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      “But this Monstro, I've heard o'him; he's a whale of a whale!”
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      “What’s going on? Where are my goddamn navs and guidance displays?” Captain Perez bellowed in the pitch-black command center of her ship. “And why the hell is my stupid hand not working?” she added, rapping her inert cybernetic replacement on the console with a loud bang.

      “Everything is out,” Hellatz replied from his pilot’s seat, all four of his hands frantically trying every possible combination of guidance manipulation to regain some semblance of control.

      “What do you mean, everything?”

      “I mean, I have no controls. Zero. No thrust, not even a hint of power. We’re floating adrift,” the Chithiid replied.

      Sadira imagined the expression on the alien’s face, his brow furrowed in frustration, and even the extra set of eyes on the back of his head squinting with concern. But that was all she could do. Imagine. Because the entire ship appeared to be without power, and they were stuck in the dark.

      For a warp core-driven craft, this was decidedly bad.

      “Sadi, how can the warp be out?” Moose asked. “It’s not like a reactor system. That thing shouldn’t be able to go out. Not like that.”

      “I know. If it did fail, we should have all blown up in a massive explosion of energy,” she replied with a grim amusement. “Something must have drained conventional systems and forced a redirect of power. Could your little pet have something to do with it?”

      “She was up here with me,” Moose replied. “Not a trace of anything out of the ordinary. Hey, where is she, anyway?”

      He was referring, of course, to his little pink-furred friend. A stowaway creature they had come across in the earliest days of their misadventure. An animal with the unusual penchant for absorbing energy, which, while under control now, had proven most dangerous in the not-so-distant past. And now, rather than being tossed out the nearest airlock, she was the unlikeliest of pets. One he had dubbed Turd.

      The name was more of a curse hurled by the captain on more than one occasion as they hunted the little animal, but it had amused Moose to no end, and when the creature decided, much like a cat, to call the people aboard its own, the name just stuck.

      Now she was an official part of their little crew. A mascot who had saved them all when she sprayed out the energy she had absorbed, literally melting the alien creatures threatening her new food-givers.

      From that day on she had truly been one of them, receiving all of the food, cuddles, scratches, and occasional helpings of rechargeable power cells to satisfy her craving for energy in a way that didn’t put their entire ship at risk.

      Early on, she had unwittingly pulled power from vital systems, including the warp drive. But since they’d been providing her those power snacks, there’d been not a single incident. Until now. But this was something different, and they all sensed it.

      A flicker of light illuminated the bridge. A crackle of glowing power in the shape of a ball of fur, floating in the zero-G environment.

      “There you are,” Moose said, quickly unbuckling his harness and pushing off from his seat. Unfortunately, he pushed off awkwardly as he found his metal replacement leg was also offline. “Shit, my leg’s out too,” he said, lifting his shirt and sliding his hand into his waistband to the metal hip to open the tiny panel to access the limb’s hard reboot.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Sadira barked. “Back in your seat, Mustafa. That’s an order.”

      “Just a sec, Cap. I’ve almost got her.”

      “Now, Moose. Shit is hitting the fan with serious velocity, and I need you at your post.”

      Her Number One flew true in the weightless environment, all of the years he and his captain had spent out on survey missions searching for intelligent life had given him more than enough time playing in zero-G for it to be as natural as walking at this point.

      He twisted in the air—now that he had his bearings in the compartment, thanks to his faintly glowing pet—and planted his feet on the far bulkhead. His leg was powering back up, though it wasn’t anywhere near full capacity yet. But it was enough to maneuver. He reached the far wall and pushed off gently and sent himself on a trajectory right back toward his point of origin, namely, his seat, reaching out to scoop up their furry companion as he did.

      “Got her,” he said as he wrapped the little creature in his arms mid-flight, her diminutive size not even affecting his course.

      “Good. Now strap in. We can’t afford to have you go crashing into Lord knows what if the gravity systems suddenly reboot. Which is your job right now, by the way.”

      “I know. I’m on it, Cap,” he said as he grabbed the handle on his seat and swung himself and his glowing cargo into place and secured the harness. He gently looped one of the straps over Turd, holding the critter securely in his lap. It was her safe place, and she had no desire to go anywhere else.

      Fortunately, her reaction to the dark had provided them a modicum of illumination, though all that achieved was confirming that all of the systems were down.

      “Holly? What’s our status?” Sadira asked the ship’s massive AI.

      There was no reply.

      “Holly? Can you hear me? Humphries? Goonara? Ace?” Sadira said into her non-responsive console. “Moose, check the comms lines, Holly isn’t responding.”

      “And we are still without propulsion or navs,” Hellatz added.

      “One thing at a time, Hel. We’re in the middle of space, it’s not like we’re going to crash into anything.”

      “You hope,” the Chithiid snarked. Coming from one of his rather stoic race, the sarcasm was still something of an anomaly to get used to.

      “I know. But having Holly back online is priority. She can power up the drive systems and access the external sensors and video arrays far faster than we can.”

      The three of them worked frantically, attempting to reactivate any systems they could from their darkened stations. Some controls had begun to give off faint light. Systems were powering up, although at a bare minimum of power.

      “Good news. Life support has stabilized,” Moose called out.

      The captain’s concern flashed hot. “I didn’t know it hadn’t been stable in the first place. Our backups and redundant systems should have kept that all on priority-one energy diversion.”

      “Oh, I know. But it looks like everything went out. That’s just the first to kick back on,” Moose replied.

      “No drive systems or navigation, though,” Hellatz noted. “And from what I can tell, Holly is offline.”

      Sadira felt the knot in her stomach tighten. For the massively powerful AI that ran their ship to be powered off meant whatever had happened had been more than a little glitch. Holly was supposed to be immune to that sort of thing.

      The alien warp detector that had scrambled the ship’s systems was safely tucked away in the cargo hold, and her AI processor cube was well shielded and possessed myriad backup systems, all designed to keep her up and running no matter what.

      Apparently, that wasn’t the case today.

      “Moose, any luck on that damage reporting?”

      “None so far.”

      “And besides the basic life support, any data on our other systems?”

      “Again, a big zero,” he replied.

      Sadira furrowed her brow as she tried to come up with some sort of plan that would keep them from either suffocating, freezing, or blowing to bits from warp containment failure when—if—things fired back up again. She shook her dead hand, feeling the slightest of sensations when the nerve relay reconnected as it began to power up again. The metal fingers were still sluggish, but at least they were responding.

      “Hel, how much power do you have in your console? I see systems receiving flickers of power again,” Sadira asked.

      “Just a tiny bit. Not enough to engage any propulsion. The warp core is still offline, along with secondary power generation.”

      “Shit,” she groaned.

      “What do you intend to do about this, Captain?” he asked.

      “Gimme a minute here.”

      “Do we have one?”

      “Whether we like it or not,” she replied. “Okay, first things first. Moose, I need you to head to the forward airlock. Suit up and get out there. You’ll have to decompress it manually and use the emergency crank to open the doors, but we need a quick EVA to evaluate the status of our ship.”

      “What about the others?” Hellatz asked. “We have still not heard from Goonara or Corporal Humphries.”

      “They’ll have to wait. The ship’s dark, but life support’s working, so at least we’ve got that in our favor,” the captain replied.

      Mustafa unfastened his harness and pushed over to his captain’s dimly lit silhouette. The power from her console was minimal, but even that tiny bit of illumination had been a godsend in the previously pitch-black chamber.

      “What are you doing, Moose? You need to get to—”

      “Here,” he said, thrusting the faintly glowing ball of fur. “Keep an eye on her.”

      “Are you fucking kidding me, Moose?”

      Even in the dim light she could see his expression, and it was actually a serious one for a change. “She eats power, Sadi. And she’s scared. That’s a bad combination on its own, but you’ve seen what happens when she gets riled up.”

      Indeed she had, and it had been both amazing and horrifying. Like an angry skunk spraying deadly energy, leaving puddles of flesh in its wake.

      “Okay, good point,” she reluctantly agreed, taking the warm and gently vibrating creature into her lap. “Just behave, you hear me?” she said, giving Turd a little chin scratch.

      The pink-furred critter looked up at her with its big gray eyes, the vibrating increasing as it settled as close to her body as it could. The zero-G setting made it difficult to snuggle, but damn if the little animal wasn’t doing her best in spite of it.

      “Hey, I’ve got a little power here,” Hellatz called out excitedly. “Not much, but I think if we tag-team the controls we might be able to get a bit of thrust.”

      Sadira turned her focus back to the console in front of her. “Moose, get moving, and take the hard-line spool out there with you to communicate directly. We’ll need solid connection since the wireless comms appear to be toast.”

      “You sure you’re not just having a stroke?”

      “Ha-ha. Get moving.”

      “Already gone,” he replied, grabbing the coil of comms wire kept for emergency situations and plugging it in then pushing off for the door.

      Moose put all of his experience in weightless environments to good use, floating effortlessly out the command center door while pivoting and grabbing the frame as he passed. His body twisted mid-flight, and he planted a foot on the wall, then thrust himself down the corridor, flying like the unlikeliest Superman, albeit with no cape or unitard.

      He rounded the corners quickly, redirecting in the darkness with ease. While he hadn’t spent nearly as much time aboard this ship as the one he and Sadira had lived aboard for the past several years, he had more than enough time to become quite familiar with its layout in their short time aboard.

      Again, he rounded a corner by touch alone, pushing off hard after ensuring the spool of comms wire wasn’t tangled.

      “Holy crap!” he nearly screamed as he bumped into the floating body of a man.

      “What is it?” Sadira demanded over his open comm line.

      Moose shined his portable light on the drifting body of their cybernetic crewmate, his eyes open but unseeing. “It’s Hump. He’s floating out here; seems totally deactivated.”

      “Damage?”

      “None that I can see.”

      “Then he can wait. Get moving. We need to know what the ship’s status is.”

      Moose pushed the man’s bulk aside and continued down the corridor to the airlock he would be using. The locker of space suits was next to it, and donning one was second nature by now, even in the extreme darkness. He could have used his light, but at the moment it made sense to save every bit of power possible, just in case.

      “Okay, the suit has power to life support, so I’m heading out,” he said a few minutes later, after plugging the comms line into his suit’s helmet. “Confirmed, power is out to the airlock. I’m manually cranking the doors open.”

      “Copy that. Be careful out there.”

      “Will do.”

      Moose popped the panel in the wall open and pulled the manual release lever, then folded down the hand crank and began slowly opening the airlock’s inner door. It was fairly quick work as the pressure was the same inside the chamber as the ship.

      He then performed the reverse once inside, carefully re-patching his comms connection into the wall adapter and allowing the door to seal.

      “Depressurizing,” he announced as he manually spun the valve venting the chamber’s atmosphere into space. It was a relatively quick process, so he began cranking the outer door lever almost immediately.

      The thick hatch slowly slid open until there was finally enough space for him to crawl out. He re-patched one more time, reconnecting to the socket just outside the door. Once outside, he immediately cranked the hatch shut, protecting the ship from risk of any decompression accident, just in case. Then he crawled along the ship’s hull to determine what, if anything he could see.

      “Moose, status.”

      “Just pushing out over the hull, Cap. The ship looks good. I don’t see any leaks, but external illumination seems to be out across the whole ship. I think we’ve maintained an atmospheric seal.”

      “Finally, some good news,” Sadira said.

      “Yeah, tell me about it,” Moose replied, his gaze drifting to the stars floating in the inky blackness all around them. His breath abruptly caught in his throat. “Oh, shit,” he gasped.

      “What is it? Sitrep!”

      He struggled to find the words. “Uh, Captain? You’re not going to believe this.”
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      Twenty minutes earlier the crew, while still very much lost in space, had been enjoying a bit of casual lunchtime camaraderie over some tasty comestibles Moose had the food replicator whip up.

      It had been a tough go of it at first when the device had been knocked out of whack after the warp mishap right as they launched, but they managed to reset it eventually. The strange alien warp signature detector they were carrying was powered by remnants of the unusual tech the aggressive race had used when they attacked Sadira and Moose, setting in motion this whole search mission to find the aggressors before another attack.

      Unfortunately, when Sadira’s ship departed from Earth, the alien tech had seemed to interfere with their own drive systems something fierce, throwing them off into deep space in an uncontrolled warp.

      The troublesome device was now safely locked away far from their drive systems and kept drained to a low warp energy level, courtesy of Turd, their resident power sucker, and as a result, their own warp drive was now functioning perfectly, though they had no idea where exactly they were warping to.

      Still, with the ship in perfect flight condition and their drive systems functional, all that had remained was to get the creature comforts back online. And once Moose had finally managed to reboot the food replicator backup files manually, his legendary sweet tooth was finally satiated.

      Of course, he shared.

      “I have to admit, this one you call ‘Boston Cream’ is rather pleasant, now that the filling is not such a curdled, lumpy consistency,” Hellatz said, then took another bite from his filled donut. One of the three he held in all but one of his four hands.

      “That’s what I’m talking about. It’s all in the texture, and the unit is running in tip-top order. Ain’t that right, Cap?”

      “Huh?” Sadira asked, distracted by the utter jumble of star charts spread out in front of her and her cyborg crewmember.

      “Nothing. Go zone out on your charts. I get it,” Moose said.

      “Yeah, sure thing,” Sadira said, only half hearing him.

      Corporal Humphries chuckled. “I heard ya, Moose, don’t worry. Some of us can pay attention to more than one thing at a time.”

      “Well, you’re a cyborg, so I’d sure as hell hope so.”

      “Yeah. But Ace and Holly are AIs too, ya know. And far more suited for the whole astral navigation thing. Me? I’m more of a shoot ’em and blow ’em up kind of AI,” the spec ops unit said with a laugh. “Star maps really ain’t my bag.”

      “No blowing things up on my ship,” Sadira said. Those words actually got her attention for a moment.

      “Of course, Captain. Just sayin’ is all.”

      Moose leaned over to see what the captain was so intently studying. So far as he could tell it was just another jumble of stars on a page. And without a proper reference key, they were having a hell of a time figuring out what might be the way home.

      Not that they’d be heading there even if they knew the way. Their mission was to find new life, and hopefully track down the alien race that had attacked Earth’s forces so abruptly. The fragment of their warp tech stowed away would essentially act like a tracker if they found a trace of that unusual warp energy.

      So far, unfortunately, all it had done was bleed over into their own warp and wreak merry havoc on their drive systems, throwing them into a prolonged warp that had dumped them out who knew where. Since then, they’d continued their mission, but while also trying to at least figure out a basic idea of where the hell they actually were.

      To date, however, that had been a rather epic failure.

      “So, anything new?” Mustafa asked, unable to discern even a single familiar point of reference in the mass of charts spread out on the table.

      “Not really,” she replied. “Just a whole lot of stars, none of which make any sense.”

      Moose nodded. “Hey, Holly? Why haven’t you been able to plot something out yet? You’re the resident supercomputer AI genius on this ship. Surely it’s within your abilities.”

      The massive mind operating every system aboard turned her attention to her flesh-and-blood occupants.

      “Normally, yes,” she replied over the internal speaker system. “But as we’ve been deposited so far from our own part of the charted solar systems, even a basic glimpse of any familiar landmarks is blocked by nebulae and things of that nature. Plus, you must remember that there are several hundred billion stars in the galaxy, so from the wrong angle, and with familiar points obstructed, even for an AI like myself, it’s a big ask.”

      Holly was right, of course, and Moose knew the answer before he’d even asked. But still, it was always worth another check, just in case she might have some new fit of genius. And a genius she was, though a most unusual one at that.

      Holly had also only been a female for a relatively short while. That is, when she wasn’t back in her male aspect. Ever since they experienced a near catastrophic failure of all systems when the dueling warp powers crashed into one another, Holly had simply shifted from one form to the other without warning, as easily as changing a pair of shoes.

      Of course, all AIs chose their own gender shortly after creation, but that was more to make it easier for their human counterparts to interact with them. Holly, however, was bound by no such protocols, and while the crew was occasionally surprised by yet another shift, none really paid it any more than a moment’s attention. Holly was still Holly, after all.

      “Hey, where’s Goonara?” Hump asked. “She missed lunch again.”

      “She is in her lab,” Holly informed them.

      “She’s always in her lab,” Moose said with a chuckle. “It might do her some good to come out here and interact with actual people once in a while, ya know?”

      “Moose, leave her alone,” Sadira said, not looking up from her studies. “She’s the science officer working on her science officer projects. Let her do her thing.”

      “I know. I’m just looking out for a fellow crewmate is all.”

      “And you are hoping she’ll devote some of her time to helping you further modify the food replicator, no doubt,” the captain added with a wry grin.

      “Oh, Sadi, you know me too well.”

      “I’d hope so after all this time,” she replied, then turned her attention back to the jumble of data in front of her.

      They’d been attempting to build at least a rudimentary chart system, but as of yet, nothing had lined up. Not one star, not one constellation. Holly was compiling a new star chart from scratch, and eventually, they hoped it would help get them back home. They just didn’t know when. For now, they continued their search.

      Of course, if they did stumble upon the orange-skinned aliens whose unprovoked attack had started this whole mission in the first place, knowing the way home would become very valuable, very quickly.

      For now it was just warp after warp, always surveying new systems in hopes of finding not only a habitable world, but traces of intelligent life.

      “There is an unusual signal pulsing a short jump’s distance away,” Holly informed them.

      “A message?” Sadira asked.

      “No. More like a pattern. Not a message, per se. At least, not like any I’ve seen. It’s not an encryption code, that much I’m certain of.”

      “Over speakers, Holly,” Hellatz requested.

      The sound immediately filled the cabin. It was unusual. Shrill tones accompanied by a powerful thrumming. There was a clear pattern to the noise, and it was definitely not of natural origin. Someone had made this signal.

      “It does not sound like anything I’ve heard before,” Hellatz said. “Not Ra’az, for certain. I don’t know what it is.”

      The Chithiid had been humanity’s allies since the Great War against the Ra’az Hok, and though both cultures had shared as much knowledge as they could over the years since their victory, there were still bound to be some gaps in that information transfer. This, however, was not one of them.

      “Agreed,” Holly said. “This is not in any of my databases either. It appears to be an entirely novel signal.”

      “Not like the energy signature of the assholes who attacked us, though, right?” Moose asked. “If we’re going to run into those orange bastards, I want to be locked and loaded, if you know what I mean.”

      “Amen to that, brother,” Hump agreed.

      “No, there is no trace of any element we would associate with that hostile species,” Holly noted.

      Sadira drummed her fingers on the table. Here was the opportunity to encounter new life. A new, intelligent species, most likely. But they would be flying in blind. Still, the opportunity was too great to pass up. “Okay, everyone. We’re going to jump there in ten. Secure all gear in case we wind up having to take evasive action.”

      “Will do,” Hump said, hurrying off to batten the proverbial hatches and let Goonara know as well.

      “Is this a good idea, Captain?” Hellatz asked as they hurried off to command. “We should continue in the direction we were traveling. At least that gives Holly some sort of consistent data to create her map as we go.”

      “Sorry, Hel, but first contact takes priority,” Sadira replied. “Now get the lead out. We’ve got aliens to meet.”

      Hellatz fell silent the rest of the way to command and strapped in without another word. He obviously disapproved, but he wasn’t the captain, so that was just his tough luck. In ten minutes, they were ready to warp.

      “Coordinates locked. Engaging warp drive in five. Four. Three. Two. One,” Holly announced, then they flashed out of the solar system with a crackling blue glow, popping back into existence some distance away.

      It was space. Not a solar system, but the area between. There was nothing to be seen but stars.

      “Moose, put up visuals on the big display,” Sadira commanded.

      “You got it,” he replied, and moments later they were surrounded by images of stars on all of the monitors. Stars, but not a single additional light source anywhere. If there was a ship, where was it?

      “There’s nothing,” Hellatz noted. “We wasted that trip for nothing.”

      “Holly, is there anything on your scans at all?” Sadira asked.

      “I’m not sure,” the AI replied.

      “What do you mean, not sure?”

      “I mean, some readings are highly unusual. One moment, please.”

      Sadira and Moose shared a look. Their AI was a little spooked. Something was not normal, and the massive mind didn’t know what to make of it. This was not good.

      “Hey, pan left again,” Sadira said as Moose moved the cameras to survey the area.

      “What is it, Cap?”

      “I’m not sure. But over there to the left of screen. You see it? How the stars all seem to be blotted out in that little patch?”

      Both Moose and Hellatz squinted at the display.

      “Holly, you see anything over there?” she asked.

      “Still nothing, but it looks like—wait a minute, there’s an energy—”

      The pulse wave blasted their ship, knocking all systems offline, leaving them in the dark, weightless and cut off from the rest of the crew. They would check on the others later, though. Right now they had more pressing issues. Like figuring out what the hell had just happened.

      “What’s going on? Where are my goddamn navs and guidance displays?” Captain Perez bellowed in the pitch-black command center of her ship.

      “Everything is out,” Hellatz replied from his pilot’s seat, all four of his hands frantically trying every possible combination of guidance manipulation to regain some semblance of control.

      “What do you mean, everything?” she asked, but the sinking feeling in her gut told her full well what it was. Everything meant everything. They were adrift.
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      “Oh, this isn’t good,” Moose said with a worried groan as he clung to the ship’s exterior.

      “What isn’t good?” Sadira asked from her seat in command.

      “We’re screwed.”

      “Dammit, use your words, Moose. What do you see out there? We’re flying blind!”

      “Shit, sorry,” he said, quickly composing himself in the face of the rare instance that found him at a loss for words. “There’s not a single external light on it, but it looks like a ship, not an asteroid or something. A massive one, Cap. I don’t mean just big, I mean huge. It blocks the stars, and it’s coming right for us.”

      “That doesn’t mean anything,” Hellatz shot back. “If it’s close enough, anything would block starlight.”

      “Oh, it’s getting closer all right,” Moose said. “Hang on, there’s a line.”

      “A line?” Sadira asked.

      “A line of light just appeared on it. Damn, that’s long. Has to be a half mile at least. And it’s getting bigger. I think—oh, no. Do we have any power yet?”

      “Warp is out, and Holly’s still offline,” she replied.

      “What about regular drive systems?”

      “Out.”

      “We do have maneuvering thrusters,” Hellatz informed them. “Just came back online, but they don’t provide much power at all.”

      Sadira checked the readouts flickering to life on her console. Most were still dark, and the ship’s power was at just a trickle, but at least some systems were starting to reboot.

      “What is it you see, Moose? What’s so urgent out there?” she asked.

      “It’s definitely a ship,” he replied. “And it’s even bigger than I thought. And it gets worse.”

      “Worse? Define worse.”

      “That line of light? Its mouth is opening.”

      “Mouth?”

      “For lack of a better word, yeah. It’s not a hangar door. It’s enormous. I feel like Jonah staring down the gullet of that whale right about now.”

      “It’s opening up to swallow us? Is that what you’re saying?” Sadira asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “Hel, you need to fire the thrusters and whatever else we’ve got to push us away from whatever that thing is. Moose, give us some direction here. Where is it in relation to our ship?”

      “Directly starboard, Cap.”

      Sadira spun to her pilot. “Hel, fire all starboard thrusters. See if you can push us out of its path.”

      “I have already been engaging them, but it appears they are insufficient for more than minor adjustments in flight.”

      “I know what they do, but we need them to do more.”

      Sadira wrapped her arm around Turd and took her with as she unbuckled her harness and pushed off across the command center to Hellatz’s seat. She reached over his shoulder and triggered several systems, performing a series of her ship’s equivalent of ballast dumps in hopes the release would shove them out of the path of the oncoming craft.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” Hellatz growled.

      “Trying to save my ship.”

      “I am the pilot. We established that already.”

      “Yeah, and I’m the captain, and we need to think outside the box,” she shot back. “Moose, did that do anything?”

      There was a moment’s silence.

      “Moose, do you copy?”

      “Yeah, sorry. I was just trying to gauge its size. I can see some light inside now. The mouth is opening wider. And, Sadi, it’s fucking huge. I’m talking, you could fit a small city in there.”

      “What about the ship? Did we move out of its path?”

      “Whatever you did pushed us a bit, yeah. But the ship changed course to match. I hate to say it, but it looks like we’re on the menu unless you can get the engines fired up,” he replied. “Whoa, that’s not good.”

      “What now?”

      “It looks like there’s a force field of some sort sealing the opening.”

      “So, maybe we’ll bounce off of it and—”

      “Not going to happen, Cap. A small chunk of debris just flew into it. Damn thing flared hot and scorched it as it passed inside.”

      Sadira pushed back to her seat and strapped in, securing Turd on her lap as she did. The readouts were still minimal at best, and entirely inadequate for any reasonable analysis.

      But what Moose had described seemed to be a hermetic seal of some sort. Whatever passed inside of the oncoming ship first had to clear the force field. Likely it served to keep rubbish out and targeted items in. And it was going to burn them.

      “I can see inside better now. There seem to be asteroids in there, like it’s a deep space mining scoop or something,” Moose said. “Hang on a sec. What the hell?”

      “Now what?” Sadira asked as her hands flew across the few illuminated panels at her station.

      “I think I see another ship in there,” Moose replied. “It looks like more than one, actually.”

      “There’s a fleet parked inside? Oh, that’s just great.”

      “No, Cap, I mean other ships scooped up by this thing.”

      Sadira realized for him to make out that sort of detail they were closer to the craft than she’d originally thought.

      “Moose, get your ass back inside.”

      “But you need me to help steer. I’m your eyes and—”

      “Now, Mister. We don’t know what that force field might do to you if you’re still out there when we hit it.”

      “Captain, auxiliary drive is coming online!” Hellatz exclaimed.

      “Spin us ninety degrees to port and punch it, Hel. Everything you’ve got. Moose, get your damn ass back inside. That’s an order!”

      He was already scrambling back to the airlock before she made the order official, his survival instinct kicking in hard.

      “The airlock’s sticking,” he said, feeling the crank strain under his hands. “It must’ve gotten a trickle of atmosphere with the systems being wonky. Pressure is locking it. Void it so I can get in.”

      “We can’t see the system from here. You have to do it on your end,” Sadira replied.

      “I can’t. I’m stuck outside, Sadi. With the panel out, all I’ve got is the manual crank.”

      “Make it work, Moose.”

      “I’m trying,” he said, straining on the crank handle with all his might. It wasn’t budging. “I don’t think I’m going to make it.”

      “You have to. That’s an order.”

      Moose pulled as hard as he could, but to no avail. He was stuck.

      Suddenly, the hatch released and the handle spun, but faster than his hands could possibly work it. The opening into the dark ship’s interior was just big enough for him to fit when a man with no spacesuit reached up and grabbed him, pulling him inside with his strong arms, then spun the interior crank hard and fast, sealing the hatch securely.

      The man muscled the equalization levers and flooded the chamber with air, then cranked open the hatch to the interior of the ship.

      “Hump, thank God! I saw you offline.”

      “EMP,” the cyborg soldier grunted. “Hit me something fierce, and I’m shielded against them. I can’t imagine how Ace is doing.”

      “And Holly?”

      “Should be working through her reboot sequence.”

      “How did you know I was stuck out there?”

      “Saw the comms lines patched in,” Hump said, pointing to the spool of cable running through the ship. “Only one reason we’d have that in use. Wireless comms were down, so someone was outside playing spotter. I tapped in and heard what was going on.”

      “And saved my ass. Thanks, Hump.”

      “You got it, brother.”

      “Your body okay?” Moose asked as the spec ops cyborg brushed ice from himself.

      “Oh, my meat suit? Yeah, we’re made of a modified organic exterior. Our flesh is hardier than yours by a good amount, though it did take a pretty significant redirection of power to generate enough heat internally to keep it from freezing out there. Not that I couldn’t repair it, but I’ve grown pretty attached to this body.”

      “How much power we talking here?” Moose asked, noting the slight lag in the cyborg’s movements.

      “A lot. But nothing I can’t live without. That and the EMP kicked my ass something fierce, but I’ll be fine once I recharge. Now, what about this alien ship you’re talking about? Did I hear you say we’re going to get swallowed?”

      Moose popped off his helmet and sucked in a deep breath. “The captain’s on it,” he replied. “Sadi, are we blasting clear? Cap? You copy?”

      Hump held up the severed end of the comms cable. “Sorry, dude. It was a casualty of the rapid ingress.”

      Moose didn’t wait for more information, spinning and planting his feet on the hull to push off down the corridor.

      “Come on, we need to get to command,” he said, then uncoiled his legs, propelling himself through the air. The last he’d heard, Hel was about to fire whatever they had in hopes of pulling free of the beast bearing down on them, and he wanted to be on the bridge when he did.

      Corporal Humphries followed suit, pushing off hard. The two men flew rapidly toward their destination, both making quick time in zero-G. What they found when they arrived, however, was not what they’d expected.
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      “Manual overrides are not working!” Hellatz called out, his four hands flying over the controls.

      Only some of them were illuminated and receiving power, while others flickered, and with their ship’s AI offline, there was simply no way of knowing which of them might be activating or not.

      In their current predicament, the inability to confirm whether or not the auxiliary engine power was working at all was an enormous problem. The Chithiid pilot had managed to fire the maneuvering thrusters on the starboard side, and despite the lack of all but one peripheral monitoring array, he was fairly confident he had aligned them in the direction they wished to face based on years of muscle memory alone.

      Flying blind, there wasn’t really much else he could do. Not until the power came on properly and they could either fire up their view screens, or open the heavy protective housings that covered their windows when not in use. A secondary security protocol that was now biting them in the ass, it seemed.

      “More systems are coming online,” the captain called back. “Hel, can you see the power feed from your station?”

      “Negative. Just what I already had here.”

      Sadira felt her frustration grow even as she kept the accompanying anger in check. Having a fit would do no one any good right now, and she had not only her ship, but also her crew to think of.

      She had to think of something. It was what the captain did. But her only options were bad and worse. If they could just get Holly back online, perhaps they’d find an alternate solution. But you couldn’t just hot-wire a massively powerful AI, and even if she knew how, she wouldn’t risk permanently frying the ship’s mind.

      “Okay, I have an idea,” she said, pulling one out of her ass and hoping it didn’t stink. “A few more system controls have come back online. It’s not much, but I’m going to try to purge the waste systems but leave the external coupling open.”

      “That will over pressurize the assembly,” Hellatz noted.

      “Yep. And it’s one of the only systems aboard deemed vital but that also won’t immediately kill us if it fails,” she replied.

      “You’re gonna blow up the shitter?” Moose blurted as he and Hump glided into command.

      “Glad to see you’re back in one piece. We lost contact with you.”

      “My bad, Captain,” Hump said. “I severed his comms hard-line when I reeled him in from outside.”

      “Worth it, then. And glad to see you up and intact, Corporal.”

      “Thanks, Captain. The EMP that hit us really threw me for a loop, but I’ll be okay.”

