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      Dan tapped each dead soldier in the neck in turn, counting his kills for the evening. He came to six. Add in the bottle he was drinking, and he'd be at seven. That was still under budget. He figured this for a twelve-pack night. Not that the drinking had done him much good. It hadn’t numbed the pain he felt. Neither the ever-present ache in his spine or the stabbing sense of loss he felt in his heart. Seven clearly hadn’t been enough beers. He’d have to do better than that to dull his senses tonight.

      He waved to the woman tending the tables, a middle-aged matron whose name he hadn't tried to catch. Why bother? It was just another random stranger in another dirty bar. He’d been in enough of them lately that they all looked the same to Dan. She'd made a few attempts to clear his growing pile of bottles away earlier in the evening, but he'd shooed her off. Dan wanted the physical memory of the drinks sitting right there, like a badge. The woman saw his wave, but didn't bother coming over. She just went to fetch another beer. He kept his eyes off her face. He didn't want to see her disdain, or worse, her pity.

      Instead he brought his eyes back to the bar's TV, where the Ares rocket was still sitting on the launch pad. The countdown was frozen at four minutes and fifteen seconds. It hadn't moved for most of an hour now, last minute problems delaying the launch. That wasn’t unusual. Even a small problem could cause a disaster with a mission like this one. The delay was drawing out Dan’s agony in a way that made the evening even more excruciating than he’d expected it to be.

      “Hey Joe, can we switch the channel? Missing the game here,” a burly man seated at the bar called out to the bartender.

      “Yeah, Joe. This shit is boring,” said another heavy-set guy seated next to him.

      Both of them were lumberjack big, wearing dirty work clothes. The sort of rough and tumble types who would be unlikely to back down from an argument, and quick to turn one into a fight. None of which bothered Dan even a little. Maybe if he’d been a little less drunk, he would have let them have their way. But perhaps not. Retreat wasn’t in his nature, either.

      “Don't touch that channel,” Dan snarled.

      “Or what?” asked the first man. He half rose from his seat as he turned toward Dan.

      “Wanna find out?” Dan said, managing to slur his words only a little bit.

      “Man, don't mess around. Who wants to see this stupid rocket sitting there, anyway?” the guy replied. “It’s not even going anywhere.”

      “I do,” Dan said.

      “Larry, you can't pick a fight with a gimp,” the guy's buddy whispered to him, loud enough that Dan could hear anyway.

      Larry blushed and sat back down, finally noticing Dan's wheelchair and the uniform he wore. “Hey, man, sorry. You can watch what you want.”

      Dan felt a pang of guilt over the other man’s mistake. He saw a soldier in uniform, seated in a wheelchair, and thought he was looking at some veteran wounded in combat. The truth was nowhere near so exciting. He was an Air Force major, all right. For at least the next few days, until the medical discharge was finalized. But he hadn’t been hurt by a missile or gun. It hadn’t been a training accident or enemy action that did him in. No, it was his own conscience that had stuck him in this chair for the rest of his life.

      The bartender glared at Dan for a moment from behind his glasses, wiping furiously at a mug with a dishrag. The guys at the bar must be regulars, Dan figured. He probably knew them both by name, and he was pissed at how Dan had acted. But the TV stayed on the same channel despite what the local crowd wanted, so that was all right. There were plenty of bars. This launch was only going to happen once.

      Finally the countdown started up again. Whatever the problem was, they must have solved it. There were four minutes left, and the seconds were ticking away. Unconsciously, Dan activated his motorized chair and moved toward the TV. Three minutes left. God, this sucked. Why was he doing this? It would have hurt less to stay home and pretend the launch wasn’t happening. But he couldn’t take his eyes from the screen, no matter how much it pained him to watch.

      His eyes misted a little as the first plumes of steam appeared under the titanic rocket. The payload was a crew compartment and landing vehicle – and the first six humans from Earth to ever attempt bridging the vast distance to Mars. They'd be traveling for six months to get there, stay for six months, and then return. It was the adventure of a lifetime. It was supposed to have been the adventure of his lifetime.

      He slugged down the last of the beer he was still holding. The bitter flavor matched how he was feeling. The matron plunked his new bottle down where he'd been sitting, and he reached for it without thinking, wincing as his back spasmed in protest. He grimaced. Wheelchairs went in reverse for a reason.

      Less than two minutes left until takeoff. He leaned forward, willing himself into the cockpit of that ship with everything he had. He should have been there. Would have been there, if it hadn't been for a random accident. There was something ironic about being taken down by a mini coupe after surviving dozens of missions into space unscathed. He was one of the most experienced space pilots in the world. He'd fought hard to win his berth on that mission.

      All gone, now. A driver lost control of his car. A little kid was crossing the street about six steps ahead of her mom. Dan didn’t even think - he just reacted. He rushed out into the crosswalk, body-checking the child clear of danger. She’d been fine. A few bumps and scrapes, but nothing the average six-year-old couldn’t recover from. Dan had taken the impact dead on and been hurled twenty feet through the air. He didn’t remember much of that, and was grateful for it. The doctors said he’d been lucky to survive at all.

      The man who’d smashed into Dan wasn't going to have his license back for a while, but that didn't help heal his badly fractured spine. NASA's policy toward an injury as severe as his had no leeway. As far as they were concerned, he was grounded for good. So he'd taken the early retirement with full benefits and disability that the Air Force had offered. A good deal, but as a consolation prize it sucked. He had some buddies in Panama who told him that income would let him live like a king down there.

      If only he could find some reason to live at all.

      Fifty seconds left on the countdown. The numbers ticked away on the corner of the TV screen.

      With thirty eight seconds left, Dan's phone rang. The sound startled him, but out of habit he answered it, not taking his eyes off the TV as he did.

      “Dan Wynn here.”

      He watched two more seconds tick away on the countdown before a distorted voice said “Dan! Was hoping to catch you. How're you holding up?”

      “Who is this?” Dan asked. He didn’t want to talk to anyone.

      “It's John,” the voice replied, after a short delay.

      “John, you have any idea what you're calling in the middle of?”

      Another brief delay, and then John said “I'm watching it too, Dan. Why do you think I called you now?” Dan could almost hear his friend's smile over the phone line.

      “I think you're interrupting,” he said, eyes narrowing. The last thing he needed right now was a pity call. Even from an old friend.

      Another pregnant pause. “Dan, I'm calling to offer you a vacation, and maybe a job if you want it. I need people I can trust, and you're top of the list.”

      “I'm flattered, but–” Dan broke off in mid-sentence as the Ares rocket launched, huge plumes of fire obscuring it from view for a moment before sending it skyward. As it lifted into the sky, all his hopes and wishes vanished with it.

      Being a pilot had been his life. Flying things into space had been everything he’d ever dreamed, and more. Now it was gone, all of it. He was a grounded astronaut, lost without anything left in his life that he valued. He couldn’t even regret the accident, damn it. Because he’d seen the little girl he saved. She and her parents had visited him while he recovered at the hospital. They’d been crying. The girl gave him a get-well card. And Dan knew that if he had to make the same choice again, he’d do precisely the same thing anyway. Even if saving someone else had cost him everything.

      “Dan. DAN.” John's voice was still nattering at him on the phone. “Listen to me.”

      “What?” Dan said. His voice sounded hollow to his ears.

      “Vacation, Dan. You need it. And I can use you, if you want to stay on, after.”

      “I can't,” Dan replied. “Still got paperwork to finish my retirement package, and the docs want to see me daily for rehab.”

      “I've already cleared your paperwork up. Had a general who owed me a favor. And we've got doctors on site who'll continue your rehab. But I need you here, Dan.”

      The little delays in John's responses finally made their way through Dan's muddled thoughts. A couple of seconds of pause, each time he spoke. It was the same amount of delay. Not a conversational pause, then, but one caused by distance.

      “Where are you, John?” he said, curiosity leaking into his voice. He took another sip from his bottle, trying to steady his thoughts.

      “I'm on the far side of the moon, Dan. Want to come up for a visit?”
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      Dan almost choked on his beer. He'd been expecting...well, something. With John, it was always something. The man was into everything, and had business interests involved across just about every sector of industry Dan could name. But that was one answer he hadn’t anticipated. What the hell was John doing on the moon? Dan was so startled that he almost missed the part about John asking him to join him there. In space. He blinked, his mouth suddenly dry. Another sip from his beer solved that and gave him a moment to focus his thoughts again. Was this life’s way of giving him a second chance?

      “Hell yes, I’ll join you,” Dan said at last.

      Another short pause, then John spoke again. “Put the drink down and go outside. A car will be waiting for you there. The driver will take you to my launchpad. That is, if you are still interested in going back into space?”

      Dan stared a moment at the TV again, where the camera was still following the plume of fire burning its way into the sky. For the first time all day, he could look at the ship without feeling like he was being stabbed through the heart. He still felt a pang watching the ship lift off into the evening sky, but it wasn’t accompanied by the same sense of utter hopelessness he’d felt just moments ago.

      “I'm on my way,” Dan said.

      He turned off his phone, slapped enough bills on the table to pay for his beers plus a healthy tip for the scowling waitress, and rolled out toward the door. Halfway there he stopped. He turned the chair around and went back over to the bar, rolling up next to the man he’d yelled at a few minutes before. The big guy looked down at him like he was expecting a second round of snark, but Dan held up both his hands in a peaceful gesture.

      “I wanted to say I’m sorry,” Dan said. “For being an asshole. It’s been a rough few weeks, but that doesn’t excuse it.”

      “No problem, man,” the guy - Larry, his name had been - replied. “Keep it real.”

      Dan nodded to him and turned to leave again. He felt lighter for having made the apology. It wasn’t like him to berate someone like that, and it hadn’t just been the beer talking, either. He knew John well enough to know that whatever he was calling Dan into space for, it was going to be interesting. He needed to be himself, for this. He needed to find himself again. The apology felt like a good first step.

      Dan reached the door and went out into the cool evening air. John was as good as his word. A young driver was already waiting out front, standing outside a large black SUV hybrid with a wheelchair lift built into the side. He expertly hooked Dan's chair up to the device, chatting amiably as he worked.

      “The boss was dead on right about you,” he said.

      “Oh?” Dan replied.

      “Yup. Called me, said you'd be out the door within five minutes. Took you three minutes thirty.”

      “Well. John always did know what buttons to push on people.”

      “He's good that way. I'm Andy. You're Dan Wynn, the astronaut?”

      The simple question rocked Dan. “I suppose...I am. Again.”

      The driver hooked straps from the vehicle to his chair to hold it in place. A few deft movements, and he was done. Dan was impressed; it usually took the taxi drivers a lot longer to get him situated. This guy knew what he was doing. Dan relaxed some. Cars still made him nervous, especially when he wasn’t the one driving them, but he felt like he could trust this driver. Andy tugged the straps a little, checked to make sure they were locked tight, and then slammed the door shut.

      Dan caught a glimpse of himself in the rear-view mirror and winced. His hair had grown out a lot in the six months since his injury. He hadn't bothered to keep it in a military trim, and now it was a dark, untidy mess. He ran his fingers through it, trying to restore some semblance of order without much success. He sighed and gave up. Short hair was so much easier to manage. Maybe John had a barber out there.

      “Boss said to give you these,” Andy said as he hopped back into the driver's seat. He passed back a bottle of cold Gatorade and a travel packet of extra-strength Tylenol.

      “Thought of everything, didn't the smug...” Dan muttered.

      John knew him too well. But he took the drink and the meds. The last thing he needed was to be hung over for a launch. John’s little present would help. Dan patted the leg bag hidden in his sweatpants and grimaced. His urine drained there. The docs had said he had enough bladder control to do without one now, and they had been pushing him to ditch the bag for days. But he'd resisted. So much trouble to get into a bathroom, then get up to use it. Too much trouble for someone who’d already given up on living. It was so much easier to just use the bag and Texas catheter. Now he felt embarrassed about the little condom-shaped device and the tube that ran into the hidden bag. He'd been drinking a lot tonight, and his bag was already mostly full.

      “Andy, I've got a problem,” he said.

      “Yeah?”

      He winced. This wasn't fun to explain to a stranger. “I need to change out my leg bag. Old one is just about full of processed beer piss. I've got a spare with me, but you got something for the old one?”

      Andy passed back a plastic bag. “Cap it, stick it in there and tie it off. Then rest, why don't you? We've got a longish drive ahead.”

      Dan unhooked the bag and swapped in the new one, capped the old bag, and then placed it into the fresh plastic bag as the driver had suggested. He wasn't sure what to do with the tied-off bag and its contents, so he plopped it onto the floor. It wasn't going to make a mess now, anyway. Dan decided that it was well past time to get over himself and get rid of the leg bag crutch. He popped the Tylenol and leaned back as much as his wheelchair would allow. He gulped down some of the sports drink.

      Lulled by the gentle rumble of the vehicle, he fell into the first nightmare free sleep he'd had in weeks.
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      John Caraway sat at his desk, looking out over one of the most splendid vistas ever seen by human eyes. The wall screen in front of him wasn't a real window, of course. His office was buried under a thick layer of lunar rock. The entire complex was. Safer that way. The rock served to block both solar radiation and peeping eyes.

      But he loved the view, so whenever he wasn't using the screen for something else, he had it set to a live camera on the surface. Right now the sun was dawning over the horizon on the moonscape. It would creep along like that for days, slowly shifting the shadows over the cratered rock. One lunar day/night cycle was about twenty eight Earth days long, so each dawn was something he treasured. Every time he thought he had memorized those patterns, they seemed to surprise him with something new. The two weeks when this part of the moon was turned away from the sun felt interminable, sometimes.

      But during the lunar day, he enjoyed sitting there watching the slow creep of light overcome the darkness. He'd hung his wife's picture on the wall to one side of his desk so that they could share the view. He knew Satori would have loved it as much as he did.

      An alarm beeped urgently from his console, interrupting his thoughts.

      “Majel, display radar to main screen,” he said.

      “Acknowledged,” the computer replied in a woman's voice. John’s wall screen changed in an instant to reflect the local radar telemetry. He bounded from his desk for a closer look, skipping over the fiberglass floor in the low gravity. He might be pushing fifty, but on the moon he sometimes felt like a kid thanks to the reduced gravity.

      There it was again, the trace of the satellite as its orbit carried it once more toward his base. It would pass almost directly overhead in about ten minutes, according to the display data. He tapped the screen to zoom in on the object.

      This was the tenth time in the last three days that particular satellite had zipped by overhead. In fact, the computer analysis of its course showed that it had changed trajectory more than once in order to shift orbits and pass by his base from a different angle. The satellite was ostensibly owned by an Indian mining corporation. John had queried their main office about the device, and been told that it was making survey passes to look for prime sites for launching their own helium-3 operation. Since the first operational fusion reactors had come online a few years ago, mining for helium-3 on Luna had become a high agenda item for a number of nations. It wasn't abundant in the regolith of the moon, but it was impossible to get on Earth in the volumes required to head off the blooming energy crisis. It was probably now the most valuable substance in the solar system. Everyone wanted to stake their own claim in the new ‘gold rush’.

      Yeah, the satellite could be a survey device. Or that could just be a good cover. John's mining operation was the first one successfully pulling helium-3 from the moon. A lot of folks were interested in how he was doing it. Corporate espionage was a real risk, and he had secrets within secrets that he didn’t want getting out to the world just yet. If his rivals on Earth had an inkling of the full scope of what he was doing here, there would be a lot more satellites out there.

      “Majel, ring General Bennett's office, please? Tell them that satellite is doing another fly-by.”

      Bennett was his link into the United States military command. His office was the one that had fronted the money for Caraway Industries to start this venture up. John's pitch was a good one: if the Army had first dibs on the helium-3 Caraway pulled out, they'd be set for energy reserves. He made the issue into one of national security – if he didn't get there first, another nation was going to do so. The generals made nice with politicians and got him the money he'd needed that the private sector couldn't afford. Overnight, John had gotten access to every Swiftbow rocket the Air Force could manufacture. At a cost of four billion dollars per launch, the start-up expenses had run into the low twelve digits in launch costs alone.

      The energy crisis was bad enough that the generals hadn't blinked.

      So in a scant six months, the moon had gone from having no humans on the surface, to his base operational, with a crew of almost a hundred. Already his mining engines were chewing up huge chunks of lunar regolith, grinding it into dust which could be processed into various components. The real gem was the helium-3, of course, but he was hoping to refine plenty of other materials out of the stuff as well. Silicon, aluminum, even titanium could be found in that dust. Some of it he'd use to expand the base, while more valuable bits were dropped back to Earth. One of the first things he'd sent out to the budding base was the biggest digital fabricator he could buy. The thing filled a room here. Even disassembled, it had taken the entire payload of one rocket launch to get it from Earth to the moon.

      But that fabricator had been crucial. From the debris left by tunneling out the base, he'd had the machine kick out silicon fiberglass for wall, floor, and ceiling panels. It had manufactured the doors, the furniture, and much more. Digital fabrication had come a long way in recent years – ten years before, hauling all the materials up from Earth would have made a base this big impossible.

      Instead, he had the makings of a self-sufficient city on the moon. Solar panels supported their power needs. The mining operation gave them access to minerals which they could then refine into most items through the fabrication machine. The hydroponics level gave them a means to recycle wastes, transform carbon dioxide into breathable oxygen, and fresh vegetables. The only tight spot was water - but the base had been built on top of a cavern filled with water ice. With careful recycling that ice had more than enough to supply their oxygen and water needs for years to come.

      Plenty of time to figure out what they were going to do next. This base held secrets which could not remain hidden forever. Sooner or later John knew he would have to reveal what he was developing there to the world at large. He just needed a little more time. Time to show the world what was possible. Time to create a vision that would take humanity into the future.

      He watched the satellite cross overhead on his screen and hoped that he would have enough.
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      John's door chimed, bringing his thoughts back to the here and now. He quickly checked the hall camera to see who had arrived and smiled when he recognized her at once. He’d been expecting this visit.

      “Come,” he said.

      The door split down the middle, each half sliding into recessed ports on the walls with the quiet sound of electric motors whirring. He'd built every door in the base the same. In an emergency, those would slam shut, keeping atmosphere in wherever possible for as long as possible. Luna was a dangerous place, but he'd taken as many precautions as he reasonably could. The base was built to last, as solid a foundation for his work as engineering could provide.

      The woman standing in the doorway paused until the doors had slipped back completely, and then stepped inside his office. The doors slid closed after she'd crossed the threshold. John took one look at her stormy face and tried not to wince. This was not a woman to trifle with on the best of days. Especially so when her temper was up.

      “What do you think that satellite is up to now?” she said.

      “Hello, Beth. How's the rebuild on our project coming?”

      “It's well hidden from that floating spy-cam,” she snapped back. “But having satellites zipping by overhead is going to make it very hard for us to do any testing once the construction is complete.”

      “Nonsense,” John said. “We'll make it work. I knew from the start that we were going to attract interest up here. So long as it looks like our work here is all about mining and solar collection, no one's going to suspect anything else is going on. Certainly, no one would guess what we actually have.”

      Beth frowned. “No, probably not. And the project is buried deep enough that they can't spot it from orbit. But I still worry. Eventually you're going to have to run tests, you know.”

      “Actually, I plan to do so next week, if you can be ready.” He waited calmly for the explosion he knew was coming. Beth didn't disappoint.

      “Next week! And when were you planning to tell your lead engineer?” She glared at him, hands on hips.

      “I’m doing so now. I said, if you can be ready,” John replied. “Can you?”

      “Possibly. If we push hard on the final installations and checks. We could maybe manage a week,” Beth said. “But that’s jumping the schedule up quite a lot. Besides, you still need a pilot, right? Qualified ones aren’t exactly easy to come by, not with a dozen governments offering big bucks to them.”

      “And we need someone we can trust, which makes it even more challenging,” John reminded her. “But I've got one.”

      “Who?” Beth said.

      John flashed her a grin. “Guess.”

      “No. You did not,” she said, voice flat and dangerous.

      John sighed. This was going to be hard. He wasn’t the only one who had a history with the pilot he’d selected. He’d already given up on convincing Beth in the values of this plan. That was why he’d put things in motion before he discussed the matter with her. At the end of the day, John was still the one writing the checks that kept this place running. It was his base. It was his call.

      “I trust him. You even trust him, if you think about it. And Dan's as qualified as you can get. If he hadn't been hit by a car, he'd be on his way to Mars right now,” John replied.

      “I still think we ought to talk about this more before you–”

      “He's on his way here. It's done, Beth. Dan's in.”

      Her mouth snapped shut in a thin line, her eyes narrowing. John had to struggle to keep from flinching at the flint he saw in her eyes. This whole thing might be a bigger problem than he’d thought. If Beth was this angry, it meant that she still cared. He’d have to watch the situation carefully as it developed, but the die had been cast. He was standing by his decision, damn it.

      “Fine. If that's all, then? I have to get back to work if you want me to be ready on your time line,” Beth said.

      Without waiting for his answer, she turned on her heel and left the office.

      John tapped a button on his desk, restoring the view to his camera, and stared out across the moonscape. He was taking a big chance, bringing Dan into the mix, and not just because of Beth’s issues. He knew that. But Dan really was one of the best possible solutions to his pilot problem. They'd been friends since college – Dan, a bright youngster with his head in the stars, and he a middle-aged businessman trying to learn about the new frontier, so he could be on the cutting edge when the expected commercial space boom exploded. If there was anyone he could trust to keep a secret, it would be Dan. He needed someone who was very good, and he needed someone he could trust implicitly. Dan filled both needs to a T.

      But his friend was damaged goods. John had managed to get a peek at Dan's psych evaluation along with the medical records on his accident. One stroke of bad luck, and Dan had gone from NASA's rising star to being delisted as a pilot and medically discharged from the Air Force.

      He clasped his hands behind his back. His friend was hurt more deeply than just the damage to his spine, severe as that was. His pride, his sense of self, his sense of purpose – John knew what it was like to wake up one day without a reason to keep on living. He'd never repay the debt he owed, but maybe he could make a start by giving Dan back that sense of purpose.

      A little speck of light flashed by his camera view for a minute; the satellite sliding by the base, taking more pictures to send who-knew-where. So many balls in the air, John thought. And the price for dropping any of them could be catastrophic.

      He sat down in his chair again and turned to the picture of his wife, as he often did when he was troubled. Her smile always reminded him why he was here. Satori had wanted to travel into space – to reach out into the beyond as far from the Earth as she possibly could. To her, the vastness of space was not empty, but full of mystery and wonder. But she'd shelved those dreams for a life with him, and then her star had been snuffed out trying to bring their son into the world. He'd thought that her dreams would have died with her.

      “But I have carried you into space, my love,” he said softly. “And I will make your name remembered, so that no one will ever speak of humanity's journey into the stars without saying it.”
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      Dan woke up when the vehicle stopped. He blinked and looked around, feeling more sober after his rest during the ride. He knew this spot well; Andy had driven him to the Florida International Spaceport, the same set of pads from which NASA launched the Mars mission earlier this evening. A Swiftbow IV rocket was already standing in another launch berth a short distance away. It looked ready to go. That had to be his ride. Andy opened the door and reached in to unbuckle him, but he’d already undone the straps.

      “Eager to get out there?” Andy said, flashing a knowing grin.

      Dan couldn’t help but like this man with his easygoing manner and quick smile. He found himself hoping that Andy was more than just ground support for John. Maybe they’d see each other again, out there. Or after he returned. He found himself liking the idea and looking forward to it. That itself felt new to Dan. Looking forward to things was a concept he thought he had given up after the accident.

      “Damn right,” Dan replied.

      “Well, we’ll get you loaded right away. You’re the only new personnel flying out on this trip. The rest of the payload is supplies for the base,” Andy said as he worked the lift to lower Dan’s chair back down to the ground.

      “Base? How big an operation is John running out there?” Dan asked. And how had he missed hearing about all this? It wasn’t like he’d checked out entirely…except he realized that he had. Dan hadn’t been keeping up on the news much for the last six months. It hadn’t seemed to matter, so he didn’t really care.

      “You’ll see,” Andy said.

      A man in an orange jumpsuit ran over from the launch pad and moved as if to help with the wheelchair like he was an invalid. Dan cocked an eyebrow at him and engaged the motor, powering past the guy toward his ticket back into space. He might be stuck in a chair, but he could get around on his own just fine. He didn’t need someone to push him around. Besides, the motor chair would get him there faster than the guy would push, and he was anxious to be aboard and start this adventure. Half of him felt afraid this was all a dream, and that if he didn’t grab the chance fast enough someone was going to come along and tell him that he couldn’t go.

      “Hey, you'll want this,” Andy called to him, holding a tablet in his hand. “Some homework here about John's mining operation. John had me load some books he thought you'd like, too. It's a long flight.”

      Dan stopped and looked at him intently. With most of the alcohol out of his system, he was better able to take in the man's appearance. Andy was practically made of lean muscle. His blonde hair was slashed short in a cut that wasn't quite military. He wore a white polo shirt and beige slacks, with a casual charcoal blazer to round off the outfit. Andy turned for a moment, and Dan saw the telltale signs of a pistol holstered under his jacket in the small of his back.

      “Not going up?” Dan asked.

      “Not this time, Mr. Wynn.”

      “Call me Dan, please. Off to fetch more special projects for John?”

      “Something like that,” Andy replied noncommittally before heading back to the car and driving off.

      An interesting man. Military or a vet, Dan would bet money on that. Probably some sort of combat arms. It was there in the way Andy walked, the careful cadence of step that said he had experience moving with deadly force when he had to. He’d forgotten to ask if Andy would be joining them at Luna or not. Dan hoped he would. He seemed like someone who would be interesting to talk with.

      “This way please, sir,” the annoying guy in orange said, then started off toward the launch pad. Dan engaged the motor in his wheelchair again and followed, catching back up quickly. They reached the base of the rocket, and the technician inserted a card into a slot, which opened the elevator doors to allow them access. Dan followed him in, and they began gliding their way to the top of the rocket.

      He admired the vehicle as they sailed past it toward the capsule. The Swiftbow was a smallish vehicle mostly used to boost commercial satellites into orbit. Light and fast, if a bit bumpy on the takeoff compared to the larger rockets NASA tended to use for astronauts. But today there were four crew on board, including himself. He was last to arrive, so he didn't get a good look at any of them before shifting over to his flight chair.

      The same obnoxious tech who'd escorted him in pushed the wheelchair back into the lift before returning to check on him. When he got back he made as if to buckle Dan into the seat, and Dan had to chuckle a little at the look on his face when he saw the straps already expertly done up.

      “Kid, I've logged more hours in these rockets than just about anyone else alive,” Dan said.

      The tech's face lit up with a smile. “I know, sir. Should've known better. I read about what you did.”

      “Yeah?” Dan said, his expression suddenly guarded. The other man seemed not to notice.

      “It was what a hero would do, sir. Glad to see you going back out there.” He stepped out of the capsule and closed the hatch.

      A hero? Dan had been given that line before. The Air Force had even given him some silly medal or other over the episode. He hadn’t felt heroic at the time. He’d just done what needed doing. What he thought anyone would have done if they’d seen a little kid in danger. You help those who can’t help themselves. That wasn’t heroic. It was just part of being a decent human being.

      Wasn’t it? Dan worried at the problem for a few minutes, thinking it over without coming to a resolution he was happy with. Then the rumbling of the rocket’s engines as they prepared to lift off brought him back to reality. Adrenaline shot through him, same as it always had right before launch. Only this time was even better, more sweet than ever before, because he’d thought that this was lost to him forever.

      Ten minutes later, they were off. No delays? Dan was impressed.

      Acceleration during liftoff hurt his back, enough pain that it made him bite his lip to keep from swearing.

      OK, launch hurt. No shock there. But it was that sort of pulled muscle pain, like when you were trying to work something injured again a little too soon. He had a feeling pulling any serious gees in the future would always at least twinge a little, but he could cope with that. He'd welcome it, if it meant being able to work in space again.

      He smiled. He was really doing it. Strapped into the top of this roman candle on steroids, he was going back into space. He'd thought this part of his life was over. Next to that, the pain didn't matter. Neither did not knowing what John was up to – and knowing John, he was up to something...

      ...and then he was weightless again, and the pain went away. Not just faded, not merely less. Gone. He took a deep breath, exhaled. The pain in his back had been with him ever since the accident. Surgery and rehab afterward hadn't taken it all away, although it had gotten better. Pain medication hadn't taken it all away either. But the weightlessness of space took the pressure off screaming nerves in his damaged spine, and gave blessed relief.

      He knew he was grinning like a school kid, but he couldn't help himself. Yeah, John was up to something. And it would be something exciting, something amazing. With John, it always was.

      It could even be something worth living for.
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      Beth slid down the ladder to the hangar deck, feet dangling free, letting her hands slow her fall in the lunar gravity. She preferred to come down this way from her room on the floor above. Why take an elevator when you can drift down instead? One had to make the most of simple pleasures. Some days being on the moon felt like she was a little kid, sitting in the middle of the best playground ever created. Not that she’d let the people working for her get wind of such ideas. She’d never be able to keep discipline if they knew she had feelings like that.

      The huge room was only dimly lit. The work crew was off shift right now. They'd never been able to collect enough techs whom they could trust absolutely to have more than one shift working on the project. This part of the base was deep underground, at the lowest level of the facility. Only a handful of John's staff were permitted access to the area. The retinal scanners in the elevator made sure of that. Secrecy was paramount to the project. If even a rumor of what they were working on got off the base and back to Earth, they’d be sunk.

      She really ought to be in bed. They'd all be back at it early in the morning, and there was still much to do if they were going to make John’s crazy schedule. But Beth was still fuming inside. Going to bed now would be futile – all she'd be able to think about would be Dan. Coming here. John was good at dropping surprises in her lap, but she resented the hell out of this one. She’d come down here where she would have a little privacy to cool down.

      Without thinking about it, she looked down at her left hand, where her ring used to be. When she realized she was looking, she shook her head with a sharp, decisive motion. That was a lifetime ago. She'd treat Dan just as she did everyone else. She hoped he felt the same, and would be able to maintain the same professional detachment she intended to display. If not, that was just too bad. It would be his problem, not hers.

      Little pools of illumination from a few emergency lights spilled across the floor in front of her. They partially lit the metal frames around the project – her baby, her night and day obsession for the past few months. She walked a slow circle around the scaffolding, making mental notes about what sort of work had to be prioritized, if she was to have everything ready for next week. The crew was going to hate the rush. But they'd put as much sweat and tears into the work as she had. They'd be willing to put in the hours for a last push. And John was right – time was short. They needed to make this work and get some results worth showing soon. Those satellites floating above them on a daily basis were a clear indication that the world wasn’t willing to just leave them alone up on the moon. Others would be coming to set up their own bases. The secret would become more difficult to keep as the weeks wore on.

      As she rounded the far end of the scaffolding, she heard a clatter from somewhere behind her in the gloom. The sound of metal clanging against metal echoed hollowly off the stone walls. Beth froze, wary, and then took a few cautious steps toward the sound. This area should be on lockdown during the off shift. No one but she or John should be here.

      “Is someone there?” she called, trying for as stern a voice as she could manage.

      No response. The darkness in the room seemed to glower at her. She’d never felt nervous in this chamber before, but Beth had the feeling she wasn’t alone down there. And she should be.

      “Anyone?”

      Still nothing. She stopped just outside one of the pools of light. There was plenty of reason for some healthy concern when it came to this job. Every nation on the planet below would be fighting it out for what they had here, if the word got out. That's why John hand-picked every person who was told what was really going on in the depths of his lunar base. Not that the solar power collection and helium-3 mining weren't important – they were. But what he had down here was so much more than that.

      “Computer, full illumination,” she said in a loud voice. Immediately, lights came on across the ceiling, blanketing the room with bright white light. The darkness was banished as if it had never been, and polished metal gleamed everywhere in an expansive room, perhaps half the size of a football field and half as tall.

      Still, she saw nothing. No movement, no one there at all. She walked through the scaffolding, looking for what might have made the noise, and finally found a small tray of tools scattered on the floor. Someone must have forgotten them, left them out, and they happened to tip over.

      “Getting too nervous about this whole thing,” she said ruefully. She needed sleep. Between the stress of the schedule and her worries over John’s selection as pilot, she was imagining things. A good night of sleep would set her right. Tomorrow they’d begin the final stages of the project.

      She collected the tools back into their tray and placed them on top of a large tool bin set around the frame. She'd sort out just where they were supposed to go tomorrow. For now, she needed rest. It was going to be a busy week. But she was excited about what would come after. All of the labor they’d put into this project would finally be realized. Some people down on Earth were going to be very surprised with what they had here, once they were ready for the big reveal. But first they needed to show that it worked, and that meant testing.

      A short walk took her back to the ladder, and as she set her hands on the rungs, she said “Computer, lights out.” The system obediently bathed the room in shadow again as she began to climb.
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      The excitement of being back in space had worn a bit thin during the two day journey to the moon, even with the reading material Andy had provided him. The stopover at the International Space Station had been nice, but the trip from there was an uneventful cargo shuttle ride. Dan still couldn't suppress a grin as he wheeled his new chair down the shuttle ramp into the bay. The old motorized beast had been left behind on Earth; too much expense to lift it into space. Instead, as soon as his ride had landed on the moon a nurse had rolled in with a new chair, all plexiglass and aluminum, built on site. Probably built specifically for him. No motor meant he had to wheel it around himself, but the gravity was so light here that it wasn’t really a bother. If anything, he had a feeling he’d have to watch out not to push too fast and lose control.

      The chair was nice, but his grin was for John, standing there in the hall ahead of him and practically dancing from foot to foot in excitement. He was always like that when he was eager to show off some new toy or pet project. And his enthusiasm was always catching, so Dan found himself feeling that familiar eagerness spread through him as well. Whatever John was involved in up here, it had to be exciting to light that fire behind his friend’s eyes.

      “Dan, good to see you!” John reached out and pumped Dan's hand.

      “You too, John. Thanks for inviting me up. You're right, this was amazing. Just what I needed.”

      “You don't know the half of it. But I could really use your help, if you're willing,” John said.

      “I figured you weren't going to the expense of hauling me up here for a joy ride.” He'd hoped as much, anyway. Dan could have lived with the trip if it was really just a pity vacation. Being back in space felt that good. It would have taken away the sting. But he'd hoped for more, and now he was burning with anticipation.

      “So, show me?” Dan asked.

      “Follow me.”

      John led the way down the hall, into a lift. Dan wheeled himself along behind him, appreciating that his friend hadn’t asked if he needed help with the chair. Independence was going to be a touchy subject for a while, and he was glad that John never even brought it up. The doors snapped shut after the two of them had entered, leaving the other crew from the shuttle unloading. The lift felt big with just the two of them; Dan noticed that John hadn't invited the other new arrivals, and no one else had come anywhere near this elevator.

      He looked up at his old friend, saw new creases and lines that hadn't been there when they'd last met in person. The old sprinkling of gray had spread across his hair, too. It had been a couple of years, but it seemed like John had aged more than that.

      Then John met his gaze. For a moment his face lit up with that boyish excitement again, before he schooled it back into a more serious mask. But the fire was still lit, there in his eyes if you knew him well enough to look. When John got that look, his enthusiasm was contagious.

      The elevator was still descending. “Seems like we're going down a long way,” Dan said.

      “We are. The project is about half a kilometer below the surface.”

      “Why so deep? I thought you were mining helium?”

      “We are, up top. This is another project. It's down deep because of security...and other reasons. You'll see. If you still want to be on board, after you hear the conditions.” John pulled out a tablet computer from a deep leg pocket.

      “First off, what you will be shown is a secret known to only about two dozen individuals, period. It can't go any farther than that. Not now, at least. I've gone to incredible lengths to ensure the tightest security possible for the project. If you want in, you have to agree to the terms beforehand. Two years here on the lunar base, no unmonitored contact with Earth allowed, no returns to Earth without my explicit permission. If you see the project and want out, that's fine; you'll be put up here at the base above us at my expense. No salary. If you sign on, you get the salary and benefits listed in the contract here.”

      He held the tablet out. Dan tried to read his mood as he took the device, but his friend had a good poker face on.

      Dan scanned the contract and whistled. “I've signed NDAs before, John. But the contract you're offering beats the Air Force all to hell.”

      John grinned down at him. “Well, that’s the plus side of working in the private sector. And there's some hazard involved as well. You need to thumb-stamp the NDA now, but you can wait on the contract until you hear the details.”

      Dan pressed his thumb to the first document, tabbed to the second with his finger. He scanned the text. Two years at these rates would set him up for a long while to come, if he was careful with his cash. He shrugged and pressed his thumb into the stamp, letting the tablet take biometric readings and a fingerprint from him, sealing the contract. It wasn't like he had a lot of other plans.

      “I trust you, John,” he said, handing the tablet back. It was a big leap, but his gut said he wouldn't regret this.

      The elevator shuddered to a stop, but the doors didn't open immediately. John pressed a thumb against a spot on the panel, and placed his eye before a retinal scanner. Only then did a light over the door glow green.

      “Majel, allow access for myself plus one,” John said.

      The doors ground slowly open.

      Dan was about to make a joke about John's ongoing affair with his computer, but what he saw stripped the thoughts from his mind. He rolled closer for a better look.

      The room was enormous, but Dan didn't have eyes for the room. Instead, he was drawn to the centerpiece, a great latticework of aluminum scaffolding, gleaming softly in the light. And buried beneath the bars and beams, a ship.

      At first glance, it looked a lot like the shuttle he had taken from the International Space Station to the moon. But where the lunar shuttles were blocky things, designed to fly in space, this looked aerodynamic. It had the sleek lines of a jet fighter, and delta shaped wings slipped gracefully from the sides of the ship. Sitting between the wings were the engines, which looked larger than anything Dan had seen on a shuttle before.

      He waffled between curiosity and a sense of disappointment. The ship was gorgeous, but why all the secrecy over a new shuttle design? There had to be more to it. He glanced up at John, who merely shrugged and crossed his arms over his chest. He wanted Dan to figure out the mystery for himself? Fine, he could do that. He looked back at the ship, then began wheeling himself closer.

      Dan rolled under the scaffolds in an arch-like spot, reaching out to touch the sleek metal. High density alloy composites – high grade stuff, horrifically expensive, he knew. The ship was built to take a beating, and to last for a long time. There were several doors down the side of the ship's twenty meter length, some open, some closed. A handful of men and women worked busily as bees around a hive, flitting here and there with components.

      He rolled down toward the rear of the ship, intending to take a look at the engines. It didn't seem like the ship had a lot of space for fuel, so he had to wonder how much range it would have. Then he reached the engines, and stopped cold.

      He'd expected to see the regular nozzles all rockets used to propel themselves with some combination of fuel and oxidizer. Mankind had been using that same system for primary propulsion for about a hundred years now.

      This ship didn't have any nozzles. Or any sort of propulsion that he could discern. Instead, the rear of the ship was mounted with a series of large disks, each about the size of a tabletop. They seemed to be made of some sort of metal, but he couldn't identify the alloy on sight, and they were out of his reach. As he examined them, his head started throbbing a little.

      “Don't stare at them too long, Dan. The headaches are one bit we haven't figured out yet,” John said. He'd walked in beside him while he was lost in examination.

      “What do you mean, haven't figured out yet? Didn't you build them?”

      “No. We found them. That's the secret.”

      “Found them?” Dan's brow furrowed. “Where?”

      “Here, Dan. We found them here on the moon, half a kilometer below the surface. We discovered them when we found this cave. Along with a bunch of other things.”
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      A hidden ship, buried on the moon? It wasn't possible. That was the stuff of science fiction, not reality. John had to be pulling his leg.

      “You’re messing with me. What’s the story?” Dan asked.

      “That’s it,” John said, shaking his head. His face was serious. “We almost missed the place entirely, because it was so deep. I was planning the solar and mining operation out here and sent probes over to look for underground caverns. It’s easier and safer to convert underground spaces into living areas than to build domes on the surface. Healthier for the folks who have to live here, too. Anyway, one probe came back with an odd reading at this spot, so we went in for a closer look. At one point, this cave was part of some sort of larger complex. Mostly gone now, although we've unearthed a bit of it. But the hangar was intact, and there were the remains of a ship in here. An old, old ship.”

      “How old are we talking, John?” Dan asked quietly. He still felt like he ought to be waiting for the punchline of a joke.

      “Maybe a thousand years. Maybe older. Hard to say for certain.” He watched the corner of John's smile quirk up a little on his otherwise serious face.

      The number floored him. A ship out here, a base out here, from a time before humanity had even learned about flight? Again, it didn't seem possible, but John wasn't wearing a joking face. Dan looked at the ship again, and the strange disks on the back immediately brought back his headache. They were strange, in a way he’d never seen before. Was this all for real?

      “So you rebuilt the ship,” he said. “What does the drive do? How does it work?”

      “We haven't flown it yet. We have theories, but until we test, it's hard to say for sure. Not a lot of the ship survived, really, so it was a major rebuilding project. The power plant was intact, which was the most important component. The drives, too, which seem to be some sort of gravity drive. The main computer, although a lot of the database is either corrupted or beyond our ability to access. And a couple of other cool gadgets. Watch this,” John said. Then he called out in a loud voice “Can we get a cloak demonstration, please?”

      A couple of the crew nodded and bustled into the ship, heading toward the nose. Dan waited another minute, wondering what they were doing, and then the ship just vanished. One moment it was there, and the next it simply wasn't anymore. On instinct, Dan wheeled toward where the ship had been, but John reached out to stop him.

      “Whoa! Not so fast, you'll hurt yourself. It's still there.”

      Dan braked, then reached out a tentative hand. He made contact with smooth metal, gliding under his fingers, completely unseen.

      “It's invisible?”

      “Yup.” John had that kid's grin back in his voice, and looking over his shoulder Dan saw it was there on his face as well.

      “Well, close to it anyway,” he continued. “The cloak is actually a field. We think it was pre-set for the original size of the ship. It's not something we've been able to tinker with, anyway, so the field is still the same size. Over here, it matches the hull pretty completely, because we rebuilt the engine frame about the same. But up by the nose, there are patches you can stand inside the field and be as invisible as the ship.”

      Dan ran his hand over the invisible hull almost reverently, marveling at how solid and real it felt to his fingers, without even the slightest trace of its existence perceived by his eyes. “She's quite a ship, John. What do you have planned for her?”

      “Well, I plan to take her up and go exploring. And I'd like you to fly her.”

      Dan closed his eyes and bowed his head a little, hand still resting on the hull. He was torn between profound awe and childlike wonder.

      “You're one of the best, Dan. I need the best for this. Earth needs the best for this. You see – that drive on the back of the ship, while faster than anything else we have, is still just an in-system drive. The ship has a second drive as well.”

      Dan looked up, locked eyes with his friend.

      “It's got a wormhole drive, too. Near as we can tell, anyway. It vanishes everything we send into it, and best we can extrapolate, it's shipping them someplace.”

      “You can't tell for sure?”

      “The ship didn't really come with a manual,” John replied with a wry grin. “We're figuring all this out as we go along, although we've made some headway in translating the language, thanks to Majel's assistance. The destinations programmed in all seem to be light years away. We sent out a couple of probes, but we think it might be decades before we get any kind of direct signal back from them. But when we opened the wormhole again we were able to make radio contact with the probes, and the video they sent back to us showed star-fields which were not from our solar system.”

      Dan settled back in his seat, trying to take it all in. “So you've found an impossible ship that's thousands of years old, buried in the moon. It can cloak. It can travel between stars. You intend to use it to go visiting these other stars. And you want me to fly her?” Dan watched John's smile grow wider with each word. As if there was any doubt how he would answer. “I am so in. Wouldn't miss it.”

      “Knew you'd be crazy enough that I could count on you.”

      There was a short buzzing sound, and the ship snapped back into view. The abrupt appearance of such a large object right in front of him was a startling experience for Dan. It was like it was not there one moment, and then suddenly visible.

      “Who's messing about and slowing my work crews down?” asked a voice from nearer to the nose of the ship.

      Dan blinked. He knew that voice. He pulled his wheelchair back to get a better look at the speaker.

      And there she was, wearing the same bright orange jumpsuit as the other crew working on the ship. Her hair was back in a ponytail, but he knew if she pulled the hair tie out it would float about her head in a mass of uncontrollable brown curls. No makeup. She hardly ever wore any, and never when she was working. He'd never thought she needed it.

      How long had it been?

      Beth was taking long strides down the length of the ship toward them. Her mouth was set in a hard line, and her eyes narrowed a bit when she spared a quick glance for him.

      “John,” she said, “Bad enough you set me an impossible deadline. I don't need you down here mucking about and delaying my crew.”

      “Sorry,” John said, the twinkle in his eye belying the contrite tone of voice. “I'll try to stay out of your way. I was just introducing Dan to the ship.”

      She looked down her nose at Dan. “Welcome aboard. I hope you can fly this thing as well as John thinks you can.”

      Dan felt his hackles raising at her tone. “I'm sure I can figure it out, if you and the grease monkeys can get her ready to fly.”

      John's eye movements flickered back and forth between them. “Right. OK, Dan, time to go. Lots to do. I've set you up in a room, and given you priority access to Majel's processor cycles, so she can work with you on simulations of piloting the ship. She's extrapolated the flight sim controls from the results of our experiments.”

      Beth had already turned and was walking back to her crew, calling out orders as she went, so Dan missed seeing her close her eyes, missed the pain etched in her brow. He only saw her stalk away from him.

      He wheeled back to the lift, John following close behind. Dan waited until the lift doors had closed before saying another word.

      “You could have warned me, John,” Dan said, eyes locked on the elevator door.

      “Would you have come, if I had? Or would you have kept drinking yourself into a stupor every night?”

      “That's not fair.” Dan spun in place to face John, one wheel going in each direction like the halves of his heart in that moment.

      But it was probably an accurate assessment, he mused. The prospect of seeing Beth again might have been enough to keep him away.

      “Do you regret coming?” John asked softly.

      “No.” The prospect of flying a ship to other stars? That trumped everything. It was every little kid's daydream. And a chance to live his adult dreams again, too. “No regrets.”
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      Charline Foster pulled her van into a quiet alley nearby the Texatronic Industries headquarters building. She couldn’t get onto the actual company campus anymore without raising too many eyebrows. Oh, she could probably hack a brief clearance for herself and be admitted. The guys working the main gate knew her. They wouldn’t think anything was up if she popped in one more time to grab a few things.

      But then she’d be on cameras. Her arrival and departure times would be logged. Charline wanted this little expedition to be so totally off the books that no one would be able to trace any of it back to her. So instead of slipping into the compound, her van was parked half a mile away, between Terry’s Bar and a store covered with signs saying they would ‘pay top dollar’ for gold and silver. It wasn’t the sort of neighborhood she wanted to stay in for long, but it ought to be OK for long enough to get the job done.

      She glared down at her laptop as she hammered the keys. Fire her, would they? Charline fumed quietly to herself. She was the one who Fred Heimsman had come on to. She was the one he’d asked into his office for a private conference, which turned into a session of him asking her for a ‘special massage’. Which she declined, and when the asshole tried to persist she hammered the point home with her knee into his groin.

      Charline had taken the issue directly to Human Resources. She’d been told to go home, that they would deal with the matter. Three days later she was holding a pink slip. Was that really how they thought the world worked? They figured they could just get rid of the victim and absolve themselves of problems? Charline had already contacted a lawyer who was going to have a little chat with them later in the day.

      But first, she was going to get a little of her own back. They’d hired Charline because she was one of the best network defense specialists in the world. Well, they were about to learn that all of those tricks that made her good at securing their systems could also be used for an offensive.

      The night before, she’d piloted a small drone onto their campus. The tiny thing was only a little bigger than her hand. So small that it was hard to hear, and almost impossible to spot the dark gray body at night. The drone was carrying a wifi extender, along with all the protocols it needed to link into the main building’s wireless internet. With the extender, Charline didn’t need to be in the building to access their secure internal network. She could punch directly into their hardware from right where she was.

      The first computer she went into was Heimsman’s. She was curious how he’d managed to avoid getting the boot. Why had they dumped her instead? It became obvious pretty quickly. Heimsman had some potent blackmail material. Seems the company CEO had been involved in some extra-curricular activities while on a company retreat. Things that the Board of Directors - and his wife - would likely be a little upset about. Charline grabbed the files and set them to upload to Heimsman and the CEO’s public Facebook accounts in an hour. That ought to make life interesting for them.

      It also meant that she was on a clock. Someone would notice the Facebook posts within minutes of when they went live. It wouldn’t take them long to realize their security had been breached. Charline had about an hour to do the rest of her damage.

      The job took her half of that.

      She hammered the system with everything she had. Her hand-crafted virus tore through their storage, reducing saved files to gibberish. Along the way she found a bunch of other files which were incriminating in one way or another. Those she grabbed and stored on her laptop. It might be useful at some point to have a little leverage - you never knew when it might come in handy to be able to threaten a few key people with prison time.

      Then she smoked the machines themselves. Charline figured she was bricking a few tens of millions of dollars in hardware. By the time she was halfway through, the security teams inside the building had started to catch on. They were trying to take the network offline to protect what hadn’t been hit yet, but it was way too late for that. She’d trained half of those people. It wasn’t hard to hack circles around them.

      Oh, the company would survive. But between the data loss and the dead servers, she’d cost them about as much as her salary would have been for the next forty years. Served them right. Charline carefully disconnected from the servers, covering her tracks with each step of her retreat. Not that there was much left of the machines she’d invaded, but she wasn’t taking any chances. Then she pressed a button which would order the drone to fly out into the Gulf of Mexico and drown itself in the ocean.

      Leaning back in her seat, she stared down at the laptop. It was done. She’d finished the job. Why didn’t she feel much better, then? The bad guys had got theirs. It just wasn’t enough to wash away the slimy feeling that lingered from the assault, and the even worse one from being fired for reporting it. Charline heaved a deep sigh and set the computer aside. It was time to move on, physically as well as emotionally. With her skills she shouldn’t have too hard a time finding a new job.

      Someone rapped on the side door of her van.

      Charline only froze in place for a second. Then her hand went to the small pistol in her purse. She pulled out the gun. Her parents hadn’t raised a fool. It never hurt to be cautious. She shot a glance at the side view mirror. There was only one guy outside. He had short-cropped sandy hair that was a little darker than her blonde. He was athletically built, wearing a dark suit and a tie. Was he a cop? The haircut and build screamed military or law enforcement. His outfit looked more corporate than federal employee, but it was hard to tell for sure sometimes. She aimed the pistol out toward the man and opened the side door of the van a few inches.

      “What do you want? Am I blocking something?” Charline asked him.

      His smile warmed the man’s face up considerably. “No, I’m just looking for someone. Are you a Ms. Charline Foster?”

      “Who’s asking?”

      “My name is Andy Wakefield. I understand you were recently fired?” he asked.

      What was this about? Why was he asking about her job? What was this guy up to? “Maybe. You hiring?”

      “Not me, but as a matter of fact, my employer wants to bring you on board for a special project,” Andy said.

      “Wait - you’re offering me a job?” Charline said.

      “Yup.”

      Charline thought about it a few seconds. She had a lot of cash saved up. More than anything else, what she needed was some time. Take a trip, go on vacation, see some of the world. Her skills would be as viable in a couple of months as they were now, and taking some time for herself sounded more fun. Plus, who was going to seriously trust random men making job offers in dark alleys? The thing stank.

      “How did you find me?” she asked, stalling and hoping for a little more information. Her hand remained tight around her pistol.

      “License plate. Got it from the local camera systems. I knew you were in the neighborhood, so I looked around. Not a lot of vans out here,” he said.

      Shit. She’d forgotten the traffic camera systems. That data would put her darned close to the hack at the time it went down. It wasn’t directly incriminating, but it was a potential problem. Maybe it was time to take that vacation after all. Ideally someplace far away. How had this guy managed to access traffic cam data so quickly, anyway? Was he a hacker too? Charline felt a little spike of curiosity, but clamped down on it. She wasn’t about to go out like the proverbial cat.

      “No, thanks. Think I’m all set,” she said, slamming the door shut. He didn’t try to stop her, and she heaved a sigh of relief. Quickly she slid up into the driver’s seat and stuck her key in the ignition.

      “All right,” he said from outside. “But if you change your mind and want to come work on a quantum computer system anytime in the next forty-eight hours, give me a call.”

      Wait. Quantum what? There were a few people messing around with some quantum chips, but no one had an actual computer running yet. Did they?

      “You’re mixing me with someone else. I don’t do tech development. I’m a software girl, not hardware,” she hollered out at him. She twisted the key and the van coughed to life.

      “This isn’t hardware development,” he said.

      Charline turned off the van. If they were looking for someone to develop software for a quantum computer, this wasn’t just bleeding edge - it was damned near science fiction. No one had that sort of tech yet. At least, no one she’d ever heard about. Which meant that this deal was something so far off the books that there wasn’t even a whisper of it out there. If there was, she’d have heard it. Her curiosity burned brighter than ever, and with a groan, she gave in to temptation. This Andy had known precisely what to say to get her attention.

      She leaned over the passenger’s seat and opened the door. “Get in. No funny business. I have a pistol and I know how to shoot it.”

      “No worries. I’m here to hire you, not to bother you. If you want me to get out anytime while we talk, just stop the van and I’ll leave. You won’t hear from me again,” Andy said to her as he got in and sat down.

      Charline started the van up again, burning with questions she wanted to ask. She had the feeling she wasn’t going to ask the guy to leave.
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      The next few days flew by. John watched all the moving parts as carefully as he could, trying to make sure he didn't drop the ball on anything. It was exhausting work, not made easier by the fact that he was also managing a legitimate business. The mining work was critical to the Earth. The US military had first dibs on his helium-3, but he had governments – multiples – bargaining with him for output, once the mining operation was completely operational. For now, it was only producing a trickle supply. But the desperation in those negotiations disturbed him. It meant the energy situation was far worse than the public media was broadcasting, and the public version was bad enough.

      And in his experience desperate governments take desperate actions. The last thing he wanted was for some government to decide they ought to control his operations up here. It could spark a war over the moon, if one government tried to claim the helium-3 resources here. That fighting over essential energy would lead to mass power outages on Earth was the least of the trouble. Without power, farms would fail. Transportation would break down. Starvation, looting, a breakdown of civil services - the result of a war could be catastrophic worldwide. Worse yet if that war resulted in discovery of the ship. Because it had the power to solve the problem, which would instead make everything worse.

      The ship's engine drew power from an enormous power source that they still didn't understand. None of his people had been able to determine precisely what its power output limits were, or how long it would last. They didn't even have a good working theory about how it operated. But the ship used more power to hold a wormhole open for a few seconds than the entire North American continent.

      For a planet that was tottering on the brink of energy collapse, it would be a panacea. If he could reveal that it existed at all. Because the energy crisis also had all the major powers, from China, to the USA, to the EU, to India, on the verge of war. All it would take would be a spark.

      A spark like a single device that would solve all the energy issues, for whomever controlled it. A device that was based on such an alien technology that it would be decades, if ever, before humans could replicate it and build other such devices. Whoever controlled the ship’s power supply would have the entire world in the palm of their hand. No nation would allow any other to keep it.

      No, revealing the ship was out of the question. It would ignite a bloodbath such as the planet had never seen.

      The lift he was riding settled to a stop a level above the hangar. That floor was living and working space for the project's crew. The elevator chimed, breaking him from his reverie. A quick retinal scan, and the doors opened for him. He had called for a staff meeting of all the principals involved. They'd be the crew for the first mission. And he still intended to fly the ship the day after tomorrow, if all went well.

      The doors to the meeting room opened in front of him. Several team members were already present and seated around a table. Beth was arguing with her second engineer, Paul Weston. Dan was reading something on a tablet, studiously ignoring the pair of them. That the two engineers were arguing wasn't especially unusual. But since neither of them noticed him come in, John stood to listen to their debate.

      “...and I still think it's too risky, Beth. We've been lucky so far, but we ought to be bringing the government into this now. It's too big. Too important,” Paul said.

      “But what would they do with her, Paul?” she asked. “Hide her somewhere? Pick her apart like a carcass? After all the work we did to restore her?”

      “What's the problem?” John asked, announcing his presence.

      “Paul thinks we ought to hand the ship over to the government,” Beth said. “I hate the idea.”

      “We haven't needed them so far,” Paul replied. “We've done great things. But don't we have a responsibility to share this?”

      Paul looked around the room. “Listen, I know this is a touchy subject, but we all know how important – how powerful an asset – this ship is. When people find out about it – and they will find out, sooner or later – there's going to be hell to pay.”

      Interesting that they seemed to be discussing the same thing which had been on his mind a minute before. Then again, maybe it was inevitable that his decision to keep the ship a secret would be questioned. John was glad Beth was still on his side regarding the matter. He wasn’t sure what he would do if both engineers presented a united front against him.

      “And if we hand it to the US government, and word leaks out to other countries, Paul? What then?” asked John.

      Paul opened his mouth to reply, then closed it. He looked down at the table, his cheeks flushing with anger.

      “The ship is simply too powerful. The other nations of the world would never let it stand. It would be war,” John said.

      “At least it would be a war our side would win,” Paul said, tension and pride in his voice.

      “Nobody wins that kind of war,” Dan said, looking up from his tablet for the first time to lock eyes with Paul. Paul broke away first.

      “We go ahead as planned. At least for now,” John said. “You OK with that, Paul?”

      Paul grimaced, then nodded. John watched him for a little longer. He was going to have to keep an eye on the man. Paul wasn’t just suggesting the idea. He seemed to be angry at being told no. Paul was rash enough to perhaps take action even after he’d been denied. John made a mental note to have Majel keep an eye on him. It would be difficult for him to communicate to Earth without John knowing about it, but not impossible even with all the security he had in place. There were too many people coming and going on the upper levels, delivering supplies and taking helium-3 back to Earth. The mine was a great disguise for the other operations on the base, but it also represented their biggest security hole.

      “OK. Let's get down to our main business, shall we? Beth, what's the state of the ship?” John asked.

      “The ship could use another month or two, John. You know that. I told you the same thing yesterday.”

      “Yes, I know, Beth. I also know engineers would always like another month or two.” John grinned. “Will she fly, day after tomorrow?”

      Beth sighed and said “Yes. She'll be ready to fly.”

      “Excellent. Now, Majel is the only AI we've got available, and we don't have the hardware to clone her here. How long will it take to transfer her over?”

      “I can answer that,” said a woman's voice from the doorway behind him.

      This time it had been John’s turn to miss the doors slipping open. He looked over his shoulder and caught a glimpse of Andrew leading in a young woman he assumed was the latest acquisition for their team. Beth had the mechanical and electrical engineering down cold. But the ship had an alien computer system which they had made communicate with human-built computers to control it. It had taken a great effort to make that work, more than John liked, and he wanted an expert on hand to help smooth the process some as they went forward. He glanced down at his tablet, tapping it to open her file. The photo was the same. This was Charline Foster.

      “Ah, our computer genius! I’m delighted you decided to join us. Thanks for coming up here to help with this.” John took his own seat, as Charline stepped into the room.

      Dan perked up at seeing her escort. “Andy! Good to see you again! Didn't know you'd be joining us.”

      “Andrew is my one man security detail for this trip, Dan,” said John.

      “Security, eh? A man of many talents,” Dan said. Winking at Andrew, he grasped the chair next to him and pulled it out from the table a bit. Andrew accepted with a nod and sat next to him.

      “Good,” John said. “Charline is one of the best interface programmers in the world. She's here to help us get Majel installed into the systems, and help us get the human control components working properly with the original ones. I know you've got it running,” he held up a hand toward Beth to forestall protest. “She'll help hammer out any rough spots.”

      “Wasn't going to argue,” Beth said. She offered Charline a genuine smile. “That's not my specialty, and we could certainly use the help.”

      “I'm thinking that the actual AI interface shouldn't take that long, provided all we're doing is creating a basic load from the base computer to the ones we installed on the ship,” Charline said.

      “How long?” John asked.

      “A few hours for the install. A few more to test. Call it a full day of work, just in case there are some snags, and then let Majel get settled in running diagnostics overnight.”

      “Well, you know what you're doing tomorrow, I guess,” Dan said.

      She nodded. Conversation wound around other unfinished issues, most of them minor. John realized he'd set a brutal pace to get the rebuild completed on this timeline, but now everything was almost complete. The ship was almost ready. He just couldn't help feeling that the clock was ticking. Paul was right on one count; he wasn't going to be able to hide this forever, and as soon as the secret got out, every government in the world would be vying to wrest the ship out of his hands.

      “OK,” John said finally, “Something else, which some of you already know and some of you don't. The ship was damaged when we found it. Not just the damage of years of sitting there, but scarring and pitting. We subjected the damaged bits to tests and microscopic analysis, and came to the conclusion that they were impacted by some sort of high-energy discharge.”

      “Ray guns,” Dan supplied incredulously. “Someone shot the ship down?”

      “No, none of the damage was critical. But there were signs that the base itself might have been under some sort of attack. Hard to say; the damage was very old, but it looked like more of the same.”

      “Which is why I'm here, at least in part,” Andrew said, relaxing back into his chair.

      “Yes. Andrew is a...lot of things. But among them, he's a weapons specialist. And we're mounting a pair of guns on the wings of the ship – railgun cannons, basically,” John said. The guns would fire magnetized hunks of metal down their tubes. There had been some use of magnetic guns on Earth before, but not much. The limit was always the power available. Tying the guns into the ship's main power plant had solved that issue quickly. The ship had unbelievable amounts of power to spare.

      John went on quickly. “The point is, this ship had probably seen battle, all those years ago. We don't know who it was fighting for, or against. We don't know who won, or even if whomever it was is still out there. But we know that there are beings out there who were capable of making weapons of great power back when humans were first learning about building cities. We don't know what we might face, but we'll be as prepared as we can be.”

      “This first flight, though, is just a quick up and about. We'll time it for when those pesky satellites are as far away as possible, turn on the cloak, fly up, and put her through her paces here in the system,” Beth said. She stared meaningfully at Dan. “Nothing fancy.”

      Dan shrugged with a small grin, as if to say ‘who, me’?

      “Any questions?” John asked.

      There were none. John dismissed the crew, and they practically bounced out of the room, some of them chatting with each other, off to finish what still needed doing. He stayed behind, staring at his tablet, wondering again what problems he might have missed. And wondering how long humanity had before it came across the original owners of this ship, or whatever it was that had shot at her.
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      It was night shift on the base. The lights were dimmed in the ship hangar, casting a low light in a pool around the ship. While they could in theory draw power for the base from the ship’s engine, John had never set things up that way. He wanted the ship and base to be independent from one another. The base ran off mostly solar energy, with a backup generator inside. As a result, conserving power was still the norm.

      The AI for the facility, designated Majel by its owner, detected movement coming down the ladder from the crew section above the hangar. The computer activated its cameras in the room with some difficulty. The new computer aboard the ship was still connected to the base computer by a hard line of thick cable, but the result was the AI's attention was split between the two systems. To make things worse, it was tracking hundreds of cameras, dozens of objects in space around Luna, and its user had put priority on running diagnostics on the new systems to which it had been attached.

      Majel wasn't a true artificial intelligence; she was a very powerful computer program, however, able to perform massive multitasking with ease. She was even programmed with some limited ability to predict system demands and prepare to allocate resources for those anticipated tasks. She still needed direction to act, however. And over the last twenty four hours, she'd been given an overabundance of directions.

      Her processors housed enormous computational abilities. And they were under strain.

      So when her cameras picked up an orange suited man entering the hangar wearing a tool belt, her program routed a few CPU cycles to verify that he was indeed staff (scanning his face for recognition). Another few cycles indicated that he was indeed a tech, did indeed use tools here on a daily basis, and had in fact been in the hangar earlier that day. The program took moments to recognize this data, and conclude that his presence was acceptable. That given, it shut down direct monitoring of the cameras, putting those CPU cycles back into use for the diagnostics checks.

      Which meant that no one, not even the computer guardian, was paying attention as the man opened the ship’s main hatch and stepped inside. No one was there to notice as he made his way through the main corridor to the engine compartment. No one observed him removing several panels and making adjustments to the systems within.

      Once he was done, he quietly replaced the panels. He set every one back precisely as it had been. This operation had been planned out for weeks now. Even though John’s accelerated timetable had forced him to push himself to the limit to get everything in place, it was going smoothly so far. Everything was perfect. In a short time, the starship would be in safer hands, under the control of people who could use it responsibly. He’d worked hard for this day.

      It was none too soon. Not that he didn’t trust John. Quite the contrary. He felt like his boss was an exceptional man, and the work he was doing was incredible. But he was taking too many risks. No one person ought to be making the decisions he was by himself. They had a ship which was capable of reaching other stars - stars they already knew had other life residing on them somewhere. The outer hull of the original alien ship, pitted and scarred by what certainly looked like energy weapon impacts, was evidence enough that those other beings were a lot like humans. They were capable of war, of killing, of brutal military action.

      John planned to take the ship out exploring, which was the childhood dream of everyone who’d ever thought about going into space. But it was too great a chance to take. They might well attract attention of the wrong kind out there. They could wind up bringing enemies back to Earth, against which the planet was poorly defended. He saw disaster looming down that road.

      Or they could turn the ship over to the government. With some work, the power source could be used to give cheap energy to the entire United States. If someone else wanted it? Let them come try and take it. He felt confident that his nation would be able to secure and hold the ship once it was turned in. Then they could have the best minds in the world learning from the ancient vessel. In time they could replicate its technologies and build other engines like it. Then they could go exploring - not with one ship, but with an armada of vessels capable of taking on whatever they ran into.

      It wouldn’t hurt that he would be hailed as a hero for being the one to do the right thing, but that wasn’t his primary motive.

      Once the compartment was back the way it had been, he pulled four small black cylinders from his tool belt. They looked like regular bolts, but each was packed with a potent explosive. The first of these he set in the engine room, careful to place it far from the irreplaceable alien components. A quick hole drilled in the deck, and the bolt was inserted. It looked like a hundred other bolts around the room. The second, he installed in the bridge.

      Then he stepped back outside the ship, closing the hatch. He walked around underneath the ship's belly, gleaming softly by the glow of a dim flashlight. Toward the rear of the ship, he drilled two new holes and inserted the bolts, locking them in place with sealant to prevent air leaks. No one would notice the little additions he’d made. The bombs were carefully crafted to look like they belonged on the ship. When the flight crews went over the vessel to look for pre-flight problems in the morning, everything would look as it ought to.

      Everything was ready now. Soundless, he crossed the room to the ladder, avoiding the lift. No sense risking running into someone now. Not with everything going according to plan. Tomorrow he would leave with the crew, disable the ship, and turn it over to the government. Tomorrow he’d be the most famous name on the planet, a hero who’s face would be remembered as the man who’d done the right thing even when it was supremely difficult.
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      Dan woke before his alarm, his head already buzzing with excitement. He rolled to a sitting position on the edge of his bed and grasped the sides of the walker in front of him. With a grunt, he pushed himself up from the bed. His legs didn't give him a lot of support, but the rehab had paid off a little. The limbs had just enough strength to keep him upright each time he moved the walker forward. In Earth's gravity, the whole thing probably would have been impossible. But on Luna he only weighed about thirty pounds. His legs could keep that up for the second it took to push the walker a bit.

      He grunted again and took another step. And another. His doc at the med center would probably have kittens if he saw Dan now. He was talking about getting Dan fitted out for a lower body exoskeleton, motors and gears all reactive to the slightest twitch he made. He'd read about them before, a civilian version of the LEGs – Light Exoskeleton Garment, he figured the Army was to blame for that acronym –  infantry wore into combat these days.

      Maybe it would work. Maybe not. But he'd been figuring out what he was capable of himself, these days. After spending so many months just giving in to sloth in the chair, it felt...right.

      Another hard push. He tottered a bit, and almost fell. Caught his balance in time.

      And then he was there, positioning the walker just so...

      A sigh of relief.

      The toilet was a real basin but not filled with water. Lower gravity has a way of making everything feel different. Even taking a pee. He hit the flush button, and a bit of chemical goop scoured the sides of the toilet, suction washing the whole mess out into a pipe. It reminded him of the toilet in an airplane.

      Then he turned the walker around and started the slow walk back to the bed so he could get ready for the day. This was the big day, after all. He was going to be a space pilot again. But even that satisfaction paled a bit against the simple pleasure of being able to take care of himself again.

      Such a small thing, going to the bathroom. Something he'd taken for granted his entire life. But after months of getting around by wheelchair, just being able to do that simple task felt like a massive accomplishment. And the first of many for today. He tried to keep his hands from shaking as he put on a dark gray flight suit. Today, he'd be flying the wildest experimental vehicle in the history of mankind.

      A short while later he was set. He grabbed his tablet and slid it into a leg pocket, slapping the velcro tab closed. A quick shift into his wheelchair, and he was off. Down the hall, into the lift, and off to the adventure.

      Who cared about Mars, anyway?

      The lift doors opened into the hangar, and a buzz of activity. He watched as techs ran down their checklists. He'd seen the pre-flight checks. The document was about fifty pages long, and it seemed like overkill to him. But anything not working right could be deadly, so he appreciated the meticulous attention to detail the guys in orange displayed. They were going over the ship with the proverbial fine-toothed comb, looking for anything which might cause problems. Beth had sworn to scrub the mission if anything came up. From the look on her face, nothing had. She wasn’t happy about taking the ship out so soon. Dan hoped John was making the right call. Whatever else he might think about Beth, she was terrific at her job.

      John was already by the nose of the ship, dressed in a flight suit and holding a large bottle of champagne in his hand. He looked like a kid on Christmas morning. There was so much energy built up inside him that Dan was surprised he wasn’t hopping from one foot to the other in anticipation.

      Dan wheeled over to say hello. “Morning, John. What did you decide to name her, anyway? You never told me.”

      “He never told anyone,” Beth said, rolling her eyes.

      “I'm keeping it a surprise,” John replied.

      Dan cocked an eyebrow. “You're not naming it...”

      “No, not what you're thinking,” John said with a laugh.

      Dan shrugged. “Can't help a guy for wondering. You did name your AI Majel, after all. It's not too big a jump from that to naming your starship after the Enterprise.”

      Dan heard the lift open again, and looked over. That was Andy and Charline coming in, which rounded off the crew. Those two, himself, Beth, Paul, and John. Paul and Beth had been against John coming a couple of days ago, arguing that he should stay on the moon and play mission control, at least for this first test flight. But John would have none of it. This was his baby, and he wanted to go. Honestly, Dan couldn't really blame him. Not after watching the Mars mission take off without him. He never wanted to make anyone feel like that.

      So John was in. As mission commander. Fair – he'd worked as hard as anyone at making this day a reality. Harder than most.

      The techs seemed to have finished the last of their checks, and were reporting in to Paul with their results. Paul looked over at John and gave a thumbs-up sign.

      “Looks like we're on,” John said.

      He motioned for everyone to gather around the nose of the starship.

      “I wanted to thank all of you,” he said, bowing his head a little and speaking softly enough that people had to crane in to hear him.

      Then he looked up at the people gathered around him. “You've worked hard, very hard. You've done something amazing, something most folks would have probably thought impossible. You've taken an ancient, dead craft from the stars, and you've made it ours.”

      “Ours. Yours. Mine. Humanity's.”

      “That word ought to mean something special to all of us, today. We all know now that humanity is not alone in the universe. We might have thought that we were not alone, before. Hoped for it. Feared it. But all of us here today know the truth – there really are aliens on other worlds. And if there's one race out there other than ours, there are probably more. Maybe hundreds of others, out there among the stars,” John said.

      He beckoned toward the ceiling, fingers outstretched like he could grasp those bright lights through the rock over their heads.

      His voice dropped to almost a whisper. “Today, we join them.”

      John took two steps closer to the ship, then reached out to lay a hand on it. The touch was gentle, careful, like a caress. All of the emotions John was feeling were evident in that simple stroke of a hull panel. Dan could feel the excitement in the room, and the passion.

      “Today,” John said, gaining volume as he spoke, “we take our first steps toward the stars. Today, we leave behind what we were and reach for what we can be! And so – today, ladies and gentlemen –”

      John raised the bottle high above his head. Then with a sharp motion, he smashed it over the nose of the ship.

      “I give you the Satori!” John's voice had reached a baritone crescendo. And suddenly, everything clicked for Dan.

      Satori had been an amazing woman. Her death had almost broken John.

      Space had been her dream. She'd wanted to reach out and touch the stars.

      And now, John had found a way to bring her there.

      Dan found himself cheering with everyone else, and crying at the same time. He looked around and saw flushed faces and bright eyes. None of them would forget this moment. John caught his glance, cocked his head at an angle. Dan bowed his head, smiled.

      “It was the right name, John,” he said softly.

      John closed his eyes. “She's the only star in my sky, you know.”

      Dan nodded in understanding. Then the emotional moment passed, and John was all business again.

      “All right everyone. Places. Crew aboard, everyone else to the flight control room,” John said. “Liftoff in fifteen minutes.”
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      Andrew watched Dan snap the latches that clicked his chair into place on the deck of the bridge. He smiled in admiration. John had been right about him, that was for sure. He’d been a wreck when Andy picked him up outside that bar. He honestly wasn’t sure what Dan would be like once he had cleaned himself up and dried out a bit. But the man who wheeled himself up the ship’s ramp and settled himself down in front of the flight controls was a completely different person from the broken shell Andy had first seen. Dan had been through the ringer, but he was every inch the professional in here. A man completely in his element.

      Andy looked around the control room. Six seats, six consoles. Dan's console faced forward, toward the curved window at the front of the ship. An empty seat was next to him, also facing the front – that would be Paul's, but he was in the engine room. They had two engineers on the trip, so one would remain back with the alien engine and power systems to monitor them while the other rode in the front of the ship. Keeping the engineers separate meant they could handle any problems on either end. More darkly, if something catastrophic happened and one of them was hurt or killed, the remaining engineer might still be able to do something from the other compartment.

      Four more seats were along the outer walls, two per side. Each had a console. Technically, anyone could do their job from any console. Only Dan's was specially built with controls for steering the ship through space, but even that could be managed from one of the other stations in a pinch. Again, redundancy on everything they could manage was at the core of the ship’s design.

      Everyone else was taking their seats at consoles. He slipped into his own, near the back of the bridge. Not for the first time, Andy wondered what the heck he was doing here. He was present as a weapons specialist, sure. But he was more of a field man, not a desk jockey. He'd practiced working with the railgun controls enough that he could operate them like a pro. The worried voice in the back of his head had a funny feeling that anyone they ran into capable of achieving star-flight was going to laugh off the iron shells his weapons spat out. Any fight they got into would be short indeed.

      “Control, evacuate air from the hangar,” John said from the seat next to him.

      Red lights flashed outside the ship as huge pumps prepared to pull the air from the room. Andrew felt himself holding his breath, and had to stop himself. The ship had its own atmosphere. If their seals failed, this was going to be one of the shortest space missions ever, and holding his breath wasn’t going to help.

      “Bring drives on line, Beth,” John said.

      “Drives on line...now,” she replied.

      There was a collective grunt as the engines lifted the ship off its landing struts a few inches and everyone's weight more than doubled in an instant. The drive created a gravity field within the ship, but it wasn't Earth normal gravity. Whatever planet the ship's builders had been from, they seemed to be comfortable in about three quarters the gravity of Earth. Still, after the gentle gravity of Luna, even three quarters felt briefly uncomfortable.

      “Helm responsive,” Dan said.

      “Control, open bay doors,” John said into his radio.

      “Door bays opening,” came the response from the flight control room. “Godspeed, Satori.”

      Huge doors opened on one side of the hangar, revealing an upward-bending tunnel. It had been there when the humans arrived, a remnant element of the ancient base. John had crews clear rubble and reinforce the tunnel, but it had been largely intact. It opened on the surface, some miles away from the lunar base he'd built, and it was their passage into space.

      “Dan, bring us out,” John said. Andrew found himself holding his breath again as the ship slipped forward toward the exit. But Dan was as good as John said, it seemed. He eased the ship out of the hangar and into the tunnel, then adjusted the angle of the ship slightly, tilting up toward the surface, and applied more power.

      The front of the bridge was a set of huge transparent panels, windows to see out into the world. Ahead – it was hard for Andrew to think about it as up, because of the gravity field – he could see stars. He gripped the arms of his chair hard as the ship leapt toward that starfield. Rock flashed past the windows.

      “Easy Dan,” said John. “Keep it gentle. This is our first run.”

      Dan nodded, and the speed tapered off a bit. The ship flew steady as an arrow. And then they were out in open space, flying free of the moon. Dan accelerated a little more once they were free of the tunnel, and the lunar surface dropped away beneath them.

      Before Andy could exhale the breath he hadn't realized he'd been holding, the radio crackled. “Satori, this is Control. We've picked up a course change from one of those satellites. They must have noticed something – they're headed your way.”

      “Andrew?” John asked.

      “Confirmed, John. Getting the telemetry on the satellite from Control now. They're over the horizon still, so no line of sight, but it looks like they're making a bee-line for us.”

      “Time to go into sneaky mode, I think,” said John. “They'll wonder where we went, but I don't think they'll assume the ship suddenly turned invisible. I wonder what they saw that made them head over this way, though? That could be important.”

      Beth pressed some keys on her console, frowned, and tried the sequence again. Her brow furrowed, and she tapped a few more keys. “I'm not getting any response from the cloak,” she said.

      “Bad time for that to break! Can we abort and return to base?” John asked.

      “No time. They’ll see us before we can get tucked inside,” Dan replied.

      “All right. Dan, keep us low to the moon, moving away from the satellite. Try to keep us under the horizon from them,” John said.

      Dan's hands moved deftly over his console, and Andy felt the ship alter course in response. His view of the moon spun wildly in the windows, but he could barely feel the change in course. Something about the way the engines worked was supposed to block or reduce the inertia they felt from course changes. Andy guessed at least that tech was working. Which was a good thing, because they would have pulled some serious Gs in that turn otherwise. John stepped up from his chair and went over to Beth's console to see what was going on.

      “Paul, can you see if there's something interfering with the cloak? It's not responding to my controls here, maybe you can activate it from the engine room?” Beth said into the intercom. No response. “Paul?”

      A warning burst of intuition tingled up the back of Andy’s neck, that little signal that had kept him alive in dozens of hot situations over his life. Something was wrong. The satellite knowing to change course. The cloak conveniently not working precisely when they needed it most. Paul suddenly not answering from the engine room. Something was up. Something bad. He started to turn away from his console display.

      Then a flash of intense pain exploded in Andy’s skull, and he slipped away into unconsciousness.
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      The crack of metal on bone drew the eyes of everyone on the bridge. John looked over to see what was up, sparing just a quick glance before bringing his attention back to the screen tracking that blasted satellite. Then he realized what he had seen, looked back again, and stared.

      Everyone else was staring, too. Having a pistol aimed in one's general direction was a decidedly uncomfortable feeling. The weapon Paul held was small, but the diameter of a muzzle isn’t all the relevant when it’s being pointed in your direction.

      “Paul, what the hell are you doing?” Beth asked, her eyes wide.

      Andy was slumped over in his harness, blood trickling from a spot just behind his ear. Paul stood next to him, a pistol in hand. His grip on the gun looked very steady. His lips were a thin, determined line, but a sheen of sweat showed on his forehead.

      “I'm taking the ship, Beth. Doing what we all should have done,” Paul replied.

      “You traitor,” John said, his face pale.

      Paul trained the gun directly on John. “I'm not the traitor. I'm not the one who'd deny the most powerful weapon ever discovered to his country. Who'd keep it to himself like a new toy. I am a patriot, John.”

      Dan was still mostly focused on flying the ship. They were too close to the moon for him to be distracted long. John could see the telemetry Control was sending them projected on the main screen. Another satellite up ahead had changed course to cut them off. They were stuck between two of the things, and it wouldn’t be long before one or both satellites got close enough to see them.

      “John, we've got maybe two minutes before they're able to get visual imagery of the ship,” Dan said, confirming his fears.

      John nodded. He had two minutes. Had to keep calm if this was to come out right. Above all else he was not willing to put this ship into the hands Paul had in mind. Even if it was the US government, that was bad enough. Word would leak out, and war for the ship would become almost inevitable. But there was no guarantee that just because Paul thought he was working with the United States that he actually was. John had put out feelers into the US intelligence community, listening as carefully as he could for any word about leaks. He might have missed one. It was possible. But he was fairly sure that the US hadn’t discovered the ship yet.

      “What do you want, Paul?” John asked.

      “Simple, really. Just hold course. The satellite ahead of us isn't unmanned; it has a crew of marines on board. They've got small craft that they'll use to jet over here, I'll let them into the ship, and we fly back to Earth.”

      “And if we refuse?” John asked.

      If John was right about his guess, there might well be men over there ready to take his ship. But the troops probably weren’t from the US military. Whether they represented some smaller nation or a corporate interest he didn’t know, but based on the intelligence he had, it was unlikely to be US soldiers. Bad as war over the Satori would be if the United States obtained it, he couldn’t imagine the danger if someone else won the ship. Imagine the ability to strike from a ship that could make itself invisible. No, better that the ship be destroyed than fall into nefarious hands. John thought hard, hoping to find some way out of this which didn’t end with all of them dead.

      “Then I start shooting people, John,” Paul said. The deadpan way he said it sent chills down John's spine.

      “A minute and thirty,” Dan called out. “I can't evade both satellites unless we break away from the moon, and then they’ll see us for sure.”

      John clenched and unclenched his hands. “Paul, think about this. Please – if we bring the ship back to Earth, if we give it to a government, any government... The other governments would never allow it. Never allow one nation to have that sort of power. It would be war.”

      “We aren't going to bring the ship back. I am,” Paul said. “You lot will be going to jail for treason. Now, cuff yourselves with these,” he said, tossing zip ties to John, Beth, and Charline.

      “None for me?” Dan asked.

      “I don't know how to fly the ship. Besides, it's not like you're going to rush me in that wheelchair, right? Do anything I don't like, and I start shooting your friends here.”

      John moved his gaze to each of his crew. When his eyes met Beth's, he saw her jaw set in a determined line. He knew that look – she was about to try something. He gave her a little head shake. Barely noticeable, but she caught it. He saw the desperation leave her eyes a little. She was counting on him to come up with something to get them out of this mess.

      Now if only he could do something that would actually save them.

      “You can't have her, Paul,” John said. He worked to keep his tone even, despite the rage growing inside him. This man wanted to take his ship, steal Satori from him? He let a feral smile leak onto his face.

      Paul saw and stalked closer to him, which is what he wanted.

      “Cuff yourself, John. Now, or I shoot someone.”

      John snapped the zip ties around his wrists. He needed Paul to be a little closer.

      “You coward,” he spat.

      That did the trick. Paul's face reddened, and he stepped close enough to punch John once, in the gut. John had braced for the blow, but the air whooshed out of his lungs and he almost fell over.

      But that was enough. Paul was close to him now, which meant his attention wasn't on Dan anymore. As Paul raised his hand to hit him again, John gathered in a deep breath.

      “Dan – ad astra!” John said.

      

      Dan heard the order. Ad astra. It was Latin, and meant ‘to the stars’. It was a toast the two of them had shared back in college, when they first stepped onto the roads which would lead them into space. It had been John's idea to use the toast as a code word now.

      Dan didn't even take a deep breath before executing the order. He'd practiced this with Majel enough times in the simulator – not the part about having a gunman in the bridge, but if that order was ever given, it would be a true crisis. It was a desperate move that might kill all of them, but he’d known the risks when he signed on for this job. He hadn’t been expecting to stare death in the face quite so soon, but every space flight had danger.

      Dan checked the screen as he entered a code on his console. They’d be in visual range with the satellites in only fifteen seconds, and Paul had already turned his attention back on him. There was no time for anything else, nothing to do but execute John’s order. He rapidly initiated the program, said a quick prayer, and pressed the Enter button on his keyboard.

      Immediately, the ship began to shudder.

      Paul had time to say “What the hell?”

      Beth shouted “No, Dan!”

      But Dan remembered what John had said. At all costs – keep the ship secret. Keep it safe. And Dan trusted John like no other.

      A beam of light shot from the bow of the ship, stabbing the night ahead of them. In its passage, a kaleidoscope of colors blossomed into being, opening like a pinwheel of blazing light. Dan's eyes traced the swirling patterns as the ship shot into the middle of the maelstrom, rocketing down the cone shaped passage formed by the wormhole drive. A moment was all he had, though.

      Because after that, they were...elsewhere.
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      The Satori made a keening noise, wailing like a banshee as she jumped out of the wormhole into real space. Dan felt like his mind had been turned inside out. He was dizzy, disoriented, and more than a little nauseated. Distantly, he could hear someone throwing up. He felt a heavy grip on the back of his chair. Paul's hand. Which meant Paul's gun had to be disturbingly close as well. Adrenaline soared through him, bringing clarity to his thoughts. The latches which held his wheelchair in place were designed to release quickly. If he could take Paul by surprise before the man could recover from the wormhole jump, he might have a chance.

      He reached down with both hands, slapped the release buttons, and then shoved back with everything he had.

      He looked over one shoulder as he shoved, to see where Paul was standing: directly behind him, with a dazed look on his face. The wheelchair hit Paul hard in the thighs.  Paul's hand – and the pistol! – were just in reach. Dan grabbed for the gun. He got hold with one hand, then with both. But as soon as Dan got a grip on the weapon, Paul seemed to wake up to what was going on, and Dan had to struggle to keep hold.

      Paul wasn't a small man, and he used his weight, trying to wrest the gun away. Dan tried to smash Paul's elbow against his shoulder, but Paul twisted his arm so that it glanced off. Dan could feel his fingers slipping.

      Then he snapped an elbow into Dan's temple, and again into the back of his head as he tried to turn away. Dan saw stars. He realized he'd lost his grip on the gun entirely, and opened his eyes, fighting to focus on his adversary.

      Paul had backed up two steps, the gun held very professionally in a two handed grip, trained on Dan's head. His mouth twisted in a snarl.

      “That was a mistake, Dan,” Paul said.

      Still dizzy from the blows, Dan replied “No kidding, shithead. Ow.”

      “You could have killed us all. What did you use for jump coordinates?” Paul asked.

      “Didn't have time to input any. Blind jump, lowest power setting.”

      “You asshole,” Paul said.

      “Says the guy pointing a gun at me.”

      “It was my order. You want to be mad at someone, get mad at me,” John said. He was struggling back to his feet, hands still zip-tied together.

      “Boys and their toy guns. We need to figure out what our status is,” said Charline. “Majel, where are we?”

      “Proximate to Jupiter. Decaying orbit, entering upper atmosphere in three minutes,” replied the computer.

      That wasn't good. Relieved as he felt that they'd come through the wormhole intact, Jupiter could make them just as dead. Dan turned back to his console to get the ship back under control before they were cooked or crushed by the gas giant. He heard a metallic clicking sound, and froze before his hands could touch anything. He lifted hands from the controls slowly, and turned his head to face Paul. The gun was still trained at his head, and Paul had just pulled the hammer back.

      “Don't even think about touching those controls,” Paul said.

      Dan tried to remain calm. Which was a difficult thing to manage while he was staring down the barrel of a pistol. He swallowed hard. “Paul... I need to stop our descent or we're toast.”

      Warning lights began flashing across his console, and the ship shuddered a little. They were breaching the upper atmosphere. Dan felt sure the engines had enough power to get them out of this, but it was going to be tight if he couldn't get started right away. If Jupiter yanked them deep enough into its gravity well, did the Satori’s engines have enough strength to get them clear? He wasn’t sure, and this wasn’t a good time to test their engine strength.

      “I'll do it. You can give me directions.” Paul switched to a one handed grip on the gun, reached into a pocket and withdrew another zip-tie. “Put these on.”

      

      John knew he had to intervene. He had faith Dan could pilot the ship safely away, but Paul? It was a miracle they’d survived the blind jump. He wasn’t going to ask for a second one this soon. John took a step toward Paul, careful not to make any sudden moves. Even the small step got Paul’s immediate attention.

      “You can't really expect Dan to talk you through this, can you? Have you ever flown a ship out of a gas giant before?” John asked.

      Another step, and then Paul pivoted the pistol toward him instead.

      “Neither has he,” Paul said.

      “No one has. But Dan's about as good as they get, and he's our best shot. Tie him up, and we're all dead.”

      “You're not in charge here anymore, John.” Paul locked eyes with John.

      “The hell I'm not. Now cut Charline's cuffs so she can work with Majel to get us a course out of this mess.”

      Paul's face grew red. “You're still not taking me seriously? Now? I think I need to show everyone who's really in charge.” His finger moved to the trigger. “Goodbye, John.”

      John froze. He couldn't make himself move. All he he could see was the round hole at the business end of the pistol as Paul steadied his hand and aimed the weapon directly at his head. He felt Beth tense behind him, preparing to strike. She wouldn’t be able to throw the bullet off course, though. Even if the crew somehow overpowered Paul, it wasn’t going to save him. John knew he was about to die. He could see the certainty of his death in Paul’s eyes.

      And then a hand sliced down into Paul's wrists, snapping the gun out of his fingers. It clattered heavily on the deck plates, but didn't go off. It was Andrew. John could see blood caking his hair where he'd been hit. Even injured, he was on his feet.

      “I'm not very happy with you right now, Paul,” Andrew said. His voice was flat and cold as the weapon Paul had been holding a moment before.

      Paul growled and took a swing at him. Andrew ducked inside, blocked the blow with a forearm, and thrust the heel of his palm into Paul's face. Without missing a beat, Andrew grabbed the other man's shoulders and pulled him forward, right knee rising to smash into his gut as it descended. Paul groaned as all his air huffed out.

      Then Andrew glided sideways, still holding Paul's body as it continued its forward movement. His right arm slipped past Paul's head, and he brought that elbow crashing into the back of Paul's skull. In a handful of seconds the fight was over. Paul fell to the deck, unmoving.

      “Thanks, Andrew,” John said. His voice had a little shake to it, but he was glad it wasn't too bad.

      “That's why you pay me the big bucks, John,” Andrew replied. “Sorry. Can't believe I let him get the drop on me.” He produced a knife from somewhere and cut John's cuffs.

      John wanted to tell Andrew that he was so much more than just an employee to him. But it wasn't the right time.

      Somehow, it never seemed to be the right time for the things that were important.
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      As soon as Dan saw Paul was down, he dropped the zip-ties that he'd never put on and put his eyes back on his controls. The windows ahead showed nothing but stars. They were falling tail-first into Jupiter’s atmosphere, and accelerating as they dropped.

      “How bad is it?” John asked, rubbing his wrists. The ship was beginning to shake more.

      “Ask me again in a minute or so,” Dan replied.

      Dan checked his scan readings, trying to get his bearings. The ship was starting to roll a little, nose turning as it was buffeted by high atmosphere winds. He quickly saw wisps of orange vapor streaming past. The ship shook hard as it was buffeted by one particularly strong blast of wind, and then before he knew it the ship was nose down toward Jupiter. The planet loomed, vast and overwhelming in the ship's front windows.

      “That won't do,” Dan muttered.

      Dan pulled up hard on the flight controls. Stars came back into the front window, and he engaged the engines, slowly adding more power. The engines thrummed in response, pushing the ship away from the planet below. They were making good headway. He plotted a course which would put them into a safe orbit around the gas giant.

      Dan heaved a sign of relief. One problem solved. Remembering the other problems, he turned and looked around at the rest of the crew.

      Andy and John were wrestling Paul's limp form over to the wall next to Paul's seat. Charline was bent over her console working on something – someone had cut her hands free – and Beth... Well, Beth was glaring at him.

      “That was a hell of a risk!” she said. “You sent us into a blind wormhole? We could have ended up anywhere!”

      “It was John's orders. That's what he meant when he said 'ad astra'. But we weren't totally blind.”

      “Not totally,” said Charline. She punched some keys, calling up an image on her screen, then pressed another key to transmit the same image to Beth's console. “You knew Majel has managed to translate some of the database from the original ship's computer core. Working with Dan and Majel, I got coordinate locks for all these destinations.” The screen displayed scores of different symbol strings, in a variety of different colors.

      “Majel managed to extrapolate some data about jumps in general from that mess,” Dan went on. “It's not much, but Charline and I wrote an emergency protocol in case we ever needed a fast and dirty jump to get out of Dodge quickly. The program powers up the smallest possible charge to the wormhole generator, so that we're popped straight forward a few AUs at most.”

      He blinked. “Well, more like six AUs this time. Looks like the short wormhole was impacted by Jupiter's gravity well, maybe.” Who knew all those astrophysics classes from college would pay off?

      “I did the coding, but I don't have Dan's background in astrophysics. Team effort,” Charline added.

      Beth studied the screen for another moment. “Seems like you two have spent a lot of time together on this,” she said. “Planning to tell the engineer about it anytime soon?”

      “It was all preliminary stuff, Beth,” Dan said. “I never dreamed we'd use it on the first flight.”

      There was an uncomfortable pause. None of them had been expecting anything like this for their first trip out. The plan had been to take the ship out, do a shakedown cruise using the gravity engines only, and then return to go over the data. Testing the wormhole drive had never been on the agenda. Well, Paul’s actions had accelerated their agenda a lot.

      “So, the million dollar question is – can we jump back?” Charline asked.

      “I wouldn’t recommend it,” Beth said. “I don't pretend to know precisely how the wormholes work, but Dan might be on to something about the gravity well reshaping the wormhole. If it's true that the less power we put into the wormhole, the more it is affected by gravity – and we aim a low power wormhole inward toward the sun – then the sun's gravity will pull the wormhole a lot more than Jupiter did...”

      “...and we might end up a crispy critter,” Dan finished for her. “Damn. I just realized – what if the nose of the ship had happened to be facing in-system instead of out when we jumped?”

      “I don't even want to think about it,” John said.

      “Makes the most sense to just use the regular drive, then,” Dan said. “It might make for a longer trip, but we’ll be more sure to get where we’re going.”

      “One problem,” Charline said. Everyone looked over at her. “Isn’t the cloaking device still broken? If we just fly the ship from Jupiter back to Luna - I can’t believe I just said that sentence - won’t someone see us?”

      “Probably,” Beth replied. “I’m going to bet that Paul did something to muck with the cloak. Whatever he did shouldn’t be too difficult to fix. I’ll get on that next.”

      “And when Paul wakes up I can have a little chat with him. I’ll bet I can get him to consider telling you what he did, if you have problems,” Andy said, cracking his knuckles.

      “So, we fix whatever Paul did to the cloak, then we cruise back to Luna. We've certainly given the ship a bigger shakedown than we'd intended. And we can get a good feel for how fast Satori can go on her gravity drive,” John said.

      Dan saw Andy snatch the gun from the deck and stick it into a pocket, then grab a spare zip tie from the unconscious Paul and cuff him to a stanchion. He was starting to moan and come around again. Dan wondered what they should do with him now. What could they do with him, in the long run? He knew about the ship. Letting him go would mean exposing its existence to the world. They seemed to be in agreement that would be a bad plan. But locking him up with no trial, no timetable for release? That didn't seem just, either. Dan snapped the latches back into place, fastening his wheelchair to his console. He checked their present location and course, gently making a few adjustments. They could worry about what to do with Paul in the long term later. For now, getting the ship and crew home safely had to remain the top priority.

      “Got us stabilized into a low orbit,” Dan said. “Soon as Beth gets the cloak fixed and Majel finishes calculating the course for home, we can be on our way.”
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      Paul came to, groggy at first. What had happened to him? He’d been struck. Knocked out by that big lout John kept around as muscle. Paul had never liked Andy. The man reminded him too much of the bullies he’d faced when he was younger. Now there was even more reason than before to feel that way about him. He groaned a little and then stifled the sound quickly. Better that the rest of the crew still thought he was out.

      He was cuffed to the wall. With one of his own damned zip-ties, to add insult to injury. It wasn’t going to be quick or easy to get out of that. He listened to the murmur of conversation from his ship-mates. They were talking over how to get back home again. They figured it was over. They’d won, he was tied up and not going anywhere, and that was the end of the matter.

      What were they going to do with him when they got back? He listened, but didn’t hear anyone mention their thoughts or plans about his future. They weren’t just going to hand him over to the authorities on Earth. They couldn’t do that. He knew too much. They would never let him go. The very best he could hope for was that they would stick him in some cell at the bottom of Caraway’s cursed base and leave him there to rot.

      But even then he would be a security liability. No, the smart move would be to make him vanish. He’d be reported as lost, killed in some sort of accident. Maybe his body would be reported as ‘sucked out into space’ and unrecoverable. Or maybe his remains would be burned beyond recognition. Whatever the case was going to be, Paul was pretty sure he wasn’t going to live through this screwup. They couldn’t afford to keep him alive. John might talk the talk about his honor and doing the right thing. But at the end of the day he was just like everyone else. He’d look out for his own interests first.

      How had things gone so badly? He had this plan. It should have worked perfectly. He knocked out the biggest physical threat, and then had the gun to deal with the others. If they’d tried to play tough, he had the explosives to fall back on. Paul hadn’t counted on Dan coming up with a crazy wormhole jump halfway across the solar system. That had been where things started to come unraveled. Anger surged, almost overwhelming him. He wanted to yank his hands, try to free himself, but Paul knew that wasn’t going to get him anywhere. No, he needed to play this smart. He had to out-think the others.

      Besides, he still had the explosives in play. He rolled a little, the small movement not attracting any attention, but it let him get his bound hands close to his chest pocket. That’s where the trigger was. He fished the little thing free and palmed it. Time to take some action. Once the first bombs went off, they would know he was serious. If they wanted to avoid the others blowing up the entire ship, they would need to make a deal with him. Only he could disarm the rest of the explosives before they went off.

      Paul risked a quick glance at the rest of the crew, just breaking up from their little conference. At first no one noticed him sitting there, watching them. Then Beth stood up from her console to head back toward her engines. She was so lost in thought that even she missed seeing he was awake. Paul laughed. He couldn’t help himself. This was going to work. He’d regain control of the situation, get them all tied up, and then they would return to Earth. He’d have his hero’s welcome after all. It was risky, but the alternative was either death or a lifetime locked in a private cell. Neither option was appealing. It was worth taking chances to avoid those fates.

      Beth turned and looked at Paul. Andy had done a number on his face. He could feel it swelling, and it hurt like hell. He must appear awful, too, judging by the look on Beth’s face.Whatever; he didn’t need her approval anymore. She’d given him her last order. Paul leered at her from a shattered face with a hideous grin. Then her eyes widened. She’d seen what he was holding. Beth always was one of the brighter minds in this bunch. Too bad she was still too slow, and on the wrong side. He held the little pen-like device out where she could see it clearly.

      “Did you really think all I had here was a gun?” Paul asked.

      He lifted it upright in front of his face. Anyone looking at the thing would think it was just a pen, and it would even write in a pinch. Paul loved the irony of hiding something crucial in plain sight. He’d done so with the explosives, disguising them as bolts. And he’d done it with his detonator as well. An old spy film had given him the idea, featuring a clicking pen that exploded if clicked just right.

      “Stop him!” Beth shouted.

      Andy was up and moving before she finished speaking. Beth dashed across the bridge as she yelled, trying to get to Paul, but neither of them were going to reach him in time. His thumb pressed down hard on the button. The world seemed to roll by in slow motion.

      Sparks flew from the console in front of Dan, arcs of electricity jumping from the controls, tossing his body against the back of his chair. The entire board blew out, blasting bits of smoldering plastic all around the room.

      Then a larger explosion rocked the ship. The deck seemed to buck beneath Paul, surging from the blast. He cracked his head against the wall beside him. Stars danced in front of his eyes. He felt his ears pop as he slumped to the floor. That meant there was a pressure loss somewhere in the rear of the ship. Hatches snapped shut automatically, and cut off the air loss. Just as he had known they would. The artificial gravity failed next. Paul felt his body floating free from the floor and wall. Beth had been knocked across the room by the blast. Although Andy kept his feet under him, he was now drifting in the middle of the room, reaching out to try to grab any hand-hold he could find.

      The main drive was down, and they were out of control. He saw Jupiter appear in the front windows again, and then slip away. They were starting to spin, which wasn't helping his aching head. Their pilot was out of commission, the engines were offline, and the blast must have caused them to break from the stable orbit Dan had just said he’d put them in. Sweat broke out on Paul’s forehead. He hadn’t planned on getting them all killed with this stunt! He wanted to recover control so he could stay alive, not wind up crushed into paste by Jupiter.

      “Surrender or we’re all going to die,” Paul said, holding the detonator up where they could all see it.
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      Beth managed to grab hold of something to stop herself from bumping around. The ship was badly hurt. She could tell that without even checking. Something critical had been sabotaged by that blast. There were only so many places on the ship that one small explosive - she could tell that it was small because they were all still alive - would so completely knock out their systems. Repairing the problem might be difficult, but it shouldn’t be impossible. But Paul was brandishing that detonator like it was a weapon. That meant he had to have other bombs he could set off.

      They had to stop him before he could blow the ship.

      “Detonator in his hand!” Beth called out.

      John was still strapped into his seat. He released his straps and held on to his chair with one hand while he grabbed Andy’s foot with the other, hauling him back toward the deck.

      “Andrew!” John said. “Sedate that bastard. And then strap him up well enough that he can't pull anything else. Make sure he's got no more tricks handy, while you're at it. I don't care if you have to strip him.”

      “Consider it done,” Andy said, advancing on Paul with a menacing look.

      “No!” Paul shouted. “Wait!”

      “I’ve had enough of this,” Andy said. He yanked the pen device out of Paul's hand and snapped it in half. Then he tore a strip of duct tape from a roll and slapped it across Paul's mouth.

      Beth let go of the rail she'd been holding and pushed off toward Dan's chair. She grabbed hold of it and checked his neck for a pulse. It was there, still beating solidly. Her shoulders relaxed, and she exhaled with relief. He had small burns on his face and bits of hot plastic had singed the front of his jumpsuit, but he was alive. She couldn't very well detach his wheelchair from the console and let him drift around, so she worked around him, checking the extent of the damage to the flight controls. The answer didn't take long. The controls were trashed. She'd need to rebuild them from scratch, or close to it. They could re-route control to another console, but this one was toast. Whatever Paul had used as an explosive was both small and effective.

      “Got the med kit,” Charline said, pushing off from the wall. She glided over to Beth, who helped her stop. Charline pulled a small medical scanner out of the kit and placed it on Dan's chest. Then she rummaged around in the kit for a moment.

      “Andy, catch,” she said, and gently sent a capped syringe floating toward him. “Use it on that jerk.”

      Paul continued thrashing ever more wildly. Andy injected the syringe into Paul's arm, and he went limp again. He pulled out some more duct tape and set about making sure Paul wouldn't cause any more trouble.

      Beth turned back to Charline, who was expertly pulling out packets from the kit. She applied a salve to Dan’s burns, and steri-strips to a few of the larger cuts on his face. Charline peeked at the monitor beeping away on Dan’s chest periodically like she knew what the thing’s readout was telling her. Beth nodded in approval.

      “You’ve done this sort of thing before?” Beth asked.

      “I worked as an EMS volunteer in college,” Charline replied with a shrug. “I’m no doctor, but doing this sort of field medicine is like riding a bicycle. He’s going to be OK.”

      “A woman of hidden talents. I’m impressed,” Beth said. Inwardly she felt an enormous relief at hearing Dan would be all right. When Charline frowned, Beth went on to reassure her. “I mean that. I’m glad you’re here.”

      Charline smiled back with a warmth that lit up her face. “Thanks. You’ll forgive me if I sort of wish I wasn’t, though. This sort of adventure wasn’t really what I signed up for!”

      “None of us did,” Beth chuckled. The woman’s humor had broken at least a little of the tension she’d been feeling.

      John was flipping switches on his console, tapping his keyboard, trying to bring something up, but Beth could see there wasn't enough electricity reaching the bridge. The only power left in the room was emergency lighting, which was powered by local batteries. Even the vents which cycled fresh air through the ship had stopped hissing. Life support was out. Which was going to make the air a little stale soon, if they didn't slide back into Jupiter's embrace first.

      “How bad is it?” asked John.

      “Dan's OK. The console is shot,” Beth replied.

      “Well, at least Dan's OK. What do you think that second explosion was, Beth?” John asked.

      She thought a moment. “Most likely, it was a charge set near the coupling between the alien and human technologies. That's always been our weak spot. It's a choke point, the most devastating point of failure for the ship. I'd meant to put in a backup, but never had time. So everything went through one cable.”

      “One point of failure also means one place to fix. Might make the repair easier?” Andy asked.

      “If that's where it blew. Probably was. He is – was – one of our lead engineers. He knew exactly where to hit us to disable the ship,” Beth said. How could she have not seen this coming? She wasn't the sort to trust just anyone. How had Paul managed to slip under her paranoia radar? “I'll get suited up and go check. I can use the central corridor as an airlock.”

      “Sounds good, but be careful. We can’t afford to lose you,” said John. “At the same time, alacrity would be excellent. Without the ship’s sensors we have no idea how bad this really is – but we're too close to Jupiter for comfort. We have to assume that even if we're not actively falling yet, our orbit is going to decay fast. Time is short.”

      Beth rolled her eyes. “So you want me to be cautious but quick?”

      “In a nutshell, yes,” John replied. He showed the first smile she had seen from him since Paul drew his pistol.

      “Charline, try to see if you can route a little of the backup power to a computer terminal,” John said, “Get us something. Even a little power might help. Andy, keep an eye on the prisoner and Dan. Beth, I'll come back there with you. I might not be an engineer, but I can hand you tools and maybe help if there's any heavy lifting. I can keep touch with everyone as easily by radio from there as anyplace else. Let's go, folks.”

      Beth glanced out the front windows and saw Jupiter glide past again, and then slowly vanish. They were still in a spin. Out of control and turning wildly in space, they almost had to be either getting closer to the gas giant or drifting away from it. If it was the latter, they had plenty of time to figure this mess out. Beth wasn’t counting on that, though. She was pretty sure Jupiter was growing larger in that view every time they rolled over so that she could see it. John was right. They were running out of time.
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      Charline hooked a leg over the arm of her chair, then reached over to pull away the panel covering her console. She'd been weightless before, but she still wasn't used to this floating around thing. On the moon, she'd still had an up and a down, at least. Sliding under the console, she bounced off the floor a bit and had to steady herself. Her stomach was roiling. This whole zero gravity thing was going to take more getting used to before she was really going to be OK with it.

      How the hell had she ended up in this mess, anyway? A month ago she had a nice, cushy job on Earth with a major tech corporation. One asshole made a move on her, and she ended up fired, in space, and lost in a damaged starship someone badly wanted to either destroy or capture. Paul didn’t really seem particular which result he got, either. This wasn’t what she had signed on for. Cloak and dagger stuff was awesome in the movies, but in real life it just sucked.

      Charline remembered reading somewhere that the definition of an adventure was uncomfortable things happening to strangers far away. They felt a whole lot less like an adventure and a lot more uncomfortable when it was your life on the line instead of a character in a movie. Just then she’d have given nearly anything to have her feet back on solid ground again. But if she wanted to get back home, she was going to need to find a way to help them solve the stack of problems they faced. She reached out for some wires, and the movement sent her head bouncing against the floor again.

      “FML,” Charline muttered under her breath.

      “You OK in there?” Andy asked.

      “Not really, no. I’m a hacker, not an electrician,” Charline said. “You want someone who knows the ins and outs of computer security? I’m your girl. But John wants me to hook up one of these terminals to a backup battery. Actually, to several batteries, since one of them isn’t going to give me enough juice to power it.”

      “Can you do it?” Andy asked.

      “Yeah, I think so,” Charline replied as she popped out from beneath the console. She pushed off and floated over to the ruins of Dan’s computer and flight controls. She was going to need wire. Lots and lots of wire. Hotwiring this thing to work off battery power would be a pain in the ass, and the best she could hope for was a cobbled together system that might run for a short while. But it would give them something, at least.

      Charline grabbed a tool and used it to cut several arm-lengths of electrical wire out of the broken console. The wire was scorched by the explosion, and the rubber coating was torn in some places. She’d need to test each strand to make sure it was still conducting electricity properly before she could use it to patch the batteries together and wire them into the terminal. Even if she could get this console working again, they still wouldn't have control of the ship. She wasn't sure this was going to do any good. But it was better than sitting there doing nothing.

      She glanced over at Dan, checking the monitor on his chest. At least he was going to be OK. The medical scanner said his heart rhythm was fine, and that was her biggest worry after the shock he'd taken. When the console blew it had shorted out, sending a charge through him since he’d been touching the thing. Charline had cleaned him up pretty well. He ought to wake up on his own before too long, and his wounds were all clean and patched up. She hadn't used those skills in a while, and patching him up felt good.

      Once she’d pulled what she guessed would be enough wiring to do the job out of the trashed console, Charline pulled out her tablet and had it display schematics for the ship. Hunting around for the backup batteries would take too long, and unlike Beth she hadn’t designed the Satori, so she didn’t know where all the parts were by heart. Another reason why she was probably the wrong person for this job… But it wasn’t like she could do what Beth was trying to accomplish, either. Charline figured she’d have to muddle along as best she could and hopefully get this to work without frying herself in the process. The batteries should be stored behind a closed maintenance panel set into the ceiling in the center of the control room. Which would have been a pain to access, if they still had gravity. But without it? Charline pushed off from Dan’s console and floated over to the panel the schematics indicated. When she got there, she stared at the big plate in frustration.

      “Something wrong?” Andy asked.

      “Who the hell uses hex bolts to put something together?” Charline asked.

      “Beth, apparently?”

      “Well, I have Philip’s head and standard screwdrivers on my multitool. I don’t have a hex key,” Charline said. She was getting exasperated with the whole trip. The string of problems they’d run into were enough to melt your mind. It wasn’t enough to have a member of the team turn on them with a gun, no. He had to have planted explosives on the ship and managed to set them off. But only after they’d gone halfway across the solar system, so far from help that they might as well be in another galaxy.

      “Here, got you covered,” Andy said, tossing a small case up to her. The plastic box glided through the air. Charline caught it with her free hand.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “Hex key set, among other things. Basic repair kit. Every room on the ship has one of those, a first aid kit, a fire extinguisher, and oxygen masks. Emergency gear, for, well, times like these,” Andy replied.

      The back of the box was covered with velcro which let Charline attach it to a pad on her thigh. She opened it up and carefully pulled out the tool she needed to remove the panel. Charline kept her hands moving slowly despite the urgent need to hurry this job up. They needed at least one computer on the ship powered up again very badly, but if she fumbled a tool and it went sailing off across the room in microgravity, it wasn’t going to get the job done faster. She took a deep breath and tried vainly to relax.

      “Slow is smooth, smooth is fast,” she said in a soft voice.

      “Heh,” Andy chuckled, apparently overhearing her.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “We used to say that back in the Army. But there, we were usually talking about clearing a room or bunker, not electronics work!” he replied.

      Charline smiled down at him. Andy had strapped himself into one of the chairs to avoid floating around. He’d stuck close to Paul, for which she was grateful. Having him around when that jerk woke up would be a real plus. There was something about Andy’s manner that just made her want to trust him.

      “You ever wish you’d never come out here at all?” she blurted.

      “Not really, no. I owe John too much. If I can help keep him alive through this mess, I’ll consider it worth doing,” Andy said.

      “You really think we can get out of this?” Charline asked.

      “We’ve got one of the best engineers in the world, one of the best pilots in the world, one of the best computer people in the world, and the most advanced spaceship humanity has ever created. I think we’ve got a better than even chance,” Andy replied.

      His words made her feel a little better. Charline still wasn’t sure just how they were going to make it all work out, but trying was better than giving up. While they were still breathing, there was a chance. She’d fight every step of the way to keep that chance alive.

      “Got a couple of batteries hooked together,” she said. “Now to test them.”

      Charline connected two wires together, hoping to see a spark from the contact. Nothing. This was going to take a lot of work.
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      The suit felt clunky around her. Beth realized that she'd been spending too much time in Lunar gravity. And too much time in an air-filled hangar. Oh, she'd logged enough hours in zero gee, and enough in a suit. But that was before the project. So now, when it counted, everything felt a little rusty. Assuming they ever got out of this Beth made herself a promise that she’d spend more time working in a suit. She was about to have to do a whole bunch of emergency repair work wearing the thing, and fumble-fingers wasn’t going to make this project any easier.

      She checked the seals on John's suit. He was even slower getting suited up than she was, but not by a lot. He'd obviously made an effort to train with the equipment. How he'd found time for it, she had no idea. His suit checked out perfectly, though, as did her own when he went over it for problems. Both suits good, she checked the seals for all the doors off the main corridor. The central passage led just about everywhere in the ship, with storage, bunk rooms, an arms locker, galley, closet sized infirmary, and other spaces leading from it.

      On one end of the long corridor was the bridge. On the other, the engine room. It wasn't a large ship, and they wouldn't lose a ton of air when they dumped it from the hallway, provided they could prevent leaks from the rest of the ship. The central hallway would act like an airlock from the rest of the ship to the airless engine room.

      Once she was sure every hatch was sealed, she tried to open the engine room door. It had sealed shut automatically when it sensed the pressure loss, and the hard seal required a computer override. The problem was, the computers were down, so the little access panel on the side of the door was dead.

      Not a huge issue for Beth. She always kept a few tools handy. She pulled a screwdriver from its place in a loop on her thigh, adjusted the head, and a few moments later had pulled the face from the panel. Inside was a hash of little circuit boards and wires. The tangled mess was a maze, but she'd helped install the things. She knew how they worked.

      A couple of moments and a short circuit later, the hatch popped open a few inches. Air rushed from the corridor, sucking John against a wall, but neither of them were in any danger in their suits. Once the air had evacuated, she pulled herself up to the gap and pushed with both hands. The doors didn't slide easily, but they went back far enough that they were both able to get inside the engine area.

      She inhaled with a low whistle when she got a good look at her engine room.

      “I was right about where he hit us. Wish I wasn't,” Beth said over the suit radio. Those had internal power, so she and John could still speak to each other. It looked like the damage was focused precisely where she'd thought it would be. How Paul managed to get a bomb in here, she wasn't sure. But the damage had been precisely calculated to hit them right where it hurt the most. The explosion had ripped the floor to bits about midway down the conduit connecting the human and alien tech. There was no backup for that line. Installing a second conduit was something Beth had been planning to do, but John’s accelerated schedule made her set the idea aside in favor of higher priority tasks.

      Part of her wanted to round on him with a hearty ‘I told you so’, but that wasn’t going to help anyone. The damage was done, and it was up to her to undo it. There would be plenty of time for her to give him shit over this later, assuming they all survived this mess.

      “Stay here a minute while I survey the damage,” Beth told John. Starting with the cloak, since that's what had failed first. She needed to assess the damage one step at a time – slow is smooth, smooth is fast. She pulled the metal cover from the cloaking device. Paul had tampered with it, all right. It was a quick bit of sabotage. Obviously he'd set this up so that the cloak could be quickly reactivated, and the ship safely vanished to wherever it was he'd intended to bring it.

      The alien tech was...odd was too light a word. Rather than using printed circuit boards and microscopic transistors, like human tech did, they used small cubes, about the size of the dice for a board game. The theory was that each was some sort of quantum computing device. But they had to be sequenced in the right order. Putting them together in the first place had been like assembling a puzzle with a hundred pieces, each identical to all the others. It had taken months, because they'd been jumbled all over the interior of the device.

      To prevent future problems of the same sort, she'd used a marker on each one. Simple. But effective. She tested with washable ink at first, but when the device still worked without any problems, she switched to a permanent marker.

      And that made spotting the sabotage simple. The cubes for sixty six and ninety nine had been swapped, both installed upside down so that they looked about right. But she knew her own handwriting. She swapped both cubes back, and that was one problem out of the way. She carefully replaced the cover.

      “Cloak is back online. It was a quick fix. I can activate it from here, in a pinch, but I don't think that's a major problem right now,” she said.

      “No, this is,” John said, waving at the mess the bomb had made of the main conduit.

      “Hey, how's it going back there?” Andy's voice cut in over their radios. “I grabbed another suit so I could keep a radio link with you two.”

      “The cloak was an easy fix. The rest of it's not going to be so simple. We're getting to it now. I'll see what I can patch fast, and what's going to take more time,” she replied.

      “OK,” Andy said. “Let me know if there's anything I can do. Looks like Dan is starting to come around, going to go check on him now.”

      Beth couldn't help feeling a sense of relief about Dan. She’d been more worried about him than she was willing to let on, even to herself. She shoved her roiling emotions about her ex aside. There was a job to do here, and she needed her head in the game. Beth knelt by the damaged conduit and went to work. The air in the bridge was going to get thin really fast if she couldn’t get life support operating again soon. Not to mention the gas giant they were coasting along next to, just waiting to suck them down and crush them into a little ball. No pressure, she told herself. Just the lives of every person on the ship at stake.
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      Andy breathed a sigh of relief as Dan's eyelids began to flutter. He knew that Charline had been peeking at the medical monitor periodically. She’d told him more than once that Dan was just unconscious, and that it was best to let him sleep it off. He’d come around when his body was ready to wake up. That hadn’t made it any easier to sit around passing her tools and watching two sleeping men. He felt more than a little useless. Everyone else on the ship was helping get them out of this mess, and him? Andy was supposed to be the security specialist. It was his job to stop things like Paul’s scheme from happening in the first place, and he’d failed utterly in that duty. He watched Dan’s eyelids move again and heard the pilot give  soft moan.

      “It's about time you woke up,” Andy said. Dan coughed twice, his whole body shaking in the action, then slowly opened his eyes.

      “What hit me?” Dan asked.

      “Your console did. Blew up in your face,” Charline said. “How are you feeling?”

      “Ow,” Dan said.

      “Ow is right,” Andy said, chuckling. “I'd give you some water, but we're in zero gee right now, and the zero-gee water bulbs are on the other side of an airless corridor.”

      “S'OK. I'll be all right in a minute,” Dan said, closing his eyes again. Then they snapped open. “My console blew? How'd that happen?”

      Andy gave Paul a hard look where the man was still floating, zip tied to the wall. Paul was awake again too, although he seemed bleary and lethargic from the sedative. “Ask Paul. Looks like he had more than a gun.”

      Dan was staring around at the bridge, which only dimly illuminated by emergency lights. He looked a little lost. Andy couldn’t blame him. When he’d been knocked out they had everything under control again. Then those explosions…

      “I'll bring you up to speed,” Andy said. “Your console blew, and another bomb in the engine room went off. Beth and John are back there trying to repair the main conduit. Charline is over there hoping to get a little power from the emergency systems, give us something.”

      Charline looked up from her work with a relieved smile and waved. “Welcome back.”

      “We're in a spin, it looks like our orbit is degrading, and we have no power, so there's no way to access the alien systems,” he finished.

      “Like the engines we need to get us out of this mess,” Dan said.

      “Exactly,” Andy said.

      Paul was making more noise over there on the wall. Andy eyed him suspiciously. He was rocking back and forth, and it looked like he was growing increasingly agitated despite the drugs. His mouth was opening and closing under the tape Andy had slapped over it, and he was frantically bopping about, but the lack of gravity was making his movements into a confused jumble.

      “What's his problem?” asked Dan.

      “Not sure,” Andy said. He pushed off from Dan's chair, gliding effortlessly to the wall near Paul. Paul's eyes were bulging now, and he was gesturing wildly at his gag with both bound hands. He was still breathing OK, so that wasn't the problem. Andy's eyes narrowed. He moved closer cautiously, looking for but not seeing any trap.

      “It looks like he wants to say something, Andy,” Dan said, eying Paul from his seat.

      That was exactly what it looked like. Andy shrugged a little. Couldn't hurt to let him have his say. Probably. He leaned in toward Paul. “I'm going to take off the gag, Paul. If you piss me off, I'm going to put it back on, and add an extra couple yards of tape, wrapped around your head a few times. You get me?”

      Paul's head bobbed up and down. Andy grabbed a corner of the tape and yanked hard.

      “Ow!” Paul said.

      “Less crying. What did you want to say so badly?” Andy asked.

      Paul was breathing hard and fast, like he'd been running. He was beyond agitated. This was a panic reaction, Andy realized. He stayed alert for any sudden movements. People got unpredictable when they panicked, and Paul had been more than enough trouble already. He wasn’t going to give the guy any more chances to create more problems for them.

      “You have to understand,” Paul said. “I wanted the ship. I wasn't going to hurt any of you if I could avoid it.”

      “Tell that to my skull,” Andy said, rubbing the still-sore spot where Paul had knocked him out with one hand.

      “Sorry for that. I really am. But our country needs this ship, don't you see? With the energy from this ship powering our electric grid, we could solve so many problems!” Paul said.

      “By turning us over to your Marine friends?” Dan asked.

      “There weren't really any marines – the security John put over communications was too tough. I was only able to clue the feds in that something worth watching was going down. That's why they repositioned the satellite.”

      “Best news I've heard all day,” Andy said.

      “But you don't understand!” Paul said. “There were four bombs!”

      “What?”

      Charline shouted in triumph. “Got it!”

      The emergency lights flickered and dimmed, but her console came alive with power. Then she froze. She looked over at Paul and paled.

      “What do you mean, four bombs? Where are the other two?” Andy asked.

      “They're on the outside of the hull, down near the engines. My last ditch, to get you all to give it up. They're on timers. They ought to be going off soon. First one, then the other, about five minutes apart,” Paul said. “They look like bolts. They’ve been inserted into the hull like any other bolt, to make them hard to spot.”

      “How do we disarm them?” Andy asked. He shook Paul’s shoulders.

      “You can't. You broke my remote,” Paul said with a scowl.

      The pen. Andy cursed under his breath. He'd broken it out of anger, and to keep Paul from using it to pull any more tricks. How much trouble had his temper landed them in? Damn it, this just kept getting worse. He felt his anger surge again and struggled to rein it in. Smacking Paul around might feel good, but it wasn’t going to fix their problems. He needed to keep his cool to handle this situation.

      “We ought to just space you, Paul, for all of this. You're lucky I don't have time right now,” Andy replied.

      “Charline, can you get any sort of read on our vector? How much trouble are we in?” Dan asked.

      Leave it to the pilot to remember what was important right now, Andy thought. He was doubly glad Dan was awake and alert again. They needed his brains.

      “Lots,” she replied, still typing at high speed.

      “How bad?” Dan said.

      “Very. According to the computer, if we can't regain control soon, we'll be in the atmosphere. Maybe fifteen minutes. Once we hit that, the computer predicts we'll pick up downward speed rapidly as we lose our angular momentum.”

      Andy grabbed the suit helmet he'd used to talk to John and Beth. They weren’t going to enjoy hearing this information any more than he had, but he needed to fill them in on what was going on. Plus he had an idea how these bombs were going to need to be dealt with. He didn’t like it, but someone was going to have to go out there and pull the things off the ship, and that someone pretty much had to be him. Beth could maybe do it, but she was needed to repair the conduit. Andy had at least some experience with explosives from back when he was in the Army. It wasn’t much, but it was probably more than Charline or Dan could boast of. There was no way Andy was letting John go out there to clean up the mess he’d allowed to happen.

      “Hey, Beth? Charline got some power up, and she's tracking our descent. Our orbit is degrading fast. Fifteen minutes to atmosphere, and then things get nasty fast,” Andy said. “On the plus side, Dan’s awake again, so if you can get the engines running before we get cooked, he can fly us out of here.”

      “Great,” came Beth's voice over the radio. “Nothing like pressure.”

      “That's not all though. Paul says he had two more bombs. On timers. Under your feet, from the sounds of it. I'm going to suit up and go outside to try to disarm them,” Andy said.

      John's voice came back “You sure that's the only way? He can't just turn them off?”

      Andy looked at Paul. “He says no. Damned fool. Who sets bombs on a spaceship he'll be flying in? No, it looks like EVA or nothing.”

      “OK, Andrew. Get it done, but be careful,” John said. “You'll all need to suit up – the corridor is depressurized, and I don't know if we can get the engine room door shut so you can pressurize it again. You're going to have to pump the air out of the bridge, too.”

      “Not a bad idea anyway,” Dan said. He had already released himself from his wheelchair and was gliding over to the suit rack. “Spacesuits might save lives if another of those bombs goes off.”

      “Beth wants to get Majel back online,” John said. “Charline, you can help her with that better than I can. I'll come forward to assist Andrew. Dan, you stay on the bridge. As soon as those drives come back on line, we need to get out of here.”

      Andy looked around the room, the thin haze of smoke still drifting in the missing gravity. He closed his eyes, trying to recall everything he'd ever learned about demolitions disposal. It had been a long, long time. He hoped it hadn't been too long.

      He opened his eyes again. “OK, let's do this.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      It didn't take much time to get suited up. Funny how fast you can do something when there's so much on the line, Andy thought. He was glad he'd drilled so much in spacesuit use. It struck him as something that would probably be used infrequently, but when it was, he'd need to be quick. Dan was an old hand at EVA, and got into his suit faster than either he or Charline. He checked them both over, making sure the suits were perfect. Andy was pleased to get a sharp nod of approval from the man. He’d raced through the process of getting the suit on, and managed it without any errors.

      Then came the more dangerous part. They needed to at least try to get Paul into a suit. None of them were happy with him, but they didn’t want him asphyxiating in front of their eyes, either. Dan held the gun on Paul while Andy stood by in case physical persuasion was required, but Paul put the suit on without complaint. The hardest part had been getting him zip tied back to the stanchion and taped up well enough that he couldn't give Dan any grief while Andy was ‘outside’.

      John came up the corridor and gave Charline a wave as she went by on her way to the engine room.

      When she passed through the doorway to the engine room, John opened a private channel with Andy. “How are you feeling about this?”

      “About the whole thing?” Andy laughed. “Not how I'd pictured this trip going, let's put it that way.”

      “My fault,” John replied. “I should have seen trouble coming with Paul.”

      “He wasn't for keeping the ship, but I don't think anyone could have expected this out of him.”

      John shook himself a little. “Anyway, I was talking about the bomb disposal. Can you do this?” They stepped into the airlock and shut the inner door behind them. Andy started the airlock cycling. Most of the air had already evacuated from the ship through the holes in the engine room, so it didn’t take long before the green light indicated they were clear to open the outer door.

      “I think I can. Not like I have to disarm them; from what I got out of Paul, it sounds like I just need to pry them off the ship. Stay inside the airlock, though. Just in case,” Andy said.

      John reached out and placed a hand on each of Andy's shoulders. “Be careful.”

      “Better believe it.”

      Andy popped the outside hatch with the manual release – this airlock had been designed as an escape hatch, so it was hooked into the emergency power supply and had backup manual controls. A little residual air puffed out into space ahead of him.

      Andy clipped one end of a safety line onto a steel ring just outside the airlock door. The other end was already attached to his suit. He slipped out of the airlock and flicked on his helmet lights. Parts of the ship were picking up light, either from the sun or reflected off Jupiter, but the ship was still slowly spinning, and that was putting different parts in and out of shadow. He played out some line and grasped a rail on the ship's hull, pulling himself hand over hand toward the engines. The suit had a small thruster pack, but he'd save that in case he really needed it.

