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About The Author
 
L.D.P. Samways is the not-so-well-thought-out pen name of Luis Samways, a best-selling thriller writer with more than 20 novels published. Samways uses the L.D.P. pen name for science fiction to not confuse his thriller reader base. 
But you can expect the same fast-paced, non-stop, breakneck action that comes with a Luis Samways novel…but now they’re in space! 
Luis continues to write in the mystery/thriller genre, and will diversify his releases according to what he likes to write! 
Thanks for taking the time to join Luis on his
new journey. Hopefully this new frontier won’t be as dangerous as the journey the crewmen and women face on the Alpha Ship One…



Chapter One 
My eyes opened wide as the sound of gushing oxygen woke me. At first, I couldn’t see all that well. After a few seconds, they focused and the the gushing sound stopped suddenly. An LED board flashed in front of my face. A heads up panel
stated that the pod I was in was leaking air. Only twenty percent remained in the cabin. If I didn’t open the door to the pod soon, I’d run out of air. And once the air ran out, then I’d be a goner. But you didn’t need me to tell you that. And I didn’t need to think twice about what I did next. 
The pod was a tight fit, not leaving much wriggle room inside. After all, it was designed to house one man or woman for stasis hyper sleep. You didn’t need much room when you were away with the cosmic fairies. There was no tossing and turning in hyper sleep, so the pods weren’t designed with movement being a priority. As far as priorities go, movement was on the lowest end of the scale. That, and durability, which would make what I did next possible. I balled both my fists up, raised them over the LED board in front of me and pushed all my weight into the pod door, double punching my way out of the pod. After three attempts, I actually managed to smash my way out of the capsule, tumbling onto the floor. I landed hard on the metal grating. The diagonal slats scored
uncomfortable marks on my face. As I lay there shivering and naked, I heard the sound of more pod doors being smashed open.
I tried to see what was happening, but I just couldn’t manage to open my eyes again. After a few more seconds of hugging the metal floor, I heard a thud. I opened my eyes and saw Second Commander Jess lying on the grates next to me. She was also cold. And naked. But I guess she looked better for it. Especially given the fact that she was probably the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen. But that was beside
the point. I wasn’t there to look or touch. To be honest, I wasn’t sure what I was there for. I didn’t have any recollection of where I was, what I was supposed to be doing or why I’d just woken up from stasis. 
“Darn it’s cold,” I heard a voice say. 
Slowly getting up, I steadied myself against one of the hyper cylinders. The things that were supposed to supply us with oxygen whilst in Stasis. But seeing that I saw my entire crew sprawled out on the floor, naked as the day they came into existence, with their pod doors smashed open, I thought that the hyper cylinders must have failed on the journey we were taking. But where we were going or why we were going there was a mystery. It seemed as if I was suffering from some minor amnesia. 
“Darn!” I heard somebody say again. It was a familiar voice. A voice that belonged to my gunner Dale Dykstra. A big brutish man that had more muscles than I had brain cells. And I consider myself a smart person, so all in all, he’s a pretty big dude.

“What in the stars is going on?” I heard another voice say. That voice belonged to my medic, Raj Habish. He was the resident doctor. He had more brain cells than I had…brain cells. You get the picture. Smart guy. Really smart guy. 
“I don’t know…Where are we?” Second Commander Jess asked as she got herself off the floor and stood with the rest of us. We were all naked, but none of the others seemed to notice or
care. Maybe I was the only one that had noticed we were all in the buff. Maybe they were only focusing on my nakedness, but either way, I didn’t like the fact that I was naked. Don’t know if you can tell, but nakedness for me is a big no no. Probably has something to do with my small….
“What the hell is this, Captain Flynn?” Dale Dykstra asked as he looked around in confusion. I could see that he was just as lost as I was. But being the Captain, I wasn’t about to tell my crew that I had no idea what was going on.
“How the heck did we get here? Last thing I remember, I was sitting down at my bunk back at Sector Omega, and the next thing I’m here. Something doesn’t make sense,” Second Commander Jess said as she looked me up and down. I returned the favor. She
didn’t appreciate it. But hell, if I was going to be embarrassed in front of my crew, then why the hell not
spread it around? 
“Look, we all need to relax. Everything is going to be just fine,” I said, momentarily looking around at our surroundings. The hyper sleep room, or dream room as it was affectionately known to my crew, was dark and dingy. It didn’t hold much of anything other than the pods. The room was oval and the sleep chambers were built into
the perimeter. They too were oval. Huge cylinders that stood at seven and a half feet tall. The pods were made out of a plastic/glass substance that was easy to smash, yet hard enough to withstand any bumpy flying conditions during hyper sleep. The dream room was more or less empty, except for the pods and the generators that stood next to each of them. The generators would feed us air, food and water during sleep. An IV drip hung inside each of the chambers and must have detached
from me and my crew when we broke out of the chambers. But the question still remained, why on Earth
had we broken out of stasis and why were we in it in the first place? 
“There must be some sort of explanation,” Dale Dykstra said as he started to pace a little, from left to right. As he did so, his rather large muscles bounced a little. The sound of his flesh bobbing as he paced made me feel a little uncomfortable. 
“We need to put some clothes on,” I said, walking past
my startled crew. I could tell that they were in no way enjoying themselves. And that was a bad thing. You see, the Alpha Ship One crew, as we are known, is also known for being a rag-tag group of misfits. And when you have a ship worth a billion dollars, manned by a band of misfits, bad things tend to happen. Luckily for Pilgrim Tech, the company that finances us, they usually pay us well enough that bad things are far from the hearts and minds of the Alpha Ship One crew. That being said, I couldn’t really guarantee a melt-down-free zone on the ship at that very moment in time. Not when my crew of explosive personalities had no idea how they got back on the ship, or where the hell they were or why they were no longer back at base. It was then that I realized that I had my work cut out for me. 
Big time. 
“There must be some reasonable explanation as to why we all find ourselves here,” I said, walking toward the dream room door. I was about to reach for the biometric scanner to open the door when I noticed that the scanner had a red light above it. As the captain, I knew that only meant one thing; We were locked inside. But I wasn’t going to divulge that information to my crew. Not just yet, anyway. But before I could turn around and face them head on, Jess had sidled
up beside me, looking over my shoulder at the fingerprint scanner. And judging by her facial expression, I could see that she also knew what the deal was. Being my second-in-command, I would expect her to keep the fact that we were all locked in the dream room to herself, to avoid a panic. But then again, I should have known better. 
“I cannot believe this,” Jess exclaimed as she turned her back to me and faced the rest of our crew, Dale Dykstra and Raj Habish. We usually have more of a crew, but they consist of troops mainly. Well, security. And they don’t tend to sleep in the same dream room as us. The Alpha Ship One had five dream rooms. Dream room one, where we were, was reserved for top ranking crew members. Basically, the four of us. There’s room for four more, but unfortunately, we lost the other four high-ranking crewmates over the years. So only the four of us remain. As for the other dream rooms, they’re reserved for whoever tags along on our missions. We usually hire twenty to thirty expendables as we call them. Men and women who protect us on our missions. And our missions usually consist of three elements. 
Money, minerals and power. 
The three cornerstones of the Alpha Ship One mission statement. People hired us to acquire those things for them. And we hired people to fill in those roles. The only recurring crew members were standing in front of me. And they looked pissed. 
“The damn door is locked,” second-in-command Jess said.
“It’s just a glitch. I have an override code to unlock the the door,” I said, trying to reassure the others that I knew what I was doing. But I could see that they’d more or less lost faith in me. And as the Captain, that was the end of your career. Faith and trust in a Captain was not only paramount to a ship, but it was paramount to any mission. Not that I actually knew whether or not we were on a mission, seeing that I had no recollection of previous events. The last thing I remembered was being back at Sector Omega, in bed, winding down, like the rest of my crew. 
“How the hell do we end up in hyper sleep without knowing how we got here? It just doesn’t make sense. People don’t just wake up in a dream room, now do they?” Raj, our doctor said, who looked a little green around the gills. It was normal to feel woozy after waking up from stasis, but then again, it was also normal to feel sick when you didn’t have an inkling of a clue as to what the hell was going on. 
“Don’t worry guys, there must be an explanation,” I said as I turned back around and reached out for the fingerprint scanner. I put my index finger on it and waited for the thing to recognize who I was. 
“An explanation? We have no idea where we are, or how we got here! Surely that’s cause enough for alarm?” Dykstra said, I could hear him still pacing in the background. His large frame echoing off the dream rooms walls. 
I ignored the gum flapping behind me and watched the LED screen under my finger as I waited for it to go green. But it didn’t. Instead, an alarm went of. Two buzzing sounds, followed by ACCESS DENIED from the small speakers next to the fingerprint scanner. I expected it to not recognize me anyway. The little red LED light on the top of the scanner gave that little nugget away. I feared that the ship’s
computers were down and there was no way
of
me being able to either get control of the ship or right whatever course we were on before. At this rate, the ship could collide with a manner of things. Space, after all,
isn’t
as empty as people think. So I had to resort to plan B. I started pulling on
the scanner, which looked a little bit like a computer tablet that was stuck to the wall. As I did so, I zoned into what the three of my crew behind me were saying. 
“It’s not the first time a crew funded by Pilgrim Tech woke
up on a ship, not knowing how they got there, only to find out they were drugged, piled onto a ship and sent off on a dangerous mission,” Dale said, the sound of his feet thumping as he paced. 
“That’s horseshit. Why the hell would Pilgrim Tech send a crew out, without their consent, may I add, only for the crew to wake up and be able to regain control of the ship and turn back around?” Jess said.
She
was closest to me. So close in fact, I could feel her warmth radiating against my naked back.
“It happens. Covert, black ops stuff. They send them out and once they regain control of the ship, it’s too late. They’re landing on some godforsaken planet, a message popping up on the heads up display of the ship, telling them that they were chosen for the mission and will be paid out of the ass for the completion of it.” 
I could feel Jess’s disapproval. She had the habit of shaking her head a lot when she was angry or unconvinced by something. I could feel a breeze hit my neck, so I imagined that she was in the middle of one of her violent head shakes. 
“There’s no way in hell that WE were chosen for such a mission. You do know who we are right? Alpha Ship One, the worst of the worst, fighting for scraps around the universe. Getting paid half our worth for double the work!” 
I smiled. It made a tingle
of happiness run through my core. I was proud of who we were, even if my crew weren’t. 
“I’m telling you, they did it once, so there’s no reason they won’t do it again,” Dykstra sounded off as he continued to pace. The combination of him
talking and walking was putting me off. I needed complete silence if I was going to be able to override the scanner. I put my hand up and turned it into a fist, signaling my crew to shut up. They did as they were told. Another smile crept across my face. A smile that was nicely concealed by the shadows. Which was a good thing, I didn’t want them to see that I enjoyed bossing them
around. 
“You’ll see I’m right,” I heard Dykstra say, but before I could tell him to shut up, I heard an earth-shattering scream. I turned around, frantically looking for the source of the scream. But then I heard it again, and realized that it wasn’t coming from inside the dream room. It was coming from outside it. 
“What the hell was that?” Jess said, turning to me, her eyes wide with fear. I tried to remain calm and attempted to puff my chest out, showing my strength and authority. But what I heard next quickly deflated both myself and my crew. 
“HELP! THEY’RE EVERYWHERE!” I heard somebody shout from the other side of the big metal door. More screams could be heard, followed by banging on the dream room door. I took a few steps back, as did Jess. Our shoulders brushed against each other. Usually, I’d be transfixed by her touch, but the only thing I was fixing to do was shit myself. 
“What in the holy heck is going on out there?” Raj asked, still looking green. 
“I don’t know, but I think we have company,” I said, staring at the dream room door. The door was solid metal and had pipes crisscrossing through the middle of it. The door, just like the room, was oval. It weighed two tons and was reinforced with titanium in the middle. It could withstand a hull breach or fire. But the sturdy structure
also meant that we were entombed in the dream room with no way out. And judging by the screaming outside, the dream room was the best place to be. But that didn’t last long. 
“Good God,” I said under my breath, as I watched two massive dents appear in the big oval metal door. The dents were followed by more banging. And the banging was followed by more dents, until the door finally
came off its hinges. We all ducked for cover as the big oval door came flying at us. The room was immediately filled with dust and debris, plus the sound of screaming was now louder, and nearer. I tried to see through the dust but it was nearly impossible. I called out for my team, but didn’t get a reply. 
I was just about to call for them again when I felt the steel grated floor beneath me shake. The shaking was followed by the sound of thumping footsteps. Heavy footsteps. And those footsteps were coming toward us. 



Chapter Two
Thump. Thump. Thump. Thump. 
The footsteps were getting closer. They sounded like
footsteps belonging to some sort of robot. With every step taken, the sound of it’s heavy, metallic sounding foot, not only got closer, but I grew more frightened. There was no hiding it. I was terrified. I had no idea what was going on. My crew were lost in the haze and dust that engulfed the dream room. I started to panic. My breathing became labored. I imagined what horrendous fate lay in wait for me. I attempted to close my eyes, fearing the worst, but curiosity was keeping them wide open. 
“Do not be frightened. We are here for you,” a booming voice said. The voice sounded like it was coming from some sort of speaker. As if the words were being put through a text-to-speech converter. I stood up. Feeling like I should act like a captain and less like a coward. It was hard, especially with the continuous screaming I could hear. But thankfully, none of the screams were coming from my crew in the dream room. I didn’t have a clue who else was on board the ship, or if we were even on a ship. My mind was muggy. I could have sworn that the room we were in belonged to my ship, Alpha Ship One, yet the more I looked around, the more uncertain I became. 
“Don’t be afraid,” the robotic, text-to-speech voice said, this time it was clearer. Closer. As I stood there, staring into the dust, I could see a crude outline of something approaching. It was larger. Tall. Wide. Looked like some sort of exoskeleton. But as it got closer, my ignorance of what it looked like evaporated. The dust cleared and so did the uncertainty of what I was up against. In front of me, standing nearly ten foot tall, was a Berserka Ursine. A rather large alien species known for its tremendous aptitude for
fighting. Gifted with giant frames and razor-sharp teeth, these aliens were fierce, yet domestic. They were known to associate with human beings. That being said, this one in particular didn’t look like a regular Berserka Ursine. This one had some sort of metal suit on. It covered its body in a metallic shell, enclosing the Ursine’s furry exterior. The Berserka Ursine looked like a cross between a bear and a cyborg. Massive in stature, yet graceful
on their feet. But this was the first time that I’d actually seen one in the flesh. And the very fact that one was now standing in front of me was not only confusing the hell out of me, it was worrying me. Ursines weren’t known to frequent the Milky Way. So that meant we were in deep space.
And in even deeper trouble.
“You will come with us. All of you will come with us,” the robotic voice said, as the huge bear-like creature towered over me. Its claws were yellow and long. I swear I actually saw meat hanging off its
paws, but I wasn’t close enough to be sure and wasn’t planning on getting any closer. 
Standing there naked and afraid, I looked the creature in the eye and shook my head. 
“What’s going on? Why the hell are we here? And how the hell did you get on our ship?” I asked. I heard footsteps behind me. I quickly turned my head and saw my crew standing around me. I could see that they were just as frightened as me, but were willing to make one last stand. They had their fists up, as if they were willing to take these things on. 
But I think we all thought we were going to die. There was no denying that. 
“This is not your ship. This is our ship. We take ship. We own ship. Own you, also,” the robotic voice said. I could feel my heart pounding in my chest. My ears were turning
hot and my face was flushing. A sudden pang of disbelief flushed through my system. From that very moment, I realized what was going on, even if I refused to believed it. 
“This ship is owned by Pilgrim Tech. We work for the human race. You do not own us,” second-in-command, Jess said, standing closer to me, as if she was planning on fighting the big Ursine in front of us. I could still hear the screaming outside. I also heard more approaching footsteps. The same sort of footsteps from earlier. Before the hulking bear creature had showed up. And sure enough, a few seconds later, we were joined by four more Berserker Ursines. They were just as big, and just as scary. But the
one in the middle was the only one speaking. 
“Pilgrim Tech
gave us gift. You gift. You come with us,” the robotic voice said. 
I could hardly believe it. What I feared the most was coming true. We were banished. No longer part of the Empire. No longer part of the human race. Sold off to the lowest bidder. And for what? What was the meaning of this?
“That cannot be true. I demand to see proof of what you’re saying,” Second-in-command, Jess said, getting as close as she could get to the Ursine in front of us. The sudden movement from Jess made the other Ursines that surrounded us a little on edge. I feared that they were about to swipe for us, but held my hands up in defeat. 
“Relax. Everybody just relax. Let’s not get too ahead of ourselves,” I said, trying to defuse the situation. But it was no use. I could tell that my crew were at the point of no return. It was stupid of me to think that we could all be civilized. I should have remembered that we were Alpha Ship One, and Alpha Ship One were anything but civilized. 
“We won’t say again. You come with us, or we kill you. No more waiting. Come now,” the Ursine in front of us said. Its fur was matted. I could tell that these things were wild. They weren’t civilized at all. Which made me think
the
fact that they were communicating with us at all was a miracle. I wondered where a crew like this, an alien crew at that, got the technology to communicate with us. How could they? The Ursines
were millions of light years away from us. They are known as an un-technological specials. So the fact that they had a voice box with them meant that maybe their story was true. Maybe we’d been dumped by Pilgrim Tech, and now, the Ursines owned us. 
“Look,” I said, my heart still thumping in my chest. “If we agree to go with you, will you promise not to hurt us?” I asked, pleading with the ten-foot-tall creature in front of me. I stared deep into its eyes, and noticed no sense of compassion in them. They were dead and wild. Like staring into the eyes of a wolf, or an actual grizzly bear. 
“We no make promises we no keep. Not like human. Come with us, and we won’t kill you today. But tomorrow we might kill you,” the Ursine said. 
Their broken up English just showed how primitive they were. I’d seen more advanced aliens use the voice box before, and come out sounding like a well-educated CEO of the Pilgrim Tech conglomerate. I sighed. There was no use fighting it. We were doomed. So I turned to my three crewmates and nodded my head. 
“Looks
like Alpha Ship One has been decommissioned.” 
My crew stared at me and I turned back to the Ursine in front of me. 
“We will come with you,” I said. 
Suddenly, we were grabbed by the beasts. They obviously didn’t know their strength, which also proved how primitive they were. I had to tell them to ease up, showing them where one of their claws had left a graze on my shoulder. 
“We sorry,” the leader said, pushing us through the broken dream door, the only thing remaining was the frame. I had no idea where the actual door was, but it was probably crumpled up in the dream room somewhere. We followed the big bear-like creatures through the frame and out into our east corridor. I immediately realized that we were indeed on Alpha Ship One. I saw dead bodies everywhere. The people on the floor, dead, weren’t crew members. I recognized their attire. They were prisoners. Tattoos on their faces gave that fact away. Back at Sector Omega, the station orbiting planet Earth, they would tattoo barcodes onto the prisoners’
faces, so they could distinguish them through the various scanners. But for some reason, my ship was full of dead human prisoners. 
So far, the Ursines’
story was holding up. As we walked through the corridor, and onto the bridge, I saw through the computer screens that we were approaching a purple planet. It was the Ursines’
planet. A planet I recognized thanks to my interest in deep space. We suddenly stopped in front of the large computers and the Ursine in front, the leader, turned to me and held out his paw. In it was a shiny chip. A media chip. 
“From your Earth. They give this to me. So they explain better. Or you be too scared,” he said, handing me the chip. I turned to my crew and shrugged my shoulders. I was attempting to hold back the stomach-churning emotions that were running through me. I leaned forward and placed the chip into the reader. A few seconds went by and then a video began to play on the big screen. On it, a man wearing a Generals uniform sat on a chair, staring at the camera. I recognized the man. He was more or less the damn president of Earth. A sudden urge to curse rose through me, but I suppressed it, if only to hear what he was about to say. 
“Alpha Ship One, for too long you have been a burden to Earth. You have cost us many relationships within the intergalactic community. For too long, you’ve gone about your business as if you would
not be held accountable for the damage you have caused on a regular basis. That being said, today, you are being called to account. Today, you are answering for the many crimes, big and small, you have committed. For far too long, you have coasted on the coattails of Admiral Thisk. You have been able to do what you like because of your allegiance with the Admiral. But now that Thisk is dead, it is only fitting that his final stain on this glorious empire be gone too.
“You now find yourself in deep space. Over two million light-years away from Earth. You have been in hyper-sleep for six years. You will have no memory of how you got there. We wiped it. We also wiped you from our systems. Your families think
you are dead. The rest, know that the four of you are no good for this new progressive empire. As you did not actually do anything you were not asked to do by Thisk, we saw it fit that you be banished. If we’d executed you instead, we could have faced a rebellion from the many other legions that hold you in high regard.
“For too long, mediocre results have been glamorized by a bunch of misfits. You are a terrible mistake made
by this empire, a mistake that shall be rectified. That is why you find yourselves in the middle of the universe, surrounded by creatures you don’t understand. You see, we have gifted you to them. We believe you will be useful to an alien civilization that has just figured out how to communicate with the Milky Way. That being said, you are now their property. And you shall do as they say. We have an agreement with the Ursines. An agreement that involves Alpha Ship One. In exchange for your Jump Ship, and all the technology on it, they will
keep you as far away from Earth, its friends,
and Pilgrim Tech as possible. We hope you enjoy your new lives. Oh, and as for those prisoners on the ship, we commanded the Ursine to kill them. They were sympathizers to the Alpha Ship One Legion, and you no longer have our sympathy.” 
The video went dead. I stood there, shaking, not quite believing what I had seen. The humans had abandoned us. 
“Come, move. We land ship on your new home. You will like it there. Hot. Human like hot,” the Berserker said next to me. I nodded my head. 
It was all I could do. Life as I knew it
had changed. Me and my crew had been tossed away like the trash that they thought we were. But at that very moment in time, as I stood there surrounded by Ursines, I vowed to myself that if the opportunity ever presented itself, Earth would pay for what they did to us. 
Alpha Ship One would be victorious again. I was certain of it.



Chapter Three
As the ship was coming in for landing, I felt the bridge shake. The instruments were going crazy. The digital speedometer that included the angle of our
bearing
was displaying three different readings. I could tell that the planet we were landing on was harsh and hostile. Not only was our point of entry bumpy, but the images that I was seeing on the monitors confirmed my deepest fears. The Ursines planet was rocky and craggy. Our ship was about four hundred feet off the ground. I was piloting it. My crew was
watching from behind me, along with the bear-like creatures that now pretty much owned us. Dread was running through my core as I attempted to keep Alpha Ship One steady. She was a big vessel. Outfitted for long haul merchant services. We were usually hired to find and extract goods from neighboring planets. We usually did so under the guise of official business. But Pilgrim Tech used us in a different way. We were basically unsanctioned pirates for the empire. Our job was simple: get wealth and bring it back to Sector Omega. We were paid thirty credits on the century. Think of a credit as an old world US dollar. Think of a century as a hundred dollars.
For a long time, they were making money off us. And when things went wrong, they were the first to deny us and act like we were rogues. But I suppose I knew that this day would come. The day when they would sever all ties with us, and we would be left by ourselves
with no allies and no empire to back us. And when you’re in the job of stripping wealth from various planets, galaxies and empires, you can imagine that it doesn’t leave you with very many friends. We’d ripped everybody off, and for what? To be banished when the new Earth government came in to power? I guess things ran differently now. We were on our own. Well, not quite. We had the bear creatures to answer to now. I could only imagine what they had in store for us. 
“Pull the ship up one hundred meters,” one of the Berserker Ursines said as a heavy paw touched my shoulder. It weirded me out a little. These creatures were strangely tactile. They had a way about them. Like they understood compassion. At least, compassion in the human sense. I’d met plenty of aliens in my life, but none of them carried themselves like the Ursines did. 
“Okay, just tell me where to land,” I said, pushing a few knobs and pulling on a lever. The ship straightened out and then the nose rose at a ninety-degree angle for a few seconds, straightening out after it reached its new altitude. I watched as the the air around the ship on the outside started to change color. I’d never seen such a thing before. It truly was a wonder. The air was causing condensation on the outside cameras, generating all sorts of colors to reflect on the screen. I guess the lead Ursine could tell that I was worried, for it rested its paw
on my shoulder again. 
“Those colors you see are incoming scans from our different scouts. They scan you to see if you are bad or not. The scans can see that we are on ship. They can see how many different human and alien on ship. They can also see us. So the scans know we are good. They will let us land,” the bear creature said through its computer translator box. 
The colors on the outside disappeared and the mountainous region below us vanished, revealing a massive area that resembled a pre-space-exploration Earth
city. It had skyscrapers, antennas, roads, vehicles and housing. It was astonishing. I guess the current Ursines technology is primitive compared to most of the galaxy, but the fact that they had such a metropolises was frightening. If they were able to build such buildings and technology with no thumbs, what could they do with us? 
“How did you build all this?” I found myself asking
as the Ursine behind me got closer. He pushed me out of the way and took command of the controls. I stood there in shock at what I’d just witnessed. There was no way
that the bear creature could handle controls on this ship. They were designed for human beings. Their paws just wouldn’t be able to twist, grip or pull like a pair of human hands could. But without saying so much as a word, I watched the bear land the ship smoothly. We came to a stop and some sort of anchor system gripped the ship tightly, slowly lowering it onto the concrete landing strip that they had. 
My mind was truly blown. They had a damn landing strip! These primitive bears had a landing strip for aircraft. Nobody back home, human or otherwise, would believe what we were seeing. It just wasn’t fathomable. 
“Welcome to your new home. We have beds, food and television,” the bear said, turning from the controls and facing me and my crew, who were all a little terrified. Dale was staring wide-eyed at the bear. Jess, my second-in-command was looking at the floor in disbelief, Raj was staring at me and I was shaking my head. 
“How the hell do you have all these things? What’s the meaning of this? You Ursines are supposed to be big and dumb. You’re not supposed to have technology. You’re not supposed to be able to land ships. And you certainly aren’t supposed to have cities that look like they belong on Earth!” I said, walking toward the Ursine, and giving him a full bodied look. I examined every inch of its big brutish body. The other Ursines watched on in curiosity. Their faces didn’t hold expressions like human faces did. It was difficult to gage whether they were angry, sad or happy. You had to stare into their eyes. And even then, it was difficult to work out. 
“You seem surprised?” the leader bear said to me, raising his paws slightly from his sides. 
“I am,” I replied. “I’ve never seen something like you.” 
The Ursine in front of me, along with its three other friends made a weird sound in unison. It sounded like chirping at first. But then I recognized what it really was. They were laughing. 
“I don’t know why you so surprised. That is problem with you humans. You humans too stupid for own good. You humans think that you are center of universe. Universe doesn’t care about you. It never did. It also doesn’t care about us. It never will. Do a favor to yourself humans. Forget about what you think you are. But remember what you are up against.” 
Suddenly, we were being pushed out of the ship forcefully by the bear creatures. It was like a switch had gone off in their heads, and now they were angry. I didn’t know if it was something I
had said or done. But I knew that we weren’t coming onto this planet as guests. We were coming onto this planet as prisoners. 
They frog-marched us off the ship. We’d waited a few minutes for the airlocks to open and the ramp to go down. It made for an uncomfortable feeling among me and the three crewmen by my side. We were then prodded down the ramp. The air around us was muggy and hard to breathe. It had a certain smell to it. A smell that I wasn’t all too familiar with. I couldn’t really pin point the odor, but if I had to describe it, I’d say that it smelt like burnt meat. Not a great omen while stepping foot onto an alien planet for the first time. It was an even bigger
omen considering we weren’t walking around freely. It was obvious from the very moment we set foot on their soil that we were going to be treated like dogs. 
A group of bear creatures, just like the ones that were escorting us down the ramp were awaiting our arrival. One of them looked remarkably different compared to the rest of them. It was wearing a black hood and it was holding some weird
looking energy lassos. They were transparent, yet looked like electric thread at the same time. I didn’t quite get what they were until I reached the bottom of the ramp. The bear in the black hood grabbed me by both arms and snapped the energy lasso around my wrists. The electric thread tightened and looped itself around my arms, binding my wrists like handcuffs. The bear pushed me away and I was escorted through a crowd of Ursines. These aliens were jeering and chirping at me. I turned my head and saw the black hooded bear slap the electric lassos on my crew. Each one of them was bound and pushed toward me. 
After a few seconds, all of my crew were now back at my side. We were pushed and prodded by the bear creatures until we reached some sort of building. We were on the outskirts of their city and didn’t have much of an opportunity to walk through it before we were taken into a building. From what I did manage to see of the city, it looked just like any regular Earth city from the
pre-space travel era. It had billboards, cars and pedestrians. But instead of the pedestrians being people, the city was full of bears. It was such a surreal sight. To know that there was a civilization in space that was more or less mimicking another was astounding. I wondered if they even knew what Earth
looked like, or if they had an idea of how similar their cities looked to ours. 
But I didn’t have time to ask any questions. The Ursines escorted us through the building, which looked like some sort of prison. It had cells
with metal doors on them. The metal doors had small square flaps in them, just like a prison cell. We were walking on a platform, just like a catwalk in a cell block. On the far end was another hooded bear. He was also holding something. It looked like pillows and blankets. We reached the bear, and he handed us a pillow and a thin blanket each. He then opened a cell door and pushed us all in. The cell door closed behind us and everything went dark. 
We were not only prisoners on an unknown and
hostile planet, but we were prisoners
to the facts. Why were they treating us like this? What could they gain from locking us up? And what the hell was Pilgrim Tech thinking, giving a technologically advanced ship to a sub-tech species like the Ursines?
What possible good could come from such a thing? 
It was rattling me something fierce. My mind was rushing with unprofessional
thoughts of vengeance and violence. I could hear the collective fear of my crew around me. We didn’t even say a word. 
We just sat there in silence until everything sank in.



Chapter Four
We’d been in the dark for what I can only imagine was a few days. They’d left us water in a trough, along with some gooey grains in a bowl for nourishment. Nor me or my crewmates touched the stuff. We didn’t want to risk being poisoned or catching some sort of unsanitary disease. I’d advised them to stay strong, telling my crew that they didn’t bring us all this way just to kill us. That theory quickly went down like a lead balloon. 
“You can’t be serious, Flynn. We get shoved into a damn dungeon for days on end, and you’re here telling me that everything is going to be all right? Well, excuse me for being pessimistic, but I just don’t see much of an out here,” Jess said. 
By now, our eyesight had adjusted to our surroundings. The dark had covered up the moldy cell we were in, but our noses and eyes grew accustomed to the degradation around us. I was sitting on the cold concrete floor, watching my three crewmates from afar. They were leaning against the wall on the far end of the room. The cell didn’t consist of much other than four walls, a large trough in the middle of the room, some drainage for urinating and a bucket for crapping in. The blankets and pillows we’d been given were used as cushioning from the cold and the hard surface of the floor. Nobody had gone for a crap since we’d been placed in the cell. I didn’t know if it was because of a lack of food or the embarrassment of shitting in front of your crew. But I figured that embarrassment would wear off soon and somebody would have to empty their bowls. You just couldn’t go for days on end without doing so. I feared that if we held it in any longer, we’d suffer some severe consequences. 
“Everybody feeling okay?” I asked, worried about the wellbeing of my team. But nobody answered me. I guess they were just as tired of this as me. I had to lighten the mood. Or at least get their attention. So I got up from my corner, headed toward the bucket, undid my pants and plonked my butt down on it. I heaved a little and strained. After a few seconds, I managed to do my business, and instinctively reached for some toilet paper. But I wasn’t back on the ship, I was in a prison cell. And there was no toilet paper in sight. 
“Shit,” I said, fittingly of course. I heard my team snicker from their side of the cell. 
“Why do you think we haven’t gone yet?” Dale said, laughing. 
“Thought you guys were too embarrassed to shit in front of your captain,” I said, sitting on the bucket, trying to figure out my next move. 
“Sorry to break it to you, Flynn, but your captaincy doesn’t mean zilch right now. We’re imprisoned on an alien planet, millions of light-years away from home, six years older than we were before we entered stasis, and you think that doing a turd in a bucket is too embarrassing for us?” Jess said. 
I felt a little stupid. I sat there, head in my palms, wondering if I’d ever get the respect of my crew back. But then again, they were right. We were no longer a crew. We were prisoners. I was no longer their captain. I was just an idiot on a bucket taking a shit with no toilet paper.
How the mighty fall indeed. 
There was a thunk all of a sudden, and I looked up from my bucket. The cell door clunked open and a ray of light entered
the room. I shielded my eyes, but it was no use. The light pierced through the gaps in my fingers as I held my hand over my face. I heard the sound of heavy footsteps entering the cell. I opened my eyes and saw an Ursine. He was just as big as the rest, and was holding some sort of gizmo in his hand. I recognized it straight away. It was a translator, and it sent signals to the Ursine’s voice box that he had strapped around its mammoth neck. There was a clicking sound and then the beast spoke. 
“You, human, the one on the bucket, you are needed. Boss wants to speak to you. Boss has opportunity for you and your ship. Come with me and hear what boss has to say.” 
I looked up at the Ursine and shrugged my shoulders. 
“Would love to, but I need some toilet paper,” I said. 
I could see that the bear creature was confused. 
“I don’t know what that is. Come with me now, or you will be punished.” 
I sighed, knowing that it was no use. The expression “does a bear poop in the woods?” came
to mind. So I got up off the bucket, pulled my pants up, tightened my belt and hoped that I’d have the opportunity to wipe some other time. I walked toward the Ursine and he prodded me to the door. Another Ursine slapped a lasso on me and pushed me through the door. I turned around and gave my crew a glance. They watched in horror. I think they thought I was done for. They thought that they’d never see me again. That I was going to be executed, and sure enough, they’d all be next. I’d like to tell you that I thought differently, and that I was full of courage and hope. But I’d be lying. Truth is, I thought I’d never see them again as well. 
The door slammed shut and I was escorted through the same dank hallway we’d all been taken down a few days prior. My heart was beating uncontrollably in my chest. I could feel my legs buckle as I imagined what horrors awaited me. 
 
***
You can imagine my surprise to find out that I wasn’t being executed and that the Ursines were actually taking me to meet their boss. It was more than a relief when I realized what was going on. And there I was before, worried that this was it, and I was finally going to lose my life at the hands of these bear creatures. But my death would have to wait, at least for now. 
After taking me from my cell through the prison corridors and out of the prison walls, they took me through some narrow alleyway streets. It was dark outside, and the alleyways were empty. By looking at the sky, I guessed that it was midnight their time. All the other Ursines must have been asleep. To be honest, it made perfect sense. Bringing out an alien in restraints through a city full of hostiles civilians would most likely cause pandemonium. So I guess these things were smarter than they looked. It was growing apparent to me that I’d underestimated their capabilities. They had the same tendencies as humans. Each one I’d seen thus far had a way about them. They weren’t mindless. They were intelligent. And seeing the complexity of their city and the different buildings it housed made me realize that maybe, just maybe the humans back on Earth had also misjudged these guys. 
After making our way through the small Ursine-less alleyways, we entered another nondescript building. On the outside it looked barren and without much importance. But on the inside, it was decorated with many different artifacts and decorations. The place looked regal. It was fit for a king. And I figured right off the bat that this was where their boss hung out. 
And I was right. 
After only a few minutes of walking, we reached a grand room in the middle of the building. It was oval shaped, the middle of the room was elevated, and we walked up some sort of ramp toward what I could only describe as a throne of some sorts. Sitting on the throne was another Ursine bear creature. This one was smaller than the others. It looked frail in comparison to the other gigantic creatures of the same species. I guessed that the one on the throne was older. Much older. Its fur was grey and well groomed, a stark difference from the deep blacks and browns of the others. Plus, it looked a lot less rugged. Just like on Earth, a life
lived well with plenty of money seemed to preserve this older Ursine. 
“Bow to the boss,” the hooded jailer Ursine said. I contemplated whether or not it was a good idea to go against their wishes. I wondered if my team would pay for my lack of courtesy to their king-like-bear on the throne. But without much of a fight, I decided to bow to their boss. 
The hooded jailer took a few steps back and turned around, facing the opposite way. It looked as if it was guarding me, or shielding my meeting with their king. I didn’t ask why, I just stared at the Ursine on the throne. It was draped in some sort of cape. The cape was purple and the fabric it was woven
out of was smooth and seamless. I watched as the creature looked at me, its emotionless and dead eyes examining every inch of my body. I felt my face get hot. Around me, pillars that reached my waist held baskets on the top of them. In those baskets, burning wood and incense scorched my face. I could smell the burning wood and it made me feel uneasy. As I looked around the grand room, I noticed that there were many other pillars, with many burning baskets on them. I figured that it was some sort of ritual. I just hoped that I wasn’t about to get eaten or worse. 
“Brup, nup, dup dup,” the creature on the throne said in his native tongue, before reaching for a translator voice box that was placed on the armrest of the throne. It switched the box on and strapped a translucent strip of plaster on its throat. I knew what that plaster was. It measured the vibrations in their vocal chords, allowing the translator box to accurately decipher what it was saying in its foreign tongue. 
“I can assure you human, that you are going to be just fine. My subjects don’t tend to score very well on their communication skills. You could even argue that they lack the necessary faculties to communicate with you in a well-spoken and well-understood manner. That being said, you are here for one purpose and one purpose only,” the Ursine king
said, shifting his weight on his throne. He moved a little, trying to get comfortable. I watched as his over sized, plump physique squished and rested against the perimeter of the throne he was sitting on. Fleshy folds of fur seemed to escape through every gap in the chair. I was immediately taken aback by the vocabulary that the Ursine king possessed. He spoke in a completely different manner compared to the others. Even though I understood that the voice box translators were not always accurate, and sometimes jumbled up certain words, it was a wonder to hear such clearly spoken English coming from what I thought was a primitive race. 
“What purpose?” I asked, finally gaining the courage to speak. 
The Ursine King stopped fidgeting on the throne and reached for a glass of liquid on his side table. He took a sip out of the chalice and placed the fancy glass back down.

