. We are about to go into combat. I’ll need a few members of the bridge crew and engineering staff. But anyone who stays will do so voluntarily. I can’t guarantee the ship will survive this battle, but we’re going to make those pirates sorry they tried to destroy this fleet.”
Ship-wide comm was open, so she could hear the response after a brief moment of silence. She had to fight tears as she heard the cheering throughout the ship. The bridge crew stood to applaud.
Well, she thought. Live or die, this ship is going out with a bang. And possibly herself as well, she realized. Could be better than retirement, she reflected wryly. But if she could make it happen, it was the pirates who would go out with a bang
After another five minutes she had to shrug and accept the fact that she had a crew of suicidal maniacs onboard. Not one crew member took advantage of the opportunity to leave. Even the shuttle pilot requested permission to remain onboard, pointing out that if the ship lost structural integrity in the coming battle, he might be able to get most of the crew off.
“Captain. I have the pirate captain for you.” That was Miguel on Sestina. Now to see if the first part of her plan was working. Had Miguel been able to forward her screen so that she still appeared to be on her flagship?
“Put her through, Miguel.” Then she was facing the pirate captain on screen.
“Jeharran captain, I see from scan that all weapons are powered down except on your ship.”
“We lost some weapons integrity during the battle a few hours ago. We can neither power them completely down nor engage them without risk to the entire ship.”
“Just a moment,” the pirate’s face flickered out for a moment, then returned. “My chief engineer concurs that’s what he’s seeing on scan.” Good job Mordecai, Rifka thought, relieved that this ruse had worked.
The pirate paused again, this time only turning away from the screen for a moment. “We need you to get your freighters in close one at a time. Bring that old scrap heap in first so its nearby for us to begin shuttling the people in the liner over to it. Then one by one you can turn the other freighters over to my crew as they board.”
“I’ll have the Jeharran 18, the freighter you’re planning on leaving us with, head toward you first,” Rifka agreed. This was exactly what she’d been hoping for. “What about my ship and the other guard ship and fighters?”
“Have the fighters go back to whichever ship they’re usually based on. Then shuttle all but a skeleton crew off both guard ships. We’ll take possession of them last.” With no farewell, the pirate was gone, leaving Rifka staring at a blank screen.
“She thinks you’re still on Sestina,” Seth said, grinning.
Rifka nodded, too busy now to celebrate. Everything could still go horribly wrong. She was looking intently at her screen, hating the fact that she didn’t have the three-dimensional view of nearby space that she would have had on Sestina. But she’d learned on these systems as a young spacer and could read them accurately. Another advantage of her age, she thought. Would someone half her age have known enough to put together this plan?
Of course, that knowledge was only a benefit if she was able to pull this off.
The pirates had assembled most of their ships between the liner and the Jeharran fleet. There were a few outliers, but the pirates needed to be close so they could put a prize crew on each of other six Jeharran freighters plus the two guard ships. Which was right where she wanted them. When hell broke loose, though, she hoped Noah would have the good sense to target those outliers. She was confident Lilia would. She wished she could warn the liner captain since it was possible the liner would be hit by debris or even fired on, but she couldn’t chance the pirates learning of her plan. Instead, she watched as the J18 closed on the mental line she’d drawn in space where she would have to act or accept defeat.
“Steady,” she called to the pilot. “Stay on course. Prepare to accelerate on my command.” She watched the screen for another moment to be sure. There would only be one chance to get this right. “Max acceleration on my mark.” A pause, then, “Mark!”
The J18 still had some life left in her, for she jolted forward, gaining speed more rapidly than anyone on the bridge had anticipated. It threw Rifka back in her chair. She gripped the arms of her seat tightly, leaning forward against the acceleration. The pirate ships grew rapidly in size as J18 approached them far more rapidly than Rifka had anticipated.
“Jeharran captain!” The comm officer put the angry pirate on screen. “Tell that freighter to slow down or we’ll fire on it!”
Rifka gave the pirate captain the same wolfish grin she’d shared with her crew. “You can surrender to us, or you can run. I don’t think you’ll like the third option.” She shut off the comm and glanced at the view of the pirate ships turning toward J18.
“Can you get more speed out of this tub?” she asked the pilot.
“Doing my best, ma’am!”
J18 continued to accelerate, as if the ship itself knew it was facing its finest hour. Several of the pirates had begun firing at them, some of those shots impacting with enough force that she could feel the ship vibrate.
“Hull and shielding holding,” Seth called out.
They had nearly reached the closest pirate ship now. It continued firing on them, then as someone smart seemed to realize their peril, she could see it turn in an attempt to get out of the freighter’s path. Too late! J18 hit the pirate with all the force of its massive reinforced forward hull and the pirate disintegrated under the impact of that collision. Cheering erupted across the bridge.
They were taking fire from multiple pirate ships now and the ship was beginning to slow. Not enough, though, for the second pirate to avoid them. Then they had ploughed their way through yet a third pirate ship, and the rest of the pirate fleet was scrambling in disarray.
“We’re taking damage,” Seth reported.
“Can we hold for a few more minutes?”
“Yes. But then we’ll have to slow down or we’re in danger of hitting the liner.”
“A few more minutes is all we’ll need,” she replied more confidently than she felt. Just because everything was going well so far didn’t mean something couldn’t still go wrong.
“Pirate captain wants to talk, ma’am,” from the comm officer.
“Put her on.”
“Jeharran captain. We still have the power to destroy that ship. Stop now!” The woman didn’t look smug now. She looked furious. But also, maybe a little bit scared?
“I don’t think so,” she replied. “You can still get away with most of your fleet. But not for much longer.”
The pirate shut communication again. This time, however, Rifka could see the lead pirate ship, which hadn’t been in the direct path of J18, turning toward them. The pirate looked like she was planning a strafing run along the side of the freighter. Rifka saw the engineering plans for her ship in her mind’s eye. The major shielding and reinforced hull were primarily forward facing. That run was going to do some damage.
She opened ship wide hailing. “Everyone to the center of the ship or the bridge. Get as much shielding between yourselves and the port side as possible!”
She felt the ship shudder at the first impact of the pirate barrage. It continued to shudder and buck as a second pirate ship joined the first. Rifka had anticipated this, but with three pirate ships gone, it was time for the second part of her plan.
“Sestina! Cortina! Commence firing! Wing Two, now!”
Lilia had been aware of the plan, so was already firing as Noah began to power up his weapons. Which was good because the lead pirate ship had continued on to the rear of J18 and was now firing on the engines.
“Captain. They’ve hit the power plant!”
They all felt the massive explosion that followed the pilot’s warning. She got on ship wide comm even as she heard sirens going off throughout the freighter. “Begin evacuation! All nonessential personnel to shuttle bay now.” Then she turned to the pilot. “Can we still steer?”
“Yes, but I don’t know for how much longer.”
She stood and headed toward the pilot’s chair. “Shunt comm to the pilot station,” she told the comm officer. She motioned the pilot out of her chair and took the woman’s place. She took a quick look at the pilot’s console. Just as she remembered, good.
Seth strode over to her. “Captain, I’ll take comm instead,” he volunteered. She looked at his face, set with firm resolve, sighed, and waved him to the comm chair. “Surrounded with nothing but heroes,” she muttered. Then, “Put me on all ship.”
“Engineering, evacuate now. Bridge crew, the same. Shuttle pilot, when everyone’s aboard, take off for one of the rear freighters.”
She looked at her screens again. Now the lead pirate was firing on J18’s starboard, heading back toward her bow. Giving one more predatory grin, she began to turn the ponderous freighter toward the starboard side. She probably wouldn’t hit the pirate, but she’d get the ship to move, at which point they’d be under Sestina’s guns.
All hell broke loose on the bridge as another hit seemed to damage electrical systems throughout the ship. In seconds it became difficult to see farther than her console, but she knew she was rapidly approaching the lead pirate. Sparks flew from several consoles, including her own, and a piece of debris clipped her head. Blood ran into her left eye, and she wiped it away impatiently. “Come on. Come on!” she urged the ship as it continued its turn toward the pirate, and incidentally away from a collision with the liner. The ship rocked with another explosion, and she clung to her chair.
“I don’t know how long she can hold together!”
“Engineering? I told you to evacuate.” As she reissued the order more sparks cascaded from stations all around the bridge and Seth shouted as he shook one hand, burned as sparks flew from an adjoining console. Gods forbid she had any more aspiring heroes, or fools, left on the ship. Meanwhile the J18 continued its cumbersome turn toward the lead pirate ship, which was also taking fire from Sestina. As she watched the pirate took damage to its engines from one of the fighters of Wing Two, now also swarming around the remaining pirates.
“Jeharran captain.” She wiped away more blood and grinned. That was the pirate captain on comm.
“Jeharran Captain here.”
“Call off your ships!” The woman now looked frantic.
“Do you surrender?” Rifka asked as J18 drew even closer to the lead pirate ship.
“We’ll withdraw,” the woman bit out from between clenched teeth. Her ship continued to accelerate away from the impending collision with J18, no longer firing.
“Seth. Tell the rest of the fleet to stand down. Don’t fire unless fired on.”
“Ma’am!” From the corner of her eye, she could see his grin.
She returned to the pirate captain. “Power down all your ships. You have fifteen minutes to evacuate anyone you have on that liner. Five minutes after that, you’ll be headed out of this quadrant. Any deviation from this timeline and we will take out your remaining ships. Jeharran Captain out.”
She turned to Seth. “Are you alright?”
“Minor burn, ma’am. I can still work.”
It looked worse than that, but the ship shuddered again under them, and she watched on the ship schematic as a piece of hull peeled off the port side. The engines were burning. First aid would have to take a back seat to survival. She stood. “More important, can you still move? I don’t think J18 will hold together much longer.”
Seth stood also, fiddled one-handed with something at the command station, then joined her she staggered her way off the bridge and down a corridor. The ship felt like it was coming apart beneath their feet.
“Captain. You need to get off the ship before it completely blows!”
She replied to the call through her implant link. “That’s the plan, Lilia.”
“Arnie has the shuttle waiting for you in bay four. It’s the only bay still accessible.”
“On our way!”
The run through the ship became a stagger, and at some places a crawl as they had to find ways through rubble caused by the pirate attack. The air in the corridors was now thick with smoke, and fire alarms blared. She could tell Seth was in more pain from the burn than he wanted to let on, but he didn’t slow them down any more than her age did, she reflected. As they neared the bay, Arnie met them in the corridor wearing protective gear.
“We’re open to space,” he explained, shoving suits and helmets at them. He helped them both suit up, Seth’s burned hand made adjusting that part of the suit painful. They dashed through the airlock into the shuttle bay where they staggered through the shuttle’s tiny airlock one at a time and into the main cabin.
“I told you to evacuate.” Rifka complained as the ship’s engineering chief helped Seth to a seat while Arnie closed the shuttle door.
“I am,” he told her with a smile. “Now let’s do something about that slice on your forehead.”
She smiled back, then nodded toward the J18 captain. “Seth’s burn first.”
The shuttle arched away from the dying J18, and they watched out a port as more pieces of hull detached. Fires still burned at the rear, and the ship continued to glide to starboard, missing the liner.
The engineer turned to Arnie. “Put some distance between us and that ship! The engine’s likely to blow at any second.”
“Doing my best,” he replied tersely.
They all watched for a few more seconds through the rear port of the shuttle, as the engine fires glowed against the black of space. With a sudden blaze of light, J18’s rear section exploded in a massive fireball that nearly blinded Rifka. As she watched, the rest of the ship tore itself apart from the force of that explosion. She heard the impact of bits of ship hitting their shuttle and for a moment she worried that they’d been damaged.
“We’re okay,” Arnie called from his pilot’s station. “We still have power, and I can still maneuver. But I’d like to get us back to Sestina quickly in case there’s more damage than I can see.”
Seth looked regretful. “My first command,” he mourned.
The engineer was more practical. “There goes a lot of money. She’d have been worth a lot when we got her to the breaker yard.”
Rifka shook her head. “No. She was worth a lot more right here. She went out in a blaze of glory saving the entire fleet. Far better that than retirement and the breaker yard.” She realized she was talking about herself as much as the ship.
As they watched pieces of J18 hull dispersing in all directions, it seemed the ship had one last bit of fight in her. A large section impacted the lead pirate. The ship was now trailing bits of its port engine, which left it with a definite portside list. Rifka heard cheering through her link and realized that Miguel from Sestina had linked her in with the entire fleet.
“Ma’am, we’re getting calls from both the pirate captain and fleet XO,” Miguel called.
“Put Noah on first.”
She had seldom seen Noah look so stressed. “Ma’am, I’m sorry. You were right. If I’d listened, Ravena would still be alive, and we might still have the J18.”
Rifka sighed. No use rubbing it in, the man was grieving. “We both made mistakes,” she acknowledged. “I’m sorry about Ravena. But let’s try a little harder from here on to work together instead of at cross purposes.” Then she shifted to the business at hand. “Have Mordecai put together a team to help with that liner’s engine trouble. Meanwhile, take Cortina and make sure those pirates keep going.”
“Yes, ma’am,” he acknowledged. Having specific tasks seemed to add a bit of life to his expression, she reflected as she switched back to Miguel.
“I’ll talk to the pirate captain now.”
The woman who appeared on the screen looked a lot more disheveled than the first time they’d spoken. But then Rifka’s forehead was still leaking blood, so neither of them had escaped this battle unscathed.
“We’re going to need a bit more time to withdraw,” the pirate stated, sounding weary. 
“Don’t make me wait much longer, or we’ll board and take you all back to port to face charges,” Rifka threatened, hoping the pirate wouldn’t realize that was a bluff. After all, the fleet didn’t have a marine contingent for hostile boarding operations. But she didn’t trust the pirate and wanted her gone as soon as possible.
The pirate shook her head. “That won’t be necessary. We’re leaving as quickly as we can in damaged ships. I underestimated you, Jeharran captain.”
Rifka grinned. “There’s the difference. I never underestimated you.” And she clicked off the screen.
“Ma’am, these should be yours,” Seth said as he handed her what he had pulled from the bridge console: the ships log and the small plate that decorated the bridge of each Jeharran ship. Stamped in metal was the ship name: Jeharran 18. “But this worked so well, except for the loss of J18. How did you come up with this idea?”
She grinned once again as the shuttle entered Sestina’s shuttle bay and she could see a crowd of ship’s personnel enthusiastically waiting to greet them. “I learned my trade on a ship like J18,” she explained. “I knew that old tech as well as the new systems. And I’ve had years to learn that it’s always a bad idea to underestimate the role of old age and treachery.” 
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The Years Condemn


By Mark Henwick 
A fractured humanity faces an implacable, invincible foe.

[image: image-placeholder]Chapter 1 - A Light in the Dark
Grunewald Mobile Defense Fleets 1 and 2 had been assembled in record time.
Yes, despite generations of warning and preparation, the fleets had been assembled in panic, if the truth were ever told, and there were any left to hear it.
Admiral Augustus Marcellus Lee surveyed the ruin of those fleets’ destruction and found he had lost the ability to speak.
The ships, the people who crewed them, their capacity, their potential, their hopes, and aspirations, all were utterly gone. Annihilated. And with them, all hope had departed the five star systems of the Grunewald Cluster.
The light that bore the news had come and gone, indifferent to the tale it told. All transmissions had ceased. The mangled structures of alloys that had once been ships would take centuries, if ever, to cross such a distance home. As for the expanding clouds of plasma and gases… well, the hunger of the Dark for such volatiles was limitless. There was nothing more to come from the wrecks.
And yet the admiral leaned forward unconsciously, as if there might be a breeze from the distant explosions. As if there might be, against all his knowledge of physics, a passing atom or two that had once been part of a young woman, one Lieutenant Octavia Marcella Lee. Some fleeting remnants that he might sense, and to which he might bid farewell.
No parent should live to mourn their child.
Tarry awhile, my daughter, it will not be long. I will meet you at the gate.
An officer on the wide bridge of the GNS Valiant, flagship of the navy and kingpin of the Grunewald Home Defense Fleet, was intoning the words of the prayers for the dead.
Admiral Lee knew he should put a stop to it. Pull the crew together. Issue orders, futile or not. This fleet was the last line of defense. They had their duty, and should they all die in their turn, then so be it.
Their destruction would leave Grunewald defenseless against the Hive. The strong would be taken and turned into zombie shock troops. The clever would be harvested for organic computers. Or guidance systems for the Hive’s suicide missiles. The rest… food or incubators. Everything he’d ever held dear would be destroyed, as the Hive had remorselessly destroyed every planet and civilization in its path.
“Sir. Admiral Lee... Sir.”
The comms officer had to repeat himself. Lee blinked. Focused.
“We’re getting a signal from Fleet 1, sir. A laser.”
“From where?”
“It’s coming from the vicinity of GNS Majestic.”
Anticipating his need, a scan tech brought up their best visual reconstruction of the Majestic on the main holographic display; the mighty Majestic as she was now. Drifting, tumbling, broken.
“Who? How?”
“Don’t know who, sir. He’s stabilizing a detached comms array. He’s controlling it using low-power signals to avoid alerting the Hive. I think he’s still working on it. So far, all we’re getting is one word in Morse.”
Morse?
An old signal technique beloved of naval training departments for youngsters too reliant on wide-bandwidth modern systems.
“And what is this one word that has to be said in this situation?” Lee asked.
The comms officer put it up on the display, floating above the image of the wreck.
‘HOLD’
Chapter 2 - Into the Jaws of Death
Anger burned away the numbness of grief and shock.
Of course we’ll hold! It is our duty. How dare he—
And anger was immediately followed by shame, and a bleak, bitter amusement at his own stupidity.
Captain Travers and her bridge crew were gone. The depiction of the Majestic showed the clinical accuracy with which the missiles had blown through the armored heart of the battleship. This wasn’t a senior officer, and it wasn’t an exhortation to hold firm. It was a marking signal while whoever it was got the laser array in a state to transmit wide-bandwidth data. Possibly some close-quarter analysis of the Hive’s attack that might conceivably help. A message from a doomed man, doing his final duty. His duty. Shaming the admiral and the crew of the flagship for their moment of weakness.
But the Valiant’s bridge crew were the best. Smart enough to come to the same conclusion. And as that awareness percolated through the bridge it had as much effect as if it had been the most uplifting of exhortations. Operational silence fell. Backs straightened. Mouths set.
“Return the main display to tactical. Keep track of that signal,” Lee ordered the comms officer. “Port the feed to my console’s secondary display and transmit repeatedly back in Morse ‘WE WILL HOLD’.”
“Aye, sir.” The man cleared his throat. “There is also an urgent transmission from the capital on channel 5.”
Lee lifted a hand to acknowledge he’d heard, but turned instead to the officer at his side, the captain of the Valiant, Hadrian Tiberius Franklin. “My apologies, Hadrian. I’ve appropriated your bridge.”
“No apologies necessary, sir. You have the bridge.” They were old friends, but tradition demanded formality on duty.
Lee nodded his thanks. Until the battle began, he would remain in command. Then it would be Franklin and his crew who would fight.
“Status on the fleet?” he asked.
“All in place and ready,” Franklin replied.
“Then give the order to advance, Signals,” Lee said. “All ships. Interception course. Fleet acceleration Alpha. Formation Sierra-3.”
The comms officer confirmed, “Aye, sir. Broadcasting fleet advance, interception, at Alpha, in Sierra-3.”
With that order, the entire Home Defense Fleet was committed, and began their relentless acceleration toward the planar zenith where the Hive had entered the system and destroyed two fleets. Up, up into the jaws of death.
As he felt the ghostly tremble of the ship’s movement break through the damping of the acceleration compensators, Admiral Lee had another moment of doubt, one of many.
Should he leave a contingent in case the Hive had planned a second attack coming in from the planar nadir?
No.
He’d miscalculated everything else about this attack, but the Hive had never varied its principal strategy: overwhelming force and direct assault. If they kept to their standard procedures, they wouldn’t even deviate to avoid the wrecks in front of them. They would depend on their cursedly efficient shields to swat the debris aside. If they had emotions, one might suspect arrogance, but Lee believed it was part of their strategy to psychologically intimidate their enemies.
It worked. They had never been defeated.
He had hoped. Had dared to dream. A dream that had been destroyed along with two whole fleets of young men and women.
Octavia! My sweet child!
He clamped down on the grief. He would not have long to suffer it, and to reveal it was no example to set. This fleet had its duty.
He had time to talk now, and no further excuses.
“Signals, I’ll take the president’s call in the briefing room. Captain Franklin, you have the bridge.”
Chapter 3 - Dies Irae
“Is it as bad as it seems, Augustus?”
President Abell seemed a man shrunk in on himself. He looked pale and tired and without hope.
Lee could not answer him any other way. “It is, sir. Both Mobile Fleets are gone. I vastly underestimated the enemy. I offer my resignation.”
“No use for that. No time.” The president shook his head. “Would it have made any difference if you’d committed everything at once to the trap? Or less? Or committed our new weapons to the Mobile Fleets?”
“No, sir.”
It was the simple truth. Lee had positioned the two Mobile Fleets to catch the Hive between them. One fleet to distract, and a second to attack from the rear, appearing suddenly out of Chang space like a spear thrusting into the heart of the Hive ships. The difficult timing and positioning had worked perfectly. Even if the invading Hive had grown to twice the size that every analyst had predicted, Lee’s maneuver would have ensured sufficient concentrated firepower to shatter the Hive mothership, and then the two fleets combined would have been able to destroy the remaining ship swarm piecemeal.
But the Hive wasn’t twice, or even three times as large.
Size was always an approximation with a Hive. Individual Hive ships, singletons, even of different sizes and types, could all attach to others, forming clusters. In fact, an entire Hive navigated through Chang space as a single, coalesced entity, using a process that human scientists had named coherence. 
Chang space required Chang field generators. Human Chang field generators could not overlap the fields around ship; attempting to overlap even two ships resulted in catastrophic explosions. The Hive’s generators were different. They were able to merge fields and achieve coherence for the whole Hive, with every ship connected to another. Human science hadn’t worked out exactly how and humanity had decided it didn’t have time to investigate Hive science while fighting for their lives.
On exiting Chang space, a Hive shed parts of the whole, each part being a sub-cluster of Hive ships which took on a different function. Humans had named these clusters according to their approximate equivalent in a human fleet—battleships, cruisers, frigates, destroyers, assault craft, troop transport, supply ships, and so on. The larger the cluster, the slower and more ponderous it was, but the more efficient the shield.
Once all their clusters left after a jump, what remained at the center of their swarm was the mothership. Slowest of all. Best shielded. Best protected.
Analysts said the destruction of the mothership was the key to destroying the Hive.
Then again, analysts had also predicted a weight of the invading Hive at a few hundred billion tons.
Lee had felt the footprint as the Hive had emerged from Chang space like a punch in the gut. So huge! Easily six times larger than predicted. The largest Hive ever observed by humanity.
Still, he’d argued with himself at that moment, his plan would work as long as the swarm separated from the mothership as they invariably did. Mobile Fleet 2 was always going to lose ships because his orders prioritized the destruction of the Hive mothership, even above their own safety. A bigger mothership meant there would simply have to be more losses.
He’d watched the swarm lift away. It was a huge fleet and it had taken a long time. He’d waited and waited, until he finally realized the swarm had separated, and it had left behind a mothership the size of a moon, which the Mobile Fleet 2 had to attack.
And attack they had.
All the immense firepower of that fleet had been expended in destroying only the outer layers of the mothership while the attacking human ships had evaporated in the returning onslaught of missiles. Entire formations had disappeared into the awful silence of the Dark in the time it took to blink. Entire crews, each equivalent to the population of a small town. Gone. Killed obeying his orders.
Worse, the Hive didn’t care the mothership had been hit. The outer layers were probably crewed by zombies of the slave races anyway. The mothership shed the wrecked parts, emerging essentially unharmed by all the ordnance that Mobile Fleet 2 had thrown at it.
And after all that, it was still larger than predicted. It also had an apparently inexhaustible supply of missiles, and whole batteries of oversized plasma cannons, too large to be sited on a normal ship, larger even than those of other motherships. The last remnants of Fleet 2 had died quickly.
And then the slaughter of Mobile Fleet 1 had started.
Octavia had died in the first wave. Her ship, the Revenge, disintegrated under a murderous concentration of zombie-crewed missiles from the mothership.
“I’m sorry, Augustus. She was an exceptional young woman.”
Lee stiffened, shamed that his personal grief would be so evident, even amid this catastrophe for all the Grunewald worlds.
“I’m sorry,” the president repeated, shaking his head, and Lee got an ominous sense of more beneath his words.
“What? What’s happened, sir?”
What else could possibly happen to make this worse?
“There’s an emergency session of the Senate from which I’ve been excluded,” the president said. “My advisors say I’ll be deposed within the hour. Maybe within minutes.”
“No! Who will…” Lee couldn’t complete the sentence, because he was terribly afraid he knew the answer.
The president answered anyway, “Senator Basson will take the presidency, supported by the Agnelli and Deus Irae parties. With today’s news and resulting defections, they now have a joint majority.”
Basson was a tired political hack, willing to be the mouthpiece for any drivel that kept him in his seat, long after he should have been tending his gardens. That was bad enough, but it was nothing in comparison to the brain-squirming lunacy he would be fronting.
Both parties were new, no more than five years old. Both parties had exploited the terror that now approached the home world for their political gains, almost as well as they exploited divisions in Grunewald’s social structure.
The Agnelli claimed humanity had gotten too proud, seduced by evil, and only humbleness would save it. A humbleness that meant withdrawing from space to live in isolated communities in harmony with whichever world they had settled. Apparently, the Hives were angels from Heaven, sent to convey this message.