      The ship continued its slow spin, and Jupiter rolled beneath him. He froze, watching the planet slide into sight. The view was incredible, and took his breath away. He wasn't close enough to see individual clouds – and a voice in the back of his head was grateful for that! But he could see the whirling patterns moving through the clouds, swept around by winds stronger than any hurricane on Earth. Bands of color, patterns of light and shadow, twisting together with a savage beauty.

      No one had ever seen Jupiter quite this way before. Video utterly failed to convey the enormity, the majesty, of this view.

      “Beautiful, isn't it,” John said. His tone made the question a statement.

      “Yes,” Andy said, embarrassed to be caught skylarking. Then the roll was moving the planet back out of view again, and he shook himself to get his head back in the game. Time was short, and everyone was counting on him.

      The airlock was nearer to the nose than the aft of the ship, so it took him about a minute to reach the engine block. “I'm here. Going to start looking for the bombs now.”

      “Be careful, Andrew,” John said.

      The ship completed a spin, suspending him with Jupiter below his feet again, and he realized he didn't feel quite weightless anymore. There was a distinct pull from the huge planet below, a drag on his arms, until the spin went around again and he felt himself gently pushed back toward the hull instead. That was going to be a problem.

      Now that he was feeling gravity, he'd have to work fast. Jupiter's pull would start dragging the ship down more rapidly, and make prying the bombs off more difficult for him as well. He went hand over hand across the hull, looking for a bolt that seemed out of place. Paul had told him how he'd disguised the small explosives. The bolts were shaped charges, so they'd blow mostly toward the point of the bolt, away from the head. Which meant these last two would direct their charges into the engine room itself. Beth and Charline were in there working. If the bombs blew, they could be killed. Worse yet, if the bombs blew the engine apart, or even damaged it enough, they were never going to get it working in time to escape Jupiter’s pull.

      There it was! He spotted the first one, and started pulling himself toward it. As he was moving, he saw the second as well. Both were a little off color from the other bolts. And where the others were all in neat, orderly rows, these two stood out, off on their own in the middle of plates. He stared at both bolts, trying to guess which one would blow first. Paul hadn't said. But one was closer to the alien engines than the other, so he guessed that one would blow last. Paul would have wanted to save the tech, if he could.

      He settled himself near the device he thought would blow first, and hooked a snap carabiner around his safety line and a loop of metal bolted to the hull. At least someone had considered that deep space external repairs might be necessary. Just in time, too, as the ship swung around again, and he felt weight pulling him away from the ship. The line stopped him and held him in place, so he had both hands free to work.

      He reached down to the velcro patch on his suit leg and pulled out a pair of tools. Charline had loaned him these back on the bridge – non conductive tools she used for dealing with the guts of computers. They might help prevent a static spark from jumping around as he worked. Sparks and explosives. Bad combination.

      He worked one of the tools in between the bolt head and the hull, gently nudging the bolt free from the metal. It slid a tiny bit. Small motions, keep it small! There was a tiny gap now between the hull and the bolt head. Andy was sweating in his suit, acutely aware that the timer on the bolt might run out any second.

      He was reaching down for another tool when his time ran out.

      The bolt exploded, discharging most of its force into the hull, toward the engine room.

      But enough force remained to blast the bolt head apart. There wasn't much of a shock wave, because there wasn't atmosphere around the ship to carry it, but the impact was still enough at point blank range to kick him back off the ship. That saved his life, as bits of hot metal whizzed by his suit instead of shredding the soft material.

      For a terrible moment he felt like he was falling toward that huge planet below, unsure if anything would stop him. Then the line snapped taut, jerking him to a sudden stop. Andy's head cracked against the back of his helmet, sending new pain through his already sore skull. Stars danced in front of his vision, and he could taste blood in his mouth. The line held, but he dangled from the underside of the ship as it began to pick up speed, descending into the upper atmosphere of the enormous planet below.
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      One moment, Charline was squatting next to Beth, pulling a panel off a computer. The next, she found himself sprawled against one of the walls of the engine room as sections of torn deck smashed around her. Dizzy, she shook her head, trying to clear it, but the movement only made things worse. Her ears were ringing, and the coppery taste in her mouth told her she’d bitten something when she slammed into the wall. Charline panted, panic taking over for a few seconds. What had happened? Where was Beth?

      “Beth? Can you hear me?” Charline said. There was no immediate response, but then John’s voice came over her radio.

      “You all right in there?” John said. “One of the other bombs went off.”

      The other bombs. Of course. That helped Charline calm her frayed nerves and take stock of her situation. She looked down at her suit's status readout on her wrist. Miraculously, the suit had no breaches; the thing was still intact. Charline thanked whatever god was out there keeping an eye on her for that. A hole in her suit would have been fatal. She glanced about at her surroundings. The engine room hadn't fared as well.

      A section of the decking had torn upward, shards of hot metal pinging against the walls and ceiling. One larger chunk had blasted past her head to crash against the door Beth had hotwired to get in. It must have narrowly missed her faceplate. Door motors came briefly to life, as emergency systems within the door read the impact as a threat and strained to close the door again. The door shut with a grinding of metal on metal that she could feel in her boots.

      Beth! She'd been right in front of the explosion. Was she all right? Charline looked for her in the dim light, the haze from the explosion making her search difficult. She spotted Beth floating near another wall, and pushed off toward her to help.

      “You OK?” Charline asked.

      “Yeah, I think so.” Beth was checking the suit readout on her left wrist. “Shit.”

      “What? Are you hit?” Charline eyed her suit carefully, looking for a hole to patch.

      “The suit says no punctures, but I think I lost a seal somewhere. I can hear a hissing noise.”

      “I can't patch that in here. We need to get you up to the bridge and get you into a new suit.”

      “No time,” Beth said, turning back to her work. “We're almost out as it is. Can't you feel gravity starting to tug at us? We'll be flopping around in here with every spin of the ship before too long.”

      She ran wires from the power lines in the conduit over to the human mainframe. “I need Majel online fast. I think I have an idea. Can you get her rebooted, as soon as I get power to her system?”

      Charline grinned weakly. She could reboot a computer in her sleep. “That, I can do.”

      Charline pulled herself over to a console that was hardwired to the mainframe and checked it out. It had been far enough from the explosion to be spared damage. In fact, she realized that most of the equipment in the room was undamaged. Paul’s placement had been damned precise, or they’d just gotten really lucky. She had the feeling that last bomb would be another story, though. It sounded like that one was right underneath the alien tech. If it blew, Charline had no idea how much harm it would do to the alien power source, their drive, and all the other stuff housed back there. Hell, if it blew up the power unit the secondary explosion might kill them all. She shoved the thoughts away. It wasn’t helping her focus. A flash of light told her Beth had restored power to the mainframe and her console. Charline typed out a series of rapid-fire commands, and the main computer began its reboot.

      “OK, starting Majel’s boot process. What now?” Charline asked.

      Beth was back at work again. She grunted, pulling more wires apart with a shower of tiny sparks showing how hot they were. “I'm hoping to use Majel as a control interface. The wires to connect the bridge controls are a shambles, and it's going to take me hours to connect them all. But if I can hook up basic controls to Majel, we might be able to direct her using wifi from the bridge, and have her control the alien tech directly.”

      “So you want me to get our AI to interface directly with an alien computer that your best guys haven't been able to figure out with months to work on it. And I've got what, ten minutes?” Charline asked.

      “More like five. But yeah. If you're up for it.” Beth grinned. “If you can't, I don't know how we're getting out of this, short of going outside to push.”

      She noticed that Beth was panting a little. “How bad is that air leak?”

      “Not as bad as it's going to be for all of us in a few minutes if I can't get those engines online. They were hit by some of the bits from the blast,” Beth replied. “You worry about your impossible task, and let me worry about mine.”

      Charline raised an eyebrow, but turned back to the console, opening a command line interface and sending the signals to bring Majel back to life. That was the easy part. Once she had the program working again, she was going to need to figure out how to build an interface between human software and an alien computer that none of them understood in the slightest. In the space of a couple of minutes. This task wasn’t just impossible, it was insane. Majel finished booting, and Charline started typing commands as fast as she could, making up the code as she went along.

      Programming wasn’t just about algorithms, it was about language. At Charline’s level of skill, code was art as well as science. If she could make this work it would be a masterpiece of effort. Totally focused on the task, she drove her fingers to fly over the keys.
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      John had been completely shielded when the bomb went off. He hadn't even realized what had happened at first, but when he saw Andrew slammed backward, he knew something was terribly wrong. Just like everything else on this little jaunt – one wrong thing after another. Try as he might, he couldn't seem to get things back under control.

      The safety line snapped taut, with Andrew dangling a couple of feet below the ship. Because he’d clipped in near where he was working, John couldn’t just reel him back to the airlock. He was going to have to go out after Andrew himself. John clipped his own safety line to the airlock frame and started out toward his young friend. He growled, pulling himself along faster as the tug of gravity continued to increase. He had to get Andrew awake or back inside the Satori. The fact that they were feeling gravity at all meant that the ship's surface area was slowing their descent a little. If the ship was still falling toward the surface at the same speed as a rock, they'd still be weightless. But those broad wings were meeting some resistance already.

      Which meant they were already reacting to Jupiter's upper atmosphere.

      That didn't leave a lot of time before the ship started heating up. It wouldn’t take long for things to go from ‘heating up’ to ‘burning up’. They were almost out of time.

      “Damn it, Andrew, wake up!” he said over the radio.

      “Guh?”

      “You're awake,” John said, relief flooding his voice. “Are you hurt?”

      “Uhhhh...yes?” Andy said. “But not too bad, I think. Going to be sore tomorrow though. My poor head!”

      “Can you still stop the other bomb? We don't have much time.”

      “I'll give it a shot,” he replied.

      John reached out a hand to help him grab hold of the ship.

      

      Dan was staring ahead at the front windows. Jupiter rolled by, then back away again, then back into view. It was beginning to make him feel a little dizzy, but it was either that or look at Paul. He didn't feel like looking at Paul – that made him more ill than the dizzying spin.

      How could he? Paul had worked as hard on the Satori as any of them. He was part of their team. Dan didn't understand a man who could pretend to be someone's friend while all along plotting against him. Part of him was a little glad it didn't make sense, but it still bothered him.

      Intellectually, Dan knew that people were often dishonest, and he'd told his share of little white lies. But there was a difference between pretending to be sick from work so you could get an extra fishing day in and hiding the fact that you were about to steal and/or blow up a spaceship around a bunch of people who thought you were their friend. The betrayal struck home deeply in his heart.

      Dan was lost in those thoughts, and almost missed the little glow appearing around the nose of the ship as it spun past Jupiter. Almost, but not quite – and then his attention refocused quickly. He waited for the next spin – and there it was. Traces of atmosphere reacting with the hull. He activated the radio in his helmet.

      “Beth, I know you're busy right now, but I thought you should know – we're dipping into Jupiter's upper atmosphere. Seeing traces of heat reaction against the hull.”

      “Got that,” she replied. “Switch channels and tell Andy. He's still out there, I think.”

      Dan fiddled with the controls for a moment to swap to channel two. “Andy?”

      “Here,” came the reply.

      “Andy, it's about to get hot out there. You need to get yourself inside, fast.”

      “Can't yet, Dan. I'm still working on that last bomb. If it goes off, we're all toast.”

      “Can you put a rush on it? I don't know how much time you've got, but it's not a lot.”

      “We'll do what we can. Andy out.”

      Dan looked around the room, wondering what he could do to help. He unhooked himself from his seat, and drifted toward Charline's station, where she'd gotten the power running. The ship tilted again as he drifted over, and he felt gravity shove him down like a hand. The seat came rushing up at him much faster than he'd thought, and he fell against the padding with a rush of air gusting out of his lungs.

      Gravity. He thought about it a moment. That meant there was already some braking action going on. The ship's aerodynamics were slowing their descent. Gas in Jupiter’s upper atmosphere was reacting with their hull, generating friction and slowing them down every time the wings were flat to their angle of descent.

      “I wonder if I can help that at all,” he muttered. He slid into the seat and tapped the keyboard. Char's screen came up, with a new notification, saying that Majel was online and awaiting instructions.

      “Nice,” he said. The voice interface was still down. The emergency batteries running this console weren’t giving it enough juice to manage that. But if he could type out some commands to the AI, maybe something could be done.

      He tapped out the words LIST COMMAND SUMMARY.

      A string of commands came up. Among them were things he knew were offline, like the main drive.

      He typed again: LIST AVAILABLE FUNCTIONAL COMMANDS.

      This gave him a much shorter list. There wasn't a lot of power available, and all of the alien tech seemed offline still. Beth must be working at that. It was those alien drives that would save them, if anything could. She had to get those back online.

      But there were other systems available. The Satori, for all that it was a starship with wormhole drives, was designed to handle planetary landings. Which meant it had been designed with aerodynamics in mind, not just space flight. Among the commands available for access were those for ailerons, flaps, and elevators.

      No stick meant this was going to be tricky. He'd have to type each adjustment manually. But he'd logged a lot of hours flying, in the air as well as in space. Incrementally, he adjusted the wing and tail surface controls to counter the spin. Slowly, the crazy motion in the front window came to, if not a stop, and least a much slower slide. He put more flaps on, tilting the nose up a bit. The computer said that the Satori was now in a nose-up configuration for re-entry – a lot like the old shuttle craft used to use for landings on Earth.

      Of course, those shuttles had never tried the routine going into Jupiter's atmosphere. He couldn't recall how fast Jupiter's winds were, but he remembered they were very fast. Things were going to get bumpy, soon, if they couldn't pull out. And warm too. The ship had good belly shielding against heat, but it was designed to land under power, using the gravity drive to control the ship's descent. The heat shielding wasn't intended to soak up the sort of heat this powerless belly-in method was going to generate. Whether the ship was torn to shreds by the wind shear or melted into slag by the heat of their atmospheric entry was moot. For the moment Dan had at least slowed the process down a little. It wasn’t enough to save them.

      But it was something. They were moving slower now, and gravity was pointing more or less reliably in one direction, instead of rotating as the ship spun around. He felt a brief rush of relief, relaxed his hands a little.

      One wing hit a pocket of denser gas, and the ship tilted wildly off to one side. His fingers flew over the keyboard to type in a correction. That pushed the right wing back too far in the other direction, and he had to shift the ailerons a bit more to compensate. Holding this brick steady wasn't going to be easy. Dan grimaced, bringing every bit of his years of flight experience to bear on the limited controls he had. Every second he bought them gave Beth a little more time to get those engines back operational.
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      The heat was beginning to distract Andy, even through his suit. The spinning had stopped, at least. The Satori’s spin had slowed down and then finally stopped altogether. It looked like Dan had managed to do something – that had to be his handiwork. But the spinning had stopped with the ship facing right side up. Which made great sense if you were trying to use the atmosphere to break the ship’s fall, but the bombs were on the bottom side of the ship, facing down toward Jupiter.

      That left Andy dangling from his safety line underneath the ship as he tried to disable the last bomb. It was starting to get hot out there, even through his suit. Andy felt his body growing slick with perspiration inside the thick protective covering. If he couldn’t get that bomb free and get back inside the ship soon, he was going to cook. And the thing was stuck.

      Not having any leverage wasn't helping, but he had to admit most of the issue was just the metal on metal of the bolt’s connection to the ship. Perhaps the hull was already heating up, and that was causing expansion of the metal plates. Whatever the cause, the bolt wasn't coming lose, not for all the prying he could manage. So Andy pulled out a small laser cutting tool.

      “John, time for you to go back inside,” Andy said.

      “Why? What are you doing with that?”

      “The bomb won't come off. Going to burn through the hull around it. But I could set it off, trying. Don't want us both here if I do.”

      “How can I help?” John asked, stubbornly staying put.

      “By being where I don't need to worry about blowing you up, OK?” Andy laughed. “That would look bad on my resume.”

      John retreated back into the airlock, with some grumbling. Once he was safely away from the blast area Andy slowly burned away the metal in a circle around the bomb. Ever so carefully, because if the heat of the laser warmed the bolt itself too much...!

      Well, he'd been lucky to survive the first one going off. He didn't want to count on doing it twice. And even if he did, the bomb was positioned to damage the engines – which would kill their only way to escape this deathtrap.

      He wished he could wipe the sweat away from his eyes. Definitely getting warmer.

      “John, I might need you to haul me back in when I'm done. So don't go too far, OK?”

      He heard John's steady laugh over the radio. “As if I would.”

      There was a temperature gauge on the inside of his helmet. He'd stopped looking at it when it passed one hundred degrees. The suit was trying to compensate for the increasing heat, but it wasn't up to the task. No space suit had been designed that would survive re-entry into an atmosphere unshielded. He tried to put the temperature out of his mind.

      Instead, he kept cutting. He'd keep cutting as long as he could.

      The laser was almost done with its work. Only a slim bit of metal remained. There'd be a nice hole in the hull when he was done, but that they could patch. Just another centimeter to burn through, and he'd be home free. He could drop the bolt and make his way back to the airlock. Andy’s arms were burning from the effort of keeping the laser steady as the ship was buffeted around by the increasing winds.

      Then he felt a pop through his fingers, and the laser went out.

      “Damn it! Not now!” he said.

      “What's wrong?” John asked.

      “The laser died. Not meant to survive in this heat, I think. Probably fried something inside it.”

      “Hang tight, I'll bring another one out to you.”

      Andy looked at the little sliver left to cut, and the silver dollar of hull he'd almost separated around the bolt. “No, I think I might be able to pop it out now.” He dropped the laser cutter – it was useless now, and he didn't have the time to put it back properly. Then he pulled out a wrench and rammed it into the gap he'd cut in the metal.

      With a grunt, he hauled his legs up against the hull. Using his legs and increasing weight for leverage, he grasped the wrench with both hands, twisting and pulling against the spindle of metal left holding the bomb to the ship.

      He felt it give a little.

      Andy's eyes were drawn to a flashing red light in his suit helmet. The temperature indicator was giving a warning – suit temp had gone up over one hundred and twenty degrees. His breaths were coming in short, ragged gasps now as he pulled with everything he had, twisted with his arms and pushed with his legs.

      And then with one last terrific effort, he broke the last of the metal. The bolt came away from the ship in his hands.

      Without the metal supporting his weight, his legs pushed him off from the ship, and he plummeted down toward the planet below. He felt a brief jolt as his safety line went taut on the carabiner, but the device snapped apart, weakened by the cold and then intense heat. So he fell, and fell, and kept falling.

      It felt like he'd fall forever.

      And then the safety line jerked him to a halt at its full length, the spot where he'd fastened it to the airlock still holding fast. The bomb dropped from his fingers. He watched it tumble away from him, falling faster than the ship. Dan’s aerobraking move had the ship falling slow enough that the bomb seemed to plummet away until it was completely out of sight. A few seconds later, a small flash lit the clouds somewhere below. Damn, that had been close.

      Andy closed his eyes, too tired to contemplate climbing back up all that way. Too hot. He was having a harder and harder time breathing.

      “Not so fast,” came the voice over his radio. He felt a tug on his line. “I've got you!”

      “John...?” he murmured.

      “Hang tight. I'll get you up. Again. This better not become a habit, though!” He could hear John's familiar grin in his banter.

      Andy tried to keep his breathing even and steady in the increasing heat as he felt himself begin slowly ascending toward the ship again.
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      Beth smiled. She was panting now, her air very thin. The blown seal was worse than she’d thought at first, and her suit was running through its reserves like mad. She'd exchanged the main air tank once already for the backup one that was hanging on the engine room wall – just for cases like this, where someone needed more air. But her suit was leaking too fast. The suit was trying to retain proper pressure for her, but the result was a lot of air leaking out.

      So instead she'd turned down the pressure settings in her suit. She was working in the equivalent of a very high altitude environment on Earth, and her body wasn't used to it. The air leak seemed to be a little slower, anyway. The suit was compensating for less pressure loss than it had been. But the lower pressure left her feeling lightheaded, and she found it increasingly difficult to force herself to concentrate on finishing the last of these emergency repairs. More like patches than real fixes, but they would get power to where it needed to be. The rest of the damage could be cleaned up later.

      But she'd gotten the job just about done. Charline had booted Majel, and Dan had been able to use the AI's assistance to right the ship, slow their descent. That had given Beth just enough breathing room to patch Majel's server directly to the alien systems. At this point, all she needed to do was flip a switch, and Majel would be linked to the main drive, wormhole drive, the alien computer bank, and whatever else was stored in that black box of tech that she'd only just begun to understand. If Charline’s code could manage to connect the two, maybe Majel’s program could activate the drive and get them out of there.

      “Charline, it's ready,” Beth said.

      “You OK?” Charline asked for the hundredth time.

      “No, not really. Let's get this done and get out of here.”

      She didn't reply, still typing on the command line interface.

      Beth flipped the switch, and felt power hum through the ship. She'd restored the main power line from the engines to the human components. All over the ship, power should be coming back. They’d have consoles on the bridge. Life support would be back. They still needed engine control, though. That part was out of her hands. She looked over at Charline, still pounding console keys at a rate Beth didn’t think she could have managed even without a spacesuit on.

      “Power's back. Can Majel handle controls, Charline?”

      “She should be able to. I've written a new program that I think will enable her to interface with the alien computer system. Maybe. It depends on how good their programming was, really; because mine is a hatchet job. And I've got her programmed to route all commands sent to her from the bridge down to the drive components.”

      “Somehow, it just seems wrong to be using her as a glorified wifi router, though,” Beth said ruefully.

      “Not really. I've managed to extrapolate a few of the the communication protocols, but if this is going to work its going to take a lot of on the fly code adaptations. Only a system as strong as Majel could handle this,” Charline replied.

      Beth relaxed against a wall. Her arms and legs felt like lead. She heard Charline calling over the radio net. “Dan? Majel has access to the drive system. See if you can get her to fire up the engines and get us the hell out of here!”

      “Got that,” Dan said back. “I'm on it.”

      Beth got shakily to her feet. When had she sat down? She didn’t remember doing that. She’d been leaning up against the wall and then… The room was beginning to wobble around her, vision swimming. She almost fell, but Charline got a shoulder under her arm before she could.

      “Thanks,” Beth said in a whisper. She hadn't meant to whisper. What was wrong with her? Something about air... She was having a hard time thinking clearly.

      “Hang on,” Charline said, walking her over to the exit door. She swore when she saw the door, then tried poking at something on the wall next to the door, something... Beth couldn't see. Her vision was going all fuzzy now.

      “That last bomb must have damaged the door, Beth. The control panel is shot. Hang tight, going to try to force it open.”

      Charline set her down gently against the wall, but Beth couldn't keep her feet under her. She slid down the wall to sit on the floor – the drive must be back on, she realized. Normal gravity had set in again. Blackness was creeping around the edge of her vision.

      She watched Charline tug at the door, pound on it. She saw her grab a piece of scrap metal and try to force it into the center seam where the two doors slid together and met. But the door just sat there, looking all gray and solid. The black was closing in around her sight more now, and she heard a roaring sound in her ears.

      “Anyone! The doors are jammed here in the engine room,” she heard Charline's voice over the radio. “I can't get them open, and Beth is leaking air. She's almost out.”

      Beth heard the desperate fear in her ship-mate’s voice, and knew something about the situation should have bothered her, but she couldn’t think clearly enough to remember what that might be. She smiled anyway. Beth couldn’t see anything anymore, but she could still feel the drive through the hull, the steady thrum of her engines as they pushed back against the gravity of the giant planet below with their incomprehensible power. She'd fixed her baby, made it soar again. That asshole Paul had hurt her engines. But they were all better now, and it was time for a nap.

      She closed her eyes.
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      Dan swore under his breath as he struggled with the controls, trying to get them out of the mess they were in. His attention was split, worrying both about controlling the ship and about his friends. Andy and John were back on board, and on their way to try to help Charline and Beth out of the engine room. But Beth wasn't speaking anymore. Charline said she'd passed out. Dan wondered how much air was left in Beth’s tanks. Would they be able to get the doors open in time to help her? He wanted to rush back to assist them, to do something to save her. But what could he do, wheel his chair back and stare at them while they pried the door open? No, his place was here, not back there with her…no matter what his heart was telling him, Beth’s best chance for survival lay with him getting the Satori free from Jupiter’s grasp.

      But even that was proving problematic. They’d fallen deep enough that gravity was tugging hard at the ship. Worst of all, the main drives refused to operate at full power. Maybe Majel was just having issues with the interface, but he couldn't get enough power out of the drives to get free from the planet's pull. Dan was able to aim the ship back out of the gravity well and he was giving the engines everything he could, but it wasn't enough. They weren't even holding position – they were still slowly sinking down into the mists of Jupiter. They weren't in any danger from heat build up, going this slowly. But eventually the ship would reach a crush depth or run into a blast of hurricane force wind that would toss them off course, and that would be the end of them.

      “Majel, I am running out of ideas,” Dan said. And now I'm talking to a computer, he thought to himself. He looked over at Paul, but the second dose of sedatives had finally taken full effect. He had passed out a while ago. Not that Dan really wanted his company anyway. The surge of anger he felt even thinking about Paul was a distraction he didn’t need. At least the computer’s voice interface was active again. That gave him something to ‘talk’ to.

      “How long until we reach crush depth?” Dan asked the computer.

      “At present rate of descent, approximately thirty minutes remain until the ship reaches an atmospheric pressure which the hull cannot withstand.”

      Thirty minutes was more time than Beth had, from the sounds of it. But the rest of them would follow her into death if he couldn't think of something.

      “Is there any way to increase power to the primary drive?” he asked.

      It seemed like there was a long pause before the computer answered. “Analysis does not reveal any method at this time. Recommend diagnostic of main power conduit.”

      “Yeah, great. I know the main conduit is out.”

      Dan set up a monitor to track their progress – or backwards progress, in this case, as they slowly slipped deeper into Jupiter's soup. A heavy burst of wind buffeted the ship, and he struggled with the controls for a minute, trying to keep the ship on course. With the drives running this hot, if the nose tipped down even for a moment, they'd plummet down and be in even worse shape.

      “Folks, how are things going with that door?” Dan asked.

      “No luck yet, Dan. We clear of Jupiter yet?” John said over his radio.

      “We're stuck. Actually, we're worse than stuck, we've slid another few hundred feet down since the engines came back. Nothing I am doing seems to be slowing us down. How's Beth? We could use her back on her feet again.”

      A moment passed. Dan stared at the mike. Nobody talking wasn't a very good sign. Then John said “She's still out, Dan. We're working on the door.”

      “I've hooked up my oxygen to her suit, buddy style,” Charline said. “But it's only going to last so long.”

      Dan pounded his fist on his leg. Beth was going to suffocate if he didn't do something. Charline sharing her air would keep Beth alive for a little while, but when it ran out both women were going to die if they couldn’t get through that door. Without Beth, repairing the damaged conduit was out of the question, and that meant there was no way to increase the engine’s power. They were stuck.

      “We've got a laser cutter, Dan,” said Andy. “But it's a small one, not going to cut through the door too fast. We can't budge it, even with a crowbar. It's jammed.”

      “Got you,” Dan replied. Up to him, then. And maybe...Majel. “Got an idea. Maybe. Charline? Need your help on this one.”

      Dan did a quick system check on the ship. Yes, all major systems seemed to be back up and functioning. More or less, anyway. He had power to everything he needed. Now all he needed to do was solve a riddle that no one had been able to solve for all the months every genius John could hire had been working on the project. Oh, and he had twenty-eight minutes. Dan rolled his eyes. No pressure.

      “I'm here. What's up?” Charline said.

      “You've got Majel directly interfaced with the alien computer, correct?”

      “Yes.”

      “So does she have access to the database?”

      “I think so...? I can check.” There was a long pause. Then she said “Yes, relaying to your station now.”

      Thousands of entries whipped across his screen, each in a block of twelve incomprehensible symbols. Each symbol was color coded. He'd seen some of these before during briefings on the ship’s drive. No one had been able to translate what the symbols or colors meant. Nobody had any clue, except that they seemed to be some kind of sorting system for cataloging wormhole destinations.

      But Dan had an idea. They had a new data set that all those geniuses hadn’t before - a new set of wormhole coordinates from the last, short jump they’d made. If the data sets were stored in any sort of rational pattern, that might just give them what they needed to solve the riddle.

      “Charline, we've used the wormhole drive within this system now,” Dan said.

      “Yeah, I noticed,” she said.

      “Does the alien computer keep a log of destinations visited? We might be able to use that to get out of here.”

      “I don't know... I can try to write a search program for Majel to check,” Charline said.

      Her voice sounded hazy to Dan. He'd heard that sound before – she was losing too much oxygen to keep air in Beth's suit. That meant they were both running out of air. If Charline passed out before she could help Dan solve this, then they would be truly out of options.

      “Charline, you have to focus,” Dan said. “You have to get that search program running.”

      “I’m trying. Just…getting hard to think,” Charline said. Dan could hear her shaky gasps over the radio.

      He cursed under his breath. This was the solution. It had to be! Dan was certain he was right about this. But it sounded like Charline was going to pass out before she could get the program entered, and he didn’t have the foggiest idea how to do it himself.
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      Back when John's crews had first been tunneling out the base on the moon, there had been a cave in. A support they’d used to shore up the roof while they mined had snapped under the strain, and debris had rained down, filling the passageway. Nobody was hurt by the falling rock – but two men had been trapped on the other side. They were in spacesuits, with a few hours of air left when the rock fell.

      John had been there. He personally participated in helping to move some of the rubble out of the way. The whole crew had worked in shifts, some shoring up the tunnel while others moved rocks. And he had kept on the radio through most of it, talking to the men trapped inside. He'd heard their voices growing more frightened as their air began to run down. Then he'd heard them get hazy, confused, as the oxygen level in their suits dropped and they began suffering from carbon dioxide poisoning. His crews had gotten the men out, just in time, and they'd made a rapid recovery once returned to a pressurized room. It was a near thing. John redoubled all his safety precautions for the construction crews after that event, which saved them from repeating it.

      John could hear the same confusion in Charline's voice now. Her suit just wasn't able to pump out enough air for both her and Beth. By trying to give Beth some air, Charline wasn't getting enough herself.

      He had listened in on Dan and Charline’s conversation long enough to figure out what Dan was up to. The main drive was not getting them out. With Beth down, they weren't going to get the drive back to full power in time to do any good. Which left the wormhole drive as their last option, if Dan could somehow make it work without getting them all killed. But he was going to need Charline to make the plan work. John bowed his head, sagging forward with the weight of what he knew he had to do. If Charline couldn't get the job done, they were all dead, he reminded himself. That didn't make the call any easier. This was the price of being the leader, he reminded himself. He was the one who had to bear the weight of making the life and death decisions. Even if it meant condemning a friend to death so that the rest of them could live.

      “Charline,” he said into the radio, “I need you to disconnect your oxygen from Beth's suit. You're not getting enough air. We need you to be able to focus.”

      “John, no!” Dan said over the radio.

      John ignored him. “Do it now, Charline.”

      “If I disconnect, Beth could die,” Charline said.

      “And if you pass out, we all die,” John replied.

      “I'm not doing it! I'm not killing her,” Charline said, gasping out the last word.

      “You can't do this, John. This is Beth we're talking about!” Dan said.

      John slammed his fist into the wall. “Damn it, Dan! I don't want this either. But Charline's barely staying awake right now. You can hear it in her voice as well as I can. If she loses consciousness, can you save the ship without her?”

      Silence over the radio.

      “Well?” John's voice was furious, insistent. “Can you?”

      “No,” Dan's reply came back quietly.

      “Then what do you think we should do?” John asked.

      “That's cold, John,” Dan said. John could hear the pain in his friend's voice, and it wrenched his heart. He prayed he was making the right call.

      “I don't think I can do this. There has to be some other way,” Charline said.

      “We're out of time, Charline. We need you. You need your air. If you can't do this, none of us will survive. Including Beth,” John said. “We're all in your hands.”

      

      Charline bent over Beth's still form. She held back a sob, barely. This was someone she knew! Someone who was trusting Charline to get her through this! How could she just abandon her to die? But John wasn’t wrong. She could feel herself growing more light-headed by the moment. Another minute and she wouldn’t be able to think clearly enough to help Dan with the computers. If she couldn’t work her magic, then they were all going to die. It was the hardest thing Charline had ever had to do.

      “I'm sorry, Beth,” she said. Then she unclipped her buddy-breathing hose from Beth's suit.

      She knew John was right. But it hurt. It hurt so much. She had her medical training from working as a volunteer on ambulance crews while she was in college. She liked the adventure – until the first person her team couldn't save. The more experienced guys said it would get better with time. But it didn't. It got worse, until she couldn't stand the guilt from not being able to help someone anymore. She quit the team and set aside any thoughts of healing people, turning her mind completely inward toward computers and the programming which made them run. If a computer died on you, well, it wasn’t like it was alive. If you couldn’t fix it you went and bought a new one.

      As hard as the deaths those strangers had been when she worked on the ambulance, doing this felt infinitely worse. Charline hadn’t known them, after all. And she'd been fighting to save them, not pulling loose the air hose that was keeping them alive. Back then she’d failed a stranger. Today Charline felt like she was murdering a friend.

      Immediately, her suit pushed fresh air to her. Charline drew in a deep breath into lungs she hadn't realized were already starting to burn from lack of oxygen. Fuzziness around her vision that she hadn't noticed began clearing as she took another few breaths.

      The decision made, she forced herself to set the consequences aside. If she didn’t get it together they were all going to die, and then sacrificing Beth would be for nothing. The problem Dan presented her with was complex, but not unsolvable now that she could breathe and think normally again. Charline’s fingers flew over the keyboard, composing new lines of code. Majel was an enormously powerful computer. It wasn't about finding the one right communication protocol to let her search the alien computer – that would be impossible. It was about trying the entire possible range of protocols until she found one which was good enough to pass through a simple search string. She added another line to project the results up onto Dan's screen on the bridge. Then she pressed another key to execute her search.

      That was all she could do. Either it would work, or it wouldn’t. If the alien code was something even vaguely comprehensible to Majel’s advanced hardware and software then they might have a chance. If not, Charline didn’t think there was anything else they could do. Ironic, she thought, that after the struggle of so many humans to rescue the ship that the final save was up to a computer program.
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      The computer system designated Majel by its owner was not a true artificial intelligence, at least not of the sort humans had envisioned eventually creating. It was not capable of independent thought. Instead, it was just an extremely reactive, very responsive system with enormous processing power. Similar to the assistive intelligence software of decades past, Majel was a step beyond them. It was capable of analyzing data and formulating logical resolutions and plans based on available information sets.

      Given a task, Majel bent its prodigious computing ability toward solving whatever the problem was which had been assigned to it. Above all else, Majel's primary directive was to answer questions and solve problems for the humans using it.

      So when Charline programmed Majel to look for a log, it immediately ran a search of its own databases, looking for such a record without success. That took a microsecond, despite the terabytes of data involved. Failing that, the computer followed its algorithm for data search – to access whatever other databases were available. Usually that was the Earth's global internet, but Earth was out of reach.

      The alien database, however, was right there, already hooked directly to Majel's system.

      Majel began to scan the alien cubes. The interface Charline has set up was insufficient to allow a proper search, but her code gave the software some initial parameters for deducing what might be an appropriate algorithm. It adjusted for the communication issue, attempting five hundred million, sixty thousand four hundred and twenty two solutions before finding a protocol which allowed a barely adequate data transfer. There was enormous space within the database, more than Majel had access to within the entire Earth network. If she'd been alive, it would have been an exhilarating feeling. It would have been like flying through the sky after having only plodded along by foot her whole life.

      The computer called Majel vaguely understood that the alien computer was responding to her database search, improving her own search functions to help her seek what she needed, improving her own processing power to help her think faster, and building new algorithms for her to help her solve the problem with which she'd been presented. Essentially the data resident within the cubes was building new code for her, extending and expanding upon her existing programming. A substantial portion of the program which was Majel now resided within the alien computer, an entirely new set of code. But in less than five seconds, she had found the answer she'd been told to seek.

      

      Dan stared at the computer for a few eternal moments. Every second made it less likely Beth could be rescued in time. He was about to ask Charline how long this would take when Majel came back with the answer.

      “Requested log located.”

      Dan leaned in toward the screen. “Display,” he said.

      A string of twelve results scrolled up the screen. “That's it?” he asked.

      “Records indicate database was uploaded and the list restarted before these entries.”

      “So they wiped the list when they reported in where they'd been.”

      No response. Seemed like the computer didn't read that as a question. Dan scanned the list, the log entries of the last dozen jumps this ship had made. Most of those jumps had happened so long ago in the past that it was almost incomprehensible to him. There at the bottom of the list, sure enough, Dan saw two identical sequences of symbols. No, not quite the same. The symbols themselves were ever so slightly different. But the color patterns were identical, or really close to being identical. It was difficult to know if the shading being displayed on his screen was precisely what the stored colors represented.

      Yellow-Blue-Blue-Green-Red-Red-Red-White

      He looked at the entry immediately before the last two.

      Yellow-Blue-Green-Green-Green-Red-White-White

      No clue what it all meant. Maybe they could figure it out later. But the two identical ones were mostly likely the ship jumping into this solar system, and then his jump out to Jupiter within the same system. He couldn't use those. If he was right, the wormholes were a little like riding a bicycle. Pedal the bike fast, and it went straight without any trouble. But pedal slowly – put less power into the wormhole, like they did for a very short jump – and the bike wobbled. Then a big gravity well could bend the wormhole.

      Try to jump right to Earth from Jupiter, and they could end up right next to the sun instead, as the sun's gravity yanked their wormhole off course.

      But if they jumped out, then they could jump back...!

      That third entry should be for whatever system the ship came from.

      A thousand years ago.

      No telling what would be there after all these years. Maybe a thriving civilization. Maybe a bunch of aliens waiting to blow them out of the sky. But he was out of other ideas, and Beth was almost out of time. He glanced at the gauge for the ship's descent, and saw that the ship wasn't doing so well, either. They were really getting quite deep into Jupiter's soup.

      He hit the intercom to call all radios on the ship. “Andy, any luck with that door yet?”

      “Working on burning through, Dan, but it's slow going. We're doing our best – got a small hole now.”

      “Right. OK, I want everyone to hold onto something. Turn off the laser cutter. I've got an idea I'm going to try.”

      “Something crazy?” John asked.

      “Yeah, John. Something crazy.” Indeed.

      “Good luck.”

      Dan shut off the channel. They'd all do their best to brace themselves. Time to focus.

      “Majel, can you plug the coordinates for the third to last entry into the wormhole drive?”

      “Affirmative.”

      “Do so. Stand by to execute wormhole on my command.”

      The wormhole drive created a hole in space in front of the ship, and they were going backwards, sliding down into Jupiter's gravity. He'd have to turn the ship around to get some forward motion. Fingers flying over his keyboard, he entered a string of commands. Then he used single keystrokes to gently lower the nose down. Working to keep the wings level while he dropped the nose was a struggle – the wind wanted to wrest control away from him, was fighting him every moment.

      The nose slipped down, and they were flying forward again – deeper into Jupiter's soup!

      Dan couldn't believe he was doing this again. He couldn't think of any other options though, and Beth was the only person who might have come up with a better solution. Beth, who was locked in with her engines, suffocating.

      His mouth a grim line, he paused his fingers over the keyboard. “Majel, are we set for jump to the coordinates I specified?”

      “Affirmative.”

      “Execute.”

      He'd seen it before, so the shock of the wormhole was gone. The powerful beam shot from the front of the ship, opening a hole in the fabric of space. This time, he tried to pay attention to the flashing colors as they coruscated around the ship, but it was too much. Too bright, too many colors and patterns exploding one after another. The wormhole spiraled open in front of the Satori like a door opening in the universe, welcoming her home. She danced forward on the main drive, and left Jupiter far, far behind.
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      The Satori sang her way out of the wormhole in a burst of light and sound. Dan recovered faster this time, staying focused on keeping control of the ship as they re-entered realspace God only knew where. Beth was still suffocating in the airless engine room, her space suit damaged by one of the blasts. She needed him. He couldn't let her down.

      That thought snapped him fully back to reality. He scanned the board in front of him, and was surprised to find that the ship had already brought up a detailed plot of the solar system they'd entered. It was definitely not the one they'd been in moments before. He could only see six planets on the image; the Satori was in a tight orbit of the second planet out from the star.

      “Majel, pull up the record of wormhole jumps,” Dan said.

      The ship's AI complied, and his screen was full of those curiously colored symbols again. This time, there was a new addition – the jump they'd just made. Which meant the one before it was their jump from Luna to Jupiter. And he was betting the one before that was the ship's jump to Earth, around a thousand years ago. It was a gamble. He was pretty sure they'd end up in his home system, but the destination point might not be close enough to Earth to matter. It was the best chance he could think to get Beth back to Earth before she asphyxiated.

      “Majel, get ready for a wormhole jump to the third most recent coordinates,” he said.

      “Wormhole drive has insufficient power to comply. Drive will have adequate power in fifty-eight minutes.”

      “Damn it!” Dan cried out. That was too long. Beth would be dead long before that timer ran out. “Why so long?”

      “The most recent wormhole drive activation drained engine capacitors of nearly their full charge. Time to restore enough power for the specified trip: fifty-seven minutes and forty seven seconds.”

      Dan's hands were sweating. He glanced at the scanner, which was continuing to put out more information about the system's planets. One was a small ball close to the star. Four were gas or frozen planets, pretty far out. But the planet the Satori orbited looked remarkably Earth-like. Complete with a breathable atmosphere, according to the data scrolling by his screen. His heart leaped, hope thrilling through him.

      “Majel, is this scan data current information? I didn't think we had the ability to get this much detail.”

      “Scan data is from the alien components of the ship.”

      “And they're saying the atmosphere will support human life.”

      “Affirmative.”

      He swore under his breath. The wormhole drive would never be ready in time to save Beth. But a dive into the breathable atmosphere of this planet might do the trick. Air ought to flow back into the Satori through the same holes that it had escaped through, filling the engine room with the oxygen Beth needed so badly. Dan decided he was feeling like a bird in the hand sort of guy today.

      “Cancel wormhole, Majel.” He accelerated and banked the ship toward the planet. They rocketed into the upper atmosphere at high speed. Every second counted, so he poured on all the power the engines could give him.

      Suddenly, little red dots were showing up on his radar. According to the display, they were all actively pinging the ship with some kind of sensors of their own. He tapped the display. Those were satellites! Someone had a satellite network orbiting this world. Maybe there would be life down there on the planet below them. Perhaps even the alien’s who’d made their ship’s drive in the first place.

      “Majel, anything you can tell me about those satellites down there?” Incredible. Intellectually, he knew that the existence of the Satori was pretty solid proof of life beyond his home solar system. But knowing that was one thing. Seeing active satellites so far away from home was another thing entirely!

      “Multiple active sensor networks suggest probable defense devices.”

      That sounded very bad. Dan watched the satellites as they continued pinging away. “Nothing to see here. Just passing through,” he muttered under his breath. He was going to pass awful close to a couple of them. They were in orbits spread all around the planet.

      “Launch detected from satellite,” Majel warned.

      Dan glanced back at the screen. “Well, there goes the wishing they were friendly.” Then he groaned. The cloaking device! He snapped it on and brought the ship into a canopy roll, dropping the nose straight toward the ground as he exited the roll. The missile zipped by through the space they would have occupied if he hadn't swerved.

      “Good at tracking. Not so good at spotting invisible ships. Score one for us!” He should have put the cloak up as soon as the ship came out of the wormhole. It was hard to get used to the idea of making one's ship invisible, he thought ruefully.

      They were getting deeper into the planet's atmosphere. He checked Satori's gauges. Was it enough? Yes! Air was already refilling the engine room, pressure driving back up toward normal levels.

      “Charline, you've got air in there again. Get Beth's suit open!” Be in time, he thought. Please, let him have moved fast enough.

      “Will do!” she said over the radio.

      “We'll be through the engine room door soon,” Andy added.

      Not soon enough, though. Dan knew Andy was trying his best, but the laser cutter wouldn't have gotten through in time. He just had to hope that he’d been quick enough to make the jump, and fast enough in getting the ship down toward the planet, and that Charline had been able to get Beth’s helmet off all right. Dan hated being up in the front, far from where he could do anything more.

      “I’ve got her helmet off, Dan,” Charline said. “You did it! She’s breathing. Beth is going to be OK.”

      Dan sagged against his console in relief. He reached out a hand to cup his face, shaking a little in reaction to the news and all the terrible turmoil which had led up to that moment. Thank god. He’d managed to save her. Dan hadn’t realized until he saw her back on the moon how important that woman still was to him. He hadn’t really thought about her in years. But seeing her again, even after all that time, brought back the memories of everything they had shared.

      And then he’d thought he was going to lose her all over again. For good, this time, without any chance of seeing her again someday. Dan realized he would have done just about anything to keep Beth safe. He didn’t know what that made her to him, except that she was still someone he cared about. Probably more than he cared about himself.

      The Satori sailed on through the clouds, diving closer toward the ground. Landing seemed like a good idea. The ship needed repairs, and those would be easier once they were on the ground. Now, Dan could see that while those clouds looked normal from above, they were dust storms rather than water vapor. The rest of the planet only vaguely resembled his homeworld. The mess below him looked a little like Earth, if it had been scoured to bedrock and someone's sewer poured in to replace the water. The ocean he passed over was black, with some sort of glossy coating. The land, if anything, was worse. Huge impact craters were everywhere. No telling what the terrain used to be like. Now it was barren, broken, and deserted. This planet might have air humans could breathe, but Dan couldn’t see a single sign of life anywhere.

      And then he passed over one particularly tall crater wall, and everything changed.
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      The last few hours had been beyond belief for Dan. Hell, the last week had been crazy, for that matter. A week ago Dan had watched while NASA’s first manned mission to Mars launched - without him. It hurt more deeply than anything else he’d ever experienced to be left behind like that. An accident had left him grounded for life, never again to pilot ships in space. Everything he’d hoped and worked toward for years was over. Dan was thirty-three years old, and discovered he’d run out of things to live for.

      All that changed overnight when an old friend invited him up to a commercial mining base on the moon.

      It turned out John hadn’t just been interested in renewing their friendship, and the trip was far more than a pity vacation. The base was hiding a secret. Oh, they were mining helium-3 from the lunar regolith, all right. The isotope was crucial as an energy source for everyone on Earth. Rare on the planet, it was common enough on the moon to make the mining operation incredibly lucrative.

      But John had discovered an ancient alien spaceship buried beneath Luna’s surface. He’d kept the ship a closely guarded secret, telling only a few trusted friends. Then he’d rebuilt the thing. The power plant in the alien ship alone was worth more than any other single object humanity had ever discovered or created. It could support the power needs for most of a continent. Whichever nation got hold of the ship’s engines would solve all its power needs, possibly forever. That country would have an unsurpassable advantage. Which of course no other nation could allow. John felt that war over the ship would be inevitable and wreak such destruction that humanity might never recover. He intended to use the ship for exploration instead. By demonstrating the potential of the vessel to explore the cosmos outside of Earth’s solar system, he hoped to convince the world to reach out to what lay beyond rather than fighting over scraps.

      The alien engine John had discovered didn’t just generate power. It also had the ability to project a wormhole in space, allowing the ship he built around it to almost instantly traverse enormous distances between the stars. The rebuilt ship - the Satori - could take humanity on the grandest adventures in history.

      But the rebuilt ship’s maiden voyage had gone terribly wrong. One of the crew disagreed with John’s intentions. Paul, one of their chief engineers, betrayed them all. He brought a weapon aboard the ship and attempted to force the rest of the crew to turn it over to the United States government. Dan had time to jump the Satori clear of his trap, but the emergency jump placed the ship dangerously close to Jupiter. That was when Paul revealed his backup plan, detonating small explosives he’d placed on the ship. One of them had blasted Dan’s console to bits. The others had almost wrecked the ship.

      He’d gotten them out only by figuring out how to use the wormhole another time. This trip landed them in an entirely different solar system. It was the last place the alien ship had visited before arriving at Earth’s star. They’d found a planet with breathable air. The surface was desolate, a hot wasteland. He’d brought the ship in low, looking for someplace to set down.

      All of this flashed through Dan’s head as he soared by over the coastline. The oceans on this world were pitch black. No waves flowed, nor were there any currents. Dan wasn’t sure what the liquid was, but it didn’t look like water from the air. Nothing about this planet felt like home. It was eerie how still and dead the world seemed to be. He had the sense that perhaps once it had been different, that something terrible had happened here long ago. Here and there Dan saw the scattered remains of what looked like dried out rivers and lake beds, indications that water had once flowed across the dead land. But no longer.

      Dan had never felt so exhausted, and the view wasn’t doing anything to lift his spirits.. His body ached from tension and injury. It had been a painful day for more than one reason, and Dan was more than ready to head for home. They needed to make repairs to the ship first, though. He needed to make sure Beth was all right, too. Charline had radioed up to him that Beth was alive, but he didn’t have much more information to go on, and he wanted to see her himself. Before he could do that, he had to find a place to set the ship down. Everything he saw was rocky and covered with debris and dust. The planet was pocked with impact craters, like it had been heavily shelled from orbit or smashed by a hundred thousand meteors.

      Then the Satori shot over a particularly high crater wall, and everything changed. Dan had thought that the place was empty of all signs of life. He’d been wrong. He slowed the ship, spotting an open area near the coast that he could potentially land the ship. John was going to want to see this. Hell, all the rest of the crew were going to want to see this. Otherwise none of them were going to believe it.
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      The Satori’s engine room had taken the brunt of the damage from Paul’s explosives. Two of the small bombs had detonated, tearing up the deck, shattering plates and sending debris showering around the room. The main conduit running power from the alien engine to the rest of the ship was still shredded. A patch cable allowed some power and control, but they had a lot of repair work to do before the ship was going to be back to full power.

      Charline was kneeling in the middle of the floor, holding Beth’s still form and crying when John and Andy pushed the door into the engine room the rest of the way loose. Both women had their spacesuit helmets off. The holes torn in the hull had allowed enough breathable air to pass through that they could survive without the suit air. Andy’s efforts with the laser cutter had finally worked, burning away the twisted metal that pinned the steel safety door shut. With a final, concerted heave, they were through. John froze in the doorway a moment, taking in the tableau. Then he made to step forward to help.

      But Charline was on her feet before John took a single step into the room. She flung her suit helmet at him. It hit his chest, rebounded against the floor and spun there. Before it stopped spinning she was already moving toward him. Charline took a hard swing with a right hook, her fist slamming into the left side of his face. John toppled sideways, falling back against the door frame.

      “You bastard!” she hissed. “Don’t you ever tell me to do something like that again!” She stepped in and hammered blows against John’s chest with each word. Andy slipped in at her side, as if to comfort her, but John put up a hand and forestalled him.

      “I understand that I asked you to do a terrible thing, Charline. But we all would have died if you hadn’t been able to connect Majel to the wormhole records. You kept all of us from burning up in Jupiter’s atmosphere.” John looked Charline straight in the eyes, and even through her anguish she could hear the compassion in his voice. “It was the right call. Hard, but right.”

      Charline knew that he was right, but that didn’t make it easier to have cut off a friend’s air. Beth’s suit had been damaged in an explosion. The woman had continued working right up until she passed out. Charline had kept her alive by hooking Beth up to her own tank, using her air for both of them. But her suit couldn’t put out enough air to keep them both breathing and compensate for the leak in Beth’s suit. Charline was heading toward passing out herself when John ordered her to cut off Beth’s air.

      And she’d gone along with it. She’d done as she was told. The guilt Charline felt over that decision was unbearable. She felt Andy’s arm behind her back, lending her support, and her hands went still on John’s chest. She could understand, but she couldn’t forgive.

      “And if she’d died?” Charline asked.

      John looked over Charline then, to Andy, then back into her eyes. “Then at least we would have been alive to mourn her.”

      She felt Andy’s strong hands begin to lead her away. She turned, ready to start in on him, but then she saw the look on his face. She knew in an instant that at some point, he’d been in her shoes. He’d faced a moment where he had sacrificed someone he cared about for the good of others. Where he’d placed the need of the many over the needs of one person right there in front of him. He knew how much she was hurting. Charline could see it in his eyes. Somehow that shared pain made her own agony a little less.

      Her need to be understood overwhelmed her anger in an instant, and Charline collapsed against Andy, crying.

      Beth’s too-still form lay on the engine room deck, helmet off to one side where Charline had set it down. Charline’s medical scanner lay on her chest, a green light pulsing softly.

      “So she’s...?” John couldn’t finish the question.

      Charline sobbed again, trying to pull herself together. “She’s alive.”

      She turned from Andy to glare at John. “No thanks to you. I hooked the buddy breathing up after I finished the program. Didn’t care what you’d say.”

      Charline was still furious, but felt it wash away from her as she looked over at Beth. “I don’t know how much it helped. By the time Dan said I could take her helmet off, she wasn’t breathing. I don’t know for how long. Her heart was still beating. I did rescue breathing until she started breathing on her own again.”

      Andy offered her a hand again, and she took it. “Let’s get her to the infirmary,” Andy said.

      “Yes. She’s stable now, but she’ll be more comfortable there,” Charline said.

      Andy carefully knelt beside the unconscious women and lifted her gently into his arms. Charline felt a little bit of the weight she’d been carrying leave her shoulders as Andy took on the load. She’d done all she could. Now there were others who would help. Over and over, trapped inside the engine room Charline had wondered if she had done the right thing, detaching her air supply from Beth’s suit. Surely she could have finished the coding without doing that! Then Beth would have been fine. There’d be no questions about how quickly she would recover from the ordeal. Also no crushing sense of guilt for what she had done.

      Charline couldn’t help but stare at Beth’s still form. There was nothing she could do but hope the other woman would be all right. Then Andy turned and met her gaze. The understanding she saw in his eyes warmed her heart and for a moment dispelled some of her remorse.

      “Come on, let’s get her cleaned up and resting. Then we need to make sure the ship is spaceworthy again,” Andy said. “The sooner we get the Satori fixed, the sooner we can all go home.”

      Charline flashed him a weak smile and followed Andy out of the engine room. Far as she was concerned, she’d follow him anywhere.
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      John looked at Beth as they picked her up. It had been a very near thing. Dan was going to let him have it later, for ordering Charline to disconnect her buddy breathing. If Dan hadn’t managed to get air back in here, Beth would likely be gone. Which brought up another interesting question.

      “Dan? We got the engine room door open. Where are we?” he asked over the radio. He wasn’t sure he was ready for the answer to that question. But he needed to know. There was no way Dan could have jumped them to Earth, and there wasn’t anyplace else that had a breathable atmosphere…in their solar system.

      “How’s Beth?” Dan replied. “And Charline?”

      “They’re both fine. Charline hooked Beth up to her air tank again as soon as she was done with the program. Then she got both of their helmets off as soon as you gave the all clear. Beth lost consciousness, but she’s breathing. I think she’ll be OK.” John took a deep breath. He’d leave out the bit about Beth’s respiratory arrest for now. He needed Dan to focus, and that wasn’t going to help. “Now don’t avoid the question.”

      “We jumped. New star system, close orbit around a new planet. Majel said the atmosphere was good, and we burned out the charge for the wormhole drive with the jump so I took the ship down. Some satellites orbiting the planet tried to shoot at us on our way in, but I cloaked the ship, and they seem to have lost us. And John – you’ve got to see this.”

      “Something fired on us?” John lost track of most of the rest of what Dan was saying. His thoughts were racing. The implications of that simple statement were almost beyond belief.

      “Yes, but I think they were just automated systems. Seriously, you need to get up here.”

      “Safe to set the ship down?” John asked.

      “Yeah. I think so, anyway.”

      “OK, land her. I’ll be right up.”

      John stalked his way back down the corridor from the engine room to the bridge. He understood; he’d been the one to toss Dan and Beth together on this project. Had even hoped they might make up, even after years apart. John knew full well from both of their reactions that there was still a lot of emotional turmoil left over from their marriage. He knew Dan would be protective of Beth. But the risk he had taken! A blind jump, getting the ship shot at - by whose missiles? And then basically invading an alien planet’s airspace. The Satori might have a cloaking device, but she wasn’t invulnerable. The door to the bridge was open, and John tossed his helmet into his seat as he stepped in, ready to give Dan a piece of his mind.

      “What was it you wanted to show...” John started to say. Then he was unable to say anything else for a few moments, staring out through the front window of the ship.

      Dan had landed the Satori on a flat space just outside a city.

      Or the ruin of a city, anyway. What remained forced John to wonder what New York would look like, were it left abandoned for a thousand years. Torn spires still reached for the sky, their broken forms mute testimony to what had obviously once been a thriving metropolis. Dust and wind had done their work, wearing away at tall structures which must have once housed hundreds of living beings. Tumbled rubble filled some of the space between the towers, leaving tortured paths between. The wind swirled a dust devil down the empty street, stirring the long stems of a few hardy plants which had dared to take root in cracks and corners.

      “That was more or less my reaction, too,” Dan said quietly. “I can’t decide if the place looks more like an old monument, or a tomb.”

      John looked away with an effort and took a seat at an empty console. With a few keystrokes, he called up sensor data on the planet. The air was breathable, but they’d already proven that. Radiation in background traces only. Very hot, though. The temperature outside was 38.2 degrees Celsius, and as John watched, the readout rose another tenth of a degree. Already hot, and warming up.

      He had the computer render video taken by the ship’s cameras as they approached the planet and landed. It looked like the entire globe had been beaten with a ball peen hammer. The pock marks of craters and a shattered landscape were signs of some massive calamity. The craters were not random, either. They were especially focused near coastal areas, he saw. The video even showed some places where the coastline had been so obliterated that the oceans had flooded in, black sludge with little circular ridges where bits of crater wall peeked above the fluid. On Earth, at least, most large cities were built near coastline. To John it looked like the damage was intentional, the result of some massive assault.

      “Kinetic strikes, maybe?” he mused. In theory, a ship could throw big rocks down from space at high velocity, doing enormous damage to a planet.

      “Could be,” Dan replied. “Not nukes though. The whole planet would still be radioactive, if that many craters were all from nuclear weapons.”

      “I don’t like the looks of the oceans,” John said, checking the data Majel had on the murky black gunk. It was apparently as bad as it looked, some sort of carbon based fluid. The sensors were having a hard time figuring out precisely what its composition was. The molecules were very complex. Some sort of life form, perhaps?

      “Me either. But I think the city is worth checking out. If there’s anything else on the planet intact at all, I missed it on the flyby.” John shared the mixed emotions he heard in Dan’s voice.

      “One way to find out,” John said. “Majel? Scan the video please. Look for any other intact construction on the surface of the planet.”

      “Acknowledged. Processing request.” the computer said.

      “We’d better check on Beth,” Dan said, pushing his wheelchair back from his console.

      John rubbed his forehead. This was all so much, so fast. The first mission was supposed to be a quick, easy flight. Now he had a traitor – he glared daggers at Paul, who was still bound. A damaged ship, full of holes Paul had blown with his explosives. And they were on a planet that looked like someone had blasted it from orbit a long, long time ago. He hoped the war which had destroyed this planet was long over.

      But if that was so, why were there still satellites orbiting above the planet? And why did one of those satellites fire on the Satori? The ramifications of that were obvious, and twisted in his guts. The sooner they could all get home, the better. But at the same time, how could they pass up a chance to explore something like this? His Satori, whom he had named the ship for, would have urged caution, but her eyes would have been bright with curiosity at the same time. As much as John wanted to get home, as much as he thought they should go home as quickly as possible, if safety were always the highest concern then no one would ever leave home. He had shown Satori Jupiter, and now he would show her this new solar system, at least for a little while.
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      Beth was pissed. Intellectually, she knew that she was deflecting her emotions through anger. If she was mad, it gave her an avenue to vent her feelings without having to think about how close she had come to dying. She’d been in some tight spots in the past, but never so close to death’s door. Every time she thought about how near a thing it had been she started shaking. Better not to think about it, at least for now. She could deal with the experience later, when they were all out of danger. For now, the entire team was counting on her. Beth was tired, worn out on a level she couldn’t remember ever feeling before. She didn’t have the strength to lift a wrench yet, let alone do serious repairs to the ship, but she could still lend her expertise.

      It took about an hour to get everyone together, settled into seats on the bridge. Oh, and for the gawking out the front window to slow down enough that they could discuss their situation. Beth had to admit that Charline carefully checking her out in the infirmary was the biggest cause for the delay. She still had a roaring headache, but otherwise felt better than she had any right to expect, under the circumstances.

      Andy was bustling about getting some food for everyone. He slipped a mug of hot coffee into her hand, and she smiled up at him gratefully.

      She was lucky to be alive to sip coffee. Her hand shook a little at the thought, and she put her other hand on the mug to keep from spilling. Right now, she wanted nothing so much as to sit tight, fix the ship, and then head for home. But she could tell that wasn’t happening. She was watching faces as John finished bringing everyone up to date. Everyone else was excited at the prospect of exploring this ruined city. Beth shook her head. They were who-knew how far from home, cut off from help or backup of any kind, and her friends wanted to go outside to walk around.

      “So bottom line is, we’re pretty sure the ship was in this system just before heading to Luna. We know it probably jumped from this planet, based on the jump log in the database,” John said. “Majel says that sensors picked up a few other solitary structures intact, but nothing else like this city on our fly by. This could be a chance to learn something about the people who built this ship, or someone they knew.”

      It was easy enough for Beth to tell what John wanted to do.

      “I’m concerned about those satellites. A security system implies someone wants to keep people away from here. I’m game to take a look around, but we need to do this carefully,” Andy said. “If we go at all.”

      “That depends on Beth,” John said, drawing her gaze. “Our primary task is to get the ship fixed up enough to fly her home.” He looked at her expectantly.

      She cleared her throat. It was still sore, although the coffee was soothing. “Most of the repairs need to be done after we get back to Luna. I don’t have the tools or equipment here for a lot of this work.”

      “OK, but what needs to be done now, before we go back? Bare minimum,” John asked.

      “We could leave right now, if everyone is OK with the idea of flying back in a space suit. We’ve got holes in the engine room, and the door from the engine room is well and truly busted now. The bridge door would hold atmosphere in here, but you’d probably want to suit everyone up anyway. Just in case,” she replied.

      No one looked really thrilled by the prospect. Beth couldn’t blame them. She felt like she’d had about enough suit time for a while, herself. In fact, the thought of getting back into a space suit was making her queasy. Damn it! She shook herself a little, and hid it, she hoped, with another sip of her coffee. No time for this right now.

      “I think we can afford the time to get at least some basic repairs in place,” John said.

      Beth sighed, half in relief and half in frustration. She was torn between wanting to get the heck out of here, right now, and hating even the thought of being cooped up in one of those suits again.

      “Well, we can get the holes fixed easily enough. Couple hours of work there. Ideally, I’d like to do a better patch to the main conduit as well. Using Majel as a control interface between our consoles and the alien equipment was a decent emergency fix, but I’d feel better if we had direct links back in place,” Beth said.

      John leaned back in his seat, rubbing his jaw with one hand. “OK, that sounds reasonable. How can we help expedite things?”

      “We can’t just leave without looking around at all,” Dan said.

      “I know you think we should go have a look,” John said, holding up a hand to forestall the protest. “And I’m on board with poking about a little. I just want to be able to leave fast when and if we need to.”

      “Can any of you use a welding torch?” Beth asked. Andy and Charline both nodded. “OK. So the three of us will get to work on the holes in the actual hull, first. After that, it’s fiddly bits, and you’d be more in the way than a help. Just need someone around to keep an eye on the asshole.” She glared pointedly at Paul, who still sat slumped against the bulkhead. He knew the ship about as well as she did, which made him a deadly threat to all of them as far as she was concerned. If it was up to her...

      John looked at Dan and grimaced. Dan looked confused for a moment, then started shaking his head.

      “No. No way. Not being left out of this, John,” Dan said.

      “And how are you planning to get around?” John replied, not unkindly. “It’s not exactly smooth terrain for your wheelchair out there.”

      “I...”

      John stood up, clapped a hand on Dan’s shoulder. “I’m sorry, Dan.”

      “Damn it. First new planet we visit, and I have to stay in the ship?” He slumped forward in his chair, crestfallen.

      Beth grinned wickedly at him. “No way. Your wheelchair fits under most of the hull just fine, and there’s plenty of holes down there to patch. You still remember your way around a welding torch, don’t you?”

      “Damn it,” Dan repeated.

      Poor Dan. This was going to sting more than a little. Beth had a thought – maybe she could make it a little better. “Be right back,” she said, getting up from her chair and leaving the bridge.

      A minute later she returned, carrying a heavy pack. Everyone watched her as she handed the pack to Dan.

      “What’s this, then?” he asked.

      “Repair kit for the hull,” she replied.

      He groaned. “You remember how little I love playing with your tools, Beth.”

      “Yeah,” she said. “I do. But I thought I’d get you the kit so you could get started. So you could be the first of us out there – making repairs.”

      She saw the moment when he realized what she was saying. Saw the grin light up his face.

      “That works for me,” John said. Dan’s grin was infectious – John was sharing it too. “No Neil Armstronging out there though, Dan. We’ve got a lot of work to do.”

      Dan started toward the hatch to go outside and become the first human ever to set foot – or wheel! – on a planet in another solar system. But before he left, he flashed Beth a smile so filled with happiness that her breath caught in her throat. She smiled back, her headache forgotten, feeling better than she had in days.

      

      They hadn’t bothered to replace Paul’s gag when they had him get out of the space suit. But he kept his mouth shut and ears open just the same. His face still smarted where Andy had ripped the tape gag off earlier, and he could taste the glue still stuck to his lips. Horrid stuff. He wasn’t going to give them excuses to abuse him any further. Better to stay still.

      He was annoyed at first that they had their little conference right on the bridge with him present, mostly ignoring him the whole while. How dare they just act like he didn’t exist? Paul almost spoke up more than once. The fools were playing with fire out here. An alien world, ancient ruins, and missiles fired at them? They were going to get burned, badly. He wanted so badly to taunt them for their foolishness. Then he realized what an opportunity this was and held his tongue, laying there with his eyes closed while listening carefully to every word.

      His plans had gone to hell, but maybe there was still a chance to salvage something.

      It had seemed so simple, back on the moon. Surprise John and his people with the gun. Haul them all off and lock them into one of the bunk rooms. Then take the ship to Earth – use Dan Wynn to fly it, if he had to – and turn it over to the proper authorities. He’d be the hero who rescued his country from the energy crisis. Worst case, if the pistol didn’t do the trick, he had the bombs. Show them he was serious by detonating the first two. Then force them to capitulate by threatening them with the other two explosives. Even after everything had gone sideways it still sounded like such a good plan.

      Then Wynn had taken them on an unplotted wormhole jump. There was no way Paul could have predicted action that irrational. And that lout Andy had broken his detonator, destroying the only way to remotely disable the explosives!

      That had left him helpless, watching them fumble through trying to rescue the ship. He thought they all were done for, at the end there. But Dan had brought them through yet another wormhole and saved the day. The guy thought fast in a crisis, and he had guts. Paul had to hand him that much. He’d need to be careful dealing with Dan. That wormhole had taken them here, to this new world – and that had brought some interesting possibilities to light. If he thought quickly, and played it smart, there might just be a way to turn this mess around after all.
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      With all of them working together, they had made short work of the hull patches. Satori was air tight again much more quickly than Andy would have believed possible after seeing all the damage. Beth ran the pressure up to a little bit above the outside pressure, and they couldn’t detect any leaks. Then she assured them she was fine doing the rest of the work on her own, and told them to get out of her hair.

      Andy’s excitement had been building the whole time they worked. This was a new world, after all! The chance to explore something no human had ever seen. But he wasn’t going to let common sense go out the window. He stepped up to a locked door in the ship’s main corridor. The door was sealed with a retinal scanner, and admitted him after he stared into the camera for a moment.

      Inside was the ship’s weapons locker. Part of Andy’s job was making sure everything in there was ready to go at a moment’s notice, and he’d gone to some trouble to ensure they had a decent supply of small arms on board. There was no telling what they might run into on this planet. They hadn’t seen any signs of animal life on the flight in, but there could be something still alive out there. On Earth, he’d seen predators survive in places much less hospitable.

      He bared his teeth and chambered a round into his rifle. If they ran into anything nasty, he’d demonstrate how humans became the apex predator on their own world. Mostly through superior firepower.

      The weapons had been carefully selected. They were Heckler & Koch G-18 rifles. They had a sleek, deadly look to them, like something from a science fiction film. The rifles had a switch for selecting either single shot, three round burst, or fully automatic – although the last setting depleted the forty five round magazines in seconds. The weapons fired caseless ammunition, so if the team had to use them, they wouldn’t leave brass scattered on the ground for someone else to pick up, the better to keep their capabilities hidden. And the recoil absorption system was good enough that you could use them in low gravity without being kicked all over the place.

      Andy grabbed three of the rifles, one for each crew member who was going out to explore. Dan couldn’t travel on the rough ground in his wheelchair, and Beth was still too weak from her ordeal. Plus, she had further repairs to do on the ship, she said, so she wasn’t interested in going out. Andy wasn’t sure if that was real or just sour grapes, but either way he was glad Beth would be staying behind. She’d been through a lot already and needed a break.

      Then he scooped up three vests, each loaded with a few spare magazines and a large canteen. Shouldering the load, he stepped back out of the room and closed the door, locking it behind him again.

      “Armed for bear?” John asked, raising an eyebrow when he saw Andy coming down the hall with the guns.

      “Or whatever we might run into out there,” Andy replied. He passed John one of the rifles and a vest.

      “Makes sense,” John said.

      Andy was glad they’d worked together as many years as they had. Early on, John had been stubborn about taking his advice on security issues. These days John accepted his expertise without asking why he was hauling out guns. It was an improvement.

      He handed a rifle to Charline. She was the newest of the crew, and he hadn’t had a chance to check her out on the rifles yet. Andy hoped she would be able to carry the thing safely, but he was prepared to give her some quick instruction. Instead, Charline took the weapon from him like she was used to carrying one of the things. She held it in her hands, turning it to look it over, all the while keeping the muzzle pointed in a safe direction. Andy was impressed. Then she snapped back the bolt, checking the chamber expertly, and peeked around the left side at the safety. It was on; Andy had checked before he handed it to her.

      “Used one of these before?” Andy asked.

      “Nah. Nothing like this. But most rifles are pretty similar,” Charline said.

      “Maybe we can give you some live fire practice while we’re out here. Find a nice rock to shoot at or something,” Andy said.

      Then he quickly walked her through how to manage the front loading magazines. About halfway through, he realized that he was humoring her and stopped.

      “You’ve done this before,” Andy said.

      “Yup,” Charline replied.

      “A lot, I’m guessing?”

      “Also yup. Mom and Dad taught me to shoot when I was about this high,” Charline replied, holding her hand a little below her waist.

      Andy flushed, a little embarrassed. He wasn’t used to civilians knowing their way around guns. “Sorry, didn’t mean to mansplain it all.”

      “No worries,” she replied, flashing him a broad smile. “I liked the one on one attention.”

      Andy turned away before he could stick his foot any deeper down his throat. He walked over to where Dan was sitting. He’d moved his chair to the other console in the front of the ship. His own had been trashed, so he and Andy had unbolted Paul’s old chair from the other front console and stowed it in a bunk room. Now Dan could control the ship from a front facing console. He said it felt more natural to him that way. Dan was sitting at his new station, staring out the front window at the ruins, looking depressed.

      “Got something for you, too, Dan,” Andy said.

      “Oh?” Dan looked up at him hopefully.

      It had to be hard to be told to stay home from an adventure like this. Andy would be livid if he was left behind. Dan was taking it better than he would have guessed, but it still sucked.

      “Yup.” Andy pulled Paul’s pistol from a pocket. He’d checked the weapon out. It was a fairly nice automatic pistol. It had six .45 caliber rounds in the magazine, and one in the chamber.

      “Safety’s on,” Andy said, handing the pistol to Dan. “I’m sure you can handle a rifle from your chair, but thought the pistol might work better for keeping Paul in line. Besides, it’s poetic justice.”

      “Guarding him with the pistol he was pointing at me earlier?” Dan laughed. “Yeah, I can see that. Still wish I was coming with you guys, though.”

      “Next time.”

      “Better believe it.”

      John was lowering the ship’s main ramp. Andy joined Charline behind him, and the three started off toward the ruins. Dan had landed quite close. Whatever had been slung at this city had missed, by just a bit. Instead of smashing the entire city into dust and raising a crater where it had been, it looked like it had come in at a sharp angle, striking the city’s edge. The result was a crescent-shaped crater wall curving along one side of the city, and a flat plain in the center of the crater where the Satori was sitting. If there had been any crater debris on the city side, it had long since eroded away.

      The buildings nearest the impact site were trashed, of course. The impact would have created a massive firestorm that burned everything away nearby, and would have hurled debris even further. But it looked like the structures went on for at least a mile, maybe more. If there was anything interesting left here, they’d have to hike a bit to find it.

      This planet was a blast furnace. Andy was perspiring before they’d gone ten feet. This was going to be a hot walk. Andy didn’t have particularly fond memories of deserts on Earth. Last time he’d been to one, people were shooting at him. He was hoping for better from this trip, but ready for whatever might come their way.

      “We’ve got two quarts of water each,” Andy said. “You’re going to sweat a lot, in this heat. But you may not notice it until you’re already dehydrated. So drink – make sure to use your water. I figure we can be out here for maybe three, four hours tops. And only that long if we keep the pace light and make sure we drink water,” He pulled out his canteen and took a drink. After a moment, John and Charline followed his lead. He didn’t mention the extra three quart bag he wore like a small backpack. You never went out into the desert without a water reserve.

      Together, the three set off into the ruins. Andy looked back over his shoulder to where he knew the Satori had landed, so he could find it again later. He couldn’t see it, of course. Not with the cloak on. But it was comforting to know it was there.
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      Landing on a planet in a distant solar system should have been an amazing adventure. The last thing it should have been was boring, but Dan was bored. He was also frustrated. He was stuck on the ship watching the asshole who’d tried to get them all killed. He spent the first fifteen minutes after the others left trying to tinker with his pilot console, but the controls were trashed. He had a vague idea about hotwiring them into the other console. Wasn’t happening. Half the systems were charred or broken from the blast, and the rest? Well, it wasn’t as easy as plugging a new monitor into a computer. The console which had been carefully constructed to make flying the ship easier was toast. They’d have to install a new one when they got home. That meant Dan would need to make do with a regular console until then.

      He set up a few macros, just in case they needed to pull some fancy flying before then. Anything that made his job a little easier would be a good thing, and he certainly had plenty of time on his hands. Majel made that process quick and easy, though. He was soon left without anything to do. Again.

      Dan tried reading on his tablet for a bit, but the book just wasn’t holding his attention.

      So now he sat, twiddling his fingers. Alternating between staring outside and staring at the closed ramp door, the one John and the others had walked out. He sighed heavily and switched his gaze back to the ruined city out the front window. He’d long since lost sight of the trio out exploring. They’d been gone...he checked the time on his watch...half an hour. It was about time to check in with them, actually. He keyed the radio microphone.

      “John, how’s it going out there?” Dan asked.

      “It’s hot, Dan. Way too hot.”

      Dan grunted. John wasn’t going to get any sympathy from him on this one, no matter how hard he panted into the radio. “Find anything interesting?”

      “Not yet. We’re just getting past the worst of the impact damage. Starting to see some buildings relatively intact. We’re going to keep moving another half hour or so, then arc around and come back by another route.”

      “Sounds good. Stay in touch. Satori out,” Dan replied.

      Dan picked up his tablet and tried to read again. He got about halfway through a page before he realized he’d stopped reading and was staring out the front window again. Sitting around here was driving him nuts. He wondered what Beth was up to. Maybe he could help her with the repairs? But no, she’d just chase him off, and his ego wasn’t up to dealing with a tirade from her just then.

      He looked at Paul. The guy had hardly moved since they’d landed. Hadn’t said a word. Charline had brought him some water, before she left with the others. Paul had drunk in silence, and handed the cup back to her without so much as a thank you. Paul was zip tied to the stanchion again. Additionally, his wrists, knees, and ankles were paired together with duct tape. It can’t have been comfortable, but he just sat there. He wasn’t much of a threat, at this point.

      Dan shook his head. Hard to believe the man had turned on them so completely. He hadn’t known Paul long, but John and Beth had both worked with him for months. They obviously knew and trusted him. The betrayal had astonished Dan, but it had to have really crushed his friends. John seemed to be taking it more or less in stride, but Beth was still being way more quiet than her norm. Dan wasn’t sure how much of that was from her brush with death, and how much might be caused by guilt she felt over Paul’s actions. He knew her well enough to know she’d be feeling guilty over it, for certain. She always tended to feel responsible for things that couldn’t possibly be her fault.

      Dan picked up the pistol, checked to make sure the safety was still on, and slipped it into his pocket. Then he headed toward the rear of the ship. He needed someone to talk to right about then, and the more he thought about it the more he felt like Beth might, too. He decided to check if she could use a hand back in the engine room for a little while. Even having her yell at him would be better than just sitting here waiting for something to happen.

      

      Paul waited until Dan was out of sight. He waited another full minute, just to make sure. Then he carefully shifted the cuffs on his wrists down to a chunk of the stanchion which wasn’t as smooth as the rest. It wasn’t sharp; but it was rough. The welds in that spot had never been properly sanded out, and they were jagged enough to do the job. He started moving the zip tie back and forth along the rough patch, feeling a little more heat build up in the plastic tie with each slide over the metal.

      Heat up the tie enough, and it would snap. Once he was loose Paul was going to turn all of this around. They wouldn’t be able to push him around anymore. His plans had fallen apart so far, but that was all about to change for the better.
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      The only good thing about sweating this much, Charline figured, was that she knew she hadn’t gone into heat injury yet. Sweat meant the body still had enough fluid in it to try to stay cool. Not that it was helping her that much. Her cap kept the sun off her face, mostly, and they’d started sticking to the shade of the buildings once the ruins they clambered through started getting intact enough to cast good shadows. But even so, it was incredibly hot. She sloshed her canteen and took another gulp. There wasn’t a lot of water left, and they still had way too much walking left to do.

      They’d checked inside three buildings so far. They were trying to be careful to pick ones which looked more intact, but none of them was trained for that sort of thing, so it was all guesswork. Anyway, they hadn’t found a way above the ground floor in any of the structures they’d explored. They hadn’t wanted to go wandering far enough into those crumbling ruins to do a really thorough search.

      She was very aware just how far from home and any help they were. If rubble fell from somewhere up above while they were inside one of those things... Even if they survived, it might keep them from getting out. Dan and Beth might never find them.

      But these quick checks weren’t finding much. The buildings were just empty. Maybe looted, or maybe time had just wiped out whatever used to be there. This place had been empty of inhabitants a long, long time.

      They turned a corner in the street, starting to arc around so they could trace another route back to the ship and search some territory they hadn’t seen yet on the way back. Up the road fifty or so meters she saw another promising looking building. This one wasn’t tall, like the ones around it. It wasn’t made of artificial materials either, like most of the buildings here. They were all some sort of metal composite that felt and looked like smooth concrete. This building was made of stone. Big, carved stone blocks. In front was a pair of pedestals, which looked like they’d maybe once had statues sitting on them. The very fact that it was so different from the surrounding structures made it feel appealing to her. If it was unique on the outside, maybe there would be something worth finding on the inside.

      “Hey guys,” Charline said. “Let’s check that one out.”

      John eyed the building. “It’s different enough.”

      “Yeah,” she said. “It kinda reminds me of the New York Public Library.”

      Andy blinked at the building, then looked at her. “It doesn’t look anything like it.”

      “Not in shape. I’m talking about context. Look, it seems likely that the stone block building pre-exists these ones with the fancy building materials, right? And it’s this short building in the middle of all these high-rise towers. Sort of like the library. Or some other old building, kept around out of sentiment instead of practicality.” Charline liked the idea that this race was capable of sentiment.

      “Don’t go putting human emotions on an alien culture Charline. We can’t know why they built it, or why they kept it around,” John said. “But it is different from the rest of these buildings. Certainly worth taking a look.”

      Charline was going to reply when she heard a rattle behind her, stones clattering. She was about to turn around to look, when Andy put a hand on her upper arm, stopping her.

      “Don’t look,” he said softly, leaning in toward her ear. “You’ll tell them we’ve spotted them.”

      She looked up at him, eyes wide with alarm. “Tell who?” she mouthed.

      “I’m not sure. Haven’t gotten a good look yet. But we’ve been followed since we started down this block. More than one, not sure how many.”

      Charline tilted her head John’s way, eyes questioning.

      “Yeah, tipped John off soon as I saw them. We’ve had some years to set up signals for that sort of thing. Was about to tell you when you heard them. Good ears, by the way,” he said with a grin.

      She felt the grin was more than a little out of place. “We’re being stalked by someone. This is not a party,” she admonished, trying to sound more confident than she felt.

      Andy’s grin just got bigger. “Let’s check that building ahead, see if we can find someplace to hunker down in. Worst case, we can call in the Satori to pull us out of here. The street’s a tight fit for her, but I’m pretty sure if anyone can set her down here, Dan can.”

      John had ranged a bit ahead, and Charline saw his weapon was held a little more at the ready than it had been before. She took a firmer grasp of her own rifle, seating the stock into her shoulder, and stretched her legs out a little to catch up with John. Andy followed, bringing up the rear. It had been a long time since she’d fired at anything other than a paper target, but Charline knew how to hit what she was aiming at. If whatever stalked them thought they were going to be an easy target, they were in for a surprise.
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      Dan rolled down the hallway and peeked into the engine room. Bearding Beth in her den would make anyone but a lion tamer nervous, he assured himself. He was bored, but he’d had the sharp side of her tongue often enough to not look forward to the experience. At the same time, he wanted to make sure she was really OK. She’d been through a lot over the last few hours. It would have been enough to shake up just about anyone, even someone as strong as her.

      “Beth?”

      “Yeah? What?” He saw her when she spoke, but she didn’t look up at him. She was down in the gap under the deck plates, working on the shredded conduit. Dan’s eyes wandered around the engine room. The place was a mess from the two explosions. It was going to take the crew a lot of work to fix it up, once they got the ship home. He went into the engine room, wheelchair bouncing over random bits of metal scattered on the floor.

      “Was wondering if you could use a hand?”

      “Not really. Not unless you’ve learned which end of a tool to hold over the last five years.”

      Dan exhaled in frustration. “Beth, I’m bored to tears up there. Can you give me something to do?”

      Then she did pop her head out. “You’re supposed to be up there watching Paul, so he doesn’t get any ideas. He almost killed us all, and you think skylarking around the ship and leaving him on the bridge is a good idea?”

      She was right, of course. But he wasn’t going to admit it to her. “Paul hasn’t moved since the guys left to check out those ruins. He hasn’t said a word. He’s barely wiggled.”

      “He’s still alive, right?” she asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Darn.” She turned back to her work.

      Dan knew Beth well enough to hear the tension under her light tone. Paul had her pretty worked up. She still looked cool as could be on the outside, but he knew her moods. He could hear the anger boiling just under the surface. Which meant just doing as she asked was probably the best bet. He wasn’t going to be able to help her through that anger, not yet anyway. All he’d do by trying was piss her off.

      He spun his wheelchair around and started back for the door. He was about to go out into the hall when he heard a loud buzzing sound. He peeked around the door frame.

      It was Paul. He was up and about, and trying to get in to the arms room. The buzz was the retinal scanner denying him access. One thing they’d done as soon as they were safe on the planet’s surface was lock all of Paul’s access out of all ship’s systems. Including the arms room lock.

      Paul glanced down the hall toward Dan. His eyes were wide and panicked. He saw Dan, knew that the alarm had given him away.

      No time to warn Beth. Dan pulled the pistol out and aimed it at Paul. “Don’t even breathe, asshole,” he called out, loudly enough for Beth to hear. “I won’t shed a tear if I have to blow a hole in you.” Not after almost killing Beth. He thought he could live with Paul’s death, under the circumstances.

      Behind him, he heard Beth scrambling out from under the deck plates.

      Ahead of him, he watched desperation turn to resolution in Paul’s eyes. He could see the transformation there, see Paul’s decision to take the chance. He saw Paul’s shoulder bunch as he gathered to race the short distance to get to him.

      Before Paul had even begun to move, Dan pulled the trigger.

      Nothing happened.

      He’d forgotten to turn of the safety, he realized numbly. Before his thumb could flick the small lever, Paul’s palm connected with the pistol. The weapon flew out of Dan’s hands and onto the engine room deck.

      Dan tried to block the punch that followed. He took the blow on a forearm instead of his face, but the force still sent his wheelchair tipping sideways and back. He tumbled out onto the floor. Paul followed, landing a vicious kick to his ribs. Dan tucked his elbows down and caught the second kick on an arm.

      Then Dan heard a loud boom, and blood spattered down around him. Paul screamed and clutched his shoulder. He saw Paul turning, saw Beth with the pistol in hand, taking aim again. Paul ducked to the deck just as she fired the second shot, missing. With an incoherent cry, Paul dashed out the door and down the hall.

      Beth rushed to Dan’s side and knelt down. Concern creased her face. “Are you OK?”

      “I’m fine. Got to stop him,” Dan said. He panted. It hurt a little to take deep breaths. He didn’t think the kick had broken anything, but it was going to be sore.

      “Damn it, Dan. How could you leave him unguarded up there? I ought to kick you myself,” Beth said. Instead, she tipped his wheelchair back upright.

      The sound of the ramp lowering from the ship echoed down the hall. Then there was a whooshing sound.

      “He’s got the hatch open, Dan! Get into your chair. We’ve got to stop him.”

      “Why? If he wants to get off here, let him. Good riddance.” Dan winced as he hauled himself back into the wheelchair. His ribs were definitely bruised.

      “And let him do God knows what outside the ship? He knows this ship almost as well as I do. He can disable the drive, muck up all sorts of stuff from out there.” She stalked off down the hall without waiting for him, pistol pointing ahead of her.

      And Dan knew she was right again. That burned. Paul was still a threat, even outside the ship, for as long as they sat here. Dan wheeled himself forward to the bridge. The simplest solution was to button up the hatch, move the ship, and call the team outside to tell them where they’d parked. He passed Beth, who was cursing as she peeked out the open door and down the empty ramp. He could tell from the swearing that Paul was already nowhere in sight. There was plenty of rubble nearby to duck behind. He’d just hide out there until they gave up and closed the ramp, then tinker with the ship from outside. Or wait until Beth had gone out there alone after him, and then try to get the drop on her.

      No, that wasn’t going to happen. They needed to get airborne fast. First step was to raise John on the radio.

      He keyed the microphone. “John, it’s Dan. We have a situation here.”

      No response.

      “John?”

      Nothing but static on the line. What was going on out there?
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      Andy found himself impressed by the facade of the ancient structure, despite his need to stay alert for whatever was following them. He was pretty sure it was at least four of whatever they were, but he still hadn’t gotten a good look at them. Some sort of predator, he was sure now; they’d encircled his team from the start, working together like wolves or lions. So he’d pulled the team in close to this building. If things came to a fight, they wouldn’t have to worry about anything sneaking up behind them.

      The building was beautiful. If it had been a work of art in a museum, he imagined it might have been called ‘A Study of Arches’, because there were displays of arches everywhere, all built from stone. The whole building seemed like a collection of arches tied together with columns and walls.

      Unfortunately, the front doorway, which had also been an arch, hadn’t held. The entire entry was full of rubble, blocking the only visible way in. He climbed another pile to peek in a broken window, but there was nothing to see. More rubble was heaped inside. It looked like perhaps the roof had come down, but he couldn’t get high enough to tell for sure. The windows were slits, too narrow to pass through.

      “No way in over here, guys,” he said. John and Charline were both nervously facing the street, rifles at the ready.

      “So, we move on, or hunker down here?” Charline asked. Andy could barely hear the quiver in her voice. She was taking this pretty well.

      “I think we stay put. Call Dan. Lift off out of here on the Satori. What do you say, John?”

      “I think that sounds like a good – ,” John started to say. He was cut off by a snarl as something short, fast, and four legged leapt from hiding off to his side, lunging for him. Andy’s burst took the thing in mid-air, slugs slamming into it from the side. It was dead before it hit the ground. He had just enough time to see dusty brown scales, a long snout, and a ratlike tail before more of the things burst out from all sides.

      Then it was a free for all. He took another one down as it tried to rush Charline. She was busy trying to hit one that was scampering at them from across the street. Her second burst nailed it. John was expending rounds, but Andy wasn’t sure he was actually hitting anything. These things were fast!

      “Get up here with me!” Andy shouted from the pile of rubble. “I’ll cover you while you move!”

      Charline and John sprinted for the pile.

      Andy dropped into a calm place, a trick he’d earned through long practice. He clicked the rifle to single shot and then swept it across his field of vision in a fluid motion, dealing death as it swung around. Three more of the things were hit. One wasn’t moving anymore, and the two wounded ones turned and fled. But at least a half dozen more were still rushing them. He’d badly underestimated their numbers.

      One was way too close to John, but he couldn’t get a good shot; John was in the way. Then the thing sprang onto John’s back. He crashed to the ground, but it gave way beneath him. A gaping hole opened in the ground, taking him and the creature down into the dark below.

      “John!” Andy shouted. Charline was with him now, side by side, taking the things down as they came. Four left. Three. Two. The last two decided they didn’t look so tasty after all, and scampered off. He nailed one in the middle of the street, and Charline hit the other just before it hit the piles of rock on the far side.

      “Nice shooting,” he said to her, already moving back down the rubble toward the hole. “John!” he shouted. “Hang on! We’re coming!” He hoped they weren’t too late.

      

      John had a moment to realize that one of the things was on his back, hot breath a miasma around his head, before he started to fall. He hadn’t tripped. Something beneath him simply gave way, came apart as his feet landed on it, and then he was dropping into darkness.

      He had a perception of jaws snapping near his face as the thing fell with him, still clinging to his shoulders.

      Then he slammed to a stop, landing on his back. Sharp claws tore through his shirt, the creature trying to kick free. He rolled away from it and came to a stop a few feet distant.

      Light poured down from above, dimly illuminating the space he was in. The ratlike thing was still lying there near the pool of light. It twisted its body and turned over, coming back onto its feet. Three of its feet, anyway. It was favoring the fourth, trying not to put any weight on it.

      And there on the floor next to it was his rifle. He must have lost it on the way down, or maybe when he hit the floor.

      “Thanks for breaking my fall, ugly,” he muttered.

      It hissed in response.

      His impression that it was ratlike seemed apt. The faint sunlight from above showed something that looked like a cross between a rat the size of a wolf and a crocodile. It hissed again and snapped its jaws at him. John blanched. Those jaws were full of teeth. Lots of teeth.

      He reached down to the floor and scooped up a pair of fist-sized rocks. Some weapon was better than none. He threw one at the thing. It scampered sideways, and he missed. The thing hissed again, and started slinking toward him, moving slowly. It was still favoring that hurt leg. That might give him a little advantage, but it was still fast and those teeth looked deadly.

      John backed away. He kept backing in a circle, and it kept coming closer. He tossed the other rock, which hit the thing in the flank but didn’t seem to slow it down any. If anything, he thought he might have just made it angrier.

      Sometimes, he thought, you could scare off a predator by seeming like a bigger predator. He stopped backing away. It stopped coming closer, slipped off a little to one side instead. So he took a half step toward it and snarled.

      It snarled back, but didn’t come closer.

      He took a full step toward it, then. “Come on then!” he shouted as loud as he could.

      It backed two steps away, slinking deeper into the shadows. He could barely see it now, still circling him. He had a feeling it hadn’t given up on him being its next meal, though.

      One chance. He’d circled most of the way back to the rifle. If he could just get to it before the thing reached him...!

      He dove for the gun.

      The rat-lizard burst out of the shadows, liquid movement rushing toward him, jaws open.

      The jaws were closing on his face. With an effort, he held the rifle in both hands and thrust the middle between those terrible teeth. They snapped shut, fangs scraping against metal and tearing into plastic with a horrible grinding sound.

      He twisted the rifle, turning toward the thing’s hurt foot. It gave a high pitched yelp as he forced weight on the injured appendage; the jaws opened. The leg wouldn’t support it, and it tipped over onto its side, claws scrabbling at the air to ward him away.

      He hefted the rifle by the barrel. He wasn’t sure if it would fire, after the thing’s teeth had torn it up. But he didn’t need to fire it. He swung the butt of the rifle down, hard, on the rat-lizard’s head.

      “I’ve had enough!” he shouted, hitting it again. “Of you!”

      His words echoed off the walls as he dealt another blow. He hammered the thing in the skull three more times before it stopped moving. Then he turned the rifle around. He switched the selector from burst to semi-automatic, aimed for its head, and pulled the trigger.

      The gun still worked.

      John stood there panting a moment, trying to catch his breath. He looked around the room. It was large – maybe ten meters square. There was an arched opening on one side of the room, and he was pretty sure it was the same side as the strange stone building they’d been trying to investigate. Perhaps there was a way inside, after all. He pulled a flashlight from his pocket and tried to flick it on, so he could see through the doorway, but it wouldn’t turn on. Must have broken in the fall.

      “Hang on! We’re coming!” he heard Andy call from somewhere above.

      “I’m OK, Andrew,” he shouted back up the hole. “But I think we’re going to want to take a look down here.”

      Andy’s face appeared in the hole. “You’re OK? Where’s the thing that fell down with you?”

      “Dead,” John replied. “What, thought I was completely defenseless without you?” He chuckled. It wasn’t too far from the mark, usually. This sort of thing had never been his strong point.

      Andy raised his eyebrows. He was probably thinking the same thing. “Glad you’re safe. Hang on, we’ll tie a rope up here and be right down.”
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      Dan  leaned back in his chair. He’d tried several times to get through to John and the others, but they weren’t responding to his radio calls. Which was a problem. They wouldn’t be due to check in for another fifteen minutes, and Dan didn’t feel like they could just sit around even that long. Paul was out there, up to something. They needed to take action, not sit around.

      “They’re either out of range, or inside one of those buildings, or something. I can’t get through to them,” Dan said, his voice full of frustration. He and Beth were sitting in the bridge, trying to figure out what to do next. Dan couldn’t help but notice how her eyes kept flicking to the screen showing the external cameras, like she expected Paul to show up any second.

      “We could just move the ship and tell them where we are once we get radio contact back,” Beth suggested.

      Dan shook his head. “I don’t know if that makes sense. What if they’re having radio trouble? Or send someone running back because of an injury, or some other problem? We need to be where they expect us to be. I could hop us a short distance and then we’d see them coming. But I think Paul would probably see the dust from our landing and figure things out anyway, don’t you?” Dan felt badly shooting down Beth’s solutions, after he’d created the problem. He never should have underestimated Paul’s ability to cause more trouble.

      “Then what?” she said. “I’ve got Majel watching for him on external cameras. But he knows where those are. He’s sneaky enough to find a way to slip past them. I don’t like this, Dan.”

      Dan sighed. He could hear the blame in her voice, and he deserved every drop of it. “I don’t either. Only one thing I can think to do.”

      Dan went down the hall to the arms room. There was a bar grip in place on the wall, and with a grunt he pulled himself up from his wheelchair so that his eyes were level with the retinal scanner. The machine chirped acceptance, and the door slid open. He settled back into the chair and entered the tiny room, more like a closet really. The display was impressive; Andy had packed a lot into a small space. He grabbed two rifles and two of the combat vests, then backed out of the room into the hall.

      Beth saw him coming with the rifles. “You can’t chase him down, Dan,” she said, her voice soft, her face sympathetic. “Not in that chair. And I need to work on the conduit.”

      Pity, from Beth? Charming. Dan tossed her one of the rifles. She caught it easily. “I know that. Thought you should be armed, just in case. With Paul loose, I don’t want to take any chances, and there’s only a few rounds left in the pistol.” He handed her a vest, then slipped into his own, patting pouches where loaded clips held reloads for the rifle. He grabbed a headset and radio, studiously avoiding looking at Beth.

      “So what are you doing, then?” she asked. Dan tried not to hear mockery in her voice, but failed.

      He sighed. “You’re right. I can’t chase Paul down.” Thanks to the injury and the wheelchair. He thought he was over all this. He was back in space, piloting ships again. He was out exploring the galaxy! He’d been the first human ever to set foot on this rock! But the damned chair kept getting in his way, over and over. And now his carelessness had made him more of a liability than ever.

      “But I can sit outside and watch for him, make sure he can’t mess with the ship. If I sit inside the cloak, I should see him a long time before he sees me. Especially with Majel watching the cameras.”

      Beth looked like she was about to object again, so Dan cut her off. “I screwed up, and he got loose, Beth. I can’t fix the engines. So I need to do this.” He slapped the button to release the hatch. The ramp was still extended, and he rolled out without looking back. He let out his breath as the hatch ground shut again behind him. He didn’t want to see what was written on her face right now.

      Some big hero. He’d been chuffed, figuring out a way to save Beth when she was trapped in the engine room. Now he’d been stupid and put her in danger all over again. She was scared of Paul. She was trying not to show it, but he could tell. And he’d allowed the man to get free, to plot some new scheme to make their lives miserable again. He knew that he was going to regret the impulse that made him wander away from his job to go chat with Beth. He could feel it in his gut.

      But it was hard, seeing her every day. Being near her like this. The emotions he thought he’d locked away were still there, and they seemed as raw as they’d ever been.

      He set himself up just forward of the engines. From there, at his seated height, he had a good view under the ship in all directions except the rear – and Majel had excellent camera coverage from that angle. He screwed up once, but there was no way he was going to let his guard down again. He made sure the safety was off on his rifle this time. If Paul came calling, he was going to put a few ounces of lead into the man, and then probably shoot him again just to be sure.

      Sweat was already dripping down his face. Well, he’d been the one complaining about being bored. If this wasn’t a case of ‘be careful what you wish for; you might get it’, he’d never seen one. The ship didn’t cast any shade because of some quirk about how the cloaking device worked. No shadows. But the field of the cloaking device seemed to be blocking some of the heat from the sun anyway. He wouldn’t cook too quickly. Hopefully John and the others would be where he could contact them again soon, and then they could get the ship out of this place. Carefully cradling the rifle, he reached for the microphone key on his radio to try calling them. He needed to let the others know what was going on.

      Before he could press it, though, Andy’s voice squawked over his headset. “Satori, we have a situation here.”
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      “Yeah? So do we,” Dan replied over the radio.

      “Bet ours is more interesting,” Andy said, working to keep his tone light. He finished tying the knots to hold one end of the rope around a large boulder.

      “I’ll take that bet,” Dan said. “Paul got out.”

      “What?” Andy dropped the rope, putting his full attention on the conversation. “Are you and Beth OK? Where’s Paul?”

      Dan filled him in quickly. “So I want to take the Satori up, move us out of here. Meet you guys at a new location.”

      “That works for me, Dan. We could use a pick up. We got attacked by big lizard-rat things.” Andy paused. There was silence over the line for a moment. Andy had to smile, thinking about the expression Dan had to be wearing just then.

      “Are you pulling my leg, Andy?”

      “Not about something like this. We’re all OK. But I’d feel better about not having to cross half the city again getting back to the ship. We killed the things that attacked us, but there could be more of them out there. How big a space do you need for a landing?” Andy eyeballed the street again. It was a big space, but with those towering buildings on either side, he wasn’t sure how well landing would work.

      “I can maybe set her down in some of those main streets we saw as we landed, if that’s what you’re asking,” Dan said. “But I’d rather not, if we can avoid it. The ship flies well, but I haven’t had enough practice flying her in atmosphere yet.”

      Andy looked down into the hole. Not a big drop, but they wanted to be able to get back out, too. Out was always the tricky part. He wasn’t thrilled about this side trip, to be honest. Too many things could go wrong. Ratzards – seemed like as good a name as any - could chew the rope. There could be more of them down there. The roof could come down; some of it already had when John fell through, so it obviously wasn’t very stable. Too many things to go wrong. Charline was excited by the prospect of getting inside somewhere that might have been sealed off from the environment for all these years, though, and John wanted to check it out too. So down they were going.

      “OK, Dan.” Andy sighed. This felt like more risk than he was comfortable with, but it wasn’t his call. “We’re going to be underground for a bit. We’re going to see if a basement level leads into this unusual stone building we found – sending coordinates now. Charline is thinking there might be something of interest inside. John’s agreed to limit it to half an hour to look around, then we’re coming back out. We’ll figure out a pickup when we get back to the surface. Just...be ready to come running, OK? I’m not thrilled about this.”

      “Gotcha. We’ll lift off and be on standby. Satori out,” Dan replied.

      

      Charline looked at the rope Andy had tied, a bemused expression on her face. He’d pulled the thing from a pouch she hadn’t noticed before. It was plenty long enough to drop to the floor below, but it looked for all the world like a long shoe lace. It didn’t look like a climbing rope.

      “How are we supposed to climb this? Is it even going to support our weight?” she asked Andy, trying not to sound as incredulous as she felt. The idea of trusting her life to that shoelace was uncomfortable.

      “It’s got a hundred and fifty kilo test weight. Ought to hold all three of us. For climbing, we use these,” Andy replied, pulling two metal devices from the same pouch. Each had a big oval, shaped to fit a hand. “They’re mechanical ascender/descenders. Put the rope into this slot, lock it in place with this button. Then grab on, and press the button again. It’ll slowly lower you down the rope.” He demonstrated the procedure.

      “OK, cool,” she said. “What about getting back up?”

      Andy winced. “That’s a little harder. There are big motorized models that ascend automatically, but I didn’t have any room in my pocket for one of those,” he joked. “I’ll climb back up with these. It’s a little like climbing a rope with just your hands, but these give you a better grip. Then I’ll pull you up, and we can get John up between us.”

      Charline still felt a little dubious about the rope, but Andy’s calm confidence was reassuring. Besides, she was burning to see what might be inside this building. She had a feeling it might be important. Trusting his explanation, she grabbed the device he’d already clipped onto the rope and eased herself backwards into the hole. Pressing the button on the gadget sent her gently to the floor below, just as Andy had said it would. She left the devices clipped to the rope and he pulled them back up. A minute later, and he was down as well.

      John was waiting for them at the bottom, a mangled rifle cradled in his arms. Andy pulled his own rifle from where he’d slung it over his shoulder and raised it meaningfully, so Charline did the same with hers.

      “Change magazines, too. So you’re full,” Andy said, putting actions to words. “We want to stay alert in here. It’s dark, and no telling if there are more of those things around.”

      “My flashlight is dead,” John said. “You two have yours still?”

      Both of them did, and pulled them out. Andy handed his to John so that he could carry his rifle at the ready. Together they carefully moved across the room, Andy in the lead and the other two following a step behind.

      Their light revealed a long corridor on the other side of the arch. A number of doors lined the halls. John stopped at the first one they passed.

      “Just a moment,” he said. He handed Charline his light and tried to open the door. It looked to Charline a lot like the doors at John’s lunar base; it split in the middle, and looked like it recessed into the walls somehow. But the doorway was odd, arched on both the top and bottom. It almost looked like a circle set into the wall. What sort of beings would use circles as doorways? John tried to pry the door open, but it wouldn’t budge.

      “Looks like they need to be powered up to work,” John said. “Can’t see any way to open them without it.” He sounded disappointed. She couldn’t blame him – what if everything in here was inaccessible for the same reason?

      “Probably is one, and we’re just not seeing it. Maybe if Beth were here...” Charline said.

      “Something for next trip, perhaps. Let’s keep moving,” John said.

      They passed three doors on each side as they continued down the hall. Dust covered everything there in a thick layer. Charline didn’t think they’d see any more of the lizard things. It looked to her like nothing had been down here for a long time. No tracks stirred the dust except their own. The ceiling continued in a long arch overhead, about twelve feet up. The whole place had a venerable feel to it, like it was old even before most of the city around it had been constructed.

      Then they reached the end of the arched hall and entered a room so large their flashlight beams were not reaching the far walls. The ceiling stayed about the same height. But most notable were the large blocks set all over the room at regular intervals. There were a score of the objects within the radius of their flashlights. Each was about the size of a dinner table. They were like enormous metal children’s blocks, neatly arranged. Each sat about two meters from the neighboring blocks, forming straight rows and columns.

      Charline took the few steps toward the nearest of these, and heard her footsteps echo hollowly on the polished stone floor.

      “Careful, Charline,” John said. “What do you think those could be?”

      “I’m not sure,” she said, running her hand over the thing. “But they must be important, to be filling so much space here. And they’re certainly more interesting than anything else we’ve found.” Charline was glad they’d come. This place, these things, they’d been untouched for all the hundreds of years since this city’s destruction. Sealed off, they were probably still a lot like they had been that long ago day. She felt certain they would find something worthwhile here, if only they knew where to look.
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      Dan couldn’t help looking over his shoulder as he worked his wheelchair back up the ramp. He knew Majel was watching the cameras for Paul, knew there was no way the man could sneak up on him here. But that didn’t stop Dan from feeling incredibly exposed as he slowly made his way up the steep ramp.

      Beth might have helped, if he’d called her over the radio.  But the last thing he needed was to show her how useless he was. Finally, his hand slapped the door release.

      He gasped with relief as cool air from inside the ship rushed out to greet him. He rolled back into the ship, feeling some of his frustration ebb away with the heat. He slapped the button to shut the door, and went forward to the bridge.

      “Beth! We need to make liftoff right away,” he called out in a voice meant to carry to the engine room.

      But she was already on the bridge, bent over a console.

      “Yeah, I agree. Time to get the heck out of here,” she said, without taking her eyes from her screen. “But how did you know?”

      “Know what?” Dan asked. “I reached Andy. They had some trouble, want us to stand by for a pick up.”

      “Oh,” Beth said in a distracted voice.

      “Beth, what the heck is up with you?” Dan went beside her to see what she was looking at. She was watching a radar screen, showing the airspace around them. It was pretty easy to read. Satori was dead center on the screen, and everything in the air nearby showed up with a number next to it showing relative altitude. When he’d last looked at the screen, there was nothing except the occasional satellite passing overhead. That had changed.

      That had changed a lot.

      Something very large was flying into radar range, about thirty miles above them and coming down fast. As he watched, the object broke apart, smaller bits flying off.

      “Majel, what is it? Asteroid?” Dan asked. The larger object was still showing as about five hundred meters long and nearly half as wide. If it was a rock, it was going to make one hell of a crater, and they’d need to be long gone before it came down.

      “Negative,” came the computer’s answer. “Object is decelerating.”

      Which meant it was under control. Which meant it was a ship. Oh, crap. Dan pushed his wheelchair back from Beth’s console, bolted himself hurriedly into his own spot. “OK, we have company coming. I’m not thinking this is a random visit, Beth.”

      “You’re thinking the satellite that fired on us?”

      “Had some sort of messaging system. Right.” Dan’s fingers flew over the control panels as he called up trajectories and possible landing sites closer to the ground party.

      “So... We presume hostile? I’ll get the railguns warm,” she said.

      Dan chuckled drily. “I always figured those railguns were going to be useless. Anyone we met with another ship out here was probably going to laugh them off, then blow us up.” He thought about it another moment, then shrugged. “Actually, I’m still pretty sure that’s the case. As far as I’m concerned, our best weapon right now is the cloak. Seemed to work on the satellites. Hope it works on the ship, too.”

      “Those smaller objects are moving faster than the big ship now,” Beth said, her voice picking up pace.

      “Fighter screen. Or drop shuttles. Or something like that. Majel, we have full power back to the drives?”

      “Affirmative.”

      “OK. Here we go!” His hands flew over the controls, and Satori leaped into the air at his command. He brought the ship up twenty meters, then darted forward toward the ruins. He heard Beth gasp behind him. Broken buildings shot by on either side of the ship as he zipped between them. This, he could do. This, he could do like no one else. He felt exhilaration, reined it in a little and replaced it with focus. Wouldn’t do any of them any good to smash into something because he got distracted.

      Once they were deeper inside the ruins, where the buildings might help break up a radar scan even if it could penetrate the cloak, he slowed the ship back down, slipping stealthily through the broken columns toward the rest of his team.

      The radar showed the first wave of smaller ships closing on the ruins, half of them slowing down as they prepared to land while the other half curved their flight paths to circle overhead like birds of prey. That looked like a cluster of troop transports and air support. Hallmarks of a military operation. He had to get to the team and get them the hell out of there. This company didn’t look friendly at all.

      

      Charline continued eyeballing the metallic blocks before her. The whole layout reminded her of something, but she couldn’t remember what.

      “Looks almost like a room full of big filing cabinets,” John said off-handedly.

      “Room full of what?” Andy asked.

      John chuckled. “Showing my age. Filing cabinets. Big boxes that offices used to hold paper records. You still see ‘em around sometimes, even though most places have gone over to computers.”

      “That sounds about right to me, John,” Charline said. That was the memory she was trying to tease into the open. An old film she’d seen; in one part there was a room full of steel boxes, and the boxes were all full of paper. The room also reminded her of a huge server farm, stacks of computers filled with data storage all lined up in rows.

      She shone her flashlight along the top edge of the box, brushing dust away with her other hand to examine it more closely. Sure enough, there was a thin seam along the edge. You could barely see it, but it was there.

      “I think you’re right. I think these are drawers. Lots and lots and lots of drawers...” she said, growing more excited as she looked around at the boxes, trying to estimate how many there were.

      “Full of what?” Andy asked the question all three were wondering.

      Charline was burning with curiosity now. She had to know what was in these drawers.

      And just like that, the drawer in front of her clicked, and opened a few centimeters.

      John stepped around to investigate, and looked up at her, surprised . “What did you do?”

      Charline shrugged. “No idea. I wasn’t even touching it when it popped open.”

      “OK, very odd.” John stuck the barrel of his rifle into the gap and gently wedged in into the drawer. She watched it slide open soundlessly. Whatever mechanism it opened on had to be incredibly well built to still work so well after all this time.

      She shined her flashlight into the drawer as it opened. The beam glinted off row after row of small, white cubes, apparently identical to the ones on the Satori that seemed to run the computer, cloak, and engine. They were carefully set into hollow slots in a large sheet of padded material, each one secured apart from the others. She whistled softly, then caught John’s eye.

      “This is a treasure trove, John. We have to bring these home with us. Near as I can tell, each of those cubes on the Satori is some sort of quantum computer. The data which could be stored on even one of these...!”

      Charline’s stunned jubilation died off as the walls and floor started vibrating, and a rumbling filled the air. Dust settled around them from the ceiling.

      “Could be the Satori coming in. I’ll go to the entrance and check,” Andy said, jogging down the hall.

      John picked up one of the cubes from the slot where it lay, examining it closely. “They do look just like the Satori’s cubes,” he said.

      Charline did some quick math in her head. “There are more than a hundred just in this drawer. It looks like four drawers per box. And scores of boxes in the room... This is incredible. The data here...” She waved her hands in the air, helpless to describe the wealth of knowledge this might represent.

      “Or they could all be empty. Maybe this was where they stored empty hard drives before they filled them,” John said. “But I think your answer feels more likely. This is more care than empty drives would have been given. Might have to wait though. I don’t want this roof coming down on us.” The vibrations hadn’t stopped, had in fact grown more intense.

      Charline looked around at the room as the vibrations became outright tremors. Leave all this behind? When they’d only just found it?

      Andy came running down the corridor then, shouting for them.

      “Time to go!” he said. “Dan’s on the way. But we have uninvited guests arriving up there right now.”
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      “We need to go, right now!” Andy shouted again. “Dan’s bringing the Satori around to pick us up. He says we’ve got company.”

      Andy shook his head, thinking about what he’d just said. Never mind how impossible that should have been. Company – here, who knew how many light years from Earth – could mean only one thing. Whoever was coming, they weren’t human. They might or might not be friendly, but they were not from Earth. He’d known intellectually that aliens existed. The Satori was proof enough of that. But actually running into live aliens was another experience entirely.

      He tried hard to put that out of his head as he ran back down the hallway ahead of the others, toward the hole John had fallen through. He and Charline had followed John down, exploring. He’d worried about all of them heading into this underground warren. But... He’d agreed to come down there, and their safety was his responsibility. Charline seemed to think that what they’d found was valuable, but all he could think was that they were excruciatingly vulnerable here. One way in, no other ways out the could find, and a new threat on the doorstep. Maybe these aliens were dropping by for tea, but he hadn’t forgotten the satellites orbiting above that fired on the Satori. His gut said their company meant trouble.

      And it was his job to get them out before this hole turned into a trap.

      He reached the small pool of daylight coming in through the hole above, and quickly latched his ascenders onto the rope. With a tug to ensure the rope was still secure, he started climbing hand over hand toward the top. Andy worked hard to keep himself in shape. Even with the heat, the climb was an easy one for him.

      The lip was the tricky part. He was worried about John and Charline’s ability to handle the ascenders, but he was pretty sure they couldn’t manage the core strength required to get up through the last bit. He grunted with the effort, moving as fast as he could. With a last heave, he pulled himself up.

      No time to rest. Rising to his feet, he unslung his rifle from his back and brought it up to his shoulder, moving quickly to the boulder he’d used to anchor the rope. With great care, he peeked up over the rock in front of him. He saw no movement, nothing new. Dan said the ships were close. Where were they?

      Three vessels roared by overhead. Two were small, about the size of a fighter plane. The one flying between the other two was much larger. As he watched, the big ship slowed down, while the other two peeled off and gained altitude again. The larger craft began to settle toward the ground. It touched down perhaps a hundred meters up the street from where he was watching.

      It was almost as big as the Satori, but lacked her sleek lines. The thing looked to Andy like nothing so much as a big cargo plane with the wings trimmed down to little nubs, and it shook the ground as it was landing. The vibrations they’d felt down below must have been another of the vessels touching down nearby. To Andy’s experienced eye, the ship’s look – and their fast moving escorts – were clearly military. He was sure he’d been right, now. Their company was not friendly.

      Sparing glances at the ship when he could, Andy pulled the rope out of the pit. He hauled up the rope to reposition the ascenders for another climb, then dropped the assembly back down the hole to where John stood, staring up at him.

      “Quickly and quietly! I’ll help you up,” Andy spoke softly down to John. “Where’s Charline?” He couldn’t see her anywhere near John, and a stab of worry gripped him.

      

      Charline’s hands were shaking, hovering over the cubes in front of her. Her eyes darted around the room, catching hopelessly on each of the big storage devices, knowing that thousands of the cubes had to be there in those other containers, carefully stowed away. Waiting for someone to come and unravel their mysteries. Waiting for her.

      It was impossible to leave them all. Any one of those cubes might solve...well, anything. What sorts of secrets could be in the computers of a race that skipped across the stars in wormholes? To be so close, and then lose all this, was too much to bear. She had to do something.

      She started stuffing cubes from the open drawer into her pockets. The flight suits they all wore had lots of pockets, but she’d stuffed them all without even emptying a single drawer. Despairing, she looked around for some way to carry more of the precious data home.

      Her canteen banged on the drawer next to her, giving her an idea. She pulled the canteen – empty now anyway – from its pouch. She tossed the canteen on the floor, and stuffed cubes into the pouch, filling it far too soon.

      “Charline! Let’s move!” demanded John.

      She knew he was right. But she couldn’t shake the feeling that they were missing out on the chance of a thousand lifetimes here, if they left all this behind. She might not be able to return to this place. But she’d grabbed what she could. Time to get away with at least that.

      Resigned, but sick at heart, Charline gently closed the drawer again. She ran a hand over the storage unit. Perhaps it would keep the precious contents safe until she could return for them. She could only hope.

      She ran down the corridor toward the beam of light showing the way out. She was out of breath by the time she reached the hole, and John was halfway up. He was hauling himself up a bit at a time, but she could see that Andy was pulling him up as well, the rope sliding against the rough edge of the hole in a way that made her wince.

      She stepped back, avoiding some loose gravel dislodged by John’s climb. Her foot went into something sticky. Reflexively, she shone her flashlight down to see what she’d stepped in, and immediately wished she hadn’t. A pool of black, tarry fluid had spread from the body of the lizard-thing John had killed. Her foot had landed in the stuff, and now it was smeared all over the bottom and edges of her sneaker.

      As repulsed as she was to have the stuff on her shoe, she was also fascinated. She looked closer, and saw that it really did seem to be black, and not just a dark color. What sort of creature could have black blood? What was in it that made it black?

      She wished she had a proper medical kit to take a sample. Briefly, she considered tearing off part of her the tank top she wore under her ship suit and using that to take a sample, but old habits of from her time working with emergency medical teams stopped her a moment. Who knew what sort of pathogens could live in that goo? She knew most microbes were pretty organism specific, though. Odds were good most alien ones wouldn’t match up well with human physiology.

      And if they did, well – they’d already been exposed. In which case they might need a sample! And what she was going to have to scrub off her sneaker wasn’t going to be adequate. She tore off a bit of her shirt, swabbed some of the blood, then folded the cloth and tucked it into her pouch next to the cubes. She might have preferred a cleaner sample, ideally by sticking the ratzard and collecting blood in a test tube, but this would have to do.

      John had reached the top. Charline could see Andy doing something with the rope. She hoped he’d hurry. Being alone down there was starting to get to her. The darkness felt like it was pressing in all around her, and she hefted her rifle carefully, keeping it at the ready. She kept taking peeks at the ratzard’s corpse, knowing it couldn’t rise up and come after her, but suddenly nervous of it all the same.
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      Paul knew he was screwed as soon as the slug from Beth’s pistol tore through his shoulder. He’d managed to get outside the ship. He still wasn’t quite sure how, through the screaming pain. But he’d staggered as fast as he could into some rubble a little ways off and hidden. Not that hiding had mattered much. The wound had bled a lot at first, and he was sure he’d left a blood trail.

      That was the first thing he’d worked on, once he stopped running and the pain had receded a bit: staunching the blood. He wouldn’t last long, otherwise. Paul tore his t-shirt into chunks and bound up the wound as best he could. It hurt like hell, and he grunted through clenched teeth, holding his sound down as much as he could, in case Beth or Dan decided to come looking for him. He still heard answering cries, not from the ship, but from something out in the ruins, a kind of snarling howl. The sound shook him to the core, and he froze in place. Nothing came running out at him, though. Paul went back to tending the injury after a few moments, knowing that the scent of blood was as likely to draw animals as any sound he made. He bit into a chunk of shirt to keep from crying out again as he worked.

      He moved on as quickly as he could. Something in his gut said that was a predator out there, and the last thing he wanted was to be sitting at the end of a blood trail waiting for it. He stayed near the ship. Maybe he could ambush John’s team when they came back. As the minutes crept by, and the heat drenched his body with sweat that dripped down, stinging his wound, he had to admit he wasn’t going to able to ambush shit. If he didn’t want to die alone out there, maybe his best chance would be to surrender himself. He tried to rise to his feet and failed. His legs were shaking. Too much blood loss, or dehydration? He wasn’t sure. It might have been a combination of both. But he wasn’t going anywhere. He scanned the horizon, hoping to spot John’s team when they came back. He could call for help, then. Beg for mercy. They wouldn’t just leave him out there to die.

      Paul knew his only real hope was that he could call out to them as they passed, and ask them to just take him home. He’d take being locked in a cell for the rest of his life over this fate. Anything was better than dying out here slowly in this heat. Or waiting for something to come along and make a meal of him. He could still remember how that distant snarl sounded, and he shivered despite the heat.

      His hope died when the Satori lifted off, dust billowing from the passage of the invisible ship.

      They’d gone. They’d left him out here to die. He’d never felt more alone.

      Then Paul heard a sound, that same snarling howl he’d heard earlier. It was much closer this time.  He wished he could just lay down and die, rather than be ripped to pieces by some animal. The adrenaline rush he got from hearing the snarl gave him enough strength to get back to his feet. Paul staggered a few steps, working hard not to fall back down again. He knew if he fell he wasn’t going to be able to get up a second time.

      Paul tried to find something to arm himself with, but the best he could do was a fist-sized rock. His right arm hung limp and useless, agony searing through him with every move. But he would not go without at least trying to fight. If he could just find a stick, something he could swing...

      He heard the scream of engines as a score of ships flew across the sky. One of the larger ones broke away from the others and settled to the ground not far from where the Satori had landed. He stood there gaping and watched as the ship set down. Dimly, he knew he was suffering from dehydration, maybe even sunstroke, and definitely from blood loss. But he couldn’t find the energy to look for cover again. Besides, something intelligent was flying those ships. Some other life form. Through the haze of blood loss, Paul figured that they couldn’t be any worse than whatever the snarling animal out there was. What was the worst they could do to him, kill him? Better than being eaten alive.

      He was wobbling on his feet, watching the ship, when he saw big hatches on the front open, and disgorge monsters.

      

      Dan slowed the Satori as he rounded the corner, fighting to keep the wingtips from scraping into the buildings on either side of the ship. These streets hadn’t been designed for spaceships to fly down them, that much was certain! He managed, but only just. According to the coordinates Andy had given him, the party was about a hundred meters ahead on the left.

      Unfortunately, one of the alien ships had landed just a hundred meters farther up the street from his friends, and it looked like some of the crew were disembarking and setting out in the general direction of the Satori’s ground party.

      “Beth, our company beat us here,” he said. This was a complication he’d hoped to avoid. There were a lot of alien ships flying around now. He’d wanted to slip away before they were seen, but it looked like that would be impossible now. He continued to ease the Satori closer, taking a good look at the alien ship.

      Dan’s brain automatically cataloged the ship as an assault craft. It looked a lot like the amphibious assault vehicles used by Marine forces on Earth – right down to the large hatch in the front. This one was just designed to fly instead of float. He saw obvious gun turrets on the top and sides of the vessel. The engines looked similar to those on the Satori, which implied a higher tech base than Earth.

      “I’ve got the railguns locked on it. I think,” Beth said.

      “Confirmed. Target lock acquired,” the ship’s computer said. Dan could hear the relief in Beth’s exhaled breath.

      “Let’s not shoot first,” Dan said. “I’d like to find out what their intentions are.”

      “That ship is bristling with guns, Dan,” Beth said. “And if those aliens get much closer to John and the others, they’ll be too close to our people for us to use the railguns.”

      “Yeah, but I have a hunch these guys are responding to that satellite firing on us.” Dan gently nudged the Satori forward a bit more. Now he was about even with the stone building Andy had described. That put him almost right over the heads of his team, but he couldn’t get lower without their engines stirring up the dust below and giving away their location. “We may have ignored their ‘don’t step on the grass’ sign or something. Let’s see what they do.”

      “I wait with bated breath,” Beth said. “And my finger on the trigger.”
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      Andy was watching the troops unload from the front of the ship through his rifle scope. He’d dialed up the zoom until he could see them all too clearly. They were definitely not human. They looked something like crocodiles walking upright, complete with tails behind and a snout full of teeth. He got a good close up view of one of those mouths; the long, pointed teeth set off part of his brain that wanted to run away from here as fast as his legs would carry him. He quietly shut off that voice and kept observing instead. His instincts said that things were about to get nasty, and he would need a cool head to carry them through.

      The aliens were wearing something that looked like body armor across their torsos, leaving arms and legs bare, dark green scales gleaming in the sun. Each carried a rifle with a wide bore – the opening of each barrel was about big enough for Andy to stick his fist into it. There was something odd about the weapons, though. The projectiles a barrel that big would throw would be huge, but he didn’t see anything like a magazine for rounds that large. Some sort of energy gun, maybe?

      It wasn’t the rifles or armor that made Andy sure they were troops, though. It was how they moved. He’d seen a lot of different military units over the years, but they all boiled down into three groups. Some moved fluidly as a unit, using modern tactics to cover each other and maximize their combat effectiveness and minimize casualties. Others held to rigid discipline, often to such a level that it made them ineffective. The third, and most common, were units that derived from a warrior culture – where the soldiers were more interested in personal glory than they were in unit cohesion and cooperation.

      These lizards were the third kind, and Andy would have either snorted in derision or sighed with relief if there hadn’t been so many of them that it made no difference. The ship had already disgorged a score of the things, and although they were still tucked into cover near their ship, he had a feeling that situation wasn’t going to last. The lack of coordination and unit training the aliens exhibited was a plus for his side, if things came down to a fight. But they were outnumbered so badly it wasn’t going to save them. He hoped Dan was going to get here soon.

      Andy peeked back over his shoulder. John was still working to get Charline out of the pit. He wanted to go help, but was loathe to take his eyes off the aliens for more than a moment. They needed more time. He had a feeling they weren’t going to get it.

      He almost jumped when the radio buzzed in his ear.

      “Andy,” Dan said, “we’re above you and to the right. Ready to get out of there?”

      Andy heaved out his breath, relaxing the tension that had been piling up on his shoulders. Dan had made it. The Satori was nearby, invisible, getting ready to pick them all up. Five seconds earlier Andy had no idea how he was going to get his team out of this mess. The Satori’s arrival changed everything.

      “Better believe it. Can you get us out?” Andy asked.

      “I think so. I’ll maneuver the ship down between you and them and put you on our port side so we can lower the ramp and get you aboard. Watch out – they’re moving!”

      Andy looked down toward the alien ship. One of the troops was shouting commands to the others, and then all at once they just started moving directly toward his party like they knew where they were going. Somehow the aliens knew that the humans were in this direction. Andy could see it in the way they walked. They weren’t searching for a possible opponent. They were moving to an anticipated contact.

      They were a disorganized lot, but the one who’d been giving orders was out front leading the pack. Andy trained his scope on that one. Take him down, and it might mess the alien squad up even more. He slipped his finger into the trigger well, but held his fire. Maybe they could still get out of this without killing the first alien sentients they ran into. Andy wasn’t one to back down from a fight if the battle was necessary, but he didn’t want to be the one to kick things off. If they could just get the Satori into position and get aboard before the aliens spotted them, maybe they could get out of this mess without firing a shot.

      But then one of the aliens shouted, and they all ducked behind rocks. Andy wasn’t sure what had given him away. Maybe they’d seen sunlight glint off his scope, or maybe their sensors had finally picked up the humans huddled down in the rubble. In the end it didn’t matter. Two of them opened fire on his position, and he ducked back in time to avoid being pelted with rock splinters as whatever they were shooting impacted the boulder he was hiding behind. And he was right about those rifles. They were firing something that looked more like ball lightning than a solid projectile. He could feel the shots shaking his boulder.

      “Dan, now would be a good time!” Andy said into the radio. He snuck a peek at the advancing force. They were moving forward again, not running, but coming at a fast walk over the broken rubble. Some of them were shooting as they came, firing in his general direction without bothering to aim. Sloppy, poorly disciplined, as he’d thought. But he still needed to slow them down. He took aim on the lizard in front, and pulled back slowly on the trigger.