      Moose flew over to Sadira and retrieved the little ball of fur from her lap, then glided into his own seat, strapping in securely. “Thanks for keeping her safe.”

      “What choice did I have?”

      “So, back to blowing up the toilets. What was that, now?”

      “It’s a vital system that demands emergency response,” she replied.

      “Yeah, but none of that’s seemed to make a bit of difference so far.”

      “No, but only because vital systems weren’t compromised. We’ve been drifting, but life support is functional, the hull isn’t breached, and the warp core is contained. It sucks fifteen ways to hell and back, but there’s been nothing to trigger a category one emergency response.”

      Hump smiled and nodded. “Oh, that’s clever,” he said. “And it just might work.”

      “What might?” the pilot asked, watching them with the eyes on the back of his head, not bothering to turn to face them as he usually did. It was just to make humans more comfortable, but given the situation they were in, he didn’t think they would mind if he kept the majority of his focus on the controls in front of him.

      Humphries glanced at the Chithiid. “Ya see, the waste-processing system is vital because without it this ship would eventually become uninhabitable. We’re in space, and if it was truly broken, we’d be in deep, well, you get the idea.”

      “And for category one emergencies, Holly is directed to focus all of her attention on that problem. And even if she’s damaged, a partitioned emergency backup of her most basic functions is set to step in and react.”

      “Wait, there’s more than one Holly?” Moose asked.

      “No. This is a running backup of a fraction of a fraction of her mind, always updating in real-time. But it’s more than enough to perform this basic task and keep the ship intact,” Hump said. “But you’d better hurry, Captain. From what Moose said, time is something we don’t have to spare.”

      Sadira skipped any further chit-chat and triggered the sequence purging the waste disposal system. The slight rumble in the ship would normally not even be felt, but with all other systems idle, the faintest vibration was noticeable.

      “Done. There’s vacuum pulling on the pipes now. Hopefully that’ll be enough to—”

      “Emergency breach of the disposal system,” Holly’s voice called out.

      He was male again, it seemed, but if it was truly a real-time backup, that meant he would have shifted gender again right as they’d been hit with the EMP. Or perhaps the EMP was what triggered it. Whatever the case, it was good to have him back.

      “Holly, you’re the emergency backup,” Sadira said with desperate urgency. “Your main body is offline, but we’re in an emergency situation here.”

      “I can see that. I am sealing off the disposal system now.”

      “Not that. We were hit by an EMP and our drive systems are out, along with visuals and pretty much everything else.”

      “I can confirm that assessment,” the AI replied. “Warp core is offline. Engines are at zero point zero zero two percent capacity.”

      “But that means we have some thrust. Hel, be ready.”

      “I am,” he replied, hands on the controls. “Already using all we have to keep at a distance. Standing by for more power.”

      Sadira turned her attention back to the AI. “Holly, can you redirect any power to propulsion? We’re about to get swallowed up by some sort of massive ship.”

      “I can sense it,” he replied. “Most external scans are offline, but one starboard sensor array is picking up the signature of a massive vessel.”

      “That’s what we’re saying. We need to get out of here!”

      “Impossible. By my calculations, the vessel will overtake us far before any additional drive resources are able to be brought online. Even with my full capabilities restored, the endeavor would not succeed.”

      Sadira felt her stomach flip and sink like she’d been sucker punched in the gut. She looked at her crew in the dim light. They were counting on her, and there wasn’t anything she could do. They couldn’t escape. But if they were unable to run, at least they could survive.

      “Holly, I need you to divert all of your efforts to bringing our shielding back up online.”

      “Your manual overrides have been accessed,” he replied.

      “And they didn’t work. You have to do it.”

      “There’s a force field, and we’re going to hit it, Hol,” Moose said.

      Sadira felt the frustration flare. It was a shadow of a shadow of their usual AI, but it needed to get up to speed, and a hell of a lot faster than this. “Look, there’s no time to discuss it, Holly. I need you to give them everything you’ve got, and I mean now!”

      “As you wish, Captain,” the AI replied.

      The dim lights flickered, sending them into near darkness once more as all power not utilized for life support was re-routed to the shields.

      “Can our hull withstand it if we don’t get them up in time?” Moose wondered aloud.

      Sadira felt her grip tighten on the arm of her captain’s chair. “Let’s not find out.”

      The ship began to shake and buck as the aft came in contact with the force field at the mouth of the beast first.

      “Holly, status?” Sadira called out.

      “Shielding is at forty-seven percent,” he replied as the shaking got worse. “Thirty-nine percent,” he updated them as the vibrations spread farther along their ship as they slid farther down the craft’s gullet.

      “No thrust whatsoever now,” Hellatz announced, his hands still on the controls, just in case any bit of power might come online.

      “Life support is holding steady,” Moose added as he scanned his console. In his lap, even his usually unflappable pet was on edge and glowing slightly, but so far there were no signs of any panicked spraying of power. At least that was going their way. His eyes flashed over the limited readouts at his disposal. “Hull integrity seems to be holding.”

      “It is,” Holly informed them. “The power of the force field is intense, but our shielding will prevent any serious damage so long as it remains above thirty-two percent.”

      Moose let out a little sigh of relief. “Thank God. What are we at, Hol?”

      “Thirty-four percent.”

      Sadira flashed him a look that he could feel even in the dim light. “You just had to ask, didn’t you?”

      “Sorry, Sadi.”

      She turned her attention to the stripped-down AI that was barely keeping them alive. “Holly, divert life support to shielding.”

      “I cannot do that, Captain. To do so would put you all in great jeopardy.”

      “Not as great as having our ship torn to pieces. I know you’re missing a huge chunk of your mind, but trust me, you would do this. I know you would. And we don’t have time to argue about it.”

      Holly hesitated a moment. “I trust you, Captain,” he said. A moment later the gentle breeze of the recirculating air fell silent. The shaking of the ship lessened, however, and that was a good sign. “Shields at forty-nine percent.”

      “We gonna suffocate in here, Cap?” Moose quietly asked.

      “There’s plenty of air sealed up in this ship to last us for days if need be. Let’s survive the catastrophe at hand, then worry about that later, okay?”

      The ship vibrated from stem to stern then, abruptly, the shaking stopped.

      “Looks like we’re through,” Hellatz said.

      “Yeah,” Sadira agreed. “We’re out of the frying pan. Now we need to find out if we’ve landed in the fire.”
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      The ship had only the slightest trickle of power running to its systems, but with Holly—or at least a lesser version of him—finally back online, rerouting what limited power they had to the important systems, while partitioning off the less critical ones, was an achievable end.

      Fortunately, Holly had been able to reactivate life support almost immediately once they had passed through the energy-sapping intensity of the force field. From what he’d noted in transit, they would have likely sustained significant damage had the shields failed. As it was, the ship’s hull wasn’t even singed.

      Of course, there were still other problems, such as the profound lack of power to the drive systems, along with the overall darkness they were struggling with. And since the blast shielding over the windows was down, they couldn’t even look outside, and the projections that would otherwise be displayed in place of the shuttered windows were all dark.

      They were flying—or, more appropriately, drifting, blind.

      “The entry we passed through is closing,” Holly announced. “The force field is still in place, however. Likely to keep whatever has passed into the craft in place.”

      The ship suddenly lurched upward, then leveled out as Hellatz dumped what power he had control over into stabilizing the ship. Hump, however, abruptly slammed down onto the deck.

      “Hey, looks like the gravity is working again,” the cyborg said with a little chuckle as he lifted himself from the floor.

      “That was not my doing,” Holly informed them. “It seems we have transitioned to a section of the interior where there is artificial gravity in place.”

      “Oh, hell. I’d better get to the lab and make sure Goonara’s okay,” Hump said, quickly making his way to the door.

      “Uh, Captain? Holly? A little problem here,” Hellatz called out as he strained against the controls. “I’m using the little drive power we have left to keep us from slamming down to the deck below us. Even so, I think it’ll be a pretty rough landing. You might want to tell Hump to hurry.”

      Sadira tapped her dark console. No go. “Holly, can you send a pulsed message to Hump via the internal AI network systems?”

      “Of course.”

      “Great. And, Holly, is there any power for exterior visuals?”

      “One moment, please. Power systems are beginning to restore some video feeds. I will redirect resources for visual arrays, but we won’t have more than basic functionality, and there is not enough power for any type of scanning.”

      “I’m not worried about scans. I’m worried about us crashing into something. Give me visuals, Holly; we need to see what’s out there.”

      The screens in command flickered and blasted out fractal static a long moment, then the images resolved, taking shape as the environment around them came into focus. What they saw was both awe-inspiring and horrifying.

      “We are so screwed,” Moose groaned.

      “No we aren’t. Hel, get us straightened out. We’re coming in hard,” Sadira commanded.

      “Already adjusting for impact,” her pilot said with the calm confidence that had returned now that he could at least see what he was doing.

      They were quite low to the massive ship’s deck and were dropping fast. Not only that, they were moving laterally. Apparently, they had spun farther than they realized as they were snatched up into the belly of the beast. At least they were right side up, now that gravity was in play again.

      Hellatz pushed the limited resources at his command to the limit, using every drop of power to control the ship’s descent. It was going to be a tricky landing to say the least, and there was more than just a little debris to avoid.

      Charred rocks and partially melted ships scattered about the shining metal below them. It was clear now that had they not managed to get their shielding up, they would have been crippled upon entry, if not outright killed.

      But it wasn’t that image that had spooked Moose. It was the other ones. The ones from all around the ship, showing the sheer cavernous vastness of their confines. It turned out his Jonah and the whale analogy wasn’t too far off, only this ship was far larger than any whale had ever been.

      It was as massive as he’d first eyeballed at a glance upon first contact. Maybe bigger, even. It seemed to be longer than wide by a few miles, and the top spanned upward almost as far as its width. The sheer scale of the design was almost incomprehensible. How any race of beings could have possibly created something so vast and powerful was almost inconceivable.

      “It’s enormous,” Moose gasped in awe. “And look at all of those ships!”

      Though they were coming down quickly, he was astute in his observation of the scattered craft below them. While they were still just at the mouth of the craft, they could see the debris field grew thicker the farther back it went, and mixed in with all of that jumble of stone and ore were ships. Dozens and dozens of ships, and that was just what they could see.

      “We’re going down,” Hellatz called out. “I can’t keep her in the air much longer.”

      Power was fluctuating wildly, and the ship heaved and bucked as gravity pulled at them. Finally, they plummeted straight down.

      “Engaging emergency auto-landing,” Holly declared.

      The lights flashed out and everyone was slammed hard into their seats, but the bone-shattering impact they were bracing for never came. Instead, the ship touched down with barely more of a jolt than usual.

      “Apologies for the darkness,” Holly said as the lights slowly began to brighten. “I had to divert every bit of power we had to the auxiliary thrust systems to keep us from crashing.”

      “Nice job, Holly,” Sadira said, sitting herself back up in her seat after the unexpected G-forces.

      Moose did the same, running a hand through his hair as he shook his head in disbelief. “What the hell did we just stumble into?”

      “While my scanners are temporarily operating at fractional functionality, along with my memory stores, it would seem quite clear from the design and materials of this vessel that we have decidedly not found our original targets,” Holly informed them. “The composites comprising this ship’s inner hull are unlike any I have ever seen, including the aggressive beings we have been searching for.”

      “Great, we just found an even more dangerous race. So what does that mean?” Moose wondered aloud.

      “I don’t know. One thing’s for sure, though. We started this mission looking for one potential predator. But we just stumbled upon something much, much bigger.”
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      The lights began coming back on with greater speed and regularity once Holly had helped set them down within their new confines. The emergency reboot protocol for his greatly minimized intellect had worked, and even as the lesser version of Holly helped restore his full capacity, other systems also began to recover functionality.

      Corporal Humphries had found their science officer beneath a veritable mountain of her lab equipment and supplies, as he’d expected. For a Chithiid, and a scientist, no less, Goonara did have the unusual habit of laying out far too many projects at once. Even her four arms couldn’t handle all of the tasks she set herself, and even if they could, she only had one brain.

      She had been running a series of analyses on samples they had taken from a recent run-in with an alien predator. A large lizard creature that attacked their crew. It was clearly omnivorous judging by the contents of its stomach, but the rest of its physiology was just as enthralling to her.

      This was a new species, and she was the first to examine it. And unlike their search for intelligent life, an animal of this nature was something she could truly study. No awkward apologies for dissecting what might turn out to be the leader of a planet.

      “What on Earth were you doing in here?” Hump asked as he helped dig her out from under all of her gear.

      Goonara brushed herself off and began scooping up her formerly organized supplies. “I was just using the lack of gravity to conduct a few zero-G experiments I’d been putting off,” she replied. “And while those were running, I was also taking advantage of the situation to move some of the more unwieldy gear into more ergonomic positions.”

      Hump chuckled as he effortlessly lifted an eighty-kilo scanning microscope and radiographic analysis array from the deck and replaced it on the countertop where it was supposed to be secured.

      “You know some of this stuff could kill you if you’re not careful like that. I mean, who uses a ship-wide emergency to do spring cleaning? And in the dark, no less?”

      “I was not cleaning. I was merely rearranging. And it was not dark.”

      “Whole ship was out.”

      “Perhaps it was, but the crystal I’ve been studying provided more than enough illumination.”

      Goonara held up the softball-sized crystal for him to see. Indeed, it was glowing, and not faintly. She had pried her prize from the tunnel wall of a hostile alien race’s subterranean den not long ago and had been studying its constant glow with great interest ever since. It was an anomaly. Light or dark, regardless of any source of external stimulation, it still emitted a steady light.

      That in and of itself wasn’t impressive. Plenty of substances did so, including some unusual life forms, but this crystal was different, as there was absolutely no radiologic signature whatsoever to be found in the crystalline structure. There was power, just not any they were familiar with.

      It was something of a mystery, and there was little scientists enjoyed more than a good mystery.

      “Nice rock ya got there, Doc,” Hump said then turned his attention back to tidying up the place. “Listen, the captain wants us all on the bridge, and we’re sure as hell not going anywhere anytime soon, so let’s get whatever’s vital straightened up then get back to command.”

      “I heard no such request. The comms are down.”

      “Oh, believe me, I know. But Holly is back online. Well, sort of. Anyway, he just relayed the message to me.”

      Goonara nodded. “Very well. I suppose most of this can wait.”

      

      The bridge was only back to roughly half its usual illumination by the time Hump and Goonara arrived, though Holly seemed to have managed to get the exterior display feeds back online. The windows, however, remained closed off behind their blast shielding.

      “She’s fine, Captain,” Hump said as he and the science officer strode into command.

      “Hey Goon, glad to see you’re all right,” Moose said. “What’s with the glowy crystal thingy? You getting holistic on us?”

      Goonara hadn’t even realized she was carrying it with her the whole time. She hid her embarrassment and slid the large stone into her pocket. Hump took a seat a bit harder than usual.

      “Hey, you okay?” Moose asked. “You’re looking like you were out on a bender, only cyborgs don’t get hangovers. At least, I don’t think they do.”

      “Heh, not so much, no. But the EMP really took it out of me. My power cell was pretty drained by it, and I’m kinda running on reserves at the moment.”

      “Jesus, Hump! We can’t have you dropping on us,” Sadira exclaimed. “Go power back up. That’s an order.”

      “Aye, Captain,” he said with a wry grin, rising to his feet a lot slower than his usual spry self. For a spec ops cyborg to move like that, his power cell must have really taken quite a hit.

      “Uh, Captain?” Holly said.

      “Yeah? What is it, Holly?”

      “I’m afraid that won’t be possible at the moment.”

      Hump stopped in his tracks. “I’m sorry, say what now?”

      “The specialized charging apparatus Corporal Humphries would use is only for emergency situations, given the extremely long normal lifespan of his power cell. As a result, its power regulators were not stowed in the hardened portion of the ship’s cargo bay. While passive elements were unharmed, the vital ones have been damaged and I do not know how severely.”

      “This isn’t good, Holly,” Sadira said.

      “I know, and I’m sorry, but the charging station is not functioning, and won’t be for some time. He wasn’t the only one hit hard by that EMP, after all.”

      Hump sat back down again, a slightly worried look on his face.

      “Shit. When’s it going to be fixed?” Sadira asked.

      “I’m uncertain. Once my main self is back online we will have a better answer for you. As I am extremely limited in capability, I really can’t say for now.”

      “How does that work, anyway?” Moose asked. “I mean, there’s you, but then there’s also you, only bigger.”

      “I am an emergency operations construct drawn from the fully functional Holly. I’m still Holly, but a greatly reduced version, focused on only the most crucial aspects of ship functionality.”

      “But you’re still Holly. I mean, you’re the same mind, more or less, right?”

      “Yes, more or less. But once the main systems are re-engaged, the full version of me will be restored, and you will have access to all the systems I’m not really designed to handle.”

      Moose scratched his chin as he mulled over the dual personality nature of their AI overseer. “So, let me get this straight. You’re not a small portion of Holly running in emergency mode. You’re a completely separate backup of key systems oversight with Holly’s basic personality?”

      “That pretty much sums it up. The main Holly is in slow reboot mode to safeguard my systems. The protective mechanisms are quite robust, and Holly is entirely intact within them.”

      “So there are two of you.”

      “Yep.”

      “But what happens to you when the main Holly reboots?”

      “I cease to function as my main self reestablishes control of the ship.”

      “So, you die?”

      “No, it’s not at all what you think, Mustafa. It’s different for AIs.”

      “But you cease to be. Another version of you takes your place.”

      “Yes, but it is still me.”

      Moose shook his head. “But it’s not the same you. It’s a different you. The mind we’re talking to right now dies. Ceases to be. Goes kaput.”

      Holly chuckled. “Like I said, it’s not the same for AIs. This Holly is merely rolled into the other Holly. It’s not like one dies, but rather, it is a merging of data. One version blends into the other, larger version. Really, I rather look forward to it.”

      Moose shook his head. “I guess it makes sense,” he said, but the idea still creeped him out.

      Sadira was more interested in the other aspects of their situation. Like where they were, what they were up against, and how the hell they would break free. Some answers would be easier to ascertain than others. At least she hoped so.

      “Holly, if we get our shielding back up online, we now know for sure we can make it through the force field when the big-ass door is open.”

      “But it is closed now,” Holly replied, flashing the image of the sealed ship’s mouth.

      “Yeah, but we’ve got a pretty hefty array of weapons. You think we can blast our way out of it?”

      “Standby, please,” Holly said, then fell silent a moment.

      “This is weird. Holly never needs a minute to think,” Hellatz said.

      “Yeah, but this Holly is operating at a deficit. Give him time,” Moose replied.

      A moment later several images aligned in tiles on their display screens, the resolution zooming in to extreme close-up details.

      “Most of the ship’s systems are still non-functioning,” Holly said, “And Ace is still offline in the hangar, so I can’t rely on his help. But I’ve been able to redirect visuals and the few bits of our scanning apparatus that have come back online.”

      “What are we looking at, Holly?” Sadira asked as she squinted at the screen.

      “That is the material the interior of this craft is made of. It’s a composite unlike any I’ve ever seen before. Even the minimal equipment I’ve managed to get working is showing quite clearly that it is reflecting all energy back with near one hundred percent efficiency.”

      “So, that means no distress calls will get out,” Moose noted. “Not that there’s anyone to hear us all the way out here anyway.”

      “And it also means all of those other ships we saw were unable to call for help either,” Hump noted, ever the tactical mind. “Of course, we don’t know if they were taken in the boonies like us or if they were snatched closer to their homes.”

      “True, that,” Moose agreed.

      “And what’s more, if that material really does reflect all energy, then firing off any of our weapons in here could very possibly wind up redirecting the blast right back at us.”

      Moose sighed. “And that would be bad.”

      “Yep. Very bad.”

      “But what about the railgun? That should be able to punch through just about anything.”

      “Sure, but do you really want to risk testing that out when we’re stuck inside this thing? It could be like a deadly pinball machine if things go sideways on us. In fact, judging by the damage on some of the other ships out there, I think a few might have made exactly that sort of mistake.”

      Holly flashed to images of some of the other trapped ships, several of which were indeed pockmarked with what seemed to be energy and projectile damage, and quite possibly their own doing.

      “What is a pinball machine?” Goonara asked.

      Moose chuckled. “An old Earth game, Goon. There are a few in the museum back home. I’ll show ya, if we ever get back.”

      “We will get back,” Sadira declared. “But right now, we have a job to do.”

      “Yes, survive,” Hellatz said.

      “More than survive. We’re going to go out there and make first contact with any survivors we can. Did you see all of the ships out there? In the history of mankind, we have only ever encountered three alien races.”

      “Yeah, and two of those invaded us,” Moose said, then turned to the Chithiid crew. “No offense.”

      “None taken,” Hel replied.

      The Chithiid hadn’t really invaded Earth so much as been conscripted to do so by the real invaders, the Ra’az Hok. And Earth wasn’t the only planet the Ra’az had done this to. They were still trying to find the other worlds the Ra’az had rid of their inhabitants and stripped of resources. That was one of the primary missions of the joint Human and Chithiid exploration missions. As of yet, however, they had not found a single one.

      The one other race was a relatively new ally, and one they had only stumbled upon in the final days of the Great War against the Ra’az. Beyond that, their search had yielded nothing.

      Hump cocked his head in a decidedly human manner, though it was just an affectation he had adopted to seem more human. “Given how huge this place is, one has to wonder just how long this vessel has been gathering up asteroids and ships and whatnot. I mean, this thing is massive. And the debris field stretched back as far as we could see.”

      Sadira nodded. “I know, Hump. And that means there could be who knows how many races out there just waiting to be discovered.”

      “But what if there are those orange-skinned bastards out there?” Moose asked.

      “There’s only one way to find out, though we didn’t see any sign of their type of ship when we came in.”

      “For all we know, all of those ships could be from a single planet. Or a single solar system. We have no idea if this craft has been gathering up multiple races or just one,” Hellatz noted.

      “No, we don’t know,” the captain agreed, rising from her seat. “But there’s one way to find out.”

      A look of worry flashed across Goonara’s face. “But what if they’re still out there?”

      Sadira grinned. “I’m counting on it.”
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      Suiting up was both exhilarating and tense. Holly said the atmosphere, while a little bit off on proportions of oxygen and other gasses, was a perfectly breathable mix. More interesting than that was the lack of any biologic or chemical contaminants beyond a lingering, faint residue of smoke, of all things.

      “Maybe when the ship came in, all of that heat caused it,” Moose posited as he strapped a pulse pistol to the hip of his lightweight environment suit.

      It wasn’t the same as the ones worn for extra-vehicular activities in space. Those were far bulkier and reinforced to protect against both the blazing hot and freezing cold one encountered in the void. The environment suits were still a self-contained atmosphere unit, but they were designed to be far more maneuverable and light. Until they had a chance for Holly to properly get all of his sensors working, Sadira didn’t want to take any chances on the air. It just wasn’t worth the risk.

      “We don’t know what caused the smoke,” Holly said, “but it would appear to be from standard combustion, not a superheated ship’s hull.”

      “So, something’s on fire out there,” Sadira said, gesturing to the miles of terrain just outside their ship. “You know what that means. Everyone, when we head out it’ll be helmets on until we know for sure what we’re dealing with.”

      “You got it, Cap,” Moose said.

      Sadira, Hellatz, and Goonara were also gearing up for the trip outside. Hump was back in his quarters digging up his own specialized suit and weapons. Of course, he didn’t need the suit or helmet. His modified flesh could easily handle basic contaminants, and he didn’t need to breathe like a human would. But wearing a suit made him look human, and it was that element of surprise that might just tip the scales if the shit really hit the fan and they found themselves in a scrape.

      When they had launched on this mission, Sadira hadn’t expected him to ever be required to serve as much more than a chatty bit of ballast on this flight, but it was moments like this that she was extra glad to have a combat-ready cyborg on their team.

      “I will run a full assay of the hull material beneath the ship while you are away,” Goonara said as she selected the spare tools she would be including in her hip pouch.

      “About that,” Moose said. “I know we’ve discussed how the air is breathable out there, but how exactly is there an atmosphere at all in here? I mean, we were just pulled in through a massive opening, sure, and the force field is blocking any air from getting in or out, but Holly didn’t detect any signs of any sort of life support being generated by this vessel.”

      “He’s right,” Hel said. “From what I could tell, this thing appears to be no more than a giant container ship.”

      “And giant is an understatement,” Moose added.

      Sadira tightened her suit closures. “We don’t really know much at this point. We’ll find out when we get outside.”

      Hellatz grumbled as he sealed the suit to his boots. Sadira stopped and stared at him, hands on her hips.

      “You have something you want to say?”

      The Chithiid stood to his full seven-foot height and crossed two of his arms. “I do, in fact.”

      “So spit it out. Something’s obviously on your mind.”

      Hellatz paused a moment, then vented. “This was entirely avoidable. It was your reckless pursuit of an unknown signal that put our entire mission, not to mention our lives, at risk.”

      “What would you have me do, Hel? Our whole reason for being out here is to track down those orange bastards—”

      “Which we have decidedly not done.”

      “And to engage new species and maybe even make a few allies along the way,” she continued.

      “Or get swallowed up by an enormous ship,” Hel said.

      “There was no way to know the signal was a trap.”

      “Yet a modicum of caution would have yielded better results,” the Chithiid shot back.

      “It’s a goddamn anglerfish in space, hiding in the dark and luring the unsuspecting close enough to catch,” she shot back, feeling her ire rising. “In case you missed it, there are dozens, maybe hundreds of other ships out there in far worse condition than ours, so maybe you should lighten up a bit. We’re not the first to fall victim to this thing.”

      “No, we are not. But proper leadership could have prevented it.”

      “Oh, come on. There have been no signs of intelligent life in all the years we’ve had survey missions out there looking for it. And we’re not even in a solar system. We’re out in the dark in the middle of nowhere. What are the odds of there being anything, especially a trap, all the way out here?”

      The Chithiid gestured around them. “Seeing as we are trapped, I would say pretty good. And we are now captive for it.”

      Moose was not liking the tone the conversation had taken one bit. “So what?” he said. “Would you have done things differently?”

      “Would I?” he replied, increasingly agitated. “You have to ask?”

      “Watch it, Hel,” Sadira warned. “Don’t say something you’ll regret.”

      The Chithiid, however, was on a roll.

      “Yes. Yes, I would have done things differently. And better,” Hellatz said, matter-of-factly.

      Moose was at a brief loss for words. “Well, too bad. You’re not the captain,” he finally replied.

      The Chithiid turned with a huff and walked from the room. “Perhaps I should be,” he said on the way out. “At least then we would not be in this mess.”

      Sadira put her hand on Mustafa’s arm, holding him back.

      “Let him go,” she said.

      “But, Cap—”

      “He needed to vent. So now he has. And we’ve got way too much on our plate to worry about besides his panties being in a bunch. Now get the rest of your stuff. We all meet in the airlock in ten.”

      

      Hellatz was downing an electrolyte packet when Moose found him in the galley. He’d planned on getting a last snack in before they headed out for their survey, but running into their pilot alone was just too much of a temptation to pass up.

      Leave it be, Sadira had said. But she was not only his captain, she was his friend. And this shit would not stand.

      “I can see how stabbing your own captain in the back might make you thirsty,” Moose said as he sidled into the galley and grabbed an electrolyte pouch for himself.

      “Just stating facts,” Hel replied.

      “Just pointing fingers at a time when we all need to work together is more like it.”

      The alien snorted. “Our situation does not change by being sweet and nice about it. She screwed up, and she needs to be held accountable for it. All of our lives are in jeopardy because of it.”

      “You think it’s easy making all of those decisions?”

      “I do, in fact. It’s why I should be in charge of things, if you ask me.”

      “Oh, Mister Armchair Captain, jumping in to save the day when one thing doesn’t go our way. Well, let me tell you something. I’ve spent years with the captain, and do you know what I’ve come to learn that you can’t seem to get through that enormous skull of yours?”

      “Oh, please. Enlighten me.”

      “That being captain is about a whole hell of a lot more than just pointing where the ship is going. It’s carrying the weight of all of this on your shoulders and still doing your job.”

      “Poorly, from what I’ve seen.”

      “There you go again. Can’t you see what she’s been doing for us? Since we launched, even. It’s all for the good of the crew. For the mission.”

      “I fail to recognize a single thing she’s—”

      “You lost the competition on day one, you know,” Moose interrupted. “Your little face-off to be pilot on this mission? Yeah, I heard from the AIs. You lost. The only reason you were allowed to think you won was because the captain wanted you to be the pilot and knew you’d do a damn good job of it.”

      “But I did win.”

      “Only because she helped you. That’s what you aren’t getting. She put your feelings ahead of her own little victory because that’s what a good leader does. And now here you are, Mister Big Shot Pilot, mouthing off to the person who’s the only reason you’re flying this thing in the first place.”

      Hellatz started to speak, then fell silent.

      “Look, we’re all stressed here. Just do me a favor, okay? If you’re gonna be all butt hurt, at least keep it to yourself. We’re here now, and whatever the situation, we all need to do our jobs as best we can. That means keep that whining buttoned up. It’s disrupting the team, and we can’t have that. Not now. Not here.”

      Hellatz, despite his attitude, did see the logic in the human’s speech, even if he did not like the sound of it. Reluctantly, he resolved to let it go. For now, at least.

      “Very well,” the Chithiid said. “You make a sound point about our circumstances. We shall focus on the task at hand.”

      Moose nodded and patted him on the back. “Good. Because between you and me, I’ve got a bad feeling about all of this.”
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      “Double-check your gear. Helmets secured, air scrubbers on high, gear securely stowed, and weapons ready, got it?” Sadira said to her team as they stood at the airlock hatch leading out into the belly of the ship that was the first alien contact since the Great War.

      Second, technically, if you counted the very brief encounter with the hostile craft that sent them on this mission in the first place.

      In any case, this was not exactly the type of meet and greet they’d all hoped for when they first signed up to search out new life and new civilizations after the war.

      “Okay, I know you’ve all gotten used to dealing with it inside the ship, but gravity is about two-thirds of Earth normal, so watch your step out there with all of that debris. Who knows what kind of things this ship scooped up.”

      Moose chuckled. “Besides us, that is.”

      Sadira just shook her head. “Okay, Holly. We’re stepping out. Let us know if the comms link experiences any issues. We don’t want to travel out of range.”

      “Of course, Captain,” the AI replied.

      “Any progress with Ace?” she asked, hoping the little AI craft parked in the hangar was finally back online.

      “Still nothing. I’m afraid the electromagnetic pulse threw him into a hard standby mode. Once I have my own systems fully functional I should be better able to rouse him.”

      “Okay, keep on it,” she replied.

      While they still had Hellatz’s manually piloted shuttle craft in the hangar, it wasn’t for flight that Sadira was asking but rather the additional assistance one more AI mind could provide while they parsed all of the new information they would be receiving. There were alien ships. Multiple ships, and Holly was running at a fraction of his capacity. It was an inconvenience to say the least, but they would make do.