Deus Irae’s creed was bleaker. Humanity had transgressed beyond redemption, and the Hives were the well-deserved wrath of God to be visited on all.
Utter insanity, but they had swept like fire through the votes of terrified people. Their views couldn’t reconcile, but Lee immediately knew their point of agreement would be to cease the defense of the Grunewald Cluster and bow down to their fate. Insane as it was, that would be the instruction of his elected government, which he would be bound to obey. He’d sworn an oath of service to that effect.
Before he could speak, there were indistinct voices off-screen that Abell turned to listen to. When he returned his attention to the camera, his face was even paler than it had been.
“It is done. I am no longer in office.” He looked down for a moment, gathering himself, and then back up at the screen. “I refuse to pass on their orders, though you already know what those orders will be. I refuse to be any part of it. God hold you and your fleet in His hands, Augustus. May He shine His light upon the workings of your hearts and the deeds of your hands with all His compassion. Goodbye and Godspeed.”
The former president terminated the call abruptly.
Lee sat, shocked to immobility. The new president would order him to stand down. To surrender to the Hive. It was worse than insane. The Hive did not accept surrender. It had no concept of prisoners of war or rights. They did not even communicate with humanity. Anyone alive and healthy was taken as a slave and used as the Hive saw fit.
But he’d sworn to obey the democratically elected head of the Grunewald Government. There were no clauses of exclusion.
Not in any law drafted by men.
Yes. He could refuse. President Abell had expected him to refuse. To do what he could for the people of Grunewald, despite their leaders. He, Admiral Lee, could take that decision. A personal decision, not reflecting on anyone else. He could reconcile that, in his heart. For himself. But the others…
No time!
He leaped to his feet and ran back to the bridge.
“Captain Franklin!” he shouted. “You are to disregard any orders from Grunewald.”
Faces turned. Admirals did not run onto the bridge. They did not shout. They did not issue orders like that. He froze, trying to think. He had to say something. Justify his words.
“The enemy… the enemy has interfered with our comms systems,” he stuttered, then paused to straighten his jacket and give himself an opportunity to continue more calmly. “The enemy has created a false order.”
He was too late. He could see the red-banded priority message on the captain’s comms display. The order to surrender.
Along with the rest of them, Franklin had turned to look in astonishment at his admiral.
When he spoke, his words fell into a perfect pond of silence. “He has indeed. He is exceedingly cunning, the Enemy.”
Lee’s heart stopped.
“Hadrian?” he whispered, but no other words came. What could he say to persuade another to break his sacred oath of service?
Captain Franklin returned his gaze to the priority signal glaring from his display.
“I see no orders,” he said, and switched the display off.
Chapter 4 - Age Will Not Weary Us
“Signals,” Captain Franklin said. “Broadcast this order to all the fleet. Move to encryption Kilo-One-One. All other communications are to be disregarded.”
“Aye, sir. Entire fleet, Kilo-One-One, broadcasting.”
Kilo-One-One was fleet-specific encryption. The Presidential Center did not have that capability. As Lee watched, the comms officer propagated the order, and he could see the status bar marking ships changing their encryption.
Within moments, the fleet was alone in the Dark, and beyond recall.
Admiral Lee walked forward slowly until he stood next to the captain’s console.
“Thank you. I had intended to take that responsibility on myself.”
“You’ve become an optimist, Admiral.”
Lee frowned. Not in confusion; he knew Captain Franklin well enough to understand the cryptic comment. Hadrian was implying it made no difference that he’d joined in the deliberate ignoring of legitimate orders, since he believed they would all soon be far beyond the ability of Grunewald to discipline them for their disobedience.
Franklin confirmed that in his next quiet comment. “We will not grow old, and age will not weary us, any more than it already has. Nor will our clans have time to reap any dishonor we might have sown. Judgment will reside where it should.”
He looked up at the admiral, but Lee was still frowning.
“What is it, sir?”
“I can’t dispute your analysis. Yet, in the end, it rings false, somehow. Grunewald was set up in the way it was for this test. But not to fail. Not even in death.”
Franklin nodded at the holographic tactical display. “That’s the largest Hive ever seen. We might be able to destroy the fleet, but that mothership contains enough to generate another one. Unless we destroy it, we lose. And if we somehow destroy it and have no strength left to destroy the remainder of the fleet, they would reform their Hive. Any which way, in short order, there will be no defenders for Grunewald, whether we fight or surrender. I chose the former, and to hell with this insanity that has seized the government.”
In his pithy summary, he had encapsulated much of humanity’s hard-won knowledge about the Hives, gathered by planetary systems that had fought smaller manifestations. They’d all perished. All that remained was the analysis of their efforts. And slaves in the Hives that had defeated them.
Franklin wasn’t finished. “That scant knowledge has come from sacrifice.” He shrugged. “It’s our turn, Admiral.”
“No,” Lee said, after a moment. “No. That’s not enough, Hadrian.”
He stepped forward to analyze the holographic tactical display, deep in thought, his chin in his hand and his finger tapping his lip. Ideas he had spent a lifetime forming were coming together under the stress of the impending battle.
Franklin stood up and joined him. He pitched his voice low. “There is no pleasant outcome here, Augustus. We’ll make a good showing. We have surprises for them. We have the extended range of the Achilles missiles. We have the Kinjal interceptors for close-quarter work. We’ve doubled the broadside and missile capacity on the Argos class battleships. We’ve created meshed defense capabilities for the new Retiarius cruisers. Our new ships are far faster than anything they’ll have seen before. They’re all astounding developments, but they’re not enough to defeat that mothership, let alone that mothership defended by a fleet that strong.”
“Maybe. But as you said, Hadrian, the Enemy is cunning. His greatest weapon is despair. All that knowledge of the Hives that has filtered back to us has carried with it the seeds of hopelessness. It might even be the Hive’s intention. That stops this time. We will do something different. We will do what Grunewald was set up to do.”
“Grunewald was set up to defeat the Hives,” the captain pointed out.
“No. Not exactly. Or not just that.”
Franklin looked confused.
He had correctly stated the official line. It had been the first news of the Hives, centuries ago, that had precipitated the formation of the Grunewald Cluster and the ethos of its society. But the Founders’ vision had either been greater than merely fighting back, or possibly their vision had been greater than they knew.
For so many people to come together and sacrifice so much, for so long, there had to be a reason; a beacon that held them to their purpose. And there had been. Alongside the seemingly endless preparation for war, there had been a blossoming of science and technology, arts and culture, discourse and philosophy, sport and entertainment, that was unrivaled in human history. It was a synthesis of what was best in humanity’s long path, and Grunewalders had cheerfully admitted to pillaging ideas from every society in human history.
And it had worked. Even the most arrogant of Inner Worlders, even Terrans, had acknowledged that the Grunewald Cluster had achieved a summit the likes of which had never been seen before.
It was not a condemnation that it had failed at the last minute through the machinations of weak and evil politicians. Not if Admiral Lee had anything to do about it.
He paused, gathering his thoughts into a logical, coherent stream as they had taught him in the academy, but he was interrupted.
“Admiral Lee,” the comms officer said. “The signal from the Majestic. He’s managed to configure it into a broader bandwidth. He’s transmitting data.”
“What is this data, Signals?”
“Technical diagrams and mathematical equations, sir.” The man hesitated. “I’m seeing things I remember from Chang field theory, but not exactly the same.”
Lee frowned, there had to be something in there that made it so vital to communicate. “Port it to the briefing room and put an urgent call for Chief Kumari to join me there.”
He turned to Franklin. “We have time before we’re able to engage, even with our Achilles. Want to see this firsthand?”
Franklin nodded and called his XO to the command console before following Lee.
Chapter 5 - A Still, Small Voice
“These documents are from Chief Barbosa,” Kumari pointed out as the briefing room main display filled with diagrams and formulas.
“You know him?” Franklin asked.
Kumari’s eyes flicked to the secondary display which was showing a representation of the wreck of the Majestic and the remote laser array which was being used to transmit the data.
“Knew him,” Kumari corrected quietly. “An excellent engineer. If he put his name to these, then they’re solid.”
“There’s another name in the document headers,” Franklin said. “Who’s ‘S. Wolff’?”
Kumari shook his head. “I don’t know him. There’s no rank indicated. Maybe a civilian scientist who’s been working with Chief Barbosa? Whoever he is, Barbosa would have rated him highly. He was no friend of fools.”
“I assume that will all become clearer,” Lee said. “But what does it all mean?”
Kumari had frozen the display and was staring intently at two rows of equations.
He licked his lips hesitantly.
“These on the left are our standard formula descriptions of a Chang field,” he said. “The ones on the right are different.” He shrugged. “I can’t possibly verify the claims without considerable work, but this diagram, here, indicates that Chief Barbosa and this Wolff fellow believe they have solved the puzzle of the Hive’s coherence field. And this one, here, claims to show how the Hive might be using it for their shields.”
Kumari seemed to be taking it very calmly. There was probably a clause in all engineers’ contracts which required that. But Lee felt the first stir of genuine hope.
“This is vital! We need to broadcast it,” he said. “Chief, suck all this data down and transmit it directly by laser to the navigational beacons, with instructions to download it as a priority message to all spaceships fleeing the system. Get it on one of the automated data shuttles as well. In fact, get the beacon to broadcast it too. Add a header of your initial assessment and importance of this information.”
Chief Kumari regarded him shrewdly. “Aye, sir. To confirm, I’m bypassing Grunewald Central Communications completely?”
“Yes.”
Lee could see the wheels grinding in the Chief’s head, but Kumari nodded understanding, sketched a salute and left. Not quite at a run.
Franklin appeared to have adopted his reaction more from Kumari than Admiral Lee.
“I don’t see any capability to use this as a weapon, but in any event, it would be too late for us,” he said. He continued to stare at the display, which was now scrolling again, providing proofs and support workings for the theorems proposed at the beginning.
While Franklin studied it, Lee sent a reply to their mystery source. It comprised a thanks, a commendation for the officer’s sense of duty, praise for his efforts, a request for his name, and then a summary of what had been done with the data. The laser connection was bidirectional, but at this distance, it would take a few minutes before the officer in the Majestic received it, and a few more for his reply.
“Well, at least this is something,” Franklin said eventually, and sighed. “We will provide another small unit to the sum of human knowledge about the Hive which may help eventually.”
“More than a unit, Hadrian.” Lee had returned to the thoughts he’d begun on the bridge. “We were interrupted before I made my point, which is this: whatever happens, the spirit of Grunewald must survive, the high ideals, the potential of our society, the way we’ve worked together. Of course we have failings, but we fell short in two major ways. We allowed politicians to derail us, but that should in no way detract from the message that humanity must work together to survive this threat.”
“You said we fell short in two ways,” Franklin said when Lee paused.
“Yes. We were so focused on integrating all that is best from human history, we didn’t apply that to current human societies.”
“You’re talking, of course, of Xian.”
The Grunewald Cluster had emerged as one of the principal cultures in human space. Earth and the Inner Worlds was another. There was a third: the Xian Hegemony. But both Earth and Grunewald’s traditionalists had avoided close ties with Xian, citing their use of artificial intelligence and their alliance with the aquatic, telepathic, gestalt intelligence which called itself the Dowreth.
Franklin shuddered, but Lee pressed on, “They’ve partnered with their machine intelligence and alien allies for centuries now, without any problem large enough to come to our notice. It was the Xian who organized—”
“I know my history, Augustus. I still can’t agree.”
“Despite the possibility that this battle could very well be survivable if we had a Xian Fleet beside us, and Xian-designed weapons systems?”
Franklin’s mouth set, but he was saved making a response when the main display chimed.
The data stream had been ported to the secondary display. The main display had changed to an audiovisual format. They were still separated by some distance, and the images they were seeing had been recorded minutes before.
The picture started fuzzy. It resolved quickly and both officers drew in sharp breaths. What they could see had been a large control room. Which kind was impossible to tell because of the devastation. There were parts of bodies in vac suits. Equipment had been ripped free of mountings. Bulkheads bulged and twisted alarmingly, many showed signs of scorching. Emergency lights were flashing, but the alarms had been silenced. The surviving officer who had sent the laser message had made efforts to reduce the chaos, but that was difficult in zero G with the acceleration compensators clearly not working. An inspection lighting unit jammed against a bulkhead cast harsh illumination on equipment and bodies that had been summarily tied down with electrical cable to stop them floating.
They’d known it would be bad inside the Majestic, but seeing it was still a shock.
“I’m amazed he still has power,” Franklin muttered.
A vac suit moved in front of the camera. It seemed absurdly small and insignificant in the midst of the devastation, and Lee thought the officer had to be badly injured, because every movement was awkward. Almost as if the officer was unused to zero G, which was ridiculous, of course.
The suit itself had been damaged and repaired with sealant and tape. The officer turned clumsily, revealing no name or rank insignia on the front of the suit, other than a simple ‘ENGINEERING’ label.
That was odd. Procedure was for all crew to have their own vac suit, and each one personalized.
The visors in vac suits defaulted to heavy polarization, so all Lee and Franklin could see was a gold-tinged reflection of the rest of the room.
Franklin leaned toward the display, squinting. “Oh, Lord! That’s the auxiliary bridge.”
The unknown officer was painstakingly checking the setup of the audiovisual connection. There was a crackle and then the sound of labored breathing. A look up at the camera and a breathy curse, which made Lee revise his earlier assumption. This was a female officer.
She was fiddling with the visor controls as if unfamiliar with them, but finally found the polarization switch.
That delivered another shock to the admiral and captain: the obvious youth of the woman who stared out at them.
All junior officers looked young to Lee, but she looked more like a teenager. A teenager with her face bruised and bloodied, terrified for her life.
“Oh, my sacred oath,” whispered Franklin.
“Admiral…” She swallowed and cleared her throat before continuing, “Admiral Lee? This is uhh… my name is Sophie Wolff, I’m transmitting from the Majestic.”
She blinked and shook herself. “You know where I’m transmitting from, of course. Stupid. I have your message, and I’m assuming you’re watching this transmission. I’m… I’m a placement student from Behrens Academy.” She hurried on as if he could stop her. “I know I’m not supposed to be here. Sorry. Also, I know I’m supposed to wait for your reply with the time lag, but this is urgent, really urgent.”
“Student?” Franklin shook his head in disbelief. “They were all supposed to be disembarked long before we began maneuvering.”
Lee held up a hand to quiet him. Yes, she was young, and she shouldn’t have been anywhere near that ship in a battle, but he was acutely aware Olivia had been no more than five or six years older.
“I was working with… with Chief Barbosa.” She choked on speaking the name, and looked down for a minute. “It seemed too important to stop when the order to disembark came, but even with the days we had after that, we still didn’t have time to finish our work before the Hive came and the crew went to battle stations. That’s when the Chief sent me to the tail with the work we’d done so far. I mean, the Majestic’s comms were tied up with the integrated defense network, and we couldn’t use it to send this volume of data. He told me to deploy a remote laser array to transmit this to the Home Fleet. Then…”
She stopped again and looked around as if she still couldn’t quite believe it. “Then this happened.” She shuddered and steadied herself again with effort. “They’re all dead, I think. All at this level. I can’t get back to the main deck. I’m on the auxiliary bridge.”
Lee steeled himself, aware that even now his image was making its way to her. Naturally, she’d want to be rescued, she’d expect to be rescued, she should be, and he would give anything to be able to do that, but it was impossible. She’d ask and he’d have to tell her tactfully and sensitively that she would die peacefully as her air mixture dropped below the level to keep her conscious, or suddenly and without warning, as some further catastrophe befell the ruined Majestic.
But his assumptions were wrong again.
“Admiral Lee… sir, your message about the data was right, as far as it went, but see, there’s more. There are the parts the Chief and I were about to start working on when battle stations sounded.”
She took a long, shaky breath but her voice firmed as she began to speak about the technical detail. “The Hive shields may have a weakness. They use their Chang generators to create a partial field around the ship, the same as ours do. Their generators are more efficient, because they naturally fall into sync. That’s how they can lock ships together and overlap fields. It’s also why they can double the depth of their shields, which gives them better efficiency. The reason is their fields are what we’d call dynamically stable. Ours aren’t. Ours are dynamically unstable. If we put two unstable fields together, unless they are absolutely perfectly balanced, they create dissonance and the shock waves moving through merged fields create an explosion. The same will probably happen if we overlap an unstable field with a stable field.”
Both officers gasped as they immediately saw where she was heading.
“Missiles with Chang generators,” Lee breathed, picturing motherships being torn apart. “She’s talking about—”
“I’ll comm Chief Kumari now,” Franklin said.
Lee let him go, his eyes still fixed on this student, this incredible prodigy that Chief Barbosa had recognized and developed. This young girl who’d worked with Barbosa to discover the way for humanity to defeat the Hives.
This person who would die with the rest of them, her immense potential unfulfilled, because there was no time to utilize what they’d learned here in the Grunewald home system.
But, still, the rest of humanity…
Behind him, Franklin swore viciously, “Shit! Kumari says the nav beacons are gone. There are Hive cruisers at the zenith and nadir. They’re staying outside the zone so they can jump. They’re destroying any ship that attempts to leave.”
“No!” Lee whirled around. “This information can’t die with us! It mustn’t!”
Sophie temporarily forgotten, he and Franklin ran through a list of options for automated beacons, but the best they could come up with was one that would stay dormant until a human ship visited the star system at some future date.
Risky. The Hive’s sensors might find it, dormant or not. The sensors and computers on the beacon might not be able to distinguish accurately between a human ship and another Hive ship. Even if it did work, a visiting human ship might be destroyed before they could escape.
“Wait. There’s a better alternative,” Franklin said. “Split the fleet. Send a strong enough contingent to fight past the cruiser barricade and jump out with the information.”
Lee felt the blood drain from his face. “A difficult command to give, Hadrian. This is the Home Defense Fleet.”
“It will make little difference in the end, sir. But we can’t do this until we engage anyway. We’re still too deep in the zone. If they see some of us splitting off, they’ll detach a matching contingent.”
“They might not need to,” Lee said. “This Hive is already operating in a different way to previous Hives. If they had cruisers deployed to catch ships trying to escape, what’s to say they haven’t taken the next step, and stationed battleships outside the zone, in reserve?”
Franklin swore again.
“We’re not done yet, Hadrian! We can’t be. We have the solution for humanity to beat all the Hives, but only if we can defeat this Hive here. Therefore, we must.”
A buzzer sounded from the display. Their forgotten student hiding in the wreck of the Majestic, who was crying openly now, was trying to attract their attention.
Both officers had families. Both could imagine if this was their daughter. And still, there was nothing they could do.
But when she managed to speak, she surprised them yet again.
“I don’t want to die.” Her gloved hand came up unconsciously to wipe her tears away, but struck the helmet. Even that small comfort was unavailable to her. Through the audio, Lee heard her suit’s fans increase to clear the moisture.
“I don’t want to die,” she repeated. “But if I’m going to anyway, then it has to achieve something.” She sniffed and sat straighter. “This ship has power and at least one functioning Chang generator charged. It’s… it’s a weapon, but only if the mothership comes to us.”
Lee felt his jaw drop. An image came to his mind. A short scene from one of those many defeats, a sensor recording of a Hive mothership bearing down on the wrecks of the human ships that had fought and died against it. The mothership’s shield brushing the wrecks aside. If a wreck looked like a wreck, but wasn’t…
“Captain,” he said. “I believe the fleet should change formation, and while we are doing so, I think we will find that our route of attack has changed slightly.”
Chapter 6 – Farewell
Franklin had repositioned the fleet, and the Hive had turned to meet them head-on. The first stage was set.
Admiral Lee lingered in the briefing room, well aware that he needed to suit up and prepare for the battle, but unable to draw himself away yet. Anyway, it would not be appropriate for him to return to the bridge with these tears on his face.
The distance between the Valiant and the Majestic had dropped considerably. The time lag was shorter. They could almost have a natural conversation, albeit stilted and in the strangest of situations, with awkwardness and long pauses.
A reminder started flashing on the secondary display. He would have to leave. Just a few minutes more.
“You have family on Grunewald?” he said.
“Parents and a younger brother, sir. I understand you have a daughter—” She caught herself. “I’m so sorry, sir, I wasn’t thinking.”
He shook his head. There seemed nothing more he could say, and yet, even as he thought that, something came to him. Something Olivia would have wanted. He wiped his cheeks, steadied his breathing.
“Have you applied for membership of any of the clans, Sophie?”
“We’re only second generation, sir. I understand it’s unlikely. I wanted to. In fact, I made enquiries of the Marcellines.”
“Indeed,” he said, “it shouldn’t be more difficult for people who can’t trace their ancestry back to the Founders, but I know sometimes it is. That will have to change, but it won’t apply to you. I am an Elder of the Marcellines, and recently bereaved. Our rules say a membership is in my gift. I would be honored if you accepted the addition of Marcella to your name, in acknowledgment of your achievements and actions, and to honor the memory of my daughter.”
She bowed her head, tears flowing, and did not respond beyond that.
The reminder flashed more urgently on the display.
“What religion do you follow, Sophie?” 
“I am a daughter of the Goddess, sir.”
It was not his religion, but his education had been thorough, and the words were often shared anyway.
“I pray that She may gather us in Her arms, and speed us on our way. And may She forgive us our duties today, for we are all Her children.”
Sophie nodded silently.
“I must go,” Admiral Lee said. “It has been my immense and profound honor, Sophie Marcella Wolff.”
Chapter 7 - The Years Condemn
Captain Helen Petrakis was not happy with Admiral Lee.
“Again, these are my orders, Captain,” he repeated. “You will take command of the Argos contingent of battleships and return to a defensive position in high orbit around the planet. This Hive has detached units and I can’t risk them attacking our home.”
“We could make it back afterward,” Petrakis argued stubbornly. “This bomb on the Majestic evens the odds. You know you need my broadsides, sir. We’ll defeat the main swarm and then get back to the planet before they could reach it.”
Admiral Lee shook his head. “Helen,” he said quietly, “we thought we’d need your weight of cannon to attack the mothership. But, if this works, it’s going to be a knife fight with the rest of the Hive Fleet instead. You’d restrict my options. The old Argos is a tremendous design, but you know it’s too slow to maneuver, and it’d be too slow to get back to defend the planet afterward. Instead, you will be our last bastion, the mighty wall around our home, and the only ships in the system with full complement of weapons remaining. It’s not as if you won’t see action. I don’t doubt there will be more than enough that leak through us. Go now. I ask you as a friend.”
A long, unhappy silence, before, “Aye, sir.”
Captain Petrakis cut the connection. The huge Argos battleships turned as one and began the struggle to reverse all the velocity they’d built up.
“Guns,” Admiral Lee said.
“Sir?” The weapons officer looked up expectantly.
“Have your targeting systems select the four greatest threats in the Hive Fleet after the mothership. Assign and launch all this ship’s twelve Achilles, three to each one. Configure them to appear to burn out at the standard limit for our missiles. They are to re-engage at the moment that the Majestic strikes the mothership. They are to be accompanied by four Mara decoy missiles which will emit scatter patterns at the same time the Achilles engage. Deploy when ready.”
“Aye, sir. Four battleships, twelve missiles, four decoys. Re-engage on sync with Majestic strike.”
Lee was aware he was gambling. Gambling that the Hive would disregard sixteen missiles that appeared to have been launched too early. That the new Achilles would work perfectly. That their cumulative velocity would get them close enough to the battleships so that, when their drives re-engaged, the targeted ships would have no time to respond, and their sensors would be blinded by the decoys. It was a large gamble.
The remainder of the Achilles missiles throughout the fleet would be deployed ballistically, their drives turned off. They’d travel just ahead of the fleet, cloaked from the Hive’s sensors by the emissions of the human ships. If all went perfectly, they’d engage at the very point the Hive was struggling with the loss of the mothership and its four largest battleships. And if that went perfectly, they’d account for the majority of the Hive battleships.
Admiral Lee knew it wouldn’t go perfectly, but he projected an aura of confidence.
“Good,” he said briskly. “Signals.”
“Sir?”
“Retiarius cruisers are to assume formation Quebec-7, and engage mesh defenses only when the Majestic strikes the mothership.”
“Aye, sir. Retiarius to Quebec-7. Mesh defenses engage on sync with Majestic strike.”
Quebec-7 created a shield cone, which should enable the less-well defended human ships inside that cone to get within range for their broadsides to be most effective. It should work, though Lee suspected the expense would be more than half those shielding cruisers.
He settled back in his seat. He’d cast his die. All that remained was to wait for the fleets to converge within the normal engagement envelope.
“I believe you have the bridge, Hadrian.”
“I have the bridge, sir.”
They swapped seats, moving efficiently despite the vac suits. Lee ran through the clips and restraints that would keep him in the seat should the acceleration compensators fail. He smiled at the illusion of safety that familiar action gave him.
He switched to the private channel. “Any last changes, Hadrian?”
Their visors were clear, and he could see Captain Franklin’s head shake.
A timer started counting down on the main display, synchronized with the flashing of the icon representing the Majestic. Not long now before it struck the lumbering Hive mothership. The Hive limited its speed to that behemoth, and relatively, they’d barely moved in the time the Home Defense Fleet had clawed its way out of the gravity well.
Wait till they see how fast we can really go, Lee thought.
“Not long until everything works, or doesn’t,” Franklin said.
“Your honest assessment of our chances, Hadrian?”
“This navy has done everything possible to prepare. You have deployed us to maximize what advantages we have. There is nothing more but the battle itself. I still believe that age will not weary us, Augustus, nor the years condemn. But I also believe our people will not condemn the actions we have taken today in defiance of our orders.”
“Thank you, Hadrian.”
Admiral Lee settled back, stomach churning, but his face determinedly projecting a confidence he didn’t feel.