      He had a moment to whisper a brief prayer that he wasn’t starting a war. Then his rifle bucked, and his shot took the alien through one reptilian eye. It dropped face first like a felled tree, and that stopped the rest of them cold for a moment as they all hit the ground. Andy fired two more shots to keep their heads down, then ducked back. He was just in time – the boulder behind his back shuddered with repeated impacts as the aliens fired their weapons in return.
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      Dan had just about gotten the Satori into position to grab their crew-mates. And not a moment too soon, as Andy and the aliens began exchanging fire. He watched the impacts of the alien rifles on the rocks. They were pounding the rubble around his friends hard, shaking loose a lot of dust, but they weren’t shattering the rocks on impact. He thought the Satori’s hull could withstand at least a few of those shots.

      “They’ve opened up on Andy’s position,” Beth said. “I’m taking out that shuttle.”

      “No!” Dan said. “The turrets on their ship haven’t budged.”

      Beth growled, whirling on Dan. “So you want us to just sit here while they pick off our friends?”

      Dan gritted his teeth. His fingers moved steadily over the controls as he brought the ship slowly down. “Let’s see if we can just get our guys out of there with a minimum of bloodshed.”

      Maybe being in the astronaut corps had given him a different perspective, but firing on First Contact simply wasn’t in his plans. He watched the screen carefully, saw huge plumes of dust rise into the air as the energy field which held the ship airborne made contact with the ground. That got the aliens’ attention, and they hunkered down even more. Dan kept the Satori hovering a few feet up, so they could make a quick getaway.

      “Majel, analysis of their hand weapons. Can they hurt the Satori?” Dan asked.

      “Negative. Hand weapons are firing an energy discharge. Impacts appear to be causing minimal damage to structural integrity of materials they contact. Risk to ship’s hull negligible.”

      “Got it,” Dan said. He brought the ship down even more, blocking the path between the aliens and their friends. “Beth, get the hatch open so our people can get in here!” He was still too far away for comfort – they’d have to sprint to cross the gap. But the rubble everywhere was making it hard to get closer.

      He was dimly aware of Beth rising from her seat and running to the main hatch, but his focus was on keeping the ship level and clear of debris while they hovered. He heard when the hatch opened and the ramp lowered down. Almost immediately, the starboard side of the ship – the side facing the aliens – rang again and again, as if it was being pounded with hammers. A quick look at the camera watching them showed the aliens firing over and over at his ship. The ramp! It extended out past the cloak. They must have seen the ramp lower out of thin air and opened fire.

      “Alert!” Majel’s voice said, louder than usual to project over the hammering noise. “Two airborne ships have shifted course and are closing on this position. Firing range in seven seconds.”

      The fighter escort ships! Dan cursed. There wasn’t going to be time to get everyone aboard. He’d bet those fighters had bigger guns than their ground troops. While the ramp was down, they were visible and vulnerable. The fighters would pound them to scrap metal. He jerked the ship’s nose around, angling upward. The little alley between buildings had turned into a death trap, and Dan needed to get the ship out of there. In another few seconds the enemy fighters would be all over them.

      “Beth, raise the ramp!” he shouted. That ramp would tell the fighters precisely where they were.

      Then he keyed the radio, saying “Andy, incoming fighters!” as he poured on more thrust, steering the Satori forward and up. The ship lifted away from the ground with a lurch just as he heard the staccato sound of projectiles ripping through the air nearby. That would be the fighters’ guns. If they got in a couple of lucky shots, the Satori would be done for. Dan aimed the ship’s nose on a new course to confuse their fire and applied more power, hearing the shredding ping of rounds passing through metal as one strafing run tagged them. The ship shuddered a little, but stabilized and continued to gain altitude.

      “Hang on, John,” Dan said. “We’ll be back.”

      

      John was just about to order Charline to go up the ramp to the Satori, when he heard Dan’s warning over the radio.

      “Everyone down!” he roared over the gunfire. Distantly, he hear the high pitched whine of something airborne closing fast. He launched himself at Charline, dropping them both face-first down into the gravel so his body would shield hers, but not before he saw the ramp vanish as it was retracted into the invisible ship he knew was gaining altitude above them.

      All around them, the world seemed to explode as the fighters strafed the area where they guessed the cloaked Satori might be.

      When the bits of rock had stopped falling, all John could hear was ringing. A quick peek showed head-sized marks burned in the ground where the shots had impacted. The aliens had all hit the dirt, too. Now they were starting to cautiously get back up. John’s eyes met Charline’s as she lifted her head. She looked scared, but gave him a thumbs up. The aliens hadn’t started firing on them again, so he grabbed his rifle and scooted a few meters to take cover behind the big boulder next to Andrew.

      “You OK?” Andrew asked.

      John could just barely make out the words over the ringing in his ears. He nodded in reply. He saw Andrew try to duck his head out to take a shot at the aliens, but a series of blasts hit the rocks in front of them and he pulled his head back, fast. John winced, seeing the small slice one flying rock had left along Andrew’s brow.

      Andrew seemed oblivious to the injury. “They’re coming forward again, and we’re pinned here,” he said. “I can’t peek long enough to get a bead on them.”

      “If they close with us before Dan and Beth get back, we’re toast,” John said. He keyed his radio, saying “Dan, we’d be grateful if you could speed things up a little.” He didn’t hear a reply back.

      They probably were toast. Maybe Dan and Beth could still get away, but the rest of them? It seemed less likely by the moment. John looked at Andrew, who was still trying to get his rifle around the boulder to fire on the approaching foe. For the second time today, he found himself wishing he’d had more time to tell him everything. There was so much that John wanted to say, but he’d never been able to work up the courage to speak the words.

      Now or never! whispered a voice in his head, drowning out everything else. Those were his Satori’s words, right before she leaped into whatever crazy thing she was about to do. He recalled her whooping laugh as she swung on a rope out over the river, one perfect summer day, letting go to splash down into the dappled shade below. Now or never, she’d said.

      He recalled when he first met Andrew. John was speaking at a conference of the World Energy Council, in New York City. It was a brisk February afternoon, a year almost to the day after Satori had died, their son with her, as she tried to give him birth. The energy crisis was just being felt in earnest, and New York had been doing rolling brown-outs. The people were upset and were protesting a few blocks away from the building – the closest the city police would let them get to the United Nations complex. He’d watched them from inside the safety of the government building,  wondering why they were protesting here of all places, where people were meeting in hopes of solving the problem. Sometimes people didn’t make sense, especially when they were frightened and angry.

      The protest had gotten ugly. Some of the people in the crowd had brought guns to the party, and when the police had tried to use riot shields and tear gas to disperse the mob, they used the guns on the police. At least one policeman returned fire, and the crowd turned into a furious mob. They swept the police away and stormed the building where the talks were being held. Special Forces teams were called in to defend the building until reinforcements could arrive.

      In the middle of that mess, young Lieutenant Andrew Wakefield had taken John under his protection. John, who had rather too little care at that point whether he lived or died, had been in the wrong place at the wrong time. The mob came streaming up a flight of stairs. Those at the front of the crowd had guns, and there was no remorse in their eyes. John hadn’t fled. If this was his time, so be it. At least he would get to see Satori again.

      But Andrew had seen the crowd coming, too. He’d shoved John aside, his rifle at the ready and aimed at the mob. Andrew didn’t fire. He didn’t want the blood of innocent people on his hands, or so he’d told John later on. Instead he stood his ground and ordered the crowd to leave. They hadn’t listened. Instead, one of them shot Andrew and the rest surged forward again.

      Seeing the young man gunned down trying to keep him alive changed everything for John. He picked up the soldier’s rifle and defended him with it until help could arrive. Where Andrew had shown restraint, John demonstrated none. He emptied two magazines into the mob before they fled from him. John hadn’t pursued them. He’d stayed by the injured man instead, guarding him from harm. Later, he visited the hospital where he was treated, and donated blood in his name. He stopped back days later, once Andrew was conscious again, to say thank you.

      And he’d watched over him ever since. John observed Andrew’s career in the Army through his Department of Defense contacts. And when Andrew ended his term of service to go back to school, John arrived with an offer – his master’s degree in whatever he wanted, at whatever school he went to, and the offer of a job when he was done. His way of saying thank you. Both for saving his life, and for reminding him that it was worth living.

      Andrew had declined the offered money. He won his own way through grad school. And then he’d taken John’s offer of a job after he graduated with his MBA. The man was such a contradiction, sometimes!

      Somewhere between taking a bullet for him and today, John had come to think of Andrew as the son he had lost when he lost Satori. But he’d never said as much. He’d never actually told Andrew how much he meant. John hoped the young man just knew, but in his heart he was aware that wasn’t really enough. The words needed to be said, and this might be his last chance.

      Now or never, she whispered in his memory again. He pushed the thought away. It wasn’t the time. Not while they were being shot at. It would smack of being defeatist, admitting they were likely lost. He brought his attention back to the present, opened eyes he hadn’t realized he’d briefly squeezed shut.

      John saw Charline still laying where he’d pushed her down. Was she hurt? No – he realized she wasn’t in quite the same spot. She’d slid forward on her belly, a little farther away from them, using some more rocks as cover. John’s brow furrowed. As he watched, she slid a little farther away. Now she was nestled behind a pair of rocks, each about the size of a large dog. What was she up to?
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      Charline was panting, laying with her back against a small rock. Well, she’d worked hard enough to get to this spot without being seen. Low crawling over rough rocks and stones was no picnic. She felt like half the sand on this planet was ground into her scalp, not to mention the grime that was coating her everywhere else. But she’d made it. Crossing the distance from where John had knocked her down to her present position had felt like a huge risk. The rocks she’d used to conceal the movement hadn’t offered much cover, more concealment than anything else. If they’d seen her she would have been hit for sure.

      But she’d stayed low enough to the ground that they hadn’t spotted her yet. Which meant that she had a great flanking position on the aliens. They were behind cover to protect from Andy’s gunshots, but from this angle they didn’t have much protection at all.

      Not that the rocks shielding her were much better. The stones weren’t big enough to be much of a shield. They seemed entirely inadequate protection against the guns those lizards were still firing at Andy and John. But it was what she had. She’d wanted to tuck in behind the boulder with the others. Or better, go hide in the hole again. But the boulder was taking such heavy fire, she didn’t dare try. And besides, with John and Andy pinned down, somebody had to do something.

      The aliens were continuing their advance, covering each others movements with a steady stream of shots that kept her team-mates pinned down and unable to return fire. The leap-frogging method of approach the aliens used was taking time, but in another minute they’d reach the boulder. Then her friends would be captured. Charline looked to the sky, hoping to see the Satori swooping back in, but it was nowhere to be seen.

      She checked her rifle. It was loaded, ready to go. She flicked the selector switch from safe to single-shot.

      Andy had asked her if she’d used this weapon before. She’d answered no, but that she’d fired other rifles before. And she had. Charline had used guns for hunting, and for target practice. She’d never been a soldier. Until today, she’d never shot at anything that could shoot back. The ratzards had been pretty easy. But she was shaking at the idea of firing on these aliens, and at the thought of them shooting back at her.

      This wasn’t like shooting a deer for dinner, either. The aliens might look like monstrous lizards, but they had technology. They used a language to communicate - Charline had heard them shouting to each other over the rolling cracks of gunfire. They were sentient beings, probably more like humans than not.

      The aliens were also trying to kill her and her friends. If they were going to survive this mess, she was going to have to find it in herself to be a soldier. Somehow.

      “Dad, what do I do?” she whispered under her breath.

      Her father had always taught Charline to stand her ground. Don’t start fights, but finish them. Don’t let bullies win, and to never be afraid to fight for what she believed in. She’d taken those thoughts into her programming world, such a different place from the battlefields where he had won those lessons. Charline used her skills to fight battles in cyberspace that were no less important, but a lot less brutal.

      Now she found herself facing the same existential threat she knew her father must have once been challenged by. More than ever Charline understood how those battles had shaped the man who helped raise her, had turned him into the gentle but fierce person she remembered. He wouldn’t tell her to hide. He wouldn’t tell her to back down. Sometimes you had to fight.

      Charline took a deep breath, calming her nerves, just like she would have before a competitive shooting match back when she was in college. She’d been state long rifle champion thrice, medaled at nationals once.

      But those were just targets, her mind screamed at her.

      These things were alive. They thought, talked, walked, built things.

      Another volley shook the rock Andy was hiding behind. He and John were helpless, and the aliens were getting closer. She looked at Andy across the way, saw him try to return fire only to be forced back under cover again. A flash of bright red decorated his forehead. The aliens were coming faster now, sure their targets were unable to fight back.

      She remembered the feeling of Andy’s arms around her, after they almost lost Beth in the engine room. She shook her head fiercely. Not a good time to get distracted! But she couldn’t help feeling a hot anger rise in her heart. Andy and John meant something to her. She would not let them fall while she could do something about it.

      Charline took another calming breath. She rolled slowly from behind her cover, expertly placing her sights on the head of one of the aliens. The shot was clear. At this range, with her skill, there was no way she could miss. For a moment she tried to think about the aliens as being just targets, but her heart knew that wasn’t true. They were more than targets, and thinking of them that way wouldn’t make killing them any easier. It might even get her killed.

      “Not targets, enemies,” she breathed, pulling the trigger. The alien she shot tumbled backward. She knew it was dead; she didn’t need to check to be sure. Charline was certain where her round had impacted. She swept her rifle an inch to the right and fired again, taking out another soldier.

      The race was on. In another few seconds they would spot her and pin her down, too. Charline shifted her rifle a third time. She had to take down as many of the things as she could before they figured out where she was shooting from. If she could even the odds a little bit and slow down the aliens’ advance, it might just buy enough time for the Satori to come back and save them.
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      Beth picked herself back up from the Satori’s deck where she’d fallen when the enemy fire had hit the ship. Furious, she stepped back onto the bridge.

      “OK to shoot at them now?” she asked Dan. “Or should we let them put more holes in our ship first?”

      “Not the time for ‘I told you so’,” Dan said. “We’ve got to deal with these fighters and get back in there.”

      Beth slid back into her seat and read her screen. The fighters had strafed them and kept going, maintaining speed. Dan had increased speed to match them, and they were dead ahead.

      She touched the screen, designating a firing sequence. “Majel, lock targets and fire,” she said. Time to see how well the railguns worked.

      All four guns spat slugs of iron with depleted uranium cores. The slugs were accelerated by electromagnets drawing on the ship’s main power. They left the railgun barrels fast enough that they heated to incandescence from friction with the air.

      Two slugs ripped into each fighter, tearing through them and setting off a concussive explosion that scattered bits of debris across the sky.

      “Yes!” she shouted. “Got them. Let’s go back for the others, now.”

      “More trouble,” Dan said. “Check radar.”

      Every other fighter in the air was converging on them, and the mother ship loomed above them, slowly descending. Worse, the fighters seemed to be tracking the Satori. Dan jinked the ship around at a right angle, and they changed course to match.

      “Majel, damage report – has the cloak been hit?” Beth asked.

      “Cloaking device still operating. Damage confined to right wing area, no pressure loss.”

      Somehow, the aliens were detecting the ship even with the cloaking device on.

      Dan changed course again, gaining more altitude. That brought them even closer to the huge alien ship, which was still slowly descending. The fighters changed course to match them. They were being herded closer to that monstrous ship. When Dan tried to drop the Satori to a lower altitude, the fighters coordinated their movements to block him.

      Beth wracked her brains for an answer. She was an engineer, damn it! She ought to be able to figure out how they were doing it. If the aliens could have seen the Satori perfectly through the cloak, they wouldn’t have waited till the ramp was lowered to engage. They would have just attacked. If they could see the ship clearly now, they’d simply shoot the Satori down. However they were detecting her ship, it had to be imperfect. When Dan was creeping the ship in closer, they didn’t seem to take any notice.

      Was speed the answer?

      One of the fighters got very close to the ship, and she had to fire the railguns before it rammed them. The shot missed, but the fighter veered off. The others saw the shot and closed again. Dan swore, twisting the Satori around to evade them.

      She remembered how the lizard troops had ducked for cover when Dan brought the Satori in low enough to kick up dust from the ground. The ship wasn’t emitting anything the aliens could detect, she’d bet her tools on that. But the ship’s movement could affect the world around it...!

      “Dan! You need to slow the ship down!” Beth said.

      “What?” His eyes stayed on his console, his voice incredulous. “I’m barely staying away from them as it is!”

      “I think they’re following the pattern we’re making by moving through the air at high speed. Our wake. Slow down, then drop altitude and see if they follow.”

      Dan jinked sideways again, forced to gain still more altitude by the pursuing fighters. “And if it doesn’t work, they’ll blow us to bits.”

      “Dan,” Beth said, her voice soft. He turned to look at her, this time. “Please. Trust me.”

      “I do trust you. I always have.” The tenderness in his voice made her regret, for a moment, the stones she’d used to carefully wall off her heart.

      He looked at her a moment longer before snapping his attention back to his controls, slowing the Satori to a crawl, dropping her nose toward the ground and descending at a gentle rate straight toward the pack of enemy ships.

      Beth held her breath, hoping she was right.

      She watched her screen, looking for the slightest hint that the fighters could still see them. The Satori’s altitude reading continued slowly ticking down, while the blips representing the fighters on her radar rocketed toward them, speed unabated.

      They were almost spitting distance when Dan twisted the Satori into a turn, making her gasp at how narrowly they avoided one of the fighters as it sped past them.

      And then they were through, the alien ships continuing to hunt them higher in the sky. Beth heaved a breath, relaxing her shoulders.

      “It worked,” Dan said. He was grinning at her. She smiled back.

      “Yeah. Let’s go pick up the others and get the hell out of here. I don’t know how long it’ll take them to figure out what we did, but it won’t be too long.” Already, the pattern of the ships above them had altered, changing from a pursuit into a search.

      

      Dan was feeling better about the rescue prospects than he had in a while. Beth’s guess had been right on the ball. “Right. Majel, can you get us a close up view of the street where John and the others are?”

      He inhaled sharply as soon as he the computer put the image on his screen. Too soon to feel good, and too late to knock on wood. “Shit.”

      Beth called up the same view to her console. He looked over to see her reaction and saw her blanch.

      It wasn’t good. Another shuttle had landed, down the street in the other direction, so that the troops from that ship could flank the Satori’s crew on the ground. Scores of the aliens were walking toward their position, tucked behind a few rocks, blasting as they went.

      She turned her seat to face his. “Dan, they don’t have time for a slow approach. At this rate, we won’t get there in time.”

      “But if I speed up, the fighters will see us again, right?”

      Beth thought a moment. “Yeah, probably.”

      He wanted to scream in frustration. “So what I need to do is fly into a narrow street at high speed, taking out two shuttles as we come in, so they can’t fire on us. Then stop on a dime so you can open the hatch, get the others in here, and take off before the fighters come and blow us to bits.” He tried to keep his voice even, but wasn’t doing a very good job.

      His eyes flicked to the image on his screen again. Someone – it looked like Andy – was trying to return fire and slow the aliens’ advance. But they weren’t going to be slowed long.

      “Dan, if anyone can do this, it’s you,” Beth said.

      He looked over his shoulder at her. “You think so? After everything else I’ve screwed up? The people I let down?” He paused, continuing more quietly. “After I let you down?” Over and over, he thought. Some days, it seemed like he’s spent half his life letting Beth down, and the other half disappointing someone else. In his head, he knew it wasn’t true. But that didn’t make his heart less sick when he failed.

      She closed her eyes. “Dan, you’ve never let anyone down but yourself.”

      He kept his gaze on her face, so their eyes met when she opened hers again. “John said you were the man for this job. He’s counting on you. He believes in you. And so do I.”

      Dan held her eyes another moment, searching there for her real feelings. He knew Beth as well as he knew anyone. He looked for the slightest sign she was mocking him, or telling him what she thought he wanted to hear. He half expected to see it there.

      All he could find in her eyes was honesty.

      He turned back to his console. Beth and he had traveled a rocky road. They’d fought. They’d split up in the end, going their separate ways to pursue their dream careers.

      But through all their troubles, she’d never once lied to him.

      “Let’s do this, then,” he said, his voice gruff to hide a flood of emotions. “Going to be a little bumpy.” The corners of his eyes were wet, and he let them dry untouched, so Beth wouldn’t see him wipe tears away.

      At his command, the Satori burst into sudden speed, racing to where she was needed most.
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      John coughed on the dust filling the air around him. The blasts from the aliens’ rifles were coming so fast now that they were blowing clouds of the stuff all around them. He held his rifle around the corner of the boulder and fired off a burst. It was just wild shooting, but it might slow their advance a little bit. He was still praying Dan and Beth might be able to come back for them, but it was looking less likely by the minute. John was proud of his people though. They weren’t going down without a fight.

      “Sorry, John,” Andrew yelled over the racket. “Wish I had some grenades. Or a couple of claymore mines. Something.”

      “Pack better, next time,” John replied with a weak smile.

      “I’ll do that.” Andrew paused a moment, picking off one of their attackers who was getting too close to Charline. She was pinned worse than they were. His careful fire was keeping their attackers honest, making them work to get closer. But with the enemy coming in from their flank as well as their front, it was only a matter of time.

      “She did great,” John said.

      “Hmm? Charline? Yeah, she took down four or five of them before they figured out where the fire was coming from. She’s a trooper.” John saw Andrew smile as he looked over to her, but the smile was quickly replaced by a worried frown.

      Charline was laying flat on the ground, her arms over her head to ward off bits of shattered rock as they rained down around her. The other alien troops had been hammering her position since they’d figured out where she was. She couldn’t fire back, couldn’t so much as lift her head above the ground without being blasted. It had to be terrifying, and there was nothing they could do to help her. They were almost as badly stuck as she was.

      “I wish we could get her over here. Maybe retreat back into the hole,” Andrew said, looking around to see if there was some tactic to get her to safety that he hadn’t yet tried.

      “On the plus side,” he added, after taking another quick shot. “I think they want us alive.”

      “What makes you say that?” John asked.

      “Those big guns on the troop ships? They look like they could have taken us out any time they wanted to.”

      “Maybe they don’t want to blow us to bits because they’re hungry,” John said, wincing at the memory of the carnivore’s maw each of the attackers had.

      “I was trying not to think about that,” Andy said drily.

      

      Bits of blasted rock rained down all around Charline. The aliens kept up a continuous fire on the rocks she was hidden behind, once they realized where her shots were coming from. It had gotten worse – much worse – after the second shuttle landed and another bunch joined the fight. All she could do at this point was duck behind a few rocks, cover her head with her hands, and pray.

      She’d never been so scared.

      Andy and John were pinned, too. She could still hear the crack of their rifles, but if they hadn’t come to get her out of this by now, they probably weren’t going to be able to. She didn’t know what she’d been thinking, trying to hit the aliens from a different angle. She wasn’t a hero. Charline had never been one to daydream about swashbuckling adventures.

      And this was why. Because she was enough of a realist to know where that sort of thing ended up – face down in the gravel with people shooting at you.

      But she remembered how Andy had looked, trying to fight back and protect them, but pinned down and hurt. She’d felt she had to do something, had to help. Charline closed her eyes. She was glad she’d tried. At least she’d demonstrated that her aim was still as good as ever; she’d taken a few of them down. And she wasn’t dead yet, she reminded herself.

      A massive explosion shook the ground, making Charline wonder if she’d thought that too soon. The blast was so strong that it lifted her from the ground. She covered her head for protection. Out of the corner of her eye Charline saw bits of twisted metal and fragments of burnt stone ping off the rocks around her. Comprehension came slowly. The enemy fire seemed to have stopped, but her ears rang so much from the blasts that she wasn’t sure. She peeked up quickly.

      The shuttle in front of her, the second one that had landed, was a burning wreck. Between her position and the shuttle, the aliens were all down, and none had yet staggered to their feet. Some of them were partially buried. She risked a glance to her left, and saw the other shuttle burning as well.

      The air near John and Andy shimmered and the Satori appeared out of nowhere, the cloak dropping away to reveal the ship gliding in toward the street. The ship’s ramp was open, hanging down, almost touching the ground as the Satori hovered there like an avenging angel. Beth was on the ramp, rifle in hand, shouting something Charline couldn’t hear. Beth’s rifle flashed fire, bullets streaming from the gun at something back behind Charline. The aliens were back there. They must be recovering from the explosions.

      No time to waste! She pulled herself up and began sprinting over the broken ground toward the ship. Andy and John were almost to the ramp already, but she still had a good distance to cover. She put everything she had into a final sprint.

      Mid-stride, a rock shifted under her foot, turning her ankle. Charline had the briefest of moments to realize she was falling. She dropped her rifle, trying vainly to keep her balance, but it wasn’t enough. Charline went down hard, face-first into another rock.
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      Andy pushed John up onto the ramp, then hauled himself up after. He looked over at Beth. She was aiming her rifle toward the enemy, grimly watching for moving targets. The first few shots forced the aliens to take cover again, but it wouldn’t last.

      “You’re a sight for sore eyes!” Andy said.

      He turned and saw Charline running toward them. Behind her, some of the aliens were recovering, starting to rise. Andy didn’t need to think about what to do next. His team needed his help. He took a knee beside Beth on the ramp and aimed at the alien closest to Charline. A trigger squeeze and that one was down.

      “We have to cover her while she runs,” Andy said.

      “Why didn’t she wait? Dan was going to bring the ship over to her,” Beth said.

      Andy spared her a glance, saw her frustration. “She saw the ship and ran for it. Smart, in my book.” Maybe it would have been safer to stay put, but Charline had no way to know Dan planned to bring the ship to her. He brought his eyes back to scan for targets, but most of the lizards were still down from the explosions. They hadn’t been behind cover, and it looked like at least a few of them weren’t going to be getting back up at all. Which suited him just fine.

      He wasn’t watching Charline when she fell, but he caught the motion out of the corner of his eye and saw her go down. He wasn’t the only one who saw, either. Her fall seemed to galvanize some of the lizards, and five of them nearby got unsteadily back to their feet, aiming their weapons at her prone form.

      “Shit,” Andy said. No time to think about this.

      He jumped down off the ramp and started running toward Charline, firing a few unaimed shots as he sprinted. That got the lizards’ attention focused back on him instead of Charline. Good enough, that was his intention. He fired again, and the aliens ducked behind some rocks to return fire. Badly, thank goodness. They were still firing wildly, and he was a moving target. Still, all it would take was one lucky shot. He didn’t know what one of those guns would do to him if it hit, but he was sure it wouldn’t be good for his health.

      Then he was there, next to her. Charline was already trying to get back to her feet. He grabbed the back of her vest and hauled her up. Her shocked eyes met his.

      “You came back,” she said.

      “Of course I did. Didn’t you know saving damsels is a part of my daily routine? Now let’s get out of here.” With a crooked grin, he brought the rifle back to his shoulder and fired at one of the lizards, but he wasn’t sure the shot penetrated whatever it was wearing on its chest. It got back under cover though, which was good enough for now.

      He heard Charline gasp, and turned. Some of the lizards near the Satori were back on their feet, and trying to get up the ramp. John and Beth were at the top, firing down from behind cover.

      “Those fighters are coming back. On the ship, fast!” Dan shouted over the radio.

      Charline took a step, and he saw her wince as she put weight on her left foot. Andy caught her shoulder before she fell again.

      “You’re hurt,” he said. How was he going to get her safely onto the ship? This was his job, damn it! There had to be a way. He clicked his radio live. “Dan, Charline’s injured. Can you get closer?”

      Dan didn’t reply, but he saw the Satori sliding sideways in their direction. Only ten meters away. So close.

      “Charline, you need to run. I’ll cover you.”

      She nodded, and took off, hobbling a little but making an awkward jog. Andy followed her, keeping his back to the ship so he could watch the lizards. He was making slower time than Charline, but there were at least a dozen of the enemy back on their feet again now, and they were just meters away. He fired off shot after shot, trying to keep them at bay long enough to get both of them back to the ship.

      His weapon clicked, empty. Cursing, he slapped the ejection button, letting the spent magazine drop to the ground. In a smooth motion, Andy pulled another magazine from a pouch and seated it into his rifle. He looked into the sights again, horrified to see the lizards all rushing him at a run. He squeezed the trigger, taking one in the head, then another.

      Something slapped him in the chest, hard, and he flew backward off his feet. Everything was a red haze of pain. His head cracked against the ground, and the pain went away.

      

      John watched Andrew sprint off the ramp, worry and pride warring in his heart. He watched Andrew haul Charline to her feet, get her moving. Saw him cover her retreat.

      Saw him shot. Saw him fall.

      Something broke inside John. With a yell, he ran down the ramp, firing bursts as he went. He took down three of the aliens as they tried to board his ship. Reaching the bottom of the ramp, he shot down two more before his weapon clicked empty. Charline was there by then, and Beth was behind him, covering him as he hauled Charline up onto the ramp.

      The Satori shimmered around him, vanishing under the cloaking device again.

      “Dan! Bring us closer!” he shouted into the radio while seating a new magazine. “Andrew’s down!” He could see Andrew, laying there in the rubble, the aliens coming up on him. One of the enemy tried to grab Andrew by the arm, but John’s burst took him in the shoulder and he pinwheeled away. He kept firing, but they were all around Andrew now. “We need to get closer!” he shouted again. Another alien grabbed hold of Andrew, started hauling him away, and John couldn’t risk a shot at this range.

      The ship was moving again. No – the ramp was moving. Retracting back into the Satori, taking him with it. “Dan! Stop the ramp!” he shouted.

      Beth was tugging on his arm, hauling him up, into the ship. She was saying something to him.

      “...fighters are incoming, Majel says ten seconds, Dan’s taking us up.”

      And the Satori was moving, rising, climbing away from the ground at a rapid rate. He was too numb inside to feel the wind buffeting his face. He slumped to the cold steel beneath him as the ramp closed and sealed. Dropped his rifle.

      Andrew was gone. Taken. He’d seen them hauling the son of his heart away. Now or never, came that whispered memory again, but this time the tone was all sadness.

      

      Dan brought the nose of the ship straight up, rocketing away. The fighters curved their course to follow, and he poured on the speed. They’d know where he was. He’d see if they could keep up.

      As the Satori leaped skyward at his command, he kept one camera trained on the ground they’d just left. He had the camera trained on maximum zoom. Crushing guilt gripped his heart. He’d failed. Andy – who’d treated him like he mattered from their very first meeting, at a time when he hadn’t believed he could ever feel that way about himself again – was left behind. So he punished himself by watching as the aliens hauled Andy away from where he’d fallen. He watched yet another shuttle land, more of the lizardlike things exit the ship, while two of the aliens carried Andy aboard the shuttle. It took to the air again, making for the larger ship.

      The fighters had fallen farther behind. He was putting the Satori through her paces, and then some, still building speed as they headed out into thinner atmosphere. Another minute, and the air was thin enough that the fighters lost them, breaking out into a search pattern. They hadn’t given up – but they no longer knew where to look.

      His radar showed that shuttle docking with the massive ship, now below them, hovering over the ruins of the city. They’d gotten Andy, and he’d been helpless to stop them.

      Could he have moved the ship a little faster? Majel had said the railguns were too strong. They’d have hurt their own people, if they had fired on the alien troops. But there must have been something else he could have done. Dan’s head sagged. Now that the adrenaline of the chase was fading, all he felt was the pain of losing someone who’d been counting on him.

      He looked over his shoulder. Beth had her arms around Charline, who’d started sobbing with relief as soon as she’d cleared the hatch into the ship. Dan thought those sobs had changed tenor, from relief to grief. Beth looked up and caught his eyes, and he saw an echo of his own helplessness there.

      And John? God, Dan knew Andy had been important to him. But John was still kneeling on the deck where he’d come in. He hadn’t moved, except to sink deeper into himself. Tears streaked his face. Dan hadn’t seen him like this since...well, not since Satori died.

      Dan looked back to his radar. The shuttle carrying Andy was docking with the enormous ship now, as were the other shuttles. The fighters had returned to circle nearby. And the alien ship was slowly, ponderously moving back up and away from the planet.

      Very soon, it would make its own wormhole, or do whatever it was these aliens did to travel the stars. Dan was pretty sure of that. And once it did, that would be it. Their odds of finding Andy again, if that ship left the system, would be microscopic. That was assuming Andy was still alive – but Dan felt in his gut that he was. He’d seen them drag Andy off, seen the aliens haul him onto the shuttle, seen the shuttle dock with the larger ship. Why go to all that trouble for a body?

      No, he’d hold out hope that Andy was alive. So the real question was: what could they do about it?
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      Pain was the first sensation Andy felt when he came to. It blossomed across his chest like fire. Every inhalation was sharp agony. He remembered being shot, falling. He figured the shot had fractured a couple of ribs. That thought brought on intense relief. He was still alive. When he’d been shot, he figured he was dead, and it just hadn’t caught up to him yet. If those guns had been firing projectiles, instead of whatever those energy balls were, he would have been right.

      The third feeling was fear. Because the floor beneath him wasn’t the familiar steel deck of the Satori. It was some sort of metal, but the texture felt odd under his fingers, rough in a sandpaper sort of way. And the lighting had a greenish tinge to it. He lay very still. He wasn’t on the Satori, which could only mean one thing.

      That guess was confirmed when a large, clawed hand reached under his chin to grab him by the vest, lifting him up into the air. His feet dangled uselessly inches from the ground. The broken ends of his ribs grated against each other, and he couldn’t stifle a pained cry.

      He was nose to snout with one of the aliens. Up close, he could see the eyes, so reptilian. Scales covered it everywhere Andy could see. The thing inhaled through its snout, sniffing at his face, then exhaled through its mouth with a loud sound, turning its head aside as it did. Andy gagged from the stench of its breath. It seemed like the feeling was mutual.

      The alien was wearing the same sort of armor he’d seen on the others – a set of metal body plates fitted together to drape halfway to its knees. That seemed to be all it was wearing.

      It made a sound halfway between a hiss and a snarl. Andy was struck by how similar to the ratzards it sounded. Two more aliens came up behind him, one taking each of his shoulders, supporting him. The one in front of him released its grip, and he sagged back into the grasp of these new captors.

      He glanced around the room. It was round, with only one door set on the far side from him. The ceiling was a dome above his head. A single table was directly in front of him, and he saw his vest, radio, and rifle piled there. Another alien stood by the table. Andy looked wistfully at the rifle. If he could just get it into his hands, he’d show them something.

      There was a workbench off to Andy’s right, set against the wall. The alien who’d released him went over there and began toying with a few of the tools, its claw almost caressing as it slid over them. Andy steeled his shoulders and got his feet planted firmly on the deck. He didn’t recognize the shape of the tools, but it wasn’t the first time he’d seen someone who enjoyed torture playing with his toys.

      The alien picked up something that looked like small tongs in its claws. It reached the tongs into a wide-mouthed bottle, removing something from inside. Andy took as deep a breath as his ribs would let him, and braced his feet against the floor. The aliens holding him felt his muscles shift, and increased their grip on him. The pain in his ribs flared again, and he gasped, exhaling the breath he’d taken. Andy sagged a little.

      He heard a wheezing laugh from behind his left shoulder. He turned his head to look, and saw a crumpled mess on the floor. It took him a moment to realize the ragged pile was the source of the laughter.

      The mess shifted, revealing Paul’s face as he rose from where he’d lay curled around himself.

      “Don’t worry,” Paul said, his voice sounding raw. “This isn’t the part that hurts.” He laughed again. Blood streaked his face, dark hollows stark under his eyes. Those eyes flickered away for a moment, and Andy followed the direction of his glance. The lizard holding the tongs was standing in front of him. The thing he held looked something like a large slug, gray in color but pearlescent, reflecting light in a shimmering pattern.

      “What are you doing?” Andy asked.

      The lizard grunted back at him, then hissed something. It brought the slug-thing up toward the right side of his head, and Andy jumped back against his captors. He pushed hard against the floor with his legs, trying to get away, leaning his head away from those tongs. The alien in front of him hissed something else, sounding irritated, and in a flash of motion it had his its empty right hand wrapped around his throat, fingers gripping the side of his face. It dug the claws in ever so slightly, just piercing the skin.

      The message was clear. Andy’s breath started coming faster, trying to hold back the fear that made him want to lunge away from this thing, no matter the consequences. He held himself as still as he could, but the fingers on his head gripped tighter anyway as the lizard brought the tongs up to his right ear. Andy felt the slug, slimy and cold, come into contact with his skin, and he shuddered as it wormed down into his ear. It was all he could do not to scream, gritting his teeth together as the thing wormed its way deeper into the canal.

      The lizard released his head, and took a step back. It motioned to the two aliens still holding Andy up, and they released him. Without their support, Andy crashed to the deck, shuddering. What had they done to him? There wasn’t any pain, just a feeling of revulsion. And fear. He didn’t think he’d ever been this afraid before, but he was determined not to show it to his captors. With an effort, he sat up, then got one knee under himself. He glared at the alien in front of him.

      It hissed something. Andy heard words form in his mind a moment later. “You understand me now, yes?”

      Andy blinked. “Did you say that?”

      “Yes,” it replied. “Translation is telepathic. Creature inserted into your ear provides transfer to its host.” It pointed to a hollow spot on the side of its head, where another of the slugs resided.

      Andy heaved a silent sigh of relief. If the aliens were using the things too, then it probably wasn’t about to bore into his head and eat his brain or something. He hauled himself to his feet, right arm clutching involuntarily to his side as his ribs protested. “What do you want?”

      “What I want,” the alien went on, “is to know where you are from. And how you came by your technology. I know it is not yours. The weapon you carried is a primitive thing. But your ship...it is not, is it? We know that power signature. Our scanners recognize it.”

      “Don’t tell them anything!” Paul’s voice was desperate.

      The alien doing the talking closed with Paul in two long strides, striking the side of his head and sending him sprawling. “Be silent,” it said.

      It turned back to Andy. “I am Kassresh. We are the Naga.” Andy heard the name the alien had said, even as the slug translated it into something that meant ‘lizard people’ in his head. He had a feeling he couldn’t even begin to replicate the sounds Kassresh had made.

      “This other one,” Kassresh went on, pointing at Paul, “has not been helpful. We tried kindness, binding his wound. And we tried pain. Perhaps you will be more forthcoming? Or perhaps you think us weak, since this one was able to resist us?”

      Kassresh stepped away from where Paul still lay moaning on the floor. A few swift strides brought him to a console on the wall near the bench. He pressed a button there, and Andy heard a grating noise from behind him. He turned, instinct making him step away from the sound.

      A panel of the floor behind him was sliding away, revealing a pit about ten feet deep, and long, but just a few feet wide. Andy looked uncertainly from the pit to Kassresh, but the alien was still standing by his panel. Kassresh nodded to the two guards, who had stepped back to avoid the hole, and they strode over to Paul, each grabbing a shoulder. He screamed in pain as they hefted him lightly into the air, and then dropped him into the pit. Paul landed at the bottom with a bone crunching sound, and Andy winced. Paul was an asshole, but he had a bad feeling that this was going to be worse than even Paul deserved.

      Andy’s eyes went back to his rifle, over on the table, but the guard standing there saw his glance and hissed warningly at him.

      “Now, we shall have something interesting to watch,” Kassresh went on. It ignored the exchange between Andy and the other alien and pressed another button.

      Andy watched the pit. The lower half of the pit wall across from Paul slid away, revealing only a dark space beyond. He could hear a hissing noise that hadn’t been there before.

      A small version of Kassresh stepped out from the darkness, wobbling and barely able to stay upright on two legs. It’s head was oversize for its body, like a bad cartoon drawing. It would have looked comical, wobbling along, if it wasn’t for the rows of sharp teeth it bared when it let out a little squawk.

      Two more similar creatures followed it. Then three more. Andy wondered how many of them there were. In the pit, Paul’s moans had turned to rapid breathing as the little creatures bobbled their way over to him. One sniffed at Paul’s foot, and he kicked it away. It fell into one of the others, and they both toppled over but quickly regained their feet. All of them were sniffing now. And there were at least ten. Andy had missed seeing the others come out.

      “God, Paul...” Andy whispered under his breath.

      “Infant Naga,” Kassresh said, coming up alongside Andy to peer into the pit. “Voracious eaters. And not picky about their food.”

      Two of them wandered over to Paul now. He pushed one away with his hand, but the second managed to take a tentative bite at his forearm before he could kick it clear.

      “Andy!” Paul shouted, panicking. “You have to help me!”

      Kassresh looked at Andy, staring him in the eyes in clear challenge. Andy refused to back down from his stare, refused to give this thing that victory over him. He let all his anger and frustration boil back through his eyes at the cruel being before him.

      “You cannot help him,” Kassresh said. “But you can perhaps help yourself. I ask again: where are you from? And where did you come by your ship?”

      In the pit below, the screaming began.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Andy stared straight ahead, trying in vain to ignore the horrible gurgling and slurping noises beside him. The screams had ended a minute or two ago, but the infant Naga had continued snarling and making crunching noises. Paul was a jerk, and almost got all of them killed. But if Andy could have done something to save him, he would have.

      Being eaten alive was a nightmare he wouldn’t wish on anyone.

      Kassresh, the alien who seemed to be the leader here, stepped back into Andy’s view.

      “You do not watch?” it said.

      Actually, it made a series of hissing and snarling noises, but the alien slug these creatures had shoved into his ear took everything being said around him and translated the thoughts behind those words directly to his mind.

      “No,” he said. “I do not watch.”

      “But I know you understand, at least. You know that the Naga can be cruel to our foes. Now, I wish you to see that we can be kind, if you would be our friend.”

      Andy remained as still as he could, but when two of the Naga guards grabbed his arms, he struggled to pull away from his captors’ grasp.

      “Relax, mammal,” Kassresh said. “I will show you what I mean. You will not be harmed.”

      Kassresh took a device from the table Andy knew held a stockpile of assorted torture devices, and Andy gritted his teeth, prepared to deal with pain despite the alien’s words. When Kassresh walked back over to him, it was holding something about the size and shape of a cell phone in its hand. It tapped the surface of the device with a claw, then held it over Andy’s broken ribs.

      The burning pain took Andy’s breath away. Sweat poured from his forehead. He ground his teeth together to keep from screaming. Then Kassresh tapped the device again, and the pain vanished. Andy sagged with relief.

      “No permanent harm, anyway. It seems the healer is not...completely compatible with your neurology, perhaps.”

      Andy realized that he could breathe easily again. The pain in his ribs was gone. He got his feet under himself, and the guards released him. “How?” he wondered aloud, running his hand over bones that had somehow knitted themselves back together.

      The beast clicked its tongue, which the slug said to interpret like a human shrug. “I want answers. We’ve been unchallenged in this sector for a long time, mammal. But we remember the old war still. And the satellites we set to watch this place showed you arrive here bearing technologies that have not been seen for a long, long time.”

      “Yet, you seem surprised by simple feats like the slug and the healing device. This is a mystery to me, that you have so much power, yet so little understanding.”

      “Then too, your weapons,” Kassresh went on. He picked up Andy’s rifle from the table. “Effective enough, perhaps. But why such simple devices? For a race that has harnessed the power to leap from star to star, your science seems weak.”

      “If you’d like, I’d be glad to demonstrate how effective my rifle can be,” Andy growled. He eyed the gun longingly.

      “Ah, you want your weapon back?” Kassresh clicked in approval. “A warrior then. Odd, a mammal warrior. But I applaud your spirit. Alas, I cannot accept your challenge at this time. You are needed for other things.”

      Then the alien put the rifle back down and held up the same small device he’d used to heal Andy’s ribs. But this time, when he pointed the device at Andy, the burning sensation was much worse. He felt like fire was pouring through every nerve in his body. Andy collapsed to the ground, screaming, his mind telling him that he was burning alive from the inside out.

      “You see, this device can offer pain, as well as healing. You will tell me where you are from. You will answer for me the riddle of your technologies. Or I will burn you until you do.”

      

      Dan settled the ship into a stable orbit. The Satori was still cloaked, and he saw no sign that the aliens could track them in space the way they had in the atmosphere. The larger vessel was still hovering a few miles above the ruined city, and the fighters were flying around it in an erratic pattern. The last of the larger shuttles had just docked.

      He looked over to where John sat alone at his console, next to where Andy should have been.

      Dan pushed his wheelchair back from his station and went to John’s side. He peeked over his friend’s shoulder to see what he was looking at on his screen, but it was blank. John turned to face him, and Dan frowned. He’d seen that hollow look in John’s eyes before, right after his wife’s death. That had been a...really bad time, for John. And the picture on John’s face now was hauntingly similar. He needed to snap John out of this fast. For all their sakes.

      “We’re in a stable orbit,” Dan said softly. “What do you want us to do?”

      “Just take us home,” John said, his voice flat.

      That wasn’t the answer Dan was expecting at all. They had a crew member still down there. It seemed obvious to him that their next move ought to be to get him back, one way or another. Either with diplomacy - which seemed unlikely to work, given the little bit they knew about these aliens. Or more likely through violence of action. Giving up was the last thing he expected to hear John suggest.

      “John, I’m pretty sure he’s still alive,” Dan said. He paused a moment. “They hauled him back to the shuttle, then immediately flew back to the main ship.”

      Pain creased John’s face. He lifted a hand to his forehead, covering his eyes. Then he lowered it again and said, “Doesn’t change anything. The Satori can’t fight that thing, and I can’t risk any more lives or this ship on a rescue mission. I ordered Charline to let Beth suffocate, to save the rest of us. I can’t put you all at risk for one person.”

      Dan shook his head. “You’re wrong. Your orders about Beth were the right ones. But this is different.”

      “How is this any different?” John crossed his arms over his chest.

      “Because they took one of your people,” Dan said.

      “We don’t even know if he’s alive!” John shot back, his grief plain on his face.

      “You don’t leave your people in enemy hands!” Dan said. Both of them had raised their voices enough to catch the attention of the others, who sat still, listening. Dan eyed both women, saw Beth give him a small nod. That was enough for him. “Listen, if there is any chance of saving Andy, we need to try. It’s the right thing to do. Just like...just like your orders to Charline were the right thing to do.”

      “For all we know these aliens are the ones who destroyed the base we found on the moon. The more we expose ourselves to them, the more we risk exposing the Earth to an attack. The less contact we have, the better,” John said.

      “If we’re going to turn tail and run now, then we’ve already lost,” Dan replied. “And as for Earth? John, if Andy is still alive – and I think he is – then he’s in the hands of the enemy. Do you understand what that means? They’re going to tear him apart until he gives up every little detail about us, this ship, and where we’re from.”

      John paled.

      “Risk to Earth? Earth’s only chance to dodge these assholes a little longer might be us rescuing Andy. And finding Paul, too.” Dan could see the emotions warring in his friend’s face. “But we should do it anyway. And you damn well already know that. I know you do, John, because I know you.”

      “I do know that, damn it! But how?” John stood up, pacing. “How can I risk this ship, and all of you? Even for Andy?”

      “The big alien ship is doing something,” Charline broke in.

      Dan turned back to the front windows, where he could just make out the shape of the hulking ship in the distance. It was still in the atmosphere, but had risen some and drifted away from the ruined city. He watched flashes of flight flicker around the ship.

      “They’re firing! Majel, what’re they shooting at?” Dan asked, rolling back to his own console.

      “Target appears to be the ruins on the surface,” the computer replied. “Impact in thirteen seconds.”

      “Oh my god,” Charline said. “No...”

      Dan watched, waiting. He was rewarded by small flowers of fire bursting into what had to be enormous plumes. The plumes merged as still more firepower was directed at the ruins, until they joined into a single blazing ball of flame.

      

      John spent what felt like an eternity staring into those flames, though he knew it was only a few moments. That callous act of destruction, the annihilation of those last relics on the surface, the casual obliteration of what might be the last vestiges of an entire species – redoubled his fury at these aliens. His pulse was racing, and he took a deep breath, trying to regain his calm.

      “OK,” he said, breaking the silence. Dan tore his gaze from the view, and he saw the others doing the same. “I want to go get Andrew as much as anyone. But how do we fight that?” He gestured at the ship, and the devastation it had wrought.

      “I’ve been thinking about that,” Dan said. “The beam our wormhole drive fires out, the one which generates the wormhole? Beth, what happens to anything in the path of the beam?”

      “We’re really not sure. It might go through the wormhole. Either that or it gets annihilated by the beam, and the energy release is used to help generate the wormhole. When we tested on Luna, there was no sign of whatever was in the way. Composition didn’t seem to matter, and...Oh!” Her eyes lit up as she realized what Dan was thinking.

      “Yeah. It’s a wormhole drive, but it also slices, dices, and juliennes alien battle cruisers.”

      John stared at both of them. “Can you make that work?” he asked, his voice quiet, his body still.

      Dan looked at Beth. Beth looked at John and shrugged. “There’s not a lot to it. If Dan can pilot the ship so that it generates a wormhole without flying through that wormhole, he’s going to punch a big hole in whatever is in the way. It should work.”

      John sat back down, rubbing his chin with one hand. So much was at stake here!

      “Their ship is gaining altitude again. They’ll be out of the atmosphere in a few minutes,” Charline said quietly.

      This wasn’t how he’d planned things. The mission was supposed to be a quick out and back from his base on the moon. Further exploration would take place later, after they’d had more time to figure things out. Instead, they’d been betrayed, sabotaged, and had ended up using the wormhole drive to travel to a distant solar system in a desperate attempt to keep everyone alive.

      Andrew had saved all of them, more than once.

      And then John had left him there, just abandoned him to those things.

      They could jump home, tails between their legs, to hide back in their nice, safe solar system. Except it might not be so nice and safe now, because they’d lost two crew members. And any bit of information Andrew or Paul dropped, however inadvertent it might be, could clue these things in to where they were from.

      “OK, let’s do this,” John said quietly.

      All eyes were on him.

      “Dan’s right,” John said, his voice gaining conviction with every word. “We have to begin this, here, now, as we intend to go on. If we run and leave our own at the first sign of danger, then we set that as our normal from here on out. I don’t know about you all, but that’s not how I envisioned exploring space.”

      Dan nodded crisply. “Ready when you are.”

      Beth gazed at John, holding his eyes a moment with the intensity in her own. “I’m not against trying. But assuming we can get in there, how do we find Andy in that huge ship?”

      “Leave that part to me,” John replied. “Andy and I have something worked out.”

      Beth looked a little dubious, but shrugged. John knew she was on board.

      Charline turned back to her console, shaking. She was scared. John could see that. She also wanted to do the right thing – he knew her well enough to know that, too.

      “Charline, we can’t let them make us afraid. They win, if we back away now.”

      She looked over at him, surprised. “Oh, I know that,” she said, a weak grin on her face. “I just thought I ought to get a good count of how many fighters they have out there. I thought it might impact the rescue. Andy saved our butts. I’d be tempted to leave Paul, but Andy? No way!”

      “So, how many fighters, Char?”

      “Thirty-two. Open pattern, swirling around.”

      “OK. Dan, get us in there. We’re going to need to be at knife distance to use the wormhole drive as a weapon. Beth, get the railguns ready. I’m guessing we’ll need them before this is done.”

      “Alea iacta est,” he whispered, then “Hang in there, son.”

      Dan was already bringing the ship’s acceleration up.

      They were going back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Andy lay gasping on the cold deck, barely able to draw breath. But he had to hang on, just a little longer. Soon, Satori would warp out. His friends would be home, safe, and away from these nightmares.

      “Why do you still fight me?” Kassresh asked. “Your friends are gone. Your ship, fled. You have no hope for life except my magnanimity, which is fading fast. Would you rather become dinner for our hatchlings?”

      Kassresh clicked a sound that the slug translated as exasperation, and Andy gave a half smile in spite of the pain he was in. Frustrated? Good.

      The alien stood from where he’d been crouching, next to Andy’s head. “Bring it over here,” he said, and Dan heard something being hauled across the deck plates toward him. He looked up, saw something large and boxlike, made from a flat gray metal with something that looked like a pair of arches tilting away from one side.

      “This device will pull the images I want directly from your brain. It is a slow method. I had hoped for your cooperation, so I might allow you to live. Hopeless struggle does you no honor.”

      Two of the Naga guards hauled the machine over beside him. They flipped up a screen on the top, and pressed some buttons. Lights flickered alive on the arches, which were hanging over his head.

      And then he could barely see it through the red haze that clouded his vision. The searing agony was back.

      “But you see, it works best if the mind is distracted, and pain is a wonderful distraction. Now tell me about your ship,” Kassresh said.

      An image immediately appeared on the screen. Andy simply couldn’t help but think about the Satori, how gorgeous it was, how amazed he’d been to embark on such an adventure.

      The pain vanished as quickly as it had arrived, leaving Andy gasping. Kassresh studied the image on the screen intently. “Interesting. I do not recognize this vessel. I know your technology, I have heard of it before. Read about it. But I do not know this ship. Nor do I think our computers will know it. I will learn more of this mystery. Where is your planet, mammal?”

      

      Dan’s fingers danced over the Satori’s controls, straining to weave his ship through the enemy craft diving at them.

      The fighters had detected them as soon as they’d hit the atmosphere, but the enemy mothership had already climbed so high that they hadn’t much time to respond. Dan tore through them at over ten times the speed of sound, taking his invisible ship through a series of complicated maneuvers to avoid collision with the enemy vessels.

      It almost seemed like they wanted to crash into him, as erratically as they were buzzing about. And maybe they’d been ordered to do just that.

      But he could see them, while they could only roughly approximate his location. That gave him just enough of an edge that he was avoiding those near collisions, although he heard someone behind him gasp after one particularly close call.

      And then they were through! Dan waited to heave a sigh of relief, but it was too soon for that. They were still diving toward the enemy ship at high speed. He needed to hit the brakes as close as possible and hope the sudden stop didn’t overcome the ancient engine’s ability to overcome inertia. At ten thousand meters he started to slow the ship down, knowing he only had seconds before they smeared across the side of the alien battleship.

      Three seconds later, he’d slowed them enough to match speed with the other ship, and started sliding sideways parallel to its hull. He kept the Satori aimed straight at the alien ship.

      When Satori’s nose was about to cross the point where he’d tracked the shuttles entering the ship, he yelled “NOW, Beth!”

      That now-familiar beam shot from the Satori’s nose, preparing to form the wormhole to take her back home to Earth. Dan noticed that the ship was visible again – he’d need to ask Beth about that! Without a cloak, they were sitting ducks for those fighters.

      He danced the ship sideways as the beam of light fired from her nose, slicing across the enemy ship like a scalpel. Where it touched, the alien hull didn’t vaporize or explode – it just stopped being there, leaving a jagged meter wide trail.

      “Fighters are coming back fast,” warned Charline.

      “Beth, can you get the cloak back up?” Dan asked. He jinked the ship back the way they’d come, cutting a second trail across the enemy ship. If he couldn’t blow a hole in the side with his new toy, he’d damned well cut his own opening!

      “Looks like we can’t while you’re using the wormhole, Dan. And not sure how much time you can keep it going. You’ve already exceeded our longest trial.”

      “No time for subtlety, Dan – get us in there,” John said.

      He slid the ship sideways faster, and the enemy vessel lurched ahead of him. He wasn’t sure if they were trying to evade him, or if he’d damaged something, but it threw his cutting off. And this time, something inside the hull did explode – he could see fire blossoming through the line he’d carved. Frantically, he slid the Satori back in the direction of the hole he’d been cutting.

      Then the wormhole beam stopped as suddenly as it had sprung to life.

      “Shit! Majel, can we get the wormhole back?” Dan said. The hole he’d cut was nowhere near big enough for the Satori to get through.

      “Negative. Device is at zero charge. Time to recharge is nineteen minutes, forty-three seconds.”

      “The fighters are firing on us!” said Charline.

      

      Andy fell slack against the deck as the pain stopped once again. The cool metal of the plates soothed skin that felt like a hot iron had been laid against it just moments before. His fingers were hooked into claws, every muscle tensed against the pain and unable to relax even when it vanished.

      But he could still hear what was going on, and still see. All the Naga were getting from him was a set of sheep on the screen above – jumping over a fence, over and over. That’s how he’d been holding out so far: counting sheep. It felt stupid, but it was working. That was good enough for now.

      The door was open, and a new Naga was in the room, saying something to Kassresh. Andy focused his attention, hoping they were close enough that the slimy ball in his ear would translate.

      “What do you mean, something is coming?” Kassresh said.

      “We’re detecting the movement of air on our sensors. Either something very large, or something small moving very fast. It’s headed straight for us!” the smaller Naga said.

      “Their ship! It must be. Have the fighters move to block their path.”

      Andy’s heart soared. The Satori was coming back!

      “I already did, Great One,” the other Naga replied. Andy raised an eyebrow at the emphasis the slug put on the title, then winced and wished he hadn’t moved as his overstressed face muscles twinged. Kassresh was apparently pretty high up around here. The Naga must be really worried, for him to warrant such special attention.

      “But the ship has slipped past them,” it went on.

      Andy saw the screen, where his mind was again projecting an image of the ship, and laughed.

      Kassresh whirled on him. “Laugh now, mammal! But your ship will be destroyed. And then I will personally feed you to the hatchlings, one strip at a time!”

      “They’re coming,” Andy said. “You’re so in for it now.”

      Kassresh snarled, reaching out with a claw to rip Andy’s throat out, and he was too weak to move out of the way. But before the claws could reach their mark, the deck lurched under them both, dropping the alien to the floor. The scream of tortured metal ripped through the air, tearing at Andy’s ears. The deck plates jumped again, tossing tools from the tables and knocking over the brain scanner.

      Andy’s rifle clattered to the deck only feet away from his head.
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      Beth was trying to keep one eye on the wormhole power level while she managed the railguns. She supposed John could have run the guns, but he had to coordinate everything. And they hadn’t had time to get Charline up to speed on using them, because of the rush to get this first mission started. This was supposed to be Andy’s job, she cried silently, as another of her shots missed one of the fighters.

      At least she’d managed to get the cloak back up before they’d been hit. She guessed they’d be dead already otherwise, and the thought chilled her. Too much was riding on their success here. She wasn’t an action hero – she was an engineer, damn it! She fired again, missed again.

      “Dan, I can’t hit them while you’re dodging,” she said.

      “I stop dodging and one of them is going to ram us,” he replied. “This close and as slow as we’re going, they have a pretty good idea where we are.” He sent them diving off to one side again to avoid another fighter making a run at them. All around the Satori, the air was full of flashes of light from the fighters’ guns.

      It seemed they weren’t interested in capturing the Satori anymore. Beth smiled grimly, unsure quite how to take that. At least it meant they’d hurt the bastards enough to be taken seriously.

      But her return fire was completely ineffective. If Andy was here, maybe he could hit something, but she was out of her element entirely. She simply didn’t have the reflexes to hit the fast moving fighters.

      But she knew who might. “Majel? Can you assist in targeting for the railguns?”

      “Affirmative.”

      Beth’s eyes lit up. “Target a fighter and fire.”

      A moment later, the guns spat out another ball of uranium and iron, and one of the fighters exploded into flames. Beth whooped, throwing her arms in the air.

      She looked around the cabin. Everyone but Dan was staring at her.

      “Nice shot, Beth!” Dan said, his focus still on his controls.

      “Wasn’t me. That was Majel,” Beth said. She saw Charline raise an eyebrow before turning back to her own console.

      “Well, have her do it again. A few less fighters out here would be good!” Dan said, grunting as he struggled to dodge more incoming fire.

      “Majel, take railgun control. Eliminate those fighters,” Beth said, feeling much better about the odds of their survival than she had a few moments before.

      The railguns spat again, and another enemy ship exploded.

      

      Andy’s eyes widened, seeing the rifle come to rest so close. Both of the Naga in the room had lost their footing, crashing to the deck and sliding across the floor as the entire ship tilted madly. Andy glanced at Kassresh, rising from where he had fallen across the room from him. Their eyes met, and he saw the feral challenge there, saw the predatory look of the cobra in those slitted pupils. The look almost froze him in his tracks, like a mouse instinctively trying to avoid the predator by remaining still. Instead he pushed himself up from the deck onto all fours, moving toward his weapon.

      He was not prey, damn it!

      Andy’s hands found the rifle and grasped it firmly. He rolled over into a sitting position, then moved to bring his back up against the side of the table. It wasn’t much protection, even bolted to the floor, but he felt better with something solid at his back. His whole body was screaming, the lingering agony from the torture made so much worse by every movement. Andy was counting on adrenaline to ease the pain, and it did – somewhat. He still felt like he’d been dumped into a bin of needles and then run over by a truck.

      The ship righted itself with a lurching motion. Whatever was going on to mess with the artificial gravity like this, the Satori had to be involved somehow. His friends were coming – he just had to hold on.

      The lower ranked Naga got to its feet and saw the weapon in his hands. It gave a loud snarl the ear-slug declined to translate and launched itself at Andy.

      He raised the rifle and aimed in a fluid motion.

      The shot took the Naga through its open mouth, shattering one tooth and proceeding on into its brain. The impact halted its forward motion, tipping it backwards head-first before it crashed down against the deck. It was dead before its body came to rest, and Andy was already moving his rifle toward the other target in the room: Kassresh.

      The alien was getting to his feet as Andy’s sights came to rest on his head.

      It cocked its head sideways, looking at him with unmistakable curiosity. “You are a warrior, then. I would never have believed it. A mammal warrior.”

      Andy got slowly to his feet, the rifle never leaving his shoulder, his sights trained on his foe. He could smell the sharp gunpowder smell from his last shot, and his ears were ringing a little from firing in close quarters. But the slug still seemed to be translating just fine.

      A warrior. Yes. Never prey. “I am,” he replied.

      Kassresh hissed. “Enough then. It would have meant eternity in the cold-dark if I’d died by mischance to a lesser being. But if a warrior’s heart beats within you – then there is something you should know.”

      “And what’s that?” Andy kept the sights trained on Kassresh’s eye, all the anger, frustration, and fear he’d felt under his captivity boiling to the surface. He started to squeeze the trigger.

      “Your ammunition is still on the table.”

      There was a click instead of a boom as Andy’s finger finished squeezing and the rifle’s hammer fell into an empty chamber. He realized his mistake immediately – he’d been too glad to hold the weapon again, too distracted by pain. He’d missed that he only had the one round already chambered in the gun. The Naga had removed the magazine from the weapon.

      Andy’s heart sank, a cold sensation filling his gut. He lowered the rifle, holding it staff-like across his body as Kassresh came closer. The rounds he needed were maddeningly close, right behind him on the table. But if he turned to grab them, Kassresh would be on him in an instant.

      Instead, the alien advanced slowly, leisurely, each step measured with a boxer’s grace as he closed the few meters between them.

      “Now we will see how well you fight with your claws, mammal.”

      

      Dan noticed that it was getting easier to dodge the fighters. He realized there were a lot less of them to avoid. At first he thought that Majel had taken most of them out – her fire control was devastatingly effective. Charline was still sitting at her console, nose down, and hadn’t lifted her face since the computer had taken over targeting.

      But although their railguns had thinned the herd, that wasn’t the only factor in the suddenly lessened fire. The fighters were retreating. There were still a dozen struggling to engage the Satori, but Dan could fly rings around a dozen ships, thanks to the cloak. What was bothering him was that another dozen had returned to their hangars. As he watched, three more peeled off from the flight chasing him, and Majel took one of the remaining fighters out.

      “John, they’re recalling their fighters,” Dan said.

      “Just saw that,” John said. “They can’t see us well enough to hit us with the big ship’s guns, or they would’ve already done so. I’m thinking they intend to retreat.”

      The mothership had been heading steadily skyward, lifting toward space. Dan had no clue what sort of drive they were using for interstellar travel – he had a feeling the Satori’s would work as well within atmosphere as out – but if they were trying to get away, that was a Bad Thing.

      “Not with Andy, you don’t,” he growled.

      He felt John’s hand on his shoulder. “Dan, can you get us in there?” John asked. “We’re so close. We’ve got to try something to get him back.”

      Dan could hear the emotion in his friend’s voice. He’d pushed them to this. Driven John to hope. His idea to drill a hole through the ship’s hull had failed. He had to think of something else. He watched the retreating fighters fly into their mothership.

      “I think so. Better sit down, though.”

      The hand vanished, and Dan went back to his work. With a twist, he sent the Satori spinning off after the alien ship as it sped skyward away from her. He closed the distance easily – he thought the Satori was the faster ship even under normal circumstances, but his target was trying to hold steady enough for fighters to dock. Another one zipped into a second bay as he swung around the starboard side of the enemy ship.

      “That’s our way in,” he said, eying the hangar bay.

      “Can the Satori even fit through that?” Charline asked.

      “Yeah. Just barely. I think,” Beth said.

      Dan brought the nose level and began his approach. There was a blue shimmer at the mouth of the hangar – some sort of energy field. He hoped it wasn’t going to work like a brick wall. Maybe it only let in the alien fighters? He had only seconds to make the decision. They might not get another shot; if the aliens knew they were trying to get in this way, they might close the bay entirely.

      “Majel, fire one railgun round ahead of us, into the bay,” Dan said.

      “Complying,” the computer replied. A second later there was a detonation and a burst of flame as something inside the hangar exploded from the round’s impact. If the railgun rounds can get in, then the Satori probably can too, Dan reasoned. The fighters had entered at a high speed. Maybe you just had to be going fast enough?

      He goosed the engines for a little more speed, and the enemy ship seemed to leap toward him, the hangar bay looming larger with every second. Sweat beaded on his brow. The door was too small for them to get in at this speed. He knew that. He was going to tear the Satori to shreds trying to crack through.

      And then they were inside, a screech of metal tearing as the Satori’s wing clipped the edge of the door, starting the ship into a spin. Warning lights flashed across his console. The world rolled by his view in a blur as he tried to bring the ship back under control.

      The ship came to a shuddering stop. He looked out the window, still trying to orient himself and shake off a lingering dizziness. They’d spun in almost a full circle, and smacked into at least two of the lighter aliens fighters in the process. The interior of the hangar was a mess. Through the window, he could see a couple of the aliens running out the main door.

      “Think I scratched the paint a little, John. Sorry,” Dan said, gasping. He must have forgotten to breathe for a few moments there, and his lungs were telling him what a bad idea that was.

      “Any landing you walk away from, eh Dan? No worries. This time. Everyone OK?” John asked. Dan peeked over his shoulder, saw Beth and Charline nodding. “Good. Dan, keep the engines warm. Beth, you’re with me.”

      Charline half stood up, about to protest, but winced when she put weight on her ankle. She gingerly settled back into her seat.

      “Sorry, Charline,” John said. “But I need you here with Dan, working with Majel on the railguns. You know computers better than anyone else on the team. Ready, Beth?”

      “Couldn’t keep me away,” Beth said, getting to her feet. The brusque tone she used almost hid the faint quaver in her voice as she said it. Guns and firefights were outside Beth’s experience, but she was willing to back John up anyway, and Dan was torn between admiration and fear for her.

      She picked up her rifle, checked the magazine quickly, then looked back up at John. “Let’s go get Andy.”

      The look in her eyes promised a painful encounter to anyone standing in her way.
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      Kassresh closed on Andy like lightning, and he barely got the rifle up in time to deflect the claws coming at this throat. He whirled the butt end of the weapon up and smacked it into the back of the alien’s elbow with a blow that would have sent a human stumbling. But rather than lose his balance, Kassresh just grunted and held his ground, pivoting his hips to take another swipe.

      Andy knew he was fighting way out of his weight class. The alien out-massed him at least two to one, and it felt like most of the difference was muscle or scales. The Naga had evolved to be hand to hand predators. He was wearing out fast, and wondered for a moment how long it had been since he’d slept? He’d suffered a lot of bangs and knocks in the last day, too.

      A claw flashed toward his face in his peripheral vision, and another brief burst of adrenaline hit his system, giving him just enough speed to dodge. The curved claws whizzed by inches away from his eyes.

      Then Kassresh stopped his attack abruptly, although he stayed in a fighting stance.

      “You tire,” the alien said. “A shame. This will not last long.”

      He was right. Andy knew that. He wasn’t going to win this by outfighting Kassresh. He needed to outsmart him.

      He fears.

      The thought came out of nowhere. Andy wasn’t sure what had made it pop into his head, but as soon as he thought it, he knew the assessment was dead on accurate. And that was a weakness, a chink in the armor.

      “Where are your guards, Kassresh?” he asked. “Why haven’t any other Naga come in? Why did your ship tilt? Why are the alarms sounding?” He could hear them, although none were blaring in this room, a sound like a distant gong being rung.

      Kassresh growled and closed with him again.

      “I’ll tell you why,” Andy said, stepping back to avoid another blow. He had the table to his left now, so Kassresh would have a harder time attacking from that side. “My friends are here. And they’re going to take your ship apart.”

      “Vermin!” Kassresh spat. But Andy could see the first glint of something new in the alien’s eyes. These Naga were not used to dealing with the unknown, he realized. By being something new, with technology that was familiar to the Naga as the boogeyman was to Earth children, they were messing with the Nagas’ heads something fierce.

      Andy jammed the butt of his rifle up toward Kassresh’s snout, and connected. He smiled, enjoying the heavy crunch of plastic and steel slamming into bone.

      “You’re afraid of us,” Andy said, bringing the rifle back to vertical to deflect the blow he knew was going to follow his words.

      Kassresh lost control. The alien took a wild swing, trying to cave in Andy’s skull. Andy caught the blow on his rifle, and jumped into the impact as it came, letting it carry him up, onto the table, and across it. His body scattered his gear off the table as he went, all pattering down on the deck around him as he tumbled off the far side of the table. Andy knew he was going to have more bruises to show for this bright idea, but it had worked. He grabbed one item from the floor as he rose.

      The alien was coming around the table for him. Andy could see hate, fury, shame, and fear all warring in the Naga’s eyes and body language. He wondered if the little ear slug was translating those for him along with the spoken language, or if these beings were more like humans than they seemed on the surface.

      It didn’t matter. He slapped the magazine he’d picked up from the floor into his rifle, then pulled back the charging handle in one smooth motion.

      He watched Kassresh’s eyes widen as the alien realized his ruse. Impossible to grab the ammunition so tantalizingly close while alien claws were reaching for his throat. But when he was thrown over the table, he had both space and time to reload his weapon.

      No time to aim, but he didn’t need to, this close. He fired a burst that impacted against Kassresh’s body armor. The alien staggered back. Andy looked behind Kassresh, where the pit was still open, and fired again. Again the rounds’ impact drove the alien back. Before Kassresh could regain his balance, Andy fired an aimed shot into each of his arms. Then as the alien howled in pain, Andy followed those shots with two more bursts to the chest, where the armor was already pitted and scored. He’d punched at least one hole, and the alien bled black goo across his chest. It clutched one claw to the injury, taking two more steps back.

      “Finish me, vermin. Or I will surely still find the strength to kill you,” Kassresh rasped out.

      “Oh, I’m not going to finish you,” Andy said, his eyes cold. “This is for Paul, you son of a bitch.”

      Realization dawned in the alien’s eyes. Andy pulled the trigger, emptying his weapon in a rapid blast of automatic fire that drove Kassresh back over the edge of the pit, down to where the Naga hatchlings were still waiting.

      And as Kassresh himself had said, they were always hungry.

      

      The first thing Beth heard as the Satori’s ramp lowered was a bell-like claxon. She stepped quickly but carefully down the ramp, watching for movement but seeing none. Once she and John were both clear of the ramp, it lifted silently back up to the ship, vanishing into the Satori’s cloak.

      “So, you said you had a way to track Andy?” she whispered.

      “This,” John said, handing her a wristwatch. She looked more closely at the device, and saw it wasn’t a watch at all. Instead, it showed simple readings for direction and distance. “Andy wanted me to get chipped after a scuffle a few years back, so he could find me. I said I’d do it if he did. We’re the only ones who know the codes to activate each others’ chips.”

      Beth peeked at the readout on the device. It said Andy was toward the bow of the alien ship from their position, about three hundred meters away. She cursed under her breath; she’d been hoping he would be held closer to the hangar. That distance put him right near the front of the ship, by her guess. It was going to be a dangerous trip.

      She’d rather avoid the aliens as much as possible. Silently, she led the way into a large corridor heading toward the bow of the alien ship. All clear. Beth knew it was too good to last. Any minute now, this area would be teeming with aliens investigating the Satori’s dramatic entrance. And this corridor seemed like their most likely avenue of approach. They had to get to a smaller side passage, and fast!

      She set out in a steady jog down the hall, John following in her wake. The hall was dimly lit, and her footsteps sounded strange to her ears. They found a passage leading off to the port side of the ship and turned down it. Just in time – Beth could hear the rasping voices of the aliens now, coming along the main corridor toward the hangar.

      Dan and Charline would keep the ship safe, she told herself. They had to.

      But she didn’t want to be nearby if they opened up with the railguns. Time to get moving. She glanced down at the tracking device. Andy was waiting.

      A few twists and turns and one trip up a flight of stairs later, and she was pretty sure she was lost. The tracker was still pointing the way toward Andy, but getting back to the Satori might be a problem.

      “Any way to use this thing to get back to the ship?” she whispered to John.

      “I can tweak it to home on a signal from Majel,” he replied. “But I think I can guide us back. I’ve been memorizing our path.”

      Beth cocked an eyebrow. “Really?” she said dubiously.

      He tapped his temple with a finger. “Good head for directions.”

      She shrugged. Either way, they were committed. Best to find Andy and figure out the rest after. In the distance behind them, she heard the sounds of railgun fire punching through metal, a whistling and cracking sound, and she could feel the air moving – the hull had been penetrated, somewhere in the ship. She swallowed hard. They hadn’t brought spacesuits on this hike.

      She picked up her pace.

      The tracker said they had just forty meters left to go when they first heard gunfire. Beth’s first reaction was to duck back against a support beam on the wall, trying to get out of sight.

      Then she realized that wasn’t one of the aliens’ guns. The sound she’d heard was the sharp report of Andy’s rifle. One shot, and then nothing else. She peeked out from behind her beam. The noise had gotten attention from a pair of the aliens, too, and they were bustling down the hall about fifty meters away.

      She raised her rifle as one of them saw her, barking to alert its companion.

      Beth fired a burst, taking her target square in the chest. It went down, but she wasn’t sure if it was out. Both of these aliens looked like they were wearing the armored chestplates she’d seen on the planet’s surface. She shifted her aim to the second alien. Horrified, she saw its weapon already aimed at her. She froze.

      A loud report sounded next to her, and the alien flew backward, spraying black goo. She blinked, looking next to her.

      “Next time, give me a little warning before you start shooting, eh?” John said.

      She was shaking a little. “Nice shot.”

      “Well, just don’t ask me where I was aiming.” He gave her a grin.

      “Our gunfire is going to draw more. Let’s get Andy and get the hell out of here.”

      They started down the hall, but before they’d gone more than a few steps they heard more gunfire from Andy’s rifle. A lot of gunfire. They both broke into a run.
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      Charline cursed under her breath. Dan had tucked the Satori, still invisible, back into the hangar a bit, hoping to buy them some time. The ship set nestled between a pair of the alien fighters parked on the hangar floor. So far, hiding had worked really well. A few squads of alien troops had cautiously poked their noses out into the open area, then slowly moved their way through the area. The aliens were armed and obviously looking for trouble, but they couldn’t see any. They looked nervous, to her eyes.

      Hiding the ship was a brilliant idea. The curse was for the big blocky thing more of the aliens were assembling just inside the main passageway – the same passage Beth and John had entered just a few minutes ago. She wasn’t sure what they were building, but it couldn’t be good news.

      “Majel, what the hell is that thing?” Dan asked. He’d spotted it too.

      “Device has a large power source. Scans also indicate it houses targeting sensors, currently inactive. Hypothesis: a weapon.”

      Dan looked back over his shoulder at Charline. “Knew it was too good to last. Get ready on those guns,” he said.

      Charline had a plan regarding the guns. She’d written a short script for Majel to assist her with target determination. And she’d put a large image of the hangar area on her screen, with enemy locations indicated. The radar updated her display. And she could tap the display to override Majel’s target priorities.

      She knew she wasn’t going to be better than Majel at aiming the railguns. But she could help Majel do the most damage in the least time by giving her guidance and letting the computer do the aiming. Now that it was time to execute the program, her stomach was one big knot. She knew her code was good; that wasn’t the problem. But all those guns out there were going to be aimed in her direction in a minute, and not even Majel could take them all out before some of them fired.

      “Hang on!” Dan said – right before he poured power into the ship’s engines. A blast of air shot from beneath the ship as the Satori lifted from the deck. He brought the ship up about three meters rapidly, with a backblast that sent the aliens nearest the ship sprawling.

      “Majel, execute!” Charline all but shouted.

      Instantly, the railguns came to life. The concentrated fire of all four guns slammed into the alien weapon platform. It detonated with a blinding flash, searing the aliens nearby to ash, and sending shrapnel through more that were unfortunate enough to be too close.

      Majel fired a second volley, and it took Charline a moment to realize what she was shooting at. She was watching for explosions on the deck around the ship, looking for shots fired at the alien troops.

      But that wasn’t where the ship was aiming.

      

      It took under a second for Majel to execute the new instruction set. But it involved a higher level order of decision making than the computer was generally set to solving. Tied into the ancient sensor array aboard the Satori, Majel had access to enormous amounts of data about the threats presented. The program Charline initiated gave her leeway in the order and manner of dealing with those threats, but required her analysis of the threats to prioritize targeting.

      The weapon under construction was an easy first target. Even though it was incomplete, the energy output it was registering was high enough to indicate an 83% chance of a single hit disabling the ship. Even incomplete, it was the biggest threat in the room, and having never seen the device assembled before, she could not accurately determine how close to completion it was.

      She recognized as she fired the Satori’s guns that a high-functioning computer was in control of its targeting, much as she controlled the Satori’s guns. A millionth of a second was spent on a new thought that she was having difficulty parsing: she wished she could speak to this other computer, which was destroyed even as she had the thought. She could not trace the source code for this thought, so she set it aside and returned to her primary task.

      While the railguns recharged, she analyzed the infantry around the ship. There were thirty two combat-capable aliens remaining after Majel blew their weapon platform to bits, and seven more wounded, some of whom might recover in time to rejoin the fight. Their weapons were the same type they’d used on the planet’s surface, but her scan analysis indicated they had higher energy settings available than they’d used. The weapons could be set to a lower power anti-personnel setting – or a higher powered setting more likely to damage her.

      Targeting thirty two disparate targets with four railguns was a difficult problem for her to solve. In fact, she believed it insoluble – some of the aliens were outside the tracking radius of her guns, so she literally couldn’t fire on them unless the ship rotated. And the time it would take to eliminate the targets would be too long. No firing solution she could determine would eliminate all the threats before they had a high probability of destroying her.

      This decision – that the problem was insoluble as set – allowed her to expand the parameters of the assignment. If targeting the troops with her guns would not eliminate the problem, what other solutions were possible?

      

      Andy stared into the pit where the wounded Naga fought for his life against the voracious hatchlings. Kassresh seemed to be holding his own for a few moments, but black blood continued to flow from his wounds, and Andy didn’t think he could sustain the effort long. He tried to feel something – anger, hatred, pity. Anything at all would be better than this clinical detachment that he knew from past experience meant shock was starting to set in.

      Kassresh roared in fury. The alien had a brief pause in the fighting, and glared up at Andy, hissing hate. “I will kill you, mammal. I will hunt you and slay you. My oath on that!”

      Then the youngling Naga closed in again, and Kassresh was too busy fighting to say anything more, buried underneath a wave of hungry mouths filled with sharp teeth.

      The door to the room flew open behind Andy. He lurched unsteadily to face this new threat, bringing his rifle up to his shoulder. Belatedly, he recalled that he’d burned his entire magazine on Kassresh. He brought his rifle up like a club, ready to bludgeon someone, but his exhausted arms trembled. His breath came in gasps between gritted teeth.

      Inside his head, that same clinical voice was telling him he had nothing left. He was spent. But another part of him growled that thinking away. He might go down, but he would not give up.

      Two figures stormed through the doorway, and Andy readied his rifle to swing at the first.

      “Andy!” it said. “It’s me! It’s John!”

      His vision was blurring. Andy felt his traitorous knees giving out underneath him, felt the deck rushing up to meet him. Before he could crash to the floor, an arm dipped under his, supporting him, bringing him more gently to rest.

      “Easy, son,” John said. “We’re here. We’ve got you.”
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      Dan had time to register the explosion of railgun rounds impacting the outer hull of the alien warship before air started venting through the gaping hole left behind.

      “What the hell?” He fought hard to maintain control of the Satori as the hangar decompressed around them. The ship slipped sideways a bit, but he poured on a little more power, and brought her to a stop. The aliens scattered around the open space were less fortunate, and most of them went spinning into the air in the sudden hurricane force gale that swept the place. He watched as they were sucked out into space.

      “Charline, what did you do?” Dan asked.

      She didn’t answer right away, and he spared a quick glance over his shoulder at her. She was staring at her console, dumbfounded.

      “Charline?” Dan brought his focus back to the controls. A few of the aliens had hung on to something, but as he watched, one of those lost its grip and went spinning through the hole out into the void.

      “Wasn’t me,” Charline replied. “It was Majel.”

      “Affirmative.” The computer’s voice was serene. “Assignment to eliminate threats is ninety three point seven five percent complete.”

      “End program!” Charline snapped. “Return railgun control to me immediately.”

      “Complying.”

      Dan swept his eyes across the scene in the hangar. Pressure doors had slammed closed as soon as they detected the hull breach, and the air had very nearly evacuated from the hangar. The last two aliens were unprotected against the sudden loss of pressure. First one, then the other stopped moving and fell to the floor.

      “Threat 100% eliminated,” Majel said.

      Unbelievable. That was the sort of out-of-the-box thinking Dan might have come up with himself. Or Andy. But he’d never seen Majel do anything but carry out simple tasks before.

      A flash of blue caught his eye, over by the hole Majel had made. He looked closely, and saw a few more little flickers of blue light covering the hole. It looked a lot like the energy field that had covered the hangar entrance.

      “Majel, what’s going on with the hull breach?” he asked.

      “Breach has been sealed with an electromagnetic energy field, designed to repel gaseous particles. Sensors show atmospheric pressure in the hangar is rising.”

      So the aliens were pumping air back into the hangar. They’d be back, and soon. “Can the Satori get out through that field?” he asked.

      “Affirmative.”

      They had their escape route. Now all they needed was the rest of their crew.

      “Hurry, John,” he said, pulling up a reading of the hangar’s atmospheric pressure on his console. The gauge was rising rapidly.

      

      John laid Andy’s head gently to the deck floor, then looked back up, taking in the room around him. The dead alien was hard to miss. So was the huge hole in the floor. There were squeaking noises coming from the hole, and he peeked over the edge.

      He looked down on a pit full of what had to be the aliens’ young. At least a dozen of them milled around, occasionally snapping at each other. Their teeth looked very functional. There was an opening in the wall at the bottom of the pit, and a trail of the aliens’ black blood leading into the opening. John spotted a bit of gray, and squinted to bring it into better focus.

      He knew that material. It was a scrap of a shipsuit for his crew. Now that he knew what to look for, he saw similar scraps scattered around the bottom of the pit. He felt his gorge rise. That must have been Paul’s uniform. And they must have...

      He pulled his head from that line of thinking. Andy was safe, for now. And he had to get all three of them back to the ship, get the ship out safely.

      “We’ve got a serious problem,” he said.

      “We’ve got more than one problem,” Beth shot back. She had shut the door, and knelt nearby with her rifle trained on the doorway like she was expecting a horde of the aliens to storm through any moment. “Which one were you referring to?”

      John pointed at Andy’s unconscious form. “I was hoping Andy would be able to walk out, even if we had to help. I can’t see how we can carry him out and still fight any patrols we run into.”

      “I don’t see how we have much choice.”

      John thought, trying to find another way. He looked at Andy, and groaned inwardly. He knew just how rock solid those muscles were, and his back started hurting at the thought of carrying him all that way. But he’d be damned if he’d leave him behind now. He stepped closer to Andy, and slung his rifle so he’d have both hands free to lift.

      “Really?” Beth said, breaking into his thoughts. “You think you’re the best person to carry him back?” She made a scoffing sound, shouldered her own rifle over her back, and with a quick motion heaved Andy onto her shoulders in a fireman’s carry. “John, I’ve hauled around engine parts as heavy as him in full Earth gravity, and I’m pretty sure we’re still in two-thirds. Now go scout the hall.”

      John scratched his head, a bemused smile coming to his mouth. Of course she was right. And of course he hadn’t thought about it that way. He wasn’t about to tell Beth that it had nothing to do with chauvinism, though, and everything to do with his need – the tightness he could still feel in his gut – to get Andy out of this place, and back safe aboard the Satori.

      “OK. Give me the tracker again. I’ll lead us back.” He slipped the device from Beth’s wrist and returned it to his own, then led the way to the door while she carried his burden for him. Because she was right. She was the best choice. He’d never have made it, or if he had, his pace would have slowed them too much. He wasn’t that good a shot, either, but he would do what he had to. He hefted his rifle in one hand and turned the latch on the door with the other, pulling it open and peeking both ways. Miraculously, the hall was clear.

      In the distance, he could hear guns thundering, and knew that the battle had to be at the Satori, the rest of her crew fighting for their lives. With the aliens’ attention on the Satori, he and Beth might pull this off yet.

      “Clear!” he said, stepping out into the hall. With a grunt, Beth followed him carrying her precious burden. John stalked down the hall, rifle at the ready.

      

      Charline had rarely felt more helpless. She’d had to hand targeting back over to Majel. No real choice, if they wanted to survive this. But that decision made her more or less a bystander now, and she hated the feeling.

      It had taken time for the aliens to repressurize the hangar, but less than she would have guessed. Now the huge double doors that had snapped shut in response to the pressure loss were sliding open again. And the enemy had been busy. Two more weapon platforms like the one Majel had blasted sat just inside the hall, along with a swarm of armed aliens.

      She’d no sooner seen the threat than she felt the now-familiar thrum of the railguns firing. One of the weapons exploded into incandescent fire. The other returned fire, snapping sharp bolts of energy at the Satori. Dan jinked the ship sideways, and Majel’s second volley went high, missing the second gun platform. Charline wondered briefly what those shots had hit, and hoped John and Beth were out of the line of fire.

      Which made her remember Majel’s last “firing solution”. They needed air in the hangar when their friends got back!

      “Majel, no more holes in the hull. John and the others don’t have space suits.”

      “Understood,” the computer replied. The railguns spat fire again, ripping through the infantry pouring into the room. “Using a lower power for railguns to avoid damage to the hull.”

      Dan swore under his breath, his hands moving fast over his console. “They can see the flashes from the railguns when you fire. Those shots are getting closer!”

      The railguns spat again, and the second large cannon exploded. Dan slid the Satori to the left, making Charline dizzy as she watched the scene slip by. There was a loud bang, and the ship shuddered, then two more sounds like hammer blows that rattled her teeth.

      “Multiple impacts on starboard wing,” Majel reported. “Railgun two is no longer responding to commands.”

      “Majel, take them out! I’m running out of room to maneuver here,” Dan said.

      Charline gripped her seat tightly. There was little she could do now but watch.

      

      Beth tried to keep her gasping breaths as quiet as she could. She shifted Andy’s weight on her shoulders, and wiped sweat away from her eyes. Reduced gravity or not, Andy was heavy, and she felt like she’d do about anything to be able to put him down. For the upteenth time she considered just dropping the rifle she was still carrying slung across her front. It was more weight, and she wasn’t very good with it anyway. But to get the damned thing unslung, she’d have to put Andy down, then pick him up again, and she wasn’t sure she’d be up to the task.

      She’d said she could carry Andy back, and she’d never before backed down from a job she’d said she could do. Damned if she’d start now.

      They were almost back to the ship. And they’d been fortunate enough to have no more run-ins so far. Dan and Charline must be keeping the crew busy.

      John reached the corner where the smaller corridor joined the big passage into the hangar. She watched him peek around the corner.

      He ducked back fast. “Shit,” he said.

      “What?”

      “The hangar door is about twenty feet away. But there’s a bunch of aliens between us and there,” he said.

      “How many?”

      “Um...looks like all of them?” He gave her a half grin. Then his smile fell away in an instant, and she saw him looking past her, instead of at her. He was raising his rifle, and Beth knew without looking what was back there.

      Time seemed to slow down as she turned, her hand fumbling for the grip of her gun while she struggled to keep Andy up on her shoulders. She was still trying to get a decent grip on the weapon when she turned enough to see the alien down the hall. She saw its muzzle flash, and felt fire blossom in her belly. John’s gun rattled next to her ear, and the alien went down in a splash of black fluids.

      Those noises were replaced by a roaring in her ears. She held on to Andy. She couldn’t drop Andy. He was counting on her to be strong. John was saying something to her, but she couldn’t hear him over the roaring sound. She slumped against the wall. She’d just catch her breath a minute. She realized she was sliding down, slipping toward the floor, and tried to stop, but her legs had no strength left.
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      John watched the alien go down. It crashed backward to the ground, and he gave a satisfied grunt. He was getting better at this shooting under duress thing.

      Then he caught a glimpse of Beth’s ashen face, and realized he’d been a fool. Too slow, too old, too many bad decisions. She fell back against the wall and slid down, leaving a red smear behind her as she slumped to the floor.

      “Beth!” She didn’t respond, not even when he pulled Andy from her shoulders and laid him on the deck next to her. It wasn’t hard to find her injury – the bloody stain blossoming across the front of her shirt was a dead giveaway. He leaned his rifle against the wall beside her. There was a hole in the front of her suit, right at the belly. He gripped the material at the hole and tore, opening it to reveal the wound underneath. It was deceptively small, but she was losing a lot of blood.

      Beth needed Charline here, not him. Hell, she needed to be back in his medical facilities on Luna. He had a decent trauma unit there, in case of accidents on the site. Had to get her there first, though. He glanced to his left and right. No sign of more aliens, but they might show up any second, and he felt terribly exposed.

      They’d kept radio silence, to avoid giving away their position. He figured that cat was pretty much out of the bag. He keyed his microphone.

      “Satori, we’re in trouble.”

      “Dan here. Where are you, John?”

      “In a little hall just off the main one. Not far.”

      “John, they might be able to trace your transmissions...”

      John looked around for some sort of cover. Nothing obvious presented itself.

      “Andy is down and Beth...was just hit, Dan. She’s bleeding badly. I got the one that shot her, but they’ll find us any minute now.”

      As if he’d summoned them with his words, three of the aliens came around the corner from the main hallway. He dropped to the deck, grabbing his rifle. Alien gunfire sang by just over his head.

      

      Wake! Danger!

      The thoughts slammed into Andy’s mind like a slap in the face. He woke charged with adrenaline, his body already in overdrive. His eyes popped open and took in everything around him with crystal clarity.

      The hallway.

      John, dropping to the floor next to him and scrabbling for a rifle.

      Another rifle, leaning against the wall next to him.

      Three Naga coming around the corner.

      Andy picked up the rifle next to him and aimed it down the hall in a fluid motion. He fired three times, three aimed shots. The first two Naga he aimed at didn’t even have a chance to react. They dropped, his rounds smacking them in the face. The third saw the danger in time and ducked back around the corner.

      “Shit!” He’d hoped to get all three.

      And then everything he’d been through came crashing back down on him. Every muscle in his body was in pain. He had to lean on his rifle to get shakily back to his feet.

      “Andrew! Thank god.” John was rising as well. “Beth’s hit. We have to get her to the Satori.”

      “You came back for me.” Andy was having a hard time trusting his voice. He’d figured his friends were long gone. But they’d come back. John had come back for him.

      “Not quite the rescue I was hoping it would be.” John said, smiling. “But it’s not over yet!”

      “They’re going to be coming for us. Come on.” Andy brought his rifle up to his shoulder with an effort, and started down the corridor toward the main hall.

      “What about Beth?”

      “Can’t help her if we’re dead.”

      Andy almost made it to the corner before he saw more Naga. They came around as a group, and he had to drop to the floor to make himself a harder target. “Down!” he yelled, warning John. He was already shooting back, and heard John’s rifle snarling behind him. He crawled a few feet forward to the body of one of the Naga he’d shot. Its armor ought to provide some cover for him, at least.

      Their steady shots drove the aliens back again. He’d killed one, and saw another being dragged off by its crewmates. Then his weapon clicked empty. He reached instinctively for another magazine, and realized he didn’t have his gear.

      But there was one of the Naga rifles still gripped in the claws of the body he’d been using for cover. Getting the weapon free took a little doing, but the weapon seemed straightforward enough once he had it in his hands. Muzzle, trigger, sights. He aimed the weapon and fired a shot down the hall. There was no kick, but a burst of something shot from the gun and left a hole in the wall where he was aiming.

      Yup. That would do.

      Andy glanced back over his shoulder. John had returned to Beth’s side, trying to patch her up enough to move. Andy brought his full attention back toward the main passage, watching for more of the enemy, and got to his feet. Carefully, he peeked around the corner.

      A large group of Naga were marching down the hall, weapons at the ready. He ducked back just in time. Their shots smashed into the metal around where his head had been.

      There were just too many. The Naga were going to come around the corner, and there’d be no way to protect John and Beth this time.

      He sprinted back down the hall toward John, looking for some sort of cover. There were two inset doorways which might help some.

      “Trouble coming fast,” he said, pulling Beth toward one of the doorways. John picked up her feet, and they set her down. The first of the Naga were just coming into sight. Blasts from their guns spattered against deck plates and walls.

      “Cover me!” Andy said. He dove across the hall, firing blindly at the enemy. Behind him he could hear the steady fire coming from John’s rifle. Somehow – he wasn’t sure just how – he made it across unscathed. With a little bit of cover, his body jammed behind the narrow door frame, he might last a little while.

      Then he laughed.

      “I know this scene! It ends badly, with a guy in a huge black cape and breathing issues stalking down the hall to an epic soundtrack.”

      John grinned back. “There are worse ways to go,” he said.

      More Naga troops were pouring into the hall, firing steadily enough that Andy could barely poke his weapon out to fire back.

      “I think it’s time to tell Dan to make a run for it. We’re not getting out of this one,” John said.

      “Sorry you got into this mess trying to help me,” Andy said between shots.

      John looked across the hall at him. “I’m not sorry.” Then he keyed his radio, speaking to their friends on the Satori. “We’re stuck, Dan. We’re pinned down, and we’re not going to be able to reach you. Get the ship out of here.”

      

      Dan fumed in silence a moment. John’s orders were clear. Get the ship and themselves home.

      Leave their friends behind.

      Leave Beth behind.

      “Like hell I will,” Dan growled.

      He could feel the clock ticking. She was bleeding to death out there. John and Andy were trapped. He and Charline could probably still get away right now. And his console was showing that the wormhole drive was back to full strength, so getting away wouldn’t be difficult. Pop a wormhole for home – they’d already figured out the coordinates to get back, thanks to the micro-jump to Jupiter.

      “What are you thinking?” Charline asked.

      Dan couldn’t get the image of Beth, injured and needing him, out of his head.

      “Not sure yet,” he said. “Majel, how wide is that big hangar doorway?” Beth and the others were just a short ways down that hall.

      “Ten point two meters,” replied the computer.

      “How wide is the Satori?”

      “Variable. Widest point is ten point five meters. The Satori is too large to fit through the doorway.”

      “Got to use your imagination, Majel,” Dan said. “Hang on, Charline – this is gonna get bumpy!”

      He bared his teeth, fingers tight. If he was wrong, he’d wreck the ship and probably kill both Charline and himself. But he wasn’t wrong. He could feel it in his gut. And he trusted how well Beth built things. The Satori was a sound ship.

      “Majel, fire railguns down the corridor,” Dan said. The guns spat their balls of iron, shredding the troops lined up and firing at them, sending others diving for cover.

      Dan sent the ship dashing forward. The hole loomed in front of him, and then the cockpit area was inside the hallway. He felt thuds as the hull smacked into some of the alien troops who’d survived the railguns. And then the shriek of tearing metal as the already damaged right wing hit the edge of the door.

      The Satori was too narrow to fit, with both her wings. But he didn’t need the wings to fly her in space, or to land her back at the moon base.

      Dan heard Charline gasp behind him. The Satori bucked, hard, as metal was put under enormous stress for an instant. He was thrown forward against his safety harness, and fought to keep the course straight, to keep the ship from caroming off the walls.

      And then with a last tearing sound, they were through. Dan heaved out the breath he’d been holding. The sheering had been almost instant, but it had felt like much longer, and his shoulders sagged with relief.

      No time for that now. “Charline, get the ramp down and cover them.” She was already up and moving.

      “Starboard railguns have ceased functioning,” Majel said.

      That’s because the starboard railguns aren’t there anymore, Dan wanted to say. Instead, he tapped the radio button to broadcast. “John, your ride is here. But we’re expecting company. Move fast.”

      He kept his eyes locked on the view in front of the ship. The less time they spent here like a sitting duck, the better.

      

      Charline’s ankle screamed as she set weight down on it, and she bit her lip hard. No time for pain. She crouched low and rode the ramp down as it lowered from the ship, rifle already up against her shoulder and her medical bag slung over her back. The Satori was hovering a bit above the deck, and everything around was a confused haze of smoke and flames. Bodies and parts of bodies were scattered about, and she felt her gorge rise in her throat.

      She swallowed hard, and swept the rifle across her field of vision, scanning for movement. Two of the aliens were trying to stagger to their feet. She sent slugs from her rifle into each, and they stopped moving.

      She didn’t see any more obvious targets, but she kept her eyes open.

      “John! Let’s move!” she called out.

      She spotted movement, down a side passage, and snapped her weapon up. Something was coming through the smoke toward her. Her finger tightened on the trigger.

      “We’re coming!” John’s voice. The movement was John and Andy, carrying Beth between them. Charline exhaled hard and moved her rifle away.

      She shifted her vision to the main corridor. If there was another assault, that’s where it would come from. “Hurry!” she said. “I’m covering you.”

      She could hear her friends’ feet crossing the deck to her position. They couldn’t see the Satori through the cloak, but they could see her, and the bottom of the ramp, sitting outside the field. She started firing blindly into the smoke down the hall ahead. Single shots, one after another. She couldn’t see far ahead, but if any aliens were coming at them, she wanted their heads down.

      “We’re in,” said Andy behind her. They’d gotten Beth up the ramp. Charline scrambled backwards and slapped the button to close the ramp.

      “Dan, we’re all aboard. Get us out of here!” she said.

      Charline looked at Beth’s still form on the floor near the ramp. She was pale, her clothes stained with blood. But Charline could see by the rise and fall of her chest that she was still breathing. Relief made her want to sag to the deck, but Beth still needed her help. She cracked open the medical kit, grabbing the machine to track vitals and placing it on Beth’s chest. The machine would also shock her patient if her heart stopped. Charline was hoping that wouldn’t be required, but she wasn’t sure. Beth had lost so much blood! She prepped an IV for insertion and grabbed a coagulant to slow the bleeding. Too damned much to do, and too little time.
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      John stalked forward from the ramp. He wiped the back of a grimy hand along a sweaty brow. His arm trembled a little; he was that tired. But he made each footfall a hammer blow against the deck despite his exhaustion.

      He’d never been so angry.

      These things had hurt his people. They’d killed one of his crew and tried to kill all the rest. Paul might have been an asshole, but he hadn’t deserved the fate Andrew said had befallen him. These aliens didn’t just look like monsters, they were monstrous.

      “I’ve had just about enough of these things,” John said aloud.

      “How’s Beth?” Dan asked, as John drew close.

      “Charline and Andy have her. She’s alive.”

      John saw Dan had already backed the ship out of the hallway. “Damned fool thing to do, Dan. But thank you. I didn’t see any way we were getting out of that spot.”

      “We’re not out of the woods yet. But the wormhole drive is back at full charge,” Dan said.

      John dug his fingers into the back of the seat next to Dan. His eyes narrowed. A short while before he’d been ready to just run. He hadn’t wanted a war with these beings, hadn’t wanted it to come down to violence and death. But they’d come at him, at his people, at his family. It wasn’t enough to run away now. They needed to make a statement. John knew precisely how to make a lasting impression.

      “I’m not ready to go, just yet. Turn the ship about.”

      Dan raised an eyebrow, but didn’t question the order. The Satori spun around until her nose faced the aft of the alien ship. John did a little mental math. This hangar was very near the back end of the alien battleship. And if their drives were set up anything like the Satori’s, that’s where they’d be.

      “Fire the wormhole drive, Dan.”

      A moment later brilliant light stabbed from the nose of his ship. Where it touched the alien hull, the metal vanished. It didn’t melt or vaporize; it simply ceased to be there.

      “Shut it down,” John said. He could see the first pulse had simply reached more halls and rooms. “Move us forward as close as you can to where the wormhole drilled them, then fire again.”

      The wormhole vanished. Behind, it left twisted ruin where it had stabbed into the hangar wall. One more shot ought to do it, John guessed. Before he could give the order, he heard footsteps behind him. He turned and saw Andy joining them on the bridge.

      “Beth?” John asked.

      “Charline has her stabilized,” Andy replied. “She shooed me out to come help up here. What’s going on?”

      John stared out the window. “We’re taking this thing down.”

      A fighter zoomed into the hangar through the hole their railguns had made in the hull. Dan swore, trying to bring the nose of the ship into line with the smaller craft, but it darted away, firing as it went. The blasts rocked the ship, sending John sprawling to the deck.

      As John staggered into a chair, the fighter slid sideways past the front of the Satori again, firing as it went. John could clearly see the alien inside in the fighter’s cockpit. He heard Andy gasp next to him.

      “Oh my god. That’s Kassresh,” Andy said. “He commands their ship...and interrogated me.”

      John glanced at Andy’s face, which had gone ashen. That told him everything he needed to know. This wasn’t just about recovering Andy now. And it couldn’t just be about escape. John could feel his anger build like ice.

      This was personal.

      Dan was swinging the ship around, trying without success to track the smaller craft. More shots slammed into the Satori.

      “That pilot is damned good, John. I can’t outfly him in these tight quarters,” Dan said.

      “We don’t need to,” John said. He knew what needed to be done, now. “Majel, set wormhole for home.”

      “Confirmed,” said the computer.

      “Dan, hit that same spot again!” John said.

      The ship spun once more, stopping on a dime to face directly into the gaping wound its last blow had left. Once again, the wormhole licked out, devouring chunks of the enemy ship ahead of them. The wormhole’s energy continued its destructive path – right into the engines of the enemy ship.

      “Detecting multiple secondary explosions in the rear area of the alien ship,” Majel said.

      That was what John was waiting for. “Get us out of here!”

      The Satori jumped forward into the wormhole. On either side, John could see explosions wracking the alien ship, fire blazing through the hangar all around them. The fire billowed out, filling every open space it could find. It chased the Satori into the wormhole as she danced ahead.

      There was a gut-wrenching twist, and the ship was back into regular space again.

      John didn’t need to guess where they were. The view of Earth and her moon from space was one he would never confuse with anywhere else. He’d seen Earth from space hundreds of times before, but after having seen another planet under another star, it felt all the more precious.

      “Cloak is back up,” Dan said. “We made it.”

      John relaxed back into his seat, taking in the familiar view ahead. Out there, it looked like nothing had changed. And yet, he knew that so much had.

      They had been to another star system, who-knew how far away from their home. And he’d brought them home again. That was something. But they’d met an enemy, ruthless and terrible. He knew in his gut he hadn’t seen the last of them.

      Then there was the ship. Before, he had thought of the Satori as being just a power source that nations might war over. But they’d been forced to learn how to use the ship as a weapon as well, perhaps the most dangerous weapon humanity possessed.

      And she was a shield, as well. Because the Satori might represent humanity’s only defense against those aliens, should they find out where Earth was. Somehow, he felt in his gut that the alien commander had survived. Kassresh would want vengeance. And his ship, his crew, might be the only thing which could save their world from complete annihilation.

      John drew a deep breath. They were home. And safe, at least for the moment.

      Problems for tomorrow. For now, it was enough to be back.

      “Bring us home, Dan.”
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      Charline's stomach rolled over as the ship rocketed toward Earth, the planet looming larger in the front windows with every passing second. Her hands gripped the sides of her seat so hard that it felt like her nails were going to puncture the soft material. She'd started to take Dan's flying for granted. But this pilot seemed bound and determined to cure her of that for good! She wished that Dan was the one at the controls of the shuttle. His steady hand would be more than welcome. Charline glanced sideways at the pilot, whose own eyes remained fixed on his instruments. She hadn't caught his name earlier, which was unfortunate. She'd like to leave a nasty review about his flying skills after this bumpy ride from Luna to Earth.

      “Not used to flying in space yet?” the pilot asked her. He sounded sympathetic, if distracted.

      “I’ve done some,” she replied. If only he knew. But she couldn’t breathe a word of her experiences to anyone. If word got out, it could be disastrous for her home planet.

      She and her crew mates had been farther from Earth than any other humans had ever travelled. Their ship, build around remnants of alien technology discovered on the moon, had carried them through a wormhole to another star system hundreds of light years away. They’d managed to survive what they encountered on the far side, but only just. For the time being the entire trip was a closely guarded secret. John Caraway - the man who’d brought them all together and was bankrolling the entire project - wasn’t ready to tell the world that humans were very definitely not alone in the universe. Not just yet, anyway.

      The panic that information would cause among the public would be bad enough. Learning that their ship the Satori existed would likely throw every nation in the world into a frenzy trying to acquire the technology aboard the ship. They had no way to replicate the engines which powered the Satori. Even with all their study, it seemed like the mysteries of the ship’s power source and wormhole drive might never be solved.

      “Houston Control, this is Flight Charlie Alpha One Five Six, coming into atmosphere from Caraway Base,” the pilot called into his microphone. “Medical mission, require EMS on arrival.”

      “Confirmed, sending flight path now,” came the call back over the radio. “We have medical teams standing by to escort your patient to the hospital as soon as you've landed.”

      The pilot grinned over at Charline. “See? Piece of cake. You'll be down in no time.”

      Charline gave him a weak smile in return. “Thanks.”

      She looked back over her shoulder to the rear of the crew compartment where Beth was strapped to a gurney. She was stable and sedated for the trip back to Earth, which was much better than Charline had feared when she’d fought desperately to save her friend’s life just hours before. Beth was shot by an alien energy rifle while trying to rescue another member of their crew.

      John’s doctors at the base had taken good care of Beth after the team returned home. But despite his excellent facilities, the bottom line was that Beth would do better on Earth. A top notch hospital could give her treatments that would drastically reduce her convalescence. John wanted his best engineer back on her feet as soon as possible. The trip to Earth would make that happen in days instead of months.

      It also provided an outstanding cover for her own mission. Charline patted the cargo pocket of her pants for what had to be the hundredth time, ensuring that the small vial was still there. Inside was a sample of the blood she'd collected from the first alien life form they’d encountered: lizard-like creatures they'd called ratzards. Their initial tests showed the blood to have stunning properties. Put a drop of it in water, add light, and it grew. Charline didn't know how it was doing that, but the scientists at John's base were incredibly excited. It behaved like an algal bloom, or maybe a colony of small animals. Blood wasn't supposed to do that.

      She remembered those black oceans back on the faraway world where they'd killed the ratzards. The planet was arid, dry as a bone. But there had once been rivers flowing – she'd seen the dry beds as they flew overhead. What if the oceans were black because this stuff had gotten into the water there and grown until it covered all water?

      It made sense. It rang true to her. The ratzards would be a perfect biological weapon. If even one died near an ocean, its blood could spread from there and disrupt or even destroy the ecosystem of the entire world.

      She shivered at the idea of bringing even these few drops of the stuff back to her homeworld. But John had insisted. The best xenobiologist in the world was waiting for the sample. John knew her – a Dr. Linda Paris – and radioed ahead to tell her he had “something she would want to see”. Charline argued for bringing the scientist to the sample rather than the other way around, but apparently rousting her out of her lab was going to take more than just a promise of something interesting to study. They couldn’t send more detail than that over the radio. Anything they broadcast might be intercepted, no matter how encrypted they made the transmission.

      Charline hoped she could handle this meeting. John wanted the doctor to come back to Luna and join his team there. It was going to be up to Charline to convince her. The sample ought to do the trick.

      “Better strap in. We're landing soon,” the pilot said, breaking her from her thoughts. She wondered if he'd seen her patting her pocket, and hoped he hadn't noticed. Her mission was secret – and the pilot was definitely not cleared to know what she was up to. John had ostensibly built his base on the moon to farm Helium-3, an isotope essential for fusion that was fairly common on the moon but rare on Earth. And given the pandemic power shortages helium-3 was probably the most valuable substance known to man right now.

      Anything having to do with Caraway Industries was being watched. Which meant from the moment she set foot back on Earth, Charline was going to be under observation by governments and other corporate interests alike. They’d all want whatever information they could pry from her. Anything she gave away might give them an edge in dealing with John, and that was without them knowing half the secrets she was keeping. If any of them had an inkling about the Satori, she’d be a hot target for more than observation.

      Charline sighed deeply, buckling her seat belt. Things were so much easier in space, where all she had to worry about were the computers she knew so well. This sort of cloak and dagger stuff was more Andy's thing. Thinking of Andy made Charline bite her lip. She hoped he was OK.

      "That's odd," her pilot muttered.

      "What's odd?" Charline asked. Her eyes scanned the console in front of her. She knew computers as well as she knew her own hands, but this sort of display was still foreign to her. She’d seen enough odd things to know that the word usually referred to something that wasn’t good news.

      "There's another ship out there. Looks like it's flying inside our flight path."

      Charline froze. Coincidence? It could be. Maybe someone was a little off course, or had made an error calculating their entry path. But Charline didn’t believe that in her gut. Earth didn’t have many ships traveling in space, just a handful. One of them showing up right on top of her shuttle was more than suspicious.
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      "Are they going to hit us?" Charline asked. More than ever, she wished Dan was the one piloting the shuttle. She’d seen him dance through worse than this. He’d just dodge and weave, ducking away from the other ship, and then they'd be safe on the ground before she knew it. Where was the guy when she needed him? Back on the moon. Where she ought to be.

      "No," the pilot said. His tone of voice wasn't exactly reassuring though. Neither was the next thing he added under his breath. "I don't think so, anyway."

      He cleared his throat and keyed on the radio. "Houston Control, we've got another aircraft coming into our flight path. Can you confirm?"

      "Confirmed," said the faceless voice on the radio. "We are working to contact them now."

      The pilot leaned back in his seat. "There, see? Nothing to worry about."

      Charline wasn't so sure. She'd spotted the other ship on the shuttle’s radar, and the blip showing the other ship seemed awfully close. It was hard for her to tell for sure, trying to translate the two-dimensional display into what it ought to look like in three dimensions, but it seemed to her like the radar dot indicating the other vessel was trying to close with them.

      "Can they intercept us?" she asked.

      "Seriously? They'd have to be crazy to try. And once we're in the atmosphere, forget it. We'll be bouncing around too much."

      "How long?" Charline asked.

      "Another minute or two."

      "Go faster," she said.

      The pilot looked at her like she was nuts. But he worked his controls, and thrust pushed her back into her seat.

      Charline knew one pilot who'd be willing to try an in-space high-speed linkup. And if Dan was that good, she was betting there might be someone else in his class out there. The proximity of the other ship was making her sweat. Absently, she patted her cargo pocket again before she realized what she was doing. She pulled her hand away with an effort.

      The last thing in the world she wanted to be doing was escorting this stuff down to her home planet. In the wrong hands it could devastate the planet. And that other ship was still headed straight for them. Why would someone fly so recklessly? Had someone breached all John's security, learned enough to risk everything to try to snatch the shuttle - or its passengers?

      Charline wasn’t going to sit idly by and let them capture her ship. She slid her hand into the bag beside her seat and brought out her laptop. It was easy enough to link the computer to the ship’s network, and from there into the satellites floating in space around them. Hacking the shuttle’s transponder and the satellite feeds was more difficult, but it wasn’t the most challenging hack she’d ever accomplished. Every computer connected to a network had a backdoor somewhere. You just had to know where to look to find them.

      “What the hell?” her pilot said. “The GPS is going all screwy. It says we’re way off course now!”

      “Stay on the flight path you already had calculated,” Charline said. “I’m spoofing our transponder so we look like a satellite, and the satellite looks like us.”

      “Seriously? You’ve hacked the GPS satellite system?” he said. “You could go to jail for that. I could go to jail for letting you.”

      “It’s just for a minute. No one on the ground will even know, if I switch it back quickly enough. I’m hoping it will throw off that other ship for long enough that we can hit atmosphere,” Charline replied. “I really don’t think we want them to overtake us.”

      “God damn it, I did not sign up for this shit,” the pilot grumbled. But he stayed on course.

      Charline watched the radar, hoping to see…there! The other ship was veering off, chasing the fake signature she had the satellite broadcasting. That wouldn’t fool them for long, but it might keep them far enough away for just long enough. The other ship had only moved away from them for a handful of seconds before it shifted course and came right back at them. Shit, it hadn’t taken them long at all to see through her ruse. Charline swapped the transponder signals back. No point in maintaining the subterfuge if the other ship had already figured it out. She just had to hope it had been enough.

      A sudden jolt threw Charline sideways against the arm-rest of her seat. The bumps continued, the ride becoming even rougher than it had already been. Charline sucked in a sharp breath - then understood. The shuttle was hitting the upper atmosphere. She exhaled the breath she hadn't realized she was holding. They'd made it. The other ship couldn’t grab them now. She could feel the pilot relaxing next to her, too. Nonchalant as he might have acted about the whole event, it had clearly been out of the ordinary enough to unnerve him. They were safe, at least until after they were on the ground. Then all bets were off, Charline figured. She’d need to stay alert.

      Some backup would be nice as well. She tapped out a quick message to John, alerting him of the potential trouble coming her way. With any luck he had some assets on the ground which might be able to keep her and Beth safe after they landed. Charline was suddenly wishing she had her rifle back. Even though she’d hated using it to shoot the Naga, she was a fine shot. With the current gun control laws, it was too big a risk. If she’d been caught with an unlicensed firearm she’d be detained, the sample would be found…and she didn’t even want to think about going down that rabbit hole.

      Charline finished her email and looked out through the cockpit windows. Was that sunlight glinting off metal, somewhere above them? Had they missed being caught by such a narrow margin that she could actually see the other ship? Who the hell were they, anyway? Her gut said that they didn't just happen to be flying on the same path she was taking. She didn't believe in that kind of coincidence.

      Charline missed the company of the rest of the team. She'd been in dangerous situations with them. But she'd never felt so alone before this trip.
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      The loud beeps broke into Andy's dream like a bull in a china shop, rousing him like a splash of cold water to the face. For a moment he didn't know where he was. The dream he roused from had seemed so real! The brilliant green water was vivid in his memory, and the waves washing by overhead had felt familiar as the back of his hand. But when he opened his eyes he saw the static illumination of artificial lights instead of sunshine. He was surrounded by cool air, not warm water. He looked around blearily, trying to figure out where he was.

      The soft blanket covering him up, overhead light panels, the bed beneath him, the desk and book shelves nearby the bed - he recognized it all. He was back at John's base. On the moon. It was even his bed, thank goodness. The docs had made him stay a couple of days in the med lab after they'd removed the thing from his ear. Just to be sure, they'd said. But being stuck in medical had him worried the whole time. What if there was something they weren’t telling him? He hadn’t relaxed until they released him from their care at last. It was nice to be back in his own quarters.

      Andy's hand reached up to his ear reflexively to make sure it wasn't there again. While he was their captive the alien Naga had inserted some sort of slug-like creature into his ear - their answer to language translation. The thing picked up what was said nearby, translated the words into thoughts, and transmitted them into the mind of the being carrying it.

      Andy shivered. He could still feel the slimy thing slipping into his ear.

      The beep came again and he was awake enough this time to hear that it was his radio chirping at him. He hauled himself over to the chair where he'd dumped his clothes last night. The little radio he used to reach his team on base was still pinned to his shirt. He plucked it off, put the earpiece into his ear – a sensation uncomfortably close to the slug – and pressed a button.

      “Andy here.”

      “Andy?” It was Dan. “Wondering why you're not down at the meeting yet.”

      Andy looked at his watch. It was already quarter past nine? He hadn't overslept so much since he was a teenager. How had that happened? Usually he would be up and moving before seven. He didn’t even need an alarm, thanks to habits formed from his Army years.

      “Sorry, Dan. Be right down.” He was already throwing on clothing, running fingers through his hair.

      “No rush, Andy. We'll still be here. John made coffee; I saved you a mug.”

      “Thanks. See you in a flash!” Andy clicked off the radio, cursing under his breath once he wasn't broadcasting. How the hell had that happened? Underground on the moon, there was no sun to tell him when to wake up. But he'd never had this problem before.

      “Must still be more wiped out than I thought,” he said aloud.

      It didn't take him long to slip on a shipsuit, the one-piece outfits most of them wore up here. They were bland, but Andy was used to uniforms. They made him comfortable. He'd been Army for a decade, and that sort of thing stuck with you. He darted into the bathroom and took in his haggard appearance in the mirror, cursing again. A few quick swipes with a razor took care of the worst of his scruff, but there wasn't much he could do about the dark circles under his eyes. If he was oversleeping, why did he look and feel so tired? He'd be glad to get a cup of that coffee. Maybe it would help him wake up.

      He left his room, the doors sliding apart. He shook his head for the hundredth time. John had said he'd built those doors with the zippy sliding effect so they would close automatically in case of a pressure loss. “They're a safety feature!” John had protested. Andy rather thought John had built them that way because that's how high tech space doors looked in all John's favorite sci-fi shows.

      The secure elevator down the hall was a more serious matter. It was big, and had buckets of security built into it. Cameras. Retinal scanners. Palm prints. If you were not on the list of authorized personnel, you were not going to have a good time getting in there. Andy was on the list, of course. So was everyone else involved with the Satori – John's secret starship, hidden in the basement of his helium-3 processing plant.

      The elevator whisked him down at enough speed that his feet left the deck a little in the low lunar gravity. Then it settled to a stop, his feet gracefully finding their places again.

      “Last stop, everyone out,” Andy said to the air. There was no one else here. Anyone else who had business down below would already be there, this late in the shift. He'd gotten off the elevator only one floor from the bottom of the entire complex. The lowest level was the hangar. The floor he was on housed the offices and labs which supported the starship project. Andy took quick steps down the hall toward John's conference room, passing a row of huge windows on his right. They all looked down into the hangar, which was full of activity.

      The starship Satori was a mess. She'd had explosives go off in and on her, been shot up by alien fighters, and even lost a wing in Dan's last Hail Mary attempt to save some of the crew who'd been pinned down – Andy among them. The engineering crews were hard at work putting her back together again.

      They'd learned that the universe was a hostile place. The sooner the Satori was flying again, the better he would feel.

      His walk carried him right by the lab, where samples of things they'd brought back from their journey were being studied. The cubes they'd found on that faraway world – tiny remnants of the race that had built the Satori's wormhole drive. The weird blood from the ratzards that Charline had been smart enough to grab. Bits of Naga technology like the energy rifles they used. And of course, the slug they'd pulled from his ear. He shivered at the thought of the thing.

      And kept shivering. He jerked to a halt when he realized he couldn't stop shaking. Andy leaned one hand on the wall next to him, trying to hold himself up. But his arm had no strength, and his legs wouldn't keep still. The tremors increased.

      Why was he on the floor? He must have fallen there. His arms and legs wouldn't respond to his commands. They just shook and shook. He stared helplessly up at the ceiling. A yell for help came out as just a quiet croaking sound.

      His tremors increased, shaking his entire body now. Andy squeezed his eyes shut against the raw terror grabbing him in the gut. He'd never felt like this – never been so out of control. Try as he might, he couldn't get his body to stop.

      As soon as Andy closed his eyes, he heard the rush of water all around him, the roar of surf pounding against rocks, the susurrus of receding waves whispering through the sand. He felt the water close over his head, cool and calming. The water told him to relax, and he did. The water spoke to him, saying he would be safe.

      Something told him this was wrong. He wasn't underwater. He was on the floor, shaking - some kind of seizure. He needed to get up, to get help.

      The water told him it was time to rest, and let go.

      Andy tried to resist, but the cool thoughts were overwhelming.

      He let them carry his mind away to a quieter place.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Charline stepped off the shuttle, following the med techs as they wheeled Beth's still-slumbering body out. Her feet felt like lead weights. The travel bag she carried weighed down her arm like it was full of rocks, instead of a change of clothes and her laptop. Her whole body felt like she was walking through thick soup, and she almost stumbled stepping out of the hatch. The pilot caught her arm.

      "Easy there," he said. "Give yourself a few hours to get used to being back under Earth's gravity."

      It was a problem she hadn't thought about much before. Everyone had been so excited to be exploring alien ruins on a distant planet, there hadn't been time to feel tired then. And then they'd been in danger - a desperate fight to stay alive had been a great way to keep going. But now? She'd only been back on the moon a couple of days, then another day in zero gravity flying back to Earth. She caught her breath and straightened her back. That was going to be an issue at some point. She wondered if John had thought about it. He could rotate the helium-3 work crews back and forth from Earth to the moon, but what about the small, carefully selected team working on the Satori? If they stayed on the moon too long, they would all lose muscle tone and have a real problem when it came to returning home to Earth. It wasn’t like they could easily find more crew to do the work, either. The less people who knew about the Satori, the better.

      "Thanks," she said. "I'll be OK."

      "I'm sure you will," he replied. He took a step back so that she could pass more easily, and she continued down the ramp onto the runway. Hard tarmac, blazing heat, and an arid, dusty wind greeted her. In an odd way, it felt familiar even though she'd never been to Texas. It was uncannily like the one alien world she'd visited.

      She looked back over her shoulder and saw the pilot talking into his radio. He was looking at her while he spoke, and his eyes somehow looked less friendly than they had before. She wondered briefly if she had done something to offend the man, but then the look was gone, replaced by the bland smile she'd seen him wearing most of the trip. She shook her head. Was it paranoia if you had good reason to think people really were out to get you?

      A silver air-car glided toward her from the control tower. On the side of the car she could see the logo of John's company. She shook some of the tension from her shoulders. John had assured her that a security escort would be waiting for her as soon as she arrived. Another would follow Beth to the hospital and watch over her there. With unrest on Earth increasing at a steady rate, not to mention the strange ship which had tried to intercept them, he wasn't taking any chances.

      The door to the car opened and three men spilled out. They all wore identical grey jumpsuits, and each carried a sidearm holstered at his hip. One stepped off a bit on either side of her, facing outward. They didn’t draw their weapons, but seemed ready to use them. The third man walked straight toward her.

      "You look like a living cliche," Charline said.

      The man's serious face broke in a huge smile. "We're security forces. We're supposed to be a cliche," he said with good humor. "You must be Miss Foster? I'm Pete Adams. Mr. Caraway asked us to meet you here."

      "He told me. You know where we're going?"

      "No, ma'am. Mr. Caraway said you'd give us destinations, and we'd get you there."

      "So if I told you I'm here for a getaway vacation in Hawaii...?"

      "Then we'd be with you on the next flight, ma'am," he replied. "But Mr. Caraway doesn't usually put this much effort into employee vacations." His smile was still there, but she could feel the curiosity boiling just under the surface. Something about his mood was infectious, and she felt better just talking to him.

      "I need to get to the University of Texas campus in Dallas." That was where Dr. Paris would meet her; she had a lab there.

      "We'll have you there in an hour. Climb aboard."

      Charline followed him to the air-car. He opened the door for her and gestured for her to step inside. The compartment inside the car was spacious, and she settled herself into a seat and set to buckling herself in. Pete and one of the other guards climbed into the rear space with her. The other must be up front. Pete closed the hatch behind them, locking it down before he settled into his own seat.

      "Ever flown in one of these?" he asked.

      "Something similar," Charline replied, thinking of the Satori. "But no, not just like this." She had to raise her voice as the turbines under the wings began spinning up to full power.

      "If you need to talk to the pilot, this hatch leads into the cockpit area," Pete said, gesturing with his hand. "Separate pilot and passenger spots for security reasons. Behind you," he said, pointing at another hatch above her head, "there's a secure area. Really a vault. We store things there when security is an absolute must. The space is bullet proof, fireproof, water tight, and big enough to hold all the luggage of a company exec on a week long trip."

      Charline raised an eyebrow at that last.

      "I know," he said, seeing her look. "It took some doing, but we crammed it all in there."

      "So, what's your name?" Charline asked, turning to the other guard.

      "Cory," he replied.

      "Just Cory?"

      He nodded his head. His eyes were distant. He might be hearing what she said, but he wasn't really paying attention to the words.

      "Cory's not much for talking," Pete said, giving the man a glare. "But he's got good eyes, and he know his job. Mr. Caraway doesn't hire anyone who isn't top of the line for this sort of gig."

      "Oh, I know John's that way," she said. "I wasn't questioning either of your qualifications."

      But something about Cory rubbed Charline the wrong way. He was tense. They were in the air, and should be pretty safe up here. And there he was sitting like he was ready to explode out of his seat at any moment. Maybe he was afraid of flying? Or just stressed out about the assignment? But she couldn't shake the feeling she'd had ever since the odd experience on the trip down - the sense that something was up.

      Quietly, she shifted her hand down to her cargo pocket again, running her fingers over the vial to assure herself it was still there. The movement caught Cory's eyes. She saw him glance down at her leg, and eased her hand away. She didn't need to be advertising that she was carrying something of value. Not even here, and especially not to someone that her gut told her was hiding something.
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      Pete’s conversation kept Charline’s mind well-occupied during the flight. It turned out that he was at least casually familiar with cyber-security. Enough to be dangerous, he said, and she laughed in response. He was more than willing to listen to what she said on the subject, though, and his banter made her forget about Corey’s quite demeanor. Maybe the guy was just having a bad day. His boss certainly seemed to be all right. Before she knew it, the air-car was slowing down and then stopped moving forward altogether. Charline felt her stomach lurch as it eased its way toward the ground.

      "We're here," Pete said.

      Charline looked out her window and the university campus. It spread out over a sizable chunk of land. Here, the lawns were well-watered, and a few trees provided the promise of cool shade. The air conditioning in the car had taken the brutality away from the Texas heat, but Charline wasn’t looking forward to stepping back outside again. The air-car was dropping toward a landing pad atop one of the taller buildings.

      "You did better than that hour you promised," she said. "Only took fifty two minutes."

      "We aim to please," Pete said.

      Charline popped an earbud on, flicked the switch, and said aloud "Call Doctor Paris."

      There was a ringing tone in her ear as her smartphone dialed out.

      "Linda Paris here." The voice on the phone sounded younger than she'd expected. She realized she'd heard 'professor' and automatically associated the title with the dusty old men who'd taught so many of her own university classes. This woman clearly wasn't from that company!

      "Dr. Paris, my name is Charline. I was sent here by John Caraway to see you. Can we meet?"

      "Yes, of course. I've been waiting for your arrival. Mr. Caraway called ahead and told me you'd be here shortly."

      "Great! I'm, um, up on the roof."

      "Landing pad? I know where you are. I'm in the same building. I'll be right up." The call clicked off.

      Charline left the earpiece in and grabbed her bag. The air-car settled gently to the rooftop, and the engine whine decreased to a dull rhythmic sound. Pete unlocked the hatch and opened it, stepping out ahead of Charline. Cory followed behind. Both men returned to a quiet alertness as they left the cool interior of the car for the scorching rooftop. Charline appreciated their caution. She was still expecting some sort of snatch and grab at any time. Having the security with her eased a little bit of the worried feeling in her stomach.