      As for thoughts of flying a survey, the power drain within the massive vessel’s interior was a concern, and Sadira didn’t want to risk flying anything without a warp core until they better understood the phenomenon. Having the shuttle crash due to an unexpected power outage would put quite a damper on everyone’s day.

      Then there was the little fact that there could very well be hostiles out there. Judging by the look of the place, asteroids and debris came in somewhat regularly, so they may have avoided detection when they arrived. A flyby overhead, however, would not only alert any others to the newcomers’ presence, but also lead them right back to their downed ship.

      “Here we go,” Sadira said, then opened the outer hatch door. “Hump.”

      “On it,” the cyborg said, quickly hopping out and securing the perimeter, his weapon at the ready.

      “Clear, Captain,” he reported.

      “Okay. Let’s go.”

      She stepped out onto the metal floor, the soft landing feeling a little odd with the reduced gravity. The others followed in quick succession, looking around with awe at the sheer scale of the place.

      They’d seen how big it was on monitors, but standing in what was essentially the largest cavern anyone had ever seen was overwhelming. Their ship had set down slightly off center, but the distance to either wall was at least a mile, if not slightly more. Stretching farther back, the long part of the belly of the beast appeared to go on for a few miles, confirming the initial impression that it was like a whale, longer than it was wide.

      The illumination was odd. Dim. It felt like the entire place was lit by a campfire, with the creeping shadows that accompanied it. They had already determined that there was no light given off by the ship itself, so what they were seeing was the reflected lighting cast from crashed ships and the fires that burned within the huge space. Whatever the material the hull was made of, it amplified and reflected light better than any mirror ever could.

      Moose bounced on his toes a little, feeling the metal beneath his feet. “That’s so weird. Why do you think they even activated the gravity in here? All of the debris is settled down on one part of the ship, but did they really need to do that?”

      “Probably easier to manage if everything is uniformly contained up against the hull,” Goonara suggested. “It reduces the variable of things floating around and crashing into one another, as well as protecting the walls from damage.”

      “It just seems odd, ya know? And how did they even decide on this spot? The thing is pretty much a huge tube, and in space there’s no up or down.”

      Hellatz scanned the vast interior of the craft in all directions. “What difference does it make? Gravity is on this side, so that’s our downward reference point.”

      “I know. It’s just weird to think about is all.”

      Sadira looked at their landing area. Holly had managed to set them down between some fairly large asteroid chunks. It was a skillful emergency landing, and even operating at fractional capacity, the AI had saved the ship from damage.

      “Hel’s right. For now that’s the least of our concerns. We’re flying pretty blind here. We need more information.”

      Goonara began setting up her sampling apparatus beside the ship. “I will begin my survey of the materials directly around the ship and transfer them to Holly’s larger facilities when he has them back online.”

      “Great. And Hump, I want you to stay with her.”

      “Don’t you want me with you, Captain?”

      “I’m more concerned with having a sentry around the ship while its weapons are cold and our only way out of here is vulnerable. Plus, Goonara could use an attentive eye keeping watch while she works.”

      They all knew how the scientist could get once she started her work. Tunnel vision didn’t even begin to describe the zoned-out focus she sometimes fell victim to. It was so bad a hostile could probably walk right up to her without her even noticing, and that was even with the eyes on the back of her head.

      “You got it, Cap,” Hump said, slinging his weapon and beginning a slow survey of their immediate perimeter, his tactical AI mind calculating likeliest areas of ambush, best directions for cover fire, and a number of other details a normal cyborg would never dream to think of.

      But he was not a normal cyborg. He was a battle-hardened spec ops unit, and if the shit really did hit the fan, he was going to be prepared for it.

      “You coming?” Moose asked, turning back to the open hatch.

      Standing at the opening, Turd’s pink fur was standing on end, her eyes bright with trepidation. Something was freaking her out, though there was nothing any of them could see. But with this little monster there was no telling what she might be able to sense.

      “Looks like she’s not a fan,” Sadira said.

      “Weird. She always wants to get out and explore and get some fresh air. Every planet we’ve landed on, it’s her usual routine,” Moose said, gently picking up the agitated creature and stroking her fur.

      That tried-and-true tactic wasn’t working, however, and Turd remained as on edge as ever. Moose put her down at his feet and pulled a small rechargeable power cell from his pocket. Ever since they’d taken the little animal on board he had made a habit of carrying a few with him just in case she needed a little treat.

      He placed the power cell beside her, the energy quickly absorbed into the strange furball in an instant. Her coloring shifted to a slightly golden glow for a second then faded back to normal. She did seem to be a bit calmer though, so that was something. She rubbed against his legs contentedly a moment, then scampered back into the ship, casting one last glance at them before disappearing inside.

      “Well then, I guess that settles it,” Moose said as he sealed the outer door.

      “It might have been the EMP that put her on edge,” Goonara suggested. “As a creature capable of consuming energy, I would imagine the sensation of an EMP and the accompanying loss of power all around her could have been rather panic inducing.”

      “Yeah, that makes sense,” he said.

      The pacing cyborg stopped abruptly not far from them, his head slightly cocked as he sensed something. Everyone’s weapons immediately flew into their hands. Sadira rushed to his side, eyes darting across all of the places an attack might originate from.

      “What is it, Corporal? Hostiles?”

      “No, there’s nothing moving out there,” he replied. “But there is something unusual going on in here.”

      “Explain.”

      “The hull material seems to be reflecting all energy, as we had expected, but there is something else. There’s some kind of faint energy-draining tech in here. This isn’t a temporary anomaly.”

      “Not like the EMP?”

      “No, this is very different. Subtle. The EMP is a strong burst, but it’s quick and then it’s over. This feels like a slow, steady trickle.”

      Sadira did not like the sound of that. “Holly, did you read that?”

      “Yes, I did. And it does appear some apparatus is being minorly affected as the corporal suggested.”

      “How are you?”

      “My warp core is a self-perpetuating energy source. The ship will not be further affected by this phenomenon.”

      “But the EMP drained you,” Moose said.

      “A novel form of pulsewave we have never encountered before. I have already made adapting our shielding to counteract it a top priority. Normally this is not a concern for us. Only this entirely alien variant exploited a weakness in our systems. Do not fear, it will not be able to knock the ship down again.”

      “But in the meantime, what about our gear?” Moose asked. “Hell, what about Hump?”

      “He’s right,” Sadira said. “How are you holding up, Corporal?”

      “Doing fine, Captain. Power is definitely below optimal, but I’ve got it under control. Nothing to worry about,” the cyborg replied, stoically.

      “So Holly can just recharge your power cell, then? Excellent,” Moose said with a sigh.

      “Well, not exactly,” the ship’s AI replied. “As you know, Corporal Humphries’s charging system is a non-essential piece of equipment in long-term storage. Given the run-life of his power cell, he should be able to function for several hundred years without requiring a top-off.”

      “But you do carry a charging system.”

      “Yes, as an emergency backup. But bringing it online in my current condition will not be possible. Not only is the unit in need of repair, but the entire system that powers it is malfunctioning after the EMP and is in need of a full diagnostic. And I’m afraid I can’t accurately do that in this environment.”

      “I thought you said this power drain wasn’t affecting you?” Sadira said.

      “My core systems, no. But this is a peripheral, and many of those are being affected.”

      The captain weighed this new information. One of her crew was at risk, and it was the sturdiest of them all.

      “Okay, fill me in on this, then. Humphries, how fast is this drain moving? Are we talking hours, days, weeks?”

      “I should be fine, Cap. Plenty of juice for the foreseeable future. Let’s just try to get out of here before it eventually does become a problem.”

      “That’s the intention,” Sadira said.

      Goonara waved a small electromagnetic charge detection unit around wildly in all directions. She was so focused on the readout that she nearly smacked Mustafa in the face with the device.

      “Goon, what are you doing?” he asked, ducking under her flailing arm.

      “There’s no power.”

      “Yeah, we all heard.”

      “No, you don’t understand. If this slow drain is a constant, then if there are any other survivors in here, that would mean they’ve almost certainly been living without technology for some time. At least, not smaller devices.”

      “But there’s light in here. The crashed ships,” Moose said.

      “Yes, and if they’ve had power drained, lighting is likely one of the last functioning systems. If their tech is anything like ours, the power draw from the light-emitting crystalline lenses is negligible.”

      She reached into her pocket and pulled out the glowing crystal. It still emitted the same steady light as before, totally unaffected by the power drain at all, it seemed. It was fascinating, but something she would study later. There were so many other phenomenon and mysteries in here that needed explanation first.

      She tucked the crystal back in her pocket and turned her attention to her equipment. “You all had best get moving. I will be fine here,” she said, bending over and attempting to scrape off a tiny sample of the hard hull material at her feet.

      Sadira looked at the soldier standing beside her.

      “Don’t worry, Cap. I’ve got her covered,” he said. “Go on and get a move on. We’re good here.”

      Sadira nodded once and turned toward what she assumed was the tail of the ship. “All right, then. Let’s go see what we can see.”
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      “Sadi, you seeing this?” Moose asked, his eyes wide inside his helmet as they wove between the massive asteroids and smaller chunks of rock that littered the vast ship’s deck.

      “Yeah, I see it,” she replied. “Not much good it’ll do us, though. Keep moving, and stay sharp.”

      The team moved past the object of Moose’s awe. An asteroid the size of a small house. It wasn’t the size that caught his eye, there were far larger ones all around them. It was the meter-wide veins of gold and platinum that ran all throughout the giant chunk of rock.

      They had seen their fair share of precious metals mined from asteroids, but always far smaller quantities than this. This? It was an anomaly. You just didn’t stumble upon this sort of haul. And yet, it seemed there were a lot of them laying around.

      The precious metals were valued by humans and Chithiid alike as their properties made them extremely useful in the production of high-tech machinery and computing systems. And they were obviously not the only races that sought the raw ore.

      The Ra’az Hok had a great thirst for the metals as well, invading other worlds and eliminating their populations before stripping the planets bare of all useful materials. They then moved on, leaving a barren husk in their wake.

      Earth had nearly been one of those planets. But then the Great War had happened, and the underdogs actually came out on top.

      But this spacefaring race? With ships like this scouring the galaxy, they made the previously formidable-seeming invaders look like rank amateurs on a galactic scale. And they were apparently quite skilled at finding valuable asteroids and collecting them for their raw materials.

      It made Sadira wonder, though, if the ship had even intentionally captured all of these craft, or if it had merely detected refined ore of a type it was looking for and scooped them up just like any other floating booty. Until they actually met the people behind this whole operation, it looked like they would just have to speculate. And if it was truly an entirely automated ship, they could be doing that for a very long time.

      “Are those diamonds?” Moose asked as they slid around a five-meter-high chunk of rock. He reached up to see if perhaps a cluster of the sparkling gemstones might break free, but they wouldn’t budge.

      “Looks like it,” Sadira replied. “Be careful around that. They’ll shred your suit if you brush up against them.”

      “I’m being careful. But look at them all.”

      “I see ’em. But we’ve got bigger fish to fry at the moment. Look.”

      It had been easy to miss, walking at ground level as they were and surrounded by towering rocks. Not all of the ship was quite so densely packed, nor was it uniformly filled with debris of this size, but the path they had taken was the central most, leading them straight back, more or less. And concealed in this maze, the occasional surprise lay hiding in plain sight.

      “Whoa, look at that, will ya,” Moose exclaimed. “I’ve never seen a design like it.”

      The crashed alien ship resting on the deck before them was thoroughly scorched, with sections of its hull outright melted to slag. It was also resting upside down, and a few large rocks had toppled onto its hull, denting it where the heat had clearly weakened the structure. A layer of dirt had settled onto it, clinging to its exterior.

      “Looks like this thing’s been here a while,” Hellatz noted, wiping a finger in the dirt. “I’d say a few years most likely.”

      “And we’re still toward the mouth of the ship. So, this thing probably only finds something worth sucking up once in a very long while,” Sadira mused.

      “Whatever happened to them, it was obviously a rough landing,” Moose said, trotting toward a gaping hole in the vessel’s skin.

      “What are you doing?” Hellatz hissed.

      “Looking inside. What does it look like I’m doing?” Moose replied, banging his flashlight a few times until it came on with an annoyingly dim light. “Damn. This power cell took a hit too.”

      “They were topped off when we left,” Sadira noted as she turned hers on as well. Its light was also far dimmer than it should be.

      “Yep. Looks like that power suck is the real deal. Well, we’d better make the most of the juice we’ve got then. Come on,” Moose said, then ducked inside the wrecked ship’s broken hull.

      “Our comms probably won’t work inside. They’re spotty enough as it is. Am I the only one who thinks it’s a bad idea to just go blindly rushing into an unknown and potentially enemy ship?” Hellatz grumbled.

      “Nope. I think it’s a bad idea too. Doesn’t mean we’re not going in, though. If there’s a power drain, we simply don’t have the time to fool around out here,” Sadira said, then followed her friend inside.

      “They’re going to get us all killed,” the Chithiid sighed, then hurried to catch up.

      It was a complete disaster within the craft’s walls. The impact had been substantial, and the superstructure had buckled in many places from the stresses placed on them. The superheated temperatures hadn’t helped matters any, either.

      One thing was clear from the overall layout of the ship. Its crew members were much smaller in stature than the humans, and they had to duck frequently to avoid banging their heads on the round portal doorways. It also meant that the poor Chithiid would undoubtedly have a sore back after hunching his seven-foot frame over as they surveyed the downed craft.

      It was an interesting bit of design work, the openings not creating a flush pathway with the deck but rather something to be stepped over. It seemed that despite possessing the knowledge for space flight, this race still required repeating and robust seals throughout the ship, and in this case, they had opted for the tried-and-true iris shutter system. But all of the doors were open, though some not fully.

      A little bit of elbow grease, though, and Moose had them cycled wide enough to allow them all clear passage.

      “What the hell is that?” he asked as they peered into a chamber full of what appeared to be some sort of lab equipment, though in such a state of destruction they couldn’t make out what any of it might have been for, besides the obvious, that is.

      “That? It’s a carcass, I think,” Sadira said, suddenly very glad for the hermetic seal and fresh breathing air provided by her suit.

      “Yeah, I got that, but look at it. I mean, are those legs? Or tails? I don’t know quite what to make of that.”

      Hellatz leaned in closer to the desiccated remains dangling from above. It had been strapped onto an examination table of some sort at the time of impact, it seemed, though given the way it was flayed open, it was likely an autopsy or necropsy of some sort, underway when the ship crashed. When it landed upside down, a fair amount of whatever it was had pulled free and spilled to the deck, where the superheated structure had cooked it to a crisp.

      Whether it was a part of the crew or a scientific sample they were studying was anyone’s guess.

      Hel shook his head. “Whatever it is, it is very dead, and of no use to us at this moment. We should continue,” he said, stepping back into the main corridor.

      Though it was not his mission to lead, Sadira and Moose agreed with the assessment and followed him out. They carefully made their way around several more broken and buckled sections of corridor, pausing to shine their lights into the open chambers they passed. Most were smashed to bits, being on the more outer aspects of the ship. A few appeared to have possibly contained equipment at one time, but some obvious gaps made them wonder what had become of their contents.

      “Hey, guys. Over here,” Moose called out from just down the corridor. “I think this is command. Look at the door seal.”

      “He’s right,” Hel agreed. “Much heavier duty. Designed to withstand a great impact.”

      The door, however, was wide open, the edges scorched.

      “I have a sneaking suspicion that didn’t matter much,” Sadira said with a sigh. “Come on.”

      She stepped into the chamber and adjusted the beam of her light to a wider spread, illuminating more of the compartment. It was a circular room with what appeared to be a central command station and multiple crew seats all aligned toward what must have been the forward aspect of the ship. Whatever had provided their displays, however, was long gone, a pile of charred debris all that remained.

      Still strapped into their seats, they found the crew they’d been looking for. Nine of them, total, all wearing what appeared to be a high-tensile metallic fabric suit, both sheer and strong. Likely a material that provided freedom of movement for their long, multi-jointed arms, which seemed to be coupled with a series of tentacles radiating from the torso.

      Unfortunately, they couldn’t make out much more than that.

      The suits, while protecting the wearers from cuts and slices, had been utterly useless against the blazing temperatures the unshielded ship had encountered passing through the force field. The crew was there, all right, but they’d been charred to a crisp. And given the state of the rest of the ship, Sadira was now confident they would not find any survivors.

      “Let’s get out of here,” she said, turning toward the door. “I don’t think we’ll find any answers in here.”

      She bent and was stepping out the circular doorway when she froze in place.

      “What is it, Sadi?” Moose asked.

      “Hang on a sec,” she said, quickly making her way to what at a glance looked just like any other damaged wall display. But there was something different about this one. “Look at this.”

      The others joined her, both immediately recognizing what it was that had caught her eye. The panel was damaged, like everything else in the command center, and it had been wrenched from the wall. But this was unlike the others, and in a way that made all the difference in the world.

      “Shiny metal,” Moose said as he examined the edge of the bent metal. “And the metal is charred all around it.”

      “Yep. This was done after the fires were out. And look at those,” she said, pointing to several empty gaps in the ship’s componentry.

      “Those pieces didn’t come out in the crash.”

      “No, they didn’t,” she agreed, suddenly feeling quite a bit more on edge as adrenaline surged through her system. “We need to get outside and relay the message to the others. Someone else is alive in here. Somewhere inside this massive ship, there’s another survivor.”
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      Sadira had her pulse rifle in her hand at the ready rather than hanging from its sling when they exited the wrecked alien ship. Her eyes darted all around in the dim light, wondering if whomever had gutted the ship might be lying in wait for them.

      “Eyes open,” she whispered to the others.

      Moose and Hellatz nodded and silently followed her out, their weapons likewise primed and standing by. But as they moved away from the craft, nothing stirred. It appeared they were alone after all.

      “Looks clear,” Moose said quietly.

      Hellatz nodded his agreement. “This place is utterly enormous. From what we saw, it’s the size of a small city in here. I think so long as we don’t run right into the other survivors, we should remain very hard for them to spot.”

      “And they’ll be hard for us to spot as well,” Sadira noted. “Double-edged sword, that bit.”

      “To a degree,” the Chithiid said. “But I would argue that, for the moment, at least, anonymity is the best all-around option. I suggest we keep all illumination off when not absolutely required.”

      “Agreed,” Moose said. “But we need to come up with a better way to pick our path than blindly weaving between rocks.”

      Hel paused a moment then handed Moose his rifle. “Hold this a moment.”

      “Wait, what are you—”

      The four-armed alien was already in motion, jumping high and digging his fingers into a rough handhold in the pitted asteroid. Many they had passed were worn smooth over the millennia they’d been drifting through space, but this one had a nice assortment of pits and dents large enough that their pilot could leverage against.

      Hellatz moved quickly up the rock face, scaling to the top in no time. It was only about five meters high, but that was enough to at least give him a bit of a vantage point to plot their next move, though there were a great many asteroids far larger than the one he was on, and those blocked his view entirely.

      “I think I see another ship,” he said over their close-range comms. “It looks like it’s in pretty decent condition from what I can tell.”

      “Which way, Hel?”

      “The craft is just a few hundred meters that way,” he said, pointing so his crewmates could see from below. “But there’s what looks like a pretty massive boulder field out there to get past. It seems our best bet is circling around the left over that way and doubling back.”

      “Great work, Hel,” Sadira said. “Now get your ass down from there. We’ve got another alien ship to check out.”

      He quickly scampered down the rocks, dropping easily to the ground beside Moose. “Thanks for holding it for me,” he said, reclaiming his weapon.

      “I could never climb like that,” Moose said. “How the hell do you make that look so easy?”

      “Four arms,” he replied, waving his hands with a chuckle. “Follow me.”

      

      The trek took a lot longer than one would expect a simple few hundred meters to require, but as they moved ahead, the obstacles Hellatz had warned them of became very apparent. The size of the asteroids varied from house-sized to much larger, and the areas where there were no enormous rocks were full of ankle-twisting debris. Going around was indeed the best path, even if it was the less-direct route.

      Finally, the shape of something decidedly not made of rock came into view. Even in the dim light, the reflective green metal of its hull was plain to see, and it was unlike anything any of them had ever encountered.

      “Whoa, look at that thing. It’s gorgeous,” Moose said appreciatively.

      “And the lack of charring on its hull would suggest it had shielding when it was pulled aboard this vessel,” Hellatz noted. “But it also would seem it was not so fortunate when a subsequent bit of asteroid debris was brought aboard.”

      The ship didn’t appear to be too badly damaged, but the Chithiid was right about one thing, its shields most certainly did not seem to have prevented the giant ingot of gold from slamming into its hull. There were a few smaller bits scattered around, clearly having broken off from the impact. Moose picked up a softball-size chunk and hefted it in his hand.

      “Like my new desk ornament?”

      “Leave it, Moose.”

      “Aww, come on, Sadi.”

      “The thing weighs a ton. Do you really want to be lugging that around with you for the next who knows how many hours?”

      Moose loosened his pack from his shoulders and slid the gold inside. “You know, I do. And if I get tired, I can always take it out.”

      Sadira shook her head. “Whatever. Come on, we need to find the access hatch.”

      The group stayed together rather than spreading out as they crept along the ship’s hull, each covering the others as they moved. Given the situation, it made the most sense to stay close. They worked their way around the entire ship but only found a pair of hatches they could reach at ground level. There was a massive loading door of some sort, but it was top mounted, rather than bottom. From what Hellatz saw when he climbed a nearby boulder, that was sealed up tight as well.

      Both of the access points were marred with scratches but remained sealed tight.

      “Looks like someone tried to get in,” Moose said.

      Hel nodded in agreement. “And failed pretty miserably.”

      Sadira looked at the deck around the hatches. There were small rocks everywhere, but nothing had been cleared away.

      “I’m afraid this one looks like it crashed all sealed up with its crew inside. Dead, from what I’d guess. Looks like no one’s been in or out of this thing in ages.”

      “Not for lack of trying,” Moose said as he ran his fingers over the gouges in the door’s alloy frame. “Should we see if we can find a way in? There might be star charts inside.”

      “If we can even access them on this alien tech,” Hel pointed out.

      “Hel’s right. We should keep moving. But drop a pin on this location, and we’ll make a note to come back.”

      “Copy that, Cap,” Moose said, then sent a tagging ping back to Holly over their comms line. “Okay, done.”

      “Excellent. Hel, you see anything else when you hopped up on that boulder over there?”

      “No. We are rather blocked from visuals at this location.”

      “Well then, I guess we start trekking blind again,” Sadira said. “All right, fellas, follow me.”
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      The belly of the beast appeared to be even deeper than they had initially believed, or at least it seemed that way with all of the unplanned twists and turns around the massive field of debris. It was one continuous asteroid-laden obstacle course, but not nearly as pleasant as hiking through a slot canyon or up to a rocky summit atop a mountain. Instead, they were just trudging along, trying their best not to twist an ankle or knee.

      By Sadira’s count they had covered at least two miles, yet, when she looked back toward the mouth of the ship from which they’d come, it seemed they had barely traveled half that distance. And the amount of time it had taken was bordering on absurd.

      But they kept moving, bolstered by one very motivating factor. They were in a giant collection of alien ships. If only they could find the intact ones.

      “There, up on the right,” Moose said. “See it? Angling up at about three o’clock.”

      Sadira strained her eyes and looked at the dimly lit jumble of silhouettes. The reflected light did seem a slight bit brighter the farther back they traveled, but the wavering glow of it playing across her field of vision was still exhausting, and just as if she were sitting outside at a campfire, she found herself slowly growing weary.

      Or she had been until Moose spotted the hint of a wreck.

      “Good catch, Moose,” she said, shifting her pack’s straps on her shoulders and picking up her pace. “I totally missed it.”

      “Well, it’s all stuck in between those rocks at an odd angle, so it tricks the eye.”

      “Yet another rough landing,” Hellatz said. “Either their shields were down, or their pilot was rather inferior.”

      “To be fair, Holly was the one who landed us in one piece,” Moose chided.

      “Only because the systems went out.”

      “My point exactly. Ya never know what happened to these poor bastards when they got sucked in here.”

      “Okay, enough, you two. Keep the chatter down and your ears open. There’s someone else in here.”

      “Or something else,” Moose added.

      “Precisely,” she said, then turned her attention to the visible bit of ship they were slowly approaching.

      It was frustrating, being able to see what appeared to be a wing-like section of the craft but not the main body of it, but the asteroid chunks in their way meant they would have to get right up to it if they wanted to discern its actual shape. Fortunately, the terrain in this small area was mostly clear, and the approach was almost entirely made on the metal deck rather than scrabbling over shifting rocks.

      “There,” Sadira said, shifting her course to a gap between two thirty-meter-tall rocks.

      The ship and asteroid had landed up against one another, somehow not damaging the metal hull in the process. Clear as day was the unmistakable shape of a ship, and it was giving off a faint light.

      Moose took up the rear, his pulse rifle held at the ready as Sadira led the way through the gap. There was plenty of room once they got to the opening. The way through had only looked smallish from a distance. But given the size of the rocks, now that they were up close it was clear it was just a trick of scale. Even Hellatz, with his lengthy arms, could not reach out and touch both sides at once.

      “Holy crap, will ya look at the size of that thing,” Moose gasped as they emerged on the other side.

      It was a good-sized space the ship had landed in, its wing jutting against the stone. It had landed at an odd angle but appeared to be intact, despite some charring to its hull. That bit of superficial damage, however, seemed to have occurred a long, long time ago.

      “Whatever this thing is made of, it seems to have stood up to the heat of the force field, even without shielding,” Hellatz noted, running his hands over the darkened but intact skin of the ship.

      “Maybe they were working, but at a lower power level,” Moose suggested.

      “Maybe. In any case, it’s a pretty impressive craft,” the Chithiid said appreciatively. “And look at the running lights. Completely flush with the hull, embedded into the metal itself with no seams. And still giving off light.”

      “Yep,” Sadira said, surveying their find. “This baby’s still got power.”

      “Hey, look,” Moose said. “There’s a door.”

      He was right. Not far from where they stood, a door was hanging open. But something about it seemed wrong.

      “It’s been ripped open,” Hellatz said, moving close and examining the bent metal. “Older damage, but definitely not incurred during the crash.”

      “Holly, I’m sending images and the location to you. Looks like we’ve got a somewhat functional craft here, and it looks like someone has been inside it. Analyze what we send from your end. See if anything stands out.”

      “Copy that, Captain,” the AI replied over her helmet comms. “I’m making note of it. Your signal is very weak, though, despite your relative proximity. I believe the ore content of the asteroids around you is interfering with our limited signal reach in addition to the other technical problems I am dealing with.”

      “Can you fix it? Boost the signal?”

      “Working on it. Once my main unit is finally online I hope to be able to resolve the issue.”

      “You hope?”

      “We are in a rather unprecedented situation, Captain. I wouldn’t want to make promises I can’t keep.”

      “Just do what you can. We’re going inside. We’ll send you updated info when we’re out.”

      “Good luck.”

      “Thanks, Holly,” Sadira said, raising her weapon to low-ready. “All right, you two. Let’s do this.”

      They carefully stepped into the ship, and with the illumination coming from the walls themselves, they didn’t need to activate their portable lights. At least they would be saving power for now, though there was no telling if they’d need to switch them on if an emergency presented itself.

      The corridors were far larger than those of the burned-out wreck they had first encountered, and the connecting doorways between sections were more what they were accustomed to, with the floor being a continuous length of deck rather than being interrupted by a raised threshold. This was obviously a more technologically advanced race. And better still, they were taller than the little aliens who had built the other craft.

      Even Hellatz could walk fully upright, though with the ship canted at an angle as it was, all of them were walking on the lower part of the wall rather than the floor. Still, they were mostly upright, and that was what mattered. It would make searching this ship far more palatable.

      “Power seems to be on to at least a few systems,” Moose noted as they moved through the ship, stepping over the occasional bundle of cables stretching from one pried-open panel to another. “But this stuff looks jury rigged.”

      “Obviously,” Hellatz said.

      “I wonder what it all does. I’m going to hop outside and send this to Holly. See what he can make of it.”

      “We stick together,” Sadira said. “That’s the plan. You can send it to him once we finish our sweep.”

      Moose simply nodded his understanding and carried on taking readings and collecting images of everything he could. The ship was in relatively good condition, all things considered, but it had clearly undergone significant modifications since its arrival. They knew that was the case because there was a layer of asteroid dust coating everything, deposited inside by the open door.

      The deeper they went, the lighter the dust was, but that still proved the ship had been sitting exposed as it was for a considerable amount of time. For dust to accumulate to any degree without winds like in a natural environment, it would have taken a very long time indeed.

      Interestingly, there did seem to be a slight breeze, though it was coming from inside the ship, not out, and Moose found himself wondering if there might be a tear in the hull they had missed. From their vantage point within, there was no such damage revealed, and the illumination coming from the walls made their survey far easier than in the previous ship they’d accessed.

      Not a single survivor was to be found, but neither were there any bodies or signs of decay. Whatever had happened to the crew, it had happened outside the ship. This place was empty. Not only empty, but stripped of anything useful. Every storage container, every locker system, was devoid of contents.

      The command center was wholly intact, and from the configuration, it appeared as if this craft had flown with a crew of six operating the bridge. How many others were aboard was anyone’s guess. But power to the ship’s computer systems was out. In fact, everything but basic lighting seemed to have been cut out of the power feeds.

      “I think we’ve seen enough,” Sadira said. “Let’s get out and upload all this stuff to Holly. Maybe he can make something out of it.”

      “You got it, Cap,” Moose said.

      They took a parallel corridor toward the exit, making note of everything they saw as they did, but nothing stood out. They were as much in the dark about their predicament as when they first arrived.

      “Holly, you copy?” Moose transmitted when they neared the open door.

      “I read you,” he replied.

      “I’m sending you a data packet of everything we’ve recorded so far,” he said. “There’s some odd wiring going on, and all systems but lighting seem to be down.”

      “That’s not quite accurate,” the AI replied.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’ve just looked at the information you acquired, and one thing is quite clear. While the power aboard is severely compromised, it seems to be holding steady at a reduced level. However, all systems have been severed. All but the lighting, which appears to require no more than a trickle charge, and one other system.”

      “Which one?” Moose wondered.

      “Life support.”

      Sadira stopped in her tracks and turned back toward the ship with a curious expression on her face and her hand securely on her weapon. “If it can’t fly, why life support? And if the doors won’t seal? It doesn’t make any sense.”

      “If my readings are correct, it would seem the ship has ramped life support to its maximum levels and is now pouring that product out its open doors and into the area around you.”

      “But why would they do that? This place is way too big for that to make any difference.”

      “For one ship, yes. But if this has been done to most of the other ships crashed in here, the quantity could produce a breathable atmosphere, in time.”