This Hive had shown it was flexible in its attack. It had done things no other Hive had done, to his knowledge. What if they had another trick he hadn’t anticipated?
There is nothing more but the battle itself.
His heart slowed and fell into sync with the pulse of the timer.
But there was one more duty.
“I believe the fleet should hear from you, Admiral,” Franklin said.
Chapter 8 - A Speech Before Battle
00:05:00
“Behind us is our home.” Admiral Lee spoke, and his voice echoed through the fleet. “It is not the planet of Grunewald, or at least, not that alone. Nor is it the five bright systems of the Grunewald Cluster. It is humanity itself that lies behind us. For what is home, but the sum of its people, and what are the people, if they should lack a home? What we defend today is humanity. We are not a thin line, but a line of boundless depth, for we are all of us. In this understanding, we have already won, for there can be no person so blind, so lacking in discernment, that they cannot perceive this simple truth: humanity stands together or it does not stand at all. It falls to us today, to show this truth. We will hold, because we must, because humanity must, and because we did, there will be people who remember that we did, until that day the sun finally sets. We will hold.”
The bridge had fallen utterly silent. Eyes flicked from their tasks to check the holographic display and back again.
With no other duties remaining, Admiral Lee sat calmly watching the closing fleets.
00:01:00
“Signals,” Franklin said, and the comms officer turned attentively. “I have ported an audio file to your console. Broadcast it with the instructions that, as far as it is possible, this is to be played by every ship, such that every man and woman in this fleet can hear it when we go to maximum acceleration.”
“Aye, sir.”
“Broadcast the order to advance at maximum fleet acceleration on my mark.”
“Aye, sir.” A pause. “Ready on your mark.”
00:00:01
“Mark.”
And so it was, the last of the Grunewald Cluster’s proud fleets, the Home Defense Fleet, leaped forward, as one, to the frantic, urgent braying of a bugle, a call from ancient history when there had been one human world, one place where they lived and fought on horseback. A call to battle. A call to cast aside all doubts and rush headlong to the fray. A call to charge, to charge, to charge!
On the holographic display, the Majestic struck the mothership. Twelve Achilles missiles woke up and hurtled toward their selected Hive battleship targets. Four Mara decoys began emitting patterns of electronic pulses that would make Hive sensors detect hundreds of missiles.
00:00:00
The center of the holographic display, the point of contact between the wreck and the Hive mothership went featureless white.
Malfunction! Lee thought, his heart stopping. But the whiteness was spreading outwards. Outwards. Engulfing the mothership. Swallowing the nearest cruisers. A titanic explosion had ripped the heart out of the Hive Fleet. And four battleships died.
The Hive shuddered at the impact. A wild elation tore through Admiral Lee. Only the seat straps kept him from rising. His gloved fist punched the air. “Yes!”
They were going to do it.
The’d struck a mighty blow. The enemy swarm kept shuddering. The Hive was coming apart… their ships were coming apart, before his startled eyes.
And then, to his utter despair, he understood.
“No!”
He slammed his hand down repeatedly on the override comms icon he’d set up, and the admiral’s message flashed out to every ship, large or small, in the entire Home Defense Fleet. His final word. His last instruction.
‘HOLD. HOLD. HOLD.’
Chapter 9 – Requiem
Admiral Coren’s Xian Fleet had finally and reluctantly ceased its desperate search and rescue mission.
Every last human survivor had been brought to the Xian flagship for medical treatment. It was pitiful. There were not even a hundred of the men and women of Grunewald’s Fleets left.
Every last Hive wreck was being torn apart and analyzed. The few survivors of the Hive’s slaves were being held and treated with compassion, but securely. They did not appear to be sane.
This was all new territory for the whole of humanity, because no one had ever defeated a Hive before.
Although the Xian Fleet had performed some mopping up, Admiral Coren had no doubt who’d really defeated the Hive, losing his fleets and his life in the process. Admiral Augustus Marcellus Lee was on his way to legend, along with Captain Franklin, Chief Barbosa, Sophie Marcella Wolff, and the entire Grunewald Navy.
Coren had been in time to see the battle, but not to influence it. He’d listened to the admiral’s words just before the charge. He’d seen the data about the Hive’s Chang fields, and witnessed a monstrous Hive mothership annihilated.
As his fleet had rescued Grunewalders and analyzed Hive wrecks, he’d had long conversations with Tomoko, his flagship’s machine intelligence. He’d had one of the disturbing dream/vision conversations with the Dowreth shoal which his ship carried.
The conclusions were hard, but so vital he’d dispatched ships to Xian and Earth to share the findings.
Hardest to fathom: the Hive itself wasn’t intelligent, any more than a virus was intelligent. The races it had enslaved were no more than vectors, but unfortunately for the rest of the galaxy, those slaves were intelligent. The Hive’s motives were ignorant instinct, but its capabilities were the sum of all races it had enslaved.
Hardest to face, and most vital: if Grunewald and Xian Fleets had co-operated against this Hive early enough, they would have defeated it without the appalling cost in lives. With that done, they would even now be preparing missiles with Grunewald’s range extenders and what was already being called the Wolff-Barbosa Dissonant Chang Field Generator. Grunewald’s older fleet ships would be upgraded with Xian’s efficient engines and even more efficient meshed defense networks.
But they hadn’t. And because they hadn’t, some Hive cruisers that had been assigned sentry duty at the planar zenith and nadir of the system had escaped. They’d escaped with sensor information which would reveal the vulnerability of the motherships. Again, the Hives themselves weren’t intelligent, but their slaves were; therefore, they would adapt and react.
Admiral Lee’s call for all humanity to stand together had become a most urgent imperative.
Which was why it was particularly frustrating for Coren to have to linger in orbit while Grunewald’s stunned society grieved, and their political system reorganized itself by purging the lunatics who’d temporarily gained control.
“It’s hardly restrictive of your sovereign rights or anything else,” he said to the Interim Secretary for the Grunewald External Office. “It’s simply an indication that Grunewald would contemplate an agreement with Xian for mutual defense. It doesn’t tie you down, and I believe it’s vital to begin now.”
The bureaucrat reiterated the problems, then promised to raise his request once again in the debating chamber at the earliest opportunity.
Coren had to acknowledge the interim politicians’ high ideals and the determination that any decisions could not be politically undermined at a later date, but he found it extremely difficult to keep silent about the delay.
He let the bureaucrat go and distracted himself by visiting the medical facility of the flagship. In contrast to the frenzied rescue phase, it was now calm. The lighting was dim and restful. Very few of the survivors were in any state to talk, let alone to want to talk, so he simply passed by the rows, reading the names and ranks displayed on their vital signs monitors, trying to burn them into his memory. To honor them. To honor those thousands whose names he would probably never read. To honor those whose beds had emptied since his last visit.
He stopped at the end, where a doctor lingered over the last person to be rescued.
‘Captain Helen Aurelia Petrakis’ the display read.
Half her face was covered in a supportive gel. What he could see of her neck and chin were disfigured with a hideous mass of bruises. Her entire torso was in a protective case. Her left leg was missing. Her body twitched despite the medical display showing she was heavily sedated.
“The highest-ranking survivor,” the doctor whispered. “She was the Commodore of the Argos ships that formed the last barrier.”
“I know,” Coren murmured. “Grunewald has a whole fleet to commemorate, but I think this woman is responsible that no weapon struck the planet.”
Coren looked at the medical display.
“Will she make it?”
“We’ve done all we can, Admiral. She is in God’s hands now.”
The doctor left him there, reliving the battle in his mind.
The Hive’s cluster ships had come apart after the death of the mothership, but it was a tactic, one no human had seen before. Unrestricted by the constraints of being joined to others, the singleton ships had raced forward in a fog of tiny targets. In this form, their shields were weak, and no singleton had more than a couple of pulsar cannons or a missile. But they’d confused the remaining Achilles, and they were fast—fast enough and numerous enough that the Retiarius cruisers’ meshed defenses were overwhelmed.
Grunewald’s new Kinjal fighters had come into their own. They were smaller, faster, and better armed than the Hive’s singletons. They took a tremendous toll, and if the exchange of fire had been the sole measure of the contest, it would have been in Grunewald’s favor.
It was only obvious in hindsight that a Hive singleton ship with its standard missile already fired, and outmatched in agility and plasma cannon, would turn itself into a crewed suicide missile. Hundreds of them did.
The cruisers and battleships of the Home Defense Fleet had died in the peculiarly shocking way of space battles – staggering from their course, bleeding sudden eruptions of fire, twisting and rending in agony, before the inevitable blinding explosion.
Not all. The line had held, at unimaginable expense, but the sheer weight of Hive numbers meant thousands of singletons made it past the Grunewald Fleet.
And as the surviving Grunewald Fleet had struggled to turn, the Hive clusters had reformed.
Huge Hive clusters, super-battleships, had borne down on the homeworld, where the line of the older Argos battleships formed the last barrier. The rest had clustered to frigate size and had formed a line to attack the main Home Defense Fleet again.
Her back to the planet, Petrakis had no new super-missiles, no mesh defense, no fighter support. She had outdated battleships with a weight of broadside and a wealth of standard missiles. And she had brave men and women. She had spent them. Where the two lines had met and wrapped around each other, the entire volume of space had become an inferno, an eye-burning new star in the heavens, as mighty, ponderous ships gouged each other with cannons and missiles before colliding.
And into that maelstrom had come the streaming remnants of the Home Defense Fleet and the Hive’s frigate clusters. On and on, until there was nothing but shattered, drifting wrecks and the horror of onlookers from the Xian Fleet who were racing in from the planar zenith.
Coren bent down self-consciously. “I don’t know if you can hear me, Captain Petrakis, but well done. Well done to the entire fleet. Very well done, indeed.”
Her one uncovered eye snapped open. The look was so fierce he would have fallen back, but her one free hand grabbed his wrist with a surprising strength.
Her mouth moved. She was trying to say something.
He leaned in to hear what it was that was so vital to say to him and had the strange premonition he would take her words and speak them in many places.
And those words came, no more than ghosts on her failing breath, urgently struggling to find substance.
“Together,” she whispered. “Must. All humanity. All. Must. Hold. Hold!”
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Another Bad Decision


By Ray Wenck 
He made an art form of bad decisions – but this one might cost him his life.

[image: image-placeholder]Chapter One
How to thwart his roiling stomach and rising acidic bile? What had Stomper said? Blowing chunks in your helmet was worse than shitting in your combat suit. You still have the smell, but if you shit, you can still see. Tommy Noble was terrified—this had been a horrible mistake. He lowered his head, but the bulky mass of the suit, despite its lightweight design, made it impossible to get between his knees.
An elbow to his side startled him, and almost finished the job his upheaving stomach had started.
"What’s with you Stomper? You get drunk last night?” The man Tommy knew as Blow Out, Stomper’s best friend, asked.
A woman he did not know, sitting across the transport ship, said, “Nah! Stomper’s just thinking about that warm piece he left in his cozy bed. What’s the matter, Stomper, did the call come before you finished?” She laughed raucously and thrust her hips up and down. 
The rest of the team laughed, adding a medley of  crude comments.
Tommy had to think for a moment: they were talking about his mom. Stomper and Mom … now he definitely would throw up. He fought off the images of his mom and Stomper in bed, but the scene persisted, taunting him as much as the team’s verbal jibes.
God! How did he get himself into these messes? This would teach him to help Stomper from facing disciplinary action for missing a call-out. His absence was Tommy’s fault and the reason he took Stomper’s place. But it was supposed to be just a quick PT session: go in, do his workout, and leave. That’s what Stomper said last night when he’d promised to be done in time to take Tommy fishing before … 
Tommy replayed the words: One hour PT, then home. Fishing. Yes, that’s what Stomper said—before he tripped on the stupid shoes he had specifically warned Tommy not to leave on the stairs … man, was he in trouble. His only comforting thought was he probably wouldn’t survive the call-out to face Stomper’s wrath.
Stomper had gone down, struck his head, and was out. Panicked and frightened, Tommy rushed down the stairs. The shoes said it all. Unsure of what to do, he squatted next to Stomper’s body and felt for a pulse. He found none. Was this how they did it in the vids? He pressed on the thick neck and found a throb on the third attempt. An explosion of breath almost matched his relief. Stomper wasn’t dead, but Tommy soon would be once the big man woke. Was it too much to ask that the blow to his head obliterated the memory of how he got there?
He picked up the shoes, hid them on a shelf, then slipped his phone out of his pocket to call his mother. She was a teacher and had already left for the day. Before the call went through, the call box on Stomper’s belt beeped. The light changed from red to green. From all the questions Tommy’d asked Stomper when he first began dating his mom, that meant his team was being recalled to the base. 
He bent over Stomper and shook him, but the big man would not rouse. If Stomper didn’t report, he’d be in trouble. Clueless about what that might entail, Tommy couldn’t allow him to get into hot water because he hadn’t put his shoes away. No. It was time for him to step up and do the right thing. The problem was deciding what that might be.
A plan bloomed in his (obviously low IQ) mind to put on Stomper’s combat suit and report in his place. It was most likely just a check-in. Stomper had complained about that before. His CO—Tommy had no idea what that stood for, but knew it was Stomper’s boss—recalled the team several times a month as a drill to test the team’s response time. This was probably just a test. 
Tommy fumbled through Stomper’s pockets until he found the truck keys. He ran outside, unlocked the truck, scrambled inside, and pulled out the suit from the lockbox behind the rear seat. Excited, he climbed into the suit; if the kids at school could see him now, they’d stop picking on him and show him some respect. Stomper always said, “Respect is the key.” He never explained the key for what, but Tommy was sure this was what he meant. 
The suit was far too large for him. He’d never pass for Stomper. An idea struck. He ran inside, grabbed his football shoulder pads and slid them over his head. Better but not great. He’d need to avoid the other team members.
Almost as an afterthought, he called 911 and left the door open.
Fifteen minutes later, a frantic drive in the truck, helmet in place, and still trying to figure out how to walk in the cumbersome oversized suit, sixteen-year-old Tommy Noble reported for duty. 
“Stomper, good, you’re here and suited up. I was beginning to think you were more in love with your lady than the service. What’s with the helmet?” 
Tommy had no idea who the man was, but he vibrated with energy. One of the few things he knew how to operate on the helmet was the solar shield. The darkened shield blocked anyone from seeing his face. Tommy made no effort to respond.
“Well, get your ass moving. We’ve got a call out.” He hooted some word Tommy didn’t know and hurried away. 
“Let’s move it, you bunch of kindergarten dropouts.”
Tommy knew Sarge. Stomper had introduced him when he brought Tommy to the base for a tour. 
“What the hell you doing, Stomper?” Sarge yelled. “Why are you just standing there? Get your gear and get your ass to the briefing room. Move it, you turd.”
Gear? Gear room? I know where that is. He hadn’t expected all of these people or the activity. He was sure at any second, someone would realize he wasn’t Stomper, but they all appeared so preoccupied with preparing for the mission they barely glanced his way.
He reached the room where Stomper had pointed out his locker, his name written on a piece of tape. Tommy remembered asking why the name tags weren’t something more permanent and nicer than tape. The response confused him. “It’s easier to change out a piece of tape. There’s nothing permanent about this job.” 
Later when it sank in, the meaning stunned him. With each mission, there was a chance someone wouldn’t make it back. He worried about that someone being Stomper back then. Now he agonized it would be him. He couldn’t do this. He had to tell someone … but that meant outing Stomper as a no-show. The reason was legit—he was unconscious. Wouldn’t they take that into consideration?
“What’s the matter, Stomper?” the man at the adjacent locker asked. Tommy recognized him. Blow Out, Stomper’s best friend. Tommy had asked why he was called Blow Out. Stomper smiled. “He likes to blow things up.” 
“Lose your key?” Blow Out asked.
“Huh! Oh, ah, no.” He froze. He shouldn’t have spoken. Blow Out was sure to know Stomper’s voice, regardless of the audio distortion from the helmet’s comms. He looked at his hand. The keys still there, he fumbled to unlock the door. In slow motion, he took in the contents: workout clothes, assorted equipment, and the gear belt with Stomper’s personal blaster. He reached for it with a flash of memory. 
Stomper had only been dating his mom about a week, when he came into the house wearing his full combat suit with the gear belt. Tommy, his eyes large, stared at the weapon in wonderment. When they went into the bedroom so Stomper could shower, Tommy sneaked the blaster—back then, he thought it was a gun—from the holster, and hurried outside. They had a large open backyard that connected to a wooded area. Tommy stepped into the cover of the trees and studied the weapon in awe. 
Man, if I had one of these, I’d make sure the bullies never bothered me again.
He pretended to fire the weapon, then glanced furtively around before lining up the barrel with a small tree. Each side of the sleek, glossy, white ceramic-like construction of the barrel had slits. He had no idea what they were for, but man, they were cool. 
He pressed the black trigger. Nothing happened. He studied the sides. Guns had safeties. He found a small lever on the side, flicked it up, and tried again. Still nothing. The right side sported what looked like a series of glass bubbles. He pressed them, but that didn’t help. On the bottom of the handle was a button. He pushed it in, and the weapon hummed. The glass bubbles showed green. Excitement flooded his gangly body. He vibrated as if the hum of the gun flowed through him.
Again, he aimed and fired. Nothing. The excitement burst like a balloon. “What the hell. Why won’t this thing work?”
On the right side, on the handle, Tommy spotted a small tab that stuck out a fraction. He put the weapon in his palm and felt the prong press into his flesh. He squeezed, but nothing happened. 
Then he heard, “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”
The voice boomed and he jumped higher than he ever had in his life. The gun slipped from his grip and fell to the ground. 
Stomper swept in, a rolling mass of fury and scooped up the weapon. Tommy felt his chest constrict. Breathing became difficult. He felt faint.
Hands touched his shoulders.
“Easy, kid. It’s alright. Take deep breaths.” 
After a minute Tommy opened his eyes. He sat up, balancing on his elbows. Stomper was leaning against a tree.
“Kid,” he said. His manner befuddled, he looked away and shook his head. 
“Look, you and I need to come to an understanding real fast, otherwise I’ll have to stop seeing your mother. That’s not something I want to do … I like your mom, but if I can’t trust you, I’ll be forced to leave her.
“This is a deadly weapon. It can carve a hole right through a man. You’ll never be able to fire it because it can’t read your embedded code, because you don’t have one. I’m not worried that you will harm someone with this blaster, but I can’t have you going through my things. You can get both of us in a load of trouble.”
“I-I’m sorry. I just wanted to see how it worked.”
“Why?”
Tommy felt tears welling. “I wanted something to make the other kids leave me alone.”
“What? You mean like bullies?”
He wiped a sleeve across his eyes and nodded. Why won’t the tears stop? Embarrassed, he turned away.
Stomper didn’t speak for a minute, then his voice was softer, almost like his dad’s, before he died. “Look, I’ll make a deal with you. I’ll teach you how to deal with the bullies if you promise never to touch my gear or personal things again.”
Tommy was surprised by the offer. Stomper extended a hand. Tommy hesitated but took the hand and was hoisted off the ground. Two massive hands held his shoulders. Stomper towered above him and easily twice as wide. “Okay, starting tomorrow, we’ll begin a training regimen. We’ll make it so no one will ever mess with you again. You up for that?”
“Ah, yeah.”
“Here.” He showed him the blaster. “You see that little circular knob jutting out from the side of the butt?”
“Uh-huh.”
“You see this circular QR symbol at the base of my thumb?” He showed the large palm that could fit around Tommy’s head and pointed at a small tattoo. “That little knob must touch that small spot on my palm before the weapon will fire. It’s coded specifically to me. Once it recognizes me, the blaster is hot.”
“Does all your gear have codes?”
Stomper frowned. “Why”
Tommy’s eyes went wide. “Just curious. Honest. I promise I’ll never touch your stuff again.”
Stomper nodded. “No, just the blaster. It’s the only weapon allowed off base.so it’s protected from falling into the wrong hands.” He put the blaster in his hand. The blaster beeped. He turned the weapon so Tommy could see the side. The glass bubbles were green. “That means the blaster has a full charge. That light under the charge gauge,” he pointed. The other bubble was now green. “That one tells you it’s ready to fire. Here. Give me your hand.”
Stomper fitted the hand around the butt and showed him the proper two-handed grip and foot position for a stationary shot. “There you go. Now, see that dead tree over there?” He pointed it out. “Aim and gently pull back on the trigger.”
“But won’t the gun, I mean, blaster, know I’m not you?”
“It only needs my code to turn on. Go ahead. Shoot. But just one pull. I don’t want you spraying charges all over the neighborhood.” 
Tommy lined up the shot and pulled back. The beam lanced out of the weapon and struck the tree. The trunk exploded into chunks and splinters. The beam drilled straight through, leaving a hole. The tree wavered, then toppled over.
“Cool.”
“Yeah, but we should get out of here before someone comes to investigate.”
Things changed from then on. They grew close and spent a lot of time together.  
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Shuttle? Tommy grabbed the belt, scanned the locker for whatever else he might need, then spotted a photo of Stomper, his mom, and him, taken two months ago when they went camping. That had been such a great time. One of the happiest memories of his life. As he locked the locker, he found himself praying he’d live to create new memories. 
He remembered fishing in the lake with little success. He climbed a tree that had fallen over the water. If he sat on the trunk, his line would cast out farther. Stomper had warned against it, but when he went off to relieve himself of the numerous beers he’d consumed, Tommy chanced his luck, confident by the time Stomper returned, he’d have a fish and be able to brag about his decision.
His butt no sooner touched down, than the loud crack signalled trouble. The tree tipped down and slid toward the water. He jumped free and stroked hard and fast to get away from the roots, spread out wide from the bottom of the trunk. One smacked him, knocking him under water. Stunned for an instant, he feared he might drown. When he broke the surface, he wiped water from his face and glanced at the shore. Stomper stood with a new beer in his hand, watching the folly. 
He made no effort to help Tommy, who swam for the shore and climbed out dripping wet and shivering. 
“Why didn’t you help me?”
“Boy, you made the choice, you suffer the consequences.” He took a long drink, emptying the can, then crushed it in one hand. As he reached for another beer from the cooler, he said, “Just a bad decision.”
Well, Stomper, you’ll be happy to know I’ve made another bad decision.
Tommy got in line behind two others at the cage. He remembered his tour with Stomper and what he was supposed to do. When it was his turn, he handed over his personal effects to the weapons master who’d store them until his return.
“That’s it?” he asked surprised. “Just keys?”
Tommy nodded. 
“Feeling confident. Okay. Here’s your pulse rifle, your armor, your baton, your jet-mags, your charger and backup mag, your cutting knife and six explosive charges, three breaching and three frags. What are you waiting for? Get out of the way. Next.”
Tommy carried his load to a table where others were donning gear. He set his various items down and watched the others dress. He sat and slipped off his boots then slid into the large black boots that had to weigh twenty pounds each. He watched the lone female on the team as she pressed a button on the top side of each boot that automatically sealed them around her feet. Tommy found the buttons and pushed them. The boots hissed and cinched, but they were at least two sizes too big. 
He slid the white glossy armor over his combat suit. It made him appear bigger. It had deflecting ridges that made the wearer appear to have well-defined abs. He liked the look and ran his hands over the surface in an appreciative manner. The difference between him and the others was that once they took the armor off, they still had a six-pack.
The rest of the equipment fitted to places on his gear belt. When done, he looked around the room. They were all identical. He couldn’t tell them apart. He was ready, at least equipment-wise. He was not prepared to go into battle with anything larger than a rat. 
“Boarding now,” Sarge bellowed.
As he followed the line, one phrase repeated in his mind. This is crazy. This is crazy. This is crazy. Crazy or not, here he was, sitting on a shuttle heading for a ship to take them into space where they were to do battle with … what? The urge to puke intensified.
Chapter Two
The shuttle docked, they offloaded, and the shuttle returned to the planet’s surface. Why didn’t he just stay on the shuttle and return with it? Simple. He was preventing his friend from getting kicked off the team. This team was everything to Stomper, well, other than his mom. Besides, any thought of escape was too late. He had to ride out this subterfuge, regardless of the outcome. Though unable to stop quaking within his suit, he was determined to see this through. He planned on staying at the back of the pack. Ultimately, when back on the planet, he’d have a great story to tell, if his mom and Stomper let him live. Oh, please let this be a drill.
On the ship, they strapped into bench seats lining the side walls. He knew there was a name for the walls and the seats, but his mind wasn’t working well enough to recall what. At a quick glance, he estimated fifteen Marines seated. Everyone safely secured to their seats, a five-count countdown began, and the ship accelerated. Slowly at first, then with a whoosh and a snap back of his head, it shot into space using a drive that allowed for FTL. Tommy remembered that one. Faster than light, or in his mind, FTF, faster than fuck. 
Sucking hard for air as the pressure exerted against his skinny frame, he freaked his chest might cave in, the pressure increased to a point fainting was more than a possibility. Then, with a sudden slow down like the brakes on the car at the end of a roller coaster, the pressure abated by half. 
He tasted nasty, sour bile. It made him gag.
“What’s the matter, old man?” Blow Out said, nudging him. “Can’t handle the jumps anymore?” He eyed Tommy up and down. “Man, you need a new suit.”
Tommy grunted which was all he could do—pretty impressed that he didn’t puke or faint after his first jump. He knew that meant they had leaped someplace deep in space in a matter of seconds. He didn’t understand how that happened but knew it was possible. 
Captain something or other paraded down the aisle. “Listen up, here’s the situation and your assignments. An unknown vessel has infiltrated our protected space. They entered our system and have been creeping ever closer to Earth. Whoever occupies that floating cigar has not responded to hails. We can assume they are either unaware of our borders or don’t care. If it’s the first one, we’ll attempt an interdiction and set them on a safer course, or we’ll board the vessel and make them leave. There have been reports of an unidentified ship attacking some of the free traders beyond our borders. An official investigation has been launched in the wake of a freighter that disappeared two days ago. This may be the attacker. If so, we’ll know soon enough.”