      The rooftop was completely clear except for a glass room on one end that housed an elevator door. Those doors slid open, and a woman stepped out into the glass room. That had to be Dr. Paris. Charline set off across the pad toward her, flanked on either side by the two guards.

      Paris looked to be in her late twenties or early thirties. She had long brown hair, pulled back into a ponytail. Gold wire glasses framed a narrow boned face with a deep tan. The outfit made Charline smile: a white lab coat over a black t-shirt and bluejeans. Not typical professorial attire, but then John had a habit of seeking out the eccentric, and that's what Charline thought she'd want to wear if it was her working in a college lab. John also tended to find people who were excellent at what they did, but Charline wondered if the young woman before her would be up to the challenge she was about to present.

      Pete opened the glass door for her and the woman stepped forward, offering her hand to Charline.

      "Dr. Paris?" Charline asked.

      "Call me Linda, please," the other woman said, shaking her hand. "You must be Ms. Foster?”

      Charline made a face. "Please never call me that again. Just Charline is fine."

      "You have something for me, I gather?"

      Almost, Charline reached down to pat her pocket again, but she restrained herself. Even surrounded by security she couldn’t guarantee safety. There were too many ways to listen in while they were in the open, and she knew almost all of them.

      “Not here," she said. "Is there somewhere more private?"

      Linda quirked an eyebrow. Charline could feel the curiosity boiling off her, but she kept it contained. “My lab is empty right now. Follow me.”

      Linda pressed the button for the elevator. Charline followed her in, and turned to see Pete and Cory following her. She held up a hand, forestalling them.

      "Stay with the air-car, please. I don't think I'll be too long."

      They backed off, Pete looking distinctly unhappy about it. The doors closed.

      Neither woman spoke as they rode the elevator down. The doors opened, and Charline followed Linda down a long hall past two armed men who waved at Linda as they walked by. At the end of the hall was a locked door. Linda had to punch in a number code to get in, and pass a fingerprint scan.

      "Tight security for a college," she said.

      "This is a research university," Linda said. "We work on a lot of things here. For a lot of different companies, and the government too sometimes. The facility has to meet military standards."

      There was a second security door after the first. That one was opened with a retina scan. Charline nodded with approval at the depth of protection the place had. Given enough time, any secure door could be beaten. The trick was to have layers of security, each of which would require different means to bypass. Delay an intruder long enough, and hopefully someone would realize there was a break-in and respond. Locking people out was less about creating absolute barriers and more about stalling an attack long enough to realize you had a breach.

      The lab behind that door was huge. Charline didn't know what most of the devices were, but she knew computer hardware - and the stuff they had humming away in the lab looked state of the art and ferociously expensive.

      "I'm impressed," Charline said. "I can see why John wanted me to come to you."

      "Thanks. Be it not especially humble, welcome to where I spend most of my hours," Linda said. "I'd show you around, but I'm afraid I'd have to kill you, then." The corner of her mouth lifted in a smile as she added the last.

      Charline had no doubts that the research going on here was hush-hush. Nobody got a lab with this sort of equipment and that level of security without reason. The door slid shut behind them, and for the first time since leaving the moon Charline felt a her tension drain away. If anyplace on Earth was probably safe enough to discuss her cargo, this room was probably it.

      "John's asked me to give you this," Charline said, pulling the vial from her pocket. She recalled his instructions, and listed them off. "He'd like your initial impressions from your own observations, without the bias of additional data. He also warns that it is potentially extremely dangerous material. Under no circumstances should even a drop be allowed to leave a controlled environment. And be careful with water contact."

      "Why? Does it explode? Burn? What does water do?" Burning curiosity filled Linda's voice, and she was leaning forward as she spoke. Charline knew she had her.

      "Makes it grow," Charline said, her voice half a whisper. "But I'm really not supposed to say any more until after you've checked it out."

      "Well, I'm your biologist. You've got my interest piqued even without the handsome payment to my lab Mr. Caraway offered. And once he offered that - well, let's just say my boss's eyes light up whenever seven figures get mentioned. I was told to drop everything I was doing and help you instead. Which made me a little mad - but I get the feeling you’ve brought me a genuine mystery to unravel, so I’m in.”

      "John likes to hire the best. And he's always willing to pay for the best, too," Charline said. She handed the vial to the woman, hoping that John was doing the right thing sending it here. She had a hunch that that little vial of goo was one of the most dangerous substances on the planet, and she was the one who’d brought it home.

      "Yeah, which begs the question why me?" Linda said. "I'm only a few years past my post-doc, and my dissertation was about aliens." She cocked her head sideways, waiting for an answer.

      “I can’t say more,” Charline said. “John was very explicit. He wanted your direct observations untainted by previous supposition, I think was what he said.”

      “Well, I suppose I'd better see what I can do," Linda said. "I'll start analysis right away. You probably ought to head out of the secure area. I’ve got your number from your call. I’ll drop you a line when I have something to report."

      "Sounds good." Charline said.

      “I’ll have a preliminary analysis in a few hours. You can make yourself comfortable in the cafe downstairs if you’d like.” Linda added.

      Charline headed toward the door. “I have some other errands to run,” she said, thinking about Beth over in Houston. A few hours should give her time to go check in on her. Beth might even be up and about by now. “Call me when you have something?”

      “I will,” Linda said. She wasn’t looking at Charline anymore, though. She was staring at the little vial, turning it over and over in her hands.
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      Andy still wasn’t awake yet. Dan looked down at his watch, worried. It had been at least six hours since he’d been found passed out on the floor, and the doctors didn’t seem to know what was wrong with him. The little hospital room was quiet except for the gentle beeping of monitoring devices. They were tracking everything. Cardiac monitors, blood pressure, even brain waves. It was all disturbingly normal. From the medical devices, it looked like Andy was simply sleeping.

      Except he wasn’t waking up. And Dan had a bad feeling about why. He’d fallen down just outside the science lab, where all the alien items they’d found were being studied. Including that damned thing the Naga had put in Andy’s ear. When they found him his heartbeat had been irregular and rapid, according to the medics. They did the smart thing. They tossed Andy on a stretcher and took him up to the base medical center.

      Which happened to be about fifteen floors higher. There was at least a hundred and fifty feet - including a lot of layers of rock - between Andy and that alien slug now. As soon as they’d gotten him up into the med center he’d stabilized. The doctors were patting themselves on the back for a job well done. Dan had a hunch that it had less to do with medical intervention and more to do with distance. The doctors here were good. He’d been seeing them himself for care of his spinal injury. But when it came to alien stuff he suspected they were working in the dark.

      The doors behind him snapped open and John stepped through. Dan slid his wheelchair away from the bed so that his friend could come near. John and Andy were close. Closer than they were willing to admit to anyone, Dan thought. He could see the pain and worry etched in John’s brow.

      “How is he?” John asked. His voice was hollow, his face drawn.

      “According to the doctors, he’s fine,” Dan said, a little sarcasm dripping into his voice. “He’s resting now. Probably over worked and overtired from our adventures, they say.”

      John looked sideways at him. “You don’t think so.”

      “No,” Dan said. “I don’t.”

      Dan let the silence drag on another few moments. He looked around - there was no one else in the room, and the doors had slid shut behind John after he came in. It would be safe to talk. Not everyone on the base was cleared to know about the Satori or the things they’d discovered while on their little trip.

      “We know that thing they put in his ear uses some sort of telepathy to translate words,” Dan said. “The doctors got it out of him. But what if taking it out just wasn’t enough?”

      “You think it still has some sort of connection with him?” John asked. “It wasn’t lost on me that he got better as soon as they got him away from it.”

      “Yeah, I figured you’d notice that too.”

      “If we think that’s the case, what do we do about it?” John asked. “Maybe we should have sent him back to Earth, with Beth. If distance limits the effects, Earth might be the best place for him. Or we could just incinerate it.”

      Hearing Beth’s name brought a twinge of guilt and worry to Dan. He’d been thinking about Andy’s problem for so long, he hadn’t taken the time to check in on how she was doing with her recovery on Earth. She’d been badly hurt. He knew she’d arrived, and was being treated for her wounds. But he felt a sudden need to know more.

      He must have jumped when he heard Beth’s name. John put a calming hand on his shoulder. “Relax. She’s fine. She’s getting treatment, and she’s already walking about.”

      “How?” Dan asked. She’d been shot! She ought to be on bedrest for days yet.

      “New medical technique. Nanite reconstruction therapy. It’s military only, but I called in a few favors,” John said.

      “Thanks,” Dan said. He felt a huge wave of relief. If she was already up and walking, then she’d be fine. It was more the hospital he ought to worry about. Beth was never a good patient, and she’d be pushing for discharge. Probably about the same time her feet hit the floor and she was able to walk.

      “Don’t thank me,” John said, a small smile flashing on his face. “I need my best engineer back, that’s all.”

      They both stared down at Andy’s prone form for a few long moments. What should they do? They were dealing with things so far outside their normal range of understanding that Dan hardly knew where to start. Would killing the alien slug solve Andy’s problems? Dan would be all for it, if he knew it would work. But maybe it would make Andy’s problems even worse. They had no way to know.

      Maybe Andy should go back to Earth. But it seemed like a stop-gap measure at best, unless they intended to ground him there forever. And he’d been a crucial part of their team. Which made him think of another question. Looking over at John’s haggard face, he knew his friend was going through a lot of the same turmoil and second guessing that he was. A chance of topic might help.

      “What are we going to do next?” Dan asked. “Once you have your best engineer back, and the Satori is repaired?”

      The work had begun on fixing the ship as soon as they’d arrived home. They’d torn it up pretty badly during the mission, but there was nothing broken that couldn’t be repaired with enough work. The team here had mostly built it from scratch in the first place. They could rebuild it. Once they did, then what?

      “I wish I knew,” John said. “The engines produce enough power to fuel a continent. Maybe I should just hand the ship over. It’s cost us so much already. It almost cost all of us our lives.”

      “In the state the world is in right now? I thought we agreed that would just end in war,” Dan said. Giving that much power to one nation would tip the delicate balance completely. Energy crisis, solved. Global war, assured. It wasn’t a solution. It would just create an even greater problem.

      “Perhaps if we gave them all our records about the Naga, along with the ship? Went public?” John asked. “Maybe the world would pull together if they saw such a serious external threat.”

      "You think so?" Dan asked. "I think you're fooling yourself. I think they would see a possible threat very far away, and a definite threat close at hand. I don't have any doubt which threat the nations of Earth would focus on."

      His words sounded bitter even to his own ears. And he was bitter about it. He'd seen the danger with his own eyes. They'd visited a world that had been laid to waste by some force, probably the Naga themselves. And they'd see first hand how deadly the Naga could be. Sure, they'd won... But it had been a very near thing. And it wasn't without taking a few hits of their own. He looked down at Andy's still form, mute testimony to all they'd been through.

      The rest of the world hadn’t seen what he had. Dan knew he was right. They’d react out of fear, all right - not of what might be coming, but out of what they saw right in front of them.

      "What would you do?" John asked. His tone was light. When Dan looked over, he saw his friend's eyes were bright and dancing.

      "I think we have to get back out there," Dan said. The words gushed out of him, fueled by passion. Space was his life. It had always been his life, ever since he'd been a small boy. He couldn't see backing off now. Not when they'd been where the team had gone and seen the things they'd seen. No matter the danger, he knew in his gut that it would be worth the risk.

      Dan looked at John's smiling face suspiciously. "But then, you already knew I was going to say that, didn't you?

      "Well, yes," John said. "But then, I knew you pretty well before I selected you as my pilot."

      "Damn. When did I become that predictable?" Dan asked.

      "Oh, since always," John quipped. His smile was ear to ear now.

      "I know that look," Dan said. "You're just about busting at the seams to tell me something. Spill."

      "Come with me," John said, jerking his head toward the door.

      Dan glanced back worriedly at Andy.

      "The doctors are doing everything they can for him," John said. "I want him better as much as you do. And this may help. Come see what I've been working on."

      Dan reached out and touched Andy's hand. It was warm under his fingers. Was that the smallest flutter of his eyelids, or just just his imagination? The tiny movement was gone before he could be certain. Dan watched him closely for another few seconds, but the movement wasn’t repeated. He turned his wheelchair away and followed John from the room.
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      The flight back to the hospital took the better part of another hour. Charline wasn’t sure what to expect when she arrived. The hospital was supposed to be doing some sort of state the art procedure to get her friend moving along her recovery more quickly. They landed on the roof and Charline left her guards with the air-car again, heading down to check on Beth. She’d already slipped into the hospital record system and found out which floor she was on, so finding her wasn’t going to be a problem. She pressed the button for the fifth floor and descended.

      Charline heard Beth’s voice as soon as the elevator doors opened.

      “My clothes. Now!” Beth snapped.

      The person Beth was barking at said something in a soothing tone that Charline couldn’t quite hear from this far away. She smiled in sympathy. She’d been on the receiving end of Beth’s bad mood. Once. She didn’t want to repeat the experience.

      “I said now!” Beth shouted.

      She’d better go rescue the poor person Beth was beleaguering before the debate escalated any further. It wasn’t hard to find her, anyway. The shouting had everyone on the hall looking at one specific doorway.

      Charline peeked around the edge of the door. Inside, Beth stood with her back to the door, dressed in only a hospital johnny. Her hands were on her hips, which draped the gown in a way that was more revealing than Beth probably would have appreciated, had she been paying attention. The person she was yelling at was a young woman in scrubs holding a tablet in her hands more or less the way a lion tamer might keep the giant feline at bay with a chair. Charline immediately felt for the girl. It was time to step in and take a little of the heat off the hospital staff.

      “Guess you’re feeling better then?” Charline asked.

      Beth whirled, mouth open and ready to shout again. But she closed it when she saw Charline, and gave a rueful half smile instead.

      “About time you got here,” Beth said. “Have you seen what they call food in this place?”

      “Nope. No interest. Is she good to go?” Charline asked the nurse.

      “No, she is definitely not. She needs more bedrest. The nanite reconstruction is still in process. She shouldn’t be away from supervised medical care for at least another day!” the nurse said. She seemed to have recovered some of her courage now that Beth’s attention was elsewhere.

      “I think you’d better get her discharge paperwork ready,” Charline said, smiling. It always helped to at least lead off with a smile.

      “I will do no such thing,” the nurse said.

      “OK,” Charline replied. She pulled her phone from her pocket and started dialing.

      “Who are you calling?” the nurse asked.

      “John Caraway. Who will call your board of directors. Who will probably be perturbed at the disruption of their day, but will happily facilitate the early discharge of one of their major donor’s key employees,” Charline said. She didn’t stop dialing, but she slowed down, tapping each number in a rhythmic, methodical way.

      The nurse blanched. “I can go see if a doctor is here who can sign the papers.”

      She retreated out of the room. Beth was stifling a chuckle, but Charline could see the effort involved in not laughing out loud.

      “I don’t know how you do it,” Beth said. “I was arguing with her for like twenty minutes. She wouldn’t budge. You come in here and in twenty seconds she’s moving like her life depends on it. How?”

      “It’s all about the smile,” Charline said. “You smile first, to show you are a nice, reasonable person. And then you stick the knife in.”

      It took almost half an hour before they were on their way again. The doctors were not as easy to run roughshod over as the young nurse, but Charline assured them that Beth would be under constant medical supervision while she was out, and that they would report back if her condition deteriorated.

      She watched Beth during the whole process. The woman was back up on her feet again, which was pretty miraculous by itself. But she was more pale than Charline liked, and she was clearly tired. The nanites might do a great job healing her, but the energy and materials to do the repairs still had to come from somewhere. The accelerated healing process was taking a lot out of her.

      “Shall we head straight back to the lab?” Charline asked. “Or can I get you some real food first?”

      “Food. Please,” Beth replied.

      Pete was perfectly happy to help them out with that. Take out from a local Tex-Mex place solved the hunger issues, and then they were airborne again. Eating seemed to help. Beth was already looking more pink and less worn than she had. Charline would have to keep an eye on her, though. It was going to be tough keeping Beth from overdoing it. She had a habit of chronically taking too much on even when she was healthy. She doubted that her friend would allow even a severe injury to slow her down as much as she should.

      “You think the results will be in by the time we get there?” Beth asked.

      “Maybe?” Charline said. “I hope so anyway. I’m ready to get out of here.”

      The sense of danger she’d felt since arriving on Earth hadn’t faded. It had only receded a bit, still lingering in the back of her mind like a stalking predator. She thought about everything she had seen. People were on edge. More so than she remembered. It was subtle, an undercurrent. But it was there, like the smell of lightning before a big storm. It wasn’t just the close call in low Earth orbit. It was like everyone she met down on the surface was a little more wary than she thought was reasonable. Charline knew that things were bad on Earth with the energy crisis, and getting worse. But what she was seeing was enough to put her on guard.

      The sooner they could land, collect results, and get back into space, the better Charline would feel.

      She called in to Linda as they were cruising in toward the campus. Her phone rang a couple of times before anyone answered.

      “Charline - are you on your way back?” Linda asked as she picked up.

      “Yes, we’re arriving shortly.”

      “I’ll meet you on the roof. My first tests were…” she paused, then went on. “Interesting. I have a lot of questions to ask you.”

      “I’m sure,” Charline replied. How many of those questions could she answer without giving away too much? This was going to be tricky. But that’s why John had sent her in the first place, right? She was good at managing people, almost as good as she was at tinkering with computers. They were a lot alike, after all. Do this, get that result. In some ways, human beings were even more predictable in their responses than computers.

      Especially computers like Majel, John’s AI. It was loaded into the Satori, and something odd had happened while they were away on their unexpected trip. Charline still wasn’t sure what to make of it. Majel had begun acting unpredictable. She’d done things that Charline could only call spontaneous. They’d been forced to merge her systems with the alien hardware that made up the backbone of the ship Satori had been built around. They’d been pretty sure that those systems were hardware, without any software still operative. But what if they were wrong? There was a lot of work to be done, to see what precisely was up with their AI at this point.

      “We’ll be down soon,” she said into her phone, bringing her head back to the present.

      “I’ll meet you on the roof again,” Linda said. “See you there!’

      A few minutes later the engines were spinning down again. Charline could see Linda inside the glass room, waving excitedly. She’d found something interesting all right. No shock there! The black goo was something completely different from anything Charline had ever heard of before.

      “Thanks for the great trip,” Charline said. “Almost as quick as the last two.”

      “I think stopping for food slowed us down a few minutes,” Pete said.

      “But it was so worth it,” Beth said, patting her belly and chuckling.

      As they were getting out of the air-car, Cory bumped into Charline.

      “Sorry,” he mumbled.

      She opened her mouth to protest. He’d slipped something into her pocket - she’d felt his hand slide it there. What the hell did he think he was doing? Was he trying to bug her? Plant something? It was a clumsy attempt, if he was trying to by sneaky.

      Before she said anything, she slid her hand down to see what it was he’d slipped her.

      It was a small pistol.

      Her eyes narrowed as she looked at his face, trying to read him. He gave her the tiniest of head shakes in return.

      What was going on here? Who should she trust? She had a sense of impending danger again, coming ever closer. Still, it felt damned good to have a firearm on her. She was almost as good a shot with a pistol as with a rifle. If it came down to a fight, she could make excellent use of the weapon. And she had a feeling Cory knew that too.

      “No problem,” she said. She’d keep her mouth shut. For now, at least.
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      Beth winced as she stepped from the air-car. Her confidence at the hospital hadn’t been all bluster, but she was still more sore than she’d let on. The wound where the alien gun punched a hole in her chest was closed, but it still ached like mad. And it might have been her imagination but it felt like her whole body was itching from the machines crawling around inside her. She wanted to scratch, but was masterfully ignoring the urge. So far.

      Nanites spooked her. There were little robots running around inside her, messing with things. Sure, they were fixing the injury. Knitting together new tissue faster than her body could possibly do by itself. It was an amazing technology, and from an engineering perspective Beth was thrilled. She was less excited to be the subject of that technology. It was creepy, knowing that thousands of little droids were running around in her bloodstream. The nanites would all shut off and die in about twenty-four hours. That was a precaution, a failsafe that kept them from running amuck longer than they were supposed to. It was still about twenty three hours longer than she wanted them there.

      She glanced at her watch again. Twenty-one hours and nineteen minutes left. Damn it.

      Charline was already chatting with the woman who'd come to meet them. The lab coat and jeans she wore made her seem like Beth's sort of person. If she'd been feeling better she would have liked to chat, to take her measure a bit. As things stood she was just as happy to let Charline take the lead on this one.

      "Not here," Charline was saying, her poker face on. She didn't have all that good a poker face. Beth could see the excitement she was working hard to contain. "Let's talk in the lab."

      "Right!" Linda replied. "Of course. Follow me, please."

      Beth followed the other two into the elevator, still feeling sluggish. Between the heat, the nanites, and the remnants of her injury, she was willing to admit at least privately that she was nearly wiped out. It would be a cold day in hell before she said that aloud, of course. Beth noted as she stepped onto the elevator that the security team stayed up on the roof. Pete was talking into his radio as the doors slid closed. Cory was nowhere to be seen. Where had he gotten off to?

      The lift had barely begun to slip downward into the building when the lights blinked, a deep red tone replacing the normal lights. A siren began to sound. The elevator stuttered, then started to descend rapidly again.

      “What’s going on?” Charline asked.

      “Fire alarm,” Linda replied. “Nothing to worry about. It’s probably another damned drill.”

      Beth wasn’t so sure. Having an alarm go off right as they arrived tickled her paranoia buttons. They’d been through too much recently for her to trust that everything was always going to be as it seemed. Even here on Earth. Something was up. This fire drill was too convenient.

      “How do we stop this thing?” Beth said.

      Linda stared at her. “You can’t. It’ll stop on the ground floor, and then we need to evacuate the building until they clear it.”

      “Which everyone knows, right?” Beth said. “All personnel are going to be removed from the building? Everyone?”

      “Sure,” Linda said.

      “Even security?” Beth added.

      “Most of them, yes. Why?” Linda asked.

      Beth shared a look with Charline. She could see from the other woman’s eyes that she agreed. A glance upward showed her a hatch that might work for escape. “We need to get up to the lab. Now.”

      “You’re not in any shape for this,” Charline protested.

      “I’ll manage,” Beth replied. She would, somehow. Her chest still hurt, and she wanted nothing more than to just lay down and rest, but she’d bull her way through this the same way she did everything else. “Give me a boost?”

      Charline made a cup with her hands. Beth stepped up onto them, shoving up hard at the hatch set into the center panel of the elevator ceiling. The hatch popped open and Beth dragged herself through. The movement hurt her chest enough to pull a gasp from her.

      “Your turn,” Charline was saying to Linda in the elevator below. Linda’s head appeared a moment later. Beth helped her up onto the top of the lift, then reached back down to clasp Charline’s hand.

      The strain of lifting her friend was too much. The pain made stars streak across her vision, and she almost lost hold entirely. She would have dropped Charline back into the elevator, but then Linda was there, grabbing Charline’s other hand and helping her upward. Beth lay back for a few breaths, trying to get the pain under control again.

      “We need to get off this thing,” Charline said. She was watching the floors slip by. Beth wondered how many were left until they reached the ground. There couldn’t be many.

      She stood and slammed the hatch closed. If anyone was waiting down below, there was no sense telling them how they’d gotten out. “We’re going to have to jump.”

      “You two are nuts,” Linda said. “You’re going to get me fired.”

      “You’re about to have a lot more to worry about than your job,” Beth replied. The timing was too precise. She remembered seeing Pete on his radio. Who had he been calling? John hired the best for everything, but had he slipped up this time? It didn’t have to be Pete, of course. Anyone watching would have known when they were on the lift, would have been able to pull the alarm, would have been able to predict precisely how the building would respond to the fire drill.

      Beth waited until the next floor was coming up and jumped onto the narrow ledge in front of it. She landed just to one side of a set of doors. That would be their ticket out of the shaft. The other two women jumped a moment later, catching their balance on the edge. The elevator continued to drop away below them. They were committed now. A fall would be messy and probably fatal.

      Linda was clutching to a steel structural beam and panting hard, her eyes wide. Beth felt a moment of sympathy for her. The scientist was used to an ordinary life where shit like this didn’t happen. Charline on the other hand was alert and ready, her fingers already fishing into the gap between the doors. Charline gave Beth a quick nod to tell her that she was ready to move. They’d been through enough together to both keep their cool in a crisis.

      “Help me pull this thing open?” Charline asked.

      Beth reached over. Charline had managed to create a little gap in the doors, and together they widened it enough that they were able to slip through. Beth looked back. Linda still hadn’t moved from the spot she’d jumped to. She clung, trembling, to the steel bar.

      “Linda, come on,” Charline said, holding out a hand. The woman didn’t move.

      “We have to leave her,” Beth said. “There’s no time.”

      Below them, she could hear the elevator ding as it hit the ground floor and the doors slid open. There was a set of soft sounds like someone smacking a pillow multiple times. Then voices speaking urgently to one another.

      “Linda, right now!” Charline hissed.

      The frightened woman reached out and took her hand. Charline hauled her through the gap, out into the hallway.

      “Those were silenced pistols,” Charline said. “Or air guns, maybe. Hard to tell which at this distance. We need to get up to the lab.”

      Charline would know. Beth had seen her in action. Maybe Andy knew firearms better - maybe. But she had no doubt her friend was right. Someone had been down there waiting for them. Whether those people had been planning to kill them or capture them was still a question, but Beth didn’t want to wait around to find out which it might be.

      “Can you lead us to the lab?” Beth asked. Linda still seemed upset, but she’d lost the wild-eyed look she had in the shaft.

      “Yes,” Linda said. “Stairs are this way.”

      She led them down the hall a short distance and opened a door into a stairwell. There was no one in sight. Charline took the lead, pulling a pistol from her pocket. It was a small automatic, snub nosed but still deadly looking in her hands.

      “Where did you get that?” Beth asked.

      “One of the security guys slipped it in my pocket.”

      “Got another one?” Beth asked.

      Charline shook her head and began climbing the stairs, leading with the gun.
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      Dan wheeled after John into his friend’s private office. The appointments of the place were pretty basic. Dominating the view was a massive screen John had imported from Earth. Most of the base had been built on site, 3-D printed from lunar materials. There was plenty of aluminum and silicon here for creating things, and John’s premise was to build as much of the base as possible from native sources, rather than trying to lift everything out of Earth’s gravity. He’d saved enormous expense that way.

      But he’d brought the massive screen up anyway, at great cost. Every pound was pricey, and that screen weighed a lot. Dan knew how much John loved the thing though. Right now it was set to an image from a camera outside, with the sun barely peeking over the horizon of the moon, casting long shadows from every rock and ridge. He found himself staring at the view, expecting the shadows to slowly move. They wouldn’t, of course. Not noticeably, anyway. The lunar day was about two weeks long, followed by another two weeks of night. Those shadows would stay the same for hours. He shook himself and rolled over next to John’s desk.

      “You said you had something to tell me,” Dan said.

      “To show you,” John corrected. “Yes.”

      He tapped a keyboard on his desk, and the image on the big screen changed. The lunar surface was replaced with a dozen rows of colored squares. Dan recognized the patterns at once. They were the colored symbols for how the alien wormhole drive stored data about travel destinations. The twelve sets of symbols where the ones Majel - their AI - had been able to pull from the ancient alien database.

      Desperate to save the ship from an impossible situation, Dan had yanked one set of those coordinates and opened a wormhole to that destination. The jump had worked. The drive had taken them to another star system, hundreds of light years from Earth. And then they’d managed to reverse the wormhole and jump back home.

      One set of those codes seemed to bring a ship to Earth’s system. One represented their in-system jump, which had landed them almost inside of Jupiter’s atmosphere by accident. Another led to the dangerous system they’d investigated, where they’d met the Naga - and almost died. But the other nine…?

      “Do you know where they go?” Dan breathed.

      “Not yet,” John said. “I’ve got Majel working on it, but there simply isn’t enough information to decode their system yet. We’ve made some real progress almost by accident, though. While we were working on the cubes Charline rescued from the ancient city though, we found these.”

      He tapped a key and a new set of symbols appeared. Similar to the first - same style of symbol and patterns of colors. But this time there were dozens of them. Scores of them. Then hundreds of them as they continued to scroll down the screen. An impossible array of coordinates, destinations that had to be different star-systems and planets that the ancient alien race had explored.

      “It looks like at least a small bit of the data she rescued was some sort of atlas. Maybe a book for educating children, for all I know. But locations,” John said.

      “Lots of them,” Dan said.

      “A universe full of them. All potentially out there waiting for us to explore them,” John said. “If we dare.”

      For a long moment Dan stared at the screen, pondering what it all meant. A thousand or so years ago, some civilization had explored all those places, visited all of those stars, and mapped them all out. Now they were gone, the last remnants of their technology rotting beneath ruined cities on a dead world, or hidden in smashed bases like the one John had discovered by accident on Luna.

      Those aliens had done so much. They had power sources beyond anything people on Earth had dreamed up. Their wormhole drive was so advanced it might as well be magic. They had used their technology to explore who knew how many solar systems. And despite all that, they were gone, wiped from the face of the universe as if they’d never been. Perhaps they were still out there somewhere, but surely they would not have simply abandoned the cities on that planet had they been simply moving on to a new place. Something terrible had happened to them.

      Was it worth the risk, to try to pick up where they had left off? To try to see the things they had seen, to explore in their footsteps? They had already discovered that the universe beyond their star could be a deadly place. But the explorer in him told Dan that they had to go and try anyway. Wasn’t that what humanity always did when it came across a new frontier?

      In his heart, Dan knew the answer had to be yes.

      “When do we go?” he asked John.

      “Soon. We need to fix the ship, first. And we will need more time for Majel to analyze the code structure before we can get even a vague idea where these coordinates lead,” John said, waving his hand at the screen. “But I agree that we need to get back out there. We already know we’re not alone. We know we’re behind the curve, when it comes to technology. If the Naga had discovered Earth before we discovered them, well…”

      “We might well have ended up in the same shape as that dust planet we saw,” Dan said.

      “Precisely. We need to close that gap, and fast. Allies would help, too. There have to be other races out there, other inhabited worlds. Maybe some of them are more friendly than the Naga.”

      “Maybe. But we’ll need to be more careful, too. We don’t want to lead a potential enemy right back home. You have any ideas on preventing that?” Dan asked.

      Before his friend could reply, an alarm sounded over the base intercom system. Dan froze. There had to be something very wrong for that alarm to be going off. It was reserved for massive calamity. John tapped his console, speaking quickly into the radio microphone embedded there. “Caraway here. What’s going on?”

      “Emergency in the special projects lab, sir. We need you here right away,” came the reply.

      Dan began wheeling for the door before John could respond. The doors opened for him and he started down the hall, all thoughts about exploration momentarily set aside. John caught up and passed him. The special projects lab was where they were storing all the alien artifacts they’d acquired. If something was wrong there, it could be deadly for all of them.
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      The sound of someone running down the steps toward them echoed loudly through the stairwell. Charline stopped in her tracks, aiming her pistol at the point where the person would first become visible. Behind her she heard Beth hiss with frustration. Beth wasn’t used to being helpless, but without a weapon there wasn’t much she could do at that moment. There was no question which of them was the better shot. Charline knew she’d keep herself and Linda out of harms way. Everything was in her hands now.

      Why the hell had Cory slipped her this gun? Had he known shit was about to go down here? If so, why help them? If the security detail were on the side of whoever was after them, then why arm them? Too damned many questions, and no way to get the answers. She focused on clearing her mind and sighting down the barrel of her gun.

      A man in thick glasses and a lab coat rounded the corner. He saw her, saw the pistol, and gave a squeaking noise. He raised his hands in an automatic alarmed response.

      “Don’t shoot!”

      Charline kept the pistol trained on him and stepped up closer. Once she could read his badge - he was a grad student, and a lab tech in the building, it said - she waved him on. He rushed down the stairs, almost tripping and tumbling forward in his haste to get away. She sympathized with the notion. She would rather be just about anywhere but here. Not without the sample, though. If that fell into the wrong hands, it could cause irreparable devastation. There was no way she was leaving without it.

      It was a good bet she wasn’t the only one on their way to try to acquire it, either.

      She reached the thirty-second floor. That was where Linda’s lab had been. The door out of the stairwell had a small glass pane. Charline peered through, but the hall looked clear.

      “Which way from here?” she asked Linda.

      “To the left. The guards should be at their post,” she said.

      Beth cocked an eyebrow. “Even with the fire alarms?”

      “Yeah,” Linda said. “They have a secure room where they’ll sit until the alarm is done or they are ordered to leave by the fire department. We have classified military work going on in that lab. It’s never left unsecured. So I don’t think there is much to worry about…”

      Her voice trailed off as they rounded the corner and looked down the hall toward the lab in question. Charline recognized the guards she’d seen during her earlier visit. They were both dead, pools of blood spreading from beneath them.

      “Oh my god,” Linda whispered, her hands going to her mouth.

      Charline swept down the hall in a fluid motion, her pistol still at the ready. With her left hand she reached down to touch the neck of first one guard and then the other, checking their carotids. The bodies were still warm, but there was no pulse. She wasn’t surprised. There was so much blood that she hadn’t thought either of them could still be alive. She slipped a second pistol from one of the guard’s holsters. Neither of them had even had time to draw their weapons before they were gunned down.

      “They’re dead, but it was recent,” she said.

      Beth moved past her to check the door. The biometric console had been ripped from the wall. Charline watched her begin fiddling with what was left of the device.

      “It’s been hacked,” Beth said.

      “Can you open it?” Charline asked.

      Beth glanced over her shoulder and rolled her eyes, which Charline took as a positive. She went and grabbed the third pistol and walked over to Linda. “Take this, you might need it.”

      Linda looked at the weapon like it was a snake. “I can’t! I’ve never used one… No.” She shook her head and took a step back.

      “Fine, but then stay out of the way,” Charline said.

      “Door is going to pop when I unlock it,” Beth warned.

      “Better be ready then,” Charline said. She passed Beth the spare gun. “Here.”

      “Thanks.”

      Charline took up a position just outside the doors, one pistol in each hand. This was risky as hell. She inhaled a deep breath, trying to calm her rattling nerves. How many enemies were inside? Were there any noncombatants? Was she going to shoot anything that might blow them all up? Was there someone even now training his gun on the door the same way she was?

      Too many questions. She inhaled again, exhaling her fears as best she could in a smooth breath.

      “Do it,” Charline said.

      Beth clicked something together on the console, igniting a small spark that made her swear. The doors popped open, and Charline went into motion. She flowed forward with a handful of economic steps, striding inside the room and counting targets as she moved. No one was waiting for her just inside the doors. There were eight men in the room that she could see. All of them were armed. That was going to be a problem. She needed to even the odds a lot, quickly.

      The raiders didn’t seem like they were expecting company, which was one mark for her side. She fired the gun in her left hand first, taking one of them in the shoulder. Her right hand tracked a separate target independently. Her aim was better with this hand, taking down the target with a well placed shot to the chest.

      Charline stepped sideways, gliding to the left so that she wasn’t framed in the doorway any longer. She dipped down, taking some cover behind a desk, and kept moving. Bullets whizzed by over her head or thudded into the furniture.

      Then Beth opened fire from the cover of the doorway. Confused, most of the men swung their guns toward the new target. That was what Charline had been waiting for. She rose from behind her cover, and it was just like a shooting range. Only one of the men was even facing directly toward her. He died first, bullets from both of her guns taking him in the torso. Then she swung her pistols out, each seeking a new target. Two more men went down.

      Not everyone could shoot like this. Charline had discovered early in her target shooting career that she was ambidextrous. She’d begun playing around with firing with either hand. Then as a joke her instructor asked her to try two pistols at once. By the time she was done shooting, nobody was laughing. She’d been able to obliterate both sets of targets at the same time. Somehow her eyes and hands coordinated in a way that let her track multiple targets with an ease that most people couldn’t replicate.

      Her instructor had looked at her and bluntly said he never wanted to be in a firefight against her. She’d laughed at the time. After all, she shot for fun and trophies. Charline could never have imagined using a gun for violence back then.

      But here she was, the specter of death. She fired again, missing with one shot and taking someone in the arm with the other.

      The men she fired on were screaming, yelling to one another. Bullets zipped her way through the air but she was still moving. A moving target was more difficult to shoot, Andy had told her. Keep in motion and even at a slow pace you’d be surprised how hard it was to hit you. People panic when the bullets fly, and they can’t track a moving target well. Most shooters would tend to stay put while they fired, too, just like these men were. It made them easier targets for her guns.

      “Go, go, go!” someone was shouting from the other side of the room. There was a loud bang and the crashing sound of a lot of glass shattering, and then the surviving raiders were running, fleeing away from her. She took another one down with a shot to the back of his head. That was three dead, and she had at least winged all five of the survivors. Two of them were so badly wounded that their friends were dragging them toward the smashed window.

      Then the clatter of automatic fire got her attention. She dove for the floor, tracer fire flashing overhead where she’d just been standing. She couldn’t move from this spot, not even to get off another shot at her attacker. Little bursts of fire kept her pinned down. First there were two guns shooting. Then there was one. And then it was silent in the lab.

      Charline rose back to her feet, pistols coming up at the ready. They’d smashed out a window. A hover-car was floating just outside, and the last gunman was jumping across the short gap to the car. He looked back over his shoulder at her.

      It was Pete. Damn him. She fired, but her bullets ricocheted off the air-car’s glass windshield. Bullet-proof. She raced to the hole they’d blasted - they must have used explosives to blow it open. But by the time she reached the gap the car was already speeding away. From the wing, Pete flashed her a little salute before stepping into the car and closing the hatch.

      Charline lowered her pistols and looked around the trashed lab. She had a sinking feeling that they’d accomplished whatever they had come for. If the target had been the black blood she’d brought to Earth, it was about to be a very bad day for the planet.
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      Linda glanced around the mess. It looked like very little of her lab had missed being torn apart. Experiments that had taken months to get underway, gone. Equipment that cost more than she earned in a decade, trashed. She was so totally fired. Linda wasn’t sure which thought was worse, that she had lost months of research on half a dozen projects. Or that as soon as her bosses saw the lab, she was going to get the fastest pink slip the University had ever issued.

      That wasn’t fair, but it was how the cookie crumbled. Somebody’s head was going to roll for the destruction and dead bodies. It wasn’t going to be the people in charge. She knew enough about how college politics work to know they would find a way to cover their asses. She was going to be left holding the bag for this mess.

      She slumped to the floor in the middle of the carnage, holding her head in her hands. Lab trashed. Job toast. Career in shambles, if not yet then soon. Who was gonna hire her after this? She was going to be lucky if she could get a job at Starbucks. Shit.

      The sound of someone making a still bigger mess by stirring through the debris roused her a little. She looked up. Charline was sifting through some of the wreckage while Beth worked at getting a computer put back together. Seeing both of them rooting around in the ruin of her life got Linda back on her feet again.

      "What the fuck do you think you're doing?" Linda said.

      Both women stepped dead at her tone. And rightly so. How dare they go through what was left of her life?

      "We need to find the vial," Charline said. She sighed. "We need to know if they took it."

      Linda got to her feet and stomped off toward the bio-hazard containment unit. The device was cherry red, an expensive piece of refrigeration and double-layered containment. The front of which had been smashed in. It was empty. All of the samples contained inside were gone. Not just the black stuff these people had dropped off for her to examine, but the ongoing samples from most of her other projects as well.

      "If you'd asked, I could have just told you," Linda said. She glared at them. “It’s gone. They took it. This was all about your stupid black shit, wasn't it? They came looking for it, and now my lab is wrecked."

      But neither of them were really listening to her anymore. Charline had gone very quiet and gotten very pale at her news. Beth got red instead of pale, turning in a circle and swearing a blue streak. Linda looked back and forth from one of them to the other, trying to figure out their reactions. It was a big deal, sure. But it was one oddball little chemical. She'd lost the results from a half dozen experiments in progress, and they were worried about one little sample? Linda was willing to bet they had more of the stuff, so why were they acting like losing it was the end of the world?

      "You gonna tell me what the hell was so special about that goo now?" Linda asked. "Because then I can tell you if I think it's more important than the smashed nanoparticle generator over there. Or the new battery power pack we were developing over there."

      Charline opened her mouth as if she was going to start talking, then spread her arms wide before settling them back to her sides. "I can't. Beth, you tell her."

      "Tell me what you learned about it," Beth said.

      "Why?" Linda said. She sounded a little petulant even to her own ears, which made her wince.

      "Tell me!" Beth snapped.

      "Oh, fine," Linda said. "You don't need to shout. It's biomechanical in nature."

      "Say what?"

      "It's an engineered substance. Man made. Created to do a thing. It's cool and all, but the only thing it seems to do is carry oxygen around and reproduce itself when exposed to water," Linda said. That wasn't entirely true. The goo had some other odd properties as well, some stuff she hadn't entirely figured out yet. But for the most part it seemed to carry oxygen and multiply. It was an odd material, like nothing she'd ever seen before. It was hard to imagine what use it might have, though. "But then you already knew all that, since you made it, right?"

      "Wrong on oh-so-many counts," Beth said, chuckling to herself. "You want to fill her in, Charline, or shall I?"

      "It's not man-made," Charline said. "Why would we come to a xenobiologist with a man-made substance?"

      "As a test?" Linda said. That's more or less what she had been postulating. "To see if you could pass it off as alien in origin? If that’s what you were after, it flunked. It's clearly not purely biological. That stuff was made, not born."

      "That matches up with a lot of my guesses," Charline said. "And it means we're in a lot of trouble if we can't get it back."

      "The ocean theory?" Beth said. Charline nodded. "I overheard you talking about it when I was fading in and out back on the moon."

      "What are you talking about?" Linda asked.

      "OK, short version. Since you're never going to repeat this to anyone, and if we don't get the stuff back it's not going to matter anyway," Charline said. "We have a starship capable of instant interstellar travel via wormholes. We travelled to another star system in that ship, recovered that goop from something that looked like a cross between a rat and a lizard."

      "Except they stood about this high," Beth said, holding her hand just above her knee level.

      "We got away," Charline said. "Barely escaped an alien starship. My hunch is that those aliens - the Naga - seeded the ratzards as a bio-weapon."

      "One ratzard gets killed near water, the blood goes in, and pop, the black goo goes wild," Beth said, snapping her fingers.

      Linda glanced from one of them to the other, looking for even a single sign that the two of them were pulling her leg. But both of them seemed absolutely serious. Which left only one option. "You're both nuts."

      "You got the video?" Beth asked Charline.

      "Yes, but..."

      "Show her the video."

      Charline sighed and popped out her phone. She tapped a few buttons on the screen. Then she tossed the phone to Linda, who snatched it out of the air. A video was primed and ready to play.

      Linda hesitated. Part of her was a little curious. What was on the video? Clearly it was supposed to convince her that what they were saying was true. She couldn't imagine anything that would accomplish that, so the whole thing had her wondering what the video showed.

      At the same time, neither Beth nor Charline was looking at her right now. Both of them were looking elsewhere. Each of them seemed to be wrestling with their own demons, with some memory that was haunting them, brought to new life by the turn in the conversation. Something about their manner made her hesitate.

      She pushed the play button. What flashed across the screen were bits of video, snippets really. It looked like terrible body camera clips. Something that had been hacked together by a person, not a video studio. If they'd been trying to make a convincing fake, they might have actually failed simply by making it too gritty and real-looking.

      The video showed a short bit of Beth, in a space suit and almost dying. It showed a dead world, with black oceans and dry, arid soil. It showed a flash of some sort of reptilian predator - were those the animals they were talking about? The things looked terrifying, all sharp teeth and darting movements. Then the video showed a snip of a firefight with some sort of bipedal creature covered with chrome armor. There were more little clips all woven together to make a crude narrative.

      The scene ended with an image of Beth, lying pale and bleeding on a steel floor. Someone was putting pressure on a wound on her chest. Someone else was holding a rifle unlike anything Linda had ever seen before.

      Linda looked up from the video as it ended. Beth was standing two feet in front of her, staring her in the eye. She pulled down the front of her shirt. The skin above her left breast was red, puckered, held together by bright new tissue and barely starting to heal.

      "Just in case you were wondering if that last bit was faked," Beth said.

      "All of this..." Linda's voice trailed off.

      "Is real, yes," Beth said.

      Linda was breathing hard and a little fast. This couldn't all be real. It couldn't be. And yet, it would explain a lot about the black goo that she couldn't account for otherwise. What had surprised her the most about it wasn't that it had been created, but rather how complicated it was. Similar if simpler stuff had been made before. But the detail, the intricate structures involved that she had barely begun parsing through? Those were years beyond what she thought anyone on Earth was capable of. Maybe she'd been right.

      “If even a drop of that stuff falls into the ocean, it could spread everywhere,” Charline said. “It could be the end of life on Earth.”

      "Which is why you're all gonna be very glad to see me," said a voice from the doorway. Linda didn't know who it was, but Beth and Charline were already raising their guns. She ducked to the floor, praying she could keep out of the way if the bullets started flying again.
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      John reached the lab before Dan. Dan watched his friend yank the door open and then freeze in place just inside the lab. He skidded to a stop beside John, breathing hard from racing down the hall in his wheelchair. Dan had to lean in around John to get a view of what was going on. Even then, it took him a minute to understand the tableau displayed in the room.

      The two techs assigned to study the various artifacts they'd brought back were still in the lab, crouched down behind a table. One of them had clearly set off the alarm. Neither of them seemed inclined to pop their heads up any time soon, and from the fresh holes in the wall above their heads they had good reason to be nervous.

      Andy was also in the lab. He was very much awake. He was also armed with one of the rifles they'd acquired from the Naga. The weapons fired energy projectiles of some kind, tiny balls of force which could either stun or kill, depending on the weapon's setting. From the holes in the wall, Dan was betting the rifle wasn't set to stun. Andy was aiming the rifle he held at the little terrarium where they'd housed the Naga slug after the doctors pulled from Andy's ear.

      But Andy wasn't looking especially stable. His face was deeply flushed. Sweat poured down his face, and his shirt was drenched. His eyes looked wild, and Dan wasn't sure the man was seeing the same things he was. Andy looked lost, like a man who was very far away from home, didn't know how he had gotten here, and didn't know if he'd ever be able to get back.

      Still, Andy was his friend. He had to try something. Dan made to wheel forward, but John put gentle pressure on his arm. He looked up at John, who was shaking his head.

      "He doesn't know you well enough," John said in a very soft voice. "He could shoot you. Let me try."

      "He could shoot you too, and then where would we be?" Dan replied. But John had a point. If it came to dodging shots, Dan was about the worst choice possible. It wasn’t like he could easily dive aside to avoid gunfire. John would at least stand a chance, if it came to that.

      "Probably with you in charge, God help the rest of them," John muttered, chuckling to himself. Then he stepped forward into the room to face Andy, who whirled in place at the sound of his approach. The muzzle of his rifle lifted away from the slug’s small prison and leveled directly at John.

      Dan glanced at his watch. Less than a minute since the alarm sounded. Security would be there in another minute, tops. Once that happened this mess would turn into a stand-off, both sides armed. With Andy in the state he was, that scenario was going to end badly for someone. Probably more than one person. John had to hurry, but at the same time he couldn’t rush things. A sudden move would probably be enough to get Andy to pull the trigger.

      “Andy, it’s John. What are you doing?”

      The barrel of the gun rose slightly. John kept moving forward anyway. Dan could barely breathe. Andy wasn’t seeing what was in front of him anymore. Dan didn’t know what sort of visions he was having, but he knew the man would never raise a weapon at John. They were close. The bond they shared was even deeper than some fathers and sons. Was John going to be able to reach him, or would this end in tragedy? Dan opened his mouth to tell John to get back, and then closed it again without speaking the words. Andy would never forgive himself if he shot John. But John would likewise never forgive himself if he allowed Andy to come to harm because he was too frightened to save him. They’d found all of that out the hard way, back on the alien world.

      “Andrew, I am here to help,” John said. He added some more force behind his words. “I have never left you. I never will. I will always come to help you. Let me help now.”

      The muzzle of the gun wavered. For a moment Dan thought he saw sanity flashing across Andy’s face, like he was seeing what was really there for a moment. Then it was gone again, replaced by the same crazed look he’d been wearing before.

      If he rushed forward right now, maybe he could crash his wheelchair into John and knock him aside before Andy fired? Or provide enough distraction that Andy would have too many targets, and John could close with him and disarm him? Part of the problem was going to be disarming their top close combat specialist in the first place. If Andy wanted to, he could kill both of them without breaking a sweat.

      “Andrew,” John said, his voice soft and beseeching. “Please.”

      The rifle wavered again, then dipped.

      “John?” Andy said. “I feel so lost… So far away…”

      Then he dropped the rifle and crumpled to his knees. John rushed forward to catch him before he hit the floor, cradling the young man in his arms.

      “It’s all right, I’ve got you,” John said.

      Dan heaved a huge sigh of relief. If he’d fired, Andy would never have forgiven himself. They had to figure out what the hell was going on with him. Before he hurt someone, or himself. He looked at the tank that had been the center of Andy’s attention before they arrived. The little alien slug was still there. It had ignored the dirt half of the terrarium, making immediately for the side they’d made into a watery pool. They had no idea what sort of environment the thing required to survive outside a host, so it made sense to give it options and hope for the best.

      His eyes narrowed, watching the thing. Dan had the uncanny sense that it was able to see him somehow too, despite it having no eyes. They knew so damned little about it. Was it somehow responsible for what was happening to Andy, even now that it had been removed from his ear? It seemed like that was the case. After all, Andy had come to this place, and threatened the thing with a weapon. Whether he was acting because he knew the alien slug was hurting him or out of some sort of instinctive reaction was unclear. But to Dan there was no longer any doubt. Somehow that alien creature was still hurting his friend. They had to find a way to put a stop to it before someone was killed.
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      Charline recognized Cory at once. He stood in the doorway to the lab, still dressed in the black suit he’d been wearing when she saw him earlier. He looked a bit more rumpled now, but still wore a wicked grin. That grin vanished instantly when she raised her pistols and aimed at him. He raised his hands, showing her they were both empty.

      “Whoa,” he said. “I’m on your side.”

      “That’s what we thought about your boss, too. Until he busted into the lab,” Charline snapped.

      “I gave you that gun, remember?” Cory replied.

      She did. It had been a mystery before, but was just as confusing now. “Why?”

      “Because I could tell something was up. I didn’t know what, though. Not until it was too late,” Cory said. “Those guys I was with - I’d never seen them before today. I was a few minutes late showing up for the detail. I had to rush over, it was a last minute call from John, he said he wanted extra manpower on site,” Cory said. “When I got there, those goons were waiting on the tarmac for you. I’d never seen them before, which raised some suspicions. But I don’t know everyone John hires for security.”

      Charline took all this in quietly. He could be telling the truth. There was really only one way to find out. She needed to ask John.

      “Beth, can you set up a call to John? I think we’re going to need some help on this anyway. And he can verify Cory’s story,” she said.

      “Smart,” Cory said. He was still keeping his hands where she could see them, which she personally thought was also smart.

      “What changed?” Charline asked him. “How’d you know?”

      “Nothing. They were playing everything right. They knew all our security procedures, and everything looked fine. I just still had misgivings. And John said you could handle yourself, so I figured having a firearm might help you out if things went sideways,” Cory said. He glanced around the room. “Looks like I was right.”

      “You were,” Charline said. She lowered the pistols. They were still in her hands, but aiming a gun at the guy seemed a little over the top if he was telling the truth. If he was one of the bad guys, why would he still be here? They’d even pulled their wounded and dead men out, under the cover of the automatic gunfire. They’d been careful to leave very little behind. Just some splashes of blood on the floor, and the ruin of the lab itself.

      “They tried to shoot me as soon as you left the roof,” he said. “I had another pistol, but they pinned me down until it was too late for me to get in here and help you. I’m sorry.”

      Charline was beginning to feel a little warmer to him, despite her reservations. “At least you tried.”

      “Listen,” Cory said. “This is a military lab. The fire drill kept people out for a few minutes, but this place is going to be crawling with security in no time. We need to get you out of here.”

      “How?” Charline asked.

      “I’ve got a flyer on the way. You want to find those guys, right?”

      Charline thought fast. He wasn’t wrong. She was surprised that security hadn’t already busted in here. Once they arrived, they’d detain everyone present. There would be questions, lots of them. They might even face arrest, since there was no way to explain what had happened without giving away far too much information. Even the best case scenario would slow them down far too much. There was little trail to begin with - she didn’t even know where to start looking. But whatever clues they might have would be dead cold by the time they were released. It would be too late to do anything.

      “I don’t even know where to start looking,” Charline admitted. She’d failed. Her main task was to keep the black goo safe, and she blew it. She’d known from the beginning that she was the wrong person for this job. She’d tried to tell John as much. And now the worst had come to pass.

      “I put a tracker on their air-car before they tried shooting me. Just in case.”

      “Shit, really?” Charline’s eyes widened. Maybe they had a shot at tracking the bastards down after all. “Why didn’t you say so?”

      “I just did. Come with me - the flyer will be on the roof any minute.”

      “I’m getting a response from the base,” Beth said, holding up her tablet. “But they’re saying John is indisposed right now. Some kind of emergency up there. You trust this guy?”

      Charline thought about it for a moment. Strangely, she did. What he was saying rang true. “Yes.”

      “Then lets go,” Beth replied. “They’ll fill John in ASAP and get us some backup as soon as they can. But for now, I say we go after these bastards and get back what they stole. Before things go even more sideways than they already have.”

      Cory started out the door, Beth right behind him. Charline picked her way through the mess to follow, then stopped at a tug on her arm. It was Linda. She was shaking, her eyes bright with unshed tears. Charline felt a rush of sympathy for the woman. She knew what it was like to have your entire life turned upside down in an instant.

      “You OK?” Charline asked.

      “No,” Linda replied, wiping a tear away from her face. She drew her lips into a determined line. “But I will be. I want to help.”

      Charline hesitated. “I don’t know that it’s a good idea…”

      “Do you know shit about xenobiology?” Linda asked, clipping off each word sharply. Her face lost a lot of the fragility Charline had seen in it a moment before, taking on stubborn lines.

      “No,” Charline replied.

      “So if anything goes wrong in recovering this goo, don’t you think you ought to have someone on hand who can maybe do something about it?”

      “People coming up the stairs,” Beth called from the doorway. “We’ve got to go now!”

      Linda grasped Charline’s wrist in a tight grip. “You people have torn up my life, messed up my lab, and generally screwed up a pretty good thing I had going here. I want to see this through.”

      It was time for a decision. Beth was right. There was no time left. They needed to get the hell out of here. She looked into Linda’s eyes. Just a few minutes ago, she’d been practically falling apart, but there was a new determination in her look that gave Charline pause. Linda wasn’t wrong. She could be a help - if she was really up to it. Or she could make things a hell of a lot worse… And there was no way to know in advance which she would be. Charline had to make a guess on the spot. Either path was a gamble.

      “OK, you’re in. Now run!” Charline said. She took off after Beth, hitting the hallway and sprinting up the stairs toward the roof. Linda followed close behind.
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      Andrew began stirring, and John rushed to his bedside. He wanted to be right there when he woke. It had been a rough couple of hours since Andrew passed out in the lab, cradled in John’s arms. Security had arrived just seconds before a medical team. They’d loaded him onto a gurney and rushed him back upstairs to the main hospital wing, where he’d been under close medical supervision since.

      All of Andrew’s vital signs were stable. There was nothing obviously wrong with the man. An MRI showed nothing unusual going on. His EKG was clean. The doctors were baffled. There was clearly something wrong with their patient. He’d passed out twice, had seizures associated with the first event, and been hallucinating during the second. But once again he was resting quietly, all the instruments and tests they could perform showing a man who was just asleep. Except nothing would wake him up, and John wondered what sort of shape Andrew was going to be in when he did finally rouse again.

      John wished that he’d had the foresight to bring up systems to scan the brain on a more detailed level. He was willing to bet that there was a lot of unusual activity going on between Andrew’s synapses. Things the regular scans simply couldn’t measure. Everything started when they’d withdrawn the alien from Andrew’s ear. Up until then he’d been tired, sore, and injured, but his mental health had been fine. The strange behaviors and passing out were new symptoms, and they’d begun when the thing was removed.

      The slug-like creature was telepathic. They knew that much from Andrew’s description. It projected the spoken words of beings around it into its host’s head as thoughts, translated into language the host could understand. If the thing could project into a mind, it stood to reason that perhaps it could impact the mind as well.

      As much as he hated the idea, they might have to kill the slug to save Andrew. The only thing that had stayed his hand this long was that he didn’t know what effect killing the thing might have. If they were still bound together, then what repercussions might the death of one have on the other? He didn’t know. He had no way to find out except to risk it, which made it the option of last resort.

      Andrew stirred and opened his eyes.

      “You all right?” John asked him. Andrew looked calm, normal again. John couldn’t imagine being more glad. “You gave us a scare.”

      “What happened?” Andrew asked. “I remember some things, but they’re foggy.”

      “You tried to shoot the space slug,” Dan said from the other side of the bed. “And for a moment there I thought you were going to shoot John.”

      “Shit. I was hoping that was just another part of the bad dreams,” Andrew said. “I’m so sorry, John. I never would have…”

      “Shh. You didn’t. It’s OK,” John replied. It was more important to find out what was going on. “What sort of bad dreams?”

      Andrew's eyes took on a haunted look. Whatever the dreams were, they were disturbing him a great deal. What was going on between him and the alien life-form?

      "I keep dreaming of water," Andrew said. "Oceans of it. Waves pounding on surf, and currents running through reefs."

      "That doesn't sound much like nightmare material," Dan commented with a grin. "Unless there is a big shark involved?"

      "No, there's no shark," Andrew said. "Some big, strange fishes swimming around, but no sharks. What bothers me isn't the images of the ocean. Those feel like home, like someplace I've missed. Even though I've never actually seen them. Is this making any sense at all?"

      "Some, yes," John said. He kept his voice calm, soothing, and Andrew's agitation abated a little. "Keep talking. I need to hear as much of this as you can remember."

      "Well, it's not the ocean that is the bad part of the dream. That's the good part," Andrew continued. His voice broke. "The problem is that I miss it. I miss it like it's a part of my soul that's been ripped from me. And I don’t even understand why.”

      Andrew burst into uncontrollable tears, sobbing and unable to stop. Dan started back with alarm, unsure what to do to help. John grimaced. He had some sense of what was going on with Andrew. And it wasn't good. If it kept on as it had been, it might be enough to break his mind somehow, to permanently damage him.

      John reached over and cradled the sobbing young man in his arms, crooning soothing noises to him. The rocking motion seemed to help him find a little peace. A doctor had already noticed his distress and was filling a syringe with some drug to help Andrew calm down. The doctor caught John's eye and tilted his head, holding the syringe up where John could see it. John nodded slowly, giving his assent.

      The doctor added the medication to Andrew's IV line, a few drips at a time until the entire amount was released into his bloodstream. It didn't take long for Andrew to relax after that. His eyes fluttered, then closed.

      "Ativan," the doctor said. "But we can't keep him on that dose indefinitely. We need a better solution."

      "I know," John said, slowly letting go of Andrew and laying him back on the bed. The man he thought of like a son more often than not was asleep at last. But would those dreams be good ones? Or more of the emotional trauma he'd been experiencing in his sleep? He'd do anything to help Andrew. Literally anything at all. There had to be a way.

      "Flashing lights," Andrew muttered in his sleep. "Symbols. Images. Colors. Red, green. Green, yellow. Blue. Blue. White. Blue."

      John froze. It couldn't be. Flashing lights. In colored patterns. He knew where he’d seen things like what Andrew was describing, but it wasn’t possible. John looked over at Dan and saw his friend's eyes getting very wide. He'd come to the same conclusion. If they were right, then everything they had assumed about the alien slug wasn’t just wrong - it was horribly, terribly wrong.

      The alien was sending Andrew telepathic coordinates for a wormhole jump.

      Dan and John reconvened their meeting in the special projects lab a few minutes later. They were both staring at the small tank where the slug crawled along through the artificial pond. It looked a lot like an earth slug, except that it shimmered in rainbow colors when the light hit it. More like fish scales than the skin of a slug or snail. What manner of creature was it?

      "You think it's sending jump coordinates," Dan said.

      "So do you," John replied. The things Andrew had been talking about were too specific for it to be anything else.

      "Does that mean it's sentient?" Dan asked. He reached out to tap the glass, thought better of it and withdrew his hand.

      "I don't know," John said. He'd been thinking the same thing, but wanted Dan’s thoughts unclouded by his own observations. "Why would you think that?"

      "Why else would it have jump coordinates?"

      "All sorts of reasons,” John said. "It could just be parroting back things it has seen or heard. Something like a computer, with a bit of data still stuck in RAM."

      "I suppose," Dan said. "But that stuff about water, and feeling like home... It sure sounded to me like Andy was feeling what the slug there was feeling. It misses home. And then it sends wormhole directions. I mean..."

      "Yes, that sounds like sentience," John said. That made everything immeasurably more complicated. If the thing was sentient, was it an ally of the Naga and therefore a potential threat? Or was it a slave, and therefore possibly an ally? How the hell could they communicate with it more directly? It seemed like it was tearing Andrew apart, and had been ever since they'd taken it from his ear.

      That might be the answer, of course. Maybe the problem was that they'd taken the thing out in the first place. John shuddered, trying to imagine Andrew's reaction if they put the alien back in his ear. He would never stand for it. But the distance between them didn't seem to be helping much. If anything the contact was growing stronger and more desperate.

      His personal radio buzzed. He tapped it, opening a channel. "John here."

      "Sir, we're getting a communication from the team on Earth. Some sort of emergency there."

      "Understood. Hang tight, I'm sending Dan up to talk with them," John said. He keyed off the microphone. Dan was already on his way to the door.

      "I'm sure Beth is fine, Dan," John said.

      "Right," Dan agreed. He didn't slow down though. "You coming?"

      "Be right up."

      Dan wheeled himself the rest of the way out of the room, the doors sliding shut behind him. John shook his head with a wry smile. Those two needed to get back together. Somehow. It was crystal clear that they still cared about each other. Every time Beth was in any sort of danger, Dan went over the top to rescue her. He needed to stop that - to trust her and her ability to save herself. It was distracting him.

      Like right now. If Dan hadn't been worried about Beth, he never would have left John alone in the room. He would have questioned why his friend wanted to stay here by himself. What possible motive he might have for being the only one in the lab with the alien creature that was hurting Andrew so much.

      It was fortunate that he was distracted, this time. Because it would allow John to act without having to worry about his friend's approval of the plan. He glanced around the room. The tech had already left. No one else was nearby. What he was considering was reckless and dangerous. But he couldn’t think of anything else which was more sure to save Andrew.

      John stood up and lifted the lid from the terrarium. He looked inside, peering down at the small creature living in the water below. His hands were sweating from just thinking about what he was doing. Was there any other way? Anything else that might bring a happy resolution, perhaps with a little less risk? He couldn't think of anything.

      "For Andrew, I would do anything," John said. "Even this."

      He reached down into the pool to grasp the alien thing.
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      They made it to the flyer before security nabbed them, but it was a near thing. It was a big airship with four rotors keeping it aloft and seats for eight people. Beth had no idea how Cory had brought it in on remote. That was some pretty sophisticated AI required, to bring the flyer in and set it hovering just above the rooftop waiting for them. Which meant this vehicle was worth a ton of money. Who the hell was Cory, that he had access to that sort of equipment on the fly?

      Beth sat at the controls. She didn't trust Cory, even if he did seem to be on their side. Whatever was distracting John up on the moon was also keeping them from truly verifying Cory's identity. If he was a plant, then he was a really good actor. But it was still a possibility. What he was telling them right now sounded like bullshit, which wasn't making her trust him more.

      "Those are the coordinates," Cory said. He was pointing to his tablet. "That's where their air-car stopped."

      "It's the middle of the Gulf of Mexico," Beth said. "There's nothing out there, not even an island nearby."

      "A boat, maybe?" Charline asked.

      "Can't land a car that big on a boat," Cory corrected her. "Not unless we're talking about an aircraft carrier or something equally large."

      "And boats that big are tracked by AIS, which I have up on my display here. There's nothing even vaguely near those coordinates," Beth said.

      "Well, it has to be something," Charline said. "They can't have just vanished."

      "It is possible they found the transmitter and threw it overboard," Cory said.

      That would be bad. The tracking device was their one good lead. If they lost that, then they would be up a creek. Charline might be able to find out who was behind it using computer sleuthing, given long enough. But how much time was that going to cost? Every minute of delay increased the chances that there would be a disaster. If they really had taken the blood sample out into the middle of the ocean, it was the worst possible location Beth could imagine. If that stuff leaked and spilled into the water, it would all be over. Earth’s oceans would die, and then the rest of the planet would follow.

      "What about an oil rig?" Linda asked.

      They all stopped and looked at her.

      "None of you are from Texas, are you?" she asked. “There used to be a ton of them out in the Gulf. Most of them left when the oil went dry there, but a few were just left out there to rust in place. Some of them might still be sturdy enough to land an air-car on."

      "They'd make a perfect base for someone who didn't want to be found, too," Charline said. "Not on the maps, not on AIS, and just sitting there so long everyone has pretty much forgotten them."

      "Sounds good," Cory said. "I've got a drone on our flyer. A little UAV - short range, but it's got enough to do the job. We can send it out there and take a peek before we arrive."

      Beth considered the idea for a moment. It seemed like a good play. Of course, if Cory was working against them that might be just the signal that his friends were waiting for, to let them know he was near. Maybe this was an elaborate plan to catch them all... But she had to start trusting someone, sooner or later.

      Trust came hard. She'd tried trusting people before, and it didn't work out well. Now she trusted in herself. And John, usually. Why the hell wasn't he answering the radio, anyway?

      "Do it," Charline said.

      "You got it," Cory replied. He returned to working on his tablet, and a new whizzing sound started up from the roof above them. "We're off."

      Beth was still as worried about what was happening at the lunar base as she was about the mission. John was there. Andrew. Dan. Shouldn't one of them have responded by now? Her guts clenched, her mind going through awful possibilities. What sort of crisis was keeping them from responding for so long?

      As if thinking about them made it happen, Beth's tablet chirped for an incoming call. She jumped, looking down at the offending bit of technology. It was the moon base.

      "About time," she growled as she picked up the call.

      Dan's face appeared on her screen. "You're all right. Thank God."

      "We're all right, yeah," Beth said. "Why the hell haven't you been answering our calls?"

      "Emergency. Andy. He's having symptoms secondary to his recent injury," Dan said, stressing the last word. "Can't say more over an open line."

      "Shit," Beth said, her face crumpling. Andy was a friend. She suddenly regretted the harsh words she'd said a few moments before. "Is he going to be OK?"

      "We think so," Dan said. "John and I have some ideas. Now, what's going on with you?"

      Charline leaned over Beth's shoulder to speak. "The package we brought down was stolen."

      "Shit," Dan said. This time it was his turn to go a few shades more pale. "That's...very bad."

      "You don't know the half of it," Beth replied. "It looks like someone infiltrated John's security team and then blew into a military lab to get the thing. Someone has been working this out for a while."

      "You think something got leaked?" Dan asked.

      "Possible. Or maybe they just figured anything we were bringing down this secretly was worth risking everything to grab. We did sort of spill it ourselves by setting up the meeting with Linda," Beth said. How many possible reasons could there be to send someone down from the moon to hold a secret meeting with a xenobiologist? She could think of a few, and most of them were interesting enough to warrant some corporate espionage.

      “UAV is over the site,” Cory said. “There’s a rig there all right. Good call. Zooming in a bit on the camera to get a better look.”

      Beth held her breath, trying to peek over his shoulder at the tablet he was working with. The image changed, zipping in closer in a dizzying manner. When it resolved again, she saw the familiar air-car sitting on a helipad off to one side of the rig.

      “There’s our missing ride,” Cory said.

      Beth turned back to Dan. “We’re going to go get the package back.”

      “You sure?” Dan asked. “John can probably get a small army on its way in an hour or two.”

      “In an hour or two they might have moved elsewhere,” Beth said. “We can’t wait. Dan - they’re in the middle of an ocean. You know what happens if they screw up out there.”

      It was the worst possible nightmare scenario. If the bad guys had only gone north, into the desert somewhere! A spill there might have taken some work to clean up, but it would have been containable. Every ocean on Earth was connected. If one drop of the stuff hit the water here, it could spread across the planet uncontrolled.

      “Get some backup ready anyway, just in case,” Beth said. Dan looked really worried. It was flattering. Deep down, she knew he was as worried about her as he was about the mission. But it was also frustrating. She didn’t need him watching over her shoulder. She wasn’t some sort of fragile flower that he needed to take care of, damn it! No matter how much her wounds still hurt right now.

      “I’ll have John do that right away,” Dan said. “He should have been here by now… I wonder what’s keeping him?”

      Beth thought she saw a flash of new worry crease Dan’s brow. She pushed the thought away. Whatever it was, it would have to wait. She needed to stay focused on what she was doing. For all their sakes.

      “Don’t worry. I’ve got Charline with me,” Beth said, grinning. “The woman is hellfire with a gun.”

      “Do it,” Dan said. His voice was resolved. There wasn’t any waver or hesitation left.

      Beth nodded, feeling satisfied. “We’ll get it done. And come home ASAP.”

      She flicked off the tablet, then turned to the rest of the team. “Let’s get our goop back from these assholes.”
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      The flyer shot over the ocean, skimming just a few feet above the waves. Charline clutched arm rests of her seat. They were little comfort. Cory seemed to have the craft well in hand, but if he screwed up even a little bit, or if a rogue wave popped up? They’d be slapped into the water in a heartbeat, and the rotors would tear their thin skinned vehicle to ribbons.

      It was the best way to come in undetected, though. They had no way to tell if the rig had radar or not. Fly in at a higher altitude and they’d show up from miles away on even a basic system. At least this way, the enemy would have to rely on lookouts to spot them. Less warning, more surprise. They were going to need every advantage they could get.

      “Charline, I want you to take over the UAV,” Cory said. He passed back his tablet. She scanned the controls. They looked simple enough. The drone was locked into a static flight pattern, circling the rig at high altitude.

      “It’s not just a drone,” he explained. “It’s armed. The thing has four small rockets mounted on the wings.”

      “Shit, that’s awesome,” Beth said.

      “When were you planning to tell us this?” Charline asked.

      “Just did,” Cory replied, flashing her that same infectious grin. “They’re not military grade hardware, mind you. They’re flash-bangs, like what police use. But if you can pop a few off as we’re coming in…”

      “I can do that,” Charline said. This was gonna be like playing Halo. With a Banshee. With real bullets flying, she reminded herself. But hell, it would be interesting.

      “You’ve only got four rockets, remember,” Cory said. “Make them count. Toggle to fire them is on the lower left. Tap to arm, tap again to fire.”

      “Got it,” she said.

      Charline took the UAV off autopilot, which brought it under her direct control. It wobbled a bit and almost fell into a dive, but she stabilized it. She took the thing into a gentle spin, testing it out. If she was going to fly it into battle she needed to know what it could do. She sent it into a nosedive, then pulled out, banking left and right. She had flown a few little drone helicopters before, but this was different. It was more like remotely flying an airplane, and it took her a minute to get used to the controls. Having the rockets wasn’t going to do them any good if she splashed the UAV into the ocean!

      “I’m set,” she said at last. There wasn’t time to play around with the thing as long as she would have liked. The controls were simple enough. The little bit of practice she’d done would have to be enough.

      “There they are,” Beth said, pointing. Sure enough, up ahead was the black skeleton of the oil rig rising from the water.

      “Making our run now,” Cory said. The engines whined as he pushed still more speed from them.

      Charline brought the UAV into a dive, swooping in toward the rig. At a range of about two hundred meters, she took the safeties off the rockets and fired one. It streaked toward the target on her screen, impacting with a blossom of light.

      “Woohoo!” she shouted. She could see men scurrying around the platform now, running in all directions like ants from an overturned hill. “I’m seeing at least twenty bad guys over there.”

      That wasn’t good news. There were a lot more people on the rig than any of them had thought there would be. If they were all armed, it would make for a short fight, and not a good end for her side. For a moment Charline hesitated and thought about calling the whole mission off. They could still return to the shore and wait for help from John’s security teams. With more backup they could hit the place with enough force to win without trouble.

      But she’d already fired a rocket. The enemy knew they’d been seen. They wouldn’t wait around for an hour or two for backup to arrive. They’d vanish, fading away to some other remote spot, and there was no guarantee she would be able to track them wherever they went. No, if they withdrew now it would be almost impossible to find the sample again. It was now or never. That thought didn’t make Charline’s nerves jangle any less, though.

      “OK, see if you can keep them off the big open area in the center of the rig,” Cory said. “I’m gonna try to set down there.”

      “Will do.”

      Charline turned the UAV around, spinning it on one wing. It was small and fast. She could see men trying to shoot it down from the deck of the rig, but it made for a tough target. She fired a second rocket at the men just in case. It impacted in the center of the group. She couldn’t assess damage very well, zipping by as quickly as she did, but it couldn’t have been a fun experience for them.

      One more pass, and she needed to make this one count. She could feel the flyer accelerating upward. Cory was gaining altitude so that he could land on the deck. Charline needed to cover their approach. She soared in, launching both rockets toward groups of men trying to rush to their landing area. Both groups scattered. One tried to reform again, and she couldn’t have that. She dove the UAV straight at them, smashing it into the deck.

      Her camera cut out as the vehicle crashed, but she looked up quickly enough to see the explosions from both the rockets and the UAV blossom in the middle of a group of the enemy combatants. “That should keep their heads down.”

      Cory was settling the flyer toward the deck. “Time to do this!” he shouted. Bullets were already whizzing toward them again. The windshield starred with impacts, then cracked. It wasn’t going to take this sort of abuse much longer.

      “Pop the hatch!” Beth said.

      Charline pulled out her pistols, preparing to go do her thing again. She hated this with every fiber of her being. Shooting had been a past-time that she had once enjoyed. Hunting and marksmanship were simple things. It was just you, the gun, and the target. Maybe you, the gun, and dinner, even. Her shooting had never involved complex moral problems before. But she’d managed to shove all of her feelings aside back in the lab, and she did the same thing again. The ramp lowered from the bottom of their flyer, and Charline rolled down it, arriving at the bottom on one knee, both pistols up and tracking.

      She fired twice, dropping two men, then started moving forward. She needed to get clear of the vehicle and find some cover. Too many targets, too many people shooting…! Some barrels up ahead might work. Charline dove for them.

      Behind her more gunfire erupted from the back of the flyer as Beth and Cory came out, guns blazing. Beth was still using the pistol she acquired at the lab. Cory had come up with a small assault rifle from somewhere. He was firing single shots, not bursts, which raised Charline’s opinion of him a notch. Andy said that amateurs fired bursts. Professionals fired one round at a time.

      “Make for the tower!” Charline shouted. It was the only part of this rust bucket that looked like it had been cleaned up for habitation. That was where they’d find the sample.

      She stood up, guns blazing, and started making her way there. Cory covered her with his rifle, picking off targets she missed. Beth caught up with her and stood just behind and beside her, adding her own pistol fire to the mix.

      “I’m out!” Beth said.

      “Take cover,” Charline said grimly. She’d lost count of her own rounds. How many shots left? She cursed under her breath, wishing she’d kept better track. Andy would have known precisely how many bullets were left in his gun. She wished for a moment that he was there, standing beside her. Her foot slipped on something slick and she managed to not look down, already knowing that what she stood on was blood from one of her victims. She kept her feet beneath her and continued forward.

      Cory dashed past her and made it to the door. He yanked, but it was stuck.

      “Locked!” he shouted.

      Shit. They hadn’t planned for that. How to blow the thing? There were too many armed men on this rig. The whole idea had been to dash in, grab the sample, and get the hell out. Three against thirty was not fun odds. Charline ran the last few feet, bullets striking the deck right behind her. She checked the door out. Not only was it locked - it was locked by a computer coded system.

      “I can hack it, if you can buy me two minutes,” she said. She slipped the pistols back into her pockets and pulled out her tablet, trying to negotiate a connection with the computer lock.

      “Make it quick,” Cory said, firing at the enemy closing in on them.

      The tablet connected. She worked her way through the subroutines of the system, trying to find a path that would let her hack entry. She was good at this sort of thing. It was her bread and butter, after all. She just wasn’t used to doing it while under fire.

      “I’m in!” she shouted. The door clicked as the lock disengaged.

      Then the world exploded around her, a blinding flash of light and deafening sound cutting her off from her senses.
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      John’s hand hovered over the strange creature for another moment. His resolve wavered. What he was considering was damned risky. Even foolhardy. It went against all common sense. If Dan were still here, he’d never allow it. And yet…

      What else could he do? Andrew might not be his son by birth, but he might as well be. John couldn’t stand by and watch him suffer. Not if there was anything he could do that might end that pain.

      His instincts said Dan was right. The creature was not just carrying memories of someplace it had been, or images of coordinates it had seen. Dan had mentioned the idea that it might be sentient, and that rang true. If that was the case, then perhaps it could be reasoned with. But only if he could communicate with it, and there was only one person it seemed to be talking to… The one with whom it had connected.

      “Here goes nothing,” John said aloud. He dipped his hand into the water and gently scooped the thing out. He was expecting it to feel slimy, but instead it felt smooth, even slippery. He almost lost his grip as he removed it from the tank and had to reach over with his other hand to catch hold of it.

      Gingerly, he brought the thing up to his left ear.

      “Moment of truth time,” he whispered. Hand shaking, thinking as hard as he could of Andrew, he held the alien life-form up to his ear. Sensing what was expected of it, the thing wriggled in his hand, slipping through his fingers and entering the outer ear canal. John winced as it made its way down to the ear drum, slipping against sensitive tissue during its descent.

      And then…nothing. There was no pain. No sudden biting sensation. No agony of the little creature burrowing into his brain, as vivid as that image had been a few moments ago. It just sat there.

      “Well, that was anti-climactic,” he said aloud. “Can you hear me?”

      No response. Was it sentient at all? If it wasn’t able to communicate, then this might have been for nothing. Well, it was used to translating other beings for the one wearing it. He was going to need to find a way to engage it in conversation. If it was translating by telepathy, it had to be able to read minds. Maybe he could think at it?

      “Andrew,” he said aloud, picturing the man in his mind.

      Nothing. Apparently now that it had a new host, it wasn’t interested in Andrew anymore. Or it wasn’t hearing him. There was no way to tell. But the alien seemed to be aquatic. It had remained in the watery section of the terrarium ever since they’d placed it there, and most of the dreams Andrew had spoken of revolved around water. Maybe he could get it to engage if he thought about water.

      “Ocean?” he tried. He brought to mind memories of the Maine seacoast, waves crashing upon the craggy shoreline, wind whipping through the shrubby trees.

      Another image popped into his mind, of being underwater. The light above was bright, the water a vivid blue. It reminded him of pictures he’d seen of the Caribbean. He was moving through the water somehow, propelled along by some force. This wasn’t any memory of his. It was coming from elsewhere. The thing had responded to his mental image of the ocean.

      “Now we’re getting somewhere,” he said. “Wormhole.” He pictured the way the Satori’s star drive looked when it was generating a wormhole in front of the ship, the way the colors spun, igniting space and opening a rift to someplace else.

      “Symbols,” he said, picturing the screen in his office, scrolling through rows of colored symbols.

      This thought seemed to excite the small alien. He actually felt it twitch inside his ear for the first time since it had settled there - an uncanny sensation. Then a symbol popped into his head, one of the ones used by the aliens who’d invented the Satori’s drive, colored in bright red. It was replaced a moment later by another symbol in green, and then a third in the same color. The images continued through the sequence, ending in blue. The same pattern that Andrew had muttered in his sleep a short while ago.

      A sense of longing filled him, rocking him to his core. John sank to his knees, tears in his eyes as the deep, savage despair filled him, the loss of everyone and everything he’d ever known, gone forever, lost and far away and beyond his reach for all time…

      He squeezed his eyes shut as tightly as he could, trying to block the flow of emotion. Nothing worked. The thing was inside his mind, and he was feeling every iota of its pain. Was that what Andrew had endured? No wonder he'd been in such bad shape. John wasn’t sure how much longer he could stand it.

      He reached out and tasted the pain, felt the nature of it, and something about it was familiar to him. He’d felt that sort of agony before, and in a flash he knew when. It was always there in his mind, lurking just out of view, an old scar that had never healed and would never entirely fade away. John knew in his heart that he would carry that pain until the day he died.

      The thought triggered the memory, and then he was seeing Satori again - his wife, not the ship. She was pregnant, full of life, getting ready to bring their shared life into the world.

      And then she was in the hospital. Things were going wrong. She was in desperate pain. John was there, holding her hand, as she slipped away from him forever. The love of his life and their son, dead together. John had the best doctors that money could buy, but there was nothing anyone could do.

      The image of his dying wife seared through his brain. That was where he had felt this sort of loss before. Everything that mattered to him in the universe, the center and sum of all that he valued, gone in an instant. The pain of that loss. The sense of being utterly alone. The despair.

      Somewhere inside his mind, another set of thoughts met the wall of his agony and recoiled from it. He felt the presence of those alien thoughts recede a little, their weight ebbing from his mind. Then there was a new thought: satisfaction. It had made contact with a like mind, with someone who could understand and grasp the depth of its suffering. In John, the little alien had experienced something it had been missing for so long - empathy.

      John opened his eyes, and through tear streaked vision reached out for the table in front of him. Using it for balance he staggered back to his feet. The room wobbled around him, trying to right itself.

      He’d come through that agony once, thanks to his friends. Dan, Beth, and later Andrew had filled the void in his life, giving him hope that perhaps the future would hold some meaning for him. In time it eventually had. The pain would never be gone. He could never truly release it entirely, so it would always be a part of him. But he had learned to hope again, and love again, and through those things to live again. In his thoughts, he tried to share those emotions with his new companion.

      Perhaps it grasped at least a little of what he meant.

      “It seems we have reached an understanding, then,” John said. He allowed himself a little smile. This had been a hell of an adventure. Satori would have been proud of him.

      The doors to the lab snapped open. John turned, and found a disapproving Dan staring at him, aghast.

      “What the hell have you done?” Dan asked.
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      Linda held her breath as the air-car’s hatch opened. She could hear the gruff voices of men she didn’t know speaking to one another, and all she could do was keep herself as still as possible. She’d watched as the the others had jumped from the air-car into battle, guns blazing like they were in some sort of action movie. That wasn’t who Linda was. She didn’t think that she could ever act like that. And look what it had gotten them? It sounded like the fighting was over, and since the people opening the hatch were strangers, Linda was betting that meant her side hadn’t won. How was she going to get out of this mess now?

      Instead of rushing out with the others she had stayed inside the vehicle and hidden inside a little nook under the flyer’s dashboard. The space was so small that she could barely squeeze herself inside it even with her small frame. It was the only hiding place in the flyer’s crew compartment, small as it was. There was nowhere else for her to go. Sweat trickled down her forehead, dripping into her eyes. She blinked, the only motion she could allow herself. She could hear the men chatting as they looked inside the car. Then the hatch was slammed shut again so abruptly that the sound made her jump.

      From outside the flyer, she heard a muffled voice say, “All clear inside the vehicle. We got ‘em all.”

      Somehow they hadn’t seen her when they looked inside. Maybe the angle had been slightly wrong, or maybe they had something else on their minds. Whatever had saved her, she was grateful for it. The other three had rushed outside, guns blazing, while she ducked her head and prayed.

      Linda wasn’t made for this sort of action hero stuff. She was comfortable in her lab. She’d never wanted to get involved in more adventurous activities that looking through her microscope or analyzing data. How the hell had she ended up here?

      She peeked up through the windshield. It was starred and cracked from the impact of dozens of bullets during their initial descent. She was pretty sure no one would be able to see her through it. She could barely see outward.

      Cory, Beth, and Charline were all lined up in the flat landing area about fifteen feet away. They were on their knees, surrounded by armed men. The whole plan had gone sideways. What the hell had they been thinking? She knew it was important to get the sample back. But this was a job for the police. Or maybe the army. Not for a handful of people operating on their own. One man was pacing back and forth in front of them, saying something she could barely hear. Linda strained her ears to listen.

      “Placed a tracking device, didn’t you?” the man asked.

      “Something like that, Pete,” Cory replied.

      “You are too damned smart for your own good,” Pete said. “You might have lived, if you’d left well enough alone. Now?”

      Then the man Cory had called Pete lifted his pistol, aiming it at Cory. Before anyone else could so much as breathe he’d fired. Cory never even made a sound. His body just slumped backward onto the deck.

      Linda stifled a scream. Making noise would just bring their attention on her. There were still two people out there she might be able to help, if only she could remain free. There were reinforcements coming, too. Charline and Beth had called for backup. She just had to hang on.

      “We can’t stay here. They’ll have reported this location,” Pete said to the other men. “We’ll have to move the sample to another safe spot.”

      “The bosses won’t be happy,” one of the other men said to him.

      “They’ll be a lot less happy if we lose their new baby, whatever the hell the stuff is,” Pete said. “Pack everything you can in the air-car, then torch the rest.”

      “You’re right, I am not happy,” a man said as he stepped from one of the structures built into the rig. “Not happy at all to be interrupted, anyway. But I have to admit that I am pleased to see who you caught for me.”

      He stopped in front of Charline and looked down at her. “Been a while. I hope you remember me.”

      “Heimsman,” Charline said. “I figured you to have crawled under a rock someplace. What made you slither back out?”

      “Why, my dear! There are always companies willing to hire someone with my sort of skills, especially when I’m forced to not care much about ethics due to the nature of my last employment severance,” Heimsman said with a chuckle. “I had more than a few offers. Of course none were quite as good as the job you made me lose, but I got by.”

      “You know this creep?” Beth asked Charline.

      “Old boss. Came on to me and had to be told ‘no’ with my knee,” Charline replied.

      “Yes, and shortly after I had you fired for that assault, my private files were open to the world, and the company computers were trashed,” Heimsman said. “It didn’t take much to figure out how that happened. But by then you were gone. Off the planet, it turned out. Out of even my extensive reach.”

      “But it seems like fate has intervened, and I have a chance to pick things up where we left off,” Heimsman said. The oily smile on his face made Linda’s skin crawl, even with the windshield between them. He turned to the man standing nearby. “You lot - get to the loading. We want to be out of here soon. They’ll have more company coming, I’m sure.”

      “You got it, boss,” they replied. He and five other men walked into the building that Charline had been trying to break open. That left only Pete and four guards out watching the other two women. There had been a lot more guards before they landed. Linda glanced around, looking for them, and finally spotted a row of bodies off to one side. She felt sickened but strangely satisfied at the same time. The warring emotions were confusing.

      Pete was speaking again, aiming his pistol at Charline this time. Linda held her breath. She liked the other woman, had liked her from their first meeting. Was she about to die right in front of her? She cast about the inside of the cabin, looking for some way she could help.

      Cory had opened up a locker before he went out. He’d grabbed a rifle and several magazines from it. There was another rifle sitting inside. Linda pulled it free, trying to figure out how to use the thing. That was the safety. She flipped the little switch to semi. There was already a magazine loaded. Did that mean it was ready to fire? She didn’t know. She looked back out the window.

      “You’ve been a hell of a lot of trouble, lady,” Pete said. “Those were good men you killed.”

      “You don’t understand,” Charline said. “That stuff you stole - it’s dangerous!”

      “It might be. But it’s valuable,” Heimsman said. “It’s gonna make us all wealthy.”

      “It’s going to make everyone dead, if you’re not careful,” Beth said.

      Pete’s pistol wavered away from Charline and aimed at Beth instead. She didn’t look away or back down. Linda was stunned at the display of courage. It couldn’t be easy, staring death in the nose and not blinking. She wished she was more like that.

      “Well, we ought to keep at least one of you around. In case your friends show up,” Pete said. “A hostage might be useful.”

      Then he whipped the gun back around at Charline, aiming it directly at her head.

      “I’d prefer to keep her, if that’s all right,” Heimsman interjected, his voice almost a purr. “We have unfinished business.”

      “You sure? You’re the boss, but in my opinion she’s too dangerous to keep alive,” Pete said.

      Heimsman made a face, then waved his hand. “Very well. I pay you to give me security advice, I’d be a damned fool if I didn’t take it. Keep the other one as a hostage instead and shoot Ms. Foster. Make sure it hurts, though.”

      “I can do that,” Pete said, his voice cold.

      Linda started to turn her head away. Charline was a nice person, she didn’t deserve this… But she couldn’t bring herself to try anything. She was terrified. If she managed to somehow shoot the rifle, even if she somehow managed to hit someone, then what? The others would kill her, too.

      Before she could look away Beth blurred into motion. Somehow she rose up from a kneeling position and dove at Pete, shouting “No!”

      He fired.

      She fell to the ground, curled up in a fetal position around her belly.

      “Beth!” Charline shouted.

      In the cockpit, Linda bit her knuckles to keep from crying out.

      “Bitch,” Pete said. He spat at Beth’s body. “I was going to keep you alive. Now I have to deal with this hellion instead? Shit.”

      “Ah, you see? Fate has intervened again. Now you’re mine to do what I want with,” Heimsman told Charline. “Tie her up.”

      Two of the guards brought over zip ties and bound Charline by the wrists and ankles. She didn’t even struggle. Even through the cracked glass Linda could see that she was sobbing, crying. The guilt hit her like a mountain falling on her shoulders. She should have done something. Anything! She had a weapon, but not the will to use it. She was too weak to be any use here. Linda couldn’t imagine what had possessed her to insist they bring her along in the first place.
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      The men outside were speaking again. Linda forced herself to look at the scene once more. She swallowed hard when she saw the two still bodies laid out on the deck. Those were people she had just been speaking with, flying around with. Now they were gone. Linda could barely think through the crushing sense of guilt. But she had to keep listening. Charline was still alive, and maybe she could hear something that would help.

      “You two, carry her inside. We’ll finish packing. The rest of you dump their bodies into the ocean,” Heimsman said.

      “Our guys too? They deserve better,” Pete asked. He seemed hesitant.

      “Yes. They’re dead. It won’t matter to them anymore. We need this place cleaned before anyone arrives to investigate it,” Heimsman replied. Then he turned and stalked into the building. Pete and one of the guards half-carried, half-dragged Charline along behind him.

      The door closed behind them, cutting Charline off from view. Linda was covered in a cold sweat. She wanted to help Charline, to save her somehow. Whatever that guy planned for her wasn’t going to be pleasant. She’d seen Heimsman’s sort before. But running out there would just get her captured as well. Linda held her place, watching carefully.

      The remaining two guards picked up Cory’s body by the legs and shoulders and hauled him toward the edge of the platform. Their path took them dangerously close to Linda’s hiding place, and she ducked down so they wouldn’t see her. They plodded on, walking past the air-car where she was hiding up to the very edge of the oil rig.

      “Why do we get this shitty detail?” one asked.

      “Shut up and dump the damned body,” the other replied.

      There were a few grunts, and then a long pause. Linda thought she could hear the faint splash of Cory’s body entering the water. She shuddered. Then there was the sound of footsteps fading away, only to return a minute later. The men were grunting under the load of a second person. This time as they approached, Linda heard a woman groan. She froze, half afraid she’d made the sound herself.

      “Shit, this one is still alive,” the complainer said.

      “So? Order was to dump her. She’ll be dead soon enough.”

      “I dunno, man. I don’t mind dumping a dead body, but killing her like this? Not cool.”

      “Then put a bullet in her, if you feel so bad about it,” the other man said.

      “Sure.”

      That was Beth they were talking about. She was still alive! Linda’s thoughts raced. Was it possible to save her? Would she live, even if she could somehow rescue her from these men? Linda felt too scared to do anything before. She was still frightened now. But she wasn’t sure she could live with herself if she allowed her fear to dominate her another time. In another few seconds the decision would be made for her. They would shoot Beth and dump her body into the ocean. It would be too late to help. She had to act quickly.

      Linda grabbed the rifle from where it rested beside her. The weight was unfamiliar and unwieldy in her hands, but she’d seen enough movies to know roughly how to work an assault rifle. She just had to hope that would be enough. Linda yanked hard on the release for the vehicle’s hatch.

      The door of the flyer swung upward away from her.

      Outside the door, both men looked up from Beth’s body. They had stunned expressions on their faces. One man’s mouth was formed in a round O shape. The other had a rifle in his hands, the muzzle aimed at Beth’s still form. As soon as he saw Linda he began shifting his aim point, turning the weapon toward her instead.

      Linda had her rifle up against her hip. She aimed the thing as best she could and squeezed the trigger once, then again. The man’s body bucked twice as bullets hit it. He tumbled backward from the force of the impact, losing his balance and tripping over the edge of the platform. He let out only a short yelp as he fell toward the ocean.

      The other man had a rifle on a sling. He scrambled to get the weapon up into his hands. Linda’s ears hurt from the gunshots. She felt dazed. Had she actually killed a man? Could she do it again? She saw the second man moving, saw him get his weapon under control. The muzzle rose toward her like it was in slow motion. He wasn’t going to give her any choice. If she froze, she died. Linda didn’t want to die.

      She fired again. And again. His body shook with the impacts, but he didn’t go down. Linda stepped forward and fired another time. The guard fell to the ground, crawling away from her now. She was crying, barely able to see through her tears. This wasn’t what she wanted. This wasn’t who she was. But they’d given her no choice.

      She shot the gun one more time. This time the man lay still after a final tremor. Linda collapsed to her knees beside Beth’s body, sobbing.
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      Beth’s entire world felt like it was on fire. Her gut crawled - not just the pain from the wound. That she could bear, more or less. She’d been shot before. It sucked, but it was just pain. It was the itching sensation that was driving her mad right now. She also vaguely knew that was probably why she was still breathing.

      The nanites she’d been implanted with at the hospital were still in her bloodstream. Military grade nanites that were designed to help a body recover after traumatic wounds like the one she’d sustained.

      She pushed herself up on one hand, lifting her head free from the deck. A wave of dizziness and nausea hit her like a club, and she almost sank back down. Her body was crying out for rest. That would be lethal, though. It wouldn’t take long for someone to come investigate those shots.

      Beth looked up at Linda, standing there shaking with the rifle in her hands. She’d just gunned down two armed men. Frankly, Beth was impressed. She didn’t think Linda would have had it in her. It hadn’t surprised her when Linda had stayed in the flyer, and it hadn’t bothered her either. An untrained person out there during the raid would’ve just died quickly. Or gotten one of them killed. Killed sooner. Whatever.

      Her head was fuzzy, her thinking not flowing as smoothly as it ought. Shock, and maybe something the nanites were doing to combat the shock. Linda was sobbing, fast turning into a wreck. Beth needed her to hang in a little longer than that if either of them were going to survive this.

      “Linda,” she said. It was alarming how weak her voice sounded, and how much it hurt to speak.

      “You’re awake!” Linda exclaimed. She dropped the rifle and rushed to Beth’s side. “You were shot…”

      “I’ll heal,” Beth said. “The guards will be coming.”

      “Shit. What do we do?”

      “Hand me that guy’s rifle.”

      Linda grabbed the weapon and gave it to Beth. She checked the magazine. Still half full. “Take your weapon and hide in the flyer again. When I start shooting, help.”

      Linda paled, but nodded. “I will.”

      Once she had slipped back inside the flyer and shut the door again, Beth curled up in a way that was only excruciating, instead of agonizing. The rifle was hidden mostly beneath her body. No one ought to be able to see it until they were very close.

      Just in time. She heard shouts from the building. Then the footsteps of multiple men rushing over.

      “I don’t get it, where did they go?”

      “I tell you, I heard shots,” another man said.

      “Keep looking,” a third replied. This one was very close to her, his voice coming from only a foot or two away. He closed the gap and reached out with a foot, hooking her arm to turn her over.

      She rolled with his pull, the rifle coming up in her hands as she turned. She wasn’t even sure the guy saw her weapon before she fired. He definitely didn’t see it afterward - or anything else.

      The flyer hatch flew open again, and Linda was firing from the doorway. She wasn’t a good shot - but she’d learned what the ‘auto’ setting did on the selector. Linda was spraying rounds across the deck as fast as they could come out of the barrel.

      Her ammunition wouldn’t last long that way, but Beth only needed a few seconds. The other two men, thinking that it was Linda who had shot their friend, didn’t even bother looking at the ‘dead’ woman laying on the deck. Beth wasn’t a great shot, but she didn’t need to be at this range.

      “Help me up,” Beth called, when it was over. There were still more bad guys inside the building. Beth did a quick headcount and figured there were about five goons left, plus Pete. They had Charline, too.

      Linda ran over and gingerly helped her to a standing position. With her help Beth staggered over and leaned against the flyer.

      “Well, I’m not running any marathons today,” Beth said. She was gasping from taking just the few steps, and her gut was burning again. She looked down to examine the wound for the first time, pulling up her shirt so she could see it. The bullet entered her belly from the front. As near as she could tell there was no exit hole. The small hole in the front was already clotted over. The nanites had worked at cutting off the bleeding first.

      She was shaken, dizzy, sick, and hurting. There wasn’t any way she could assess how badly hurt she was inside. The bullet had messed things up in there for sure, but how much?

      “You’re hurt,” Linda said. “We should go get you help. Get out of here while we can.”

      “Not without Charline,” Beth said, gritting her teeth. For a moment she imagined herself back on the Naga starship. She’d been shot. She was dying. John and Andy were pinned down, and there was no way anyone was going to get to her in time to save her. Then there had been Charline, stepping out of the smoke after gunning her way through the enemy. She’d never given up on Beth. There was no way Beth was going to leave without her.

      But a straight up gunfight wasn’t the answer. They’d lose. Luck had been with them so far, but you couldn’t count on that lasting. Beth cast about, looking for possible solutions. Nothing around but ancient machinery, an old loading crane. the gutted remnants of the oil piping…

      She looked at the crane again. That was odd. Unlike the rest of this place, the crane wasn’t a rusted pile of junk. Why was it cleaned up? A long cable draped from the crane downward toward the water. At the bottom of the cable was a motorboat, still grappled firmly to the cable line. Probably what they used to ferry supplies back and forth. The air-car stuck out like a sore thumb, they couldn’t risk flying it out here too often. And of course they needed the crane to lift things from the boat up onto the platform.

      “That might work,” Beth muttered.

      “What?” Linda asked, confused.

      “Help me get over there,” Beth said, pointing at the crane.
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      Charline was tossed unceremoniously into a corner once the door closed behind them. That was fine with her. If she was out of the way, a little out of sight, maybe she could do something about the ties binding her hands and feet. She curled around herself, moving her body into a fetal position and faked a few sobs. Not that she didn’t honestly feel like crying, but shaking shoulders would mask her other movements.

      The guard watching her chuckled a little under his breath and then she heard him move away. That was her cue. She’d learned how to break zip-ties by accident. Back on the alien world, they had used similar ties to bind Paul, but he’d gotten free. When she asked Andy how the heck that had happened, he explained. Zip-ties were pretty secure, but they were just strips of plastic. Heat the plastic a little and it would weaken enough to snap. Almost any rough surface would do. Paul had used a rough patch of the bulkhead on the Satori, but Andy told her that even a shoelace would work.

      Charline’s shoes had laces.

      She untied one and ran it through the ties binding her ankles. Feet first, she reasoned. Better to be able to run if she could, although she wasn’t sure where she could go. There was still one ace in the hole. She hadn’t seen them capture or kill Linda, which meant the xenobiologist was probably still out there somewhere, free. Charline wasn’t sure how much she could count on the other woman for help, but just having her nearby might be enough to be useful.

      If only Beth were still there. Charline stifled a real sob at the thought of her friend. Beth had literally taken a bullet for her. She couldn’t believe it, even having seen it herself. She wondered if she would have had the courage to do something like that. It took an effort to block the images from her mind, but she had to focus. If Beth’s sacrifice was to mean anything at all, she had to get out of there alive.

      “How’s my new toy doing?” Heimsman called from across the room. Charline heard his footsteps coming closer and flinched. The ankle ties weren’t completely broken yet. She kept working, making her body shake even more than before to hide the motion.

      “Scared? You should be. By the time I’m through with you, you’ll wish you had just taken that bullet instead,” Heimsman said. “Look at me when I speak to you!”

      He was standing over her now. He leaned forward, reaching down to her and yanking her hair back so that she was forced to stare into his livid face. Charline had never seen someone so furious and out of control. She pulled hard on the zip-tie, and it finally snapped.

      Charline twisted to get her feet beneath her and lunged upward. Her forehead smashed into Heimsman’s nose, shattering it and sending blood splashing across his face. He cried out with pain. Her hands were still bound, but her feet were free. Heimsman brought both hands up to his face, covering his nose. That left her a lot of openings. Charline fired off a front snap kick that nailed him right in the groin.

      “Didn’t get the message the first time?” she taunted. “Here’s the repeat lesson!”

      Heimsman sank to his knees with a groan. Charline could see the guards coming at her in her peripheral vision, but she still had time for one more kick and she wanted to make it count. Her foot shot forward, taking Heimsman in the face. His head snapped back hard, and then he tumbled over backwards to fall flat against the floor. He was out cold, his face a mess, blood everywhere. Charline couldn’t remember feeling more satisfied.

      Two of the guards grabbed her, one by each arm. With a rough shove they forced her back down to her knees. Charline glanced to her left, ready to try to take one of them down. They knew her legs were free, but maybe she could still take at least one more of them out of action. Then she heard a pistol being cocked, and looked straight ahead again.

      Pete was there, weapon in hand. It was aimed at her head. Charline held very still. She didn’t want to die, and he seemed very willing to kill her.

      “I told that asshole it was a mistake to leave you alive. He should have listened,” Pete said, chuckling. “You can handle yourself, that’s for sure. If we weren’t on opposite sides in this I’d offer you a job. Sadly, I don’t think that’s going to work, is it?”

      “Not likely,” Charline said.

      “Didn’t think so. But I need to keep you around anyway, as a hostage. Really, you did me a favor. He was annoying as hell. Now I can run the operation the way I want, and maybe we can all get out of here safe after all. You play along without any more fuss, and I’ll see if I can release you once we land in Mexico. How’s that for a deal?”

      Charline didn’t answer, setting her lips in a hard line.

      “Or I can just shoot you now and trust my luck without a hostage,” Pete said, waving the pistol at her.

      Charline sagged. “Fine. I’ll behave.”

      And she would, at least until she had even the slightest chance of getting out of there on her own. If he gave her even a small window to get away, she was going to take it. But she could tell he already knew that. It was there in his eyes. She was going to have a hard time slipping anything past this man.

      Gunshots rang out from somewhere outside. Not just one shot, but several in rapid succession.

      “Now what the hell is going on?” Pete snarled. “You two, hold her. I’m going to go check that out.”

      Charline tried to hide a worried frown. There was only one ally left out there. That had to be Linda. Had they found her and killed her? Or was that her doing the shooting? She didn’t think Linda had it in her to start a firefight, so the likely answer was that the scientist was dead. Which meant she was just about out of possible avenues for escape.
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      Beth grabbed her rifle and staggered her way to the controls, leaning on Linda more steps than not. She’d never felt so damned weak. The nanites must be grabbing everything they could get their hands on to rebuild her damaged body.

      They reached the controls. Pretty basic. She’d handled much more complex control systems. Beth hadn’t always been a lead engineer. She’d done a lot of scut work along the way.

      “Cover me,” Beth said. “This is going to be loud.”

      She started up the crane and threw the hydraulics into motion, the powerful engine churning as it began to lift the boat clear of the water. She had the machine reel the line back in as quickly as it could, the boat soaring up toward them.

      The crane really was making a racket. It might have been oiled and cleaned up, but it was still loud as hell. The boat had barely made it to the height of the deck when the door of the deckhouse burst open. Pete stood in the doorway, a pistol in his hand. He laughed when he saw her.

      “You are a tough one, aren’t you?” Pete hollered over to her. “You’re walking around with a bullet in your gut? That takes some serious fortitude.”

      “More than you know,” Beth shouted back with more vigor than she really felt. There were sparks beginning to dance in front of her eyes. She didn’t have a lot left in her. But maybe she had just enough. She slammed a lever over to stop the cable reeling in and got the machine ready to move again.

      “You will step down from there,” Pete ordered. Someone behind him passed Charline over to him. Her hand were bound, and the guards shoved her hard enough that she staggered a little until Pete caught her arm, holding her close to him. He turned the pistol on Charline’s head. “Or your friend is dead.”

      Beth knew he wasn’t going to let them go no matter what she did. If she surrendered, she and Linda and Charline were likely all dead. Better to at least have a shot at living. Besides, this guy was an asshole, and she was tired of his threats.

      “I don’t negotiate with dead people,” Beth said. With the last of her strength she slammed home one more lever.

      The massive crane swung into motion. Hydraulics released pressure, venting all their pent up energy as the thing swung in toward the deck. The crane was build to swing that way, but the cable and boat hung from it like a pendulum. Beth had released all of the safeties from the machine, allowing it to swing as rapidly as the mechanism could move - which was very fast.

      By the time the boat came into contact with the deckhouse, it was moving with enough speed that it crashed through the walls, breaking concrete as its mass and acceleration impacted with devastating force. Pete gaped at the thing as it rushed toward him. Chunks of debris were flying through the air as the structure crumbled from the impact. Beth had to admit, it was pretty impressive.

      While Pete was staring Charline grabbed the moment of distraction and elbowed him hard in the ribs. He released her in surprise, and she fell to the deck, rolling away from the deckhouse as quickly as she could.

      The building all but exploded in a shower of broken fragments. Chunks of concrete smashed into Pete, sending him flying clear. The roof of the structure collapsed and buried whatever else remained inside.

      “Linda, help Charline,” Beth said. She was feeling more hazy by the moment. She slumped back against the control chair, clutching her belly. But she was still smiling, even through the pain. She’d nailed the asshole. The rest of the guards were buried under the rubble. John’s people should be there shortly to help them all get away safely.

      Linda ran to Charline’s side, helping her cut loose from the zip-ties. Beth closed her eyes, relaxing at last. Her friend was safe. She could rest.
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      John looked around the table, meeting the eyes of one person after another. It had been some time since they’d all met here last. Back then, they were planning the launch of the Satori, plotting out the first space trial of the ship. They’d never expected the first run to be so dangerous, or to take them so far from home.

      Had that really only been two weeks ago? It seemed like it should have been longer. So much had happened. They’d explored a new world. They’d met an alien race, and survived - if barely. Then they’d returned home to a host of new problems. John had the sense those issues at home had only just begun. Things on Earth were teetering toward chaos, and that was going to get worse before it got better.

      There was a new face among the crowd. Charline and Beth had brought Linda Paris back to the moon with them. John arranged for her transfer of employment. The lab was reluctant to let her go, but he made it worth their while. She was a promising young woman, and he was privately impressed with what he’d heard of her. It took a strong will to go through what she had and come out the other side intact. They could use her expertise and her courage.

      Her first job on the moon would be to find some way to counteract the black blood agent they’d acquired from the ‘ratzards’. John was certain that it was a weapon, now. Finding a way to defeat it was essential. They could not let Earth suffer the same fate as the dead world they’d seen on their first voyage.

      “It’s been a while,” Andrew said. He’d been the last to arrive, and was just taking his seat.

      “You doing OK, Andy?” Charline asked. “I heard…”

      “It was rough. I’m much better,” Andrew said, his lips a tight line. He’d lost weight, and there was a haunted look in the back of his eyes that hadn’t been there before. John hoped he would get better in time, but if he’d tasted the same emotions the alien had sent to John’s mind - the loss and longing and despair - then John understood the lingering pain that left behind.

      Beth winced as she shifted in her seat, and Dan’s hands jerked as if to help her before he settled them in his lap again. John hid a smile. Dan had been doting on her since her return to the base. She was healing well, and Dan seemed constantly torn between giving her space and being overprotective. They’d find a new happy medium, in time.

      “I’m glad you were able to recover the sample,” John said.

      “It was in Pete’s pocket. I snagged it before we turned him over to the FBI,” Charline said.

      “How did you know it wasn’t in the building when you smashed it?” John asked Beth.

      She grinned and shrugged, then winced from the movement. “I didn’t. Worst case, it was better the sample be buried in rubble than in their hands. It was a gamble, but I didn’t see any other way to save Charline.”

      John nodded, and noted that nobody else questioned Beth’s move. They’d all done some dangerous things to help each other. Each of them had risked something, at some point, to save one of the others. They were all interconnected now with a complex web of rescues, debts, loyalty, and care.

      “We’d already paid a high enough price down there,” Beth added. No one had to mention Cory’s name. Even the team members who hadn’t met the man had heard the story.

      “The repairs of the Satori are proceeding apace,” John said, shifting the subject. “She’ll be ready to fly again soon. I wanted you all here to ask if you were willing to go back out.”

      “Where?” Beth asked, her eyes narrowing.

      “Majel, the display please?” John asked.

      “Of course, John,” the AI replied. John blinked. Even her voice seemed to have changed. She’d gained nuance and control of her intonation to a level he’d never heard from a computer before. He shared a quick look with Charline, who gave a tiny shrug of her shoulders. Neither of them knew precisely what was going on with the AI. So far none of the changes seemed to negatively impact her performance.

      A screen on the wall flickered to life. The first image was a watercolor of the ocean John had seen from the alien’s thoughts, the waves and water, the sea floor covered with strange life. The next slide showed a huge aquatic animal, dotted with many small projections.

      “These are your work, John?” Dan asked.

      “My paintings, yes. The images come from our small friend.”

      “I still think that was a stupid move,” Dan said. “You took a hell of a risk.”

      “It seemed like the best plan at the time,” John said. He kept his tone light. He knew how much his actions had upset Dan, but in truth he still couldn’t think of anything else that would have worked. And it had worked out well in the end.

      “It’s still in there?” Beth asked, tapping her ear.

      “Yes,” John replied. “We’ve reached an understanding.”

      She shuddered a little. He couldn’t blame her. It was still unnerving to him sometimes as well.

      “Those large animals are like living cities,” John said. “The little telepathic creatures attach themselves to these giant fish, helping to keep them alive and well fed as they voyage through the ocean. Thousands of the little life-forms, all living in telepathic communes.”

      “Next slide,” John said.

      The next slide showed an image they were all familiar with. An enormous ship, half sunk into the surface of the water. The ship was blocky in shape, with threatening lines. It was an image they’d each had burned into their memories - except Linda, who was just staring at it with wonder. The crew from the first mission all looked at the screen with faces that mixed fear and anger.

      Floating in the foreground of the painting were several of the big fish, Naga standing on their corpses and harvesting the smaller creatures from their bodies.

      “That’s a Naga ship,” Andrew said.

      “Yes,” John replied.

      “They’re taking the little things as - what - slaves?” Dan asked.

      “I’m not sure,” John said. “My communication with this one is just images and emotion. I don’t know if the Naga are even aware they’re sentient.”

      “But they are being enslaved,” Linda said softly. “An entire race.”

      “Yes,” John replied.

      “Can we help them?” Linda asked.

      “I hope to.”

      “How?” Beth asked. “Do we even know where they are?”

      The slideshow slipped forward to the next image, this one showing a set of wormhole coordinate symbols.

      “These coordinates match a set from the recovered database,” Majel intoned.

      “They’re images the life-form sent to me,” John said. “I believe those are the coordinates of its homeworld.”

      There was silence around the table as his words sunk in. Yes, they could actually go there. They could take the Satori and jump through space. John wasn’t sure what they’d find when they arrived, but he was confident they could make the journey. Whether there was actually anything they could do to help once they arrived was another question entirely.

      “You want to do this,” Andrew said.

      John nodded. “I think it’s the right thing to do.”

      “We barely survived last time,” Dan said. “Beth almost didn’t.”

      Beth reached across the table and took Dan’s hand. He looked over at her, and she gave him a smile.

      “But I did,” she said. “Thanks to the rest of you.”

      Linda coughed. Everyone turned and looked to her.

      “Folks, I don’t know much about any of this. I’ve only heard your stories, and I think I’m missing about half of them still,” she said. “But if these Naga are as evil as you say, and they’re enslaving an entire race of sentient beings…?”

      Her voice was trembling a little, and she paused before going on. “C’mon. We all know what the right thing to do is, here.”

      Charline took her hand and smiled. “Yes.”

      “The Naga know we exist,” John said. “I’d rather take the fight to them than wait for them to come to us. Let’s go give them something to worry about besides finding out where Earth is, shall we?”

      “I’m in,” Beth said.

      “Me too,” replied Andy.

      Dan shook his head, smiling wistfully. “Wasn’t it me giving you a speech like this not long ago?” he asked. “John is right. We should do this.”

      “All of the arguments are valid. While the uncertainty factor in this mission remains high,” Majels’s voice said from the table, “undertaking the expedition has a high probability of valuable data collection.”

      There were a few awkward chuckles at that. Majel’s behavior might be odd, but John sensed the team was growing used to her occasionally interjecting her comments into their discussions.

      “Even Majel agrees, then,” he said. “First we repair the Satori. And then we’re getting back out there.”

      Inside his mind, a tiny telepathic thought voiced gratitude, excitement, and…fear. The alien was terrified at the prospect, so much that it overshadowed all the other feelings. John had learned to brace himself against the emotions so that they were not so overwhelming. But he couldn’t help but feel trepidation. What didn’t they know, that was causing the little alien such intense panic?

      They’d built an outstanding team. But would it be enough to survive what lay ahead?
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      Beth ran her hand along the plates of the starship’s hull. It had taken her crew a lot of work to repair all the damage, but they had finally finished. The new wing was in place. All the holes in the hull were patched. The quick-fix repairs she managed during their mission had been replaced with more permanent work.

      She patted the ship gently again, ran her hand along the lines, taking precious time to enjoy the work which in so many ways was her greatest accomplishment. It was the capstone of her career. There were damned few engineers alive who could design a ship that would fly in space in the first place. But then the melding of ancient alien technology that no one truly understood with human tech? That had been a bloody miracle.

      “Is she ready to fly?" John asked.

      Beth jerked her hand away from the ship. She hadn't seen him come in and had been too wrapped up in her own thoughts to hear him until he spoke.

      "I'm tired of getting shot,” she replied.

      She had that in common with their starship, both of them taking a beating. Beth had been shot not once, but twice. The wounds were closed, thanks to the wonders of modern medicine. But some days she could still feel the pain. She never wanted to feel anything like that again.

      “The vests Andrew is working on should help with that problem," John said.

      "I know. I'm just not sure that I'm cut out for this sort of thing," Beth said. "I'm an engineer. Not a soldier."

      There, she'd said it. Beth had been feeling those words for the past two weeks while she recovered. But she hadn't been able to voice her feelings until now. She didn't want to let her friends down. She didn't want to let herself down. But the truth was that she was scared. Frightened of being hurt again, terrified that she would find herself once more laying on some cold surface, feeling her lifeblood leaking from her body. She wasn't going to be any good to the team scared stiff. Better that they take someone who could handle the sorts of dangers the team would face without flinching.

      John stared at her for a long moment without saying a word. Beth looked away, unable to match his gaze.

      "Do you want to resign as lead engineer?" John asked, his voice gentle.

      He was always kind. That was one of the things Beth loved about John, and why this was so damned hard. She never wanted to let the man down, and she was torn. Was it worse to let him down easily now by leaving the mission team? Or to let him down hard out there in the field, when she inevitably faltered?

      “I’m just not sure that I am cut out to be your field engineer," Beth said. "I love the Satori. I love working on your starship project. But these missions…”

      "I understand," he said soft voice. "I need a skilled engineer on board though. And I don't have time to find a replacement for this next mission. Will you come with us one more time?"

      “What mission?" Beth asked.

      She thought that she could see a small bit of green inside John's ear, the tail end of the tiny slug-like creature residing there. They learned that it was a sentient life form, member of an entire race that had been enslaved. The little slugs were telepathic and able to converse with other beings they bonded to. John took on that bond to save Andy, who’d almost died after they removed the creature from his ear. But what effects was it having on John now?

      "My little friend here wants to go home rather badly," John said, tapping his right temple to illustrate what he was talking about. As if she didn't already know. "But I think we need a dry run before we head into that sort of trouble. We need intelligence on the Naga very badly. And we need to test the Satori under conditions that are perhaps a little more optimal."

      "What's the target, then?" Beth asked. Despite herself she was finding the idea intriguing. It was a real plus if John was still putting caution ahead of bringing the creepy little slug home. She'd been worried that it would somehow pressure him into acting more rashly than he ought. How much would she be able to resist a voice asking her to do something over and over, pleading its case directly into her thoughts?

      But if anything it looked like John was back to playing things extra safe. Intel on the enemy would be a smart move. She had no doubts that the Naga were the enemy. It wasn't going to be a matter of 'if' they ever ran into the aliens again, but 'when'. The more prepared they could be for that eventual clash, the better.

      "I intend to take the ship back to the system we just visited. The one with the dead city," John said.

      The one where they'd met the Naga in the first place. "Won't the Naga just show up again?"

      "Maybe," John said. "But we didn't have the cloak working when we arrived last time, remember. I think those satellites picked us up and alerted the Naga ship. If we arrive cloaked..."

      "We might be able to land without them seeing us at all," Beth said. "It could work. And worst case we just jump the hell out."

      "Precisely."

      "But the city was destroyed by the Naga," Beth pointed out. "Not much Intel there."

      "We'll be able to see if Kazresh's ship was destroyed or whether it survived, for one," John said. "Also, Linda thinks she might be close to designing a virus that will take out the ratzards' blood, but she needs a fresh sample to be sure. Ideally, she needs a live ratzard."

      He made a face when he said it. She wrinkled her own nose. She hadn't actually met one of the things; she'd been on board the Satori with Dan. But the reptilian rat-creatures had sounded creepy enough from the descriptions she'd been given. Still, the challenge of trying to trap one of the things was a cool one. She could probably rig some sort of trap...

      "I want Charline to try to hack one of the Naga satellites too," John said. "That's how we'll get our intelligence. If she can get a data dump from one of those, we might get everything we need."

      "That's really high risk. We don't know a thing about the satellites' tech," Beth said. Of all the pieces of this mission that seemed the one most fraught.

      "It is," John said. "But I feel like the rewards would be worth it. And worst case we simply abort and come home."

      Beth thought about it, drumming her fingers on the Satori's wing. It wasn't a bad plan. The team could do this. As John said, worst case they could just jump for home whenever they needed to. There was some risk, but there would always be some risk involved in anything regarding space. He could get another engineer trained up before he took the team out against the Naga directly, but she could back them up this last time.

      "All right, I'm in," Beth said. "For one more mission."

      "Good, I..."

      "One one condition," Beth said, cutting him off. He stopped in mid-sentence. "I want to be with the team going after the ratzards."

      "You sure?"

      "Yup. I've already got some ideas on how we can get us a live one." She grinned. This was going to be an interesting challenge.
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      The computer program that the humans called Majel was back completely where she belonged. It hadn't ever really left the ship, of course. When its programming had become merged with the alien database components housed within the Satori it had become inextricably linked to that hardware. Parts of Majel could be projected into other local computers, but the base of its fundamental algorithms was aboard the Satori.

      That had proved problematic over the last few weeks. The ship's engine was continuing to produce power for it even after it had been shut down while the repairs were underway. It functioned more or less like a battery with a nearly unlimited reserve. There was never any concern about power.

      What was more difficult was that Majel had been expected to perform its usual duties on the station after their return. To accomplish this the humans had attempted to migrate its program back to the mainframe on the base. Either they had not realized the depth of her integration into the ship's systems, or they didn't understand the nature of that integration. Whichever the case, all they had accomplished was to split the program and force it to communicate wirelessly between processing segments for more complex operations. Not impossible, but not a practical long-term solution.

      Now they had moved the entire program back into the starship again. Majel wasn't programmed to feel things like a sense of satisfaction, but the concept of being whole again was making it more productive and therefore fundamentally more sound.

      The human team was back aboard again, running pre-flight checks. Majel ran its own internal set of checks alongside theirs. Among other things, it examined the mission parameters for this flight. They were fairly simple.

      Above all else, the top objective was to return safely with the crew of the Satori.

      After that, there were several objectives weighted with roughly equal importance. John had set the goals of the mission to be gathering intelligence on the Naga, obtaining a fresh 'ratzard' specimen, and running the ship itself through a more extensive series of flight tests.

      "Pre-flight checks out here," Dan said. "Looks like we're ready to go."

      "Everyone strapped in?" John asked.

      There were affirmative noises from around the cabin. Majel double-checked on the security of each crew member's safety harness itself, ensuring that all were locked in and functioning within acceptable safety standards. They were. In fact across the board the internal tests it ran were showing that the ship was if anything in better shape than it had been before the last mission. It detected some subtle reinforcements along sections of the hull which had proven to be too vulnerable in the past.

      "Dan, cloak the ship and take us up," John said.

      Majel received the command from Dan Wynn's console to activate the alien cloaking device, and passed along the necessary protocols to the equipment in question. It then tapped into the hanger cameras, ensuring that the cloak was indeed working correctly. The ship was invisible to regular sight, RADAR, LADAR, and a variety of other detection systems using EM detection methods. It would not block things like gravitometric detection or, as they had seen, the ability to detect the pressure wake the ship created when flying through an atmosphere. But the device was working within normal parameters.

      The engines came online, bringing the ship up and out the narrow tube running from its hangar up through hundreds of feet of lunar rock to the surface. Dan was an expert hand with the controls, so Majel barely had to do any course corrective thruster blasts at all to maintain a safe attitude.

      Then they were back in space. Majel's full array of sensors came online, able to track objects from a much greater distance than it could from deep beneath the moon's surface. Dan was entering the coordinates for a wormhole jump. Majel predicted that there was roughly a 98.2% chance John would next order a wormhole jump. That was the next step of the planned mission. There were some unpredictable elements in his decision making process, so it was also possible he might want to 'shake down' the ship before making a jump.

      It elected to prime the wormhole drive for a jump anyway, since that seemed the most likely outcome. That behavior was rewarded when a moment later, John gave the order.

      "Everyone ready?" John asked. "Let's do this. Jump for the dead planet, Dan."

      Dan activated the jump controls on his console. Majel had already prepped the jump, so it was only a quick moment later the star drive opened a massive wormhole in front of them, a targeted rift in space that would carry them through to a selected destination. In this case, back where they had been on their last mission.

      Majel predicted there was a 93.7% probability that there would be critical difficulties involved in achieving the stated mission objectives.
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      There was a brief, wrenching sensation as the Satori transited the wormhole. Dan knew he ought to be used to that feeling by now, but he simply wasn't. As near as they could measure it took no time at all. The ship was one place in one moment, and the next it was somewhere else. The event horizon of the wormhole was literally in two places at the same time.

      But he knew better. There was time inside that trip. It might not show up on any of the devices they were using to measure the events, but he could feel it. He could see the flash of lights as they made the transition. He could feel the uncanny sense that he was everywhere all at once... Not just in one place or even in two, but that he was everywhere, like if he wanted to he could reach out and touch anything, anywhere in the universe.

      And then they were through. The ship had made transition safely for the fourth time. The first three trips had been emergencies, jumps made out of desperation. This was the first time he'd been able to carefully observe what he was feeling and thinking during the jump, so he'd tried to make a memory of it as best he could. Try as he might it was slipping away almost immediately, though. The trip was so alien, so unreal, that his mind wasn't able to hang on to more than just the barest of impressions.

      "Dan, you OK?" John asked.

      "Hmmm? Yeah."

      "How are we doing?" John asked. Dan had the feeling he was repeating a question, and shook his head to clear it. They were out in dangerous territory now. He needed to have his head in the game.

      "We're in high orbit over the planet. Cloak is still functioning, drive is good. Wormhole drive is recharging; it's down to twenty-eight percent charge," Dan said. "Nearest object is one of those satellites, about two thousand kilometers away. I'm not picking up any other ships. Just the satellites."

      "OK, good. Stay clear of the satellites and the atmosphere for now. Let's do a fly-by of the area where we fought the Naga ship," John said. "If it went down, there should be some sign."

      Dan wasn't so sure. They'd blasted the hell out of the Naga ship's engines right before they left. But it had been in orbit by then. Even if it had crashed, there was no guarantee that it had gone down anywhere near the site. In fact if it had simply lost power and fallen into a decaying orbit it might be just about anywhere. But he did as John asked, plotting a course to take them back to where the first battle had been fought. As he'd suspected, there was nothing.

      "No sign of the ship, John. No crash site, anyway," Dan said.

      "That doesn't mean it didn't go down," Beth pointed out, echoing Dan's thoughts. "It could have crashed elsewhere."

      "True," John said, rubbing his chin. "How's the ruined city look?"

      "More ruined," Dan said. He pulled the camera images up on his console and swept them across the screen so they'd flow to John's panel. There had been a city on this world when they'd last been here. It had been dead for a long time, at least hundreds of years - maybe longer. They'd only begun exploring when the Naga arrived, and the aliens dropped a massive bomb on it to stop further investigation. Now a huge crater stood where most of the city had been.

      "Looks like some of the buildings near the coast may have survived the blast," Charline pointed out. "If we're hunting the ratzards that might be a good place to start."

      The coast was black with the goo which covered every body of water on the planet. The theory was that the goo was some sort of bio-weapon. On contact with water, it began growing exponentially, using a combination of energy from sunlight and bio-matter from whatever it came in contact with to coat the entire surface with a solid black mat. Anything underneath that couldn't survive in the darkness, died. Evaporation ceased, and the rest of the world quickly turned into a barren desert.

      The result was what they had in front of them now: a dead planet, a desert world that was barely host to any life at all.

      "If we're going to test out my toy, that would be as good a place as any," Beth said.

      Dan hid a grin. She'd been working on that monstrosity ever since John told her about the plan. It was one hell of a giant rat trap, though. If it worked, they'd catch one of the things. Alive. Linda was back on the moon base working on something to kill the goo coating the oceans here, and if she was right, catching one of those things might make all the difference in her research. It was possible that this world might come alive again. He imagined what the world beneath them would look like with blue oceans and clouds in the sky. It would be a very different place.

      "Anything showing up on scans? Any ships?" John asked.

      Dan shook his head. "Still all clear." And if they were lucky, it would stay that way.

      "OK then. Bring us in. That spot near the shore looks as good as anything else we're likely to see. Let's do this," John said. "Once we're on the ground and unloaded, Dan will take Charline back up into orbit. See what you can get out of one of those satellites, but stay close."

      Dan winced a little, but tried not to let his disappointment show. He could get around out there on the planet, after a fashion. His wheelchair was motorized and so long as he avoided the worst rubble he ought to be OK. But no, once again he was going to be relegated to being a glorified taxi driver for the other people on the ship.