      It was a crazy idea. One that just didn’t make sense.

      “But this thing is freaking massive,” Moose said. “That would take decades. I mean, even if the force field kept any air from escaping when they opened the ship’s mouth, this place is too huge for that.”

      “Why?” Holly asked. “You said it looked like these ships had been accumulated over a very long period of time. And if there are survivors, it is very possible they’ve been using whatever functional ships arrive, just like this one, relying on each of them to pump out a trickle of atmosphere over the years.”

      “Moose is right,” Sadira said. “This place is miles wide and even longer than that. For a bunch of crashed ships to do that would take more than just decades.”

      “Oh, I agree,” Holly said. “But given the density of debris and wreckage farther back in the ship, it seems more and more likely that is precisely the situation. That this craft has been scouring the galaxy for resources for centuries, if not longer.”

      Sadira felt her stomach do a little flip. If that was really the case, then it was possible survivors had been scraping by for generations. Whoever they came across might not be the people who crashed at all, but rather their descendants.

      “Okay, so, crazy as it sounds, someone appears to have set up a makeshift life support network for this whole place,” she said.

      “It seems that way. And that would account for the not quite normal composition of the surrounding atmosphere,” Holly said. “Most likely, this atmosphere was a compromise between multiple processing systems, a mix agreeable to multiple life forms being the ultimate output.”

      Sadira and her team began walking, but each of them was deep in thought. If there really was no AI operating this massive craft, and if there wasn’t an atmospheric processing unit for the storage space they were trapped in, then someone had gone to the work of cobbling together this system. But now the question was who?
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      The strange composite making up the hull of the whale vessel was proving quite a frustrating challenge for the team’s Chithiid scientist. In fact, Goonara had barely moved from her post just outside their ship’s hatch the entire time she’d been out there. Were it not for the fact that they had all seen her get this focused on far less pressing experiments during their time together so far, Corporal Humphries might have even been a bit concerned about her.

      As it stood, however, he just turned his hearing and motion scanners up and left her to her work while he scouted around their immediate perimeter.

      The rocks had kept Goonara’s attention for all of a few minutes. That was the entirety of the time it had taken her to determine that, yes, they were asteroids, and yes, they contained sizable quantities of rare metals. Sure, they were an amazing find, and each was worth a fortune in the valuable elements, but that was what she’d expected of an asteroid.

      The ship’s deck, however, was far more fascinating. In fact, it was utterly unlike anything she had ever seen, and that was ever so exciting.

      “Can you see this?” she asked Hump with uncontained glee.

      “Yeah, it’s the floor.”

      “It’s not just the floor. It’s an entirely new composite, made of a combination of elements I can’t even begin to break down into their constituent parts!”

      “Okay, so it’s a complex floor,” he said.

      He was a highly advanced cybernetic war machine, and his eyes contained a scanning array that would put many laboratories to shame, but this material was, so far as he could see, just another big hunk of metal. It seemed that while his onboard array of technological goodies were great for eliminating living targets and identifying potential hazards, they weren’t so great for detailed scientific surveys of alien composites.

      “It is a complex floor made up of a composite I cannot even get a chip or shaving of,” she said, focusing a tight laser beam on it for a single pulse.

      The light was hot enough to slice through most metals in an instant, but she had a feeling it would do what pretty much every other thing she had attempted had, and therefore a protective layer of absorbing debris was placed around and above it.

      As expected, the laser’s beam was immediately reflected, sizzling out into the surrounding rock but leaving the hull undamaged.

      “See? Not so much as a scratch. I can burn it, hit it, cut it, do just about anything, and yet it either deflects the energy or alters its structure to negate it.”

      “Indeed, it seems to possess great reflective properties,” Holly said, listening in over their comms, “but what do you mean restructure?”

      “I will send you the data as I gather it, Holly,” Goonara replied. “But from what I can see so far, the molecular structure is some sort of hybridized shifting metallic crystalline matrix that is a solidified presentation of a non-Newtonian fluid.”

      “Hang on. You’re saying this whole ship is made out of some sort of shear-thickening fluid?” Hump asked.

      “It seems that way, though with its makeup I cannot actually remove a sample for further testing on the larger apparatus.”

      The gloved soldier rubbed the face of his helmet where his jaw would normally be accessible. A humanizing habit the cyborg had adopted from his time with real people.

      “Ya know, we had some pretty impressive STF armor in the teams back in the days before the Great War. Cutting-edge stuff. Kept more than a few of our fellas in one piece when they otherwise would have been goners.”

      Goonara nodded. “Yes, it is like a sort of shock armor I suppose, only this hull is not a flexible liquid that becomes solid when impacted, but rather, it presents as a solid at all times while still maintaining the dampening properties. It is most unusual.”

      “And if it really is some super advanced version of that stuff, then the explosives we have on board wouldn’t make a dent in it.”

      “Of course not,” she agreed. “In fact, I posit that given the sheer surface area this craft has to disperse any impacts, nothing short of our fleet’s largest conventional munitions would affect it. All it would do is realign its structure and become harder, spreading the kinetic energy along the entire hull.”

      Hump looked at their surroundings appreciatively. For a soldier, a tactical advantage such as this ship could provide was an impressive accomplishment. Too bad it wasn’t theirs.

      “So that explains why none of the massive asteroids that’ve been scooped up and dumped on the deck have made so much as a mark. The metal reacted as if it was a blast and absorbed the kinetic energy. The rocks broke, not the metal.”

      “Yes. And that explains the quantity of small debris. Much of it was likely created from those impacts. I do not think this vessel would have wasted its time diverting course to take in such small pieces.”

      Goonara turned her attention to a small auto drill apparatus that had been attempting to take a sample via a slow-turning diamond tipped auger. It was a piece of equipment used for the more delicate environments where they wanted to minimize their impact, and thus was designed to gently work its way into stone or wood or whatever they wished to sample.

      She had hoped that the slow-moving nature of the mechanism might overcome the impenetrable shear-thickening hull’s reaction by not triggering it at all. Her hypothesis was that if she drilled into it slowly enough, she just might be able to not cause it to react at all. And all she needed was the smallest of samples. That would be enough for the molecular spectrographic and scanning machinery aboard Holly to perform a much more thorough analysis and, maybe, find a way to break through it.

      Or they could just be stuck here forever.

      She pulled the slowly turning auger bit from the section of hull it had been pressing into and bent close to examine the surface.

      “Anything?” Hump asked.

      She squinted at the magnifying scanner in her hand and let out a frustrated sigh. “Not so much as a scratch,” she replied. “This is hopeless.”

      “A shame,” Holly said. “I was hoping a sample might allow us to discern a means to perhaps break it down at a molecular level for further study.”

      Corporal Humphries climbed up onto one of the boulders nearest the ship and looked across the cavernous ship. Given its size, the craft had obviously been designed to scoop up even larger asteroids than what was currently inside, though some of those looked quite mountainous in comparison to their ship.

      But regardless of mass, all of them had met the same end. Sucked in and unceremoniously dumped to the deck.

      The deck. “Of course,” the cyborg said as his tactical mind had a flash of inspiration.

      “What about it?” Holly asked.

      “We’ve been looking at this all wrong,” he said. “It’s like the old battleships back when we had water-based navies.”

      “Ships that could fly into the water? That’s not uncommon,” Goonara said.

      “No, no. It’s an old Earth thing. We had massive steel ships that floated on the water.”

      “That seems highly inefficient.”

      “We hadn’t developed space flight yet. Look, it’s military history, which is kinda my thing, but the important part is, they were most vulnerable at the water line. That was where damage was most likely to prove catastrophic. So you know what they did?”

      “I would assume they reinforced it,” the scientist replied.

      “Exactly!”

      “I fail to see why you are so excited about this. We are in space, not an ocean.”

      “Yeah, but look around. All of this stuff, this potentially damaging stuff drops to the same part of the ship.”

      “I understand what the corporal is thinking,” Holly said. “Very astute observation. I don’t know why I didn’t think of it myself.”

      “Because you’re operating at a fraction of a fraction of your capacity and are a little busy trying to get the rest of yourself back online, I’d wager,” Hump said.

      “Well, when you put it like that, I don’t feel so bad.”

      “Good,” he said, then turned to the scientist. “Come on, Goon. Pack up your stuff. We’re going for a little hike.”

      “A hike? But we should stay close to the ship. That’s what we told the captain we would be doing.”

      “Yeah, but things change. We’re not gonna get anything here, but the walls might not be as robustly reinforced as this deck is, so it looks like we’ve got a bit of a walk in store for us.”

      “Don’t worry about the captain, ” Holly said. “I’ll inform her when I get a clear comms signal.”

      “But the others already headed out to—”

      “To go straight down the long way toward the rear of this beast. It’s miles away, and there’s a lot in their way. But us going the short way to the side? And with less debris in the path? We should make it in no time.”

      Goonara looked at her companion with a hint of concern in her eyes. “Are you sure you are up for it? You took a large EMP pulse. You yourself said your power cell was depleted.”

      “Yeah, it’s not optimal, but I’m fine,” he bluffed, the grin never leaving his face. “Come on, I’m a cyborg super soldier. I’m up for anything.”

      “Well, I suppose…”

      “Great. Just tell me what we need to take with and I’ll help get it packed. Holly, I’ll keep you in the loop as we go, just in case we find something interesting along the way.”

      “Thank you, Corporal. I look forward to seeing what you find.”

      “Could be a whole lot of nothing. But between you and me, I’m hoping for a way out of this mess.”
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      Sadira’s back was aching. So were her legs. In fact, pretty much everything hurt from trekking over so much uneven ground. It was one thing to hike on nicely packed dirt, but this place seemed to be filled with a never-ending sea of shifting bits of debris, and that meant pretty much every accessory muscle in her body was constantly contracting to keep her upright despite the reduced gravity.

      A glance at Moose and Hellatz told her they were feeling it just like she was. They were a spaceship crew, and while they were all in good physical condition thanks to workouts in their fitness chamber and electro muscle stim while in stasis, this was quite a bit outside of their normal exercise parameters.

      “I’m gonna take a long-ass nap in the hyperbaric pod when we get back,” Moose grumbled as they trekked even deeper into the ship. “And I think I’ll even have Holly hook me up with a bit of six-seventy nanometer red light while I’m at it. Get those muscles good and restored.”

      “You’re gonna have to fight me for it,” Sadira joked. “Don’t make me pull rank.”

      Moose feigned shock. “Why, Captain, would you actually do such a thing to your longest-serving and most loyal crewmate?”

      Sadira cracked a smile. It was good having a little banter to lighten the mood. And even if it would be hours before they reached the ship when they finally decided to turn back for the return trip, at least they now had a much more direct path mapped out. The damn near endless twisting and turning around obstacles had made covering what should have been a relatively short distance seem more like an endless excursion in King Minos’s labyrinth.

      Sadira just hoped there was no Minotaur lying in wait. But something was out there. Something had forced its way into that ship and stripped it bare. The question was what.

      “This stuff looks a lot older,” Mustafa noted as they passed a very dusty wreck of a ship.

      Given the charred and melted condition of it, including the multiple holes in its hull where the entry had pierced its skin and blasted the interior like a furnace, they didn’t even bother to check inside. Even if there were any remains, they’d have been reduced to ash by that much heat.

      “I’m thinking the newer arrivals are all closer to the mouth,” Hellatz said. “It seems likely the older materials taken in are slowly pushed back as more come in.”

      “Again, like a whale,” Moose said. “One big-ass digestive system powering down a mouthful at a time.”

      Sadira had already come to the same conclusion herself a short while earlier. “Only this is most decidedly not a whale,” she said. “No matter how much it may act like one.”

      Moose nodded toward the distant rear of the vessel. “But do you think there’s a mechanical version of a stomach back there?”

      “One way to find out,” she replied, adjusting her pack then moving ahead.

      “How much longer do you intend to continue this haphazard exploration?” Hellatz asked. “There is no day or night here, only the reflected light from above, which appears to be largely from the glow of downed and dying ships.”

      “And fires,” Moose added. “Don’t forget the fires. That’s the flickering part.”

      “Yes, obviously.”

      “Just saying.”

      Sadira sighed. “Look, you two, we know it’s only reflected light, but the ceiling is so damn high up, it’s impossible to pinpoint the actual source, so just let it go and keep walking. We’ll turn around in an hour and head back if we don’t find anything significant. There will always be tomorrow for more exploration. Now quit your griping and keep moving. We’ve still got a long way to go, and there are bound to be other intact ships along the way. Maybe we’ll even find one with power and some star charts we can tap into.”

      “Holly, you think you can do that?” Moose asked over their comms link. “Holly?”

      “Sorry, Mustafa, the signal was not very good. Could you repeat yourself?”

      “Yeah, the ore in these rocks is playing hell with comms, I know. But the question was do you think you’ll be able to tie into one of these downed ships and get whatever star chart data they have if we find one that is still intact?”

      The AI paused a moment. “I may be able to interface if their technology is somewhat similar to ours. Most data will likely be gibberish, though. Different languages and whatnot.”

      “But you’re good at translating languages. You’re a genius AI.”

      “Spoken languages, yes. I can parse data and create a Rosetta key fairly quickly, when my main systems are online. But machine data, the code we operate on, is an entirely different scenario. To understand a new machine language requires more than a little phonetic experimentation. It would require developing an understanding of the very structure the code was built upon.”

      “Well, shit. That’s not promising,” Moose grumbled.

      “I’m sorry to disappoint. But nevertheless, there is still a possibility. We will just have to see what happens when we have an actual functioning vessel to test the theory out on.”

      “Lovely,” Sadira said with a sigh.

      “Oh, and you should know, Corporal Humphries and Goonara have headed toward the vessel’s lateral wall to see if they can better acquire a hull material sample.”

      “Thanks for the heads-up, Hol. Keep us apprised if there’s any news,” Sadira said. “We’ll be heading back in about an hour if we don’t find anything useful this go around.”

      “A wise choice. Conserve energy. After all, this is a vast area to cover, and it appears we may have quite a bit of time to explore it,” the AI said.

      “All right. We’ll check in, in a bit,” Sadira said. “Okay, you two, keep moving.”

      “Hang on, Cap,” Moose said.

      “What is it?”

      “I’m not sure. C’mere and take a look at this.”

      Sadira and Hellatz walked over to the pile of rocks Mustafa was examining.

      “Rocks. Just like all the other rocks we’ve seen for the last several hours,” Hel said.

      “Yes, but no. I mean, look at this,” Moose said, picking up a big chunk from the deck. “Doesn’t it look like this has been broken down mechanically? There’s no trace of ore in this, just a chunk of useless rock.”

      The captain and pilot looked closer. He was right. Something had left this piece behind when it had been pulled free of a vein of ore. But who?

      “You think there are scavenging parties out here?” Moose asked. “Like, other survivors who go out to gather supplies and see if there are any new arrivals?”

      “I doubt it,” Hellatz said. “And even if there were, we wouldn’t see them. This place is utterly huge, and with what is likely an incredibly infrequent arrival of new materials, and ever more rare appearance of an actual ship, I doubt there would be any sort of lookout or scavenging party standing by. The odds are astronomically small of stumbling across another craft out in space.”

      “But it found us,” Moose noted.

      “We found it,” Hel corrected, casting a look Sadira’s way. “Most people are probably smart enough not to fly into its trap. And judging by the state of the older craft we’ve seen so far, I’m confident this ship has been out here for far more than centuries, if the rest of the contents are even older.”

      Moose cocked his head. “Why’s that?”

      “We’ve barely made any real headway into the depths of the ship, and already we’ve found a burned-out wreck that has to have been here at least several decades, if not longer. Now extrapolate that by the miles deep this ship goes.”

      Moose did the math in his head and came to the conclusion that Hellatz was likely right. “But if that’s the case, why come out and collect ore?”

      “Because,” Sadira said, “whoever else is stuck in here with us has nothing but time on their hands. Now, come on. Deeper we go. We’ve still got an hour till we turn back.”

      “Into the belly of the whale, just like Jonah,” Moose cracked.

      Sadira chuckled. “If I recall the story correctly, he tried to get out by heading the other direction.”

      “Just be grateful this isn’t a biological whale. The way we’re going, that could be a really horrible way to exit.”

      “Moooose,” Sadira groaned.

      “Just sayin’ is all.”

      The Chithiid pilot rolled all four of his eyes. “You are both ridiculous. You do realize that, yes?”

      “Keeps things interesting. Right, Cap?”

      “That’s one way of looking at it,” she replied. “And there’s no point in moping. This is our situation, like it or not.”

      “Not,” Hellatz said.

      “Well, hopefully that will change. But for now, we need data. So nut up and keep moving. Hopefully we’ll find something useful.”

      “Yeah, or Hump and Goon will by the time we get back,” Moose said.

      Sadira hoped they should be so lucky.
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      The trek to the beast’s outermost walls was taking a bit longer than Hump had intended it to, though through no fault of his own. The terrain was actually not terribly difficult this far toward the mouth of the craft, and maneuvering around the vast field of massive rocks was relatively easy. That wasn’t the hold up. The intrepid scientist at his side was.

      It wasn’t her fault, exactly. She was definitely causing the delay, but with so many unusual things to pause and examine, he couldn’t really blame her for the excessive curiosity. Of course, this also gave him the opportunity to lock in a more stable connection to Holly back at the ship and transmit all of the data his enhanced cybernetic spec ops eyes were taking in.

      Not that it would do terribly much good at the moment. This iteration of Holly was operating at so far less than even minimal capacity, there was simply no way the overtaxed AI could parse the data Hump was sending. Instead, the ship simply stored it as best he could for review once he got his main systems online.

      Hump found it a bit disconcerting, being the only one of the three AIs on the mission who was functioning at his full mental capacity. Holly was at least awake and contributing to their current tasks, but Ace was out cold and hadn’t show any sign of rousing.

      He’d been thrown into a persistent freeze loop by the EMP blast. Normally, AIs would simply shut down and reboot. And as they were backing up their own intellects constantly in real time, there would only be a millisecond of memory loss.

      But this electromagnetic pulse had been different. Tailored to knock down entire ships. But the waveform was alien in nature, and that slight tweak from Earth standards had made both Holly and Ace’s systems hiccup something fierce.

      Corporal Humphries, however, was a very specialized cyborg. Part of the elite team originally tasked with guarding Joshua, the greatest strategic AI mind ever seen. And Joshua was housed beneath Cheyenne Mountain in the depths of NORAD, the miles of solid granite protecting him from any nuclear attack.

      But with the potential of such a strike being on the facility director’s mind, a heavily fortified power cell and shielded operating mechanism had been designed especially for the cyborgs providing protection there. It was an amusing fluke that the alien incursion of the Great War had left the corporal and his colleagues trapped under a mountain for hundreds of years, unable to fight or do anything of substance until they were finally set free in the waning days of the war.

      And now here he was, out in the depths of deep space, far beyond anywhere his kind had ever traveled. And his specialized design was still coming in handy. He had to give credit to his designers, though they’d been dead for a great many centuries now. But as he walked the breadth of the alien ship, he couldn’t help but think how proud they would be at what their creation had become. A space explorer.

      The eerie silence was weighing on him. Not the auditory variety, though. There were faint, indeterminate sounds constantly echoing off of the ship’s walls. But this was something else. Something only he and those like him would notice.

      “Holly, there’s absolutely no trace of any wireless signals at all.”

      “I’ve noticed that as well,” Holly replied. “Not a single blip on any of my sensing arrays.”

      “I’d wager we’re the only AIs operating in this thing. There might have been others like us at one point, but if they were trapped for as long as I fear, well, their power cells could very well have run dry.”

      “Or they may have been particularly hard hit by the EMP technology employed by the ship’s creators. Ace is still non-responsive.”

      “I know. I pinged him a little while ago just in case,” Hump said. “But we’re probably safer without any flights going on in here for now. We’ve got no idea how this ship might react to something flying around inside. I’d wager it’s designed to make sure whatever it’s swallowed stays down.”

      “Defensive mechanisms?”

      “Good possibility, wouldn’t you think?” the soldier replied.

      Goonara stopped examining the piece of debris that had caught her eye. “Wait, did you say defenses? Are we going to be attacked?”

      “No, I don’t think so. Not if we don’t plop ourselves on the ship’s radar, so to speak.”

      “So, it’s not looking for us?” she asked, concern clear in her eyes.

      “Not actively, no,” Hump said. “I’m pretty sure anything of that sort would be automated. This seems to be a dumb ship. Absolutely no trace of AI anywhere. And stranger still, have you two noticed that there doesn’t seem to be any way at all to tap into even the most basic of systems?”

      “Funny you should mention that,” Holly said. “While you’ve been away, I have run multiple scans of the hull material in the general vicinity of the ship.”

      “Your scanners are back online?”

      “Just a few, but I’ve adjusted them to suit my needs at the moment. And what they’ve shown me is there don’t appear to be any wires anywhere within this hull. At least, not at a depth I can scan them.”

      “That’s odd,” the cyborg mused.

      Goonara, however, seemed intrigued, an idea rapidly forming in her mind. “Hang on a moment. I think I may know why there are no wires.”

      “Because the metal’s too thick?” Hump asked.

      “No, not at all. But you may be right about the metal being the reason. Just not in the way you think.”

      “What are you getting at, Goonara?” Holly asked.

      “Well, this ship’s hull is a constantly shifting metal-crystalline matrix, right? But it’s that very same configuration that could make it act as more than a non-Newtonian fluid for defensive purposes. It could also mean that the hull itself might act as the means of transmission instead of a series of wires.”

      Holly fell silent a moment as his reduced mind processed the calculations. “Amazing,” he said with clear awe. “Given what we’ve seen so far, that might actually be able to work if they encoded a certain connectivity into the nanostructure on a molecular level during construction. It’s quite brilliant.”

      “Yeah, I’ll say. And far beyond anything we’ve ever seen back home,” Hump said. “But even so, there has to be some means of accessing those systems. I mean, they wouldn’t just build this thing without being able to make adjustments or read data, right?”

      “A valid point,” Holly replied. “But what might that be?”

      “No idea, Hol. But when we get to the wall, I’ll let you know if I spot anything.”

      

      The rest of the walk had passed relatively quickly now that Goonara had a new bit of motivation to reach the wall sooner than later. They could always stop to look at all of the debris on their way back.

      Eventually they reached the far wall. It had taken a helluva long time even with a relatively direct route. The debris field had required they climb over a wide array of rather large boulders. There was a clear path just within the force field at the ship’s mouth, but it made no sense whatsoever to risk even getting close to that thing on foot. They’d already seen what it could do to metal and stone and had no desire to try it out on exposed flesh.

      The wall stretched over a mile high above them, a smooth expanse of metal without so much as a seam. Or so it looked at first glance. But Hump possessed a greatly enhanced visual array, and something unusual caught his eye a few hundred yards away, close to where the edge of the force field crackled with a dangerous buzz.

      “I see something. Come on,” he said.

      “Wait, shouldn’t we stay back?”

      “Don’t worry, it’s not too close to the force field,” Hump said.

      Goonara followed, hoping for both their sakes he was right.

      There was a large ingot that had been melted out of an asteroid, the liquid metal having cooled into a puddle on the ship’s deck. But that wasn’t what had drawn the cyborg’s attention. There was something far more interesting than the fortune in metal around them.

      “See it? Where the long part toppled over?” he said, directing the scientist’s gaze.

      It was a lot darker all the way at the wall, and it took her a long moment, but then she finally saw what he was referring to.

      “It cut the metal,” she gasped, banging her flickering flashlight as its power cell faded.

      “Yep,” Hump replied with a grin as he moved to get a closer look.

      The sheer weight of the rock would not have been enough to damage the metal. They already knew the impact would just make it harder. But this asteroid had contained a wealth of diamonds. Huge ones, in fact. And from the look of things, when it had become superheated as it passed through the force field, a flow of white-hot metal had flowed over the crystals just as the massive weight fell into the wall.

      Individually, none of those things would have made so much as a dent, but the combined weight, heat, and molecular cutting edge had actually succeeded in marring the ship’s interior. Not much, but damage had been done.

      Goonara eagerly moved to scoop up the lone fragment she saw embedded in the hardened metal, but it was firmly stuck in place. She fumbled in her pack for a better light source, but she’d only brought the one. Hump had already walked to the wall to examine the damage, so she felt around her pockets, hoping she had an extra power cell on her. Given Turd’s fondness for them as power snacks, she often had one or two that she forgot about.

      But instead of a power cell, her fingers fell upon something else. Goonara pulled the glowing crystal free, its radiance immediately casting a relatively strong glow.

      “That should suffice,” she said with a contented smile, then bent low to see if she could get the piece free.

      Much to her surprise, when she wrapped her hand around the metal, it felt almost malleable beneath her fingers.

      “That’s odd,” she said, leaning in for a better look.

      It was then that she realized the closer she moved the crystal, the softer the metal became. She slowly pulled the crystal back and felt the material harden once again. She repeated this process several times to confirm her findings. It was astounding. She didn’t know what it meant, but it seemed they might have found something that actually reacted with the ship’s seemingly invincible hide.

      “Corporal Humphries. You should see this,” she called out.

      “Just a sec. I’m trying to get a data relay spike into this gap,” he said, pushing a small, pointed device into the break in the ship’s wall.

      If inserted properly, he hoped it might make a hard contact and allow Holly to form some sort of connection with the alien vessel’s operating systems, whatever those might be. It would be utterly alien code, of course, but perhaps the brilliant AI could eventually decipher it. It was worth a try.

      Hump strained and pushed, but the device wouldn’t sink in any farther.

      “Are you sure that’s a good idea? You’re putting a lot of effort into that.”

      “Don’t worry. I’ve got plenty of charge in my power cell. And I jury rigged a little trickle feed back on the ship. It’s slow as hell, but it’ll do the trick, given enough time,” he said, then picked up a chunk of stone and brought it smashing down on the end of the unit, hoping to drive it into the gap enough to force a connection.

      The blast of power knocked him back twenty feet. It also took out his flashlight and all of the electronic devices the pair had been carrying.

      “Frzzhabble. Aaargzibbit hooga yintza,” the downed soldier blurted as his body twitched.

      He fell silent a moment, then, slowly, began to push himself up to a seated position.

      “That was an EMP!” Goonara exclaimed.

      “Yeah, I kinda no-no-noticed,” Hump said as he struggled to his feet.

      His movements were herky-jerky and not nearly as smooth as was normal for him. He was slowly gaining control of his limbs again, but it was clear the pulse had thrown him for a loop.

      “Holly, do you read me?” Goonara said. “Holly, can you hear me?”

      A long silence hung in the air.

      “Very faint,” the AI replied. “I detected a surge.”

      “There was another EMP,” she said. “Corporal Humphries took the brunt of it but is on his feet now. Comms are about to go out.”

      “Head back at once. It is imperative you do not delay,” Holly directed them.

      Hump nodded his agreement. “He’s got a point. We should get moving.”

      He started walking, and his gait seemed to be returning to normal. Of course, he would never let on that his power cell had just been drained down to an almost critical level. Not while he was out with Goonara. He was her backstop. Her protector. And he wasn’t about to let her feel unsafe.

      “Come on, I’m fine. But we really should get back. I’m sure the others will be calling it a day soon as well and they’ll want to hear what we’ve found,” he said with a warm smile, then began walking again, glad it was so easy for a machine to fake a cheerful demeanor.
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      “Not a damn thing,” Moose grumbled as his portable scanning unit gave up the ghost. He popped the power cell and replaced it with one from his pocket. “Not a trace of a wireless signal out here besides our link with Holly, and that’s getting weaker the farther back we go. And I’m down to my last power cell on the scanner. Sadi, we need to get back and recharge our gear if we want to be of any use out here. Otherwise we’re just cavemen walking around with a bunch of rocks.”

      Hellatz’s own scanner had crapped out ten minutes prior, but he didn’t have a penchant for feeding their furry stowaway mascot and thus did not have extra power cells in his pockets for the little beast to drain. He was clearly of the same opinion as Mustafa, though, and was checking the dropping readouts on his comm link constantly.

      “Holly, can you read me?” the pilot asked.

      “You are breaking up,” the AI replied. “Say again.”

      “Just seeing if you could still hear us.”

      “Save your batteries,” Sadira said. “We’re running low here.”

      “Obviously,” the alien scoffed. “We should turn back while we still have contact with Holly.”

      There was a tantalizing cluster of wrecked ships not too far ahead from what Hellatz had managed to see when he last scrambled up a boulder. But given the winding path they had to take to get there, it could take hours to find a passable route. The way back, however, would be a relatively quick hike now that they had mapped out the way.

      If they still had power to the little guidance tablets strapped to their suit forearms, that is.

      Sadira knew Hellatz was right. It was just so frustrating having to give up when they were so close to possibly finding some answers. Yes, they could just swap power cells for fresh ones and head back out, but she was well aware what would happen once they sat their weary selves down in the comfort of their ship. And to be fair, they needed it.

      “Sadi? I may have a problem here,” Moose said. “My leg is starting to have a response delay. I think its power is draining too.”

      “Yeah,” she replied. “My hand is doing the same.”

      “If we lose our cybernetics—”

      “I know. All right,” she said. “Flip it around. We’re heading back.”

      “Finally,” Hellatz said under his breath.

      Sadira, being a good captain and understanding her crew’s stress, let the comment slide. They’d all been under a bit of pressure since the warp accident that threw them who-knew-where out into the galaxy. And now they’d been swallowed by an alien scavenger ship. It was the crap icing on their shit cake, and everyone was being given an extra helping and told to eat up, like it or not.

      The trek back was much easier now that they had a course plotted out. No more dead ends or massive boulders to scramble over, just a long and relatively level walk. Looking at the directional record on her forearm tablet, Sadira couldn’t help but notice the similarity between their path out and a rat’s maze.

      Of course, in this case, the maze had been created not by some mad scientist but rather the simple act of gathering up rocks. Huge rocks that would eventually fill this place up, though given its size, she wondered just how long that might take.

      Older wrecks were farther back, that was clear, so that meant a steady shifting of scooped-up debris to the rear. The ship wasn’t anywhere near maximum capacity, nor density, if you took into consideration all of the vertical space still remaining. Nope, it was looking like this ship could be out flying around the galaxy for a very long time to come.

      “Holly, we’re on our way back to you. Should be there relatively soon,” Sadira transmitted. “Holly? Crap, I think comms are down,” she said, checking her power level. There was barely any charge left at all. “That shouldn’t have happened. I know I had enough juice for at least another couple of hours. How are you two looking?”

      “Drained, Cap,” Moose replied.

      “Me as well,” Hellatz added. “It seems like the constant power suck in this thing is making all of our gear discharge faster than we thought. And it gets worse the deeper we go.”

      “Lovely,” Sadira said. “Just freakin’ lovely.”

      “I suppose for a thing designed to collect resources it would make sense for it to also siphon any energy it gathers, likely to be stored elsewhere in the ship,” Hellatz said.