“Do we have any idea of the planet or solar system they originated from?” a Marine from one of the other teams asked. 
“None. We can assume they are not from our galaxy and judging from the scan, they are well armed. Until we know more, we’ll play it by ear.” He turned on a projector that flashed on the front wall. “This is what the ship looks like.”
Someone whistled. “That’s huge.” 
“It is, yes, but that just means it’s a better target.”
The woman from our group said, “Did the scan indicate numbers?”
“It did not. The scan picks up heat signatures as well as movement, however, it didn’t record any life forms. The ship may be abandoned.”
“Or it may be inhabited by cold-blooded creatures,” Blow Out said, laughing. He elbowed Tommy. 
“ROE?” asked another Marine near the front of the ship.
“If they fire, you respond. We don’t want to start a war if there’s just some communication barrier to overcome. We’ll let the diplomats deal with that stuff.”
“Ship weapons?” Sarge asked, his voice so calm, he might have been facing a challenge on the pool table rather than an armed conflict.
“They have forward and aft guns top and bottom. No evidence of weapons on the sides. We’ll do a fly-by from 1kKlicks away. If they do not respond to our hails, we’ll come into play. If deployed, we’ll make a closer pass but you’ll be on your own to get to the ship.”
The captain glanced around the group for other questions. When he got none, he continued.   
“Your assignments are as follows, Fire Team One, you will breach the first hatch, here.” He used a laser pointer to indicate the forward airlock. The entire first team made a grunt of some kind in unison to announce they understood. “Fire Team Two, you will breach the second hatch, right here.”
Blow Out fired a double tap of his elbow into Tommy, laughing. Evidently, he was extremely excited about going into battle. Battle. No. Definitely not a drill. Tommy didn’t want to think about that. After the orders, the second team grunted their approval. 
Fire Team Three was taking the airlock on the top of the ship. They gave the appropriate verbal salute, and the three space Marine fire teams were ready to fight. 
Tommy’s knee wouldn’t stop bouncing as his nerves sought an outlet. Stay to the back, he repeated in his head. Stay to the back. You won’t need to shoot and won’t get killed. Or at least won’t be the first. He groaned. Blow Out glanced at him. Had that been out loud?
Sarge walked down the aisle carrying a thin, shiny, metallic cannister. “Stand and insert air supplies.”
The team stood. They turned toward him. Tommy felt himself stiffen within the suit. What was he supposed to do?
Next to him, Blow Out, snatched a cannister from a bracket attached to the wall. Tommy looked but didn’t see one near him. Panic-stricken, he looked around, even under the seat. No cannister. He was about to ask where it was when Blow Out said, “Quit fooling around, Stomper. We don’t have much time. Now turn the other way.”
Tommy turned and Blow Out attached something to the top of his armor.
“Installed. Test,” Blow Out said.
Tommy didn’t know what to do.
“Well, is it working or not?” the crackling voice said through his helmet comms.
“Ah.”
“Man, you didn’t even turn it on.” 
Tommy felt a hand push his head to the side. He heard a slight click, then the hiss of air. He breathed it in.
“Well? Is it working?”
Tommy gave a thumbs up.
“Then turn it off, or it’ll be gone by the time we board. Man, what’s wrong with you today? You don’t have a death wish or something, do you?”
Tommy felt the side of his helmet and found a circular knob. He turned it and heard the click again. The hissing air stopped. That only added to his panic. He wanted air. Lots of fresh air. Preferably the air back on Earth.
“Man, why you look so deflated? What happened, that woman give you the boot already? You not satisfying her needs?” He laughed.
The woman now behind Blow Out said, “How could he when he’s packing such a small caliber gun? What she needs is a woman.”
More laughter.
Tommy cringed. They were talking about his mom again.
Sarge came down the aisle. “What’s going on here, Stomper? Your head in the game or not?”
“Yeah.”
“Yeah, what?”
“It’s in the game.”
“It’s in the game what, Marine?” His tone a threatening growl. 
Tommy recognized that he needed to say something else, something more specific but didn’t know what. He pulled up a memory of what Stomper said when he met the sergeant on his tour. Oh, damn!
“My heads in the game, sarge.”
Sarge leaned closer. His breath fogged the outside of his face plate. “Stomper, you been drinking? Why is that solar shield down? Raise it so I can look into your eyes.”
“Sure, sarge.” How did he get out of this one? One look and the sergeant would know he wasn’t Stomper. Hell, he couldn’t understand why no one had figured it out just by the size difference and the fact the suit draped on him rather than fit securely.
“Two-minute mark,” a voice over the intercom announced.
“Okay, teams,” the captain said, “Do us proud.” Something beeped near the front of the cargo area. The captain picked up the phone and listened. He set the receiver into its cradle and looked at the three assembled teams. “The ship has not responded.”
The ship rocked with a sudden sideways bounce as if it hit a space pothole. Sarge and the captain grabbed onto the overhead hold bars to keep from falling.
“They fired on us,” Blow Out said.
How could he remain so calm? 
“That settles it,” the captain said. “It’s now officially an enemy ship.”
The entire group grunted something. Tommy stayed quiet.
Sarge backed away, pointed a finger at him, then said, “To your marks.” 
The entire complement moved toward the opposite side of the ship facing the wall. Tommy watched, his hands playing nervously with the pulse rifle strapped across his chest.
“Easy, brother,” Blow Out whispered. “Don’t trigger an accidental shot. Man, you need to clear your mind. It’s battle time.”
A red light blinked near the top of the wall. Tommy glanced down the line. Sarge and the captain had left the space. Their faces appeared in the glass window in the airlock hatch. Tommy felt Sarge’s eyes bore into him. Had he figured out that he was not Stomper? Sarge’s eyes narrowed, then widened with sudden comprehension. Uh-oh!
The countdown ended, a yellow light shone. Air was sucked from the chamber. The wall disconnected from the bottom and lifted, exposing them to space. “Oh, dear God!” Tommy muttered. The vastness stunned him, taking his breath away. Breath. He clicked the air control on his helmet and stared ahead in awe and terror. Yes, truly, another in a long line of bad decisions. Tommy gulped and his bladder felt suddenly full. The yellow light changed to green, and everyone stepped forward, bent their knees, and pushed off.
They flew toward their assigned breaching points. Everyone except Tommy, who floated just outside the ship. Behind him, the ship pulled away as the side wall of the airlock closed. The line of Marines soared away. He noticed they all had flames shooting from the bottom of their boots. Jet/mags. Now that made sense. Stomper had showed him a pair of boots calling them mag boots. They were magnetic. Jet/mags must also have a jetpack. But how did he turn them on?
Lights flashed to his right. The vessel they were about to board fired at the drop ship. The wide energy beam swept over Fire Team One, obliterating them. One second they were soaring across space, the next they were floating space debris. The sight made Tommy scream. A splotch of something smacked into his face shield, sticking to the surface. He knew instinctively it was the remains of one of the dead Marines.
Hysteria flooded his senses. He blathered and mumbled and had a strong urge to call for his mom. The enemy ship’s energy beam sliced into the interior of the drop ship before the door shut, blowing a hole in the opposite wall. For the Marines to exit, the shields were lowered. A steady stream of hits were scored as the wall closed and the shields again raised.
Desperate to be out of the line of fire, Tommy flailed his legs as if running, hoping to make anything happen. He yelled, “Turn on,” praying the jets worked on a verbal command. Nope. He touched everything on his suit and helmet. Nothing worked. 
The distance to the others increased, leaving him well behind. He was drifting, out of control. Even though he’d dropped free from the ship, he still had its momentum. If he couldn’t figure out how to turn the boots on, he’d float directly into the enemy’s beam. If that didn’t kill him, he’d die out here in space, floating for eternity. The thought created so much angst, he had trouble breathing. He was on the verge of hyperventilation and a mental meltdown—a literal meltdown if he drifted into the beam.
“Stomper,” a voice called in his ear. Blow Out. “What’s the problem? Jets don’t work?”
“Yeah,” Tommy squeaked, almost shrill, his skyrocketing panic evident in his voice.
“Hold still. Try not to move too much. It’ll only increase the speed you’re drifting. I’m on my way.”
Hurry. Hurry. Hurry, he repeated in his mind as he tried to remain perfectly still. Although he ceased moving, he was unable to contain the shakes. He was cold. No, not just cold, a bone-chilling, all-encompassing ice that felt as though it stopped the blood from flowing through his veins.
Blow Out arrived, corralled him, and guided him toward the enemy ship. “I got you, buddy. What happened? The switch burn out? Didn’t you test it before suiting up?”
“No,” he said through chattering teeth.”
“Oh, shit!” Blow Out said.
“What?”
“The target ship is turning. I think it means to pursue the drop ship.” Another barrage of light beams flared from the top front of the ship. “We need to get locked on before that happens, or we’ll be stuck out here.”
“Marines,” the captain said through their comms, “The dropship’s airlock has taken damage. For now, you are on your own.”
Great!
They moved faster. “Did you see Fire Team One blow their airlock?”
“No.” His teeth chattered. “Disintegrated.”
“What? No. Shit! Those were some damn good Marines.” 
The ship loomed close.
“We’re not going to have much time. Get one of your breaching loads primed so we’re ready to go when we touch down.”
Tommy knew the explosives were on the rear of his belt. He stretched around to retrieve one, unable to with Blow Out in the way. 
“Man, you’re a mess today. They’re on the opposite side. You’re right-handed. You set them on the left side.” Blow Out’s hand snaked around Tommy and unclipped one of the charges. “Dude, don’t get us killed. You want to die, that’s all you. The rest of us want to live to fight another day.”
The massive cylindrical ship was right in front of them and preparing for a jump to follow the drop ship. Blow Out angled his feet toward the ship, where the other three members of the team waited. Tommy did the same. They hit hard and stuck. This he knew how to do. Stomper had let him wear the mag boots and showed him how to climb the steel training wall where they practiced. To take a step, you lifted from the outside of your foot toward the inside. The magnetic bottom was designed to release at a certain point of turn and twist. 
As he neared the hatch, Blow Out handed him the breaching charge. “I set it for five, so push the button and get clear fast.”
Tommy understood. He’d seen the button recessed in the center of the charge opposite the side of the magnetic strip. He placed it on the hatch where he thought most logical, then pressed the button and backed away.
“What are you doing?” Blow Out shouted a second before the explosion. 
Chapter Three

The hatch shot inward. A rush of air flew out of the airlock. The team entered. Tommy was fourth, followed by Blow Out. Inside, they pushed to the front as one of the men lifted the blown hatch and set it in the opening. It no longer fit properly, but the woman placed what looked like a plastic sheet over the hatch that covered the gaps, pressed it tight to the bulkhead, then ran what looked like an electric lighter over the edges. The plastic adhered to the hatch and the side walls creating the same vacuum as an intact airlock.
“So that’s why you blew the hatch inward,” Blow Out said, “to use the door for a better seal. Dude, that’s brilliant.”
A man with two stripes indicating a corporal said, “Frags and smoke. Choose your sides. We’ll use formation two. Shield displays on. Prof and Howler, go infrared.”
Tommy watched the others touch their helmets. He reached for the same location and tapped. His solar shield lifted, exposing him to anyone who looked, but his vision was clearer. He tapped again and a display covered the right and left upper corners of the face shield. Numbers and shapes and those targeting circles appeared.
The airlock sealed, the interior door could now be opened. Blow Out stood to one side, a second man an ID tag across his chest that read “Professor” stood on the other side. Each man held two grenades.
The corporal pushed a button. The airlock opened. Blow Out and Professor threw their grenades down a steel-lined corridor and ducked back inside. Once they exploded, they tossed their smoke grenades.
“Move,” the corporal said, and took the lead. Tommy had no idea what formation two was or where he was supposed to be so let the others go and filled in where he saw an opening. The corporal was at the point in the middle. Blow Out and Professor were a step behind on either side. Howler, the woman, faced back. Tommy stepped out and Howler put a hand on his chest. “I want you right there, so you’re not directly in my periphery.” That placed him behind Blow Out and facing sideways to watch the back and the flanks.
Blow Out and Professor’s shoulders brushed along the side walls of the narrow corridor. However, the ceiling was high. Does that mean the inhabitants are tall and thin? Tommy’s breathing, fast and heavy, drowned out all other sound. 
The corridor was long. Ahead was T-intersection. 
The corporal said, “Prof, some of your toys, please.”
Still on the move, Professor reached into a bag on his hip and withdrew two small metallic items that looked like toy cars. He placed one on the wall on each side, tapped his face shield, then aimed a remote controller and the cars rolled along the walls, vanishing around the corners. Tommy assumed they were transmitting images to Professor’s display. The idea of the remote spies was so intriguing Tommy forgot how terrified he was, for the moment. 
Something larger than the little cars crept down the wall across from him. He watched in stunned disbelief as the black spider-like creature stepped off the wall and onto Professor’s back. With the corporal and Blow Out facing forward and Howler facing backward Tommy was the only one who saw the creature. 
Professor seemed unaware of its presence, as it crept up the armor, stopping near the helmet. Tommy’s eyes widened. The creature reared up on its many hind legs and its body split in half. A long stinger emerged. The head swept back and forth searching for a spot to strike. 
Tommy tried to speak, but the words caught. His mouth had gone dry, all saliva evaporated. He raised his rifle and aimed, but if he fired, the pulse beam would go through the creature and strike Professor. He moved to the side. The thing was scanning faster now. Tommy lined up a shot from the side but was afraid to pull the trigger. He’d never killed anything before. He lowered the rifle. 
The creature dropped lower. Evidently Professor didn’t feel the lightweight through his armor. If Tommy didn’t kill the creature or at least warn Professor, something bad might happen. He lifted the rifle again, but his tortured mind refused to allow him to fire. Come on, he yelled inside his head. Professor’s life is on the line. Get over your damn fear. In a rush, afraid he’d change his mind, he pulled the trigger. Nothing happened. 
“Oh shit! Shit! Shit!” he murmured.
He checked the stock for the tiny prong that Stomper showed him on his blaster. He didn’t see one. A glance down the barrel showed the charge indicator. It was green. So, what was he forgetting? Then he saw the small unlit glass bubble beneath the charge indicator. The weapon was not hot. He flipped the rifle, stock up, spotted the small button, and pushed it. As the weapon hummed with power, he watched the creature rear back, ready to drive that ominous stinger into Professor’s neck. 
He lifted the rifle, took quick aim, and fired as the downward thrust of the stinger was a fraction from its target. The beam sliced through the creature, throwing it against the wall where it splattered, then the beam bounced and ricocheted down the corridor, triggering everyone in the fire team to drop.
The beam lost energy, and once safe to stand, everyone shot angry looks at Tommy.
“What are you doing, man?” Howler yelled, shoving a forearm into his chest and pinning him into the wall.
“What the fuck, Stomper,” the corporal said. “You know better than to fire a pulse inside a confined area, and straight into steel.”
“Dude, you are so off your game,” said Blow Out. “You could’ve killed someone. Why’d you fire?”
Tommy was unable to speak. He lifted an arm and pointed at the wall. They turned and spotted the smashed remains of the creature. 
“It dropped on Professor’s back and was about to drive that stinger thingy into him.”
They looked from the creature to each other, then back at Tommy. All gave nods. Howler released him, said, “Stomper has first kill,” then tipped her head up and howled, true to her code name. 
The corporal said, “Form up and move. Watch above.”
They reached the intersection. The corporal said, “Prof, what do your toys see?”
“Both directions end at doors, each the same distance. I’m not seeing any movement.”
He touched his display. “Wait! The doors on both sides just opened. “Tall beings … I’m talking ten feet tall. Looks like three on each side. They have long slender bodies and bug-like faces, like mutated grasshoppers. Long thin arms with some sort of black glove over their … I guess they’re fingers. 
“A bunch of those spider creatures are scurrying along the walls and ceiling.”
Howler said, “Two of them are moving back here. We’re pinned.”
“Reverse formation,” the corporal said, “I’m coming forward. Let’s take on the two behind first and decrease the odds.”
In a second, the formation shifted, and Tommy found himself in the front. So much for staying near the back.
“Light them up,” the corporal said.
Howler and the corporal fired. Tommy did as well, though a good two seconds after them. The narrow corridor filled with pulsing light. The two alien beings lifted their hands and pointed the gloves in their direction. Before anything happened, the aliens were cut down. 
A host of the spider creatures surged forward. They came at them from all directions, the floor, walls, and ceiling. Tommy doubted he had hit the beings, but the spiders gave him the creeps, and on the verge of hysteria, he fired non-stop, keeping the trigger depressed. He swept his pulse beam left and right and back as if watering a garden.
Spiders went flying. Pieces flew everywhere, bouncing off his suit and face shield. A leg stuck to his chest. He swiped it off like it was crawling bug. He didn’t want to advance. Didn’t want to step on or even over the body parts and gore. Blow Out kept pushing from behind so he had no choice but to step into the mess. 
They passed the breached airlock. His fear crescendoed in his spooked shooting, he was still firing when the other two stopped. Howler elbowed him. “We’re good. Save your charge.”
They reached the door as Blow Out and Professor began shooting.
“Stomper,” the corporal said, “Get us through the door.” He swung the other way to add his firepower.
Howler faced the rear to join in. 
Tommy dragged a hand down the wall next to the door then up the other side. He switched to the door itself but found nothing that opened it. He turned to say so and saw aliens advancing with—to his horror-stricken brain—about a zillion of those spider things.
“Blow Out,” the corporal said. “Do your thing.”
Tommy didn’t know what his thing was, but one look at the spider creatures, and spurred by the number of laser beams flying past his head, he wasn’t wasting anymore time searching for a way in. He’d make his own way. 
He reached back and unclipped one of the breaching charges. He stared at the display, spotted a series of small buttons, and pushed one. The screen lit up, showing other screens. He spotted one that resembled the time setting on his watch and pushed it until it reached five. He prayed that meant seconds and not minutes. Seconds he might survive, minutes … who knew.
He stuck the explosive to the door on the side that opened, pushed the charging button, and covered his ears. “Fire in the hole,” he yelled, not sure of the proper protocol. One second later, the door blew.
Tommy was first through the hatch, not because he was brave and wanted to lead the way, but because he wanted to get as far from the enemy’s energy beams as possible. 
Next to him, he heard a cry of pain, and Howler went down, a scorch mark on her armor. Without thought, Tommy reached back, snagged the woman’s suit collar, and dragged her through the opening.
A massive explosion ripped through the corridor and knocked him down landing on top of Howler. She grimaced and looked through his face shield. 
Through her pain, she said, “You’re not—”
Tommy held a finger to his helmet for silence, then got up. The corporal was down. Professor was still firing. One arm dangled at Blow Out’s side. For a moment, no enemy shots came in their direction. Then through the haze, a dozen spiders and two aliens came through, firing their glove weapons. 
Blow Out took a jolt center mass and was lifted off his feet and thrown through the hatch. Tommy ducked away as he crashed hard to the deck. Shocked at seeing the only person he knew on the team severely wounded, or dead, something inside his tortured mind snapped. Overwhelmed by the intensity of the action, Tommy screamed, leveled his rifle, and unleashed a wide path of streaming death down the corridor. He moved forward, unaware he’d done so. He stepped over the corporal’s injured body and closed with the aliens. 
He was only vaguely aware Professor had ceased firing. Tommy kept going. Something deflected off his armor. He pushed forward. The two aliens dropped, one cut in half, the other with a four-inch-wide hole burned through it. Spiders leaped for him. He smashed them in mid-air. He backhanded one into the wall and crushed it; what passed for blood oozed from its core.
He reached the intersection, still screaming. He glanced right, saw nothing, and went left. He had little idea of what he was doing or what his goal was, he just ran and shot. At the end of the hall was another door. This one slid open as he approached. He ran through with no thought to what lay beyond, let alone his safety. 
He entered what appeared to be the bridge. One of the aliens whirled and lifted a gloved hand. Even in his out-of-his-mind state, he registered the action as a threat. The beam caught the being, lifted it off the floor, and slammed it into the forward windshield.
He turned toward the second being, the last one on the bridge. The alien stood, backed away, and raised its thin arms in the universal sign for surrender. It took all his effort and self-control not to sweep the beam across the slender torso, cutting it in half. His hands shook under the effort not to press the trigger.
“Keep it alive, Stomper, or whoever you are,” Blow Out said, limping onto the bridge.
The corporal followed, helped by Professor. After setting the corporal down near the captain’s chair, Professor went back down the hall for Howler. 
The entire wounded team gathered on the bridge, Tommy slumped to the floor. He stared ahead, his heavy breathing pounding in his ears, aware of tears rolling down his cheeks. Legs appeared before him. He tilted his head back to see Blow Out standing over him. 
Blow Out squatted and scanned past Tommy’s face shield. “So, who are you inside that suit?”
Tommy smiled. In a little boy’s voice, he said, “Tommy.” Then he puked and when he was done, fainted. 
Epilogue
Tommy woke to the sound of silence. The humming, thrumming, pounding, and screaming were gone. The room was bright, the hospital bed comfortable. A distant vibration swept up through the floor and the bed. 
“Easy son,” a man in a white coat said. “You’re on a military hospital ship heading home. You’re fine. There are some people who wish to speak with you though.” He pointed a remote at a monitor. It flickered, then revealed the image of two people.
The first was his mom. The look on her face was a mixture of relief, anguish, and anger. Yeah, he was in trouble.
By her side and equally perturbed was Stomper. He crossed his arms, tilted his bandaged head to look down his nose at Tommy, and said, “Yep, another bad decision.”

Biography
Ray Wenck taught elementary school for 36 years and was also the chef/owner of DeSimone's Italian Restaurant for more than 25 years. After retiring, he became a lead cook for Hollywood Casinos and then the kitchen manager for the Toledo Mud Hens AAA baseball team. Now he spends most of his time writing, doing book tours, and meeting old and new fans and friends around the country. 
Ray is the author of sixty-four novels, including the Amazon Top 20 post-apocalyptic, Random Survival series, the military sci-fi Random Survival spinoff, The Road, the paranormal thriller, Reclamation, the mystery/suspense Danny Roth series, the hard-hitting Bridgett Conroy suspense series, and the ever popular choose your own adventure, Pick-A-Path: Apocalypse. A list of his other novels can be viewed at raywenck.com.
His hobbies include reading, hiking, cooking, baseball and playing the harmonica with any band brave enough to allow him to sit in.
You can find his books and sign up for his newsletter at raywenck.co.




The Dolos Imperative


By John W. McIntire 
Caught between allegiances, can a former Marine make the right choice?

[image: image-placeholder]Max took a seat at the bar. The sudden shift of weight jarred the seam between his flesh and cybernetic prosthesis. He rubbed his shoulder, trying not to think too much about his new arm. There had been enough wallowing for now. What he needed was to find work. 
With as much caution as he could muster, Max scanned the grimy bar. Of all the places on the Station, why would a client choose this place? He grimaced as he took in the cramped space. Claustrophobic, dark and filthy, the place reeked of sweat and stale booze. Revelers surrounded him. Some working class, but most were clearly criminal class. Neither group seemed keen on the idea of strangers. Especially not one still sporting the haircut of a Marine and a new cybernetic arm. At the thought, Max felt the tinge of pain again, but ignored it. He turned back to the bar and vowed to keep to himself. All he had to do was wait for the meet, take the job, and get out of here. Easy. 
A bartender approached and took Max’s order. Seconds later, a glass of whiskey appeared in front of him. Nobody asked him to pay, implying a tab. Max ground his teeth in frustration. Great. So much for a quick escape. 
Without knowing how long he would wait, Max drained his drink. Playing the part of drunk might be enough to keep unwanted attention at bay. Not like it was a hard role to fill. The only change from normal was that he was drinking in public. Max gestured to the bartender, who poured another. As he brought the glass to his lips, he sensed movement to his left as somebody took the stool beside him.
From his peripheral, Max could see it was a woman, as he was expecting. He turned only for his eyes to widen and his jaw to tighten. “Sylvia,” he said, his shock undisguised by the monotone delivery. 
“Thanks for coming.”
“I wouldn’t have if I knew it was you.” Max knocked back the rest of his drink and ordered another. The time for moderation had passed.
Sylvia grinned the same condescending smile she had worn all the way through their marriage. “Why do you think I didn’t tell you?” That was enough for Max. He met eyes with the bartender and gestured to his wrist, showing that he wanted to pay. The bartender nodded and made his way over, but Sylvia waved him off. 
Max pursed his lips in frustration and locked his eyes on the empty glass. He wanted to feel angry, but he found there was none of that left. Instead, there was only frustration and exhaustion. “I’m not working for you, Sylvia.”
“Yes, you are.”
With every shred of discipline in his body, Max stayed motionless. “After everything you’ve done... after Alice...” Max used to be able to ignore his ex-wife’s sins, but the disappearance of their daughter changed that. 
“I’m not here to fight. But if you don’t keep that shit to yourself...” The cold, hard tone of Sylvia’s voice caused Max to pause. He faced her and saw the hurt and anger behind her normally flawless facade. “I still don’t understand what you think is going on with Alice. She’s a grown ass woman with terrible people for parents…”
Max had heard this spiel before and wasn’t in the mood to listen to it again. “If you’re not here to fight, what do you want?”
“Money. You need it, I have it.”
“I’m not one of your mercs.”
Sylvia flashed a beaming smile, the veneer of a master manipulator back in place. “You will be. Just hear me out.”