“Your purpose is simple. The humans think that they can offload you onto us. They think that we will be happy with an old ship that has seen more travel than is worth thinking about. They also think that we will graciously accept their gifts, like we owe them something. But I have news for you human, we don’t. We won’t accept their gifts without returning a gift of our very own.” 
I swallowed hard. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Not only was this creature clever, it sounded vengeful. It knew what we thought of it. What we thought of their race. And I had a feeling that they’d had enough. 
“What gift?” I asked, trying to play dumb. Back in basic training, well before I made Captain, my drill sergeant informed me that the best stance to take when talking to a hostile alien was a stupid stance. 
Act dumb, and be spared, that’s what he used to tell me. 
“For far too long the humans have underestimated our ability to fight them for what is rightfully ours. We have ancestors on their planet, ancestors that have a right to evolve. But the problem with humanity is simple. They only care for their own evolution. Well, that is where they will fall short of the mark. We inhabited planet Earth many years before humans did. Yet, other animals were not allowed to prosper. Our Earth ancestors might be worlds apart from us, as they don’t share the same intelligence as us, but they are still family. As are many other species on planet Earth.” 
I rolled my eyes. I didn’t mean to do so, but I managed to do so nonetheless. The Ursine King caught my reaction. 
“You don’t approve, human?” he asked, moving around in his throne. I stared deep into its eyes. 
“Oh, I’m sure you guys are dumb enough to think that we owe you something. Last time I checked, Earth was Earth and this planet, what ever it’s called, is well…yours. You own this planet. You do with it how you please. As we do with ours. I’m sure you can see some sort of resemblance with our bears and yourselves. But believe me, these so-called ancestors of yours won’t join you. They just can’t. They’re wild animals. They have no sense of consciousness. They are programmed to eat, sleep and mate. I’m sure you guys have a lot more going for you than that.” 
I heard the Ursine King
chirp a few times. It was laughing, just like the jailer had
been
laughing at me earlier. I must be a funny guy to make these aliens cackle every few minutes. I was starting to get annoyed with the whole thing. I just didn’t understand what the heck these things wanted. It seemed as if they were hiding something. And then I got my answer. 
“You are smart human. Much smarter than I thought. Which makes a change. Most humans are naïve. They believe what they are told from birth and grow up harboring those ill-conceived delusions. We, on the other hand are aware of many things. Many things that the human race just cannot fathom. We do not waste our time with ideology, philosophy or history. We only think about two things. Advancement of our kind and the spread of our war. A war that will eviscerate the weak. And the weakest shall go first. I hate to be the bearer of bad news, human, but your people will be the first to go. Along with the many systems that support your people through trade routes and defense.” 
I could feel my legs wobbling slightly as I remained idle on the ramp, the incense burning in the baskets making me feel a little unsteady on my feet. As the immense heat coming off the burning baskets rose up my back, I closed my eyes, fearing the worst. I knew what was about to be asked of me, and I also knew that my answer would not be received well by these things. 
“I will not rise up against my own people. It is not something that my crew or I
will do for you,” I said, opening my eyes and staring at the Ursine King. It did not flinch, it just chirped once again. I could see that the voice box translator was running low on power. The conversation was nearing the end, either way I looked at it. My refusal to help them would probably cost me my life. 
“We are not asking you to rise against your people. We are not stupid. We know how humans feel toward alien life. But then again, the humans aren’t your people anymore. They sold you to us. You are now ours. We are now your people. So you shall not rise against your people. You shall have revenge on
your old people. With or without your approval, you and your team of humans will do as we ask, or face the realization that having no friends in the whole galaxy can be both painful and unforgiving.” 
I stood there, emotions running high within my core. I felt like challenging the Ursine to a fight to the death. But I knew that it would be pointless. One misstep, and I’d have been killed before I even got a chance to raise my fist. And then what good would I be?
“I will not help you. You can do with me what you will. Besides, I doubt you have the capabilities to take anybody on. Let alone travel to Earth,” I said, a smug smirk expanding across my face. 
The Ursine chirped again, this time a little louder and for a lot longer.
“You are mistaken. But you will see. As I said, you will do what I ask of you, with or without your consent. There’s no such thing as free will here, human.” 
The Ursine raised his paw, swung it back and suddenly everything went black. I was knocked out cold. They dragged me back to the cell. I didn’t put a fight up on account of me being away with the cosmic fairies. But when I woke up, I realized that they could do a lot more than kill me. 
They could take everything I cared for away from me.  



Chapter Five
I opened my eyes and saw my crew standing over me, or at least what remained of my crew. Dale Dykstra and Raj Habish had looks of concern on their faces. I could tell straight away that something was amiss. I immediately noticed that we were a person short. I quickly sat up, wincing in pain, grabbing the back of my head, whilst frantically looking around the cell for any signs of her. 
“She’s gone,” I heard Raj say. 
I looked up at my two remaining crewmembers and frowned. 
“What do you mean she’s gone?” 
Raj took a few steps back while Dale held his hand out. I grabbed it and he hoisted me to my feet. Once I was standing, I could feel my body tilting
slightly to the left. I’d been hit in the back of the head pretty hard. As I ran my hand over the back of my skull, I could feel the moist sensation of blood dripping onto my fingers. I quickly looked at my hand and then back at my
now
two-man crew. I sighed. My injuries would have to wait, and the way I saw it, I’d survive. After all, I’d been through a hell of a lot more than a whack to the back of the head. I was the captain of the Alpha Ship One. I was more than capable of withstanding a beating. That’s how fleet captains were built. 
“They took her?” I asked. 
Raj nodded, walking up to me and grabbing me by the head. He wrapped both hands around my cranium and tilted my head down so he could have a closer look. 
“Can’t this wait?” I asked, a little annoyed. 
“No, as the ship’s doctor, I have to attend to any injuries that I see. If I didn’t do my duties, the Galactics could strip me of my license.” 
I started to laugh, bobbing my head slightly as I did so. Raj slapped me on the back of the skull and I stopped laughing. He ummed and urrred a little, but after a few seconds he let go of my head and I straightened myself out. 
“Just a flesh wound,” he said, smiling at me. 
“Oh goodie. Besides, you don’t have to worry about keeping your license Raj, I think the Galactics aren’t too high on us at the minute, especially given the fact that our own damn race sold us down the river to a maniac society of ruthless bear creatures.” 
Raj shrugged his shoulders. 
“You know what they say, every cloud has a silver lining,” he said, Dale nodding his head in agreement. 
“Yeah, everything’s looking real silvery
right about now,” I replied, shaking my head in annoyance. Doing so made my head hurt even more. I stopped in my tracks, the haziness caused by the head injury disappearing a little. 
“So where did Jess go? Did they take her?” I asked. 
“Yeah, they took her. They didn’t really say anything when they came in. When they brought you back, they dumped you onto the floor and slammed the cell door shut. We’d all rushed over to you to see how you were holding up, but you were out like a light. A few minutes later, the cell door opened again and the Ursines took Jess away. She was kicking and screaming, but they picked her up in a bear hug, subdued her and without saying anything, they dragged her away. You were out for about ten hours before you woke up,” Raj said. 
“You’re all caught up now, you know as much as us,” Dale concurred. 
I saw Raj shake his head. 
“Well, that’s not exactly all true, now is it Captain Flynn?” he asked. I could tell what he was getting at more or less immediately. 
“They wanted us to join them,” I said, not feeling up to lying to Dale and Raj. I just didn’t have the energy. 
“Join them?” Dale asked, visibly confused. 
“Yeah, apparently they have their sights set on Earth,” I said, walking toward the bowl of water on the far end of the cell and picking it up. I took a few sips and placed it back down on the grotty floor. The water was warm and had bits of god knows what in it. I was much too thirsty to give a crap about how clean the stuff was. 
“What do you mean they have their sights set on Earth? They don’t have the technology to do so. Plus, they’re thick as shit,” Dale said, I could tell that he was getting rather irate. Just the thought of those creatures attempting such a thing was making the patriot in him mad. But I was far from patriotic. I’d lost my faith in humanity way before they lost it in me and banished me to this planet. 
“Well, apparently they aren’t as stupid as we thought they were. I met their leader. He spoke perfect English. No slurring. No broken up words. He was pretty clear in his demands.” 
The two men in front of me were obviously unconvinced. I could see it in their eyes. But I wasn’t in the mood to defend my own thoughts on the situation. So I plonked myself down on to my sheet and pillow on the hard concrete floor and closed my eyes. 
“Haven’t you had enough sleep, Flynn?” I heard Dale ask. It was officially the first time Dale hadn’t referred to me as Captain. I guess now they could see it as clear as I could. 
There was no more Captain. There was no more Alpha Ship One. And there was no more hope. I fell asleep hoping that when I woke up again, Jess would be returned. I was too tired to imagine the many possible things that they were doing to her. But I wasn’t stupid. I’d seen how these things acted and I knew that they were more than likely playing games with us. Trying to get me to buckle on my decision to not help them. 
But I was a stubborn man, and it would take a lot more to rattle me. Or at least, so I thought. 
 
***
The hours melted into days. Days with no food, water or contact with our captors. I had slept on and off for the duration of those days. My head wound was getting the better of me, making me feel sick and dizzy, so I figured that the best thing to do was sleep it off and rest a little while I had the chance. That didn’t go down well with Raj or Dale. They’d made it their business to continue questioning me regarding what the Ursines had asked of us. And I made it my business to keep quiet. I didn’t feel it necessary to explain squat to the two of them. They’d seemed to have forgotten their place in this whole mess. I was still their captain, whether they liked it or not. And constantly asking me what the Ursines had said was starting to get on my nerves. Especially since I’d basically told the Ursines no and that’s all Dale and Raj had to know. 
“I can hear somebody coming,” Raj said one day out of the blue. I was still lying on my makeshift bed, waiting for time to disappear and dissolve into nothing, much like it had done since we’d been put in this cell. I figured that the more time the bear creatures had to think about their plan, the more time I had to counter it. In my mind, I was running all sorts of scenarios. Scenarios that involved the four of us, Jess included, getting off of this rock. All I had to do was overpower one of the guards, steal their keys, or whatever they used to secure their prison, make an escape with my team, find the ship by tracing our journey to the prison, and hopping on board, making haste, flying into space and getting on with our lives. But what lives did we exactly have after this? The humans would have marked our ship as traitors to the Galaxy, meaning any other human ships that spotted us whilst in flight would most likely shoot us down. 
“Heads up!” Raj said
at the sound of our cell door being unlocked. At that very moment I realized something. Something that I would probably later come to regret. There was no escape. There was no plan. They had us exactly where they wanted us. Only a stupid person would think that escaping an alien prison was as easy as that. And given our position amongst the stars, we were wanted men. If not by the humans, then by the Ursines. And once you get a bounty on your head, it’s more than difficult to stay alive up there. It’s impossible. 
The cell door opened and in stepped four Ursines. Even if I was stupid enough to attempt an escape now, I would soon find out how powerful and menacing these creatures were. If I acted out, the people around me would suffer. And like it or not, they were the only people that I had now. So I stood up and stared at the four beasts in our cell. Three of them were hooded, and the other one wasn’t. The one without the hood was smaller. Nearly as small as the king I’d met a few days ago. It was wearing similar robes, but wasn’t the same Ursine. I’d recognize that bastard beast from a mile away. But the smaller one was probably just as important. He looked regal. Acted regal. And spoke just as clearly as the king I’d met. But what struck me as astonishing was that this particular Ursine didn’t have a translator voice box. There was no strip of plaster on his vocal chords. The guy was speaking natively. 
“Have you reconsidered your position regarding your work for our war effort?” the smaller, native-speaking Ursine asked. Instead of the normal robotic, forced voice that usually accompanied their translated slur, this Ursine pronounced the words perfectly, if not a little gruff. There was a slight tinge of a roar every time it spoke, like somebody with breathing problems wheezing. But it was clear enough, and impressive enough for me to nod my head. 
“I have thought about it and have come to the conclusion that there is no way out of this, is there?” I said. 
The small Ursine chirped. It was amused. His robes fluttered as he stepped toward me. It was about my height, but a lot wider. It rested its giant paw on my shoulder, a move I’d seen two of these creatures use before. They were tactile, or at least pretending to be. 
“You come across as a clever human. A human that not only knows its place, but respects the place other races find themselves in. You are doing yourself a favor by working with us. While everybody you know back home will die by our hands, you will be saved, and able to continue your race as you see fit. Under our leadership of course.” 
I nodded my head, turning to Dale and Raj who looked like they were in complete shock at the intelligence that was being shown by the regal Ursine in front of them. 
“To carry on our race, we’ll need a woman, and the last time I checked, we were missing one,” I said, trying to feel out the creature. It chirped again, an actual smile coming across its snout. I could hardly believe it. 
“You are very astute. But you seem to underestimate us. We are not savages. We would not harm you or your crewmate unless provoked. She is doing just fine. We have her locked up in her own personal cell, away from you male humans. We decided that it was the best course of action if we were to avoid her falling pregnant on our planet. We do not condone such a thing between inmates.” 
I smiled. It was quite amusing to think that the Ursines believed that we’d have sex with Jess in a prison cell. But I guess they saw us as animals, and even animals in captivity get it on from time to time. 
“We’re in. Whatever you want from us, we’ll do it. But promise me this, you won’t make the people of Earth suffer,” I said, staring at the Ursine and then at Dale and Raj. I gave them a wink, hoping that they’d understand my angle. I didn’t want them to think that I’d lost all hope. That I was ready to turn on humanity just yet, even if they themselves had turned on us. But agreeing to this would gain us time. Time to hatch a plan. A plan of escape. And once we escaped, we could find a way to seek vengeance on the men that sold us out. But I wasn’t willing to kill the entire population of Earth to accomplish that vengeance. 
Dale and Raj nodded. They understood what I was trying to do. I turned to the Ursine in front of me who was staring blankly in my direction. 
“So it is done. You shall help us take back what is ours. But in the meantime, there will be tests to ensure that you are capable of working for us. Working with us.” 
I stood there, confused. After a few seconds, I shrugged my shoulders. I knew that I’d have to agree to everything they asked if me and my crew were going to get out of this alive. Because that’s all that mattered to me. Getting out alive. No matter the cost. But unfortunately for me, I was being naive. The cost was much greater than I thought. And it would nearly destroy me. 
“We’ll take your tests,” I said, unaware of what horrors awaited me and what was left of the Alpha Ship One crew. 



Chapter Six
Dale, Raj, and I were escorted into a rather large-dimly lit room. It looked like a warehouse of some sorts. In front of us sat four small tables and four chairs. Three of them were unoccupied. The fourth one was taken and in it was Jess. She looked at us and darted her eyes to the floor. She looked terrified. I felt for her and was about to ask her if she was alright, but one of the hooded Ursines that brought us into the room jabbed me in the
ribs. It was as if he could read my mind. I nearly fell to the floor but was pushed forward by another Ursine behind me. The three of us were then prodded and jabbed toward the three tables in front of us and were forced to sit on the chairs. We were not allowed to talk as
the dim lights above us brightened, illuminating the four of us. I couldn’t stop looking at Jess. But she wasn’t making eye contact with me. I spotted a bruise on her face. They’d hit her. I felt a very sudden and very aggressive pang of anger
run through me. I felt like getting out of my seat and challenging these Ursines to a fist fight. But I remembered where we were, what circumstances we were in and how unlikely it was that we were going to walk out of there alive. So I knew we had to do everything in our power to remain breathing. Even if it meant being run through test after test by the savages that had us captive. 
As the four of us sat there in silence, we were each handed a tablet. The Ursines placed the tablets on our table and moved away from us. They then walked toward the middle of the empty warehouse like room and stood there, staring at us through the darkness. The bright spot lights that were shining on us only lit up our immediate area, so the Ursines in the distance were blanketed in darkness compared to us. A buzzer sounded off and a robotic voice came through some PA speakers. It told us that the test was about to begin. 
“What do we do?” I asked, staring at the Ursines in the middle of the vast room, about five hundred feet away from me. They didn’t move. They didn’t speak. They just stood there, staring. I couldn’t make out their expressions from where I was sitting, but I knew that they must have been amused. To me, it seemed as if these creatures took some sort of joy in watching us suffer. It made me sick to think that we had to contend with aliens that so closely resembled humans and their wicked ways. It was ironic really. But the irony was lost on me. I was only interested in surviving the tests in front of us,
whatever those tests might be. But that’s where I was struggling, and so was the rest of my team. They didn’t get the test, and neither did I. We just sat there, staring at the tablet in front of us. We each had one, and from what I could tell, they were all of the same dimensions. They shared the same shape, and were just as sleek and stylish as each other. They looked expensive, and the screen on them made our faces reflect. But what was being shown on the screen was strange. An image of a human boy building a sandcastle stared back at me on my screen. It looked like a drawing, like old school pre-space travel clip-art. I gathered that my crewmates had the same picture on their tablet screens as well. 
I tried to spot whether or not I could see what they were looking at, since we were all seated in a row, only a few inches separated us. They were in touching distance from me. Jess was to my right, I was in the middle, Dale to my left and Raj on the end. But before I could even have a look at what Jess was doing, a partition wall shot up from the floor, raised to my head level, stopped and enclosed me into a booth. I assumed that the same had happened to my crew, as I could hear a similar sound repeating three more times. I gathered that the sound I heard was the same walls forming a booth around them. I could see what was going on now. The Ursines were taking the test very seriously. I mean, they were erecting walls for Christ’s sake! Whatever this test was about, it obviously meant something, so I decided that I was going to take it seriously too. 
I stared at the clip-art image of the boy at the beach, building the sandcastle and wondered what I had to do. But after a few seconds, I spotted that the tablet I was holding had two buttons on the bottom of the device. Each button had a symbol. The symbol on the left was a tick, and the symbol on the right was a cross. I guessed that the tick meant something positive, whilst the cross meant something negative. 
I consider myself a smart person, but I would be lying if I told you that I got the aim of the test straight away. It took me a good few minutes to gather any sort of clue
as to what I was supposed to do. But after those few minutes, I came to the conclusion that the tick meant good and the cross meant bad. So I decided that the test was asking me if the clip-art picture of the boy made me feel good or bad.
“Good,” I said, pressing the tick. As I did so, the image on the tablet changed. Now a dog sticking its tongue out stared back at me. This was also a clip-art image. Some sort of cartoon. I looked at the dog and stared into its eyes. Man’s
best friend. A loyal creature. Still to this day by mans side. 
“Good,” I said, pressing the tick. 
Another image popped up. This time it was a photograph. A real-life photograph. Probably one of the most famous pre-space travel photographs on Earth. Hiroshima. August 6,
1965. A picture that we’d studied at flight school ten years ago. A picture that summed up humanity before we
realized our potential. It was a picture that stood for something. A bloody stain. A smear. One of many bloody stains in the history of humanity. The picture was of the A-bomb going off and the mushroom cloud that engulfed the Japanese city of Hiroshima. It sparked some sort of sadness in me, but I wasn’t too sure whether or not it was a tick or a cross. What context was I supposed to give the picture? 
You could say that the picture and the act of dropping the bomb had not only shown the power and destruction that humanity was capable of, but it also made sure that something like that never happened again. And with that understanding, came first contact with the Galactics. And with first contact, came the end of all Earth’s civil wars. We were now a peaceful colony. But then again, the picture sums up death and destruction. So even though I felt
good about how far we’ve come, could
I really associate a tick with this devastating image? 
“Bad,” I said, pressing the cross. 
The next picture was another famous image. It was an artistic drawing of a man on a cross. That man was well-known on Earth. Or at least, he was back before we were all-knowing like we are now. The man’s name was Jesus Christ of Nazareth. He was what many believed to be the son of God. It’s a concept that a lot of people do not agree with now, God, that is, but a long time a go when humans were un-cultured and ill-travelled, they believed in this sort of stuff. This Jesus fella wasn’t the only one they believed in. You see, many people believed in many different things. And all of these beliefs caused discord between countries, cities and regions, resulting in war. The visit from the Galactics made sure that all of the wars over dead men believed to be prophets representing a God soon ended. People became enlightened and the only pursuit that results in arguments between men now is the one of human progression. So I didn’t really know how to feel about the Jesus image on the tablet. Just like the A-bomb image earlier, there were good and bad points to the image. But deep down, I knew that it made me feel bad. Even though I am one of a very few who believe in something among the stars, I cannot and will not let that get in the way of what I know. 
“Bad,” I say, pressing the cross. 
The last image was a surprising one. It was one of Earth. Big old Blue as I’d call her. But this particular picture of Earth had been doctored. And in it, Earth
was being split into two, while a battlecruiser war ship shot nukes at my home planet. I immediately realized what they were testing here. My willingness to help was being questioned. If I’d pressed the cross and signified that I felt bad toward that image, then maybe they’d feel as if I wasn’t able to help them and execute me and my crew. Obviously deep down, I knew that I would never help an alien race in destroying my people or the planet I was born on, but I needed them to think I was willing, so I could hatch a plan and escape this rock. So without so much as a second thought, I pressed the tick. 
“Good,” I said, placing the tablet down. Suddenly the walls beside me disappeared and the tables and chairs housing my crew appeared beside me. I noticed that they were also done with the test. I was about to ask how they got on when another loud buzzing sound went off. 
“Prepare for test two,” a robotic voice echoed off the walls. The lights went off and everything went pitch black. 
“Good luck everyone,” I said under my breath, but nobody replied. I guess they were in the zone, as was I. But none of us could have imagined what lengths we’d have to go in order to pass the up and coming tests. If we’d have known, then I reckon none of us would have agreed to play on. 
But you know what they say about hindsight.
 



Chapter Seven
After taking part in the first test, we were immediately moved to another section of the warehouse-like room. In this new section we were put into pairs. I was with Dale and Jess was with Raj. We weren’t allowed to talk. So we remained silent as the Ursines left the room and locked us in. Another set of bright lights came on and out of nowhere, a bell tolled. I didn’t quite understand what was being asked of us. We just stood there, in our pairs, staring at the blank walls around us. The room was small. About the size of the living quarters back on the ship. Not so small that it was hard to move around in, but small enough to feel cozy. 
But we were feeling anything but cozy in that room. We were all feeling a little frightened if I’m being honest. At least I was, and judging by the look of sheer terror that my team mates shared on their faces, I was certain that this test wasn’t going to be pleasant. Call it a gut feeling, but whenever a collective group of people showed the same range of emotions at any given time, it meant that trouble was brewing. And I could feel the trouble around me. Before I had a chance to ponder the situation any further, the bell tolled again, and the same robotic voice that had been commanding us through the previous test came through a set of speakers on the wall. I looked up at the speakers and watched the grill bounce as the sound made everything around us vibrate. 
“You will fight, with your fists. The first human to fall to the floor loses,” the robotic voice said through the PA system. I shook my head. They were trying to shove a wedge between the four of us. Get us hating each other, that way we would be easier to control, easier to command, and easier to manipulate. I knew it. My crew knew it. But that still didn’t change anything. We had to do as we were told, or the plan of escape, whatever or wherever it may be, would falter. For the time being we had to play ball, or lose our upper hand. 
The Ursines thought that they were the ones in control. But we were. And we knew it. So we went along with the test. Dale and myself were the first to fight. Raj and Jess watched on from the sides, their backs propped up against the wall. They watched on, concerned expressions on their faces. Dale and I nodded at each other in mutual understanding. I guess we agreed then and there that we’d play this thing straight. We had to. There was no other way to go about it. If we didn’t convince the Ursines that we were being submissive and following their orders, then we’d risk being terminated. And being terminated wasn’t going to help anyone. So we knew that we had to give this our all, and going first meant that we had the opportunity to convey that message to both Raj and Jess. I knew that their bout would be a lot harder to make convincing. I knew for a fact that Raj wasn’t the type of man to take joy in hitting a woman, so I thought that he’d struggle with it. But thankfully, Jess wasn’t one for shying away from a fight. I knew she could handle herself
fine. So all that was left was Dale and me. 
And Dale was more or less eight times the size of me. A big man indeed, and I had the task of fighting him. And now that we had our mutual agreement in place, the agreement that we would go all out in this to convince the Ursines of our willingness to fight, all that was left to do was for somebody to start the bout. 
“You first, big guy,” I said, bracing myself for the punch. And I didn’t have to ask him twice. He clocked me hard with a right hand. Luckily, I didn’t go down, for I feared that the Ursines would think I’d thrown
the fight or something, and that wouldn’t be a good start. I didn’t want them to think that we were going to take it easy on each other. 
I steadied myself, my jaw aching. As
I shook my head, I felt a bolt of lighting shoot through the back of my skull. I focused my vision, seeing Dale standing a few feet in front of me, his fists raised, with his legs spread apart. He cocked his shoulder back and threw another stiff shot. I saw this one coming and ducked, extending my elbow into his crotch. He doubled over, letting out a painful cry. I straightened myself up and watched him as he teetered over. He was just about to go down when he put all his weight forward and lunged onto me. I nearly fell on my ass but remained stern, embracing his weight as he pushed me into the wall behind me. As I said, the room we were in was small, so movement was a little difficult. That being said, I managed to lean against the wall, taking all his weight as he began to drive his right shoulder into my ribs. I let out three heavy gasps for air as he focused on my mid-section. I couldn’t breathe, and before I passed out, I hoisted my left knee up and cracked him in the chest as he wrapped his arms around my waste. I did it again, and he let go, stumbling back a few steps. He got back into his fighting stance with a smile on his face. 
“Not bad,” he said, running in toward me. I still had my back against the wall. Before I could move my whole body, he extended a punch in my direction. I quickly moved my head to the right and his fist barely grazed my face, the brunt of his punch landing firmly on the hard wall. I heard his knuckles crack and he immediately withdrew the punch, grabbing his fist with his left hand and cradling it close to his chest. I could tell that he was in agony. I guessed that he’d managed to break his hand. Sensing my chance, I stepped forward, cocked my left leg and kicked Dale in his groin. 
Poor Dale Dykstra didn’t see it coming. He was too busy nursing his injured fist to see my cheap shot. But he didn’t need to see it to feel it. Dale squealed like a wild animal and hit the floor with a thud. I found myself grinning and turned to see both Raj and Jess staring wide-eyed at Dale on the floor. I guess I’d underestimated their understanding of the situation. I think they thought we’d play fight or something. Basically, lie. But that’s certainly not what me and Dale had done. And before I could audibly defend myself, the bell tolled and the robotic voice sounded off once again. 
“Well done, human. Next fight!”
Dale was still on the floor, rolling around in agony, cupping his nether regions as Raj and Jess made their way from the wall toward the middle of the small room where we had just fought. I moved out of the way, my hand brushing gently against Jess’s, but she didn’t even look in my direction. She just ignored me as I slowly walked toward the wall and leaned against it, waiting for their fight to begin. Raj looked terrified, and his usual deep brown skin had become a few shades lighter as he stood opposite Jess in the middle of the room, staring at her. Jess had her fists up, yet Raj didn’t. He looked a little uncomfortable with the idea of hitting her, but he’d have to do it sooner or later, or he’d lose, and truth be told, we didn’t know what the Ursines had in store for the losers of the test. Maybe they’d execute them for being poor warriors. Or maybe they’d execute the winners for being so quick to fight and defeat one of their own kind. We just didn’t know. The only thing we did know
was that there would be another fight and it was about to happen. 
But there was a problem, Dale was still rolling around on the floor, cupping his manhood. I called for him to get up and join me near the wall. He didn’t respond, he just continued to roll around, so I quickly walked toward him and without saying anything to the big man, I grabbed a hold of his shirt, clasped my hands around his shoulders and dragged him off the fighting area, toward the perimeter of the small room. He didn’t put up a fight. He did whimper under his breath though. I remember thinking that I got him good with the kick and felt
a little ashamed, but we were in extenuating circumstances that required us to do things to one another that we would never usually do. But as their captain, I felt as if I’d set a bad example by going for the cheap shot. It probably looked a little hokey and it would most likely make my crew a little upset. But I swallowed my doubts, dragged Dale over to the perimeter and collapsed against the wall, out of breath. The guy was far too big to be dragging about like that. I was lucky that I’d managed to do it at all. 
“Fight!” The robotic voice snarled through the speakers. It seemed a little agitated, as if it wasn’t happy with how the start of the
second fight had been delayed. But they didn’t need to wait for too long, Raj put his hands up and turned them into fists. It looked as if he was ready to take part in this. 

He
and Jess squared up, both of them now
had their fists at the ready. They looked like boxers as they circled each other. But I could see Raj’s lips moving as he danced on his feet like a pro. Before I could discern exactly what he was saying, Jess swung her right arm back and cracked him so hard I thought his head would roll off his shoulders. But luckily for the trained medic, all that happened was him crumpling onto the hard floor like a sack of potatoes. He was out cold and Jess had won in record time, beating mine and Dale’s fight. 
I looked over at her as she stared at Raj on the floor. I saw a lot of anger and malice in her eyes. She then turned her attentions to me and it
looked like she was snarling. Her top right lip was vibrating as she breathed heavily, sending me some very evil looking daggers in my direction. I gulped a little, my Adams apple feeling like it was stuck in my damn throat.  
“That’s us beat, then,” I heard Dale say from beside me. I turned in his direction and saw that he was now sitting up by my side, the back of his head resting
against the wall while he stared up at the ceiling. He looked like he was still
trying to catch his breath. I felt a pang of regret shoot through me. I was just about to apologize for my cheap shot when the robotic voice screeched through the sound system once again. 
“Good job humans. You fight well. Some of you at least. Now for test three.” 



Chapter Eight 
After being escorted out of the second test room, we were walked back to the cubicles where the first test had been
held. This time the walls were up when we got there, and the booths had already been formed. We were told to get into the same booths we’d occupied before. Without hesitating, the four of us made our way into our booths. This time, they fully boxed
us into the booths, a fourth divider came up from behind us, locking into place, affectively turning the booths we were in, into cocoons. 
For a few seconds, it was pitch black in my booth because there was
no natural light finding its way into the space. But after a few seconds, a dim light lit the area up. It wasn’t coming from any light fixtures. It was emanating from a computer tablet on the table in front of me. The chair I was sitting on compressed a little as my bodyweight was being held by the tight and coarse fabric the chair was made out of. The best way I could describe the chair I was sitting on was to compare it to a swivel office chair, the only difference being that the base of the chair, the long tube that would hold the structure together,
was missing, meaning that it floated as I sat on it. There was a gap in between the feet of the chair and the chair its self, making the thing look quite futuristic. I was impressed by the technology. 
Back on Earth, we’d had similar technology, but I’d never seen it being used on chairs. We’d used it on railways, making trains and carts hover over the track using magnetics. But to use it on a chair was both impressive and pointless. I just didn’t see the point in having a floating chair. But I guess that’s what separated humans from the rest of the galaxy. We usually thought we had things sussed out but then something that challenges those misconceptions would put us back in our very insignificant place. 
All the thinking that I’d been doing regarding the usefulness of the chair had distracted me from what was being displayed on the tablet computer’s LED screen in front of me on the work desk. I leaned in and examined the screen. It flickered a little in the darkness, the only light coming from the dim screen. I read what was on the tablet. It was written in surprisingly well written English. 
Human, you have done well in your tests so far. You are ranked in first place compared to the three other humans you are being tested against. We can now confirm that your lead is very slight and if you fail this test, you risk falling behind. Whichever of you humans finish in last place will suffer a serious and permeant punishment. Make sure you are not last on the leaderboards.
This is the last test before punishments and prizes will be given out. We wish you luck. You have three minutes to complete the exercises in front of you. The countdown started as soon as you entered this booth. 
Good luck. 
I felt my heart flutter in my chest. I noticed that on the screen in front of me there was a digital countdown. It was now on one minute and twenty-four seconds. It was counting backwards. That meant that I only had a small
amount of time before it reached zero. And if I procrastinated further, I could risk being last and suffering a permeant punishment, whatever that meant. So I didn’t hang around feeling sorry for myself or my crew. I swiped left and commenced the test in front of me. 
What stared back at me on the screen was confusing. All sorts of numbers, long and
short, dotted the screen. Multiplication signs were dashed in between the long numbers and small numbers. The test was simple. Work out the problem in front of me. But I had no idea how or where to start. There were far too many numbers, all grouped together, with no clear guidance on how to work it out. 
The fluttering in my chest soon changed into thumping. It was an evolution of the fear and anxiety that was ravaging my body. My head was beginning to hurt. A very sharp pain shot across the left side of my forehead, all the way down my face. I felt my teeth clenching, shooting more pain up my face and through my skull. For a second or two I thought that I was suffering from some sort of medical emergency, but then I remembered that from time to time, I’d suffered from debilitating anxiety attacks. I’d suffered from them when I was a youth, coming up in the flight school. But I’d overcome them when I managed to get my wings. I suppose success had helped keep my crippling mental ailments at bay. But whenever I thought I couldn’t do something, or that a decision I’d make would cost lives, I’d experience my panic attacks times ten once again. 
I could count on my left hand how many of those incidents had occurred in the last ten years. The answer was two. And they’d both happened in the space of four days. The day my ship was hijacked by the Ursines, forcing us out of hyper sleep, and the day I couldn’t figure out the math problem in front of me. 
I looked at the countdown and noticed that I only had thirty seconds
left. It was “do or die” time. And I had a feeling that death was not too far off. There was something about the way the message on the tablet had greeted me and congratulated me on my lead in the tests that had struck me as odd. It’d said that whoever would finish last in these tests would suffer a permanent punishment. 
I couldn’t think of a more permanent punishment than death. But then again, life in prison is pretty permanent. 
I snapped myself out of my panic. The immense pain I was in was excruciating. I looked at the countdown. A little less than twenty seconds remained. I stared at the multiple numbers on the screen. Numbers like 23667542234, 3949493838 & 383831112003. I then stared at the problems. 142999483827 + 39388766662222 + 33982772111933 and so on. Each long number and small number grouping was always followed by a plus or a minus sign. Then right at the bottom of the screen there was a text box with a flashing cursor where I assumed you were supposed to report your findings and end the test. 
I looked at the countdown and saw that I only had seconds remaining. So I took a punt, sweat dripping down my face and tapped on the text box. A digital keyboard popped up and I switched to the numbers section, and typed my answer. 
“Infinity” was what I wrote into the box. I pressed enter and waited, finding time to breathe. The countdown reached zero a second after I pressed enter, and the booth around me disappeared into the floor once again. I looked to my left and saw Jess. Her face was just as sweat ridden as mine. I turned to see Dale and Raj, who looked just as anxious. 
I sighed. 
“That was hard,” I said, surprising myself a little. The sound of my voice was gruff and high-pitched at the same time. I was in a dire need of some fluids. I heard Dale clear his throat. 
“It’s nice to know that they are testing us on resilience, and not results. It takes a lot for somebody to keep on coming back for more. That, in my opinion is worth far more than winning. Especially when winning at any cost only gets you a hollow victory,” Dale said. I turned to him, a look of confusion on my face. 
“What do you mean by that?” I asked. 
“Nothing. I’m sure you saw the leaderboard results on the tablet,” Dale said, not even looking at me. He was staring straight ahead, into the darkness that surrounded us in the big warehouse-like room. I was pretty sure the Ursines were staring back at him in the darkness. 
“Yeah, I saw the leaderboard results. It only showed my score, so I’m sorry if I’m not congratulating you on your place. All I know is that I’m pretty happy with my position,” I said, fidgeting with my hands. They were sweaty and I was trying to dry them off, wiping them on my trousers as I also looked forward. 
“How can you be happy with anything but first place?” Jess said from my left. I pulled a face. 
“I got first place, so why would I not be happy?” I asked. 
She looked at me, now also confused.

“What the hell do you mean you got first place? I did, not you. That’s what my score said.” 
I nearly stood up, but refrained from doing so, knowing that if I did so without permission, the Ursines would probably terminate me on the spot. 
“Mine said I got first place!” I replied sternly, knowing that my performance was worthy of first place. 
There was a moment or two of complete silence as we digested the fact that something was wrong with the test results. How can Jess’s results say she’s in first place and mine echo the same fact? I just didn’t get it. But luckily for the both of us, somebody did. 
“Don’t you see what’s going on?” Raj asked from afar on the furthest side of the booths. We all craned our heads toward his voice. Dale was the only one that could see him properly
since
he was sitting next to him. But Dale’s big frame was blocking mine and Jess’s view. 
“They’re messing with us. They’re telling all of us that we all came in first, that way we can bicker with each other. This is yet another test. A test to show our character. Mine said I was first place. I didn’t believe it based on my performance thus far. The fact that both you and Jess are saying you were each in first place
means that they are toying with us. I’m only a lowly ship medic, but I’m willing to bet my license that Dale over here got the same message saying that he was first as well,” Raj said, his voice sounding tiny
in the vast open space that surrounded us. We all darted our eyes toward Dale who simply nodded his head. 
I slammed my fist onto the table, shaking my head. I was completely irate. I couldn’t believe that I’d fallen for their tricks and gotten my head all blown up over the fact that I was first. Raj was right.
It was definitely a test. I was sure of it. We were still being tested, and thus far, I think the Ursines were enjoying the show we had put on for them. Not only had we blindly followed their orders, we’d fallen into their trap and turned on each other. I was determined to make sure we didn’t give them what they craved when it came to watching us tare each other apart. So I stood up, the hover chair behind me bobbed away and I raised my hands in the air. 
“You got me, you truly did. There I was thinking that you were smarter than you looked and recognized the strengths that we as humans posses. But the more I think about it, the more I realize that you’re just a bunch of savages. You’re dimwitted enough to think that we’ll fall prey to your petty mind games. But you failed to realize that you’re not the first alien race we humans have come across. And you certainly wont be the last. We’re a species of explores, great thinkers and superb fighters. You have the upper hand on us, but I’m pretty sure that when it comes to facing actual humans, the ones you don’t control or keep as pets like us, you’ll see for yourselves that you greatly underestimated us.” 
Before I finished my rant, a huge spotlight came on, illuminating the warehouse structure around us. It stretched on for miles, the light revealing the true size of the room we were in. But not all was as it seemed. We were on a platform, like a stage, and in front of us was a sea of heavily armed and armored Ursines. They were standing and staring at us. A huge troop of them stretched for a distance I couldn’t see beyond maybe a thousand of them, all lined up, all looking at us. It became clear that we were being paraded and shown off to the Ursine troops. We were basically entertainment for these savages. And the more I looked around at the crowd of motionless bear creatures in front of me, the more I realized that we were taking part in the equivalent of an army-sponsored
show to entertain the fatigued troops in war zones. 
But this wasn’t a war zone, and these troops weren’t tired.
But I knew that they were entertained, because they all began to chirp in unison. The gig was up. We were now shown the true meaning behind these so-called tests. But before I could sit back down, the robotic voice came through the speakers once again. 
“Well done for getting this far. You now know the extent of what lies between you and freedom. A million of our military stand in front of you. Ten million more are watching in the squares of our glorious city. Ten billion are watching in the many thousands of cities we have on our planet. You talk of humanity as if it has a chance. But it doesn’t. You will either help us, or be the first victims of the war that will wipe out your inferior, uncultured,
race. But before that, the troops demand that blood be spilt before the war effort can commence. And that blood will belong to one of you four humans. We are done making decisions for you. It is time that you take your fates into your own hands.” 
I stood there staring, my mouth open and my legs shaking. The gig was up. It was over. No more control. 
“But one of you needs to die before the rest of you are free to join our ranks. The decision is yours. Make it now.” 
 