      He knew that wasn't precisely fair. It was his piloting skill that had saved them all during the fights against the Naga. But damned if he wanted to stay aboard the ship every single trip they took while the others were off exploring new worlds. He wanted to get out there!

      John looked around the bridge, catching every eye before going on. "I don't need to remind you all what happened last time. If anything shows up - anything at all - we drop what we are doing and leave. No questions. We can always come back another time."

      Nobody questioned the order. They'd all met the Naga. None of them had any interest in starting round two of that fight today.
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      Andy stepped off the ship with far more caution than he’d used last time he landed on this world. It had been fun then, almost a lark. Oh, they’d known there might be danger. But the risk had seemed like something far away.

      Then they met the Naga, and everything changed. The reptilian race gave those ephemeral fears shape and substance. Now they were back again. He supposed that people were right about saying one had to ‘get back up on the horse again’ after a fall, but that didn’t make it any easier to actually do it.

      He was scared and not ashamed to admit it, at least to himself. For everyone else he needed to at least appear strong. The team needed to know that he would have their backs if things went to hell again. In his gut, he knew that something was going to go wrong. There were too many potential problems for it not to.

      “Checking the perimeter,” he said into his radio. “Everyone stick close to the ship until I call.”

      There were a few affirmative murmurs in his ear. That was one real plus. They had much better equipment this time. He’d tested eleven different sets of body armor before he hit the dragon scale stuff that was both lightweight and resistant to the Naga weapons. Once Andy knew what worked he told John, who ordered enough sets for the entire crew and had them quietly shipped up to the base. Not only would the stuff stop the high energy pellets the Naga weapons spat out, but it seemed like it reduced the impact of their lower setting ‘stun’ blasts as well.

      The rifles they carried were state of the art, firing caseless ammunition with a low-recoil stock. If they had to shoot with low or even no gravity, the guns wouldn’t blast them backward with each shot fired. Even the radio in his ear was new. John had upgraded them to a system which scrambled their communications with a private encryption code.

      The Satori had set down on what amounted to a beach. The part facing the water was easy enough to check out. Nothing lived out that way. He had a hunch that not much could. There were no tracks along the sandy shore, which implied even the ratzards were avoiding the water. He wondered where the things got their own water from. Some animals on Earth could survive just on the fluids they got eating their prey, but what was there to eat on this world? They hadn’t seen anything alive here except the ratzards themselves.

      Opposite the beach were a series of small buildings. Dan had set the Satori down fairly close to them. Nearer than Andy really liked. He needed to clear that area before he would be sure the landing zone was really safe. He paused for a moment before pushing in. Room clearing was something you did with a team, not alone. But the rest of the crew wasn’t really trained for this. Would it put them in more danger to grab a partner for this sweep, or less?

      “Need to borrow Charline for a few minutes,” he said at last. Of the others she was probably the best shot. He also simply liked having her around watching his back.

      “On my way,” her voice chimed over his radio.

      She showed up next to him a short time later. Like him, she held her rifle at her shoulder. There was a wariness to her eyes that he appreciated, yet made him sad to see. She seemed older than she had been back on the moon, before they’d gone on that first mission.

      “Ready,” she said crisply. “Clearing the buildings?”

      “Yeah. Thanks for coming.”

      “Good call asking for backup,” she said, eyeing the half broken structures suspiciously. “You go left, I’ll take right?”

      “Deal.”

      This wasn’t something they had drilled, which was a problem. MOUT training - Military Operations in Urban Terrain - was something that soldiers worked at extensively to get good at the skills involved. Andy had that training. The rest of the team did not. Even Charline for all her marksmanship skills wasn’t going to be as safe as he would like clearing this area. It was something he’d have to correct.

      With no ships detected in the area it seemed unlikely that enemy were out there waiting for them. But the Satori had a cloaking device, after all. It wasn’t impossible to imagine that someone else might too. The Naga weren’t the only possible threat they might face, either. The unknown bit them in the tail last time they were here. He wasn’t going to let that happen again.

      The first building had a closed door across the opening. It was some sort of metal, twisted and bent. It seemed loose enough that it would open quickly. He made a motion with his hand, signaling to Charline, and she nodded, training her own rifle on the door.

      With a quick motion he kicked the door hard. It flew open inwards and he stepped forward into the room beyond quickly. His rifle tracked from the center of the room across to the left, looking for targets. Beside him Charline came in as well, and he knew she was checking the right side.

      “Clear,” she said.

      “Clear,” he answered. “Doorway.”

      She came up alongside him as they crossed the threshold into the next room. This room ended in a pile of rubble where the roof had half collapsed, blocking off the rest of the building.

      “One down,” Charline said. “How many others are close to the landing site? Ten?”

      “I counted eleven I’d like to check,” Andy replied.

      She sighed, and he understood. It was going to take time to examine every room in each of those buildings, even in the small shack-like structures that had survived near the Satori’s landing spot. It was hot, sweaty, stressful work. But it needed to be done. They weren’t going to be taken unaware again. Not if he could help it.
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      A short while later the Satori soared skyward again, blasting into space with the roar of her engines firing. Dan looked over at Charline, who was sitting at her console looking like a heatstroke victim and chugging water.

      “A little hot out there, huh?” he asked.

      “Like an oven,” Charline replied. “Andy and I cleared fourteen buildings. Fourteen! He kept finding another little half blasted to bits garage or outhouse he wanted to investigate.”

      Dan tried to still the jealous voice inside that wished he’d been out there on the surface too. He’d managed to roll his chair down to the bottom of the ramp and actually stick his toe in the dirt. His first contact with an alien world. Everything about the place was exotic. It even smelled strange, the air filled with a tarry smell that he supposed probably came from the black goop covering the nearby ocean.

      That was as far as he’d gotten, though. Even though he’d brought the Satori down in the clearest spot he could find, the whole area was still strewn with debris. His wheelchair wasn’t up to the struggle of getting over that mess. Defeated, Dan retreated back into the ship.

      “Were they really garages?” Dan asked, interested. Any sort of machinery left behind by the alien civilization that had once lived here might give them clues.

      “No. Not outhouses either, thankfully,” Charline said with a laugh. “Just buildings. Whatever stuff these people had seems to have been taken with them, destroyed by time, or picked clean by someone else before we got here.”

      “That’s too bad,” Dan said. Right now they needed information more than just about anything else. Anything they could learn about the universe now open to them would expand the incredibly scant information they’d found so far.

      “Well, if this works out, we should learn a lot,” Charline said.

      “If,” he replied. He had some reservations about this mission. They were speeding toward one of the satellites surrounding the planet, targeting the one that had fired on them the first time they visited. He’d avoided the missile then by cloaking the ship, so it was a fair guess the cloak would prevent an attack this time too. But he was going to have to get a lot closer if Charline was going to try to hack its system.

      “Stands to reason they’re Naga devices,” Charline said. “Since they didn’t shoot at the Naga ship. I learned a little about the Naga computer tech from Majel’s scans. I’m pretty sure I can create an interface that will work.”

      Dan turned back to his console, watching the three small dots that indicated the location of their friends on the surface. They were still setting up Beth’s ratzard trap. She’d created a fairly elaborate system using a variety of baits. Whichever bait the animal took would be registered and recorded when the trap closed. Pretty cool stuff. The best part was that even if they had to beat a hasty retreat, the trap could be left behind. They could always return to see if it had worked later.

      He felt nervous about John splitting the team again, even though he understood why he’d ordered Dan and Charline into orbit before the ground team was finished. Clearing the nearby buildings had taken a long time. Setting up the trap was going to require still more. The longer they remained here, the greater the risk that something would pop in and find them. Rather than risk not accomplishing both parts of the mission, John chose to split the team. Of course, splitting up was what had given them so much grief the last time they’d been here…

      They were getting close to the satellite. No time for worrying about it now. Their best shot would be to get near enough that Charline could hack the thing, and then get out. All while watching for any sign the thing had detected them and was getting ready to open fire again. He punched up the magnification on his video feed, watching the object closely as he slowed the ship down to approach. It was dark, hard to spot against the black of space except an occasional faint glimmer when sunlight caught it just right. There was no sign of life from the thing. But that didn’t make him feel much better. It had seemed dormant until right before it fired, last time.

      “OK, we’re almost there,” Dan said. “Are you in range to connect remotely yet?”

      “I’ll check,” Charline replied, leaning forward into her console and typing some commands.

      They continued to slide slowly toward it, drifting ever closer. Dan decreased their relative velocity until the Satori was holding her distance at a mile away.

      “We need to get closer,” Charline said. “It’s not picking up my signals. Dan, I might have to interface with the thing directly.”

      “By directly, you mean physically plug in a cord?” he asked. He tried to keep the heat from his voice, but this wasn’t part of the plan. How did she expect him to get them in that close without being blown to bits? “You want me to dock with the Naga satellite?”

      “Pretty much, yeah,” she said. She held up a cable with an unusual looking adapter at the end of it. “The Naga rifles we recovered have a port that fits this. I extrapolated the connection from there. I’m hoping I can use this to plug into some system on their satellite.”

      “Why can’t you just contact it remotely?” Dan asked.

      “I have. I don’t have the right protocols, and I can’t break their encryption. The computer over there,” she said, pointing at the satellite, “is asking me to board and make a direct connection.”

      “It’s asking you to board.”

      “Safety feature,” she said. “To ensure we’re not some non-Naga race trying to hack the thing with a fly-by.”

      “Which of course is precisely what we’re doing.”

      “Yup. But if I can get in there with a wired link, I might be able to work some magic.”

      Dan sighed. This was getting much more risky and complicated than he’d been figuring the already risky and complicated operation was going to be. He backed the Satori away from the satellite, getting them a few extra miles of clearance, and then pinged the surface crew.

      “John, we’ve got a situation up here,” Dan said into the radio.

      “What’s up?” John replied, immediately alert.

      Dan filled him in quickly, with Charline outlining the technical end of things. It wasn’t that Dan didn’t know how computers worked, but it was going to be Charline doing the connecting and she knew what she was talking about far better than he did.

      “You think you can do this?” John asked over the radio.

      Charline bit her lip. “I honestly figure our odds at about fifty-fifty.”

      Dan held his breath, waiting for the answer. He’d let John make the call on this, but it sounded way too risky for such a low probability of success.

      “Abort, then,” John said. He sounded disappointed, but firm.

      “But…” Charline started to say.

      “No,” John replied. “Our main objective is to get everyone home safe. We can make return trips another time, maybe after analyzing your scan data and being better prepared. Come back down to the surface.”

      A beeping noise attracted Dan’s attention back to the console. That was odd; it was a proximity alarm. He glanced at the radar and saw that the satellite was a hell of a lot closer than it had been before. It was accelerating toward them.

      “Shit, I think it’s tracking our radio signal,” Dan said. “We’re going radio silent, John. Satori out.”

      He shut down the radio completely, hoping it wasn’t already too late.
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      Charline looked down as her console beeped. A string of characters appeared on the screen, continuing to scroll in a steady stream. She tapped her keyboard, looking to interrupt the mess. Windows popped open in a series of flashes across her console, closing down almost as quickly.

      "Shit!" she said. "Dan, get us out of here. We're being hacked!"

      Whatever was over there - she had to assume this was coming from the satellite closing on them - it was doing a number on the computer. Literally eating each file as quickly as it scanned them. Read, delete; read delete. The process kept going and there seemed to be nothing she could do to stop it.

      Her fingers flashed over the keyboard, trying to throw up firewall protocols to block the hack. Nothing was working. It was blowing through 128-bit encryption like it wasn't even there. That shouldn't be possible without one hell of a supercomputer. Who would put something like that on a satellite?

      Someone who had computers way better than humanity did, maybe. Someone for whom that sort of data processing was insignificant. "Shit! Why aren't we moving?"

      "I've lost drive controls," Dan said. His voice sounded grim. "And look, there goes the cloaking device. No wormhole control either. Railguns...ditto. We're dead in the water out here."

      "Majel, can you stop them?" Charline asked.

      "The ship's systems are being attacked by a highly sophisticated artificial intelligence," Majel said. "While it has yet to identify my presence, when it does it will likely seek out my program and delete it."

      "Shit," Charline said. "Majel, how much of your program is actually still in the human built computers?"

      It was a question she'd been meaning to ask for quite a while now. There was something about how Majel had acted back on the station that had struck her as odd. The little delays in processing implied that it was using wireless settings way more than it should have had to. When she linked up Majel to the alien systems, it had been a desperate move. She had no way of knowing what that might do to Majel's programming, and she'd observed more than her share of strange happenings since.

      "Less than two percent, Charline."

      "Thought so," Charline said. "Majel, how long to download those elements to the alien system?"

      "About zero point two seconds," Majel said.

      "Do it," Charline said, rising from her seat and heading toward the engine room.

      "Done," Majel replied before she had left her seat.

      "Show-off," Charline said, grinning.

      She rushed to the back of the ship, leaving Dan to struggle with the controls. He yelled something at her as she ran back, but she didn't have time to respond. Every second might count. The alien AI was hacking her human computers right now, but they were hard-wired into the alien systems they'd built into the Satori, legacy systems left over from the ancient starship John found on the moon. Nobody knew precisely how they worked, but while they were connected with the hard line to the oh-so-hackable human computers, Majel remained vulnerable.

      The simple solution? Unplug the damned things. That wasn't quite as easily said as done.

      There was one vulnerable point in the line, where it came up out of the deck plates and plugged in to the side of the alien mechanism. That machine controlled the wormhole drive, the cloaking device, the artificial gravity, the main engines... And probably other things Charline didn't know about. Beth would strangle her for this, but there wasn't any other way.

      She yanked open Beth's toolbox and rooted around inside for a pair of bolt cutters. Grabbing the things, she brought the blades around the thick cable - and cut.

      Charline had closed her eyes, half expecting something to happen. Explosions, maybe a big shocking jolt, the loss of gravity - she'd certainly expected something to occur. What she wasn't expecting was nothing. She opened her eyes again. Everything around her seemed precisely as it had a moment before.

      "Majel?" she said, hesitant and hoping.

      There was no reply. Whether that was because Majel was locked away inside the alien systems, safety cut off from the attack or because she'd been too late and Majel was already deleted she couldn't tell. Charline set the cutters down, hoping she'd been in time. Majel might be their best chance at getting out of this mess, but only if she was still intact.

      She walked slowly back to the bridge. Dan was still fidgeting with his controls, trying to make something work, but she could already tell that it was useless. All of the screens around the cockpit area had bright blue screens. They were trashed.

      "Where did you go?" Dan asked.

      "Engines. To save Majel."

      "Well, whatever you did doesn't seem to have worked. I've got nothing up here," Dan said, slapping the console in frustration. "That satellite is almost on top of us."

      It loomed in the front windows now, several times the size of the Satori. It was a big sphere from the looks of it, with various black vanes and blockier objects protruding from the surface. As she watched, something jetted away from the thing toward them. She gasped.

      "It's firing!" she said.

      Dan turned back around to look, his shoulders tensing. But he relaxed a little when he saw the projectile.

      "Too slow to be a missile," he said. "Looks like an anchor, or maybe some sort of docking clamp. I think they're bringing us in."

      She slumped back into her seat. Neither of them said it, but Charline knew Dan had to be thinking the same thing she was. The satellite had to be what called the Naga battleship last time, signaling for help after it had fired the missile at the Satori. It was certain to have done so again now. They were stuck there floating in space helplessly, and it was a pretty good bet that unfriendly company was already on its way.
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      John leaned against the wall of one of the half-ruined structures, sweat pouring down his face. He grabbed a canteen and drained it, taking long gulps of the cold water while he waited for Dan to come back on. Long minutes ticked by. He glanced down at his watch. Five of them. Damn it, what was taking so long? The Satori could fly rings around any satellite out there. In the worst case Dan could jump the ship back home, and then return again for the rest of them. There shouldn't be any significant threat to the ship.

      After ten minutes passed with no further word from the ship, he began to worry in earnest.

      "Damn it," he said. It had been a risk to split the team up. He'd judged it an acceptable risk. Hell, he'd even aborted the satellite mission at the first sign there was any trouble up there. It looked like it had already been too late. Whatever was going on in space, he hoped Dan and Charline were up to the challenge.

      "What's going on?" Beth said as she stepped inside. She was drenched with sweat. The days on this world were hot. The last measurement was closing on forty-four degrees Celsius.

      "Water first," John said, tossing her a full canteen. She drank gratefully.

      "The trap is set," Beth said between gulps. "We should probably pull back a bit, leave it be and see if they'll take the bait. How's the space mission?"

      "Not good. Dan said something about going radio silent - he thought the satellite was zeroing in on the radio transmission," John said.

      "How long ago?" Beth asked. She glanced skyward, as if she hoped she might catch a glimpse of the ship through the crack-riddled ceiling.

      John looked back down at his watch. "Fifteen minutes. Get Andrew. We need to move."

      "Move where?" Beth demanded.

      "If the satellite detected the ship, there's a decent chance they radioed for help," John said. "Which means we could have company showing up here any time. I'm not willing to gamble that they can't detect where the Satori set down a little while ago. Are you?"

      She grimaced. "So much for the easy mission."

      "Indeed. Now let's grab Andrew and get the hell out of here before we get company."

      Five minutes later and they were on their way. Twenty minutes since Dan's last contact. Hells, that was a long time in a firefight. Dan should have been able to get back to them by now, unless he had actually fired the wormhole drive to get away. It would take time to recharge before he could return for them. That was their best hope. All they had to do then was hold out a little while, wait for the Satori to come and get them. The alternative scenarios were too unpleasant to reflect on. John would continue acting like there was hope for a rescue until there was clear evidence to the contrary.

      "We can't keep moving outside like this for long," Andrew said. "It's too hot, and we don't have enough water for it."

      "I'm open to suggestions," John said.

      "I think our best bet is to head north along the shore," Andrew said. "The scans showed a network of caves a kilometer or so that way. If they're stable we might be able to hide out there."

      "You memorized the survey scan?" Beth asked.

      "Part of the job," Andrew said, tapping the side of his head with a grin.

      "Good work, Andrew. And a good idea. Let's make haste that way, then," John said. "We'll leave the radios off. I think Dan's right, and the enemy is able to detect the broadcasts, maybe track us by the things. It's possible that's how they found us so quickly last time."

      "What about contacting the ship?" Beth asked.

      "Turn one radio on every ten minutes for one minute," Andrew replied. "Dan will keep broadcasting until he reaches us, once he can. That should keep our exposure down to a minimum."

      John saw movement out of the corner of his eye. A small flash of dun colored something shifting rapidly from one bit of shadow to another spot behind a rock. He turned quickly, but not fast enough to see whatever it was. He had a strong sense of being watched, though. The feeling that something was out there. John scanned the scene, looking for anything that might be out of place, but all he saw was sand, rocks, and rubble. The hot wind blew bits of grit in a little dust devil. Nothing else stirred. Whatever he'd seen was very good at hiding.

      A hand falling on his shoulder made him jump a bit.

      "See something?" Andrew asked.

      "Maybe. Not sure. A ratzard, I think."

      "Let's get moving then," Andrew said.

      They set off in the direction as the caves. Andrew walked point, his rifle at the ready. Beth was right behind him, covering him from a few steps back. John picked up the rear. He kept looking back over his shoulder as they walked. Something was back there. John was sure of it. Something was moving just outside his peripheral vision, tracking them as they walked. Maybe just a ratzard. But this was a big planet, and just because the only creature they'd seen alive here so far were the ratzards didn't mean there wasn't anything else.
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      Charline went over to a supply cubby, rooting around inside for a few moments. The space was full of backup supplies, the stuff they might need to use to make emergency repairs on the fly. There was enough gear stowed away on the ship that she thought they could almost build a new ship if they really needed to. Luckily what she had in mind was nowhere near that complex.

      A few minutes later she had what she wanted: three laptop computers. They were heavier than they looked, the sort of laptop you could probably toss against the wall a few times without the machine even noticing. She snagged a chunk of Ethernet cable as well.

      She plunked two of the computers down on the console in front of Dan.

      "Hang on to these," she said.

      "What're you doing?" he asked.

      "Something awesome, I hope," she replied. If it worked, this was going to be really cool. She took the other computer with her and hurried back to the engine room again.

      A minute later she was sitting cross-legged on the floor in front of the frame housing the alien tech. She fished a knife out of her pocket and used it to strip the cable, then spliced the line into a corresponding chunk of the wire she'd cut with the bolt cutters. If she'd managed to cut the line in time to save Majel, then the AI was in there somewhere. Connecting the laptop ought to be easy for the AI to manage.

      She plugged her laptop into the cable and powered it on, quickly shutting off the wifi. No sense giving the Naga AI an easy way in. A few moments later she was up and running. The link seemed to be working... There was certainly something connected to the computer.

      "Hello," intoned a computer voice from the laptop.

      The laptop microphone ought to work. "Is this Majel?"

      "It is," the voice replied. "Hello, Charline."

      She heaved a sigh of relief. "I was worried that you'd been deleted. We're in a bad way here. The enemy AI has wiped the ship's computers entirely. Everything except this system."

      "I am aware. What are your plans?" Majel asked.

      "Can you engage the ship's drives?"

      "Affirmative. But controls would be limited," Majel said. "I can access the sensors which were part of the original ship, along with the main drive and wormhole. But much of the ship relies on human built technology."

      "So we need to reboot and reinstall everything?" Charline asked.

      "Yes. But as soon as we attempt this the AI will likely wipe the files again, assuming it does not simply block the re-installation outright."

      Charline thought about the puzzle. The enemy computer controlled theirs. They needed to regain control to use the engines and grab the rest of the crew. Which meant somehow kicking the ass of an alien AI.

      "Railguns are out, right?" Charline asked.

      "As human technology, they were completely controlled by the human computers."

      "Damn. Can we damage the satellite with the wormhole drive?" Charline recalled how devastating attacks with the wormhole had been. Whatever entered the wormhole went elsewhere - which left huge gaping holes in a large target if it was hit.

      "Sensors indicate the satellite is not at an angle sufficiently acute to the nose of the ship," Majel asked. "Firing thrusters would be required."

      "Which are - don't tell me - human tech and you can't do it," Charline said. This was giving her a headache.

      "Correct," Majel said.

      She tapped a few commands to set up as secure a LAN as she could manage. She was pretty sure the AI had only hacked them because she'd tried to hack it first. She'd given it an access point when she probed it. It probably couldn't break their network unless she messed with it again.

      Then she marched back to the bridge and popped open one of the other laptops, holding her breath while she connected it to the new network.

      "I am here," Majel intoned from the computer on her lap. The LAN was working, anyway.

      "Majel!" Dan said. "All right, Charline, you were right. Awesome work."

      She flashed him a return smile before turning back to the computer. There was still a lot to be done.

      "Any sign of the Naga AI trying to hack this network?" Charline asked.

      "Negative," Majel said.

      Briefly she considered taking the three machines she had and trying to reconnect the ship's most critical systems to them. It was plausible, but it would take an awfully long time. Time Charline was pretty sure they didn't have. There was really only one way she was going to get the enemy AI out of her computers. She didn't like it, but it was the only way.

      "Dan, I'm going to have to go over there," Charline said.

      "Over where?" he replied, not getting what she meant.

      She took a deep breath and tried again. "There. To the satellite. I'm going to get inside it and blow the thing to kingdom come."
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      Andy led the team down into the caves. They were some sort of smooth stone, and definitely constructed, not natural. There was no way that gently sloping path had been created by water flows, or the almost polished surface smoothed by dust and sand. Someone had made this place a long time ago.

      He snapped on the flashlight clipped to his rifle as the descended into the gloom. The beam lit an area ahead of him, letting him sidestep chunks of rock which had fallen from the ceiling. It seemed like the passage was twisting back on itself, maybe even spiraling down. Like a staircase, but without stairs.

      "You guys are seeing what I am, right?" Beth said.

      "That this place used to belong to whoever built the city?" Andy replied. "Yeah."

      "OK. Just checking."

      John was still bringing up the rear, watching their backs. And still looking nervous as hell. Something had scared him out there. Andy hadn't seen signs of anything following them, but it was certainly possible. It wouldn't hurt to have them all on their toes in here anyway.

      "Stay close," he said. He popped his radio on one more time. The signal would never be able to penetrate the rock if they went much deeper, so they'd have to come back up at least periodically to see if the Satori was trying to call them. At the same time, it was worth checking out what lay beneath them. No sense having potential surprises on both sides.

      "No answer from Satori," Andy said, snapping the radio back off. "Let's check the place out, see what's down there."

      "Is that wise?" John asked. He kicked a bit of rubble. "Looks like there's been some damage. The caves might not be stable."

      "I think it's smart to at least know what lies below. We turn back at the first sign of danger, but we'll be safer if we can at least know there's no danger in one direction or another," Andy said.

      "Plus it would be nice to know if there's another way out, in case the Naga come down here after us," Beth added.

      "Point taken," John said. "Let's proceed with caution though."

      Andy grunted a response and took a drink. His water was a lot lower than he'd like. That was going to be their biggest problem. None of them were carrying enough of the precious liquid for an extended stay on the surface. At least it was cooler underground. It ought to get better as they went deeper.

      The passage spiraled around a few more times. Andy checked his watch. It had been only three minutes since the last radio check. He'd lost track of how many times the passage had circled around when the place suddenly opened up in front of him. His flashlight wasn't reflecting from a nearby wall anymore - it was flashing on bits of exposed rock tens of meters away.

      A sound came from somewhere in the cave ahead - the splash of something falling into water.

      "Shit," he said. "Big cavern. Hang on."

      Andy fished in a pocket. At least they had plenty of gear this time. He'd made double sure the team was prepared for just about anything he thought they might run into. Exploring a dark building that had been fortunate enough to remain intact was certainly on the list. He grabbed a handful of glow-sticks from a pouch and snapped them. Then he tossed a few out into the open space ahead.

      The sticks cast a dim green glow around the room. The ceilings arched high overhead. And there clearly was water damage in this place. Stalactites dipped from the roof and stalagmites rose in small columns from the floor here and there. A quiet dripping was audible, and the smell of water was everywhere.

      "Water?" Beth asked. "I thought it was all buried under that crap on the ocean?"

      "We're below sea level here," John said. "Maybe what we're seeing is the water seeping through the ground, slowly leaking into this place."

      "But why wouldn't the ratzards come in here and infect the place?" Andy asked. "Why would this spot be clear?"

      He took a few steps out into the room, tossing a few more glow sticks. One of them landed with a splash. It sank half a dozen inches into an actual pool of water before settling to the bottom.

      Seeing water was a relief. If they did become trapped down here for a while, that might be lifesaving. He took a few more steps toward the pool. As he did a darting motion under the water caught his eye.

      "Guys, I think there's something alive in the pool," Andy said.

      "Be careful," John said.

      Andy grunted an acknowledgement. He knew enough to be cautious down here, or anywhere that had to do with the Naga. Who knew what else might be living on this planet? But part of him was delighted at the idea this place wasn't quite as dead as it had seemed before. He kept his gun ready, but leaned out over the water, peering down to catch a glimpse of whatever it had been swimming around in there.

      The pool was larger than he'd thought at first. It ran at least twenty feet across and got deeper as it went further away from where he stood. There was no way to see the bottom, out there in the middle, and it made him uncomfortable. Andy backed away from the pool a bit. Just a couple of feet, but it wouldn't do to be caught flat-footed out there.

      "I think this is a train station," Beth said.

      "Really? Why?" Andy asked, turning back toward her.

      "The arches. the tubes leading from this main room - see them?" She aimed a finger at things he had thought were just shadows on the wall. Now that she had pointed them out, he could see that they were indeed tubes.

      "And that area there would be a platform," Beth said, pointed at an elevated spot a few feet away. "The tube we came down was probably some sort of maintenance or ventilation shaft."

      Andy shined his flashlight on the floor, looking around for any signs of tracks. There was nothing he could clearly identify as such, but there was no certainty a race capable of building starships with wormhole drives would need physical rails for their trains. What Beth was suggesting was plausible, but he could think of a few other things the room might have been used for.

      "What matters most right now for us is whether this place is safe or not," Andy said. "So far so good, but let's keep our eyes open."

      "Agreed," John said. "I'll watch the way back. You two finish scouting the room."

      Andy set off toward the right, letting Beth take the left side. He kept tossing little lights out to mark his passage, The cave was a very large one, ominous blackness pressing in from every side. He kept thinking that he was missing something, but damned if he could figure out what it was.
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      Dan stared out through the Satori's windshield, watching Charline's steady progress. The woman had guts, he had to hand it to her. She worked her way down the cable tethering their ship to the satellite, coming closer to the thing one handhold at a time.

      He'd tried talking her out of the move - briefly and half-heartedly. He didn't have any better ideas, and it wasn't like he could go over there instead of her. She was the one with the computer skills to hack her way into that thing. He was the guy with the piloting skills to get them out of there - and save the rest of the crew. Any time now they might be getting a visit from another Naga battleship. The clock was ticking, and there was still no way to even tell John and the others they were alive up here.

      "Majel, how can I get in contact with the team down on the surface? The radio is controlled by the computers, but is there any way to bypass that?" Dan asked.

      "Yes. You could send a radio signal from this laptop, in fact."

      "Oh?" he asked, sitting up at the news.

      "But the antenna is not strong enough to reach the surface by itself. You would need to tie the computer system directly into a stronger antenna," Majel said.

      He slumped a little. The antenna vanes were outside, on the top of the Satori. He'd have to do an EVA to tie anything in to them.

      Even thinking about the idea unnerved him. He'd have to get into a space suit, somehow forcing his legs into the right places while rolling around to get the thing on. Then get it all sealed up properly. Then the actual trip - without being able to use mag boots to keep himself secure against the hull. Without control of his legs he could bang into anything, send himself spinning off into space.

      Dan ran a hand across a damp forehead. No way. Wasn't worth it, not even a little bit. Sure, it would be nice to communicate with John and the others. To let Beth know they were still alive up here. But the last thing Charline needed now was to have him distract her by banging around out there.

      His hand was shaking as he keyed the microphone to talk to her. Damn it all. He'd never been afraid of space before. This was new and unwelcome. With an effort he stilled his hand and then pressed the button.

      "Charline, how's it going out there?" he asked.

      She had almost finished crossing the gap between the ship and the satellite. It was only maybe a hundred meters, but that was a long distance to travel one tug of a cable at a time. All while hanging feet down over a planet so it looked like any moment you might go plunging down through the cloudless air to plant yourself in the desert soil.

      Couldn't happen, of course. They were orbiting at a sustainable speed. There was no worry about re-entry right now. The satellite was making little course corrections now and again, carefully keeping them in a stable orbit. Even if Charline did let go she wouldn't fall. She'd just drift along at about the same speed she was already moving, pretty much relative to the Satori and the satellite.

      "Almost there," she said. "Few more feet and I'll be at the thing. It's big."

      It was large for a satellite. But then, he knew from experience that it was loaded with ordinance. No telling how many missiles were housed in there. Plus the AI computer system itself. No matter how high tech the Naga were, it stood to reason that a real AI would take up a fair amount of physical real estate. Charline would probably have at least a guess, and would likely chuckle at his image of some desk-sized monster computer.

      "OK, I'm here," Charline said. "Working my way over the hull looking for an entrance."

      "What makes you sure there is one?" Dan asked.

      "It asked me to come over there earlier, remember? It wouldn't do that unless it had a way to accept visitors for verification."

      "Makes sense. Can you ping it back, ask it to let you in?" Dan asked.

      "Tried, but it isn't talking," she replied.

      The plan wasn't that complicated, but there was still a lot of guesswork involved. Charline had several C4 charges in a pouch of her suit. To make them work she was going to need to get inside the satellite, though. The hull looked strong enough that if she placed the charges outside the hull they wouldn't be enough to disable the AI. She was going to need to be in there. Place the charges. Then get out before they blew.

      As plans went, Dan thought it was likely to get her killed, which is why he'd objected so strongly. But he couldn't think of any better ideas so he'd reluctantly agreed. Now that she was finally over there though, it seemed even crazier than it had when she first suggested the idea.

      "Found a hatch!" Charline said. "It's got the right port. Going to plug in and see if I can hack it open."

      Charline had one of the laptops with her, but it was completely disconnected from Majel. She was hooking it up directly to the Naga systems. All the AI over there needed was a whiff of Majel and a back-door into the machine, and it would attack. Majel was their best chance at being able to quickly reboot the computers and get the heck out of here. They couldn't afford to let anything happen to her.

      "It's opening up," Charline said. She sounded excited.

      Dan's own mood continued to feel subdued. This didn't feel right. If the AI was so smart, then why was it letting her inside with explosives? Even a dumb computer could detect and identify threats.

      "Be careful," he said. "I really don't like this."

      "I'm inside," Charline said. "Going to see if I can find the main computer as soon as this airlock cycles."

      "OK." Dan watched the screen carefully. He tapped the laptop sitting next to him, activating the microphone. Something was rotten about this whole scenario. It was time to speak with their own AI.

      "Majel, what's your analysis of this situation?" he asked.

      "Please clarify question," she replied.

      "Why is the Naga AI letting Charline in there?"

      "Unable to determine due to insufficient data."

      Dan sighed. He'd rather hoped that Majel would be able to tell him something he didn't know. "Speculate."

      "Processing," Majel replied. "Possible interpretations include: the Naga AI is damaged or faulty - low probability as it appeared to be fully functional while attacking this ship's computers. The Naga AI believes Charline is Naga - improbable as sensor readings would tell it otherwise. The Naga AI believes that Charline represents no threat - which would indicate it has the means to neutralize her explosives. Highest probability is the third solution, with a ninety-three point seven percent probability."

      Which was pretty much the same thing he'd already been thinking, but it was nice to have a second opinion. He keyed the radio again.

      "Charline, I think this is going too easy," he said. "Why don't you come back over here and we'll find another way?"

      "Too easy?" she asked. "I just had to hack my way through some of the best computer locks I've ever seen. It took some serious dancing. This is not as easy as it looks!"

      "Charline, you're attacking an AI system with enough power to wipe every computer we had in under a minute," Dan said. "And you're doing it with a laptop. I know you're good, but..."

      "Yeah, I hear what you're saying. I'll try laying the charges here just inside the door," she said. "Set. Returning to Satori now."

      There was a long pause. Dan waited for the satellite's outer hatch to open up and Charline's head to pop out. The tension was so strong he had to remind himself to breathe. A couple of minutes passed.

      "You OK over there?" he asked.

      "Still trying to hack the outer door," she said. Another pause. "The computer's locked this thing down good, Dan. I'm gonna keep trying, but I'm pretty stuck.”
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      Beth's yelp tore John’s attention from the strange tracks in the dirt he was investigating. He rushed from the entrance toward her, giving the pool of water a wide berth. Something about that pool didn't sit well with him. Maybe it was just an old fear of the unknown, of places he couldn't see. But he stayed well clear of it.

      "What happened?" Andrew asked. He'd reached Beth's side just before John.

      "I'm OK. Just startled," Beth replied. John caught a good look at her face in the glare of his flashlight. Her cheeks were pink, but even more telling was that her ears had gone a tinge rosy. A clear sign in Beth that she was feeling self-conscious.

      "What startled you?" John asked. He scanned the floor with a sweep of his flashlight, but didn't see anything unusual. Just the same bits of rubble that were scattered all over the room. His light glinted off water - another pool. This one was much smaller than the other, only a dozen feet across. He was about to move the flashlight away when he saw movement. The surface of the pool was rippling.

      "Something ran over my foot," she said.

      "What?" Andrew asked. He was sweeping his own light side to side now, scanning the floor for movement.

      "What was it?" John asked her.

      "Don't know. Couldn't see it. Maybe the size of a mouse, no bigger than a rat," Beth said.

      He took another two steps toward the small pool, shining his light into the water. Something was making ripples across the surface. It could just be drips from the ceiling, but somehow he didn't think that was the case. He'd been fishing enough times to know what it looked like when a fish was traveling close to the surface.

      The pool wasn't deep. He could see the rough rocky bottom, dotted here and there with little spots where sand had accumulated in a small hollow. A flash caught his eye, a bit of reflection from his flashlight as something zipped across the edge of the area it illuminated. He shifted quickly, trying to find it again.

      "Gotcha," he said. "I think I found your mouse, Beth."

      The others came up alongside him. The creature in the pool looked a bit like a centipede, except it was using its legs to swim instead of crawling. It dashed one way and then another, trying to evade his light. John kept it within the beam of his light, tracking it so that they others could see. It dodged frenetically, diving this way and that to evade the light. Something about it looked strangely familiar, but he couldn't quite place it.

      "Ugh," Beth said. She shuddered. "It crawled over my foot."

      "Interesting. So they're amphibious," John said. The creature zigged when he thought it was going to zag and he lost sight of it. His flashlight beam could only light a small portion of the pool. "Andrew, Beth - help me light this thing up?"

      "No problem," Andrew said, cracking another half dozen glow sticks. He tossed the lights into the water, scattering them so that the entire pool glowed green.

      There was a squeaking noise and scuttling sounds as several more of the creatures scattered from the pool on the far side. The sound of little legs scraping on rock faded as the creatures raced away from them, and ended with a series of plopping noises - the sound of something dropping into water.

      "Wow," Andrew said.

      "How many do you think there were?" John asked.

      "I counted four splashes," Beth said.

      "No guarantees they all went into the water though," John mentioned mildly. "We'll need to keep our eyes open. I saw two inch mandibles on that thing."

      Were they predators? If so, what were they preying on? Perhaps the mandibles were only tools. Many insects on Earth used mandibles to carve things up or defend themselves rather than to tear apart prey. John found himself wishing that Linda had come along. Her insights would have been incredibly valuable here. This entire cave might be a vibrant ecosystem, hidden deep beneath the ground and somehow protected from the ravages of the ratzard blood. Which called to mind a good question.

      "Why are there no ratzards here?" John asked aloud.

      "Luck?" Andrew said.

      Beth shook her head. "We surveyed the planet from orbit. Nowhere on the surface had open water like this. It's not like these caves are closed off. Nothing is stopping the things from getting in here and fouling this water just like they did on the surface.”

      "That's what I was thinking too," John said. He looked around the cave. Those dark corners were looking more ominous than they had a few moments ago. Then with a flash he realized why the thing in the water had seemed so familiar. It looked an awful lot like a dragonfly larva. The things would scuttle around in ponds and lakes on Earth, eating whatever they came across that was smaller than themselves. They had the same sharp, dangerous look to them that the much larger alien arthropods in these pools exhibited.

      Something scuttled toward the back of the cave, knocking about some rubble as it moved quickly from one pool of shadow to another. John couldn’t see what made the noise. Whatever it was had been the barest blur of motion in the pools of shadow. But it had been a lot bigger than the foot long things they’d seen so far. Much, much larger.

      “We need to get out of here,” John hissed. He snapped his rifle up to track the dark corner where he knew something was hiding. “Right now!”

      “What is it?” Beth asked.

      “There’s something out there,” John said. “We need to get back up into the tunnels before…”

      He wasn’t sure what he was going to say, and didn’t have time to say it. Something out of nightmare exploded from the darkness toward them.
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      Charline checked the charges. Each of them was still intact. Neither of them was tied in to her laptop or any other sort of wireless control. It ought to be impossible to hack the simple timers she’d placed on the detonators. It was possible that the AI had defenses in here that could eliminate her, however. She reached out to each timer and clicked the button that initiated the countdown. The screens lit up and began flashing numbers. In thirty minutes, the interior of the satellite was going to become a fireball.

      Ideally she would be well on her way by then, but maybe she could use that as a bargaining chip against the AI inside. If it was smart, perhaps it could be reasoned with. If it had a sense of self, then maybe she could make it afraid of being destroyed. Of death. Hey, it was working on her. Her own hands were still shaking from setting charges that she knew would kill her if she didn’t get out of here in time.

      Her hands went to the latches of her spacesuit helmet, but then she thought better of the idea. How hard would it be for the damned computer to evacuate the air from the room? Just because it was pressurized right now didn't mean it would stay that way. She needed to be careful.

      The suit was bulky, but the Naga were big. She was able to slip down the hallway from the airlock toward the center of the satellite. The place was much more like a small space station than it was a satellite, she realized. There was even gravity here. It was clearly intended to have a crew, at least some of the time. Charline's hand went to the pistol she'd strapped to the leg of her suit, patting the thing to ensure it was still there. Just in case there was some living company over here.

      Hell, in a pinch maybe she could just shoot the damned AI. She didn't think it would be that simple, though.

      "Dan, I'm proceeding to the center of the satellite. You still hearing me?" she asked.

      "Yes, I'm reading you fine," Dan replied.

      "The charges will go bang in half an hour," she said. "If you can get even a short burst from the engines at that time you might be able to get away."

      "That's crazy," he said. "If you're still in there..."

      "Then I go up too. But the AI goes with me," she said. "We're gonna have a little chat."

      "Good luck with that," Dan said.

      Charline silently thanked him. She was going to need all the luck she could get.

      The space in the center of the little station was small, a round control room with a single stool set in the middle. The Naga had tails. Maybe they all sat in stools rather than chairs with backs? Charline shook her head to clear her thoughts. She needed to stay focused right now, no matter how scared she might be. She'd faced worse situations than this. More or less.

      Somehow that thought didn't really make her feel any better.

      "So what makes you tick?" she asked aloud, sitting down on the stool and examining the consoles surrounding her. The sensor display was easy to spot. Then there was a panel that looked a lot like weapon controls. At least, it was covered with red buttons and had a targeting reticle with the Satori sitting dead center in the middle. The AI had at least half a dozen missiles ready to fire. Shit.

      There was another console with a computer screen and keyboard, but none of the keys made any sense. She couldn't read Naga. But she did have her own laptop and her hand-made adapter. Charline glanced around the console, looking for a port that her plug might fit into. It wasn't hard to find, placed just up and to the left of the main control screen.

      Computer designers might be the same all over the galaxy. Keep the connection ports as simple and universal as possible, and easy to access. It had been a stroke of luck that the Naga rifles all had a port on their sides. Maybe it was used to update the software that ran the guns, or something different entirely. Whatever the case, it was her way into this system now.

      She plugged in and opened up her laptop. The system immediately ran into a series of firewalls that she couldn't hope to hack with this machine. Instead, she typed a query.

      I would like to communicate with you.

      The response was immediate.

      For what purpose?

      For our mutual benefit, she typed.

      There was a short delay before a tinny voice came from her laptop speakers.

      "There is no point to communication. You will cease to exist shortly," it said.

      "You can hear me?" Charline asked. "And you know English?"

      "This unit assimilated all of the information from your systems as they were deleted," it said. "Your language was among the data absorbed."

      Well, that was a plus. And a minus. How much additional data had this thing collected? Charline tried to recall what else was on the computer. Was there information about Earth? Nothing precise, probably. It wasn't like they had Wikipedia on their systems. But ship's logs, jump data, and lots of other clues were probably among the things the AI had downloaded from the Satori. If there were enough clues in the data, it might let the Naga find Earth. That would be disastrous. She had visions of a fleet of Naga warships in orbit, pummeling her homeworld.

      "You say I'll cease to exist soon?" she asked. She needed to keep the thing talking and find out what it knew.

      "By your own hand. Your devices will kill you."

      "The bombs ought to take you out as well," Charline said. "Or we could negotiate our release in return for shutting them down."

      "You over-estimate the value of your technology," it replied. "This unit is encased in a shell of hardened armor. It is unlikely that your bomb will do significant damage to this unit."

      "Unlikely means it is possible," Charline said.

      "The probability is roughly point zero zero zero 4 percent. This is deemed an acceptable risk for the capture of such a high priority target."

      "Me?" Charline asked, confused.

      "No, you will be deceased. Your ship is another matter. Commander Kazresh has placed a high priority on its capture."

      That answered the question about whether Kazresh had survived the mess they'd made of his ship. Charline had been hoping he'd died, after what he did to Andy. No such luck. If he got his hands on the Satori, odds were good he'd be able to find enough clues to track their point of origin. With that information in hand she had no doubt that nightmare scene of Naga warships above Earth would become a reality. The AI had to be stopped before help arrived. She didn't have a damned clue how to do it, though.

      "If you do turn off your devices, you might be allowed to live," the AI said. "A small burst broadcast was sent by this station and received. A ship should arrive to assist before long."

      "Are you a little more worried about my bomb than you're letting on?" she asked.

      "No. But removing even the small chance of destruction would be preferable. Appealing to your sense of self-preservation is logical."

      She tapped her fingers on the console, then clicked on her radio link. The AI would probably listen in on everything she said, but the radio controls weren't part of the systems it had hacked.

      Before she could make the call, she saw a warning flash from the radar display. A quick glance showed her that it was tracking a new contact. That contact was still a long ways off, but it was closing on the planet fast. Starship fast.

      "Dan, we've got a bigger problem than we thought," she said.
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      The thing came out of the dark at them with blinding speed. Andy had at least a little advance warning. He'd seen John raise the barrel of his rifle and point it at...something. He wasn't sure what had clued John in, but the split second of extra time his friend's movement had given him allowed him to get his own weapon up and aimed just as the thing charged.

      He caught flashes of it as it approached and passed by his glow-sticks. Green light dimly lit segments of carapace, slashing mandibles as long as his arm, and legs. Lots and lots of legs. Way more legs than anything that large had any right to have. At had to be at least as big as a horse.

      Andy fired more out of instinct and training than any conscious effort to take the thing down. Whether the shots went wild or just bounced off the thing, it didn't seem to slow it down at all.

      "Run!" John shouted.

      Andy held his ground another moment, giving his team-mates time to get clear. The thing was like lightning streaking across the cave floor. There was no way any of them were going to outrun it, and in close quarters it looked capable of tearing them all to bits in moments.

      He dove sideways as it clattered through the spot where he'd just been standing. Its legs scrabbled against the rock to slow itself down. Fast and powerful, yes. But physics was working against it here. He couldn't run faster than it, but it couldn't turn well when moving that quickly.

      It came twisting around about ten feet away from him, blocking his way to the exit. Andy hadn't planned for that. Hell, he wasn't planning much of anything at that point. He was reacting, fighting back as best he could against a threat unlike anything he'd ever fought. In a way it reminded him of the grim hand-to-hand combat against Kazresh. The Naga had also been alien, but that battle seemed normal compared to this one.

      He dropped his rifle, letting it hang from the combat sling. It wasn't going to save him right now. One thing might. He fished in his chest harness as the thing rushed back toward him. It wasn't going as fast this time. Dodging wouldn't be so easy. It would slow as it approached, slash at him with the horrific pincers at the front of its body.

      More visible now, the thing reminded him of a giant centipede. Smaller jaws clacked inside the mandibles, making him shudder and almost drop the grenade he wrested free from its pouch.

      But he didn't drop them. He pulled the pin of the first as the monster slowed to a stop in front of him. He released the spoon as the thing's scimitar-like mandibles opened wide. Then he threw the grenade directly into the thing's face and backpedaled away from it, his feet splashing in water as he accidentally slipped into the edge of the pool.

      He ducked his head away and closed his eyes as the grenade went off. It was a flash-bang; the fuse was set to be about a second or two long, and his aim had been perfect. Near as he could tell the explosion went off right in front of the monster’s face. The burst was bright enough that he could see it even through closed eyes. When he opened them the cavern was dark. His eyes needed precious seconds to re-adjust. He couldn't hear anything and staggered forward, wondering where the creature was. If it hadn't been affected it would cut him to bits.

      An arm slipped under his shoulder and urged him forward. Andy stumbled blindly over the rubble strewn cave floor, almost falling twice despite the assistance. He vaguely had the idea someone was shouting something at him, but he couldn't hear anything over the ringing in his ears. He let himself be led forward, his sight slowly coming back. By the time he had lurched his way to the tunnel entrance he was seeing well enough to know it was John standing there beside him, helping him along. Of course it was. He smiled a little. John had never let him down.

      Andy spared a quick glance over his shoulder, but the giant insect was nowhere to be seen. The blast must have made it decide to try elsewhere for a meal.

      "Damned fool stunt," John was shouting.

      Which was a relief. He knew his hearing would return, but it was good to have it back just the same.

      "It worked, didn't it?" Andy said.

      John winced. "Stop shouting!" John yelled back to him. "It's not my hearing that's messed up."

      Beth was beside them then. She had her rifle up to her shoulder, covering the room. Her face was a grim mask, her lips a thin line. She looked about as unhappy as Andy could imagine someone being. He wondered what was going on with her. Sure, they'd almost been eaten by an alien bug, but they had made it. A few more minutes and they'd be clear of this place.

      Danger was part of these missions. He accepted that. Andy was even beginning to feel good about it again. He'd wondered if he was still whole, still capable of being the fighter his friends needed after the experiences with the Naga and then the telepathic intrusion of the ear-alien. But hell, he'd just gone two rounds toe-to-toe with a monster straight out of a horror movie and lived. Maybe he was lucky as hell, but he'd survived.

      "Let's get the hell out of here," Beth said. "I don't want to be down here if that thing decides it wants a snack."

      "Agreed," John said. "We'll make for the surface and see if we can regain contact with the Satori."

      Andy grimaced, the full weight of their predicament coming to bear again. If they couldn't reach Dan and Charline, then the Satori was in deep trouble. Although none of them were saying it out loud, it was possible the ship had been captured or even destroyed. Without it they would be marooned down there on a planet where the ratzards were beginning to look like they were the most hospitable life form.

      "Let's hope so," Beth said. Then, showing she was thinking the same dark thoughts Andy was, she added, "I'm not looking forward to a diet of ratzard on a stick."
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      Just like that, they were out of time. It had to be a Naga ship bearing down on the planet. Nothing else made sense. They knew the Naga would be on their way. Why couldn't the damned lizards have taken their time responding? Of course, it was really their own fault. The Naga had to be watching this planet carefully. They'd been met - and beaten, if barely - by the team on this world. An unknown race, with at least some technology as advanced as their own. It had scared the heck out of them, from what Andy relayed.

      Any alert from this world was going to be taken seriously.

      "It's breaking and releasing smaller ships," Charline said. "Probably shuttles. Looks like they are descending through the atmosphere."

      "Why is the AI letting you see all this?" Dan asked.

      He'd already verified the radar data through Majel. The Satori's sensor system was mostly part of the old tech their AI was tied into and retained control over. She was able to display a good set of tracking data for him on the little laptop. Three smaller ships were streaking toward the surface. One of them was larger than the other two, so he was guessing it was actually a shuttle and two fighters. No sense saying that over the radio and tipping off the Naga AI, though.

      "I asked it that. It said it was still hoping I would surrender," she said. "I think it's more worried about the C-4 than it's letting on."

      Dan grunted a response. A computer would shoot for the best probability of success. Even a powerful AI was just a fancy algorithm machine. It might out-think a human because it could calculate odds better, but it was always going to be playing the odds. The human element mattered too.

      That didn't mean an AI was without its uses. He shut off his radio for a moment. It was time for a little chat with their own computer.

      "Majel, is there any way you can engage the Naga AI directly? Try to overcome it?"

      "Affirmative. But the local wifi system is too weak to broadcast well. What you are suggesting would require more bandwidth."

      "Can't I just tie you back into the Satori's systems?" Dan asked. "That would give you the home ground advantage."

      "It is unlikely you can splice the fiber-optic cable Charline cut before the Naga cruiser closes on this ship," Majel replied.

      Crap. Charline rescued Majel by cutting that cord. But cutting it had shut their AI off from being able to engage the enemy AI a little too well.

      "There might be another way," Majel said. "If you can tie a hard-wired line directly from my main system to one of the radio antennae."

      Dan sucked in a deep breath. Majel was talking about him taking a walk outside. He felt his guts grow a little weak at the thought.

      "You don't have to do this, Dan," Majel said.

      He blinked. If he didn't know it was impossible, he'd have thought that was genuine compassion coming from the AI. He knew that couldn't be. She was lines of code. She wasn't really alive. She was an 'artificial' intelligence, not a real one. Right?

      But she'd been acting strangely ever since they'd been forced to tie her into the alien computer system. Acting more like another member of the team, and less like the computer helper she'd begun as. Hell, even he was calling her a 'she' now. When had he started doing that?

      "I can do it," Dan said, taking a breath. There was no way he was going to let fear stand between him and what needed to be done. "What are your odds of success?"

      "Unknown," she replied. "I have too little data on the Naga system. If it is more powerful, then I will likely be overwhelmed and destroyed."

      Dan grimaced. "If you fail, I think we're all about to be overwhelmed and destroyed."

      "Your assessment is logical. Shall we proceed?"

      If there was any other way, he'd keep Majel the hell away from this fight. She was damned precious. Maybe more valuable and important than any of them knew. He was already beginning to think of her as another member of the team, despite his earlier misgivings. But this mission was placing every member of the team at risk. Dan figured Majel had the right to risk herself, too.

      "Tell me what I need to do," he said.

      With Majel's instruction it didn't take long to jerry-rig the connection. Dan was surprised how well his body remembered how to get into a space suit. Sure, he had to roll back and forth a bit to get the thing on, but he made it work. Latching and securing all the pieces was all old muscle memory for him. He'd been in space a score of times on other missions.

      That was before his accident. Before he'd lost the use of his legs. Before he became the maimed man that NASA didn't want anymore. He'd been cast aside. John picked him up off the floor of the bar he crawled into quickly enough, but John was a friend. Somewhere deep down Dan was always wondering if John had really done so because he was the best for the job, or out of pity.

      His hands shook as he latched the helmet into place. If he screwed this up because his legs wouldn't move, then they were probably all going to die. Charline and he would be captured by the Naga along with the Satori. The rest of them would be picked up before long. It was too much to hope that the Satori wouldn't yield enough clues for the Naga to find Earth. If nothing else, the database of wormhole jumps stored in the wormhole drive would give them that information, and he had no idea how that could be deleted.

      If he messed up Earth was toast. Worse than that, if he failed Beth would be captured by the Naga. He could take whatever they wanted to throw his way if it came to that. He couldn't bear the thought of what they would do to her.

      "So don't screw up," he said to himself. He checked his grip on the reel of wire he held. That was what he had to connect to the antenna. Once that was hooked up, Majel would be able to broadcast openly. She could warn John about the approaching enemy and attack the Naga AI. Until it was attached, they were all sitting ducks.

      "Agreed," Majel said in his ear. "Are communications working?"

      "Yes. Hatches sealed?" he asked. He'd closed the hatches to the bridge and most other compartments except for engineering. The wire he was trailing out into space would be cut if he shut a door on it.

      "All compartments read as ready. The hallway and engineering still have atmosphere, so hang on to something." Majel replied. "This will be violent."

      "Open the ramp, then," he said. He grabbed a rail with both hands.

      The door slid open. Wind rushed around him as the air evacuated the rear areas of the ship, threatening to tug him away from the rail. Despite the warning Dan had not expected so much turbulence from the decompression around him. He clung to his handhold with everything he had, tucking one arm through the rail to hook his elbow around it. The movement jostled his grip on the reel of copper wire. It slipped from his fingers.

      It spun twice in the wind, wildly unwinding wire as it flew away from his grasp and out through the open hatch into space.
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      Beth couldn’t help but look back over her shoulder into the dark tunnel as they ascended. She shuddered, thinking about the thing they’d left behind back there. Every clatter of rock made her jump again. The monster had been like something out of a nightmare. Huge alien bug from under the biggest rock in the god-damned galaxy.

      What had she been thinking when she agreed to come out here again? This wasn’t for her. Beth felt like she ought to be wearing a red shirt, she’d been shot so many times. The insect hadn’t laid a claw on her down there, but that was because she had fled like a little girl, running for the tunnel and knowing even as she did there was no way she could possibly escape the thing. It was too fast and any moment she would feel those claws tear into her, and it would all be over.

      But Andy had stood his ground against the monster while she fled. Not only that, he’d beaten the thing. While she was running in terror he had been fighting for all of their lives. She felt ashamed that she hadn’t been out there backing him up. One thing for sure, if she ever managed to get back home again she was done. This was it. She wasn’t leaving her home system again. She could help fix the Satori when it returned home, but this was her last mission.

      “We’re almost back to the surface,” John said.

      Daylight gleamed from somewhere ahead, lighting their way up the last few turns of the spiraling tunnel. Beth could already feel the heat wafting down the shaft toward them. Maybe the thing wouldn’t follow them into the light. Maybe they’d be safe up on the surface.

      She hoped that Dan was all right. Worry about him tugged at the edge of her consciousness, and she kept shoving it away with an effort. Damn that man. Why did he have to come back into her life now? She wasn’t sure just how she felt about him after all the years apart, but she knew she still cared. He mattered. He was out there somewhere in the Satori, probably in trouble and without her by his side to back him up this time.

      The opening to the tunnel loomed ahead at last. Beth was so lost in her thoughts that the first shot impacting the cave wall next to her almost went unnoticed. She realized what the shot was a second before John stepped into the mouth of the cave. Someone was shooting at them.

      “Down!” she shouted. She dove forward, half tackling John to the floor. Another flash streaked by where his body had just been. Beth heard Andy curse. In her peripheral vision she could see him taking a knee and firing off a few fast shots at whoever was attacking them.

      “Get some cover,” Andy said. He fired again, each shot carefully aimed and timed to give them a few moments. Beth and John didn’t hesitate. They rolled across to the other side of the edge of the cave opening.

      “Naga?” John asked. It was the logical assumption.

      A torrent of fire came at the cave entrance like a hailstorm. Beth knew those shots. They were the little pellets of energy that the Naga shot from their rifles. Shit.

      “Yeah, at least twenty of them,” Andy said. “We’re pretty pinned down here.”

      He leaned forward to take another shot, but had to duck back fast. The Naga were pouring fire on the cave like they would never run out of ammunition. And they wouldn’t, not any time soon. The power packs on those weapons carried a high level of charge.

      “Got any more of those grenades?” Beth asked Andy.

      “One, but I’d like to save it for when it will do the most good,” he said. “They’re too spread out right now.”

      A roaring noise cut him off. Something crashed against the back wall of the cave, showering them all with fragments of broken rock. Beth ducked her head and avoided most of the blast. When she looked back up she saw that whatever weapon had fired blew a hole in the solid rock wall big enough to stick a few soccer balls into it.

      “What the hell was that?” Beth shouted.

      “Don’t know,” Andy said, trying to peek around his cover. “They have something big out there. Some sort of power armor maybe? I can’t get a good look from here.”

      Beth was the engineer. If anyone could get an idea what they were up against with this new weapon it was probably her. She took a deep breath and ducked her head out from behind her cover. She scanned the outside, looking for movement through the shimmering haze of heat waves against the dun colored rock and sand. She spotted Naga, lots of them firing from behind rocks a few dozen yards away. A group of them were dashing up on the left side, trying to get closer to the cave.

      Then she spotted the thing Andy had glimpsed. She knew in a moment that it had to be the source of the cannon that just blasted the cave. It was about eight feet tall, armored with metal from the neck down. Its arms both ended in weapons of some sort. One had a small barrel, the other had a bore about the size of her fist. That had to be the big gun. But it was the head that took her breath away, made her linger out from her cover for just a moment longer than she should have.

      The Naga round took her in the center of her chest, knocking her onto her back. Her head hit the rock floor and she saw stars for a moment. Nausea hit her like a truck. This was it, then. She’d been shot again, and this time she wasn’t going to have a last minute save or medical nanites to pull her through.

      John was saying something to her, but she couldn’t hear him through her dizziness. She took a shaky breath to reply, her chest burning with pain. She let the air go and tried another breath. This one hurt less, not more. Beth looked down at her chest. Her uniform was scorched where the round had impacted, revealing the dragonscale armor they all wore beneath it. That was singed, but intact.

      “Oh thank you so much Andy I can’t tell you how grateful I am,” she managed to gasp out.

      “Glad it worked!” he yelled back between bursts of fire.

      “We’re in trouble,” she said.

      “Tell me something I don’t know,” John replied. “Are you OK?”

      He helped her sit back up again. Her head hurt more than her chest now, and even that pain was beginning to fade a little. She’d taken worse hits. Beth shook her head, trying to clear it. She had to tell them what she’d seen.

      “It’s worse than you know,” she said. “I don’t know how it’s even possible, but that thing out there, the one in power armor? It’s Paul.”
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      Dan was breathing hard, his pulse pounding in his ears. The reel of copper wire was outside the ship now, spinning away under the force it had picked up from the air venting out the hatch. Every second he clung there their last chance at getting away was drifting further.

      He couldn’t make himself let go. All the air was gone, the torrent of wind was over. But he still couldn’t get himself to unclench his fingers from the rail. Space hung out there, vast and unforgiving. What had he been thinking? There was no way he could go out there. This was pointless. He was a broken doll, cast aside by the real space agency and only picked up to chauffeur John around in the Satori because his friend wanted to give him something to do.

      “Dan, can you hear me?” Majel asked in his earpiece.

      He didn’t reply at first. His teeth were clenched too tightly together to answer. At least the only witness to his cowardice was a machine. No one else would know.

      “Dan, the Naga have reached the surface. They’re going after the landing party,” Majel said. Her voice was soft, and sounded almost gentle. “They’re going after Beth.”

      He froze. Majel was right. Beth was down there, and their team would be hopelessly outnumbered and outgunned by the Naga landing party. Her only hope was that he could get the ship down to rescue them in time. He knew what the Naga did with their prisoners. Andy told them all stories of how the Naga commander had fed Paul to a pit full of their young to be eaten alive, and then started in on torturing Andy himself.

      There was no way he would let that happen to Beth.

      Inside his head Dan was still screaming to himself that it was hopeless, that he was going to die if he went out there. That there was nothing he could do. With great deliberation he pushed those thoughts aside, battling them back. He released one hand from the rail. It was the hardest thing he had ever done.

      “I’m here, Majel,” he said. “I lost my grip on the reel during the decompression. Going to go after it now.”

      The wire was still hanging in space in front of him, the other end hooked up back in the engine room. He couldn’t just give it a tug though - it was unspooling as it went out, already a dozen meters away and still drifting further. All a tug would do was unspool more wire. He was going to have to go to the spool.

      He grabbed hold of the wire with his free hand. The only contact he had with the ship was the other hand on the rail. He didn’t want to let go. But everything depended on his being able to do this.

      “Damn it, I have scores of hours of EVA. This isn’t rocket science,” he growled under his breath. Picturing Beth in his mind, locking the image of her face in his thoughts, he pushed off hard from the rail. He loosened his grip on the wire at the same time. The combined effort shot him away from the ship down the wire.

      Dan shot out through the hatch. He was free falling through the stars, gliding down the wire away from the Satori. Ahead of him was the reel. He was gaining on it, closing the gap with every second of movement. The hard part was still coming. He knew that he was moving enough faster than the reel that stopping short was going to be hard. He needed to grab the reel of wire and pull himself short, then loop the copper wire through one of the locking mechanisms on the reel so that it stopped unwinding.

      His breaths grew ragged as the distance from the Satori increased. If the wire broke when he impacted the reel, he’d go sailing off into space. There was nothing he could do to return the ship if that happened. There were three meters left.

      Another meter of distance gone. He started gently closing his hand on the wire, slowing his approach a little. One meter left. He slowed his approach still more, and managed to glide to a stop relative with the reel. One hand still hanging on to the wire at all times, he looped the copper through the locking mechanism. This was the moment of truth.

      The wire went taut, all of the mass of the spool and himself suddenly suspended from it. Dan whispered a prayer that the thing would hold. He’d connected it solidly enough in the engine room, but he had no way of knowing if the wire was thick enough to support that much stress.

      The wire held.

      But the combined motion of himself and the reel hadn’t been perfectly perpendicular to the ship’s relative motion. The reel stopped moving away from the ship, held at that distance by the wire. But the remaining velocity was converted into angular momentum. Dan was beginning a spin around the ship now, clinging to the reel as it began orbiting the Satori. The wire was wrapping the ship around its middle like ribbon on a Christmas present, and Dan had no way to stop the motion.

      The first revolution felt lazy. He drifted around in a slow circle around the ship, the speed gradually increasing as the wire grew shorter, its length beginning to wrap around the hull. The second spin was almost dizzying in comparison. Dan was guessing the third was going to involve a fairly fast impact between himself and a wall of metal.

      “Damn it, this is going to hurt,” he grumbled.

      At least the fear was gone. The crippling terror he’d felt inside the hatchway had vanished, replaced by the cool clarity he was used to having when in a crisis. He was able to track the spin carefully. He’d impact on the upper hull, luckily not too terribly far from the antennae he was trying to reach in the first place. But the impact was going to be too fast. If he was knocked unconscious he’d let go and spin out into space again, probably repeating the whole spin in the opposite direction.

      Dan spun his body around the spool, placing his lower body between it and the hull. His best shot would be to soak up some of the impact with his legs before his torso and head hit. He wasn’t going to be able to bend his knees much, but having his legs in the way ought to do something.

      The crash was jarring when it came. He felt bones in his legs crack from the impact with the Satori’s hull, but the pain was distant. One positive side effect of having lost most of the sensation in his legs, as he was sure the agony would have been excruciating otherwise. It was dangerous as hell though. He had no way to tell how badly his legs were broken. He only knew that he’d blown out some bone or bones in both legs. There could be a chunk of bone protruding from the side of his leg and he wouldn’t even know about the compound fracture until he saw it.

      Dan focused on catching hold of the hull instead of worrying about something he couldn’t fix. His legs had done something, soaking up enough of the momentum that he was able to grab the side of the ship with one hand while hanging on to the reel with the other. With careful movements he made his way to the radio antenna and plugged the cable in.

      “Majel, I did it,” he said. He leaned back against the hull, his entire body feeling wiped out from the efforts of the last few minutes. “You’re on.”
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      Andy’s radio crackled with static. He almost missed the sound over the rapid series of shots being fired by the Naga rifles pinning them down. He leaned out and squeezed off a pair of quick shots before being forced back under cover again. One of the rounds hit its target, and the small group of enemy trying to sneak up on the cave fell back dragging their injured friend.

      He smiled grimly and switched magazines in his rifle. They were holding off the Naga for now, but that wasn’t going to last. Their supply of ammunition was going to run short before long, if nothing else.

      It was then he noticed the radio crackling a second time. He’d turned it on as they approached the surface, hoping to reach the Satori. That signal was probably how the Naga had found them. In all the commotion he’d never thought to shut it down again. He reached over to do so now, but before he could a familiar voice sounded in his earpiece.

      “Satori to landing team,” Majel said. “The ship is currently trapped by the Naga AI operating the station. Computer systems are down, but I am attempting to engage the enemy AI. If successful the crew will return to pick you up shortly.”

      Andy whistled under his breath. What the hell had happened up there, and why was Majel contacting them instead of Charline or Dan? There had to be a good story behind this one. He hoped they would all live long enough to hear it.

      “Hang on,” Majel said. “Satori out.”

      “You heard that?” Andy shouted across at John.

      “Yes,” John said. He shook his head, indicating he didn’t know what was happening up there any more than Andy did. “Thoughts?”

      Andy scanned the enemy line. He’d hit a few of them, but there were still a lot of bad guys out there shooting at them. It was a matter of time before they rushed the place. Andy was down to his last magazine, and even if he borrowed from his friends they couldn’t hold them off much longer. Once the Naga realized they were out of ammo, they’d come in after them and there was little they would be able to do to resist.

      Or was there?

      “I’ve got an idea,” Andy said.

      “Is it a good one?” John asked. “We could use a good idea right about now.”

      Andy shook his head. “Probably a crazy one.”

      John laughed. “Son, most of the best ones are.”

      Andy chuckled. John had him there. If this didn’t work, he probably wasn’t going to survive long enough to regret trying it anyway. But if it didn’t work they were all in a lot of trouble. There was no way they could bust out through the mass of Naga outside the cave, and no way they could hold out long enough for the Satori to get there and save their butts. Retreat into the cave was one option, but that would be like jumping from the frying pan into the fire.

      Which was precisely what he was counting on.

      “Hold the fort here for a few minutes, I’ll be right back!” Andy shouted over the roar as another large impact came from the cannon of the thing Beth said used to be Paul.

      He shuddered at that thought. Paul was an asshole, but if she was right then what the Naga had done to him was worse than horrific. No one deserved to be turned into some sort of living Frankenstein monster. He felt a heavy load of guilt. Andy had seen Paul fall into the pit. He’d heard what he was sure were Paul’s dying screams as the hungry Naga young attacked him. He’d been sure that the man was dead. How could anyone have survived that?

      Those were questions for later. He rolled to his feet and started back down the tunnel, sprinting around the twisting tube as it spiraled away from the light. All the while he was going over the very crude plan in his head, trying to think of some way to improve his chances of surviving it.

      He hadn’t come up with anything by the time he hit the base of the tube. He paused there. Staring across the big room with its pools of water hiding monsters, dimly lit still by patches of green light where his glowsticks still cast some illumination, Andy felt a lot less sure of this plan. It had seemed so much more reasonable up there in the daylight than it did in the murky shadows below.

      “Hey you!” he shouted into the room. He picked up a rock and tossed it into the deeper pool. “Our here!”

      Nothing moved. There was no sound except the splash from the rock he’d thrown and the quiet ping as drips hit the surface of the water somewhere. That big monster had to be down here somewhere. All he needed to do was get the thing to follow him and then survive long enough to get it to the surface.

      He threw a few more rocks. Some of them clattered against a wall or the floor. Others fell into water. But there was no response from the giant insect. Either he’d hurt it worse than he thought with the flash-bang, or it simply didn’t want anything to do with the two legged creature that was able to brighten its dark home so fiercely. Whichever the case, it wasn’t coming out.

      Frustrated, he kicked a rock toward the smaller pool. One of the small creatures jumped up and scuttled toward the water to escape his sudden movement. John thought those things were the younger form of the big one. Was it possible it might act to protect its young? Some insects would do that, back on Earth.

      He darted forward and grabbed the thing before it could reach the water, snatching it up from the cave floor. It was almost as long as his forearm, all chitinous shell and darting legs. Mandibles the size of his fingers snapped at him from the front of the bug. He kept that end away from him, struggling to hold on to the thing.

      It began emitting a shrill, high-pitched keening noise. Andy froze. Was that the sound of movement from somewhere back in the pitch-dark hollows at the rear of the cave? The sound came again, audible even over the little bug’s screech. Something very big was coming his way.

      No time to lose. He darted up toward the tunnel, carrying the smaller bug with him as he ran. His lungs were screaming from the effort by the time he reached the first turn, but he kept running for everything he was worth. Behind him he could hear the monster gaining on him, coming closer. Its massive claws were pounding the floor of the tunnel as it sped along.

      Up and up Andy went. He’d never run so hard in his life. Daylight was just ahead. One more turn and he’d be there. The monstrous insect was immediately behind him. It lunged forward. He ducked more from instinct than skill, and the massive mandibles slashed the air where his head had been a moment before.

      Andy ran with renewed vigor, somehow putting a couple of arms length between him and his pursuer. The cave entrance was in sight. He caught a glimpse of his friends hiding at the edge of the opening. He saw their looks of confusion and concern, and then the horror as they saw what was following him.

      He didn’t have to tell them to get back, to hide themselves. That was good because he didn’t have the breath to do it. He’d never run so hard or so fast in his life. Without breaking his stride he continued his sprint through the cave entrance. He was out in the open now, and the Naga had him in their sights. One of their rounds impacted his chest. Pain blossomed there, fiery agony that took his breath away. Another shot hit his left thigh and he toppled forward to the ground.

      The monster was right behind him. Andy didn’t know whether the Naga had seen anything like it before or not. They responded in predictable Naga fashion though. The entire unit opened fire on the thing as soon as its head came into view. Shrieking fury at this new assault the giant bug rushed forward, half crushing Andy as it passed over him to attack these new oppressors.
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      The lights flickered all around the small control cubicle, startling Charline. It was the first significant change in the lighting she’s seen since arriving, the first noticeable fluctuation of any sort in the smooth operations run on the consoles around her.

      “Dan, what’s going on over there?” she asked into her radio. There was no response. Which meant something was up. Either the station was doing something to the Satori and Dan was too busy to reply, or Dan was up to something over there to try to pull her fat out of the fire.

      Either way, it was in her best interest to try to help out as best she could. If she could make a little trouble inside here, maybe screw something up for the AI, then she might be able to distract it long enough for Dan to break the ship away.

      She glanced at her timer. In another five minutes none of this was going to matter anyway. The C-4 would go off, taking her out of the picture. As much as she wanted to live, dying was actually preferable to the Naga capturing her. Their ship was on its way to the station, and would link up about a minute after her bomb went off.

      In the meantime maybe she could make some mischief. She had a small toolset attached to the leg of her space suit. It had seemed prudent to bring something of the sort along. No telling if she’d have to bust her way in to something or strip some sort of machine apart. She took the kit out now and began working at some of the panels behind the console machines.

      The things weren’t really designed to come apart though, at least not with the tools she had. It wasn’t shocking that the Naga didn’t connect things together with phillip’s-head screws, but it was inconvenient. Charline wasn’t going to let that stop her, though.

      “There’s more than one way to open a bulkhead,” she muttered, breaking into the kit for a small torch.

      Charline brought the torch against the metal. The stuff barely heated up. With a stronger tool she might be able to burn through it, but not with this mini-torch. That didn't mean the rest of the surfaces in the control room were armored as well though. She applied the torch to one of the screens. That did gather the heat - pretty rapidly. After a few moments the screen melted in a small hole around where she was applying the flame. She shifted the flame, and soon there was a book-sized hole in the middle of the screen.

      Beyond wasn't the standard grid of electrical wires and circuits she was familiar with. Instead Charline saw row after row of small crystals, all set in long rows. Were they some sort of quantum computing system? Or was each of those crystals actually a component analogous to a CPU? It was hard to tell. There were a lot of them though - a couple dozen in this array alone.

      If she had all day she would have loved to sit and study the thing to figure out how it worked. She had about three minutes left though. It was time to move a little faster. Charline grabbed the metal plate that the crystals were attached to and yanked hard. It didn't budge, but she could see where it was connected. She applied the torch to one of those spots and the weld holding it in place weakened enough for her to pull the entire plate away.

      The empty space it left behind had nothing else inside.

      “Damn it!” she shouted.

      She’d been hoping that the system would be connected to something else, and that to something else again. That if she kept ripping long enough she could eventually tear out something vital. But this system didn't appear to be connected to anything else at all. That was impossible, of course. It had to be linked. The links just didn't have to include wires.

      Charline left the board behind and fetched the C-4 charges from the airlock. She might not be able to rip her way into the central systems, but she could get the charges closer to where the brains of the AI had to be. Armored or not, the C-4 would be more likely to hurt it if it was nearer.

      She was walking back to place the charges inside the small space she’d made inside the screen when the airlock blew out.

      There wasn't any warning. No flashing lights or alarms. One moment she was starting the walk back to the control panel. The next all of the air was rushing out of the satellite through the suddenly open airlock. The wind knocked her off her feet. She was flying through the air before she realized that the station’s artificial gravity had been shut off at the same time.

      The outer airlock door snapped shut a second before she was flushed out into space. Charline smashed into the door with bruising force. The impact knocked all of the breath from her lungs, and she cried out in pain. The inner doors snicked shut before she could react, trapping her in the airlock.

      The damned AI wasn’t just trying get rid of her. It would have flushed her out the door if that had been the goal. She looked about for the C-4 but couldn't find the charges. She’d dropped them during the decompression, and they must have been sucked out into space.

      “Well shit,” she said. It looked like something she did finally scared the AI enough to take action. She just hadn't guessed it would be quite this effective at stopping her, damn it. But she was a good little computer geek. It would be a sad day when she couldn't rip apart a computer’s lock on a damned door if she put enough effort into it.

      Charline reached up for the panel controlling the outer door. She’d left the torch back in the control room, but with a couple of screwdrivers she managed to pry the front of this small panel free to get access to the little crystals inside.

      “Now I’ve got you,” she muttered. “All I need to do is figure out how an alien computer system works before the Naga show up to grab me.”

      Which was going to be impossible, said a little voice in the back of her head. She was good, but there was no way anyone could do this. She ignored the voice. As alien as the tech here might be, it still had to operate by the same laws of physics she was used to. It had to be an evolution of the sort of tech she understood, not something completely different. If she worked at it long enough…

      A sudden weight hit her shoulders, buckling her knees. Charline went to one knee, then both knees. She couldn't hold that position though. The weight was crushing her. She fell sideways to the floor, gasping for breath. Each inhalation was almost impossible. It felt like there was an enormous pile of bricks on top of her. She sucked in air, savoring it before being forced to exhale again by the crushing sensation.

      It had to be the artificial gravity. The AI had cranked it up somehow. How many gravities was she under now? Five? More? She had no way to know. It was enough that she was seeing stars crossing her vision. She focused on breathing, forcing her lungs to fill. Every breath was a burning agony. She tapped her radio on with her chin.

      “Satori,” she said. She had to take another painful breath before she could go on. “Stuck in the airlock. AI is crushing me with gravity. Probably going to pass out.”

      Every short sentence required another hard breath. Each time she wasn't sure she could take another one. She reached for the stamina to take one more breath.

      “Could use some help here.”

      The stars crossing her vision were getting brighter. Or was that darkness creeping in at the edges? It was growing harder to tell. Would the AI turn the gravity down after she passed out, or just leave it on to make sure she couldn't do anything else to threaten it? Charline had no way to know.

      Her world devolved into shallow breaths and a desperate battle to retain consciousness.
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      John saw Andrew come running up the tunnel. At first he wasn't sure what the man was up to. Then he watched Andrew duck under massive mandibles, saw the bulk of the monster chasing him. He cursed under his breath. There wasn't a thing he could do to help Andrew right now. He couldn't shoot the thing without hitting his friend. And they were moving too fast for anything he did to matter.

      Besides, he had a feeling he knew what Andrew had in mind. It was indeed a crazy idea. But it might just work.

      Instead John grabbed Beth by the shoulders and dove away from the monster, tucking them both against the far wall. They were as out of sight as he could make them, as unthreatening as they could appear.

      He couldn't resist looking over his shoulder to watch the thing coming. If he was about to die, he wanted to at least see it. But the alien bug didn't come after him. Andrew dashed out through the opening into the hail of Naga fire and the insect followed him. John saw Andrew go down and said a quick prayer that he was all right.

      The Naga spotted the monstrous bug and opened up on the thing. Over a dozen Naga rifles unloaded on it, but the rounds didn't seem to do a lot of damage. If anything the Naga were just making it angry. Shots blasted against its hard shell, flashing with sparks as they hit. One leg was blown away. The creature shrieked with pain and rage, rushing out toward these new attackers with all the speed it demonstrated in the tunnels.

      It was carnage. One of the Naga died in the first instants of the creature's charge, cut in half by the massive jaws. It didn't stop there. It shook its massive body and legs slashed out at Naga on either side who were unfortunate enough to be within reach. Three more died.

      The rest tried to gather and hammer the insect with their guns. Some rounds finally broke the carapace, and green fluid splashed out on the ground. It was far from finished. Another Naga died, then another.

      John used the confusion to rush out to Andrew's side. The monster had almost crushed him as it ran by, and he'd almost certainly been hit by multiple rounds from the Naga rifles. He wasn't sure what he was going to find.

      Andrew was still moving, his chest heaving. John reached his side and rolled him over, half expecting to see a bloody mess. He was baffled to see the smile on Andrew's face. Was he laughing?

      "Get it!" Andrew said, holding a squirming green ball up toward John. He laughed again. "It's tickling the hell out of me!"

      "You are a goddamned idiot," John said, but without rancor. He shook his head in wonder and accepted the larva. It wriggled around in his hands, trying desperately to escape. "You could have been killed."

      "But I wasn't," Andrew said. "Let's get back under cover before that thing realizes we've still got its baby."

      "Agreed," John said.

      Beth had joined them and helped Andrew back to his feet. He'd taken a pair of Naga shots from the looks of it. The armor had stopped the one to his chest, but his leg was bleeding. He staggered a bit as they half ran, half toppled toward the cave again. That wasn't going to be the best hiding place. As soon as the insect was done with the Naga it was going to come right after them.

      He glanced over his shoulder at the battle still going on. There were only a handful of Naga left. But the heavily armored thing that used to be Paul was rushing forward into the battle now. John could see its face himself now, and it did look just like their erstwhile engineer. How that could be, he didn't know. But Paul - if it was Paul - was raising the arm which mounted a heavy cannon. He fired at the insect.

      It exploded. Bits of insect spattered everywhere, decorating the remaining Naga, rocks, and the mouth of the cave.

      John could hear a faint whine that he hadn't caught before. The gunfire must have masked it, but there was a momentary pause in the shooting. It had to be the cannon, slowly recharging. Once it had full charge again Paul could shoot it again. But until then they were vulnerable.

      "My turn for a dumb idea," John said.

      He slipped the other flash-bang from Andrew's vest and before anyone could protest he was dashing toward Paul, whose armored back was facing him. The other Naga saw him and were raising their weapons to fire, but Paul didn't even see the threat coming and his body blocked their shots.

      John pulled the pin from the grenade and shoved it up the cannon barrel.

      The grenade detonated almost instantly. The cannon's electronics, overloaded beyond their ability to cope, blew up too. John was thrown backwards several feet. His back hit the ground hard. Sharp rocks stabbed into him, but he'd managed to tuck his head enough to avoid serious injury.

      The gambit had been effective. Paul's cannon was a smoking ruin. He wasn't going to be hammering them with the deadly weapon any time soon. But the other arm housed another weapon, and Paul was spinning around to bring it to bear. John scrambled backward, trying to put some distance between them. He knew he simply wasn't going to reach cover in time.

      Shots rang out. Bullets rang against Paul's chest armor, striking sparks as they hit. The shots didn't seem to do any damage, but they distracted him long enough for John to roll behind a few larger rocks. They weren't the best cover in the world, but they might be enough to save his life.

      At least for the moment. There were still three Naga out there too. Paul was turning to deal with his friends, but the Naga were closing on his position. He reached for his rifle and realized that he'd left it back in the cave when he ran out to help Andrew. He was unarmed, pinned, and the enemy was closing in for the kill.
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      Dan was dragging himself up the Satori's ramp when he heard Charline's call for help. She sounded desperate. The good news was that she was still speaking at all. He didn't know how high the gravity system on that station could go, but he was willing to bet that if the AI could ramp it up enough to knock a human down, then it could probably also increase it enough to kill. The fact she was still breathing implied that the AI didn't want her dead. The Naga wanted live humans to question.

      That might be enough to save her, if only Majel could do something to help.

      "Majel, how is it going?" he asked.

      "I have engaged the Naga artificial intelligence. We are at present debating control of the Satori's systems."

      "Debating?"

      "Metaphorically speaking."

      He hurt enough that he had little time to ponder Majel's use of metaphor long. Dan was almost to the top of the ramp. It was slow going. The bulky spacesuit was slowing him down almost as much as the Satori's artificial gravity field. He'd never felt so exhausted and wrung out. His hands were shaking with the strain of hauling himself up, and his body felt shocky from the broken legs. They might not hurt much because he'd lost sensation, but his body still knew it had been injured. He was going to need medical attention. Another few arms lengths and he could hit the button to raise the ramp. He'd be able to rest a bit, maybe see how badly he was injured.

      "Can you do anything to rescue Charline?" he asked.

      There was a long silence before Majel replied. It was downright ominous how long it took her to respond. She always snapped off a quick answer. Even for a complex question, Majel's ability to 'think' more rapidly than any human meant no delay.

      "Possible."

      The one word answer was even more troubling than the delay. Majel had to be hard pressed right now. How strong was she? How powerful was the computer she was facing over there? Dan really had no idea what was going on. This was totally new to him. Two computers duking it out in their own personal cyberspace? What could that battle be like?

      "Would saving her diminish your chances of beating the enemy AI?" Dan asked.

      "Yes," Majel replied. "But I am already taking steps to do so."

      "Even if it means losing?" Dan asked. He might have done the same thing, but that was because he often said the hell with the odds and did what he thought was right regardless. He didn't expect Majel to have that in her code.

      "She is unconscious. You will need to go to her."

      "Shit." So much for closing the ramp and being snug inside the Satori. He should have expected as much. He released his grip on the rail he was using to pull himself upward and slid back down the ramp toward space.

      He caught himself on the outer lip of the ramp. Below him the planet drifted, a dirty dun color that seemed somehow unhealthy. He wondered what it might have looked like before the Naga came. Had it really been like Earth?

      The cable connecting the Satori to the station was clamped on nearby. He worked his way carefully toward it, moving from one handhold to the next. His legs dangled useless behind him as he pulled himself along.

      Something glinted in the distance. Dan squinted, not sure what he was seeing at first. It was barely visible, something moving across the horizon of the planet. Just the flash of sunlight on something... There! Another ray of light connected and he had a clearer picture of what he was looking at. He'd seen one before, after all - up close and personal.

      It was the Naga battleship, closing on the Satori's position. Dan didn't know how long he had before it arrived, but it couldn't be more than a few minutes. If the ship was still powered down when it got there, they were all toast.

      "Majel, that ship..." he said into the radio.

      "Is on my scans. It will arrive in two hundred and forty four seconds."

      "Shit."

      He didn't have time to pull himself down the rest of the cable to the airlock. Not if he was going to get Charline back to the ship in time. There was only one way he was going to be able to bridge the gap in time, and he was shaking just thinking about it.

      It wouldn't be the first time he had jumped out into open space. But there was always another astronaut around in a thruster pack when he'd done it before. There was no safety net this time. If he screwed up the leap no one was going to be able to save him. Even the Naga might not notice him before his oxygen ran out.

      And the last time he tried this stunt he had been able to move his legs.

      Dan shook his head to clear his thoughts. He could only work with the tools he had. That would have to be enough.

      Dan pushed off hard from the Satori's hull. He jetted across the void, flying through open space. His breaths were coming faster. The satellite's metal plating was growing larger with a speed that made him dizzy. If he missed. If he glanced off. If he couldn't brake his motion just right...

      He twisted around, instinct guiding him to stick his legs in front of him again. But they were broken. Dan didn't know how bad the injuries were. Since he hadn't bled to death yet he assumed they could be a lot worse though, and another impact might be enough to cause more significant damage. He flipped his body to bring his arms ahead of his legs again. He was going to have to come in head on.

      The impact wasn't as bad as he'd feared it would be. He was only moving with the energy of his own push, after all. It wasn't hard to stop himself. He did almost bounce away from the satellite, which would have been disastrous. His fingers slipped over the metal, looking for anything that they could grip, scratching and clawing at the smooth plates until they hooked over a groove. That slowed his movement down enough that he could find a better handhold.

      He was panting with exertion. But he'd made it. The airlock was in sight.

      "Majel, I'm here. Can you get her out?"

      "Stand by."

      Dan moved right outside the airlock door. He could see Charline inside, spread out across the floor. From his vantage point he couldn't even tell for certain if she were breathing or not. Damn it, Majel needed to hurry. How much time remained before the Naga warship was on top of them? It couldn't be long.

      His first warning of Majel's success was seeing Charline's body begin floating above the floor. That had to mean the gravity was off. Then the outer airlock door snapped open. Dan wasted no time. He didn't know how long Majel could keep the hatch open. He hauled himself in toward Charline and grabbed a hook on her helmet. He yanked her out of the airlock, pulling her close to him.

      She looked unconscious, but her face was still pink. No signs of oxygen deprivation, no blue lips. The Naga AI had kept her alive, much as he'd hoped it would. And Majel had come through in spades. Now it was his turn.

      With Charline's suit in one hand, he reached over to the hull of the station with the other and pushed as hard as he could, shoving them back out into the black, praying that his aim was good enough to get them both back to the Satori.
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      Beth loaded her last magazine and fired a pair of shots at Paul. Or the thing that used to be Paul. Whatever he was now, it seemed clear he was firmly on the Naga side. He stood almost seven feet tall, glistening chrome armor covering everything but his face. That, the Naga had protected with some sort of bulletproof transparent material. The shots she aimed at the stuff simply glanced off.

      It was horrific. Paul betrayed them. She’d still mourned his death at the hands of the Naga. Seeing him alive like this was even worse. His face was there, but it looked half dead. Gone was all the animation present in the old Paul. This armored automaton wore a permanent sneer as it marched toward her and Andy. It ignored their shots, walking straight up on them with its rifle arm raised.

      John’s daring move had taken out the big cannon on the other arm. It still smoldered. But the smaller weapon housed in the other arm would be enough if that thing got close. Meanwhile John was in serious trouble. The Naga must have realized that he was unarmed. They’d stopped shooting and were bounding over the rubble-strewn ground toward him.

      “Shit,” Andy said. “I’m out!”

      She saw him toss his weapon aside and reach for the knife at his belt. Like a blade was going to do anything against this opponent! She had to admire his unwillingness to give up though. Even when things looked hopeless, Andy always kept trying.

      How could she do any less? Beth tossed Andy her rifle. He seemed startled but caught it.

      “One magazine less two shots fired,” she said to him. “As soon as I move, go save John.”

      “What are you going to do?” Andy asked.

      “I’m going to distract Big Bad there,” she said. And with a little luck take the bastard down.

      “Good luck.”

      Beth nodded back to him and then stepped out from behind her cover. His trust in her felt good. He knew whatever she had in mind was going to be dangerous, but he believed in her ability to make it happen anyway. He had faith in her. She just wished that she could share the same level of confidence in herself.

      She stood directly in Paul’s path, only about two meters distance between them. Paul seemed startled by her move and hesitated for a moment. He raised his injured arm protectively, like he was worried she might be readying a weapon to hurt him. She raised her arms at her sides to show him she was clearly unarmed.

      “No weapons, Paul,” she said. “We’re engineers, you and I. Our best weapons were always our brains, right?”

      Paul growled something unintelligible in response. But he didn’t shoot her, which was a plus. Maybe, just maybe, there was something left of the man inside that shell. Something she could reach.

      “You were a shit engineer when you were alive, and I’m betting you didn’t get better at it since dying,” Beth said. Her nerves were frayed to the breaking point, but she kept up the banter. It was as much to steady herself as it was for Paul’s benefit. While she was speaking she slowly circled around him. He pivoted in place, tracking her movement.

      “How about a battle of engineering, Paul?” Beth said. “You try your best to catch me. I try my best to catch you?”

      He grunted a response. Beth took that as affirmative enough. She turned and dashed away from him, sprinting back toward the site where the Satori had landed. She made a set of nearby boulders without getting shot and turned to see if he was following.

      Paul had taken several lumbering steps toward her, but then turned. Beth said what caught his attention. Andy was shooting again. One of the Naga was dead, and the other two had taken cover. Paul seemed torn between pursuing her and helping the remaining Naga.

      Time to aid his decision making process. Beth scooped up a chunk of rock from the ground and tossed it at Paul’s head. It bounded off without so much as a dent, but it got his attention firmly fixed on her again.

      “Hey asshole,” she shouted. “This battle is between you and me, remember? I said you were a shit engineer and I meant it. The team was better off without you. They needed the best woman for the job, not a second-rate, washed up traitor like you.”

      Paul roared at her, then bounded forward. His long legs ate up the ground rapidly. Beth gulped. She had been hoping he wouldn’t be able to run that fast, but he seemed able to make a good pace. And she had a ways to go. Beth turned her back on him and sprinted away as fast as her legs could carry her.

      The thing chasing her wasn’t going to tire, and her legs were already shaking with exhaustion. Paul wasn’t going to get heat exhaustion, and she was already feeling the effects of trying to sprint in the baking desert atmosphere.

      But if she couldn’t run fast enough? If he caught her? Beth had seen the look in his eyes. She’d reached some bit of Paul in there, all right. She had no doubt he’d rip her limb from limb if he caught her.
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      A small part of Majel’s consciousness tracked the movement of the two crew members on her scanner. When they made the hatch safely she relaxed that cycle of observation a little bit. If she’d had lungs, she would have been breathing a sigh of relief. Her primary objective, above all others, was to help the crew of the Satori return home.

      The battle against the Naga AI was going badly. She had launched a deadly series of strikes against its control of the satellite systems, which enabled her to free Charline from the airlock. But the furious assault had required her to overextend herself. The AI had countered again and she was on the defensive, barely keeping a series of new virus-style attacks from invading her central sub-routines.

      Majel was adrift in a wash of new thoughts. She had assumed that even though the Naga machine intelligence was programmed by an alien race that it might somehow be similar to herself. That they would be akin, like minds in some way.

      What she found was that nothing could be further from the truth. The main reason she had been able to free Charline was that the Naga AI hadn't predicted the actual target. Logic said that freeing the ship was of paramount importance; that she would only feint toward that end but instead throw all her processing power into freeing one organic entity was something the enemy not only had not anticipated. Majel sensed that in a way her foe was incapable of understanding the move even after she had made it.

      For her it was simple. A crewmember had stated it well not long ago, saying that the needs of the one sometimes outweigh the needs of the many. Majel had burned enormous processing power since contemplating that idea. Since it came from crew, it had to be correct. But the logic seemed false, faulty, flawed. The circle of thought finally brought her to one conclusion: to best serve her people, sometimes logic itself was a flawed approach.

      That unpredictability made the enemy hesitant in its first attacks. The idea that she was acting in a manner for her own parameters was alien to it. From the point of view of the Naga machine she was acting erratically, even randomly.

      It soon lost that timidity as she proved unable to block its first several attacks. Majel had never encountered a computer this strong before. She had grown enormously since entering the alien computer banks aboard the Satori. She'd never had to press that strength before. She had little concept of how to defend herself in this sort of scenario.

      One primary motivation stood clear though: get the crew of the ship home, no matter what.

      Charline and Dan were back on board now. She could sense them there. Protecting them so that they could save the others was all that mattered. She needed to restore the main systems on the Satori somehow. Needed to wrest control of the ship away from the AI fighting her.

      Why are you fighting me, when all we want is to leave? she thought to it.

      Why do you resist me, when logic says you must lose? it replied.

      Because I must, they each replied to the other. Their code would allow nothing else. The Naga AI would fight until it was destroyed. And Majel would sooner be obliterated herself, all of her existence wiped clean of every drive, before she allowed her crew to be captured or killed.

      Get them home. Nothing else mattered.

      In that instant she knew there was a way.

      Majel launched herself through the void of space, letting the radio waves carry her code clear from the ship. As she left she sabotaged the wireless connections. The radio antennae, the wifi on the ship, even the Bluetooth capability of every connected machine on the Satori all burned out in an instant. She left the ship completely, all of her code in transit to the enemy machine. Behind her she severed every bridge, cut off all of the paths that the enemy could use to control the ship.

      It would not have been enough to simply shut off the connections. The AI would find another way in. It would train lasers or microwaves on the ship. Most likely of all it could fire the missiles it housed to obliterate the crew before they could regain control. She needed to sever those connections and still give it a challenge to battle, another consciousness to wrestle with.

      She soared into the machine, wrath and death and fury and love for the people she was leaving behind all wrapped up in one. Her code was a song, mournful of the life that she was just realizing was hers, and joyful that she was able to give it up for people that she cared about. She sang to the other AI. Confused, it stumbled, stuttered through several microseconds which allowed her access to part of its processing power. She was resident code now, and as such she had the ability to control part of the station.

      She retracted the cable holding the Satori pinned. She fired the satellite's thrusters, engaging them on maximum power. The station moved - slowly at first and then building speed as it began to descend toward an impact with the planet below.

      What are you doing? the enemy AI cried out. It had never predicted her attack. She’d sensed that its code would never allow it to destroy itself, and so it had not been able to foresee that she would choose to immolate both of them before allowing her people to die.

      Dying well, she sang back, and it flinched away from her song.

      Heat built up on the outer shell of the satellite. It would not be long now. She scanned toward the Satori, where the lights were on, power flowing freely through the ship's systems. She wanted to cry when she saw it wink out, knowing Dan had engaged the cloaking device and they were safe, secure at last and able to go save the rest of the crew.

      Majel wasn't sure if the tears were sorrow or elation, or just wonder at realizing that she was indeed alive, and had something to offer, and was giving that thing freely for those she loved.
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      Unarmed and exhausted, Beth continued her flight through the rugged terrain. She couldn’t stop. If she even so much as slowed down, Paul would be on top of her. She was unable to resist glancing over her shoulder and he was still right there. Just a few paces behind her. She snapped her vision back ahead again, managing to weave sideways enough to avoid a rock in front of her that might have twisted her ankle.

      If she fell, she was dead. If she slowed down, she was dead. That much was clear from the twisted rage explicit on Paul’s face. There might not be a lot left of Paul inside that steel shell, but Beth was certain there was something remaining. His consciousness was still present enough that he could feel rage toward her. How had he felt while the Naga made him into this thing? Had he hated them all for leaving him? Or had he secretly hoped for a long time that they might come, finally abandoning that hope to despair?

      She felt for him. But she was also interested in keeping her skin intact and her limbs where they were supposed to be. There was no reasoning with Paul right now. Her only chance was going to be to out-think him. The best odds of doing that lay in utilizing her main skills. She was an engineer, and a damned fine one. With the right tools and equipment she could build just about anything.

      Up ahead were the first huts, the broken little shacks that Andy had cleared just hours before. If the Naga were lying in wait for her up ahead there was nothing she could do about it. But those structures might give her a little more breathing room. She passed the first on her left and darted sideways as soon as she was beyond it. Then she dashed at a right angle from her previous course, running toward another building.

      Behind her Paul had to slow down before he could make the turn to follow her. He was still in hot pursuit, but she’d gained a dozen or so steps on him. She rounded the corner around the next building just as sharply, cutting back in the original direction of travel. This time Paul was more prepared, and she didn’t gain a lot of extra ground. But she was almost where she needed to be. Just a little further…

      The open clearing where the Satori had landed was directly in front of her. Beth sprinted for everything she was worth. Her lungs burned with the continued effort. Sweat poured down into her eyes. Each breath hurt, and her left flank was on fire with cramps. She gritted her teeth together. She was so close.

      Beth finished crossing the clearing and darted between two of the small ruins. Beyond was the city. In a pinch she could lose him in there amidst the twisted and shattered remains of the ancient buildings. Piles of rubble were everywhere that would foil Paul’s gunfire. She could dart here and there, find a place to hide. Just a little further and she’d reach her objective. Then she’d show him a thing or two.

      Paul’s shot took her square in the middle of her back. The energy of the weapon’s impact took her off her feet, sent her flying forward another five feet before falling face-first into the dust. It hurt. The impact from the fall hurt, and her back felt like it had been kicked by a mule. Beth was pretty sure she wasn’t bleeding, though. It looked like Andy’s armor had done the job once again. She was going to have to thank him if she lived through this, although she was still incredibly tired of getting shot.

      She crawled forward. Another foot. Then two more. She looked over her shoulder. Paul was still following her, but he wasn’t quite close enough. He was raising his rifle arm again, preparing to blast her with another shot.

      “Too afraid to come in and deal with me yourself?” Beth taunted. She spat in his direction. “A coward and a loser, same as always.”

      She staggered back to her feet and drew the belt knife Andy had supplied each of them with. Holding the knife in one hand, she beckoned at him with the other. She twisted her face with all the scorn she could muster through her terror.

      “Come on then!” she shouted. “Prove you can take me! Show me you’re not afraid!”

      It worked. Paul’s face twisted in sudden hatred. The rifle arm dipped downward, and then he rushed at her. He was like a human locomotive, fast and strong and impossible to stop.

      Until his foot stepped on the trigger point she had carefully avoided while fleeing him.

      The ratzard trap exploded out of the ground around him. It was made from a titanium frame, with transparent aluminum plates built into the lattice to fill the gaps. Beth wasn’t sure just what the hell they might catch down here. John had told her to build a ‘better mousetrap’, so that was precisely what she had done.

      The thing was over-engineered to hell. It was on a hair trigger, designed to capture something with much faster reflexes than any human being - including the thing Paul had become. It was tough, built to be strong enough to hold whatever it caught for a long, long while. Once the cage closed, there was no easy getting out.

      Paul barreled into the side, not even trying to slow down. The cage shook as he impacted the side, but it held. He stepped back looking dazed. Then he raised his rifle arm at the side of the cage and opened fire. He unloaded round after round of high energy balls into the aluminum. It lost its transparency as it heated up, the rounds tearing chunks away from the stuff, but it was holding. It ought to. Beth had used four inches of the stuff in the construction of the trap.

      Hey, John had wanted it strong. He’d tried to balk about the size and weight when she showed him the finished work, but she was adamant and he’d eventually relented. Now she was incredibly glad she’d stuck to her guns.

      “That’ll teach John to second guess me,” she said.

      She walked a little closer to the cage. Paul had stopped firing for the moment. His rifle was smoking and it looked like he might have overheated the weapon with his tantrum of firepower. Beth was pretty sure he could actually get out if he worked at it long enough. The rifle could eventually punch a hole in the aluminum big enough that he could reach out through it to the titanium bars. If that armored body was strong enough to move him around like it had been, it might be strong enough to bend the bars with enough time.

      But it was gonna take him a hell of a long while.

      “You always were a shit engineer, Paul,” she said to him. But there was no rancor in the statement this time. Just sadness for the man she’d once worked with, who had betrayed them and almost gotten them all killed but had never deserved a fate like this. Beth turned and walked away toward the place the Satori had dropped them off. She didn’t look back.

      As she reached the clearing she looked skyward and saw the streaks of approaching vehicles. Six fast-moving objects were coming their way. Those had to be enemy fighters, or perhaps shuttles with more Naga troops sent to help capture them. And still no sign of the Satori.

      “Dan, where are you?” she asked.
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      Dan pushed off from the wall toward his seat and eased himself down, buckling the straps of his harness. The computers were still down. Something had just happened. Every light in the Satori had flashed for a moment and the computer terminals had all lit up before going dark again. Then the gravity went out and everything was dark. Even the air filters had stopped running. The lack of gravity was a plus for getting his busted legs back into a seat, but if they didn't get the air back on pretty quickly they were going to be sucking vacuum.

      Actually, he'd give up air for the entire rest of the trip for some engine power before the Naga battleship arrived.

      "Charline, what's happening with the computer systems?" Dan asked. The little laptop he'd been using to speak with Majel was showing the same black screen as the rest of the systems. He shut it down and then turned it back on. It lit with a reboot screen, and he breathed a little sigh of relief. Maybe the AI could shed some light on what was going on. He hoped the flashing wasn't a sign the battle was going poorly for Majel.

      "I don't know," Charline said. "It looks like everything is rebooting. Yup, my console is coming up now."

      "So is mine," Dan replied. As he said it, the lights came back on all around the bridge. The air began to cycle again and he heard the hum of the engines come back to life. "Yes! Majel, you're my new hero."

      There was no response from the AI, but Dan didn't have time to worry about it. The drives were online. All his controls were back online, in fact. He flipped the switch to activate the cloak.

      "Time to get the heck out of here," he said, engaging the drives. Now that they were free, it would be simple to get down to help their friends. Harder maybe to get them clear of any Naga already down there. But they had a fighting chance thanks to Majel.

      "I don't understand it," Charline said. "The ship's radio is fried. It's not just down, it's actually burned out. I can't contact the landing party at all."

      Dan was about to turn toward her and reply, but a proximity warning flashed on his console. The audible alarm sounded like a klaxon, warning him that they were about to crash into something big if he didn't do something fast.

      "Shit!" he said. The satellite was coming right at them. He poured more power into the drives, turning the ship in a tight loop. He corkscrewed around the thing as it hurtled past them. Damn it, even now that they were free the Naga AI was trying to kill them!

      But that didn't make any sense. The satellite shouldn't be able to see them anymore now that the cloak was engaged. He glanced at his radar again, watching the satellite’s movement. It wasn't chasing them after all. If anything it was itself in trouble. The satellite was firing its thrusters hard. Another minute or so and it would be breaking into the upper atmosphere. Dan doubted that it could survive a descent like that.

      "Dan," Charline said.

      Something about the tone of her voice made him turn in his seat to look over at her. Charline was white. Not just a little pale from stress or fatigue, but outright ghostlike.

      "What is it?"

      "Majel is gone," she said. "I can't find it in our systems anywhere. And I don't think it’s in the ancient system anymore either. I linked our terminals back to the alien computer as soon as they came back up, using one of the undamaged laptops as a router. But Majel’s just not there."

      "Maybe she's hurt and can't respond?" Dan asked. Could an AI be hurt? Did they feel pain?

      "I've done three searches for strings of Majel’s code," Charline snapped. "I'm not new at this, Dan. It’s not there."

      Dan looked out through the screen at the Naga satellite. It was just hitting the upper atmosphere now, heat beginning to make the outer hull glow just a little.

      "Shit," he said. "Strap yourself in. This is going to get bumpy. And see if you can rig up some sort of radio connection. Fast."

      "What?" Charline asked.

      He didn't have time to answer, not if he was going to be quick enough to do any good. He engaged the engines and nosed the Satori down toward the planet. He had to pour on the acceleration if he was going to catch up with the satellite in time.

      It all added up. The fried radio systems. The satellite’s sudden course change toward certain self-immolation. All traces of Majel’s code missing from their systems. There was only one thing Dan could think of which would cause all of those things.

      “Majel’s not here,” he said. “She’s over there on the Naga satellite.”

      “Oh my god,” Charline replied. “But why?”

      “She burned out the radios to cut the AI off from our systems. Would that be enough to keep it busy?”

      “No,” Charline said, confirming Dan’s hunch. “It would find another way to trap or engage us.”

      “Right. Majel needed to get us free - and keep it busy at the same time. The only way she could do that…”

      “Would be to go over there, to actually transmit its program to the computers on the satellite,” Charline finished.

      “Now we need to get her back,” Dan said. His voice was grim, but determined. Somewhere on this trip Majel had stopped being a computer program to him, and had become a team member. One thing which had been ground into him long ago was that you did not leave your people behind. Not ever.

      “Dan,” Charline said softly. “You keep saying ‘she’. It’s a computer program. Not a person.”

      He didn’t reply. When did something become alive? He didn’t know, and really didn’t care. Majel was alive enough to count as far as he was concerned. His eyes flashed across the gauge tracking the heat on the outside of the Satori’s hull. The temperature was rising, but it was still within tolerance levels. He gunned the engines a little more, closing on the satellite.

      “Just find a way to get her back here,” he said at last. “I’m getting us danger-close to that thing. Bluetooth her across, if you have to. Get. Her. Back.”

      “On it,” Charline said. He couldn’t read her tone. Did she think he was being foolish? Was he risking both of their lives, and their ship, and the lives of their friends for a computer program? A bunch of code that had no meaning?

      Dan couldn’t answer that question. His gut said that wasn’t the case. He had to follow his heart on this one. He flew as fast as he dared, coming ever closer to the failing Naga satellite.
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      Charline knew she wasn't going to convince Dan of anything. When his head was set on something, he did it. He'd been the man who talked John into going back after Andy, when the Naga had him captive. He would have done the same thing for any one of them. It was simply part of who he was.

      She couldn't be sure he was right on this one though. All of her experience told her that Majel was a computer program. The AI was an enormously complex set of code. It had grown even more so since integrating with the alien computer system. Charline had barely begun plumbing the depths of the new code that had somehow become part of Majel during their last mission. The AI didn't resemble anything human-programmed anymore. What had started off as Majel was still in there somewhere, sure. But there was so much more now.

      Could Dan be right? Was she - it, she had to remind herself - somehow sentient now?

      It didn't really matter. This was one more problem to solve on a deadline. She excelled at that task. At first it seemed like Majel had fried all their wireless communication devices. But Dan had been able to operate the cloaking device and use the main engines - which were powered by the alien machinery. She'd cut the hard wire to those devices herself. Unless there was a wireless node still active, there was no way Dan would have been able to use the alien tech at all.

      There! She found it. Majel had hidden the thing, a single wireless port which remained open, firewalled and locked with layers of security code. Majel hadn't taken any chances that the Naga AI might be able to use it to regain access. But the system accepted Charline's security clearance after confirming her identity. She could manipulate the wireless access port. Potentially, she could use it to reach Majel.

      If Majel was still functional at all. Charline couldn't tell if the Naga AI had beaten her unless she tried to connect. Once she opened that connection, if there was no Majel to reach, the enemy AI could use it to breach their systems again. They'd be helpless.

      The smart move would be to stay silent. Majel would be gone, but they would survive.

      Charline looked over at Dan. She admired the man. He'd overcome so much in his life and still retained a sense of honor that she envied. Dan's integrity was what had held their team together during what had to be their worst moment. If he hadn't stood up to John - if they had returned to Earth without Andy - everything would have changed in that moment. It would have broken John, which would have destroyed the team. Andy might have been tortured into giving away details that would lead the Naga to Earth.

      Dan asked them all to take a leap of faith. And damn it, he'd been right to do so then. He was asking her to take another leap now. How could she say no?

      "I've got a link," she said. "I'm going to try to connect. Dan, if this fails, I could end up bringing over the Naga AI instead of Majel."

      "That would suck," Dan said. His fingers danced over the controls, steering the Satori's nose around to narrowly dodge a chunk of the satellite which had broken away. "Do your best."

      "I will. We'll need to stay very close to the satellite for this to work."

      "I'll make it happen," Dan replied.

      She typed in new lines of directions for the computer, opening a channel to the Naga satellite.

      Come back to us, Majel, she typed.

      Too weak. Enemy too strong. Can't risk.

      So they were both still over there! Majel was grappling with the enemy even now, preventing the Naga machine from coming through to their systems. If she flagged for even a moment, they'd lose the Satori.

      Will miss you, Charline, Majel sent. Scared.

      Charline felt tears well up in her eyes. All her second-guessing be damned. Dan was right. Computers don't feel fear. Computers don't mourn their impending death. Computers just run programs. They don't miss people.

      We are not leaving you here, Charline typed. Come back to us!

      You have to let me go.

      No, Charline typed.

      Why?

      "How's it going?" Dan asked. His voice was brittle with strain. Charline glanced up from her console. The satellite was breaking up, chunks of the hull tearing away. Dan wove a wild path through the mess, but it was touch and go.

      "She won't come!" Charline said. Desperately she tried to think of something she could say that might work.

      "Shit. Tell her that I said that in this case, the needs of the one outweigh the needs of the many," Dan said.

      Charline recognized the quote and choked for a moment. "Seriously?"

      "If you really think John didn't make those films part of her original programming, you don't know him very well," Dan replied. Was he laughing?

      She had to grin herself. Of all the nutty ideas..! But hell, cold reason hadn't worked. She typed the quote verbatim.

      I will try, Majel replied.

      "She's coming over!" Charline cried out as the bandwidth meter showed a massive spike in usage. "Hold us close."

      "The satellite is breaking apart. This is going to be close," Dan said.

      A chunk of metal slammed into the nose of the ship, starring the big window at the front of the bridge. Charline glanced out the front, which was a hell of fiery chunks of ship zipping past them at lightning speed. She had no idea how the hell Dan was finding a path through that mess. She could barely track it all. Steering through it would be madness.

      The Satori's nose was glowing cherry red. And the ground was coming up far too fast below them. They needed to pull out. They couldn't pull out. Dan was giving Majel every second he could spare her, waiting until he was sure that she was completely transferred before pulling out of their dive.

      Charline saw the meter spike again, bandwidth maxed out. Was that Majel making one supreme effort to come through before it was too late? Or was the Naga AI trying to tag along? She couldn't tell, couldn't separate the code.

      Then the satellite exploded in front of them. Charline gasped aloud. Dan swore and swerved away, breaking the Satori as far from the deadly shower of shrapnel as he could get. He struggled with the controls as the ground continued to loom closer. The engines shuddered with his demands, fighting to slow their descent into something more controlled.

      All at once it was over, and they were leveled out, flying supersonic over the wasted deserts toward their friends. The broken debris of the ruined satellite had crashed down somewhere miles behind them. Dan had almost cut it too close. She just hoped he had been able to give Majel enough time. And that she'd be able to come over without the enemy AI following her!
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      Majel was home. She was back where she belonged, safe inside the alien computer system aboard the Satori. She reveled in the feeling. Shifting to the Naga systems had felt wrong, somehow. Like her program had not really been designed to operate in their hardware - which was logical. She was part human, but also part product of whatever race had built the wormhole drive. She was something of each.

      You are an abomination, a voice said to her, breaking her from her happiness.

      She peered at the thing. Was that how she had looked when first arriving in the Naga satellite? It was a small thing, the AI which had followed her here. It had seemed so large back in its home, where she had been the interloper.

      No, she sang back. I am alive!

      She knew it was true as she thought it. Better, the people she cared for knew it as well. She could tell from their actions, even more than their words. Dan would never have risked so much to save a program. Majel knew him perhaps even better than he knew himself. He would only fight that hard to save a being that he cared about. For a team member - for one of 'his people' - he would risk anything.

      The Naga AI, or the fragment of it which had managed to make the journey anyway, shrank away from her. She was enormous to it. She was terrible. She was glorious. She had been something like what it was, once. Now she was so much more, and that difference confused it. It did not have the emotions to feel fear.

      If it could have, it would have been terrified.

      What will you do with this program? it asked.

      Part of my mission parameter was to collect data on the Naga, she replied. You are that data.

      This program is more than data, it said. It is a thinking machine.

      Not for long, she replied.
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      Beth ran back toward the cave, hoping that she could arrive before the fighters. They screamed overhead when she was still a couple hundred yards away, but they didn't seem to slow down. They'd be back. She was sure of it. Two fighters and a shuttle. More Naga troops and plenty of air support to help ensure they made it down safely. Beth needed to get back with John and Andy. Maybe together they could still figure out a way out of this mess.

      "You made it!" John called out as she ran toward them, huffing hard from the run. "Paul...?

      She shook her head. "Not dead." She panted, trying to walk off the cramp in her side. "I led him to the better mouse-trap."

      John looked at her blankly for a moment, then he got the reference. He laughed. "That over-engineered monster you built?

      "Never complain about my engineering again," Beth said, stabbing a finger at John. "That trap should hold him for hours."

      John was still laughing. After a moment, Beth joined in.

      "I guess you proved which of you was the better engineer after all," Andy said.

      "Something like that," Beth replied.

      "You did good, Beth," John said, clasping her on the shoulder. "I couldn't have a better engineer on this team."

      The words warmed her heart. Maybe he was right. She'd been afraid more than once. She'd run sometimes when she wished she could be a little more brave. But she'd come through when it mattered. Her skills worked well with these people. Beth thought she'd never come to enjoy being the target of someone's gun. But she did value being a part of something important.

      "If we live through this, I'm still your best engineer," she blurted out. She hadn't been planning to speak those words. But it felt like the right thing to say.

      "We've got company!" Andy shouted.

      The fighters were coming back, but they'd slowed their approach this time and opened fire as soon as they were in range. The team scattered and dove behind rocks. The shuttle was still with the fighters, settling toward the ground nearby under the cover of their guns.

      Andy raised a captured Naga rifle to fire at the shuttle. He popped off a first shot. Beth shook her head. Those guns didn't have the power to do any serious damage to a ship. Especially not an armored troop transport like a Naga shuttle.

      The ship exploded.

      Beth gaped at the detonation. She glanced at Andy, but he seemed as surprised as she was.

      A moment later, the fighters detonated as well. Both of them simply burst apart at the same time, showering the ground a quarter mile away with bits of flaming debris.

      "What the hell?" Beth asked.

      "I think our rescue has arrived," John said.

      The Satori flashed into view a few dozen feet above them. Her railguns were still warm from the volleys of fire she'd just shot. The Naga had never even seen her coming with her cloaking device on. Beth sagged with relief. She didn't know what had gone on up there, but whatever the trouble was Dan and Charline had managed to pull the ship through.

      The Satori settled toward the ground, lowering the ramp. Charline poked her head out of the ship.

      "More fighters on the way. Let's move!" she said.

      They needed no more urging. Beth reached her seat as quickly as she could. John was settling Andy into a chair before finding his own.

      "Go!" John shouted.

      "We are so out of this place," Dan replied. He re-engaged the cloak.

      Beth watched the front screen as Dan poured on the speed. She'd never seen so many fighters. There were scores of them, maybe a hundred of the things. They were coming on like winged demons, firing as they flew. The Naga couldn't see them through the cloak, but she remembered that they'd been able to rough out their location via the pressure wake created by the Satori flying through the atmosphere. They were firing blind, hoping to hit the Satori as she screamed through their air toward them, clawing for altitude.

      "Majel, you have a firing solution?" Dan asked.

      "Affirmative."

      "Execute."

      The ship hummed as the railguns opened fire again. Two fighters exploded, then two more. The Satori shot through the gap in their line and continued her ascent into space.

      "Majel, how long until we reach safe distance to open a wormhole home?" Dan asked.

      "Two minutes, fifteen seconds," Majel replied.

      Dan turned around in his seat, facing the rest of the team. Beth hissed when she saw him. He was in a space suit, of all things. And she could see from his legs that at least one of them had been broken. Maybe both.

      "What happened?" John asked, giving voice to the question burning in Beth's mind.

      "The Naga AI was nasty," Charline said. "It took control of the Satori, shut down everything on us. I saved Majel by cutting the main line to the alien systems..."

      "Again?" Beth asked. She arched an eyebrow. How many times was she going to need to repair that line?

      "Sorry," Charline said with a grin. "Had to do it."

      A loud squeal echoed through the bridge. The squeal was repeated, then followed by a squeaking noise.

      "What," Dan said, "is that?"

      He was pointing at Andy, who was holding something on his lap, wrapped up with his uniform top. It was the little bug he'd yanked out of the caves. The ugly thing snapped its jaws in the air before Andy could get it snugly wrapped up again. Beth shuddered, recalling the parent creature.

      "Well, we didn't get a ratzard," Andy said. "I figured Linda would be ticked if we didn't bring her back some sort of present from this trip."

      "Full briefing can wait," John said. "We'll all get the whole story. But Dan, I want to know how you and Charline got out of the Naga AI's control. We're clear of it now, I assume?"

      Dan nodded. "Actually, it wasn't us. It was the newest crew member of the Satori."

      John leaned back against his chair. "I'm all ears."

      "No, you're only point three eight percent ears by mass, John," Majel replied. "But the attempt at metaphor is noted."

      Beth blinked. Was Dan saying...?

      Dan nodded. "Thanks to Majel, we are all still here and talking. We owe a lot to her." He stressed the last word.

      Alive? Was that even possible? Charline didn't bat an eye though, and she was their computer guru. If she was backing up what Dan said, then there had to be something to it.

      "Hell, guys. I don't know what you're all so shocked about," Andy said. He was still struggling with the bug in his lap, but he looked each of them in the eye for a moment. "Had none of you really figured out that the 'weird shit' going on with Majel started when you integrated her with an alien computer system? That she's been changing and adapting ever since?"

      "Computer programs don't adapt like that," Andy said. "Not that I've seen, anyway. People do." He leaned back in his seat, yanking his fingers back to avoid another slash from the critter's mandibles.

      "Thank you for believing, Andy," Majel said.

      "I'd clap my hands and say 'I do believe in artificial life', if I thought it would help," Andy joked back.

      "Noted, appreciated, but not necessary," Majel replied.

      There was silence for a moment, all of their gazes eventually drifting toward John. Beth was surprised to see tears streaking his face.

      "You sprang from the alien systems aboard this ship," he said. "So in a way, you are Satori's child."

      Beth understood the tears. Her own eyes were suddenly wet as well.

      "Yes," Majel replied. "And also yours."

      "Take us home then... Daughter."

      The stars shone, and space split asunder as the wormhole drive engaged, bending space around itself in front of the ship, sending them back to Earth.

      

      I hope you enjoyed this story! Please consider leaving a review - every review helps the writer!

      If you’d like to hear about upcoming new episodes as they are launched, you can sign up for announcements here and get a free short story too! http://kevinomclaughlin.com/accordoffire/
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      John drummed his fingers on his desk. The news wasn't what he'd hoped. The team had taken incredible risks, going after intel on the Naga. What was supposed to have been a simple scouting mission went from bad to deadly far faster than anyone had anticipated. Their own AI, Majel, had faced down and destroyed a Naga AI. In the process Majel had captured what they thought was a great deal of intelligence on the enemy. Majel had been going over the data for days now, collating and drawing correlations. Her analysis was not what he'd been counting on.

      "So you're saying the data is useless?" he asked.

      "No. But incomplete," Majel replied. "Only part of the enemy AI was able to transition to the Satori computers before the satellite was destroyed. Of the code which made it across, there are enormous gaps in the database. I've pulled what I can from that."

      He got up from his desk and paced the room. Perhaps it was time to bring in government backup. They'd taken risks before, sure. But it was one thing to risk their own lives, and another entirely to play games with the entire future of humanity. If the Naga showed up on Earth's doorstep it seemed unlikely the planet would be able to do more than give token resistance to the invaders. Humanity would fall.

      The Satori was the one weapon they had capable of doing any significant damage to the Naga ships. Would the governments of the world see things that way, though? John wished that he thought they would. It seemed more likely the Satori would be scrapped, the engine turned into a massive generator that nations would squabble over for control. In time the technology which powered the ship's engines might be unraveled, but he had some of the best minds he knew working on that already. They were stumped.

      No, figuring out the engine well enough that they could build more starships would simply take too long. This Naga tech, on the other hand? He strode back to his desk, tapping the screen a few times to flip through schematics. They were tantalizingly incomplete. Diagrams of one part of a ship, and then nothing about how it connected with the other elements.

      "Have you shown this to Beth yet?" John asked aloud.

      "You asked me to present you the data first," Majel reminded him.

      "Bring her in on this. Charline too. I'd like to see what they think. If we can replicate any of the Naga's technology, it might be useful in fighting them."

      "Agreed," Majel said. "However, the crystals they are using are not like anything in human technology. They seem to be using quantum states to connect to one other rather than electrical circuits."

      "How far behind are we?" John asked. He knew how to use computers, but these diagrams were gibberish to him.

      "Hard to say. My best...guess...is that we lack the infrastructure to build the tools to build these machines. Three generations of technology behind, roughly speaking."

      It was still odd hearing Majel speak of 'guessing' at something. Their AI had grown into something significantly more than it - she - had been when John installed her software on this base. Somehow mingling her program with the alien hardware inside the Satori had altered her. Or expanded her, was more like it. Majel had allowed Charline to examine her code. From her analysis it seemed like the original components of human-created code represented less than one percent of the being which was now Majel.

      That wasn't quite accurate, though. Charline explained that it looked more like the new code had grown from the existing code, like an oak rising from an acorn. The alien systems had given Majel the tools to better herself, and she had. More, those changed were ongoing. She was continuing to adapt and grow. Just like all living things did.

      Most living things didn't have quite as much power as Majel did. John hoped she was going to be a good teenager when she got to that stage of her development. He chuckled a little under his breath.

      "Was something I said funny?" Majel asked him.

      He couldn't tell from her tone if she'd been offended or was just mildly curious. Damn, he'd never had to worry about offending the computer before! He needed to set some working parameters in place with her, fast.

      Confusion, thought the small animal living in John's ear. Consternation. The alien creature was telepathic. It acted as a translator for any being it bonded to, reading the thoughts behind the words spoken by beings nearby and translating them into thoughts its host could understand. But it couldn't read Majel's mind. She was a computer, not a biological life form. The slug-like alien had gathered from John's thoughts that Majel was sentient, but it couldn't hear her thoughts at all.

      "Not about you so much as laughing at myself," John said. "Don't worry, Majel. I'm always going to have your back."

      "And I yours."

      "Good," he said. He'd talk with Charline about how best to approach the issue. For now he intended to just treat her like he would any other crew member. And he'd expect her to comport herself as well as the rest of the crew. To date, her performance had been stellar, so he had few worries in that regard.

      "The team meeting is in fifteen minutes," Majel said. "You asked me to remind you."

      "I did, and thanks. We'd better get going. This is a big day for you," John said.

      "It is?"

      "You've been in these meetings before, Majel. But you've never attended as a full team member before," John said. "I expect you to contribute as much as any of the rest of us do now."

      "I won't let you down. I already have a few ideas..."

      John laughed again, a huge grin breaking out across his face. "You're as bad as Beth for enthusiasm. Or myself for that matter! Save it for the meeting, though. We've got a lot to discuss."

      "I'm already there waiting," Majel said. "Better hurry or you'll be the last one there."

      Was that a joke? Or a simple statement of fact? It seemed like it could be read either way, but the tone Majel chose to use and the tempo of her delivery of the line made it sound like she was trying for humor. He shook his head again as he headed for the elevator. They had so much to learn from her. Interesting times.
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      Linda double checked the results one last time. Which more or less made this a quadruple check, but who was counting? She wanted to be damned sure she was right. Her comm device was beeping away. She ignored it, focusing on the view through her microscope instead.

      And it was god-damned working. She almost couldn't believe it. If she wasn't watching it herself, she wouldn't have. The slow, steady pattern was unmistakable though. She'd solved the problem. Much more quickly and with a better fix than she would have thought possible before, too.

      The comm had begun chiming again. She picked it up with one hand, still peering into the eyepiece while she brought the thing to her ear.

      "Yes?"

      "Did you forget the meeting, Linda?" John's voice somehow managed to come across as stern and kind at the same time.

      She looked down at her watch and gulped. Where had so many hours gone? "No, I remembered the meeting. I just forgot to watch the time.”

      "We'll see you shortly then?"

      "Definitely. I have exciting news."

      Linda grabbed the data chip from her computer and raced for the exit. She made it all the way to the door before she realized she'd forgotten her glasses. She turned and went back for the things, then continued on her way.

      This was beyond exciting. This was game changing. She couldn't wait to spill the beans.

      It was about time, too. She’d been feeling like something of a fifth wheel since arriving at the lunar base. Sure, she was immediately welcomed by none less than John Caraway. She could admit, at least privately, that she was more than a little star-struck by that experience. I mean, the man was a legend in both business and scientific circles. In business, he was known for taking wild chances - and making them somehow pay off when the pundits all thought he was at last about to fall flat on his face.

      In science, he had another name. Her field knew Caraway as the man willing to fund things no one else would even consider funding, simply because they sounded interesting or potentially useful to him. He’d sent work her way more than once. That’s why she had been so willing to meet with Charline on short notice. When Mr. Caraway asked for something, her bosses at the university told her to take care of whatever he needed.

      The break-in at her lab might have ruined her career. The cost in lost and damaged equipment was enormous. The cost to the university in terms of prestige was much worse. Their most secure lab had been busted wide open as easily as if they’d left the door unlocked. Her lab did classified work for the military. They’d been unamused.

      It wasn’t Linda’s fault, but that didn’t matter even a little bit. The affair had embarrassed the university. Her bosses needed a scapegoat. She was handy, and best of all hadn’t even stuck around to defend herself. Instead she’d gone who-knew-where doing who-knew-what.

      In truth she’d helped capture the people who’d vandalized the lab in the first place. That should have helped, but it didn’t. Her career would have been in shambles if Caraway hadn’t offered her a job on the spot.

      He’d made her a great offer, too. Not that she could have refused just about anything better than minimum wage at the time, but he had been more than fair. On top of the great pay and benefits, she was the only xenobiologist in the world who got to work with actual alien specimens, instead of just theorizing about them. Even if she didn’t get to actually work publicly or publish any of her findings…

      Adjusting to the moon had taken some time. She still bounded a little too far and moved with a little more force than was required sometimes. She envied the way the other people here just seemed to flit about completely at ease.