Max sighed and let his shoulders slump. As much as he wanted to resist, he couldn’t. Sylvia always got what she wanted, and right now, she had him in her web. “Who’s the client?” he asked, the words automatic and unintentional. Without looking, he could see the glint of victory in Sylvia’s eyes. 
“Not telling you that. But this is big. All you have to do is fetch a stolen item—don’t ask what—return it to me, and I’ll pay you a hundred thousand.”
Max’s body tightened at the mention of that much money. “Not a chance. I’m out.” If his cut was that big for one of Sylvia’s jobs, he wanted nothing to do with it. It didn’t help that he couldn’t fight off the notion that Sylvia wasn’t telling him about the target because she didn’t know. Those sorts of jobs were bad news. 
For a few moments, Sylvia said nothing. Max gave in and looked at her once more. When their eyes met, she spoke, her voice the calm, reserved mask she wore for her worst moments. Max couldn’t help himself from gulping. “You’re doing this. Not because you’re broke and washed up. You’re only where you are through choice. We both know it’s a matter of time before you pick yourself up and correct course. Sulky loser isn’t in your nature.” Sylvia paused and narrowed her eyes. “You’re doing this because you owe me. I know you think you don’t, but I shouldn’t need to remind you of who pulled you out of that military surgical array. Those incompetents were going to leave you in pieces. Who took your unconscious ass to the best medical team on the Station? Who ordered that arm, and who paid for it to be shipped from the K’thal homeworld?”
Max maintained eye contact, but said nothing. Everything Sylvia said was true, but it failed to consider that he had asked for none of it. She had done all that of her own accord. He wanted to refuse to be beholden to a contract that he didn’t enter by choice. If it was anyone other than Sylvia, he would have already walked away. He wanted to, but Max knew it was impossible.
After another swig of whiskey, Max sighed and finally said something. “Where is this thing?”
“The client has tracked it to the Warrens.”
“You’ve got to be kidding me?”
“For a hundred thousand? Nope.” Before Max could protest any further, Sylvia kept talking. “Listen, Max. You’re doing this. We both know you need the money and something to pull you out of this funk. You’re not in the Marines anymore. So what? You lost an arm for those people. What did they do? They left you out to dry.” Max bristled with anger he thought long gone. Sylvia knew which buttons to press, but he said nothing. “Starting tomorrow, you’re on the job. That means you need to sober up.”
Max ground his teeth as Sylvia walked away. Even if he tried to get the last word in, she would have never allowed it. Besides, she was right. He needed the money and a hundred thousand credits would see him taken care of for years. It didn’t matter that if he was being paid that much, Sylvia was getting at least twenty times more. 
With Sylvia gone, Max felt he could think again. Right away, he didn’t like where those thoughts were going. He flagged down the bartender, who asked if he wanted another. “Bring me the bottle.”
[image: image-placeholder]Max scanned the room, ensuring he noted each piece of detritus the enemy could use as a tactical advantage. Whatever function this area served, it was long in the past. Instead, heaps of furniture and machinery ravaged by time filled the room. 
Max ducked behind cover moments before an energy pistol blast tore through the spot where his head had been. He curled his body up to fit behind the small crate.
Max had taken three of his assailants down, but three more remained. At least. Despite being armed, they had already proven to be no match for his combat experience. It helped that Max had identified their weapons to be old and unmaintained. With his skills and superior firepower, he figured the bastards shooting at him stood little chance. However, Max refused to be careless. No amount of training could remove the randomness from a firefight.
Here, confidence could end his life in a second.
When the enemy fire ceased, Max raised his pistol and fired blind. He peeked around the edge of the crate to see the enemy hadn’t pushed forward.
That was good.
Not only was their weaponry inferior, but their actions revealed they had no military experience. It seemed the extent of their training told them which direction to point the shooty end, and little else. 
As if to prove him right, one of the enemy chose that moment to rush his position. Max could only describe the move as idiotic.
The assailant rushed into the center of the space, directly through the fields of fire of his two compatriots, ensuring they could not lay down covering fire. At full pelt, the moron could not shoot with any accuracy. Max recognized his moment. He pushed onto his knees and steadied his weapon, aiming for center mass. The man skidded to a halt when he saw his mistake. But it was too late.
Max fired.
The energy round caused no recoil, yet was powerful enough to send his attacker stumbling backward a meter and rendering him unconscious. He would be out for five hours before waking, bruised and with a headache. The singular upside to this operation was that nobody had died. Max hoped to keep it that way. 
Max took cover once more, while the two remaining assailants fired over their fallen comrade. Every shot went wide.
All at once, the incoming fire ceased. Max made out the sounds of energy magazines being loaded into weapons. These morons had spent their ammunition simultaneously.
Max set his jaw and took the opportunity afforded to him. He bolted upright and aimed at the attacker to his left. At thirty meters, he was well within range and his aim was true. The impact forced the target into the bulkhead.
Before gravity could take the body to the deck, Max dropped. Just as his head went behind the crate, a blast of energy blew past, so close the heat singed the ends of Max’s hair. 
The remaining assailant did not let up. Instead, shot after shot ripped past Max, some hitting the crate he hid behind. Max stayed calm, however. His chance would come.
A metallic clicking sound put a cheerless smile on Max’s face. For the first time in his life, the sound of a jammed pistol felt like music to his ears. His moment had arrived. And there was nothing the man could do about it in time. 
Without thinking, Max rose to his feet and ran. He had to cover thirty meters, and there was still plenty that could go wrong. Somehow, nothing did. 
The man’s eyes widened at Max’s approach. Instead of fleeing or taking a better position, he turned his attention back to the faulty energy pistol and slapped it with the meaty part of his hand. As if a drop test ever worked on an energy weapon. Max would have shaken his head if the situation allowed it. 
When Max reached his target, the man was in a full-blown panic, even resorting to slamming the gun against the wall. Not wasting a moment, Max reached out with his prosthetic arm and grabbed the man’s neck. The man gasped as Max effortlessly lifted him a full meter off the ground. Still unused to the capabilities of his cybernetics, Max stopped himself from letting out a whistle.
“Where is it?” Max asked, his voice full of gravel. 
“Where’s what?” the man eked out through his half-closed throat.
“Don’t kid yourself into believing there’s more than one thing worth coming down here for?”
“Let him go.”
Max’s eyes narrowed at the pressure of the barrel at his temple. His mind went to his gun, but he dismissed the notion at once. Then it hit him.
The voice. A woman’s. He knew who it belonged to. 
Max did not let the man down. Instead, he slowly turned his head until he met eyes with the woman. 
“Staff Sergeant Sandu?”
“Not anymore, Gunny.” She lowered her weapon and Max dropped the man who hit the deck with a thud, gasping for breath.
Max said nothing as Staff Sergeant Sandu looked him over, her eyes lingering on the black metal of his prosthesis.
She turned to the man Max had just rushed. “Get out of here.” Still clutching his throat, he looked apprehensive, but followed the woman’s order anyway. When he was out of sight, she turned back to Max. “I heard what happened to you. Such a shame. You were the best of us.”
Max’s mouth spasmed involuntarily at the compliment. “Not even close, but I appreciate it.”
The woman nodded. “You need to go. I’ll be in enough shit when my people discover I let you walk.” She gestured at the unconscious bodies for effect. 
“I can’t do that, Sandu.”
“Oana.”
“Fine, Oana. I’m looking for something, and my employer has tracked it here.”
Oana turned her back on Max and sighed as if she was going to walk away. Instead, she spun and faced him at the last second. 
“I know what you’re after, and I know who you’re working for. You can’t have it, Max. And trust me, you want nothing to do with it.”
“I can’t leave here without it.”
Oana’s face soured as she looked for something in Max’s eyes. “Come with me,” she said after an eternal moment. She turned to walk away. Max followed.
[image: image-placeholder]Oana led Max through a corridor until they reached a broken hatch. The chamber beyond looked like what Max expected from the Warrens. The lower decks of the Station, long abandoned by the population, had become a haven for society’s unwanted. Junkies, holdouts to Earth’s old religions, and criminal gangs lay claim to their own territories. Hidden away, they remained unmolested by the genteel society above. Without money, or access to any of the other amenities that allowed humanity to thrive aboard the Station, these groups often matched the stereotypes assigned to them. Filthy, uneducated, and brutish, the people of Sol ignored the existence of the Rats.
Max surveyed the room as Oana gestured for him to take the lead. Already cramped, piles of rubbish made the space worse. A rickety chair rest in one corner, but beyond that, there seemed to be no function. With the broken hatch, this room would prove a nightmare to defend, and Max could not figure out why Oana, a former Marine, had chosen it.
Unless it was a trap. 
Max pivoted, ready to defend himself, but Oana remained motionless, her brow betraying the thoughts swarming through her head.
Instead of waiting for her to speak, Max took the initiative. “I need the package, Oana. I’m not leaving here without it,” he said in what the Marines called a command voice.
The woman stiffened at his words, but collected herself almost at once. “No.”
Max’s fingers twitched, but he resisted the urge to reach for his pistol. As vigilant as ever, Oana’s eyes flicked to the movement. Max regretted his lack of bearing at once. He had just squandered any goodwill between the two former Marines.
Before he could say anything else, Oana pushed past him and sat. The chair let out a mighty creak in protest of her weight. Bending down, she brushed her hand against the bulkhead, revealing a secret compartment. Clever, Max thought. He could have searched this cluttered shithole for hours and never have found it. Sometimes, the simplest tricks were the most effective. He realized why Oana had chosen this room. If she hadn’t led him here, he would have taken one look and walked away.
For a long moment, Oana said nothing. Finally, she sighed and looked Max in the eyes. For the first time, he saw the deep lines marring her features. He could tell the woman hadn’t slept properly in weeks, just one of many ways she probably wasn’t looking after herself. Not like he could talk. Self-awareness did not stop the waves of sympathy for his former colleague. Oana maintained eye contact and opened her palm, revealing a small, metallic box. The type of metal and the etchings showed the box was unmistakably of alien origin.
“This is a virus.” Max’s mind and body froze. Never once did Sylvia warn him of a bio-weapon. That was something he would have to take up with his ex-wife later, despite knowing the futility of such a pursuit. “This tiny thing can kill every human aboard the Station ten times over.”
Twenty billion people, Max thought. His resolve to recover the package firmed in his mind. Somehow, he resisted the urge to reach for his weapon. “Where did that come from, and what are you doing with it, Sandu?”
If reverting to her surname bothered her, Oana did not show it. Instead, she looked at the deck and drew in a deep breath before responding. “The K’thal developed it.” Max nodded in understanding. The species that single-handedly saved humanity from extinction still played a huge part in Sol. Countless projects, including the terraforming project on Mars, run by the aliens, benefited humans in new ways every day. That they experimented with viruses that could have a devastating effect on Sol came as no surprise. There were few humans alive that doubted the K’thal’s actions were in the best interests of everybody.
“Understood, but that doesn’t answer my question.”
Oana looked as if she might have a retort, but the woman kept it to herself. Instead, her eyes remained on the deck as she spoke. “I got word that a band of CATcorp mercs were going to steal it. Instead, I got there first. I figured it was safer in my hands than theirs.” Max nodded, as if that made sense. He wanted to ask where Oana got CATcorp related intel from, but he knew she wouldn’t answer. Instead, he let her continue. “Now, you’re here to steal it for them.”
“I don’t work for CATcorp.”
“No, but your fixer does.”
Instinct wanted Max to call that out as bullshit, but it only took a second of thought to realize it was likely the truth. Sylvia had offered him a hundred thousand credits for the tiny box in Oana’s hand. That should have told him everything he needed to know long before he got to the Warrens. “Even if she does, what do you plan on doing with it? You stole it from the K’thal. I’m sure that means they’re looking for it, too.”
“Yeah. There are at least two groups hunting me down right now. Sol and CATcorp. But the Centaurians don’t want to get caught operating in Sol...”
“So, they sent me in their stead.” Oana gestured as if to say ‘got it in one’. Max pursed his lips, his frustrations with his ex-wife and the world around him boiling over. “This is fucked.”
Oana snorted. “Is it that obvious?”
That was enough to defuse Max’s anger for the moment. His thoughts went to the major players he knew were involved. “Why did you take it from the K’thal? Couldn’t you have warned them?”
“I could have, but CATcorp would still be after it. You know what their resources are like. If the CEO wants something, he gets it.”
“But now they’re after you. Surely, it’s safer in a vault somewhere?”
Oana looked up, resolve hardening behind her eyes. “I don’t want it to be safe, Max. I want to destroy it.”
[image: image-placeholder]Before Max could fully consider Oana’s statement, a series of heavy thuds sounded from the chamber where he had fought his way through Oana’s men. His jaw tightened. “Sounds like ASBs.”
Oana did not hesitate. The woman stood and pushed past Max while drawing her weapon. “Come on. We have to help my people. It’s your fault they’re vulnerable.”
As much as he wanted to protest, Max could not refute her words. He pulled his own pistol and fell in behind Oana. The pair of former Marines crept down the corridor until they reached the chamber. Both ducked behind cover before surveying the scene. From his vantage, Max saw exactly what he expected. At three meters tall, the two Automated Security Bots lumbered around the room, hovering over the unconscious bodies of Oana’s men and bathing them in the pale blue light emanating from behind their otherwise blank faceplates.
The ASBs were unarmed and there were only two of them. For two former Marines, taking them out should be a piece of cake. The problem was in not knowing why the robots were here. How had the Station’s Security Forces worked around their incompetence long enough to find this place? Max ground his teeth as he realized it did not matter. The men were in danger because of his actions. No matter what happened, he was responsible for getting them out. 
With well-practiced hand signals, Max and Oana communicated the makings of a plan in a matter of seconds. Course of action set, Max hesitated long enough to crack his neck. Then he was on his feet, his weapon at the ready. He loped into the chamber in a wide arc, knowing that Oana was behind him, covering the areas he could not. At the sound of their movement, the ASBs jerked upright at once. 
Max knew where the robots’ weak points were. Unfortunately, so did the designers of the machines, and they weren’t easy to hit. Still, Max trained his sight on the ASB’s joints and neck, waiting, hoping his moment would come. 
After what seemed an eternity, the first ASB moved. With its extended gait, the robot could cover the distance between it and Max in a dozen steps. While unarmed, the robotic arms were more than enough to incapacitate the strongest human. All Max had to do was evade being captured and take his chance when it came. Despite the slim odds, Max did not feel nervous, his years of training and experience overriding any emotional response. 
One robot locked onto him as Max approached the center of the room. Though he could not see the other from his position, Max knew it was heading for Oana. With a steady hand, Max raised his pistol and looked down the sights. From the front, he could not make out the ASB’s neck. Somehow, he was going to have to approach the machine from behind. Not wanting to give the robot an opportunity to close the distance between them, Max fired two shots at center mass, then stepped off, careful to cut across the room in a wide arc. The robot followed, its intent clear. If Max were to face the machine head on, it would end in disaster for him.
Not wanting to find out if the ASBs had any tricks he was unaware of, Max increased his stride, taking the occasional pot-shot as he went. From somewhere to his right, he heard Oana’s weapon discharging at a rapid rate. If it had been two on one, they could have had this fight over and done with by now. There had to be some way to regroup with the woman. Max resolved to do just that. 
Now far enough away from the robot, Max stood in place and took aim once more. The weak spot at the neck was still inaccessible and Max knew that if he continued to rely on a chance to hit it, he would never succeed. He needed another plan, and he needed it now. 
At the sound of Oana’s voice, Max spared a glance. She was screaming as she fired shot after shot into the face of her ASB, which was closing in on her far too rapidly for Max’s liking. Oana’s too, by the sound of things. 
There had to be something he could do. Frustrated, Max tightened his grip on the pistol. As he squeezed, he felt the metal of the frame give slightly under the pressure of his unnatural appendage. He had an idea. A stupid idea, but like all Marines, Max knew a stupid plan that works now was often better than a well thought out plan later. 
Through clenched teeth, Max let out a low growl as he switched to a one-handed pistol stance. The ASB continued forward, no emotion showing behind the blue light of its faceplate. 
“Come and get me, asshole!” The robot did not react to the man’s outburst. As it took another step, Max made his move. A barrage of successive shots hammered into the ASB’s faceplate. Max knew he caused no damage, but that wasn’t the plan. As he fired, he moved, careening to the left. From this distance, his accuracy remained true. By the time he was facing the robot’s side, the ASB had come to a full stop. 
Max lunged forward, his prosthetic arm stretched outwards. He found his mark and wrapped his hand around the ASB’s neck. Knowing what would happen if this went wrong, Max surrendered himself to inevitability. 
He twisted. 
For a moment, nothing happened. Then all at once the metal holding the robot together gave into the immense pressure. The ASB’s body dropped to the ground unceremoniously, leaving Max holding its head. 
Max stared in awe at the results of his actions, before the sounds of Oana’s continuing battle brought him back to the present. While he had been engaging his moronic plan, Oana had not been idle. He looked to see one of the ASB’s arms barely hanging on. Presently, Oana was firing a volley of shots at the thing’s knee. It wasn’t a bad plan, but Max knew a way that could get the job done faster. 
He approached the second ASB from the rear. When she saw him, Oana’s aim shifted to prevent friendly fire. Fully engaged, the ASB did not notice his presence. Max got in close before punching out with his prosthetic arm as hard as possible. For a second time, he found himself in a state of shock. The ASB hung lifeless, his arm having penetrated all the way through the robot’s chest. 
Max looked at Oana to find her gasping for breath, but otherwise frozen in shock. “Well, that was unexpected,” he said.
“Remind me to never put a gun to your head again.”
[image: image-placeholder]In the aftermath of their fight with the ASBs, Max and Oana stared at each other for a long while. Finally, Max caught his breath, and he broke eye contact. He examined the fallen ASB at his feet. “Something’s not right here,” he said. 
Oana grunted, her fatigue clear as day. “I noticed in the battle. They have no markings.”
That meant nothing to Max, but he passed his eyes over the robot again. That’s when he saw it. All ASBs employed by the Station’s security forces had clear markings showing as much. Max walked over to the first robot he had neutralized to find it also had no markings. “What does this mean?” he asked when returning to Oana. 
She sighed. “It means we have to get out of here and we have to destroy this thing.” She gestured to the black box in her pocket. “The Centaurians are already here for it.”
Despite the gravity of what Oana implied, Max kept his expression straight. “That’s ludicrous. CATcorp wouldn’t dare send its ASBs to operate in Sol.”
Oana shook her head in disbelief. “Max... I respect the hell out of you as a Marine, but how in the Harmony are you so naïve?”
“They do this sort of thing all the time, don’t they?”
“Yup. Human on human conflict. It never ends. But we have to go. Now. Where there were robots, the mercs won’t be far behind.”
“What about your men?”
“They’re unconscious. There’s no way the Centaurians are going to kill anybody they don’t have to. We have to trust they’re safe and lead the mercs away from here.”
Max tried to protest as the sound of breaching charges echoed through the room, dispersing a cloud of dust and smoke. Taken by surprise, Max was too dazed to move. Oana latched onto his shoulder and led him towards the nearest exit. As they passed through, Max stole a glance back to see a squad of mercenaries, kitted out with the best equipment he had ever seen, filing in and intending to hunt them down. A green laser sight appeared and hovered on Oana’s shoulder. 
“Run,” Max shouted as he pushed her out of the weapon’s aim.
[image: image-placeholder]Max and Oana ran at full pelt down the disused corridor. Somehow, they maintained what little of a head start they had over the mercenaries. They passed hatch after hatch until Oana grabbed Max’s arm and pulled him into yet another nondescript room. Scanning the area for threats and cover, Max thought it unlikely a human had set foot in here in decades. Perhaps longer. When Oana ducked behind cover, Max followed her lead.
“Definitely Centaurian mercs,” she said, while inspecting her weapon. The woman pulled a fresh cartridge from her belt and reloaded the pistol. Max did the same. 
“Yeah, I saw that. But how? Why?”
Oana drew her lips into a thin line. “My guess? Your fixer sold you out.”
Max frowned. “My fixer is my ex-wife.” 
Oana had the good grace to look shocked. “Do you trust her?”
Max shook his head and frowned. “Not even a little, but this is too much, even for her.”
“Either way, it doesn’t matter. If they get this virus, everyone in Sol is in danger. We cannot let that happen.”
Max said nothing, but kept his eyes fixed on the room’s single entrance. This job was supposed to be easy. Get in, get the package, get out. Nothing with Sylvia was ever as easy as it seemed, but this job had gone so far off the rails, his mind couldn’t keep up.
Part of him wanted to focus on the money. A hundred thousand credits would see him setup comfortably for a few years. Then, there was the prospect of a bio-weapon. If Oana was telling the truth, the lives of billions of people had become his direct responsibility.
The thing about Oana was Max had served with her for nearly two decades in the Marine Corps. His trust in her integrity was absolute. He could say nothing of the sort about Sylvia. Sure, she’d be pissed, but he could take some pleasure in her anger. Max shook his head as he came to a decision.
“I’m with you, Oana.” Max watched the relief pass through the woman’s features. “Tell me you have a plan, though? How are we going to get through these guys?”
“Between us, we have, what? Two energy pistols and your freaky arm?” Max nodded. “That’s not enough. I keep a few weapons caches scattered about the Warrens. There’s one about half a klick away.”
“It might be possible. Those mercs are taking their time. If they had been Marines, we’d already be overwhelmed.”
Oana nodded. “They’re operating in Sol. Yeah, we’re the only ones anywhere near here, but they still have to err on the side of caution. My only worry is if they have a way to track us.”
“As long as we can move faster than them, it shouldn’t matter. As long as your weapons are still there, that is.”
Oana feigned hurt. “Of course they are. But we need to move now.”
Max said nothing. Instead, the pair stood and made their way back to the corridor. Placing his back to the frame of the hatch, Max readied himself to look for the mercenaries. He swung his body out, weapon in front of him. His eyes darted back and forth in a frantic search for the enemy. 
“Clear,” he said to Oana. She pushed past him and led the way at a brutal pace. Knowing the mercenaries could catch up with them at any time, Max kept his attention on their rear for the duration of the journey. Nothing happened. Whether it was luck, or they were walking into a trap, Max did not know. Instead of worrying about the unknown, he focused on the task ahead of him and refused to let his guard drop.
After a tense twenty minutes of traversing the detritus filled corridor, they arrived at an intersection. Oana led them to the right. Two minutes later, Max followed the woman through a hatch and into what would have been an apartment in any other part of the Station. Amongst the rubbish on the floor, Max saw the long discarded paraphernalia of drug use. Had he come across this place on his own, he would have walked away without a second thought. He knew at once that’s why Oana had chosen it. She had hidden in plain sight down to an art.
[image: image-placeholder]Max admired the assault rifle as he pressed the stock into his shoulder. After so many years in the Marines, carrying a weapon like this was second nature. It almost felt as if he were incomplete without it. “These came from the armory, didn’t they?”
“Yes,” Oana said. Max knew from her flat tone she would not be explaining any further. Part of him was irate at this sort of corruption being present in his beloved Corps. However, he was also grateful. If he and Oana had a chance against a squad of Centaurian mercenaries, they would need every tool they were fortunate enough to get their hands on.
Max eyeballed the modest pile of equipment Oana had retrieved from her cache. Most of it was useful. Apart from the two assault rifles, she had squirrelled away enough ammunition to fend off an army. Beyond that, there was basic body armor, and two pulse grenades for each of them. Max had never seen pulse grenades prove useful, but he was happy to have them over nothing. 
Satisfied that the gear was fit for purpose, Max loaded up what he could carry and ensured it was secured to his person. Oana did the same. After a moment, she turned to him. “I don’t really have a plan here, but there’s a disused docking bay down the way. It’s all wide-open spaces with tons of cover. If we could lure the mercs there, we might stand a chance.” Max took a moment to look around the cramped room and thought of the tight corridor. Oana was right. They needed space. With his assent, she led the way at a brisk pace.
When they arrived, Max took in the bay through widened eyes. Enormous, the space would have been capable of supporting dozens of shuttles, if not more. Despite the lack of spacecraft, the deck was filled with the flotsam of a spacefaring civilization. To his right, Max spotted the remnants of a camp. One of the Warren’s many groups of outcasts had once claimed this bay as their home. He didn’t dare ask what became of them, knowing the answer to be distasteful. 
His eyes then went to the many pillars that ran through the bay. Several meters thick, the support columns were perfect for cover and no energy weapon could penetrate them. Nodding with approval, Max’s attention went to the far wall. As if to further prove the amount of traffic the shuttle bay should support, five airlocks lined the outer bulkhead. Max’s eyes narrowed as he examined each one. “Are those operational?”
Oana followed Max’s pointed finger. “Probably. I’ve never heard of a broken airlock on the Station. The K’thal know their stuff with construction.”
Max nodded absently as the first foggy notions of a plan began forming in his head. The question was whether the Centaurians were dumb enough to fall for it. The best possible outcome would be to avoid a firefight. Unfortunately, the more he thought about it, the more he realized that luring trained mercenaries into an airlock would never work. He needed another plan. 
“I know that look,” Oana said.
Max scoffed not dismissively. “Do you know how to activate the virus?”
When she didn’t respond, he turned to her. The look of profound horror on her face made him regret being vague. “I do...”
“Just follow me, alright?”
Oana hesitated for a long time before nodding.
[image: image-placeholder]“This is the dumbest fucking idea I have ever heard.”
Max laughed from the outside of the airlock. “You’re telling me. But what else can we do?” Oana said nothing. “You just have to get it done. We’ll have company soon. They have to be tracking that device somehow.”
“Fine.”
Max had an inkling of how they were being tracked, but said nothing of it. 