Chapter Nine 
We all looked at each other. Dale looked at me. I looked at Jess. Jess looked at Raj and Raj looked at Dale. I could see the pain and terror in Jess’s eyes. She wasn’t usually very vocal about her feelings. In fact, she was what most would consider closed off. But I’d be lying if I said I’d never wondered what thoughts
ran through her head at times. Especially since she was my number two. And call me old fashioned, but I’d always believed that a captain should know their crew inside out. A lot of others would disagree with that, but I guess that’s why I’m here on this rock, surrounded by Ursines, who are baying for blood, while the other, obviously much smarter and successful captains are back on Earth, enjoying a life where they weren’t being banished into deep space. We all have our crosses to bear I guess.
“You have one minute to decide who dies,” the robotic voice screeched through the speakers. I could see the crowd of Ursines in front of me reacting to the words coming from the speakers. And even though they were being spoken in English,
the aliens seemed to understand them clearly. That’s when I noticed that most of the aliens who were watching us were wearing translator ear muffs on their heads. So they could understand everything that was being said, by both us and the robot voice coming through the PA system. 
“You can’t possibly expect us to kill one of our own in less than a minute?” I protested, holding my hands up in the air, facing the crowd in front of us. I didn’t expect any sort of sympathy from them, but I was angry and I wanted them to know it. But it was no use. The robotic voice didn’t reply and we were left with the cold reality of what they wanted us to do, slowly coming down on us like a ton of bricks. Before I could protest some more, and attempt to buy us some time, a hooded Ursine appeared on the stage. He was dressed much like the rest of them, but I recognized him as some sort of prison guard. He looked a little different from the rest of them. The prison guards wore hoods and generally carried less weaponry
than the other Ursines. They didn’t wear heavy armor. Most of them were adorned in light chainmail. The sort of stuff that would hold up well against bladed weapons. But going against plasma or bullet weapons would be a whole different story. 
The Ursine stepped on the stage, walked up toward us and threw a sword on the ground. The long bladed weapon was sheathed in a leather holster. The Ursine turned its back on us and walked back off the stage and into the crowd.  My heart was thumping in my chest as I watched the baying crowd in front of us. The bright room was making me feel a little dizzy. The testing that they’d put us through was stressful enough, but this experience was on a another level. I turned to my three-man crew who were staring at the sword on the ground a few meters away from us. I clocked the way Raj was looking at it and I
wondered what he was thinking. But I didn’t need to wonder for long, because he made his thoughts rather clear, rather quickly. 
“Kill me,” he said, without a trace of fear in his voice. I looked at him in shock. How could he allow
these creatures to dictate such an act to us? Surely we were better than this? Surely we were the ones in control? Not them! What happened to our master plan? What happened to getting them to think that we’d sided with them, when in fact we were planning our escape? 
“You can’t die, Raj! We need you! What if one of us gets sick, or injured? You expect these foul beasts to know what to do with us? How to fix us?” I said, pleading with him. 
“So one of us dying in Raj’s place is fine then?” Jess asked,
interrupting
my plea. I looked at her in disgust. How could she say such a thing? It’s like she wanted Raj to sacrifice himself, just so she wouldn’t have to die.
“Watch your tongue Jess. I’m still
the damn captain and you’re my number two, but I shit you not, if you step out of line once again, I’ll offer you up to those damn Ursines and see how you like it,” I said, turning my attention back to Raj. 
“You have thirty seconds!” the robotic voice said, its high-pitched voice bursting through the PA system above our heads. 
“Look Raj, you don’t have to offer yourself up for this. We can think of something. Make it fairer,” I said, looking at my crew as we sort of huddled up around the sword. I think we all knew that resistance was pointless. The beasts would have us executed no matter what. The aim of the game was survival, and if that meant that one of us had to die, then that’s what had to happen. It’s easy for me to realize this now, but then, on that stage, staring into Raj’s eyes, I didn’t see it like that. In fact, it nearly broke me. 
“Please, let’s find another way,” I said, my eyes welling up a little. 
“It has to be this way. They wont allow it any other way. One of us has to die. And it cannot be you, you are the captain. It cannot be Jess, she is second-in-command on our ship, and it certainly cannot be Dale,” Raj said, moving his head closer to me. “Because he’s the one who’s going to help you shoot your way off this rock,” Raj whispered. 
“But, we can’t kill one our our own,” I replied. 
“Ten seconds, or you all die,” the robotic voice said. 
I stood there staring at my team. I had my back to the stage, but could feel the warmth and heated hatred coming off the Ursines behind me. It was now or never. One of us had to die, or we’d all die. It was a decision I was unwilling to make. I shook my head. 
“You know what, to hell with this. I’m not doing it,” I said. But before the words came out of my mouth, I heard somebody scream. I’d blinked and missed whatever had caused the scream, but when I focused my sight in the direction of the scream, I saw Raj kneeling on the ground, the long blade stuck into his chest, blood spilling out of his wound and pooling on the floor. He looked up at me and mouthed something that I didn’t understand. And then fell face first onto the floor, the impact driving the blade further into his chest. I watched in horror as the sharp sword stuck through his back. Bits of god knows what dripped
off the sword. Red, blue and blacks erupted from the wound. I nearly fainted, but not because of the sight of so much blood but because of how it happened. 
“I had to do it,” Jess said, standing over the body, both of her hands covered in crimson red. 
“It was a decision that I should have made!” I said, feeling the anger bubbling inside of me. 
“You weren’t going to do it, you didn’t have the balls,” Jess said, stepping back a few paces from Raj who was now very much dead. Dale and I looked on in horror. Neither of us would have expected her to do such a thing. I couldn’t help what happened next. I was too angry to control my actions. I cocked my fist, stepped forward and planted a firm right-handed strike on Jess’s face. She went down like a sack of potatoes. I stood over her, seething in anger. I’d never hit a woman before, but then again, I’d never witnessed one of my own crew murder another crew member. And for what? Because they were told to? It was my understanding that we were in this together, and if they’d kill us then so be it. But now the dynamic had changed. We were fragmented, and under the control of the alien race that held us captive. We were officially theirs. At least one of us was, and as far as I was concerned, Jess was now very much on her own. 
“Easy, Captain. Let the bitch live,” Dale said, pulling me away from Jess, who was on her back, looking up at me, wiping a sliver of blood off her face. 
“You’ve officially been reassigned Jess. You are no longer second-in-command of Alpha Ship One. You’ve been relieved of your duty. Feel free to seek employment elsewhere,” I said, walking away from her. Dale joined me by my side. We stood in front of the baying crowd. They must have been cheering
for a while, but I’d not noticed on account of watching somebody I thought I’d trusted kill one of our own. 
Both Dale and I stood there, staring at the race of savages that both cheered and jeered us in their own chirpy way. I turned to Dale and shrugged my shoulders. 
“I guess this is it. Time to play a long,” I said, smiling at the crowd of Ursines while waving my hand in the air. 
“Get them on our side, and when they least suspect it, strike them where it hurts,” Dale said, also waving and smiling at the crowd. 
“With any luck, they’ll think we’re all heroes before long,” I said. 
There was a brief moment of silence before Dale stopped waving and turned to face me. 
“But every hero has his day.” 



Chapter Ten 
After being escorted from the test area, we were hauled back into our cell and the door was slammed shut, leaving the three of us in the dark. I was breathing heavily on account of being in a murderous rage. All I wanted to do was inflict as much pain and suffering on both the Ursines and Jess. Deep down I knew the reasoning behind what Jess did, and sure enough, deeper down, I understood it. But I was angry. Upset. Seething. I mourned for the loss of Raj. He was a great man, and died a courageous, if not unjustified, death. The man was as loyal as they came, and never thought of himself first. He was the best sort of man to have on your team as a medical doctor. He knew his way around a doctor’s bag and was efficient with light weaponry, meaning that if our ship was ever attacked, he could defend the patients in the sickbay pretty well. 
But now he was dead, and his proficiency in anything was useless where he now was. I wasn’t one to believe in a
god
or any sort of religion, but Raj was. And I hoped against all hopes that whatever Raj imagined to be paradise, or life after death, whatever you wanted to call it, was the best thing it could possibly be. I wanted Raj to be up there in the cosmos, watching down on us, while enjoying a much needed rest. The guy was a workhorse, and dedicated his entire life to the science of medicine. I just hoped it was not done in vein and that he enjoyed the many adventures we’d had before our world was torn apart.  
“I had to do it,” I heard Jess say from within the darkness of the cell. I didn’t know where she was in the cell, but I knew she was as far away from us as she possibly could be. And it was a good job that she was, because I’m not sure whether the rage I was feeling would not erupt onto her, again. The last thing I wanted to do was kill her, but anger has a way of making you think differently. 
“It was him or us. I chose us. I did what any leader would do. And the more I think of it Flynn, the more I realize that you should have been the one to make that decision,” she said, her voice sounding very tinny in the darkness. I still couldn’t see where she was, but it didn’t stop me from getting up off my feet. I felt a hand grab at my arm. It was Dale. He was holding me back. I brushed him off me and sat back on the floor. 
“You’re damn right it should have been me to make the decision,” I said, shaking my head as I dug my fingernails into the concrete floor beneath me. Grooves and dips met the tips of my fingers as I tried to alleviate some of the pain I was feeling within my core, by inflicting actual pain on myself. 
“So why didn’t you make that decision, Flynn?” She asked me. It was obvious by her tone that she had little remorse regarding what she did. It was making me boil inside. I shot up off my feet, and nearly roared when I opened my mouth. 
“I did make a decision! I made the decision not to touch anybody on our team. I made the decision to suffer whatever consequences lay in front of us for disobeying an order. It’s a decision that you should have respected, but you didn’t. You saw fit to plunge a sword into the chest of one of our oldest and most loyal crew members. He has tenure on you for Christ’s sake. If we were killing people off based on time spent on Alpha Ship One, then I guess you would have been the first to go,” I said, trying to see through the darkness, but I couldn’t. 
“So you’re saying that I should have killed myself?” 
I didn’t answer her, I sat back down and got to digging my nails into the concrete grooves once again. But I needn’t had answered her anyway, Dale had stood up and started screaming at the top of his lungs. Because of the mans sheer size, it was hard not to feel intimidated. And that’s what Dale Dykstra did best. Intimidate. But he also had another quality. He was righteous, and always did what was best for everybody. So I knew that what Jess did was most likely playing on his mind. And I wasn’t wrong. 
“Enough!” Dale shouted, his voice booming off the walls. It got so quiet after he spoke that you could hear a pin drop. But the quietness didn’t last long. The cell door opened and a bright light engulfed the room. After a few seconds, the light dimmed and I could see properly. Three Ursines came plodding into the squalid cell. They were dressed in hoods, like all the other Ursines that had dealt with us since being imprisoned, but now they had company. At first I didn’t recognize the shapes that were standing in front of me, but then the light cascaded in the right way, and I saw that we were now joined by three humans. Me, Dale and Jess didn’t say a word. I was staring at the three blindfolded and shackled humans near the doorway. I figured that Dale and Jess were doing the same. It was hard not to. They were the first new humans we’d seen since stepping foot on this planet. And now they were our new cell mates. 
“Some friends for you,” one of the guards said through his translator box. He then proceeded to shove the strange humans into the cell. Before the door was shut, the electrical lasso cuffs that were around each of their wrists fell to the floor. The Ursines grabbed the lassos and ripped the blindfolds off our new cellies. As the Ursines made their way out of the room, I spotted the genders of the three new people in front of us. Two men, one much older than the other, and a young woman, probably the same age as the younger man. Twenty-ish, maybe thirty at a push. But the other man looked old. Really old. He had crinkly skin and sandpaper hair. I didn’t have time to examine them anymore because the cell door came to a close, shutting out all of the light that had filled the dank room before. 
The three of us remained silent as we watched the three of them. They began to mumble in a language I didn’t understand. I decided to get up and make my way over to them. The problem was I couldn’t see them for the life of me. But I managed to bump into one of them by accident. I heard a male voice say something.
“Mira por donde vas, bruta,” he said. I didn’t quite understand it, but I recognized the language he was speaking as Spanish. 
“No hablo mucho español,” I said, in my best accent. Which meant I don’t speak much Spanish. 
There was a moment of silence and he replied. 
“Bueno, no necesitamos hablar con un traidor como tú.”
I stared in his general direction, not quite knowing exactly where he was and blinked. I wasn’t much of a linguist, but I was getting a hostile vibe off this one. So I thought that I’d leave the multi-national diplomacy for later.
I sat back down where I was seated before and yet again continued to scrape the floor. I guess deep down I was wondering how long it would take for me to tunnel out of there with my bare hands. But I wasn’t stupid. Even I knew that it was impossible to accomplish such a thing. So I left the daydreaming about escaping for another time. I was shattered and decided that I needed to sleep. Even if we had company, it was obvious that they didn’t want much to do with us, so I stopped scratching the floor, patted for my pillow and sheet and wrapped myself up, laying on the floor, turning in for the remainder of the night (or day, wasn’t sure what time it was). 
I dreamed of a few things whilst I slept. None of those things were nice. All of them were dire. Dire, dreadful,
and delusional. Dire being the situation we were in. Dreadful being the actions of Jess. And delusional being me thinking that I had this under control. Truth was I didn’t. And I suspected that after today, I’d never have control back. I’d always be their slave until they were done with me. There was no use fighting this anymore. I’d have to do whatever they asked of me, or suffer the same fate as Raj. Not that his fate was at all that bad. At least he was dead, and away from these things. And if I was being honest, I wouldn’t have minded swapping with him. But there would be no swapping. I was done for and so were my crew. 
Alpha Ship One would never fly for Earth’s Empire, or Pilgrim Tech again. We were now the property of the Ursines and Alpha Ship One was their secret weapon in a war that only they knew was coming. Earth had no idea what was about to hit them. 
And neither did we. 



Chapter Eleven 
The attempt to talk with the three new cellies we had, had fallen
on deaf ears, and I’d only been asleep for a short while when our cell door was opened, a bright light filling
the room once again
as
the Ursine guards came in. They didn’t waste any time with any pleasantries. They got straight to the point and told us to get off our butts and follow them. 
The three of us did what we were told. The other three didn’t understand at first what was being asked of them until one of the Ursines fiddled with its translator box and started speaking their language. Once the other three knew what was being said, they were very quick to stand to attention and follow the group out of the cell. 
We were frog-marched through the same corridor that we’d been through before. By now the prisons meandering corridors were becoming familiar and even in the dimly lit small spaces, I found myself turning at the right times, even without looking. After a few minutes of marching, I soon realized where we were off to. I was willing to bet that we were about to pay a visit to the Ursine king. I had a feeling in my gut and when we exited the prison and commenced a stiff walk down the alleyways of their city, I was certain of the fact that we’d be visiting the king. It all matched up you see. Just like last time, we were being escorted at night, and just like last time, we were weaving our way through the various small and dank alleyways that littered this industrial city. 
The cover of darkness seemed to be the key to everything these things did. They didn’t seem to do anything during the day. Maybe they were nocturnal. But their streets were empty and all the buildings we were passing were dark. As I explained before, they had a pre-space-flight Earth era thing going on here. The city looked a lot like New York City back in the day when humans had little technology and weren’t aware of the many civilizations that had been watching them evolve for centuries. Around the year 2055, Earth was contacted and the rest was history. A lot had changed since then. Earth had gotten more powerful, but they weren’t the top dogs. And judging by the might of the Ursines, I’d say they weren’t even in the same league. These guys were exactly like us, but they possessed something that I just couldn’t put my finger on. I didn’t know exactly what it was, but it was something that the humans didn’t have in them. 
“Instinct?” I muttered under my breath. 
“What?” I heard Jess say from behind me. I ignored her though. I wasn’t going to talk to her. Not for a long time. I was still very mad about Raj. But deep down I knew she had her best foot forward. She wasn’t an idiot and was very adept at survival. And that was all that was left. That’s all we had to do. Survive. 
I decided to watch where I was going after nearly bumping into some sort of trash receptacle. The march to the Ursine king
didn’t last much longer. Sure enough, a couple of minutes later we had arrived. But this time my crew were with me. At least what was left of it. And not to mention, the older man, the younger man and the woman were also with us. Three people we didn’t know. Three people who looked like they shared some sort of commonality with us. I mean, why else would they have been put in our cell? And why were they with us at all? Come to think of it, where the hell did they come from? They weren’t on our ship, that was for sure. Besides, the Ursines had killed the many men and women that were on board our ship when we’d woken up. Unbeknownst to us, Admiral Thisk had decided to whack a load of so-called sympathizers on the ship and murder them. 
The whole thing was a little foggy. I still didn’t quite understand why we’d been banished from Earth, or if anybody else besides from Thisk knew of our plight. But I guess it didn’t really matter. I mean, who would miss us? We were only known to a very few people in the upper ranks of Pilgrim Tech. Our job was simple, disrupt the cash flow of other alien nations. That way, Earth would remain just as strong as it saw fit. But the problem with doing a job like that is when you are successful at it, it’s just a matter of time until some other worldly empire wants you gone. If we were ever found out and caught, Earth
would have denied our existence. I wondered if that was why we’d been banished. Had we done anything to the Ursines before? I didn’t think we did. I’d have remembered meeting these things or running a merc mission on their planet. So the mystery remained. 
But this wasn’t the time or the place for wondering about anything. We were all in immediate danger, and that immediate danger was sitting on a throne in front of us. We’d all been escorted up the steep ramp toward the King. He was still situated in the same grand room he was in before, when I’d been summoned to him a few days earlier. The incense sticks were still burning and the heat coming from the burning baskets was still nearly unbearable. It didn’t take long for me to start sweating, and as we stood there in two rows of three, Alpha Ship One crew at the front, newbies at the back, I noticed that we all looked a little sticky. Maybe the room was so hot to make us feel uncomfortable. Either way, there was no escaping the heat or the Ursine king in front of us. 
“I will be addressing you humans in the front. After I’m done, it will be your job to relay our instructions to your new crewmembers behind you,” the Ursine king
said, staring blankly at us. His eyes had a hollow quality to them. He didn’t blink much and his bear-like facial features were relaxed, and looked a lot less menacing than the other Ursines. But then again, he was smaller, so maybe that was why he looked a lot less scary. I wasn’t stupid though, I knew that even an Ursine his size could probably rip us to shreds, so I wasn’t underestimating our pampered overlord. 
“Sorry to break it to you, pal, but those guys behind us don’t speak our language,” Dale said beside me. My eyes widened. Dale had answered the Ursine King Back. That couldn’t be good. I didn’t know how these lot would take such an action from a human, but I was hoping that they’d spare Dale his life. But funnily enough, after a few seconds of silence, the Ursine king
raised his paw in the air. 
“Not my problem. You humans are at fault for having such a varying vernacular. You’re the only species known to talk different languages amongst yourselves. For that, we commend you. It must be difficult to understand other humans from further lands on Earth. And to some extent, we understand why you humans fight with each other. With different languages comes different cultures. And differences in any race, be it human or otherwise, usually results in civil strife. That being said, it is up to you to communicate efficiently with your new crew. You will need to have an understanding of them. Or you will all die. Do I make myself clear?” 
Neither of us said anything. I think Dale understood his place and decided to keep his mouth shut this time. Which was just as well, because I had a feeling that the Ursine king wouldn’t be letting much more back chatting slide. He had a different look in his eyes now. They were no longer hollow. They were filled with some sort of anguish. And I didn’t quite understand what it might be, but I figured that maybe, just maybe, the Ursine king was getting impatient with us. 
And that couldn’t be a good thing. 
“I have brought all six of you humans here to brief you on your mission,” the Ursine king said, shifting in his throne. His anguished look had disappeared, as if a switch had gone off in its head. The hollow gaze he had worn before returned
as he began to tell us of our fate. I decided then and there that I was going to withhold my questioning until later, if of course, I had the chance to ask any questions. 
“The three of you from Alpha Ship One have lost one of your own members. My condolences. But the truth is, there was only enough room for six people on the ship. You three at the front had to lose one member of the team, as did the crew at the back. So take solace in knowing that it was necessary to take their lives, so yours could be saved.” 
I felt my
bowels
gurgling as I listened to the Ursine king pretend to give a shit about us. It filled me with anger listening to the excuses coming out of its mouth. I knew as well as any other man that the sole purpose of killing Raj was to get us under their control. It’s all to do with bondage, and not the fun type. But the type that bounds us to them. That binds us to their whims. It’s a form of breaking our spirit, and I wasn’t dumb enough to believe anything that came out of its mouth, or more precisely, the translator box. 
“Now, on to the mission at hand. We, the Ursine race, are entrusting you with our most violent and cataclysmic weapon. It is something that even man would struggle to comprehend. Its damage output far overshadows anything the human race can muster, and quite frankly, we are surprised of its capabilities. We call it the MEGATON bomb. It resembles an early hydrogen nuclear bomb, but it uses special fusion capabilities to multiply the reaction before the bomb goes off. The device weighs approximately ten tons. It will be couriered on your ship, the Alpha Ship One. You will use our technologically advanced ULTRABOOST hyper drive engine to fly back to Earth. The journey would usually take you six earth years, seeing how far away our planet is from yours. But it will only take you six earth months to get there. Once you reach Earth, you’ll be able to land the ship on your planet, escape the planet on some sort of pod, get back into space, set the bomb off and the mission will be over.” 
I looked at the Ursine king as he spoke. Its snout didn’t move much, but under the robotic translation I could hear his native tongue at work. Low murmurs and growls came out of him as he strung his words together. It looked as if he was getting a little worked up as he talked. I guess the idea of wiping out humanity would get most brutish races excited. This wasn’t the first time that an unknown alien race had tried to destroy Earth. But this was certainly the first time that an alien race was using humans to accomplish it. 
“Have you any questions?” The Ursine King asked, the translator box crackling a little as he reached for a chalice of wine and took a sip. He placed the heavy cup back down and waited for our response. 
“How fast will we be traveling?” I asked. It was a mundane question, but I was curious to see just how rapid this so-called ULTRABOOST drive was. 
“You will be traveling at just over three hundred and fifty thousand miles per second,” the Ursine king said. 
I heard a collective gasp from my crew, both Dale and Jess were stunned by the Kings revelation as to how fast we’d be traveling. 
And so was I. 
“Wait a damn minute,” I said, shaking my head, looking around at the spacious room we were in. It was decked out in many splendid things. Paintings. Water features. Pillars. All in all, the place looked like something you’d see back on Earth, in Rome. But I was finding it increasingly difficult to believe such a statement from the King regarding the speed we’d be traveling at. It was impossible. There was no way in hell that we could travel at that speed in the Alpha Ship One. 
“That’s some damn engine you got there, Mr. Bear King. But I don’t know if you’re aware, but three hundred thousand miles per second is double the speed of light,” I said, turning to see the prison guard next to me. It looked grouchy, and appeared to be weary of my tone. 
“Speed of light? What are you talking about?” the Ursine king asked. 
I looked at him in dismay. 
“Surely you know what the speed of light is?” I asked, gob smacked that a civilization that claimed to be able to travel at double the speed of light didn’t actually know how fast light traveled at. It was absurd to think that that was possible.
“You mean the rays from the sun?” he asked. 
I nodded my head. 
“Yes, the rays from the sun. The substance that illuminates the worlds we live on. This planet has two suns, or at least that’s what I saw when I came off the ship. I can’t be too sure though, seeing that I haven’t seen this planets sunlight since arriving.” 
The Ursine king shifted in his seat yet again as he reached for more wine. The guy had a drinking problem, that’s for sure. 
“I don’t see your point. How does the sun, or the light that comes off it have any bearing on how fast you can get to Earth?” 
I stood there, eyes wide open, wracking my brain. I guess I was just as stumped as he was. 
“It doesn’t really, but we were told, or led to believe at least by the people on Earth, that traveling at the speed of light or faster, was or is, impossible,” I said. 
Suddenly I heard a chorus of chirping. All around us the Ursines were laughing. I couldn’t believe it. Not only were they making fun of us, but the guards that surrounded us understood what we were saying. Were they getting some sort of translation feed into their heads?
“Oh, you humans never fail to amuse us. It is funny that you think that. Don’t you know that the possibilities in space are boundless?” 
I shook my head. 
“I guess not,” I said. 
The Ursine King drank
from his chalice once again. He raised his paw up in the air and waved us away. Or at least that’s what I thought he did. 
“Be gone. I have much to do. Much to prepare. You have two days to wrap your head around the new equipment on the ship before you take off. We’ve converted the ship a little to keep in contact
with our ships. That way there won’t
be any misinterpreted signals between your ship and ours.” 
“Your ship? What do you mean?” I asked. 
There was another chorus of chirping from the creatures around us. I could feel tension building
in my stomach. My blood was boiling. I was close to exploding. 
“You didn’t actually think that you’d be flying alone did you? We will have an escort accompanying you to Earth. They’ll hang back around ten thousand miles behind you, but seeing that both you and them will be going three hundred and fifty thousand miles a second, all it will take is a little flick of a switch and they’ll be in firing distance. So keep on your best behavior. They’ll be cloaked, and off radar. You won’t. But then again your ship is a human ship. It will be recognized as friendly in most galaxies. So you won’t have any trouble making your way through star ports. We already checked the galactic bounty list, and the Alpha Ship One’s record is clean. Nobody is looking for it. So you should be able to get to Earth with no problems, provided you do as you’re told. We won’t hesitate to blow the ship up. Mission accomplished or not. There are many other ways we could destroy Earth.” 
I shrugged my shoulders. 
“If there are many other ways to destroy Earth, then why are you using us?” 
The Ursine king didn’t answer straight away. He gulped some more from
his chalice and placed it back down on the side. The beast looked a little distracted as his eyes wondered around the room. But then he did something that surprised everybody there, including the other Ursines. He got off his throne and plodded toward me. His head reached my waist
as he walked on his hind legs. He then poked me in the belly with his paw and looked straight up at me. 
He stared deep into my eyes and said,
“Why destroy your race from afar when we can use you to get up close and personal?” 
He then turned around and walked back to his throne. He pulled himself onto the seat and relaxed as he shooed us away. I had many more questions that needed answering, but they’d have to wait. We were escorted away from the King’s chambers and back out into the darkness. We made our way through the alleys but changed direction. I was worried. We were going to a new place. A place I didn’t recognize. But after a few minutes of stomach-churning anxiety, my dread faded. 
We arrived at a shipyard, and smack bang in the middle was the Alpha Ship One. She was being worked on by many different Ursines. They were all wearing construction gear, goggles and high visibility clothing. It was truly a sight to behold. Aliens wearing health and safety gear, working on a human ship. I’d seen many things in my time in space, but I’d never seen so much in such a little period of time since landing on this planet. And I had a feeling that there were plenty more surprises in store for us. 
“Congratulations stupid humans,” I heard one of our guards say under his hood. He was wearing a translator box, just like the king. “You have made it out alive from the prison. Now your new home is your old ship. But things change. Things change much. You will see how much things change.” 
With that, we were marched toward our ship. Dale, Jess and I
were in front, while the Spanish--or whatever they were--recruits were trailing in the back. I would be lying if I said that I wasn’t glad to see her again. The ship looked wonderful. And it felt like seeing home for the first time in many many years. But as the guard had said in his broken up English, things had changed. Not only on the ship, but with us. 
We were no longer a spaceship crew running missions for money. We were a spaceship crew delivering Armageddon to the people of Earth. 



Chapter Twelve
“I guess that’s the new engine,” I said, pointing at the huge hulking mass as I climbed off the ladder going down into the engine room below the bridge. Dale had joined me for
the inspection of the ship. We’d been left to our own devices by the Ursines. They elected to stay outside of the ship, standing guard, while we were allowed to have a peek at the new and improved Alpha Ship One. 
“What sort of metal is this thing made out of?” Dale asked as he clunked his big fist against the top of the new engine unit that was placed in the middle of the dark room. It was literally twice the size of our old unit. But that was not the only thing different about the new engine. It was a new color. A strange color. The old engine was metallic, so it didn’t really have a color. The metal we used on our ship was a grayish washed-out color. But this engine was bright red and purple. The different shades of color seemed to change every few seconds. The material it was made
from
had a dynamic surface, meaning that it moved. The engine itself didn’t actually move, but the colors seemed to float about on the surface of the engine much like an old school lava lamp. 
“Huh?” I said, realizing that Dale had asked me a question and that I’d gotten a little too distracted to answer it. 
“I said, what sort of metal is the engine made out of? I mean, it doesn’t even
look metallic
to me. What sort of metal flashes different colors like that?” Dale asked, thumping it again. “But it does feel like metal,” he added. 
“I don’t know Dale, but it does look a little organic to me, so I wouldn’t risk bashing it about like that, it might bite back.” 
Dale looked at me and frowned. He then turned toward the engine and stared at it for a good few seconds. Then he took a few steps back as if he was airing on the side of caution. 
“What do you mean organic? You saying that thing is alive?” he asked. 
“You never know. Some alien races infuse technology with organic matter and create super computers that can both think and calculate like other technology. Something seems to happen to metal and computer chips when they meet flesh.” 
Dale didn’t say anything; he
just stared at the metal hybrid engine and blinked. I could see that his imagination was getting the best of him, so I decided to cheer him up a little. I grabbed him by the shoulders, pushed him into the engine and roared as loud as I could. 
“Mmmm, tasty human, yum yum yum!” I said. The sound of my voice combined with him being pushed into the engine made Dale jump out of his skin. And for a big guy, it was quite a sight seeing him freaking out like a little girl. I guess I learned something then. Everyone has fears, even big strong muscly gunners like Dale. 
“You’re lucky you’re my Captain, or I’d push you back!” Dale said, smiling at me. His teeth were stained yellow. Probably something to do with him not ever brushing them. But I wasn’t going to be the one to tell him to do so now, was I? 
“Hey,” a voice said from behind us. We both turned around and,
standing at the foot of the ladder was none other than Jess, my former second-in-command. She looked absolutely stunning. Her wavy blonde hair gently bounced on her shoulders as she approached us. We made way for her, splitting to the side like the Red Sea in that famous Bible story. 
Dale and I didn’t say anything at first. We just stared at her as she ogled the new engine. The engine room itself was dark and dingy, the only illumination
coming from the red warning lights above our heads. But now with the multicolored engine in place of the old one, it illuminated the room somewhat, making it much easier to see. I even noticed that the Ursines had put strip lights on every second rung of the ladder. It put a smile on my face. I found it amusing that even a barbaric alien race like them had health and safety rules! 
“What the hell’s up with this engine?” Jess asked, her back turned to us. I watched as she surveyed the engine in front of her and wondered if I should even give her the satisfaction of a reply. I was in no mood to talk to her. In my eyes, what she did was still unforgivable, and what made it worse was that she was trying to worm her way back into our good books. And as far as I was concerned, she’d never be back on the same book shelf as us, let alone the same page. She was on her own from now, and I wasn’t willing to waste my time talking to her. So I turned around and made my way back up the ladder. My head poked through the partition, and I pulled myself
up on to the bridge. I stretched myself out, adjusting my neck, clicking it and made my way to the captain’s chair. I collapsed onto it and watched the screens in front of me. An idle picture of the outside stared back at me. I examined the surroundings of the shipyard and noticed the many air vehicles that were passing us. I saw that a lot of these vehicles looked like war ships. They were heavily equipped and looked the part. Meanwhile, they were being filled with fuel and taxied off to some area out of shot from the ships front cams. I fiddled around on the controls, and brought up the side cameras. They turned on and projected an image that made me nearly jump out of my seat. 
“What the heck…?” I found myself saying as I saw the image of about a thousand war ships lined up on a runway next to us. They were all pointing in the same direction and looked as if they were ready to take off. But in actual fact, they were idle. On closer inspection I noticed that the ships were empty and the engines were turned off. The Alpha Ship One scanners weren’t picking up any heat signatures off the ships. 
“That’s a lot of fire power,” I heard Dale say from beside me. He was standing behind a line on the bridge floor. It was a line that only the Captain could cross, and it was nice to see that the big meathead knew his place. 
“Yeah, just think what they’re planning to do with all of this. Call me paranoid, but I think they have a Plan B if we fail to detonate this so-called MEGATON bomb.”
Before Dale could say anything, we were interrupted by the three new crew members that the Ursines had stuck us with. They didn’t speak a lick of English and to make things worse, one of them was standing over the red line on the floor. I looked down at her feet, and they were a good four inches over the line. Any
former crew member on a human ship would know that crossing the red line was a grave violation. But this chica seemed to be oblivious as to what sort of protocol to adhere to on a merc ship. It was then that I realized that those three foreigners were going to be useless on the Alpha Ship One. They did they not speak our language, and they weren’t experienced crew members on any ship. So it begged the question, why the hell were they given to us in the first place by the Ursines? Did they think that we’d be able to teach them how to speak English and fly a ship in the six months that it would take us to get to Earth? 
“Step back
over the line,” I said, shoeing the young lady that was staring at me. She was ogling the big screens in front of us. I guess she also found the number of alien ships next to us alarming. 
“Dios mío, eso es una gran cantidad de naves espaciales,” she said, which I guess roughly translated to looks like we’re screwed. I agreed with the girl. She was right. We were screwed. Very screwed. Not only were we expected to fly this ship with a nuke on it for six months, with no stasis sleep, but we were also expected to end the lineage and lives of our own species. It was a pretty crappy situation to be in. But I wasn’t giving up that easily. I was determined to find a way to get things back in our favor. But if we were going to get out of this alive, we’d have to put all of our heads together. 
The problem was this: 
The three of us that remained were divided. One was accountable for the death of one of our crewmembers. The other was a meathead gunner that was quick-tempered and easily fooled and the third, that’s me, was a captain of a flagging ship that had seen both better days and a better crew. 
Then there were the three amigos that we didn’t know how to communicate with or if they were going to be of any use on this mission. 
So to sum up the war effort against the Ursines was simple. If things continued the way they were going, then we were going to lose. 
Pure and simple. 



Chapter Thirteen 
“Okay, listen up,” I said, after calling my original two crewmembers to join me behind the line. Usually, nobody would be allowed over the line, but the circumstances that we were in far outweighed protocol, so I’d called them over. Jess seemed surprised that I’d decided to include her in the team talk, but I didn’t have much choice. If she wasn’t included, then there would only be two English-speaking crew members on the ship who were in on the plan. I had no other choice but to include her. Or losing Raj wouldn’t be the only issue we had. Losing her as well would mean that only two Alpha Ship One crew members stood between the Ursines and the destruction of Earth. And that obviously wasn’t the best strategy to employ against our enemies. 
“Glad you’re seeing reason,” Jess said as she sidled
up to me. I was sitting in my flight seat, surveying the live feed on the big screens in front of me. The ships had started to move and they were taking off one by one. I didn’t know if they were country wide flights below orbit or if they were space flights. But I was willing to guess that the ships taking off all of a sudden had something to do with our mission. They were battle cruisers after all, and battle cruisers didn’t usually provide
commercial flights. So I was certain that calling a meeting between myself and the other two was not only necessary but of the utmost importance. Because time was definitely of the essence. With all those ships taking off, you could bet your bottom credit that crap was about to get real. 
“I still don’t forgive you for Raj’s execution,”
I said, replying to Jess who had obviously grown impatient in waiting for my response. But I was preoccupied. The alien ship deploying in front of us was messing with my head. The Ursines had told us that there’d only be two ships tailing us and that they’d be cloaked. But I’d counted twenty-six ships taking off in the last minute alone. They were fast and efficient, and it would only be a matter of time before we’d also have to take off. 
“That being said, you did what you had to do. I understand that more than anybody. Hell, it took balls to do what you did,” I said, turning to face Jess. My chair swiveled to the right and I relaxed into the soft fabric. It felt good to get this off my chest. “But you have to understand that as the captain, I was supposed to have made that decision. And I had decided that were were going to disobey them and take the punishment. You should have listened to my commands. They were there to not only protect you but to protect Raj. We had no way of knowing whether or not they were bluffing. If for some reason they were, then we’d have all pulled out of it alive. And that I’m afraid Jess, is all that any Capitan ever wants.” 
I didn’t say anything else, I just watched what I said sink into her skull. For some reason, Jess had been on the defensive, as if I somehow blamed her for Raj’s death. I didn’t. It had nothing to do with that. But I did have a problem with the way she’d handled the whole ordeal. It was unbecoming of the second-in-command. That’s why I had busted her out of her rank. 
“I still don’t get it,” she finally said, looking around. The bridge was quiet. The Ursines were still guarding the outside of the ship and the other three crew members, the ones that didn’t speak English, were in the mess hall below deck. 
“What don’t you get?” I asked. 
She looked at me and then averted her eyes to the floor. 
“Why was Raj so willing to give up his own life and die for the team, while I was so willing to oblige and take his life with no questions asked?” she said, a tear rolling
down her cheek as she suppressed her emotions. 
“I don’t know, Jess. That’s something that only you’ll know how to answer in time. But it’s also something you’ll have to live with.” 
She nodded her head and looked back toward me. Her eyes were red, and her fringe was sticking to her forehead. She’d definitely seen better days. I think we all had. But the way we looked was far from either of our minds. 
“Talking of living with it, how are we going to live with nuking Earth?” Dale asked, finally saying something. He’d been quiet on account of me and Jess sorting out our differences. He was standing behind her. He’d stayed firmly behind the line. 
“Get closer so nobody can hear what you’re saying,” I said, ushering him over with my left hand. He did as he was told, but
only after a few seconds of consideration though.
 He’d looked at the floor, then at the line on the floor, then at me. He gulped and walked forward gingerly, as if something violent and unexpected would happen if he crossed the line on the floor. My heart sank a little as I watched a usually strong and brave man teeter on the edge of childishness. But I didn’t ridicule Dale. Nor did I chew him out for taking his sweet time. Dale was the type of man that had faced enough ridicule in his life. He could go one day without it. Especially given the circumstances. 
“If we are going to get through this, we all need to work as a team. That means we have to put our differences aside, and get what needs to be done, done,” I said, looking at both Dale and Jess as I spoke. I wanted them to get what I was trying to put across. This was do or die for us. There would be no retries. If we messed this up, then Earth would be obliterated. 
“What is it that you have planned, boss,” Jess said, whispering slightly. I could hear the Ursines outside, thumping and banging on the ship. They were obviously doing maintenance of some kind. When we’d awoken from stasis a week or so ago, we were told that we’d been on the ship for six years. In that time, we’d passed through our galaxy, a few of the neighboring galaxies and wound up on the Ursines’ doorstep. The conditions of space would have taken its toll on the ship, so I was half glad that at least somebody was maintaining it. 
“It’s going to take us six months to get back to the Milky Way. Another week or so to get to Earth. And after that, it’s game over. We will have to act on our plan by then,” I said, both Dale and Jess nodded along. But Dale looked a little confused. I could sense that there was a question coming. 
“How the heck are we going to get back to the Milky Way in six months? You really think that this thing can travel at twice the speed of light?” Dale asked. 
I shrugged. I wasn’t usually one to take anybody’s word for anything, but I figured that the Ursines wouldn’t lie about how fast the ship could go now that they’d installed their organic alien engine in it.
“If they lied, then that means that we have plenty of time to come up with a plan,” I said. 
Jess nodded. 
“Yeah, six years on course to planet Earth. We’d have to be absolute idiots to not be able to form a plan in that time,” she said, smiling for the first time since the final test. I could see in her eyes
that she was generally sorry. They contained a slight dimness to them. A dimness that was usually reserved for grieving wives or husbands. She felt bad for what she did. And maybe I’d overreacted. After all, Raj had voluntarily given up his life. He’d given us the go-ahead. And instead of focusing on how he died, or who had killed him, we should have been focusing on why he died. I’d given the act too much thought, and let the underlying reason he died slip on by without much consideration. 
“The Ursines will pay for everything they have done. You mark my words. Once we’re up in the air, we’re no longer in their control. We’ll have their trailing ships behind us, but that doesn’t mean we can’t hash a plan out without them knowing,” I said. 
“Maybe we disarm the nuke somehow,” Dale said, but before I could say anything in rebuttal, one of the side doors leading to the outside swooshed open, and three heavily armed Ursines walked in. They turned toward us and stopped a few meters shy of our little huddle. I felt nervous. To many humans, the way the three of us were grouped together would look suspicious. And questions would be asked regarding the reason behind such shady behavior. But luckily we were in the company of bear creatures that hardly had a brain cell between them when it came to understanding humans and their behavior. Sure, they’d managed to maintain and build a very impressive civilization. But it was obvious that these creatures were not social animals, so they wouldn’t recognize scheming when it was so blatantly in front of them. 
“Humans, you will be taking flight in five minutes. We have done a systems check on the ship, and all looks normal. We have stocked your pantry with the foods we know that you like to eat. We don’t have bovine on this planet, so we have supplied you with the closest thing to it. The meat is tough, you will like it,” the Ursine in the middle said. I stared at him and then looked at my two crewmates
who were also staring at the bear creature. Beside him, two hooded Ursines stood guard. They were large and carried very big plasma guns. The fur on the two big Ursines was shaven down, and each of them had what appeared to be tattoos on their skin. Tribal tattoos. These particular Ursines were worlds apart from the others we’d seen so far. They looked like warriors. They looked like barbarians.
“The king has also provided you with two guards. They don’t look like much, but you should know that just one of these special solders has been known to be able to kill thousands of enemies in no time. So you will be safe with them,” the Ursine in the middle said. I was still mesmerized by the two bigger, badder and much scarier looking creatures next to him. 
“What do you mean, guards? What purpose do they have?” I asked. 
“They will escort you to Earth,” the Ursine said. 
I nodded. 
“Ah, yes. The flight team. The ones that will be following us in your cloaked ships,” I replied, feeling a wave of relief wash over me. 
“No, you misunderstand. These two will guard you on the ship. The journey will be long and boring. There will be plenty of time for you to get sick or worse. So just in case, the king has decided that these two guards will accompany you throughout
your journey. That way, if you run into trouble, you will have back up.” 
I closed my eyes and sighed. The gig was up. They had thought of everything. There was just no way that me or my crew could get ahead, not with two tailing ships that had orders to shoot us if we diverted off
course, and now this. Two damn killer Ursines on board, for our so-called protection. But I think we all knew what was going on here. They weren’t as stupid as they looked. Turns out, they understood the human desire to fight back enough that they were making sure we didn’t do so by sticking these two behemoths on board. I could feel the collective moral of my crew deflate almost immediately. 
“Thank you for your hospitality,” I said to the middle Ursine, gritting my teeth as I forced the words out. 
“No problem. You will be glad to know that the guards are understanding of your native tongue. They can communicate without translators, so you won’t have to worry about any deep space anomalies destroying your ability to communicate with them, or their ability to understand you,” the Ursine said, raising his paw up and waving at us. I couldn’t believe my eyes. He was actually waving. Had we been had? Were we fully aware of what we were dealing with, or had I failed yet again as a captain and not prepared myself for the obvious might that stood in our way?
The Ursine turned around and walked off the ship, the doors locking behind him. I sat in my chair staring at the two massive, shaven and tattooed warriors in front of us. They took off their hoods and revealed their beast-like faces. One of them contorted its snout into a grin, showing a double row of sharp, pointy teeth. 
“Glad to meet you,” the smiling bear said in a very gruff, yet natural voice. It extended its massive paw toward me. I stood up and shook it. Its claws retracted and it gently squeezed my hand, letting go after a few seconds. The bear looked down to the floor and pointed its paw to the line on the ground. 
“Sorry if I went over the line. I know you humans have weird space travel traditions and rules. I hope me and Ern here don’t get in your way. We’re here to observe and report. You follow the rules and we’ll get on fine. You never know, you might be surprised at what you experience on this journey,” the big Ursine said. The one next to him nodded its big round head and also extended its paw out to me. I shook it, and he let go after a few seconds just like the more talkative one. 
“Ern?” I said, still a little shocked that this one had a name. 
“Yeah, I’m Ern and this is Borch,” the one named Ern said. 
I was trying to cover up the emotions I was feeling, but I could tell that I was failing miserably. 
“I know what you’re thinking. You’re thinking that you underestimated us as a race. You’re thinking that we’re primitive. That we don’t know how to be intellectual like you. That humans are the only real intelligent and philosophical beings in the universe. But it is not true. We are one and the same. The whole universe is full of cultures that both mimic and outperform each other. It is a world that you, humanity, are too unfamiliar with. But now you know. Now you know that there really is intelligent life out there. And unlike the other races that live in your neighboring galaxies, we, the Ursine race, are both far superior to yours, or any other, and much stronger. We are born warriors. Warriors that can rip a man in two. But we are also proficient in firearms. And many of us can speak many galactic languages. So during this trip, back to your planet, you will learn plenty about us. As we will learn plenty about you.” 
Dale, Jess and I
were speechless. We just stood there and stared at the two intelligent Ursines in our company. They both nodded at us and turned their big bodies around, moving toward the engine room. They then went down the ladder and did a systems check on the dials down below. I could hear them flicking switches and pushing buttons. 
“Ern and Borch?” Jess said, turning to me with a half smile on her face. I guessed that the smile was emanating not from humor but complete hysteria. She, like me, couldn’t quite believe what she’d just seen. And I was in the same boat. I turned to Dale and said “You’re a big guy, you could probably take one of them on.” 
Dale shook his head. 
“I think I’ll pass,” he said. 
We didn’t speak until they came back up. They nonchalantly walked past
us and through the bridge doors, down the corridor and disappeared into some section of the ship. Seconds later the bridge doors opened once again, their swooshing sound startling the three of us, and in came the three foreigner humans. They walked up to us and stopped before the line on the floor, next to my chair. The three of us stared at the three of them. Neither of us had to say anything. I think it was pretty clear. You didn’t need to speak two languages to tell what we were all thinking. 
“Looks like this is actually happening,” I said in utter dismay. “We’re actually nuking Earth. And there’s nothing we can do about it.” 
Right at that second, a siren went off and a countdown appeared on one of my screens. It was time to liftoff. My new crew and old crew all took their cues and sat in their designated seats. The Spanish crew didn’t know what they were doing, which was just as well that they were seated in the passenger seats and not the control seats. I had Dale working the thrusters and Jess working the trajectory. 
“T minus ten seconds,” I said, turning to my new crew, putting my thumb up and getting a sea of thumbs up in return. Everybody was ready. Everybody knew what they were doing. I turned in my seat, put my hand on the controls and breathed in deeply. 
“T minus five…four…three…two….one….” 