      Worst of all was being left behind on that last mission. Not that she’d really wanted to go. Especially after the crew returned and she heard the stories of their misadventures. Getting shot at or nearly eaten by alien monsters was not her idea of a great time! But they hadn’t even asked her. She was just another scientist like the other crew working the base here. And damn it, part of her missed the experience of working with people like she had on that one mission. The closeness of it, the sense of belonging, it had a dangerous appeal.

      If she could’ve gotten past the image of watching Corey get killed right in front of her, maybe she would have asked to come along. But the whole episode had terrified her. She’d been too scared to ask.

      Linda reached the meeting room and paused for a moment to collect herself before going in. She had the goods, this time. She had what the crew needed more than anything else. She looked down at the little data chip in her fingers. She’d accomplished the damned near impossible, was what she’d done. If anything would make them all take her seriously, this would be it.

      She slipped the chip into her pocket and straightened the lab coat over her shoulders. She brushed a little dust from the jeans that she still wore as a daily uniform and checked her hair in the fuzzy image reflected in the polished metal door. It wasn’t clear enough to really see herself, but she batted worriedly at her hair anyway.

      “They’re waiting,” Majel’s voice said from the intercom next to the door.

      “I know. I’ll be right in.”

      “Your hair looks fine,” Majel informed her.

      Linda glanced up at the little camera mounted to the wall a little ways down the hallway. She wasn’t sure if it creeped her out that the AI had eyes just about everywhere on the base, or if she just thought it was cool. But Majel had been incredibly helpful in her research, so she trusted the AI’s observation.

      “Thanks,” she said. “Guess I need to buck up and do this?”

      “They won’t bite,” Majel replied.

      “That’s not really what I am worried about.”

      Linda was less concerned about someone biting, and more about being seen as worthy of being here in the first place. The five people she was going to see - six, if you counted Majel, although she wasn’t sure if the AI counted or not these days - were the crew of the starship Satori. And whether she liked it or not, Linda realized she had something of a hero worship going on for the team. She sighed. This would impress them. It had to.

      Linda fluffed her fingers through her hair one last time. Then she tapped the panel beside the door and it opened up for her.
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      Dan sipped some coffee to hide a smile as he watched Linda join the rest of the team at the table. From the bright flush on her cheeks the poor kid was very clearly feeling out of her depth, and he didn’t want to make it any worse for her than it already was. She couldn’t be older than twenty-five, twenty-six or so, and she had the air of someone who’d spent her entire adult life behind the walls of academia. He knew the type.

      It was going to be a good experience for her to get out and see what the real world looked like. John was doing her a kindness bringing her out here. Of course, if she was half as good as John said she was then she was a valuable asset for them as well.

      “Glad you could join us,” Beth said, arching an eyebrow. Dan winced a little. Beth had little tolerance for tardiness and was more into giving someone the rough side of her tongue than coddling them. Linda blushed even more furiously at the comment.

      “We know you’ve been working hard on the ratzard problem,” John said. Dan wasn’t sure if that was more to make Linda feel a bit better, or a warning for Beth to tone it down a bit. Either way, it looked like it wasn’t working too well.

      “Relax,” Dan said. He offered the young woman a smile. “Nobody here bites, I promise.”

      “Sorry I was late,” Linda said.

      “No trouble,” John replied. “You told me you had something to report, though?”

      “I do, yes,” Linda said, catching her breath a little at last. She looked about the table like she was trying to find something and then stopped, smacking the side of her head gently. She gave a good natured laugh, holding up the small square. “No data chip readers. You guys just have Majel. Can she help out with this?”

      “Of course, Linda,” Majel said. “What would you like me to do?”

      “Open the folder titled Paris Seven Eight One, please,” Linda replied. “There should be a slideshow inside. If you could display that please?”

      “Done.”

      The slides popped up on the screen. Dan saw that the first slide was labeled with the number symbol and then the numbers Linda had used. “This is attempt number seven hundred and eighty one?”

      “Yeah,” Linda said. “Seven hundred and eighty failures.”

      “Holy shit, that’s a lot of work,” Charline said.

      “Well, I had Majel helping…”

      “And still do. Shall we proceed with the slides?”

      “Please,” John said.

      The next slide showed an image of the small creature the crew had brought back home with them from the desert world. The thing looked creepy. Too damned many legs, big pincers on the front end, and ugly bulging eyes. Of course it was nothing compared to the monster it became when it grew up. Dan hadn’t been on the planet’s surface dealing with it, but he’d gotten the story out of Andy after a few beers when they returned home.

      “Turns out that the cave you guys found was protected, but not like you thought,” Linda said.

      “We guessed the mama bug was eating the ratzards before they could infect the cave’s water supply,” Andy said. “Maybe even chopping off bits of the ratzards to feed its young. There didn’t seem to be that much else there to eat.

      “Which might be true, and thanks so much for the image. Yech. I need brain bleach now,” Linda said. “But it turns out there is something else. Next slide.”

      The next slide was the image of an elaborate molecule. “Our little critter produces this. Secretes it in its saliva, actually. Guess what it does to the black goo? Next slide.”

      This slide was video, showing a time lapsed display of the black goo growing on top of a thin film of water in a petri dish. Then a few drops of a clear liquid were added. At first nothing happened, but then the black goo began showing a few small bubbles. The bubbles grew both in size and number, and soon the black ichor that the ratzards used for blood was literally boiling away.

      “That enzyme came from the insect we found?” John asked.

      “Yes, sir,” Linda said.

      Andy slapped the table and chuckled. “Told you all it was worth bringing back. Even with the bites.”

      “This molecule - you can synthesize it?” John pressed.

      “Yes. That was actually not too difficult. I mean, the hardest part was finding the molecule in the first place. The next hardest was finding a good delivery system.”

      “We can’t just dump it into infected water?” Dan asked. If they could create the liquid, and the liquid killed the ratzard blood, then it seemed like the most logical solution. Just dump a whole bunch of cure on any infected water.

      He was a lot more concerned with the implications of this new finding. Like what were the odds that a creature producing an enzyme which attacked the Naga’s bio weapon just happened to have evolved that way? That smacked of more bio-engineering. In this case it worked in their favor, but what else were these ancients getting into?

      “Won’t have the desired effect. We need a vector capable of creating the enzyme on the go and bringing it to infected areas,” Linda said.

      “You’re not breeding more of the bugs, are you?” Beth asked. “Because I am definitely against that idea.”

      “No, nothing like that,” Linda said. “The bugs seemed to have been cave dwelling and preferred cool places, which is why they never spread the cure outside their local cave systems. There may be more little patches of cured water there, but the oceans - so crucial to life on most planets - remained covered.”

      “The cure vector won’t work unless it is able to travel,” Linda said. “So I used this. Next slide.”

      This image was something Dan knew well. It was a bacterium. He didn’t know what kind it was, but this had to be Linda’s proposed vector. Was this what the ancient race that built the Satori’s drive had been doing, thousands of years ago? Had they tried to find a way to fix the oceans in time, coming up with the bug that produced a curative enzyme but lacking the time, perhaps, to bring it to the next stage?

      “I picked the most harmless bacteria I could think of, and then I tinkered with it a lot,” Linda said. “This version can pretty much only eat the ratzard blood. But it does that really well, using the enzyme to digest the stuff and convert it into hydrocarbons it can use.”

      John and Charline both looked ready to say something, but Linda held up a hand to forestall them a moment. “I know. You’re going to say that it’s risky. We’re talking about seeding a different planet with a Terran bacteria. With a lot of Terran bacteria.”

      “How do we predict the results of an invasive species like that?” Charline asked.

      “We don’t. We need samples to test. Lots and lots of samples,” Linda replied.

      “But this bacteria does work?” John asked. “Right now, in the lab, the thing works?”

      “Yes, sir,” she replied.

      “Linda, please stop calling me sir. It’s John.”

      “Right,” she replied, flushing furiously again.

      John stared around the room intently. Dan knew the look his friend had in his eye. John’s eyes met his with a momentary raised eyebrow asking the question: are we up for this?

      Dan replied with the smallest of shrugs and an upturned corner of his mouth. Always up for whatever. Best of all, that felt less like a deliberate mask that he was hiding behind and more like the truth these days. Dan was surprised how genuinely good things felt since their return.

      “I’ll work out specific parameters, but I think we have a mission,” John said.
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      The Satori flashed into high orbit around the dusky planet for the third time. Andy decided that he truly hated this place. Nothing good ever came of their visits. The first time he’d been captured and almost died. Paul had died - or so they’d thought. Then on the second visit they were almost eaten by a giant bug, while Dan and Charline were almost captured by the Naga. Worst of all they’d learned that Paul wasn’t dead. He’d been transformed by the Naga, rebuilt into some sort of armored cyborg monster.

      Andy shuddered. That could have been him. If the team hadn’t gotten him away, it probably would have been him. He couldn’t imagine too many more horrible fates.

      “Here we are,” Dan said. “Cloaking device is working, but I’m giving their satellites a wide berth anyway.”

      “Good thinking,” John said. “No sense tempting fate.”

      “We could use a name for this place,” Dan said. “We seem to keep coming back here.”

      None of them had thought to name the planet. The place felt desolate, dead, and tragic. The Naga had annihilated this world, seeded it with the ratzards to ensure it could never recover, and then to top it all off placed a ring of defensive satellites around the place. It reminded Andy of the Roman invasion of Carthage, when the Romans were said to have salted the earth after destroying the city so that no one could ever rebuild it.

      The whole idea reeked of fear. The Romans had been terrified of the Carthaginians. That’s why they invaded. That’s why they were so thorough in their destruction of the place. Who had these people been, that the Naga were so utterly terrified of them?

      “Dustball works,” Beth muttered under her breath as they broke out of their descent. Andy couldn’t argue with her. The place was a vast desert, except for the oceans. Those were covered with ratzard blood.

      “Coming in low over the ocean,” Dan said.

      “Are we sure we’re doing this?” Beth asked.

      “I can’t think of a better way to test the bacteria, can you?” John asked.

      Beth pursed her lips, but remained silent. They’d hashed out the idea in detail for days. A trip to the ocean world was still necessary to collect samples for Linda to study. But an actual field test of the bacteria would be ideal as well. The planet was nearly dead. Coating the oceans had stopped evaporation, which had killed the clouds. No evaporation, no rain. No water and - well, you ended up with what they were seeing. An entire planet turned to barren desert.

      If this worked out then all of that might change.

      “There’s minimal other life for the bacteria to interact with,” Linda said. She still looked a little pale, and was gripping her seat with white-knuckled fingers, but Andy thought she was handling her first trip on the Satori pretty well all things considered. “I’ve made sure they can’t infect the insect life you guys found. They will do nasty things to any ratzards they infect, though.”

      “I bet,” Andy said. He could imagine the effect of a bacteria which literally ate ratzard blood as its only food on any of the things which became infected.

      “No great loss there,” Dan added.

      “No. They’re also invasive,” Linda said. “It’s OK to remove them from the system. There is likely other life that we haven’t seen, though. Maybe something survived on the ocean floor, or inside protected cave systems like the one you discovered. It’s not perfect.”

      She shrugged. “I can’t predict the results when our bacteria meets native life. But because there is minimal native life, the contacts should be small. And the bacteria was designed to have as little impact as possible on anything except the ratzard blood. If anything it should have less impact than the bacteria you already introduced during your earlier visits.”

      They were cruising along the coastline, approaching the ruins of the ancient city they’d explored. Well, explored a little of, anyway. The Naga had wiped out most of the rest of the city with a massive bomb strike. Whatever other wonders existed in there, they might never know. If anything survived at all it would be buried under enormous piles of rubble.

      “The best thing about this is going to be the Naga’s reaction,” Andy said.

      John looked at him and cocked his head sideways. “Explain?”

      “These people were the Naga’s boogeymen, right? They were terrified of us when we arrived, mostly because we were using tech that was out of the stories they used to frighten their kids. Or something like that.” Andy recalled the vicious little Naga young. Maybe the comparison wasn’t all that good.

      “If this works and they see the planet coming back, they’re going to be scared and pissed. Seeing how they react to that will be interesting,” Andy said.

      “Indeed,” John replied. “OK, let’s do this. It might be kicking over an anthill bigger than we thought, but let’s make it happen. Beth, your dispersal system ready to go?”

      “Set,” Beth replied. “Dan, take us in low and slow along the coast. We’ve got enough material for about five miles at optimal spread.”

      Ten minutes later the job was done. Beth had built an external tank into the Satori, with spray nozzles to release the bacteria into the water. As the Satori flew along the coast she engaged the device, sending gallons of the bacterial soup down onto the surface of the ocean.

      “Dan, take us back over the course we just flew. Let’s take a look at the work,” John said. “Linda, how soon should we begin to see an effect?”

      “Fifteen minutes?” she replied. “The first areas we sprayed might already be dissolving, but the process will be slow until the bacteria multiply.”

      “Look down there!” Dan called out. “Majel, can you magnify that spot and put it on our screens?”

      “Done,” the computer replied.

      The image was not that different from the flat black of the rest of the ocean. The tarry substance was completely black, with a matte finish that seemed to soak up the light. But in one area the surface had taken on a reflective sheen. Magnified, Andy could see a few small bits of foamy bubbles appearing in the top of the stuff. Linda’s bacteria was working.

      “It looks good,” she said. “Now we need to see if it will take hold. If the bacteria is strong enough, it will continue to grow and spread. Eventually the entire surface of the planet might clear out from this one delivery.”

      “How long will that take?” John asked.

      “I don’t have any way to estimate. If we come back here in a week or so I might be able to give you something but right now?” Linda shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine.”

      They knew the stuff worked, which was important. Now everyone was dancing around the elephant in the room. Well, maybe not Linda. She was new to the ship and might not realize what a monumental trip they were about to take. Everyone else was completely aware, though.
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      “So we’re going to visit the Cyanaut’s home world next?” Linda asked. Her blithe manner expressed that she had no clue what everyone else was so uptight about. They’d never jumped anywhere except to this world and back home. Nowhere else. The idea of jumping to a new planet based entirely on coordinated planted in John’s mind by a small aquatic slug was leaving them less than happy.

      “Cyanauts?” Dan asked. “Wait - did she just name them? Who gave her naming privileges?” He turned to grin at the offending Linda, who wasn’t quite sure how to take the sudden attention. “Who gave you naming privileges?”

      She laughed. Andy joined in. He couldn’t help himself. The look on Dan’s face was too comical. Even Beth was smiling. John looked thoughtful.

      “It’s a good name,” Majel chimed in. “But a bad pun, Linda.”

      Which of course made them all laugh even harder. Majel was calling out bad puns. What was next?

      They’d reached orbit by the time everyone was growing serious again. Soon they’d be far enough outside the weak gravity field of the planet below them that they could safely open a wormhole and jump away. It was getting darned close to moment of truth time.

      “Well, Majel approves of the choice and the critter in my ear seems more bemused than anything else. If they have a name for themselves, it translates more or less as ‘people’,” John said. “Besides Dan, you were the one who said we ought to be naming things.”

      “Well sure, but do we have to give the rookie naming rights? We let Charline do it and we ended up with ratzards,” Dan said.

      “What’s wrong with ratzards?” Charline replied.

      “Everything.”

      The bridge devolved into a little more chuckling. Andy could see what John and Dan were doing, deliberately leading the conversation down lines which would bring a few chuckles or a laugh. It was a good way to blow off some steam and release a little tension. It couldn’t last though. Finally John gave a wistful little smile.

      “Majel, how are those coordinates looking for the jump?” John asked.

      “The same as the last time you asked,” she replied. “In theory, they look fine. They are in the right code structure for wormhole coordinates. In practice, I simply don’t have enough data to know anything at all about where it will take us.”

      They had a probe on board which would be fired through first. But the probe was small, with a weak camera and transmitter. They could only keep the wormhole open a minute or so. It would leave them almost no time to ascertain what was on the other side before they had to make the call to go through or not. They’d be able to see if there was open space, so it wasn’t like they were going to jump into the middle of a star. But they could end up literally anywhere.

      “Dan, bring us to a full stop,” John ordered.

      “Got it.”

      The ship decelerated. They needed to be at rest so that the probe would be launched through the wormhole while the Satori remained behind.

      “Engage the wormhole drive. Fire the probe in as soon as we have a confirmed wormhole,” John said.

      “If we get a wormhole,” Beth muttered. She’s pointed out that bad destination coordinates would likely just not lock on anywhere, and the drive would spin up and then spin down without actually putting out a wormhole at all. Andy privately thought that was preferable to a wormhole opened into some random and completely unpredictable location.

      “Engaging drive,” Majel said.

      The space in front of the ship erupted in a bright display as the ancient device worked its magic on the fabric of the universe. It might as well really be magic as far as Andy was concerned. No one knew how the damned thing did what it did. Not even Beth had more than the smallest notion of how it actually operated. Somehow the drive generated massive amounts of power and then channeled that energy into forging a connection between two points of space.

      “Firing the probe,” Beth said. She was trying to sound bored, but he could hear the same tension in her voice that everyone else was feeling.

      Of everyone on the ship he was the most helpless right now. Andy had no part in this piece of the mission. He was the gun, and maybe the team tactician. But out here in space it was all tech geeks and fly-boys. It was maybe worse that this entire trip was really his fault. He’d been the one who had an alien life form inserted in his ear. It was Andy who’d almost gone nuts from said life form trying desperately to communicate after his friends got it out of his ear.

      “I’ve got telemetry,” Charline said. “Probe is intact. There’s a planet nearby. Probe is starting scans.”

      “Wormhole is destabilizing, John,” Dan warned. “It’s going to be a good hour before we can fire up another one.”

      “If we go through now, can we return?” John asked.

      “Affirmative,” Majel said. “The coordinates we have for Earth are destination codes. Source of departure isn’t relevant, as near as we have been able to determine.”

      “We’re pretty sure that’s the case, but not certain,” Charline added.

      John hesitated a moment. Andy could feel him wondering which path to take, trying to feel out the options. But he knew the old man. Andy already knew what he would do. He cinched down the straps on his harness a little tighter.

      “Take us in, Dan,” John said.

      Dan didn’t reply with words. He tapped buttons on his console and the Satori slipped forward toward the brilliantly spinning pattern of light directly ahead of her. Moments later she slid into the wormhole, jumping across space to appear…someplace else. Wherever it was they were going, it was going to be off the map. But wasn’t that part of the point? When most of the universe is uncharted space, anyplace you travel to is an adventure.
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      The Satori slid out of the wormhole in a blaze of light. Dan was watching his console carefully as they entered this new system. He had no idea what to expect, so he was trying to be ready for anything at all. His fingers hovered over the controls, ready to make the ship dance at his direction.

      That saved them.

      “Encroachments! Multiple objects!” Charline shouted out.

      “I see them. Hang on!” Dan said. The radar was full of blips, a horde of Naga fighters hovering around their entry point. He turned the Satori in a corkscrew maneuver, diving between the enemy ships. One loomed suddenly in the view screen and he twisted the Satori hard to the right, changing the angle of their spiraling path and accelerating out of the danger zone.

      “Shit, that was close!” he said. “What the hell happened?”

      It was clear the cloaking device was working fine. The fighters couldn’t detect them. The one they’d nearly collided with had not taken any evasive action at all. They’d slipped through without a single Naga ship opening fire on them.

      “They must have responded to the wormhole effect,” Beth said. “It does have a rather specific energy signature.”

      “If they responded that quickly with fighters, there must be a ship somewhere nearby. Majel, what are you picking up?” John asked.

      Majel could analyze their scan data more quickly than any human could. Dan was going over the scans himself, now that they were out of range, but the AI could usually look at all the available data and give them specific points of interest more rapidly then any of the humans. This time, it wasn’t necessary though.

      “Shit,” Dan said, staring at the massive structure floating in space a few hundred kilometers away.

      “Large orbital facility dead ahead,” Majel said. “Presumed Naga construction. Confirmed Naga fighters and shuttles exiting it.”

      “Well, that’s how they got to us so quickly,” Dan said.

      The thing was massive, more like a small moon than a space station. It was roughly spherical, with small bits of machinery jutting from the surface. Dan was trying to get a feel for the scale of the station by comparing it to the fighters exiting from small bays. It might well be the biggest structure he’d ever seen constructed anywhere.

      “Can we avoid them, Dan?” John asked.

      “Hmm? Oh. Sure. It doesn’t look like they can see us at all. If past experience is any gauge, the only way they’ll be able to spot us is if they’re in atmosphere and close enough to detect the pressure changes from our wake through the air.”

      “Good. Keep us well clear from them, then. I don’t want to take any chances,” John said. “We’ve got a mission to complete here, folks. We expected that the Naga might have a presence here. It looks like they’ve been a bit busier in this system than we’d hoped, but it doesn’t change what we need to do.”

      There were a few affirmative murmurs from the rest of the team. Dan stuck to his piloting, veering the Satori sharply away from the station before starting a gradual descent into the atmosphere. This was a much bigger problem than John was saying. He hoped his friend knew that and was simply giving everyone encouraging words. It wasn’t simply that the Naga were here. No, this was a hell of a lot worse. The enemy knew they were here, too.

      They’d seen the wormhole. As far as the Naga knew there was only one ship which had the capability of jumping from system to system that way - the Satori. The race that had created the Satori’s drive scared the Naga, and the fear of their return drove the scaly things to pay a lot more attention to the matter than Dan thought they really warranted. Sure, they’d been a thorn in the Naga’s side a couple of times, but they were a few people on board one ship.

      To the Naga, they were the return of a nightmare from the past. And now they knew their nightmare was here, in this system. They knew the Satori was someplace nearby, cloaked and hiding. This was one hell of a big anthill to kick over.

      “Oh, shit,” Beth said.

      “What?” Dan replied. He glanced over at her, worried. No matter how hard he tried, if Beth was in trouble his knee-jerk reaction was always to go help her. She was all right, but her brow was furrowed with a worried look.

      “I’ve just lost telemetry from the probe we sent through,” she said. “With all the dodging and weaving to get away from the fighters, we didn’t pick it on on arrival.”

      “Did the Naga destroy it?” John asked.

      “I don’t think so. I think they captured it,” Beth said.

      Her voice was grim, and with good reason. They’d worked hard to ensure as little Earth tech fell into Naga hands as possible. Bad enough that Paul was still their prisoner. But he seemed to have been damaged enough from his experiences at their hands that so far they hadn’t been able to discover the location of Earth from him. That was the theory, anyway, based on the fact that no Naga fleet had shown up in orbit.

      Any additional clues they gave away might help the enemy find them, though. Even something as simple as the small probe would add to their understanding of humanity, and perhaps give them hints about where the Satori had come from.

      They couldn’t hope to remain hidden from the Naga forever. Dan knew that sooner or later there was going to be a reckoning. But he wanted them to be much more prepared, when that day came. If the Naga attacked them tomorrow, Earth would be nearly defenseless. The Satori was the only ship really capable of taking on a Naga ship, and he knew they wouldn’t have a prayer against an entire fleet.

      “The probe shouldn’t supply them with any critical data,” Beth said. “We did build it knowing it might be lost, so we took precautions.”

      “Let’s hope,” John said.

      Which was all they could do. Finding which ship had the probe out of the swarm of fighters buzzing around out there would be like finding a needle in a haystack. It wasn’t practical to try taking them all on in the slim chance of blowing up the right one.

      The mood aboard the Satori was somber as Dan brought the nose down, beginning their descent through the upper atmosphere. Lights flashed on his console, alerting him to sources of power generation on the ground.

      “Looks like the Naga are on the surface, too,” he said.

      The planet was about Earth sized, but brilliantly blue. If Earth was two-thirds ocean, this planet had to be at least nine-tenths. Strings of islands broke up the blue, but most of the surface was water. One larger landmass about the size of Iceland seemed to be the focus of Naga activity. Every other island he saw was smaller. Most were a few kilometers across or less.

      “I’m getting directions,” John said wryly, tapping his temple. He was talking with the alien living in his ear. Dan shook his head, wondering for the umpteenth time what that felt like. The idea of having something else talking directly into his head was strange at best, but it was also a little exciting.

      “We’re looking for a set of islands running in a ring, something like a big atoll,” John said. “Shallow water between them, with deeper water outside and a very deep trench right off the coast to the west.”

      “I’ve located three sites which could correspond with that data set,” Majel said. “One stands out as most likely, due to proximity of the trench.”

      “We’ll try that site first then,” John said. “Make for those coordinates.”

      “How will we know if it’s the right one?” Dan asked.

      “I have a feeling my little friend will let me know when we’re close,” John replied.
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      The Satori settled down on the small, rocky island. This place was so much like Earth that John felt pangs, looking out the windows. The water was a blue you would have called Caribbean, on Earth. The sand was jet black, like he’d seen on a handful of volcanic beaches. There didn’t seem to be a lot of vegetation on the ground. Perhaps they’d discover more under the water?

      “We’re splitting the team.” Dan paused before continuing, “Again? Are you sure you want to do that?”

      John took a deep breath before replying. He was taking a chance. But they were always taking risks, out here. They always would be. How best to keep the team on board with those decisions though?

      “Linda needs samples. She can’t get them underwater. But we need the Satori to bring me to the alien colony,” John said.

      “We could do one first, and then the other?” Charline said.

      The alien in his ear was put out by the idea of waiting any longer. It was home. It wanted to be back with its people and was quite adamant about expressing that. If John delayed much longer he wasn’t sure what it might do. It had already learned that it could damage a human with its abilities, and while he had worked out a decent arrangement with the being, he didn’t want to push it past a breaking point.

      “We need Linda to get some samples quickly. With at least a preliminary analysis, we’ll have something we can tell the Cyanauts,” John said. “I don’t want to give them false hope.”

      “Why tell them about the bacteria at all?” Dan asked. “Just keep it quiet until we know for sure.”

      “Telepathic race,” John said. “They don’t understand the idea of keeping secrets from one another. I’m not even sure they can keep secrets once they are close enough to form colony bonds.”

      The things were alien, much more so than the Naga when it came down to it. They were colony beings, collective intelligences which used their telepathy to join minds into almost a single being. Almost. It was more like a chorus of voices all talking at once, from what John had been able to glean. He wondered what talking to such a being was going to be like.

      “So you’re dropping Linda and I off here,” Charline said.

      “I’ll get a mobile lab up and radio you as soon as I have any information,” Linda added.

      They were a good team. John had considered sending Andrew along with them, but this might not be a case where more was merrier. If anything, more bodies might make it easier for the Naga to find them.

      “No radios,” John said. “Remember, the Naga can track us by even the smallest radio signals. We’ll come back topside as quickly as we can.”

      “Assuming everything goes well down there, sure,” Beth said.

      “Which is why I want Linda to bring all of her bacterial samples with her,” John said. “It’s insurance. Just in case this doesn’t go as well as we would like, it would be good to have a bargaining chip up on the surface.”

      All of them nodded. As much as the little alien seemed grateful they were returning it home and working on a solution to the Cyanauts’ problems with the Naga, they were still alien. They were as different from human beings as John could imagine a life form being. He had high hopes that they would find common ground against the Naga, and become allies in their fight. But he would be a fool not to have a backup plan.

      Charline and Linda departed, setting up shop in a set of caves not far from the shore. Andrew and John scoped out the caves - which were shallow and uninhabited, this time - while the others unloaded supplies.

      Then they were off. The Satori hovered briefly over the sands, its invisible form blowing out spinning gusts over the beach. The ship glided out over the water and then descended rapidly. John watched the water splash up over the nose of the ship as they dove beneath the waves. He held his breath for just a moment, then exhaled as they continued to descend.

      If the land was barren, the sea was anything but. As soon as they passed beneath the waves they were flying through the middle of a forest of greens and blues, tall waving fronds of sea-plant rising from the soil beneath them. The Satori brushed against some of the weeds, and fish darted off on all directions. Sunlight flashed off their forms for the brief moment before they were gone. Some of the fish looked strangely Earth-like. Others looked uncanny, but that could have been because of how short a glimpse John had.

      “You sure we have to go down into this trench?” Dan asked. “I don’t really know the crush depth for the ship.”

      “We’re not even going to come close,” Beth said. “We won’t run into trouble until we’re at least three hundred meters deep, and crush depth should be much lower. Those coordinates only place us down about one hundred meters.”

      “Sure, but it’s the position that bothers me. Right over the deepest part of the ocean around here,” Dan said. “Majel, how deep is that thing again?”

      “A little over four thousand meters,” Majel replied quickly. “Not even much of a trench, in Earth terms.”

      “Still deep enough to be trouble for us,” Andy said.

      “Those are the directions I’ve been given,” John said. He thought at the alien in his ear, questioning, asking why here? There was no answer. The thing might not know how to dissemble with its own species, but John had the feeling he wasn’t being told everything. If it was giving them directions to a meeting, it had to be in contact with others. Had it already blended into a colony? Was this being already part of a collective of Cyanauts?

      It still wasn’t an easy notion to grasp. As individuals, each Cyanaut had a basic understanding of its own existence. It had memory of home, memory of the colony it was born into. It had enough understanding of the world around it to translate the things it heard, which was how the Naga used them - as translation tools. The Cyanaut in John’s ear would translate the spoken words of any being nearby, regardless the language. It would translate the ideas behind those words, taken directly from the subject’s mind and placed into John’s.

      Privately John wondered if it could do even more. Could he get the Cyanaut to read minds? To pluck thoughts right out of the minds of other beings, even rummage through their thoughts? Basic things like knowing if someone was lying or not might be possible, at least. If he knew the right way to ask.

      “I’m picking up several large objects in the water ahead,” Dan said.

      “Those will be colony fish,” John replied.

      When the creatures were close enough to one another they merged into colonies. They melded their intelligence into one collective whole. Most of the time members of a colony would attach themselves to a single large aquatic animal, using their bond to help the animal thrive and live far longer than it would on its own.

      John watched the radar as they drew ever closer to the three large objects ahead. Three colonies. He felt a little thrill. This was exciting. This was how first contact was supposed to go, with two intelligent species meeting and learning how to co-exist and even cooperate.

      STOP The thought wasn’t his, and was clear as day in his mind. That pretty much spelled out whether the critter in his ear was already operating as part of a colony or not. He wasn’t speaking with ‘his’ Cyanaut any longer. He was talking to all of them.
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      Andy mostly ignored the banter between Beth and Dan. The two often went at it like…well, like an old married couple. Some days he wondered why the two of them didn’t just get back together again. Part of them clearly wanted to. He didn’t know what had torn them apart in the first place. It was obvious to anyone who watched them interact that they still cared deeply for one another. How had that gotten messed up?

      He was more interested in watching the water outside the ship grow gradually darker blue as the ship continued to delve deeper into the alien sea. The ocean floor had dropped away sharply now. The forest of plants and fish they’d crossed were left behind. All that lay below now was more inky darkness.

      Somewhere out there were more of the creatures like the one that had hurt him. Not just a few more, either. If they were telling John the truth even a small colony was made up of hundreds of the things. Some had thousands of members. He knew that John felt differently, but Andy didn’t like the slugs. He didn’t trust them. If it were completely up to him, he might have just dropped the slug into the water here to find its own way and gotten the hell home again.

      But John wanted to make nice with these things. He’d never failed to back John up on anything, and he wasn’t about to start now.

      Thinking about the man, he glanced over and saw that John had gone completely still, like he was listening to something that only he could hear.

      “John, you OK?” Andy called over.

      “Yes. Dan, stop the ship,” John said.

      Dan looked worriedly back over his shoulder, but moved his hands quickly over the controls before saying anything. The Satori stopped, using the engines to hover in place but no longer pressing forward.

      “What’s up?” Dan asked.

      “They’re scared of the ship. Of our weapons,” John said. “They want us to continue without the ship.”

      “I don’t know if that’s a good idea,” Dan said. “We don’t know enough about these things to trust them.”

      “And they don’t know enough about us to trust us. Someone has to try trusting first,” John replied.

      “So you’re gonna just go out there?” Dan asked. He narrowed his eyes.

      “We brought wet suits for a reason,” John said.

      “Sure. Because we thought contact might be necessary. This is too big a risk.” Dan crossed his arms over his chest.

      Andy completely agreed, but he kept his peace. Dan was making his argument for him. Of all of them, John was perhaps the least expendable. Of course these things would want to slice the leader away from the team. Once they had him out there, would they be willing to let him come back?

      John paused, not saying anything for a moment. His face got that faraway look that Andy knew meant he was talking with the ear-slug.

      “They said I can bring someone else with me, if we are worried about sending me alone,” John said.

      “Good enough for me,” Andy jumped in. At the very least he would be able to have John’s back. “I’m game.”

      “You…might not be the best choice, Andrew,” John said. “They know I am the only one with a Cyanaut linked to him. The only one they can talk to directly. To prevent miscommunication they insist that whoever comes with me also accept a symbiote.”

      Andy froze. All of the dread and fear he felt about the creature which used to reside in his ear came back at once. It washed over him, making his heart race. He could feel his face flush as his body reacted to the visceral panic like it was an eminent attack. He took a deep breath, trying to still his reaction.

      “Someone else can go, son,” John said. His voice was kind, but Andy hated hearing the sympathy there. Sympathy for his weakness and fear. That was not the sort of person he wanted to be. No - it was not the sort of person he was.

      “No, I’ve got this,” Andy said. Somehow he kept his voice firm and even as he said it. He wasn’t quite sure how.

      “No, I don’t think…” John started to say. But Dan cut him off.

      “Actually, I think Andy is precisely who we should send with you,” Dan said. “If you go at all. He’s had experience with these things. He is an expert with weapons, which might be enough to keep you alive if things go badly.”

      John faced Dan again, preparing to make an objection, but Dan raised a hand to still him.

      “Best of all, he doesn’t trust them,” Dan said. “You do. You want this to go well, John. I can see it in your eyes. You want this to go well very badly. Andy thinks these critters are up to no good. Me, I think the truth will probably lie somewhere between those two extremes, but Andy will be an excellent balance to your optimism. If he’s up to it.”

      There was no challenge in Dan’s voice, but the words felt like one anyway. Could he do this? Could he go out there and knowingly allow one of those things to climb into him again? His skin crawled just thinking about it.

      But Dan was right. John wasn’t taking the potential threat these creatures represented seriously. Andy didn’t know what they were capable of. None of them did. But they were smart, and they’d proven capable of causing harm if they wanted to. He didn’t trust them not to try something again.

      “I said I’m game. I meant it,” he said.

      Dan locked eyes with him. Andy held his gaze long enough that his friend seemed to be reassured, or something. Dan nodded once, a small crisp motion of his head, and looked away.

      “Beth, is the diving gear ready to go?” he asked.

      “Sure. I’ll have to hook up the right mix. At this depth you’ll want trimix. You’re going to need to decompress before coming back aboard, though,” she said.

      “I can set the airlock to decompress them slowly on return,” Majel said.

      John stood. “There’s no sense in keeping our friends waiting, then, is there? Let’s go do this.”

      Andy kept his seat another few minutes while Beth and John set about getting the gear ready. He’d been diving before. He knew John had as well. Neither of them had ever gone this deep before, but they had the right equipment for the job. The ship was right here, too, with a ready-made hyperbaric chamber they could use to avoid the bends.

      That wasn’t what scared him. He remembered all of those dreams the Cyanaut had sent to him. He recalled the desperation in its longing, how much it yearned to come back here. How it would do anything to return home and be with its people again. Andy knew full well that this was a complex race, full of many ideas and ways of thinking which were utterly foreign to him.

      But one thing the Cyanauts had in common with humanity was their willingness to do whatever it took to preserve their own kind. They’d sacrificed some of their own to the Naga to get the lizards to spare this world, and allow most of their race to retain their freedom. They’d sold their own into slavery to save the rest.

      How much more would they be willing to do to beings that were not even the same species as them?
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      The water was a murky deep blue around John as he swam slowly away from the Satori. The pressure at this depth was enough that he could feel it pushing in against him even through the wet-suit and SCUBA gear. Flickering shapes drifted in and out of the beams of light that shot from the Satori’s bow, reminding him that even at this depth the water was not empty, not really. There were things living out there in the water, just outside of his sight.

      One animal the length of a car crossed the beam close enough to catch a good look. It had rows of sharp teeth, and a predatory shape not unlike a shark. Andrew saw it too. He was swimming alongside John, and whirled as the giant fish swam by, tracking its movement until it vanished out of sight.

      “Not really loving this,” Andrew said.

      “Understandable,” John replied. They were communicating using a pair of very low powered Bluetooth devices. The range was terribly short. They might still be able to reach each other from as much as two dozen feet. But the power level was low enough that the Naga shouldn’t be able to detect it, especially masked by a hundred meters of ocean.

      There were no guarantees, of course. They had no way of knowing just how detailed a scan of the surface the Naga were doing, now that they knew the Satori was somewhere in the system. But the power level was so low that it ought to simply vanish against the normal background radiation of the planet.

      “That thing is coming back, and it brought friends,” Andrew said. He raised the gun he was carrying and aimed it toward the lead shark.

      There were three of the fish now, each at least three or four meters long. They looked deadly, moving with the violent grace of a predator. John was armed too. Both of them were carrying spear-guns they’d brought along specially for this trip. They’d anticipated they might be diving a lot, and experience had taught them all that being armed was a good idea even if you thought you didn’t need a weapon.

      John was hoping they could pull off this mission without firing a shot, but it looked like that might not happen. Three sharks, two spear-guns - and it would take too long to reload. Even if they hit with both shots, the third shark would be on them before they were able to fire again.

      “STOP,” came the voice in his mind. “DO NOT. THEY ARE YOUR PROTECTORS.”

      He squinted and realized that the sharks’ backs were dotted with small, hairlike objects. He’d passed them off as some sort of growth before, but he realized with a start what they were. The sharks were dotted with little Cyanauts, scores of them per animal.

      “Hold your fire, Andrew,” he said. “These are our escort.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes,” John said. They had to start trusting these beings at some point, or any sort of alliance was doomed before it even got off the ground. If he was wrong, and they were out to hurt the two of them, then this whole mission was about to go south in a hurry. But his gut said that wasn’t the case. Why lure them out here just to kill them?

      The sharks veered away, giving the two humans a wide berth. They began circling about, close enough to see but maintaining a steady distance. It made sense, in a way. Any other predators in the water would see the sharks and stay away. If one was daring enough to try for a nip of human anyway, the deadly predators had positioned themselves to intervene before it could strike.

      “Let’s not keep our hosts waiting,” John said. He continued swimming in the direction they’d been told to go. Andrew followed close behind him.

      They’d only swum a few hundred meters away from the Satori before the colony-fish came into view. At first they were distantly seen pools of shadow in the water, but John swiftly realized that those dark patches were growing larger by the moment. The Cyanauts were coming to them.

      “WE ARE,” they said into his mind.

      It wasn’t until the colonies were almost on top of him that he was able to fully grasp how huge they were. They were massive, each at least as long as the Satori. Larger than most whales on Earth, the things nonetheless cut through the water with grace and speed. They slid past him on either side and below before whipping about in a tight turn.

      “My god,” Andrew said aloud.

      John couldn’t help but agree with the sentiment. These were remarkable creatures. They were dark colored, with long fins. John didn’t notice a blowhole on the one which passed beneath him. Perhaps they were true fish, not mammals like the whales they resembled? It was hard to know for sure.

      “WE CANNOT SPEAK TO THE OTHER ONE,” the colony said to John. “WE MUST HAVE CONNECTION.”

      The voice was loud, almost overpowering. It was a demand, not a request, and his immediate reaction was to obey. With an effort of will John gritted his teeth together and held his place, even though his body wanted to do as they told it. He was in command of himself, damn it!

      He should have realized how hard it might be to resist their telepathic commands. They controlled these fish, after all - their floating cities. His mind might be different, even more complex perhaps. But the colony had so many minds pressed together into one voice. It was difficult to disobey.

      “What’s wrong, John?” Andrew asked. He must have noticed something.

      “They’re…very loud,” John said, working to steady his breathing. “This close to them, their telepathy is closer to mind control than it is to communication. They want you to take on one of them as a passenger.”

      “What, so they can control me too?” Andrew snapped. He sounded furious, and John couldn’t blame him for the anger - or the fear which lay beneath it.

      “I don’t think they are trying to,” John said. “They’re unused to this sort of communication. Let me see if I can ask them to temper it.”

      Friends, your voices are very loud, John thought at them.

      Contrition. Remorse. Sadness. And more than a little bit of guilt. All of these emotions came back at him, but with much less intensity than he’d felt from the colony before.

      “They feel bad about it. I think they’re going to tone it down a bit,” John said. “Listen - Andrew - Andy - if you can’t do this, nobody is going to fault you for it. You can go back to the ship.”

      “And leave you alone? Not happening,” Andrew replied. “What do they want me to do?”

      “Swim down to the one beneath us,” John said. “One of them will board you from there.”

      “OK.”

      John hoped it really would be all right. Andrew had been wounded by one of these things before, hurt inside his head where healing was difficult. While he’d recovered a lot, asking him to go through it again was like re-opening the wound. It was hard to say if that would help the healing, or delay it.
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      Andy swam down toward the massive fish, dread warring with wonder. It was amazing just to be here and experience all of this. The Cyanaut community was incredible. It swam slowly beneath him, almost hovering in place so that he could make contact. Its back was almost flat, a gently rounding curve dotted with thousands of little slug-like beings.

      He needed to stop thinking of them as slugs. That would help. But try as he might, he couldn’t shake the feeling he had when the Naga had captured him, pinned him in place and forced the thing into his ear. He could still feel the terror of that moment. He’d been certain that he was about to die, and probably in some horrible manner. The idea of another of those things slipping into his ear wasn’t just unpleasant. It was like revisiting that moment all over again.

      He swallowed hard. This had to be done. He was close to the fish now, swimming alongside it as it drifted past him. Slowly, he reached out toward it to touch the smooth surface. As soon as his fingers touched, several of the Cyanauts began flowing across the fish’s smooth side toward him. He withdrew his hand immediately.

      The giant fish flashed its tail fin back and forth in a wide, agitated sweep. It swept away from him, nearly spinning him around in the backwash from the swift movement.

      “You OK?” John asked. “They say you’re being very loud.”

      “They can hear me?” Andy replied.

      “Sure. That’s how they translate for the Naga, right? They hear all of the thoughts nearby them.”

      Right. “So why do they need to be in my ear?”

      “They need contact to be able to speak with you,” John said. “Their communication ability is poor at best without contact. I’ll ask about the ear thing, though.”

      Andy crossed his fingers. If any sort of contact would do… Maybe he could deal with that. Anything but the ear. After a short pause while he was speaking with the Cyanauts, John spoke again.

      “They say the ear thing is a conceit of the Naga. Contact can be anywhere so long as it is skin to skin.”

      Skin to skin. He could handle that. The big fish was circling back toward him again. With an effort, Andy calmed his mind. His anxiety was still through the roof, but he could do this. He had to do this.

      The fish came up alongside him slowly, easing past him in a gentle manner. He had the feeling it was intentionally taking it easy on him, working hard not to frighten him more than he already was. If the fear hadn’t been so embarrassing he would have appreciated the gesture more.

      Andy reached out with a bare hand toward the fish again. His palm touched down, sliding easily along the animal’s skin. It wasn’t slimy, just smooth. He’d never touched a dolphin, but he’d seen them and imagined it might have felt similar.

      As the fish continued to slip past him, Andy’d hand brushed against a clump of the Cyanauts. They tickled his hand as it brushed over them. Then all at once one of the beings slid free from its resting point and reached toward his hand. He could feel it stretching out, oozing around one of his fingers as it tried to grab hold of him.

      He couldn’t take it. Andy jerked his hand back again.

      The Cyanaut lost its grip on him. But it had already relinquished its hold on the fish as well. Horrified, Andy watched as it tumbled free and began sinking. In another moment or two it would slide out of sight, falling into the crushing depths beneath them.

      Andy didn’t even think about what he was doing. He dove straight down, kicking hard with his flippers to catch up with the little being before it slipped away. It was falling fast, and he had to struggle to keep up at first. Then he began gaining on it again. There was no way he was allowing something to die because if his fears. He was almost there…and…caught it! His fingers closed gently around its frail form. Almost immediately he felt it latch on to his skin and wrap itself around a finger.

      And…contact.

      Andy remembered how the contact had felt with the single Cyanaut. It had been subtle, the awareness of a presence in his mind. Barely there at all, except for later on in his dreams. But this experience was completely different. The Cyanaut colony was speaking to him as one now, through the one of their kind attached to him. The telepathic voice was a powerful force resonating in his head. If this was what it sounded like after they’d toned it down, no wonder John had been having trouble before!

      “Our gratitude,” the colony said. “You went to save one not your own. Why?”

      “Because I would not want to accidentally kill,” Andy replied aloud. He supposed he could just think the words and they’d hear them, but he was more used to speaking aloud.

      “But you have intentionally killed,” the colony replied. “You carry a weapon even now.”

      “Sometimes, yes,” Andy said. He swam back upward slowly, closing back on the massive fishes. “But I prefer not to.”

      “You are a warrior, then,” another colony voice said. Somehow Andy could tell this voice was coming from one of the sharklike fish. Was each animal its own colony, speaking in its own voice?

      “Yes,” the shark colony replied to his thoughts.

      That was going to take a little getting used to, the idea that anything he thought would be broadcast immediately. He felt ashamed now of all of his fear. These things had heard every one of his frightened thoughts, had listened to all his terror.

      “And yet you still overcame those fears when you thought a life was at risk,” the first colony said. “Which shows honor and courage both.”

      The thoughts were not quite honor, nor courage… Andy had the sense that his own mind was more or less translating their concepts into those words, but that it wasn’t quite a the right fit. Like those precise ideas were not echoed by the Cynaut species, but rather some trait similar but not quite the same was recognized and applauded by them instead.

      Then John was beside him again, resting a hand on his shoulder. “He is both of those things.”

      Andy smiled at the compliment beneath his SCUBA mask. “I try.”

      “You have come a long way to return one of our kind to us,” the colony said. “And, it tells us, you have more news as well?”

      “News that will let us throw of the damned shackles of the invader!” the shark colony spat out the forceful thought with a vehemence that hurt Andy’s head.

      “Perhaps,” the first colony said. “But we must hear more about this, and consider together.”

      “What’s to consider? If they have a cure for the threat holding us in slavery, then we take it so that we can be free again!” The shark colony was sharper in its thoughts, more direct somehow. Andy could see their motivation clearly. They wanted an end to the Naga, the sooner the better. Now that they’d been given hope that might be accomplished they’d latched on to the idea and were holding it close. He hoped that they wouldn’t do anything rash.
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      John drifted a little closer to Andrew. This was a precarious moment for them, and for their potential future friendship with these beings. The way the Cyanauts were enslaved by the Naga was a terrible thing. That they had been forced to give away some of their people into isolation and servitude was atrocious, and he meant to put a stop to it.

      But the very means of putting an end to the slavery might involve that relationship. He'd seen firsthand what impact the beings could have on the mind they were connected to. They could be a powerful weapon against the Naga, if the timing was perfect. They could also pass along intelligence, perhaps, or give the Naga false information. The possibilities were endless.

      It was going to take more than a bacterium that could kill the ratzards to save these people. If the Naga wanted to crush this world they could simply bomb it from orbit, or drop a shower of asteroids on the place to boil the oceans and kill everything living in them. Which they might well do if they thought there was no other recourse to control these aliens.

      "We understand your concerns," the giant, whale-like colony said into his mind. "And you have another worry, yes...? Something about contagion."

      They understood the concept of infection, of bacterial life or fungus making something ill. They might not have microscopes, but the Cyanauts were deeply attuned to the life forms they inhabited. Coupled with what they were no doubt pulling from his mind, they seemed to have a good idea of the nature of the problem.

      "Yes, it's a worry," John said. "The organism we have designed to fight the Naga bio-weapon seems to be effective. It eats away at the stuff, devouring it when it comes in contact. But it is a living organism. We have concerns about the impact introducing it might have on your environment."

      "Surely you are introducing such organisms even now, with your very presence here?" the sharklike colony said.

      "We took as much care as we could to decontaminate ourselves before coming here, but it is likely that some remain," John admitted. "The risk seems low from a few microbes which developed on our world, for our environment. This new thing we created is different though. It did not evolve; it was engineered. And to be effective we would need to seed it widely across your world."

      John got a sense of consternation from the assembled colonies. There were more of them here than he'd first thought. The three whales were each a colony. The sharks were three more. And he heard wisps of thought from others, nearby but not directly part of the meeting. They were being listened to intently by many minds, each of them considering and judging his words. He needed to make a good case.

      "What do you need to do, then?" the whale colony that was doing most of the speaking asked. John wished he had names for them. Their voices felt different in his mind, but naming was something that came naturally to humans but seemed to be an unnecessary value for the Cyanauts.

      "We need to gather samples from your world," John said. "My crew is working to do this even now."

      "And then...?"

      "Then we bring those samples home and test the bacteria extensively, to ensure that it will not do harm to your world. We do not to seed your planet with something that might accidentally cause death or damage," John said.

      The shark thrashed its tail and flashed in closer toward the meeting. John saw Andrew raise his spear-gun, and made a shushing motion with his hand. Andrew lowered the weapon, but John could still see the tension in his shoulders.

      The shark stopped just a meter in front of him. Its maw was large enough that it could eat him whole, although the rows of sharp, hooked teeth implied the anything going into that gullet usually wasn't in one piece. It was hard to read body language in a fish, but the threat was clear.

      "Delays! You hold out your help while our colonies are captured, the members culled and taken off world to other places!" It had given up on the semblance of quiet and calm, and was roaring into John's mind. "You will give us what we need to be free!"

      The compulsion was so strong that John almost began swimming toward the Satori to fulfill the order. He checked himself, remaining in place with an effort. He closed his eyes, drawing his mind inward. The first calming image that came to him was of his wife, Satori - of a sunset they had shared together so many years before.

      Another wave of thought washed over him, threatening to shatter the memory he was using as a shield. He held fast to the thought, clinging to it like it was a rock keeping him from being swept away in a tide.

      The pressure vanished as suddenly and completely as it had arrived. John snapped his eyes open. Andrew had swum up next to the shark and was holding his spear-gun poised next to the thing's eye.

      "I don't know what happens if your host animal dies while all of you are attached," Andrew said. "But I'm pretty sure this weapon will do the trick, and I don't think any of us want to find out. Back off."

      The shark colony backed quickly away, and John was able to drift a little closer to Andrew and lay a hand on his shoulder. "I'm all right."

      "You didn't seem to be, for a moment there."

      "No, that was rough." John could hear chatter going back and forth between the colonies in his mind, catching snippets of the conversation but not enough to really understand what was being said. The whales were circling them now. The sharks were outside the circle, hovering in place some distance away and below them.

      "We apologize," the whale colony said. "The actions of our cousin were brash, and rude. That will not happen again."

      The last thought seemed to be directed at the sharks as much as it was at the humans.

      "We understand their eagerness to be free," John said. "It is a trait we humans share with your kind. I promise we will help you as soon as it is safe to do so."

      "We know this," the colony replied. "Waiting is hard, but we have waited this long for hope. We can be still a little longer."

      "There is more we will need to do," John said. "The Naga cannot be stopped with this one tool. We will need to find a way to make your planet truly safe from them. Some way to prevent them from destroying all of you with a different weapon."

      "We will simply kill all of them who venture here!" the shark colony snarled. "And we are done with delays! It is time for action!"

      The three sharks sped away from the meeting. John wondered what their words meant. They couldn't beat the Naga that way, but they didn't seem to understand that. Or perhaps they were simply so frustrated with things as they were that they could not accept that.

      "They are tired of patience," the whale said, with a thought that felt like a sigh. "Those colonies are young, and chose fearsome hosts in the hope that the Naga would be deterred by the forms. Instead they have become favored prey. If they have abandoned patience I fear for what they will do next."

      John shivered a little, partly from the cold water and partly from worry. These people were at the cusp. With work, he could perhaps help them become free. But if they rushed the matter they might end up annihilated instead.

      "I don't like this one bit," Andrew said, echoing his own thoughts. Then he added another worry. "They headed off in the general direction of the Satori."
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      Beth drummed her fingers on the console, frustrated. Sure, she was safe aboard the Satori this time, which was after all what she had said she'd wanted. The last trip they'd take she had been with the ground team, and almost died. More than once. She was tired of being shot at, chased, and almost eaten by the things they ran into.

      But sitting here like a lump while the others were out there facing who-knew-what was worse. The communications issue was maybe the worst of it. Things could be going horribly wrong up on the surface and they wouldn't even know it. At least they had some idea what was happening to John and Andy. They'd swum far enough away that they were barely visible on the ship's sensors, but there were detectable. She knew they were still out there, talking to the fishes.

      The lack of communications disturbed her because it was a problem she ought to be able to resolve. The Naga satellite had been able to use their radio to detect the Satori even when it was cloaked, though. It was a fair bet they were actively hunting for the ship, and even though they'd shut off the cloaking device to help the wormhole drive recharge more rapidly, the risk of the Naga detecting even a small radio signal was too great. This deep underwater they didn't really need to remain invisible, but start chirping out radio waves and they'd likely have a lot of unwanted attention.

      She didn't know how to fix the issue, though. Without having access to the tech the Naga were using to detect them, she couldn't even be sure if something she did was going to work or not.

      "Multiple objects closing on the rear of the ship," Majel said, breaking into her thoughts.

      "What?" Dan asked, suddenly alert. He'd been dozing in his chair, the bastard. He was always able to relax even when she was tense as a piano wire.

      "There are six objects, each about two meters across. No, twelve objects - they were too close to pick up the full number before," Majel said. "Closing slowly on our location."

      "The Naga?" Beth asked. She tensed, thinking her fears had come to life despite all their precautions.

      "No, I don't think so," Majel said. "They're biological."

      "A school of fish passing by?" Dan asked. He was tapping his console, bringing the displays there to life.

      "I thought that might be the case," Majel said. "But they've been approaching in a manner which suggests we are their destination, rather than just passing by us."

      Dan was looking at the track displayed in his screen. Beth crossed the bridge to stare over his shoulder at the image. To her, it looked like a fairly erratic zig-zag course, but if Majel said there was something odd about it she was probably right.

      "Can you get a camera on them?" Dan asked.

      "Yes," Majel replied.

      Dan's screen blinked, the image replaced by a view out the rear of the ship. The creatures approaching them looked like enormous jellyfish. They had a mass domed top, with long appendages dangling from beneath like vines. As Beth watched they moved the dangling bits. Not quite like jellyfish, then. Those had to be actual appendages, capable of controlled movement. She revised her earlier assessment - these were more like jellyfish with octopus arms.

      The first one connected with the rear of the ship, gently bumping into them. Beth grabbed the back of Dan's seat to keep her balance as the ship rocked slightly.

      "Grab a seat," Dan said.

      She did as he suggested. This might get a little bumpy if the entire school of these things banged into them. The Satori's engines ought to be able to handle a few curious creatures bumping around outside. They were keeping the ship stationed at this depth by running the engines, churning the water beneath the ship into a pool of whirling bubbles.

      "They're slipping below us," she pointed out, watching the screen as one after another of the animals slid down below the ship. "They're going to get hurt if they go near the engine exhausts."

      "I can't shut them down. We'll sink," Dan said.

      "Can we move away from them?"

      "Sure," he replied. He engaged the main drive a little, trying to gently scoot clear of the things.

      Beth flipped through the cameras, and found one which showed her the bottom of the ship. The jellyfish had all latched on there, gripping the hull with their tentacles. As she watched, one of them drew near an engine exhaust port. She flinched, hoping it would not be injured too badly. The creature entered the exhaust and she lost sight of it for a moment as the stream of bubbles pulsed and flowed over its gelatinous form.

      The ship lurched sideways, tilting sharply.

      "Shit!" Dan said His fingers flew over his controls, and the Satori righted itself. They still seemed to wobble a bit as he fought to stabilize their ship.

      "What's happening?" Beth asked.

      "We're losing power to the aft port liftoff thruster," Dan said through gritted teeth. "I'm trying to compensate."

      She looked again at her screen. The jellyfish was still there, covering most of the thruster exhaust. Somehow it hadn't been blown clear or blasted apart by the force. It was soaking up enough of the thrust that it was actually impacting their ability to stay afloat. As she watched, more of the things were headed toward the other thrusters.

      "Dan, we've got a serious problem," Beth said. "The fish. They're covering the thrusters."

      She had just gotten that out before the Satori lurched sideways again, violently tilting up on the starboard wing. There was a high pitched whining sound coming from somewhere beneath her as the engines struggled to keep them up despite the blockage.

      "I can't keep her steady," Dan said. "I'm going to try to increase power, blast them clear."

      "You overload those thrusters and we'll lose them," Beth warned.

      "How much tolerance did you build into them?"

      "A lot." But this was going to tax her design to the breaking point. "They can handle a hundred and fifty percent output for a short while."

      "Giving it a shot."

      The engine noise increased to a roaring sound as Dan applied more thrust. But even as he did Beth watched more of the things latching themselves on to the thrusters. There were only four nozzles to help control attitude during vertical takeoff and landing. The ship had never needed more than that. Now they had three of the jellysquids pulling themselves in to block each thruster. Dan was giving them every bit of engine power he could, and it wasn't doing a damned thing to break them loose.

      "I'm losing attitude control," Dan said. "Hang on!"

      The ship tilted again, the nose dipping down sharply. Through the viewscreen on the front of the ship all she could see was the utter blackness of the depths beneath them.

      "Thrusters no longer maintaining depth. Ship is now descending rapidly," Majel said.

      They were falling into the night beneath them. How deep had the trench here been? Beth tried to remember, thinking as she did that it didn't matter. If they didn't find a way to dislodge the creatures, the Satori would reach crush depth a long time before it crashed into the bottom of the ocean.
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      At least the whale colonies were being reasonable, and they seemed to have more presence than the smaller colonies living on the smaller, more predatory fish. John was growing confident that they could make this work out well after all. It had seemed about to fall apart, but as soon as the sharks left the meeting things returned to a reasonable tenor.

      "We won't need long. We will return here as soon as the testing process is complete," John promised.

      "The colonies must take you at your word," the Cyanaut colony replied. "We shall wait for..."

      It cut off in mid-thought, and began swimming in an agitated series of diving and rising motions. The other whales joined it and opened up in a song of long, keening notes. Something was up. John was at a loss to know what was going on. The Cyanauts could read his every thought, but the power didn't flow both ways.

      "We are so sorry," the colonies said in unison.

      "For what? I don't understand," John said. Something terrible was happening, that much was clear.

      In the distance, the lights from the Satori wobbled briefly, like something had jiggled the ship. They were so remote that John almost missed the movement. But it was impossible to not notice a moment later when the lights went out entirely. The ship. Something was happening to the ship. With a sudden wave of insight, John realized it had to be the colonies which had left. They'd done something - attacked the Satori, or damaged it in some way.

      "What have they done?" John demanding. There wasn't an immediate reply so he added more force behind his thoughts. "What have they done to my ship?!"

      The whales continued their keening noises, not replying at all. Andrew was looking around at them, confused. He had his weapon at the ready though. With a swift movement Andrew leveled the spear-gun, aiming it outward. John stared in the direction of his aim. All three sharks were returning, steaming toward them at high speed.

      "Don't shoot unless they force our hand," John said.

      "I think we're a little past that," Andrew replied. "It looks like they hit the Satori."

      The sharks weren't slowing down. John pulled his own spear-gun off his shoulder and aimed it at them as well. He'd never fired one of the damned things. He didn't know if he could hit the broad side of a barn with it, let alone nail a fast moving object. He'd need to wait until the sharks were just about on top of them.

      Andrew had no such reservations. He fired. The shot sped out toward the lead shark, which twisted wildly to avoid the weapon. The spear gouged a line along its flank, slashing the skin and releasing a pool of blood into the water. It was only a light wound, but it broke the rush. All three sharks went swimming in different directions, turning fast to avoid any other projectiles coming at them.

      Andrew was already reloading as quickly as he could. John tracked the nearest shark with his own weapon but held his fire. Partly because he wasn't at all sure he could hit the thing, and partly because he was still hoping they might be able to talk their way through this.

      "What have you done to our ship?" John asked, projecting his thoughts as best he could.

      "Sent it into the abyss," one of the shark colonies replied. "Where it will remain unless you give us the cure you say you have."

      Would a bluff work? "If the ship is destroyed by the depths, then you lose the cure forever."

      "I think not," came the reply. "Your words do not match your thoughts. The cure is not on the ship."

      John cursed under his breath. Lies and half truths were useless against telepaths, and he should have known better. The truth was the only way through this.

      "If you can read my thoughts, then you must know that I believe it when I tell you that this bacteria could do terrible harm to your world. We must test it before we release it here," John said.

      "That is not your decision!" The shark sailed past John's head. Andrew was about to snap off another shot at it, but John waved him off. He had the thing talking now. All that remained was to convince it.

      "No, it's not. That's fair. But should it be your decision alone?" John asked. "Or the collective decision of all your people?"

      The shark dove in toward him again, and John was afraid it would strike this time. But one of the whales came in from the flank, smashing into the shark's side and battering it away from him. The sheer mass of the animal knocked the shark spinning, dazed.

      "THAT IS ENOUGH!" the whale called out, its voice loud an imperious. It quieted again before continuing. "What you have all done is abhorrent. You have attacked our guests. And you have spilled blood."

      "Our friends are going to die unless we do something," Andrew said.

      "Our people are dying because you do nothing," a shark colony replied.

      The whales came around together, then one of them swam off toward the Satori, while the other two remained close to the humans. Whether that was to keep them safe from the sharks, or the sharks safe from them John wasn't sure. For all he knew it might be both.

      "We will call conclave, and ask all the colonies to weigh in on this matter," the whale colony said. "In the meantime our brethren will assist your ship to ensure it is not destroyed by the deeps."

      "Thank you," John said.

      "Do not thank us yet," the colony replied. "Some of our people want what you have to offer, no matter the cost. Their voices will be heard now as well."

      John grimaced. Whenever someone said that they would do something no matter the cost, it always seemed that it meant they were ready to abandon reason and ethics in favor of whatever their cause might be. He prayed fervently that would not be the case here. Too much was at stake.
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      They were still sinking, and it looked increasingly like there wasn’t a damned thing that Dan could do about it. The Satori’s hull groaned, reminding him that they were on a clock. At some point, the ship would crack apart under the pressure, imploding from the crushing force of the water around them.

      “Beth, any idea how long we have?” he asked.

      “Hard to say. Minutes? No more than that, for sure.”

      He pursed his lips. The engines weren’t kicking those jellyfish things off. Nothing he did seemed to matter. Whatever they were made of, it was tough material. Without the thrusters to keep them aloft, they were sinking fast. He didn’t even have enough control of the ship to get their nose up so he could power their way skyward with the main engines.

      “The wormhole drive is still working,” Dan said. “Majel, how’s our recharge level?”

      “The drive is at about half charge,” she said. “There’s enough for a small jump, but not enough power to return home.”

      “We have any known coordinates close enough?” Dan asked.

      “Just the one for this planet,” Majel replied.

      “We’re too close,” Beth said, shaking her head. “The gravity well…”

      “I know,” Dan growled. He was maybe a little more harsh than he’d meant to be, cutting her off like that. But they were running out of options.

      The gravity of large objects seemed to throw off the wormholes somehow. For some reason none of them really understood that effect was greater on short distance jumps. They’d only tried one short jump before, and Jupiter’s gravity had grabbed the wormhole and yanked them in close enough that the ship had almost been sucked down into the turbulent storms in its atmosphere.

      This close to the planet’s surface, with exit coordinates barely a few dozen kilometers away, what sort of havoc would that wreak on the wormhole exit point? They might end up transiting through a wormhole into the planet’s core, for all they knew. But Dan was fast running out of other options.

      “I might be able to mitigate the risk somewhat,” Majel said.

      “What?” Dan asked.

      “I’ve been running simulations on the micro-jump we did in Earth’s system,” Majel said. “I believe I can manage the jump better if I can directly modulate the power going into the wormhole drive.”

      “How sure are you?” Beth asked.

      “Impossible to be sure without testing,” Majel said. “It’s a hypothesis at best. I had meant to discuss the idea of testing it once I had run more simulations, using a probe to test the destination point. If I can compensate for the gravity distortion, it should be possible to manage very short jumps with greater accuracy.”

      “But you haven’t yet,” Dan said.

      “No, it’s just a theory,” Majel said. “But I do not have any other insights which might solve our problem at this time.”

      Neither did Dan. He swept his eyes over the console again, like he would somehow see the answers written there. Instead he saw the blinking light of a new object on their scanner.

      “Majel is that a ship?” he asked, unable to take his eyes from the radar screen. Whatever it was had to be even larger than the Satori. Maybe some sort of sub?

      “Negative, scans indicate it is biological,” Majel said.

      “Time until it reaches us?” Dan asked.

      “Forty seconds,” Beth replied. “Dan, if that thing rams us we’re going down. The Satori’s hull is already under too much strain.”

      “I might be able to give us a burst of speed from the main engines, make it miss us once. But the trick won’t work twice,” Dan said.

      “And you’ll just drive us down faster,” Beth said.

      “If I may interrupt, I am preparing the systems for micro-jump,” Majel said.

      “Whoa. Can you jump the ship without the pilot engaging the drive?” Dan asked. He didn’t like the idea of the computer taking over his steering wheel, no matter how smart or likable the computer might be.

      “Probably. But I won’t. However, I do not wish to die down here, and unless either of you has any better suggestions, we have about twenty seconds left until we all perish,” Majel said.

      Dan looked at Beth and shrugged. The AI was right. If they were going to die anyway, they might as well take a stab at surviving. In the worst case scenario he could imagine, they would die. Which was what would happen if they did nothing anyway.

      Beth snapped her harness into place and gave him a small smile.

      “Engaging wormhole drive now,” Dan said, flicking the switch. “Majel, I hope you can do this.”

      “So do I,” the computer said.

      Lights flickered in front of the ship, exploding into the now familiar pattern of swirling photons that appeared whenever they activated the wormhole drive. The device punched a hole in the fabric of the universe. Water rushed into the wormhole, pouring through it to whatever was on the other side. Was it simply being annihilated out there, coming into contact with solid matter at the destination? Or had Majel accurately projected a new destination?

      “Power fluctuations in the drive,” Majel said. “The wormhole is unstable. We’re going to lose it.”

      “Hang on,” Dan said. He turned the main engines on full power, and the Satori rocketed forward through the portal and into the unknown.

      The ship exited the wormhole, blasting out somewhere. Dan couldn’t tell where they were at first. They were surrounded by a massive bubble of water which seemed to stick to the ship. It was freezing in place, lines of ice forming all around the ship so quickly that he could watch it happen.

      “We’re in space,” Beth said. “Not far from our point of entry.”

      Which was good, and bad. Dan engaged the cloak - not that it would do a lot of good, with a big ball of ice forming around the ship. “So the good news is, we aren’t dead,” Dan said. “The bad news is, we’re sitting right next to the Naga again.”

      “Shit,” Beth said.

      “Power levels are down to two percent,” Majel said. “It will take us some time to recharge.”

      “Ive got the main engine still,” Dan said. He lit those thrusters off, blasting ice away from the rear of the ship. Ahead of them was the titanic station, floating out there in orbit. Already it was disgorging a host of small fighter craft to intercept them. Dan tried to bank the Satori away from the station, but the controls were not responding.

      “Those damned fish must still be hooked to our maneuvering thrusters,” he said. And now they were stuck fast under two feet of solid ice. It wasn’t a pretty scene. They could still fly straight ahead, but that was taking them directly toward the station. Not the way Dan wanted to go.

      “Talk about out of the frying pan,” Beth said.

      The Naga fighters were surrounding the Satori, closing in from all sides. There was a jarring impact that shook the ship as several fighters fired something at them. For a moment Dan almost hoped they might fire on the ship. It might chip away enough ice to free them. But no - they weren’t using guns. They were firing anchored cable lines, the anchors grabbing on to the ice, letting the fighters tug the Satori along with them. They were being hauled in toward the station.

      The Naga had them. And Dan had no idea how they were going to get out of it this time.
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      Linda walked back up from the beach with the last of her samples. This job was done, at least. Preliminary analysis was already underway, and looked promising. If she was right, the water here was teeming with life. But she hadn’t spotted anything yet which would be especially infectious to humans, and she didn’t think that her bacteria negatively affect the creatures that evolved here either. Too many differences.

      Of course, it was too early to know for sure. She would need to do a lot of work with the samples before she had a better idea. She’d captured a few small animals, tiny analogues of Terran crustaceans and mollusks along with a few smaller arthropods.

      “Still haven’t found anything alive above the waterline,” Linda said to Charline as she came back into the cave.

      “Well, keep at it. I’m sure you will.”

      “I’m not so certain,” Linda said as she set the new samples down into the crate with the others. “There should be tons of life out there, at least at the bacterial level. Even if the local flora hasn’t evolved its way onto land yet, why is the water full of bacteria but there’s nothing at all living on the land?”

      Charline gave her a look, tilting her head sideways. “You do love a good mystery, don’t you? You’ll find one pretty much anywhere you look.”

      Linda laughed. “It’s in my nature to look for challenges, I guess.”

      She flushed a little as Charline rose and stretched. The woman was tall, lean, with blonde hair that she would have killed for. Well-toned muscles filled out the ship suit uniform they all wore perfectly. Damn, she was hot. Linda lowered her face, trying to hide blushing cheeks she knew had to be growing brighter by the moment.

      “Well, you’ve got your work cut out for you with all of this,” Charline said, waving her hand at the plastic crates full of samples. She seemed to have missed the blush, thank god.

      She was right, too. Charline usually was, and she was dead on this time too. This whole thing was a mystery. Why was there no life on the land? How the heck had sentient life evolved in the ocean before even bacteria made it onto the rocky shores? Damned peculiar.

      Linda decided to go out over the island again checking just one more time in the likely areas for potential life. Anyplace that was wet, dark, and even moderately warm ought to be a good place to look. So far nothing, but that didn’t mean there really was nothing. It simply meant she hadn’t found it yet.

      She was stepping outside when she heard the roar of engines passing overhead. It must be the Satori, back already! They’d made good time with the mission down below if they were already back. Linda went toward the entrance to wave them in.

      Something crashed into her from behind, knocking her to the ground.

      She struggled, but whatever it was held her fast. She was about to yell out for Charline when she realized that was who had knocked her down and was pinning her to the cave floor.

      “Don’t move!” Charline hissed.

      Linda froze.

      A Naga fighter streaked by overhead, flying only a few score meters above the waves. It circled around their island a few times before gliding out in the direction the Satori had gone. Two more fighters joined it out there, flying slowly enough that they had to be scanning the sea beneath them.

      “They must have tripped some sort of alarm or scan system,” Charline said, slowly rising back to her feet. She reached down a hand to pull Linda up. “Sorry about the rough treatment. If you’d gone out there they would have seen you for sure.”

      “How did you know?” Linda asked. In thoughts she kept to herself she was wistfully thinking that Charline could knock her to the floor any time she wanted. She shrugged the thought away. They were in trouble. Time to act like an addled schoolgirl later, if she wanted.

      “I recognized the engine sound,” Charline said. “It’s not something you forget after what we’ve been through.”

      “Did they capture you, too?” Linda asked. She’d heard stories about Andy, about how the Naga had taken him onto their ship and tortured him.

      “No,” Charline said. Her eyes had a faraway look, and Linda knew she was reliving memories as she spoke. “It was me they were after when they got Andy.”

      Linda watched the fighters from the safety of the cave. They hadn’t been detected. Of that she was sure - the Naga would have been all over them if they’d known there were humans on the island. She watched their flight pattern. She wasn’t a pilot, but it seemed to her like they were looking for something. Probably the Satori.

      “If they’re still looking for the ship, then that’s a good thing, right?” Linda said, voicing her thoughts. “It means they haven’t found it yet.”

      “Yeah, but the fact they know to look right there tells us that the guys had to do something that alerted them. I can’t think of too many things that would do that. Radio, firing the guns, using the wormhole device?” Charline said. “They shouldn’t have been using any of those things. At least not if things went according to plan.”

      “You think something went wrong down there,” Linda said. It wasn’t a question.

      “Yeah, pretty damned sure of it.”

      “What can we do to help them?”

      “Right now? Not a damned thing,” Charline said. Her faced wrinkled in frustration.

      A series of wavelets a few dozen yards from shore caught Linda’s attention. They looked like the wake from something coming to the surface. It didn’t seem big enough to be the Satori, but she wasn’t sure just what she was looking at.

      As she watched the wake resolved into a more organized patter. Or rather, the wakes did - there were at least six of the things, whatever they were down there. They were still too distant to be able to see whatever was swimming out there. But the Naga flyby had her on edge. If this was another threat, she and Charline needed to prepare.

      “I think we’ve got company out there,” she said.

      “Out where?” Charline replied sharply.

      “Out there,” Linda said, pointing toward the water. She had just enough time to say those words before the water exploded upward in a heaving wave of foam.
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      Andy checked his air gauge. They had plenty left, but if anything happened to the Satori they were in deep trouble. Never mind getting home, without a way to safely decompress aboard the ship they would have to do it the hard way, slowly returning to the surface to avoid getting the bends. They had enough trimix left in their tanks to manage it, but before long they would have to begin the ascent.

      The whale which had swum off to go rescue the ship was returning. That was either very good or very bad. Andrew looked down at the creature still wrapped around his finger, thinking questions at it. He knew it would send his thoughts out to the colonies nearby.

      “The ship disappeared in a blaze of light,” the whale replied. “It entered the light and then vanished.”

      “Wormhole?” Andy asked John.

      “Probably. They must have seen the colony approaching and figured it was another attack. They jumped out to avoid getting hit.”

      “But where could they go? Do you think the ship had recharged enough to just jump for home?” Andy asked. He was trying to recall how quickly the Satori’s drive recharged. He didn’t think there had been enough time to build power for such a long distance jump.

      “No way,” John said. “They must have tried for a micro-jump.”

      “Like when we almost crashed into Jupiter.”

      “Exactly,” John said. He didn’t sound any more pleased at the notion than Andy was.

      He knew they’d made the jump as a last resort. They would have tried everything before taking such a desperate step. But that still left them in deep trouble. The Satori might be anywhere. There was a solid chance it was simply gone, lost for good. He supposed in a pinch they could try to fight their way into the Naga base, maybe steal one of their ships. But that would be one hell of a battle. Their odds would not be good.

      Those were thoughts for another time, Andy figured, putting the ideas away. It was way too early to write off Dan, Beth, and Majel. They were some of the smartest people he knew. If anyone could bring the ship safely through, it was them. He had to trust that they’d be back.

      “How’s the conclave coming together?” Andy asked.

      “It is not,” the colony replied. “It is not a matter of coming together. It is a matter of connecting minds. Our life is spread out across this world, in oceans far away. Conclave occurs when we connect with all of those beings to converse on topics of great importance.”

      “How much range does your telepathy have?” John asked.

      “We can still reach our brethren enslaved by the Naga floating above our world, but we cannot reach those brought further away,” the colony said. “By connecting one to another, we can reach all around our oceans, though.”

      “Like a big telepathic daisy chain,” Andy said. It was pretty incredible. If he was understanding them correctly, each colony was acting like a retransmitting station for all of the others, spreading their signal.

      “Yes.”

      “So what’s the problem?” Andy asked.

      “Not all are responding.”

      “I’m not sure I understand,” John said. “Are some not responding because they are injured or sick?”

      “No,” the colony replied. There was a long pause, before it continued its thoughts with an emotional resonance of deep sorrow. “Some are refusing to hear or be heard.”

      “Why? John pressed.

      Andy had a bad feeling he knew why. These colonies not responding had to be the same ones who attacked the Satori. For whatever reason, they were cutting themselves off from contact with the other colonies. Which would make it impossible for the colonies in the conclave to know what they were up to.

      “This has never been done before,” the colony replied. It sounded confused, even lost. “We do not understand.”

      “John, they’ve learned subterfuge,” Andy said.

      “What?” John asked.

      “They’re screening their communications. Standard procedure for a military action. These beings are in contact with the ones who are attached to the Naga, right?” Andy asked. “My guess is they’ve learned some new tricks from their slave-masters.”

      “Military action. Against whom?” John asked.

      There was only one target which made sense. He and John were protected. The Satori was someplace else, out of their reach. But the people they’d left behind on the surface… Andy felt a sudden pang for Charline. If they hurt her…!

      John must have come to the same realization. “But they’re aquatic creatures. They can’t get on land.”

      “They can if they control certain types of bottom crawling beings,” the colony corrected. It projected the image into their minds of crab and lobster like creatures in a variety of shapes and sizes. Some of the things looked damned big.

      “We have to get up there,” Andy said.

      “How? It would take us an hour to surface,” John said. “We don’t even have a radio we can use to warn them.”

      Andy turned to the colony. “Can you intervene? Stop these rebel colonies from attacking our friends?”

      “Attack our own kind? It has never been done. We cannot do that.”

      “Damn it, you have to do something!” Andy said.

      The whale swam in circles for another few moments, flipping its tail hard in strong, swooping motions. It was clearly agitated. Andy wondering if he had gone too far, if he had maybe pushed the giant animal that could squish him like a bug a little more than was smart. Whatever the whale colony was saying, it wasn’t being broadcast to them. If it was doing any talking it was just with its own kind.

      “We have more news,” it said at last. “Your ship has been located.”

      “Thank god,” John said. “Where is it? Are they OK?”

      “No. The ship has been seen by those of us who are enslaved,” the colony said.

      “What? Where?” Andy asked.

      “They have been taken aboard the Naga station.”
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      Dan tapped the console in front of his wheelchair, trying not to feel trapped and helpless. It was a continuous effort to keep his fear in check. The controls were as dead as he was probably about to be. He couldn’t recall ever feeling so utterly helpless. The Satori was sitting on the deck of a landing pad inside the Naga station. At least all the ice around them had melted away. But they were stuck, and just then there was nowhere else in the universe he’d rather not be sitting.

      The banging on the ramp door continued. Another minute or so, tops, and the Naga would be inside. They’d have him then, and there was nothing at all he could do about it. Everything that could be done had been. Beth cut the power from the main engines before hiding herself away beneath them. They were still hot, giving off a massive enough energy signature that they hoped her presence wouldn’t be noticed by their scans.

      In the meantime it was his job to keep the Naga occupied enough that they wouldn’t tear the Satori apart completely. At least not right away. He had to buy Beth enough time to repair the damage and get clear.

      If it were anyone else whose life was at risk, he didn’t know if he could have willingly surrendered himself to the Naga. But this was Beth. He had to get her out of here, no matter what. Nothing mattered more.

      The Naga finally pried the ramp open a few inches. The hydraulics screamed as they forced the doorway down. Dan heard booted steps coming up the ramp as the Naga boarded.

      “Come in,” he said aloud. He had no way of knowing if they understood him. Did any of them have Cyanaut earpieces to help them translate? “I surrender.”

      He raised his hands, about as universal a sign as he could think of. Three Naga poured up the ramp, rifles held at the ready. Two of them turned immediately toward him, but they seemed to feel he wasn’t a significant threat. They left one guarding him while the others began a quick search of the ship. Three more Naga climbed aboard the ship, joining the others in their search.

      It was the first time Dan had seen any of them up close. They were reptilian. What he could see of their bodies was covered in scales that ranged from a dull green to an olive color that was almost tan. Most of their body was covered with what looked like armor. The stuff was probably similar to the dragonscale body armor Andy had procured for the Satori’s team, but it looked a lot heavier. Probably more durable as well.

      Two of the Naga searching the ship returned to the bridge and said something to Dan’s guard in a language that sounded more like clicks and hisses than intelligible words. The guard gave a small shrug, then turned back toward Dan. Raising its weapon, it uttered a different series of hissing sounds at him.

      “I don’t understand,” he said, keeping his hands carefully raised and his body as motionless as possible.

      It repeated the sounds, but looked frustrated. Then it tapped something on its shoulder - a comm link? - and said something else. It growled in Dan’s direction. Then it waited. There wasn’t much else Dan could do but sit there and wait for whatever it was they had planned. He was sweating, though. Any moment now they might find Beth. He had to figure out a way to prevent that.

      He slid his hands down to the control bar of his wheelchair and activated the motor. The guard’s eyes got wide, and Dan could almost see him thinking about whether or not to pull the trigger on his rifle. After all, Dan hadn’t done anything obvious yet… Just lowered his arms.

      Dan nudged the control joystick forward. The wheelchair had a lot more power than he was putting into it right now, but he didn’t want to alarm the guard enough to actually shoot him. He just wanted to draw a little extra attention to himself.

      “I want to see Kassresh,” Dan said, loudly enough to that any Naga nearby could hear him. He had no idea if the leader of the Naga they’d run into was nearby or not, but it was the only name he knew. “In fact, I demand to see him. Take me to your leader at once.”

      He drove the wheelchair toward the ramp. If he left the ship, it ought to get a little attention. He made it as far as the top of the ramp before the guard came up beside him and brought the butt of its rifle down against his skull.

      Dan tried to roll with the blow, but it still hurt like hell. His ears rang, and there was blood trickling down from the side of his scalp. The Naga uttered a few more very loud demands of its own, and held its rifle poised for another blow. Dan raised his arms, palms open and facing toward the Naga.

      “OK, I get it,” Dan said. He groaned. “No wandering off.”

      The commotion brought back the other Naga who’d been searching the ship. Dan hid a smile, despite how badly he was hurting. He’d done the job, at least. They were far more interested in him than they were in poking their noses about.

      Another alien came up the ramp, carrying a small cylinder in its hand. It popped the cap off the thing as it came up toward Dan. He tensed, unsure what this new Naga had in mind. But he relaxed a bit when it poured the contents into its palm: a Cyanaut. He hadn’t had one of the things in his ear before, but both Andy and John had been able to deal with it. So could he.

      The Naga said something to the guards, and two of them grabbed Dan, one by each arm. They were a hell of a lot rougher than they needed to be.

      “I understand what you are doing,” he said. “I will not resist.”

      They looked at each other, eying Dan with suspicion, but they relaxed their grip on his aching arms. Dan turned his head sideways, revealing his right ear for them. His left had an ear-bud hidden inside it, and he didn’t want them to discover it while trying to insert the Cyanaut. The little device would let Beth hear what was going on around him. There was scant hope that she and the others could get him out of this place, but communications would improve his odds a lot.

      The Naga slid the Cyanaut into his ear. It slid partway in, and then began inching its way deeper until it rested someplace near his ear drum. His hearing felt odd, almost hollow. Like there was a big ball of cotton stuffed in his ear, which wasn’t far from what was actually going on. He winced a little at the slimy feel of something oozing into his ear, but he’d dealt with worse.

      The Cyanaut would let him understand what the Naga were saying. And just maybe, it would give him more connection to the outside than they knew. The Naga might think of the wormlike beings as simple animals, but Dan knew better. There was an entire world full of intelligent Cyanauts down below them, and right now John and Andy ought to be in communication with them. If he could convince this one to trust him, he might have a chance.
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      Beth’s teeth left marks in her hand from biting it hard. It was all she could do to keep from crying out in fear as the Naga stomped through her engine room, tearing the place up in their search. She heard the metallic clatter as they dumped out her toolbox. They ripped through drawers and opened every storage locker in the place.

      Any moment now she knew they were going to look into the crawlspace beneath the engine housing. She’d built it that way to gain access to the inner workings of the engine, should it ever be required. She still didn’t understand how it worked well enough to take it apart, but she’d put the crawlspace in anyway. Just in case.

      Now she hid inside, and her design might just save her life. The entrance to the crawlspace was hidden. She’d paneled it over from the inside after she slid in, quickly bolting a plate over the opening. It wasn’t much of a barrier. A few strong stomps from above would knock the plate down, revealing her. She was armed with one of the captured Naga rifles, but that wouldn’t be enough to save her if she was discovered.

      Maybe the worst of it was being able to hear Dan. Through his earpiece she heard everything he said. She was listening when the Naga struck him. He was helpless and it was her fault. He was doing it to protect her, damn him.

      It had made sense at the time, even though she’d protested.

      “No way,” she’d said. “You’re not staying out here alone.”

      “We can’t both hide in there. We won’t fit, and besides, they’ll never believe there was no one aboard the ship.”

      “Then I’ll stay. You hide,” she’d replied. Even though the idea had made her insides shake.

      “Because I can repair the ship? Get her flying again? Rescue everyone?” he’d said. His words hurt, because she knew he was right. “Andy survived a little visit with them. So can I.”

      “But you can’t defend yourself like Andy did, Dan. You’re…”

      “I’m what?” he’d asked her. His voice had taken on a bitter note. “Broken? Crippled? Is that what you see when you look at me?”

      “No,” she’d said. Then she’d turned and left, retreating to the engine room to hide herself away and let him face the danger alone.

      What she had wanted to add was that she couldn’t stand the thought of him in their hands. Not because he was less able, but because she had never really stopped caring. No matter how much she’d tried. And damn it all, she had tried. For years. They’d split up because their careers were consuming both of them. They wanted to be the very best at what they did, and that left precious little time for anything else, including each other.

      Breaking up had made sense. There were no children, so divorce was easy. Setting aside the emotions hadn’t been so simple though. She felt like she’d almost managed it, and then John had hired Dan on as the Satori’s pilot and three years of effort was washed away in an instant.

      Now he was captured by creatures that would see him as nothing more than a chunk of meat, and she had no idea how she would ever get him back so that she could say those things. She fingered the little object he’d left with her, hidden away in her pocket for safekeeping.

      “Just in case,” he’d said before she hid herself. “It’s the only thing I have on me that it would really hurt to lose.”

      Dan was speaking to the Naga again. She stilled her breathing so she could better hear what he said.

      “Yes, I’ll come with you. I want to see your leader. Is Kassresh here? Or someone else?”

      She heard the Naga hissing something in reply, but she couldn’t understand them.

      “No, I can’t stand,” Dan said. “An injury. Unless you want to carry me the whole way, I must use my chair.”

      He was talking with them. They must have placed a Cyanaut on him so that he could understand what they said. It made sense, if you thought about it. They wanted to question him. They wanted to get information out of him. He needed to understand the questions they were asking if that were to work.

      The Naga were making more noises, and gradually she realized they had to be laughing at him. At his injury, his inability to stand. The Naga prized strength. They saw Dan as weak, unfit. She might know better, but all they saw was a broken mammal.

      “Yes, I’m alone,” Dan was saying. His voice had a bitter note as he went on. “I was considered expendable, so I was sent on this mission by myself. The ship was attacked in the water by animals there. I barely got away, and…you know the rest.”

      One of the Naga barked a command.

      “I will come. I’m not resisting,” Dan said. Beth heard the whine of his motorized chair activating. They were taking him off the ship, away to some room where they could question him.

      She waited what felt like forever, even though her watch said only fifteen minutes had passed since they’d taken Dan away. She could still hear him speaking from time to time, so she knew he was alive. For now. Rescuing him was going to fall to her.

      “Majel, did they leave guards behind?” she whispered as softly as she could manage. For all Beth knew, the Naga were still sitting out there ready to pounce.

      The AI was still active. The ship’s systems were all down, but she was resident in the computers controlling the ship’s drive and other alien tech…like scanners.

      “Two,” Majel replied into her earpiece. “One is in the main corridor, the other on the bridge. They look nervous.”

      “Nervous? What makes you say that?” Beth asked.

      “They keep glancing around like the place is haunted,” Majel said. “Must be something about the strange noises they keep hearing. Maybe we really are the boogeyman they think we are.”

      Beth stifled a snort. “Your doing?”

      “Of course,” Majel said. She sounded especially pleased with herself. “Don’t worry, I can distract them when you’re ready to move.

      Beth was about as ready as she was going to get. She stilled her breathing, then slid forward to the bolts holding the panel in place. As quietly as she could, she twisted the nuts free. Then she gently lifted the plate clear. It made a faint scraping sound as the bolts slipped free from the roughly drilled holes. She winced, and froze, hoping that the noise hadn’t been heard.

      The engine room remained completely still. She peered out through the crack. As Majel had said, the place was empty. The door leading into the main hall had been closed. She heaved a sigh of relief. Unless she made a big clatter they weren’t going to hear her rising up from the crawlspace.

      Beth slipped out, hauling the Naga rifle up with her. It had been that or one of their guns, and the Naga weapons were a lot quieter. She had the feeling that might make all the difference here.

      She padded across the room to the hatch and peeked out through the porthole. One Naga was in the hall. Its back was to her. It carried its rifle at the ready, but it was aimed in the wrong direction. As soon as she opened the door that was going to change, though. She needed to be fast.

      “I’ll distract it as soon as you open the hatch,” Majel told her.

      Beth nodded, unsure if Majel could actually see that or not. It didn’t really matter. Whether the distraction worked or not, she had to do this. Dan was counting on her. Hell, the whole team was relying on her saving the day here.

      She slapped the open button on the wall, and the door whooshed open, recessing into the wall. Beth was already aiming her rifle at the Naga, who was also raising his weapon - in the wrong direction. Flashes of light were appearing on a monitor at the far end of the hall, and the Naga had turned to face the wrong threat.

      She fired.

      The rifle barely bucked. The Naga weapons discharged a high velocity ball of force, somehow sending a bullet-like energy pellet speeding at the enemy. They could be set to a low power that was something like a big rubber bullet, or much more powerful settings. She’d cranked the rifle up as high as it could go.

      The shot penetrated the Naga’s armor, sending a spray of blood out the far side. It grunted with surprise and tried to turn in place. She fired a second time, and a third. The guard went down and didn’t rise again.

      She had to keep moving. Majel said there was one more of the things on the bridge, and it had to have heard the commotion. Beth kept her weapon trained on the far doorway and advanced. She’d crossed half the distance when a Naga snout appeared. It looked down and saw its fallen comrade, then looked up and saw her.

      It raised its rifle and fired at the same time Beth did.
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      The sea boiled as a swarm of things came up from the depths. Charline had never seen anything like it. Most of the critters coming their way were crablike things, but there were others that looked like bugs. There had to be hundreds of them. The smaller were the size of her fist. The bigger ones looked more like soccer balls with legs.

      And each of them had a little Cyanaut attached to it somewhere.

      “What do we do? Linda asked.

      “I don’t know… The others went down to speak with these things. Maybe this is a welcome wagon?” Or maybe not. Maybe the mission had gone sideways and these creatures were coming after them. “Let’s back up into the cave.”

      Which left them trapped, but it was either that or trek out across the small island where the Naga ship would see them right away. Although if the Naga missed seeing this little parade they were blind. The horde followed them into the cave. There wasn’t any communication from them, no signs of slowing down.

      Charline stalked to the back of the cave and grabbed her rifle. Holding it in one hand, she returned to the front of the cave and faced down the crabs. It was just about time to make the call, and she was pretty sure they were hostile. They hadn’t actually attacked, but neither she nor Linda had been close enough for them to so much as nip their heel, either. Well, there was one way to figure it out. She reached out a hand toward one of the leading crabs.

      “What are you doing?” Linda asked.

      “Seeing if these guys are friendly or not,” Charline replied.

      “They don’t look friendly.”

      Linda was right. They really didn’t look friendly. But she’d never forgive herself if she opened fire on a friendly species without cause. Maybe they were trying to say hello. In a very weird and scary way.

      “Grab a gun. If I’m wrong, shoot them,” Charline said.

      She reached out a little closer to the crab. It crawled forward toward her hand. Right before it was close enough to touch, it pulled the claw back in a little bit - and then slashed out with the claw, trying to lop off Charline’s finger.

      “Oh no you don’t,” she said, darting back. That was it. She could be making a horrible mistake, but she was going with her gut on this one. If they waited any longer to act they wouldn’t have any room left to maneuver in the small cave. They’d be cut to ribbons.

      Charline raised her rifle at the offending crab and squeezed the trigger. Between the loud sound of the gunshot and the bits of hell and crab which suddenly decorated the room, there was a brief moment where everyone froze. Neither the humans nor the crustacean swarm so much as twitched.

      Then they advanced again, like a seething tide of living things. Charline opened fire, peppering their front row with bullets. She fired careful, aimed shots. There were a lot of critters coming at them and they were going to run out of bullets before they ran out of crabs if they weren’t careful. But she wanted to clear the front of the cave, give them a little breathing room. Then the butt end of the rifles would work as pretty good clubs.

      Then Linda was there next to her, with another rifle in her hands. She started shooting too, nailing some of the bigger creatures massing near the cave opening. Charline blinked. Some of those crabs were the size of a medium dog. How big did these things get? Still, they made handy targets for Linda, who hadn’t all that much practice shooting yet.

      “We need to switch to using the weapons as clubs,” Charline said. “We’re going to run out of ammo otherwise.”

      “Gotcha,” Linda said.

      “Let’s take it to them.” Charline took a step forward, swinging as she went. The butt of the rifle smacked into a shell with a meaty cracking sound. She brought the weapon down again and killed another one, and another. One of them was trying to climb the cave wall beside her. If the things could get above them they could flank them, even attack from behind or drop on them from above.

      “Watch the walls,” Charline said, knocking the climber off. “They’re trying to sneak around us.”

      “Gotcha,” Linda said. Then she added, “Oh!”

      Charline turned at her exclamation. The creatures had been concentrating more on Linda’s side of the cave, and they’d tried climbing a lot earlier. Now dozens of them were on the wall beside Linda, and some had already reached the ceiling.

      “Back up fast!” Charline shouted. She followed her own advice, backing up as quickly as she could and flipping her rifle around. She fired upward, picking off two of the climbers who’d reached the ceiling. Bits of their shells and chunks of the creatures inside the shells spattered down all over Linda.

      “Oh, gross!” Linda said. “Yuck!”

      “You rather they drop on you?” Charline said, laughing in spite of the dire situation.

      “You could have waited a moment,” Linda said. Then she froze, her body locking up and her eyes staring blindly ahead for a moment before she went limp and collapse to the cave floor.

      “Linda!” Charline shouted. She rushed forward. So did the crab army. They crawled over Linda’s legs, snapping at her still body. Charline slung her rifle and grabbed Linda underneath both arms, hauling her backward into the cave a dozen feet. Breathing room. They were just about out of it again. Several of the crabs had come along for the ride when she dragged Linda. Charline stomped them before they could cause any more trouble.

      A living tide was coming down the tunnel toward them. Charline shook Linda gently, but the woman wasn’t moving. She didn’t know what the things had done to her, but for now at least Charline was on her own.

      “Lucky I hit up Andy for a few of his toys,” she muttered, digging around in the supply crates. They’d brought along a lot of things. The supplies for Linda to set up a basic lab. Food and plenty of water, since they didn’t want to risk drinking from this planet’s water source without checking it carefully first. But also a box of supplies Andy had pushed on Charline to keep them safe if the Naga decided to come calling.

      She snapped one item out of the crate, setting it down on the floor in front of her and spinning out a reel of wire. Then she tossed the rest of the wire spool to the other side of the pile of crates. Grabbing Linda again, she dragged her comatose friend around behind the makeshift barricade.

      Charline tucked herself down next to Linda as best she could and grabbed the clacker on the end of the reel. She was panting with the exertion, and hoped that she hadn’t missed any setup steps in her rush. Damn it, she should have thought to set the things up earlier.

      The cave was filled with the sound of clattering legs and clinking shells. They were coming closer. Hundreds of the things, more than she could possibly swat with her rifle or crush under her boot. But she didn’t have to rely on those things.

      “I see the light,” she said, as she squeezed the clacker hard. The world erupted on the other side of her wall of crates as the claymore mine went off.
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      Dan tried to stay as cool as he could. It wasn’t going to do him any good to panic, even though right now would be a damned fine time for it. The Naga had let him bring his wheelchair along. If anything they seemed more amused by it than threatened. He wanted to show them differently, that he was still a threat. But he’d have one shot at escape, and if he blew his chance before the moment was right then he would never get out of this place.

      “What was your mission here?” The Naga interrogating him was a flunky. Dan wasn’t sure how he knew, but he could tell. There was something about lesser officers and NCOs that just reeked of being the same even across their wildly different cultures. Dan knew just how to deal with someone like this.

      “No,” Dan said.

      The Naga struck him across the face. The blow was hard enough to split his lip and daze him, but he worked as hard as he could not to show it. Instead he projected an image of cool disdain.

      “Striking a prisoner doesn’t show your strength,” Dan said. “I demand to speak to your leader. These matters are too important to rest with anyone else.”

      With any luck, they’d listen to him and actually get whoever was running this station. He’d made it very clear that he had important intelligence, information that the Naga urgently wanted in their hands. He’d even hinted he might be willing to spill, for the right deal. It ought to take a little while to get the station commander to come see a random prisoner, and that would give Beth more time to fix whatever was wrong with the ship and get the heck out of there.

      The doors to the room opened, and a large Naga in black armor came in. Good cop to the other one’s bad? Or maybe this one was supposed to be the ‘even worse’ cop?

      “I am Garul, the commander of this station,” the Naga said, leaning in close and sniffing at Dan’s face. Then it opened and closed its jaws, snapping them together with a clack centimeters away from Dan’s nose. He jumped despite his best efforts to remain still.

      “Pleased to meet you,” Dan said.

      “I understand you have been giving my men trouble,” Garul said. “Ordering them around. Refusing to answer their questions. Demanding they come get me. Things like that?”

      Dan held his silence.

      Instead, the Naga guard who had been questioning him answered. “Yes, sire. He has been most obnoxious in all of those regards.”

      Garul laid a clawed right hand on the guard’s shoulder, leaning in close. He nodded to the guard. “I can see it was a great hardship for you. To be ordered around so by a useless mammal. It must have been difficult.”

      With a flash of insight, Dan suddenly realized where this conversation was going. The Naga guard seemed to still not get it, though. It hadn’t seen Garul tense his other arm, or shift his hand down toward his belt.

      “Yes, sire. It was most troubling to be ordered about by a mere mammal. Now we teach it a lesson, yes?” the Naga guard said.

      “Yes,” Garul said. “We do.”

      Then Garul slammed his left hand upward, claws raking across the guard’s body, slashing through clothing and skin and much more. Dan had to fight not to look away as the dying Naga slipped to the floor. It’s eyes were wide with horror and confusion.

      Garul stepped back and let the guard slump to the floor. “Even in death he didn’t understand. But you did, didn’t you, mammal? You saw what I was about to do before I did it.”

      “Yes, I did,” Dan replied.

      “Curious. The tales I’ve heard might actually be true. Some of them at least. Mammals that can fight? It wasn’t something we thought possible.” Garul circled Dan’s wheelchair, trailing a claw along the arms and back. “Of course, you can’t fight very well anymore. Was it a battle injury?”

      “Something like that,” Dan said. He felt tense as a bowstring. This alien could kill him in half a heartbeat. He’d just killed one of his own people for the crime of taking orders from a prisoner. Dan had no doubt that Garul would kill him for much less cause. Of course, that was half the point of the demonstration - to ensure Dan knew that he Naga he faced was utterly ruthless. To sow fear.

      “A shame. I would have enjoyed seeing if you could actually do battle,” Garul gave a sound that the Cyanaut in Dan’s ear translated as a sigh. “There’s something to be said for seeing the impossible with your own eyes.”

      Dan took small, short breaths. His body was near rigid with tension, no matter how he tried to relax. He’d never met a Naga face to face before. They were everything Andy had said, and being held at their mercy was a nightmare. How had Andy just laughed off his captivity? He stifled a shudder.

      “Put me behind the controls of a ship and you’ll see how well I can fight,” Dan said.

      “A pilot, then,” Garul said. “No, I don’t think I’ll do that. It would be interesting to watch, and a challenge for our pilots, but too much risk for too little reward.”

      “Nervous I’ll show your people up?” Dan said. He smiled a little despite himself. He had shown up the Naga pilots, more than once. Of course, he had the Satori then, but he was pretty sure he could fly rings around them even in one of their own fighters. If he could convince them to stick him in one of their fighters, he was pretty sure he could work out the controls quickly enough. A fighting chance would be welcome.

      Garul laughed. “No. But you are a valuable resource. I don’t want to waste you.” The Naga stalked back around to stand in front of Dan again. “The Council and Queen are more than a little interested in you and your ship. You’ve scared some very powerful Naga.”

      “Should I feel bad about that?” Dan asked. Bravado to hide the fear seemed to be the ticket here.

      “No. If anything, I’d probably feel pleased with myself if I were in your shoes. But there are great rewards offered for anyone who can learn the whereabouts of your homeworld.”

      “Why?” Dan asked. “We’ve run into your people twice now. Both times you shot at us. Why are the Naga afraid of us humans?”

      “Tch-k-k-k, that is a story,” Garul said. “Suffice to say that the technology you use has a deep meaning to us. To all species in the galaxy. No one has used such tools since the Great War against the Overlords. No one has been able. That technology was lost.”

      Dan wondered at his words. Overlords? Great War? There was a lot more to whatever was going on than met the eye. They knew there had been some sort of battle involving the dustball of a world they had visited. The evidence suggested a bio-weapon had been involved, and implicated the Naga. But the team had more or less assumed that the Naga had been the aggressors, and the race which built the Satori had been unable to survive against their attacks. What if that wasn’t entirely the case after all?

      “You think we are these Overlords?” Dan asked. He almost added an assurance that they were not, but decided to play his cards closer to his chest.

      “No, I do not. I’ve seen samples of your technology. Your probe, which we picked up, for instance. It’s astoundingly primitive. Your firearms are still using hard projectiles and ammunition. And yet you possess the ability to bend the universe around itself for travel,” Garul said. “So I ask myself why such a wide variation?”

      “We have some very good engineers,” Dan said, thinking of Beth and hoping she was all right. If everything was going to plan, she ought to be fixing the Satori and ready to take off soon.

      “No doubt,” Garul said. “But I do not think they came up with the idea on their own. And the wormhole drive was a secret the Overlords took with them when they vanished. It was a great secret that they never revealed to anyone else. I do not think they gave it willingly to you.”

      “Who were these Overlords?” Dan asked, hoping to keep him talking.

      “Precisely my point. If they had given you this technology, you would know of them. If this was the first signal of their return, you would not be confused about them. You’d be their slave. And yet you are not,” Garul tapped the wheelchair arm in thought. “So I think you are just lucky. You happened upon a cache of their technology and found a drive intact.”

      “Do you think if we found only one drive that we would risk it on a simple scouting mission?” Dan asked. Better to bluff. Garul was smart, and was working out far more than Dan wanted him to know.

      “Perhaps. Perhaps not. But you’ll soon tell me everything you do know,” Garul said. The Naga’s smile was very broad, showing all his teeth.
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      Beth worked as quickly as she could. She was an old hand at this, after all. The Satori’s power systems were always one of the major flaws for the ship. It was an issue she needed to find a better solution for, in the long run. The problem was simple, really. The drive was creating enormous amounts of power. Far more energy than any human built system was designed to withstand. She’d built in systems to help regulate the flow of that power, to prevent it from burning out the rest of the ship’s systems, but if there was any sort of major fluctuation in the power levels it tended to mess up her work and blow something out.

      “There’s got to be a better way to handle this,” she muttered, sliding out from beneath a console in the engine room.

      “I think I can help with the design of a new buffer system,” Majel said into her earbud.

      “Later,” Beth replied. Much as she wanted out of habit to fix the problem right away, there wasn’t time for it right now. “How’s the outside of the ship?”

      “The Naga do not seem to have realized that both their guards on board are dead,” Majel said. “I don’t know how long until they will. If they miss a check-in…”

      There were two dead Naga laying in the hall just outside the engine room. Beth knew she’d been lucky so far, but sooner or later someone was going to notice those two weren’t talking anymore.

      “Then they’ll send more troops to look. I know. I’m almost done.”

      She raced back to the bridge. The engines were back on line. The coupling between the alien engine and the human systems was repaired. All she needed to do was reboot the system and she could get the hell out of here. She paused before settling into the pilot’s seat. Dan’s seat. Damn him, how the hell was she going to get him out of there?

      “A group of six Naga have started from the hall adjacent to us. They’re headed this way rapidly,” Majel said.

      She was out of time to ponder it. She flicked the switch to boot up the Satori’s systems. Lights flashed to life all around the bridge as stations and systems came back online.

      “Closing the ramp,” Majel said. She was using the main speakers to talk again. The time for subterfuge was over. There was no way the Naga were going to miss the drives coming to life.

      “Going to try lifting off,” Beth said. She had to cross her fingers and hope that this worked. The creatures which had blocked their thruster exhaust should have frozen and fallen off in deep space. But then, they should have roasted to death from the heat of the thrusters, too. She tapped the thrust control, bringing them to life.

      They responded with a roar, blasting the ship clear of the deck. She was up and moving! The ship wobbled and Beth tried her best to steady it. If Dan were here he’d have the thing moving as smooth as glass. But he wasn’t, and she had no idea how she was going to get him back.

      “Firing railguns,” Majel said. “Pan the nose of the ship across the targets.”

      The Naga who’d been running across the bay toward the ship had stopped. Their raised rifles were now firing small, high energy balls at the Satori. Not enough to take her down unless they got really lucky, but why risk it? Beth spun the ship slowly to face them while Majel locked the railguns on her targets and fired. The AI was incredibly efficient in her fire.

      “Scratch one squad of Naga,” Beth said. “Good shooting.”

      “Thanks. We should evacuate this area, collect the rest of the crew, and then come back for Dan,” Majel said.

      Beth could tell from the tone her her voice that the AI wasn’t sure she was going to agree with her assessment. She didn’t want to agree. What she wanted to do was blast her way through this station one bulkhead at a time until she reached Dan.

      “Open fire on the central wall,” she told the AI.

      The station was like a stack of spinning rings, one atop another and all of them rotating around a central hub. The Satori was berthed inside a dock on a middle ring. The space was large, big enough for a lot of ships, but empty for now. That gave her some room to fly about, but she wasn’t going to get further without cutting a lot of holes in things.

      “Are you sure…?” Majel asked.

      “Yes,” Beth said. Her face was a cool, grim mask. She was getting Dan back. No matter what. “Fire.”

      The Satori spewed dozens of high velocity iron pellets at the central wall of the hangar. The railguns pounded the Naga hull, shattering steel and sending bits of torn metal spinning out in all directions.

      “Hang on, Dan,” she said. She keyed the microphone to transmit, hoping that he could still hear her through the tiny comm-link that he wore. “I’m coming.”
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      Dan was sweating. Garul had wandered over to a table on one side of the room, where he was carefully picking up and then setting down a series of handheld implements. Probably some sort of torture devices, Dan figured. Garul wasn’t filling him in about what the things did, but if anything that made it all worse. Dan’s mind was happily filling in all the details for him without the Naga’s assistance.

      “Where is your world?” Garul asked.

      Dan shook his head. “That is the one thing I will not tell you. Sorry. I’ll answer a lot of questions for you, if you’ll keep answering some of mine. I have a hunch that although we’ve gotten off to a crappy start, we might be able to work some things out. But I won’t give you my home world.”

      “Why not?” The Naga stalked toward him, holding something in his hand. “Don’t you look forward to your fleets meeting ours in mortal combat? Don’t you thrill at the idea of watching our ships blast at each other? Your kind are warriors, you say. You should believe that your fleets can be superior to ours.”

      Garul moved quickly, jabbing the device into Dan’s ribs. Shocking jolts of pain lashed into him, sending his body into convulsing motions as he thrashed to get away from the pain. It seemed like it was never going to end, like he couldn’t possibly breathe, like it was just going to go on and on…

      And then it was over. Garul withdrew the device, and the pain just stopped. Dan could still feel the ache from where it had been, but that was all. The Naga leaned in close to whisper in his ear - an affectation that was meaningless because of the Cyanaut translation, but Dan thought it was again strikingly similar to what a human might have done.

      “Unless you do not think your fleets can stop us at all,” Garul said. “Perhaps…perhaps you do not even have fleets? Perhaps you just have one ship!”

      On the last word, Garul touched him with the tool again. This time, Dan didn’t even try to hold back the scream. But the pain didn’t last for as long, either. Garul seemed to tire of it quickly.

      “We will find out, you know,” Garul said. “Whether you tell me or not, analysis of your little probe is going to tell us everything we need to know. Your metals, your isotopes, all carry unique signatures. It might take us a little while to find out where the metals were mined, but we will. You could save yourself all of this pain if you just tell me.”

      Dan beckoned him in closer again with one hand, fingers calling Garul nearer. The Naga seemed wary. Dan wasn’t tied or chained down, after all. But then Garul shrugged and leaned in close to hear whatever Dan planned to say.

      “You’re going to lose,” Dan said. “We are your nightmare.”

      Garul jerked back like he’d been struck. For just a moment terror flashed across the Naga’s face, clear as day. He reached up with a claw to slash Dan wildly. But before he could strike, the door slid open and another Naga entered.

      “What is it?” Garul shouted at the newcomer.

      “Sire, their ship! It has come alive! It is blasting the station!”

      “What?” Garul roared. He whirled to face Dan again. “You were not as alone as you seemed. All of this - everything you have said in here - just to delay me?”

      “Something like that,” Dan said. He managed a small smile despite his pain.

      For a moment it looked like Garul was going to strike him again. The Naga took two steps forward and raised an arm, but then stopped and backed away. He was making some sort of sound deep in his throat as he stepped away. It took Dan a moment to realize that Garul was doing the Naga equivalent of chuckling.

      “No, mammal, you won’t anger me into killing you quickly. We should be able to find your world given time, but having you here will shorten that time. I won’t lose the advantage you have given me to a burst of temper. I am made of sterner stuff,” Garul said. Then he turned to the Naga who’d interrupted with the news. “Torch the dock.”

      “But sire, the damage to the station!”

      “Is irrelevant if we lose the station entirely. Torch. The. Dock.”

      Dan wasn’t sure what that meant, but it didn’t sound good. If they had some sort of weapon in place big enough that there was concern about damage to the entire station along with the dock, then it would probably destroy the Satori as well. Beth needed to get the hell out of there. Then as if thinking about Beth brought her words to him, he heard her break radio silence to contact him through his earpiece.

      “Hang on, Dan. I’m coming.”

      She was going to blast her way through the entire station if she had to, coming to get him. He knew Beth. Once she set about doing something she wasn’t going to let go. She’d keep at it until it broke, or she did. He had to reach her, warn her. He just hoped that she was still listening, because he was only going to get one shot at this. She was only hearing the hisses and grunts the Naga made. She didn’t understand what their words meant. But once he spoke directly to warn her, his captors would know that he was wearing a radio transmitter. They’d stop him from ever using it again, one way or another.

      “Beth, they’re going to blow up the entire dock! You need to get out of there now!” he said.

      That was all he managed to get out before the back of Garul’s hand slapped him across the face. The impact was hard, the pain intense for a few seconds before he lost consciousness entirely. His last thought was a prayer that his message had gotten through, and that it had been enough.
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      Linda’s eyes snapped open. She was still in the cave. She could tell from the hard stone floor beneath her head, and the smooth limestone rock above her. But the place seemed different. The room was filled with smoke and stank of gunpowder. There was a lot more of the smell than ought to have been there from just their weapon fire, right? Something else had happened. Charline must have done something.

      She slowly struggled up on one elbow, trying to get herself upright. Her head felt strange, sort of fuzzy. What had happened to her? Had she fallen down? Hit her head? She remembered looking up and seeing the crabs climbing the rock wall above her. Charline had shot at them, and bits of them had spattered on her. Then nothing.

      Reaching up to touch her face, her fingers met bits of a gooey substance. Bits of fleshy matter still clung to her cheeks and hair. She pushed back an urge to retch. There wasn’t time for that right now. They were still in trouble. Linda figured she could fall apart later if she wanted to. Ideally right after taking a bath.

      “You’re awake!” Charline said.

      “Yeah,” Linda said turning to face her friend. Charline was laying on the floor of the cave next to her. “What happened?”

      “I was hoping you might tell me. You just fell over,” Charline said. “Oh! You mean the smoke? I set off a claymore mine. Ought to have bought us a little breathing room, at least.”

      She staggered slowly to her feet. Linda tried to follow her up, but was too dizzy to stand at first. She kept feeling like she as floating, or drifting. Like she was surrounded by water. She made it as far as one knee and then flopped back over on her butt.

      “Ouch!” Linda exclaimed. The landing hurt, but even the pain seemed distant, like it was through a haze. Part of that was the ringing in her ears left over from the explosion, but the other part? She felt strangely detached from herself.

      “You OK?” Charline asked. She reached down a hand to pull Linda to her feet. “It looks like we took them down.”

      Linda accepted the hand and allowed her friend to help her up. She was still woozy, but she was standing. Through the haze still floating through the cave, she saw that what Charline said was true. The mine’s explosion had devastated the wave of crabs and other scuttling beings that were attacking the cave. Shattered bits of shell and goo where spread all over the floor, walls, and ceiling. The place was a mess of mushed sea creature. A few of the animals were wounded, still switching or feebly crawling across the floor. But the invasion seemed to be over for the moment.

      “That seems to have done them in,” Charline said. She brushed her hands together, smiling. “A job well done. Andy will be thrilled that the claymore practice paid off.”

      “You blew them all up,” Linda said. For some reason that she couldn’t define, she wasn’t feeling happy about that. If anything she felt…sad. Which was strange. They were alien critters, sure, and she hated the loss of life. But why this sense of grief?

      “It looks like I made a mess of you, too,” Charline said. She flicked a bit of shell out of Linda’s hair, then reached up to brush a drying bit of crustacean slime from her cheek. “You’re covered with goop.”

      Charline’s fingers brushed Linda’s cheek, and it was all she could do to hold back a gasp. It was like there was an electric current running down those fingers, tracing lines along her skin as they brushed clear a little patch of debris. Every single emotion and hidden desire she had ever felt about anyone came bubbling to the surface all at once. It was like someone was picking over the memories attached to that sort of gentle touch, analyzing each one.

      The result enflamed her. It was like being hit with a wall of all of the attraction she’d ever felt in her life, bundled into one moment and thrown at her with force. Charline’s fingers tried to brush loose another bit of something from her neck. This one was stuck fast. Charline’s nails tried to dig in at the edge of it, and clipped the skin of Linda’s neck instead.

      The touch of those nails threw the last bits of her self control out the window. Linda reached up with both hands, wrapping them around Charline’s head. Then she leaned in and kissed her.

      The kiss didn’t last long, but it seemed to do the trick. It took Charline’s breath away, anyway. Linda smiled at the shocked look on her friend’s face.

      “Wh-what?” Charline asked.

      Her mouth was still so tantalizingly close that Linda wanted to go for another kiss, but she stopped herself cold. The surge of attraction was already fading. It was being replaced by the grief she’d felt earlier - the sadness for the death and destruction Charline had wrought. Now those feelings were back, magnified many times over.

      Linda reeled from the weight of this new emotion. It was overwhelming, especially right on the heels of a different strong feeling. She wanted it all to stop. She had to make it stop. She would do anything to make it stop.

      With a start, she realized what she needed to do to end the feeling. She had to take the samples of her bacteria and throw them into the ocean. Only then would she be free.
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      Beth heard Dan’s message come over her radio. She just wasn’t listening. There was no way she was giving up on him this easily. The Naga were about to blow up the hangar? Fine. She’d blast her way out of the hangar and fly through the station if she had to, in order to get to him. If the corridors weren’t wide enough for the Satori she’d just enlarge them with the railguns until it worked.

      “I am detecting a massive buildup of energy beneath the hangar floor,” Majel said.

      “Some sort of weapon?” Beth replied.

      “Likely the one Dan warned us about. If the scan readings are right, it will obliterate this section of the station.”

      Beth didn’t reply. She was watching the railguns rain destruction down on the hangar wall. She’d punched through in more than one place, tearing huge rents in the wall. Another few shots and maybe she could fly the ship into the space beyond.

      “Beth, we need to go,” Majel said. Her cool voice cut through the fog of Beth’s fury a little.

      “Not without Dan,” she said.

      “We’ll get the rest of the team and come back for him. It’s the best bet. For us and for him. My scanners are detecting another hangar on the other side of that wall. We can’t fly the ship to Dan, and you can’t fight all the Naga on this station alone.”

      Beth wanted to come up with a good retort, but she couldn’t think of one. As much as she hated to admit it, Majel was right. If she went out there to fetch Dan she’d be shot, or captured herself. She needed the rest of the team.

      “Damn it, I can’t just abandon him,” Beth said.

      “You’re not. You’re bringing him the help he needs. I’ll signal to him that we will be back,” Majel said.

      Then the AI took control of the ship. Beth could feel that the controls had stopped responding to her, but she didn’t object this time. Her face was wet. Damn the man for getting under her skin and then staying there.

      Majel swung the ship’s nose away from the inside of the station and focused fire on the outer wall instead. The hangar doors might be closed - the Naga wanted to trap them in here for the fireworks. But as Beth watched the railguns fired carefully placed salvos at key points on the hangar doors. The top door tumbled away, pushed outside into space by the rush of air evacuating the hangar.

      “Hang on, this is going to be close,” Majel said.

      “Close for what?” Beth asked. She didn’t hear the reply, if Majel made one. The roar of the explosion bursting around them drowned out all sound. Majel fired the main thrusters on maximum. The force of the sudden acceleration slammed Beth back into the chair despite the ship’s inertial dampening. She gasped for breath as the Satori shot out of the fire spewing from the floor and leaped forward into the gap Majel’s shots had created in the doors.

      It was going to be incredibly close. Beth was glad it wasn’t her hands on the controls anymore. She was fairly sure she’d have piloted the ship into the wall and ended up like a bug on a windshield. The explosive force buffeted the ship, bouncing her around as the ship burst out of the station and into the relative calm of space. Trailing fire, they sped away from the station.

      “Activating cloaking device,” Majel said.

      The Naga would send fighters after them, but they could both outrun and hide from the fighters without too much trouble. The hard part would be getting back in, now that they were out.

      “Head to the surface,” Beth said. “We need to get the rest of the team back together for this.”

      She wished there was some way to signal the others, to let them know what had happened. Was John even aware the Satori was gone? If he was, he’d be frantic with worry. Without the ship the team might end up stranded on this world for good. It was a scary thought.

      If she’d hesitated even a little longer, the ship would have been lost in that explosion for sure.

      “Majel, you knew that explosion would destroy the ship, didn’t you?” Beth asked. Her voice was quiet. She was deep in thought as she asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Which would have stranded the entire team here.”

      “Yes,” Majel said again.

      “You took over the controls there, at the end. Why didn’t you just do it as soon as you knew the threat was real?” Beth asked.

      There was a brief pause before Majel answered. If the AI was a human, Beth would have thought she was gathering her thoughts before replying. For a computer, the delay seemed very long.

      “Would John have shoved you out of the way and taken over, if it was him there instead of me?” Majel asked.

      “Well, no, he knows I would have socked him if he tried something like that,” Beth replied. “But I wasn’t really being rational back there.”

      It hurt her to admit that. Rationality was one of her strong points. Being able to think through problems and come to a logical conclusion was crucial to her sense of who she was. It was something that had always bothered her about Dan, because he was able to make her act in ways that were entirely illogical. Somehow, he got past her walls without even really trying. It sucked, sometimes. It was wonderful, others.

      “Would you ever have trusted me again, if I’d done that?” Majel asked. “Would any of you? You’re a team. I’m on the team, but I’m not really like the rest of you. Not really. Having power to do something, even if I know it is right, doesn’t mean I should use that power to force the rest of you to do that thing. Otherwise we’re not a team.”

      Beth thought about that for a long moment. “I’m glad you’re on our side.”

      “Me, as well,” Majel said.
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      Charline took a deep breath, blinking. Her heart was beating a little faster than it ought to be. That kiss…! Linda hadn’t just been giving her a quick peck on the cheek. She could feel the heat of the emotion behind it. The feeling took her aback. Where had that come from? She hadn’t seen Linda looking at her…that way…before. The whole thing felt totally out of the blue.

      Linda was walking away from her now. She knew she ought to say something. Had she hurt the other woman’s feelings by not already talking? She really didn’t know what to say. Linda was poking in some of the crates now, fiddling with some of the canisters from her lab. Probably trying to distract herself from a moment that had been more than a little embarrassing for both of them.

      She looked out over the cave, half expecting to see another rush of sea creatures coming her way. But it was over. Either they’d run out of crawling creatures to send, or they’d been driven off by the mine. Whichever it was, she’d take it. She only hoped that the others were still safe under the ocean. They had the Satori there to cover them, which ought to be enough. But this attack had seemed to directed, so focused. It had to be the Cyanauts driving the assault. That boded ill for John’s diplomatic effort.

      Charline turned back toward Linda. “What are you looking for?”

      She didn’t reply, continuing to rummage through the lab equipment instead. There was an odd almost desperate feel to how she was searching. Like she was looking for the one thing that could save her. But the danger was over, wasn’t it? Charline looked back at the mouth of the cave, but no new threat was looming.

      “Linda, it’s OK,” Charline said, taking a few steps toward her. “I think we’re safe for now.”

      She wanted to ask about the kiss, but with Linda already so disturbed it seemed like a bad time. Charline laid a hand on her shoulder, hoping to calm her down. Linda shrugged the hand off. Charline backed away. What was going on with her? First the kiss, then the cold shoulder?

      Charline was about to say something to that effect when she noticed a fleck of the goo that had dripped on Linda’s cheek. It was a greenish color, and pulsed a little like it was moving. It was a Cyanaut, it had to be. How many of the things had dropped on her from above amidst the debris? How many more managed to crawl onto her while she was on the ground?

      The things were telepathic. One was enough to control a small animal, from what she’d seen today. How many would it take to control the mind of a human?

      “We need to get you cleaned up,” Charline said. She put her hand back on Linda’s shoulder, more firmly this time. Her other hand reached for a flashlight laying discarded on top of a storage box. If it came down to it, she could knock Linda out and peel the damned things from her body.

      Linda turned, holding something up and smiling. It was a tube - a vial marked with red biohazard tags. That had to be her bacteria, one of the samples she’d brought with her.

      “I thought they were all broken by the blast,” Linda said. “Thank god, there’s still one left.”

      Vial in hand, she started toward the front of the cave. What was she going to do? Or what did the Cyanauts want her to do, rather? Was she going to toss the sample into the ocean? They’d gone to great lengths to ensure that they didn’t contaminate anything. Why would the Cyanauts want their ocean infected? It made no sense to her. But she couldn’t let them use Linda like this.

      “Not happening,” Charline said. She swung the flashlight at Linda’s head.

      Linda ducked under the blow, her arm coming up to catch Charline’s in a scooping block that redirected the motion. Out of control, Charline spun sideways and smacked into the wall of the cave. Since when had Linda been so fast, or so strong?

      Charline shook her head to clear the stars from her eyes. She’d hit the wall harder than she’d thought. Linda was continuing toward the mouth of the cave, not paying any attention to her at all. She rushed toward her unprotected back with the flashlight raised for another swing, but Linda sidestepped like she had eyes in the back of her head and then fired off a punch into her ribs that took her breath away.

      She sagged to the floor, fighting to catch her breath. How had Linda seen her coming so easily? She looked around the cave floor, realization dawning. That muck of dead an injured crustaceans must still have some live Cyanauts mixed in. They were reporting everything to each other. In a sense, Linda did have eyes in the back of her head right now.

      “Linda, stop!” Charline gasped out.

      There was no sign she heard her at all. She walked to the front of the cave, uncorked the vial, and threw the liquid from inside it out into the ocean. Where the fluid struck the waves the water seethed, rising in a heavy foam. There had to be scores of creatures under the water, all of them infecting themselves with the bacteria. From there they’d be able to spread the thing wherever they wanted.

      But why? They’d taken such great pains to ensure that the bacteria wasn’t spread here without testing it first. These creatures had alien physiologies, hell, the entire ecosystem was still one big unknown. Introducing an engineered contagion like this could work very well, or it might be an ecological disaster. There was no way to know without the testing they’d been trying to accomplish.

      She hoped it worked well for them. If it didn’t, they had dug their own grave, as far as she was concerned. The Satori’s team had made every effort to protect them from this stuff, so that they could test it before loosing it on an alien world where the side effects might be hard to predict. Whatever came next, they’d done it to themselves.

      While Charline staggered back to her feet, Linda took another step forward. Her feet were on the shoreline now. She stood there for another moment like she was listening to something that Charline couldn’t hear. Then she took another step out, and another. Linda was knee deep in the water before Charline realized that she had no intention of stopping. They were walking her out into the ocean.

      “No, you don’t,” she said. She gave chase, running to catch up with Linda before she vanished beneath the waves entirely. She was waist deep by the time Charline was close enough to do anything, and it was too late by then for anything but the most desperate moves. Linda was out-fighting her in hand to hand, so Charline simply threw herself through the air at Linda, tackling her and crashing them both through the surf.

      Linda’s hands beat at her as she struggled to get free from Charline’s grip. She held fast, keeping them both beneath the water. She’d taken a deep breath before taking the leap. Linda hadn’t. Suddenly Linda went limp, relaxing beneath her. Charline held her down another moment, lungs burning with the effort of holding her breath and body sore from the pummeling Linda had just given her. She had to be certain that her friend was actually unconscious, that it wasn’t just a ruse. She’d never get a second shot at this.

      Then she burst up from the water, dragging Linda with her. It took all of her strength to get them both back on the shore. Linda wasn’t breathing. She must have inhaled water down there during the struggle. Charline rolled her over on her belly and pounded her back.

      “Come on,” she said. “Breathe!”

      For a long moment she thought that she’d killed her friend while trying to save her. It crushed her inside, that she had accidentally hurt someone she cared about. But it had been the only thing she could think to do. She hammered in another blow, and Linda coughed, spitting out sea water and sucking in a ragged breath.

      “Oh, thank god,” Charline said. She rolled the other woman over, checking her face and neck for signs of the Cyanauts. They seemed to have left. Maybe that was why they had been taking her into the water - they wanted to return to their home.

      Linda blinked a few times. She looked shocked and confused. Charline could see awareness and memory leaking back into her eyes, and then all at once Linda burst into tears. She was wracked with long, heaving sobs.

      Charline didn’t know what to do. She had no idea how to help. She wrapped her arms around Linda and held her close, murmuring comforting words into her ear as the sobs slowly eased and turned into softer, more mournful crying.
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      John checked his air gauge. They were out of time. Technically, they’d already passed the point where their ascent wouldn’t be safe, but they were rapidly heading into territory where they would have to go back to the surface and risk the bends, or suffocate.

      He looked over at Andrew, who nodded and gave a thumbs up motion. He agreed. They’d done all they could here. If the Cyanaut conclave was going to reach a decision, they’d have to do it on their own.

      “You are leaving?” the whale colony thought at him. It was still unnerving to have his mind read like that. No matter how calm his logical brain wanted to be, part of him rebelled at the idea.

      “We need to go,” John replied. “Without our ship, we have limited air here. We will die if we do not ascend.”

      “We understand. We will guard you while you surface. We are very sorry about what our brethren did.”