A second later, Oana bolted out of the airlock, screaming for Max to shut it behind her. He activated the controls at once and followed Oana deeper into the bay. At what he hoped was a safe distance, he turned to watch the airlock’s outer doors open. He couldn’t see the device from his position, but the wave of relief that flooded his body felt euphoric. The bio-weapon was no more.
“We good?” Oana asked.
“For the sake of all of us, I hope so.” To himself, Max cursed as he watched a hundred thousand credits destroyed by the vacuum of space.
[image: image-placeholder]With the virus neutralized, Max and Oana planned their ambush at the shuttle bay’s entrance. They did not know how many enemies they might face, but they chose positions that gave them a clear view of the soon to be battlefield.
At one side, Max took cover in the disused camp. Oana’s position behind a pillar was further from the entrance, but she was the better marksman, and by a lot, if he remembered correctly. She had not argued the point.
An hour passed in silence, with neither Max nor Oana making a sound or moving so much as a muscle. Thousands of hours of training in fighting holes steeled them for the wait, and the eventual confrontation with the predators stalking their position. Max focused on his breath, knowing that if he let his thoughts run rampant, he wouldn’t be able to focus. Between Sylvia and her possible Centaurian employer, the bio-weapon no longer worth a hundred thousand credits in his pocket, and Oana’s presence, there were just too many questions. Instead, he needed to focus on the mercenaries headed his way.
Max’s breath caught in his throat at the sound of footsteps in the corridor. Seconds later, a man crossed the threshold, his assault rifle at the ready. Judging by how long they had been, the mercenaries must have cleared every room they had passed to get to the shuttle bay.
From his cover, Max had a clear shot. The mercenary’s body armor was a problem, however. Top of the line and brand new, it would have shielded the man from the worst Max’s assault rifle could do. 
Knowing he had to do something, Max broke away from everything he had ever learned as a Marine and went for the headshot. The merc’s neck whipped backwards before his body crumpled to the deck with a meaty thud.
One down.
Harmony knows how many there were to go.
The sound of their fallen comrade sent the other mercenaries rushing into the room. Max recognized the looks on their faces. They wore the expression of weary hunters who finally caught up to their prey after hours of nothing. Max had seen the same look on the faces of many young Marines, and he knew just how hungry they were. These men were dangerous, but so was he. Oana as well. 
As if on cue, a shot rang out from Oana’s pillar. Another merc dropped as more rushed in for a total of nine. The Centaurians had yet to locate either of their targets. Max and Oana pressed with that advantage and kept firing. By the time the mercs located them, five of the men were unconscious on the ground. That left four. Max felt a moment of relief. For the first time, it looked like he and Oana could walk away from this.
Watching the two men approach his position, Max couldn’t help the cruel smile that crept across his face. He wasn’t sure how Centaurian mercs got trained, but he knew CATcorp had no standing army. The two men stood less than a meter apart as they crept forward. Obviously, small unit tactics was not covered in their education.
For the second time, Max forwent the tenants of his training. This time, common sense went out of the window with it. He took one of Oana’s pulse grenades from its loop and pulled the pin. Instead of throwing it, he held it while counting slowly, his eyes never leaving the men still looking for his exact position. 
When he reached five, Max stood and lobbed the grenade. It landed with a thunk right between the two men. Their eyes widened, but Max negated any chance they had to react by cooking the grenade. It had been a stupid idea, suicidal even, but it worked. The grenade exploded, sending both men flying a few meters. 
Before he could relish in his victory, Oana screamed from behind her pillar. Max moved at once.
After twenty seconds, he approached Oana’s position to find one of the mercs standing over her, his rifle aimed at her head. The other was pinning her to the floor, screaming and pummeling her with his fist. 
Max did not wait to hear what he was saying. Raising his rifle, he aimed at the man on top of Oana, but he did not have a shot. Instead, he shot at the standing mercenary, dropping him instantly. Max rushed forward until he stood over Oana and her assailant. 
“Get the fuck off me!” she screamed before biting into the man’s hand. He cried out in pain, but his grip did not lessen. Given time, Max knew Oana would make quick work of the mercenary, but there was no need for that. He reached out with his prosthetic arm and grabbed the man by the neck. He felt the mercenary go rigid as he desperately tried to hold on to his quarry. Oana took the moment to lash out with her now free legs and kicked the man in the groin. He howled in pain and let go of the woman. 
Max raised his arm above his head. He thought about looking the merc in the eye, but decided he didn’t deserve that. Max threw the man with all the force in his prosthetic arm. He flew several meters to the next pillar and slammed into it with a sickening crunch. 
Satisfied the merc wasn’t getting back up, Max turned to Oana. “That was all of them?”
The woman sighed heavily. “They’d better hope so. I’ll kill the next one I see.”
Max looked around at the unconscious mercenaries and the damage the two of them had caused to the enemy force. By some minor miracle, they were alive. There was only one more problem to deal with.
[image: image-placeholder]For the first time since he had known her, Sylvia had run out of smug. Max held eye contact while she attempted to stare him down. When she gave up, Sylvia let out a frustrated cry and slammed a fist on her desk. “What the hell is wrong with you?” she asked.
Terrified he was going to lose control of his reaction, Max exercised every shred of discipline in his body and maintained his bearing. “With me? I didn’t send you after a bio-weapon without warning.” He spoke in a subdued tone. “Then there were the Centaurian mercenaries. It would have been nice to know about them.”
Sylvia sighed with a little too much pantomime. “For Harmony’s sake, Max. They weren’t going to harm you. All you had to do was give them the package, and they would have let you walk.”
Max’s jaw tightened as Sylvia confirmed his suspicions. “You knew Oana had the package, didn’t you? You sent me because you thought she might give it to me?”
“I sent you because you know how to get things done. It was my mistake to forget how loyal you are to your precious Marine Corps. Fat lot of good it has done for you.” Sylvia rested her forehead on her fist. Her eyes refused to meet Max’s.
He ignored the dig. “You were tracking me, weren’t you?”
Sylvia’s head came up, her expression incredulous. “What? Of course I was tracking you?”
“The arm?” For a moment, Sylvia said nothing, then gave the slightest nod. “It’s funny. If you had asked, I would have said yes. Instead, you have to do everything on your own terms. Nothing ever changes.”
“The terms were a hundred thousand credits, asshole. Now neither one of us gets paid.” 
“You know what? I’m done. This game you and I play? I’ve had enough. No more, Sylvia. After this stunt of yours, consider any debt I owe you paid in full. We’re done. Do not contact me again.” 
Sylvia scoffed. “What if Alice comes looking for you?”
He paused and inhaled sharply, but did not turn. “You said it yourself, love. We’re horrible people. She won’t come looking. That’s probably the best thing for her.” Before she could respond, Max walked out the door, vowing to never return.
[image: image-placeholder]Max made his way back to his apartment in Mars Side. After effectively telling Sylvia what she could do with herself, his relief felt palpable. Still, that didn’t erase everything that had happened. Not the virus, the ambush, nor that he had been manipulated in going to undermine a friend. There was only one thing for all that, and Max had a bottle of it waiting in his kitchen. It might be cheap swill, but it got the job done. After all, nobody had ever called him an expensive date. 
After rounding a corner, Max made out his door in the distance, as well as the person standing next to it. He pursed his lips, but accepted fate. If anybody deserved to get a word in, it was Oana. He flashed her a smile as he approached. “I hope you’re not here to ask me to save humanity again. I think I’ve had enough of that to last a while.”
“You and me both! Sorry for coming unannounced. I figured you’d turn me away.” Max said nothing. In the uncomfortable silence that followed, Oana let out a nervous chuckle. “Look, Max, I just wanted to say thank you. You saved my ass back there. Well, you saved everyone’s ass when you destroyed the virus. Who knew it would have been that easy? I wouldn’t have thought of using an airlock.”
Uncomfortable, Max didn’t know what to say. Unable to handle the compliments, he rubbed the back of his head. He did nothing more than the situation demanded, and certainly nothing worth praise.
Oana picked up on his discomfort and changed tack. “I’m not so good with words. Let’s try something else.” She unslung a satchel from her shoulder and lifted the flap. Max peered inside and smiled at the bottles.
“That’s more like it. You have good taste, Sandu.”
“I know.”
Max swiped at the control panel and opened his door. Without another word, Oana followed him inside.
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Survivor


By Todd McCaffrey 
The Canaris Rift is a strange place

[image: image-placeholder]“So, Yevgeny, tell me about the Rift,” Captain Adrian Wardlaw said to his assistant tactical officer, Yevgeny Kislev. Captain Wardlaw was sprawled comfortably in his command chair while Ensign Kislev was hunched over his tactical displays. The captain’s question had forced him to turn away from his consoles toward his captain.
“The Canaris Rift?” Yevgeny asked. The captain nodded, pointing to the displays in front of them. The displays which showed their current location and their current dire situation.
“The Canaris Rift is a place where space thins,” Yevgeny said, closing his eyes to better concentrate. Also to avoid the look of disdain on Commodore Omicron Katzelos’ face. It was rumored that “Pucker face” Katzelos always looked sour but that didn’t stop the mere ensign from worrying. “It’s close to Canaris Prime, a neutron star, so it’s understandable that the heavy gravity well of that star would warp space and time around it.” 
Wardlaw nodded and waved for him to proceed.
“But where the Rift is… it’s weirder,” Yevgeny said. 
Katzelos snorted. “Tell me something I don’t know!”
The ATO gave his captain a nervous look. Wardlaw waved two fingers in his direction, inviting him to continue.
“Ever since it was discovered, it’s been a bone of contention among the star nations — and empires — that know of its existence: The Vivat, Shi Yuan, Penzance, Devon, Nardik, the Union Of Free Stars. Even further in, the empire of Yung Chow knows about the Rift.”
Ensign Kislev licked his lips and continued, “Nouveau Franconia perhaps has the best claim to it, being nearest to it in space but it has only a small population split among three star systems, and is relatively new to the game, compared to the others.”
“Yes, yes, we know,” Commodore Katzelos murmured.
“Continue,” Captain Wardlaw said.
Yevgeny licked his lips and took a breath. “It has been the start of many wars but no one-star nation has ever held the Rift for long.
“The Vivat seem to have the second best claim. This race of superhumans control twelve star systems that they admit to — and there are dark rumors that they control hundreds more. However, in battle, the Vivat fare poorly, using small ships and older, static tactics.”
“And why is that?” Commodore Katzelos asked. “How come the supermen don’t win?”
The ensign shot a desperate look at his captain but Wardlaw merely waved for him to continue. “Against them, the Nardik always win. However, the Nardik always seem to win in any reasonably fair encounter. Many think they just build the best ships but others whisper that they have more power than just that.
“Penzance, like Nouveau Franconia, is a set of star systems controlled by pirates.”
“Do you know why we call ourselves Neff?” Commodore Katzelos said with a wry snort. He pointed to the screen and the green lights on it — a small smatter of friendly ships surrounded by many many more red enemies. “It’s because when we need them, we Neffer have enough ships!”
Ensign Kislev shot his captain an alarmed look. The fleet commodore was saying that. Wardlaw smiled and motioned for him to continue once more.
“While we renounced piracy, Penzance embraced it,” Kislev said. “We maintain a wary peace, hence our fleet.”
“And Shi Yuan? What about them?” Katzelos prompted.
“Shi Yuan is a splinter of the older, larger Yung Chow empire. The younger empire is not as large but builds better ships and has better tactics. Although several princelings have set up their own pirate empires,” Kislev replied quickly and then added, “Sir.”
“Signal the Fleet, all stop,” Captain Adrian Wardlaw said in a quiet voice to his communications officer, Commander Doris Dennison.
“All stop, aye sir,” Commander Dennison replied. Wardlaw grunted in satisfaction as the speed of the heavy cruiser, Fearless decelerated to zero. Around her, the rest of the Fleet of Nouveau Franconia stopped. 
The Fleet.  Three heavy cruisers, two destroyers!
Commodore Katzelos grunted and swore under his breath.
Sixty missile launchers. One hundred and twenty missiles. Fire them all and… well, the cupboard was bare. 
The two DDs had ten missiles each and five launchers. The CAs had — well, Fearless had eighteen launchers and thirty-six missiles. The other two — Bujold and Weber, older ships both — had only sixteen launchers and thirty-two missiles.
Two salvos. Then… nada.
“Deploy the screen,” Captain Wardlaw said.
“Fleetwide?” Tactical Officer Thaddeus ‘Thad’ Laurence asked.
“Just ours,” Captain Wardlaw said. “And low gee, we don’t want to make too big of a stink.”
Laurence smiled and nodded.
“Good idea,” Commodore Omicron Katzelos agreed, moving to stand beside Wardlaw. “Missiles?”
“Who would we target?” Wardlaw replied with a shrug. “We’ve got how many fleets out there?”
Katzelos shrugged and nodded glumly. He moved closer to Wardlaw and whispered in his ear, “We’re all going to die.”
Captain Wardlaw turned his head up to his commanding officer and smiled.
And they waited.
“Drones have data,” Laurence reported an hour later. “We’ve got positive ID on three battlecruisers — Vivat — four heavy cruisers tentatively ID’d as Shi Yuan with an undetermined number of supporting destroyers —”
“Probably a flotilla,” Wardlaw guessed. “So twelve DDs.”
“And we’ve picked up traces of three more ships,” Laurence said, pointing to a blinking set of dots on the far edge of his display. “Tentatively, I’d say they’re at least cruisers, maybe battlecruisers —”
“Penzance?” the commodore mused.
“It would be consistent with their location,” Commander Laurence agreed.
“The Vivat must have more ships than just the BCs,” Wardlaw said. “Probably a cruiser squadron and three flotillas.”
“Mm,” Katzelos murmured in agreement. “That’s SOP for them, isn’t it?” Captain Wardlaw nodded.
“So three from Penzance, maybe more,” Wardlaw summarized, “A fleet from the Vivat, a squadron from Shi Yuan.”
“The odds seem a little disproportionate,” Omicron Katzelos said with a bitter look.
“Captain!” Laurence sang out. “I’ve got a new contact!” He frowned. “It’s — it looks like it came through the Rift, sir!” Laurence examined his displays, frowned, and refined his data. “It’s very small. We were lucky, we only spotted it because it popped in right next to one of our drones, sir.”
“Really?” Wardlaw said. “What is it?”
“Mass… about fifty kilos, maybe less,” Laurence said. The icon changed and suddenly started flashing, coupled with a soft beeping noise. “Sir! It’s a spacesuit!” He peered down at the display. “Picking up life signs.”
“Dispatch a shuttle, get it back!” Captain Wardlaw ordered immediately. He punched his comm unit. “Sick Bay, send an emergency team to the Boat Bay.”
“Aye, sir,” came the reply.
“So… what do we do?” Commodore Katzelos said to his fleet captain.
“Laurence, I need you to refine the data on the Vivat,” Wardlaw said. “Are there just three BCs or are we looking at a full fleet?”
“Aye sir, on it,” the tactical officer replied.
“And while we’re at it, Ensign Kislev, see if you can get more data on those supposed Penzance ships. I want to know for certain if they’re BCs or CAs. And whether they have any support.”
“Aye sir,” Ensign Kislev said. “But to do that, sir, I’ll have to move the drones in closer.”
“Yes, agreed,” Wardlaw said. “However, stagger it, so we have some in reserve if they get our first ones.”
“Aye sir.”
Wardlaw turned to the commodore. “If we go with these numbers —”
“We’ve got a nine to one disadvantage,” Commodore Katzelos spat out.
“Yeah, but if our intel is right, we’ve got an advantage against Penzance,” Captain Wardlaw pointed out.
“So what? We get the Vivat and the Shi Yuan to destroy each other? While leaving us alone?” the commodore said grumpily. “Or we take out Penzance and hope the others will be cowed? By our empty tubes?”
“Probably not,” Wardlaw agreed. “But… there is a possibility.”
“Yeah, slim and none.”
Captain Wardlaw smiled and laughed like he didn’t have a care in the world. After a moment, Commodore Katzelos joined in. The rest of the bridge crew exchanged looks and relaxed. If the brass wasn’t worried, well why should they be?
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“Yes,” Lieutenant Commander Janis Semovich replied. He grinned through his suit visor. “Does it show?”
“Only a little, sir,” Ellis said, popping the gum she was chewing — strictly against regs — in her own spacesuit.
“We’re an hour out, may as well rest while you can,” Ensign Roderick Bowman commed from the flight deck.
“Spacer,” Semovich said, “what’s the scuttlebutt say on this one?”
Ellis snapped her gum again and shook her head. “Scuttlebutt’s got nothing, sir.”
Semovich raised an eyebrow. “That’s interesting.”
“All I know, sir, is that this suit came through the Rift,” Ellis said after a moment. “And we’ve got faint readings.”
“Through the Rift?” Semovich said. “I thought nothing ever came through the Rift.”
“First time for everything, sir,” Ellis replied with a shrug.
[image: image-placeholder]“I want to EVA for recovery,” Dr. Semovich told the flight ensign when they were close enough to get good reads on the suit. “There’s no telling what is up.”
“Check for booby traps,” Ensign Bowman replied. “Won’t be the first time.” A moment later, he added, “Ellis, go along with the doc.”
“Aye sir,” Ellis replied. She turned to Semovich. “How many EVAs do you have, sir?”
“Counting this one?” Semovich asked. Ellis nodded. “Two.”
“Uh-huh,” Ellis said, not surprised. “Well, sir, if you will, please follow my lead.”
“Absolutely,” Semovich replied. He waved toward the airlock. “You first.”
Ellis nodded and cycled through the airlock. Attached to the hull of the shuttle, she called back, “Come on out, sir.”
Semovich joined her minutes later. He used the suit’s sights to zero in on the distant spacesuit. He had to use maximum magnification. “Huh,” he said, “is that one of ours?”
“Sir?” Ellis said. She repeated his sighting and grunted. “If it is, it’s really old.”
“What does telemetry say?” Ensign Bowman, who was following on their frequency, asked.
“Some of those systems are fried, sir,” Ellis reported after a moment. “In fact, sir, if we’re going to do anything, we need to go now. Max thrust.”
“Yup,” Janis Semovich replied laconically. “Lead the way, spacer.”
“Agreed,” Bowman called from inside the shuttle.
“I’d like to slave your unit to mine, sir, if that’s acceptable,” Ellis replied.
“How many EVAs do you have, Miz Ellis?” Janis asked.
“More than you, sir,” Ellis replied.
“Very well, slaving to your control,” Semovich replied. A moment later, his helmet display changed and he felt the gentle push of his thrusters as, under remote control, Spacer Ellis guided them toward the distant spacesuit.
“Five minutes,” Ellis reported. “Good burn, clear target.”
“Can you get any more telemetry?” Semovich asked. “Shuttle?”
“Aye, sir, on it,” Ensign Bowman replied. A moment later he called back, “It’s an old system, sir. My computers are — wait a minute! We’ve got a lock. Jeez! This system is thirty years old!”
“Thirty years?” Semovich said. “And it’s still active?”
“All systems are green, power at eighty per cent,” Bowman replied a moment later. “Life support… sir, you’d best get there quick. I’m going to maneuver closer to you.”
“Have a crash cart standing by,” Semovich ordered as the telemetry was relayed to him.
“Fuel’s out,” Bowman reported. “Oxygen is running low, sir. If we don’t make a pick up soon…”
“Disconnecting,” Ellis called. “Sir, if you don’t mind, I’ll do the rendezvous.”
“We’re two meters out, Ellis,” Janis replied. “And I can grab her just as well as you. So, no. Preparing to grapple.”
“Your call, sir,” Ellis said, sounding resigned.
Janis Semovich hoped he was making the right call. But he felt an urgent need to get direct readings from the other suit. And he knew a hell of a lot more about the human body than the young spacer — that was his expertise. He reached forward with a grapple, activated the magnet and was relieved when he heard the click of a solid contact. 
“Contact!” he called out just before his world twisted and he was tumbling through space, thoroughly disoriented.
“Sir!” Ellis called. “Sir, you’ve matched the suit’s inertia.”
Right, Janis thought to himself. “Stabilizers activated,” he called out. His suit thrusters fired once, twice, three times — and then the universe stopped tumbling around him. He had already forced himself to concentrate on the faceplate of the other suit.
“There’s someone inside,” Janis reported. “She’s a woman, twenties. She’s breathing.”
“Very good, sir,” Ellis said. “I’m coming up on her other side and we’ll fly back side by side.”
“Roger,” Janis replied, not taking his eyes off the woman. He jerked when her eyes opened for a moment and stared at him but, just as suddenly, they closed again, unconscious. “I’m going to slave my O2 to hers, she’s running out.”
“Roger,” Ellis replied.
A moment later, Janis swore. “Nope, the connections are too different! We need to hustle, Ellis. O2 is dropping.”
They hustled.
Bowman opened the big rear hatch, venting his load of atmosphere into space, to let them enter quickly. Inside, the rear hatch closed, the shuttle started hissing as the emergency air flowed.
Janis and Ellis maneuvered the spacesuit onto a gurney.
“Thirty years old if it’s a day!” Ellis swore as they stared down at the suit. She pulled up displays and swore. “I don’t know how to open it, sir!”
“Okay, can we get the helmet off, at least?” Semovich said. Thirty years or three hundred, spacesuit helmets hadn’t changed much.
“Uh, yessir,” Ellis said. “Pretty standard.”
But… security, Janis thought to himself. He swore. “Bowman, contact Fearless and tell them that I am authorizing an emergency potentially hazardous biohazard.”
“Sir?” Bowman said.
“We don’t know what is in this suit from a bio point of view,” Janis said. “But if we don’t open it soon, the person inside will die. So I’m telling them that I’m going to contaminate our shuttle to save her life.” Janis glanced up at Ellis who nodded in agreement.
“Uh, yes sir,” Ensign Bowman replied. 
A moment later, Captain Wardlaw came on comms. “Report.”
“Sir, this is commander Semovich. We have an unknown person in a spacesuit who may or may not comprise a biohazard. If we want her alive, we’ll have to risk it.”
“Okay,” Wardlaw said. “Do your best.”
“Roger,” Janis replied, nodding to Ellis. “Let’s pop the helmet.” He lifted a hand vac as Ellis opened the helmet and took a quick air sample. He bagged it and tagged it. “We can send that over to the ship for analysis.”
“Can I help, sir?” Ensign Bowman said as he entered the long rear of the combat shuttle.
“Can you send that sample for analysis?” Janis said. He glanced down at the woman in the suit. He pressed his gloved hand against the side of her jaw and frowned at her.
She was beautiful, that much he could tell. Her eyelids fluttered and then popped open. She stared up at him and blinked. She had intense blue eyes which contrasted sharply with her raven hair. There was still a small dusting of freckles across the bridge of her nose.
“Hi,” Janis said comfortingly. “We’ve got you. Can you tell us your name?”
“Branford, Victoria, Ensign, Nautilus,” the woman replied quickly. Then she closed her jaw firmly and closed her eyes tightly.
Beyond her head, Ensign Bowman tapped in a quick query and hissed in surprise. Janis looked over to him.
“Sir, there was a Nautilus,” Bowman replied. Janis gave him an encouraging look. “But it was reported missing over thirty years ago.”
“Where?”
“Here, sir,” Bowman said. “In the last battle of the Canaris Rift. Presumed destroyed, lost with all hands.” His comm pad beeped and he looked down at it. “There was a ‘Branford’ in the crew. She was twenty-six years old. Ensign.”
“Twenty-six?” Janis repeated. He turned to Ellis. “Let’s get her out of this suit.”
[image: image-placeholder]It took them an hour to clear the shuttle of biohazards, dock with Fearless, and get the patient transferred to Sick Bay. They cut through her suit to get her out. She looked panicked. She was wearing an old spacer uniform.
“Where am I?”
“You’re on the heavy cruiser Fearless,” Janis said. “We found you floating near the rift. Can you tell us more?”
Ensign Branford frowned in thought then shook her head. “There was an explosion. The captain had us suit up. And then…” She shrugged. “I don’t remember any more.”
“Well, you’ve been through the ringer,” Janis said. “Why don’t you relax and let us take care of you?”
[image: image-placeholder]Back on the bridge, Doris Dennison on comms said, “Captain, Sick Bay.”
“Put it through, please,” Wardlaw replied. He punched up the connection on his command chair. “Captain.”
“Sir, this is Lieutenant Commander Semovich, sir,” came the reply. Captain Wardlaw raised an eyebrow and glanced over to the commodore questioningly.
“New man,” Katzelos grumbled. “First time in space. Mostly groundside. Psych ward.” Omicron Katzelos was the guiding light of the fleet. He was a great administrator and had spent his years painfully building the fleet into something that — if it weren’t reduced once again to so much rubble — might be worthy of pride, someday.
“Yes, commander,” Wardlaw said.
“We recovered one person, sir,” Semovich reported. “She identifies herself as an Ensign Branford, Nautilus.”
“Nautilus?” Katzelos exclaimed. He glanced down to his fleet captain. “Lost with all hands over thirty years ago.”
“I believe she came through the Rift, sir,” Semovich said. “The spacesuit she wore matches her claim.”
Katzelos snorted, shaking his head. “What a great day for her to come back! Just in time to get killed properly.”
“Sir?” Semovich said.
“Just another of the commodore’s jokes, son,” Captain Wardlaw said. “Keep me informed.”
“Aye sir.”
Captain Wardlaw cut the connection and turned to the commodore. 
The commodore read his expression and grinned bitterly. “You were hoping for some secret weapon from the Rift? Something that would destroy fifty-seven ships at once?”
Wardlaw gave him a sheepish shrug.
“Ever the optimist!”
[image: image-placeholder]“Sir,” Petty Officer Alan Rubens said to Commander Semovich an hour later. “I’ve got the lab work back.”