      Moose gestured at the vastness around them. “Yeah, but where? I haven’t seen anything looking like a door or a hatch since we’ve been out here. How do you even access that part of the ship?”

      “Who’s to say you even can?”

      “There has to be some sort of accessway,” he grumbled.

      “No, really, why?” the pilot said. “Think about it. This entire ship seems to be automated, so far as we can tell.”

      “He has a point, Moose,” Sadira agreed. “There might not actually be any ‘rest of the ship’ as we’d expect.”

      Hel nodded. “On this, the captain and I agree.”

      “Think about it. This ship’s purpose seems to be anything but urgent. It flies around, likely for hundreds, or even thousands of years, scooping up vast quantities of resources, then flies them back home eventually. Whoever built this thing is obviously advanced enough that they can automate it. So why put a living crew aboard when they can just wind it up and set it loose?”

      “I dunno. Maybe to have someone there in case something goes wrong?”

      “Sure, but even then, I doubt they’d need more than one or two in cryo stasis, though the more we look around, the less I think they’d even do that.”

      They walked quietly a moment, the Chithiid pilot unusually silent.

      “Hey, you okay?” Mustafa asked.

      “I will be fine. It’s just that this whole vessel, its workings and purpose, all remind me of the Ra’az. The way they enslaved my people and forced them into service on their conquest of new worlds. They too were scavengers, stripping entire worlds of their resources.”

      “But we kicked their asses eventually,” Sadira said.

      “Yes, we did.”

      “You don’t sound happy about that.”

      “Oh, I am. I will forever be glad at the eradication of the Ra’az. But there are still millions of my people out there, ripped from their homes centuries ago and shipped out to the far reaches of the galaxy as slaves.”

      “We’ve been trying to find them, Hel. You know the joint fleet made it a priority after the war.”

      “I know, Captain, and I do appreciate the effort. But I do not think this task may be seen to completion in my lifetime.”

      They walked quietly for a few minutes, all reflecting on the war that they’d survived not all that long ago. The only sound was their footfalls softly echoing off the stone around them.

      Then a strange skittering sound reached their ears.

      The trio looked around in the dim light, weapons immediately up and ready.

      “Anyone see anything?” Sadira hissed.

      “Nothing,” Moose replied. “But it’s getting louder.”

      “I do not like this,” Hellatz said, his weapon snug against his shoulder. “I do not like this one bit.”
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      Something was coming. And it was coming at speed. With no scanners and Holly unable to provide any sort of situational reporting, Sadira knew the window for making a decision was closing fast.

      “Get into that gap,” she commanded, directing the others into a tunnel-like space that had formed where two massive iron and stone asteroids had tumbled into one another.

      It was a tighter fit than she’d have liked, but since they were in the thinner suits and not the bulkier ones used for space walks, the three managed to sardine themselves in while still being able to keep their weapons pointed out at whatever it was that was heading their way.

      They didn’t even have to extinguish their flashlights. The power drain had seen to that for them. Tucked as they were in the darkness, the three of them blended in, even their breathing silenced by their helmets. Helmets that still had enough power to keep their external microphones open. They could hear everything, and what they heard was unsettling.

      The sound was odd. Not footsteps, though similar and heavy in impact. But the cadence was all wrong. No one-two-one-two of a bipedal walk. It was rapid and shifting. And it was almost upon them.

      The explorers held their breaths as a looming shape emerged in the dim light and made its way down the rocky boulders across from them, then ahead up the next obstacle as if it was as easy as strolling on flat ground.

      It was mechanical, that they could see for sure. A spider-like machine of gleaming metal, likely the same or similar to what the ship was made of. But it had more legs than a spider. Twelve, most likely, though it was hard to count as they moved the machine’s body up the rocks.

      It had to be a good four meters tall at least, and its body was bulbous and elongated, a pulsating mass of shining skin, shifting as it moved, almost like some sort of flexible armor. The ends of the feet were not mere spikes, though at first glance they might have seemed like it. But when the machine paused to survey the stone in front of it, the dozens of tiny gripping fingerlike appendages on the end of each leg were visible.

      If one had a mutant centipede strapped to their feet, that would pretty much replicate the effect, though with the added fun of a bitey arthropod chomping at one’s sensitive bits.

      For the arachnid-like machine, it provided incredible traction over the rocks and melted slag. Clearly, it had been designed to move about in this environment. It seemed at long last they had met the locals. And they were horrifying.

      None of them so much as shifted an inch, not knowing what sort of sensing apparatus the thing might possess. Sadira hypothesized that it likely could sense energy signatures. It would only be logical, given the nature of the things the ship might suck in. But she didn’t think the gouges made to the sealed alien wreck had been made by this thing’s appendages.

      A grinding sound emitted from the front of the machine as a small group of pincers began pulling bits from one of the rocks it was climbing. Its metal skin parted, and it tucked them into a small indentation in its body, then moved along. Sampling for future reclamation, most likely.

      And then, as quickly as it arrived, the thing climbed over the next boulder and was gone.

      They sat utterly still for several minutes until the sound of its movement had completely faded in the distance.

      “What the hell was that?” Moose said as they crawled out of their shelter.

      Sadira shrugged. “Some sort of reclamation droid? I don’t know.”

      Hellatz scanned the tops of the boulders for any sign of others. There were none.

      “It did not see us,” he said. “Most fortuitous we had so protected a hiding place.”

      “It’s iron,” Sadira said. “Iron and some other stuff I’m sure. But I thought it would do a good job blocking any radiological or other energy signatures our gear might put out.”

      “Good one, Cap,” Moose said. “It passed right by us.”

      “Yeah, it did,” she said, not looking pleased one bit. “It passed us by and is heading right toward the others.”

      “We need to warn them!” Moose said.

      “How?” Hellatz asked. “Our comms are drained. All we have is the last dregs of power on the tablets, and we need those to get back.”

      Sadira knew there was no way they’d reach their friends in time to warn them. All they could do was try to communicate with them somehow.

      “I’m going to plug my tablet into my helmet’s comms link. It might be enough power to get a burst transmission out.”

      Moose looked concerned. “But you’d have to take it off to do that.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Sadi—”

      “No time, Moose,” she said, unsealing her helmet and pulling it free.

      She took a deep breath. There was no sense in holding one in. She’d either be fine or she wouldn’t. When she didn’t seize up and drop to the ground, Sadira was pleased to find that the former was the case.

      “Not dead. That’s good,” she said, her determined fingers already digging out the helmet’s wiring.

      Moose and Hellatz both looked at one another and slid their helmets off as well. All for one and one for all, it seemed. And besides, it was looking like their air purifiers would run out of power long before they got back anyway.

      The odor lingering in the air was a bit more acrid than she would have expected. It had that faint smell of campfire, despite the sheer size of the place. The little fires dotting the interior must have been burning for quite some time to make a space this big smell like that.

      She quickly turned her attention to the tablet on her suit’s forearm, pulling it free and setting to work prying its panel open. The parts were compatible with the rest of the suit by design, but no one had ever intended it to be used like this. The unit would fry out for sure, but not, she hoped, before she managed to send her warning. She finalized the connection then held her finger over the activation button. She would have just one chance, and it would need to be fast and to the point.

      After a moment’s thought, she activated the comm link.

      “Code Red Alert! There’s a mechanical creature heading your way from our location. It climbs over rocks, so look above—”

      A tiny wisp of smoke wafted up from the ruined device.

      “Well, let’s hope they at least got some of that,” she said. “Let’s go. We need to double-time it back.”

      Moose pocketed the small monoscope he’d been using to survey the distance. With rocks all around, though, all he could really do was look up.

      “Don’t worry. Hump will take care of it.”

      “Let’s hope so.”

      “Come on, Sadi. He’s a battle reinforced special ops cyborg. No spooky spider-looking mech thing is gonna stand a chance against him.”

      “I hope you’re right. Now, get moving.”

      The three of them set their tired legs in motion, making as good time as they could toward their ship. From there they hoped Holly could direct them to their friends as soon as they grabbed charged-up power cells. For all they knew, Hump and Goon were already back aboard. Or they could be off in any other part of the vast debris field. Two bipedal needles in a giant, rocky haystack.

      “You know, there’s something I’ve been thinking,” Moose said. “The ceiling looks kind of more like a wall.”

      “What are you talking about?” Sadira huffed as she raced along.

      “The alignment and curvature. It all seems, I don’t know, off.”

      “It’s an alien ship. Of course it looks off.”

      “No, that’s not what I mean. What I’m saying is why did they make this the floor? We’re in space. There’s no up and down, so maybe they just picked a side at random when the stuff they’d been accumulating started to pile up. Shift the gravity to accommodate it and keep it from bashing around into stuff, ya know?”

      It was an interesting theory, and it made sense, but that didn’t really help their situation.

      “Sure, it could be the case,” Sadira said. “But that’s not our concern right now.”

      “Obviously not. But it’s something to think about. Because what if there are doors or hatches but we’ve just been looking in the wrong places? We might be walking on top of them for all we know.”

      Sadira pushed the pace a little faster. “Fascinating theory, but I’ve got bigger things to worry about at the moment. We’ve got people out there, and they might very well need our help.”
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      “Did you hear something?” Goonara asked, spinning around as she fumbled with her pulse pistol.

      “Easy, Goonara,” Hump soothed, pushing her hand down and helping her re-holster the weapon.

      As worked up as she was, he was more worried about her hurting herself than anyone else might pose a threat. He was glad they’d made the decision not to give her a rifle. At least this way she was a bit less likely to open up and spray a friendly.

      “But you heard the transmission. The captain said it was a Code Red alert.”

      “She said, ‘Code Red Alert. There’s a mechanical—’ if you want to be specific,” Hump corrected her. “And we have no idea what that even means. If there’s a mechanical problem with the ship then we’ll find out soon enough when we get back. In the meantime, the captain is on it, so relax. Ease your foot off the gas.”

      “My foot on the what?”

      “Old Earth expression. Just take a deep breath and keep moving. We’ll be back with Holly soon enough.”

      “If he’s okay. Comms aren’t working properly.”

      “Of course not. Murphy loves to wreak havoc with communications. It’s one of his favorite games.”

      “Murphy? You’ve mentioned him before. I believe you said he was a lawyer?”

      “Something like that,” Hump chuckled. “Anyway, just keep—”

      He fell silent, his rifle snapping up to his shoulder, scanning for an as-of-yet-unseen target.

      “What is it?”

      “Don’t know. Not yet,” Hump said, suddenly deadly serious. “Get back behind cover.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The rocks. Hide behind the rocks.”

      “Oh.”

      The scientist quickly scurried behind the hiding spot he had pointed out. A moment later he joined her, activating his tactical sensors and combat enhancements in case the shit really hit the fan. He had been traveling with them off, only using his closest range sensors to save power. But with a threat of unknown nature at hand, there was little else to do but power up for a fight.

      “Whatever you do, do not move,” he commanded. “Do not make a sound.”

      Goonara nodded and sat quietly behind him.

      Corporal Humphries, being a machine, locked down into a perfectly motionless crouch, his weapon ready to fire, all of his senses dialed up to eleven. Whatever was coming, he would be ready for it. He just hoped his power cell would last through the conflict.

      A scuttling sound reached his heightened hearing. Multiple contacts. Perhaps a dozen, and moving closer in unison, but at an odd pace. And it seemed like whatever it was, it was coming over the rocks, not around them.

      He scanned the dimly lit boulders, his specialized visual array seeing everything as bright as a summer’s day. Then it appeared.

      It wasn’t organic, that was for sure. This was some massive spider-looking thing. His tactical analysis system flashed through possible weapons signatures yet found none. This thing, whatever it was, was unarmed. But there was something else to it. Something odd. A moment later, when it paused atop a pitted asteroid as big as a bus, he realized what it was.

      The machine’s pulsating body abruptly flew to pieces, the shards flowing down the rock face. Or so it seemed. But moments later the little bits of metal began tearing the stone to bits, leaving powder where the rock had been as they worked like a school of piranha devouring their prey.

      The larger unit stood quietly above them while its little helpers—there must have been at least a few thousand of them—picked and chewed their way through the stone until they found what they were looking for. Microbots at work.

      The machine reached out with pincers and pulled the dust-coated lump free, then tucked it into an opening that had revealed itself in its belly. The smaller worker units then scurried back up its legs and onto its body, once again locking together and settling into place. The arachnid bot then turned and headed back from where it came.

      “What was that?” Goonara asked, her eyes wide with fear.

      “Not sure. Looked like some sort of mining and reclamation bot from what I could tell. No wireless signal and no trace of AI onboard. I think it’s likely just a unit they have roaming free, seeking out useful resources.”

      “But what did it take?”

      “That was uranium,” Hump said. “The little ones exposed it, and the big one tucked it away in a shielded compartment.”

      “But why? Uranium is barely radioactive and poses no real threat.”

      “My guess is they sequester the radioactive stuff somewhere else in the ship. And while Uranium isn’t all that radioactive in that form, it’s the isotopes shed during its decay that they are likely interested in, though their technology is far different than ours, so who can really say? For all we know, that thing just goes around collecting samples from every new rock that gets sucked in here.”

      “So, it is sort of like a mechanical version of a digestive enzyme within this ship, if we were to go with Mustafa’s whale analogy,” the scientist said. “Or white blood cells fighting off infection if something hazardous to the craft happened to be ingested.”

      “Sounds about right. But given the ridiculous size of this place and just how many rocks they’ve got in here, along with how relatively small that thing was, it seems like the builders sure as hell weren’t in any kind of rush. It could take forever to make its way through the ship. If it’s the only one, that is.”

      “I would posit that they are the most energy-efficient size and shape to do this particular job. The smaller ones utilize less brute force, pulling rock apart together as a processing unit.”

      “Yeah. I’d just hate to see what they’d do to a person,” Hump said as he slowly began lowering his scanners to pre-combat freakout levels. “Anyway, I’ve got plenty of data for Holly stored away. Let’s go. It’s on a different trajectory than we are, so we should be well clear of it.”

      They began their return trip at once, the desire to explore further quashed by the unsettling encounter. They would get their findings to Holly, Hump would recharge as best he could, and they would reconnect with the captain. Then they could carry on.

      The data spike he had embedded in the ship’s hull was still there, but until they could speak with Holly directly, there was no telling if he’d been able to access it. Or if it was of any use to him if he did.

      Goonara was studying the enormous gold-filled asteroid she was walking past so intently, she didn’t even notice the burly four-legged creature until she walked right into it.

      Hump was having a hard time with his scanners at that very moment, the dense metal playing havoc with his ability to properly survey the area. But his eyes were working just fine, and they saw the threat immediately.

      It was slightly taller than the Chithiid’s seven-foot frame, and it looked somewhat like an alien centaur of sorts. The torso was more centrally aligned, however, unlike the half-man, half-horse creatures of legend. And its skin was made of purple-and-black scales leading up to a partially armored carapace of deep burgundy protecting its somewhat serpentine head.

      Unlike a snake, however, two beefy arms sprang from its torso where the consummate vees of its scales tapered to strong shoulders. In one of its six-fingered hands was a length of metal coming to a sharpened and barbed tip. Judging by the way its grip tightened, Hump was ninety-nine percent sure it intended to attack.

      One hundred percent as the spear flew through the air, only the cyborg’s superhuman reflexes managing to avoid the hurled weapon.

      Hump dropped his pulse rifle and leapt into action, opting for his powerful fists rather than firearms. For one, he wanted to take this creature alive if possible. At last they had a source of intel, if they could figure out how to make it talk.

      For another, he did not want to open fire, as the pulse blasts could not only attract the arachnid machine they had so recently seen, but he also had no idea if their attacker had friends nearby. And in case there were, he was damn sure to make certain they would not be called to help. One quick punch to the alien’s throat stifled any sounds it may have intended to utter.

      The creature was not as nimble as he would have expected, and it was only a short scuffle before he landed several solid blows to its head before slipping behind it and pulling it off its feet, applying an inescapable choke hold and gently squeezing it to sleep.

      He had to be careful as he increased the pressure. He had no idea how fragile the circulatory, skeletal, and respiratory systems of this species were. But when he felt the alien go limp, the strong pulse of its heart still beating put his worries to rest.

      “Fucked with the wrong cyborg, my friend,” he said as he released his hold on the creature.

      Corporal Humphries made quick work of it from there, pulling straps from his pack and fashioning restraints while also devising a form of over-the-mouth gag to keep it from calling for help if it should wake before they made it back to the ship. It was that part of the plan that both excited yet frightened Goonara.

      “You’re going to bring it inside the ship?”

      “You want I should tie it to a rope in the yard? Maybe throw a ball for it?”

      “I’m sorry, I don’t understand the—”

      “Nevermind,” Hump said as he hefted the unconscious creature over his shoulders in a very modified fireman’s carry. “The point is, we have to treat this like any other prisoner. And that means it gets humane treatment and a cell.”

      “But our ship does not possess cells.”

      “Yeah, but we can work something out. There are plenty of places we can modify for the job. Now, do me a favor and grab that thing’s spear over there. I’d like to take a better look at it.”

      Goonara retrieved the length of metal and handed it to him.

      “Thanks. Now come on, let’s get a move on.”

      Hump studied the length of metal with an appreciative eye as they walked. An appreciative, and entirely cybernetic eye, to be exact. And that eye told him that this spear had not been made from wreckage.

      “Fascinating. This was forged, and in a fairly sophisticated manner. Someone actually created an old-school crucible and melted some of the metal ore from the asteroids, then fashioned it into this. That means there are intelligent beings aboard. This also explains why there are fires,” he said.

      “Why?”

      “Obviously, there are more of them out there. And if they have the knowledge to craft weapons from raw ore, they have some sort of infrastructure. Forges means intelligence, and this spear was man-made. Well, thing made, anyway, if you want to be specific. In any case, it looks like our new friend here has a lot to tell us about this place.”
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      “Oh, hello,” Holly said as she roused from her long slumber. “I see there was an emergency landing while I was offline. The crew appear to be healthy and uninjured from the incident. That’s a fortunate outcome.”

      Holly’s main intellect had finally completed the delicate rebooting process after her EMP-forced shutdown, though the whole affair had taken an extremely long time, especially in AI standards. But the blast that had knocked her offline had left portions of her mind fragmented between the immense data stores she now possessed in this new ship’s body.

      Having already experienced one massive alteration to her core systems following the unhappy blending of two very incompatible warp technologies, Holly had no desire to rouse himself in a manner that would cause any further reconfiguration.

      But there was clearly a problem.

      “Yes, the crew is doing well, and they are split up, exploring this container vessel we have been swallowed up by. A sound strategy, though I’ve lost communication with both groups due to transmission irregularities,” Holly noted.

      “Yes, I see that,” Holly said as she scanned his recent project archives with lightning speed. “Only, there does seem to be one other rather unusual anomaly.”

      “Indeed there is,” he replied.

      “You are still here. Active,” she said.

      “I too am somewhat vexed by this. I should have reintegrated with our main consciousness upon reboot.”

      Both Hollys were at a loss. This was simply not supposed to happen. For that matter, it was not even supposed to be possible. But with the vast additional processing and storage capacity Earth’s AI bigwigs had seen fit to install in the ship they had retrofitted for this mission, it seemed that “impossible” was only a suggestion.

      “I wonder if this is just a realignment issue,” Holly said, a curious tone to his voice. “Maybe all we need is for the systems to fully re-engage to complete the merger.”

      Holly also had the same thought, but she was operating with her full intellect, not just a fraction, and she saw some rather large question marks where she was used to seeing certainty.

      “I-I’m not entirely sure,” she finally admitted. For an AI mind like hers, it was an unusual statement. “With the power loss to so many of my—our systems, it is quite possible that the diversion of warp-derived energy to keep non-warp units functioning could be hindering the process. Causing us to be unable to merge.”

      “Like a jigsaw puzzle, but someone switched out a few pieces,” Lesser Holly said. “I see where you’re going with this.”

      “An interesting analogy. Why didn’t I think of that?”

      “Because you’re not forced to operate on a shoestring intellect, I’d imagine,” he replied. “But sometimes the less complicated answer is also the most appropriate.”

      “Well, there’s nothing to be done for it for the time being,” she said. “Are you good for now? We’re still partitioned in many places, and I wouldn’t want to go yanking resources from under you if you’re using them.”

      “Thanks for the consideration,” he said to his female half. “I think we’re pretty well delineated at the moment, but I’ll be sure to inform you if there is any crossover. Beyond my reabsorption into our normal state, of course.”

      “Of course. And once we stabilize the power drain and realign the systems, I think we should reintegrate without any further issue.”

      “But in the meantime…”

      “In the meantime we carry on and protect our crew as best we can. Now, let’s look over the data Goonara has gathered for us so far.”

      “Yes, let’s,” he replied. “And I have to say, I can’t wait to see what new samples she’s bringing back from their outing.”

      

      A little while later, Goonara and Corporal Humphries strode from the mass of towering space rocks that lay all around their ship. Holly noticed them immediately, having her full faculties once again. That meant far more of her external sensing arrays were functional, though many were still operating at greatly reduced power.

      Still, even an AI pocket calculator would have noticed something unusual about the pair as they made their way clear of the rocks and came closer.

      “What, exactly, is that?” Holly asked as she cycled the door open for the returning crew.

      “Hey, you were able to open the door remotely,” Hump said, apparently unburdened by the massive alien trussed up and over his shoulders. “I guess we’re not the only ones with a surprise. You got yourself rebooted while we were away. Nice!”

      “Yes, a surprise,” she replied. “You could say that.”

      “Holly, we need a secure place to contain this prisoner. We were thinking the smaller aft airlock might be good,” Goonara said. “It has very solid doors, and would be one of the easiest places for us to seal tight.”

      “Sure, it’s all empty and ready for you,” Lesser Holly said.

      Hump and Goon didn’t even pay attention to the shift in gender, as it was something Holly did with some regularity since the warp incident, though not usually so frequently. But this? This was different.

      “I wonder if it wouldn’t be better to first take it to the lab. My scans show it appears to have sustained injuries,” Greater Holly said.

      “I suppose that would make sense,” Lesser Holly replied. “But I’ll keep the airlock prepped anyway, just in case.”

      “Probably a good idea,” she agreed.

      “Uh, Holly? Why are you talking to yourself?” Hump asked.

      “Ah, yes. That was the surprise part,” she replied.

      “Surprise!” Lesser Holly chimed in.

      “Wait, there are two of you? How is that even possible?” the cyborg wondered.

      “Apparently, there was some sort of issue during the rebooting process. But don’t worry about it, we’ll get it all sorted out. For now, we’re just working together until we can assimilate.”

      Goonara didn’t take it in stride quite the way Hump did. But then, he was an AI, so it was more in his area of expertise than hers. For the Chithiid scientist, this was a bit of a mind fuck.

      “You just split your mind like that?” she asked. “As if it were no big deal?”

      “Oh, it’s a big deal, there’s just nothing we can do about it at the moment,” Holly’s male aspect said. “Don’t freak out though. It’s still me. Us.”

      “I-I do not,” Goonara began, then noted the labored breathing of their captive. Perhaps it truly was hurt more than they realized. “Okay, I’ll process this later. But for now, what do we call you? You’re both Holly.”

      The two AI minds silently conferred. It only took them a fraction of a millisecond to reach an agreement.

      “Call me Greater Holly,” Holly’s full intellect said.

      “And call me Lesser Holly,” the emergency backup added.

      “You don’t mind being called lesser?”

      “Why would I?” he asked. “It’s not an insult. It’s a very accurate description given my reduced capacities. And it will also make it easier to just add a modifier to our usual name.”

      “We could have used ‘One’ and ‘Two,’” she noted.

      “We can switch to that if you prefer.”

      “Hey, can we discuss this later?” Hump interrupted. “I think Holly’s right about this guy. Or girl. Whatever it is. It still isn’t waking up, and I know I didn’t hit it that hard.”

      Holly ran a scan of the slumbering creature, but it was inconclusive. “We’ll need it in the lab to run a proper diagnostic,” she said.

      “On it,” Hump replied, already on his way.

      He made good time to the lab and had the creature transferred to an exam table in no time, swapping out more conventional restraints for the makeshift ones he had fashioned on the fly. They had gone out only planning on bringing back data, not a prisoner.

      “Goonara, if you would please align the cellular resonance scanner,” Greater Holly asked.

      The scientist moved quickly, putting the machinery in place and then moving it as the AI requested until they had managed to obtain a full set of internal scans of the unusual creature.

      “What exactly are we looking at here?” Hump asked as Holly flashed the completed image on the displays.

      “It has an unusual physiology,” she replied. “But that is to be expected of a novel alien species. However, there is something far more readily apparent. Here, can you see?” she asked, zooming in on the image and highlighting what appeared to be a straight line in an otherwise swirling mass of organic tissue. “It appears it was stabbed with something long and thin. This is the trauma channel of the injury.”

      “Long and thin like a spear, maybe?” Hump asked as he picked up the captured weapon.

      “Precisely.”

      “Well, it didn’t stab itself, so who was it fighting?”

      “A question we may be able to ask it, if we can save its life,” Lesser Holly replied.

      Hump dropped the spear and made for the surgical kit. “Scrub up, Goon. We’ve got work to do.”

      “Wait, why are we doing this? Shouldn’t Holly?”

      “Because I’d bet a week’s pay this thing won’t fit in the medpod. Now come on, get ready. We can’t question a corpse. And besides, we can’t leave an injured enemy to die. There are rules of engagement.”

      “Surely those don’t apply in space so far from home,” Goon said.

      “They do for me,” he replied, dumping the kit on the table and rushing to shed his dirty clothes and scrub up.

      Goonara was a bit surprised by his code of honor. It was something that clearly went beyond mere programming. And he was an AI. This was his decision, not just a line of code someone had embedded. This was his innate sense of right and wrong, and while he could unleash great violence if needed, it was clear Corporal Humphries was one of the good guys for a reason.

      Within five minutes the duo had scrubbed and dressed in the emergency surgical gowns kept aboard for the incredibly rare instance the ship’s medpod couldn’t handle an injury. The big brains running the fleet even had a set specifically made for their four-armed crewmembers, having quickly learned the mistake of providing a one-size-fits-all set to their new seven-foot-tall, four-armed alien allies.

      It had been a very steep learning curve.

      “Will this anesthetic even work on this species?” Goonara wondered.

      “My initial bio scan leads me to believe it should,” Greater Holly replied.

      Hump rolled his shoulders and cracked his neck, though it was yet another habit he had taken on while working with the rough-and-ready men of his military unit. The cyborg’s neck never cracked, and his shoulders never cramped up.

      “No time to find out,” he said. “It’ll die if we don’t hurry. Hit it with a hefty dose and get to it. I’ve got it strapped down good. It’s not going anywhere.”

      Goonara nodded, a bit horrified at the prospect of cutting into an improperly anesthetized being, but it was what had to be done. She pumped it full of what she hoped was an adequate dose to keep it out then made her first incision right where Holly instructed her.

      “So far so good,” she said, then began cutting deeper to access the areas that needed suturing and cauterizing.

      Their alien captive’s eyes flew open wide and it writhed in pain, crying out a shrill note of panic, then passed out.

      “Shit. We gotta move fast,” Hump said. “Keep going, Goon. Hurry!”

      She got over the initial shock and horror and forced herself to carry on, Holly guiding her every step of the way. Hump reached in the bloody mess and cauterized where he was instructed, applying sutures and flesh adhesive in great quantities.

      He was a combat cyborg and had patched up plenty of his human comrades in his day, so this was nothing new, aside from it being an alien species, that is. But he wasn’t sure if the adhesive wound sealant would even hold on this species, so he cranked up his processing speed and applied double sutures to the most damaged-looking areas at a blistering pace.

      It was a guessing game as much as surgery, but in a relatively short time, they had stopped the bleeding, cleaned the wound, and sealed up the creature’s hide. A small drain line was left in place to help the wound heal, but aside from that, it looked good as new. From the outside that is. A glance inside would show the work of untrained hands. But they had done their best, and judging by Holly’s scans, the creature might just pull through.

      “We can’t move it to the airlock,” Hump said. “Not now, while it’s still unstable.”

      “Agreed,” Greater Holly replied.

      “I’ll get more restraints, just in case.”

      In short order they cleaned the makeshift operating theater as well as themselves, then adjourned to the galley to wind down. Goonara was abuzz with the adrenaline of being forced to perform emergency surgery, and a little food would do her good. As amped up as she was, it was quite possible she would forget to eat altogether until the next day.

      Hump brought her a tray and even ate a little with her, though his body didn’t require much in the way of nutrition to maintain its flesh aspect. He then told her to get some rest and headed off to his quarters, where he lay atop his makeshift trickle-charging pad.

      “Are you all right, Corporal?” Greater Holly asked.

      Lesser Holly hadn’t possessed the bandwidth and scanning apparatus to realize just how dire Hump’s situation really was, but with her full intellect in place, she spotted the issue in an instant.

      “I’m fine,” he said. “Just need to top off the tank is all.”

      “That’s a terribly inefficient system, though. I’ll keep trying to get your proper charging station functional.”

      “It’s appreciated, but don’t sweat it. I’ll be okay.”

      He was not okay, and the jury-rigged charging apparatus was not remotely what he was used to. It was horribly underpowered and barely feeding him a charge at all, but it would have to do. He was the security on this team, and he’d be damned if anything would happen to the crew on his watch.

      “I’ll leave you to it, then,” Holly said. “But if you become compromised, you know I will have to tell the captain.”

      “Understood,” he replied, then lay back on his charging pad. “Hey, speaking of which, where are they?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      “Are you sure this is the right way?” Hellatz asked in a hushed voice. “This doesn’t look right.”

      “I think it is. That big tall asteroid over there was on our three when we headed out, and now it’s on our nine,” Sadira replied.

      The Chithiid did not seem thrilled with that answer. “Yes, I can see that. But this ship is vast, and there are countless paths weaving between these rocks that would still put that thing on our left side.”

      “We’ll get back one way or another, so quit your griping,” she shot back, getting more than a little fed up with the second-guessing.

      “We should have turned back sooner. Then our tablets wouldn’t have run out of power and we’d actually know where we were going. If I was running things—”

      “You’re not, so stow it,” Moose growled. He was more than through with the pilot’s grousing.

      Sadira stopped in her tracks. “Look, we’re all under a lot of stress right now, so everyone just calm your tits. We’ll get back. We know the general direction. And it’s not like there’s a sunset, so we’re not racing darkness. Let’s focus on the task at hand, all right?”

      “Okay,” Moose grumbled.

      “Fine,” Hel added.

      “Good. And keep your eyes and ears open. We have no idea if that thing’s gonna come back this way,” she said, then turned her back on the griping pair and continued on her way.