Chapter Fourteen 
The power of the liftoff was something that I had never experienced before. I’d flown the Alpha Ship One for many many years, and experienced plenty of take offs, but this take off was different. Instead of slowly easing off the ground and hovering a while until the thrusters kicked in, when I pulled on the throttle, the ship jolted, rising off the ground and accelerating quickly
into orbit. The shock of the liftoff
nearly knocked me off my seat as I tried to tame the ship as it catapulted into the air. 
“Whoa,” I heard Jess say as she held on for dear life. I turned to see the expressions on my crewmen’s’ faces. They were just as surprised as I was. Well traveled ship crew knew what to expect when a take off commenced. But I think it was safe to say that neither one of us was quite expecting this. 
“Looks like the new engine is working just fine,” Dale said as he worked his controls. 
I didn’t say anything in return. Truth be told, I was bricking it. All I could really do was hold my breath and hope that the sheer force of takeoff didn’t blow the ship up. I wasn’t sure if the new speed the Alpha Ship One was capable of would obliterate it in mid air. It wasn’t unheard of for older ships to buckle under high speeds and break into a million pieces. The fact that I knew how old the ship actually was, was reason enough for my heart to be protruding out of my chest as it beat uncontrollably. 
But I needn’t have worried. The liftoff
went off without a hitch. And we were breaking through the Ursines home world’s atmosphere and ascending into space within a few minutes. I watched as the screens captured the violent transition from a gravity rich world to free-floating space. Flecks of orange, blue, black and red cascaded across the screens as the dense atmosphere slowly dissolved and the familiar blackness of space became apparent. Within a few more seconds, we had broken through the atmosphere and were holding our own above the Ursines planet. I shifted a few of the camera angles outside the ship to see what the planet looked like below us. 
“Wow, it’s huge,” I said, panning the screen and taking in the gargantuan purple dust-colored planet below us. Its atmosphere was dense and covered up the fact that it was civilized. I couldn’t see any lights or any other signs of life on it. A passing satellite would most likely mistake the planet as barren, but I knew differently, as would everybody else soon enough. 
The ship steadied itself. The vacuum of space obscured the true speed we were going at as the Alpha Ship One rose into the stars, the Ursines home planet slowly becoming a mere speck to us. But as we got higher and higher, a smudge in the distance caught my eye. 
“Unidentified mass in front of us,” I said under my breath, more to myself than anybody else. We weren’t on an Earth-sanctioned mission anyway. So there was no point in reporting our surroundings. But it was a habit that was hard to get out of. I still had the urge to call in what I was seeing, but nobody was on the other end listening. And to put it bluntly, nobody would ever be on the other end listening. Not to our ship. Not anymore. We were no longer the property of Pilgrim Tech. We were on our own. Banished to the depths of space. Only our memories of freedom to keep us going. None of us knew whether we’d get out of this alive. Neither of us dared to imagine the destruction that surely awaited Earth if we were unable to get a plan of action underway. But that was the least of our problems. We had immediate problems in front of us. The smudge in the distance soon transformed into a massive idle fleet of war ships. They must have been the ships that were taking off prior to us. And by the looks of it, they were all headed in the same direction. 
“It’s as if they’re waiting for us to pass,” I said, thrusting upwards so we would
not collide with the ships. 
Our ship passed overhead. I switched the cameras once again, this time to focus in on the battleships
underneath us. They ranged in size and stature. Some were big. Others were bigger. They were also multicolored, which was something that I hadn’t really noticed back on their planet. But now, under the millions of stars that specked the dark vacuum we found ourselves in, I noticed how technologically impressive these ships were. 
“I’m seeing thermonuclear capabilities,” Dale said from his seat. I swiveled in my chair and caught the collective eye of my crew as they stared back at me, their skin paler than normal. I sighed, realizing that even if we managed to get rid of the nuke on our ship, the trailing army of battle cruisers would more or less make up for it. There was no doubt about that. 
“Looks like Plan B will have to be damn impressive to outsmart these guys,” I said, swiveling back in my chair and turning my attention to the screens in front of me. 
The line of battle cruisers seemed to go on for ages. According to one of the outputs on the screen, we were traveling at well over twelve thousand miles an hour. The ships continued to scroll underneath us, like some prehistoric computer platformer game. After a half hour of ogling the many many ships beneath us, we finally reached the end of the seemingly never ending line of war ships. And to our horror, right in front of them, was an even bigger ship. This particular ship looked about the size of a planet. It was massive. And when I say massive, I mean MASSIVE. 
The mammoth ship was lined with every sort of weapon that you could imagine. It had satellites and landing pads all over it. The thing was basically a star station. But this star station wasn’t built to sell goods, or house weary space travelers. Its sole purpose was to destroy. 
“I’m picking up off the chart levels of radiation on this ship,” Dale said as he scanned the massive star ship. Luckily for us, the Ursines didn’t disable any of our ships’ instruments when they overhauled it for our unsavory mission. They’d left all our gizmos and sensors in tact. So to pass the time whilst we’d flown overhead the sea of battleships, we’d been scanning each one and seeing what capabilities they had. All of them, bar none, had nukes on board. Enough nukes to total every Earth-like planet known to man. So to say that we were at a loss for ideas would be an understatement. 
“Nearly twelve thousand miles of ships,” Dale said when we finally reached the end of the parade of death that flew below us. 
Just wrapping my head around the idea that there were twelve thousand miles’
worth of war ships was hard to swallow. I’d never known a race to possess so many air vehicles. Not even the Galactics had that sort of equipment. The Ursine threat was real. Very real indeed. 
“Heads up,” Jess said as the doors to the bridge swooshed open and Ern and Borch, the oversized, heavily tattooed, apparently smart Ursines walked in. They were both holding three mugs of hot drink in their hands. They handed a mug to each of us. 
“We thought that maybe you would be thirsty. Fear has a way of drying the mouth,” Borch said as he handed me my mug. I looked into it and saw that it was synthetic coffee from the foodomitor. The foodomitor was a device that all human ships were equipped
with. Its function was to synthetically make both food and drink. It used nanotechnology to make the food and drink. The problem was that it tasted like ass. That’s why many human spaceships still stocked actual food produce in their
pantries. Most of the stuff was space MRE. Space MRE was dried, salted and processed foods that didn’t spoil. They were perfect for long-haul trips. But when you spend a few years on a voyage, actual space MRE runs
out. That’s when the foodomitor comes in. 
“Thanks, I guess,” I said, nodding at Borch who had some sort of grin on his snout. I ignored it and swigged the mug dry, handing it back to him. 
“A lot of war ships,” I said. 
Borch nodded. 
“You don’t need to worry about them. They’re on a training exercise preparing for the inevitable,” Borch said, his gruff voice still surprising to me. 
“The inevitable?” I asked. 
“When we destroy Earth, it will bring our race a lot of unwanted attention. So we are preparing for that inevitable hurdle. But believe me, the inevitable will happen. And when it does, we will be more than prepared.” 
I nodded my head, trying to act unfazed. But I was crapping my pants. Everything about these things scared me. They were smart, strong and calculating. And to boot, they had more war ships than I’d ever known could exist. So I was probably right to be scared. But fear wouldn’t help me on this mission. I had to look past it. I had to be the better, bigger and smarter man here. I mean, let’s not forget the wonders humanity had accomplished. We were both feared and admired in the universe. Many races knew of our ways and a lot of them mimicked us. But the flattery was over, and now a new race challenged us. 
It wasn’t the first time an alien race had tested our defenses with all their might.
But this time it was different. This time Earth didn’t know it was coming. 
“Prepare yourselves for ULTRABOOST,” I said, looking down at the switch in front of me. The Ursines had replaced the warp drive with their so-called ULTRABOOST drive. And in doing so, they’d hooked it up to the same configuration, meaning I didn’t need to be taught how to use the new system. 
“Not yet, you’re fast approaching an asteroid field,” Dale said from behind me. 
At that very second I saw it. The mere sight of such a wonder blew my mind. Don’t get me wrong, I’d seen plenty of asteroid fields before. But this one was huge. And according to my sensors, it was the biggest one the ship had ever encountered. 
“Get ready for one hundred thousand miles of sheer pain and utter fright,” Ern, the other Ursine said. 
I slowed the ship down slightly. Suddenly a paw flopped onto my hand, and pushed the throttle up. 
“Its no use going slow for this. With speed comes precision,” Borch said, letting my hand go. 
I couldn’t actually believe this; I was flying into an asteroid field at over twenty-five thousand miles an hour. By my readings it would take four hours to get through it. Four hours of hair-raising, unrelenting stress. 
I braced myself for what lay ahead and punched the throttle. 
“Get ready for evasive maneuvers!” I screamed, blundering
into the dense asteroid belt. 



Chapter Fifteen 
“A big one coming in hot, eighty clicks north,” Dale said as he began to walk me through the asteroid field. He was using the ship’s
powerful scanners to predict the trajectories of the incoming bogies. The computer was known to be accurate. We’d never hit any flying debris during previous flights. But this time it was different of course. This time there were plenty more bogies to hit. And the more pressure that was put on both Dale and the scanner, the higher chance we had of a critical hit. 
“We’re going way too fast,” I heard Jess say as she helped me navigate the belt. 
“No such thing as too fast when faced with danger,” Borch said. Both he and Ern were sitting in their own seats behind us all, a little off center to the rest of us. I hadn’t noticed it before, but the Ursines had fitted the ship with two big chairs for the beasts. In all my excitement upon boarding the Alpha Ship One once again, I hadn’t seen the seats. I guess if I’d seen them, then both Borch’s and Ern’s presence wouldn’t have come as such a surprise. 
“You can’t possibly think that this is a good idea?” I said, using the flight sticks to weave the ship up and down, avoiding the immediate threats in front of us. The screens in front of me fluttered and static noise began to degrade the image on screen. 
“I’m losing visuals,” I said, realizing that the screen was dying. 
“Signal boost,” Dale said, suddenly the image became clear again. 
My breathing was out of whack as I tried to steer the ship in the right direction. But she was protesting against every maneuver. The asteroid field was proving a little too much for her. I didn’t know what was causing the static interference on the screens, but I assumed that it was a mixture of the compounds emanating from the floating rocks and the magnetics that surrounded them. 
“Four medium sized bogies sixty-four clicks east,” Dale said, as I hit the sticks upwards and craned the ship to its side a little. We skimmed past
the bogies, avoiding them by half a meter according to the readouts on the screen. 
“The test isn’t over, I suppose,” I heard Borch gruff behind me. I didn’t bother turning around, but I was annoyed enough to give him an answer. 
“This some sick game to you two or something? Lead us into an asteroid field to see if we have the metal to get the ship through it unscathed?” 
The two Ursines started chirping behind me. I could tell that they were enjoying the experience immensely. There was something about their humor that ticked me off. It was like they were laughing at our—and their—misfortune.
I found that strange. Strange that a creature would laugh at the possibility of dying. Humans didn’t do that sort of thing, and I couldn’t recollect another species doing so either. It proved very difficult to get a read on these things if they were always so nonchalant about things. 
“This isn’t a game. If you die, we die. And both Borch and I like living. So concentrate on your screen, Captain Flynn.” 
“Incoming, incoming!” Dale shouted. I hadn’t been paying the screen the full attention it deserved and nearly flew us right into a big asteroid. But luckily for me, I wasn’t the only one flying this ship. Jess was resuming her second-in-command role, with or without my permission. She was working both the thrusters and the central sticks from her command terminal. She righted the ship and managed to save us from certain death. 
 Her access codes were still valid on the computer systems. I’d forgotten to take them off. But now wasn’t the time to argue about rank, or whether she was allowed to help fly the ship or not. We were in great danger, so any quarrels would have to wait until we reached the great empty vacuum of deep space. 
“For God’s sake, let me help!” I heard an unfamiliar voice say loudly from behind me. I quickly turned my head and saw the old Spanish man standing up. He had unbuckled himself from his seat and was making his way toward me. 
“Incoming. Six clicks, west!” Dale gasped. 
It was close. Really close. And the speed we were going at was making it even closer by the minute. I hit the sticks up once again and managed to skim the protruding rock. We’d missed it by a tenth of a meter according to the computer. 
“Shit, that was unpleasant,” I said, deciding to drown out the distractions around me. I just couldn’t afford to sink us into a rock. We’d die and in the process blow up the asteroid field. Remembering that we had a nuke on board was making me twitchy. One false move, and the ship could blow up. The impact of the explosion would implode all the asteroids into a giant mass and splinter them off in all directions, causing massive damage to nearby planets. 
Innocent races, ended, all because of pilot error. 
“This is making me nervous,” I said, ducking and diving. 
“Are you going to let me help then?” I heard that unfamiliar voice say once again. It was the damn old man. That damn old man that I thought was Spanish. He’d told me back at the prison that he didn’t speak English. Well, I guess he was lying. 
“Sit back down! Can’t you see I’m busy?” I said, avoiding the onslaught of space junk flying at us. Rocks of all sizes lay in our midst. The smaller, pebble sized ones were of no concern. The worst they’d do is ricochet off the engines. The speed we were going at would make short work of the smaller rocks. When a ship travels at such speeds, an almost aura like energy surrounds it. It’s faint but powerful. The aura is basically an energy field. The energy field is akin to the aura a spaceship would generate once entering Earth’s atmosphere. 

The aura gobbles up the small pebbles and rocks, protecting the ship from any damage. But nothing would stop the bigger rocks from hitting us, so that’s why I needed all the quiet I could get. But the old man was still talking to me, and to make things worse he’d stepped over the line. 
My line! 
“I don’t know what your name is pal, or why the Ursines decided to stick you on this ship with us, but I shit you not, if you don’t get back in your damn seat and strap in, I’ll jettison your ass into space with no suit! Do you understand me?” I said, forcing myself to grip the stick tightly as I tilted it. The ship banked and we avoided yet another near-collision. They were getting closer and closer. Meanwhile, Borch and Ern were having a chirping session behind us. You know what they say, near death experiences are comedy gold!
“I respect your position, sir, but I’m a trained SNAKE PIT fighter,” he said, his voice uneven and unassuming. 
His comment caught me off guard. I turned in my chair and looked at him. Dale shouted something but whatever it was, Jess took care of it. As I stared at the old man, I felt the ship sway from side to side. Jess was quick on the controls and the scanner wasn’t beeping as much as it was before. You see, it beeped when we encountered a near-miss with an object. And it turned out, Jess was good at avoiding things. So for the time being, we were safe. But I wasn’t taking a breather. I was taking stock. 
“What do you mean you’re a SNAKE PIT fighter?” I asked, quickly turning back to the screen and resuming my duties. 
“Exactly what it sounds like I mean,” the old man said. 
SNAKE PIT fighters were specially trained warship fighters on Earth. I knew what sort of men were part of the SNAKE PIT. They were the
elite. They were big. They were rough. This guy wasn’t. He was scrawny. Unkempt and too cautious to be a fighter. 
“You aren’t no SNAKE PIT fighter,” I said.
“INCOMING! Fifteen bogies!” was
all Dale was able to say before I spotted the line of asteroids careening toward us. It was like the rocks were in a conga line or something. They appeared out of nowhere. One minute it looked like one rock, and then BAM, there were fourteen more behind it, in a neat single file. It was an odd sight indeed. Nature had a way of surprising you in the nastiest possible way at times. And from time to time, the usual unorganized chaos of space showed you something new. 
I pulled the ship up, avoiding the conga line of rocks. But this was no party, that’s for sure. I was sweating buckets, and even with the immense help from Dale and Jess, truth was, the ship needed more than three people flying it. It was a six-man job, but we didn’t have six men. 
“I was a SNAKE PIT fighter,” the old man said standing beside me. “I’m too old for it now. But ten years ago, I was still active. I can be your co-pilot. I see you have a spare seat,” he said, still standing next to me, still over the line. I looked at the seat and then at him. Nobody had sat in the co-pilot seat for three months. Not since we’d lost the man that used to sit in it. Out of respect to him, I’d been flying the ship by myself for a while. The co-pilot had full access to the ship, just like me. Jess, the second-in-command, or my number two, if you like, only
had part access. She was helpful, but she wasn’t in the guts of the ship so to speak. Meaning, she was just skimming the surface. She’d never had her hands dirty before. Only a trained individual could understand the complexity of a ship like this, hence why Jess didn’t just take over the duties of co-pilot. 
“I can do it, you need to trust me,” the old guy said, staring at me. I could see him in the reflection of the screen in front of me. He looked sincere. Like he wanted to help. I mean, I couldn’t really blame him. I’d want to help too if I thought the ship I was on was in as much danger as we were in. But I couldn’t shake off the fact that he’d lied. He’d told me he didn’t speak English. And all this time he did. Not only did he speak it, but he was good at it! So I was taking a gamble. A big gamble. 
Did I let him help me, or did we die trying to maneuver an understaffed ship through a hazardous asteroid field? 
“If you make one mistake pal, I’ll shut your computer off and I will actually jettison you into outer space. This is our lives your talking about, so you better be serious when you say you were a SNAKE PIT fighter.” 
The guy didn’t hesitate. He sat down in the co-pilot chair and unlocked the controls by himself. Watching his hands and fingers, I could tell that he knew his way around a ship. But that didn’t prove anything. Any man could know his way around a ship. It didn’t mean that he was part of one of the most elite fighting groups in space. 
“Sometimes you’ve got to trust your fellow human,” he said, before engaging his steering and taking part control of the ship. 



Chapter Sixteen 
A little
over three and a half hours later and we had made it through the asteroid field. It had been an experience, that’s for sure. We’d all come out of it knowing a thing or two more about ourselves. But reaching the end of the asteroid field didn’t make any of us jump for joy. It was the opposite in fact. We weren’t happy. We were defeated. I guess a little part of us, as a collective that is, was hoping against all hopes that maybe, just maybe, we’d clip the side of an asteroid and be done with it. 
It’s not like we were a suicidal bunch, but coming out of the asteroid filled unscathed meant that we would have to see our mission through. As far as we were aware, there were no more hazardous hurdles in front of us, so our mission would continue. We would deliver a nuke to Earth, touch it down, get on board another ship, fly back into space, and press the button. 
Then everybody we once knew would disintegrate into ash, and the surface of our once-beautiful planet would be scorched. There would be no hiding from the so-called MEGATON bomb. It would pack such a punch, that it might physically blow the Earth into two. And the sad fact was, we couldn’t do anything about it. We were both crap out of luck, and feeling sorry for ourselves. I guess the realization was dawning on everybody. And as I lay my hands off the controls and turned to the old man in the co-pilot seat, I could see that he too was wearing a frown. 
“We made it,” I said, not sure whether or not I felt happy about it, which was a very strange feeling indeed. I mean, most people cherish their lives and would enjoy the feeling, the rush, of cheating death. But not me. Not today. 
“We did. I guess it’s straight on to Earth
now,” the old man said. 
I studied him a little as he locked his controls and got off the co-pilot seat. I watched as she stretched his arms out wide, above his head, clicking and cracking his old bones. He turned around and smiled at me. It was a genuine smile. 
“Thanks for believing in me, Captain. It’s been a rather long time since anybody has afforded me that respect.” 
I nodded my head. 
“Well, I guess I should be thanking you really,” I said, also locking my controls and getting up on my feet. “Without your help, I don’t know if I’d have been able to get this ship under control,” I said, walking up toward him and extending my hand. He hesitated for a second or two, but then embraced my hand in a shake. We shook for a few seconds. Nice and firm. A show of respect between the both of us. 
“You did just fine, Captain,” the old man said, letting go of my hand and turning around. He was just about to go back to his two Spanish comrades when I asked him his name. 
“I didn’t catch your name,” I said, watching him sit down next to the other two newcomers. They were quiet and hadn’t uttered a single word. I had my doubts as to whether they actually couldn’t speak English. Maybe they were just like the old man. Holding back. It made me wonder, why were they so timid? What was their deal? Why were they so strange? 
“My name?” The old man said, sitting on his seat and looking around at his surroundings. The bridge was dead quiet and me and my crew were staring expectantly at the old man, waiting for him to say something. But he took his time. And we waited for his answer. 
“It doesn’t really matter what my name is. Seeing that we’re all going to die on this ship, what’s the point in names?” 
I looked at the man and shrugged my shoulders. 
“Suit yourself. If you’re planning on dying anytime soon, I’m not one to say any different. But just a heads up, if you’re going to be part of this crew, you’re going to have to be more forthcoming. We have six months in suspended flight to get to know each other. I suggest you warm up to the idea of making some new friends,” I said, turning back to my controls. I was just about to sit back down when I heard the booming voice of one of the Ursines. 
“Nobody is going to die on this ship. You are too important,” Borch said, as he approached me. He put his big paw on my right shoulder and patted me. It was a strange little habit that these big creatures possessed. I’d noticed it a few times before. Back at the prison. One of the guards had attempted to reassure me with a pat on the shoulder. I’d dismissed it as a
tactic. Tactile tactics if you will. But the more time I’d spent in the presence of these things, the more I realized that they were actually quite friendly, in a sense. They communicated with us via friendly mannerisms. But their friendliness had boundaries. After all, they were planning to blow up our home planet. So they lost brownie points for that. 
“Forgive me Borch, but I understand where the old man is coming from,” I said, turning to face him. He was so big; I was overshadowed by his physical girth. My crew couldn’t see me behind him, nor could I see them. It was quite a sight. Like a total lunar eclipse. Being swallowed by complete darkness. Or at least that’s how I felt. 
“You are important to us. You hold some significance,” Borch said, looking down at me with soft eyes. I couldn’t believe it. The beast possessed soft eyes. It was a jarring sight. A sight that the others couldn’t see. All they could
see was his back as he stood over me, staring down. But I could see his sincerity. He looked to be telling the truth. Like he meant what he was saying. But the skeptic
in me was ever present, and I found it increasingly hard to believe anything anymore. 
“What significance can we as humans possibly hold to a race of aliens who want our people dead?” I asked. 
“You are missing the big picture. Your planet will die. The people on it will die. But you will live. Surely that is significant?” 
I stood there, staring at the big creature. He tilted
his ginormous head as he looked at me, but then, as if snapping out of his momentarily compassionate state, he turned around to address the group. 
“You are all willing to do a courageous thing. It is admirable. And you should all be proud. For too long, humanity has been a stain on the Milky Way. A stain on the universe. But now, you, the last crusaders of humanity, have the chance to rid the galaxy of that stain. A stain so deep, it bears its roots in many solar systems. We aren’t stupid. We are aware that you humans travel far, and travel wide. We appreciate that not every human will succumb to the MEGATON bomb. But that is not the true goal of our mission. As long as the stain is gone, then the remnants of the stain can continue to live without fear or further annihilation.” 

Borch turned back to me and gently pushed me out of the way. He didn’t need to push me too hard, I lost my balance and fell into my chair. He pushed the chair aside, with me in it and started to fiddle with the controls. He unlocked the computer system and with his serrated, long claws, he tapped the touch screen. After a few swipes of the screen, he put the ship into ULTRA BOOST mode. The ship shuddered for a second and then out of the blue started rumbling and vibrating. 
I watched the screens in front of me transmit the real-time view of deep space in front of us. The stars glistened and then began to smudge, as lines and colors appeared on the screen. After a few more moments of shuddering, the ship started speeding and the shuddering stopped when the ship reached its max stable speed. 
“ULTRA BOOST ENGAGED,” the ship’s computer said, a buzzing sound ringing through the ship for a few seconds. 
I watched as the digital dials showed the ships speed. It glowed back at me in red numbers. The numbers were flashing every other second. 
“Three hundred and ten thousand miles per second,” Dale said from his chair. I could tell by his tone that he was surprised that we were going so fast. 
“Looks like they weren’t lying,” Jess said as she stared at the readings on her screen as well. We were all transfixed by the numbers, and the crazy thing was that the numbers
seemed to be getting higher by the second. We were travelling at more than double the speed of light. I remember shaking my head, thinking that it was absurd that the Ursines thought that Alpha Ship One could travel at such speeds. But when I saw it with my own eyes, the coordinates to Earth nearing with every second, I smiled. 
“Let’s hope we don’t have any more asteroid fields to fly through. At these speeds, we’ll miss them approaching.” 
Borch leaned over my shoulder as he watched the ships computer gargle out various outputs. He turned his big furry head toward me and twisted his mouth into some sort of smile. 
“There are no more asteroids, Captain Flynn. You can trust me on that. We have plotted a course that is well known to be free of any space rocks, or anything that has the capacity to slow us down,” he gruffed. 
I started to laugh. The sound was foreign to me, probably because I hadn’t found myself laughing in a long while. 
“Rocks slowing us down is the least of our worries, Borch,” I said, looking at him square in the eyes. “I’m more worried about the ship exploding into a brilliant ball of flames when we either
get hit by an object, or the ship falls apart due to the external pressures of traveling at such a high speed.” 
I heard my crew concur with a flurry of worried noises. 
“Trust me when I tell you that you have nothing to worry about, human. The journey will be both uneventful and boring, so at least be prepared for that,” he said, turning around and walking off toward Ern, who was waiting for him by the bridge door. Both beasts
left the bridge and disappeared through the swooshing doors. I had no idea what they were up to but I assumed that they were getting something to eat. Animals that big probably needed a lot of sustenance. 
“AUTO PILOT ENGAGED. ESTIMATED TIME OF ARRIVAL, FIVE MONTHS, THIRTY DAYS, TWENTY-THREE HOURS AND FIFTY-TWO MINUTES. ROUTE IS FREE OF TRAFFIC. ARRIVAL TIME ACURATE BY THE MILISECOND,” the ship’s computer said, its robotic voice bringing some sort of comfort to me. 
But I was far from comfortable. I mean, how could I? Me and my crew were flying at speeds that no human had ever flown before. We were scared. We were tired. And to boot, we were expected to end all life on Earth. So being comfortable was light years away from how I was feeling. Literally. 
The good news was, I had a little under six months to do something to change my mood. There was a plethora of things that I could do to make me feel better. And they all centered around one simple scenario. 
Take back the ship…and make the Ursines pay. 



Chapter Seventeen 
I wasn’t able to sleep. Not one wink. Not even for a second. I just lay there in bed, staring up at the ceiling. I was in my sleeping quarters. Unlike on other ships, the captain’s
sleeping quarters wasn’t bigger, or more luxurious compared to the other rooms on the ship. I’d made sure of it myself. Since I’d made captain, I had the idea that I was one of them. That I was no better or no worse. That they could see me as one of their peers. 
It hadn’t always worked out for the best. I remember on a few different occasions that my whole I’m one of you stance didn’t go down too well with a few of my crew. To be honest, that’s a bit of an understatement. It actually nearly caused a ship wide mutiny once. Luckily for me, my quick thinking and the help of a few friends helped simmer the situation down. 
But that wasn’t what was on my mind. The size of my room compared to every other room wasn’t what was grating on me. I had more pressing issues at hand. Because for the first time in a very long time, I was powerless. Not since the days of me being a journeyman crew member had I felt this afraid. I was not only powerless, but I was plan-less. And I knew that without a plan, I’d be damn out of luck. 
“If only you hadn’t wasted half your career ogling Jess. If only you actually paid attention to the military types that used to advise you on a mission or two. Then maybe now you wouldn’t be on course to destroy Earth,” I said to myself, my voice sounding disheveled. I felt small. Really small. Like I’d lost my body’s mass and as every day passed, I’d grow smaller and smaller. I guess being powerless had that affect on me. 
“You need to come up with a plan, and come up with it fast. There’s no use delaying it further. Action must be taken and it must be swift,” I muttered, still lying on the bed, and still staring up at the ceiling. But it was pointless. Nothing I said, or did, would have much of an impact anymore. My confidence was rocked. I usually regarded myself as a brave man. But moping about in my cabin didn’t make me feel like a brave man at all. 
I had to do something. I just couldn’t stay in my room, sulking. Sure, the ship was on auto pilot and we’d be doing nothing but eating, sleeping and shitting for the next six months, but a little bit of ground wouldn’t go amiss. And when I say ground, I mean knowledge. 
Because knowing is half the battle. And seeing that we were nowhere near waging any sort of battle against the Ursines, knowing would just have to do. So I got up off my bed, and went to the adjoining bathroom. In it was a small shower, as standard, plus a sink and a mirror. As I said, it was nothing fancy. Compared to many other ships, it was borderline ghetto. But it sufficed for what the Alpha Ship One was usually used for. And that was low-key missions. Under-the-radar stuff. Hauling restricted goods. Making bank for Earth. But those missions were now long over. And Earth
wanted nothing more to do with us. 
But we had another mission. A new mission. A mission that I wasn’t willing to take part in. But sometimes in life, you have to do what you have to do. Other times though, you say screw it, and do what you want. And this was one of those times. I was fed up with
letting these things walk all over us. First, they inform us that we’re being banished from Earth and must serve them. Then they tell us that we will be blowing up Earth for no particular reason other than they want to. Now they tell us that not only are we being followed by two ships that will blow us up if we divert the mission, but they stuck two heavily armed, massive Ursines on board as if the deck wasn’t stacked enough in their favor already. 
It’s not like there are a ton
of us on board. There are only six. How the hell are six humans supposed to save the fate of more than
ten billion? It’s just not possible. So why all the extra security? Why make us feel as if there is no breathing room? I’ll tell you why…because there isn’t any! That’s why. There never was and there never will be. Unless I make some breathing room. And that’s exactly what I was planning to do. I just didn’t know what I had planned yet.
I washed my face and put on
some fresh gear. The captain always wore the same smart get up. The crew were allowed to wear more flattering clothes and on off days could dress how they wanted. It was a luxury that I afforded them for good work. But my crew were no longer really here. Many of my men and women had died, so protocol had gone out the window. And to be quite blunt, wearing your best clothes for the annihilation of Earth
didn’t really seem that necessary. So I decided that I’d get into some comfortable casual clothes. Just some jeans and a t shirt. Luckily, I’d had a few suit cases stowed away on the ship for safe keeping. I didn’t know whether any of the others had clothes with them. But I didn’t really care. As long as we all got along, then we’d be one step closer to solving this mess we found ourselves in. 
After getting changed, I decided I knew what I was going to do. I combed my hair, put some Old Spice 1000th anniversary edition on, and stared at myself in the mirror for a few seconds. After breathing deep and exhaling a few times, I made my way out of the quarters and slowly trotted toward my destination. 
The hallway I was walking down was a little dark and dank. I’d fitted a few lights on the skirting some
years ago, but no matter what I did, the hallway always seemed too dark. But the darkness was fitting. At least in the sense of the unknown that surely surrounded me and my crew. I didn’t know exactly what I had planned, but I knew that I’d need a drink before I rendezvoused with the others and started hashing out some sort of plan. 
After a brief spell in the dark corridor, I took a left and made my way down a brighter corridor. This particular route was a lot more scenic than the previous one. The other corridor was undecorated, and didn’t feature any windows, or port peepers of any sort. So it was dark and industrial looking. But around eight months ago, before all this mess started, I’d decided to renovate half the ship. I’d fitted some of the many corridors with windows and port peepers (little round windows for staring out of). It had improved the mood of my crew some, which is half the battle of running a successful long-haul space trawler. 
But I knew that no amount of windows or decoration could improve our current moods, hence the reason I was making my way toward the bar. And sure enough, I was nearly there, just a few more seconds, and I’d be in booze filled bliss. 
“Oh,” I said, entering the small bar, which consisted of a self-service bar, a pool table and a jukebox in a small metallic room that looked a little like an oversized broom cupboard. 
“I wasn’t expecting to see you two here,” I said, walking up to the bar and hesitantly sitting down. 
To my surprise, Borch and Ern were sitting at the bar, drinking human beer. It made no sense. These were aliens. And as far as I knew, humans were the only species known to wreck their vital organs with various poisonous substances. 
“We thought it would be a good idea to try some of Earth’s
delicacies before it is wiped from existence,” Borch said as he slid me an unopened beer in a bottle. I caught it and opened it with my teeth. The two Ursines beside me started chirping. 
“How primitive and resourceful. I like it,” Ern said, reaching for a cold one himself. He too tried to open it with his mouth, but unfortunately the bottle neck cracked under the pressure of his jaws and an explosion of glass ensued. Ern spat the glass out and began to chirp, along with his big friend Borch, who if I wasn’t mistaken already
looked drunk. He was hanging off the bar, arms draped over the mahogany wood, trying to balance himself. I watched the comical scene for a few minutes with a smile on my face. This after all was the first time I’d ever seen an alien drunk, so the sight was quite astonishing. 
But soon the smile faded from my face and curiosity washed over me. What if this was my chance? What if they were so drunk that I could some how disarm them? But then reality set in. I saw Ern push Borch away from him in a drunken rage. It seemed as if Ern was fed up of being laughed at. And to counter, he’d decided to show Borch how strong he was. Just like any man involved in some sort of drunken incident, it all boiled down to a show of strength. And these bear creatures weren’t afraid to throw their weight around. I watched as they came to blows, seemingly out of the blue. 
“Come on guys, calm down!” I said, standing up, the color draining from my face. I was terrified of what might ensue. But my pleas for them to stop went unheard and I watched
helplessly as
the two of them began to growl at each other. They then started to talk in their native language which sounded like howls to me. I watched from afar, every few seconds, taking a few steps back. Before I knew it, it was over. They were laughing again, and seemed to be hugging each other. They wrapped their big arms around one another and squeezed, while chirping uncontrollably. I just stood there, dumbfounded. 
“Don’t be alarmed, human. We, like you, sometimes quarrel. But unlike you, or your race, we don’t terminate each other because of a difference in opinion. So relax. Join us,” Ern said, beckoning me over. 
“You sure you aren’t going to use me as some sort of club to beat each other up with?” I said, half joking, as I approached my stool. I sat back down and nursed my drink as an awkward silence fell over the bar. I didn’t dare look at the two giants next to me. And I could tell that they knew I was scared. But the strange thing about it was, it all felt awkward, as if they were embarrassed of showing their aggression and breaking out in a fight, whilst I was embarrassed witnessing it and nearly peeing my pants. 
But after a few drinks, the bar atmosphere became friendly once again. It was still only occupied by me and the two bears, but we’d started talking about the things that most men talked about while drunk. 
“I don’t understand why human men are attracted to human women, but I can see that the one with the yellow hair likes you,” Borch said, as he pounded a bottle of beer. I found myself wondering if the computer could keep up with the production of synthetic beer. Borch looked as if he was going to drink the place dry. But luckily, with the ship’s FOODOMITOR, that would never happen. 
“You think?” I asked. “You really think she likes me?” I said, nearly hiccupping as I opened my fifth beer in the space of an hour. I tried to keep my eyes open, but the lack of sleep, food and freedom had taken its toll on me. This was the first time I’d drank alcohol in a year or two, so I was feeling it. 
“I mean, I see her looking, but I don’t know whether she’s actually looking - if you get what I’m saying?” I said, tightening my grip around the beer bottle’s neck. I was sure that if I squeezed any harder, the glass would shatter into a million pieces. I was nervous. Nervous of being in a room on my own, with no backup, drinking with galactic savages. But as crazy as it sounds, it wasn’t half bad. They joked. They teased. They spoke from the heart. And they drank like the rest of them. 
Could it be that they were more like us than I thought? I decided that I’d have to
investigate further. From what I remember back on their planet, in the prison, they weren’t too privy to certain human traits. I felt as if they were a little unknowledgeable when it came to the different personalities that we humans possessed. They had us down as simple creatures. But I don’t think they actually knew how clever we were. So I was willing to use that assumption to see if these things were capable of reading between the lines. But then again, we’re talking a whole different kettle of fish here. Big, hairy fish. These guys, Borch and Ern, were so much more different compared to the other Ursines we’d seen. They were bigger. They were hairier, and except for the Ursine king, they were the only ones that could speak English without a translator. So I had to be careful to not stick my foot in anything too sticky. I didn’t want to alarm these guys. 
“She likes you, human. We have keen sense of smell. Our race is very astute at picking up certain scents. And on closer examination, I have realized that your friend with the yellow hair perspires more when she sees you. It is a pleasant smell, though. Not like some humans I’ve seen. Their perspiration doesn’t smell so nice,” Ern said, pounding a beer in one shot. It seemed as if the FOODOMITOR was going off every ten seconds, ejecting another freshly made, all synthetic beer in a recycled bottle. I feared for its repair bill after this mission, if, of course, there was such a thing as after this mission. 
“Antiperspirant,” I muttered under my breath, the groggy
feeling getting the better of me. The beer was really hitting me now. 
“Antiperspirant? What is that?” Borch asked, sipping on his beer for a change. Maybe the alcohol was finally catching up to
him. 
“It stops you sweating so much and gives your underarms a nice smell. It’s supposed to be more hygienic,” I said, refraining myself from hammering back a drink of my own. My nerves were still firing under my skin. Sweat was dripping down my forehead. Every time I looked at either Borch or Ern, their mouths were bigger, and their frames was larger. As I sat there, nursing my drink, I realized that any false moves could land me in some boiling water. Boiling water so hot that it would disintegrate me before I even got splashed. That’s how dangerous these things were. 
“So that must be why she smells so nice. Artificial help, as usual,” Ern said, necking another beer. The bottles kept on coming. The empties kept
piling up. The electronic butler, which consisted of a robotic arm behind the counter, had a job just keeping up with the whole drinking session. But these things were built to serve hundreds of people in a night, so they were reliable. 
“Artificial help?” I stammered, putting the tip of the bottle in my mouth, whilst tipping the bottom contents of froth into my gullet. “Do your bear women wear makeup as well?” I asked. 
The two creatures looked at me for a long while and then started chirping. 
“No, not at all. It’s just something we’ve come to realize about humans in general,” Borch said, still chortling uncontrollably. 
“What have you come to realize?” I asked, the room suddenly spinning around me. I felt sick. Sick and frightened. What was happening? Had my beer been spiked? Were they going to rape me? Obviously, I was having irrational thoughts. But try hanging out with the alien race that wants your race dead, and have drinks with them! 
“We have come to realize that all of humanity seem to be obsessed with what technology can do for them, and not what they can do for themselves,” Borch said. 
The room continued to spin, but I refrained from barfing all over the counter. I didn’t want to anger, or amuse the two Ursines sitting next to me. I was fed up of being chirped at. 
“Artificial help…I get it,” I slurred, cracking another bottle open and draining a quarter of it in one mouthful. As the room span, and my stomach did backflips, I had the sudden urge to smoke a cigarette. They were a relic of the past. Not many places, planets or star systems sold them any more. All you could get these days was an E-Tank, which was basically a vaporizer. But it wasn’t the same thing. There was something about the humans of yesteryear who laughed in the face of danger, and did things to put themselves in harms way. Yet, they probably didn’t regret a thing. That was true living. Not like these days. Not when the goal was to live for as long as you could. But reaching a certain age isn’t what I would call living, and that’s coming from a man that’s about to fly a nuke into Earth and make sure that NOBODY has any more birthdays! 
“I don’t think you do get it,” Ern said from afar. He was still pounding beers like there was no tomorrow. The thing must have had a massive liver. Mine was almost shot, and I could barley keep up with these things. 
“I do, I do. We don’t use what we were given naturally to our advantage…,” I hiccupped. 
The two Ursines looked at me for a little longer and then began chirping once again. I’d had enough. I slammed my fist onto the bar and stood up, swaying slightly as I caught my balance. 
“I don’t know what’s so damn funny. You better stop mocking me with that shrill primitive tongue of yours!” I said, not quite believing what I was saying. I was standing up to these things. And I wasn’t scared any more. In fact, I was excited. But then again, maybe that was the copious amount of Dutch courage that was swirling in my stomach. 
“Easy, human. You look a little pale. Maybe you should go to bed,” Borch said, both he and Ern were still seated on their stools, necking beers. My little outburst neither impressed them,
nor
intimidated them. But through my very drunk eyes, I was seeing things a little different. 
“Yeah, I know you’re scared. You didn’t expect a human to rise to his feet so fast, did you? You didn’t expect him to stand up for himself! Well, here I am, confirming all your worst nightmares,” I said, staggering as I spoke. The Ursines didn’t move, nor did they chirp. They weren’t in any way reacting. But in my head, that could only mean one thing: 
They were petrified! 
I wish somebody had informed me that not many humans found me intimidating, let alone aliens. But I guess that’s what a sheltered captain’s life brings you. It fuzzes things up. Smears them. Coats them in a sense of self importance and arrogance. But in reality, your crew don’t actually physically fear you. They don’t find you intimidating, nor would they fear a confrontation with you. The simple fact is; they fear the badge. And the weight that comes with it. The time in the brig that results from
disrespecting that badge. And for a few seconds that evening, in that dingy bar, in front of those vicious animals, I’d forgotten that my badge didn’t mean shit to them. And there was nothing that I could say or do to make them scared of me. But unfortunately, I was none the wiser. 
“Just relax, human. We were having a fun time. Talking with your kind is something we don’t get to do
often, so it is an education. An education that we will be able to take with us far beyond these stars. So please, be calm, have a beer and talk…friend.” 
By then, I was far too drunk, angry and unaware to know who said that. But it didn’t stop me doing something that I knew would probably get me killed in the right circumstances. I stood there, raised my hands toward them, balled my fists up and spread my legs. 
“Let’s not wait until Earth to see some fireworks. I’ve got two WMDs right here for you,” I snarled. Next thing I know, everything went black. Pitch black. No sound. No color. No nothing. Just blackness. 
I was out cold. 