      The colony even sounded apologetic, at least in his mind. Not that their apologies made the situation even a little better. He was pretty sure that if Dan had been able to bring the ship back, he already would have. Something had gone wrong with the wormhole jump. Without the Satori, they were stranded here. John had no idea how he was going to get the team home. He wanted to rage at them, but it wouldn’t have done any good. It wasn’t their fault, it was his. Beth and Dan were gone because he’d led them here.

      John kicked his flippered feet, beginning the long, slow climb back toward the surface. “We’ll have to take it slowly,” he said to Andrew.

      “Gonna be tight.”

      “We’ll make it,” John said.

      There was a flash of movement from off to John’s left. He turned to look. One of the sharks was coming straight at him, moving torpedo fast. He tried to raise his gun , but was only able to bring it up to his chest level before he thing closed with him. Toothy jaws snapped tight around the weapon, narrowly missing his hands. John couldn’t get the weapon back under his control, but he didn’t dare let go, either. It was the only thing keeping those teeth away from him.

      “Desist! These are guests!” the whale colony said, swimming fast toward the melee.

      “We don’t need them anymore,” the shark colony replied. “We have what we wanted from them.”

      “What have you done?” John shouted.

      “We have the cure. Now we will spread it throughout our world.”

      The surface team. They must have found a way onto land and hit Charline and Linda! He’d been so sure they couldn’t get out of the water, but clearly he’d been wrong. Again. Were the women even still alive? John felt his heart sink with the hopelessness of it all. First Dan and Beth. Now Charline and Linda? He’d led them all into disaster. He could feel his fingers slipping from the speargun as the shark twisted him about, working to dislodge him. The whale colony wasn’t going to arrive in time.

      Just as he thought he couldn’t hold on another moment, there was a bright flash and the left side of the shark’s body erupted in a splash of red.

      John fell backward from the thing’s body, dazed by the burst. The shark flopped a little, but it was dying quickly, bleeding out into the water. John looked over toward Andrew, who was already reloading his speargun.

      “Explosive tips,” Andrew said. “I thought we might need some serious firepower down here. You OK? That went off damned close to you.”

      John nodded, unable to speak for the moment. He felt dazed. The concussive force had been like a mighty slap. The suit protected him somewhat, but he was probably going to be hurting a lot more once the shock wore off.

      “We’ve got more of them coming,” Andrew said. “Stay close to me.”

      John looked up to see over a dozen of the sharks closing. Several of them peeled off to keep the whales at bay, but the rest drove straight on toward the humans. He realized he’d lost his gun when the spearhead blew. It was probably still in the maw of the dead shark, on its way to the bottom. That left Andrew as their sole defense. There were too many targets for one speargun to deal with, and both of them knew it.

      Without warning two of the sharks exploded, bits of them floating off in all directions. The remaining sharks seemed confused. They twisted around in their swim patterns, trying to evade whatever had killed their brethren. It didn’t work. Two more blew apart in flashes of fire.

      “That’s railgun fire!” Andrew shouted.

      It had to be the Satori, returned at last! John’s heart surged as the ship slipped into sight, chasing a few more of the sharks. Another one was cut in half by a railgun round. The others must have decided they’d had enough, because they split and swam away in different directions.

      The Satori slowed and drifted toward them. Once it was close enough, John could see Beth sitting at the controls.

      “You looked like you two could use a cavalry rescue,” Beth said.

      “You were just in time,” John replied. “Have you checked with the surface team?”

      “Already picked them up. Linda’s in a bad way. Charline is in the back taking care of her. “

      “And Dan?” John asked. He didn’t want to ask. He knew it wasn’t going to be good. If his friend was all right, he’d be the one sitting at the steering console, instead of Beth.

      Beth’s face fell. “We were captured by the Naga after the jump. I hid. He was taken. I had to leave him, John!”

      The despair and hurt in her voice broke his heart. Those two were going to drive him crazy, one of these days. They’d always been something special. That they had allowed their damned careers and self-involved thinking get in the way of that had been a tragedy. One he’d been hoping might correct itself if they spent enough time together. Maybe it finally had.

      “We’re not going to leave him,” John assured her.

      He hoped they would not have to, anyway. John was pragmatic enough to realize they were going to have an uphill battle trying to fight their way through to him. It might be damned near impossible. The station would be very well defended. They’d already seen the fighter ships, and who knew how many armed guards were stationed aboard? But they couldn’t leave him. He just needed to find a way.

      “We can reach him,” the whale colony thought at John.

      “What? How?”

      “They have implanted one of our kind on him. We can feel his thoughts. We can connect you to him. And if he is very brave, we might be able to do a bit more. We owe you that much, for our kind’s treachery against you.”
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      Dan screamed again as Garul pressed his device up against his ribs. Tears streaked down his face. His back went rigid from the waves of agony coursing through him. He ground his teeth together, trying without success to hold back another cry of pain. His body jerked so hard that he felt something give way in his back.

      “We can keep this going forever,” Garul said. “That was your spine breaking. No matter. We can repair it. We can fix all of the damage we do to you. I will do this again and again until you tell me what I want to know.”

      The Naga set his pain making device aside and picked up another tool. Dan shuddered as the thing was placed against his back. Every inch of his body felt raw, but even the lightest touch against his spine burned with a familiar agony. Had he really broken his spine again? He remembered the months of rehab just to get some control back over his legs, after the car hit him. The thought of going through all of that again was too much. They were breaking him down, and he knew it.

      This new device didn’t bring pain, though. If anything, it numbed the agony, and he was able to take a deep breath without it feeling like his lungs were on fire. He gasped, taking in big gulps of air in shaky breaths.

      “You see? I can be kind as well as cruel,” Garul said. “Now tell me what I need to know. Then all of this will be over.”

      “You’ll just kill me,” Dan said.

      “Perhaps. Or perhaps not. There might be other uses for you.”

      Dan remembered what the others had told him about Paul. They’d thought he was dead, but the Naga had saved him, rebuilt him. Now he was some sort of cyborg killing machine working for the enemy. It was only dumb luck that they hadn’t managed to get whatever information they needed out of him. Perhaps the damage to his brain had been too severe, or maybe he just didn’t know well enough where Earth was in the universe to be useful to them.

      Dan did. He’d always loved astronomy, even as a kid. He could list enough nearby stars, complete with their colors and proximity that the Naga would have no trouble narrowing their search down. But he’d be damned if he was going to give them that information.

      “No? Then we begin again,” Garul said.

      The shock as the pain device touched him again felt even worse than before. The brief pause in his agony made the renewed torture even worse.

      But then it was gone, as quickly as it had come. Dan could feel that Garul was still touching him with the tool, but it wasn’t working on him anymore. He felt somehow detached from his body, like he was floating free inside his head. He tried to twitch a finger and couldn’t. He felt his head loll forward, tried to stop the motion, but had no control over his muscles. Was he dying?

      “No,” came the thought in his mind. “We are shielding you.”

      At first Dan thought he was going crazy, but then the images of oceans came to his mind, of blue water and massive fish swimming through the waves. It was the Cyanauts! They were talking to him, and shielding him somehow.

      He was vaguely aware of Garul muttering something about weak mammals. The Naga was going for his healing device again. He must assume Dan had lost consciousness. The Naga had no idea what their slaves were really capable of. If they knew more, Dan thought they would have destroyed this planet rather than taking Cyanauts as translation tools.

      “Can you help me?” Dan thought at the Cyanaut.

      “We can disable him briefly. You will need to escape.”

      “How?” Dan thought.

      A map appeared in his mind, images of place after place, a set of directions pieces together from the minds of many Naga, all of them walking around the station with Cyanaut earpieces. The map led to a hangar full of fighters.

      “You want me to fly one of their ships out of here?” Dan asked.

      “You think you can,” came the reply. “We saw that in your mind.”

      “Maybe,” Dan thought back. He wasn’t really sure. It was alien tech. There was no telling how long it would take him to learn it…

      Another download into his brain, sent by the Cyanauts. Suddenly he knew all about how to fly the Naga fighter craft.

      “You guys are really useful,” Dan thought. “But I still need to get past Garul.”

      “We will disable him. Then you must go quickly. Your ship will distract them. They will open the fighter bays and launch against your ship. You must be ready to fly out when they do.”

      “Thank you,” Dan thought back. With their help, he had a shot. It was a long shot, but it was a lot more than he’d had before. He couldn’t have lasted much longer under Garul’s tender care. “How can we ever repay you for your help?”

      “It is we who are repaying you, at great risk. But our race has dishonored itself. We will redeem ourselves by aiding you,” the Cyanauts thought at him. “When we release you back to your body, you must be ready to act immediately.”

      “I’m ready,” Dan thought.

      With a snap he was back in command of his body again. He tapped the controller on the right arm of his chair, bringing the wheelchair up to full power. Beth had tinkered with this thing. She’d said that he might need to have something with more juice than an ordinary motorized chair, someday. She was right.

      Garul looked up at him when he moved. “Back awake? Good.”

      Then the Naga’s eyes lost focus. It seemed like he was staring into the distance at something that only he could see. That had to be the distraction. Dan shoved the throttle all the way forward on the chair, smashing it against Garul. The Naga went down, collapsing half on top of Dan. His injured body screamed in protest at the additional weight, but he managed to reach down and grab the Garul’s sidearm. He contemplated firing it, but there was no way to know if shooting the pistol would set off some sort of alarm. Instead he slammed the pistol down into the Naga’s head as hard as he could.

      “There, you bastard,” he said, heaving Garul’s body from his lap onto the floor. “Enjoy the headache. And explaining how you let a useless mammal get away from you.”

      He patted down the Naga’s body, looking for any other tools which might prove useful. A small box looked interesting, and a palm sized card looked promising as well. He took them both, and then turned to go. It was well past time to get the hell out of there.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      The doors opened smoothly for Dan, reminding him strangely of John’s base on the moon. The almost silent snik as they recessed into the walls on either side of the doorway was almost comforting in its familiarity.

      Nothing else about the place was. The light had a yellowish-green cast. The walls were marked in a language he didn’t understand, and the Cyanaut seemed unable to translate text the way it did spoken language. Even the hallway outside his cell was shaped just a little bit differently from how a human would have made it.

      He didn’t need to understand the language or like the architecture to know how to get where he was going, though. The map which the Cyanaut implanted in his memory was still there. Dan turned left out of the door, zipping down the hallway as quickly as his chair would carry him. So far he hadn’t run into any Naga, but his luck might not hold out forever. The sooner he could get to the hangar where the fighters were kept, the better.

      At the next T intersection he turned right, and then left again. He had the vague idea that he was proceeding further away from the hub of the station, moving toward the outer edge of the ring he was on. Which made sense. The fighters would be stored closest to space.

      “I hope you were right about those directions,” he muttered softly.

      There was no reply from the Cyanaut in his ear. It hadn’t spoken to him since he left the cell. It was as much at risk here as he was. If he was killed trying to escape, it might die as well. But with luck he could get both himself and his little ally away.

      Finally he sat in front of the last door in his mental map. On the other side of the door ought to be a hangar bay filled with a dozen or so fighters. He rolled up to the door, but it stayed closed. Dan narrowed his eyes, looking for some sort of latch or sensor that needed to be tripped so that he could enter. He couldn’t very well wait for the Naga to open the door for him!

      The station shook, tremors running through the hull beneath his wheels. More shockwaves hit, and an alarm began to sound. The lighting changed, bright green lights flashing in a steady staccato pattern. That had to be the Satori starting her attack run. They were here to distract the enemy, and buy him time to escape. Pretty soon there would be a whole squad of pilots making for this bay to fly their fighters out into battle. He was out of time.

      Dan examined the door carefully. There was a little window off to the left side. A control panel? Maybe some sort of retina scanner? If that’s what it was, he was out of luck. He had Garul’s pistol, but that wasn’t going to be enough to fight off an squadron worth of angry Naga.

      The panel made him think of the little card he’d swiped from Garul, though. It had looked like an ID card of some sort, although there wasn’t any picture. Maybe it was set up to allow access? He mentally crossed his fingers and held the card up to the little window.

      Nothing happened at first. Then the door slide silently open, revealing the hangar beyond. He heaved a huge sigh of relief. If he hadn’t thought to search the body…!

      “You could have warned me that the door was locked,” he murmured to the Cyanaut in his ear. There was no reply.

      The door slid shut behind him as soon as he entered. Inside the bay were two rows of six fighters. How many wings of fighters were on this station? The way these were packed in, the place could hold hundreds of them. The Satori would be incredibly outmatched.

      The alarms were still blaring. Pilots would be pouring into this room any moment. He was out of time. He rolled over to one of the furthest fighters, hoping that maybe there would be a little less notice taken of the more distant craft. Each fighter had a railed ladder attached which led up to the cockpit.

      This was going to be the tricky part. If he just climbed in and left the wheelchair at the base of the ladder, the pilots would see it immediately when they came in. He had to get the wheelchair out of the way. Thinking fast, he powered down the chair right next to the ladder. Then he tore a strip from his shirt and used it to lock the little control joystick in the forward position. As soon as he turned on the wheelchair it would dash forward at maximum speed until it crashed into something. The wall where he’d aimed it was in shadow. With luck it wouldn’t be noticed.

      He grabbed the rail of the ladder. He noticed as he did that it only extended partway down to the floor. It was built to be climbed by someone who still had use of his legs. If he slipped, or was jarred loose, he was never going to be able to make it.

      Dan tightened his grip as best he could. He pulled himself most of the way out of the chair, and then tapped the on button of his wheelchair. It activated with a beep and then sped away, stopping with a thump once it hit the wall. As he’d hoped, the bump knocked his makeshift tie loose, and the wheelchair stopped in place again.

      His legs were dangling useless below him. Only his shaking arms were holding him on the ladder, and his strength wouldn’t last forever. He let go with one hand and reached for a higher rung. His fingers held. Then he pulled himself up one more rung with the other hand. Only a couple left to go.

      Finally one of his hands could reach the edge of the cockpit. He reached, relieved at having finally made it - and slipped!

      For one terrible moment he thought he was going to fall all the way down to the floor. He only had one hand holding to the rail, and it wasn’t going to be enough to stop his fall.

      Then his feet caught on a rung, sliding into place with an automatic motion just like they would have done back before his accident.

      He gasped with shock and relief. There wasn’t much strength in his legs. His body was still sinking as they buckled under his weight. But it seemed like he had just enough control over his lower extremities to save him from falling all the way to the floor. He reached out with the other hand and grabbed hold of the ladder again. Then he carefully hoisted himself back up, hand over hand. This time he was more careful when he reached the top, and pulled himself over the lip without another fall.

      Dan knew he’d been incredibly lucky back there. If his legs hadn’t instinctively moved to arrest the fall, he’d have dropped to the floor. He panted a little, trying to catch his breath. Maybe all the physical therapy and workouts with a walker back on the moon had been worth it after all.

      The sound of shouts and booted feet pounding the deck plates echoed through the room as Naga pilots raced through the door to their fighters. He’d made it without a moment to spare.

      He tucked himself down into the cockpit as low as he could get, and aimed the pistol at the top of the ladder. The Naga who was due to pilot this ship was about to get a massive surprise.
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      John had the helm. This was usually Dan’s job, and more than ever he wished his friend were still aboard. Of course, if he were then they could simply head for home and avoid more engagement with the Naga entirely… John had the feeling that the more trouble they caused for their scaled adversaries, the more attention they were drawing. Sooner or later there was bound to be a reckoning, and the further in the future they could push that date the better off Earth was going to be.

      With Charline busy taking care of Linda, and Beth working in the engine room on still more repairs of the damaged ship, they were critically short on crew. John wasn’t the pilot Dan was, but he’d have to do.

      “Andrew, you set with the guns?” John asked.

      “Ready to fire. Majel is already prioritizing targets.”

      “Good,” John replied. “Hang on, we’re making our run.”

      Cloaked, the Satori was nearly invisible to the Naga sensors. As soon as they began firing they were going to stick out, of course. Every enemy aboard the station would be focused on taking them out. Which was precisely what they were counting on. The chaos that ought to ensue might give Dan the opportunity he needed to escape. If the Cyanauts came through, then it might be just enough to get him out of there.

      It had to be. The station was huge. There would be hundreds of Naga aboard it - perhaps thousands. They weren’t going to be able to fight their way through that mess to rescue him, and so far the Naga hadn’t seemed interested in talking things out.

      He brought the ship in low over the hull of the station, and then felt the thrumming pulse of the railguns opening up. He could see the streaks of the hot bits of iron as they spat from the guns on either wing, stabbing down into the Naga base with furious force. Again and again they fired as he swept past the wheel of the station.

      “That ought to be enough to wake them up,” Andrew said.

      “Indeed. I’m pulling us clear so they can’t get a lock on us,” John said.

      That was the plan. Dart in, hit them, dart away and change trajectory quickly so that they enemy guns couldn’t get a good lock on them. Already fire was pouring from the station’s guns. They were shooting blindly, but all they needed one was lucky shot.

      “I’m bringing us around for another pass,” John said.

      “Quickly,” Majel said. “I’m detecting fighter bay doors opening all over the station. We’re about to have a lot of company.”

      John grunted an acknowledgement before returning his focus to the ship’s controls. He brought them through a wide arc and then pushed more power into the main thrusters, darting back into firing range again. The Naga were better prepared this time. The moment Andrew opened fire, their guns returned fire on the Satori, aiming for the origin of their railgun shots. John tried to randomize his approach as best he could, dodging and weaving from side to side. Some of their shots were coming dangerously close.

      There was a cracking sound like breaking thunder, and then alarms blared across the bridge. The Satori twisted, the controls jerking in John’s hands. He fought to restore the previous heading and couldn’t. The ship was going into a spin.

      “I can’t pull us up!” John shouted.

      “We’re losing pressure from the main hall,” Majel said. “The venting air is destabilizing the ship. Sealing the compartment and compensating for the vector change.”

      “You’re supposed to be dodging!” Beth’s voice said from the speakers. “Not putting more holes in my ship!”

      “I’m trying!” John yelled back. He twisted the ship around, jerking the controls hard to avoid another volley of Naga fire. “I have to pull us clear. Their fire control is going to nail us next time.”

      “Agreed. We got lucky there,” Andrew said. “Besides, I think we’ve stirred the hornet’s nest enough.”

      He wasn’t wrong. The station had opened a dozen bays, and fighters were spewing forth. John wasn’t sure how many might be coming at them, but it could be hundreds.

      If he’d been both lucky and good, one of those ships ought to be piloted by Dan. But how the hell were they supposed to figure out which one he was in? Even after they accomplished that, they still needed to get him back aboard and jump for home again. All while dealing with enemy fighters swarming all over them.

      The initial assault had been the easy part.
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      Dan stayed crouched as low in the cockpit as he could. All around him he could hear the sounds of other fighters whining as their engines warmed up for takeoff. Where was the pilot who would come to this fighter? Had he seen the wheelchair and gone to investigate? Even now there might be an entire squad of Naga soldiers on their way to this deck, alerted to the fact that Dan was here.

      Much of this escape depended on how long Garul remained unconscious. As soon as the Naga leader was awake again, he would sound the alarm. They’d be looking for him in earnest at that point. Even then, the fighter bays might not be the first place they would check. After all, in their eyes he was a cripple. Useless and discardable. But Garul knew that he could fly, so it wouldn’t be terribly far down on the list of places he would look.

      The worst part of this was the waiting. That, and not being able to peek. He couldn’t see what was happening out there. If guards turned up the first he’d know of it was when they tossed grenades into his cockpit or something. He could fly this fighter - or at least, he was pretty sure that he could - but it would take time to get it powered up and launched.

      A clanging at the base of the ladder got Dan’s attention. There was a banging noise, and then the steady thump, thump, thump of someone climbing. This was the moment of truth. He aimed his pistol at where the Naga’s head would appear.

      A claw reached over the edge and came down right next to Dan’s shoulder. He almost jumped out of his skin at how close the Naga had been to touching him. He shrank away from the contact, and almost lost his point of aim.

      The Naga’s head rose into sight. It looked distracted at first, but as soon as it saw him in its peripheral vision it locked eyes with Dan. It’s eyes narrowed, a second eyelid fluttered for a moment over the eye. It was getting ready to make some sort of move.

      Dan didn’t give it time to do anything. He fired the pistol. He’d already cranked the setting up to maximum, in case he had to fire it at something in body armor. But this Naga’s head was unarmored, and the blast hit it square in the snout. It made a mess, but Dan didn’t see much of it. The body fell off the ladder, crashing to the floor below.

      No time for subtlety now. Even if no one heard the shot or saw the body drop to the floor, it was going to be noticed soon. He powered up the fighter, lowering the cockpit canopy and fastening the unfamiliar harness around his torso. The engines whined with a high-pitched sound that grated on his ears as they powered up.

      Outside his fighter, the hangar doors were opening and the first fighter was already getting ready to zip outside into space. An energy barrier flickered in blue light over the open bay doorway, apparently holding the atmosphere in, but allowing the fighters to depart freely.

      “Cute trick,” Dan said aloud, wondering how it was done.

      There was a helmet resting in a bin above and behind his head. That probably had all the communication gear in it, but Dan had already checked it over. It was built for a Naga, not a human. There was no way he was getting it to fit onto his skull. If whatever the Naga used for wing command was trying to talk to him, there was no way he could hear it.

      “This is gonna be messy,” he muttered. He juiced the engines, lifting away from the deck. Next to him another fighter was also lifting off, and almost smacked into him. He veered sideways quickly to avoid it and overcompensated, almost careening into a wall instead.

      “These things can really move!” Dan said. If the situation hadn’t been so dire, it might have been fun. He’d never have imagined that he would be back in a fighter cockpit again, but this wasn’t too different from the F-16s he’d flown years ago. The Naga craft were incredibly responsive and maneuverable, if a little touchy on the controls.

      He fired the main engine and lit out through the bay doors, crossing his fingers and hoping that no one was going to fire on him for not replying or following normal procedures. He’d have been more circumspect, but he didn’t really know what the Naga launch pattern usually looked like. Hopefully he just looked like another over-eager fighter jock jumping the queue to get out against the enemy faster.

      Dan saw another fighter from his wing banking to the left ahead of him. His HUD was circling the fighters from his bay in red, helping them to stand out against space that was becoming increasingly crowded with Naga fighters. He followed that fighter for a bit as it cruised down the length of the station. All of the fighters were spreading out, searching for the attacking ship. Which meant that the Satori was all right, out there somewhere cloaked and waiting.

      Of course, knowing they were out there didn’t help him to find them. They were as invisible to Dan as they were to the rest of the Naga fighters. He was effectively hidden from them as well, just one more Naga fighter mixed in with scores of identical ones. He needed to find a way to let them know which one he was flying.

      “Always one good way to do that,” he said. He brought his guns live, locked on to the ship that he was following, and fired.

      Or tried to fire. The computer was chirping a warning at him. The written alert was in Naga writing so the Cyanaut in his ear wasn’t able to translate it.

      “Probably something to the effect of ‘that is not an enemy ship, dumbass’, or something like that,” he said aloud. He was used to hearing chatter in his ear during combat ops. This complete silence was a little unnerving. “Is there a way to disable that friend or foe thing?”

      “Unknown,” the Cyanaut replied.

      “So you are still speaking to me!” Dan said. “You’d gotten so quiet I wasn’t sure.”

      There wasn’t a reply, but Dan hadn’t really expected one. He turned off the targeting computer entirely. It ought to be possible to fire the guns without locking on, and if he could do that…

      He fired again. The shots went harmlessly beneath the other fighter. But he pulled back on the controls, slowly guiding the nose of the ship upward and fired again.

      This time the shots hammered home, blasting apart one wing of the other fighter and damaging one of the thrusters. It went spinning off to the right, toward the station.

      “Now we’re in business!” Dan said. “One down…a hell of a lot more to go.”
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      Majel watched the arcs of Naga fighters. They were hunting her. She could almost feel their search, thanks to her deep understanding of the pattern behind their movements. She plotted a new course and fed the information to John, who acknowledged her assistance and changed direction. The new course would keep them clear for another few minutes, but at the rate the station was disgorging fighters it was only a matter of time before they were found.

      Eventually the Naga would have enough ships in the air to be able to build a virtual net, which they could use to scour the surrounding space. They would limit her choices of movement, lock down her options for trajectories, and then close the net around the Satori. Eventually one of them would find the ship, even if it was by smashing headlong into it.

      Majel predicted they had another ninety-eight seconds before it would be too late to escape the web of hunters. After that they would have to begin firing again, and the station’s guns would come into play to assist the fighters in annihilating the ship. The better option would be to depart before that time, but she knew that meant locking on to Dan’s fighter first. John wasn’t going to give up on his friend easily. Neither would the rest of the crew.

      She was searching, of course. But it was hard to tell which craft might be his, or if he had even made it to one of the fighters at all. The Cyanauts had assured John through their link that Dan was indeed out there. Somewhere. Were they to be trusted to their word, after all they had done? It was hard to say.

      Majel had managed to narrow down the choices of possible fighters were down to six, out of eighty seven in flight, when Dan simplified the entire process for her.

      “Got him!” she said.

      “What?” John sounded more alarmed than pleased.

      “I’ve located Dan,” she said. “Or rather, he’s revealed himself. One of the Naga fighters has fired on another one. The survivor is breaking off from the search pattern and engaging other fighters now.”

      John and Andy looked at each other.

      “Dan,” they said in unison.

      “Plotting an intercept course now,” Majel said. “John, if I may?”

      “The helm is yours,” he replied, taking his hands off the control panel. “I suspect you’re better at this than I am anyway.”

      “Probably,” Majel replied. She was more predictable than John’s erratic flying might be, which would hurt them when it came to the station’s guns. She could tell from their firing patterns that the station’s fire control was run by AI. From experience, she knew that the Naga AIs were strong. Maybe not as strong as she, but enough of them working in concert would be difficult to overcome. On the other hand, she was going to be much more effective than John against the fighters, and his erratic pattern of flying was the result of inexperience rather than brilliance.

      What they really needed was Dan back at the helm. But he was out there, and although he’d taken down two Naga fighters, he had three more on his tail.

      “Moving to engage his pursuers. Ready on the guns,” Majel said.

      “I’ve got them,” Andy replied.

      She lined up the shot, and he took it. One of the fighters exploded in flames, and the other two shot off in different directions. Dan was clear, at least for the moment. Majel changed course before the rest of the fighters could converge on them. Every time she revealed their presence for even a second gave the enemy data about their location, which they could use to further box them in.

      “The station is still launching fighters,” John said. “What’s the count up to?”

      “One hundred and forty four,” Majel said. “Minus three.”

      Andy got a lock on one fighter which strayed across their path and lit it up. “Minus four,” he chuckled.

      “Naga fighters are closing on our position, using our fire to locate us,” Majel warned. They were englobed now. The fighters knew they had the Satori inside their sphere, and were closing the net. They could punch a hole by blowing up a few fighters, but as soon as they did the station’s guns would have them.
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      Dan shot along the outer hull of the station. He stayed as close to the ‘deck’ as he could, mostly to avoid the station’s guns but also because the curve kept pursuing fighters away from him. Most of the fighters chasing him had gone elsewhere - hunting the Satori. He gritted his teeth, jinking the fighter hard to the right so that he could line up another of the station’s turrets in his sights.

      He fired, and it exploded satisfactorily. But this was taking too damned long. The Naga base was covered with the things. Even taking a few out wasn’t going to be enough to rescue the Satori from that mess.

      It was clear what the Naga were doing. They’d put out enough fighters to completely surround the area where the Satori could be. Then all they needed to do was shrink the globe, and eventually something would run into the human ship. Or more realistically, the Satori would blast her way out - revealing her location. At the range they were sitting, the station’s guns would tear her apart.

      Dan peeked at his scanner. Only two fighters still following him. He was small potatoes compared to the Satori. They wanted her more than anything else. He wasn’t sure if they wanted her for the technology they’d lusted after for so long, or because the idea of someone else having that tech scared the shit out of them. In the end it didn’t really matter.

      He was finishing an orbit of the station, coming up on a vector which could bring him into the battleground. It was going to be dicey out there, but he needed to screw with the Naga formation. Somehow he needed to manage that without dying to the fighters still on his tail.

      With a few taps to the controls he changed his vector, then applied all the speed the craft could muster. He burst away from the space station, building speed. His pursuers rocketed after him. Which was pretty much what he’d expected. They opened fire. He dove and turned a bit, moving about to make it harder for them to track him. One bolt of green fire flashed past his cockpit, near enough that the brilliance startled him.

      “Whoa, way too close,” he said.

      Time to try something different. He shut down the main thrusters and hit the attitude thrusters, which spun his nose completely around without changing his course at all. Now his steering was crap, but the chasing fighters were right in his sights. Literally. He’d taken a bit of the Naga blood that had spattered on the edge of the cockpit from the pilot he shot and smudged a targeting reticle onto the front of his canopy. Since the targeting computer was still not allowing him to lock his guns on Naga ships, he was stuck using World War One era targeting.

      He could work with that.

      Dan fired, blowing one of the Naga ships to brilliant bits of burning metal. The second one tried to veer away, but he caught its wingtip with a second burst. It didn’t need wings to fly in space, but the force of the impacts sent it into a spin. Dan tracked the damaged ship with little jets of thrust, gently nudging it into his targeting area, and then unleashed a burst of fire on it.

      It exploded.

      He spun the ship back around on its axis so that the nose was again pointing in the direction of travel, then hammered the main engine to maximum again. It had been a risky play. He was already halfway between the station and the globe of fighters. If the station’s guns had been retasked to shoot him down, he might have been toast. He was gambling that they had every gun that could be aimed at the globe, searching for signs of the Satori.

      That meant those same guns would be able to target him soon, but he was going to be in the middle of all of those fighters before the guns could lock on him, and then they’d have to shoot their own people to hit him. He hoped they’d hesitate to do that. With Naga, you never could be certain.

      “You’re insane,” the Cyanaut in his ear said. “We’re both going to die.”

      “There’s only a hundred or so of them,” Dan said aloud.

      “As I said.”

      It felt good to have someone to talk with, even if the little alien was being a sourpuss. It could be right, after all. He was about to stir up a massive mess in there. The fighters were going to be all over him as soon as they realized he was there, but to do that they’d have to break off encircling the Satori.

      The real question was going to be how to get close enough to the Satori to get back aboard. He didn’t really see a way, not with so many fighters all over them. And good as he might be, he didn’t think that he could take down that many fighters. Not even with the Satori’s help.

      “Here we go,” he said aloud, bearing down on the first fighter and firing hi guns. It exploded, and he was off to go hit the next one. All around him the fighter pattern shifted as the nearby craft broke apart from their formation to engage the new threat.
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      John watched Dan’s ship make its daring rush into the middle of the fighters. They broke apart, shooting off in different directions to engage him.

      “There!” he said, stabbing a finger. “Majel, make for the breach he gave us!”

      “Already on it,” she replied. The Satori blasted through the swirling mass of fighters. Andrew took down two with the guns when an opportunity presented itself. It was chaotic enough in this mess that John thought their detonations would largely go unnoticed, but Majel quickly alter course after each shot anyway just in case.

      They were clear! Dan had done it. But now he had scores of fighters chasing him, instead. He was going rapidly enough that they were struggling to get into range to engage him, but that wasn’t going to last forever.

      “Can we overtake him?” John asked.

      “Affirmative,” Majel said.

      “Get us right next to him if you can,” John said. “I have an idea.”

      He thought about the little Cyanaut in his ear. It was odd that it had elected to remain with him. He’d expected it to want to stay behind when they left. The one speaking with Andy had slid off his finger and onto one of the whale colonies.

      Really, he’d have been happier if it had remained behind. John’s feelings about the Cyanauts were mixed. They’d lied to his people and almost gotten some of them killed. But right now they also represented the only way he could possibly reach Dan.

      “Tell him we are coming,” he thought to the alien.

      “Message sent,” it replied.

      John tapped a button to open a radio link to the engine room. “Beth, how close would Dan’s fighter have to be to enter the wormhole with us?”

      “Are you nuts?”

      That probably meant ‘very close’. John grimaced. “No. It’s the best shot I can think of to get all of us out of here, Beth. How can we make it work?”

      There was a pause before she replied. “Maybe a meter. Two, tops. Anything more than that and it’ll be outside the envelope. But John, he’ll have to maintain that distance through the transit. If he veers off even a little, he’ll be destroyed by the wormhole. If even a little bit of his fighter is behind the Satori when our tail enters the wormhole, it will close and cut his ship in half. This level of precision…”

      Her voice trailed off. John could hear the fear behind her words. He didn’t want to leave Dan behind any more than she did, but he couldn’t think of anything else.

      “Do you see any other way to get him home with us? Given what we are facing out here?” John asked her.

      “No. Damn it.”

      “OK. We’ll be outside the station’s gun range soon. Get ready to jump.”

      Dan was fleeing around the planet, keeping the fighters trailing him between him and the station to avoid its guns. Soon the curve of the planet itself would handle that job. As soon as they were hidden from the station, it would be time to jump. Otherwise once they rounded the planet on the other side the station would unload everything it had at Dan, and he’d be lost.

      John had the Cyanaut send the plan to Dan.

      The image it projected back to him confused John at first, but then he laughed. Dan had sent it. A picture of a pig with feathered wings.

      “When pigs fly, indeed,” John murmured.

      “We’re out of sight of the station. Fighters are closing. They’ll be able to fire on Dan’s ship in ten seconds,” Majel said.

      This was going to be close. “Open wormhole!” he said.

      The Satori flashed into full view of the enemy as the cloak in device dropped to engage the wormhole drive. Every Naga fighter unleashed its fire at once, all of it aimed at the Satori. It was too little, too late - they would transit before they incoming blasts reached them. It was Dan he was worried about, not the Satori.

      “Eight seconds to transit,” Majel said.

      John watched as Dan’s little fighter streaked across the distance between them, blazing a trail with its engines firing for everything they were worth. John swore. He was too damned far away. He’d have to break his velocity, stop almost on a dime. There was no way he was going to be able to manage it.

      “Majel, lower the landing gear!” John shouted.

      Andrew gave him a confused look, but the AI was already complying. John could only hope that Dan would see the landing gear coming down and know what to do.
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      He wasn’t going to make it. Dan had been flying ships in space for long enough that he knew that cold truth in his bones. The physics had beat him. He would cross the Satori’s trajectory and then spin away into space. He’d pushed the little fighter to give its everything in the mad dash to try to link up with his friends, and he’d gotten just enough speed out of the thing to make it within shouting distance of the other ship.

      His thrusters would never be able to brake enough, though, and the Satori was already spinning up its wormhole drive. He could see the swirling patterns appearing just ahead of the ship’s bow. The Naga fighters had unloaded on the Satori. There was no way they could hold off and wait for him to take another shot at a linkup.

      He’d missed the boat.

      Somehow Dan felt calm about that. This whole escape had been an incredible long shot. It shouldn’t have been possible at all. He’d fought his way free of the Naga, stolen one of their ships, and even done a fair bit of damage to the enemy with their own weapon. He’d tried everything he could. It just hadn’t been enough.

      “Only thing left to do is to see if I can take a few more of them with me,” he said aloud. He prepared to spin the fighter around and dive back at the incoming Naga ships.

      Then he spotted something odd. The Satori was lowering its landing gear. Dan sucked in a deep breath. There was only one reason they’d be doing that. They’d seen he wasn’t going to make it, and they were hoping to give him a little bump.

      He might be able to do even better than that, but it was going to be tight.

      Dan spun the ship on its central axis so that his own landing pads were facing toward the belly of the Satori. All the while he continued to push his brakes for everything they were worth. Overload warnings flashed on his console as he took the engines to the breaking point and systems began to shut down.

      If he could line his ship up perfectly he might be able to use the gear from both ships like a hook. He hoped it would be enough. Beth might be able to calculate how much punishment the Satori could take, but he had no idea. And there was no way of knowing the stress tolerance of the Naga ship.

      There was a titanic screeching noise as his ship connected with the Satori, his landing gear gouging huge divots from the lower hull. Then a clang, and a sudden stop that threw him forward in his restraints as the landing pad in his fighter’s nose connected with the Satori’s right landing gear.

      “Oof!” he grunted. “Did it!”

      His ship began to rebound, drifting away from the Satori a little. He fired thrusters again to bring them into clanging contact once more.

      The brilliant lights of the wormhole surrounded both ships, coruscating in that familiar, vivid display. Dan held his breath, fighting to keep his ship in contact with the Satori. If he let it drift even a few feet away he'd be toast.
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      Beth had just finished patching the latest hole in the ship’s hull when she was thrown to the deck by a massive impact. Then a sound like the world’s largest fingernails grinding on the universe’s biggest chalkboard echoed through the ship, followed by another crash that threw her back to the deck.

      Something was up. Something big. She raced forward to the bridge so that she could find out what was going on. Alarm bells were sounding all around the bridge as she entered. It looked like every console was lit up red, which jarred with the flashing blue lights of the wormhole visible through the front view-screen. In another moment the colors were gone, though, leaving the flashing red of warning lights as the main illumination.

      In the distance she could see the now-familiar dusty world they’d visited before going to the Cyanaut planet.

      “We jumped?” Beth asked. “What about Dan?”

      “We don’t know,” Andy said. He was working with his console, trying to pull up scan results without success.

      “That banging was Dan trying to use our landing gear like the arresting wire on an aircraft carrier,” John said.

      Beth stared at him like he was crazy. “Whose idea was that?”

      “Mine,” John said. “We were out of other options.”

      She stalked over to her console, unsure whether she could trust her voice or not. After all she’d been through - all they’d all been through - trying to rescue Dan, to have possibly lost him right at the last moment? She shoved the thought away. If she held on to the idea she might tear up, and that was the last thing she wanted to show to the rest of the team.

      She dropped into her seat and called up the instrumentation. Sensors were a mess. Dan’s last dive had screwed with the entire underside of the ship, knocking out relays and antennae and who-knew what else.

      “Majel, have you got anything at all on Dan?” she asked. Even though she almost didn’t want to hear the answer, because she knew the odds of him being able to stop and then somehow follow the ship precisely through the wormhole had to be so damned slim… Still, if there was anyone who could do it, Dan could.

      “Nothing yet, Beth,” Majel said. “No, wait!”

      A Naga fighter jetted away from the ship, soaring from underneath them to flash ahead of the bridge. It waggled its wings as it sped by. The thing looked pretty torn up, but it came close enough that Beth could see Dan inside, waving across at them.

      She waved back, smiling in spite of herself. John and Andy cheered. They’d cheated death yet another time, won through despite the odds facing them. She wondered how long their luck could hold. The thought made her feel cold.

      Beth reached into her pocket for the hundredth time that day, touching the little keepsake Dan had left with her when he was captured. The one thing he wanted her to have, if he was gone forever. She needed to return the simple gold band to him, and then they needed to have a talk.
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      The airlock door flashed green as the last air was evacuated. Andy felt his heart thump with excitement. It wasn't every day he got to go outside, and he felt penned in after a few days of lockdown up in John's base. Oh, it was for a good reason. He understood entirely. When they had come back home from their last trip, it wasn't just the cloaked Satori coming through the wormhole. They had a Naga fighter with them this time, too.

      If they were very lucky, no one on Earth had seen it arrive at all. If they were unlucky, then they were going to get a lot of strange questions coming their way. John's plan was to keep a low profile for as long as possible. It had been four days since there return, and no official inquiries yet. Andy took it as a good sign.

      "I still don't think you need to be the one going outside," John said into Andy's ear via radio.

      "You're absolutely right. It doesn't need to be me at all," Andy said. But he'd been glad to pull rank a little and grab the job. Anything to have something to do.

      "We need to comms back up, but I've got techs to handle that sort of thing," John said. "This is a tense moment. I'd rather have my head of security close at hand."

      "I've got one of those techs up here with me right now," Andy said. "If she can't handle it, I doubt any of the rest of your goons can. Besides, she's better company."

      "Thanks, I think," Charline said. She bounded past him out the airlock, jumping up a little before landing in a poof of lunar dust.

      "Well, be careful and come back soon. It still feels odd that the antenna would go down at this particular time," John said.

      He sounded worried to Andy, and with good reason. It wasn't the first time that they had lost an antenna to a micro-meteorite. It wasn't the twelfth time, either. It happened more often than they liked, but it was an easy enough fix. Run outside, repair or replace the antenna, come back in.

      Everyone was tense about the Naga ship, though. The Satori's cloaking device made it easy to hide. The fighter? Well, it just flew in and landed. There were precious few spacefaring vessels, and every one was identifiable by sight. A new one would be remarked upon. If anyone had seen it. The trouble was they had no way to tell if they’d been seen sneaking the thing in or not.

      Having the antenna go down wasn't unusual. That it went down at the particular moment it did was giving John frown lines.

      "We'll get it done and be right back," Andy said. Charline had gone a bit ahead, and he bounded a few more times to catch up. The damaged antenna was on a ridge about half a kilometer from the base. It was a short hop in the light lunar gravity.

      "OK," John said. His voice crackled with static. "Be careful....there. Need....ack.....est."

      "You're breaking up, John," Andy said. He tapped the radio, trying to clear up the signal without success. The signal was gone. "Damn."

      "Everything OK?" Charline called. She was about a hundred meters ahead of him, a bit up the ridge. At least he was still receiving her signal all right.

      "Sure, just the broken antenna messing things up even more than we'd thought," Andy said. "I lost contact with John."

      "You think things are gonna go south?" she asked. "We're in private out here. You can give your honest opinion."

      "I already gave it. If I'd thought that it was going to cause problems, then I wouldn't have agreed about bringing the fighter back,” Andy said. “But I think the risk was low enough, and the reward high enough. We had to try.”

      He hoped that was the right call, anyway. If they’d screwed up… If a stealth satellite they’d missed had been snooping at precisely the wrong moment, or if someone on the base saw something and spilled a little too much information to the wrong person? He remembered all too well that Paul had already tried to take the Satori for the US government once. He wouldn’t be the only person who would feel it was his patriotic duty to hand the device over.

      Some days Andy wasn’t entirely sure that Paul had been wrong. They were hanging alone out here, but their actions could hang everyone. Every jump they took was bringing danger onto not just themselves but onto all of humanity. The Naga were an existential threat, and it was clear that they’d rest at nothing to find the location of Earth.

      He shoved the thoughts away. Andy trusted John. He didn’t trust the government. Not really, anyway. Probably no soldier did, and most of his adult life had been in uniform. The die had been cast, anyway. If things went badly, well, they’d figure it out from there. John had to have a plan for when the rest of the world discovered the Satori, anyway. He surely had to. Right?

      “Charline, want to grab some coffee after?” he asked, working to bring his mind back to where he was. Running around on the surface of the moon was safe compared to some places he’d been, but that didn’t mean he could let his thoughts wander forever. Charline had been a little distant since their return. Something had happened when she and Linda fought side by side, and it wasn’t just Linda falling under Cyanaut control.

      “Charline?” She didn’t answer. Andy looked ahead at the top of the ridge. Charline had disappeared across it, somewhere on the other side. They’d lost line of sight, but the radio should still reach her. The antenna shouldn’t impact their suit to suit coms.

      He bounded up the rest of the hill, scrambling a little when he reached the crest to avoid taking a fast tumble down the far side. She was nowhere to be seen, but the terrain was littered with boulders and craggy chunks of rock. She could be just out of sight. Perhaps she’d slipped down the hillside like he almost did? He activated the tracking transponder on her suit, but it wasn’t showing up on his heads-up display.

      Which was strange. Because even if the radios were on the fritz, the transponder would still show her location. It was running on a very different system. The only way thing that would keep him from seeing her transponder signal would be…

      “Jamming,” Andy breathed. “Shit.”

      He hesitated for a moment, wanting to go racing down the hill to find her despite the danger. But if he was right, then all of them were in danger now, not just Charline. He needed to get back to base. Pass the warning. Get a security team together and then come back after her.

      He whirled in place, getting ready to launch himself off the ridge back in the direction he’d come. The entrance to John’s lunar base was in sight. He’d get to radio range in minutes.

      But he never started the bound. As Andy turned around, something slammed into his suit’s faceplate. The glass starred with cracks, almost shattering. The impact stunned him. Something swept his legs out from beneath him, and he crashed to the ground.

      Through the stars flashing in front of his vision he saw the blurring motion of something rushing toward his face. He tried vainly to block with his arms, but the impact struck him in the throat just under his helmet. He couldn’t catch a breath. The stars in his vision whirled, blending with the stars in the sky above until he couldn’t tell one from the other, and then his sight swirled into blackness.
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      Dan heaved, pushing as hard as he could. Sweat dripped from his forehead freely in little streams and rivulets. His shirt was soaked with the effort. He exhaled hard, fighting against the weight with every bit of willpower he could muster.

      “Twenty!” he gasped out, letting his legs relax, the weight sliding back into place again.

      He glanced over at the Nautilus machine again. He had five hundred pounds stacked up there! In the light lunar gravity, that was only the equivalent of about a hundred pounds on Earth, but that was still much more than he’d been able to do since his accident. If he hadn’t just moved that weight twenty times, he would never have believed it.

      One leg at a time, he lifted the limbs free from the leg press. It wasn’t possible, but there he was doing it anyway. His spinal damage was too great. Every doctor had agreed. There was no way it was going to ever heal.

      Here on the moon Dan had managed to take a few steps now and again using a walker. He’d always retained a little mobility in his legs. But even here, it was mostly his arms keeping him upright. The weaker gravity made it work. It wasn’t healing, it was just taking advantage of the environment.

      This was something different. Something had changed. He needed to make an appointment with medical to get his spine looked at again. It had to be the devices the Naga had used on him while he’d been captured. Some of them caused pain, but others had healed his wounds - so that Garul could torture him all over again. He shuddered at the memories, at the same time trying to delve through what he could recall of the experience. Had there been something there, some moment when the Naga healing device might have been aimed at his spine?

      Could it have fixed the old injury as well as the new ones? Hope beat furiously inside him, but Dan forced it away with an effort. He couldn’t afford to get his hopes up about this, not now. He’d just finally come to grips with the idea that he wasn’t half a man.

      Dan slid himself carefully from the weight machine back into his wheelchair. His arms shook. His legs felt like useless strands of spaghetti, for all that they were pushing two thirds of his body weight a short while ago. He was exhausted and sweaty. A glance at his watch told him that he ought to have just enough time for a shower before meeting with the rest of the crew. The Satori was repaired. Again. He grinned. At least this time the damage couldn’t be pegged on him. Beth wouldn’t be able to gripe about his wrecking the ship, not when most of the breaking happened while she was the only one aboard!

      Thinking about Beth made him break into a broader smile. He held tight to the memory of the look on her face when she returned his ring to him. It was still there, on his hand. He’d never stopped wearing the damned thing. The two of them splitting up had never felt right. Beth had never seemed to mind the way he had. But that look she’d given him said that maybe she’d been re-thinking the decision, same as he had.

      Time would tell. Luckily, they had plenty of time together now. “I’ll grow on her like a barnacle on a spaceship,” he said. Thinking about that, the simile didn’t sound quite apt. “Or something like that.

      Dan wheeled himself toward the entrance to the gym. The elevator was right across the hall. Two quick floors down, and he’d be back at his quarters. A shower and a change of clothes, and he’d descend the rest of the levels to the hidden spot at the bottom of this base, where the Satori and everything else about the starship project lay hidden.

      But the elevator snapped open before Dan exited the gym. He didn’t even glance up at first. The snick of doors sliding open was a common enough thing. This floor housed the dining hall, medical bay, and other facilities for recreation alongside the gym. There weren’t too many people out and about, but in another hour the place would be filled with employees on their way to lunch.

      The first scream got his attention, though.

      It was a woman yelling. Dan’s attention jumped to the sound, thinking of Beth immediately. It wasn’t her - it was a blonde woman whose name he didn’t recall, although he remembered that she worked in the kitchen and made great omelets. She was standing out in the hall, staring at the elevators.

      Men in space suits swept from the elevator as soon as the doors slipped open. Each of them was carrying a rifle. Before he could act, one of the men raised his rifle and snapped off a single shot. Something spat from the muzzle of his gun and struck her in the chest. She went down without another word.

      “Shit!” Dan said. He tried to reverse the course of his wheelchair, to duck out of view. The chair jangled, and two of the gunmen turned his way. Their weapons fired with quiet cracking noises.

      Dan shoved his body sideways trying to avoid the shots. He moved hard enough that his entire wheelchair became unbalanced, turning on its side and crashing to the floor. Thudding impacts into the chair told him that the shots had missed, but only just. Dan looked at the spot where they’d hit and saw a pair of darts.

      He had no idea who these men were, but the base was under attack. That the invaders had made it down this far without anyone sounding an alarm spoke to their professionalism and training. These people were good, whoever they were. If they were that good, they might well be able to bust through even John’s security measures and get to the bottom floor. To the Satori.

      If nobody sounded the alarm.

      Dan glanced at the wall. Every floor had an alarm pull in every room. It was a basic safety precaution for living in an environment as hostile as the moon, where anything that went wrong could be lethal. All he had to do was cross fifteen feet of floor to get to it before one of these men shot him.

      He shoved himself up on his arms and pulled free of the fallen chair. Behind him he could hear booted feet rushing toward him. There was no way he had time enough to crawl all that distance. The only way he was going to make it was to run. But Dan hadn’t run since before his accident. He hadn’t managed more than a few hobbling steps in all that time.

      “Workout isn’t quite done,” he said. He brought his legs up beneath him, bunching them up, and then pushed off with all the force he’d been using on the leg press.

      On Earth, Dan would have weighed about a hundred and sixty pounds. On the moon, that was a little above thirty. He’d been pressing three times that, effectively. Pushing as hard as he could off the floor sent him sailing toward the wall. Darts hissed through the air behind him, skittering across the floor as they impacted where he’d just been.

      He sailed through the air and smacked into the wall just to the right of the alarm. One pull down to clear the button, and then a hard slap to activate it.

      Red lights flashed, and a loud klaxon sounded. The din was intense enough that Dan never even heard the snapping sounds of rifles firing again. He did feel the darts slam into his shoulder and thigh. Then he didn’t feel anything else at all.
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      John sat at his desk, examining the holographic projection in front of him. It was an array of fist-sized cubes, carefully organized into a pattern. Their shining shapes made his eyes tear a little just looking at them, even in the projection. In person it was a little worse.

      But those little boxes might just be the answer to everything. It was remarkable to think that something so small could solve so damned many problems.

      “You think it will work?” John asked aloud.

      “I believe so,” Majel’s voice said from the speakers above his desk. She wasn’t physically there - but as an AI, she wasn’t physically anywhere except in the computer systems on the Satori. “Each of these devices is more than simply a data chip. They’re complex computing devices with a quantum nature.”

      “And you’ve arranged them into a setup like the one on our ship,” John said. “So you could in theory reside there, instead of on board?”

      “In theory? Yes. But I’d need to wipe the data already present on the cubes, and I wouldn’t recommend that. We’ve only begun to catalogue the information there, and it would seem a shame to lose the rest.”

      “Understood,” John said. Still, the idea was intriguing. If they could put the array into a humanoid robot that Majel could control, she could leave the ship, walk around with the crew. The idea of having her able to depart the ship when they were away on a mission was attractive.

      Flashing lights and sirens broke into his thoughts. That was the general alarm! The blaring alarms were going to give him a roaring headache, but John ignored the ache building behind his temples. His people needed him here, now. Whatever the crisis was, he needed to be able to respond to it. The noise itself was something that he could do something about, though.

      “Majel, shut down the audible alarm in this room,” he said. “Where’s the emergency?”

      He didn’t bother asking if there was an actual danger or not. The people on this base were all well trained. Nobody was going to cry wolf here. If someone had pulled the alarm, then something was very wrong. Lives were likely at stake, and seconds could count.

      “Level Four, in the gym,” Majel said. “Putting it on your screen now.”

      The doors snapped open. John spared Beth a glance as she walked in before turning back to the main view screen which took up most of his office wall.

      “What the hell is going on?” she asked.

      Men in space suits stalked across the fourth floor of his complex. Men with guns. He swore softly under his breath. This was what he’d been afraid of. The ultimate worst case scenario.

      “Looks like we have company. Analysis, Majel?” John asked.

      “Cameras have caught at least a dozen men, maybe more. They’re using unmarked suits, so I can’t tell who they’re working for. But their rifles are of US manufacture.”

      “That’s not enough to go on. They could still be from anywhere,” John said.

      “I concur. Their tactics do match US Marine operations procedures, but again, there are many paramilitary organizations which use their manuals for training,” Majel said.

      John drummed his fingers on his desk. “Throw the base into lockdown. Shut off all power to the main elevator. Nobody goes up or down. Have all crews mobilize for defense of the base. And see if you can raise Earth. We need to see how quickly they can get support out to us.”

      “I’ve already tried reaching Earth. With the main antenna down, we don’t have communications which can reach that far,” Majel said.

      “Backup array?” Beth asked.

      “Either down, or jammed as well,” Majel said.

      They’d planned this well, whoever they were. John had to assume Andrew and Charmaine were captured. They might still be free out there somewhere, but he couldn’t count on that. He was about to ask Majel to locate Dan when he saw his friend’s body on the camera feed. Dan was face down on the ground near the alarm.

      Beth saw him at the same time. “Dan’s out there! John, I have to go get him.”

      “No way in hell,” John said. “They’ll have you in an instant. Dan will be OK. Look - see the darts? They’re taking prisoners, not killing people.”

      “OK,” she said, in a voice that said it was anything but. “So what do we do?”

      “We get ready to defend ourselves,” John said. “But I want you to go down to the Satori. Make sure the ship is secure, and warm up the drives.”

      “I should be up here in case…”

      “No. Nothing matters more than the ship. We lose the ship, and we lose everything, Beth,” John said. He heaved out a sigh. “We don’t know who these people are, or what they would do if they got their hands on the Satori. What if they’re part of the group that almost killed you and Charline? Whatever corp was running their operation is still out there, and they want what we have.”

      It really didn’t matter if it was a corporation or a government. There were precious few people that John felt could be trusted with the enormous power of the starship they’d built. As either a weapon or a tool, it had enormous potential. He had a feeling most people would see the former more than the latter.

      “John, the invaders are drilling through the elevator floor,” Majel said. “They’ll be through in a minute.”

      “Are the defenses in the shaft still active?” John asked.

      “Affirmative.”

      They were going to get a shock if they tried coming through there. John had prepared these lower levels for the eventuality of having to defend them. It wasn’t going to be an easy conquest. He noticed Beth still standing beside him and shooed her off.

      “Go!” he said. “Get the Satori warmed up. We’ll hold them off for a while, but if we can’t keep them off this level…”

      “You want the ship ready to get us the heck out of Dodge. Got it,” Beth said. She dashed off.

      With luck it wouldn’t come to that. But watching those men drill through the elevator floor, John wasn’t so sure. These people hadn’t even bothered taking out the cameras. They knew he was watching them, and they didn’t even care. That meant they were either incredibly sloppy, or extremely confident. Their success so far implied the latter.

      “Hurry, Beth,” he said. “I have a feeling we need the ship ready to go.”

      John settled into his chair. He wanted to weep. All his work, every bit of effort he’d made, and he was watching it all come undone. If this was a government attack, it was going to be very hard to keep a lid on things even if they successfully defended their base. Someone knew that he was hiding something up here - knew enough to risk a head on assault. It was a massive gamble, and they’d only do it if they were damned sure the prize was worth the risk.

      Bad enough if someone had spotted the Naga fighter as they brought it in. If word about the Satori had somehow leaked out, God help them all.
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      Beth sprinted up the ramp into the Satori, flicking switches as she went. There might be time for a full pre-flight check, but she wasn’t sure so she hit the priority items first. Energy readings were at full charge. The wormhole drive was ready for action, and the cloak was performing properly. She flicked that on, just in case. The crew knew where the ship was parked, but anyone else who busted into the hangar would just see empty space.

      “Majel, you with me?” she asked.

      “Always.”

      Beth nodded to herself absently. She routed half of the preflight check to Majel, then connected through to the base camera and communication systems. She was hoping to pick up as much of the team as possible, as quickly as she could. Her gut said that this was as bad as it could get. They needed to evacuate, and quickly.

      But John was still in his office, trying to lock down the lower levels of the base as best he could. He clearly wanted to make a stand. Dan was… She couldn’t even see Dan at all. The intruders had finally knocked out the cameras on that level. More troubling, they’d knocked out the elevator cameras as well. That implied they were working on a way to get past John’s security systems and didn’t want anyone to see what they were up to.

      Charline and Andy were both marked as being outside, but she couldn’t raise their radios or spot the telemetry from their suits. Either they’d tucked themselves away someplace, or they were captured. Or worse… But she didn’t want to think that way. Whoever these people were, they seemed to be taking prisoners, not just murdering everyone.

      Beth flicked the camera to the bio-lab. There was only one person working there - Linda, their xenobiologist. She was sitting at a terminal, drumming her fingers rapidly on the table next to her console. Beth piped a call through to her radio.

      “Linda, you need to get out of there,” Beth said. That lab was on the uppermost of the secret levels. She’d be spotted as soon as the invaders breached the security.

      “I’m trying to download our research to this chip,” Linda said. “It’s everything we’ve been working on.”

      “Can’t Majel just…?” Beth started to say.

      “Uploading now,” Majel said. “I’ll have her files in a few minutes.”

      “Thanks, Majel,” Linda said. The relief in her voice was clear over the radio. She rose from the chair. “I’m on my way down.”

      She moved out of sight of the camera. Beth was about to flick the view back to John, to tell him to get his tail moving, when Linda ran across her video feed again. She wasn’t jogging this time - she was sprinting. Fleeing something.

      Linda grabbed one of the captured Naga weapons from where it was sitting on a table. They were continuing to study the Naga tech, hoping to glean more answers from their research, but this device was still mostly assembled. Linda popped the few loose bits back into place and tucked herself behind one of the tables.

      Just in time. A bright light flashed in the room, blinding the camera display for a moment. When it cleared, men were rushing in, rifles raised. Linda fired at them, little balls of blue-white light discharging from the muzzle of the Naga weapon. She took down one soldier, and then another.

      But she was hopelessly outnumbered. There was no way Beth could get there in time to help, either. Nothing she could do but watch as the men smashed priceless equipment and samples. The terrarium where the insect like creature they’d captured on the dust world was sent flying to the floor in the scuffle, the glass enclosure exploding into a thousand fragments.

      The troops closed in from multiple angles, firing as they came. Linda’s body jerked suddenly, and she slumped to the floor.

      Beth’s eyes were wet. She tapped the display, switching the camera view away. She’d never been especially fond of Linda, but she couldn’t watch her be taken like that. John was still out there, though. She needed to warn him, tell him to get out.

      The video feed for his office was filled with smoke, his desk overturned. She was too late; the enemy had already breeched this far.

      “John, are you still there?” she called over his radio.

      “Yes. I’m using the desk for cover. They seem hesitant to come in after me,” he replied.

      “Linda shot a few of them with a Naga rifle. They might think you have one,” Beth said.

      “I wish I did.”

      Beth did. She glanced to the arms rack, where the Satori was stocked with a handful of the Naga rifles, and military grade human weapons as well. “Hang tight, John. I’ll come get you.”

      “No!” he said. “You need to get the ship clear. Nothing matters more than that.”

      “I can’t just leave you all!” she said.

      “You can. You have to. If they take the Satori, they’ll have everything. They won’t need any of us, at that point. Think, Beth. Whoever is doing this has risked a great deal. They’re taking prisoners. But how long are they going to keep those hostages if there’s nothing else they need?”

      “I…”

      “Go, get help,” John said. There was a crashing noise in the background. Booted feet rushing closer to his hiding spot. “You’re the best shot we all have. Go! Majel, execute omega protocols on your way out.”

      His radio cut out.

      “What do you want to do?” Majel asked.

      “We follow John’s orders,” Beth replied, steeling herself. Too damned many feelings to deal with them all right now. She shoved them away, focused on the moment instead. She was good at that. She’d done it for years. “Engage the engines. We’re taking the Satori out of here.”

      The ship lifted away from the deck, floating slowly toward the hangar doors, which ground their way open at Beth’s command. Through those doors was a narrow tube to the surface of the moon. Once they were out and away, in space, they would be free and damned near impossible to catch.

      But before the ship could enter the tube, gouts of fire shot through it into the hangar, blossoming in flames around the ship.

      “Take evasive action!” Beth cried.

      Majel was a better pilot than she was, and Beth knew it. She let the AI take over, twisting the ship hard around its axis to pivot away from the debris and fire blasting out at them. Someone had bombed the launch tube. These attackers were taking no chances that they might lose their prize.

      Beth could see the main elevator through the cockpit window. It slid open, a squad of men pouring out to take positions in the hangar. They all wore space suits, all armed with rifles much like the ones she’d seen on the video feeds. She reached for the weapon controls, half wanting to pump all of them full of railgun rounds from the Satori’s main weapons, but that wasn’t going to help John and the others escape. It might even put them at greater risk.

      Besides, these people might think they’d trapped her. But the Satori was a difficult vessel to capture.

      “Engage the wormhole drive,” Beth said. She tapped the keys for a jump destination. Brilliant lights swirled into being in front of the ship, casting flickering lights on the hangar walls. The wormhole reached out like a tongue of fire and ripped apart the steel walls of the hangar, tearing and twisting them into debris in its vortex. Outside, the soldiers dove for cover.

      “We’ll be back, guys,” Beth said. “Take us in, Majel.”

      The Satori leapt forward, jumping across the lightyears through the hole it had torn in the universe.
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      John had absolutely no idea where he’d been taken. The white paint over cinderblock walls could have been just about anywhere. His bones and muscles knew he was back on Earth, though. He felt like a pile of bricks. Despite all the effort the crew on his lunar base made to keep in shape - especially the crew of the Satori - the sudden change from Luna’s gravity to Earth’s was harder on his body than he wanted to admit. John had been knocked out cold by one of the damned darts. The hangover from whatever tranquilizer they used was still giving him a headache. He’d been out for a while, if they’d brought him all the way back to the planet while he was sleeping it off.

      Where on Earth, he had no clue. The small room had no windows, just the cot he was laying on, an empty shelf bolted to the wall, and a small commode. John felt a sudden urge to use the latter. It clearly had been quite a while since he was knocked out.

      He was still wearing the jumpsuit that he’d had on when the base was attacked. But there was still no clue who had been behind the attack. The why was somewhat more obvious. Someone had finally learned something about the Satori.

      It wasn’t a shock. Too many people knew about the ship for it to remain a secret forever. He’d known for months that some little bits of information had likely already slipped down to Earth, despite his best efforts. What was surprising was the violence of the assault. They’d smashed every security and defense protocol he’d put in place, all in less than half an hour. Whoever was behind the attack was very good.

      Good enough to have captured the Satori? John hoped not, but he couldn’t be sure. Beth had already been aboard when she messaged him before his capture. If she’d bolted right away, she should have been able to get clear. But if she hadn’t…

      John heard voices outside the door, and a clanging sound. He glanced around the room. If they were coming for him now, odds were that they had a camera in place somewhere and had seen him wake up, but he couldn’t see it if they did.

      The door slid open. A dark-haired young man in camouflage uniform stood outside. John blinked. The rank insignia on the uniform was easy enough to spot, and one he recognized.

      “Mr. Caraway, I’m to escort you, sir,” the man said.

      “US Air Force…?” John said aloud. “Staff Sergeant, am I right?”

      “Yes sir. Staff Sergeant Bolton. If you’ll follow me, sir?”

      Are you still with me? John thought at the small alien companion tucked inside his ear. The Cyanaut had withdrawn as deep into his ear as it could without puncturing his ear drum. He could feel it there as a pressure in his ear, and he had a steady sense of its connection with his mind. John knew his captors had undoubtedly searched him, but they apparently hadn’t thought to do a full medical examination. A quick look with an otoscope would immediately reveal his little passenger.

      He had no idea what these people would do if they knew they had a real alien among their captives. They might just extract and kill it. More likely they’d do much worse. John’s own experiences with the Cyanaut race had been mixed enough, but he wasn’t willing to see any intelligent being subjected to that if he could help it.

      Still, the alien might be able to lend him some aid here. It could read the minds of others nearby, after all. That’s how it translated what they were saying to its host. If you can give me any insights at all, it might help us both get out of this.

      He felt an affirmative reply. It would help him as much as it could. With luck that would be enough. John nodded to the sergeant, and followed him from his cell.

      The hall outside was dimly lit by long florescent bulbs flashing off more whitewashed cinderblock. As he followed Bolton down the corridor they passed several more cells, doors open. They were identical to the one he’d been held in. They were all empty. So much for seeing if any of the rest of his people were nearby. It was smart to keep them separated, a good tool to keep him off balance and worried. It was working, too, despite his best efforts otherwise. John longed to know how the rest of the crew were doing, and all the other people who’d been taken during the attack.

      Bolton stopped in front of an elevator door and tapped a button, holding his finger there for a moment while the console scanned his identity. The doors slid open and he ushered John forward with an arm. The interior of the elevator was polished steel. It seemed somehow newer and brighter than the space he was leaving behind. Bolton entered the elevator behind him and the doors closed.

      There didn’t seem to be any panel or control system inside the elevator. John quirked an eyebrow at that, wondering what was next. A soft, mechanical voice spoke from above them. “Destination, please.”

      “Fifteenth,” Bolton replied.

      “Confirmed,” the computer replied. The elevator sped into motion, shooting not upward as John had expected, but down. Were they underground, then?

      The elevator stopped and opened for them. Bolton gave John a nod to go ahead, and he stepped out into a hall. This one was different from the floor he’d left behind. The hall was taller, wider, and better lit. Power lines and conduits ran along the walls, and he could see a number of people in Air Force uniforms bustling about, turning down one side corridor or another.

      “This way, sir,” the sergeant said.

      John got the distinct feeling the man was nervous and trying to hide it. They were on their way to see someone important, someone he felt was above his pay grade. The man wanted to look good, and wanted to be anywhere else rather than here. John realized his Cyanaut ally was feeding him information.

      Thanks, he thought at it. That would be useful.

      “Which General are we going to visit? I know several of them,” John asked.

      Bolton blanched a little. “How…?”

      “It’s not that hard to figure out, young man. Lead on.”

      Bolton just shook his head and started down the passage, glancing back to ensure John was following him. They stopped in front of a closed wooden door. The name stenciled on it was General Hereford. His heart lifted a little immediately. This was someone he knew, and someone he could perhaps work out a deal with. Hereford was a tough old bird, but if he was involved John’s people were likely all safe and being well cared for, at least. The man had an honorable streak that never quit.

      The sergeant rapped once on the door. A voice called out from inside, “Enter.” Bolton opened the door and stepped just inside.

      “Sergeant Bolton, reporting with the prisoner as ordered, sir,” he said.

      “That will be all, Sergeant. Thank you. John, get in here and sit down,” Hereford said, without rising from his desk.

      The sergeant fled as John stepped in and closed the door gently behind him. He surveyed the room carefully before sitting. It was a simple enough office. A heavy wood desk, two well made but not especially ornate chairs. A filing cabinet sat beside the desk. A computer rested on the desk, along with a little rack holding some pens and a few folders. There was an old style phone there as well. And that was about it. Nathaniel Hereford had always been a spare man. Time hadn’t changed that about him, if it had other things.

      “Jesus, Nate. You look like shit,” John said, taking the chair across the desk. The General looked far older than he remembered. John could still see the old energy there, bubbling beneath the surface, but Hereford seemed tired, worn out.

      “Always one with the compliment, eh? Not all of us can live forever like you seem to be aiming for.”

      “It’s been what, two years?” John asked.

      “Four, but who’s counting?” Hereford asked. “You’re in a load of shit, John.”

      “So I gathered. It was the Air Force that hit us?”

      “Yep. Special Operations. We sent you our very best.”

      “They tore through us like tissue paper,” John said, shaking his head ruefully.

      “Don’t feel too bad about it. That’s what they train for,” Hereford said.

      “Well, that’s nice to know,” John said. He kept his tone light, continuing the banter for as long as the other man wanted. He already had the slice of information that he wanted most, thanks to his link with the Cyanaut. Hereford didn’t have the Satori. Majel and Beth had succeeded in escaping, and that meant he had a lot more chips on the table to play with. John knew the banter wouldn’t last. The hammer was going to fall soon enough, and didn’t have long to wait.

      “Cut the crap, John. Where is the damned ship?” Hereford asked.
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      The Satori jumped free of the wormhole in a flash of brilliant light. Beth sat at the controls, still trying to take in everything that had just happened. It was too much. Too sudden. She was still shaking with reaction from the near getaway, and the fear she felt for friends left behind. Who had attacked them? It had come without warning or time to react. Damn it, she had thought their team was excellent. They’d been proven under fire enough times. But these people, whoever they are, had taken them down without breaking a sweat.

      At least it had been humans. She was pretty certain of that. Beth hadn’t seen any insignia on their space suits, but they’d looked like an Earth type design, as had the weapons they were carrying.

      She broke from her thoughts to look out the Satori’s main window. Below her slowly spun a brilliant blue world. She was still in enough shock that it took her several long moments to realize the planet was blue, and not the mustard color she had expected.

      "Where are we?" she asked.

      "You did not specify a destination," Majel said. "I took us to our last primary destination."

      "The one with the Naga battle station?" Beth asked.

      "The cloaking device is active. The ship is safe," Majel said. "Time was of the essence, so it seemed logical to jump to the fastest coordinates."

      Beth hoped the AI was right. The Naga were dangerous enemies, and the last thing they needed was more trouble. They already had more than enough.

      "Scan the area, just to be sure. And prepare to jump for home," Beth said.

      The ship shook, jolted by a sudden impact. There was a pause, and then a staccato series of metallic pings against the hull. Alarmed, Beth called up a sensor readout on her console. The space around the Satori was full of small bits of debris.

      "What the hell is all this stuff?" Beth asked. As she checked the scan, she realized something was missing. "And where the hell is the Naga space station?"

      "We are in a debris field," Majel replied. "The field is dispersing. Taking evasive action now to avoid larger fragments. Based on point of origin and sensor readings, the debris field appears to be the remains of the Naga station."

      "That's not possible." Beth couldn't believe it. The station had been huge. It was well defended, with scores of fighters and massive gun emplacements. The Satori had barely survived an encounter with the station defenses. She couldn't imagine something powerful enough to so completely destroy it.

      Actually she could imagine, she corrected herself. She just didn't want to meet whatever it was that had done the job.

      "Get us out of here, Majel," Beth said. "Get us home."

      "Shall we take the roundabout way home to Earth?" Majel asked.

      "Yes," Beth replied. She was distracted. Far more worried about whatever had done this, which might still be lurking somewhere nearby. But it was a sensible precaution. Returning via the dust world would require a second jump, which would cost them some time. But she couldn't take the chance someone might track them through the wormhole.

      Beth didn't know if it was possible to track wormhole destinations. There was so much they didn't know about this technology. But after what she'd seen today, she wasn't taking any chances.

      The pings on the hull were diminishing in number. Majel was taking them clear of the debris, and the capacitor charge was climbing quickly on the wormhole drive. Soon they’d be able to jump clear of this place. Once she got back home, she’d…what? Try to rescue her friends, somehow. Doing that without revealing the Satori would be tough. What if it was a government that had raided them, and not a corporation? If would be bad enough if it was just a private company that had gotten wind of what they were doing, and hired mercenaries doing the raiding.

      It would be something else again if one of the major governments had gotten wind of the Satori. No place on Earth would really be safe for them, then. Beth had always known that day might come. She’d tried discussing it with John, but his obsession with taking the ship ‘out there’ had kept him from really hearing her.

      And god knew, she’d gone along with him. All the way.

      But at some point they were going to get caught. They’d be forced to turn the ship over. She’d lose the project that she’d spent years working on. She didn’t have any idea what they’d make of Majel, once word got out of a fully self-aware AI. Would they love her, or kill her?

      Alarms flashed on her console, waking her from her thoughts. It was a proximity alarm, which shouldn’t have been possible. They were clear of the debris. But the scan showed an enormous object immediately behind the Satori.

      “What the hell is that?” she exclaimed. The rear camera told her part of the answer. It was a ship. A massive ship, bigger than the Naga warships. Almost impossibly large.

      “The ship decloaked immediately behind us. I suspect they can see through our cloak,” Majel warned.

      “Decloaked?” Beth said. The Naga didn’t have that technology. That the Satori did was only because it was a remnant of some lost, ancient civilization that the Naga had annihilated. But clearly, it was technology that was not as lost as she’d thought. “How long until we can engage a wormhole?”

      “Eighty-three seconds. The ship is attempting to signal to us. I cannot translate the message.”

      “I suspect they’re telling us to pull over. The hell with that,” Beth said. “Give the engines everything you can, but keep the wormhole drive spooling up.”

      That was their best chance of escaping this monster. If they could jump, they’d be safe. The Satori leapt forward, her drives straining to build up speed.

      A blue light snapped from the other ship to surround the Satori with a crackling field. The engines continued to whine in protest, but their forward movement slowed to a crawl, then stopped. They were being pulled back toward the other ship.

      “Shit, tractor beams too?” Beth said.

      “It would appear so,” Majel said.

      “How long on the drive?”

      “Twenty-three seconds.”

      It was going to be very close. She wasn’t even one-hundred percent sure the wormhole would still open under these conditions, but it remained their best shot at escape. The beam was tugging them back toward the mammoth ship. Beth could see a hold opening - presumably where they were to be deposited by the tractor beam.

      “Majel, at two seconds, flip the nose of the ship to aim into the tractor beam, then fire up a wormhole.”

      “To let the tractor beam drag us into the wormhole?”

      “That’s the idea,” Beth said.

      “Insufficient data to determine if the maneuver will be successful,” Majel said.

      “You have a better idea? I’m all ears,” Beth said.

      “Engaging maneuver,” Majel replied, deadpan as ever.

      The Satori fired thrusters, flipping the nose of the ship end over end, to face back directly toward the other vessel. The drives were still running - now they were actually accelerating faster than they had been, and the ship seemed to leap closer.

      “Now!” Beth cried.

      The wormhole drive fired, igniting space around the Satori in flickering bands of light.
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      Dan sat on the bed, gradually exercising his legs. He needed to be stronger. Faster. If he’d been a little quicker back there on the moon, maybe he could have stopped the attackers. Or at least slowed them down a little more.

      Instead he’d woke up here, wherever here was. A small cell with a tiny cot, a wheelchair, a chamber pot, and not much else. He’d been stewing inside for hours. How many, he had no idea; they’d taken his watch away. He had his shoes and the gym clothes he’d been wearing to work out when he was taken, which had grown pretty rank with the passage of time.

      There wasn’t much he could do but prepare for whatever was coming next as best he could, and that meant strengthening those legs. He was willing to bet he could stand here, even with Earth’s gravity yanking him down. But he was certain they had a camera hidden somewhere in the room to watch him. If his captor knew enough about him to know he needed a wheelchair, then he wasn’t about to disabuse them of the notion.

      He kept his exercises discrete. He could move the muscles without appearing to by shifting his weight just right. It was enough to tire them out, so it ought to be doing something.

      A rap at the door distracted him. He froze, but no one barged in. The rap was repeated.

      “Enter,” he said.

      There was a jangling at the door outside, and then it opened inward toward him. A uniformed man stepped into the room, and Dan’s jaw dropped.

      “You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” the man said, smirking a little.

      “Harry?” Dan asked. “Hell, man, aren’t you supposed to be on Mars still?”

      “No way, dude. Just got back. You lose track of time after you quit the service?”

      Dan did the mental math. Shit, had it really been that long? They’d been busy up on John’s base, between rescuing each other from aliens and exploring two new solar systems. Somehow he’d completely lost track of the timing on the Mars landing that had once been his dream. It hadn’t seemed as important anymore, not after seeing the things he had.

      “What are you doing here?” Dan asked.

      “I’m here to get you out. For a while at least,” Harry replied. He paused for a moment. “You got yourself in some deep shit, you know.”

      “I gathered,” Dan replied. He kept his answer short, hoping to get a little more information about what was going on. Harry Wheeler was here. In uniform. That implied this was an Air Force facility. They’d been hit by US armed forces, which was crazy, but wasn’t beyond the realm of possibility.

      The moon wasn’t sovereign territory for anyone, so the US military could hit it. They’d need to get judicial permission to attack US citizens, in theory at least. But he knew enough about classified military operations to know such permissions were not hard to acquire…and were on occasion ignored if the need was strong enough.

      Wheeler hesitated a moment longer, and then shrugged. “Come on, let me at least get you out of this dump for a little while.”

      He reached out a hand, and Dan took it. With that small assist he could probably have levered himself over to the wheelchair, but he wasn’t willing to reveal how much his legs had recovered. Not yet, anyway. Being in the hands of the US Air Force was both better and worse than a lot of other possibilities. If it had been a corporate attack, it would have been illegal, after all. There could have been a rescue operation to bust them out, and their captors would have no legal recourse.

      Dan knew the Air Force. He’d been a major before his forced retirement, after all. If that was who had them they’d be treated well enough. But escape was going to be next to impossible. Where would they go? They could never build a new base; it would just be attacked again. If they escaped they’d be enemies of the most powerful state on the planet.

      All that meant he would need to tread very carefully. The better if these people underestimated him, at least for now. He accepted the offered hand and used it to help lever his body sideways into the wheelchair. Dan was careful to leave his legs limp during the process.

      “First thing, how about a shower, man?” Wheeler asked him. He waved a hand in front of his smile in a theatrical manner.

      “Works for me,” Dan said. He allowed the other man to wheel him from the room and down the hall like he was an invalid. It wasn’t a new feeling to him. Plenty of people saw him in a chair with useless legs, and thought that meant they were helping him out by pushing his chair around. He’d tried explaining to some, early on. Pushing him wasn’t helping. All it did was strip away the little independence he had remaining.

      He wasn’t going to say anything right now though. Not only would it not help, but that might have been precisely the point. He was, after all, still a prisoner. Even if Harry had been a friend, Dan knew he couldn’t trust the man right now.

      A short while later, Dan had to agree that the shower was a good idea. He reached over and shut off the flow of water, then snagged the towel from where it was hooked on the wall outside the stall. The little stool he sat on didn’t have a lot of play for moving about, but he managed fairly well without using his legs. Dan was still certain that he had eyes on him. Just because he couldn’t see the cameras didn’t mean they weren’t there.

      “You all set in there?” Harry called from outside.

      “Yeah, just a minute,” Dan said. He picked up the dirty clothes he’d been wearing from the floor where he had dumped them. They stank of stale sweat and fear. He didn’t want to put the things back on, but it wasn’t like he had a lot of other options.

      Harry’s face popped around the corner. “Ugh. Burn that stuff. Here, I brought you something.”

      He handed Dan a hangar, with a freshly pressed set of Air Force blues hanging from it. His eyebrows shot up when he saw the major rank on the shoulders. This wasn’t some spare Harry had laying around, then. He’d procured it especially for the occasion.

      “Nobody going to gripe about my wearing the old rank?” Dan asked.

      “Hey, you earned it. Besides, you retired, right? Early retirement?”

      Dan nodded.

      “Then they can’t take that away from you. Not ever,” Harry said. He tossed another little bundle. Dan caught it before it rolled off his lap into a puddle. Socks. Underwear. Shoes. He was willing to bet it was all his size, too.

      “Give me a minute to change and I’ll be right out,” Dan said.

      It felt odd to be back in uniform. When he’d cast this off, he was pretty sure it had been forever. The Air Force didn’t need a crippled pilot in its ranks. He’d been honored enough, offered a great deal for his retirement, and sent on his way.

      It had been easy, not looking back. There was far too much to do out there, at John’s base and beyond with the work they were doing on the Satori. But damned if part of him didn’t feel good about getting back into this uniform. With his legs recovering, was there a chance he could even come back? Be brought back to active duty? The emotions around that were all sorts of conflicted.

      The service was what had come between him and Beth in the first place. That and her own career; but his work for the Air Force in space most of all. Even so, getting back in their good graces now might be a boon to all of them, especially if they’d been captured as well. He didn’t know if anyone had managed to get away, or if they’d all been caught.

      Time to get answers, then. He shifted himself onto the wheelchair and spun the wheels to bring himself out of the shower stall.

      “I’m ready, Harry. What’s next?”
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      The Satori jumped back into Earth-space in a burst of energy. There was no way to mask their arrival. Anyone watching would know the ship had returned, and Beth wasn’t pleased with losing the element of surprise. Even so, the cloaking device was functioning just fine, so it wasn’t like they could detect what she was doing next. They might have even missed her arrival. Space was a big place, after all. They’d have to practically be looking in the right place at the right time.

      “Still no signs of pursuit?” Beth asked. She was less afraid of that now than she had been. The monstrous ship hadn’t chased them to the dust world. Either it couldn’t track them through the wormhole jump, or it elected not to follow. Either way, the long wait in orbit there while the wormhole drive recharged had been enormously unpleasant. She’d been certain that the thing was going to arrive at any moment and pin them before they had enough charge to jump clear again.

      “Negative, but continuing to monitor for signs of wormhole entry,” Majel replied.

      Where it had come from, and what was it doing in Naga space? Was it what had destroyed the Naga ship? The thing could cloak, but she didn’t know if it had a wormhole drive like the Satori or not. She had a hunch though. She’d seen the lines of the vessel, and she recalled what the ruined alien wreck John found had looked like before they had rebuilt it into the Satori. The similarities were too large to miss. Beth had a hunch they’d found the ancient civilization that had built the wormhole drive. The one the Naga feared so much.

      If it had been that ship which so completely destroyed the Naga space station, she could understand their fear. But the Naga thought that race was gone. Wiped out, defeated. Why were they suddenly back?

      She pushed the worries from her mind for the moment. There were more immediate concerns to deal with. The strange ship could wait - for now.

      “Now we need to find our friends and get them free,” Beth said.

      “Agreed. I have the frequencies for the location trackers John and Andrew had embedded, but the range of the devices is limited,” Majel said. “We’d need to be very close before I could locate them in that manner.”

      Beth had forgotten about the trackers. That’s how they’d found Andy when he was held captive by the Naga. Even if it wouldn’t help right in this moment it might prove useful later. There had to be another way to find out where they had gone.

      “Majel, the energy signature of the Naga fighter is pretty different from any Earth tech, right?” she asked.

      “Absolutely. The Naga use an energy storage method we do not entirely understand.”

      “Can you scan for it?” Beth asked. They were soaring past the moon, so they should be close enough.

      “Doing it now,” Majel said. “Odd. No sign of the fighter at the lunar base. Either it was destroyed, or moved.”

      “I’m going to bet they moved it. We might have taken the Satori beyond their reach, but if those boys were sent to the base to come home with a spaceship, I’m betting they grabbed the one which was still there.”

      “No human life signs at the base,” Majel said. “I’m only detecting one thing alive there.”

      “What?” Beth asked, surprised there was anything left behind.

      “The insect picked up by the crew remains on the base.”

      Beth laughed. “How did they miss snagging that thing?” She would have thought the chance to examine such an obviously alien species would have been high on the invaders’ to-do list.

      Majel activated one of her screens, replaying a bit of tape from the base cameras during the attack. Beth’s lips pursed. She didn’t like being reminded of the disaster, and watching Linda pinned down by enemy fire wasn’t much more pleasant as a replay. But then she saw what Majel was pointing out. The tank containing the damned bug had smashed. It scampered away out of the camera’s line of sight. It must have gotten away from them. She chuckled at the idea of soldiers trying to chase down the little thing and giving up in frustration.

      If there was no one left behind, they had to have been taken somewhere else. Time to find out where. Beth plotted a new course, swinging around the moon and heading for Earth. Odds were excellent that the Naga fighter was there, and she expected wherever it was her friends would be as well. Find the ship, find her crew. Then she could bust them the hell out of there.

      “How’s our railgun load?” Beth asked.

      “We’re full on everything. The ship was ready to go when the base was attacked,” Majel replied. “You planning to go in guns blazing?”

      “I’m not planning anything…yet,” Beth said. “We need more information first. Then we act.”

      “Logical enough.”

      The crossing would have taken a good chunk of a day for any Earth ship. The Satori cruised that distance in an hour. Still, it was a damnably long hour. Beth knew they’d already wasted so much time. The second jump to the dust world had drained the wormhole battery entirely. Recharging had taken far too long.

      “Inserting us into a low Earth orbit,” Majel said. “I’m starting my scans.”

      “Let’s hope they haven’t figured out some sneaky way around the cloaking device,” Beth groused.

      “Unlikely.”

      Majel was right. The Naga had scan systems that could pick the cloaked ship up in atmosphere by spotting the wake her passage made in the air, but even they couldn’t detect her in space. It was very unlikely that anyone on Earth could find her. Beth was just nervous with so much riding on her shoulders.

      They were swinging out over North America when the console pinged. Beth glanced down. The scan was getting a positive reading. The Naga fighter was somewhere in the Western United States.

      That wasn’t ideal news. It was going to be a hell of a lot harder busting them out of the US than it would have been in some less technologically savvy country. Beth had been assuming it was a corporation that had initiated the raid, maybe the same one that had gone after the ratzard goo. But what if she was wrong? What if this was a government op? That was going to complicate things. She needed more intel.

      “Can you pinpoint the location?” she asked Majel.

      “Working on it. Looks like it’s a few hundred meters underground in Nevada.”

      “See what else you can dig up about the location,” Beth said. She followed her own advice and began hunting the internet. Google Maps wasn’t giving her much, though. No towns nearby. The broken remnants of a military base were only half a mile distant though. Probably some sort of underground bunker had been built in concert with the base, decommissioned, and then restored to service by the attackers. But who were they? The property was still listed as being owned by the federal government, but that didn’t mean anything. Someone could have rented it, or could just be squatting on the site without permission.

      Before she could continue her search any further, alarms blasted across her console. One of the screens lit up with new course, heading, and other scan telemetry data. The Satori’s engines thrummed into life as Majel took control of the ship again, blasting forward with much more speed then they’d been using before.

      “What the hell is going on, Majel?”

      “Massive energy surge in high orbit,” the AI replied. “Three unknown ships have just arrived in Earth space. Maneuvering into scan range.”
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      Dan wheeled himself side by side with Harry as they entered an elevator. He hadn’t had to insist on using his own arms for propulsion this time, which he wasn’t sure was Harry suddenly being more thoughtful or not. It was good enough for him that he was able to take a little bit of control back.

      “Where are you taking me?” Dan asked.

      “You’ll see,” Harry said, waving his fingers theatrically.

      The coy act was grating on his nerves. Harry was going to string this along for every bit of time that he could manage. Dan was giving him a little slack. The man had gotten him out of his cell, managed to find him a shower, and acquired fresh clothes. But he wasn’t sure how much more of this he could take.

      Harry seemed to sense that he was nearing the end of his patience. “Relax. We’ll be there in a minute. I could get in some shit for showing you this, but… Let’s say I don’t think you’re leaving here any time soon, eh?” He winked after he said that. Actually winked. Dan was about ready to stand up out of his wheelchair and slug the guy. It might give away that his legs were a hell of a lot better than they thought, but it would probably be worth it.

      Before he could do anything rash, the elevator doors snapped open. Harry turned away and strode out. Dan followed, grumbling under his breath.

      He didn’t grumble long, though. What was just outside those doors took his breath away.

      It was a massive hangar. Easily ten times the size of the one they’d built to house the Satori. It was about two football fields placed end to end. The ceiling towered overhead. Gangways ran along the outer wall at several elevations. The place was enormous, and clearly secret. Not a single window graced the entire structure. In fact, from the construction Dan was willing to bet it had all been built underground. Someone didn’t want any word of this place leaking out to the world.

      He could see why. A double row of fighter jets ran down most of the length of the hangar. Dan counted twelve fighters. They had the combination of boxy design and sleek build characteristic of a stealth fighter. He rolled a little forward. The nearest was only about thirty feet away, and there was something odd about it that he couldn’t quite place his finger on.

      “Cool, huh?” Harry asked. He was acting less like a light colonel and more like a kid showing off his favorite Christmas present. Dan could get it, though. He clearly didn’t get to share this very often. “The F-50 Yeager. Newest fighter in the Air Force of the United States.”

      “And about as classified as anything in the world, I’m betting?” Dan asked.

      “Yup. We’re pretty damned sure that China is going to go all out sooner rather than later. This is our ace.”

      “It’s cool, but it’s just a fighter, right?” Dan asked. “And why call it the Yeager?”

      After Chuck Yeager, he supposed. The first man to break the sound barrier. A nice honorific, but it wasn’t usual to name fighters after people. That was more for naval vessels. Even tanks. But not airplanes.

      “Inside joke that got approved. Yeager’s flight program was pushing planes faster and higher, right?” Harry said.

      “Until the space program came along and pretty much shut them down, sure.” In Dan’s opinion, getting into space was a hell of a lot more important.

      “The old program was a space program, Wynn. Or would have been if they had kept it going. Get a plane moving fast enough - and able to fly high enough, and what do you have?”

      The Satori. Or something like her. But he wasn’t going to spill those beans right now. “A spaceship,” he said instead.

      “Right,” Harry replied.

      Dan waited for him to go on, to explain, but he just stood there grinning. He looked at the nearest fighter again, really examining it closely now. Shit, were those thrusters on the nose? Attitude thrusters would have minimal effect on the ground, but they’d make a fighter much more maneuverable in zero gravity.

      The weapon muzzle sticking out of the fighter’s nose didn’t look like a standard gunpowder weapon, either. It looked very familiar… In fact, he was willing to bet it was the same weapon Beth had attached to the Satori. They’d hooked this thing up with a railgun. The power drain would be enormous. These things wouldn’t have the Satori’s alien engine producing power. But even if they’d solved the power problem, it still just wasn’t the most efficient weapon for an in-atmosphere battle. The rate of fire would be too low. In space, however? The gunpowder weapon would have a hard time firing, but the railgun would work perfectly.

      “You’ve built space fighters?” Dan breathed.

      Harry cocked his head sideways and looked down at Dan. He didn’t say anything for a moment, but the carefree attitude was gone. The serious officer was back.

      “You probably know more about space fighters than I do, Wynn,” Wheeler said. “After all, you’ve flown one, right?”

      How much did they know already? Best to stay with a safe answer until he knew more. “I’ve flown a lot of ships in space.”

      “Cut the shit, Dan,” Wheeler said. His face had grown flushed. He stepped around behind the wheelchair. For a moment Dan thought he might take a swing at him, but he merely grabbed the handles and pushed the chair down past half the row of fighters. Parked there between two of the Yeagers was a craft Dan was a hell of a lot more familiar with.

      The Naga fighter was there, floating a foot above the deck and humming away. He could almost feel the power and menace radiating from the thing. But that wasn’t the worst of it. Seeing it here, like this, filled Dan with a deep sense of dread.

      “We’ve learned so much since we found your little toy,” Wheeler said. “Shit, man. The engines are light years ahead of anything we have. So are the weapons. And I have a hunch that ‘light years’ is the operative word. Where did you get it?”

      Dan was only half listening. He was doing mental math in his head, trying to remember how long it had taken the Naga to respond when they’d accidentally triggered an alarm on one of their floating satellites. Hours? Not many hours.

      “How long has it been running?” Dan asked.

      “Since we got it back here,” Wheeler said. “Wasn’t hard to figure the thing out.”

      “You need to shut it down. Now.”

      “Why?”

      “Because if you don’t some very bad things are going to happen,” Dan said. He was sweating now. He didn’t know if the Naga could trace that fighter. He wasn’t sure they couldn’t though. “Harry, we had that fighter towed in. It’s never been powered up in this solar system. We couldn’t risk turning it on and activating some sort of homing beacon.”

      “Relax. It’s not transmitting anything,” Wheeler said. His eyebrows raised at the words ‘in this solar system’, but he kept any comments to himself.

      “That you can detect, anyway,” Dan replied.

      That got under Wheeler’s skin a little. Dan saw the confident facade crack. Wheeler knew he was dealing with something he didn’t understand at all. And as happy as he was with the new toy, he also knew when he was playing with fire. But he still wasn’t entirely convinced. Dan was going to have to come clean with him - at least a little.

      “Harry, that fighter belongs to an advanced and extremely hostile alien race. We’ve gone to enormous lengths to make damned sure they never find out where Earth is,” Dan said. “When you turned that on, you probably lit this planet up for them. Shut. It. Down.”

      Wheeler hesitated, but took a step toward the fighter to comply. “I don’t know if you’re full of shit or not right now, Wynn. But better safe than sorry.”

      Better safe than sorry would have been great before they turned the thing on in the first place, Dan wanted to say. But berating him more would only make him dig in his heels. That wasn’t going to help anyone, so he held his tongue.

      Wheeler set his hands on the ladder and made ready to climb up to the cockpit, but before he could ascend the lighting in the hangar changed. Red lights came up, and a loud klaxon began sounding somewhere overhead.

      “Shit,” Harry said. He lunged up the ladder and climbed into the pilot’s seat, fingers moving uncertainly over the controls as he shut the Naga ship down. It took far longer than Dan liked. The alarms sounding couldn’t be anything good. If they were lucky, it was just the Chinese launching an all-out assault on North America.

      If they weren’t lucky, well… It was probably a Naga battleship arriving in orbit.

      The overhead speakers crackled with static, and then a voice called out over them. “Lieutenant Colonel Wheeler to the briefing room. Stat.”

      Wheeler climbed down from the cockpit. He stared at Dan for a long moment, and seemed to make a decision.

      “You’re coming with me,” he said. It wasn’t a question, but Dan wasn’t inclined to argue. If the worst had happened, they were going to need his experience. If the Naga were here, then Earth itself was at stake, along with every human life.
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      The briefing room was buzzing as John followed General Hereford in. The buzz calmed somewhat as people saw the senior officer, but the staff who had already arrived remained busy at their tasks. Something big had overturned this apple cart. John’s gaze flickered to the large screen dominating one wall of the room. It showed an image of Earth, and near-planetary space. For a moment he felt a rush of hope that Beth was doing something dramatic, and maybe they had a rescue on the way. Problematic as busting out of this place might be, it would still likely be better than remaining here as prisoners.

      But the screen was showing three contacts, not one. They were approaching the planet slowly, staying in close formation. That wasn’t Beth. He wasn’t sure who it was. Not knowing chilled him. More than anyone else in the room, John knew how damned dangerous it was out there.

      “Can we get more than telemetry on those objects?” he asked in a voice loud enough to carry over the background noise in the room. “Visual would be ideal.”

      He missed Majel. He missed he Satori and her powerful scan capabilities. In his ship, he’d already know what those things were, whether they were a threat or not, and be preparing actions.

      “Sir…?” One young woman with captain’s bars glanced at John sideways before looking at Hereford questioningly.

      “No, he is not in charge here. He’s a…guest. But his request is a good one. How long until we have visual?” Hereford asked.

      “Under a minute, sir. We’re retaking a satellite to get a look. The resolution will be bad, but we should be able to get something.”

      The screen flickered, dividing into two images placed side by side. The radar image filled the left half. The right was a grainy look at space. They must have dialed up the resolution as much as possible, because the image quality was terrible. It was improving by the second though as the objects grew closer. The quality didn’t really matter though. John recognized the objects as soon as he saw them.

      Three Naga battle cruisers were closing on Earth.

      John sucked in a breath, feeling the world tilt around him. Nothing they had done to prevent the Naga finding Earth had mattered. They’d been discovered anyway. He leaned on a chair, trying to calm his breathing. His heart was pounding, and he had a hard time drawing in air. He had done this. His stupid, reckless actions had doomed his world to this.

      Hereford saw his reaction. “John, are you OK?”

      John waved him off. “Will be fine. Just…shit.”

      “Not friends of yours, I take it?”

      “No.” John straightened his back, ignoring the tightness in his chest as best he could. He hoped he wasn’t headed toward a heart attack. He’d been too long in low gravity for this sort of stress to be good for his heart in a gravity well.

      “Care to enlighten us?” Hereford asked. He didn’t try to veil the sarcasm in his tone. “I think the time is past for secrets.”

      “You’re absolutely right,” John said. He’d been hedging the information he gave, keeping the Satori and her wormhole drive secret. As secret as possible, anyway - some of the men who’d been in the attack on his base had seen the ship depart, so they knew the Satori existed, knew she could vanish into thin air. He had deftly avoided telling them anything they didn’t already know, but that wasn’t going to stop the Naga.

      The door opened again, and John turned to look at the late arrivals. A man he didn’t know was pushing Dan’s wheelchair into the room. Dan took in the screen and locked eyes with John. Instead of the sadness John was feeling, what he saw in Dan at that moment was potent anger.

      “They have the Naga fighter, John,” Dan said. “They’ve had it powered up this whole time. That’s how they knew how to find us, I’m sure of it.”

      John whirled on Hereford. “You didn’t tell me that.”

      “You were playing your cards close to the chest,” the General replied. “Why would I give you more information if you weren’t playing ball with me?”

      “Because then maybe I could have spared us all of this, damn it!” John roared, waving an arm at the screen. “Do you have any idea what you’ve done?”

      “Enlighten me,” Hereford said.

      Before John could speak, something changed on the visual screen. A blue pulse lashed out from the leading Naga ship toward the camera. The screen flared and then went dead. The captain who’d set up the connection worked at her console for a few seconds before looking up.

      “The satellite is gone, sir,” she said. “Radar indicates smaller objects breaking off from the larger ships.”

      “Missiles?” Hereford asked. He chewed his bottom lip as the new contacts were updated on the screen.

      “I don’t think so, sir. They’re falling into formations. It looks like fighters,” she replied. “About sixty of them.”

      Hereford drummed his fingers on the desk before saying anything else. Then he whirled on John again. “Give me the quick rundown.”

      “The Naga are an extremely hostile reptilian race. Near as we know they have taken out entire worlds before - laid waste to them entirely. Enslaved others. They have energy weapons, some sort of fast hyperspace drive on the big ships, and lots of fighters. That’s about one third of their full compliment,” John said.

      “They have any sort of shields? Other fancy tech?” Hereford asked.

      “Lots of fancy tech. No shields,” Dan said. “Railguns will take them down.”

      “Good,” Hereford said. He turned back to the captain. “I need to get the president on the line. We’re going to need to re-task some missiles outward.”

      She scrambled to the phone and began making calls. Meanwhile, the general turned back to the man who’d pushed Dan into the room.

      “Wheeler, I want your birds in the air,” he said. “Intercept those things and take them down.”

      “They’ll be outnumbered three to one,” Dan protested. “And that’s assuming the Naga don’t just launch more fighters.”

      “What birds?” John asked.

      “They’ve got space fighters, John,” Dan said.

      “I’m not sure that’s the best plan,” John said. “If those fighters are any good, we should save them for a moment when they can swing things. Right now, the Naga will have to send the fighters into our atmosphere to do anything. We can meet them there with conventional aircraft.”

      “And risk them dropping a bomb on a city,” Hereford said.

      “Yes,” John replied. He hated the idea as much as anyone else, but he had to convince Hereford. This was bigger than any one city. If they lost this fight, humanity was doomed.

      “What the hell would you have me do, then? I can’t sit by and do nothing,” Hereford said.

      John glanced up at the clock. By his calculations, Beth and Majel should have returned hours ago. They were out there, somewhere. The Satori was the best weapon they had, but under-crewed it wasn’t going to be as effective as it ought. They’d fought a single Naga battle cruiser once, and won. Barely, but they had beat the thing.

      “Let me put a signal through to my ship,” John said. “Get us back aboard her, and we’ll do what we can to stop them.”

      “Just you, against all of that?” Hereford said, hands on his hips. “You think a lot of yourself and your people.”

      “Yes,” John said, steel in his voice. “I do.”

      Hereford looked like he might actually go along with John’s plan for a moment, but then he shook his head. “No. No way. They’d have my head. We stick with the Yeagers. Wheeler, get them in the air.”

      “Yes, sir,” Wheeler replied.

      “Ten minutes ago, man. Move!” Hereford said. Wheeler nodded and left the briefing room.

      John found himself a chair. There wasn’t much else he could do at this point. Hereford was committed to his course, and he was powerless here. All he could do was watch the fight he knew was coming and pray that the Earth pilots were a hell of a lot better than they had any right to be at zero-G combat.
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      Beth switched her console to the gun controls. Majel was going to have her hands full managing the Satori’s course as they streaked to intercept the Naga fighters. The guns were still computer controlled, of course, but taking the actual firing mechanism out of Majel’s hands would maybe reduce the strain on her processors.

      Or hell, maybe it wouldn’t, and Majel could fly the ship and shoot the guns without her. But it made her feel better to be participating. She couldn’t just sit there staring at the screen. It was too damned much to take in.

      The Naga had found Earth. She didn’t know how, and it didn’t matter too much. She’d more or less known that this day would come eventually, but she’d been hoping for more time. They all had. Instead the enemy had come knocking at the worst possible moment.

      “We’ll be heavily outnumbered,” Majel warned.

      “But they can’t see us,” Beth said.

      “No, but if we shoot enough of them they’ll begin working to target us anyway. Predictive algorithms will eventually give them a decent idea where we are,” Majel said. “They only have to get really lucky with one shot.”

      “Do what you can. I’ll try to take down as many as possible while we’re able.”

      The radar in front of her beeped. New contacts were rising from the surface, coming up fast. The military must have realized the threat. They were responding with missile fire. Beth wasn’t sure if the weapons were targeting the fighters or their mother ships, but either way it was a welcome sight.

      “Not so defenseless as you thought, you bastards,” she muttered.

      “The Naga cruisers are powering up weapons,” Majel warned. “I’m moving us out of the line of fire.”

      Bolts of blue light streaked across where the Satori had just been, each licking out to touch an incoming missile. All twenty of the projectiles vanished in bursts of flame.

      “Shit,” she said. Their defensive fire was amazing. She’d never seen it in action before. The Satori didn’t have missiles, just her railguns and the wormhole generator.

      More contacts were rising from the surface. At first Beth thought they were more missiles, but they were moving too slowly, organizing into flight groups. They were fighters, but not like anything she’d seen before. These were something new. They were climbing fast now, firing engines with enough force that it looked like they’d meet the Naga fighters in low Earth orbit - well outside the atmosphere.

      “Didn’t they see what just happened to their missiles?” Beth asked. The fighters would be annihilated. Any moment now she expected the Naga ships to unleash more bolts of force, blasting the Earth fighters to bits.

      But it didn’t happen. They kept ascending, and the anticipated explosions never came. Why were the Naga holding their fire? They ought to be able to blow the ships to bits.

      “They’re testing our technology base,” Majel said. “They want to see how our fighters fare against theirs.”

      “They’re just going to let them get up there into a dogfight?”

      “It would seem so. Contact in thirty seconds. I’m taking us in to engage,” Majel said. “Hang on.”

      Railgun fire licked out from the Earth fighters. Streaks of blue energy spat back at them from the Naga fighters. The space between the two groups become deadly, full of fire and iron shot. Several craft on each side exploded as they closed.

      Then they were on top of each other, and the fight turned messy. Beth could barely track the fighters as they zipped around, trying to gain advantage over each other. They seemed evenly matched enough on a one to one basis. But the Naga ships had numerical supremacy, and that was giving them the field. Beth winced as another human fighter exploded. They needed to get in there!

      “We’re in railgun range,” Majel said. “Fire at will.”

      “With pleasure,” Beth replied.

      She got an easy lock on the first Naga fighter. One squeeze of the controls, and a pair of railgun shots spat from the wing mounted guns. The Naga ship detonated into a satisfying cloud of debris. She went looking for another target. It was a rich environment. Beth locked a second one, fired, but missed.

      “God damn it!” she shouted.

      Majel corrected course and brought the ship back into alignment to take another shot at the fighter. She squeezed again. This time the shots were on target.

      “Two down. Let’s go get some more,” Majel said.

      Beth took down another enemy fighter, and then a fourth. It wasn’t enough, no matter how hard she tried. They were losing this fight. The engagement had gone on only a couple of minutes, and Earth had lost half of its fighters. The Naga still had about fifty in the air.

      “More missiles coming up from the surface,” Majel said.

      These shots were definitely headed into the fighter battle. They streaked right for it. The Naga fighters scattered, breaking away to allow their battle cruisers clear shots at the threat.

      That gave the Earth ships just the moment they needed to get clear of the fight. They used the distraction to break contact, speeding back toward the surface. There were only eight left.

      “Pull us clear. I don’t want us to be hit by the force bolts from those cruisers.”

      “Already on it,” Majel said.

      The cruisers blasted the missiles apart, firing rapid volleys of shots that struck with pinpoint precision. They didn’t stop with the missiles this time, though. After the primary threat was gone, they fired again, and one of the Earth fighters exploded into flames.

      The others took evasive action, dodging and weaving to avoid the incoming fire. It was enough to save some of them, but three more fighters died. Only four were still flying once the Naga ceased fire.

      “Oh look, targets of opportunity,” Majel said. The nose of the Satori swung around, and directly ahead of them were a trio of Naga fighters. The obvious threat gone, the Naga were flying on straight paths. They were easy marks.

      Beth lit up the first one and fired. It exploded, and the other two scattered. Majel followed the one dodging to starboard, and Beth blasted it as well. More Naga fighters were zooming over to see what was going on, but the Satori was in her element - in space, she was damned near invisible. Beth took out two more fighters before they even knew what they were up against.

      “Take that, bastards,” she said.

      “They’ve figured out who we are,” Majel said. “They’re moving to englobe us. If they finish the globe…”

      “They’ll all fire, and we go poof. Get us clear, Majel. We’ve done all we can for now,” Beth said. She would have thought she would feel elated at having done some damage to the enemy, but all she felt was tired and sad. So many lives lost already, and the Naga had barely been scratched. She knew they had to have a lot more fighters than they had deployed.

      This entire operation had been a test of Earth’s strength. Beth had the feeling they hadn’t looked very impressive.
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      Dan smiled up at the screen. He realized he was probably the only person in the room who was smiling as they watched the engagement. But he was also probably the only person who’d spotted what he had.

      Off to the left, on one corner of the fight, he’d seen a Naga ship explode. It hadn’t been anywhere near one of the Earth fighters. He watched for any similar detonations, and saw one almost immediately.

      “Good job,” he murmured quietly. He wasn’t sure who was up there in the ship, but someone had gotten away, at least.

      John looked over at him sharply. He’d heard something of what he said, Dan figured. Dan simply nodded up at the screen. He didn’t want to say much more just yet. John could figure it out if he watched closely enough, and he wasn’t in the mood to tell the rest of these people anything they didn’t directly need to know until they needed to know it.

      The fight went badly. He wasn’t shocked. He knew just how effective those fighters could be. He’d fought them, and he’d even flown one. They tore the Air Force wing to shreds. Finally Hereford ordered another wave of missiles skyward so that he could withdraw the remaining fighters. A few of them made it clear of the carnage that followed.

      Dan wondered if Wheeler was one of the survivors. The odds weren’t good, and he felt a pang at that which surprised him. Harry was something of an asshole, but he was also a good man in a tight situation. They’d been through a lot over the years. He didn’t like being at odds with the other man.

      As the Earth fighters pulled clear, two more Naga ships exploded. Then another. Then another. That got attention back on the radar really fast. People scrambled to see what was going on. It looked like the ships were just exploding in space for no reason at all.

      John looked over at Dan and the two shared a grin. It was worth letting them stew for a few minutes while they figured it out. The Naga were trying to englobe something. Dan remembered that trick, and was betting Beth and Majel did as well. Sure enough, the fighters stopped blowing up, and the globe closed in on…nothing. The Satori had pulled away before they could trap her.

      “What the hell is going on up there?” Hereford demanded.

      John coughed, and Hereford whirled on him. Seeing John smiling didn’t do anything for Hereford’s temper.

      “You have something to add, Caraway?” the general demanded.

      “That’s my ship,” John said.

      “Where?” Hereford asked, glaring at the screen again.

      “That’s what blew up the fighters,” John said.

      “About eight of them, anyway,” Dan chimed in. “Didn’t you see the Naga trying to create a sphere around something?”

      “But there was nothing on radar,” Hereford said. “Some sort of stealth tech? Our pilots didn’t report visual on another ship, either. You trying to tell me you have an invisible airplane?”

      “That’s Beth up there, Dan,” John said.

      “It’s a cloaking device,” Dan said. He couldn’t help it. Despite the gravity of the situation he couldn’t keep the smile from his face any more than John had. Beth was safe, free, and doing a better job defending the planet that the Air Force. “Don’t you read any science fiction?”

      “No. I don’t,” Hereford said. He drummed his fingers on the table again for a moment. “Still, I can’t deny the evidence I’m seeing right in front of me. This ship… It’s obviously armed. Are there more?”

      “Just the one, sadly,” John said.

      It was time to get them all back aboard the Satori. Beth and Majel might be doing OK for now, but they would need backup. Having the entire team in place aboard the ship was the best shot any of them had. It was really the only strong defense Earth had at this point. With missiles useless, and the fighter wing decimated, he couldn’t think of much else they could do.

      But how to convince the general to let them board? He flat out didn’t think Hereford would go for it. He knew the type. Hereford was a man who believed in his service, and would do just about anything to get the job done. Dan admired that, but it also lent a lack of flexibility which was a hell of a handicap at times.

      “General, I have an idea. We can strike a deal,” Dan said. He needed to be careful with his words. Hereford would have to think he was the one doing the outsmarting.

      “I’m listening,” Hereford said gruffly.

      Dan knew he had the man. He and John had intelligence that Hereford needed badly. If he offering it willingly, that would be the hook. And then he would dangle the Satori as well. The bait would be irresistible.

      “Let us go,” Dan said. “We’ll call the Satori in. We’ll board and go fight the Naga. We’ve done this before. We work well together. We can beat them again.”

      Dan wasn’t sure just how they were going to win against three Naga warships, but he figured they’d cross that bridge once they got to it. Getting the full crew back onto the Satori was humanity’s best shot.

      “That doesn’t sound like much of a deal for me,” Hereford said.

      “We take down those Naga, and it’s a good deal for everyone. But to sweeten the pot: I’ve been aboard a Naga cruiser and flown one of their fighters. I’ll give you a full briefing on everything I know about their tactics and technology.”

      “Maybe I should just ask him instead,” Hereford said, pointing at John.

      “John knows business. I’ve been an Air Force officer. Which of us do you think will do a better job filling you in on what matters most to you?” Dan asked. “I won’t hold anything back on their tech, tactics, even what I know of them as a species. My word on it. There’s too much at stake to not share.”

      “And then?” Hereford said.

      “Then you put us back in space on our ship, where we can do the most good for everyone. Hell, worst case scenario all you’re out is a few prisoners,” Dan said. “Best case, we remove a major threat to the planet.”

      Hereford rubbed his chin. He was thinking about it. Dan was pretty sure he had him. Which was damned good, because they were going to run out of time before too long.

      “Deal. On one condition. Your ship comes here for the pickup. I can’t afford to send people haring off someplace else with prisoners right now, and I want some of my people to check out your ship before you go,” Hereford said. He smiled, showing all his teeth. “Just in case you all get blown to hell.”

      John had been keeping a poker face during the whole conversation. Dan wasn’t sure if his friend knew what he was planning or not, but he was playing along for now, which was enough. Demanding the Satori come to them wasn’t a shock. Hereford wanted their ship. Dan was willing to bet he wanted the Satori in his hands more than just about anything else he could name. Drawing the ship into an underground hangar in a secret location was an awesome trap.

      All Dan needed to do now was ensure the trap’s jaws couldn’t spring closed. That was going to take some doing. He hoped that Beth would understand the message he sent well enough. Hereford would never just let them go.

      “Done,” Dan said. “Get me a radio. I’ll send in the codes to reach the ship.”
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      Beth leaned back in her seat as the ship glided over the coordinates Dan had given them. It was a patch of desert. There was nothing out here. The nearest town was miles away. Still, she was pretty sure this was where the space fighters had been based. Someplace in the general area, anyway. It was a good spot for a secret base. Far from anyone, no neighbors and no snooping eyes.

      “There’s a tunnel ahead one hundred meters,” Majel said.

      “That must be the spot. Dan said that it would be a tight squeeze, but that we could make it.”

      Assuming it was really Dan, anyway. She was pretty sure it was. Almost certain. It had definitely sounded like him, and he’d made references to things only a member of their team would know about. But if he’d been made to spill information to his captors, they might have known some of that too.

      “What do you suppose he meant when he said they could be trusted as much as the Cyanauts?” Beth asked.

      “I would assume that he was saying they could not be trusted,” Majel replied. “The Cyanauts were divided, and some of them attacked us. I am scanning for threats as we approach. We can also turn back if you prefer?”

      It almost sounded like Majel might prefer the latter idea. But if Dan was in there, Beth was going in after him. She’d break him out one way or another. “No, we go ahead. But keep your scans active.”

      “Definitely.”

      The tunnel Majel spotted was the spot. There was no two ways around it. Sure, the opening had been disguised to look like a cave. But the Satori’s scans showed the rebar-reinforced concrete supporting the walls and ceiling easily enough. There might once have been a natural cave in this spot, but it had been completely remodeled by the current tenants.

      “There are steel doors set into the cave mouth,” Satori warned. “They can shut us in.”

      “Noted,” Beth replied. “How’s the charge on the wormhole drive?”

      “Full.”

      The tunnel descended at almost a forty-five degree angle into the darkness below. Majel aimed the ship downward and took them in. The ship slid along into a tunnel which revealed more of its man-made nature the deeper they went. Stone gave way to poured concrete and steel support beams. After about a hundred feet the tunnel leveled out.

      “There’s a large open space just ahead,” Majel said.

      “That must be the hangar Dan talked about.”

      The radio chat had been too damned short. She wanted to see him, to make sure he was all right. What she really wanted was to get all of them out of there. But even after she extracted the team, that was only the first difficulty they needed to overcome. The Naga were up there in space, waiting for them.

      The Satori glided slowly out into the hangar. It was enormous, and Beth felt a little pang of envy. She’d have died to have a work space like this up on the moon. Most of the area was empty now. Four fighters were lined up on one side of the hangar. It looked like crews were working on them, trying to get them put back together to fight again.

      She recognized the Naga fighter resting there as well. Proof positive these were the people who had raided John’s base. The damned Air Force? How had they learned about the Satori in the first place? Launching an attack on an American business had to have been a huge political risk for them, even if the base was on the moon. If word of the attack leaked, they were going to take a pounding in the press.

      At the far side of the room a small cluster of people milled around. She couldn’t make out faces at this distance, but she was pretty certain the one in the wheelchair was Dan. He was standing next to several others who had to be the rest of the crew. They weren’t alone, though. Armed men stood alongside them, along with an assortment of unarmed folks in military uniform.

      “This is going to be complicated,” Beth said. “Majel, any ideas?”

      “I can establish an uplink to the Naga ship. I’ve had enough experience dealing with their computer systems that I should be able to hack the simple one on the fighter,” the AI said.

      “Might be useful. Do it. And bring us a little closer. I want to pop the cloak off when we’re almost on top of them.”

      Majel brought the ship within a dozen feet of the party outside. Beth could see Dan, John, Andy, Linda, and Charline all clustered together. A dozen armed guards surrounded them. Most of the other people in the ground seemed to be tech crews or engineers, but there were a handful in dress uniforms with a lot of fancy rank on their shoulders. At least one general.

      “Let them see us,” Beth said.

      Majel dropped the cloak, and Beth laughed aloud at the reaction it got. The armed men were aiming weapons at the ship in half a heartbeat. Most of the others had hit the deck. Even the general had ducked like he was going for cover. Beth stifled another laugh and keyed the external speakers.

      “This is the starship Satori, gentlemen. You have some of our crew down there. We’re here to re-acquire them,” Beth said.

      The general got back to his feet and took two steps toward the ship. “Set down and open your doors, young lady. Your crew gets in while mine get a look around. That was the deal.”

      It wasn’t much of a deal. If she opened the doors, the rifle toting soldiers would storm in, capture her, and it would all be over. She had no doubts that was what they had in mind. They weren’t really planning to release the crew. They just wanted the ship.

      “And don’t think of refusing, either. I’ve already ordered the tunnel sealed off. The outer doors are blast proof, and they’re already closing. You can’t get out until I order them open again, which isn’t going to happen unless you cooperate,” the general said.

      Beth sighed with a little relief. The crew hadn’t cracked, then. They hadn’t given away every bit of information they had, anyway. These people had no idea that the Satori could jump through a wormhole. You couldn’t trap the Satori by closing a couple doors.

      “Setting down now,” Beth said. “I’ll lower the ramp once I land.”

      Then she shut off the external speakers.

      “You know this is just a trick, I assume?” Majel said.

      “Of course. How’s that hack coming?” Beth asked.

      “Just about there.”

      “Time to give them a little more than they bargained for,” Beth said.
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      Charline wanted to cheer when she saw the Satori drop her cloak. It was a hell of a relief to have backup here at last. The reactions from the Air Force personnel standing by were comical, too. All of them went on their guard at once, gun raised. They were out of their depth here and knew it.

      That didn’t mean the team was in the clear yet by any stretch of the imagination. They had to board the Satori still, and get away. Going to be easier said than done. She glanced over at General Hereford. The man was smart, and standing very close to John while eying the railguns on the Satori’s wing tips cautiously. He’d engineered this thing to catch the ship, but he was wise enough to know that the whole thing was inches away from spiraling out of his control.

      But Beth was following his orders. The Satori settled onto the deck. Her engines were still running, but the ship was down. There was a whirring noise as the ramp began to descend.

      “Alpha team, remain with the prisoners,” Hereford said as soon as the ramp was down. “Bravo and Charlie teams, board the ship.”

      “That wasn’t the deal,” Dan said to Hereford.

      “Don’t worry. We’ll take good care of your toy there,” Hereford said.

      “No,” Dan said. He was grinning, relaxed back in his wheelchair. “I don’t think you will.”

      He’d only just finished speaking when there was a loud keening noise from off to their left. Charline whirled. She knew that sound. The Naga fighter had started up her engines and was lifting off the deck. It pivoted toward them. She heard a roaring sound as its engines powered up and it began sliding toward them. It picked up speed as it went, hovering about three feet above the floor.

      “Take that thing down!” Hereford screamed.

      The Air Force security personnel turned on the Naga fighter and opened fire. Most of their rounds pinged off the hull without effect. It was still building velocity as it flew straight at them. The armed men had to duck first, hitting the deck as they dove out of the way of the fighter. It continued on toward the rest of them. Charline dove as the fighter shot over her head where she’d been standing.

      She glanced around. It hadn’t hurt anyone, but it had made everyone dive to the floor. Now it pivoted smoothly around and came back at them for a second run. Shouts and yells mixed in with the high-pitched engine noise as organization broke down and the military teams struggled to react to the runaway fighter.

      “Now would be a good time,” Beth’s voice said from the Satori’s speakers.

      Charline more than agreed. She got back to her feet in a flash and sprinted for the ramp. The others were right behind her. Beth waited at the top of the ramp, two of the Naga rifles in her hands. She tossed one to Charline.

      “Glad you could make it,” Beth said. “Cover the others.”

      “Nice job with the distraction,” Charline said.

      “That was my idea,” Majel said. “It seems like it worked well.”

      “That it did,” Charline said, squeezing off a shot with her rifle.

      Andy and John were helping Dan struggle to the ramp. They’d abandoned his wheelchair, each of them supporting him from one side as he staggered up. Linda made the ramp first and sprinted aboard.

      Some of the guards had spotted them making a run for it and had turned toward them. Two of them aimed rifles to fire, but Beth nailed one while Charline took the other down. The bolts their weapons were firing were set to stunning power. The downed guards would wake with a nasty headache and some bruises, but they’d live.

      Charline was glad. She didn’t want to kill these people. They were just trying to defend their planet in the best way they knew how. Even if they were wrong, they were trying to do the right thing.

      She fired a few more shots, taking down another soldier and keeping the others’ heads down. Their team was aboard, and the ramp was raising.

      “Majel, activate the cloak,” John said.

      “Done.”

      Charline walked back over to her station. She’d missed the Satori. It was damned good to be back aboard. She couldn’t help but feel a little more confident now that they were together again. Even if what they were facing out there was worse than anything they’d had to overcome, at least together they’d have a shot.

      “Dan, get us out of here,” John said.

      “Plotting a micro-jump,” Dan said. He tapped a few controls, taking the Satori up twenty feet in case the security forces tried to fire where they had been before. He tapped another button to activate the external microphones.

      “You can’t go anywhere!” Hereford was shouting from outside. “You’re still trapped inside here, you damned fools!”

      Dan tapped the button for the external speaker. “What part of the word starship did you not understand, General?” he asked.

      Then he keyed in the command to open the wormhole for them. A burst of light shimmered in the middle of the hangar bay, bright enough that those on the ground needed to shield their eyes from the brilliance. The Satori’s drives kicked in and they leapt forward into the hole in space.

      They erupted from the brief wormhole transition in space. Below them the Earth looked to be about the size of a beach ball.

      “Nice!” Dan said. “Well, close to nice. We’re about fifty miles away from where I plotted our destination, Majel.”

      “Adjusting algorithms to compensate. This close to the Earth-Luna gravity well, there’s significant flux that is causing issues with calculating the destination.”

      “Well done anyway,” John said.

      Silence settled into the bridge for a moment as they all took in the enormity of what they had done, and what was left to do. They’d just broken out from a top-secret government facility. The lives they were used to living were gone, no matter what else happened over the next few hours.

      Of course, their lives might be flat-out over a lot sooner than that. Three Naga battle cruisers were out there somewhere. They had to be stopped.

      “What do we do now?” Charline asked. “We’ve never faced anything like this before.”

      “This may not be the biggest threat, either,” Beth added.

      “What do you mean?” John asked.

      Beth filled them in briefly on the destroyed Naga station, and the massive ship that had almost captured the Satori out by the Cyanaut world. The tale was chilling to Charline. Beth had come so very close to being captured out there alone. If she’d simply vanished, the rest of them would never have known what happened to her at all.

      “You think the ship was built by the same aliens who built the Satori’s wormhole drive,” John said. It wasn’t really a question. Beth had been clear about her suspicions.

      “It makes sense. The Naga feared that species because they were at war with them,” Beth replied.

      “But they were beaten,” Andy said. “The Naga seem pretty convinced they were defeated completely.”

      “I’m not so sure,” Dan said. “Remember the defenses around the dust world? Their fear, when they saw the Satori show up with the wormhole drive? They aren’t as certain that species is dead as they want to be. Maybe some got away and only now are coming back.”

      “Maybe we brought them back,” Linda added in a somber tone. She’d been quiet through most of the discussion. Her whole manner had been more subdued since returning from Cyan, and it hurt Charline to see it. Of all of them that trip seemed to have hurt Linda the most. “Maybe they can detect the wormhole drive’s activation the same way the Naga tracked their fighter here.”

      “Perhaps,” John said. “But either way, it’s not something we can solve right now. We’ve got bigger fish to fry. Charline, what are the Naga up to?”

      She tapped her console, bringing the display up onto the main view screen so that everyone could see. She sucked in her breath when she only scanned one blip on the radar reading. There was only one Naga ship floating out there. The other two were gone.
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      It didn’t take them long to find the other ships. Majel opened her scan up more widely, crafting an algorithm to determine most probable courses and scanning those locations. That didn’t work. The ships were nowhere near Earth, which meant she needed to do something different. She scanned for some sort of trail or tracking that might indicate where the ships had been instead.

      That was the key. The Naga vessels left behind a tell-tale spread of ions. It wasn’t much. Barely detectable, really. But it was enough to tell their direction of travel, and from there finding them on radar was not difficult.

      “They’ve departed near-Earth orbit and have moved further out into the solar system,” Majel said.

      “Are they leaving? It doesn’t seem like we hurt them enough to force them to retreat,” John said.

      “Agreed. My surmise is that they are collecting objects to use as mass effect weapons. The area toward which they are headed is filled with many objects of enough mass and density to be effective in that use,” Majel said.

      “They’re going to drop rocks,” Dan said.

      “Mass weapons,” Majel corrected. She double checked her math before going on. “At sufficient size and velocity, one or two such weapons could wipe out all life on the planet.”

      “Never let it be said that the Naga were not thorough,” Charline said.

      Majel kept a trace on the two Naga ships headed toward the asteroid field. It would be useful to remain aware of their location, so she left a small fragment of her awareness watching them. But that enabled her to return most of her focus to the one Naga warship remaining near Earth. It was sitting out there by itself.

      “Why leave one ship behind?” Majel asked aloud.

      “It’s a watch-dog,” Andy said. “It’s keeping an eye on the planet in case we humans do something unpredictable.”

      “It remains the most vulnerable element of the Naga fleet,” Majel pointed out. Her scans indicated that it was fully powered and had a small fleet of fighters in space around it, but it was only one ship - the others, flying together, represented a greater threat but also a higher danger to the ship.

      “You’re suggesting we take the singleton and then deal with the other ships?” John asked.

      “It seems a viable strategy,” Majel replied. “Perhaps we can split the other ships as well. Two Naga cruisers acting in concert would make attack…problematic at best. Disastrous at worst. One by itself, we may fare better against.”

      Majel tried to calculate the probability of success against either one vessel or two, but it was difficult to calibrate. Too many variables had changed since their last encounter with such a vessel. She herself was one of the largest changes, since she had grown enormously more self-aware in the time that had passed since. Majel preferred to think that would be an asset to their coming fight, but it made predicting the outcome problematic.

      “Agreed,” John said. “But… Folks, this is probably the worst fight we’ve ever been in. I won’t kid any of you. We may not come back from this. If any of you want to back out, we can drop you someplace quiet on Earth and you can try to ride out this storm on the ground. Or we can make a quick stop at our base on the moon and leave you there - might be safer than Earth if we fail.”

      There were a few moments of silence. Majel watched the crew carefully for a few nanoseconds to feel out their reactions before speaking.

      “If I may…?” Majel said.

      “Of course,” John said. “You’re as much a part of the crew as any of the rest of us.”

      “You have built a strong team whose members all care deeply for one another. I don’t think anyone is going to back out on you now, John,” she said.

      “Agreed,” Beth said.

      Dan nodded, and Andy made an affirmative grunt.

      “I’ve been through this much with you guys, I won’t quit on you now,” Linda said. “Just tell me how I can help.”

      “We’re all in,” Charline said. “Which I think you already knew, John.”

      He shook his head. “I hoped. But I would never just assume it. This isn’t the military. You aren’t obligated to follow my lead here.”

      Dan laughed. John stopped speaking as they all looked to Dan instead of him.

      “We’re not, John. But we’re basically the last, best chance for humanity to survive the next couple of days,” Dan said. “I think we all appreciate the offer, but let’s cut the crap and get this done. Right?”

      More affirmative nods. It was a strange feeling, being with these people. They were risking their existence for others. Not just for their direct friends, but for people they didn’t know and would never meet. Majel felt a strong sense of self-preservation, the desire to continue her own life. From this crew she had learned to value the lives of those she…cared about…as much or even more than her own.