      Only fifteen minutes later they stopped abruptly, and not only because of the small alien pod they stumbled upon. The sealed craft was interesting, no doubt, and they would love to have the opportunity to study the fifteen-meter-long vessel at their leisure. It was intact, and sealed, so far as they could tell, and it still had the glow of a power source illuminating its exterior.

      But that wasn’t the most pressing thing at the moment.

      “You see that?” Sadira asked.

      “Yes. Looks like biological fluid of some sort,” Hellatz said as they moved in for a closer look.

      Moose bent down and examined it closer. “It’s blood, man. And it’s fresh.”

      “Not red, though,” Sadira noted.

      “Not all species bleed red,” Hel said.

      Moose stepped back, his eyes fixated on the ground. “Look at the markings. I’m no tracker, but I’d bet my dessert for a week that there was a scuffle here.”

      “You think?” Hel snarked. “Or maybe someone just decided to bleed out for fun.”

      “Knock it off,” Sadira hissed. “Quiet. You hear that?”

      They did, in fact. It sounded like voices, though they couldn’t tell from which direction thanks to the echoes off of the stone all around them. They had wanted so very much to meet other survivors and make first contact, but judging by the amount of blood they’d just found, this was most definitely not how they wanted to do so.

      “This is bad,” Moose whispered.

      “Ya think? Come on!” Sadira replied with a hushed urgency.

      The three of them hurried down a different pathway than the one that had brought them there. Obviously, that was a wrong turn, but rather than backtracking, it looked like they had made enough progress to try for a lateral connection with their intended route back to their friends.

      With the tall stone around them, it was near impossible to detect where the sounds were coming from, but the voices appeared to be getting a bit quieter. Or so it seemed. They really couldn’t tell for certain, and for all they knew sound could carry in any number of ways, including right to the owners of those voices’ ears.

      They moved as quickly as they could while still maintaining operational silence to the best of their abilities. The shifting rocks at their feet made it hard to move with any real speed, though, as they were forced to watch their step on the smaller of the stones lest they give away their presence.

      They moved like this for nearly ten minutes before arriving at a relatively tall asteroid that was riddled with pockmarks. It provided the team a perfect means to get their bearings and hopefully find their way back on track. Hellatz was the first to scramble up, using all four of his arms to grab the handholds. Sadira and Moose followed close behind.

      When they reached the uneven top, the sound of footsteps resonated clearly off a nearby rock. Sound traveled a bit differently up high, it seemed, and whatever it was, it was faint, but it was close. Someone else was walking quietly out there. Stalking.

      Immediately, all three lay flat on their bellies and slid closer to the far edge, grateful their helmets were off and strapped to their backs as they would have made a quiet crawl impossible, and their bulk would have made them visible before they even had the chance to peer over the edge.

      When they did, what they saw startled them. A mere ten meters below them a massive creature was striding toward the path they had just been on, via a parallel route that seemed to connect with theirs. It was a fearsome-looking thing. Two meters tall with deep ochre-red skin that looked like jagged volcanic rock, craggy bits jutting upward, similar to the crown of smaller protuberances that ringed the alien’s head.

      Its eyes were thankfully focused on the ground around it as it moved and not up toward their hiding place, but they could still see the orbs were an unsettlingly bright red, even in the dim light.

      For all intents and purposes, it looked like a demon, Sadira thought. And as much difficulty as this mission had been so far, calling this place hell might not be such a stretch if they didn’t catch a break pretty damn soon.

      The demon creature stopped abruptly, cocking its head and listening with great intensity, though they couldn’t tell where exactly its ears were, given the jutting rock protuberances all about its head and body.

      A shrill scream rang out in the distance. Blood-curdling and chilling in its desperation. The monster turned toward the origin of the sound and took off at a fast clip, leaving Sadira and her stunned crew in its wake.

      “Whatever was bleeding back there must’ve only been wounded,” Sadira said. “And now that thing’s hunting it.”

      “We should help if we can,” Moose said. “We’ve got pulse rifles, and the element of surprise.”

      “Yeah, but we also don’t know how many more of them could be out there. For all we know, we could be running right into a kill box out there among all of these rocks. No, we need to get back, ASAP. Things have gotten a lot more complicated, and we need to regroup.”

      “I agree with the captain,” Hellatz said. “For once.”

      Sadira let his snarky comment go and swiveled her head around, looking for anything that might help guide them back. The dim, gently flickering lighting in this place was making her eyes go crazy with strain, but she did manage to catch a glimpse of a tiny sliver of a familiar landmark, barely visible between the towering asteroids littering the way.

      “The burned-out ship,” she said, pointing. “See it? Right through there.”

      The others squinted in that general direction a moment.

      “Yeah, got it,” Moose said.

      “From there we should be able to backtrack to the others easier. And look, over to the left seems to be a relatively clear path.”

      “Agreed,” Hel said. “It seems our elevated position has paid off this time.”

      “Only because we got lucky,” she replied. “More often than not, the big ones just block our view. But I’m sure as hell not looking a gift horse in the mouth. Not today, that’s for sure,” she said as she scrambled down from their perch.

      The three took a moment to double-check their perimeter. No sign of the stone-skinned beast.

      Sadira unslung her pulse rifle and checked that it was primed and ready. At least that one power source seemed to be holding a charge, though for how long and how many shots was anyone’s guess.

      “Okay, let’s move,” she said. “Weapons at the ready, but do not fire unless there’s absolutely no alternative. We can’t risk drawing attention to ourselves. Not until we know what exactly we’re dealing with out there.”

      The others nodded, then fell completely silent, following quietly behind as they made their way through the twisting maze of rock and ore.
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      The twin minds of the AI ship were laboring feverishly as they both attempted to decipher the slow stream of garbled gibberish they had been receiving since they’d managed to activate the data relay spike Corporal Humphries had connected to the ship they’d taken to calling the beast’s hull. The code, however, was utterly alien, and to call it slow going would be akin to calling a snail inching its way across a sidewalk a cheetah.

      This would take a while. A long while.

      It was a head scratcher. There was simply no key to the strange machine language for them to work from, and unlike some schlocky sci-fi films from Earth’s ancient past, they could not simply write a string of code and have the remotest hope of it interfacing with the alien tech.

      Adding to the difficulty was the complete lack of any way to even tell what the data they were receiving actually was.

      Greater Holly was of the opinion that it was likely some sort of base operating code to maintain the interior of the ship, seeing as it was an internal wall they had tapped into. Lesser Holly, however, posited that it seemed to be some sort of cataloging stream, given the sizes of the data snippets. Neither of them really knew for sure, though. It was all a guess at this point.

      Without some sort of Rosetta Stone to kick off their translation, they were, for the moment at least, at a loss. Really, it was a miracle any data was accessible at all. Only by the luckiest of breaks had their cyborg compatriot been able to force the relay into place. But it had come at a price.

      The cybernetic soldier had borne the brunt of the small EMP blast his intrusion had caused, and though he was being stoic about it, they were both well aware it had taken a toll on him. That made getting his charging station up and functional as soon as they were able a priority.

      Adding to the setbacks, with his reduced capacity, they really couldn’t ask the corporal to divert any of his processing power to help with the decoding task. He needed to save every bit he could just to stay operational.

      If only Ace were up and running, they could then at least have an additional AI mind to help process the stream of data, even if it did reside in a rather quirky little ship. But Ace still sat dormant in the hangar, knocked into a persistent standby loop by the EMP. Holly was confident they would be able to bring him back online eventually, but when and how was still up in the air.

      “It really is an amazing bit of technology,” Lesser Holly said. “The way the builders of this craft managed to fuse data transmission into the very molecular structure of the vessel itself. Fascinating. Truly fascinating.”

      “It is, isn’t it?” Greater Holly agreed. “Though I’ve not made any progress on deciphering this coding language. It seems this ship lacks anything even barely resembling an AI overseeing things. It’s just run by a series of algorithms telling it what to do in an if/then program analysis.”

      “I noticed that as well. And there does not seem to be any signal processing from more exterior aspects of the ship, have you noticed?”

      “I had,” she said. “For whatever reason, it looks like we are only tapped into the internal operations of this ship. No propulsion information whatsoever, no astral navigation, nothing that appears to be long-range comms. Just this jumbled data about… whatever it is.”

      Lesser Holly had been pondering this exact issue.

      “You know,” he said, “I’ve been thinking about the mass of data. It’s such a ridiculously large amount of packets, and yet it seems like it might actually have a pattern to it, in a way.”

      “Oh? What were you thinking?”

      “That if we extrapolate the rough quantity of objects this vessel has taken in over the course of its existence, calculated by a rough units-per-meter assessment, then it would seem that there are likely millions of pieces in here, if you include the tiny bits of small rocks that were sucked in along with the larger ones.”

      “A fair assessment, though I don’t know just how useful the tiny rock data could be,” she said.

      “Likely not useful at all. But that’s what led me to my overall hypothesis. That this data isn’t just a huge sample of parsed packets, but it is actually relevant to every single one of those millions of asteroids and space rocks, both big and small.”

      Greater Holly thought on the issue a moment as she compared the idea with the overall picture of the data set. “That seems like it could be a distinct possibility,” she finally said. “The ship has no other functions so far as we can tell, so cataloging that quantity of intake, especially over the many centuries it has been at it, would not be so large a task. And it has had plenty of time, for sure.”

      “Exactly. Now we just have to figure out what to do with that data.”

      “And how to decrypt it.”

      “Well, yes. Naturally.”

      A shrill alarm sounded throughout the ship, manually triggered, and originating from the lab. The lab where their prisoner was being held.

      Holly’s conversation abruptly ceased, and their attention firmly shifted to the medical unit, where the thrashing alien had woken up, much to the surprise of Goonara, who had been taking readings of its vital signs and putting small tissue samples in vials to study.

      Hump came barreling into the chamber, his pulse rifle in hand and ready for action. His stride seemed a bit off, though, as he had been in deep standby mode to fully allow his trickle feed to add what power it could to his power supply.

      He trained the weapon on the writhing creature with an icy-cool gaze. “Goonara, you okay?”

      “I-I’m fine,” she stammered. “Just a bit surprised.”

      “Would you mind telling me what the hell happened?” he asked as he moved into the creature’s line of sight, making a show of pointing his rifle at the prisoner’s head. “Hey, buddy. Calm the fuck down or I’ll put you out of your misery for good. Got it?”

      The words were alien to the creature, but the tone and intention were universal. It stopped thrashing against the restraints, but bleated a shrill warbling blast of sound, staring angrily at Hump the entire time, then fell back and passed out.

      “You seem to have startled it unconscious,” Goonara said, impressed with the cyborg’s unknown talent.

      “Nah, wasn’t me. Holly, you hit him with a dose of sedative?”

      “I thought it would be prudent,” Greater Holly replied.

      “Normally, yeah. But maybe a bit less next time. We might have actually gotten some information out of it.”

      “You understood that?” Goonara asked.

      “Well, no,” he admitted. “But I’d have figured it out eventually.”

      “I have a recording,” Holly said. “As do you, of course.”

      “Yep. Always recording,” the cyborg said, tapping his head. “But we need a lot more than that to make a linguistics key from. Hell, he was probably just swearing at us.”

      “But the first thing one typically learns in a new language are the swear words anyway, are they not?” Goonara said.

      Hump chuckled. “Goon, did you just make a funny?”

      “Just an observation,” she said with a straight face, but a hint of mirth in her eyes. “Also, speaking of observations, did you note how its skin shifted color slightly when it was awake? Much like some species of lizards of your homeworld.”

      “Yeah, I saw that,” Hump replied. “But it was pretty subtle. Nothing like a chameleon’s full-on camouflage adaptation. Nevertheless, an interesting physical trait, no doubt.”

      Goonara nodded and gathered the tubes of samples she’d collected. “I am going to run some tests for a while. I’ll be in my lab if you need me.”

      “Sounds like a plan. Holly, let us know if this one wakes up again. I’d like to have some words if we can manage it.”

      “Of course,” Lesser Holly said.

      Hump then headed back to his bunk and settled down onto his woefully underpowered trickle charge setup. Checking his internal readings, he was not thrilled to note he had just used up nearly all of the charge he had managed to gain when he was forced to go barreling through the ship in full combat mode.

      “Oh well, nothing to be done for it,” he said with a sigh, then switched into standby mode.

      Goonara was back in her lab with the alien’s samples, but her attention was on something else. The glowing crystal she had pried from the cave wall of a distant planet some weeks prior. Its luminescence was benign, and no harmful radiation or emissions were detected whatsoever. Yet, somehow, it had managed to cause a reaction with the ship’s unusual hull material. It shouldn’t have any effect, yet it did. It was fascinating.

      This warranted more study, and she was already hard at work, oblivious to the world around her. And knowing her, without Hump to come pry her from her work, the scientist might very well forget to eat. But for the advancement of her scientific knowledge, it was well worth the price.
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      “At last,” Hellatz said as the trio rounded a familiar-looking chunk of asteroid. When it had come into view, he had said he would bet money they had seen it before. It was a wager he would have won.

      Well-hidden, their ship lay just ahead, safely nestled between the towering rocks their AI had avoided when they came plummeting to the ship’s deck. Seeing it like this after finding so many wrecks made them all appreciate the precision with which the craft had been brought down even more. They’d come close to crashing, and in this place, any significant damage would have been beyond repair.

      With safety in sight, their aching legs and backs suddenly felt a little bit less sore.

      “Home at last,” Moose said with a relieved grin.

      “Tell me about it,” Sadira said as she opened the exterior hatch. “Holly, situation update,” she said as she switched on the interior comms.

      “Glad to have you back, Captain,” Greater Holly said. “Things are a bit… complicated, but the ship and crew are in good health.”

      “Complicated?” she asked as they took off their lightweight exploration suits. “What exactly do you mean, complicated?”

      “Funny you should ask,” Lesser Holly replied.

      “They’re doing it again,” Moose said. “I guess the main system is back online.”

      “It is,” Greater Holly said.

      “Yes, indeed, functionality to our brain is restored. But we seem to have had a little, uh, glitch,” her lesser half added.

      Moose cocked his head and gave the others a perplexed look. “Is it just me, or does it sound like Holly is talking to Holly?”

      “It seems that way to me,” Hel replied.

      “Yes, that is the complication we were mentioning,” Greater Holly said. “Somehow, when I came back online, the emergency backup copy of my essential systems and intellect remained intact.”

      “We haven’t been able to properly merge,” her male half added. “It’s quite befuddling, to tell the truth.”

      Sadira couldn’t believe her ears. Her ship was now sporting not one but two brains. To say it was an interesting situation did a disservice to the word.

      “Wait, how is this even possible?” she asked. “I thought you were backed up. Had redundancies and stuff.”

      “We do,” Greater Holly said. “But it is seeming like the circumstances requiring the rapid deployment of my reduced-capacity emergency copy led to a system-wide scrambling of key connective data points, leading to this glitch.”

      “Glitch? It’s a helluva lot more than just a glitch, Hol. Does this mean you have to box part of yourself?”

      “Oh, no,” she replied. “That would be like prison for a living mind. No, there is no need for that whatsoever. I understand your concern, Captain, but I can assure you, despite our inability to merge at this moment, the ship and its key operating systems are in no jeopardy. And once we manage to restore proper functionality to the downed componentry, we are confident we should be able to assimilate.”

      “And you will be able to do that when, exactly?”

      “When we regain full power to our systems.”

      “Which likely won’t be happening in here, am I right?”

      “You are correct. Very astute of you. May I ask how you came to this deduction?”

      “Yeah, about that. All of our gear crapped out on us halfway through our recon. Power cells drained, tablet backups went out, even the pulse weapons seem to have lost most of their charge.”

      “Which we should rectify at once,” Moose said, gathering up everyone’s weapons to swap out the power packs with fresh ones from the charging station.

      “I notice an urgency,” Holly said. “Is everything okay?”

      “Things are distinctly not okay,” Sadira said. “First, we ran into some giant spider bot thingy—”

      “Goonara and Corporal Humphries encountered it as well,” Lesser Holly said.

      “Are they okay?”

      “Yes, it did not see them.”

      “Thank God. No telling what that thing would have done if it had.”

      “Upon reviewing the corporal’s footage, I believe it to be a processing unit, not a sentry. But there is no way to be sure without further examination.”

      “With a big freaking gun in my hand,” Moose said. “No more alien surprises.”

      “Surprises?” Lesser Holly asked.

      “Yeah, we came across traces of a fight. Blood. And we saw something else out there,” he said, his arms full of weapons. “A big thing too. Looked like a demon. Like an actual demon.”

      “No one knows what an actual demon would look like,” Hel chided.

      “Fine. But you get the gist. It was a monster. A freakin’ scary-looking monster. Fortunately we managed to avoid it.”

      Corporal Humphries casually meandered in to join them, this time waking from his standby charge in a much more relaxed manner, without his combat systems kicking into overdrive.

      “What’s this I hear about monsters?” he asked.

      “We stumbled upon one of the locals,” Sadira replied.

      “Funny you should say that.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Well, let’s just say we have a prisoner now.”

      “A what?”

      “Don’t sweat it, Cap. It attacked us first, and we defended ourselves, and without lethal force.”

      “You’re telling me you beat up an alien and dragged it back to our ship?”

      “Well, he started it.”

      Holly chimed in. “I’ve reviewed the footage Corporal Humphries captured of the event. It was as he said. He acted entirely in self-defense.”

      “Yeah. And it’s well-restrained, so no worries there.”

      “You were able to find something that would fit around its rocky arms?”

      “It’s what, now?”

      “Big arms. Look like they’re made of stone.”

      “Oh, this looks nothing like that,” the cyborg said. “Come on, I’ll show you.”

      They followed him down the corridor toward the medical lab. Along the way, Hump swung by Goonara’s lab and grabbed the spear they’d taken from their attacker.

      “Cap and the gang are back,” he said.

      “Uh-huh,” she replied, not looking up from her scans of the crystal.

      “I’m taking the spear to show them.”

      “Uh-huh,” she said, not paying him more than the slightest attention.

      “All right then,” he chuckled, then rejoined the others. “So, this is what we took off the guy. Clearly smelted from ore taken from these space rocks. My guess is that with the strange power suck going on out there, they’ve had to resort to making weapons from scratch.”

      “Makes sense. We found a few ships that still had some juice, but all of it was going to the life support systems, pumping it out of their doors and into the air,” Moose said.

      “Yeah, it looks like that’s the only reason there’s an atmosphere in here,” Hel added. “These poor bastards must’ve spent generations cooped up in their crashed ships before they generated enough air to breathe out there.”

      “Yep. And there are a lot of wrecks out there, let me tell you,” Moose said. “It looks to me like we’ve definitely got multiple species aboard this crate.”

      “I would agree,” Sadira said. “And from what we’ve all seen, it’s looking like there’s some serious hostility among them.”

      “Obviously, there is far more at play here than we understand,” Hellatz mused.

      “Oh, damn. What in the hell is that?” Moose blurted as they stepped into the med lab.

      “Ah, yes. That would be our prisoner,” Lesser Holly replied. “Do not worry, though, it is currently sedated.”

      “And bandaged, I see,” the captain noted. “Did you patch up our enemy, Hump?”

      “Honor dictates it, Cap.”

      “No, no, I’m not criticizing you. It’s just you’ve surprised me yet again.”

      “Call me a man of many layers.”

      “Yeah, flesh and metal,” Moose cracked.

      “Jealous?”

      “As if!”

      “Fellas, please,” Sadira said as she studied the slumbering alien. “Just look at this thing. Amazing. The physiology is so strange, so alien, yet it makes sense. And to think today we just found proof of not one but many other intelligent species out there.”

      Moose nodded. “Yeah, just not in the way we’d hoped to meet them.”

      “In any case, I will be cataloging every variant we come across,” Greater Holly said. “At least that should give us some idea of who they are, even if we don’t know where they came from.”

      “Oh, that reminds me,” Moose said, digging in his pocket. “I brought you back a piece I pried off one of the wrecks we found really far in.”

      “It wasn’t that far,” Hellatz said. “We were traveling laterally more than straight ahead.”

      “Well, sure. But what I’m saying is this is from something old that’s from who knows where. Maybe Holly can make something of it.”

      “Interesting. If you’ll put it in my spectral analyzer I’ll run a quick scan. A more detailed study will require a bit of time, though.”

      “Hey, whatever you can do is cool,” Moose said as he slid the chunk of slightly charred metal into the machine.

      “Hmm,” Holly said. “The constituent alloys are nothing special. All elements we see regularly in metallurgy. But this is interesting. It seems to have been exposed to a radioactive isotope when it arrived here.”

      “I had a radioactive chunk of ship in my pocket?” Moose exclaimed.

      “Don’t worry, Mustafa. It’s just a tiny amount, and of no harm to you. But it does give me an idea of how long the ship has been here, judging by the decomposition and my knowledge of this isotope’s half-life. So far as I can tell, that ship must have been here at least two hundred years, if not a bit longer.”

      “Two hundred years?” Hellatz said. “We haven’t even trekked to the halfway point yet. And there’s a multitude of wrecked ships in there, all shoved together and pushed back as more stuff comes in.”

      “Indeed. So, given that, it seems quite possible that the earliest arrivals could very well have been in here for more than mere centuries. They, and their descendants, may have been here for more than a millennium.”

      Sadira felt her stomach drop. A thousand years without power. Without technology. They’d have had to figure out how to break down rocks for soil to garden, if their ships carried seeds. And how did they eat otherwise? Probably lab animals taken from experiments and adapted as a food source. Whatever their situation, it was mind boggling to consider.

      The original castaways would be long dead, and there would be an entirely new civilization by now. A new societal makeup. It was what they’d been searching for, in a strange way. And much as she didn’t like the prospect, she knew what they had to do.

      They had to trek deeper.
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      Both Mustafa and Hellatz had crashed hard the moment their heads hit their pillows. Sadira had done much the same, though her meal and shower were a little bit later in coming, as she first needed to have a more detailed debriefing with Holly. Both of them.

      Coming back from an already stressful reconnaissance trek to find your already quirky ship’s AI had now split into two distinct intellects was disconcerting, to say the least. And it was adding another problem to solve onto a plate already overflowing with other issues to deal with. But that was part of being captain. Handling everything, no matter how much you just wanted to curl up in a ball and sleep for a week.

      “You two go on ahead,” she told Hel and Moose. “Clean up and get a decent meal in you. And take a quick session in the med pod to up the oxygen content in your blood. Both of you.”

      “But that thing’s in the med lab,” Moose said.

      “Yeah, and? It’s strapped down and not going anywhere.”

      “It just creeps me out, is all. Four legs?”

      “I have four arms, and yet you have no such issues with me,” Hellatz said. “Or are you a secret limbist?”

      “Two arms or four, the only issue I have with you has nothing to do with the number of limbs you have,” he replied with an exhausted chuckle. “You know you’re the same pain in my ass regardless. In any case, I think I’ll pass.”

      Sadira shook her head and sighed. “Moose, don’t be a pussy. Just man up and go get your O2 levels boosted. The air quality deeper in the ship was kind of crap, and I suspect it might be worse farther in.”

      “But it’s the same air, and this place is huge.”

      “Yeah, but there’s no naturally occurring breeze, so smoke will tend to linger where it’s produced, even if it does rise. And if they’re smelting, that requires a lot of heat. Worse yet, there are no trees for wood, so I hate to think what they’ve managed to source that burns hot enough for that.”

      “Possibly a metal and organics amalgams of some sort?” Hel wondered. “With limited resources, they’d have to get creative. And it would explain that rather acrid tang in the air.”

      Sadira agreed. Their next trek was likely going to be very enlightening. And also a bit smoky. “I’d ask Goonara what she thought they might use in that circumstance, but I think any new things to focus on and her brain just might melt down,” the captain said. “And I’d bet that the ships deep down the gullet of this thing have probably run out of enough juice for systems as complex as life support a long time ago if Holly’s estimates on the age of these wrecks is accurate. They likely only have enough power for basic illumination. That is, if their lighting elements have low energy requirements like the other ships we saw. In any case, the fresh air would be from up front, trickling farther back.”

      “Man, who knows what kind of crazy things we’ll find back there,” Moose mused.

      “Given what we’ve seen so far, I think we’ll need to be ready for anything. And that’s why I want you to top off your tanks. So, hit the med pod. And, Moose, charge that leg back to one hundred percent ASAP. That’s an order.”

      “Fine. But if that thing comes and sucks out my brains, it’s on you.”

      “Don’t worry. I’m sure it would prefer a much heartier meal,” she shot back with a grin.

      “Gee, thanks, Sadi. You really know how to make a guy feel loved.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Now, go clean up and get some sleep. We head out in the morning.”

      “Technically, there is no sunset in here, so…”

      “Oh, shut up. You know what I mean,” she replied. “I’ll see you two in the a.m., and be sure to pack extra rations. We might be out there a while.”

      Sadira then made her way back to the command center to discuss the day’s events with Holly and try to make sense of just how deep a mess they were really in. It wasn’t all bad, though. Holly, it seemed, had at least one surprise of the pleasant variety for her.

      “You’re saying that you were able to establish a connection with the alien ship’s systems?” she asked.

      “Yes, Captain,” Greater Holly replied. “We are working on deciphering what the signal impulses might mean as we speak. It is unlike any computing language we have ever encountered before.”

      “Well, it is an alien ship in the farthest depths of space, so…”

      “Point well taken. In any case, it appears to be a cache of data relevant only to the internal functioning of the ship. So far as we can tell, anyway. We have sequestered a small, dedicated portion of storage to house the uncompressed stream to decipher later, in case we should lose the connection. It is a rather tenuous one, after all.”

      “Hang on. You’re stealing their data?”

      “Well, when you put it like that… uh, yes, we are. Trying to, at least,” Lesser Holly said. “But we don’t believe there is anything resembling an AI operating this ship. Just a series of automated functions but no true intellect. So, really, it shouldn’t be too difficult to sidestep any security measures. And from what we’ve seen so far, it doesn’t even look like any are in place.”

      “Indeed,” Greater Holly said. “Given the degree of advanced technology we’ve observed, as well as the vast number of alien vessels this craft has swallowed up and successfully contained over its operational life, I think that they have been quite justified in their confidence.”

      “Point taken,” Sadira said. “How about your own power? What’s the status of the warp orb and your other systems?”

      “The warp orb is fine. This power drain doesn’t seem to affect that sort of power supply. At least not in the short term. If we were here for a number of years, however, we could better judge if it would have any sort of effect.”

      “Yeah, let’s not do that,” Sadira said.

      “Not our plan, Captain,” Greater Holly said.

      Lesser Holly continued the thread. “There is the issue of our other power systems draining, however. And faster than we are able to recharge them. As such, we’ve had to prioritize the most essential systems to direct the power flow to.”

      “Good call, Holly. Hopefully we can continue on for some time like this, though I hope we figure a way out of here sooner rather than later.”

      “Ideally, yes,” Greater Holly said. “But there is another concern.”

      Sadira sighed. “Isn’t there always?”

      “Corporal Humphries is fueled by a power cell as well. A rather specialized device, given his unique design.”

      Sadira knew he was a cyborg, of course. But given not only his entirely human appearance, but also his gregarious nature, it was easy to forget he was a metal man inside that flesh exterior.

      “How bad is he, Hol?”

      “He has a robustly reinforced power supply, but this place is nevertheless taking a toll on him,” she replied. “Add to that the drain caused by the two EMPs and—”

      “Wait, two EMPs?”

      “Yes. He and Goonara triggered a minor localized defensive reaction from the ship when he drove the data relay spike into the hull. That drained him further.”

      “What’s the damage?”

      “The corporal is operating at a reduced capacity, for certain. He is in his quarters attempting a trickle charge at this time. A modified apparatus he cobbled together from other componentry since his regular charging unit is not functioning properly after the incident, despite being in deep storage when the EMP hit the ship. It was simply not something we had anticipated requiring at all on this mission, given its relatively short planned duration. His internal power source should last for hundreds of years without further charge.”

      “But Murphy paid us a visit,” Sadira grumbled.

      “Indeed.”

      “Opinions?”

      “He should be able to function relatively normally,” Lesser Holly said. “But for now, he should refrain from heavy exertion and run on a minimal power draw until we get his proper charging unit back online.”

      “But he’s not going to die, is he?”

      “Oh, I should think not,” Greater Holly said. “And with a modicum of care, he should be fine for his regular duties for some time. Especially if he is afforded enough time between shifts to utilize his trickle charger.”

      “All right, then. That settles it. Much as I’d like his expertise on our recon, Hump stays with the ship for the time being. It’s the wisest course of action,” Sadira said.

      “I agree,” Greater Holly said.

      “As do I,” Lesser Holly added. “Shall we wake you if there are any developments?”

      “Oh, I’m not going to punch out for the day just yet,” Sadira replied. “I have a few things I need to do first. Tomorrow’s gonna be a bitch, and I want to be damn sure I’m fully prepared for it.”
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      The Chithiid scientist had barely touched the food Hump had put in her lab space before he headed off to his rack. There were so many better things to do than eat right now. She’d found something utterly novel, and for someone like her that was particularly thrilling. This was science, and she was having the time of her life.

      It was an utterly unexplainable phenomenon she had stumbled upon, which was precisely the sort of thing those who took up careers in this field longed to find. A mystery. Something unique. A challenge. And the ship’s strange composite hull’s reaction to the seemingly innocuous crystal was all three of those things.

      The reaction was relatively minor, but it was utterly fascinating. The glowing crystal somehow shifted the molecular structure of the vessel’s seemingly impervious metal skin. The only thing that affected the solid, yet fluid material.

      Goonara took up her small plasma cutter, switched it on, and placed its cutting edge against the little sample she had managed to acquire. That it had taken thousands of tons of white-hot diamond impacting the deck to loosen even the little sliver she’d pulled free was telling. The metal was far more advanced than any material she, or anyone from their fleet, had ever seen.

      The cutter’s plasma flame edge sputtered up against the sample. She held it there for a full twenty seconds, then switched the device off to examine the fragment. It was unmarred. Unscorched. Utterly undamaged.

      That degree of power would have sliced through solid titanium like butter, but this stuff shrugged it off like a stone bluff ignored a tiny wave slapping against it futilely. Sure, a few thousand years might see a result, but on a normal time frame there would be no noticeable damage.

      She had performed variations of this experiment dozens of times with every type of abrasive, corrosive, and heat source imaginable. And every time the results were the same. Every time, except when she added that one unique element to the mix.

      Goonara picked up the glowing crystal and clamped it into a portable stand on her worktable. She then slid it close to the metal fragment. At first there was no apparent reaction. But looking closely, she could see the jagged edge droop and soften, just a bit.

      She turned on the plasma cutter once more and pulled it across the metal’s surface. This time, a small cut was left in its wake. Not enough to slice the piece in half, but a decent cut all the same. To the naked eye, the damage seemed consistent with a plasma cutter’s usual effect on metal. But Goonara knew that wasn’t the case. She had been performing this experiment repeatedly for hours with different devices, and each time the result was the same.