Chapter Eighteen 
“Wake up!” I heard somebody say. At first, I couldn’t open my eyes. The light in the room was too bright, and my head hurt like a mother---you know what. 
“Come on, you lazy ass! You’re supposed to be flying this thing, remember?” the voice said, but my vision was blurred. I couldn’t see anything
more than a silhouette. The shadowy figure was leaning over me, trying to shake me awake. I resisted, cursed and turned on my side. 
“Leave me alone,” I moaned, like a child trying to pull a sickie off school. “I don’t feel well, besides, this thing can fly itself just fine. It has done so on many occasions. Many drunken occasions,” I hissed, putting the pillow over my head, trying to drown out the high pitched tone of whoever was trying to rouse me. It was a female’s voice, so I guess in a less foggy state it wouldn’t have been too difficult to identify the culprit. 
“You call yourself a captain? Getting drunk with the enemy like that? I’m sure that’s not what the last hope for humanity would be doing if given a choice,” she said. 
I threw the pillow off and sat up. The sudden movement made me feel ill. I was seconds away from vomiting, but luckily, the urge quickly dissipated. 
“What the hell are you doing here?” I said, my eyes finally clearing of the mess that was fusing my eyelids together. I could now see and was able to identify the female in my quarters. It was Jess and she was suited and booted like it was any other day on board the ship. But even I knew that those days were long gone and the days that remained were probably going to be unlike anything we’d ever experienced before. 
“Come on, get up. It’s nearly four in the afternoon,” she said. 
I sniffed at the thought.
“When has time meant anything in space? Besides, we’re not orbiting any stars, planets, nor are we on Earth, so referring to what time it is back there won’t do us squat. And, may I add...,” I said, immediately realizing that Jess was regretting coming to wake me up, but I continued. “May I add, that it may be four o’clock somewhere on Earth, but it’s seven a.m. somewhere else. So leave me alone.” 
Jess didn’t take no for an answer. She began to jump up and down on me bed. The springs made a horrendous grinding noise as her weight made them fluctuate and bend. I tried to refrain myself and keep calm, but I wasn’t too impressed with what she was doing. I hadn’t forgotten how angry I was at her, but she’d seemed to. And that pissed me off more than anything else. 
“Look Jess, if I wanted to spend time with a murderer, I’d still be drinking with the aliens,” I said, lying back down, pulling the covers over me and trying to resume my sedated state. Sure enough, Jess stopped bouncing on the bed but she didn’t leave. She just sat there in silence. It was only when I took the covers away from my face that I saw her crying her eyes out. Her face was beet red and her cheeks were covered in moisture. 
“You’re never going to forgive me, are you?” she cried, tears rolling down her face as she struggled to breathe, much like a child did when bawling their eyes out. 
I sat up reluctantly, threw the covers off me and wrapped my arms around her. I held her tightly and didn’t let go. I felt ashamed of how I’d been treating her. She didn’t deserve it. If anything, I was to blame for Raj’s death, not her. I should have made a stand, and told the aliens to stick it. I should have fought back. But I hadn’t. I’d let the weight of the decision come
down on one of my crewman instead. That wasn’t what captains did. And it certainly wasn’t what leaders did. They were supposed to absorb the blame for things going wrong, not use their own crewmembers as scapegoats. I felt more than ashamed of myself. Tears were also rolling down my face. But I tried to cover it up by burying my head into Jess’s shoulders. And with every tear that dropped down her face, her shoulders sank into me, as if the weight of her prior decisions were rolling off her back.
“I can still see his face, staring at me, his eyes looking up at me as I grabbed the sword and shoved it into his chest,” she said, trying to regain some sort of control over her emotions, but it was no use. She was embracing me tightly, as if she was afraid to let go of me. I held on to her, trying to let her speak. I figured I’d done enough talking on the matter, and from what I could see, all I’d managed to do is make things worse. 
“The sick thing is, the thing that really gets me, that still effects me, is the acceptance in his eyes. The bravery of that man as I plunged a blade into his torso. The relief of knowing his death would be at the hands of somebody he knew. All of those things, coupled with the look on his face, made me realize something about myself,” she said, still crying, still holding onto me. I held onto her even tighter. She needed all the embracing I could muster. After the things I’d said, the things I’d felt, the least I could do was repair the feeling of pain and anguish that was coursing through our systems. Forgiveness was something that I wasn’t good at. But that day, on that bed, with Jess, baring her soul, forgiveness was the only thing that came to me as I held her. 
“I know for a fact that if that was me, if I was Raj, and one of you were plunging a sword into me, killing me in front of all those aliens
for their enjoyment, I wouldn’t have been as brave. Not even a little bit. And that makes me realize that I am half the human he was. The man was courageous. He was a hero. And I was responsible for ridding him off this world. I don’t know how I am going to live with myself Flynn. I don’t know if I’m going to be able to look at myself in the same way. I’m a murderer,” she said, more tears streaming down her face. I stopped hugging her, and leaned back so I could see her properly. Her hair was sticking to her face as she tried to wipe the many tears off her cheeks. She smudged the light makeup that she was wearing, but I still thought she looked beautiful. But with her beauty came her guilt. The guilt that she felt for what she had done.
And I felt very much to blame for it. So I raised my hands up, and gently grabbed her face with my palms, her head resting in my embrace. I wiped the tears away with my thumbs and shushed her. 
“Jess, I was wrong to be angry at you. You didn’t do anything wrong. You did what none of us could do. You took control. You came to the realization that without one of us dying, we would all die. It was an honorable thing. Made more honorable by the sacrifices that you and Raj made. You aren’t a murderer. You are a hero. Just like Raj,” I said, still wiping the tears off her face. 
She looked at me and blinked a few times. Her gaze was fixed on mine. 
“I don’t feel like a hero,” she said. 
I took my hands away from her face and smiled. 
“Heroes don’t always feel all that heroic. I should know. I’ve been hailed a hero a few times just for doing my job. But even then, people die, people
that you’re supposed to be protecting, yet when you get the job done, they still call you a hero. That always bugged me. It bugged me until it morphed. It evolved. Into a rage. A deep seeded rage. A rage that blew up in my face. Maybe when you did what you did, a switch went off in my head. The same switch that made me hate you for killing Raj,” I said. 
She looked at me and nodded. 
“I understand. What I did was unforgivable, and if you can’t ever find it in your heart to forgive me, then I understand. I won’t hold it against you,” she said. Jess had stopped crying and the eerie silence that followed for a few seconds was both harsh and prolonged. 
“I don’t hate you,” I said, moving my head closer to hers. She stared into my eyes, and I blinked gently. It felt like the world had been lifted off my shoulders. I was free again. Free from hate. Free from pain. I leaned in and gently kissed her. It was out of the blue. The feeling to kiss her that is. It was a feeling that surprised me. It jolted me, like a bolt of lightning hitting the core of my body. I ached all over. Ached for her. Ached for her lips. Her touch. Her smell. She didn’t pull away. Her lips touched mine. They were soft and inviting. We locked lips for a few seconds and she gently pulled back, her eyes wide. 
“This goes against every rule on the ship,” she said, looking alarmed. 
I couldn’t help but laugh. We both did. Instead of ripping her clothes off and burying the pain that dwelled deep in the both of us with casual, mindless
 sex, we laughed together. I don’t know how long we were in the quarters for, but it must have been a while. Nothing much else happened. We just enjoyed each others company. We talked about the ups and downs of being part of the Alpha Ship One. And then we kissed again. And again. And again. 
But I held myself back. I wasn’t going to take advantage of a distraught woman. Especially when that distraught woman was my second-in-command. My newly reappointed second-in-command may I add. 
 
***
After a few hours of what seemed like heaven, we both left my quarters and made our way down to the mess hall. I’d showered, shaved and gotten myself into a presentable state, while Jess had done the same. We’d opted on not showering together, seeing that the whole no sex again
thing would probably go right out of the window if we did. I chose to respect her, and be a friend. A friend that on occasion, I’d share a kiss with. You know what I’m talking about. I’m sure loads of people have friends like that!
All joking aside, the others, Dale and the three Spanish crew, didn’t hide what they thought of us entering the mess hall together, showered and looking fresh. I know how it looked, and so did they. We probably looked like we’d spent the last few hours working up a sweat, only to have to overdo our appearance to not raise any eyebrows. It didn’t matter though, Jess and I knew what had happened. And truth be told, it was much more intimate than sex.
“Ah, they returneth from the sexeth!” I heard Dale say as we got within range of the four of them. A strange thing had happened since I’d last seen them. They weren’t sitting apart. Dale had joined the three new crewmembers, and they looked as if they’d been enjoying a good chinwag in our absence. Which I obviously found hard to believe seeing that they were supposed to be Spanish. But then again, I’d seen the old Spanish man speak English yesterday. And from what I could remember, he was pretty good at it. 
“Knock it off, Captain on deck!” Jess bellowed at the top of her lungs. Dale’s face was a picture. He fumbled the knife and fork in his hand as he tried to get up to salute me. I started laughing. 
“At ease, for Pete’s sake! She was joking,” I said, sitting down at the occupied table. They’d saved two seats for us, unsurprisingly as ribs go, they’d decided to sit us together, as some sort of joke. I didn’t bat an eyelid though. I sat on my seat, and she sat on hers. A robotic butler machine came to the table and placed two plates
in front of each of us. A starter and main. On the Alpha Ship One, we all liked to pig out, so it was ship policy that the food be placed on the table all at once, bar from the desert. The waiter machines were nothing special. They were floating spheres that had two wired arms and rectangular shaped hands that bared the resemblance of kitchen utensils. They carried the food in their midsections, which looked like an oven, and would usually slot the food out in trays, whilst grabbing at them and placing them down with their weird robot arms. They didn’t communicate with us, seeing that they were not programmed to. But that never stopped any of us from shouting obscenities at the things. It had been like that ever since I could remember. I guess it was a way to blow off steam. That, or we were all a little desperate for some sort of scientific breakthrough where our unintelligent, unsophisticated robot butlers grew privy to our heckles and learned to dish it back. Much like a parrot in a cage back on Earth. We’d had one as a kid. It was called Buster and he’d always say the same thing. 
“Motherfucker, eat my feather dick.” 
I taught him that. As a ten-year-old child, obviously. 
“Thanks robot dick!” Dale said, sort of mimicking my childish sense of humor with the parrot back home. Even though he wasn’t even being served the food, you could count on him having something nasty, degrading or uncalled for to say to the poor robotic butlers, who were programmed to say enjoy your meal every time they laid the plates down, which in turn would make Dale say something on the lines of enjoy this, while giving them the finger. 
Space is a boring place. A really boring place. Nothing seems to ever happen. So on long journeys, it isn’t uncommon for people to over-rely on crude humor to get them through the trip. 
“So, tapped that ass Captain?” Dale said as I dug into my meal, which was some sort of gloopy space MRE.
I didn’t bother giving him an answer. I just continued to eat and ignored him. He’d simmer down in due course. He always did.  But then the joking stopped and the real business could commence. 
“Any ideas how we’re going to stop this mission from succeeding,” I said, after a few minutes of silence. The mess hall was a large area of the ship and it felt strange that we were the only people occupying it. I had no idea where the Ursines were, but my guess was that they were in bed, sleeping off whatever hangover they had from the night before. It seemed as if they had been drinking a beer every few seconds. If a human did the exact same thing and replicated their drinking pace, then I’m pretty sure that human would be doing a hell of a lot more than sleeping it off the next day…he’d be sleeping it off forever. The human body could not tolerate that much alcohol. It just wasn’t possible. Too many underlying factors played a role in that fact. The first problem was that the human body was small. It didn’t hold a lot of mass. Not compered to those Ursines. They were large. Bulky. And wide. So it was natural to think that they could drink that much and not be at all that phased. But then again, they were nowhere to be seen. So maybe the damage was a lot worse than we’d thought. 
The second problem with drinking like they did
was that the human liver just couldn’t metabolize the alcohol fast enough. The liver can only really metabolize between one and five drinks an hour. So if you’re stacking drink after drink into your system in a short amount of time, there will surely be trouble ahead. Permanent
trouble. Luckily for me, I wasn’t an imbecilic, but I wouldn’t put it past some people to feel like challenging these aliens at a drinking contest. They’d soon realize how futile that endeavor would be. A little like our so-called mission to stop these guys from blowing our planet up. 
Let’s just say we weren’t any closer to making our move. Hell, we didn’t even know what our move was. I’d asked my crew what ideas they had, and they’d all looked at me blanked faced. Even Jess. Which I found surprising. I thought she’d have at least one or two ideas rolling around her cranium. 
“Come on guys, someone must have one idea. That’s all we need to get this thing going. Think of it like this. A rusty chain moves slowly, doesn’t it, because of how rust-ridden it is? So what do you do? You get some oil; you grease the chain up. It starts to move a little better. And within a few minutes, its running smoothly. Good as new!” I said, slopping some more gloop into my mouth. The others still stared at me with dumbfounded looks on their faces. They were looking at me like I was crazy. Like I’d lost the plot. But I wasn’t interested in what they thought, regarding my mental faculties. The only thing I was interested in was getting those Ursines off our ship, figuring out a way of jettisoning the nuke off the Alpha Ship One and taking care of the escort that tailed us. Three very big challenges that not even a captain could deal with on his own. 
“You can’t expect us to know what to do, Flynn. This is your expertise. You’ve gotten us out of some very sticky situations before. I’m sure you can do it again. I trust you with my life, Captain,” Jess said. 
I shook my head, put my fork down, waiting for the clanging sound it made to die down and sighed. 
“That’s the problem, Jess. You trust me with your life. As do I. But we don’t have a life. Our life is over. And I don’t think any of you are grasping the absolute shit storm of a situation we find ourselves in. If you were grasping it, any of you that is, then you’d be freaking out. You’d be tearing yourself to pieces trying to pinpoint some sort of hope in this situation. A ray of some sorts. A ray of light to guide us in these pretty damn dark times.” 
The four of them looked at me and then burst out laughing, like I’d said something comical. I couldn’t believe it. These idiots were actually laughing at me. I couldn’t take it anymore. I stood up rapidly, the force of the movement flung my tray onto its side, splattering food debris everywhere. I kicked the metal table and screamed at the top of my lungs. My face was red, my arms were taut and my chest was heavy. An anger flooded through me. It exploded off every tip of my finger, and slowly made my hands turn into fists. 
“Calm down, sir. You’re going to give the game away to the Ursines! They’ll be able to hear you!” Dale said. 
I shook my head, knelt
into the table and got as close as I could to my crew. I lowered my voice and said “That’s where you’re wrong. This isn’t a damn game. There is no joy being had here. This isn’t for points, or prestige. This is for humanity. And the quicker you realize this, the quicker we have a chance of saving our planet, the people on it and our selves,” I said, still feeling the rage burning within me. I managed to calm down and sat back on my chair. I didn’t bother eating the rest of my food. It was no good anyhow, being cold and spread across half the table. By now, one of the butler robots was sweeping the mess up. 
The table went quiet.

We remained quiet for a long while. By then, everybody’s
food was either taken away or being digested in their stomachs. We didn’t say a word to each other. We just sat there in silence as the ship moaned and groaned every few seconds. Travelling at the sort of speeds we were travelling at, I was expecting an uncomfortable and dangerous journey. But the ride was smooth and uneventful. The only turbulence we were experiencing was the mass of dread, terror and desperation that was colliding through us. We were scared. We were helpless and we were plan-less. 
“There must be away,” I said into the silence that surrounded us. But I got no reply. It turns out my crew were also searching for answers, but just like me, they were coming up short. 
Short wasn’t going to stop us from dying. Short wasn’t going to stop Earth being blown to bits. And short wasn’t going to make Borch and Ern disappear. 
So short wasn’t bloody good enough. 



Chapter Nineteen 
“Don’t you think that it’s a little bit suspect, all of us being in here like this?” The old Spanish man asked in his perfectly pronounced English. The guy was a fraud. He’d lied to me, and I wasn’t in the best of moods to accommodate his mundane questions. 
“This place will do just fine,” I said, sitting on the edge of my bed. We’d decided, well I guess I’d decided, that it would be a great idea if we all sauntered back to my quarters and held a little meeting. The whole point of such an exercise was to avoid the beady gaze of our two new friends, Borch and Ern, who for the record, we hadn’t seen since yesterday. I didn’t know where they were, and quite frankly, I didn’t care. All I wanted to do was get some ideas flowing in regard to what the heck we were going to do with them. We needed to get the
upper hand on the Ursines and the only way we were going to manage that was to kill the two that were chaperoning us off to Earth’s Armageddon. 
“I think we should fight them,” an unfamiliar voice said. I blinked a few times and then turned
my attention toward the Spanish girl, who was speaking plain and clear English. I got off my bed and stood in dismay. 
“You speak English too?” I said, not believing my ears. 
“Si, well, a little,” she said, her accent coming out stronger toward the end of the sentence. I wondered if it was all an act. I was asking myself how all of a sudden both the Spanish girl and old man were talking plain English. That begged the question, what about the other one. What about the younger Spanish dude? Did he speak English as well, or was he actually telling the truth?
“We might as well come clean,” the young Spanish guy said. I looked at him and shook my head. “You’ve got to be kidding me!” I said, kicking the air around me as I found myself
feeling a little flush. 
“The three of us speak English just fine,” the older man interrupted. He was glaring at the two young adults as if they’d just given up the biggest secret in the world. The guy was pissed. It was obvious. He stared at the two of them and then turned to face me. 
“You won’t understand the reasoning behind our decision to conceal our true language capabilities. So there’s no use in me explaining the whys or the hows. But I will tell you the whens,” the old guy said, giving me some sort of apologetic look. I ignored his pandering. His excuse would have to be pretty damn amazing for me to be able to forgive their lack of honesty with me, Dale,
and Jess. 
“Just get on with it. The gig is up. You have been rumbled,” Jess said from near the entrance of the quarters. The door was shut behind her. Dale was sitting on a chair in the bathroom. The bathroom was small, yet he was large enough to be in another room and it still felt like he was in this one. Half his body stuck out of the cramped bathroom door as he leaned in and got a better look at the three Spaniards in the middle of the quarters.
“When we were shoved into the prison cell with the three of you, we were unaware of who you were, why you were there and if you were a danger. We’d
agreed that if we’d come across other humans then we’d play dumb. We’d act like we didn’t understand their language. We’d even be mute, to not draw attention to ourselves. It was working out just fine indeed. We’d play dumb and you would continue your mission. But then we realized how truly messed up this whole situation was. Here we were, pretending to not understand what was going on around us, watching you fly this ship into an asteroid field. That’s when I felt that I needed to make my credentials known. I couldn’t risk dying on this damned ship without at least trying to avoid death,” he said, moving a little closer toward me. He put his hand on my shoulder and gently gripped it. 
“I mean; what else were we supposed to do exactly? You do know what they do with humans, right?” he said, still holding onto to my shoulder with his free hand as the other hand brushed his gray hair, parting his bangs
like he was trying to make his intentions clear with the look in his eyes. But I wasn’t buying it. 
“What do you mean?” Jess said, her voice sounding tiny in the small quarters we all occupied. 
“I mean that this isn’t the first time they’ve sent humans out to the planet,” the old man said. 
“Who’s they?” I asked, getting annoyed by the old Spaniards stalling. 
“The humans,” the guy said. 
I looked at him and then at my crew, who to be honest were taking this a whole lot better than I was. Inside, I was freaking out. I was kicking and screaming. I was beyond angry. What right did he or the other two have to hide information from us? I thought we were all in this together. We were fighting the same fight after all. But I guess I was mistaken. 
“Please, stop the lies. This is insane. Can’t you see what’s happening?” I said, my hands raised slightly at my sides as I began to feel restless.
“They are up to something. I can tell. I see it in their eyes,” I said, pointing at the three of them individually. “Why else would they lie so much?” I asked. But nobody answered. The room fell quiet and the old man continued to stand and stare at me. 
“That’s where you’re wrong. We’re not lying. At least, not now. I am telling you the truth. The humans have sent other humans to the Ursines before. I don’t know how many or who sent them, but I do know that something big is happening. The humans, or at least some of them on Earth, are planning something. They are sending these things gifts. Gifts in the form of spaceships. Weaponry. Technology. Even blueprints for brick work, like buildings and structures. Ask yourself this, why on earth are these things so much like us? Why do their buildings and their ships look so much like ours?” the man said. 
I shook my head. 
“That’s preposterous! There is no sense in that. Why on earth would they do that? Sending the Ursines equipment and technology would only result in one thing,” I said, sitting back down on my bed. I was feeling faint. All of this information was hurting my head, and I needed to get myself thinking clearly before I overloaded. 
“War, it’s the only reason I can see them doing this,” I said after a few seconds, coming to the realization that not everything was as it seemed. 
“It’s like they’re baiting them. Egging them on. Building them up, so they can knock them down,” the old man said. 
The room went quiet again. Real quiet. For a very long while. Even Jess was speechless. It took some time for it all to sink in. But stuff still didn’t make sense. 
“That doesn’t explain shit,” I said finally. “It doesn’t explain why you decided to remain quiet. It also doesn’t explain why you lied to us. But above all, it doesn’t explain why or how you know all of this,” I said. 
“Did I not say that I wasn’t going to tell you the whys or the hows?” the old man said. 
I nodded my head. 
“Yeah, you did. But that doesn’t exactly scream trustworthy to me. If you know something, and you’re deciding to hold it back, then I don’t think we can co-exist on this ship.” 
The old man shrugged his shoulders. He had a certain carefree attitude that really grated on me. We were on the cusp of nuking Earth, killing all human life on it and he was acting like he couldn’t give a hoot. 
“I’m not holding anything back. I said I wouldn’t explain the whys or the hows because quite frankly, I don’t actually know the hows or the whys. But I do know the whens. When it began and when it will end.” 
I laughed. I couldn’t help it. The guy sounded like a conspiracy theorist high
on illicit drugs, about a brain cell away from retardation. It was safe to say that I didn’t trust him. Or like him. 
“I don’t even know your name. Hell, I don’t know none of your names, and you expect me to believe that the humans basically sent us out here, among many others, knowing that these things were planning some sort of attack?” I said. 
The old man broke into a smile. 
“I guess a name is the least I can offer you now that we’ve been properly introduced,” he said, putting his hand out for a shake. I left him hanging. But then I decided to clasp his hand in a firm shake. It made no sense in antagonizing the man. Especially given the fact that I thought he was crazy. I didn’t want to risk him suffering some sort of space rage. Because that’s what I figured was going on here. These people were obviously crazy. Crazy from the lack of sunlight, or food, or contact with other humans. And now that they were among the living once again, their ratty brains were trying to make sense of this all. But their consciences couldn’t come to terms with the fact that they were about to become responsible for the entire decimation of the human race. It was easier for me to come to terms with because I knew I don’t have a choice in it. But the whole point of summoning this meeting was to talk strategy, not conspiracy. So I had no problem shaking this guys hand. I thought it would probably be in my best interest to do so. 
“They call me Roderick Freeman,” the guy said. 
An eerie stutter of silence fell across the room. I let go of his hand almost immediately. My eyes opened wide in shock. I couldn’t believe it. It couldn’t be. It just couldn’t be. 
“No bloody way. No chance you’re Roderick Freeman,” I said. 
But the guy smiled and shrugged his shoulders once again. 
“I admit, it’s probably hard to believe, but I am Roderick Freeman,” the guy said. 
Jess walked toward the two of us, got real close to the old man and huffed. 
“Roderick Freeman was the first man to be banished into space for treason against Pilgrim Tech,” she said, giving the man the once-over. She didn’t take her eyes off him. She stared at him until he blinked. She continued,
“But that was over three hundred years ago. Roderick Freeman was shot into space in a prison pod and left to die in the vast vacuum that is deep space. There is no way that you are him. One, Roderick would have died at least two hundred and fifty years ago. The guy was eighty-two for Christ’s sake. And two, even if you were him, and you managed to cheat mother nature and father time, that still
wouldn’t explain how you ended up on the Ursine planet, or why you were banished.” 
The man looked at her, and then at me. He took a few steps back, surveyed the whole room and sighed. 
“We have a little under six months left on this ship. That’s plenty of time for us to get to know each other better. But I suggest that we spend a little time apart from each other
right now. If Borch and Ern find us in here
together, they’ll know we’re conspiring. That will give us enough time to get things ready,” he said, summoning his two co-conspirators toward him. 
“That would suggest that you have a plan?” Jess asked before he left the quarters. 
Roderick turned around and broke into yet another one of his crazy faced smiles. 
“I’ve been waiting for this moment for a very long time. Of course I have a plan. But it isn’t foolproof, and it will take some doing to execute. But they do say that nothing good ever comes easy,” he said, the three of them soon leaving through the swooshing doors. 
I turned to Jess.
“I don’t trust the three of them. What absolute crackpots! To suggest that the humans have been sending people up into space to bait
an alien race into war is absurd. Why would they risk such a thing? Let’s not forget that we’re carrying a nuke that could destroy the whole planet a couple times over. The next thing that old coot is going to say is that the humans supplied the nuke as well! Come on, this is so stupid. We should be focusing on a plan of action,” I said, realizing that both Dale and Jess were deep in thought. 
Jess was the first to break out of it. She looked up at me, eyes moist and hair sticking to her forehead. The quarters had become hot thanks to our collective body heat. 
“Is it really that crazy?” she asked. 
I looked at her and nodded my head. 
“Yeah it’s crazy! You’re talking about a collection of many minute things all coming together just so humanity can trick and fight a race that was ill-equipped and savage before they supposedly gave them weapons in the first place. You tell me with a straight face that it makes sense to you. Forget about the Spaniard saying that he’s actually Roderick Freeman for a minute. Forget that humans don’t live for three hundred plus years. Forget all of that and tell me that you believe this to be some sort of tactic. That the humans have given these aliens the technology and resources to fight them. To nuke them. But then you’re going to turn around and say that the joke’s on them? That they are expecting an attack this big? That a so-called megaton bomb is all in the plan? That twelve thousand miles of warships are a walk in the park compared to what they have planned?” 
Jess continued to stare up at me. 
“We can hope, right?” 
I laughed. 
“And to what end would this prove useful? To what end would baiting, arming and fighting a huge alien force be a good thing for humanity?” 
“The same reason any war is fought….resources,” she replied. 



Chapter Twenty 
Everyone had left the captains quarters by the time I’d calmed down. But I wasn’t calm enough. Jess had offered to stay with me to talk through the various issues we were facing on the journey to Earth, but I’d told her that it wouldn’t be necessary, and that I was fine on my own. The truth was, I needed to be alone. The constant sound of everybody talking had given me a mighty headache. And I’d needed another shower. So I jumped in and let the water drain down me. I myself felt drained. Drained of my strength. Of my faculties. Of my beliefs. Drained, much like the putrid, dirty water that was flowing down the plug hole as I scrubbed myself with gel that smelled minty. The mint extract rose up my nostrils and filled me with a freshness that was artificial. I didn’t feel like I smelled anymore. I smelt fresh, fresh as a man could smell. The sort of freshness that is usually associated with waking up in a good mood. Jumping into the shower and embracing a great cleansing session. 
But as I stepped out of the cubicle, the shower room all fogged up and the mirror in front of me steamed, I didn’t feel cleansed. I felt dirtier than I’d ever felt before. The idea that I would be responsible for the end of mankind was pressing
down on me. And quite frankly, there was nothing I could do to make myself feel any different. 
As I dried myself, I came to the conclusion that there was no stopping this anymore. No matter how hard I tried, the world would end. No matter what absurd plans I lay ahead of me in the next six months, they would be squandered by the harsh reality of what was surely to come. There was no use stopping it. There was no use fighting it. What was done was done. And I had the next six months to come to terms with it. 
But there was still a voice that echoed in my head. A voice of reason. Of hope. It told me to not give up. It showed me fragments. Fragments of memories. Memories of war stories. Stories that both inspired and intrigued. In them, the odds were always stacked against the hero. But you’d never hear a war story where the hero would fail. It was universal knowledge…common knowledge even, that hero’s always got the job done. They always prospered, and evil was always defeated. But then again, it made me think. 
What if the stories you heard, the war ones, the ones with the hero’s winning were the ONLY ONES you ever heard? What if human history had left out the really bad parts? What if the people on Earth had been fooled into thinking that we were the lucky ones? That the species that came before us, the dinosaurs, the great wooly mammoths and the ape people that are directly related to us were all unlucky, and we, humanity, were on a roll when it came to things going our way? 
But if you look back on history, our history, you’ll see that humans weren’t as lucky as we thought we were. Mother nature had been cruel to us on many occasions. Many people were born in poverty. Born in economic hardship. These were the times before the great change. The great change being Pilgrim Tech. 
A massive change indeed. 
It was a change that consisted of a unified world government. One system for all. No more famine. No more economic hardship. Everybody was equal. Everybody did their part. And humanity prospered. It was around this time of course that we made first contact, and with that, a whole new age was born. It was an age of even greater
prosperity. But fast-forward many years, and many more generations, and you’ll see that the prosperity didn’t last. That our technology was now inferior. That humanity was no longer lucky. 
“Nothing lasts forever,” I said as I cleared the condensation off the mirror as I looked at my reflection staring back at me. 
Those words echoed in my head. Nothing lasts forever. Nothing. That’s what we had now. Nothing. I’d never been so far away from Earth, yet felt so close to it. Close enough to touch it. To smell it. To embrace it. But not to warn it. They didn’t know what was coming. But I did. And because I knew my future consisted of nothing, much like theirs, it brought a strange feeling of contentment
to me. I was content in knowing that me, my crew and the people of Earth all were in the same boat. We were as screwed as each other.
“No way to warn them,” I said, turning around and reaching for my clothes. I grabbed them in a bunch and made my way out of the humid and moist bathroom. As I walked into my bedroom, the contrast of heat and coolness made my skin prickle. I sat on the edge of the bed and started to slide my boxers on. 
“No way to warn them?” I said once again, but this time I wondered. I wondered if there was someway to warn them. But then my wonder soon turned into anger. 
“Pah!” I said, sliding my trousers on in one continuous motion. I’d remembered what Roderick Freeman had told me. I remembered him saying that Earth knew we were coming. That they knew what was ahead of them. And this was all but a set up. We’d be fine. We were the ones in control. 
I put my shirt on and stood up. Suddenly I felt faint. I steadied myself and took a deep breath. All of the stress was starting to get to me. There was no denying that. In the past week, I felt as if I’d aged ten years. And looking in the mirror, I’d seen that that was very much the case. I was just about to reach for the door when another thought popped into my head. 
“They know?” I said, remembering what Roderick had said. I stood before the door, standing deadly still, staring at the grainy surface of the metal in front of me. I became transfixed as I replayed the conversation that had gone on in this room earlier on. 
“They are sending these things gifts. Gifts in the form of spaceships. Weaponry. Technology. Even blueprints for brick work, like buildings and structures. Ask yourself this, why on earth are these things so much like us? Why do their buildings and their ships look so much like ours?”
I remembered wondering that exact same thing when I’d seen their buildings for the first time. They resembled ours down to the T. But then I remembered what Roderick had said about them sending other humans. That apparently we weren’t the first ones. That others had had the misfortune of being sent there before. 
“What a load of crap,” I mumbled as I reached for the door. Usually these doors swooshed, and opened on their own. But being a quarters for sleeping and whatnot, privacy was to be taken into consideration when designing such a door. This door, like every other private quarters door, had a handle, from prehistoric, pre-automatic-era where doors would be manually opened. And as my hand touched the handle, a flurry of images flashed before my eyes. Images of the Ursines. Their structures. And their home world. 
And then it struck me. I looked at my hand and the handle. I turned my hand palm side up and stared at my fingers. 
“Holy shit,” I said, opening the door and running down the hallway. It was empty and dark, the usual ambience of the ship making the place look like something out of a bad horror movie set
in space. But the horrors I was feeling were real. They were profound, and like a bolt out of the blue, it hit me hard. 
“Roderick was right,” I said in disbelief as I ran down the corridor. “Their paws, their damn paws!” I said, not believing that I’d hadn’t noticed it in the first place.
 