“And?”
“Sir, would you look at these readings?” Rubens said. “They just don’t make sense to me.”
“Let’s see them,” Semovich said, reaching for the datapad that the PO had in his hand. Rubens passed it over. Semovich read the first page, flicked to the second, then the third, then back to — “That can’t be!”
“That’s what I said, sir,” Rubens said. “I thought maybe I’d missed something but —”
“Run the tests again, PO,” Semovich said. “But run a diagnostic on the unit first.”
“I will, sir,” Rubens said. “But, sir, those tests come from three different machines.” He shook his head. “And they all show the same thing.”
“Well,” Semovich said, “there’s no way that she could have gone into the Rift aged twenty-six and come back out only twenty-four years old.”
Rubens nodded then he looked around to make sure they were alone. “Could she be a plant, sir? A spy?”
Semovich blinked in surprise. “In a thirty year-old space suit?” He asked dubiously. “It seems a stretch. Why not plant someone more likely?”
Rubens shrugged. “I don’t know, sir. And it is a stretch.” He turned away. “I’ll run the diagnostics and then I’ll run the tests again.” He turned back to ask, “Is it okay if I pull fresh blood from her?”
Semovich considered the request. “Go right ahead.” He waved the petty officer on his way and turned back to his copy of the reports. “‘Curiouser and curiouser, said Alice,’” he said, quoting from Alice In Wonderland.
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“Did you get the readings?”
“No sir, not yet,” Kislev said. “It’s just that… I’m getting some sort of flutter.”
“Flutter?”
Kislev nodded and bit his lip. “I can’t quite place it, sir. It’s sorta like ambient noise and omnidirectional — at least around the fleet — but…”
Wardlaw nodded and turned to his Comms officer. “Doris? Are you getting any noise? Flutter?”
“Let me check, sir,” Commander Dennison replied, turning back to her controls. She turned back again. “Can you give me five minutes? I’ll run it through a noise filter.”
“Have at it,” Wardlaw said with a genial wave. He nodded to Kislev, releasing him to return to his station.
“‘Flutter,’” Commodore Katzelos muttered. “That’s a name for nerves I haven’t heard before.”
“Commodore, didn’t you hand pick this crew, sir?” Captain Wardlaw asked in a voice that didn’t carry. 
The commodore scowled at him and shook his head. “Maybe I’m getting too old.”
[image: image-placeholder]“Commander,” Petty Officer Rubens said as he knocked on the doorframe of Janis Semovich’s office. Janis turned to him and invited him in with a wave of his hand. The PO looked grim. “I ran the results again.”
“Yes?” Janis said.
“Well, sir, there’s no difference,” Rubens said.
“Really?”
“Except —”
Commander Semovich raised an eyebrow.
“Well, sir, I didn’t think anything about it the first time,” Rubens said reluctantly.
“What?”
“Well, you know with our tests we take a blood sample and use all of it in our diagnostics,” Ruben said. Semovich nodded. “So… if you take all the sample amounts they should add up to the original mass, right?”
Janis waggled a hand. “There might be some residuals.”
“Yes, sir, that’s what I thought,” Rubens said. “But when I added everything up, I got 99.5% of the original.”
“Yes…”
“Twice, sir,” Rubens said. “It’s like 0.5% of the sample wasn’t used by any of the tests.”
“Hmm,” Janis said. “Tell you what, PO. Go back and get another sample, confirm that discrepancy and then find out what it is.”
“You mean what didn’t get consumed in the tests?”
Janis nodded. “Exactly.”
“Yes sir,” Rubens said. Janis looked up when the petty officer still loitered in his door.
“What, PO?”
“Well, sir, what do I tell her?” Rubens asked.
“Tell her there was a weird reading and we want to double-check,” Janis said. “Tell her that it’s SOP.”
“Okay, sir,” Rubens said reluctantly, turning and heading back to the sick berths.
Janis went back to his notes and dark thoughts about the powers of the Canaris Rift. How did someone survive thirty years in a spacesuit? What about radiation? Hell, what about oxygen?
Janis’ reflections were brought to an abrupt halt when the sounds in the sick bay rose to a higher pitch. Rubens and the survivor. Perplexed, he rose from his chair to see what the problem was.
“No!” Ensign Branford cried, pulling her arm away from Rubens and his needle. “You took blood twice —” she spotted Janis and turned her attention to him “— why do you need more?”
“Ensign,” Janis said sternly, “you’ve been missing for thirty years. We’ll take as many samples as we want.” He saw the way she cringed from Rubens and came around the far side of her bed where her other hand was held in restraints. Relenting, he said, “Do you want me to take the sample?”
Branford considered this for a moment and nodded silently. Janis had a moment to note how the flick of her hair made her more alluring and then chided himself harshly. She was a patient. And she was… well, she could hardly be called younger than him, giving the missing thirty years. But she looked younger. And… ensign. Lower rank.
Janis gestured to Rubens who released the needle and sampling gear readily. With a nod to his officer, he turned and left the room. Janis had no problem with that, the PO was pretty good at his job — although Janis had no firsthand experience of the sick birth attendant’s dexterity in drawing blood.
“Okay,” Janis said. And then he raised a hand and pointed outside. “What’s that?” Branford turned in alarm and Janis deftly sunk the needle into a good vein.
Branford turned back to him. “What’s what?”
“Nothing,” Janis lied smoothly. 
Then Branford noticed that he had the needle in her arm and was pulling blood. She nodded at him, impressed. “I didn’t feel a thing.”
Janis nodded happily, pulled another vial of blood, pulled out the needle, dropped a cotton swab over the puncture and pulled her other hand over to apply pressure. He didn’t say anything, by now Branford knew the drill.
“Thank you,” she said. Then she frowned. “Should I be worried?”
“After surviving thirty years in a space suit?” Janis asked with a chuckle.
“I don’t remember much,” Branford confessed, turning her head away from him.
“We’re working on a number of theories,” Janis said. Well, he was working on a number of theories, each more preposterous than the first. Time stasis was his first.
“Such as?”
Janis shook his head and held up the vials of blood. “We’ll know more soon, Ensign.”
“When can I report for duty?” Branford asked. Janis blinked. Branford waved a hand around the room, waved at her hospital gown, and said, “I just feel so… useless.” She turned back to him. “I should be doing something.” Her eyes took on a lost look. “I keep thinking that —”
“What?” Janis prompted gently.
Branford groped for words. “There’s something important. Something I should be doing. And if I don’t —”
Janis noticed that her monitors showed increased stress. He smiled down at her. “What you should be doing, Ensign, is resting.” He wagged a finger at her. “And maybe considering how astronomical your back pay will be.”
Branford smiled wanly and raised her cuffed hand. “Could I at least get out of this? It’s scratchy.” The cuff was a cloth Velcro combination.
“Well,” Janis said thoughtfully, “it’s not as though you have far to go.”
“I’m on a spaceship, right?”
Janis nodded.
“And we’re still in Rift space?”
Janis nodded again, then leaned forward and opened up the cuff, releasing her wrist. Branford smiled at him and raised the freed hand, rubbing where it had been irritated.
Branford’s eyes grew… anxious. She glanced around. “Can I get up? Get dressed?”
“I’m sorry,” Janis said, shaking his head, “but we’d prefer to keep you here until we’ve finished our tests.” He raised a hand to halt her protest. “After that, I’m sure the captain will be more than delighted to greet you.”
Branford pouted, sighed, and dropped her head back on her pillow in resignation.
With a parting wave with one hand and the samples in the other, Janis left the room, pulling the curtains across for privacy.
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“Excuse me, Captain,” Commander Dennison on Comms called out. Captain Wardlaw turned to her and waved an acknowledgement. “Sir, I’ve finished analyzing that noise the ATO found and… well, it seems to be intelligent.”
Commodore Katzelos frowned. “A drone, maybe?”
Dennison shrugged. “I can’t localize it, sir. It seems to be coming from —” she glanced at her displays “— zero two zero by one five zero, sir. Range indefinite.”
Wardlaw and Katzelos looked at the star display which the Comms officer had conveniently light up with the coordinates. It was empty. Well…
“Depending on the range, sir, it’s either smack in the middle of us or in between the Vivat fleet and the Penzance fleet,” Commander Laurence remarked.
Katzelos turned to Wardlaw. “Do the Vivat have something new?”
Wardlaw considered the question and flicked up two fingers in a shrug. “It would be rather… novel of them.”
“And they don’t do novel,” Katzelos agreed sourly. “So the pirates?”
“Again, not so subtle,” Wardlaw said. He turned to Dennison. “What do you need us to do to refine the data?”
“A probe?” Dennison guessed. “Or —”
Wardlaw held up a hand and turned to the Commodore. “What are the odds of us changing the power curves on one of the DDs and sending it in?”
“Make it look like what?”
“A Vivat DD,” Wardlaw said.
Katzelos shook his head. “We don’t have their codes —” he broke off as he saw Wardlaw’s eyes dancing “— we do have the codes?”
“Only some,” Wardlaw admitted. “One of the Shi Yuan pirates traded with us just before we broke orbit.” Katzelos raised an eyebrow. “I was going to tell you about it, sir —” Wardlaw grinned “— at the appropriate time.”
“Okay, so we send in — what, Eagle or Harmony? — and hope they don’t get blown to bits,” Katzelos ventured. “And learn what?”
“And how does it change our mission?” Wardlaw added.
“Our mission is to protect our control of the Rift,” Katzelos reminded him.
“Well, sir, knowledge is power,” Wardlaw replied.
“And sending off one of our DDs means giving up a twelfth of our power,” Katzelos said grumpily. He closed his eyes for a moment. “Do it.”
“Eagle is newest,” Wardlaw said. Katzelos nodded in agreement. “Doris, punch up Eagle and let them know they get to prove their loyalty to the King.”
Doris smiled. “Did you want to speak with the captain, sir?”
Wardlaw turned to Katzelos questioningly. The commodore heaved a sigh and shook his head. Captain Wardlaw turned back to his communications officer. “No, Doris, just wish them godspeed.”
“Aye sir,” Commander Dennison said, her tone neutral. She sent the message. “Message received and acknowledged.” Her brow crinkled a moment later. “There’s a reply, sir, but I think it’s garbled.”
“Put it on,” Wardlaw said.
“Te moratori salutate.” The message read.
Wardlaw shook his head with a grimace. The commodore raised an eyebrow in question. “Those who are about to die, salute you.”
“That’s young Alberts, right?” Katzelos said. Wardlaw nodded. “Good man. Top marks.” Then he turned and walked a circuit of the bridge, looking off into the distance and seeing nothing.
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“Weird how?” Janis said, gesturing for the PO to relay the data to his console.
“We still get that 0.5%, sir,” Rubens said. “And it’s consistent. But I’ve managed to isolate some — not all — of the compounds.”
“And?”
“Nothing I’ve ever seen before, sir, that’s why the instruments couldn’t identify them,” Rubens said. “But some of them are definitely neural.”
“Neural?”
“Still analyzing, as I said, sir but — well, at least one them is a sort of glial cell variant, another is a totally new class of neuron and — well, there’s some inorganics in the mix,” Rubens said.
“Inorganics?” Janis frowned. “PO, hemoglobin has inorganics. Iron.”
“Yes sir, so do a lot of bodily chemicals,” Rubens agreed. “But none of them match what we’re seeing.”
“So what does this mean?”
Rubens shrugged. “It could mean that the ensign was irradiated and her body survived by making new proteins, I suppose.”
“Any other signs of radiation damage?”
“No sir,” Rubens said, “that’s what got me wondering: what if these mutations saved her, sir?”
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“Status change!” Commander Laurence sang out. “Multiple Vivat ships have changed course, sir.”
“Heading?” Wardlaw asked with a sinking feeling.
“Various,” Laurence said.
“They spotted Eagle,” Katzelos said gruffly. “And they’re trying not to tip their hand.”
“Or they just spotted that noise we’re tracking,” Wardlaw countered.
The commodore considered the notion for a moment and grunted in acceptance.
“Red Alert,” Wardlaw said. “Prepare all tubes.”
“Target, sir?”
“Belay that,” Wardlaw said. “Just a half salvo, just us. Three each on each of the Vivat BCs.”
“If we do that, they’ll wipe us out,” Katzelos warned.
Wardlaw nodded. “Possibly,” he agreed. “Or it might just be enough to invite the others to join in the feeding frenzy.”
“Get the others to wipe out the Vivat and then see?” Katzelos mused. Adrian nodded. “Very well, captain. Proceed.”
Commander Dennison lifted the plastic cage over the Red Alert button and pressed down even as she called out ship wide, “Red Alert! Red Alert! All hands to battle stations! Missile crews to the ready!”
[image: image-placeholder]Janis looked up in alarm as the red lights in the corridors outside started flashing and the klaxon filled the ship. He turned to Rubens and started to say something when a flash of clothing tore by outside his office. He turned to Rubens but the petty officer was turned to Janis and so didn’t see it.
Janis jumped up from his chair and rushed out, followed by a confused Rubens. Janis turned back to him to shout, “Get the medkit! She ran off!” And then Janis tore down the corridor.
He was too late to stop her at the lift. He got there just as the doors closed. He found the nearest intercom. “Security, Ensign Branford has left sick bay. Please find her and bring her back.” He really wanted to scream. Strange chemicals. Thirty years — what else? He punched a new comm. “Rubens? What age?”
“Sir?” Rubens said, panting, racing to catch up.
“The latest readings, what’s her age?”
“Same as the last two times,” Ruben wheezed, moving to stand beside the commander. “Twenty-four, sir.”
“She was twenty-six when she was lost.” The lift doors hissed open and Janis pulled the PO in with him. As the doors closed, Janis ordered, “Bridge.”
“She’s already there, sir,” Rubens said. He gave the young commander a reassuring look. “They’ll handle her.”
[image: image-placeholder]Captain Wardlaw turned as the lift doors hissed opened and just had a glimpse of a gown-glad woman before she streaked past him, looked around the bridge frantically, spotted Tactical and charged toward it.
“No, no, NO!” She screamed, slamming into Laurence who, unawares, flew out of his chair. “No,” the woman cried wildly, turning, spotting the captain and begging him, “All the missiles! Now!”
Captain Wardlaw blinked. And then it was too late. Her fingers flew over the control panels with blinding speed. Superhuman speed. Before he could rise from his chair, she punched the firing button and the ship lurched. 
The ship lurched again as another salvo flew into space.
“Missiles away!” Kislev said. He blinked and turned to the captain. “Sir, one hundred and ten missiles are away!”
“What?” Katzelos barked.
“Grab her!” Laurence called as he stumbled to his feet and pointed to the gowned ensign.
The lift doors hissed open, and a commander and petty officer sprang out, spotted the gowned woman and raced toward her.
“No, no, no!” The woman screamed, spotting them. She jumped up from the seat and put up her arms defensively. “No, I had to do it. Don’t you see?” She waved a hand toward the display. “Don’t you see them?”
“The Vivat?” Katzelos barked. “Of course we see them!”
The gowned woman shook her head. “No, not them! Them!” She waved her hand again at the displays. Captain Wardlaw frowned as he realized that she was pointing to the noise.
“Ensign,” he began slowly, “what do you —?”
“Impact!” Kislev sang out. “Multiple impacts!” He turned to the captain, his eyes wide. “Sir, they weren’t there before.”
“What?”
Laurence pulled up his chair and quickly tapped in some commands.
“You’re too slow,” the woman snapped, throwing him out of his chair and seating herself. “Prepare to plot,” she said to Kislev, sending a bunch of data his way.
“Um…?” Kislev said, looking at the captain and the commodore.
“Do it, Yevgeny,” Captain Wardlaw said in a resigned tone, shooting a glance toward Laurence who had been thrown two meters by a small, scrawny woman. He held up a hand to the two sick bay men, causing them to halt.
“Sir,” Yevgeny Kislev said a moment later, “We’re getting solid reads on — shit! Fifty ships. And… sir they’re huge!”
“How huge?” Captain Wardlaw asked in a small voice.
“Battleships, maybe dreadnoughts.”
“Oh, great, and now we have more people pissed off with us,” Katzelos murmured.
“The targets… sir, the targets are breaking up!” Kislev said. “They’re —” he glanced to the gowned woman in awe. “Sir, all of the new targets are destroyed. Sir.”
Commodore Katzelos hissed out a breath in amazement, turning to the woman. “How did you know?”
“I tried to tell you,” the woman said, leaning back from the consoles. “I saw them. They were… well, I saw them.”
Commander Semovich moved forward and gently put a hand on the woman’s shoulder. “Why don’t we get you back to sick bay, ensign? Then we can get you a proper uniform.”
Ensign Victoria Branford blinked, looked down at her hospital gown, looked over at Captain Wardlaw with widening eyes and gasped when she spotted the broad stripes of Commodore Katzelos. Meekly, she nodded. “Yes, sir.”
“Sir,” Commander Dennison called, “We’re being hailed.”
“By whom?” Captain Wardlaw asked.
“Well, sir, everyone,” Dennison said.
Ensign Victoria Branford turned back to catch the captain’s eyes as she passed him. She gave him a nod and a grin. “I’m sure you’ll find this an interesting exercise in bluff and diplomacy.” Wardlaw’s brows rose but he nodded. “I wish you all the joy of it, sir.” 
She turned her head to Commodore Katzelos. “Admiral.”
Katzelos shook his head. “Commodore.”
Ensign Branford smiled and shook her head. “Oh, not for much longer, sir!”
~FIN~
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The Taking of Haulus Max 5


By Craig Martelle 
Even if you don’t want to, sometimes you still have to do it yourself.

[image: image-placeholder]“Final approach,” he heard himself saying. “Inverting and slowing. Activate the landing pad.”
It was rote memory. He couldn’t feel his toes, let alone come up with an original thought. The cold of space held him in its ugly grip. Turning down the heat was an easy way to save power.
“Landing pad seven zero. Register at the outer marker and bring it in. All ahead slow.”
He was already at the outer marker. In slow motion, he registered. The auto-pilot had it. He huddled within himself to preserve what heat was left in his body. 
[image: image-placeholder]A gruff council sat behind a U-shaped table. They grunted and snorted like prized stallions ready to launch out a starting gate. It was nothing less than an inquisition. 
“What happened to the cargo ship? Where is our stuff?” they demanded to know. The same question asked in a hundred different ways.
“I’m not going back out there unless it’s with a fleet of warships,” Paolo Bendini said to forestall the question they didn’t ask. When was he taking the shuttle to find the freighter named Haulus Max 5?
“There will be no fleet to hold your hand, Junior Pilot Bendini. We paid for your flight training and certifications. You’ll do as we order for the next four years. So, you’ll go back out there. You’ll find our ship, and you’ll bring it back. We can state it no more clearly than that. We don’t wish to threaten you with time in the brig.”
They already had. Gaslighting and duplicity. The council wasn’t filled with the most reliable truthsayers. They cared about only one thing. The bottom line.
Paolo, who went by Paul had never thought about being called before them. Commercial piloting had been a means to an end.
Explore the stars. Military academy was too long and too regimented. Paul already knew how to fly.
What he didn’t know was how to fight space battles.
“One more time, Mister Bendini. Explain it to us in your own words. Help us to understand what happened, but this time, you better explain it like we’re five-years old. We didn’t get it last time.” 
Paul took a deep breath in through his mouth and out through his nose. Then he took a second breath. The council had little patience for theatrics. Paul wasn’t acting. He didn’t know how to say it differently.
His father had provided all the guidance necessary during his upbringing. Start at the beginning.
“We left landing pad four zero twenty-seven days ago. We immediately entered Grosvenor’s Distortion, flying through the phenomenon as the shortest route to Flarus Seven. Four days into the Distortion, our instruments experienced a series of failures, forcing us to heave to, still the drive, and coast until we could regain control of our forward arrays and energy shield. Two days later, the affected systems came back online. With functionality at one hundred percent, we set out, making full-speed to recover some of the lost schedule. Two more days until all the systems went out. Involuntary shutdown of the main drives but not a catastrophic failure. We figured it was the Distortion causing the malfunctions, but then a ship appeared out of nowhere…”
“Let me stop you right there.” The chairman of the council, Pyotr Vasiliyev waved his hands as if he were trying to stop a forklift racing into a cargo bay. “If the systems were down, how did you see anything?” He scoffed and looked around the table to exaggerated nods.
“With our eyeballs. We saw it out the window at a range of twenty meters. We thought they were going to ram us.”
“They, who?”
“The Gorvid.” 
“The Gorvid. A race that doesn’t exist at a distance that makes no sense. Space is vast. I feel like you are telling a story. Regardless. Nothing you’ve said changes anything. You’ll be back in the cockpit tonight with Emilia Bollerini and Winter Moon.”
“A politician’s aide and a geneticist? How about a squadron of space fighters and a platoon of soldiers? Why a geneticist?”
“You just lost our freighter. There wasn’t a stampede of volunteers.”
“I was the junior pilot. I’m not sure I could have been any farther from the captain’s seat. Blame him. Belay that. Don’t blame him. He confronted the Gorvid. It cost him his life. How about you don’t blame anyone and notify the fleet to confront them?”
“How about… Is that how you make recommendations to the council? Maybe you could say something sarcastic and follow with ‘just saying.’ That’ll take away the sting of rebuke. Or you could tell us what happened to our freighter.”
“I told you what happened.” Paul fought against crossing his arms to appear any more confrontational than he felt. The days had been long since his return, when he arrived completely exhausted and half frostbitten. The shuttle should have come apart and been destroyed but Paul had kept it together by force of will and working twenty-four hours straight to repair the systems in an order that kept the ship together and flying. He’d lost environmental control, but that was the final priority. He figured they’d find his frozen body and retrace his course to go after the freighter and save her crew.
The last thing he considered was that no one would care. 
“Of course, we want our people back in one piece, too,” the chairman said as if reading Paul’s mind. “Get one more night’s sleep, and first thing in the morning, take the shuttle out. Your so-called repairs have been repaired. The shuttle is one hundred percent operational, including environmental control. You will be toasty warm while scouring the Distortion looking for our freighter. You’re dismissed, Junior Pilot Bendini.”
At that moment, he couldn’t have loathed them and their authority more, but he stood like the good employee he was. He bowed his head and walked out.
With clenched jaw, he strolled the station’s corridor heading for his berthing. He had a bed with a horizontal locker underneath it and a vertical locker to the side. Same as the forty other guys in the junior officer berthing. At least he didn’t have the top or bottom rack. Those had their issues.
Once at his rack, he packed his gear, all of it. He had no intention of returning. He was under no misconception about returning alive. The only thing that made it worse was Bollerini and Moon were going with him. Would discretion be the better part of valor, or would they engage with an enemy that was vastly superior in all regards? The shuttle had one small asteroid-busting laser that could hardly be referred to as a weapon. 
Since Paul knew some of the younger people in the military stores section, a plan formed in his mind. He needed their help to improve his chances. The freighter had delivered military cargo to outposts and was in good with the logisticians…
[image: image-placeholder]“The Gorvid ship was sleek,” Paul said, describing the massive vessel that had closed with his ship. 
“You don’t remember what they did to you?” a young military ensign asked.
“We were on fire. The captain ordered us to abandon ship. I wasn’t the only one who made it to the shuttle but there were explosions. I thought we were too late. Next thing I know, I’m on the shuttle by myself, systems failing across the board, and I’m by myself. I must have abandoned the others and done an emergency launch. I don’t feel like I would do something so selfish. I wouldn’t leave my crewmates, would I?”
The other young men shook their heads. “Just asking that question tells us that you wouldn’t. It’s called survivor’s guilt. It’s rarely justified. A freighter engaging a Gorvid battlecruiser? One person surviving is a miracle.”
“Why would the council give me a hard time?”
The man called Bucky roared as if he’d just heard the funniest joke ever. At Paul’s look, he explained. “You’re expendable. As a civilian, they don’t tell you that. Our people are honest. The military says everyone is expendable, even the admiral as long as it serves a purpose.”
Paul nodded while frowning. “I could use a healthy serving of truth right about now. And a weapon that I could use in case the Gorvid want to play.” 
“Are you insane? You can’t take on a battlecruiser with a beat-up shuttle!” The young military officers laughed and laughed. When they stopped, they realized Paul was serious. “We could rig a couple mines that you can launch out the passenger bay, keeping the cockpit sealed. You’ll not want to be anywhere near them when they explode, though. In the binary world of good and bad, that would be bad.”
Paul brightened. “That’s the best news I’ve had since I shipped out of here in a freighter filled with cargo. You can give me a couple mines?”
“Of course not! We’re the military. We can declare the mines non-functional and return them to the shop for repair or final disposition. Bring them back if you can. If not, I don’t expect you’ll return and in that case, we’ll condemn them to the scrapyard.” Bucky looked around. “No one will know, and no one will care.”
“That’s not a great testimonial.” Paul shook their hands. “If I come back, I’ll join up. You get a referral bonus, don’t you?”
“I do.” Bucky beamed. It wasn’t insubstantial. Military recruiters were struggling. 
“Meet you at three in the morning, landing pad seven zero. We’ll onboard a couple devices to make me the most powerful shuttle of all time,” Paul quipped.
“You believe that, buddy boy, and it’ll be the last thought on your mind as you become an expanding cloud of plasma and gas. See you at three.”
[image: image-placeholder]Emilia Bollerini wasn’t what anyone would call a looker but she had a keen eye. Paul prided himself on being fit and at the top of his mental game. Emilia had honed her mind. 
“Why are you wasting yourself in politics?” Paul asked after losing a game of chess in record time.
She scoffed. “Why are you wasting yourself as a cargo flunky?”