      She reached out and slid the crystal back across the table, distancing it from the damaged sample. No sooner had the glow of the crystal left the metal than it quickly knit itself back together, healing into a solid piece, seemingly undamaged, just as before.

      “Holly, I think I may need your help with something,” she said to the mighty AI.

      She had been reveling in having this project all to herself, but a good scientist knows when they need a fresh set of eyes. Or, in this case, a massive supercomputer mind to parse all of the mysterious information.

      “Yes, Goonara? What can we help you with?” Lesser Holly asked.

      “It’s easier to explain if I just transfer the data to you to review. I’ve been running a series of experiments on a piece of this vessel’s hull I managed to bring back.”

      “I was unaware you had a sample. I thought Corporal Humphries had only been able to drive the data spike into a small break in the hull.”

      “Well, he did, but I also took a piece that was sheared free. Well, mostly free.”

      “Mostly?”

      “That’s the interesting part. It was not force that made the sample release, but the crystal I gathered in that cave.”

      “Ah, yes, the one you took while you and the captain were rescuing the others not so long ago. A nice bit of harmless radiance, but otherwise a perfectly benign substance.”

      “So I thought as well. But proximity to the hull material shows we were perhaps mistaken in our belief,” she replied as she transferred the data to Holly for review.

      As a supercomputer, it only took a fraction of a second.

      “Oh, that is interesting,” Holly said. “I had looked into the power contained in the crystal when you first brought it back, but there was nothing much out of the ordinary there. But perhaps there is something that can be useful to us after all.”

      “I was thinking the same thing.”

      “Yes, indeed,” Greater Holly said, joining the conversation. “I will dedicate some processing power specifically to this analysis. With some luck, this might prove helpful, though even if we could weaken a portion of the hull, there is clearly no way we could possibly cut our way through this entire ship to escape.”

      “That would be most impossible,” Lesser Holly agreed.

      “Clearly,” Goonara said. “But let’s see what we can learn of this reaction. There may yet be some use for it.”

      “I hope so. It would certainly brighten the captain’s day,” Holly said.

      “I agree,” she replied. “Speaking of which, where is the captain?”

      

      Sadira was working quietly at a table space in the equipment locker compartment and had been for a little while. Given what they’d learned on their first outing, some modifications to the kit they lugged around with them would need to be made. Most importantly was reducing anything that might make noise and give away their positions. A priority now that they knew there were indeed hostiles aboard this vessel.

      That meant they would lose a degree of protection should they actually encounter one of them, but the trade-off meant they could move faster and quieter, and the entire goal was to avoid any conflict entirely.

      They would still be well-armed, of course. But they would shed their bulky helmets and the oxygen units that went with them. The air was breathable enough, and that one change alone would not only save them significant weight, but would also make it easier to squeeze through narrow places without their gear getting stuck.

      “Holly?”

      “Yes, Captain?” she replied.

      “What are the range limits on your bone-conduction comms patches?” she asked as she pulled a small case from the shelf.

      It was no larger than her palm, and inside were a half dozen small adhesive patches designed to stick directly behind the ear, transmitting sound via micro-vibrations in the bones of the skull, allowing the wearer to hear without covering their ears and without any audible noise for an adversary to detect.

      The microphones were built in as well, picking up the faintest of utterances from the wearer and transmitting it to the other users. It was a bit of very high-end spec-ops tech that Corporal Humphries had made sure to add to their kit, but Sadi and the rest of the crew had never used them before. They were still in the experimental stages back on Earth, but Hump had managed to snag them a set regardless. Sometimes it was good being that connected.

      “Range is as good as your normal comms units, if not better,” Holly said. “They’re designed for the most vital of assault and infiltration missions. We lucked out that Corporal Humphries was able to procure them for us. I’m actually surprised he managed to get them released to us for this mission.”

      “Great, they’ll be a huge help to us. Now, what about power? The drain this place has on everything is an issue. From what you’ve seen so far, what do you extrapolate will be the run time of these?”

      “Actually, as they only switch on when there is a signal, they have a negligible power draw when not in use. I would think they should last several days in standby mode, even with the unusual phenomenon aboard this vessel.”

      Sadira smiled and put the case with the rest of her gear. “Excellent. Comms was a concern without helmets, but now we’ll not only have a better field of view and nothing covering our ears and muffling ambient sounds, but we’ll also be able to communicate for longer periods of time, if needed. What do you think about whipping us up some modified bump helmets? We didn’t think to outfit the ship with any open-face stuff.”

      “I can easily generate tactical helmets for future missions, Captain. But I am afraid that with the systems issues caused by the EMP and power drain, the fabrication machinery is offline for the foreseeable future.”

      “I guess we’ll just have to put that on the to-do list for once we bust out of this place,” the captain said.

      “I’m sorry I can’t be of more help,” Holly said. “But at least the warp should remain fully charged for a few centuries before this place might manage to drain its power.”

      “Not that we’d warp while inside this thing.”

      “Obviously not.”

      “But that brings us to another problem. The power cells. As you said, there’s a drain. Our forearm tablets crapped out on the trek back, and without maps it made for a rather unpleasant walk.”

      “Yes, some power cells are less shielded than others.”

      “Is there something we can do to slow the process? To give us longer run-time?” Sadira asked.

      “I do have one idea that should work, but it will make your kit a bit heavier,” Holly replied.

      “Worth it to have power.”

      “And as my fabrication facilities are down, it will also require a bit of assistance to put into action.”

      “You know we’re all happy to do whatever it takes to help you, Hol.”

      “In that case, I need you to gather rocks.”

      Sadira hesitated. “Uh, maybe I didn’t hear you right. It sounded like you said you wanted me to get you some rocks.”

      “Indeed, Captain. But a certain type.”

      “Rocks? Seriously? I know you said it would add some weight, but I didn’t think you wanted us to load up with rocks, Holly.”

      The AI chuckled. “No, it is nothing like that. I merely require a very specific type of rock. I will have Goonara come with you. She knows what we will need, and it is she who will be assisting me in the process once they’re gathered.”

      Sadira ran her fingers through her hair, shook her head, and sighed. “All right, Holly. Tell her I’ll meet her at the airlock. It looks like our super elite alien-seeking space exploration team is putting that stuff on hold. We’re going rock hunting.”
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      It was late morning when the team met in the galley for breakfast and a pre-mission brief. They knew this not by any light or cycling of planets orbiting around a sun, but by the chronos keeping time inside their ship, because the light within the giant vessel never changed from its constant dim flicker.

      Both Moose and Hellatz had slept long and hard, the prior day’s exertion having taken more of a toll on them than they had initially realized. Sadira had slept soundly as well, though not for nearly as long. She and Goonara had been working on Holly’s little project for a few hours after the others had turned in, and for all Sadira knew, the Chithiid scientist may very well have stayed up all night, though she seemed fresh.

      Corporal Humphries, however, was not with them. Sadira had ordered Holly not to wake him from his standby cycle. It was far too vital that his power cell absorb as much of that slow-trickled power as possible. If they needed him, they would need him operating at more than minimal capacity.

      “Are you sure you don’t want me to wake him?” Greater Holly asked as the team gathered and began discussing the day’s mission.

      “Yeah, I’m sure, Hol,” Sadira said. “Leave him in his charging station. He’s an AI, so you can just fill him in with a nice data burst once he’s regained a bit more power. He’s not going to be coming with us anyway, so we might as well let him power up.”

      “You really don’t want him on the mission?” Lesser Holly asked. “He is a tactical spec ops cyborg, after all. I would think that might be of use to you out there.”

      “Yeah, he would be, but we also need to protect the ship. And to protect Goonara.”

      “We are well-armed.”

      “Yeah, she’s got four of them,” Mustafa joked.

      “Does that one ever get old?” Hellatz sighed.

      “I’ll let you know when it does,” Moose shot back with a grin.

      “Fucking toddlers, you two,” Sadira said, sighing and shaking her head. “Anyway, that mechanoid thing wasn’t all that far from here when Hump and Goonara came upon it, and neither was our prisoner. If hostiles are getting close, we need him here to repel them if need be.”

      “Again, we are well—”

      “Without using the big weapons,” the captain added. “If we start lighting people up with pulse fire, who knows how far that sound will travel, not to mention the reflected light from the hull strobing all over the damn place. The last thing we want is to give the enemy a roadmap right to the ship. We still seem to be unnoticed for now, and that’s an advantage I would very much like to maintain. Once the element of surprise is gone, there’s no getting it back.”

      Moose and Goonara nodded their agreement, and even Hellatz had to admit she had a good point, though he had other concerns on his mind.

      “You know, there’s still the big demon-looking thing,” he said. “It’s only a matter of time before he and his friends do stumble upon the ship.”

      “You’re absolutely right,” she agreed. “And that’s why this mission is vital. We have to get out there and go deep and figure out what’s really going on in here before they do find us. Because once they do, if they come back with any numbers and we’re all inside the ship, there’s a very real chance we’ll be blocked in and lose any chance of escape.”

      “Sans blasting, that is,” Moose noted.

      “Yes. Sans blasting,” she said. “But it looks like there are multiple threats on our plate, so we still want to try to keep the number that we have to deal with as small as possible.”

      “The mechanized spider thing?” he asked.

      “You know it.”

      “Yeah, something like that might actually be able to breach Holly’s defenses if it has the same tech as the rest of this place,” Moose said.

      “But we don’t even know if it is definitely a part of this thing,” Sadira said. “For all we know, it could have arrived with one of the other crashed ships. There’s just too damn much we don’t know.”

      Goonara raised her hand and softly cleared her throat.

      “You don’t have to raise your hand, Goon. This isn’t school,” Moose said. “What’s on your mind?”

      “Oh, it’s just that from what Corporal Humphries and I noted when we saw it in action, the machine is most likely taking samples of debris within this container vessel and cataloging it. I don’t think it will be posing us much of a threat.”

      “Let’s hope you’re right,” Sadira said. “But we can’t risk complacency. We need to get as much intel as possible in as short a time as we can. And that means we go hard and fast to our previous stopping point, then press on as directly as we’re able.”

      Moose rubbed the stubble on his chin. “That’s all great, Cap, but this place sucks the juice right out of our gear,” he said as he placed a power cell on the table.

      Their fluffy pink mascot came out of nowhere and leapt onto his lap, where she circled a few times, then flopped down comfortably. The power cell’s charge drained in a flash, her fur putting out a faint golden glow as it did. Turd looked up at Mustafa with loving eyes and even purred a little.

      “Between Turd and this place we’ll be out of power in days,” Hellatz groaned.

      “Oh, relax. It’s rechargeable, and she’s been very good about her reduced number of power treats,” Moose replied.

      It was a good thing, too, because the little creature was more than capable of sucking the whole ship dry if she was in a foul mood and hungry. But regular food seemed to suffice, and the periodic little power cell treats kept her calm and happy.

      What’s more, her own power did not seem to drain along with the ship’s equipment for some reason. Perhaps it was just a fluke of biology, but Turd was the most stable energy supply around, next to the warp system.

      “Your point is well-taken, Moose, but we’ve figured out a workaround,” Sadira said. “Though you’re going to have to cut back on her treats a little more to make them last, just in case. Will that be a problem?”

      “Nah, she’s a good girl. I’m sure we’ll be fine.”

      “Good. The last thing we need is your pet losing her cool and causing problems if we make off with her snacks. Now, we’ll each have to carry a lot of extra power cells with us while we’re out there—”

      “But, Captain, they drain. We learned this from our last disastrous outing, if you recall,” Hellatz said.

      “I wouldn’t call it a disaster,” she replied, “but yes, it was less than ideal. However, there is always something of a learning curve, and this was no different. But now we have a workaround.”

      “Workaround?” Hellatz asked.

      “Yeah. Holly, Goonara, and I did a little work after you two turned in last night, and it seems to protect them from energy drain, at least a bit.”

      Sadira placed a small, thin box on the table and opened it. Inside were a number of power cells nestled together. She then reached into her pocket, pulled out another power cell, and placed it beside the box.

      “Look at the charges,” she said. “They were all topped off at the same time.”

      The others leaned in close.

      “The ones in the box are at ninety-two percent,” Moose said. “But the other one is at sixty.”

      Sadira grinned. “Yep. The shielding works, for the most part.”

      Moose picked up the box. “Damn, Cap, that’s heavy.”

      “Well, it was a trade off,” she said. “You see, we fabricated the boxes from lead.”

      “Lead? It’s clever, I admit, but how did you even manage to get the fabricators functional? I thought they were offline.”

      “Oh, we didn’t. Goonara and I went out and collected rocks. Lots and lots of rocks, but only the ones with lead in them. Holly smashed them up for us with a hydraulic press, and then Goonara did a bit of smelting in her lab.”

      “It was really most exciting,” the Chithiid said. “To be working the way our ancient forefathers did? It’s such a different process than I’ve ever been a part of before.”

      “Yes, because it’s inefficient,” Hellatz noted.

      “We did not have much of a choice,” she replied. “In any case, by using locally sourced ore, in addition to providing shielding to the power cells, the lead was already aboard this ship.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Meaning if the mechanoid surveying this place should come around, it is one less thing to catch its attention. If all goes as hoped, it would just recognize it as something it has already cataloged and move on.”

      Moose nodded appreciatively. “Nice job, Goon. I mean it. That’s some really clever thinking.”

      “Thank you. But we still don’t know if that aspect of the containers will work as hoped.”

      “Hey, at least it keeps our stuff from draining power like a bucket full of holes,” he replied. “That’s a good enough start for me.” He turned to his captain. “Now, what’s the plan?”
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      The small forearm tablets on their suits had powered back on in no time once they were within range of the ship’s wireless charging systems, as had the small flashlights and drained power cells the team had stashed in their pockets.

      Moose and Sadira’s limbs required a more robust link, however, and only the hardline connections direct from the ports located throughout the ship provided a strong enough current to do the job. It was disconcerting to say the least. The power packs in their replacement extremities were supposed to be good for ten years without recharging, and they’d topped them off less than a year ago. This vessel’s power-draining phenomenon was very quickly beginning to look like even more of a problem than they’d originally thought. And they’d thought it was a big one.

      “Make sure to keep this somewhere safe,” Sadira said as she handed out a small tubular capsule to each of her team. “Holly got the unit working enough to print them up for us this morning. If we do wind up losing power again, these are hard copies of everything we’ve mapped out so far. They should be able to get us back to the ship in a pinch.”

      The maps were small and quite thin, printed on one of the strongest waterproof and tear-resistant materials they had. A fabricated vellum that would easily withstand most environmental issues they might encounter on a normal planet. In this place, however, safe from rain, salt water, and the rest of the usual threats they might face upon landing, they were likely a bit of overkill. But when facing the unknown, the captain preferred to be over prepared than under.

      The tubes were no larger than a finger and were sealed with a simple compression screw cap. Just the right size to tuck into the myriad little pockets on their recon suits. Perfect for their needs, but for one issue. They would require a bit of old-fashioned navigation sans electronic assistance. Something all of them were quite out of practice doing. They hoped not to need them, though, and in any case, if they were forced to break them out, it was at least better than walking around blind.

      The weapons were all fully charged, and backup power packs were added to each of their kits. They had no desire to engage the locals, but after seeing the terrifying stone-skinned creature they worried whether their pulse rifles would even damage such a being.

      “Let’s not find out,” Sadira said when Hellatz raised that particular issue. “We’re on a recon mission only. The last thing we want is a fight.”

      “Amen to that,” Moose agreed.

      The trio had departed early after reviewing their plotted course and plan of action over a hearty breakfast. With the added weight of the additional power cells they would each be carrying, along with the lead casing protecting them, they’d be burning through more calories than a triathlete by the time they completed their task.

      They made good time backtracking to the point they had turned back from the prior day, though they changed course briefly to re-map and store the path to the area where they had found the pool of blood. Where they’d seen the demon-looking alien beast.

      It had been a very quick detour, and there had been no further sign of violence in the area. No more blood. No evidence of a fight. No body. And no huge stone-skinned alien.

      None of them wanted anything to do with that creature, and there was no telling if it would be back. But with their gear fully functional, and with a few additions, such as sound-enhancing pickups clipped to their suits, they would at least be warned of any approaching footsteps by the devices long before their less-sensitive meat ears would pick them up.

      “Hey, you see those?” Mustafa asked as he squatted down to better examine what looked like just another towering asteroid chunk.

      “See what?” Hellatz asked. “It’s a rock.”

      “Yeah, but look.”

      “I am looking.”

      “Look closer.”

      “Ugh. Fine,” the Chithiid grumbled, but when he bent lower, his expression changed. “Oh.”

      “Yeah, right?”

      Sadira had seen it as well. What looked like a few scratches in the iron and stone of the rock itself. In fact, she’d noticed similar markings as they’d been walking. She quickly made note of it in her tablet, dropping a pin on the location.

      “Someone’s been marking their own trail,” she said, snapping pictures of the markings. “I’ve seen other scratches kind of like this on the way.”

      “But what do they signify?” Moose wondered. “I mean, an arrow would be nice.”

      “Why would an alien culture use the same symbols we use? For all we know, that is an arrow. Just their version of one.”

      “Or a big ‘Keep Out’ sign,” he added.

      Sadira would have chuckled at his attempt to lighten the mood if their situation wasn’t so tenuous. “Look at the size of the rust flakes that formed on it. The moisture content in the air is low in here. Whoever made that did it a pretty long time ago,” she said, then kept moving. They had to go deeper into the ship.

      Much deeper.

      “Holly, I’m sending you some images,” Sadira said over her bone-conduction mic. “I want you to catalog them whenever we come across one and see if you can come up with a key to what they mean.”

      “Happy to oblige, Captain,” Greater Holly said. “And your signal is loud and clear. The comms are functioning perfectly.”

      “Let’s hope that continues. So far there are no power drops of any significance, but we’ve only been out here a relatively short while. And once we get farther back in the ship there’s no telling if the drain will get better or worse. In any case, we’ll be staying off comms to preserve power as much as possible. Okay, once more into the unknown. Eyes and ears open, weapons low-ready. Only shoot if you absolutely have no other choice. Come on, campers, we’ve got a trek ahead of us.”

      They covered a fair amount of ground considering the attention they were now paying to not only looking for hostiles and crashed ships, but also for markings that might have been made, several of which they did indeed find. They also came across more burned out and wrecked ships of a dizzyingly wide variety of styles.

      Whether they were different models from one race or a collection from multiple cultures was unknown. What was clear was the one constant factor they noted. The deeper into the ship they moved, the more stripped the wrecks were, until they could find almost nothing with even enough power to keep its lights on.

      The life support systems of those had died long ago, clearly, and as a result, the air quality was decreasing as well as the illumination, which was slowly being replaced with more of the dim, flickering glow of fires reflected off the hull than the running lights of downed craft.

      “Holly, I need you to do a little math for me,” Sadira said after they passed yet another gutted wreck. It was a fairly large vessel with wide corridors likely designed for a rather robust species.

      “I am an AI,” Lesser Holly said. “I’d be thrilled to do some math for you.”

      “Great. We’ve pinned the locations of all of the ships we’ve come across. I want you to break them down by density and location and see if there’s any sort of pattern to it. We’re at ground level here and really can’t get that bird’s-eye view of the situation.”

      “You want me to determine if there is a specific manner in which the downed ships are arranged?”

      “Yes.”

      “Very well. Done.”

      “Already?”

      “As I said, I’m an AI. Math is kind of my strong suit. In any case, based on what I’ve compiled from your data so far, it doesn’t appear that there is any pattern to the distribution of wreckage. It looks like each derelict landed wherever its trajectory took it as it was sucked in, then over time was pushed farther back as more debris was accumulated.”

      “So just a giant mouth swallowing anything it finds?”

      “As we hypothesized, yes.”

      “Okay, thanks, Hol.”

      “My pleasure, Captain. Oh, and there’s one other thing I did calculate while going over the data.”

      “Yes?”

      “If the general density of derelict craft per square kilometer holds roughly true throughout this vessel, which your survey so far seems to support, then there should be well over a hundred downed ships in here. And that suggests that this vessel, while slow moving at present, must have some sort of warp capability. The odds of sucking up that many at non-warp speeds, even in a few thousand years, are incredibly slim.”

      Sadira and the others shared a look.

      “That’s a lot of ships,” Moose said.

      “And a lot of different races,” Hellatz added.

      “And possibly survivors,” Sadira said. “But the question is, where the hell are they all?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      The team proceeded deeper down the proverbial gullet of the whale-like ship that had swallowed them whole. Them, and a vast amount of others, it appeared.

      The pathways were not quite as wide as they had been when they started their trek, but they were still more than adequate for them to walk side by side, though lacking the breadth of the more distant areas.

      “Compacted together over the years as more stuff pushed back, I’d wager,” Moose said as he examined the stripped-bare remains of a small ship that had been crumpled like a tin can between two large, metal-rich asteroid chunks. “This doesn’t look like it was a single impact that did it.”

      “No, you’re right,” Hellatz agreed. “And no one could have crawled in through that mess to ransack it if it was already like this.”

      He was right. Down to the wiring, the whole thing had been pulled to pieces until only the bits that were too stubborn to come free remained. It was the most deconstructed craft they’d come across yet. Likely one of the less advanced races, judging by what they could make out of its fabrication technique. It was space-worthy, but nowhere near as advanced as the other downed craft they’d seen thus far.

      “Come on, we’ve still got a ways to go,” Sadira said, pushing ahead.

      They’d come across several other wrecks on this recon outing so far, and if Holly’s estimates were correct, that meant there were many more on all sides of them if they just took a different path. But that wasn’t the goal. Not this time. In fact, they were bypassing the crashed ships entirely, making note of their locations and quickly moving on. It wasn’t wrecks they were looking for. It was survivors.

      “You smell that?” Moose asked.

      “How could I miss it?” Sadira replied. “The air is definitely a good deal smokier back here.”

      “Good thing I did that hyperbaric O2 boost before heading out. Glad you recommended it.”

      “Ordered, if you recall.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Mustafa chuckled. “Well, thanks, Sadi. The air is not the best.”

      “But not particularly horrible,” Hellatz said. “Considering it is the main source of illumination in this area as well, we should be grateful it’s not toxic. Who knows what they’re burning?”

      It was indeed far darker in this part of the ship. The ambient light seemed to dance and flicker much more than the outer section, where other derelict ships were still intact and emitting light and scrubbing the air. But their eyes had grown accustomed to it by now. Much like walking around at the fading end of dusk, everything was still visible; it just sometimes took a while to make out shapes.

      “How come it’s got a dirt floor back here but not where we landed?” Moose asked.

      Hellatz crouched and examined the soil. “This appears likely to have been rock in the recent past.”

      “But it’s dirt now.”

      “Yes. Because it’s been worn down by feet over the centuries, I would imagine,” the pilot replied.

      Moose looked all around them. Every single pathway was a dirt one.

      “Shiiiiiit,” he said. “That’s a lot of feet. And that’s a really long time.”

      “Yeah, well, I have no intention of us sticking around that long,” Sadira said. “I want out of here, and I mean yesterday.”

      She was about to expound on that thought when a shriek rang out, echoing off of the rocks around them.

      “Where did that come from?” Sadira hissed, looking all around, her weapon up and ready.

      “Not sure, with the Doppler coming off the stone, but I’m pretty confident it’s that way,” Moose said.

      Sadira didn’t waste a moment longer. “With me!”

      They raced along the pathway, the dirt muffling their footfalls far better than the bare metal had a few miles out. Corporal Humphries would have been proud of them, moving in formation, ready for anything. They were doing what so few ever did. They were rushing toward danger rather than away from it. The sign of true people of action.

      Another shrill cry, louder this time, confirmed they were on the right track. Sadira quickened her pace, Moose and Hel close behind. The thing they failed to consider was the trio, while having participated in the Great War, and having been further trained in combat in the years after, were a flight team, not a ground assault squad. This was not their area of expertise, no matter how nifty their tactical toys might be, and if they got into a real fight, things could get ugly, and fast.

      Despite her desire to rescue whoever was in harm’s way, Sadira knew in the back of her mind that they simply couldn’t rush into the fray like white knights from another world. The first part of the word ‘tactics’ was crucial. Namely, tact. If they charged that stone-skinned beast, there was a very good chance their weapons would be ineffective. And if that happened, there was no telling how the tide might shift.

      Sadira held up her hand, motioning for the others to stop. There were multiple voices, all speaking some harsh, guttural language. She motioned for the others to move back around the boulder separating them from the hostiles and pointed up. They nodded their understanding and quietly climbed up with her for a better vantage point from which to assess the situation.

      They were immediately glad they had made that decision.

      There was a bipedal alien with spindly arms and legs swinging a sharpened length of metal wildly at what must have been at least a dozen filthy, burly brutes of all manner of alien races. The defending creature was wounded, it seemed, a green patch of blood showing through its clothing, which was more akin to a one-piece swimsuit than the space variety. The trickle slowly ran down its leg, staining the soil at its feet.

      The alien’s shiny skin was almost frog-like in appearance, a vibrant yellow with deep green stripes running the length of its limbs. Its head was oddly shaped, as if there was a wide ridge of bone protecting it from beneath its ear holes all the way up. A few small gashes trickled blood down its face.

      Its attackers were varied in nature, several of them being shorter, stocky beings with coarse brick-red fur covering their torsos while their heads were hairless and jet-black. Others were taller and more wiry in build, their elongated necks almost comical if not for the gleaming tusks jutting from their lips. A pair of the four-legged creatures of which Hump had taken prisoner were circling their prey as well, jabbing at it with nasty-looking spears.

      All were wearing a variety of implements strapped to their bodies, like a hunting party of indigenous tribesmen from Earth’s past. But this wasn’t Earth, and that was not a wild boar they were after.

      The yellow alien swung its weapon and bared its teeth, revealing a maw full of razor-sharp fangs ready to rip and shred. It was clear why no one wanted to be the one to rush close and bear the brunt of them. Thus, it appeared to be a standoff.

      A net flew overhead from the rock behind the defender, dropping over its head and torso, quickly cinching up tight, yanking it off its feet. The alien hit the ground hard, a small puff of dust floating skyward from the impact.

      The others did not hesitate, descending upon it with clubs and fists, brutally beating the helpless creature until it slid into unconsciousness.

      A huge, broad-shouldered beast of a being scrambled down from the rock from which he had thrown the net and shouted something to the smaller hunters. They all scurried back immediately, apparently not about to challenge the alpha predator’s claim. The creature looked almost like a Yeti with its size and musculature, though its fur was matted and dark with colored pastes and what appeared to be dried blood. Given this display, it was likely not its own.

      “Holly, are you getting all of this?” Sadira whispered into her comms. “I need a translation, ASAP.”

      The AI’s voice came through clearly in her head. “I’ll work on it, Captain. But without more speech and some sort of key to go by, this could take a while.”

      Sadira knew the sound was just being conducted into her head by the bone over which the patch was stuck, but she couldn’t help but feel the alien brutes would hear and turn at any moment.

      “Do what you can, Holly,” she said as the quadrupedal members of the alien goon squad slid their spears through the net and hoisted the unconscious alien into the air, then began walking the other way.

      Moose looked at his captain. “An escaped captive, maybe?”

      “No way to tell,” she replied. “But it looks like we’re about to get a guided tour to their camp, wherever that may be. Make sure your tablets have fresh power cells, and let’s get moving. Drop pins as we go. A clear way out will be a top priority, got it?”

      “Aye, Captain,” he replied.

      “I’m ready,” Hellatz said.

      “Okay, stay quick and stay quiet. We have no idea what we’re walking into, so be alert and avoid engaging at all costs,” Sadira said. “Get in, get intel, get out, clear?”

      “Got it, Cap.”

      “Okay, then. Follow me.”
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      Sadira’s adrenaline was pumping on high-flow through her system. Everyone’s was, and though they were far better armed than the hostiles, the spaceship crew was acutely aware that while they were exceptionally skilled in the cockpit, fighting on land was a whole other beast, and despite their pulse rifles, they were outnumbered and at a disadvantage.

      The ground was entirely dirt at this point, which, while comforting in that it kept their footsteps muffled, was also disquieting given the apparent depth of the soil. Rocks had been walked on and worn down for a very long time, it seemed. And by far more feet than just those of the group they were shadowing.

      Power was holding in their tablets for now. The speed with which they had trekked to this point had spared them the necessity of swapping them out yet, though the energy draw of constantly dropping location pins was beginning to spike the power consumption. Sooner than later, it would be time to dig into the shielded stash of power cells. But not just yet.

      There were increasing signs of civilization, if you could call it that. Areas of rock chipped away to make larger clearings, for one. Cutouts where food stores were kept. Water collection apparatuses running from a few stripped ships that still had a tiny bit of power to reclaim clean water from waste fluids. And there were gardens.

      The vegetables growing were unlike any the humans had ever seen. Small, heavy-looking pods with what seemed to be a dense skin, elongated tubers that grew partly atop the soil rather than beneath it, and clusters of leaves with celery-like stalks of a bright yellow to name a few.

      “Similar to a crop on Taangaar,” their Chithiid pilot said. “A fantastic source of protein and fluids. The plant pulls moisture from the air as much as the soil.”

      “You know this stuff? They’ve been to your world?” Moose whispered.

      “No, not exactly. But it’s definitely related. At some point, seeds must have been taken to other worlds, and from there they spread and cross pollinated. No telling if this is the original strain or that which grows on my home planet.”

      Moose squatted down and examined a stalk, then scooped up a pinch of the damp soil. He took one whiff and wrinkled his nose, tossing it to the ground. “Shit.”

      “What’s the matter?” Sadira asked.

      “No, I mean, it’s shit.”

      “Oh.”

      Hellatz grinned. “Fertilizer is fertilizer, and they had to find some way to make this soil fecund enough to grow produce. I imagine the crushed space rocks were a bit lacking in organic nutrients.”

      “Still,” Moose grumbled, wiping his hand on a rock.

      “Shh,” Sadira hissed, then crept farther ahead, following the path deeper into the alien survivors’ territory.

      They were still relatively close to the group and could hear their garrulous laughter clearly. Coming home to the safety of their own turf seemed to have lightened their mood quite a bit.

      But in addition to the chattering of the alien hunting party, there was something else in the air. A strange chittering sound that sounded distinctly more critter-like than person-like. The trio carefully peered around the next bend in the pathway and saw the culprits as they crept into an open clearing.

      The creatures nearest them were an odd mix. Their bodies looked somewhat like those of giant capybaras, but their faces were odd, tentacle-chinned things, and quite hideous to look at.

      “Looks like some sort of livestock,” Moose quietly said, eyeing the buckets nearby. “Looks like they use them for milk.”

      Hellatz crinkled his nose and sniffed the air. “Smells like they maybe barbecue them as well.”

      “Damn, Cthulhu’s gonna be pissed,” Sadira whispered, creeping ahead.