***
After ten minutes of running around like a headless chicken, I’d finally found Roderick and his two young conspirators. They were hanging out in the theater room. It was basically a movie cinema, where Pilgrim Tech would play various movies on its very many channels. The problem was, we were too far away to pick up their feed and wouldn’t be within range for at least two months, so movie time was out of the question. 
“No signal,” Roderick said as I burst through the double doors to the theater. Prior to that, I’d been searching high and low, and
had only stumbled upon them by luck. If I’d decided to give the cinema a miss, I’d have wasted a good hour traversing the mighty big Alpha Ship One in search of them. But looks like my luck was improving. And hopefully, if I was right, so would humanities as a whole. 
“You were right, I mean, you ARE right! I can’t believe I didn’t see it before,” I said, rushing up toward him, probably flailing my arms about like a madman. I reached him and sat down on a chair. He was sat at the back of the complex, on the end chair, whilst his two younger friends were sitting next to him. I was sat on the next row of seats, which was split in the middle, to allow the steps to descend down toward the big screen. But I found myself leaning in as close as I could, an expression of excitement and terror on my face. The realization that I’d come to had been banging about on the inside of my head on the way to Roderick, and I’d spent ten minutes bottling up my emotions, so the fact that I could finally express my findings was a tremendous relief to me. 
“What’s up?” was all Roderick said, his face sporting a frown. 
“What’s up?” I said, repeating his comment in the same tone he’d delivered it in. 
“Yeah, you look troubled,” he said, still frowning. 
“Well, excuse me for feeling a little flustered, but I was giving your theory a think over in the shower, and then it hit me,” I said, trying to get my words out in one, and finding myself stuttering a little. 
“That I’m right?” he said, not surprised in the least, or at least he sounded as if he wasn’t. 
“Yeah, well kind of, there’s a few things that I don’t exactly see as being possible, since your story lacks proof, but then I found some,” I said. 
He looked at me and smiled. His frown disappeared, and deep wrinkles creased
his face. 
“So, spit it out; enlighten me with your proof,” he said. 
I ignored his diva-ish tone and decided to lay it on him thick. 
“The Ursines. Their paws. They have them, you know,” I said, struggling with my sentence structure a little. 
He looked at me and nodded slowly. Roderick looked worried, like I was acting out of character and displaying some odd traits. I guess I was. He hadn’t known me for long, so wasn’t aware of my quirks yet. And to be honest, my crew, Dale and Jess that is, were also unaware of my quirks. Those sort of human characteristics tend to be suppressed by leaders of men and women. I’d done my best in doing the same throughout the years. 
“Yes, they do have paws,” Roderick interjected as I attempted to accumulate some sense of clarity before I spoke. 
“Well, doesn’t it strike you as odd that these things had buildings built for them using the specifications and standards that humanity would use? And not something purpose-built for their own shapes?” I asked.
Roderick looked at me plainly. He had a way of slow blinking that alarmed me. It was the look in his eyes that made me wary of him. The glint. The way they stared at me. The hollowness that was buried deep within his iris. The problem with Roderick, or at least the problem I had with him,
was that his face said one thing, while his eyes said another. 
The way I saw it, you can never trust somebody like that. But I had to. I mean, what choice did I have? 
None. Zilch. Nada. 
“I don’t quite see what point you’re
making here, captain Flynn. Last time I checked, we’d been through this before. I remember it clearly. You shot me down, telling me how absurd my opinion was and that it doesn’t make sense. So please forgive me when I say, just get to the point.” 
I nodded my head and drew a big breath. I felt like I needed as much air in my lungs for this thing to make sense. Which was silly really. But we all have weird thoughts under pressure. 
“Okay, I admit that when you first mentioned that Earth had sent humans to the Ursines as gifts I was a bit skeptical,” I said, clearing my throat a tad. “But now I’ve had a bit more time to think about it, I’ve come to the conclusion that you are right. Now, don’t see this as an opportunity to gloat. We have six months on this ship, and I don’t want to spend it wanting to throttle you.” 
“Understandable,” Roderick said, both the young man and woman were smiling now. But I was ignoring them. I had to get a few things straight before I completely changed my opinion on the man or his theory. 
“Firstly though, I’d like to point out that you aren’t completely right,” I said, feeling a grin popping up on my face. I didn’t hide it. I didn’t have to. I was the captain, damn it! And if I wanted to grin a little, I would! 
“Okay, lay it on me, tell me what I’ve missed,” Roderick said, slow blinking again. I felt as if he was suppressing his true feelings. Or that he was enjoying this. Either way, it was strange, but I continued. 
“Well, first things first: your idea is in the right ballpark, but you’re
playing a whole different sport. For instance, you say that the humans were sent here by the humans on Earth and made to make buildings and such for these aliens.” 
Roderick nodded again, moving his head along with my voice. He was locked in and listening very closely. 
“Yes, I did say that,” he said, his eyes a little wider now as he prepared to take in what I was about to lay down. 
“Well, it got me thinking. Thinking about their anatomy. Let’s put it in laymen’s terms here. We aren’t scientists and we certainly aren’t free thinkers. I’m a ship captain for a rust bucket that’s seen more criminal smuggling missions than good old fashion legion war battles to protect Earth. I don’t see myself as much of a man. In the sense that I am not brave nor am I honorable. Me, my crew, and the people who have stepped foot on this ship all share the same common goal; to make loads of money and make it fast. But that’s neither here nor there, really. I guess, the point is, I’m no boffin and don’t claim to be. But I am smart enough to see when things just don’t add up.”
Roderick remained quiet and continued to nod his head in all the right places. 
“I don’t mean to interrupt, but I fail to see where this is going.” 
I ignored the interruption and continued. 
“The Ursines have paws, am I correct?” I asked. 
By now, Roderick and his two followers were looking at me with impatient scowls on their faces. They weren’t impressed with my delivery, but as I said earlier, I’m the captain damn it! So I didn’t give a hoot. 
“Yes, they have paws. We have been over this. It is nothing new,” Roderick
said, impatiently. 
“Well, explain this to me: why do all the doors on their planet have knobs?” 
There was a stint of silence. Roderick pulled a few faces as the cogs in his brain grinded away for an answer. 
“Because that’s how doors are designed?” Roderick said after he came to his conclusion. I’ll give the man credit; he is no dummy. But neither am I. 
“Correction, that’s how human doors are designed!” I said, secretly proud of myself. But I hid it deep inside me. Didn’t want people thinking that I was a simpleton who liked the sound of my own voice. I’d hold it in until everybody thought I was a genius. That could take some time though. 
“I still fail to see where this is going. We’ve been through this before. The humans designed their cities. So it makes sense that they designed their doors as well, doesn’t it?” Roderick said, his slow blinking had stopped and now he was visibly annoyed with what I was saying. Patience was definitely not his strong point. But I guess if he is to be believed and he really is three hundred plus years old, I’d probably run out of patience as well. 
“You’re not getting it, are you? Look, it’s simple, the humans not only designed their cities but they designed everything for them. Just look at their home planet. The cities on it. And the ships they fly. All built to resemble humanities creations. But that’s where your theory goes out of the window. The ships and the planet and everything on it weren’t designed to resemble the same tech we use; they were designed to be beaten by the tech we use!” I said. 
Roderick smiled. 
“Okay, I’ve heard enough,” he said, getting up from his seat. I also stood up, just incase he was going to walk out on me. I had more to say. Much more. And I didn’t want him disappearing on me. But what he did next, I admit, I wasn’t expecting. 
Roderick took his shirt off and threw it on the floor. 
“What are you doing?” I asked in shock.
He stood in front of me bare-chested and turned around. On his back there was a scar. But that’s not what caught my eye. Under the scar, just under the skin, a faint red light flashed every other second. 
“Is that a tracker?” I gasped in dismay. 
Roderick turned back around, his pale and loose skin hanging freely as he stared at me. If he was lying about being three hundred plus years old, his body wasn’t. It looked haggard. 
“The thing is Captain Flynn, I have all the proof in the world when it comes to the plot against these creatures. I am the man they used to make first contact with the Ursines. I’ve been on their planet for three centuries. Three centuries to learn from them. To understand them. And to pity them. I knew that my mission would be long. Why else would they use me? The only genetically immortalized man in history? Their own creation? Worth so much more than money. Within me, I hold the secrets to immortality, and that was the gift of all gifts to these aliens. That was a way that the humans could gain their trust. Give them a prisoner that would never die. And it worked. The Ursines had loads of gifts sent to them. Builders. Pioneers. Settlers. A few even cross breaded with the Ursines, and super bears like Borch and Ern were born. But in
all that time, both humanity and the Ursines were plotting and scheming. They played dumb. They acted as if they needed these gifts. That without them, they’d be nothing. And then the day came. The day that they’d learned all they’d needed to learn. They were now smart, armed and dangerous. Humanity recognized it, so they
tried to be diplomatic with them. But it fell on deaf ears. They didn’t want anymore gifts. You and your crew were the last ones. Two weeks ago today. And now they’re returning these gifts right back to the original senders.” 
“So this whole thing is about the humans arming the Ursines to gain their trust so they can control them?” I said, puzzling it out. “This whole thing is a false flag operation?” 
Roderick reached for his shirt and put it back on. 
“No, this isn’t about control, this is about decimation. This is about war. This is about Earth 2.0. And when we get there, everything will be ready and waiting for us. The buildings we built. The cities. And the slaves left behind. The common Ursines will work the fields and produce goods for us. They’ll take care of us. And their planet will be the first planet other than Earth to be home to humans.” 
I looked down at the floor and then back up at Roderick. I was feeling deflated. Usually, in history, or human history at least, we are perceived as heroic. But if Roderick was telling the truth, then we’d not only be the bad guys, but we’d also be breaking every galactic law in place. And then we’d have much more to contend with than the Ursines.
“Fighting these things and taking over their planet is an illegal act of war. It will garner humanity a bad rep and that rep will end in us being exterminated,” I said, looking back down at the floor, my mind washed with many conflicting thoughts. 
Roderick sat back down on his seat and sighed. Then he began to laugh. 
“Oh Flynn my boy, you are too clever for your own good. But luckily, there are a few clever ones like you on Earth. So you’re not alone. I hate to break it to you, but humanities depravity stretches far beyond this. They are not stupid and for many years before space travel, on Earth, they would wage wars in the same way. This is no different. What humanity are doing is simple. They are honey trapping a race. They are sending them many technologies. Technologies that would seem like black magic to a primitive race. They are saturating them with everything they could ever want on the hope that one day their primal instincts will take over. Because lets not forget, alien or human, we all share the same sort of traits in one way or another. So this is no different than a country being supplied arms by another country back on Earth, and hoping that the country you supplied the weapons to ends up using them on your enemies for you.” 
I shook my head. 
“But we don’t have any enemies,” I said, feeling confused. 
Roderick smiled
and returned to his slow blinking. 
“We all have enemies my boy. And our enemy is them.” 
“Them?” I asked. 
“Yeah, the Ursines. They are our enemy,” he said. 
I sat there in silence as I digested all the information. At first I didn’t get what he was saying. But then the penny dropped. My eyes widened
and I stood up. 
“If the Ursines attack us, then Earth will be in the right. They’ll be able to defend themselves and take the spoils of war with them.” 
Roderick smiled. 
“The perfect con,” he said. 
“So humankind
can expand. We can become bigger and be the first race to colonize two planets. That will make our standing in the galaxy and the universe very interesting indeed,” I said. 
Inside, I couldn’t believe it. I couldn’t believe that my own people would do this. But then again, it’s all hearsay. Once it’s over, it’s over. There will be no proof and life will go on. But can I go on? Can I move on? Will I be able to keep my thoughts to myself? 
“I know what you’re thinking Flynn, and the answer is no. At the end of the day, what’s done is done. It doesn’t change the fact that humanity as a whole is now in danger. We have a nuke on board carrying a payload that could wipe our planet out eight times over. There won’t be any picking sides on this one. We are who we are. And who we are is being threatened.” 
I shook my head. 
“It’s one thing to defend your planet. It’s another to plant a nuke on a ship to give justification to wipe out an entire alien race,” I said. 
The old man nodded. 
“Yeah, I see where you’re coming from. But that’s where things get complicated. You know how humanity sees itself as the cleverest race going?” 
“Yeah, it’s no secret,” I said. 
“Well, the humans back on Earth thought that arming them with the ability to make warships would not only give credence to their defense once they blew the Ursines out of existence, it would also make things more interesting. It’s a sick thought, but there are many army types that have been salivating at the thought of fighting an intelligent alien race in battle. Unfortunately, throughout history, all the space battles have been between deep space races. So the idea that they can have a scuffle with an alien race on even footing will not only make them look good to the galaxy but it will also be fun. But that’s where humanity failed. As usual, being the selfish, narcissistic race that they are, they forgot to account for the one thing that defines intelligent life.” 
I shrugged my shoulders. 
“And what exactly is that?” I asked. 
“Intelligence. Make no mistake, these things are intelligent. They learned from us. They know things. Things that we know. And just like we did, they learned how to split atoms. And in doing so, they invented their own nuclear bomb. Humanity is unaware of this development. They are also unaware of the twelve thousand miles of warships on their way. So this thing isn’t as simple as it looks. True, humanity can be evil, but it seems like a bit of our evil has rubbed off on them.” 
It was a lot to take in but I soon got the gist. 
“So I guess it’s true what they say, if you live by the gun, you die by the gun. And let’s not kid around here, we’ve had guns for a very long time, in some shape or form. It was only a matter of time before the guns would be turned on us,” I said.
Silence fell across the room once again. This time it was long and uninterrupted. Me, Roderick and the two younger adults sat in our seats and thought about the predicament we found ourselves in. It was a predicament that seemed to be getting more complicated by the hour. And with every second that passed, the hour was growing nearer. And once the hour hit, we’d have to make the right decision. A decision that could either make or break history.
It was certainly a lot to take in. 



Chapter Twenty-One
“They call me Teresa, and this is Philip,” she said as she shook my hand. I looked at her and smiled, gripping her hand firmly, and then shaking his. It was strange. I’d finally learned all of their names. I was the bloody captain of this ship, and only now I’d been properly introduced to the three of them. Before, they’d argued that their names were unimportant. But I guess now that we were on the same page, names were all that separated us. 
But we weren’t all on the same page. Dale and Jess were nowhere to be seen. Or at least they weren’t in the cinema. Earlier, on my way to the cinema, I’d checked a few of the ship’s many rooms and areas. They weren’t in there either. So I assumed that they were either on the bridge or in their bunks. Unless of course they were at the bar, much like me last night. 
This mission did have a way of making you want to drink, that’s for sure. 
“Nice to meet you Teresa,” I said. “Nice to meet you Philip.” 
Awkward silence followed. Then Roderick interrupted us. The lights in the cinema went on and the place lit up like a Christmas tree. I could now see my surroundings and the chairs that peppered the scenery around me looked creepy as they sat there, empty
of occupants. 
“We need to make our way to the bridge. I have something to show you,” Roderick said, brushing his white specked hair with his hand as he spoke. The man looked like he liked to take care of himself. For a man of his age he dressed well, and carried himself in a decent manner. Most older gents I’d met back on Earth were stuck in their ways and had intriguing characteristics that usually involved wolf whistling younger women while drinking bottles of beer on the streets of the capital. Roderick was nothing like that stereotypical image I had in my head. He was elegant, or at least as elegant as a man could be. 
“What is it that you need to show me?” I asked, feeling a smidge of terror reverberating through my core. Roderick picked up on it and tried to reassure me with his eyes. He turned them inward, as if he was concerned about me. 
“Don’t look so scared. I won’t bite,” he said, putting an arm around me. 
“You?” I asked. 
Roderick smiled, squeezing me tightly while cocking his head toward Teresa and Philip. 
“These two don’t need to see what I’m going to show you. They already know.
Besides, if we all go to the bridge, hand in hand, I’m sure it will look pretty suspicious. And the last thing that we want to do is look suspicious. Not when we have such savagery for company.” 
I agreed with him. If we’d all turned up at the bridge, I’m pretty sure it would rouse
suspicions. But then again, what could the bridge possibly hold that it warranted a visit from me? I knew every inch of that place. It was my job. Flying the ship is a big responsibility. A responsibility that I’m not willing to take lightly. So every inch of it is mapped out in my mind. When I close my eyes, I can see every button. Every switch. I can hear every sound. I can smell every smell. The atmosphere of the place lingers within me. It comforts me, and on lonely days back on Earth, I’d think about the bridge. Even the bad memories. The hard ones. The ones where we were flying through dangerous sectors. The dog fights in space. The crew members lost. But it always made me feel comfortable. The memory of the bridge that is. It was where I performed best. So it was natural for me to feel right at home there. 
“I’m sorry Roderick, but I fail to see what could be so interesting on the bridge.
It’s my special place, so to speak. I know it like the back of my hand. And before takeoff, I inspected every inch of it. So whatever it is, I’m sure you can just tell me here. Spare us the ten-minute walk,” I said. 
Roderick had lifted his arm off me and relaxed it at his side. He looked at me plainly as if I was slow. I stared back at him and blinked a few times. We were having some sort of stand off. A silent stand off. And I think he was trying to communicate something with me. But I was failing to understand it. So he had to literally spell it out for me. 
“C.H.A.T.” he said. 
I pulled a face. 
“Chat?” I asked. 
“Yeah, on the way, we can have a chat. Get to know each other a little better. You never know, we could become pals,” he said. 
I suppressed the sudden urge I had to puke and shook it off. 
“Okay, whatever you say. You’re lucky that the bar isn’t too far off from the bridge. I feel like I need a drink after all this depressing talk of setups and world conquering,” I said. 
 
***
A few minutes later, we were walking down one of the many dark hallways on the Alpha Ship One. Roderick had told Philip and Teresa to lay low, maybe go their separate ways for a bit to avoid suspicion from Borch and Ern if they bumped into them. The last thing that I wanted was to jeopardize this whole thing. Not when we were so close to piecing it all together. With all this new knowledge I was receiving, it gave me a good understanding on what we could possibly do to deescalate the situation. 
I didn’t want Earth to be blown apart, and I certainly didn’t want a massive war to break out. So finding the middle ground was what I was attempting to do. It was proving to be a little difficult, but I was determined to do so, with the help of my crew of course. We couldn’t allow this to continue. We couldn’t be the period on the end of the word humanity. We couldn’t be the bringers of such death. And on the flipside, we couldn’t let Earth destroy a world
of aliens that were supposedly manipulated into war. It just wasn’t right. 
“So much for the final frontier,” I muttered under my breath. The comment
was more of an ice breaker than anything else. 
“What do you mean?” Roderick asked, keeping his eyes firmly locked on the hallway in front of us. He was a man on a mission. He looked tense and seemed to be expecting trouble around every corner. But I don’t think he knew just how big this ship was. People could get lost in it, so I wasn’t surprised that we hadn’t seen Borch or Ern all day. They were probably finding it very hard to acclimate to their new surroundings, and judging from last night, they might even
still
be
in bed. No beast, human or alien could consume that much liquor and not feel it the next day. And if an alien race could drink that much beer and not nearly die, then Earth was even more screwed than I’d
thought.
“You know all the BS that they taught us at school, about space, about our race and how we were all about exploring the vacuum above us, so we could better understand where came from and what lay ahead of us?” I said, turning my head toward Roderick, who was still locked on to our surroundings. His eyes were wide, and sweat was dripping down his brow. The guy was nervous. And in turn, it made me nervous. 
“Yeah, what about it?” he asked, the heels of his boots clicking
against the metallic floor beneath us. We turned right and then made our way up a small winding staircase. We were now on the second floor of the lower deck. We needed to reach the fourth deck, because only the third deck had an elevator. Budget cuts and all. 
“Well, it’s all bullshit,” I said, my stomach churning a little. I was still feeling a little green after last night. 
“What’s all bullshit?” 
I stopped, caught my breath and then continued. 
“You know, the whole spiel. The spiel about us wanting to explore. The stories of the men before us welcoming aliens with open arms. Trading with them. Talking with them. And it’s all just a massive lie. A lie that has been forced down our throats.” 
Now Roderick stopped to catch his breath. As I said, the ship was large. But he was also old. I waited for him, turning to face the man. At least I did him the courtesy of waiting. He hadn’t. But manners aren’t something that everybody possesses. 
“It’s not all bullshit, Flynn. Deep down, most humans want peace. But peace comes with dire consequences,” he said, starting to walk again. He caught up to me and we continued our journey toward the bridge.
“What dire consequences? Surely war has much graver consequences than peace? People die in war. The only people who are dying in peace time are the frail, old or unlucky. I’d take those odds over war any day,” I said. 
“It’s not that simple, Flynn. Death isn’t the only thing that results from war. In my experience, and trust me on this, I have a lot of it, war has done as much good as bad. And with the good, comes the better. The better chance at growth. The better chance at building a future. And the better chance at learning from your mistakes. The thing that most people seem to forget about when it comes to war, is that war is usually the result of dire consequences. Consequences that push men into doing things that they usually wouldn’t. Killing, raping, pillaging and all the other nasty stuff that comes with war. But you have to ask yourself this, Flynn. What dire consequences have pushed the humans on Earth to spark an interstellar war with a group of hostile aliens that they themselves armed?” 
“Greed?” I said, almost immediately. 
“Perhaps. But I think there is more to it than that. Much more.” 
We came across another ladder and made our way up to the third floor. We weren’t very far from the elevator that would take us to the bridge. 
“So what dire consequences have pushed the Ursines into fighting us? We gave them all this tech. We built their cities and we armed them with our weapons. What did we do to deserve their warships? Their bombs?” 
Roderick began to laugh. He stopped to catch his breath once again. 
“If we knew the answer to that, then maybe we’d be able to stop them. The truth is son; they aren’t that much different from us. They have their reasons, as do we. But our job is to make sure that peace comes after whatever the inevitable holds in store for us.” 
“So you’re saying that there’s no way we can stop this?” I asked. 
“Stopping it isn’t what you should be focusing your attentions on, Captain.” 
We began to walk again. 
“Then what do I focus my attentions on?” 
“Surviving.” 
 
***
We finally reached the bridge after a ten-minute walk down various winding hallways. On our travels, we didn’t come across any of our crewmates. They were nowhere to be found. And thankfully, neither were Borch and Ern. 
At least we knew where Philip and Teresa were. But that didn’t stop me feeling edgy. The place was too quiet. Everything seemed to be still when we reached the bridge. Like we were in suspended motion. But luckily, we weren’t. In fact, on the big screens we could see the outside. The deep blackness of it. The swooshing lines as the ship hurtled at unthinkable speeds. The gravity on Alpha Ship One was similar to that of Earth’s, and it got me thinking: how the hell could this trip be running so smoothly…literally? The ship was going at twice the speed of light. Surely that would make the metal shell we were flying in rattle a little? But it didn’t. The journey was going as smooth as butter. Even at these ungodly speeds. 
“Amazing to think how fast we’re going,” I said. 
Roderick ignored me. He hadn’t hung about for long. I watched as he walked up toward the coms desk and beckoned me over. I was still standing near the door, watching on with intrigue. Deep down I didn’t really know whether I wanted to go over there and join the man, but he wasn’t taking no for an answer. So I attentively made my way over there. 
“So what is it that you wanted to show me?” I asked. 
Roderick grabbed a coms headset and handed it to me. I looked at him and then at the headset, rolling my eyes. 
“Come on, what’s going on?” I said. 
“Put those on and listen,” he said. 
I did as he asked. Not as fast as he liked apparently, but still, I did it nonetheless. At first I didn’t hear much. Just interference. And as I stood there listening, I started to grow impatient. But sure enough, I heard it. My mouth gaped open as I listened to the various bleeps and bloops coming through the headset. I didn’t say anything at first. All I did was listen. Listen and wait. And then it repeated itself. It beeped and blooped some more, and stopped. After a few seconds, it did it again. And again. And again. 
“Is that Morse code?” I asked, taking the headset off and turning to face Roderick. But there was a slight problem. He was nowhere to be seen. One minute he was there, and the next he was not. And then I heard it. A growl. A recognizable growl. They were here. Both of them. Borch and Ern. And they had Roderick in their grasp. His throat had been mauled open. Blood was trickling down his chest, and pooling on the floor. In one motion, Borch ripped the old mans head off, and dropped the severed skull onto the floor. It rolled toward me. I watched as it got closer and closer. And then I stumbled backwards, attempting to flee. But there was no open space behind me. Nowhere to run, nowhere to hide. The damn coms station was in the way. And as I turned back around, both Borch and Ern were just a few inches from me. 
“You thought you could hide your little plan from us? You think we are stupid? That we don’t have cameras and microphones on this ship? You think that we’d just allow you stupid, puny, savage humans to walk around this ship unhindered?” Borch said, not before Ern roared as loud as he could. Both of these things looked as if they were ready to tear me limb from limb. Their fur was raised and their snouts were dripping with saliva as their teeth protruded through. Serrated white gnashers stared back at me. There was nothing I could do. Nothing but plead for my life. 
“I have no idea what you are talking about! Please, don’t kill me!” I said, my legs about to give out. 



Chapter Twenty-Two 
At first, everything happened in slow motion. My legs buckling. The sound of them growling at me. Their paws swiping at me. Me ducking. Them missing. Me hitting the deck. Getting myself into position. Covering myself up. Closing my eyes. And waiting to die. But seconds passed and nothing happened. I opened my eyes slowly and looked up. Borch and Ern had their backs to me. They were running toward the bridge door. At first I couldn’t see what they were looking at or why they were running toward it. But then I heard an unmistakable sound. A laser gun had been fired. The recognizable whoosh of its high powered battery venting, followed by the singing melody of its burst fire action. My eyes became round as the colors of green and yellow sparked and illuminated off the metallic walls, glinting in my direction. I covered my eyes and then stood up. As I did so, I felt wobbly on my feet. But I managed to hold it together and squinted in an attempt to see what was going on. 
“Jump on his back!” I heard a familiar human voice say. I couldn’t make out who it was, but then I saw Dale and Jess holding laser guns in their hands, and they were pointing those laser guns at Borch and Ern who were trying to swat the guns away with their tremendously large paws. But as they did so, they were being shot. The laser bursts hit the both of them in succession. Three-second-long beams burnt holes into their shoulders, thighs and chests. But the crazy thing was, neither of them stopped their advance. They continued to swing for Dale and Jess, who had appeared out of nowhere. Which was lucky really, because I was sure enough going to suffer the same fate as poor Roderick if they hadn’t shown up. 
“Get on their backs, Flynn!” Dale shouted from the door. He kept firing his laser beams into the two Ursines. But they still weren’t budging. I knew what was needed and expected of me. I had the opportunity to get one of these things from behind. To launch a devastating attack on them. Elementary level close quarter combat tactics teaches you that an enemy is usually vulnerable from behind. So if their attention is divided, and you manage to get an opening to attack from behind, then it would be wise to take it. 
The thing is, I didn’t have anything at hand to attack with. And with every passing second, the two large beasts were gaining ground on my two crew members, who could only hold them off for so long. The lasers didn’t seem to be having much of an effect on these things. They just stood there, swatting their paws at Dale and Jess as their fur singed in the
burning heat. But the beams weren’t penetrating their thick muscular frames. Their skin was acting like some sort of protective shield against the heavy-duty lasers. A human’s skin would burn clean through at such a concentrated rate of fire. But Dale and Jess weren’t having any luck. And unfortunately, it was up to me to take advantage of such a situation. 
I looked around and tried to find some sort of tactical advantage. I needed something that I could use to deliver damage to one or if I was lucky, both of them. But there wasn’t much in the way of weapons around me. After all, the ship had been ransacked by the Ursines before takeoff. I assume it was to prevent something like this from happening in the first place. But it was no good giving up. If I did, then I’d die, and so would Dale and Jess. As the both of them continued to fire upon Borch and Ern, I searched through the coms desk for any sharp objects. I was running out of time, so I couldn’t be thorough. I had to find something, and I had to find it fast. But the problem was, there were literally no sharp objects. No pencils, pens or knives. The Ursines had made sure of that. 
I had to improvise. 
“Ahhhh!” I heard Jess scream. The terror continued behind me as I tried to come up with something. 
An idea. A plan. A darn weapon of some sorts.
“Hurry up, their gaining on us!” Dale said. 
I panicked. I grabbed the first thing I saw. The coms headset I’d been wearing earlier. I looked at it for a split second and then had an idea. I ripped the microphone stick from the jack attached to the headset and threw the ear cups on the floor. The microphone was attached to a slim flexible wire. The wire was covered in plastic. I tore the jagged end with my teeth and exposed the copper wiring inside. It was sharp, and it would do. 
I quickly turned on my heels, bent my knees slightly and exploded into a run. I covered half the length of the room in a few seconds. Before Borch could turn around I jumped on his back and wrapped my arms around his throat, pulling back as hard as I could. I heard him gargle slightly as I pressed into the alien’s windpipe. With the copper microphone wire still in my hand, I pulled my arm back, and then jabbed the sharp end into the beasts throat, while still holding onto dear life with my other arm. Borch bucked and thrashed as I stabbed the sharp object into his neck. Sprays of weird purple liquid escaped through the beasts wound and sprayed all up the walls, and onto Dale and Jess who had now focused both their fire on Ern who was lying on his back, trying to get up, but falling back down after every attempt. It took the combined firepower of both Dale and Jess to get him down, but he wasn’t dead. Just injured. Borch on the other hand was bleeding out quickly. His energy was ebbing and he’d stopped resisting. I eased myself off his back and fell onto the ground. Borch soon followed, nearly landing on me. But I rolled out of the way before I was turned into a splatter mark on the metal grates. 
“Good grief,” I muttered under my breath, struggling to breathe. “Check their vitals,” I said
as Jess moved in to check on Borch. I composed myself, got to my feet and moved in, the sharp metal object still firmly in my bloody hands. 
“He looks dead to me,” Jess said. I agreed as we both stared at the dim, lifeless eyes of Borch who now had a near foot-wide hole in his massive neck. I could see the flesh and bone that had been savaged by the crude and improvised instrument I held in my hands. 
“Ern’s still breathing, but he’s out cold,” Dale said as he stood over the alien, who was only a few feet from us. I stepped back and tried to catch my breath. We’d just taken on two of the most ferocious beasts known to man. They were the first casualties of what was surely going to be a long war. But there was no escaping what was trailing behind us, behind the Alpha Ship One. Twelve thousand miles of warships. On course for Earth. And we were in front, way in front. But if we made one wrong move, one attempt to break free, then they’d probably shoot us down.
“What now?” I asked, standing over Borch, still staring into his lifeless eyes. 
“Well, Borch is dead. Roderick is also dead. Ern on the other hand, isn’t. Not yet anyway,” Dale said. 
I nodded my head. 
“How bad are his injuries? Will he survive?” I asked. 
“Why the hell would you want him to survive?” Jess asked. 
I stepped away from Borch and took a few steps to my right, toward Dale and Ern. I stopped a little before the downed Ursine, and knelt down. I got up real close to Ern and evaluated his injuries. He had a few holes in his arms, but his chest had come off clean. So the big fella would be alright for the time being. Not that I really cared whether he lived or died. Quite frankly, I wanted him dead. 
But just not quite yet. 
“It would make sense to interrogate him. We have some time before reaching Earth. So we might as well spend it learning about our new enemies,” I said, standing back up and looking at Dale and Jess. 
“What about Roderick and Borch? What are we going to do with their bodies?” Jess asked. 
I thought about it for a second or two. We couldn’t dump them in space. One of the many thousands of Ursine ships behind us could end up bumping into their floating corpses, sounding the alarm off. We’d end up being decimated by a fleet of warships. And Earth would be next. So the usual protocol for a death on the ship was out of the question. 
“Burn ‘em,” I said. 
Jess and Dale looked a little distraught at the idea of doing such a thing. 
“What, even Roderick? Don’t you think that’s a bit OTT?” Jess asked. 
“No. The guy is three hundred years old, well, according to him anyway. And if he is that old, then there wont be any family on Earth waiting for news on him,” I said. 
“What about science?” Dale asked. 
“What about it?” 
“If the guy really is three hundred, don’t you think Earth would like to examine his remains?” 
I smiled. 
“He’s not a tree. Cutting him in half won’t reveal much. Besides, according to his story, the guys at Pilgrim Tech know the secret to his long and prosperous life. So he’ll just be taking space up in the ice room.” 
“What about Ern? Where do we put him? Are you sure its safe to interrogate him? What if he overpowers you and tears you to pieces?” Jess asked. 
“Trust me on this. Just do as I say. Take him down to the brig, and put him into the Prism.” 
Dale smiled. 
“Look at us turning this thing around! Now all that’s left are the warships behind us!” he said. 
The three of us laughed. It was a surreal moment. Laughing over two dead bodies and one severely incapacitated one. But we were happy. We’d finally managed to get some leeway on this thing, and I was determined not to let it slip. I’d make sure that Ern would answer the questions I had. And when I was done with him, I’d deal with the Ursine fleet behind me. But first things first, I had a war to stop from even starting. And the way to do that was to understand why the Ursines were doing what they were doing in the first place. 
 
 
***
“Wake up!” I said, squirting some water into Ern’s face. He was locked in the Prism cell in the brig. It was basically an empty room that held a prisoner in an energy field, making it impossible for the prisoner to move. The Prism had energy beams that looked like whips, holding and gripping onto the prisoner’s
limbs, including their hands, arms, wrists, legs and neck. Resisting it was impossible. The beams acted like copper cabling, tied around so tightly that the act of struggling would actually tighten the beams even more. So I wasn’t even the slightest bit worried when it came to interrogating Ern. 
“Wake up!” I said again, squirting yet more water in his face. The water droplets sprayed up the beasts snout, making Ern cough and sneeze as he came to. Waiting for him to gain his faculties, I stood still and taut in the middle of the large empty room. The walls that surrounded us did a good job of making the place seem enclosed, and claustrophobic. I imagine from Ern’s perspective, the room seemed small. In
fact, the Prism was designed to create a feeling of claustrophobia. I can imagine it being quite stressful, finding yourself bound and fastened beyond the point of any movement at all. But that didn’t stop Ern from attempting to relinquish himself from his laser beam chains. 
“It’s no use, Ern. Those restraints are top grade galactic tech. Every sector prison has them installed. Some of the biggest and strongest alien races have been shackled in a Prism cell, and none of them have managed to escape.” 
Ern roared as loud as he could. The walls around me vibrated slightly as his primal scream rattled through my ear drums. He thrashed and struggled. Saliva dripped down his snout and pooled on the hard cement floor directly beneath him. I watched on in awe as he tried to power out of the restraints, but no matter how hard he tried, the beams just gripped onto him even tighter. 
“You feel that, don’t you? The panic? The realization that this is all truly coming to a messy end? It’s frightening, isn’t it? To know that you aren’t in control anymore. To know that it didn’t work out how you intended it to,” I said. 
By then, I was pacing in front of the Prism restraint system. Ern was still thrashing, and saliva was still drooling out of his shout. As I paced, I was attempting to figure out some sort of plan. There were two ways that I could approach this. Both of them ended in the same result. Me getting answers. But figuring out which way was better suited to getting those answers as quickly as possible was the hard thing. Hence my pacing. 
“You need to relax Ern. The more you struggle, the less you’ll be able to breathe. That laser restraint around your neck will be getting tighter and tighter the more you struggle. Thankfully, the thing was designed with that in mind. And luckily for you, I made sure that I gave you enough breathing room when I put you in the restraints. I mean, let’s face it, you’re lucky that it’s only you and me in here, and not Dale, Jess or the two Spaniards. Especially the two Spaniards. You killed their traveling companion. Their friend. And unfortunately, humans have been known to react violently when coming face to face with the guilty party responsible for their bereavement.” 
Suddenly,
Ern stopped thrashing. The eerie quietness that engulfed the Prism cell made me feel nauseous. In my experience, when these creatures become quiet, they also become violent. And I didn’t fancy taking him on by myself. I knew that the restraints he was in would keep him firmly locked in place, but I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t the least bit worried that the laser restraints would fail and he’d be free to take out all his anger on me. But anger wasn’t what he decided to inflict on me. Nor was it aggression. No, instead, he’d decided to start
laughing. Laughing in his native tongue of course, which consisted of a continuous chirping sound. It threw me off guard, and I wasn’t expecting it. 
“What’s so damn funny?” I asked, moving closer to Ern. I decided to get real close this time. So close, I could smell his singed hair from the previous firefight in the brig. It was a dangerous move. A move that would usually be unadvised. Getting that close to a violent prisoner wouldn’t be what most people classed as a bright idea. But I wasn’t looking to be smart. I was looking to be dumb. Real dumb. Dumb enough to antagonize a vicious beast to the point where he wanted to bite my head off. That’s the only way I’d be getting any information off him. It was a tactic. A tactic that the human race was known for. Around the universe we were held in that regard often. Known as the primitive race that got its way by throwing their weight around. And the more I thought about it, the more I realized that Roderick’s story wasn’t so hard to believe in the end. The idea of humanity setting up an interstellar war just so they could conquer another planet totally seemed in the bounds of reality when it came to what we were all about as a species. 
“You think you’re tough, don’t you, human?” Ern growled. His snout was still oozing with saliva as he spoke, drips and drabs of it falling onto the floor. I was close enough to smell it. Close enough to feel it as some of it sprayed on my face as he spoke. I resisted the temptation to wipe the slimy stuff away. It would make me look weak, and I didn’t want to look weak. I wanted to look strong. Stronger than him. Stronger than his race. And I was determined to do so by any means necessary. So I raised my hand and backhanded the unsuspecting Ursine. He roared in displeasure and his eyes became fierce with rage. He stared into my soul as he started to bark like a dog. But his bark was loud and tainted with anger. I could feel his animosity toward me as he clipped and jerked at my face with his mouth. But fortunately for me, the restraints were holding out just fine and kept him at bay. 
“You hit me when I’m bound like a prisoner, but I guarantee you that you wouldn’t have the guts to do so if I wasn’t,” Ern said once he’d stopped growling and barking. 
I slapped him again. This time twice, in quick succession. The back hands echoed and hung in the air. My skin made contact with his, and once I’d finished dishing out the slaps, a deafly silence fell over the Prism cell. He’d stopped growling and just stared at me, as if my slaps had caused him to forget himself. He was no longer playing the part of the prisoner. He was subdued and silenced. He just stood there, staring into the nothingness that surrounded him. At first, I didn’t know if it was all just a ploy. A ploy to get me to get closer to him. A ploy that could allow him the space and ability to lash out at me, and bite my head off. 
But nothing came of it. He remained there, unmoving, unflinching. The Prism lasers continued to grip and tighten around him, but there was still no movement. 
“You will tell me everything you know. And if you don’t, I’ll make sure that Earth kills every member of your stupid species before I kill you!” 
There was no reply. Just silence. Silence and hollow stares. Ern wasn’t moving a muscle. It was like he’d
switched off. 
The lights were off and nobody was home. 
“Ern, you better tell me something, or I’m afraid things are going to get real nasty for your species,” I said. 
I was just about to slap him again when he blinked. Finally, some movement! At least I knew he was alive and hadn’t shorted out on me. Not
that he was a robot, but you get my drift. 
“That’s it, you’re seeing sense. Good. The more you tell me, the better off you’re going to be.” 
Ern blinked again, and then looked down at me. Without warning, he opened his mouth. He didn’t bark or growl this time. He spoke calmly. 
“That’s the difference between us and you,” he said. 
“Us?” I replied. 
“You humans are quick to use aggression when it comes to getting what you want. But aggression can’t always win. It won’t always win.” 
I looked at Ern and then to the floor. I was confused. What his species were doing could also be classified as aggression. He had twelve thousand miles of warships heading to Earth! Surely that was aggression?
“We aren’t as different as you think. Our species gets what it wants, when it wants. We fight for our right to be the dominant force in the universe,” I said, looking back up at Ern. His eyes were still hollow and he looked defeated. I felt a pang of pity for him. But this was war. This was survival of the fittest! 
“That’s where you’re wrong, human. You fight to be dominant and we fight to rid the galaxy of it’s constant threat. Make no mistake, humanity is a threat. But not the threat that you want to be, or think you are. But a threat either way. Like a virus, you procreate at a high rate. You multiply every year, doubling your population. Humanity is a stain in our eyes. A stain in many other’s
eyes. A stain that must be removed. And we will remove it. There isn’t enough room in your galaxy or ours for a virus to incubate. For too long you have done just that. But now it’s time for us to find the cure. To cleanse the history books of your barbaric, uncivilized race.” 
I stood there, my heart thumping in my chest, unknowing of my next move. Ern’s speech had taken me out of the game. My head wasn’t in the right place. I had doubts flooding through me. Doubts of whether I was the bad guy in this. Doubts whether or not we were really a stain, or a virus. So I had to leave. Take a breather. Let Ern stew a little. But I couldn’t risk him cottoning on that I was unsure of my people. So before leaving the cell, I turned around. 
“We may be a stain in your eyes, but in ours, the universe is full of possibilities. It’s a wondrous place, a place where anything can come true. Our species has gone from making fire to conquering deep space travel in less than 3000 years. It’s an achievement. We are the brightest, strongest and most passionate species known to the Galactics. That’s why we are held in such high regard. A regard that travels light years ahead of the most distant planets we’ve discovered. We are the pioneers. We are the experts and we will reign supreme. So you can send your warships and you can try and change the inevitable, but I’m afraid that your race will never defeat ours, because humanity is a hell of a lot more than you can handle, my simple bear brained
friend.”