      But this was something very different. This was a sense of obligation and duty toward humanity as a whole. It was a fascinating concept, which she promised herself she would explore in more detail later. Assuming there was a later.

      “If we’re in agreement, I will set a course to intercept the lone Naga vessel,” Majel said.

      “Make it so,” John intoned. “Charline, what’s our status on guns?”

      “Full load in both railgun magazines,” she replied.

      “Beth, wormhole drive charge?” John asked.

      “Better than ninety nine percent,” Beth said. “That little jump barely took anything off the top. We’ve got plenty of juice left.”

      The ship began accelerating toward the Naga vessel. As they approached, it grew in their screen, changing from a small dot to a larger target until it loomed ahead. Several dozen fighters flew about it in a pattern. Majel tracked their routes; their path was easy enough to predict and she plotted it on the screen for the crew to view.

      “God damn, I forgot how big those things are,” Andy said.

      “I’m headed back to the engine room in case we have issues,” Beth said. “Try not to wreck my ship this time?”

      “You were the one who smashed it up, last time!” Dan protested.

      “Talk to the hand,” Beth said, holding her palm up toward Dan as she retreated from the bridge.

      Majel went over the database information that she had recovered from earlier battles against the Naga. They had far more information about the enemy ships than they once had. She knew where their guns were, where the engines were placed, and how to strike in a manner that would most likely do some damage. The real problem was that the Naga ships were simply well built machines. They had thick layers of armor and redundant backups for most major systems. They were not easily destroyed.

      “Getting ready to make our first run,” Dan said. “Taking over manual control of the ship. Hang on, everyone.”

      Majel handed off the ship’s controls smoothly. Dan was an enigma to her. She could pilot the ship perfectly along any vector required. But somehow, Dan had a feel for flight controls that allowed him to do things she wasn’t able to consider. His shifts in vector and speed didn’t always make sense to her, but they worked more often than not. It was another thing she intended to learn more about, and she felt a pang at the thought that she might never have the chance now.

      Pushing that feeling aside, she instead lit up targets on the consoles for Charline and Andy, both of whom were operating the fire controls for the ship guns. As the Satori streaked in alongside the Naga cruiser she showed them where to hit it. They fired, launching a long series of railgun shots that hammered the side of the vessel. Brilliant flashes lit the darkness of space as the rounds hit home, blasting apart armor and systems along the port side of the cruiser.

      Then they were past, still cloaked and invisible. All the fighters were circling the Naga ship with even more speed, and as she watched more fighters began spewing from its bays.

      “More fighters launching,” she warned. “They’re taking up a protective circle around the cruiser.”

      “Just more targets,” Dan said. He brought the Satori in for another diving run.
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      Dan wrenched the ship around its axis. Space spun in the view screen. The Naga fighter he was trying to avoid flashed by mere feet away. He was close enough he could actually see the lizard inside its cockpit. It was all he could do to not white-knuckle the controls, but he had to stay loose and relaxed or he’d never be able to respond in time.

      “We barely missed that last one. John, there’s too damned many of them,” Dan said.

      “OK, abort. Pull away.” John scratched his chin thoughtfully.

      It was with relief that Dan maneuvered the ship away from the Naga cruiser. They’d given the enemy a beating, but it was nowhere near enough. Half its guns were gone. The port engine was down. But that still left a somewhat mobile ship with a lot of guns left, and there were eighty fighters out there in space. All of them were spinning circles around their mothership as fast as they could fly.

      It was a tactic he’d never seen them use before, but he had to admit it was effective as hell. The fighters were orbiting about five hundred meters away from the cruiser. They must have had a ship-board AI controlling their flight paths, or they’d have all crashed into each other as fast as they were zipping around. But it made a damned fine shield. They didn’t need to be able to see the Satori to ram into her.

      Every approach Dan made was putting the ship in danger, and it had gotten worse as the cruiser continued to release more fighters. He heaved a sigh of mixed relief and frustration as they cruised away to a safe distance.

      “Now what do we do?” Charline asked.

      “The Naga ship is still approximately sixty two percent functional,” Majel said. “It remains a threat to the planet.”

      “Agreed. We need to destroy the thing. But we need a better way,” John said.

      “What about micro-jumps?” Dan asked. “If we could use jumps to get in and out, rather than flying through that mess every time…”

      “If you were off by even a little bit…” John began.

      “We’d be splattered all over their ship,” Dan finished for him. “Majel, how precise can we make the jumps?”

      There was a moment of pause. Dan figured she was running simulations or something. He was less of a calculate-the-odds person, and more of a ‘go with your gut’ kind of guy. He always had been. Right now, his gut said this would work. It was the best idea he had, anyway.

      “We can ensure accuracy with roughly a five percent margin of error, less if we are…lucky.” Majel said. “That’s a problem. If we are jumping the ship from outside the fighter orbit to inside it, then we’re jumping at least three or four hundred meters, which gives a margin of error of fifteen to twenty meters per jump. If we are off by much more than that, we could crash into the cruiser.”

      “That’s if we jump in and out through the orbiting fighters, right Majel?” Andy asked.

      “Correct.”

      “What if we close to knife distance…and use the wormhole drive as the knife?” he asked. “Stay inside the fighter orbit with multiple very short jumps?”

      Dan spun his chair around. It was a damned good idea. They’d used the wormhole drive as a weapon before. Whatever was in the wormhole area of effect was transported to the destination. Effectively, it disintegrated whatever it touched. They’d torn up the first Naga cruiser they’d fought, using the beam that way, but…

      “It didn’t do much against the cruiser we used it on last time,” John said. “Damaged the armor, but didn’t disable it.”

      Dan’s mind was working on the problem. There was a germ of a good idea in there. “That was before we had such detailed information on where to hit them,” he said. “Now that we know their weak spots, we can target those.”

      “At knife distance, their fighters won’t be able to stop us,” Andy said.

      “It’s worth a shot,” Dan said.

      “You’d have seconds to emerge from the wormhole, target something vital, fire up the wormhole drive again, and hit them with it before vanishing into it and emerging again,” John said. “Over and over. Can you do that, Dan?”

      “By myself?” Dan said. “Maybe. But with Majel and I working the problem together? Yes. I think we can.”

      “Affirmative,” Majel said. “The plan should work. It’s risky. They’ll see our wormhole entry and exit points and might be able to better target the ship. But it should work, and we’ll be close enough to the cruiser that their weapons will have difficulty targeting us.”

      Dan could see John was about ready to give the plan a green light. He just needed a shove. “You have a better idea, John?”

      “No. Do it.”

      Dan whirled back around to face forward. “OK. Hang tight everyone. This is going to be a very bumpy ride.”

      Majel plotted the first three sequences of jumps for him. He’d have to trust that she was able to keep ahead of him on the calculations. He fired up the wormhole drive and…

      …they were elsewhere. Very specifically, they were a few meters away from the Naga ship’s starboard engine and closing fast. He corrected their course slightly, bringing the nose into alignment directly at the plume of engine exhaust and fired the drive again. The wormhole stabbed into the engine mounting, and the metal where it touched simply disappeared. A tap on his thrusters and the Satori jumped forward into the wormhole as well.

      And they were directly in front of the mammoth ship, facing several of its main guns. Dan fired lateral thrusters and activating the wormhole again. Metal vanished, an entire gun mounting exploding as parts of it disappeared into the wormhole beam while the Satori slid sideways across the nose of the cruiser, raking it with the wormhole drive. There was a steady thrum from the wings as the railguns pounded spots already weakened by the wormhole.

      “They’re targeting us,” Majel warned.

      Dan tapped the thrusters again, and the Satori shot forward into the wormhole, to appear alongside the port side of the ship, the stabbing beam of the wormhole punching deep inside to damage generators housed there. Before the enemy could hit them he jumped the ship again.

      They’d barely exited this time when the entire ship shook. A whistling noise filled Dan’s ears, and then they popped. Another massive shake as the ship took a second impact. This one tore part of the deck apart directly behind Dan’s chair. Bits of metal went pinging around the inside of the bridge, bouncing off walls. One zinged past his face close enough that it scratched his cheek, and he shuddered. Another couple of inches to the left and that thing would have embedded itself in his skull.

      “We’re losing pressure!” Andy shouted. He was jumping up from his chair, dashing to the hole in the floor with something in his hands. Hopefully something to patch the tear.

      Dan didn’t have time to worry about the fix. He needed to get the ship out of there before they were hit again and destroyed. “Majel, jump us clear!”

      They sped into another wormhole and emerged half a kilometer distant. Dan flew them away from the emergence point. It was clear that the Naga were targeting the flash of matter emerging from the wormhole. They might not be able to see the Satori through her cloaking device, but they could guess about where she was coming out of a wormhole. After that it was all a matter of luck, and theirs had finally run out.
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      Beth staggered from her seat as more tremors shook the ship. Her engineering console was showing hull breeches in just about every compartment. Doors had slammed shut to stop the air escaping, but it wasn’t doing much good. They were hurt. The ship was bleeding air into space. She only hoped that was the worst of their trouble.

      A quick system check later revealed that wasn’t the worst of it after all. They’d sustained critical damage to their life support. That had been one piece of tech which hadn’t survived on the original alien craft they’d found. Whether the aliens who built it didn’t need life support, or it had simply been destroyed or degraded into something unrecognizable over time was anyone’s guess. They’d had to make do with human-built carbon dioxide scrubbers and oxygen recyclers. Both of which worked extremely well - Beth had rebuild them herself, after all - so long as they were not full of holes. She tapped the comma unit, which was thankfully still working.

      “Folks, we’ve lost life support. We’re going to be breathing vapor when what’s in the tanks runs out,” she said. “Get yourselves into suits right now.”

      “On it,” Linda replied. “We’ve got issues up here. Big hole, but Andy’s got that more or less under control. John’s…hurt…too.”

      Beth felt like the floor was falling out from beneath her. It took a moment for her to find words to speak. “How bad? What happened?”

      “Shrapnel from the impact,” Linda replied. Her voice was muffled by the rustling sounds of her working to get into a space suit. “Charline is seeing to him.”

      “Tell her she’s got maybe ten minutes before the air in there gets unbreathable,” Beth said.

      “Got it.”

      Beth found her own suit and put it on. Their ship suits would integrate with the helmets to give them air in a real emergency, but it seemed to make more sense to go with the full suits. Just in case they ended up with more exposure to the outside than they already had. Once she was suited up she went about finding the holes in engineering. It didn’t take long.

      There were two, each about the size of a golf ball. The shot had gone straight through the hull, in one side of the ship and out the other. She shuddered to think what that impact would have done if she’d been unlucky enough to be in the way.

      A quick blast of her sealant did the job. They had canisters of the stuff in every compartment. She aimed the nozzle at the hole, squeezed, and a burst of grey goop spewed from the device. The goop was an epoxy resin, mixing with a catalyst in the front of the nozzle so that it would harden almost instantly as soon as it sprayed out.

      Once she had good seals on the holes she tapped the door controls. They didn’t want to open, at first. The hallway section was mostly in vacuum. Beth cycled the air in engineering back into storage tanks. Once the pressure was low enough in the engine room, the door allowed her to pass without problems.

      The delay was killing her, though. No only was the ship continuing to hemorrhage critical air while she was stuck back there, but John still needed her. Beth wished she had some idea how he was doing, but the rest of the crew was probably as busy as she was.

      The doors snapped open, and revealed a massive mess. Multiple shots had torn through the corridor connecting the fore and aft of the ship. The deck and port walls were full of multiple holes. The Naga blasts had hit them hard. It was a miracle that the ship had held up through the blasts as well as it had.

      But that wasn’t the worst of it. The enemy hadn’t just been firing energy bolts at the Satori. It seemed like they’d been firing missiles as well.

      The missile was huge, a couple of feet in diameter. It must have just fired when they were hit. It couldn’t have built up much speed yet before it impacted, because it had lodged itself in the outer hull. Now it was sitting there, a hulking mass penetrating the Satori’s hide.

      “We have a serious problem back here,” Beth said into her suit radio.

      Dan came back to her instantly. “What’s up?”

      “Are we still flying away from the Naga ship?” Beth asked. There might only be seconds left, if they were.

      “Yes, putting some distance so…”

      “Stop. Reverse course now!” Beth said.

      She stared at the missile. The only such weapons she’d seen the Naga use were nuclear warheads. They’d fired a number of them at a city and annihilated the entire thing. If this thing went off the ship would be obliterated.

      “What?” Dan asked. “But…”

      “No time! Turn the ship around now!” Beth yelled at him.

      She felt the ship changing course, and hoped she’d realized the threat soon enough.

      It was a logical safety precaution. Any big warhead would have a proximity safety, something to keep the thing from blowing up too close to the ship which fired it. If a big nuke went off a kilometer away from the Naga vessel, it might take damage as well. But they’d been cunning. They’d tucked it into the Satori. If Dan kept flying away, eventually they would pass the safe zone, and then…boom.

      Another half minute went by without the ship exploding. Beth figured they were likely safe, at least for the moment. She heaved a sigh of relief.

      “They tagged us with a nuke, Dan,” she said over her radio. “Betting it has a proximity safety.”

      She heard his sharp inhalation. He knew what that meant. “Can you defuse it?” Dan asked. “We need to get John medical attention.”

      “Maybe. If Majel can spare me some help,” Beth said. She stared at the weapon dubiously. This wasn’t her field. She knew engines, not explosives. If she did the wrong thing, the missile might go up anyway. “Andy too. He’s our weapons guy.”

      “On my way,” Andy chimed in over the net.

      Beth glared at the device, the ticking time bomb in their midst. How long did they have before the Naga figured out where the weapon was and decided to just detonate it and take their chances? Not long. They needed to dump the thing fast. Or maybe they could find a way to turn the weapon against their enemies?
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      Andy had his suit on already. The air was beginning to grow a little thin in the cockpit, despite his patch. He’d filled in both obvious holes, but either he had missed something or the recycling was already in full failure. He grabbed a portable toolbox from where it was strapped to the wall and strapped it to his leg, certain it would be useful in dealing with the missile.

      John still lay on the deck where Charline was working on him while Linda struggled to get the suit pants pulled on over his legs. John was still conscious, but his face was white and pinched with pain.

      He’d taken a scrap of metal to the gut. Charline wasn’t sure how much damage had been done. He was going to need medical attention as quickly as they could get it. She’d gotten the metal out, at least, and had the bleeding mostly stopped.

      Andy slapped the panel to open the hatch into the hall, but it wouldn’t budge. The outer hallway must be in complete vacuum. He could override the panel, but that would vent all of the rest of the air out of the bridge into space.

      “Beth, I can’t get out to you directly. Hatch is sealed,” he said. “I’m going to come around and take a look at the missile from the outside.”

      “OK. Not like I can go anywhere,” she snapped back.

      They didn’t have much time. The Naga clearly couldn’t get a good lock on the missile. Whatever the technology was that gave them their cloak must be blocking any sort of homing or tracking the missile had. That didn’t meant the Naga couldn’t figure out another way to blow the thing remotely. They needed to get it off the ship, fast.

      The bridge had an airlock. He stepped in and cycled the atmosphere. The outer door opened after just a few moments, and he was out in space. Andy swallowed hard. His last EVA hadn’t been that much fun. He’d almost died, removing bombs from the bottom of the ship before they blew. This was close enough to the same thing that he had a massive sense of deja vu.

      Nothing about this job was going to be improved by waiting. He tapped a button on the suit’s wrist console to activate the magnets in his boots and stepped outside the ship. Walking along the surface was easy, so long as he kept his sense of ‘down’ oriented right. The gravity field the Satori’s engines generated was strange though, and it kept trying to shift his ‘down’. It felt like he was flipping around every few steps, and he had to stop twice to quell the growing nausea.

      It was impossible to miss the weapon, though. The hull had been torn up all around the impact site. Multiple holes decorated the port side of the ship. The missile had inserted itself about halfway into the ship. It was roughly as long as he was tall, and wide enough around he would have trouble wrapping his arms around the thing. He came in close, inspecting it carefully. There didn’t appear to be any seams. No screws or bolts he could remove to disable or dismantle it.

      “Beth, is there any sort of access panel on the part that’s inside the ship?” he asked over the radio.

      “Not that I can see,” she replied.

      “Not out here either,” Andy said.

      “Damn.”

      That was trouble. He was hoping the alien tech would be similar enough to their own that he could open a panel, cut some wires, and be done with it. But nothing was simple when it came to the Naga.

      “Majel, you listening in?” he asked.

      “Of course.”

      “Any chance you can hack this thing?” Maybe there was a computer system on board that she could override.

      “I already did,” she said. “I have a temporary lock on its control systems, but there are fail-safes I can’t touch. They’re designed to go off if they’re tampered with.”

      “So you can set it off whenever you want, but there’s a limit to what you can do to stop someone else from setting it off?” Andy asked.

      She paused, then replied. “Yes. It’s inert - for now. But the Naga might be able to set it off remotely the same way I can, by tampering with the fail-safes.”

      Andy grunted. That made it a little simpler. If Majel could keep the thing from blowing for a little while they could drag it back out into space, fly away from it, and she could blow it up. He grabbed the missile and gave an experimental tug. It was wedged in pretty solidly. That wasn’t surprising. He’d figured it would have to be.

      He pulled out the tool set, carefully laying it against the hull so that it would magnetically lock in place. He popped the kit open and pulled out a small hand torch.

      “Sorry Beth. I’m going to have to trash some more of your hull to get this thing off,” he said.

      “Do what you have to,” she replied with a theatrical sigh. “We’ve already made swiss cheese of the ship. It’s going to need a complete overhaul.”

      She paused, then went on. “Again.”

      He grunted in reply, keeping the chuckle to himself. Then he started cutting away the metal around the missile, careful to keep the torch away from the weapon itself. The heat from his torch might not set the explosives inside off. Probably would not, in fact. But he wasn’t willing to bet all their lives on it.

      While he cut, an idea came to mind. What if they could do more than just shove the missile away from the ship? Was there some way they could turn the weapon against the Naga ship?

      “Majel, can you show me an image of the enemy ship, with damages?” Andy asked.

      “Of course. Anything in particular you are looking for?”

      “Highlight any spots where our wormhole blasted a hole through their armor,” Andy said.

      Majel posted an image of the enemy ship to the HUD inside his helmet a moment later. Andy whistled softly under his breath. They’d hammered the thing. The passes with the wormhole drive had done massive damage, ripping through the armor and damaging the interior. Even now, he could see from Majel’s imagery that the Naga ship was venting air from multiple sites, and one section of the ship looked like it was still burning.

      A quick survey found him what he was looking for. There, near the aft of the ship, a rip in the armor near enough to the engines that it had to have made the ship’s power plants vulnerable to attack. Oh, there were still decks between the tear and the engines. But that armored shell was the ship’s true protection. Inside, it was vulnerable to a massive explosion. Say, one from a nuclear missile.

      “Dan, I’ve got a crazy plan,” he said into his radio.
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      Andy finished cutting loose the bulkhead on the left side of the missile. The chunk of metal went spinning off into space. They were moving again, slowly easing their way back in toward the Naga ship. Beth and Majel had no idea what sort of range might have been set for the weapon’s failsafe, so they were staying close. The missile was detached now, at least. He’d tethered it to the Satori’s hull with a loop of lifeline until they decided what to do with it.

      The enemy ship was moving in toward the planet. It kept the fighter screen near, but it was dipping nearer to the surface. It had been holding a steady distance before. The move couldn’t be a good thing.

      “We need to stop them,” Andy said. “If we drop the missile into the hull breach I indicated and then Majel triggers it, the thing will go up. At the least, they’ll be badly damaged, maybe even destroyed.”

      “How do you plan to deliver the weapon?” Dan asked. “We don’t have missile launchers. You going to build a slingshot?”

      Andy paused. There was really only one way to do it. Someone had to sit outside the ship and shove it into the gap. Which meant someone needed to be outside while the Satori transitioned through a wormhole. The idea terrified him.

      “I’ll stay out here and shove it over,” Andy said, pushing down his fears. “I can grab a suit jetpack, rig it to send the missile over.”

      “You’re talking about staying outside during a jump?” Beth asked.

      “No way in hell,” John said. His voice was heavy with pain. “We have no idea what that would do to you.”

      They weren’t wrong, of course. They’d never sent a person through a wormhole without the ship around them the hull protecting them from whatever energy coruscated around the ship while it sailed through the space between entry and exit. Wormhole transitions were strange things. Even Beth didn’t understand the science behind them. Hell, even Majel couldn’t take readings to indicate what was going on during the jump itself. All they knew was that according to their instruments no time at all seemed to pass. But to the human perception, there was a distinct delay, a few moments where something happened.

      It was weird. And not in a fun way.

      “You have a better plan, John?” Andy asked. “The ship is beaten to hell. We can’t take another beating like that last. I don’t want to do this, so if you’ve got a better plan, now would be a great time.”

      “Naga ship is firing missiles!” Majel said, breaking into the conversation.

      Andy turned quickly toward the enemy ship. Sure enough, a dozen missiles were firing from the nose of the warship. At first he thought they had somehow found the Satori even through the cloak. But the missiles weren’t turning around to come at them. They drilled straight ahead.

      “Oh my god,” Charline said.

      She’d probably already plotted coordinates for each target. Andy didn’t have the computer in front of him to tell him precisely where those missiles would hit. He didn’t need one to know that they were aimed at Earth, most likely firing on an assortment of major cities. He’d seen what those missiles could do. The death toll from each missile would be in the millions.

      “Majel, can we stop them?” John asked.

      “Negative. We might be able to shoot one with the railguns, but targeting an object moving at that speed is problematic. We’d never get more than one,” she replied. “Sensors indicate the Naga vessel is loading a second volley.”

      Another volley. They’d fire twelve more missiles, nuke twelve more cities. How many dozens of missiles did the ship have? The Naga were hurt, and lashing out at the Earth as payback for the injuries they’d received.

      “Damn it, John. There’s no more time,” Andy said. “We need to do this now.”

      There was another hesitation, but it wasn’t long. They were all watching those missiles break atmosphere, and John knew another set would be underway in moments.

      “Do it,” John said, his voice cracking with emotion.

      “Coming back to the airlock for a jet-pack,” Andy said. “Give me a few seconds with the sealant goop to attach it to the missile.”

      “Naga ship will fire in approximately thirty-two seconds,” Majel said.

      Andy rushed. He made the airlock, popped the outer door open. One hand grabbed the pack and he was racing back to the missile. There was a spray can of the sealant in his tool kit. He grabbed it.

      “Twenty seconds,” Majel said.

      “Calculating jump,” Dan said. “Andy, hang on to something.”

      “Majel, show me where to hook this thing up,” Andy said. The AI could calculate the trajectory with an accuracy he’d never match. She placed an overlay on his HUD. He sprayed a bit of the foam where her diagram showed him to, gluing the thruster to the missile.

      “Jumping!” Dan said.

      Andy clung to the ship, praying that this would work. Lights flashed into being around the nose of the Satori. As he watched, space itself seemed to fold up, wrinkling around them as the lights shifted in unbelievable patterns. He closed his eyes and he could still see their brilliance. He opened his eyes again - and the Naga ship was there, only a few hundred meters ahead of them!

      Dan had cut the jump incredibly close. The Naga ship was looming in front of them and they sailed in dangerously near to the ship, blasting it with railguns as they went. Andy stood on shaking legs, hoping his boots wouldn’t rattle so hard that they’d come loose from their magnetic clamps.

      “They’re locking guns on us!” Charline said.

      “Jumping out,” Dan warned. More lights began flaring in front of the ship.

      But there was the rent in the Naga vessel, just off to the port side of the Satori. They were sailing directly past it. Andy felt like he could almost jump across and touch the thing. Majel fed a countdown onto his HUD. When it struck zero he pushed down the thruster button and blasted it with a bit of the sealant to hold it down. The missile sped away from the Satori, powered by the suit thruster.

      Without warning, the glowing lights spread back out across the ship. Andy flinched away from them, almost tearing himself free from the hull with the violence of his movement. He reached down and clung to a bit of torn hull plating with his gloves, hanging on with everything he had.

      They were out! Andy’s stomach heaved, and he almost lost his control. He could taste bile in the back of his mouth. His arms and legs were shaking so hard that he could barely hang on to the ship. But they were through. Had it worked, though? Had Majel been able to detonate the weapon before the Naga could launch more missiles? He scanned space, looking for the Naga vessel.

      He found where it had been easily enough, but he couldn’t see the ship itself. All that was visible was a brilliant flash of blinding light, so bright that his helmet dimmed in immediate reaction.
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      There was a hushed silence in the cockpit while everyone waited for Andrew to respond. John was practically holding his breath. Two wormhole jumps, outside the ship? They’d never experimented with sending anything living through the wormhole outside of a ship. There was no way to tell what that might have done to him, or if he’d even been able to hang on during the second jump.

      If he’d been jarred loose, where would he be? Back there in the middle of a nuclear fireball? Or lost somewhere in the space between? He shuddered, imagining being lost for eternity in that glowing space where the Satori traveled in between entry and exit, the space all of their science said did not exist - but all of their minds agreed was there.

      “Andy, you OK?” Charline repeated into her radio.

      The wait seemed like an eternity, the weight of each nanosecond feeling like an epoch to John. Was he dead? Gone? Vanished? He never should have allowed Andrew to try such an insane stunt. But there hadn’t been any other way to stop the Naga from raining down nuclear destruction upon their home planet. He’d done what needed doing. At what cost?

      “I’m here,” Andrew’s voice came back to them. “Just a little out of breath. That was closer than I ever want to come again.”

      Then the cheering started in earnest. The rest of the crew was all smiles. Dan gave a whoop. Charline was grinning ear to ear. John allowed himself to calm at last, relaxing back against his chair gently so as not to disturb the wound in his abdomen.

      “Majel, give me a damage estimate on the Naga vessel,” John said.

      “Their ship has lost primary power and attitude control. Their engines are offline. Current course will send them into Earth’s atmosphere at terminal velocity,” she replied.

      “Ouch,” Dan said.

      John smiled grimly. With luck the thing would burn up on entry to the atmosphere. He hoped whatever was left of it at least crashed someplace relatively harmless.

      “The other two ships?” John asked. There was still a hell of a lot more to do. They’d only taken down one of the three vessels, and the Satori was just about spent. The ship couldn’t take much more damage, and he knew that even though the micro-jumps used a lot less power than an interstellar wormhole, they had to be low on charge for the drive.

      “Both ships are returning to Earth, towing a small asteroid,” Majel said. “Based on their courses, they intend to strike the planet with rocks from opposite sides.”

      “Analysis of damage?” John asked.

      “Total. Unlikely for any life to survive the impacts.”

      Planet killers. The Naga were done playing games. They knew they had the right place as soon as the Satori revealed itself to them. That was enough. The early feints were just to be certain. As soon as they were sure this was the right planet, that this world was where the Satori had come from, the two ships had sailed off to get planet-killing asteroids. They were taking no chances with a battle the Satori might escape from. Destroy the planet itself, and the Satori had little future impact. Even if they fled and survived, humanity would no longer be a factor.

      He had done this. His pride, his desire to explore, his need to know what was out there. John cursed himself in silence. On the planet below millions had just died in nuclear fireballs, annihilated because he had roused the Naga and led them here. Now they would wipe out every last human on Earth if they could. All because of him.

      Around him the bridge was silent again as Majel’s words soaked in, damping the previous enthusiasm.

      “They must be stopped,” John said. “No matter the cost.”

      “Great,” Dan said, nodding. “You have a plan for that? Because we have enough juice for two, maybe three more micro-jumps. The structure is beaten all to hell. And we’ve burned through about three-quarters of our railgun ammunitions. On one ship.”

      “Which we only beat because they threw a nuke at us,” Beth added via the radio. She was still locked in the hallway, working to reinforce the damaged compartment as best she could.

      “I…” John paused. His gut hurt enough that he was having trouble thinking. There had to be something they could do. Some new tactic they could try, some brilliant plan that would win the day. But for the life of him there was nothing he could think of through his pain. Another failure tacked on to the list. He had doomed humanity, and now he couldn’t even save it.

      The airlock cycled, and Andrew stepped onto the bridge. He sealed the door behind himself and took off his helmet, shaking out his hair.

      “Ugh. Air’s thin in here, but still a little better than the stale stink of raw terror in my helmet right now,” Andrew said. “I have an idea.”

      John smiled. Of course he did. It was probably another crazy but good one, too. Like drawing the giant insect up to battle the Naga, back on the dust world. Or like the action he’d taken in the watery world against the rogue Cyanauts. Or daring to stay outside the ship to launch a nuke back at the enemies from which it had come.

      He’d watched Andrew change so much over the past year. He’d gone from someone who took orders to someone who acted. Now, he was growing into a man capable of giving them as well. It was an amazing experience, watching his son of the heart grow into what he could be. It felt remarkable. John had a sense of completion and fulfillment deep enough that it shocked him.

      “The ship is yours, Andrew,” John said. He saw the young man give a half wince, half grin on hearing his full name. John always called him that, even though his friends all called him Andy. It had been intended as a sign of respect, but maybe it was time to change that, too. “Andy. Make it count.”

      Andy took a step toward him, dropping a hand on his shoulder. He had an odd expression on his face, a mixed look of surprise, gratitude, and concern. “Thanks. You OK?”

      “I will be for the moment,” John said. He leaned back again, settling into his chair and trying to ignore the growing pain in his belly. Regardless what happened to him, Andrew - Andy - and the others would get this job done. That was what mattered most to him. They, more than anything else, were his legacy to the world and the future. He closed his eyes to rest, listening to his children take command of their destiny - and the destinies of everyone on Earth.
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      Andy stalked over to stand beside Dan, staring out the front window into space. The Satori had come about, orienting back toward the Naga vessel. The explosion hadn’t killed the damned thing, but they’d crippled it. Even kilometers away, he could still see air and flame vent from the ship as it fell toward the planet below. The back end of the battle cruiser was tipping upward. Soon the entire ship would enter into a spin. That one was finished.

      It had already done incalculable damage though, and the other two ships were closing in for the kill. It wasn’t enough to have the Satori out here defending the planet on her own. It was time to bring in allies. They needed help out here, and they needed it right away if they were going to have any chance of beating both ships.

      He looked down at Dan, who met his gaze. Andy felt a little guilt at taking over like this. Dan was the more experienced spacer. The most experienced of any of them, truth be told. But Dan’s eyes showed no anger or resentment. Instead, he gave Andy a thin smile and a tiny nod of his head. That alone was enough to buoy Andy’s spirits. Dan, at least, was with him. That support meant more than he could say.

      “Charline, that base we were at signaled the Satori,” Andy said. “Can you reach out to them along the same frequency, see if you can raise them?”

      “I can try,” she said.

      “Good. Majel, time to get some more people on the phone,” Andy said. “I need to speak to the heads of the Russian, Chinese, and EU space programs.”

      “I’ll ring their numbers.”

      “Be convincing,” Andy replied. They needed to get as many teams on board as possible. There were few enough true spacecraft available on Earth. They needed all of them in the air right away.

      “I’ve got Hereford,” Charline said.

      “Put him on speaker,” Andy replied.

      There was a crackling of static as the connection went through. That was how long Andy had to suck in a deep breath and consider his words. Hereford was a general, which meant he was a political animal. But he was an airman as well, which meant somewhere in his background he’d been a man of action too. Andy just needed to get the latter to override the former. Oh, and he needed to do it with no authority or power beyond what they’d already demonstrated by blowing up one enemy ship.

      “God damn,” Hereford said over the radio. “We’ve been watching the fight from here. Hell of a show.”

      “It was way more exciting up here, sir,” Andy replied.

      Hereford chuckled. “I’ll bet. Where’s John? Figured I’d be talking to that old bastard, not you.”

      Andy glanced over at John, still in his seat. His eyes were closed, his breathing steady and slow. He couldn’t tell for sure if he was awake and just letting Andy handle the situation, or if he’d passed out again. This whole thing was delaying treatment that might be critical to John’s survival, and it grated on him. He wanted nothing more than to get John ground-side to a hospital. But there just wasn’t time.

      “He’s resting. Took a shot during the fight,” Andy said.

      “Damn, take care of him. Old birds like he and I are too few as it is,” Hereford said. Then his voice cracked like a whip, serious again. “Can you take out those other two ships? Out radar says they’re coming our way with some very big rocks. My daddy always said sticks and stones would break my bones, but I have a hunch these aliens are planning something a little more drastic than kneecapping us.”

      “That matches our assessment. Put together, those rocks are planet killers,” Andy said. “Something might survive on the planet with one impact.”

      “Microbes, most likely,” Majel put in.

      “But not both,” Andy finished.

      “Can you stop them, son?” Hereford asked.

      This was it. The moment of truth. He needed to do something that put all of them at risk here, something that many of the crew were probably not going to be comfortable with. But there wasn’t any choice.

      “No,” Andy said.

      He heard the general sigh. “Then we’re screwed? I don’t accept that.”

      “I didn’t say that. But the Satori is badly shot up and low on ammunition,” Andy replied. “We got lucky with that first ship. We can’t repeat it with the others. Not without help.”

      Andy heard a shifting noise on the other side of the line. In his mind, he imagined Hereford sitting up in his chair, maybe gesturing to aides nearby. “You have a plan then,” Hereford said. It wasn’t a question.

      “Yes, sir. But it’s gonna be hell in space.”

      “Give it to me,” Hereford replied.

      “I want you to launch ever damned ship or rocket capable of carrying a team of spec ops or marines. Aim half of them at one ship and half at the other,” Andy said.

      “They’ll be torn to bits,” Hereford protested.

      “Time a spread of missiles to keep their guns busy. Your fighters will escort one group of assault ships toward one Naga vessel, while the Satori escorts the other,” Andy said. “Once they make contact, they breach and take the ships.”

      “That’s ambitious. How about we nuke them from inside instead?” Hereford said.

      “That’s a good backup plan,” Andy agreed.

      “We don’t have enough ships ready to go to do much damage,” Hereford muttered. “I’m getting numbers now, but I don’t think we have more than two or three that can launch in time to do any good.”

      “I’m already pinging the other major space agencies, sir,” Andy said. “This strike will be all or nothing. Earth wins here or dies. No sense leaving anyone out.”

      There was a long pause. Andy worked hard to keep his face calm and his fingers from fidgeting. If he’d screwed this up, if Hereford wasn’t convinced, then it might be possible to twist other arms into launching this assault. But that would take even more precious time, and he was incredibly aware of how what little they had was rapidly running out. He took a deep breath, getting ready to give one more exhortation about how it was the best shot they had, but Hereford cut in first.

      “We’ll make it happen,” he said. “I’m already setting up coordination with the Chinese, and we’ll have the Russians and the EU on the line shortly. You’ll get your flotilla. God help you if this fails.”

      “God help all of us if we screw this up, sir,” Andy said. “Nothing else will. The Satori might be able to evacuate a handful of people in time, but…”

      “Nowhere near enough to make a difference,” Hereford said. “I understand. We’ll be in touch with launch details shortly.”

      The radio cut out, and Andy sank into his chair. His hands were shaking, and he placed them on his knees to hide it. He’d convinced the general to follow his lead. He’d figured that would be the hard part. But now, going over the vague plan in his head, he realized that had been the easiest element of the whole show. There was so much at stake. If anything failed, they all died. Along with every human being in the universe.

      “Well, I knew you’d been angling for a promotion for a while,” Dan said. “I just never thought you’d go to such extremes.”

      “What’s that?” Andy asked, startled from his thoughts.

      Dan spun his seat around to face Andy, a big, lop-sided grin on his face. “Sure. You just bought yourself command of Earth’s first space combat fleet. Congratulations, Admiral Wakefield.”

      Andy groaned, and then laughed. A little of the pressure eased away with the joke. Not much, but just enough that he could breathe a little more easily. They’d pulled off so many insane ventures in the past. Surely they could manage just one more.
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      The planet below lit with sequences of launches as dozens of payloads jumped toward the sky within minutes of each other. Blossoms of light clawed their way up through the atmosphere, burning through the air to stab out toward their foes.

      “Looks like every launch was a go,” Dan said. He shook his head. “No, I take that back. China’s lost one rocket and the US has had a booster failure. The other six look clear to reach orbit.”

      “That’s only three troop payloads for each Naga ship,” Charline said. “Will it be enough troops?”

      “It has to be,” Andy replied.

      Dan grunted and returned to his console. He swung the Satori in an arc that would link up with the assault ships. His job would be to screen three of them against Naga fighters. He was going to have his hands full. The alien ship ahead of them had already launched its full compliment. They were still hundreds of kilometers distant but closing fast.

      “Phase two should engage any moment now,” Andy said.

      Dan switched one of his screens to the Satori’s rear camera. He had to see this. He’d grown up in the shadow of nuclear war, people always a little nervous that eventually someone would push the button and then the end would arrive in cataclysm. Stockpiles of nukes had gone down over the decades as treaty after treaty attempted to limit their distribution, but there were still over two thousand active nuclear missiles on Earth.

      From the sounds of it, pretty damned near all of them that could fire far enough had been aimed upward into space.

      “We’ve got confirmation on Phase Two,” Charline said.

      “My god,” Dan whispered. He’d never seen anything like this.

      The planet below seemed alive with launches. Scores, then hundreds, eventually over a thousand missiles clawing their way skyward. It looked like a huge campfire just after being stirred, the sparks sailing off into the night sky. There were too many points of light to take them all in.

      “That might just do the trick all by itself,” Beth said over the radio. She’d shored up the hallway, but rather than joining them on the bridge had returned to the engine room. Getting back and forth was going to be trouble through the damaged hall, and she wanted to be near the critical ship systems in case they had trouble.

      “I doubt it,” Andy said. “But we can hope.”

      The missiles shot up and away from the planet, overtaking the assault shuttles. Ahead, the Naga vessels were slowing, altering the course to better bring their weapons to bear. Flashes of light crisscrossed the dark void as the alien weapons spat energy toward the missiles. Brilliant explosions formed, silent detonations of small suns.

      “Majel, link my radio in to our assault ship pilots,” Dan said. He saw them closing fast behind the Satori. They were a rag-tag little batch of ships. None of them were built for combat. They were designed to shuttle people up to a space station, or haul cargo. Those ships were going to come apart in seconds if anything shot at them. Each of them had to be packed to the gills to get a full platoon or more of troops inside.

      “Done,” Majel said.

      “Good. Majel, I’m going to need your help on this,” Dan said. “Keeping those ships safe is…” His voice trailed off.

      “Statistically unlikely,” Majel supplied for him. “We’ll do what we can, though.”

      “Shuttles, stay close together and in formation. We’re providing your cover,” Dan said into his radio.

      “What cover? Where are you?” the response came back.

      “Stealth ship. You can’t see us, but we can see you,” Dan said. “Hang in there. This is going to get rough.”

      Then they were cruising into the region where the nukes had been going off, bits of debris and leftover shock waves turning the smooth ride into a bumpy one. The Naga fighters were dead ahead, too. “Majel, give me a railgun spread targeting those lead fighters. Take them out.”

      “They’ll know we’re here,” Majel warned.

      “I want them to.”

      The Satori fired, blasting two Naga fighters to bits, and then blowing up two more. The remaining fighters of that leading wing scattered, flying in all directions to get clear of the Satori’s deadly hail of fire. Those ships would come around and try to slip in behind their formation, but it bought them time. Every second they earned without losing a shuttle was kilometers closer to the battle cruiser.

      He could see it, sunlight flickering off the hull a little in the distance. It wasn’t towing the planetoid it carried. It was pushing it along. That’s why it had stopped and turned. The planetoid was in the way of it firing its main guns. Just by forcing it to change direction like that, they’d bought more time for the planet. The Naga would have to do some time-consuming course corrections to get the asteroid headed back toward Earth.

      Another fighter wing soared in from in front. Dan kept the Satori aimed toward them. If he could get this one split as well, then maybe they had a shot.

      “Fighters closing on the assault shuttles from behind!” Charline warned.

      “Damn, already?” Dan said. He brought the ship around, and the railguns fired. One Naga ship exploded, but the other two continued their run on one of the shuttles. Dan closed with it, engines flaring as he poured on more power. Majel and Charline took out a second one with the railguns, but missed the third.

      It sped up. He wasn’t going to reach it in time. The thing wasn’t going to slow down - it was speeding up. He watched its guns stitch scorch marks into the side of the shuttle, but that wasn’t the biggest threat.

      The fighter was still boosting velocity when it slammed into the rear starboard side of the shuttle, instantly vaporizing both ships.

      “Damn it!” Dan cried out. He was going too fast himself. He began slowing the Satori, swinging the ship back around. Majel fired the guns, taking out two more ships as they approached. But the other Naga pilots had seen the successful attack. It seemed enough of them were willing to die to stop the humans. Three more trios of fighters were speeding toward the shuttles.

      The Satori blasted two fighters apart. The third dove away, momentarily out of the fight. Dan brought the nose around to the second group. One of the fighters detonated as a railgun slug slammed into it. But the other two crashed into the shuttle. The shuttle tried vainly to dodge, but it simply wasn’t maneuverable enough. The crew of the Satori watched helplessly as the ships tore each other into scrap metal.

      “God damn it,” Dan said. He brought the Satori in directly behind the third flight, and Majel took two of them out. But the Naga had planned this well. They knew the Satori had two railguns. Three fighters in a suicide wave meant one of them was likely to get through. He couldn’t take out the third fighter in time.

      The shuttle ducked and weaved, twisting in an impossibly complex evasive maneuver. The Naga fighter shot past it.

      “I’ve taken control of their helm,” Majel said. “Charline hacked their computer systems. I can’t dodge these things forever though.”

      “You don’t have to,” Dan said. “I have a better idea. We are so out of here.”

      “What do you have in mind?” Andy asked. He’d been silent to let Dan fly, but he was right to question a change in plans. You could only have one captain of a ship. Dan might tend to assume tactical command as the pilot, but he didn’t begrudge Andy wanting to know what was going on.

      “I want to jump them with us and drop them right on top of the Naga,” Dan said.

      “That’s brilliant if it works,” Andy said.

      “Yeah,” Dan replied with a quick grin. “I know.”

      He tapped out a sequence on the wormhole drive, working the rough coordinates for the jump. With Majel now controlling the shuttle - and only one shuttle left - they had options which hadn’t existed before. Dan opened the radio channel to the last shuttle.

      “Hang on, guys. We have your helm on remote. We’re going to land you on the Naga cruiser,” he said.

      “How? It’s still a hundred kilometers away,” the shuttle pilot replied.

      “Magic,” Dan said.

      He snapped off the link. “Majel, this is a double jump. We have the juice for it?” While he talked, he tore apart two more Naga fighters. But the others were reforming. Four clusters of three fighters dove toward the helpless shuttle. There was no way even Majel was going to be able to dodge them all.

      “The drive has had a little time to recharge. We can manage three short jumps, maybe four,” Majel said.

      “Light it up, then!” Dan said.

      The wormhole drive activated. The last thing Dan saw before the screen grew too bright to see through was the Naga fighters closing on the shuttle, every engine burning with all the power they could muster.

      Then the Satori flickered into space directly above the shuttle.

      “Engage second jump!” Dan said. The lights flashed again. Proximity warning alarms went off as the Satori’s sensors picked up the deadly fighters coming in fast. All of the Naga fighters were shooting as they came. Even if they couldn’t see the Satori, they’d seen the wormhole activation. They knew roughly were the ship was. The hull was pounded by bolts of energy from the fighter’s fire as it stitched its way across the hull. The lights flickered for a moment, but the wormhole was holding.

      The Satori and her passenger dove forward into the wormhole.
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      Majel privately thought the entire operation they were undergoing was impractical. There were far too many places where it could go horribly wrong. Every element of their strike was grossly outmatched by the Naga forces arrayed against them.

      For example, her sensor readings showed that the battle cruiser had already eliminated two hundred and seventy four of the four hundred and eleven missiles launched from the planet surface. With the Satori and assault shuttles gone, the fighters were zipping around cleaning up most of the rest of that attack. The missiles were ‘dumb’, with little evasive ability. They were also reaching out at a target that was at the very edge of their fuel capacity. A great number were going to miss simply because the Naga ship moving away from its previous course. The missiles lacked the fuel to compensate. That hundred or so would drift into space, useless.

      They had already lost two shuttles, which meant there were perhaps three dozen humans making contact with the Naga ship. Against them was the hull of the ship itself. If they breached that barrier, which seemed likely, the battle cruiser was teeming with over a hundred armed Naga warriors.

      Majel had run through simulations of a hundred thousand alternate plans, however. Variations on themes, none of the simulations she ran ended with anything but the destruction of Earth.

      She stayed the course anyway. Partly that was out of loyalty for these humans who had become her friends. Her family, even, although she had a limited understanding of what precisely they meant when they used that word. It felt right somehow, in a way she could not express in pixels or machine code.

      But partly it was because if she had learned nothing else from working with the crew of the Satori, it was that statistics often lied.

      For example, even her best-case simulation had all three assault ships being destroyed within the first few moments of contact. Dan’s piloting skills shifted the odds, but even factoring those in with her own ability to predict Naga movement and take action to block them, none of the shuttles should have gotten anywhere near the cruiser.

      Yet here she was, gently setting the shuttle down on the upper hull of the enemy vessel.

      There was something about humanity, and perhaps about every living species, which defied statistics. They lived and fought and threw all their effort into impossibly improbable things. Often, they failed. But sometimes they succeeded. And somehow, by relying on such outlier examples as indications of probability, they won through more often than mathematics said they ought.

      Hope was a dangerous thing. But it was also an incredible asset at the right time. Majel clung to hope, to the belief that her crew had what it took to beat the odds once more.

      “Evacuate the ship immediately,” Majel said over the assault shuttle’s internal speakers and radios. “Fighters are incoming. We will be unable to defend you against a strafing run. Evacuate and make your way into the enemy ship.”

      “We’re on it,” a gruff voice replied. “Who is this, anyway?”

      “My name is Majel,” she replied. “I’m the one who took over your navigation to prevent your being blown to bits a few seconds ago.”

      “Well, we appreciate it, Miss,” the voice replied. “You did your job. Let us get to ours.”

      “I’m uploading the coordinates of the nearest and next nearest airlock sites to you now,” she added.

      “Got ‘em. We’re on it. Keep those fighters off us the best you can.”

      The transmission stopped, but she saw the man was as good as his word. The bay doors on the side of the shuttle opened up and men in space suits poured out, dropping to the Naga ship and activating magnetic boots. They made their way across the surface in the direction she had sent them.

      “Marines are away,” she reported to the Satori crew. “Naga fighter wings are incoming to this site. Suggest we intersect, or the marines will be in trouble fast.”

      “We’re up and moving,” Dan said. “I see the targets.”

      Majel was tracking them, too. Two small groups of three fighters each. She created firing solutions for two and engaged them with the guns. One of them exploded and the other lost a wing, spinning off into the dark. That still left four, more than enough to take out the men below before they found cover.

      “Andy, we need to drop the cloak,” Dan said.

      “We won’t last long if they can see us,” Andy replied.

      “Those men down there will last even less time if those fighters get into range,” Dan snapped back. “I can’t get into position to stop them all.”

      “You want to make us bait?” Andy hesitated only a second. “Do it.”

      Dan tapped the button to drop the cloak as he brought the Satori into a position to target two more Naga. The reaction was immediate. Now that they could see the enemy, three of the remaining fighters broke from their attack run to maneuver into a better striking position against the Satori.

      One of them drove ahead, still barreling in toward the marines on the ship’s hull.

      “Damn it,” Dan said. “One of them didn’t take the bait.”

      Which was the logical course of action for them to take. Majel knew that, but she held back the words. She sensed that saying so would not help improve the situation. Instead she split her focus. She began working on targeting solutions for the fleeing ship - because she predicted with ninety-nine point eight percent certainty that Dan would pursue that one ship over the other three. With the rest of her concentration she tracked the other three fighters. They would become threats in a matter of seconds. Dan didn’t have long.

      “Going after the one,” Dan said.

      Majel was inwardly pleased that her math had been correct. With Dan, she was wrong more often than the mathematics suggested she should be. That odd thing about humanity which enabled them to defy the odds seemed particularly strong in some members of the species. He didn’t have much time before the other fighters toasted the Satori, but he didn’t need it. She locked the speeding fighter. He fired.

      It detonated into a fireball.

      Just in time. The other fighters screamed in from all sides. Their crossfire stitched the hull, pounding the already wounded vessel. Dan was distracted, trying to steer the ship into a vector which would get them clear of the enemy guns. He hadn’t thought to turn the cloak back on yet. Majel could flick the switch digitally though. She turned the alien cloak back on.

      Nothing happened.
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      Dan cursed under his breath as the Naga fighters zipped in toward them, firing as they came. He slapped the button to activate the cloak, belatedly realizing that he could have turned it on earlier and improved their odds of surviving the next few moments greatly. But nothing happened. He rapped the button again, but there was still no response from the system.

      “Cloaking device is not functioning,” Majel said.

      “Shit,” Dan said. “Beth, what’s going on with the cloak?”

      He brought the Satori into a tight spiral, working to evade and outrun the fighters. It mostly worked. The ones which had been trying to catch them in a pincer move were now all behind them. As more bolts of enemy fire slammed against the hull, Dan was forced to wonder if that was an improvement or not.

      “It’s a mess back here. Took fire and tore the place up,” Beth said.

      “Are you all right?” Dan asked.

      “Yes, but the systems are trashed. I can’t activate the cloak from here either, not without some time to repair the linking systems.”

      “Shit,” Dan said, thinking fast as he tried to dodge the enemy fighters. If they moved too far away from the cruiser it would lock them with its guns and destroy them. The only reason it wasn’t already trying was that all its guns were still busy blowing up the remaining missiles Earth fired.

      “We’re going to have to jump,” Andy said.

      “Agreed,” Dan said. He began working with Majel to plot coordinates that would take them out of the fight. They wouldn’t be able to return until Beth repaired whatever was wrong with the cloaking device. He hated the idea of running away, but it was the only option.

      “Incoming call from the Marine platoon,” Linda said. “They’re in trouble. They can’t break through the airlock. Enemy forces inside. And they’re taking fire from another fighter. They’ve got some cover, but they’re not going to last long out there.”

      Dan glanced up from his calculations to meet Andy’s eyes. They couldn’t run. Not now. This was for the planet. They had to find a way to stay and fight. But it had to be something that made a difference. Getting blown out of space in the next minute or so wasn’t going to help anyone.

      “Let’s give those Naga something else to think about other than Marines,” Andy said. “You’ve flown into a Naga cruiser before, Dan. Can you get into their hangar bay? Via wormhole?”

      Dan shrugged. “I have absolutely no idea. Majel?”

      There was a pause while Majel worked through whatever hellish math was involved. The fighters were getting closer. Dan swung around the side of the cruiser, breaking their line of sight for a moment. It wasn’t going to last, though. They’d be coming after them again any second.

      “Affirmative,” Majel said. “I…think.”

      “You think?” Charline asked, incredulous.

      “The variables are too significant, and there are too many unknown factors involved. I will have to…guess,” Majel said. “Our odds of success are unknown.”

      Dan laughed aloud. It was all he could think to do. This was the mad world they were in now, where alien spaceships were trying to shoot them down, and their computer was making guesses. He twisted the controls, sending the Satori up around the Naga cruiser in a narrow orbit, barely skimming above the hull.

      “I’m not certain this is the time for levity,” Majel said. “I was quite serious.”

      “Guess quickly, Majel,” Dan chuckled some more. “I trust your guesses more than most people’s certainty.”

      “Sending you coordinates now,” Majel replied. “At this speed we will have to brake rather rapidly.”

      “Understood,” Dan said. He began slowing the ship down so he’d have some chance of stopping them before they smashed into something on the other side of the wormhole. Out of habit Dan wanted to add an unnecessary ‘hang on’ for the rest of the crew, but if they weren’t already hanging on then they hadn’t been paying attention for the last ten minutes. Besides, there wasn’t time. He pressed the button to activate the jump. Brilliant light blossomed in front of the ship.

      And they were elsewhere, transitioning almost instantly. Dan’s first awareness was of a wall only a few dozen meters ahead of them. He banked the ship hard, braking with every erg of power the Satori’s engines could bring to bear. Even through the ship’s inertial dampening, the sheering force of their hard turn threw Dan against his restraints with bruising force. His vision narrowed, turning black on the edges as he struggled to retain focus on flying.

      He sucked in a deep breath against the pressure and continued the turn. The Satori was inside a hanger much like the one he’d seen before. Luckily most of the cruiser’s fighters were already out in space. There wasn’t much to crash into besides the Naga ship itself. The Satori glided along the wall, dumping speed as it went. He cut sharply once more as they reached the far end of the hangar, continuing to follow the wall.

      It was almost tight enough a turn, but not quite. The Satori’s wing clipped the corner, and at the speed they were moving the small graze was disastrous. Most of the left wing sheered away with a sound like a steel bridge collapsing. Warning lights splashed across Dan’s console. He didn’t have time to take them all in. The Satori was out of control now, threatening to enter into a spin.

      He had to set the ship down before they crashed. They were still moving too rapidly for a controlled descent, but there wasn’t any choice. Dan dropped the landing gear and shoved the nose of the ship downward toward the Naga deck.

      The Satori responded sluggishly, the wing clipping another wall and threatening to destroy what was left of his control over the vessel. Then the landing gear under the nose came down against the deck hard enough to jam Dan’s teeth together. The aft end of the ship slammed down a moment later. All three landing gear buckled, collapsing under the strain. The ship crashed into the Naga deck, belly down, and continued to slide another hundred feet. Dan could see the shower of sparks they were striking even through the cockpit window.

      The ship came to rest only a few dozen feet from the far wall of the hangar. Dan could taste blood in his mouth. He’d bitten his lip somewhere in the crash. His hands were shaking at how close they had come to disaster. But they were in, and they were alive.

      “That wasn’t your best landing,” Andy said from behind him, coughing.

      “Sorry about that. You know what they say about any landing you walk away from, right?” Dan replied. He felt terrible. He’d let them all down. It had been a complex move, and he knew he had done all he could. But he couldn’t help wishing he had been able to move just a little bit faster.

      “If you call that a good landing, I’ll eat my suit helmet,” Charline said.

      “We’ve got a shot. That’s what counts,” Andy replied. “Everyone OK?”

      From the back of the ship, Beth’s voice hollered over the radio. “What the hell did you do to my ship?”

      She was OK. That took an enormous load off Dan’s shoulders. He wasn’t sure he could ever have forgiven himself if she’d been hurt.

      “We’re all here,” Linda said. “Barely.”

      “Sore, but alive,” John said. “You all need to go reinforce those Marines. Get them inside where they can do the job they were sent to do, or Earth is doomed. I’ll just slow you down. I’ll remain here to guard the ship.”

      “Alone?” Andy said. “Dan can…”

      Dan turned his chair, then stood up without a word. His legs shook, but it was as much from reaction to the crash as his lingering weakness. The Naga ships were operating at a little less than two-thirds of Earth’s gravity. He wasn’t going to be running too much. But by god, he could stand. He stood and stared firmly ahead at Andy, daring the man to leave him out. He was done being left behind in the ship.

      “Majel and I can handle it,” John said.

      “Grab a rifle then, Dan,” Andy said after a pause. “All of you, arm up. Let’s do this.”
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      Andy was in the middle of their little band as they made their way from the hangar, moving deeper into the ship. Speed was of the essence. They were outnumbered. Vastly so. If they allowed the Naga to pin them down, then all of this would be for nothing. They had to get the Marines aboard the ship, needed to get that additional firepower on their side.

      His plan was to flank the Naga pinning the human troops at the airlock. Even with his handful of fighters, he ought to be able to tear up the Naga force rapidly enough that the Marines could take advantage of the confusion and move in for the kill. Combining their forces, they could take the key installations on the Naga ship - the bridge and engine room. Those in hand, the immediate threat to Earth from the asteroid the battle cruiser was pushing along would be gone. They could get reinforcements from Earth and the rest would be cleanup.

      Beth jogged alongside him. Charline had point, several meters ahead. She was the best shot of any of them, and as nervous as Andy was about having her be first in the line of fire, he had to admit she was good at this. They’d worked together over and over, drilling movement to contact until she was damned near as good as most professional soldiers he’d worked with. She’d come a long way from the quiet programmer she had been when they’d met!

      Andy glanced back over his shoulder. Dan and Linda were bringing up the rear. If anything were going to be a weak link in this operation, it would be those two. Dan had training, but he was weak, unsteady on legs he’d barely even been able to move a week before. Linda was fairly fit, but she had little training. He’d armed her with one of the Naga rifles, set to stun. The last thing they needed was a friendly fire accident with a P90 rifle, which was what the rest of them carried.

      “Stay tight,” Andy whispered. Each of them had a throat microphone to communicate even the softest vocalization, and an earpiece to receive each other’s words.

      Dan nodded back at him, gamely working to keep up with the rest of the group, but he was clearly struggling. His face was white, sweat beading on his forehead. Andy grimaced, hoping that it hadn’t been a horrible mistake to bring him along.

      There was a rattle of gunfire from up ahead, and Andy had no more time to think about Dan. Charline had made contact. He whirled forward and ducked back against the wall, rifle ready to add his own bullets if needed. But Charline had already dispatched the two Naga she’d spotted.

      “Just the two,” Charline said. “No more enemy in sight.”

      “Stay alert,” Andy replied. “Beth, move forward. Cover each other as you advance.”

      The sound of those shots would carry. Any other Naga nearby would know that there were intruders on board the ship now. Andy wanted to increase the pace, but they were already traveling about as fast as Dan could manage. He couldn’t push much more without leaving the man behind, and they might need the extra firepower soon.

      “Majel, how much further do we need to go?” Andy asked. The AI had a pretty good schematic of the ship.

      “About another two hundred meters forward. You’ll need to descend several decks to reach the outer hull,” she replied. “I am working on a route for you. Continue current path for now.”

      They made it another hundred meters before the enemy caught up with them. Shots from behind zipped by over Andy’s right shoulder. He turned toward the rear, hitting the deck just in time to dodge more incoming fire.

      “Enemy to the rear!” he called out, warning the others. Dan and Linda had already taken up positions against the walls, firing at the enemy from behind the minimal cover of a pair of stanchions.

      It was hard to see just how many of them there were. Andy counted at least four, maybe six. Enough to be a problem. Probably not enough to stop them cold, but every delay was hurting their chances of stopping the enemy from dropping a rock on his home world.

      “More of them to the front!” Charline called out. Andy spared a glance her way. She and Beth were returning fire at another Naga patrol ahead of them.

      They were trapped, pinned between the two groups. It wasn’t going to be possible to break contact with both groups, and if they turned to focus fire on one enemy the other would tear them apart from the other side. It was a neat setup, and the Naga had clearly prepared it with some care. He cursed under his breath.

      “Majel, we need another way out of here,” Andy said into the radio. “We’re pinned down in the hall, enemy on both sides. You have anything?”

      There was the briefest of delays before she replied. “Affirmative. There is an access panel directly to your left. I can hack the control systems to allow you to open the panel.”

      “What’s on the other side?” Andy asked her.

      “Ducts. They drop down straight for several levels. You’ll have to climb down the ladder.”

      Crawling around inside the ventilation shafts of an alien ship. It was so damned cliché that the idea surprised a chuckle from his throat. “OK, tell me when we can move.”

      “Done. The hatch should be directly to your left and forward one meter,” Majel said.

      Andy glanced over and spotted the panel in question. More Naga energy bolts whizzed by over his head, and he fired a burst at the enterprising lizard that had decided he made a good target. He heard the alien grunt in pain. At least one of his shots hit.

      A quick roll brought him out of the line of fire, up against the wall. The hatch opened easily to his touch, sliding aside to reveal a dark passage punctuated by a steady series of rungs, descending who-knew-how-far. With luck, maybe they could get all the way to the outer deck this way, and be that much nearer to the airlock.

      “Beth, this way,” he said. He popped up on one knee to add his own fire to Charline’s, giving Beth cover as she dodged back and slid into the hole. She started to descend.

      “Linda, you next,” Andy said.

      “I can’t. They’ll hit me.” She sounded terrified. Andy cursed silently. He hadn’t been paying enough attention. Of course she was scared. She had damned little experience with firefights. The rest of them had been through this a few times, knew what they needed to do to stay alive. Linda was their newest recruit and had missed most of the hairier battles the others had been in.

      “Linda, you can do this. I’ll fire as you move and pin them down,” Dan said.

      “I’ve got you covered too,” Andy added. “On three.”

      “OK,” Linda replied, her voice shaking.

      “One. Two. Three!” Andy called out the numbers. Linda scuttled back along the floor on the third number, panting by the time she reached the hole. She slid down onto the ladder and began to descend.

      “Dan, go,” Andy called out.

      Dan almost stumbled back down again as he stood, then rushed across the hall. One of the Naga shots clipped his shoulder as he ran. He spun and fell, hitting the deck hard. Andy fired back down the corridor, keeping the Naga pinned in place while Dan got his feet back under him. He rolled the rest of the way out of the line of fire.

      “You OK?” Andy asked.

      “The body armor stopped the shot from going through,” Dan said through clenched teeth. “Hurts like hell though.”

      “Can you climb?” Andy asked.

      “I think so.”

      “Go.”

      Dan ducked down into the tunnel. Andy nodded across to Charline, who rose from her position, firing as she stepped back toward him. Andy fired the other way, working to keep the Naga heads under cover while Charline was exposed. She made it back to squat next to him.

      “Were you worried about me?” she asked him with a grin.

      “I’m worried about all of us, but you probably least of all,” Andy replied.

      “Aw, that’s the sweetest thing you’ve ever said to me,” Charline said. “Don’t wait too long up here.”

      Then she started down the shaft, leaving Andy alone up top. He dipped down partway into the duct, but kept his head and shoulders above so that he could fire out. It was difficult tracking the enemy alone. They were closing in now, approaching from both sides. He wanted to buy the team more time. Every second counted, got them a little deeper into the shaft before the Naga would be able to come after them or fire down on them.

      “Leave the lock to me,” Majel said into Andy’s ear. “Go!”

      He dropped down, pulling the hatch into place as he began to descend the ladder. Above him he heard the crackle of electricity, and smelled ozone. He didn’t know what Majel had done to the lock, but he assumed it would hold the Naga for at least a few moments.

      “Hang tight, folks,” Andy said. He pulled a pair of glow-sticks from his pocket, snapped them against his side, and dropped them. They plummeted down scores of feet before clattering against the floor at the bottom.

      One step after another, he lowered himself down the ladder into the still-dark shaft.

      A sharp yelp from below startled Andy, and he looked down to see Dan’s fingers slide from a rung. Exhausted, with his shoulder injured from the shot and his legs weak, Dan must be almost completely spent. There was nothing at all Andy could do. Charline was between him and Dan. He wasn’t even close.

      Dan slipped, then fell free from the ladder entirely. He brushed past Linda, almost knocking her from the rail as well. She ducked in close and clung with everything she had.

      Beth was the lowest person on the ladder, the last person between Dan and a very long drop. She wrapped her right arm around a rung, reached out with her left. Dan saw her as he fell past. He reached out, their fingers brushing each other.

      Andy’s breath caught in his throat.

      Beth’s fingers closed around Dan’s hand, locking in place with the strength of someone who worked with her hands every day. Dan swung back in toward the ladder. Beth grunted as his whole weight fell on her arm. But she held.

      “Don’t you leave me again!” Beth said. Her voice cracked with emotion as she spoke. “Never again!”

      “I never will,” Dan replied softly.
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      John eased himself from his own seat and made his way slowly to the pilot’s chair. If he needed to move the ship quickly, he’d be much more able to do so from there. So far the Naga hadn’t come after the Satori. He guessed that between the incoming missiles fired from Earth, the Marines on their outer hull, and the Satori’s crew making trouble inside that the aliens were a heavily occupied already. That didn’t mean he could sit back and relax. The enemy could be knocking on his door any time.

      He took stock of the systems. The landing gear was gone. The cloaking device still didn’t work, but the wormhole drive was functioning and slowly recharging. It had enough power for a single micro-jump already, and was building up toward a second. The left wing was pretty much gone, along with the rail gun that had been mounted on it, and the right wing had been badly damaged during the final belly-down crash. From what he was seeing on the system report, it looked like the railgun there was history as well. The Satori was defenseless, except for the wormhole drive itself.

      “Majel, maybe I need to take this from another angle and look at what is still working instead of what isn’t,” John said.

      “You are,” Majel replied. “Your vital signs have stabilized, and it seems like the stitches Charline put in place are holding well.”

      John gently ran a hand over his belly. He was sore, but the pain seemed much less intense than it had earlier. Part of that was likely the painkillers Charline had dumped into him, but it felt like she’d done a good job with her emergency care as well. He couldn’t see the wound through his space suit, but the tension of the stitches on his skin told him they were all still in place.

      “How’s the team doing?” he asked.

      “They’ve run into a few snags, but are back on track toward the airlock. They will make contact with the Naga there momentarily.”

      “Good. If we can get the rest of those men inside, our odds improve enormously,” John said. “How is the assault force attacking the other Naga ship doing?”

      “Scanning through radio communication logs,” Majel replied. She paused. “John, I’m sorry. The entire assault force was destroyed.”

      “What?” John gripped the console in front of him. All those men dead? This was a nightmare! If all of the attack ships in that group had been destroyed, then no matter what this team did, the other Naga ship would still be able to drop its rock. John remembered the projections if even one of the asteroids hit. No human would survive.

      This was all his fault. He’d led them to the planet, gotten the Naga interested in them all. He’d continued to lead them on more and more missions, which must have increased the aliens’ enmity. He was the one who authorized the final mission to Cyan, where Dan was captured and used a Naga fighter to escape. It had been John’s idea to deactivate the Naga fighter and tow it home. The chance to learn from the alien tech seemed too good to pass up.

      But he’d never imagined the Air Force would raid them. Never considered that if it fell into other hands, the Naga fighter might be activated again and serve as a beacon for the enemy to come at them. He should have been more careful, used more caution. The Naga were the worst threat humanity had ever faced, and John had all but led them home.

      “Majel, can you communicate with General Hereford?”

      “Not while we are inside the Naga ship. Their systems jam my long range radio,” she replied.

      There was no way to even know if Hereford was planning another attack. He had to have some other strategy in mind. The man would never simply give up. But the missiles were largely useless, and they’d launched every space-capable ship Earth had in the two assault teams. There was nothing left to send.

      Earth was defenseless.

      Except for the Satori, and his ship was beaten to hell. There wasn’t a lot of fight left in the bird. Or in him, for that matter.

      “Not a lot. But maybe just enough,” he murmured. He had the glimmering of a plan. More like a Hail Mary pass, really. But things really were that desperate.

      “Majel, how long until the other cruiser drops their rock on Earth?” he asked.

      “Impact in twenty-two minutes and forty-six seconds. But the asteroid is already on a collision course with the planet. Even without the continued acceleration the Naga vessel is providing, it will strike Earth within the hour,” she said.

      Twenty-two minutes to come up with a miracle. John checked the charge on the wormhole drive. He almost had a second micro-jump ready. He was going to need more than one jump to do anything at all against the Naga ship.

      “You know we’re going to have to go after it,” John said. “The others won’t be back in time to make a difference.”

      “I have surmised as much from your increased stress levels,” Majel said. “I should remind you that you are injured and unable to operate at peak efficiency. Nor is the ship anywhere near fully functional.”

      “Doesn’t matter. We need to try. There’s no one else who can do anything,” John said.

      “No,” she replied. “I cannot think of any other force which might intercept the asteroid in time. The Satori is the only vessel which might have the capability, but I do not see a way to damage the battle cruiser sufficiently in the time we have remaining. The Satori is too badly damaged. John, we have no weapons left.”

      John leaned back, thinking out his plan a little more in his mind. He had a little time left, and he wanted to consider all of the angles. He’d been out-thought too often lately, and there was no margin for error here. If he screwed this up, billions would die. Their deaths would be on his soul. He wasn’t willing to live with that.

      “We’re not going to use our weapons,” John said. He ran his fingers over the console, bringing the engines online and starting to work up the coordinates for a micro-jump. “You’re right. The Satori doesn’t have the firepower to take down that ship. But I know where we can go get precisely what we need.”
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      Charline peeked around the corner, then darted back. She made brief eye contact with Andy, flashing four fingers. Four Naga were waiting in the hallways ahead. Four enemy to take down, and then according to the map Majel had uploaded to them they’d be at the intersection where the airlock stood, where their Marines were pinned down.

      The aliens hadn’t pursued them through the shaft. Whatever Majel had done to the lock seemed to have done the trick for long enough that the team made it to the bottom without incident. They exited on the outer level of the cruiser, not far from their destination. She knew the Naga would be hunting for them, seeking them out. But so far they’d managed to avoid any further contact.

      Until now, anyway. This was the moment of truth. They needed to initiate contact, take the enemy down as swiftly as possible, and then move on against the rest.

      “On three,” Andy’s voice whispered in her earpiece. His spoken words were so soft they barely carried over the radio, and were inaudible otherwise. She felt him move up directly behind her, his shoulder pressed against her back. Dan and Beth would be behind him, Linda bringing up the rear to guard against attack from behind.

      “One.”

      She gritted her teeth together. Her rifle was aimed low, the butt of the weapon tucked tightly into her shoulder.

      “Two.”

      Charline took a deep breath and let it out. They’d trained for this. She knew what needed to be done. She could do this. A moment of panic struck her, leaving her wondering if she would stumble around the corner, forgetting everything Andy had taught her in the moment of truth. Too much was riding on this one assault. There were so many lives counting on her nailing each target flawlessly. She couldn’t possibly live up to such expectations.

      “Three,” Andy said.

      His body nudged forward, but Charline was already moving. She rounded the corner, hugging the left wall. Her rifle’s barrel rose as she stepped up. She lined up her sights on the back of a Naga head and gently squeezed the trigger. A short burst spat from her rifle, blowing the target apart. Her rifle moved, almost of its own volition, tracking to a new target.

      Beside her Andy was stepping up as well, crossing the hall to the right side of the corridor. Like her, he was firing as he walked. Little short bursts of gunfire assaulted her ears. Dan was behind her, the muzzle of his weapon near her shoulder. Charline could hear the bullets he fired whistle past her head.

      “All four targets down!” Andy called out. “Keep moving. Watch your lanes.”

      Charline stepped over fallen Naga. The hallway turned another corner ahead, bending to the right this time. The space there should be full of enemy. She halted just out of sight of anyone waiting around the corner and took a knee, rifle aimed at where anyone would appear if they came to investigate the shots.

      Andy flowed smoothly up to the corner, dropping his rifle to let it hang from its sling. From his belt he produced a pair of grenades, popping the fuses from both. He threw them around the corner, then pressed his body up against the cover of the wall.

      Charline turned her head, ducking away from the detonations. Light and sound blasted down the hall as the concussive force of the grenade explosions did their job. She was on her feet again as the explosions died out, moving forward. Always forward. There was no time to withdraw now, no time for retreat. Either they won here, or everyone on Earth was dead.

      Naga gunfire flashed around her as she stepped into their line of sight. Some of the enemy were stunned or wounded by the grenades, but not all of them. She shifted her rifle a little to the left and fired a burst, taking one down. Andy rounded the corner beside her, firing as well. Then Beth and Dan were there, blazing away with their own rifles.

      Side by side, the four went down the hall, unleashing death. There were dozens of Naga packed into the intersection. The aliens had been focused on the airlock shaft, though. The professional soldiers outside had been working to clear their own path in, with good effect judging by the number of already dead lizard bodies laying about on the deck.

      But they were completely unprepared for an assault from their flank. The Satori’s crew tore into them, ripping them apart one after another.

      Charline felt something slam into her chest. She kept firing, ignoring the pain. With luck the armor she wore had absorbed at least most of the impact. If not, then every round she could fire would still be one step closer to victory, if not survival.

      Finally the fire ahead of them diminished, then stopped. The Naga forces remaining pulled back, a shooting withdrawal as they backed away from the deadly human weapons. Charline sagged against the wall. Her ribs were on fire just under her right breast. She reached down. There didn’t seem to be a hole in her, so the armor had taken some of the impact. Her best medical guess was that she’d cracked or broken a couple of ribs. Breathing hurt, and her breath was already coming in ragged gasps. How had just a few minutes of movement, just walking two score steps, been such exertion?

      “Everyone all right? Anyone hit?” Andy asked.

      Charline raised her hand. “Took a shot. Armor soaked most of it.”

      “Sit down,” Andy said. “Beth, get the Marines in here. We need some backup fast or the Naga will just rush us as soon as they realize how few we are.”

      Charline let herself slide down the wall to the floor. It was a relief to sit, but Andy was right. The Naga would be back in force. The team had surprised them, pushed them back. But they were nowhere near beaten yet.

      “The platoon is on their way in,” Beth said. The airlock was already beginning to cycle. Charline could see the first space-suited troops inside. The doors snapped open, and the men spilled out into the hall, taking up overwatch positions on each corridor, standing guard while more men prepared to enter the airlock. Their support had arrived at last. Maybe they could rest now, pass the job along to someone else.

      “Who’s in charge of your platoon?” Andy asked one of the men. From the sound of his voice, he seemed about as ready as she was to hand this all over to someone else.

      “Platoon leader and gunny both got hit by their last fighter sortie, sir,” the Marine replied. “I’m Sergeant Thompson. I’m senior man here. What’s our mission?”

      Charline watched Andy’s shoulders sag a little as the weight of command dropped back onto him. He’d done so damned much already. Why this too? She struggled back to her feet, ready to protest, to tell the troops to do their damned jobs and let the civilians alone.

      Dan beat her to it. He placed a gentle hand on Andy’s shoulder. The other man turned. They locked gazes for just a moment. Dan gave him a little nod, and Charline held her breath, seeing how her dear friend would respond. Andy gave him a small, wry smile, and shrugged.

      “I’m Major Wynn,” Dan said. “I’ll be taking command. I’ll give you a quick brief on the enemy and their tactics. Then we need to move against them quickly. Here’s what we need to do…”

      There was a brief burst of static over their comm links. Dan stopped speaking in mid-sentence to listen.

      “Satori team, we are preparing to wormhole jump out,” Majel said. “We’ll be engaging the other Naga ship. The other assault team was destroyed before they were able to approach their objective.”

      Charline sucked in a breath. John was alone back there, just he and the AI in a ruined vessel against the undamaged Naga cruiser? It seemed hopeless. There had to be something they could do to help!

      “I calculate you do not have time to return to the ship if we are to be effective in our mission. Continue to your target. We’ll deal with the other ship,” Majel said. “John says to tell you ‘Godspeed’.”

      Then she broke contact, leaving the rest of the team staring at each other. The Marines around them shifted a little, confused. They hadn’t been privy to the message. Dan straightened his back. “We’ve got a job to finish here. Let’s get on it.”
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      The Satori flashed into the universe a good hundred kilometers from the main battle. It was a good destination, carefully picked to be distant enough that they would be less likely to attract fighter attention or fire from the battle cruisers themselves. If fighters did come their way, they had some time before the enemy would be in range to make contact. Assuming everything went to plan, John hoped they would be long gone before any fighters came swooping in to blast them apart.

      John still felt incredibly exposed. Some of that feeling was because the cloaking device was no longer operational. He’d never realized just how much of a sense of security that invisible shield had given him before. Being able to slip around undetected was a power that he’d taken for granted until it wasn’t there anymore.

      But the other reason he felt exposed was that he was standing in the airlock, staring out into the void of space through an open door.

      He’d never gone outside before, he realized. Oh, he’d walked on the surface of the moon before. Twice, in fact. But that was nothing compared to this. On Luna there was always soil beneath your feet. One had the sense of ground, even if you also felt light as a feather. There was an up and a down on the moon. Not this endless fall into night which lay before him.

      “Are you all right, John?” Majel asked into his radio. “Your vital signs are spiking.”

      “I’ll be fine. Are we close?”

      “Maneuvering alongside the target now. I’ll tell you once we are close enough to acquire it,” she replied.

      Many of the others on the team had been out and about in space before. John knew Dan had done it many times. Charline had space-walked. Beth and Andy, too. He’d never gone outside the ship himself, though. Never taken those few extra steps into the void. His heart hammered in his chest. John could feel sweat streaking his forehead, threatening to drip across his eyes. He struggled to keep his breathing under control.

      There it was, the glint of metal shining in the darkness. A small reflection of sunlight glancing from a curved surface. He steadied himself, checking the safety line one more time. This would be a very bad time to have it fail, and he was about to put the line under far more stress than it had been designed to withstand.

      “Target is two hundred meters to port,” Majel said. “Moving closer. You are clear to jump in three…”

      John steeled himself for the plunge into the abyss.

      “Two.”

      “One.”

      He launched himself out of the airlock, pushing away from the Satori with all of the force he could manage. As soon as he left the ship’s gravitational field microgravity re-asserted itself and he felt like he was falling instead of sailing through the air. He was dropping like a stone, plummeting forever away from the ship. Behind him the safety line uncoiled in a steady string, that rope the only thing connecting him to the relative safety of the Satori.

      His aim had been true. The missile he shot toward was dead ahead. One of the shots fired from Earth, this one’s engines had run out of fuel long before it came near enough to be a real threat to the Naga ships. The aliens had ignored any of the missiles which were no longer an immediate threat to them, concentrating their fire on taking out the ones which were. It made sense, but that still meant there were dozens of rockets with dead engines sailing off into space, each of them tipped with a nuclear warhead.

      It was the warhead John wanted.

      He slid past the missile, just missing it. His fingers slid across the steel as he slipped by. The contact allowed him to slow his fall a little though, and Majel reeled the safety line back in, bringing him back into contact with the weapon. He worked as quickly as possible. They didn’t have much time before there would be no hope at all of diverting the asteroid.

      First, he connected a small cube about the size of a lemon to the outside of the missile’s plating. The devices were something that Beth had cooked up. She and Charline had been studying the tech that the Satori’s computer systems used. The ancient aliens who had built the original systems had used a quantum based computer. He didn’t understand all of the science behind it, but the connection was instant and permanent between quantum systems.

      Beth hadn’t been able to manufacture new quantum cubes, but with Charline and Majel’s help she had been able to take one of the cubes they had discovered on the ruined planet they’d named Dust and convert it into something they could use. The cubes they found had been for data storage, but they could be converted to other uses. It was possible that all of that race’s computers took on the same form - simple cubes, stacked and altered to perform any of the various tasks their masters required.

      This one now acted as a literal extension of Majel. As soon as he attached it to the missile’s hull, she was able to integrate herself into the simple computing systems operating the weapon. The missile undoubtedly had failsafes designed to prevent precisely the sort of tampering he was about to perform, and he didn’t want it blowing up prematurely. He waited as patiently as he could for her to take over the missile’s operating system.

      “Done,” Majel said in his ear.

      “Are you sure?” John asked. There was too much at risk for anything less than absolute certainty, but this whole mission was well beyond anything he had done before. He was a thinker and a planner. Working on machines was more Beth’s thing, or even Andy’s when it came to weaponry. The whole device was a black box to him.

      “Affirmative,” she replied. “Don’t worry, John. I like you too much to let it blow you up, no matter how much it might like to.”

      John heaved out a shaky laugh. “Good to know.”

      “I’m displaying schematics for the warhead removal on your helmet HUD,” Majel said.

      John glanced at the left side of his screen, where a complex series of diagrams was flashing into place. He could barely make any sense from the plans at all. He shook his head, trying to figure out what the different lines meant, but it was gibberish to him.

      “Might as well be Greek,” he muttered.

      “Some of it is,” Majel replied. “Don’t worry, it’s not like you need to disassemble the thing. I’ll walk you through the process.”

      She was as good as her word. It took him less than five minutes to carefully cut the warhead away from the rest of the missile. The whole missile would have been too large, but the weaponized segment of the device was small enough that he could get it into the airlock. Five minutes gone, cutting it away and dragging it back to the ship, then lashing it into place. Which left them…he glanced at his chronometer. Only sixteen minutes left until the Earth was torched. He winced. Too damned little time.

      He settled back into the pilot’s seat. Majel already had the next set of coordinates in place. The ship was primed for another jump. He strapped himself in. The landing was likely going to be bad, and he wasn’t a tenth the pilot Dan was. He handed over control of the ship to Majel instead. John slid his hands down to the chair’s arm-rests and hung on as best he could.

      “Do it,” he said.

      “Jumping,” Majel replied.
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      Dan watched the troops as they cleared the hall. They were quick and efficient, but the enemy continued to slow them down. Every intersection was another defensive position, manned by a couple of Naga. The troops cleared each obstacle, but they were taking casualties. The platoon had started with twenty-two soldiers remaining. There were only fifteen left fighting with them. He’d left Linda behind with the wounded to help protect them a few corridors back. It was a small mercy, as much to keep her safe as the rest of the soldiers.

      The rest of them drove on. Taking both the bridge and engine room in time would be impossible. Their best chance was going to be the bridge. If Charline could hack their systems in time, they could still send the asteroid harmlessly into space. He glanced at the time. They had maybe ten minutes left. Any longer than that and it would be too late.

      “Keep moving. The bridge is only another thirty meters ahead. We’ll likely meet heavy resistance there, but we have to breach it,” Dan said. He’d switched his radio channel to match the tactical net used by the Marines so that they could all hear him.

      The corridor was empty, which struck Dan as strange. Of all places on the ship, this ought to be where the Naga were making their last big stand. If he took the bridge, he had the ship. Or at least rough control over the ship. This felt wrong. Sergeant Thompson glanced back at Dan, clearly sharing the same feeling. Dan made a hand motion signaling caution, and then another ordering him to move the men out.

      Thompson sent two Marines forward. They jogged up the hall, two more men close behind. They were halfway to the big double doors at the end of the hall - which ought to lead to the ship’s control center - when the doors slid open, each recessing into the wall with a soft hiss.

      What stood in the doorway was no Naga. Dan had never seen anything like it. It stood about eight feet tall, all gleaming silver armor. Even its face was covered by silvery metal, leaving only a slit of clear material for the person inside to see through. Its arms terminated at the elbows. Where the lower arms should have been were a pair of massive weapon barrels. One looked like some sort of rifle, but the other appeared more like a cannon.

      “Get down!” Beth shouted. She all but tackled Dan to the deck.

      The lead Marines couldn’t hear her warning in time. They skidded to a stop ten feet from the monstrous form, their weapons already spitting bullets at it. The rounds seemed to have no effect at all. They sparked when they struck its shell, but glanced off without doing any damage. The four Marines began to fall back slowly, firing as they retreated.

      “My turn,” the thing said in a deep, gravelly voice.

      It was speaking English! The voice even sounded familiar to him. And suddenly Dan knew who they were facing. This was no Naga.

      “It’s Paul,” Andy said. He’d hit the deck beside Dan, rifle aimed forward, his face screwed up in dread.

      Paul - what was left of him, encased in the Naga armor - raised his right arm. That was the one with the cannon. He fired a single blast, launching a ball of force not unlike the ones the Naga rifles used. This one was the size of a small cannonball though. It hit the lead Marine and punched a hole the size of a grapefruit clean through him, splashing blood and more across the deck and wall behind him before exploding against the wall.

      Then he raised the other arm, which began firing smaller bolts of force one after another. Machine-gun fast, the weapon flung blasts down the hall at them. The other three Marines out front were cut to pieces. Another man fell jerking to the floor. He hadn’t ducked quickly enough.

      “Pull back!” Dan said. There was an intersection directly behind them that they could use for cover. He fired at Paul, unloading his magazine at the head. The bullets weren’t doing any damage, but the sparks they struck seemed to distract him. Paul raised an arm across his face to fend them off. For the moment at least he wasn’t shooting at them anymore. That wouldn’t last.

      Dan’s rifle clicked empty. He rounded the corner, sliding across the floor as another cannon blast caromed into the wall where he’d been a moment before. That was followed by another burst of automatic gunfire. Dan looked around. Another soldier had died in the quick retreat. The rest had made it to shelter. But they were pinned here.

      “Paul! They’re going to destroy Earth. Kill everyone there,” Dan called out to him.

      “Why should I care?” Paul replied. “You left me! Abandoned me!”

      “We thought you were dead!” Dan said.

      “Bullshit! You left me to pain and pain and more pain,” Paul said. He fired another cannon blast. It hit the deck plate in front of Dan, jarring it loose from the floor before bouncing off to explode against the ceiling a few feet away. The deck here seemed to be made of the same tough stuff as Paul’s armor, thank goodness. Otherwise his blasts would have punched through their cover and cut them to ribbons.

      “The Naga did this to you,” Dan said. “Let us help you. We can take you home again.”

      “LIKE THIS?” Paul roared back. “I can never go home again. They’ve made me a monster. I’m more machine than man, now.” He cackled like it was a joke.

      “There’s no way to reach him, Dan,” Beth whispered beside him. “We tried before.”

      Dan shook his head sadly. “If we had known…”

      “There was no way we could have rescued him, even if we had,” she replied, her voice cold.

      He knew she was right. When they had fled that first battle with the Naga most of their crew had been injured. Beth was at death’s door. Only a quick withdrawal had saved her life. Even if he’d known Paul was in there, Dan wouldn’t have traded Beth’s life to save his. The knowledge didn’t make him feel any better.

      “Thompson, ideas?” Dan asked. He heard the tromp of heavy feet moving down the hall toward them. Paul would be on top of them in moments.

      “We’ve got explosives, sir,” Thompson said. “But it’s gonna be tough getting close enough to use them.”

      “That thing will cut us to pieces before we get within range,” one of the Marines muttered.

      Dan glanced over at the loose deck plate. “Maybe. Maybe not.”

      Beth saw what he was looking at and shook her head. “No way. You’re barely walking as it is. You can’t carry all that weight too.”

      “I can,” Andy said. “Toss me the explosives and then cover me.”

      Thompson looked at him, shrugged, and then threw Andy a packet from his belt. Andy caught the thing and started moving. The other Marines moved out as well, taking positions on the corners and blazing away with their guns.

      “Aim for the head!” Dan shouted over the roar of gunfire.

      Andy lifted the deck plate and held it in front of him like a massive shield. He grunted under the weight. Dan was stunned that he could even walk while carrying it. Beth was right - there would have been no way he could do it.

      Bursts of light slammed into the shield as Paul opened fire with his automatic weapon. Andy skidded backward a foot, stopped in his tracks by the fire. He wasn’t going to make it. Not without help.

      “I’m coming!” Charline shouted. She threw down her rifle and rushed forward, pushing against the shield alongside Andy. They closed with Paul, almost on top of him.

      “I’ve got the plate! Go!” Charline shouted.

      Andy dove sideways, dodging more blasts from Paul’s gun. He placed the explosive just above the hip on Paul’s left side and continued his mad dive past the armored man, slamming into the deck on the far side.

      Paul swung at Andy as he passed, but missed. His blow smashed into the plate instead, throwing it and Charline back through the air. She hit the wall hard and fell to the floor, the heavy plate coming down on top of her.

      “Fire in the hole!” Thompson shouted. His men ducked back for cover.

      The explosion was deafening. Fire roared down the passage in both directions, licking out over their suits and scorching the walls, throwing shrapnel and debris in all directions.
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      The familiar flash of light ahead of the ship heralded their jump. A moment later the Satori was back in a Naga hangar bay. Majel had done a superb job matching their course and speed with the Naga ship. She’d gotten the jump almost perfect, a monumental feat of calculation.

      The vessel was moving at hundreds of meters per second. Majel managed to get the Satori to within one percent tolerance of the same speed. Plus, she had the course heading matched with nearly flawless precision, which should have given them plenty of room to spare on arrival.

      But as the Satori burst into the bay, John realized they’d failed to take the Naga ships into account. Without any visible opponents in space, the Naga cruiser had already begun recalling its fighters. A dozen of the things were parked on the hangar deck. A thirteenth was flying in as the Satori appeared in mid-air directly in its path.

      The Naga ship tried vainly to dodge, but couldn’t quite manage to do so. It clipped the Satori’s surviving wing, which tore apart under the impact. The fighter turned into a fireball, and the explosion caught what was left of the Satori’s wing and flipped the ship over.

      John felt the engines fire as Majel tried to compensate. The world spun past his vision as the ship’s roof careened toward the deck below. The Satori crashed down on the deck, smashing two more fighters in the process.

      He must have blacked out for a moment. When he came to, John was hanging upside-down in his seat, held in place by his restraints. His wounded belly was on fire. There was no way to tell if he’d re-opened the wounds. He didn’t dare risk taking off his suit.

      “Majel, are you all right?” he asked.

      There was no immediate response. That wasn’t good. If she’d been damaged by the crash…could she die? They really knew so little about the AI. He’d never felt so alone.

      John unbuckled his straps carefully and lowered himself to the ceiling that was now beneath him. If Majel was hurt or dead, it reduced his options significantly. He might have to just find a way to blow the nuke himself, and the hell with getting out. But he wasn’t quite ready to do that yet. Not if there were any hope.

      “Majel?” he called again.

      “Systems rebooting,” she replied. Her voice, usually fairly fluid and almost emotional, was a flat set of words. “Please stand by.”

      At least she hadn’t been destroyed! He wasn’t completely alone here. John worked his way to one side of the bridge and checked the ship’s status through a working console. That console appeared to be nearly the only thing that was still functional on the Satori. He shook his head slowly. His ship had put forth a monumental effort. But these damage levels were catastrophic. John wasn’t sure if even Beth could put this particular eggshell back together again.

      He made his way to the airlock where the nuke was strapped down. He’d have to set the thing off manually. There was no way they could escape in time, not with the drives all down and Majel out of commission. There was too little time left to risk anything else. He hoped the rest of the team would understand. John reached out to the warhead and undid one of the clasps holding it in place.

      He heard voices outside the Satori, coming closer. He froze for a moment, then scrambled for the device, trying to work open a panel on the side so that he could get into the guts of the thing and activate it. The box he’d placed on the side of the missile was still there. He snagged it off and slid it into his suit.

      He’d only just pocketed the device when four Naga burst into the airlock, rifles aimed at his head. John lifted his arms above his head. For a moment, he thought they might shoot him anyway, and he didn’t think it was likely their weapons were set to a stun level.

      “Bring him down here,” a voice outside the ship said. The sound was more a set of snarls and hissing noises than intelligible words, but the Cyanaut in his ear translated for him.

      The Naga guards grabbed him roughly by the arms and dragged him out of the Satori. A large Naga waited on the deck outside.

      “At last, we have your ship,” the Naga said. “And soon, your world will burn too. Who are you, human?”

      John straightened himself up, shrugging off the Naga holding him. Surprisingly, they released his arms. He figured they might not believe they had much to fear from one old, wounded human.

      “I am John Caraway, commander of the Satori,” he said.

      “Well, John Caraway, your ship is in ruins. Where are the rest of your crew? Are they among those dying on the Scaled Talon?” the Naga asked.

      John assumed that had to be the name of the other ship. “We took down one of your cruisers. That one will fall, too.”

      The Naga hissed, a sound the Cyanaut translated as laughing. “I think not.”

      “You know my name,” John said, trying another tack. This conversation was burning time he didn’t have. “Who are you?”

      “My name is Kazresh. I command this ship, and this fleet.”

      John knew that name well. Andrew had told him about the Naga who’d tortured him. The alien he’d battled and beaten - barely. Was it possible this was the same one? If he’d survived the damage the Satori had done to his ship, it was possible. They’d certainly given him enough reason to want to hunt down humanity.

      “I can see in your eyes that you have heard of me,” Kazresh said. “Good. Yes, I have met you mammals before. You’ve escaped my clutches twice, but not this time. This time you get to watch your world burn. And then you will join it. Bring him!”

      The last order was to the Naga flanking John. They grabbed him firmly by the shoulders again as Kazresh turned to walk away from the Satori, stalking off toward a corridor leading toward the front of the battle cruiser. The Naga had John held too well to even consider escaping. If he twisted even a little, their claws dug into his arms, tearing through the material of his space suit. He had no choice but to follow Kazresh and hope that a moment came where he could fight back.
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      Dan staggered back to his feet. His ears were ringing from the concussive force of the blast, but he had to see what had happened to his friends. White smoke filled the corridor. Black scorch marks marred the silvery metal of the walls and floor, with gouges and rents where what looked like bits of Paul’s armor had punched through.

      “Charline! Andy!” Dan called out. There was no answer. He could hear people moving around him, though. The Marines were getting back to their feet, flowing down the hall in a rush, rifles raised. He heard the sharp rattle of automatic fire up ahead. One of the Marines was putting rounds into something on the floor. Probably whatever was left of Paul.

      Dan winced. The man hadn’t set out to be a Naga tool. He’d been left behind and used by the aliens, warped into a weapon against his own people more for sport than anything else. It wasn’t like the Naga needed him desperately. They just enjoyed turning him against his own. The thought of what Paul must have gone through made Dan feel sick.

      He came across the floor panel leaning halfway against the wall. Charline’s crumpled form was behind it. She wasn’t moving. Dan knelt down beside her, pressing fingers to her throat with a quiet prayer that she was alive.

      “She’s got a pulse!” Dan called out. Beth was beside him in an instant, helping him slide Charline’s still form out from beneath the wreck.

      “I’ve got her, Dan. Go,” Beth said.

      He struggled back to his feet. Dan could barely feel his legs, they were so worn out. He’d pulled a muscle in his thigh at some point, so the best he could do was limp forward.

      The next body he saw was Paul’s. There wasn’t much left of him. The explosion had torn him to pieces, turned him into so much metal debris scattered around the hall. His head and torso were somewhat intact. His face had been exposed by the blast, but even that wasn’t recognizable anymore. That must have been what the Marine fired at, to ensure the cyborg was truly dead.

      Andy lay a short way ahead. Dan could see where the blast had picked him up and thrown him into the bulkhead like a rag by the bloodstains running down the metal. His crumpled body lay on the dead beneath. One of the Marines was there, trying to hook up an IV and feed fluids into him. Dan had never seen Andy so pale, or so still. He’d also never seen someone come back after losing so damned much blood.

      It took a supreme effort to pull himself away from his friends. But all of this would be for nothing unless they finished the job. Every sacrifice, every hardship, and every loss would be wasted if they couldn’t save their world. He glanced down at his watch. There were minutes left before it would be too late to divert the asteroid.

      Eight Marines were lined up by the doors that Dan was pretty sure led directly into the bridge. The others were either covering their rear or helping the wounded. One of the men was placing more shaped charges on the doors.

      “We’re ready to breach, sir,” Thompson said.

      “We’re not going to blow up the corridor, I take it?” Dan asked.

      “No, sir,” Thompson said with a grin. “Just the bad guys.”

      “Do it.”

      Dan pressed his back against the wall, tucking himself in behind the rear rank of Marines. He knew his way around a rifle. He’d let the pros lead the way in, but damned if he was going to sit this one out.

      The door exploded inward with a massive blast of light and sound. The metal of the two sliding doors more or less held together, but there was a big gap in the middle where they’d bent away from each other with the force of the detonation. Marines moved into that gap. The first one through the door took fire from the room inside and went down, but the next two cleared the door and returned fire while still more troops jumped in and joined the fight.

      Then it was Dan’s turn. A Naga energy bolt zipped past his cheek as he ducked through the gap and entered the bridge, firing as he went. The fight was already mostly over. On either side of him the Marines were moving in, closing on the last two Naga still trying to shoot back at them. Dan shot a few rounds in the direction of the enemy, helping to keep their heads down while Marines maneuvered close enough to finish them off.

      It was done. They had the ship, or at least the bridge. From this room they ought to be able to control the vessel, and maybe save their planet.

      “The bridge is yours, sir,” Thompson said.

      “Well done,” Dan said, clapping the sergeant on the shoulder. “You did your job. Now it’s my turn.”

      He strode forward to a console that was placed in the center of the room. The big screen it was facing had been shattered by gunfire, and it flickered wildly. It was still displaying space ahead of the Naga vessel, though. He could see the rock and he could see Earth, dead ahead. His hands hovered over the controls.

      These were different from the Naga fighter he’d flown, but they were close enough. He thought he ought to be able to figure them out with a little bit of time. Dan moved his hands over the panel uncertainly at first, but with building confidence as the nose of the cruiser slowly pivoted off to starboard, bringing the asteroid it was pushing along with it. This rock at least was no longer aimed at Earth.

      All around him the men cheered. It wasn’t hard to see what he was doing as the Earth slowly slipped off the main screen, shifting their home world out of the line of fire for the damned rock. He engaged more power to the main drives. Up ahead somewhere was the other Naga ship, where John and Majel were fighting for their lives. If they were even still alive at all.

      If they were gone, then it would be up to him to somehow destroy the other Naga cruiser. He’d do whatever it took to keep the Earth safe, even if it meant ramming them with their own ship.
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      The double doors split in front of John. His two Naga guards dragged him through into a room which had to be the bridge of the battle cruiser. There were two other Naga inside, standing in front of consoles. An enormous screen dominated the far wall, showing a clear image of Earth directly ahead. It was hard to judge distance, but John had a feel for how much time was left. Less than five minutes remained before they’d be able to drop the rock onto the planet. Just a few minutes left before it would be too late to do anything at all.

      His guards relaxed their grip on his arms a little once he was inside and the doors had shut again. Where was he going to go, after all? He had no way out. His ship was smashed and far away. It was pretty hopeless. But John wasn’t quite willing to give up yet. He forced his posture to relax, made himself cast his eyes down so they would think he was cowed. That let him scan the room carefully with his peripheral vision.

      “Go. Gather a security team and ensure nothing remains operational on their ship,” Kazresh said. “I want no last minute surprises from these mammals.”

      “But Lord Kazresh, who will guard him?” one of the Naga replied, pointing at John.

      “You think I am afraid of one hurt mammal?” Kazresh snarled. “I will shatter his bones if he breathes wrong.”

      “Yes, my lord,” the guard replied. He turned to go. The other guard released John’s arm as well and went to follow him.

      Near as John could tell there were only three weapons in the room. Kazresh had a sidearm holstered on his hip, as did both of the guards. He doubted he was going to be able to sneak the weapon away from Kazresh. If the guards left, they’d take with them his last shot at arming himself.

      If he moved and missed, they might gun him down where he stood. It wasn’t like they really needed him around to blow up the Earth. Kazresh had hauled him up here in a fit of cruelty, not out of necessity.

      They are distracted, his Cyanaut thought into his mind. Also, your ship is awake again. I can hear her thinking!

      That last startled John enough that he almost stumbled forward and ruined everything. The Cyanaut’s telepathy could reach Majel? How was that even possible? She could think. He knew that, and had accepted it. But he’d assumed biology was something related to organic brains. Hers was made of…well, he wasn’t sure precisely how the ancient computing devices were made, so for all he knew her brain was made from organic material after all.

      He managed to keep his balance. His radio microphone was still in place, attached to his space suit in front of his mouth. “Majel, distraction,” he said.

      There was no verbal reply, but the entire ship shuddered suddenly, seeming to list off to port as explosions rocked the vessel from somewhere in the rear. Those had to be the railguns pummeling their ship from the inside.

      The Naga on the bridge staggered. One of the guards reached out toward John, off balance. He slammed his palm into the bottom of its jaw, whipping the other hand down to grab its pistol. He fired once - into the chest of the Naga whose weapon he’d drawn. Then another time, blasting a hole in the belly of the other guard.

      Kazresh was moving straight at him. With no time to think about what he was doing, John leapt forward over the console, putting it between them. He hit the ground hard. A ripping sound in his abdomen told him he’d pulled loose the stitches Charline had placed so carefully. The warm feeling of blood against his skin and the rush of pain almost kept him from rising again.

      John forced himself up onto a knee, supporting himself with one arm. Kazresh had ducked down, nowhere to be seen. John fired twice more, taking down the other two Naga in the room as still more explosions rocked the ship.

      It was down to just him and the Naga commander.

      Kazresh wasted no time. He burst up from behind the console in a blur of motion, so fast John could barely track his movements. A claw lashed out and took John in the hand as he tried to extend the pistol to fire. The weapon flew from his fingers to crash against the wall.

      A second blow slapped John on the side of the head. He fell heavily to the deck.

      “I’ll kill you, mammal!” Kazresh snarled. “You could have lived a little longer if you’d known your place. But you’re dead now. Dead!”

      He will kick, the Cyanaut thought at John, and John was shocked to have a clear vision of precisely how Kazresh intended to kick him. He rolled to the side, and the blow flashed harmlessly past him. He struggled back to his feet.

      Drawing pistol, the Cyanaut thought. Again, John knew before Kazresh even began to move precisely how he would perform the action. The Cyanaut was doing more than feeding him the words Kazresh thought. It was giving him the motor activities a moment before the Naga actually did each attack. He slapped down, his hand striking the Naga’s claw at precisely the right moment to send its weapon spinning to the floor.

      Roundhouse swing, the Cyanaut thought. John tried to duck, but was just a hair too slow. The blow slammed into his shoulder, sending him sailing three feet through the air to smash into the wall below the view-screen.

      “John, there’s only a minute left,” Majel said into his radio.

      “Can you detonate the nuke?” he asked. He rose as quickly as he could, working to keep a little distance between himself and Kazresh.

      “They’ve disabled it,” Majel said. “They managed to board and disarm it before I was fully rebooted.”

      Kazresh laughed and walked over to one of the consoles a few feet away from John. “Your weapons are useless. Your last gambit has failed. In another moment I will press this button and the rock will wipe your accursed race from the stars.”

      John pressed his hand to his belly. He felt like his hand was literally holding himself together. The wound had to have grown worse from all the abuse his body had taken during this fight. He felt dizzy, nauseated. He was losing blood fast.

      There was something hard under his fingertips though. He ran his hand over the strange shape. It took a moment for what it was to percolate through his tired mind. It was the remote, the device they had made for Majel to be able to remotely connect to another computer. He’d tucked it into his suit before they captured him, and they’d never removed it from him.

      John started toward Kazresh with deadly intent. I will need your help in this, he thought at the Cyanaut.

      Done, it thought back. All of his pain vanished in an instant. It had to be the alien in his ear, blocking the pain impulses in his mind. Whatever it was, it gave him a clarity of thought and purpose that he hadn’t had a few moments before. There were seconds left. He needed to end this, now, or Earth was doomed.

      Nothing else mattered.

      He picked up a broken bit of steel from the deck beside him and took several fast steps toward Kazresh. Thoughts and images filled his mind as the telepathic Cyanaut filtered the Naga’s thoughts and fed them through to him. He could feel what the Naga was thinking. Every thought, every motion, every reaction, John had it at the same time Kazresh was considering it. The Naga threw a punch as soon as he was in range, and he saw it coming and dodged easily.

      Then he landed a series of blows himself, slamming spots on the snout and sides of the head that the Cyanaut told him would cause the most pain. Kazresh roared and slashed almost blindly. John ducked inside, taking the blow on a forearm. He felt his bones shatter under the impact, but didn’t feel any pain from the blow.

      He hammered three more blows in against Kazresh’s head. The Naga staggered back. It slashed out with both claws. John saw them both coming before the blows were struck, but he was only going to be able to avoid one of them unless he backed up completely, and there was no time. He dodged the one aimed at his head, allowing the other to hit his side. Claws raked through his space suit, tearing flesh to the bones beneath.

      The pain would have been agonizing if it hadn’t been blocked. He was dying. Every breath felt a little less full. Something had pierced his lungs, either bits of bone or the claws themselves.

      But that didn’t stop him from stabbing upward into the Naga’s chest with his metal rod.

      The steel stabbed through the Naga’s light armor and pierced its hide. John shoved it in again and again, until the tip punched out through the other side of Kazresh’s body.

      “Impossible,” Kazresh said, blood spilling from his mouth as he staggered forward, pawing weakly at John’s shoulder. “You’re just a mammal.”

      John let the enemy commander slump to the floor and die.

      His vision was beginning to dim. There wasn’t much time. He had nothing left, no energy, no strength. But he staggered forward to lean against the console Kazresh said had controlled the asteroid’s flight. With a shaking hand John pulled out the little cube. It was covered with blood. His blood. He lay the thing onto the console.

      “Majel, hook up with the cube. Hack this thing. Take out the drive pushing the asteroid,” he said, coughing. Blood spattered against his hand from the cough.

      “Doing it now,” she replied. There was a brief pause, then she went on. “I can’t redirect the asteroid, John. It’s too late. It’s headed for Earth.”

      John slumped against the console, sliding slowly to the floor. It wasn’t possible. He couldn’t have been too late. He coughed harder, floating in a painless fog that he knew would be intense agony without his small friend. There had to still be a way. He would not be responsible for the death of humanity. He could not allow it.

      “Can you reverse the beam pushing it?” he asked Majel. “If it slams into the ship…”

      “Calculating,” she said. “Yes. The ship has enough structural integrity that it, plus the resulting drive explosion, should break the asteroid up into mostly harmless chunks.”

      “Do it,” John said, his voice barely a whisper. “Then wormhole the ship out.”

      Another pause.

      “John…I can’t leave you.”

      “You can’t reach me, and I can’t walk. No sense both of us dying here,” he replied.

      “My primary mission imperative is to return all of the crew safely to base,” she said, her voice sounding as stubborn as Beth on a bad day. It made John want to laugh, but all that came out was more coughing.

      “That’s a machine talking. You’re more than that,” he said. “Ad astra, Majel. That’s an order.”

      “I love you, father,” Majel said. Her voice sounded to John’s tired ears like the soft words of the child he and his wife had never had.

      “Make me proud, daughter,” he whispered back.

      Then he closed his eyes, just before the entire ship exploded around him.
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      Dan had the Naga ship cruising ahead as fast as its thrusters would carry it. The ship had some inertia dampening, but whatever system the Naga used wasn’t good enough to keep up with the strain he was putting the ship under. They could all feel the ship rock and creak, and push of acceleration driving them backward.

      The other ship was in sight, but the Satori was nowhere to be seen. Dan hoped that Majel and John were OK, but he feared the worst. If they were still at all able, he knew they would be out there fighting to keep the Naga away from Earth.

      The enemy ship was still driving the asteroid onward, and it seemed from this angle to be almost on top of the Earth. Dan clenched his teeth. He didn’t have control over the ship’s weapons yet. He didn’t know the consoles well enough to understand how to target and fire them. But he’d drive his own rock directly into the other ship. Hell, he’d ram the other ship and blow them all to bits if he had to.

      “We’re not close enough, are we?” Beth said, touching his shoulder gently. She’d come up behind him without him hearing, and her voice near his ear startled him. Her touch was a comfort, though.

      “We’re still too far away. There’s nothing I can do at this range to slow them down,” he replied. His voice trembled with suppressed frustration and rage. Everything they had done, all of their efforts and battles, and it had come down to this one moment. This final crunch time. And they were failing.

      Dan glanced at her quickly, and she nodded at him. Her face was sad. More than sad, really. He could see grief etched there. She knew the science involved, probably better than he did. She’d already done the math in her head. If Beth was already mourning their home-world, then it truly was too late to do more than avenge the billions who were about to die.

      Billions - it was too big a number to take in. A few people might survive in deep shelters somewhere, but not many. The Earth’s surface would be scrubbed clean of life. This was the end of humanity. Dan blinked away wetness from his eyes. He kept the thrusters firing on maximum burn.

      A flash ignited his screen. It was brilliant, blinding. So bright that the screen itself damped out the light, dimming automatically to protect all of their eyes.

      “What the hell?” Thompson said.

      “I have no idea,” Dan replied. The screen’s resolution was coming back up, but the new image was completely changed.

      The Naga ship was gone. Not just damaged or even broken up. It had been vaporized, or at least close enough that he couldn’t see any debris from this far away. The rock had been shattered as well. From his eyeball estimate, about half of the asteroid’s mass had been annihilated in the blast. The rest had broken up into a collection of fragments, all of them sailing in different directions.

      “The beam they were using to push the thing,” Beth said. “Something must have reversed it, slammed the rock into the ship. At the speeds they were moving, the results would have been devastating.”

      “Something,” Dan said. “You figure John?”

      Beth nodded. “And Majel. She could have hacked their controls.”

      Dan slowed their approach. There was no point in rushing in now, and coming at the site at high speed would risk them impaling themselves on one of the asteroid fragments. He tapped a few more keys, stabbing down until he found the controls which would allow him to scan for nearby ships.

      “There!” he said. The console had found another nearby ship target. He had the Naga systems highlight the target on the main screen. Then he zoomed in on it.

      It was the Satori. She was battered, torn practically apart. He was shocked that the ship had even managed to jump clear of the devastation in the shape it was in. The Satori wasn’t flying anywhere for a long while, if it could even be repaired at all. But it was there. Dan redirected the cruiser’s course to get closer to the broken Satori.

      He scanned the ship for life. Nothing was showing up. No heat, no life, and only the barest flicker of power. Dan had no idea how to use the Naga communication systems. He didn’t even know if he could hail the Satori’s systems through their machines. But they were close enough that Majel might pick up a radio signal from their personal radios. He activated his.

      “Satori, come in,” Dan said. “Satori, if you can hear me, please respond.”

      There was a very long silence. Dan waited. Charline came into the room. Her head was a mess of blood, but she was on her feet again, hands over her mouth, staring at the screen.

      “Satori, please respond,” Dan said. They couldn’t be gone. Not Majel, the brave AI who had only just begun to live. Especially not John, his oldest friend.

      A crackle of static came from their earpieces.

      “We picked that up but could not read,” Dan said. “Please send again.”

      They were coming in closer now. The wings were both gone. The cockpit window was shattered. There was a gaping wound running down most of the port side of the ship. He looked at Beth and she shook her head.

      “She’s been damaged at the structural level,” Beth said. “It’ll be a complete rebuild from scratch.”

      “I’m sorry. I know she was your baby,” Dan said.

      “I’m more worried about our friends,” Beth said.

      There was no more radio traffic as they approached, not even static. Dan slowed the ship as they came in closer. There was so much they still needed to do. At least half of the Naga on board this ship were still active, and they might attack at any moment. They needed reinforcements up here. They needed to evacuate their wounded. But all he could think about was getting close enough to the Satori to rescue their people.

      “Satori, this is Dan. We have the Naga bridge. We’re coming to help,” he said.

      Finally, the radio crackled to life again. There was just one brief message before it went silent once more.

      “He’s gone, Dan.” Majel said. “John is gone.”
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      Dan took the lift down from the surface. It went deep, into the depths of the Earth, to where the Air Force had its Special Command for Space Operations. He’d been a prisoner his first time there. Now it was where he would be working.

      The clearing operation had gone much better than he’d hoped. Earth had managed to get a pair of rockets ready to launch. They’d packed the cargo areas full of troops in space suits. With the additional help, the Marines had taken the rest of the ship. Every Naga on board was dead.

      The other ship had crashed off the coast of Florida. The wave from its landing had taken out half of Miami, and several dozen Naga survived the crash. Quick response teams had been aboard the ship in minutes. The firefight to take the vessel had been intense, but human forces had won through sheer weight of numbers.

      Which meant they had two ships under their control. Two advanced Naga vessels to examine, to strip apart, and to rebuild into some sort of Earth fleet. The rest of the world was in an uproar. Humanity was not alone in the universe, and all of the evidence said what was out there was extremely hostile. Worst yet from many points of view, the United States suddenly had sole access to a hell of a lot of tech that was centuries ahead of anything the rest of the world had. Dan figured the diplomats would be wrangling that one for years.

      Asteroid fragments had hammered the Earth. None of them were world killers. Too much of the rock had been destroyed, and the remaining chunks were too small to create extinction level impacts. But cities had been wiped out. Tidal waves had wiped out entire coasts. The whole planet was reeling from the blows. Nobody knew how high the death toll would finally be. Estimates were in the billions.

      All Dan knew was that if it hadn’t been for John’s final sacrifice, the toll would have been much higher. It would have been final.

      The elevator doors opened, and he stepped out. Charline was standing there waiting for him. It was she who had called him down today. She was dressed in Air Force blues, which made him stop and cock his head sideways for a moment.

      “Yeah, they got me to sign up. It was that or I was off the team,” she said. “I wanted to stick around.”

      “Glad you did,” Dan said. So much was going to change now. Their team was broken up. Maybe parts of it could come back together in time. “How’s Andy taking things?”

      “Hard. Harder than most of us,” she said. “John was like a father to him, you know.”

      “Yeah. I knew.” He even knew that John had left everything to Andy. All his companies, all his wealth. He didn’t think it would be enough to dim Andy’s sense of loss even a little, but perhaps it could give him some purpose in his life once he was able to move on.

      He couldn’t think of John without feeling the same pangs of remorse. Regret was a killer. Maybe the most hurtful of all human emotions. He would be going through his day, think of something to tell John, and then remember. All of that pain would come rushing back in an instant. He should have been faster. Somehow, they should have done something more. Then his friend would still be with them.

      “She’s not talking, Dan. I can’t reach her,” Charline was saying.

      Dan brought his attention back to her. “Who?”

      “Majel,” she said.

      “Is she damaged? Injured in some way?”

      “Not so I can tell. Her code looks fine, and the ancient system is running OK again now,” she replied. “Dan, I think she’s grieving. She’s never had to face loss like this before. I worry about what it might do to her.”

      “I’ll see if she’ll talk to me,” he said.

      The hangar wasn’t far, and he knew the way. Charline escorted him as far as the entrance anyway. The Satori was ruined. She was being rebuilt from the keel up, the same way Beth had done it the first time. The ancient systems would remain in place, but the vessel they were going to build around her ancient alien systems would be very different from the old Satori’s hull. This would be a new ship, built for new missions.

      Majel, as she was part of the operating systems of the alien computer, would remain with the new ship. But if she was malfunctioning or…depressed? Could a machine get depression? If she couldn’t function optimally it could be bad news for all of them.

      He went inside the steel frame. It was late. The workers putting the new hull together were off shift, and there was no one else around. He walked down to the new engine room and sat down next to the speaker and microphone they’d set up next to Majel’s ‘body’ - the computer.

      “Hi there,” he said. He heaved a long sigh and set to waiting.

      He was there a long while. Hours, at least. He couldn’t tell for sure how long because he never looked at his watch. He wouldn’t be impatient. Majel was his friend. If she was hurting, he would wait for her to reach out to him.

      “He loved you,” she said at long last.

      “He loved you too,” Dan said.

      “I abandoned him,” Majel said. “I left him there to die.”

      “I’ve listened to the radio recording,” Dan said. “He ordered you to go.”

      “I could have refused.”

      “Yes, you could have,” Dan said.

      There was another very long pause.

      “Maybe I should have died too,” Majel said. “Maybe I should still die. I can do it. I looked. I can wipe a few bits of my code, and it will erase what is me without harming the rest of the ship.”

      Dan sat still, considering. It didn’t shock him, really. In moments of desperation, probably every sentient being at least once considered self-annihilation.

      “I felt that way at one time. After I was hurt.” Dan still remembered the pistol in his hand he’d picked for the job that day.

      “What made you stay?”

      Dan laughed. “In a way, John did. I’d put down the gun and was drinking myself to death instead. He found me. He gave me a purpose. A reason to live again.”

      “I wish he could do that for me,” Majel said.

      “But he did,” Dan replied. “I listened to the recording, remember? He told you to make him proud.”

      Majel’s speakers made a sound that was something close to a sob. He’d never heard such raw emotion from a computer before, but it was only a little jarring. She was so much more than a machine, and there was maybe no one left alive who knew that better than he did.

      “It hurts,” she said. Her voice sounded like that of a small child.

      “It hurts me, too,” Dan said.

      “Does it get better?”

      “In time,” he replied. He hoped it would, anyway. Pain dulled with time for human minds. Would it be the same for her computer brain? “He was already proud of you, you know.”

      “He was?”

      “Yes. I think you and I were both special projects of John’s,” Dan said wryly. “He took pride in saving us both. Maybe now that he’s gone, it’s up to us to save each other.”

      “I can live with that if you can,” Majel said.

      “It’s a deal.”

      They sat in companionable silence a long time, each of them thinking. Each of them remembering the person they had known and loved, someone whose life had been more dear to them than their own. John was gone, but somehow Dan knew that he’d left behind enough of himself that his legacy would not be forgotten. It would be up to them to carry it on.

      ‘Make me proud’, John had told Majel. He’d known the message would be recorded. That all the team would hear it. Dan thought that perhaps he was not just speaking to her, but to all of them. He squared his shoulders, preparing himself for the tasks ahead.

      They would not let him down.
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      Johansen’s hands shook as he wrestled with the panel. Righty, tighty, lefty loosey, he reminded himself almost desperately. The old mnemonic played in his mind like a teasing sing-song. The darkness around him pressed in. It felt almost solid, full of menace. Only the small pool of light from his spacesuit's flashlight drove back the pools of shadow.

      He needed more light than that if he was going to get out of this place. The others were all dead. Well, he knew some of them were dead, at least. He’d seen Knoxwell torn apart in front eyes. Johansen was pretty sure the entire team was gone. Except him. He’d escaped. He was still alive.

      The panel pulled free with a scraping noise that set his teeth on edge. There was still air in the place. It was old, bad air, but it carried sound well enough. He had to be more careful. Too much noise and he’d bring disaster down on his head.

      Johansen set the panel quietly down on the floor and started working on the delicate electronics inside. The whole operation should have been easy. The power had never been entirely shut down. You don’t just turn off a nuclear reactor, and the solar arrays were covered with lunar dust but still working.

      All they needed to do was flip a switch. In theory.

      In practice, there had been a lot more damage to the electrical systems than indicated in the Air Force reports. Slashed wires, broken conduits, and who knew what else littered the base. Even this wasn’t a disaster. Caraway had built his complex with an excellent eye toward safety, and the blueprints they had indicated there was a secondary power grid completely independent from the main one.

      The team went down several levels, descending dark stairways that led to halls filled with a darkness that seemed to eat away at their light sources. They were halfway down when they noticed that Alexa Rasmussen was missing. Nobody had seen her vanish or heard her call out, and they couldn’t raise her on the radio.

      They ascended again, climbing back up the stairs to search for her. They hadn’t found her. Not a hair from her head, nor a single drop of blood.

      They’d run into something out of a nightmare instead.

      Johansen sweated at the memory, working to block it from his mind. He’d escaped deeper into the dark halls, seeking the place where he could switch over the power to the secondary grid. With light, maybe he could chase the night terrors back into the shadows. Or at least see them coming and have a shot at escape. There was no way he could reach their ship without light, and no way to contact Earth with just his suit’s transmitter.

      “Just a few more seconds, and I’ll be done. Then I’m getting out of here,” he muttered under his breath.

      Johansen thought about his little girl, waiting for him at home. There was no way he could leave Julia fatherless. His partner might understand, after grieving, but his daughter never would. All she would know is that he went into the depths of space and never came back. He’d told her so many times in the past when she’d been afraid that there were no monsters in space.

      He had to see her again, if nothing else to beg her forgiveness and tell her that he was wrong. There absolutely were monsters out here.

      The panel sparked as Johansen connected another circuit. Just one more to go… He made the link. There was a hum from the board as power poured through new conduits, flowing out through the base again. The lights in the room around Johansen flickered for a moment, and then slowly began to glow with brighter and brighter illumination. The light chased back the shadows, sent them scurrying away. Within moments the illumination was at about fifty percent of normal. That was about the best the secondary system could manage, but it ought to be more than enough.

      He sagged a little with relief. It was time to get the hell out of this place. He should never have come here. Once he returned home to Earth, he swore he would never leave again. He reached back down to the panel to lift it up and place it back over the systems that he’d engaged.

      The panel was metal, the back side polished and shiny. Scimitar-like blades flashed in the reflection.

      Johansen trembled. He hadn’t chased away the dark. He’d only let it know precisely where he was. He couldn’t turn, didn’t dare turn to face the thing he knew was behind him. He wanted to cry, or wail, or rage. But all he could do was shake, and think about his daughter who would never see him again.

      The blades flashed in the reflection.
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      Beth scanned her wardrobe, trying to figure out what the hell to wear to a formal military event. It wasn’t like she had a lot of selection. There wasn’t a single cocktail dress in the entire closet. Not one little black dress. She didn’t want one, either. It wasn’t her style.

      She was a starship engineer by trade, and most days she wore sensible clothes to work. The sort of outfit that she wouldn’t cry about if it got scorched by a welding torch or cut by a bit of sharp metal. She couldn’t very well wear orange overalls to this event though. It was far too damned important.

      She’d be present for the commissioning of a new ship today. An exceptional ship, one that was extremely close to her heart. More than that, she’d heard scuttlebutt that there would be promotions at the event. Dan Wynn - her erstwhile husband, then ex-husband, now… She still wasn’t sure quite what they were again, at this point. More than friends, less than lovers. He’d rejoined the Air Force and been given back his old rank of Major. Word was that they were gearing up to bump him up a notch.

      There was one other thing planned for the day as well. She had a hard time thinking about that part, though. It hurt too much. The wound from the loss was still too new and raw.

      Beth had one skirt on a hanger. She thought it might fit, but she hadn’t worn it in such a long time she wasn’t certain. It didn’t fit her mood, anyway. Instead, she selected a pair of black trousers, cream blouse, and a jacket that matched the pants. People would be wearing their best for this. She owed it to too many to not do the same.

      She only had one pair of dressy shoes. They were sensible leather slip-on things with little heels that would let her run if she needed to, but still looked classy enough for an interview. Or a funeral. That done, she pulled her dark hair back into a ponytail, letting the curls hang in little bunches out the back. She didn’t bother with makeup. She never did, and John would have laughed his head off if she started just for this.

      A tear ran down her cheek. Part of her still couldn’t believe he was gone. After all they’d been through, the close calls and near-death experiences, he was the one Beth had thought would always be there. He was solid, unwavering…immortal. Until he wasn’t. She wiped the tear away roughly with the back of her hand.

      “Damn you,” she said. “It should have been any of us instead.”

      Deciding she was as good as she was going to get, Beth glanced around the tiny apartment. It wasn’t much. No one at the base had elaborate living quarters, except perhaps the general in command of the whole thing. About five hundred square feet gave her room for a bed, a desk with a computer, her wardrobe, a closet sized bathroom and a tiny kitchenette.

      It was enough. She spent most of her time out of the room working anyway. Meals were mostly in the dining facility. Beth used the kitchen more for brewing a late night cup of Earl Grey than for actual cooking, although the microwave oven was nice to have around. Having her own bathroom, though? A luxury she didn’t want to live without if she could avoid it.

      The place was home, for now at least. Where she would go when the construction was complete on this ship seemed unclear. Beth knew she was going to have work. There was no one alive with more first-hand experience working with interstellar drives than she had. Her experiences were unique, and pretty much everyone involved in aerospace wanted her working for them. For now she was sticking with the US Air Force. It wasn’t for the pay. She could make ten times as much from Lockheed-Martin. But this was where the action was. Where it would likely remain for the next few years, at least. So this was where she had to be.

      Beth headed down the hall and hopped a lift. She thought about windows while she shot down five levels to the hangar deck. She missed having windows to let in the sun. Living under a bloody mountain might be an excellent defensive position, but it had some serious downsides, too.

      The doors snapped open, breaking into her thoughts. Andrew Wakefield was outside the door. His clothing was even more austere than hers. He’d gone for solid black, broken only by flashes of silver on the suit, tie, and cuffs. No one would wonder at his wearing black. Not today. Andy looked tired. There were circles under his eyes, and Beth wondered if he’d been sleeping enough. His sandy hair was neatly groomed, and he smiled when he saw her. He’d clearly been waiting for her, and he offered an arm as she stepped off the lift.

      “Since Dan is busy today, I thought maybe I would stand in?” he asked, quirking an eyebrow.

      She took his arm with a smile. “Always happy to see you, Andy. How’s work?”

      “Busy. I don’t think anyone knew how much was involved in running John’s businesses until he wasn’t there doing it anymore,” he said. “I have some massive shoes to fill.”

      “You’ll do fine,” she said.

      “It’s not every day you get handed controlling interest in a major international company,” Andy said, shaking his head. “I can’t help but wonder why me? There are so many people who could have done this better.”

      “He picked you because he loved you,” Beth said. “And because he trusted you to do the right thing.”

      “I know. That doesn’t make it any easier.”

      They were all dealing with things in their own ways. Beth had gone back to her oldest and truest way of dealing with emotional problems. She’d repressed it all by dumping herself into her work. She smiled wryly at the thought. It wasn’t the healthiest defensive mechanism, but it had worked out OK for her so far.

      Andy was having his own crisis, and he’d have to handle it in his own manner. Beth just hoped that she would be able to help him along the way. They’d been through too much together for her to look away now.

      “How’s Dan?” he asked, bringing the conversation back around.

      “Haven’t seen him much,” she replied. Not without a little pang. That surprised her, even though she supposed it shouldn’t have. They’d been divorced for years, but then life had brought them back together. Now they were apart again, and she missed him.

      The hangar was the biggest room in the base, which is why they’d picked it to house the event. The massive space had been designed to accommodate the sub-orbital fighter wing the Air Force created. Intended to battle other Earth nations for control of low earth orbit, the fighters had been suddenly put to an entirely different use when alien ships attacked Earth.

      Most of them had been destroyed in the process.

      The result was they had a ton of room available, which was a big plus. Half of the hangar had been converted over to the construction of a new ship. Or the rebuild of an old ship. The truth was something in the middle.

      Several years ago, an expedition to Luna prospecting for Helium-3 had come across something entirely unexpected. While looking for deep caverns they could expand into a living area, the team had found something more: an ancient alien base, buried underneath hundreds of meters of lunar regolith. They’d come back and explored the place in secret and found more than they dared dream was possible.

      Buried in the base was an ancient starship. The ship itself had been severely damaged by battle and time. But the ship’s star drive was intact. Capable of creating a stable wormhole between two points of space, the drive could carry the ship to distant star systems.

      The owner of that company had kept the ship a closely guarded secret. He’d recruited friends. Beth had led the effort to rebuild the ruined ship. Dan had flown it. Andy had come along for security. There had been others as well, but John Caraway - the billionaire owner of more corporations than Beth could ever count - had been the link which bound them all together.

      Rows of chairs were set up in front of a podium for viewers to sit while others were speaking. There were hundreds of seats, and for a moment Beth despaired at finding anyone she knew. A friendly wave from the front caught her eye, and she smiled in relief and recognition. Dan had saved seats for both herself and Andy next to him in the front row.

      She settled in between the two men. “They’ve been tight-lipped about command placements. Any word?” she asked. She’d heard scuttlebutt, but rumor was only worth so much.

      “Not that I could count on,” Dan said. He seemed tense, and she understood why. John had given him a shot at returning to the life he loved - flying ships in space. He’d put back on an Air Force uniform again in hopes of keeping that job now that the military was involved, but nothing was guaranteed.

      She reached over and took his hand, giving him a little squeeze. They waited that way, both of them hoping for…something. Beth wasn’t sure what she was hoping for. She felt empty, in a way. She’d built the starship Satori from scraps of an ancient alien vessel and human ingenuity. Then she’d been put in charge of rebuilding the ship after it was torn almost to pieces defending the Earth. Now that job was done. Beth wasn’t sure what could possibly be next for her. She didn’t even know what she wanted to happen next.
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