Paul raised one eyebrow. “Emilia! What would we be without our food and technology? Everyone needs the freighters and their operators, the unsung heroes of the Planetary Federation. Unlike the politicians. We need a system where the support team is given the respect it deserves. Politicians produce nothing! They create no jobs. They are parasites!”
“Feeling your oats, Junior Pilot?”
Paul’s expression darkened. “Maybe I have nothing to fear since I can’t see past the Distortion.”
“What will it take to realize success in our mission?” Winter Moon asked, leaning her slight frame against a nearby bulkhead.
“Meet the Gorvid where they don’t see us, Recover the freighter and race away before they can come after us.”
“How do we do all that?” Emilia wondered.  
“With precision and skill. Why do you think we’re flying as we are, along the edge of the Distortion? It’s slower, but also keeps gravitic swells and streams between us and sensors that are farther away. Having the Distortion’s outer edge as a backdrop shields us.”
“I wondered why we weren’t flying directly toward the last known location of Haulus Max 5.”
“If we enter the Distortion without regard to the gravity swells, we’ll be visible. I want to get closer, a lot closer.” Paul reset the chess board. “Any insight from the geneticist?” 
Winter shrugged. “What would I know? I haven’t had my degree for very long and I’ve not used it except to examine yogurt samples. It’s almost embarrassing. I want to reconstruct the DNA of creatures to make them more compatible with hostile environments in less than one generation. I know it can be done.”
“That’s way out there. Who knows how this stuff works enough to help you realize your vision?” Paul wondered.
“No one. That’s the problem. I need to be in the most advanced lab in the galaxy researching, but I can’t get there without luck and a little pull from the right people.”
“We don’t have any of that here.” Paul started the new game by moving his Queen’s knight. 
Winter nodded to Emilia. 
“It starts with one kind word planted in the right ear. I can be of use on this mission. Genetic engineering is problem solving. Nothing more.”
“Are you sure?” Paul was sceptical. “I took one class on it and lasted two weeks. It’s greater than the sum of the digits in pi.”
“Now you’re just saying words that sound impressive. We all know that the sum of the digits of a number that goes to infinity would be infinity itself. It is like encompassing the vastness of space within a single test tube. It would seem measurable, but it’s not because the test tube’s shape is not static.”
Paul studied the board. Emilia’s moves were quick. His grew more studied after the thrashings she kept delivering. “You’re mixing metaphors.”
“Exactly. Now you see,” Winter replied.
Paul nudged a pawn forward. 
A sensor alarm made him leap from his seat.
“Big ship on passive sensors,” he reported. The passive scans of the area inside the Distortion looked for gaps. After making trillions of calculations a second, an object was moving through an area a thousand kilometers to their port side. “Make like a hole in the sky little shuttle.” 
Paul slowly dialed back the engine power until they were no longer accelerating.
“Everyone get up here,” he called over his shoulder. Emilia and Winter were there in a heartbeat. He secured the flight deck and reached to depressurize the cargo bay.
Emilia caught his arm and held it with a firm grip of a belied physical strength. “What are you doing?”
He hadn’t told them, but he could no longer stonewall.
“I have two mines back there that I can deploy into an enemy vessel. But I need to launch them out the back hatch. The only way to do that is by depressurizing the bay.”
“What? You’re telling us that we were hanging out back there with explosives?” Winter backed away from Paul as if she’d seen a demon.
Paul looked askance at her. These two were becoming his friends, and he’d done them wrong. “If we didn’t need to use them, then you would have never known. Now that you know, it changes nothing. You don’t need to stress and worry about those things that are no threat to you. We’re out here to wrestle a cargo ship from the Gorvid. How were we supposed to do that?”
“We aren’t. There is no sense in fighting when we can’t win.” Emilia crossed her arms. “Why do you think they sent us with you?”
“Because no one else was stupid enough to volunteer?” Paul ventured.
Winter and Emilia looked at each other. “We’ll secure the bits and pieces in the back, so we don’t lose anything important, like our food,” Winter said. The two moved into the shuttle’s bay and busied themselves with moving anything loose into drawers and cabinets. 
Emilia stashed the chess board. She didn’t need to bother with remembering where the pieces were. They could start the game over. She knew why Paul would be okay with losing the board. It was their only real diversion after reading, which they all did. Flying in space had down time like no other operation. Once the controls were set and the ship was on course, there was nothing to do. One could only study and read so much. 
Paul was action oriented. He studied while fidgeting endlessly. He daydreamed about how to engage the Gorvid, replaying the last contact over and over in his mind. 
He had come to one conclusion. The shuttle had to remain unseen until the time was right. Surprise was their only weapon, and Paul constantly wargamed how he could achieve it.
His model was based on human sensors. He couldn’t conceive how an alien race would have different science. Whether base two or base sixty, the end result was the same. Physics was universal.
Emilia and Winter returned to the flight deck wearing their spacesuits. 
“I recommend you put yours on, too,” Winter told him.
Paul nodded and headed into the bay. He quickly suited up and carried his helmet back to the flight deck, but found the airtight door sealed. He tried to open it, but the access panel wouldn’t respond to his commands. 
He punched the button for the intercom. “Please let me in,” he said with as much patience and grace as he was able to muster.
“How do you like being stuck in there with your bombs?” Emilia chided.
“They’re not dangerous until they’re armed and launched away from the shuttle. They have safeties. I’m more concerned that we’re going to miss our window with the ship that’s out there. What if it’s the freighter that we were sent to collect?”
“It’s not the freighter,” Emilia replied weakly, her voice warbling as she tried to access the sensor system for more information. 
“It could be, but we have to do something to confirm, as in, we need to move closer without them seeing us, just in case it’s not.” 
“For a civilian, you sound an awful like a military man.”
“That’s not my intent. I was the only one who made it out of the cargo hauler. To me, that means I lost my ship and shipmates. I feel responsible for getting them back. It would have been easier if the council believed me. Seeing that you volunteered for a mission where you didn’t believe the pilot makes me question your sanity. Maybe you do believe me but can’t believe your own eyes. There’s a ship out there. We need to find out what it is. I can’t do that from in here.”
“Why does it have to be you?”
“Is this how the government works? Demanding action while denying the people who can take that action? Which of you are a pilot and which of you are rated on this shuttle and its systems? You’re killing me, Bollerini. For as well as you play chess, you didn’t think this one through.”
The doors whisked into the bulkheads.
Emilia leaned against the pilot’s chair with her arms crossed, glaring at Paul’s smug expression. 
“You made me angry,” she admitted.
Paul sobered. “Don’t make life or death decisions when you’re angry. That’s a lesson my dad taught me, rest his soul. What do you say we get to work identifying that ship?” 
He jumped into the pilot’s seat and strapped in, motioning to the others that they should do the same. 
Better to be ready. 
“Easing into the Distortion.” Paul tapped the thrusters to change course. The shuttle had never stopped moving. It had only stopped accelerating.
Once the nose was pointing in the direction he wanted to go, he added power to the main engines. The shuttle aimed at a point a thousand kilometers behind the unidentified ship while the shuttle flew parallel to it until the engines overcame the original course and forcing it onto its new course. 
There was no such thing as high-speed maneuvering in space. There was thrust and momentum. Changing direction took time, less of it with more thrust. Simple physics. That’s why it was best to come up from behind a ship. Most sensor arrays were focused forward, once again, a human concept, but one Paul embraced as an absolute truth.
Emilia and Winter weren’t so convinced. 
“You can’t engage that ship.” 
“Just trying to get a better look,” Paul explained. He continued through an acceleration curve that would bring the shuttle into the wake of the bigger ship. They’d figure out long before then whether it was the cargo ship, the Gorvid, or something else in entirety.
“Why do you think they won’t see us?” Winter asked, the scientist in her curious about Paul’s engagement geometry.
He pointed to the navigation screen. “Gravitic slipstream. We’re on the other side of it. It’ll distort any sensor signals directed our way. Grosvenor’s Distortion. Get it?”
“I thought it was a miasma of nebulic arrays interacting chaotically.”
“A mistake commonly made,” Paul replied, not sure what she had said. He thought she may have been making up words. He understood it was the gravity swells that created the Distortion, micro black holes contorting space.
“Why didn’t you tell us any of this?” Emilia demanded.
Paul rotated in his seat to look at the two. “I’ve been accused of overexplaining and of talking too much because people thought I did it to make myself look good. I don’t. I overexplain because I think my explanations are not good enough and I’m not making myself understood. I didn’t want either of you thinking I’m trying to make myself look smarter than I am. I’m not. I’m working with what I know. I find it easier to be quiet. But you wouldn’t let me just fly the shuttle. You’re acting like backseat drivers when you’re not rated on this frame, or any for that matter. Why are you giving me a hard time?”
Emilia’s mouth fell open. She glared while Winter nodded approvingly.
“I understand,” Winter said. “Quiet is the most unappreciated sound in the cosmos.”
Emilia and Paul were locked in a staring contest. A beep forced Paul to return to his controls.
“Just let me fly the shuttle,” he grumbled.
“Our lives are inextricably linked to your actions, Mister Bendini. We would not have given you grief had you taken the time to explain what you were going to do. You put mines on our ship!”
“There are weapons on every ship you’ve ever traveled on, Emilia. This time, you can’t escape into a cocoon of ignorance. Please leave me alone. I need to concentrate.” 
Emilia huffed and snorted until she resigned herself to the irreconcilable truth. She was on a warship that was going to war, even though it was a civilian shuttle on a search and rescue mission.
The pilot wasn’t even unhinged. He was motivated to save his crew. She stared out the forward screen while her mind raced. Her interactions with the military had been less than congenial. Paul appeared to have the same attitude toward the government. Emilia had always done her best to take care of those in her charge.
She watched Paul make constant course corrections, refusing to let the autopilot take over so he could keep the gravitic swells between the shuttle and the unknown ship.
“I understand,” she admitted. “We’ll work together to get your crew back. Whatever it takes.”
“I’m not being sarcastic when I say thank you. That’s all I’ve wanted from the start after being given no choice in this mission. Maybe that’s what separates us.” He adjusted the course twice in rapid succession. “They ordered me here. You’re a volunteer. Our motivations are different, even when we agree on the task. There’s nothing I want more than to not be here, but if I was out there and Destin escaped, I’d want to know that he would come back to get me, even though I didn’t volunteer. Maybe at the root of it, I’m a coward.”
“Did you know them well enough that they would have that confidence in you?” Emilia’s words cut deep.
Paul sighed. “As a junior pilot, no one knew me. You question their faith in my loyalty, and you wouldn’t be wrong. You know I didn’t want to come back to the Distortion, but when they told me I had to, there was no way I wasn’t going to give it less than my best effort. That meant working around the system to give me, give us, a chance. Don’t tell the government that I borrowed a couple of their weapons.”
“Borrow,” Emilia snickered, her foul mood evaporated. “If you use them, I don’t think you’ll be able to give them back.”
“At which time they’ll be considered scrapped by the fleet. Poor mines became unserviceable during long storage.”
“The mines are unserviceable?” Emilia was instantly alarmed.
Paul laughed while adjusting the course. “Don’t believe everything you see on official forms, Governor.”
“I’m not a governor, just an aide. You would falsify official documents? That’s a crime.”
“I wouldn’t falsify anything, at least not as far as you know. Focus, Governor!” Paul embraced the nickname he’d given her. “We’re getting a better view.”
Winter began softly humming.
Paul studied the screen. He dialed the magnification to the maximum on the visual feed. 
“Is that what I think it is?” Emilia asked.
Paul had no idea what she thought it was, but he knew unequivocally what it was. “It’s the Gorvid ship towing the cargo ship. Something must have happened for them to still be out here dragging along at barely above stall speed. Before you say it, I know that you can’t stall a ship in space, but I learned to fly intraatmospheric. Stall speed was a thing.”
“What’s your plan?” Winter asked.
It was churning within Paul’s mind and depended upon one factor. Whether the crew was still on board the freighter or not. Eighteen hearty souls were counting on him if everyone had survived the initial Gorvid attack.
Paul briefed his plan. The other two had questions, but they were easily answered. He looked for any further discussion. There was none. 
“Helmets on. We’re going in.”
[image: image-placeholder]The shuttle took over an hour to slide in behind the towed cargo vessel. Scorching marred the freighter’s hull, but it didn’t look pitted with hull breaches. Internal lights showed through the few portholes scattered in bunches along the mostly darkened hull. It appeared to be nowhere near as damaged as he remembered.
As they closed, infrared showed twenty-two heat sources. Paul looked up with a wry smile. “The Gorvid and their prisoners?” he asked rhetorically. Gorvid were a humanoid species, but not as warm as humans. 
Winter handled the IR and bioscanners. “I see seven Gorvid and fifteen humans,” she confirmed.
Paul set his jaw. Three of the crew were dead or missing.
“I can’t get a reading on the Gorvid vessel,” Winter reported.
He angled the shuttle in below the cargo vessel where there weren’t any optics. If Haulus Max 5’s scanners were operational, they would show the shuttle. 
“I’m counting on them not having their systems turned on because they could be used to broadcast a signal. Moving into the shadow of Max 5. So far, so good.” Paul accelerated the shuttle toward the bow where the first phase of Paul’s plan would take place. “Get ready to go.” 
“For the record,” Emilia started, “I’m opposed to any course of action that has me hugging a bomb.”
“Most normal people are, Governor. Now, get out there and make us proud.” 
“I hate you,” she replied with a sparkle of joviality.
“You’re not the first person to tell me that.” He closed the airtight door to the flight deck and when they hammered twice on the hatch, he depressurized the bay and released the two mines. 
Emilia and Winter pushed out the back of the shuttle and toward the freighter. They crossed the short distance to impact the hull, and then started the short walk forward. Paul detached and drifted away from the hull, using attitude thrusters to keep his speed to a minimum, matching the speed of the freighter and the Gorvid battlecruiser. 
Two long tow lines extended behind the battlecruiser to attachment points on the front of Haulus Max 5. 
Paul angled the rock cutting laser but couldn’t hold the target steady despite the slow speed of the two vessels. He moved closer until he was nearly on top of it. 
Emilia pointed at him from where she was on the hull and gestured to indicate she was clear. Paul activated the rock-cutting laser and quickly sliced through the first eye hook. Emilia walked toward the grapple line.
Paul used the thrusters to move the shuttle to the port side line and waited for Winter to arrive. When she was close, he started cutting. 
Ten seconds to completion. 
While Winter was attaching the line to the mine, he heard Emilia climb into the back. A few seconds later, Winter joined her. The rear hatch closed but the space remained depressurized. 
Paul drifted away from the lines which floated free of the freighter while still being close since the ship wasn’t under acceleration. Momentum carried everything forward at the same speed demonstrating the veracity of Newton’s First Law of physics. The mines began their slow crawl up the line as they sought the greatest source of metal in their preprogrammed field of view.
By the time the mines reached the Gorvid ship, the cargo ship and the shuttle had better be heading the other way. 
The freighter had an auto-docking program for its own shuttle. Paul winced while tapping the screen, wondering if it would set off alarms aboard the freighter or if anyone would notice.
The shuttle’s primary control screen showed that the autopilot had engaged and synchronized with Haulus Max 5 for the final docking approach. 
“What should we expect?” Emilia asked using the intercom on the bulkhead by the airtight door.
“That we’re going to be met by some angry people. I suggest you take a boarding axe. Hang on, I’m coming out.” He checked the IR view one last time to confirm where the Gorvid and the crew were. The bridge, the small mess deck, and in the one crew quarters. Only the captain had his own quarters and that space was empty.
Paul didn’t need to remain on the flight deck any longer. Everything was automatic from now until they could leave the shuttle. 
The flight deck depressurized, and the door opened. Paul stepped into the shuttle’s small compartment. 
“Me with an axe,” Emilia deadpanned. “It starts with a bomb and suddenly, I’m a soldier.”
“You won’t have to use it if they aren’t armed. We’ll be sufficiently intimidating.” 
“What’s the chance they aren’t carrying pistols or something?”
“Anything that can blow a hole through the hull is bad, so ship boarding has degenerated to nineteenth century Earth. Hand-to-hand combat at its finest.”
Emilia threw her hands up. “I’m not fighting a Gorvid with an axe,” she declared, leaving no room for ambiguity. “Where’d you learn to fight?”
“Your choice, Governor. I grew up with spacer friends who were older than me. They were a little rough, to put it mildly. We had access to pads and clubs. Suffice to say that I was always bruised as a young man, but I always had a smile on my face.” 
The freighter’s shuttle bay door opened, and the Paul’s ship slid slowly toward one of two docking pads. The other shuttle was still in place, looking no worse the wear for having been in the bay during an explosion and fire.
“Stay behind me. Growing up, I also learned that if you don’t have to fight, don’t because there’s always a chance you could lose. Today? We have to fight, and we have to win. I have no qualms about hitting a Gorvid with an axe. Three of the crew are missing. It’s time for a little payback. We have about fifteen minutes before we need to be turned around and heading the other way, or none of us are going home.”
The bump and thump signaled their arrival. Paul ran out the open shuttle hatch and raced toward the airlock. No one was in the shuttle control office. He waited for Emilia and Winter to catch up. 
“Stay close,” he snarled. He couldn’t have them get lost or get trapped by the enemy. 
They crawled into the airlock and cycled the system. When the button showed green for entry into the ship, Paul opened the hatch and stepped through, crouching low and ready to swing his axe.
A strange language reverberated down the corridor. Even though Paul didn’t understand the words, he understood the tone. They were griping about being sent to investigate.
Paul backed into the airlock and waited. He motioned for his companions to be quiet. He removed his helmet and gloves, getting a mouthful of rank air. The Gorvid had a smell that was most unpleasant, nearly to the point of curling his nose hairs. 
He fought his cough reflex. 
The bootsteps closed on the open hatch. Paul raised his axe and prepared to swing. A face appeared in the opening, and he clocked it with the axe, following his swing by moving into the corridor to straddle the falling soldier and ready a second attack.
The first Gorvid was done and the second stumbled backward, but Paul was already after him. The enemy turned to run. Paul swung low, catching him at his knee. He howled and fell. Paul hit him in the neck before he could roll over.
Two seconds and three swings. Emilia and Winter looked into the corridor.
“Check their bodies. See if they’re carrying any weapons.” 
Emilia complied hesitantly. The damage done by the axe was brutal and hard to look at. Emilia stared, mesmerized by the gore. Paul pushed her out of the way to check. 
She straightened and backed up. “This isn’t my thing,” she admitted. “I’ve never seen a murdered man, um, alien before.”
“Not murder in wartime. Here. This is a stunner. Press that button while holding it against your target to stun them. This is more your speed but keep your axe handy.”
“Never leave home without your axe,” she mumbled, happy that Paul blocked her view of the bodies.
Winter hummed softly as if praying over the second Gorvid soldier. She held the stunner in her hand, showing Paul that she’d recovered it.
“We need to find my shipmates and release them. Then you won’t have to fight. Crew quarters are the closest.” Everything was close except the cargo stores. The crew operated the ship from amidships where the bridge and crew sustainability areas were, even the engines were centrally placed. It improved maneuverability and survivability after the inevitable bump when docking in remote or austere areas. 
Paul stopped before rounding a corner and gripped his axe with both hands. He jumped into the corridor to find a Gorvid waiting barely an arm’s length away. The alien lunged in to use his stunner but Paul was already swinging. The Gorvid couldn’t dodge the blow. 
He tumbled into Paul before falling to the deck. Another Gorvid stood at the door leading to the crew quarters. He turned to run toward the bridge.
Paul reared back. Gripping the axe handle with both hands, he brought them down sharply and released the weapon. It whistled through the corridor, end over end to embed itself in the Gorvid’s back. He was thrown forward by the force of the attack. 
When fighting for your life, fight with everything you have.
“Gimme your axe.” He held out his hand. He didn’t care whose axe was put into it. When he felt the rubberized grip, he squeezed it and ran for the crew quarters. He ripped the door open to find the crew lounging in their racks.
“Come on you lazy scum, it’s time to retake our ship.” Paul pumped his fist in the air.
The crew was shocked into action. They cheered and jumped out of their bunks. Many were only half-dressed. 
Paul tossed the axe to the first man to reach him. Paul stepped back into the corridor and yanked his axe from the Gorvid guard. 
“Four down, three to go,” he called over his shoulder. “Emilia, give up your axe.”
“Gladly,” she replied.
The crew filled the corridor behind Paul. He continued toward the mess deck, blood and gore dripping from his axe. He gripped the handle so tightly his knuckles turned white. He had the crew behind him and a minimal number of enemy before him.
Paul stepped into the mess area to find a Gorvid eating heartily. He held up his hands. Paul gestured toward the Gorvid. The crew mobbed in and swarmed over the enemy soldier.
Paul returned to the corridor. “Two left and they’re on the bridge.” 
With his jaw set and the axe in his hands he continued down the corridor to an open hatch. He found the two Gorvid holding the captain and the chief engineer with knives at their throats.
“Do you speak common?” Paul asked.
“Do you speak Gorvid?” the alien asked in the common tongue. He chuckled at his own joke.
Paul shrugged. “Kill them and you won’t have anyone to hide behind. Let them go and we won’t kill you. Every other option leads to your death.” Paul moved within a pace.
The captain’s eyes shot wide. He subtly shook his head. 
Paul ignored him. “I said let go!” he roared. The crewman with one of the axes moved close to the chief engineer. 
“I don’t want to see you die, Chief, but we can’t negotiate with terrorists. You know the deal. At least if you die, you’ll know that it was in the cause of freeing the crew.”
“Bendini, you’re a piece of work,” the engineer grunted.
“Quiet!” the leader of the two Gorvids demanded. 
Paul moved around behind the Gorvid, forcing him to turn his back on the other members of the crew. The Gorvid shifted back and forth, almost frantic in his movements to watch the humans.
He sighed and surrendered. He dropped the knife and put his hands on top of his hairless head. 
“Secure them both. Don’t kill them. The council will enjoy hearing from these two about their activities in the Distortion.” Paul waved the crew in. “Captain, we need to get out of here. We have about two minutes to turn around and accelerate in the opposite direction, full burn.” 
“The crew,” the captain stuttered. “My ship.”
The man was nearly catatonic.
“I’ve got it,” Paul told him and jumped into the pilot’s seat. He ran the engines to one hundred percent while goosing the thrusters to spin the ship, bow to aft. Once they were oriented on a course one hundred and eighty degrees from the previous track. Paul unleashed the thrust, maximizing the burn. It didn’t hurt to send a fount of ionized particles into the Gorvid ship. 
Haulus Max 5 started to pull away. The Gorvid ship slowed using thrusters as it realized the freighter was no longer being towed. It started to change orientation while the distance between it and the freighter increased.
“Come on!” Paul shouted at the sluggish response. He jumped the engines to one hundred and fifteen percent. “Brace for impact!”
The captain stood, still frozen by confusion and trauma. The chief engineer jammed a button on the console by him and sounded the impact klaxon.
The crew grabbed the nearest fixed point and hugged themselves to it.
Emilia and Winter grabbed onto Paul, locking his arms at his sides. He fought them for a moment until the main screen turned white with the birth of a star in the space between the freighter and the Gorvid battlecruiser.
Haulus Max 5 surged forward on the dampened shock wave. It accelerated as if the brakes had been released. 
The ship vibrated and groaned under the stress. The view behind the freighter showed a Gorvid battlecruiser broken and drifting, flashing as systems exploded and died throughout its massive frame.
Paul throttled back to seventy-five percent. That was what the captain had said was the top end. Paul had known that the ship would do more. The old ship had some surprises. Paul looked over his shoulder into Emilia’s face. “You can let go, Governor. We’re clear.”
She released his arm and straightened, running her hands over her space suit as if that would turn it into a business suit. 
Winter made her way to the chief engineer. “You can turn off the crash alarm,” she said in her softest voice.
He nodded and tapped his control panel. The noise ended, leaving the comfortable sounds of a ship operating normally – environmental controls moving air. The vibration of the engines, although more perceived than felt. The gentle hum of cooling fans on the computers.
Paul set course for the space station and turned on the autopilot. 
“Captain?” he asked. “I thought you were dead.”
The captain had not yet moved. Paul helped him into a seat while the crew watched. 
Paul waved at them. “Back to your stations. Check the engines and environmental controls. Full diagnostics on everything. Make sure the Gorvid didn’t break anything we’re going to need between here and the station.”
“Aren’t you the junior pilot?” the chief engineer asked.
“I escaped in a shuttle, but I don’t remember anything after boatswain’s mate Axler tossed me aboard.”
“Axler didn’t make it. He died in the shuttle bay during an emergency vent to put out the fires. Once they were extinguished, we were able to recover the systems, but it was too late. The Gorvid had already boarded. They had us before we could fight back because we were spent from saving the ship.”
“Save the ship first. Everything else is gravy.”
The chief nodded. “And here I was thinking you weren’t paying attention.” The chief checked on the captain who remained unable to respond.
“Let’s get him to his quarters.” Paul lifted him off the chair and the chief engineer moved in from the other side.
Emilia and Winter waved them aside. 
“We’ll take care of it. Why don’t you guys focus on flying the ship,” Emilia said.
Once they were gone, Paul and the chief engineer sat at their stations and worked through their own diagnostics. 
“Looks like you’re bucking for captain, son, and you have my vote.”
Paul nodded. “Thanks, Chief, but I don’t want this ship. I want a warship. I’m going to sign up for the Fleet the second we get back.
“Don’t you have more time on your contract?” 
“Fleet waives that stuff. No one can keep someone from service once they volunteer. And someone needs to tell the galaxy that the Gorvid are real, and they can be beaten.” Paul took a deep breath. “I think this was the first shot by a secondary race. I don’t know how I know, but I do. There’s a lot more out here, and we had better be ready for them.”
The End
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