I turned back around and swiped my key card on the reader. The doors opened and I was just about to walk through. Before I could, I heard Ern chirping. He obviously found my speech funny. I refrained myself from rising to it. So I walked through the doors and turned the corner. Before the doors swooshed back shut, I heard him say something. It made me stop dead in my tracks.
“You cannot defeat
what cannot die.” 
 



Chapter Twenty-Three
“What did he say?” Jess asked as I sat down at the mess table. By then, the whole crew had congregated to discus the possibility of ending this thing before it even started. I noticed that Teresa and Philip were a little downcast, which was understandable considering that Roderick was gone. 
“He said that we cannot defeat what cannot be defeated,” I said, repeating it word for word, even though it came off clunky as I said it. The four faces that were staring back at me had the same confused look on their mugs that I’d had when he’d said it to me earlier on. Like them, I was struggling to make heads or tails of what he said. To me, it sounded like he was suggesting that these things couldn’t die, which we knew to be false, seeing that Borch was very much dead. 
“Had any troubles dismantling Borch?” I asked. 
Teresa and Philip glanced down at the table at the same time.
I could see that they were still thinking about their lost comrade. I knew that it was still fresh and he was barley cold in the ground so to speak, but we had much bigger things to worry about. If we as a race were going to be able to defeat these things, then we had to get back to Earth in one piece. And that would prove very difficult with the Ursine fleet flying ten thousand miles behind us. I was pretty sure that they’d had some way of communicating with Borch and Ern before their kill and capture respectively. So I was in a rush to get our plan into action, before the fleet had a chance of smelling us out and shooting us down. 
“Borch is gone. Took ten minutes to turn him into ash,” Dale said. 
“Ten minutes? That’s quite a long time. How come he took so long to burn up?” I asked. 
The atmosphere around the table was solemn. Even Jess and Dale were acting a little sheepish, which was making me slightly angry. I mean come on! They hardly knew the guy. Cheer up, we made it! Well, kind of! But we got rid of our problem on the ship. At least one of them. There was still the matter of the nuclear bomb on board, but we’d get to that soon. Time was still on our side. But I wanted to get to the bottom of the riddle we’d been left with. 
“Yeah, Borch’s skin was a little tough. The Ursines seem to have a protective layer that shields them from extreme heat. Obviously the kiln sorted him out in the end, but we had to crank that bastard up to full wattage,” Dale said. 
The table fell silent for a few seconds as we digested the thought of poor old Borch burning in the furnace, not that any of us really felt sorry for him. But it was an eerie image, the idea of such a big beast of a creature being turned into nothing but bone
ash. 
“What about Roderick?” I asked. 
Jess grimaced. I caught her looking at Philip and then at Teresa. She then looked at me. Her eyes seemed to be moist, like she’d been crying or was about to burst into tears. I had the sudden urge to get up from the table and hug her. And after I’d be done hugging her, I’d hug the other three. I felt a great deal of regret over how this whole thing went down. In my head, I’d imagined us being a little more elegant in how we’d beat Borch and Ern into submission. I certainly didn’t imagine such a bloodbath. Looking down at my hands, I could still see flecks of
Borch’s
purple blood. A few hours ago, those flecks had been gallons. Gallons of the stuff on my hands, my clothes and even
some in my mouth. I’d quickly given myself a sink wash after interrogating Ern. I’d kept my bloody appearance to anger Ern, and It’d helped tremendously. But then again, I was no closer to knowing the truth of the matter. And to make matters worse, we were all stuck with a riddle to solve. 
“Roderick burned up just fine. We’ve kept both of their ashes in the hull, in three blue barrels. Two have Borch in, and one has Roderick. Roderick only filled up a quarter of the barrel though. I didn’t know what you wanted to do with the ashes after. Maybe Earth would want to spread Rodericks. God knows what they’d want with Borchs though,” Jess said. 
“Okay, suits me just fine. I’d rather keep the ashes in barrels then jettison them into space,” I said. 

“What about the fleet, what are we going to do about them?” Jess asked. 
Teresa and Philip hadn’t uttered a single word since I’d sat down at the table. By then I was transfixed by the both of them, staring directly at them, trying to gain some sort of understanding of the pain that they were going through. 
“What?” I said, suddenly snapping out of my long and tedious thought process. I was tired beyond belief, and the idea of having Ern in the Prism room all by himself was giving me the willies. I’d have to get back there soon. Either to extract some information from the creature, or kill it. Probably both. In that order. Obviously. 
“What are we going to do about those damn ships crawling
up our ass? Sooner or later they’ll grow suspicious. I’m pretty sure that Ern or Borch would have had some way of communicating with the fleet behind us. I know if it was the other way around, and the humans had stuck two of their own on a ship with a bunch of aliens while the rest of us hung back, we’d have had some way of communicating with them. It’s basic military procedure, and seeing that these things mimic us so well, I wouldn’t be surprised to find out that I’m right, and they did have some sort of coms link with the ship,” Dale said. 
I nodded my head, placed my hands on the table and sighed. A lot of big decisions had to be made, and the burden was falling firmly on my shoulders by the looks of it. 
“Dale, you go check the Ursines’
room. They were bunking together. I haven’t been in it, but I know it’s on floor two, corridor eight. Scout the place, turn it inside out if you have to. If they have been communicating with the fleet, then whatever they were using will still be there. And if it is, I can make Ern use it to check in with them every once in a while,” I said. 
Jess scowled at me. By the looks of it, she
wasn’t too enthusiastic about my plan thus far. 
“You’re planning on keeping him around?” she asked. 
I nodded. 
“For now. He’s leverage. We need him. If they have been communicating, then we’re going to need him to simmer things down with the warships behind us. The less they are privy to the fact that we are in complete control of the ship, the better our chances of surviving this thing.” 
Jess stood up. Her chair squeaked as she shoved it back under the table. It was one of those old world chairs, a lot different from the floating ones the Ursines had back on their planet. As far as I could recall, that was the only piece of original tech I’d seen these things using. Everything else was a carbon copy of our stuff. They say that imitation is the sincerest form of flattery, but that saying goes straight out of the window when you have a bunch of heavily armed warships tailing you on a mission to blow up your home world. 
I guess that’s where imitation ends, and decimation begins. 
“Look, if you want to waste time trying to figure out so-called riddles and finding alleged forms of alien communication, then be my guest. But if we are still pondering our next move
in
an hour’s time, I’ll be heading straight to the Prism and torturing the Ursine till he squeaks,” Jess said, leaving the mess hall in a huff. 
As she walked away, I could hear her feet scuffing against the ground. I watched as she left and found myself admiring her for a second or two. She was certainly taking charge of this situation, much like she did with the one back on the Ursine planet. And as much as I disliked her actions, they seemed to have saved our skins on a few occasions, so I was hesitant to deny
her request to torture Ern. She had a knack for knowing what to do when it came to getting out of sticky situations. So if she managed to free us from this one, I’d be grateful. 
But then again, I wasn’t really too fond of the idea of torturing an alien just to get information from him. It’s not like we had all the tools in the world at our disposal. Whatever we learned from him wasn’t going to be much help. We were stuck in a tin can going twice the speed of light on a bearing toward our home planet. Tools were very limited indeed. 
“You heard her, so I guess we should get our butts moving. Dale, while you’re rummaging around for any alien tech being used to communicate with the fleet, I’ll do some diagnostics on the ship’s computers. I’ll look for tracers and any strange algorithms. Possibly delve into the mainframe and work out the tech behind that organic motor they have installed down there in the engine room.” 
Dale nodded his head, stood to attention like a soldier and marched out of the mess hall, leaving only myself and the two young Spaniards. 
“As for you two, either
of you know Morse code?” 
The girl’s eyes lit up. She smiled. I wasn’t expecting it. Not when she’d spent a good chunk of the meeting at the mess hall with tears in her eyes. The contrast of looks on her face was dramatic. The glint in her eye returned and the innocent look she sported before the incident with Roderick returned. I assumed that she had some good news to tell me. 
“Actually, I do!” she said, hardly believing the glee that she was feeling. I noticed how for a second or two, she’d looked guilty, as if she was aware that she was smiling only a few hours after her comrade had died. But the smile returned, and I assumed that she remembered that she was finishing what he’d started. After all, he’d been the one to mention the Morse code to me in the first place. 
“Okay, good. Both you and Philip can join me. We’ll try and figure out this message. See if the old man was right about Earth
knowing that we’re on our way.” 
 
***
“What’s it saying?” I asked as I stood over Teresa’s shoulder and watched her listening to the Morse code. The headset I’d used before was now broken, because I’d ripped the mic out to stab Borch to death with. So we were using a spare. It hadn’t been used in a very long time, and was prone to being on the quiet side of the sound spectrum. 
“I don’t know, I can’t really hear a thing with you blabbing in my ear every two seconds,” Teresa said suddenly. 
I looked at her and then at Philip who was grinning at me. At least he’d found her shouting at me amusing, because god knows I didn’t. 
“Sorry, I’ll let you listen in peace,” I said, turning around and walking toward the command chair
behind the line on the floor. I sat down and waited. Apparently, the Morse code coming from Earth was quite complex. The signal we were picking up was strong, which was strange seeing how far away we were from our solar system. But it was coming through nice and clear. The problem was that the message itself was long. Really long. And by the time Teresa was sure that she’d heard all of it at least three times, I’d nearly dozed off in my chair. 
“Captain,” I heard somebody say as I opened my eyes and shot out of my chair. 
“Was just resting my eyes,” I said, blinking a few times as I tried to see properly. Thankfully, after a few seconds my eyes honed in on Teresa. She was standing on the deck in the middle of the bridge next to the coms unit. In her left hand was a piece of paper. Both sides were scribbled on and she was waving the paper at me. At first I wasn’t sure what she was implying but after my faculties had cleared and my sleepiness subsided, I made my way toward her. As I approached, I nearly tripped over the step leading up to the deck, but thankfully I saved myself the embarrassment and only stubbed my toe. I held in a curse word and went up the steps, slightly hobbling as I reached the deck. 
“Here’s what I think it says, but I can’t be a hundred percent sure that everything is correct. Morse code can be a tricky thing,” she said, handing me the piece of paper. I raised the paper toward my face and squinted my eyes. 
“You have supremely small handwriting,” I said as I tried to make sense of the scribbles on the page. Suddenly, the paper was yanked out of my hand. The sudden movement made my eyes go blurry for a few seconds. 
“I’ll read it then,” she said. 
“Okay, fine. But let me sit back down. Looks like you wrote an essay there,” I said, turning around and making my way back to my chair. I sat down and sighed. It was good to sit down on a comfy chair. Ever since we’d gotten off that rock the Ursines call home, I’d been enjoying the simple
luxuries in life. Sitting down being one of them. A bed being the other. And beer, let’s not forget beer. But there would be no beer whilst I listened to Teresa read out her findings. I’d have to settle for a can of soda. I kept a few cans of the stuff under my command station. I bent inwards in my chair and reached for a can. My fingers stretched as they searched for the cold metal cylinder object, and after a few tense seconds, I found what I was looking for. I yanked the can from under the command station and sat back in my chair, popping open the cap and taking a gulp. 
“You comfy?” Teresa asked from the deck. She had a look on her face. I ignored it and nodded my head. 
“As comfy as a dead man can be,” I said, half joking, half crapping my pants over the mess we were all in. It was slowly dawning on me that I wasn’t cut out for all of this fear, death and despair. It was starting to catch up with me. And I feared that it wouldn’t be long until I snapped. My problem was that I didn’t sign up for this. I didn’t agree to be banished from Earth and I certainly didn’t agree to being in charge of a ship armed with an extinction level nuke on board. But hey, beggars can’t be choosers. 
“Okay,” Teresa said, taking a deep breath and exhaling loudly. She looked like she was suffering from a bit of stage fright. Which was absurd, seeing that this wasn’t a recital and I wasn’t in the least bit interested in how she performed. All I wanted from her was the facts. What was the Morse code saying, and was Roderick right? Did they know we were coming?
“Deep breaths,” I said, smiling at her. I was trying to make her feel a little more at ease. But I think I came across sarcastic. She frowned at me and then darted her eyes to the paper in her hands. 
“The Morse code
basically says this: Attention, banished in space, we know who you are and we know why you have been banished. You have been led to believe that Earth doesn’t want you anymore. That we don’t need you anymore. But that is wrong. Earth
needs you now more than ever. A great threat lies in our future. A threat that threatens to destroy Earth. So we had to act. We had to get somebody on the inside. You are that somebody. You all are that somebody. Together, you shall hear this message. We believe that you will understand the reasoning behind what we have done. And why we have done it. So it is up to you to to decipher our reasoning and come to terms with it. We know that not all of you will make it, but for those of you who do, a great future lies ahead. A future where humanity has conquered the stars and won the hearts and minds of the galaxy.” 
I stared at Teresa. She stared at me. I blinked, my eyelids felt sticky as I tried to understand exactly what she was saying. But I was stumped. Real stumped. 
“Is that it? That’s what took you so long? A message to the banished?” I said, getting off my chair and walking toward her. I jogged up the stairs and grabbed the paper from her hands. I read it and then reread it. The first side had the message on it, and the second side had what looked like a legend for Morse code.
She’d
written the alphabet single file down the margin and put the corresponding dashes and dots for that letter. 
“That’s it?” I said, looking up at her with expectant eyes. But she retained her composure and stared back. I could see that she was upset. Like I thought she’d done a bad job or something. But that wasn’t the case at all. I was annoyed. Annoyed that the message basically said nothing. Just a load of rubbish about so-called banished people and the great fight that lay ahead. It didn’t give any instructions, nor did it divulge anything of any importance. After hearing it, I was left just as puzzled. 
“I guess a longer message would have proven harder to understand. It would take days and days to come to grips with the many thousands and thousands of characters that would make up such a message,” Teresa said, still looking at me. But I’d scrunched the paper up and threw it on the floor. Teresa and Philip looked on in shock. She tried to bend down and grab the discarded sheet of paper but Philip stopped her with a grab of the shoulder. She craned her neck at him and then looked up at me. Her eyes were moist. She looked as if she was going to burst into tears. But I had no sympathy for her. I was angry. Angry that we’d wasted our time on that damn Morse code. 
“Don’t be so upset,” I said, kneeling down to meet her at eye level. “Earth doesn’t give a shit about us. The Morse code is a load of crap. The message on it is a load of crap and we’re still on our own, tens of millions of miles away from home,” I said, resting my hand on her cheek. She jerked away from me and stood up.
“You give up too easily!” she yelled, turning toward Philip. 
“Oh, I give up too easy? Is that it?” I said, grabbing her and swinging her around. She nearly fell but I caught hold of her and kept hold of her as I spoke. 
“My crew has been decimated. My people have abandoned me and you say I give up too easily? The reason we are still alive is because of me. I, along with my crew, took Borch and Ern out. Without us doing that, you’d still be a prisoner onboard the ship. And so would we. But we’re not! We’re free to roam the ship and do as we please. But we’re not really free, are we?” 
She shook her head, tears rolling down her cheeks. I still held onto her. Not hard, but more like an embrace. She rocked back and forth as she sobbed.

“We have to figure out a way to get to Earth before the ships behind us,” I said, letting her go. Teresa wiped the tears from her face. I could see that she was embarrassed of letting her emotions fall through the cracks. But she wasn’t the only one. I immediately realized that I’d also let my emotions get the better of me. So as if on cue, I lowered my voice and put a damper on its tone. 
“But we will find a way. Because that’s what we do. That’s what humans do,” I said, trying to break my coldness with a smile. 
“But what about Earth?” Philip said. 
I shrugged my shoulders. 
“They have a lot to answer for, there’s no denying that. Truth is, we don’t actually know what the hell is going on. So until we do, we should refrain from wasting our energies on this so called conspiracy that Roderick brought to my attention and focus them on the Ursine ships behind us.” 
Philip nodded. 
“And Ern,” he said. 
I smiled. But then my smile faded
as I realized something. I’d been on the bridge for at least an hour, and I hadn’t heard a peep from Dale or Jess. Dale had been tasked with raiding Borch and Ern’s room in the hopes of finding something to communicate with the fleet behind us. And Jess, well, she’d been tasked with…
“Shit, Ern!” I cursed, quickly turning around and running down the deck steps toward the bridge door. The door swished open. Before I could pick up my
pace, I came to a skidding
halt. Standing in front of me was Dale. He looked downcast and was covered in purple goo. I frowned. My head rushed with many a thought. But then it clicked. Dale opened his mouth. 
“Jess…I couldn’t stop her…She killed him,
Captain….” 



Chapter Twenty-Four 
Me, Dale, Teresa, and Philip were running down the dark and cramp hallways of the Alpha Ship One. We were racing toward the unknown. Dale was covered in Ursine blood. It dripped down his back as he leads the way in front. I watched as his big, bulbous body rattled as he ran. The man wasn’t known for running, and you could tell that he wasn’t used to it. He had a certain awkward way about the way he did it. Like he was limping, or dragging a dead weight as he ran. But that wasn’t too far from the truth. The guy was a big’un. He weighed at least three hundred pounds. So running was a
remarkable feat for a man of his size. Being able to run at all was impressive. But he was managing just fine. And after a few minutes of exertion, the four of us reached the brig. We’d all burst in at around the same time. The sound of us collectively turning up made Jess jump. She turned around, holding a blade. The blade was covered in purple goo. It oozed and dripped onto the floor, joining an already large puddle of the stuff at her feet. Her shoes were drenched. At least an inch of her soles were submerged in the gunk. My heart skipped a beat at the sight that stared back at me. 
“Jesus Christ,” I said, my eyes flickering from her
to Ern’s body on the floor. 
His head had been taken clean off. It was on its side, the circular ring of gory meat that once attached his head to his shoulders glared back at me in a hue of red, black and purple. 
“What have you done?” I said, taking a few steps toward her. Suddenly, she raised the blade toward me. The tip of it quivered as it followed my movements. I stopped and raised my hands in the air. Dale had fallen back, along with the two Spaniards. They remained near the door, behind me. It was just me and her. Or at least that’s how it felt. 
“Don’t come any closer!” she demanded, waving the blade at me. 
“Think Jess, think very carefully about what you are doing!” I said, my hands still firmly in the air. The tips of my fingers had begun to shake. My nerves were tingling. Every inch of me was simultaneously hot and cold. My breathing was shallow and my heart was thumping in my chest. I thought I was going to die. And the look that she was giving me reinforced that idea. 
“I don’t need to think. You’ve done enough of that for rest of us!” she sneered. 
I scrunched my eyes. Sweat had dribbled into one of them, sending a shooting pain through the back of my head toward the front of my face. I grimaced and steadied myself. I had to be rational. I couldn’t overreact, and risk Jess doing something else she’d regret. As the captain of the ship, it was my responsibility to make sure that none of my crew died. Or suffered any psychotic breakdowns midflight. Unfortunately, I’d failed on both accounts so far. 
“You need to calm down Jess. This won’t get you anywhere. We’re your friends. Your family. Your team. Don’t do anything you’ll regret,” I said, taking two steps toward her. She was still brandishing the bladed weapon, but her grip on it was wavering. If I made my move soon enough, I’d be able to disarm her before she did any
more damage. But she wasn’t giving up easily. 
“To hell with the ship, and to hell with you!” she screamed. 
“Come on Jess, we’re here to help you!” I pleaded. 
She straightened the blade and pointed it directly at me, keeping
me in her sights. Her grip on the
blade was taut and unflinching. It didn’t wobble anymore. She was serious. Serious about hurting somebody. What the hell happened in here to push her like this? What made her snap?
“You know something, Flynn? I used to idolize you. I used to think that no ship in the galaxy could have a better captain
than you. You were the man. So calm, so collected. You always knew what to do. How to get us out of a bad situation. But things changed. Faster than I could ever have imagined. First, you’re a man of the people. A man of honor. A man that fights for what he believes in. Then all of a sudden you’re a coward. A man of no honor. A man that gives up and lets his crew become prisoners. A man that forgets what he used to believe in.” 
I took a few steps back as she started to come toward me. My head jerked back and I caught a quick glimpse of Dale and the two Spaniards behind me. Their faces said it all. They were in shock, just like me. Then I turned my head forward and settled my sights on Jess. Behind her, in the background, I could see the dismembered body of Ern. The mass of his dead carcass created a huge
blind spot behind her. And as I watched her approaching me, I realized that she was too far gone. Space had her. Rage had her. And when the two combined, it was impossible to get a person back. They were engulfed in it. Surrounded by it. Rotted to the core with it. And all that rage had boiled over. The aftermath was coming toward me with a knife. 
There was nothing I could do. 
“No one blames you for Raj,” I found myself saying, trying to come up with some sort of reasonable retort. But it had the opposite effect on Jess. Her anger grew and she took a few more steps toward me, now she was only a few meters away from me. I could feel her hatred permeating from her soul. She broke into a smile and started laughing manically. 
“You think I blame myself for killing Raj?” she said, laughing some more. The tip of the blade bobbed up and down as she held it. 
“Well, I don’t,” she said, taking another step toward me. I was backing away, but was quickly running out of room. 
“Good, you shouldn’t blame yourself,” I said. “No one is to blame.” 
She stopped moving and stared deep into my eyes as her hand tightened around the handle. 
She waved the knife around as she spoke. 
“You’re wrong, Flynn. There’s always somebody to blame! And the person to blame for Raj’s death is you. Not me,” she said. “I saved us from death. You should be grateful for that. Just like I saved you from death with Ern. He’d broken out of the Prism, and was about to create havoc on the ship. I stopped him. Permanently. Yet again, I did what you couldn’t. I protected us. I stopped us from dying. And this is the thanks I get? A confrontation? A pep talk?” 
I shook my head. 
“This isn’t what this is!” I said, my heart thumping in my ears. 
She stepped closer. I tried to move back, but Dale’s thick body stopped me. We were trapped. All of us. And she was gaining ground by the second. 
“I know what this is! This is a way that you can absolve yourselves from what happened. That way, none of you have to
take any responsibility for Raj, or for the mission. But it’s all a lie. A lie that you all live. Day in, day out. A lie you tell yourselves. There was nothing I could do, you say. It was out of my hands, you cry. What more could I have done, you plead. But I know the truth.” 
Dale’s arm touched mine. He handed me something. A small knife. My breathing intensified. My chest ached. My legs buckled. Surely it didn’t have to end like this? She took one step forward, by now the pointed end of the blade was a mere foot away from my face. 
“You carry on lying to yourself, Flynn. You carry on convincing yourself that there was truly nothing you could have done. That fate just wasn’t on your side. That your luck had ran out. But the truth is, we were banished from Earth because of you. We were treated like this because of your decisions. Earth see you for who you are. A spineless follower. You’re no leader. That’s why you fail to make the right decisions when they matter. But I don’t. And I never will. Look at you, too scared to even do anything now!” 
She took another step forward. Half a foot remained between us. Dale’s foot was tapping behind me. His right hand was placed on the small of my back, like he was holding me up, or getting ready to push me into her. I tried to relax, to calm myself down, but everything was becoming a blur. Everything was beginning to crash down on me. 
“It doesn’t have to end like this,” I said, my right hand holding onto the small knife
that Dale had given me. I held it tightly, most of it concealed in my closed fist. She took one more step toward me, centimeters from my face and grinned. Up close, I could see the extent of her pain. The horror that ran through her soul. The rot that had taken over. Space is a dangerous place. The emptiness that surrounds you can consume you. But the reality of death can push you to the edge. And at that moment, that very moment, I knew that it was all over. 
For one of us at least. 
“Who said anything about it ending?” she said, swinging the blade back, about to strike. I saw it coming. It was plain and obvious. I reacted in time, ducking, unclenching my fist, producing the small bladed weapon, rising up, the blade pointing upward, and driving it into her neck. It hit her carotid artery. A spray of blood hit me in the face. Two violent squirts. Her eyes became engorged. A look of disbelief stared back at me, as the dullness in her iris’s turned into a dim blackness, shortly followed by her collapsing on the floor. Not before the massive knife she’d been waving at me clanged and rattled on the ground. 
She was dead. And I’d killed her. Nothing could prepare me for the wave of emotions that crashed through me. I collapsed onto the floor. Hung my body over her and pounded my fists into the metal grates. My knuckles screamed in pain. But I didn’t stop hitting the floor. I yelled. As loud as I could. Continuing to smash my closed fists into the metal, tears escaping my eyes as I came to terms with what I’d just done. 
But the horrors of this journey back home were far from over. As they say, it was just the beginning. 
 
 
***
“What’s done is done,” Teresa said, putting her hand on my shoulder. She squeezed it gently as Dale sidled up to me. He wrapped his arms around me and gave me a hug. We were all standing in the middle of the Prism room, looking at the destruction that surrounded us. Blood, both human and otherwise, painted the floors, walls and ceiling. Ern’s lifeless body sat in the middle of the room, a harsh reminder that the bigger they were, the messier things become. 
“She’s gone,” I said, bowing my head in shame. I’d never felt so bad about anything in my life. In the space of three hours, I’d killed an alien from outer space, and one of my own crew members. But I was choosing to ignore that both of them were trying to kill me. Selective memory I guess. 
“She was sick. She would have killed you,” Dale said, still embracing me. 
“You don’t put a sick person down. You try and heal them. Cure them. Not kill them,” I said, squirming out of Dale’s comforting embrace. He let go of me and sighed. 
“Don’t you dare blame yourself for this. She was feeling remorse over her actions back on the Ursines’ planet. She killed Raj. She ignored your orders to not play into their game. Then she had the audacity to call you a coward? She was the coward. Jess took the easy way out. She grabbed a knife, beheaded the only lead we had when it comes to understanding the Ursine threat, and to top it off, she threatened to kill you. What were you supposed to do? Let her stab you?” Dale said, walking toward the lifeless corpse of Ern and bending down. He examined the extent of the wounds she’d inflicted on him. 
“She was sick in the head. Put this poor bastard through unimaginable pain,” he said, standing back up and turning toward us. “Plus, she lied about the restraints failing. Look at his wrists,” he said. 
We all bent
for a closer look. And sure enough, black scorched marks on his wrists revealed the true story here. He’d struggled in the restraints as she severed his head. And after killing him, she’d cut the restraints off with her knife, making it look like he’d
tried to escape. But we weren’t buying it then, and we weren’t buying it now. 
“Only a sick person would inflict that sort of violence on another living being. And only an even sicker person would do so knowing that the being they were killing held information that could save our planet from total annihilation.” 
I nodded my head, agreeing with what Dale was saying. But it didn’t stop me from feeling rotten to the core. I’d killed one of our own. In fact, it was the first human I’d ever killed. She was my first, and I was determined for her to be my last. But with Ern dead and no way of knowing how to stop the fleet behind us from destroying everyone on Earth, I had a feeling that I’d be responsible for a hell of a lot more human deaths soon. 
There was just no way I could allow that to happen. 
“We can’t stand here doing nothing,” Philip said, interrupting us as he knelt
down beside us. He gave the deadly destruction in front of him the attention it deserved, and then stood back up and faced me. He held his hand out for a handshake. I looked at him and shrugged my shoulders. 
“What are you doing?” I asked, not too sure what the young man was implying. We’d already introduced ourselves back in the cinema room. We’d shook hands and everything. So there was no point in doing it again, surely?
“I wanted to congratulate you,” he said, still holding his hand out for the shake. I resisted the urge to shake his hand. 
“Congratulate me on what exactly? All I’ve managed to do is put ourselves in danger, kill a member of my crew and lose the only tool we have to end this war before it starts. I don’t know how they do things in Spain, Philip, but on board the Alpha Ship One, congratulations are reserved for victories against our enemies, or progress on milestones. Not murdering one of your own, or letting your ship fall into disarray.” 
Philip didn’t budge, his hand still held out waiting for me to precipitate. 
“You are a good man, Flynn. A good captain. And in my country we greet good men with firm handshakes.” 
I reluctantly shook his hand. I didn’t want to leave the guy hanging. But I didn’t agree with what he was saying. In my eyes, I was not a good man. I was a desperate man. And desperate men did things they didn’t want to do. Shaking his hand was one of them. 
“Good, now we can get down to business,” Philip said, turning around and walking toward the Prism door. The automatic door swooshed open and he beckoned us over. 
“Where are you going?” I asked. 
“To the engine room,” he said. 
I looked at Dale and then at Teresa. Every time I blinked, I saw
Jess’s expression on her face as I’d rammed my knife into her neck. No matter how hard I tried not to blink, when I eventually did, she’d be staring back at me. Her mouth gaped open. Her eyes engorged with both fear and astonishment. I figured that the astonishment and surprise in her final moments was because I was the one ending her life. That I’d actually managed to calculate her attack and counter it with one of my own. I guess in her last seconds she’d shown her true feelings towards me. She’d seen me as a weakling. A man with no conviction. A man who did nothing but coast through life. And she’d been surprised that that sort of man was going to end her life. It was sick really, but a smile crept across my face as I walked up to the swooshing door and joined Philip. Dale and Teresa followed. 
To this day, I don’t actually know why I smiled when I thought about the look on
Jess’s face when her life came to an end. But I surmise that it probably had something to do with the way she looked into my eyes as she died. There was something about proving somebody wrong that made me smile. And I’d proven to her and my remaining crew members that I wasn’t weak. That I wasn’t a coward. That I could get the job done. 
But now I knew that those qualities existed in me, it also dawned on me that I’d have to do it all over again. Prove to myself that I could end this. Prove to the others that I had what it took to get us out of this alive. 
But that’s when the smile disappeared. This wasn’t a fight anymore. This was a war. What we had to overcome was insurmountable. It was unthinkable. And if Roderick was right, it was going to cost most, if not all of our lives. 
“What’s so interesting about the engine room?” I asked. 
Philip smiled, turned to me and winked. 
“If we’re going to survive the MEGATON nuke going off, we’re going to need a bit more speed,” he said. 
“What the hell are you talking about? The nuke going off is the last thing we want to happen,” Dale said. 
I stood there in deep thought. Then it came to me. And judging by Philip’s eyes, he recognized that I understood where he was going with this. I turned to Dale and patted him on the shoulder. 
“Looks like you’re going to have to buckle up for this one pal, it’s going to get bumpy.” 



Chapter Twenty-Five
I’ll admit that at first, I wasn’t exactly thrilled with idea of even messing with the MEGATON nuke on board. But then, after some convincing, I got on the same wavelength
as Philip. It turned out that Philip knew a thing or two about bombs. And even better, he knew a lot about this one in particular, seeing that he built the darn thing! 
“You’re telling me that you know how to unarm this thing?” I’d asked upon him telling us that he’d built the bomb himself under duress. 
“Yeah, I do, but disarming it won’t do anything but warn them that we’ve taken over the ship and that their plan is falling on its ass,” he’d said. 
He then went on to tell us that the Ursines had forced him to build the bomb. That they didn’t have the capability to. Unfortunately, our Ursine friends couldn’t pick up a wrench and do things themselves. They relied heavily on human prisoners to build their structures, and technology. Which obviously included the assembly of the MEGATON bomb. But to their credit, they were the ones that designed the thing. They had their own scientist bears on the clock, twenty-four hours a day (or seventy-two on their planet) tinkering with design specifications, trying to get the mix just right…just right to blow Earth to atoms. 
So there’s that, I guess. Not as stupid as they looked. But then again, they’d commissioned a human prisoner to build the bomb. Under their supervision that is. So I was hopeful that that’s where their ingenuity ended and their stupidity began. I hoped that they’d let Philip build the bomb without so much as testing the thing, installing fail safes or putting in a kill switch. But unfortunately my wishes were nothing but pipe dreams, and it turned out that they did all three of those things. 
“If we go tinkering with the bomb, we risk sending a signal up to their command ship behind us. If they get that signal, they’ll detonate the bomb with us still inside the ship. Then, I’m afraid, our plan falls apart, we die in a sensational explosion that will also take out half of their own fleet.” 
I started to laugh. 
“You reckon they’d do that? Detonate the bomb with us onboard like this? Kill half the ships behind us? I don’t know about you, but that doesn’t scream too smart to me,” I said. 
“Well, I’m afraid that’s where you’re wrong. It’s perfectly smart. They have three more of these things on board three ships behind us,” he said. 
“All built by you?” I asked. 
“Yeah, but in their minds they can lose this one easily enough. They blow it up, blow us up, and they lose a few thousand ships. Not a big deal. They’d have to divert the other ships at the back to avoid any debris from the carnage caused by the bomb from taking out the remaining ships.” 
“Sounds like there’s a but
here,” Dale said, in one of his brighter moments. 
“BUT” Philip said, emphasizing every letter. “That’s where they’re wrong. While it is true they have three other bombs on three other ships, the radius of the blast would take out three-quarters of their ships. Half of the quarter that remain would catapult into the exploding ships and the other half would divert just in time. So that would only leave them with one and a half thousand miles of war ships left, which is about a million, give or take. So we’re down from nearly fourteen million ships in their fleet heading
toward Earth, to one million. Not bad.” 
I nodded. 
“Not bad at all. But what about the remaining bomb? Could they still detonate it once they reach Earth?” I asked. 
Philip shrugged his shoulders. 
“Doesn’t really matter to be honest. It’s a dud,” he said. 
“A dud?” I asked. 
“Yeah. I built a prototype. It’s for show. The only bomb they actually tested, was this one. The other three were assumed to be the same. They provided me with enough material to build four of these things.” 
I cocked my head. 
“But what did you do with the leftover material?” I asked. 
Philip smiled again. 
“Built a fifth bomb. A bomb they don’t know about,” he said. 
I locked eyes on him, and then on the engine in front of us. The organic material that coated the outside of the engine looked gooey and gelatinous. I squirmed at the thought of even touching it. 
“Where’s the fifth bomb?” Dale asked from behind me. 
“Let’s just say I left the Ursines a goodbye
present,” he said. 
“Man, the humans are going to be pissed if you nuke that planet,” I said, remembering the conspiracy that surrounded this whole ordeal. “If they truly want to colonize the Ursine planet, and you blow it up, then this would be all for nothing. At least that’s what the humans will see it like.” 
Philip nodded. 
“Well, the thing’s on a timer. If the humans can get there in a year, find it and disarm it, then they can have the planet all to themselves. If they don’t, then I guess the first settlers there will have a lot more to deal with then a few pissed off Ursines!” 
We all burst out laughing. It was the perfect one-man-up-ship. I took my hat off to Philip. He certainly knew how to get it done. The fifth bomb was genius. It was like a little message to the humans back on Earth. They put us through this, we put them through that. It didn’t really matter anyway. They’d find the thing. I’d end up telling them out of sheer guilt. But it was funny nonetheless. And if Philip did survive this, I guess he’d pay for the joke in some way. But then again, the humans owed us big time. They’d destroyed our lives, banished us from Earth, sold us into slavery, armed a planet of hostile aliens just so they could colonize their home world. 
Humans have done a lot of messed up things in their sordid history, but this topped it. So blowing the hell out of their ultimate prize seemed like a fair deal to me. I guess I wasn’t thinking about the Ursines at that point. All the lives that would be lost as a result of the bomb going off. But it was fair game. Everything was fair game. They try to blow our planet up, we blow theirs up. It is, after all, the way of the humans. 
An eye for an eye. Always has been, always will be. 
“So where’s this bomb? It doesn’t look like it’s in here?” Dale asked, which was good, seeing that I thought I was going insane trying to spot the damn thing. 
“It’s in the tube,” Philip said. 
I laughed. 
“The tube?” 
Teresa scowled. 
“What the heck is the tube?” she asked. 
“It’s the poop shoot. Where we jettison our garbage into the great vacuum of space. No use carrying it around,” I said. 
“Exactly,” Philip added. 
Dale grunted. 
“I don’t understand, how the hell did you convince the Ursines that putting the bomb in the tube was a good idea?” Dale asked. 
“Well, I told them that the tube was where we put our torpedo bombs. They didn’t ask for any proof of my statement, so I just went with it,” Philip said, smiling like a kid at Christmas. I must admit, I was smiling as well. It was smart. Real smart.
“How did you know where to put the bomb? You weren’t part of our ship, so there was no way of you knowing if or how you’d transport the bomb to Earth?” I asked. 
Philip stopped smiling and a look of sorrow fell across his face. He bowed his head and stared at the floor. 
“I’d been taken prisoner with my crewmates. We were part of the Haden ship. There were eight of us in the beginning, but after the tests they put us through at the start, I was the only survivor. The rest of them died. So I used my design of the Haden to house the bomb. I knew that most ships from Earth were designed with the same principles in mind. And every ship had one or two tubes. So convincing the Ursines that we used the tubes to store bombs wouldn’t be so difficult, and in the event that a human ship was used to transport the bomb, at least we’d have the upper hand.” 
I nodded my head, reassuring Philip with a brief smile. 
“You did good. You should be proud of yourself. Now we have a chance to put things right. And it’s all thanks to you,” I said. 
Dale grunted again. 
“Thanks to you and the stupid Ursines for believing that the shitter extractor was where we housed weapons of war!” Dale said, bursting out into a belly laugh. 
“Yeah, I guess so,” Philip said, brimming with joy. I could tell that he was chuffed with himself. And that all the pain and suffering we’d all been through was coming to an end. 
“Sorry to be a party pooper, but that doesn’t explain what we’re doing in the engine room. All we need to do to eject the bomb into the oncoming ships is release the hatch back on the bridge.” 
Philip nodded. 
“Ah, but with great power, comes great speed!” he said, breaking into another grin. 
 
***
 
“I’ve modded the engine. It’s ready for hyper drive speeds,” Philip said as he joined me and Dale on the bridge. Teresa was also there. She’d been given the job of monitoring the radio waves outside of the ship. Basically seeing if the Ursines behind the ship were attempting to hail us. And if they were, then we would know that they suspected something, which in turn, would mean we’d have to get a move on. 
“Correct me if I’m wrong, but aren’t we going fast enough?” I asked. 
Philip nodded his head. 
“Twice the speed of light is pretty fast, but once we jettison the bomb from the tubes and it reaches the fleet behind us, the explosion will end up propelling us at unthinkable speeds. To put it bluntly, there wouldn’t be a legible number on the speedometer at the speeds we’ll be going at.” 
I nodded my head, understanding. 
“Don’t get me wrong, I trust you and all, but going twice the speed of light already has me worried. Granted, nothing has come of it, but to be going at such a speed, such an unimaginable speed, scares me. I just don’t see it as being safe,” I said, momentarily glancing at Teresa on the coms unit. She smiled at me. I smiled back. Looked like everything was A-Okay on the transmissions department. 
But that didn’t stop me worrying about that either. My biggest fear was that the Ursines would discover our plan and shoot us down. The bomb would explode and there would be no Alpha Ship One anymore. And no more Alpha Ship One probably meant no more humanity. I figured that we were going to be an integral part when it came to defending Earth from the oncoming attack. If we did manage to release the bomb into the oncoming Ursine ships behind us, then it would take care of the majority of the Earth-bound ships. In turn, keeping the people on Earth safe. But that of course was not all that could happen. There were a lot of unanswered questions when it came to Earth’s position in the galaxy and if they were truly egging these creatures on into an intergalactic blood bath. All would be revealed once we reached Earth, but that was easier said than done. 
“I understand your anxiety when it comes to dropping the bomb on these things. Hypothetically we should come out of it unscathed. The blast radius will propel us into hyper drive, on top of the three hundred thousand miles a second we’re going right now. So those two speeds coming together will force our ship into a combined speed of nearly three quarters of a million miles per second. It’s a speed that no human ship has ever reached. But it’s not impossible. Down in the Elis Quadrant, a race of Albinoites managed to get their ship to travel at a million miles a second. It made them a superpower in their sector of the universe. Earth tried on different occasions to mimic the technology when they heard about the feat that the Albinoites managed, but unfortunately, the alien race wasn’t willing to give us the blueprints to their design, so what followed was a lot of trial and error when it came to designing an engine that could reach those speeds. 
“Earth tried, but try as they might, they never managed to get the design right. Their attempt resulted in about three hundred failed launches. Ninety percent of them ended in complete destruction of the ships being used. The other 10 percent ended up in mid flight explosions.” 
I sighed. 
“Sounds dangerous then,” I said, twiddling my thumbs as I tried to mask my horror at the idea of suffering the same explosive outcome. 
“Well, it is. But we have something that the people on Earth don’t have working in our favor.” 
I shrugged my shoulders. 
“What’s that then?” 
Philip looked at me and then raised his right hand in the air, gesturing at the MEGATON bomb in the tube. 
“This baby here is fitted with more explosive power than any self-respecting rocket scientist would dare handle. The people on Earth want to reach those sort of speeds, the same speeds that the Albinoites did, but they aren’t willing to use their noggins. Reaching those speeds isn’t a case of tweaking certain engine systems. It’s a case of slapping thousands of tons of nuclear material into an engine, and igniting the son-of-a-bitch. That’s how you go fast,” he said. 
“Well, I’m glad you’re feeling confident in the matter. As for me, I’ll try and not shit myself once we are a go,” I said, immediately realizing how silly I sounded. I was the damn captain, and there I was crapping my pants like a cabin boy! 
Unfortunately, I didn’t have to wait too long for the inevitable to happen. All systems were a go. The tube was loaded with the bomb. The hatch was on a ten-minute timer. When that timer reached zero, the bomb would jettison into outer space, float about for two and a half minutes until the first couple of Ursine ships behind us collided into the thing, triggering the bomb to explode on impact. We’d be about twenty-seven thousand miles in front. The blast would reach us six minutes later. By then, we’d be riding the first wave. And when the second wave would reach us, the ships speed would have tripled, in effect, outrunning the third wave, which usually carried with it death. So as long as the first two waves hit us at the right moment, we’ll avoid any severe damage to the ship. 
The good news was, if it worked, we’d kill two birds with one stone. We’d annihilate the majority of ships escorting us to Earth, and we’d cut the five months and twenty-four days left on our journey into seven. But the bad news was, if it didn’t work, we wouldn’t know until it was too late. And by then, we’d be engulfed in a million degrees centigrade of molten, radioactive fire, tearing the ship into shreds of microscopic dust. 
So it was bombs away, I guess…



Chapter Twenty-Six
“Jettisoning nuke in five, four, three, two, one…package dropped off, I repeat, package dropped off,” Dale said, his voice sounding noisy in my ear piece. 
“ETA on package being received?” I asked, looking down at the small LED screen to the left of my flight controls. I watched as a small red blip flashed
on the screen. That blip represented the nuke. It had been fitted with a tracker, much like all bombs these days. That way, if it went missing, you could easily track it down. But ours hadn’t gone missing. Ours was making its way nicely toward the Ursines behind us.

“Package will be received in one minute, twenty-two seconds,” Dale said. 
The blip on the screen continued to move as we moved. The radar scrolled on the LED display, showing a purple mass on the far right of the screen. The purple mass was the collective heat signatures coming off the Ursine ships behind us. They were congregated in a tight arrow formation. Perfect trajectory really. Once the bomb hit them, the tip of the arrow formation would ripple the debris from the explosion outwards, making the fatter end of the arrow implode as well, repeating the effect until most of that formation had been destroyed. 
“One minute. ETA, one minute until delivery,” Dale said, working his controls, analyzing the data coming in from the ship’s sensors. 
“Horizon looks clear. No mass or matter for the duration of this trip,” Teresa said, pushing a few buttons and switches as she spoke. She was talking about our route. We were flying a bearing in this part of space known for having little to no space junk, stars or asteroids. Which was perfect really. It was no good travelling at such speeds, only to fly into something and destroying the ship. 
“ETA, thirty seconds,” Dale said, his voice sounding ragged. 
I braced myself as I rested my hands on the controls. The ship was flying on autopilot, and wouldn’t need to be flown manually if everything went to plan. But I couldn’t help it. I just had to feel in control. This whole experience had shown me what it was like not to be in control, and frankly I was fed up with it. I wanted…I needed to feel like we were progressing. Like we were pulling the strings here. So I was ready. Ready to take back command of my ship. 
“Ten seconds till package is delivered,” I heard Dale say. 
I darted my eyes back to the LED screen next to my controls. The blip was seconds away from making contact with the arrow formation of the Ursines fleet. I watched as the blip blinked in and out of shot. 
“Five…four…three…two…one…” 
The blip disappeared off the screen. My heart froze in my chest.
I grabbed hold of the controls. They shook slightly. The ship started to rattle a bit. Not a lot at first, but just a bit. I was worried. The arrow formation was untouched. It remained as precise and sharp as it was before. 
“I can’t see any damage; the formation is still there!” I said. 
“Don’t worry, it hit. Trust me, that bomb hit,” Philip said. 
Suddenly, the arrow formation on the radar screen started to disappear, one pixel at a time, as if the screen was malfunctioning. Pixel by pixel, the arrow soon resembled a line. Then the line changed into three shorter lines. Then squares. Then dots. We all began to cheer. The MEGATON bomb had destroyed nearly every ship! Only a few straggling dots remained on the LED screen. 
Then nothing. They were gone. All gone within the blink of an eye. 
“Holy shit! We did it. There’s no more of them!” I said, not quite believing our luck! The bomb had taken out all of the ships. Not one of them remained. The screen was now blank. The radar pinged, but all it was picking up was the bomb’s waves. I broke into a smile. The smile then turned into a grin. I’d never been so happy in my life. My hands gripped tightly onto the controls. But then my grip relaxed. I rested my hands on my lap and turned in my swivel chair to face my crew, who looked as if they were about to burst into tears. 
“We did it!” I repeated, standing up and punching the air. “We actually did it!” 
The slight rattling that had
started when the bomb hit turned into a rumbling. A noticeable rumbling. The cheering stopped and I turned my attention to the radar. The screen was showing eight waves. Eight massive waves heading toward us. 
“Shit, we’ve got incoming waves. Eight big ones!” I said, sitting back down on my chair and putting my hands back on the controls. 
“I thought you said there would only be four waves?” Teresa said. 
Philip looked around helplessly. He put his head in his hands and scrunched his eyes. 
“Shit, shit!” I heard him say. 
“I thought you said there would only be four!” Teresa said again, repeating herself in her panic. 
“I didn’t know the bomb would explode like that!” he said. “I only thought it would take out three quarters of the ships, not all of them!” 
My legs were shaking uncontrollably. The pit of my stomach churned as my guts pancaked up and down inside me. I felt sick. I thought I was going to throw up. 
“I didn’t account for the fuel,” he said, standing up suddenly. “I didn’t account for the damn fuel!” 
I shook my head. We were all going to die. He’d miscalculated the explosive power of the bomb hitting the fleet!
We were going to die. There was no question about it in my mind. We’d messed up big time.
“The fuel onboard the other ships?” Teresa asked. 
“Yeah, I didn’t account for the combustion effect of their fuel. So that’s why all the ships are gone, and that’s also why we are royally screwed!” he said, kicking his workstation twice, then sitting down, head back in hands, feet stamping on the floor. 
“First wave, inbound, ten seconds,” Dale said. 
I closed my eyes and braced myself. This was going to hurt. But then I had an idea. 
“Five seconds.” 
I stood up. 
“Four seconds.” 
I reached for the hyper drive controls. 
“Three seconds.” 
I pushed the lever upwards.
“Two seconds.” 
I sat back down. 
“One second.” 
The wave hit us. The ship vibrated, but thankfully, that’s all it did. 
“Picking up anomaly,” Teresa said. 
I looked at my screens, swiped right, and pulled a live feed from her screen. The anomaly was two minutes in front of us. The radars were going off the charts. A high-pitched alarm went off in my ear.
There was no way around it. The thing, whatever it was, seemed to stretch on for more than a million miles. Even if we slowed down, and took a different route, the seven waves behind us would catch up, and destroy the ship. The only reason we were still alive was because I’d initiated Hyper drive before the wave hit, giving us an extra thousand miles a second. But that wouldn’t matter much come the second wave. It was traveling at a much higher speed than we first anticipated. And if I didn’t think fast, then we’d be toast in a matter of minutes. 
“Wormhole!” I said, half in relief, half in dread. 
“Shit. We’re heading straight for it!” Philip said. 
“One minute, fifty-two seconds until event horizon,” Dale said. 
I grabbed the controls again. I flipped the autopilot switch off and pushed downward on the levers. The ship dipped violently as we changed trajectory. The metal frame and panels on the outside of the ship groaned in protest. Dale, Teresa and Philip gasped in horror. 
“What are you doing? Are you fucking crazy?
Changing bearing at this speed could rip us in half!” he screamed. 
I didn’t listen. I dipped the ship some more, pointing the nose downward. On the outside, it would probably look like a dive. But that’s not what I was attempting to do. I was trying to get as much torque as I could out of the ship. The speed we were going at was now pressing against the ship, slowing it down in a vice. I wanted to get as much of it as I could beating down against the ship, wrapping itself around the hull. After a few seconds of my nose dive, the Gs the ship was experiencing was akin to entering Earth’s
atmosphere. We shook violently as I dived the ship for a few more seconds. The plan was simple. Accumulate enough downforce and G-force to momentarily fabricate a gravity field, and once that gravity field becomes too much to bear, I’d right the ship again and turn on the auto pilot, hitting the hyper drive at the same time. The force of those three actions coming together will catapult the ship into an even faster speed, giving the ship a boost, whilst riding the second wave. 
So that’s what I did. I flipped the switch, righted the ship and hit the autopilot button at the same time. The G-force ripped through my core as I flung back into my seat, my cheeks stretching apart slightly. The Alpha Ship One shot forward, and we all flew forward in our seats. I hit my nose on the control stick, splitting it open. Dale protected his fall forward with his massive arms. While Teresa and Philip fell onto the bridge floor. But after a few seconds, the violent turbulence stopped and the ship became bearable again. 
“Jesus Christ,” Dale said, shaking his head. Teresa and Philip got up from the floor and returned to their seats. They had minor injuries on their foreheads and elbows. Just grazes, thankfully. But my plan wasn’t to inflict pain, it was to outrun the second wave behind us. 
Luckily I did. We were now riding it, instead of being hammered by it. My quick thinking had saved us from being destroyed by the second wave. But the only problem now was that we were going super fast. Faster than any human ship had ever gone before. We were speeding into the wormholes path with just seconds left on the clock before we were consumed by it.
None of us had time to panic. Our reactions just weren’t quick enough to see the massive red, purple and green mass suck us into its guts. And in a blink, it was all over. No more waves. No more deep space travel at twice the speed of light. 
Before we knew it, we had traveled from one section of the universe, to another. We’d leaped star systems, galaxies and intergalactic sectors. 
All within the blink of an eye… 

 
***
Pitch blackness surrounded me. I tried to open my eyes, but I couldn’t. It was like they ware glued together, my eyelids permanently sealed shut. A buzzing sound rattled inside my head. A high pitched ring echoed in my ears. I tried to move, but I just couldn’t. It was like I was back in the nose dive again. The G-force was keeping me glued to my seat, and no matter how much I tried to move, even just an inch, I failed. 
“Oh god,” I heard somebody say. 
Still, I couldn’t see. But I could hear. And it sounded liked we were in space itself. Nothing but ongoing silence rang through my ears once the buzzing and ringing stopped. A silence that was so profound, I thought I’d died, and this was the afterlife. But after a prolonged period of silence and darkness came light. A massive ray of it. I flinched, shielding my eyes with my hands. But it was no use, the light was still finding its way into my vision. Black dots floated around in front of me, dancing like mythical creatures. I scrunched my eyes into a forced blink, trying to get rid of the floaters in front of me, but it just made everything worse.
The light was suddenly brighter than before. Its luminosity was unbearable. I started to panic. What was happening? Why was there so much light? The high pitched sound returned. The silence was decimated by an unforgiving scream. It wasn’t a human scream. Nor was it an alien scream. It was the ship’s engines roaring into life. The dynamite sound exploded in my eardrums, and my vision began to return to normal. Suddenly I could see. The screens in front of me flickered. The readouts stuttered. Plumes of white, red and purple eroded on the monitors, disappearing within a few seconds of my eyes opening. And then I saw it. 
Earth. In front of me. Within touching distance. We’d made it. We were home. And I had no idea how we’d gotten here. 
“Is everyone okay?” I asked, blinking as I turned my head toward where my crew had been
the last time I’d seen them. 
Sure enough, they were still on board the ship. A little worse for wear, but onboard nonetheless. Dale was hanging onto his workstation for dear life, draped over it, gagging and coughing, trying not to be sick. Teresa was looking around in confusion, sat in her chair, eyes as big as I’d ever seen, messed out of her mind. Philip was knocked out cold, fast asleep, drool dripping down the corners of his mouth. The ship started to jolt up and down. The rattling returned and then everything came bursting into life. Sound returned fully. The ship came to a grinding halt and Philip woke up. 
“This is Earth, hailing the Alpha Ship One, do you read me?” A voice echoed in my head. At first, I didn’t know if what I was seeing and hearing was real. But after hearing the voice again, I recognized it. It was the same voice that had called the ship in on my previous trips. The same voice that I’d heard thousands of times before. And like traveling back in time, it was calling for me once again. As if nothing from before was real. Like we’d never left. And now everything was going to be okay. 
“I repeat, this is Earth, hailing the Alpha Ship One, do you read me?” 
I reached for the channel changer on the dash. I flicked the switch, and tapped my microphone. 
“Yeah, this is Alpha Ship One. We read you,” I said, my voice sounding hoarse. 
The speakers crackled and then I heard a chorus of cheers, laughter and celebration. The joyous noise echoed throughout the bridge. I looked at the speakers, then at my crew who were startled by the sounds that they were hearing. They looked disheveled, and it seemed as if I was the only one in control of myself. The rest looked like they were comatose. 
“It’s great to see you Alpha Ship One! We’ve been waiting a hell of a long time for your return.” 
I nodded my head. 
“I hear that.” 
 
***
They’d sent some Earth ships to pick us up. Turns out we were orbiting the moon. I hadn’t noticed. All I’d seen was the big blue world we called home. And that’s all I cared about. So it was no surprise that I hadn’t noticed the particulars of where in the Milky Way we were. I’d been far too dehydrated, tired, and battle worn to even notice that we’d been through a wormhole, and we’d lived to tell the tale. Another first for humanity. Travelling at twice the speed of light? Check. Being sucked into a wormhole? Check. It was all way too much for me to take in. I was having a hard enough time piloting the ship. Thankfully, the ships that came to pick us up near the moon overrode the manual controls and lassoed the ship into a force field, effectively carrying us back to Earth. 
None of us spoke on board. You’d think that finding our way back home was a cause for at least a conversation. Maybe a conversation that included a little laughter, a little whooping or maybe even a hip hip hooray. But my crew and I
were speechless. I don’t know if it was because we didn’t believe our luck, falling into a wormhole like that and ending up at our destination, unscathed. Or if we’d been under so
much stress for far too long, and were feeling a little shell-shocked. 
Either way, it wasn’t important. What was important was that we were home. And no matter how dog tired I was, I wasn’t tired enough to not appreciate that fact. We’d scratched, bit and clawed our way back home. How we did it exactly, I don’t know. Was I grateful that luck was on our side? Damn right I was.
***
Turns out luck wasn’t really on our side; it was the computer chips.
The wormhole wasn’t really a wormhole. Well, not in the way that we imagined them. It seems that the chip that they had buried in Roderick, the one that phoned in his position at all times to Earth, was actually acting as a triangulation device. The chip survived the cremation process and was sat snugly in one of the blue barrels next to Borch’s ashes. It was showing the people back home that we were on our way, and when we reached twice the speed of light, something short circuited, and caused some sort of vacuum within the vacuum of space, sucked us up into it, and teleported us back home. 
That was what they told us when we landed on Earth. In fact, it was the first thing they told us. As soon as the doors had opened, and we’d stepped off, breathing in Earth’s clean air, feeling the warmth of the sun above us, someone approached, wearing a helmet, and told me without even saying hi, that if I was wondering how we got back to Earth, then that is what happened. 
It was like the guy was reading from a script. He delivered it in such a monotone fashion. Then he left, and a bunch of marines came to greet us. They all shook our hands, and told us how brave we were. What a service we provided. And how proud of ourselves we should all be. 
The rest of it was a blur. I do know this though…nobody mentioned the Ursines. Or the banishment video.
***
By the time everyone said their piece, and told us how great we were, me and my crew were whisked away from the shipyard in little golf carts. We were taken into a military complex and allowed to shower. We were then given fresh clothes. They instructed us to put them on because our presence was required at a banquet. I remember thinking: the hell they want me at a banquet for?
Apparently, the banquet was a so-called heroes welcome back home. The president of Pilgrim Tech was there. He gave a speech about how we had gone where no humans had gone before, and managed to thwart a so-called plot against our great home world. 
Dale, me, Teresa, and Philip remained quiet as we ate, drank champagne and listened, feeling uncomfortable. Obviously, the propaganda was simple. We were good. They were bad. We, the good
humans, had defeated the bad
Ursines. Single-handedly as well. A lowly crew had taken on an alien race and won. What a noble story. The stuff of legends. They’ll make movies about this. 
We were stars. We were heroes. 
By the time the whole charade was over, and everybody had gone home, we were all asked to join the President of Pilgrim Tech in a debriefing. I say asked, but you get the picture. 
***
At the debriefing, the atmosphere changed. Now all the people were gone, and the buffet carts were being scrubbed down, we were being talked to like crap. Nothing new in the military. 
“I’m sure you are aware of the sensitivity of this situation?” the President of Pilgrim Tech asked from across a big glossy desk. He wore an expensive suit and an even more expensive watch. I could not only see my face in it, but my future children’s faces as well. I hated him immediately. 
“I know that nobody seems to be talking about the Ursines, their planet or the fact that we were banished from Earth,” I said. 
Dale, Teresa, and Philip were sat next to me. We were all sitting opposite to the Pilgrim Tech guy, like naughty school children in the headmaster’s office. But we were far from naughty children. We’d just saved the goddamn world! We were heroes! Well, according to that puke-fest of a fake banquet they’d held for us. Straight away, right from the very start, I’d seen through all their bullshit. I’d known that this was all a ruse, and the real shit would happen in private. It always did. Smile to your face and to others, but behind closed doors, beat you into submission until all you can do is smile back. 
“What Ursines?” the Pilgrim Tech guy asked, glaring at me. I looked blankly at him, and then at my crew. They nodded their heads. 
“Exactly,” I said, scowling inside. “What Ursines?” 
The meeting didn’t last much longer after that. He told us the dos and don’ts of our lives from then on. 
We do move on. We do keep quiet. And we do our work. 
We don’t ask questions. We don’t talk about what we went through. And we certainly don’t complain. 
God damn heroes…. that’s what we were. 
I’d like to tell you that Pilgrim Tech’s secrets came back to haunt them. But unfortunately, the real world doesn’t work like that. Space had become a dog-eat-dog world. Alien civilizations were only really interested in making credits, expanding their interests, and destroying the races that stopped them from accomplishing their imperialistic goals. 
Pilgrim Tech, the humans,
and the Ursines were no different. They were just a bunch of once savage - now armed - space dwellers trying to strike it rich. Just like the many millions of other races doing the same thing around the galaxy. There is no justice in war. Like there are no rules. The establishment tells us different. They tell us that we must stick to rules of engagement. But where are the rules of engagement when it comes to taking over another race’s planet? Where are the rules of engagement when it comes to killing the entire population of a species? Harvesting their minerals? Sucking the lifeblood out of their planets and moving on? 
There are no rules when it comes to space. And as we finished the briefing with the bigwig
from Pilgrim Tech, I came to the realization that there never were any rules. Not for the people that really mattered, anyway. 
“We at Pilgrim Tech appreciate your service to your species and are forever in your debt. You will be exempt from all taxes from now on, and elevated to VIP status on the census. We hope that will be a fair reward for your cooperation,” the guy told us as we left, shaking our hands, while slipping us a million-dollar credit each. I looked down at my credit and smiled. 
The price of silence, I thought to myself. 
“Wow, a million credits,” Dale said in astonishment as the door slammed behind us, and we were left alone in the hallway. The chaperoning and parading had ended. We were back to being ordinary citizens. A million credits richer, but ordinary nonetheless. 
“I know, pretty sweet,” I said, covering up my anger at the outcome of this mess. I’d expected a lot more from Earth. At least a divided opinion. Maybe people gate crashing the banquet and telling Pilgrim Tech that they could see through their lies. A fight breaking out and us being whisked away into a rebel camp where we’d plot to overthrow the vile government that controls our lands, and fight for the freedom of the aliens above. 
But one can dream, I suppose. Instead, we are left with a cover-up, a pat on the back and a million credits to keep our mouths shut. 
“I’m not going to complain, a million credits will do me just fine,” Teresa said, eyeing the chip in her hand. 
And neither was I going to complain. That many credits could reinvigorate some life into my battered old ship. And I’d have enough left over to buy another ship. Maybe start my own fleet. The possibilities were both endless and unlikely. Firstly, we were under the microscope. We weren’t allowed to ever leave Earth permanently. We could do missions, but only ones sanctioned by Pilgrim Tech. So in other words, we were not only theirs when it came to our collective silence, but we were theirs when it came to what we could do with our money. 
Secondly, they’d never let me run my own fleet. Not after the trouble I’ve caused them. It took a lot of money to cover-up what we’d all done. Good or bad, it would stay buried forever. And the only way that would happen was if they had me tightly under their thumb…. until I died…or they finally got rid of me…permanently. 
So it looked like I was stuck doing their dirty work. That, or I find a way to topple the bastards for good. 
As I said before…one can dream, right?
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Sample
Chapter One 
Leo Thomas and his wife Alana were driving down the motorway in their Ford Focus. The weather was overcast and the muggy atmosphere was causing slight condensation on the windshield as Leo hit the fog lights for better visibility. He turned to his wife and smiled. 
“It’s good to get away,” he said. Alana offered him a cheerful grin in return. She was just as happy as he was to be getting away from it all.
“You think the kids will like the cabin?” she asked, turning her head and looking at the
two sleeping children in the backseat of the
car. Her son was leaning against the window, in a deep sleep. Alana’s
daughter slouched next to him, her eyes flickering a little as she dreamed about whatever ten-year-old girls dream about. She noticed that her son was still holding his phone and
knowing what he did all day, she knew for certain what he was dreaming about. 
It didn’t take a rocket scientist to know that fifteen-year-old boys dream about two things—breasts and the girls attached to them. 
“The kids will love it. You’ll see. Even though I’m sure Dom will hit the roof when he finds out that there’s no Wi-Fi in the cabin,” Leo said as he steadied the car as it made its way down the motorway. 
“But what if they don’t? What if this was all for nothing and when we get there they’ll continue fighting, and we’ll continue….” Leo interrupted her. “It will be fun. Don’t get worked up about it. There’s no use. It’s done now. We’re committed. Two weeks in the Lake District. Trees, hills and green grass. What more could a 2015 family want?” 
“An Xbox One,” a voice from the backseat said suddenly, startling the both of them.
“Ah, you’re awake,” Alana said as she smiled at her son. He was a typical boy. A little inwardly shy. His body language
pretty much cemented the fact that he wasn’t at all interested in the little excursion they were taking. In the weeks that led up to the trip to the Lake District, Dom had done nothing but voice his displeasure regarding the family holiday. He’d told his mum and dad that he’d rather have a tea party with his ten-year-old sister than waste two weeks of his summer holidays on a boring two-week holiday in some dingy cabin. 
“Sorry mate, no Xbox Ones in the Lake District wilderness I’m afraid. Just peacefulness, along with every shade of beauty you could imagine,” his father said. 
“Will there be other families there?” Dom asked. 
“Maybe. Why?” Alana wondered. She could feel her stomach tightening up. She was never very good at long car journeys. In fact, she was always the one that needed to go to the toilet every ten minutes. But she was being an adult and holding it in. Suffering in silence, unlike Dom. 
“Just can’t really imagine spending two weeks alone with you lot,” Dom said, swiping the unlock button on his iPhone. He plugged his headphones into the jack and pressed play on his media library. He spent the rest of the journey listening to Metallica and Iron Maiden. Dom was a bit of a retro hipster, unlike the kids at his school.
He didn’t have the energy to give his doting parents the time of day, so he sat back, closed his eyes and submerged himself in the heavy thrashing of guitars, drums and screeching vocals. 
“Charming,” Leo said as he changed gear on an incline. They were about ten minutes away from their cabin. The picturesque Lake District blossomed past them as they drove up a dirt track. The wheels gripped the dirt as mud sprayed up the now-muddy paintwork of the Ford Focus. But no amount of dirt was going to ruin Leo’s mood.
He was set for two weeks of bliss. No more arguing. No more worrying. Just a family holiday in one of the most beautiful places in England. But where there’s beauty, there’s ugliness. And the Thomas family
had no idea how ugly things were about to get. 
 
 



 
 
 
Chapter Two 
Tony sat down at the large round oak table in the dingy meeting room. Six faces stared back at him. They belonged to hard men. Men you didn’t want to mess with. Men that held a grudge. And ironically enough, the reason behind this meeting was because of a grudge. A grudge that all
six men had carried for ten years. Ten very long and very frustrating years. But as luck would have it, time was now on their side. A side that nobody wanted to get on the wrong side of. 
“What do we have here?” one of the men asked, directing the question at Tony. 
“Excuse me?” Tony replied. 
“You don’t call, you don’t write, rumor has it you’ve gone clean. So what are you doing here?” the man asked. He had a sour face, sandpaper skin, short hair that was thinning,
and an attitude that only a powerful man could have. 
“I’ve been keeping myself busy. This and that,” Tony replied. 
“This and that? I hope you hold up a little better when I get my boys on you.” 
Tony smiled. 
“Ah, ten years is a long time, but it’s nice to see that you still have the balls to threaten me, even though you’re
barely
five foot one.”
The man stood up, the sound of his chair scraping
against the stone floor. He pointed his finger at Tony. It was a fat finger. A finger adorned with
a thick gold ring. The sort of ring that would set you back a few quid. 
“Listen here you cheeky sod. I’ll have you in a heartbeat. You mark my words. But this isn’t the time or the place to play silly buggers. You either pipe down or I’ll be forced to put you in your place!” the
man said, letting his finger point a little longer at Tony. He squinted and then relaxed his arm, letting it rest beside him. He pulled the chair closer to him and sat back down. Tony smiled at the man and shook his head. 
“Well, we’re all here. So please enlighten me as to why we’re having this little reunion. I mean, it’s nice seeing old friends and all, but forgive me for being blunt, I don’t have the patience or the time to put up with all this malarkey.” 
The men around the table agreed with stern nods and fake smiles. They were all dressed alike. Suits, ties and trim haircuts. A few of the men sported beards, while the others were clean shaven. All of the men were exactly the same. The same in the sense that they once were all very powerful. Men who owned a majority in their niche. Their niche being naughty. Naughty men. Men that took what they wanted, when they wanted. Stole from banks. Held up protection rackets. Beat the competition into submission. But those were the glory days. Those days were long gone. The Metropolitan police weren’t having any of it anymore. A lot of their friends were in prison. Never to be released. The streets are a different animal now. An animal that needs to be tamed. But time hasn’t been kind to them. They aren’t as spry as they used to be. They are relics. Relics of the old guard. And now the streets did things differently. They respected the old lot, but wouldn’t be seen working with them. 
Times had changed and so had the six men;
seven, including Tony. They were background noise. Never seen, but sometimes heard if you listened close enough. They weren’t interested in taking back the street corners or flooding the estates with their product. They were business-savvy men. They knew that times had changed and drugs weren’t where it was at anymore. There was much more to being naughty than moving a little bit of dirt. It was a whole new world out there. A world that they’d adapted to. But they weren’t meeting for the first time in ten years to talk new business. They were meeting to talk old business. 
“We finally got a bead on Leo Thomas. A bunch of the old boys are tailing him as we speak,” the man with the sandpaper skin said while staring a hole into Tony. 
“Tailing him? And then what?” Tony asked. 
“We haven’t quite decided yet. The thing is, he’s with his family. His wife and his two kids. Young’uns. Innocent. He did wrong. He did very wrong. But we need to make him pay. He can’t get away with what he’s done,” a man next to Tony said. 
“Oh, I disagree. I know exactly what will happen once he stops,” the sour-faced man said. 
“And what’s that? You’re going to kill him in front of his family? Leave a load of witnesses?” Tony asked. 
The man with the sandpaper skin stood up and straightened himself out. He then leaned
against the table and stared directly at Tony. 
“We’re going to make him pay for what he did, what he did to all of us. So wipe that stupid look of concern off your face. We’ve waited long enough to track him down. It’s his fault if his family gets hurt. Maybe he shouldn’t have grassed on us? Maybe if he’d kept his damn mouth shut and served his time, then maybe he wouldn’t be hours away from finding out what it means to do proper hard time. Because believe me when I say this Tony, he’s going to do the hardest time known to man. The boys tailing him are experts in delivering the sort of pain and suffering only imaginable by the sickest. They bring to life the demonic. Once they’re done with his wife and his kids, they’ll finally do him. But not until he begs them to.” 
Tony swallowed hard. He knew that the men in his company were serious. He also knew that they held Leo Thomas responsible for the fall of their once-glorious drugs empire. And when there’s that much money and that much pride involved, somebody is going to have to pay dearly for their sins. 
Tony just wasn’t sure whether they had the right man.  



 
 
 
Chapter Three 
Leo and his family pulled up on the dirt driveway outside their rented cabin in the woods. A birdbath sat in the middle of the driveway, giving the place an elegant feel. A few Robins sat in the birdbath fluttering water about as they bathed. The kids got out of the car first, looking around in quiet wonder. The oldest, Dom, was secretly admiring the beauty of the cabin and its surroundings, but he wouldn’t ever admit such a thing out loud in fear that he’d be conforming to his family’s wishes and enjoying himself. 
Leo and his wife Alana got out of the car and joined their kids as they stared at the cabin. 
“Take it all in kids, this will be your new home for a few weeks,” Alana said as she ruffled her son’s hair. Dom stared at his mother and shook his head in annoyance. He made his way up the wooden steps and waited on the porch that surrounded the perimeter of the wood cabin. 
“It’s wonderful mum. I bet there’s loads of animals around here. I can’t wait to take pictures of them,” her daughter Bridget said as she hugged her mum’s leg. She was holding her Nintendo DS, which had a camera on it. Bridget held the DS up to her mum and snapped a picture. She turned the screen around and laughed, showing her mother the image on the screen. 
“It’s beautiful honey. Well done. It’s going to get dark soon so I doubt we’ll be able to take any pictures of animals today, but first thing in the morning you and I
can do a little exploring for wildlife,” Alana said, bending down and kissing Bridget on the forehead.
“Thanks mum!” Bridget smiled at Alana. 
“Come on gang, let’s get inside before it starts to rain,” Leo said, gently guiding his wife and daughter up the rickety steps onto the decking. Dom stood near the door looking impatient as he waited for his dad to fish out the keys. A few seconds later, they were all inside the cabin. The lights were being turned on and beds were being chosen. Rooms were being fought over and supplies were being taken out of the boot. The family were in high spirits. A few weeks of adventure awaited them. Bird watching. Picnics. Treks. Hiking. Mountain biking. All the classics of a great British holiday. 
But as is often the case,
the holiday didn’t quite turn out the way they imagined it. It’s safe to say that the Thomas family were blissfully unaware that they were about to embark on the holiday from hell.  



 
 
 
Chapter Four 
The white van stopped on the embankment. The driver turned the engine off and reached for his mobile on the dashboard. He punched
in the eleven-digit number and waited for it to ring. As a rule of thumb, he never saves numbers into his phone. 
“The Thomas clan have arrived at the cabin. What do you want us to do?” the man asked, wiping the dust off the dashboard as he spoke on the mobile. 
“Sit and wait. There’s no use rushing this. It could end up costing us in the long run if we go in all guns blazing. So stay on site, and wait for my call,” the voice on the other end of the phone said. 
“What about the boys? I don’t see them enjoying the idea of sleeping in the back of a van,” the man asked, still wiping dust off the dash with his free hand. 
“I don’t care what they like or what they want. You work for me, remember that. If I think it’s necessary to sit and wait on a job instead of rushing in, then that’s what we’re going to do. I’d appreciate it if you did as you’re told. We don’t want me to have to make any rash decisions here, now do we?” 
The man stopped dusting the dash and looked up at his reflection in the rearview mirror. He caught a glimpse of his hard eyes. Somehow, they were darker that day. As if the pressure of the situation was expanding the matter in his head and dilating his pupils. 
“Roger that. We’ll wait. Guess a little trip down the shops is out of the question? Could do with a pack of Polos.”

The mobile went dead and he smiled. 
“Wanker,” he said, putting his phone back on the now dust-free dash. He turned around, twisting his body and knocked on the partition behind the driver’s seat. The sound of a bolt being unlocked followed the partition coming down, revealing a small square gap. It was big enough to see into the back of the van, but too small to fit through. A pair of wide eyes stared back at the driver. 
“Boss says to sit tight. Looks like we’ll be waiting till tomorrow night.”
The man staring back at the driver blinked a few times, the only thing visible was the whites of his eyes
in the dim light. He stared long and hard at the driver and smiled back at him. 
“Plenty of time to prepare for payback,” the man said. 
“Every cloud,” the driver replied. 
The man in the back of the van stuck his head closer to the partition gap and started to whisper. 
“But bear this in mind; I’m in the company of six very agitated and violent lads. We’re sharing a confined space. So you better find us some entertainment or the boys might blow their loads early, if you know what I mean?” 
The driver nodded. 
“I understand, but it’s out of my hands. The boss says so. We go in there now, and we’ll
wish we hadn’t. I’m telling you, the guy is an absolute nutter. No use in making him angry now, is there?” 
The guy staring through the gap nodded his head and turned to his crew. 
“Looks like we’ll have to wait till tomorrow night to hit this Leo fella where it hurts. I suggest you lot relax, get some kip and wait this out. I know it’s a pain in the arse, but at the end of the day good things come to those who wait,” the man in the back of the van said to a murmur of disappointment. 
The driver closed the partition and relaxed into the driver’s seat. The embankment they were parked on was partially covered by trees and bushes. The driver could see the cabin lights in the distance. The van was around eight hundred yards away from the cabin. Plenty of breathing room. Space was the key to this operation. And so was patience. But the driver didn’t know if the job was going to run smoothly. He had a very bad feeling about it. A feeling that things were not quite as they seemed. It didn’t sit right with him. The idea of executing a man in front of his own family for past discretions that the driver himself wasn’t sure whether he would have been able to resist just didn’t seem right. 
The world is a cold place and sometimes it’s best not to dwell on things. But the driver couldn’t help but wonder if he was doing the right thing. 



 
 
 
Chapter Five 
“Think of a number between one and ten,” Leo said as he held the cards close to his chest. He was standing in the middle of the living room, his family staring up at him with confused looks on their faces. The crackle
of the fireplace behind was casting shadows on him, the black shadows rising against the walls and meeting in the middle of the room. The heat from the fireplace was gently searing his neck. It was a pleasant feeling, especially on a night like this. Cold and dark.
The orange tinge from the flames playfully scattered across the wooden floorboards as Leo tried to interest his family in his game. 
“Eleven?” Dom asked, smirking a little as he rolled his eyes. 
“I said a number between one and ten. Last time I checked, eleven goes after ten, not between it.” 
Dom stood up and shrugged his shoulders.               
“Looks like I lose. Guess I’m going upstairs. With any luck, channel five will be showing a dirty movie.”
Alana shook her head. 
“It’s eight o’clock in the evening Dom, channel five won’t be showing any dirty films. Besides, times have changed. They haven’t shown a dirty movie in ten years. You were six the last time they showed any skin on television!” she said as she attempted to embarrass her son who was trying all too hard to be grown up. What he didn’t realize was that being his age was about as good as it got for most, so Alana wanted to make sure that he didn’t waste it wanting to be older. 
“Who says I didn’t catch a movie when I was six?” Dom asked. 
Both Leo and Alana let out a collective groan. 
“Ewww!” his mother heckled, holding her hands up to her face, trying not to laugh. 
“Just go to bed. I give up on the card tricks,” Leo said, sitting down on the couch with his two most favorite girls in the world. He watched as his son turned around and made his way up the winding wooden stairs. He reached the top and could be heard walking on the creaky floorboards. A door slammed shut. Leo shook his head. 
“I was never grumpy on holiday,” he said to his wife, a look of innocence on his face. 
“I’m sure as a teenager you were all smiles and cartwheels,” Alana said. 
“Cartwheels were never my strong point but I know smiling was!” 
The two of them laughed quietly as Bridget snuggled between them. She was blinking every few seconds. Her eyes were red and both parents could tell that she was ready for bed. The hay fever from the great outdoors must have been getting to the little mite. 
“Come on missy. Time to go to bed,” Leo said, getting up off the sofa and picking his daughter up. He held her against his chest, supporting her lower body on his forearm. Bridget tried to put up a fight but it only lasted half a second. She was too tired to scream the house down like she usually did before going to sleep. As her father carried her up to bed, she moaned and muttered sleepy thoughts under her breath. Two minutes later she was in bed, tucked in and getting kissed on the forehead. 
Leo quietly made his way out of her room and gently shut the door behind him. He walked passed Dom’s room and could hear the faint sound of Emmerdale on the TV.

“Dirty movie my arse,” Leo said, a smile creeping across his face. He made his way downstairs and joined his wife on the sofa. She’d poured a glass of wine and was getting stuck into her new Susan Lewis book. She hardly noticed Leo sitting next to her. He reached in for a kiss. She kissed him back. Ten minutes of kissing turned into something else. And that something else was soon over, both of them cuddling up on the sofa, holding hands while staring up at the oak beams in the cabin. 
“Not bad, Mr. Thomas,” his wife said. 
“Don’t worry, it’s nothing. Holiday sex is what I’m good at. In and out in a jiffy.” 
“Well, nice to see you don’t hold any delusions about your ability!” Alana said, stifling a laugh. 
“I’ll have you know; I was once a catch. But you know what happens when you leave a fish out of water for too long?” 
Alana shook her head. 
“What?”
“They grow arms and legs and become human!” 
Alana cuddled into Leo and kissed him on the neck. Her breasts were resting on his shoulder as she gently kissed him. 
“I like you just the way you are. Man, fish or a weird fish-man hybrid,” she said. 
They both fell asleep on the sofa, only going upstairs at around five o’clock in the morning. It was for the best really. They didn’t want to be caught naked on the sofa. Not when they had a perfectly good bedroom upstairs. A bedroom where kids wouldn’t disturb them. But sex was the furthest thing from their minds. A night of romance and wine was making them groggy. They slept in their beds till ten o’clock. Until their darling children awoke
them as they screamed and shouted at each other over the use of the bathroom. 
 
END OF SAMPLE: 
 
The People Outside is available on Kindle! Just search Luis Samways in the Kindle store now! 
 



 


 
Thank you for reading. Please feel free to leave a review if you enjoyed this book. Without readers like you, I wouldn’t be able to afford a roof over my head! I am forever grateful that you support my work, and will always strive to make all my releases as entertaining as possible. 
 
Thank you kindly, 
Luis Samways. 
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