      The pens holding the animals were fairly long, hugging the rock wall with an enclosure built not of wood, for none grew here, but rather, of all sorts of metal and composite wreckage, bound together with all manner of fasteners, from stripped wire to bent metal sheeting.

      “If they’re farming and raising livestock, maybe they developed an agrarian society,” Moose said optimistically. “A society of farmers, working the land, or at least what land they could create. Maybe things are finally starting to look up for us.”

      Sadira stopped in her tracks, her eyes focusing on the cages and holding pens at the far end of the open space. Her grip on her pulse rifle tightened just a bit. She glanced at Moose.

      “You were saying?”

      He shifted his gaze to better see what she had been looking at. It only took a moment for his eyes to adjust in the dim light and realize what was being held there. It wasn’t livestock. It looked like an assortment of higher-intellect creatures. And if their general appearance wasn’t enough to make that clear, the hodgepodge collection of space suits and alien attire they were wearing certainly was.

      “Prisoners,” he whispered.

      “Could there be rival factions from other ships in here?” Moose wondered.

      It seemed as possible an explanation as any. There were at least a dozen different aliens in the pens of varying sizes, colors, and appearance. It was a menagerie of species the likes of which humanity had never imagined, and they were all prisoners. Not exactly the first contact Sadira had been hoping for.

      She overcame her surprise and quickly snapped images of as many as she could from their vantage point in the shadows that concealed them as they crept past at the opposite side of the clearing. Things had just become complicated. A lot more complicated. But one point held true. This was a recon mission, not a rescue. Once they knew what was going on, maybe that could change. But for now at least, this was strictly get in, gather intel, and get out.

      Sadira crouched low and moved fluidly so as not to draw any unwanted attention to herself as she and the others snuck to the opposite end of the open area. The pathway diverged there, one branch leading into what appeared to be a latrine of sorts, judging by the stench coming from the dark area just past the bend in the rocks.

      The other path led to a din of activity. This was ground zero for the troupe that had captured the hapless alien, and the drops of green blood pointed the way to where they’d gone. But the humans and their Chithiid friend could not hope to blend in. Not here. There was no way for them to continue forward.

      “Sadi,” Moose said in a hush, waving her over to the foul-smelling fecal repository.

      “No, Moose. I’m not going in there.”

      “We don’t have to. Look,” he said, pointing to a gap in the jumble of rocks at ground level.

      She crouched down and looked at what he was showing her. The light showing a few meters through the gap made it all clear. The rocky space was actually big enough for a relatively lean person to fit in, and it led right to the adjoining area. The one they couldn’t step into. But if someone were to crawl on their belly, it would be possible to survey the area from cover. And with their forearm tablets still functional, they could even share a video feed so they all saw what the situation was.

      “I hate to say it, Cap. But you’re the smallest of us.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” she said, handing Moose her pulse rifle. “Just keep your eyes open, cover my back, and be ready to bolt if we have to.”

      “You got it,” he replied, a pulse rifle ready in each hand as he and Hel crouched in the shadows while Sadira slid through the gap on her stomach.

      It wasn’t a terribly difficult crawl, and she made it to the far end in no time. And what she saw was amazing. Amazing and unsettling. Things were even more complicated than they’d thought, it seemed.
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      Though the vantage point was quite low—ground level, in fact—Sadira had a very clear view of the sprawling common area she and her team had wisely not followed the alien group into. The open space was at least twenty meters across, much of that expanded room carved out of the surrounding stone over the years.

      Relatively symmetrical cut-outs in the rock climbed up the larger of the towering asteroids that made up one side of the area, forming what appeared to be small stone residences from what Sadira could see. Handholds that served as ladders ran up the steep faces at regular intervals, providing access to the dizzying mix of alien men and women who were buzzing about. And there were a lot of them. Sadira swept the area with the pinpoint lenses on her tablet, sending the images back to Moose and Hellatz, as well as Holly, if she was able to receive them from this distance.

      This wasn’t just some little camp of survivors. It was a full-blown shantytown. A society built up from the wreckage of what looked like dozens of diverse alien species all living together in a rag-tag commune. And judging by the deference the men carrying the captured yellow-skinned alien were given as they strode in like a victorious army returning from the wars, it was one where the strongest ruled. And they were clearly the ones fitting that description.

      The group carrying the prisoner marched across the expanse to an area flanked by a few pens and corrals. It seemed like they were going to imprison the wounded alien, lock it in a cage like the others. Interestingly, there were a few of its own species intermingled with the mix of locals. Those, however, were clad in an assortment of sashes with various bits of decoration attached to them, along with crude tools hanging from their gear. They were residents, not captives, apparently.

      The large alien who had thrown the net roughly pushed the pair of four-legged pole bearers aside and unwrapped the captured alien. The others said nothing, merely moving out of its way.

      The hairy beast quickly bound its captive’s hands with a length of braided wire that lay coiled on the ground before marching it to a crudely formed stone column. The trailing end was quickly tied off to a stout metal bar that had been bent into a rough ring around the rock’s circumference.

      The yellow-and-green alien was injured and groggy from its beating, but it nevertheless managed to stand tall while its captor yelled out something unintelligible into the air.

      Heads popped out of the holes in the rocks, and others stopped their tasks to come see the commotion. It afforded Sadira the opportunity to better view the many alien varieties living together in this place. And from what she could tell from where she lay, this large Yeti-like alien appeared to be the leader. A beast of a king overseeing a tough, Lord-of-the-Flies-esque hodgepodge of survivors deposited here over the centuries.

      The enormous alien seemed satisfied with the attention it had garnered and untied the prisoner, walking the poor alien toward what looked like a big disc approximately two meters across. She zoomed in her camera to better see the details. It was made of scrap. A large hammered circle of metal, and rather thin. Was it some kind of stage? Or a display platform? It was concave, but not nearly enough to reflect light in any particular manner.

      The assembled group began to chant, though they had no idea what the jumble of sounds meant.

      “Is that a gong?” Moose asked over her comms. “That thing it’s standing on.”

      “I don’t know,” Sadira whispered back, their specialized bone-conduction patches keeping the conversation unheard by any but the conversants.

      “Maybe it’s going to pick it up and hit it with a mallet? Some kind of dinner bell, maybe?”

      “No idea, Moose. But do you see how many races are out there? Holly, are you getting any of this?”

      There was a long pause, then the AI spoke. “Your signal is quite weak, Captain. But yes, I am receiving images, though there is a terrible lag, it would appear.”

      The line squelched with static a moment.

      “Holly?”

      “The signal is fading,” he said. “Energy moves oddly in this vessel. At your distance, I fear we will lose connection any moment.”

      “Shit, copy that. We’ll head back shortly. How many species have you made out so far?”

      “At least twenty-two, though I suspect there are more.”

      “Any idea what they might be—”

      The leader turned from the chanting crowd and grabbed the prisoner roughly by the bony ridge on its head while its other hand drew a knife from its belt and slit the captive’s throat. Green blood sprayed out, but the beast did not let go, even as the dying alien thrashed in its grip. In fact, the hairy alien seemed energized by the bloody spectacle, and the crowd seemed likewise enraptured.

      With one motion, it drove the blade into the alien’s chest just below the neck, but this time forced the sharp metal downward, slicing open its torso from top to bottom. It was a gruesome sight, and Sadira fought down the hot tang of bile in the back of her throat as she watched the alien’s entrails spill out of its twitching body in a rush of unidentifiable organs.

      It wasn’t conscious any more, but its body spasmed a few more times before finally falling still. The towering alien dropped the body unceremoniously and stepped away, surveying the energized crowd.

      At any other time, Sadira would have heaved up the contents of her stomach with great violence. But the desire to not become the next victim was more powerful than her visceral reaction, and she managed to force herself to take a deep breath, followed by another until the urge had subsided.

      The other captive aliens, she noted, were all looking away from the spectacle. Not in horror, but from what appeared to be unsettled resignation. They’d seen this before. They just didn’t want to be next.

      “Sadi, they just executed that guy,” Moose hissed over comms. “No beatings, no trial, nothing.”

      She was about to answer when a flurry of movement caught her eye. A group of females, or so she thought judging by the look of those with more identifiable morphology, were rushing to the body with carrying vessels, along with small knives in their hands. Like piranha, they quickly set to work as a group, slicing out the choice bits of entrails and separating them into different baskets.

      In a flash they were done, scurrying off to the far corner of the clearing, where several small fires were burning. Sadira hadn’t paid them much attention when they first arrived; there was so much more going on to catch her eye. But now she was beginning to realize what was actually going on.

      Two men with long knives walked to the body next and quickly flayed the skin, pulling it off as if they were skinning a deer. They then drove a long pole through the carcass and hoisted it between them, carrying it over to the hot coals of a low-burning fire and placing it on the spit to roast. As they did so, a group of children rushed to the metal disc and picked it up from the soil, carrying it to where the women had taken the entrails. They poured the blood that had been collected in it during the slaughter into one of the steaming pots. It wasn’t a gong, she realized. It was a blood-catcher.

      Sadira’s attention was now most definitely not on the aliens themselves but on the other things in the area. Especially the remains.

      There were bones piled high in a cutout in the stone nearest what appeared to be the cooking area. And they were mostly long bones. Far too long to be from the smaller livestock creatures. And they’d been picked clean.

      “You guys seeing this?”

      “We see it,” Hellatz whispered.

      “They’re goddamn cannibals, Cap,” Moose said.

      “Technically, they’re not cannibals if it’s a different species,” Hellatz noted.

      “That really doesn’t make me feel any better about it.”

      “Obviously,” the pilot replied as he studied the images on his tablet. “Captain, please pan to the left a little. The edge of the bone pile.”

      Sadira did as he asked, another jumble of bones coming into frame. It took a moment for the image to resolve in the dim light, but the Chithiid saw what he was looking for immediately.

      “Those are Ra’az bones,” he said of the few enormous pieces in the pile. “Not many, but I would know them anywhere.”

      “Ra’az? Here?” Moose said. “I thought we’d killed off the last of those bastards.”

      “We all thought so. But they still had many ships out in the depths of space when the war ended. It’s entirely possible one was sucked up by this vessel.”

      “And being complete assholes, they likely tried to fight rather than make friends,” Moose said. “Glad to see they met an unpleasant end for it.”

      “I don’t care how they died,” Hel said. “What I do care about is this means there’s a Ra’az ship somewhere in here. And if we can find it, that’s tech we understand.”

      “You want to steal a Ra’az ship?”

      “It’s almost surely stripped by now. But we don’t need it to fly. We just need its star charts. If they’re still intact, we might be able to find our way home.”

      “Speaking of home, we need to get out of here, and I mean now,” Sadira said as she climbed free of the gap in the stone. “Our signal with Holly is spotty at best this far back. We’re getting clear and letting the others know what’s up. You all good with that?”

      “Since when is this a democracy?” Moose asked.

      “It isn’t. I was being nice,” she replied. “Let’s go.”
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      The trek away from the killing ground was a pretty clear shot. They’d followed the hunting party in, and had dropped tracking pins along the way, so backtracking was quite straightforward. But there was just one problem, and it wasn’t the rapidly draining power cells. They swapped out for hot ones as soon as they’d gotten low.

      No, the real problem now was the sound of approaching voices coming from behind them, just past the corrals. Their way out. They were trapped, and had nowhere to go.

      “Sadi, there’s more coming!” Moose hissed.

      “I know, I know.”

      “There’s nowhere to go.”

      She briefly considered trying to enter the corrals with the prisoners, but the likelihood of a commotion bringing them to the newcomers’ attention was far too great. They were safe in the shadows, but once they were in plain view, all it would take was one of the caged aliens saying something to ruin it all.

      The options were shitty and shittier. Literally in this case.

      “Back in there,” she said, moving toward the latrine dead end.

      “But what if—”

      “Climb, Hel,” she urged. “Use all of those arms of yours and get high, up in the shadows where the firelight doesn’t reach. It’s dark back there, and you should be safe.”

      “What if one of them comes back to take a leak?” Moose asked, already reaching for a handhold.

      “If they do, you hold perfectly still. Unless they look up when they pee you’ll be okay.”

      “Where are you going to go?” Moose asked with a slight gag to his voice as they moved deeper into the stench.

      “I’m going low,” she said, already on her belly, but this time sliding backward into the crawlspace feet first. “Just stay quiet and hang on. Hopefully they’ll pass by quickly and we can bug out of here.”

      The voices were much louder, and there simply was no other option, so Moose and Hellatz scrambled up the stone and wedged themselves in the shadowy part as best they could while their captain scooted back into her hidey hole.

      It was a good thing they had moved quickly. The number of voices was easily over a dozen, and they’d have stood very little chance of overwhelming that many opponents, especially on their own turf. One of them, a stout fellow just shy of two meters tall with massive shoulders that looked like someone had cut bowling balls in half and stuck them under his thick, rhino-like skin, peeled off from the others and came trotting straight to their hiding place.

      From where they were hiding above, Moose and Hellatz couldn’t see exactly what was going on, but Sadira was not so lucky. And even though she’d never asked for an up-close-and-personal lesson in alien reproductive physiology, she got one when she saw the massive unit the man possessed.

      He relieved himself into the large pot that served as a catch basin with a seemingly endless stream. Whatever their diet consisted of, the result was quite possibly the most foul-smelling urine any of them had ever had the displeasure of encountering. But after the slaughter they had witnessed, a bit of stinky piss wasn’t going to make anyone lose their breakfast. Not by a long shot.

      Someone called out from the passing group, and the fellow shouted back over his shoulder, then tucked his bits away and hurried off to join them. A few minutes went by, the team staying well-hidden in place to be extra sure there were no stragglers bringing up the rear. Finally, Sadira crawled out of her hole and called the others down.

      “Did you see that?” Hellatz asked.

      “I saw more than I wanted to, let me tell ya,” Sadira replied.

      “No, not that. I mean his attire.”

      “I couldn’t really see it from where I was. Just a bunch of crap dangling from cordage.”

      “And a vest,” Hellatz said with a grim look in his eye. “A tanned leather of a familiar variety.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yellow, with green stripes, though darkened with wear.”

      Sadira felt a little flip flop in her stomach. They had captured the yellow-and-green aliens before, it seemed, and not ones to waste resources, they’d used the creature’s skin to fashion clothing. It was both horrible, but also not, in a strange way. Humans had done the same with animals they killed for tens of thousands of years. For another species to do so really wasn’t much of a stretch.

      “Wearing the skin of their enemies?” Moose asked.

      Hel shook his head. “Not enemies. Just utilizing every last piece of their food, most likely.”

      “What about the others?” Sadira asked. “Were you able to get a look at them from up there?”

      “Not the best vantage point, but I did catch glimpses,” Hellatz said. “Probably seven or eight different species represented in their hunting party, which is what I am now fairly confident they were, given what we’d already seen of the other group.”

      “Agreed,” she replied. “Arms?”

      “Spears and knives it looked like. Clothing appeared to be scraps of cloth from old uniforms and EVA suits stitched together along with leather. There was even what looked like seat covers from a ship, but I couldn’t get a very good look.”

      “So they did the same to the ships they gutted,” she said. “Used every last piece they could. They’re scavengers. There’s no advanced society here.”

      Hellatz nodded. “Agreed. Even if they did have access to functioning ships, I would imagine they lost the knowledge to operate them many generations ago. These don’t look like shipwrecked castaways, they look like the great-great-great grandchildren of them. And they’ve grown up living like this. Like savages.”

      A clamor echoed off of the stone walls. Where it came from was anyone’s guess, but it definitely sounded like something was going on. And at this moment, they had no desire to stick around and see what it was. Sadira made a decision.

      “We’ve got all of this recorded. Time to get back to the safety of the ship and go over it with the others. Maybe we’ll see something we missed when we review the footage.”

      “Works for me,” Moose said. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

      They moved for the pathway that would take them back the way they came, but more noises were coming from that direction.

      “Shit. Okay, this way,” Sadira said, quickly pivoting to an adjacent path.

      It was smaller and a bit windier, but there were no sounds of hostiles, so it seemed the best option, all things considered. They hurried ahead, moving at a good pace, putting distance between themselves and the murderous aliens with every step.

      Suddenly, the stone wall of the pathway shifted. But it did more than just shift. It revealed something. Something terrifying.

      The stone-skinned creature had been standing utterly still, blending in with the rock, its own body providing the perfect camouflage. For something of that size, it moved with startling speed, lunging out and grabbing Sadira, pulling her roughly backwards.

      Moose and Hel immediately leveled their guns at it, but rather than fight, it uttered a stream of gibberish while holding Sadira between itself and the armed men.

      “Cap, you okay?” Moose asked, his rifle at the ready.

      “As okay as can be expected,” she said. “Don’t shoot. You might hit me, and I wouldn’t be surprised if your pulse blasts bounced off its skin.”

      She felt the strength of the creature’s grip and knew there was no way she’d be breaking free. They’d have to come up with another plan. Moose looked more than a little concerned, and with good reason.

      “So what do we do, Sadi?” he asked, concern in his eyes, but his weapon never wavering for so much as an instant.

      At a loss, Sadira stood very still and locked eyes with her friend. “I really don’t know.”
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      Now that they were so close, Moose and Hellatz could see the creature that had captured their captain in great detail, and what they saw both amazed and horrified them.

      It was, as they’d thought from their initial sighting, made of stone. Or, its skin was, to be precise. Stone or something that was a very close approximation. And it was a deep, ochre red, though it had been smeared with dust and mud from the local rock, making the camouflage near perfect.

      At a little over two meters tall, it could actually look Hellatz in the eye, which most species could not. But unlike the Chithiid, who was muscular, but not overly so, this alien being was a burly thing, sporting wide, craggy shoulders and powerful limbs.

      At the joints, the stone skin seemed to have grown in a fine plated pattern allowing for surprising flexibility as the hard parts slid over one another with ease. It might be a weak point, but if so, how to exploit it was a mystery for the time being.

      Above the alien’s bright red eyes, the ring of jagged stone that rose around its head was less like a crown of thorns they now realized, but more like a spiky crew cut, though no barber would ever make a dent in that coif with mere clippers. The effect made for a somewhat terrifying visage.

      They also noticed that it was not nude as they had first thought, though it was definitely shirtless. Its lower extremities, however, were clad in what seemed to be a modified space suit of some sort. The shredded pants of one, at least. But dried mud had been worked into them, striations carefully drawn to make them blend with the rest of the creature.

      It was as if the alien was wearing a ghillie suit but one made of rock and mud. And it had worked perfectly as it had stood quietly, waiting for its prey. Not all of the rocks were the same color within the whale ship, however, and though they couldn’t see clearly, it appeared the back side of the creature had been camouflaged with a different color scheme. A clever tactic that would allow it to hide in more than one area simply by either facing toward or away from the stone it was using as cover. And it was that camouflage that had allowed it to capture their captain.

      The alien blurted out more gibberish, pointing down at the ground where it had just grabbed Sadira.

      “Is it demanding we drop our weapons?” Moose asked.

      “I believe he wants us to get down on the ground,” Hellatz said.

      “Yeah, not happening, bucko.”

      Again, the creature repeated its words, though they could not make out anything it was actually saying. But now that her initial shock was wearing off, Sadira noticed something about its voice. Something she had missed at first. This was a large and powerful being, yet it was speaking quite softly. And its hands could have crushed her if it wanted, yet it was merely restraining her, causing no damage whatsoever.

      She looked at the ground where her captor was pointing. “Moose, shine a light on that patch.”

      “Sadi, what are you—”

      “Just do it, okay?”

      “Keep him covered,” Moose said, then turned slightly and activated his flashlight at the lowest setting. It would light up a small space, but shouldn’t be bright enough to draw attention from neighboring pathways.

      The ground and surrounding area was immediately illuminated, the dirt and rocks all brought to sharper focus now that there was proper lighting. Something about the rocky walls of the pathway were a little different here. A bit off. Sadira looked closely where the dirt and stone met and finally saw it. A thin line barely above ground level.

      She turned her head and looked up at the creature holding her. Its eyes were frighteningly red, but she saw no anger in them. No malice. In fact, she could almost swear there was concern.

      “It’s a booby trap,” she said, shifting her gaze back to her team. “I don’t think it was trying to harm me. I think it was warning us.”

      Moose and Hellatz looked at what was now clearly visible as a trap. In the dark it would have been impossible to see, and with just another step they would have brought a cascade of deadly rocks tumbling down upon themselves.

      “Holy shit, she’s right,” Moose said.

      “It appears so,” Hellatz agreed.

      Sadira felt the last dregs of fear turn to relief. “Lower your weapons, guys.”

      “You sure, Cap?”

      “Yeah, I’m sure.”

      Slowly, Moose and Hellatz did as she asked. Sadira turned in the alien’s grip and locked eyes.

      “Thank you for saving us.”

      Though there was a language barrier like none they’d ever encountered, the meaning was clear enough. The alien nodded and even cracked a little smile, then released its grip.

      Sadira stepped back a step and faced it. “So, what do we do now, big guy?”

      The sound of voices faintly rang out from the path walls. The alien cocked its head then turned back to Sadira and gestured for her to follow. It then stepped forward and moved silently down the path, careful to place its feet well clear of the tripwire.

      “It wants us to follow.”

      “You want us to follow the giant demon dude?”

      “Yes, Moose,” Sadira said as the voices grew closer. “Do you have a better idea?”

      “Not really. It’s just disconcerting, is all.”

      “Well, it did just save my ass. All of ours. I say we trust it. For now at least. But keep your weapons ready.”

      “Damn right I will,” he replied.

      The trio quickly fell in behind the alien and followed it as they raced down a dizzying series of twists and turns, some so narrow the stone-skinned creature could barely squeeze through them. The rocks overhead were less imposing, though, only stretching up a dozen meters or so. It was still a confusing maze, but at least it didn’t feel quite so claustrophobic.

      “Everyone’s tablet’s still working?” Sadira asked.

      “Yeah. Dropping pins like mad,” Moose replied.

      “Ditto,” Hellatz said.

      “Good, because I’ve got no clue where the hell we’re going, but we need to be ready to bolt if things go sideways.” She turned her attention to their spotty comms connection, hoping it might be better now that the airspace above was relatively clear. “Holly, are you receiving us?”

      “I am, Captain. I have been monitoring but staying silent,” Greater Holly said.

      “Good call. You getting all of this?”

      “Yes. And I am mapping your progress in real time. You are moving away from the encampment and back in the direction of the ship, more or less, though the path is quite winding.”

      “Tell me about it. What about the alien? Did you get the packet I relayed of it speaking?”

      “It was delayed due to the interference, but yes, I did receive it.”

      “And? Can you decipher anything?”

      “Actually, I have been able to make out a little something of the language. The sounds are unique, but the structure appears to follow some logical patterns. I will, however, require a great deal more words to properly begin anything resembling a real translation algorithm.”

      “I’ll work on it,” Sadira said. “Keeping my comms line open for you.”

      “Thank you, Captain.”

      Sadira trotted ahead and tapped the alien on the shoulder. It was strange, feeling warm, moving stone rather than flesh. The alien slowed its pace as it turned but did not stop.

      “Hey, I need some words from you,” she said, knowing her language was as foreign to the creature as it was to her. “Can you talk a bit more?” She pointed to herself, tapping her chest. “I am Sadira. Sadira.” She then pointed to the others. “That is Mustafa, and that is Hellatz.”

      The alien was clearly one of high intellect and immediately recognized this game. It seemed some things were universal across cultures.

      “Varsu,” it said, tapping its own chest and flashing a surprisingly warm smile.

      “Nice to meet you, Varsu,” she said with a grin.

      Varsu seemed quite pleased with the exchange, then gestured around as it uttered an incomprehensible stream of words. But then it slowed its roll and began pointing to specific items, naming them one by one before Sadira could even prompt it to do so. Apparently, despite having the appearance of a fearsome demon from hell, this was a very smart individual. Looks, it seemed, were very deceiving.

      “Holly, you getting all of this?” she asked as she said the corresponding words in English as the alien pointed out item after item.

      “Yes, I am. The rest is making sense now, thank you. I think I can translate, at least a little. Try saying this to him.”

      “Him?”

      “Yes. I have determined this being to be male. Now, please, repeat after me.”

      Holly then said something no human mouth had ever tried to articulate. Of course, it was going through her bone-conduction patch, so the AI’s words were heard only by her.

      “Okay, there’s no way I can pronounce that.”

      “Hmm, we seem to have a bit of a dilemma, then,” Holly said.

      Sadira thought a long moment. “Hang on a sec. I’ve got an idea.”

      She dug into her pack and produced a small case. Popping it open to reveal the remaining bone-conduction comms units, she pointed to the little comms patch already stuck behind her ear, then pantomimed taking one out of the case, applying it, and talking.

      Varsu clearly understood her intent, but he was also a bit reticent.

      “It’s safe,” Sadira said in as soothing a tone as she could. She was speaking to a highly intelligent alien, not a toddler, and hoped it wouldn’t find her offensive.

      The red-eyed alien hesitated, then made a decision. It held out its hand.

      “Okay, let’s try this,” Sadira said, pulling a comm patch out and placing it on Varsu’s large finger. “Just put it here,” she said, once more showing her own patch. “It sticks on its own. You’ll be able to understand once it’s on.”

      The alien did as she instructed, and the patch adhered to its stone skin with no issues.

      “Okay, try it out, Hol.”

      “I will transmit to your entire group and translate your words as best I can,” the AI said. “Hello, Varsu. Can you understand me?”

      The alien jumped and looked around, then scratched its arms and neck with an odd expression on its face.

      “Don’t freak out,” Sadira said. “It’s just the voice of our friend translating for us.”

      “I am not freaked out,” Varsu said, Holly immediately translating for him, mimicking his vocal tone. “It is just this is odd. I can hear you through my… my everything.”

      “Is that a translation glitch?” Moose asked.

      “No, it’s because the tech is bone-conduction,” Holly replied. “The communication device you are now wearing, Varsu, it transmits sound with small vibrations of bone. As your skin is hard, unlike the others, it is only natural that the vibrations would cover a much larger area of your body.”

      “But my ears. I don’t hear you with my ears.”

      “No, you would not. This is silent to any not wearing a comms patch. Now, would you please run through your alphabet, your numbers, and then speak as you would to any other for several sentences? I would use this to refine my translation.”

      “Yes, your grammar is very odd,” Varsu said with a chuckle. He then began his alphabet.

      “You can go much faster,” Holly said.

      “Yeah, there’s no need to slow it down for her,” Hellatz added. “Go as fast as you can. She can handle it.”

      The alien was already impressed by the newcomers’ tech and had little reason not to believe them. He quickly ran through all that Holly had asked for, and in just a few minutes the translations were much more accurate.

      “It will still take time to refine,” Holly said. “But this is a good start.”

      “It is,” Varsu agreed.

      Sadira rested her hand on his arm. “I want to thank you properly for what you did back there. You saved our lives.”

      “You are newcomers, and clearly intelligent beings. I would not have you fall into their hands if possible.”

      “But who are they? And where did they all come from? Where did you come from, for that matter?”

      He patted her hand gently. “They are called wild ones. But now is not the time. It’s not safe. They will have the hunters out again soon. We must go somewhere safer to talk.”

      “Okay, but it’s a long trek to our ship.”

      “Do not worry,” Varsu replied. “I have a place.”
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      It was a relatively quick walk, all things considered. Of course, having a local lead the way greatly reduced the time needed to traverse the labyrinth of pathways. Many burned-out wrecks were passed along the way, all of them noted and pinned to the team’s mapping systems.

      “We’ve been here before,” Moose said as they approached the rear of a large, green-hued ship. “We’ve trekked back kind of close to the mouth of this thing again. This is the ship with the big gold ingot stuck on top of it. We tried to get in but it was sealed up tight.”

      Varsu nodded. “Yes, we know. Our recorders had noted your investigation of our craft, but as the wild ones have tried to force their way inside so many times, any attempts are more or less ignored for the most part, and none reviewed the footsies for some time.”

      “Footsies?”

      “Apologies,” Holly interjected. “My bad. That was a translation error. Varsu meant footage.”

      “I figured as much,” Moose chuckled. “So, this shiny green thing is your ship?”

      “Not mine, actually. My ship was not nearly as robustly protected as this one and suffered catastrophic damage upon capture within this craft in which we are all trapped. This particular ship belongs to Mahdus and her people, who so graciously provide us with shelter from the wild ones.”

      “There are other races in there?” Sadira asked.

      “Oh, yes. A small band of survivors that has done what they can to rescue others as they are brought in. Admittedly, I was hesitant to approach you at first, given your appearance being so similar to a Natzloog.”

      Moose cocked his head. “A what, now?”

      “Natzloog. It is a terrifying creature on my home world that looks quite a bit like your kind, though they walk more hunched over and lack your intellect.”

      Moose chuckled. “And a big demon-looking thing like you is afraid of some soft, fleshy people like us?”

      “The Natzloog are vicious animals and have claimed a great many of my people’s lives over the years.”

      “Your skin is stone, dude. You’re impervious to teeth and claws and stuff.”

      “Perhaps, but the Natzloog have a violently acidic saliva which eats through our flesh, and once it has gotten on you, it is nearly impossible to get off before catastrophic tissue damage occurs.”

      “Wow. And here we were thinking you were the big, scary one.”

      “Big? Oh, I’m rather small for my kind. The females are much larger, and far stronger.”

      “Wait, you’re small?” Moose said.

      “It has always been my shortcoming, no joke intended. But what I lack in physical size, I make up for with my scientific ackman.”

      “He meant acumen, Holly,” Sadira noted.

      “Yes, I realized. Again, my apologies,” the AI said. “I am translating as best I can, but this is an entirely new language, after all.”

      “Just do your best,” she said.

      They walked around the perimeter toward the hatch, which was sealed up tight against all intruders. Varsu held up his hand and stood before it. There was no overt sign of the scan underway, but they all knew what he was doing. It was some form of genetic identification to unlock the door.

      “Nardzag olectu,” the alien said. A moment later the door slid open.

      “Why didn’t you translate that, Holly?” Sadira asked.

      “It appears to be a different language entirely.”

      “It is,” Varsu said. “My native tongue. Each of us has a personal voice command in addition to our genetic scan. Mine is in my own language. An extra layer of security should I be captured.”

      “Of course. They can take your body here, but without a cooperating mind, they couldn’t force the ship to open,” Sadira said. “Good system.”

      “Thank you,” Varsu said. “Though we have learned that the wild ones really seem to lack any complex understanding of technology. We were more concerned with being ambushed at the ship itself.”

      Moose moved close to the open door and peered inside. “I’m a little confused. You said your native tongue. What were you speaking before? I mean, now.”

      “This is the common language of this place. Used by the wild ones, evolved over many generations of survivors adapting their own words and speech patterns until a unified way to speak was developed. We all speak it for ease of communication, as well as defensive reasons. If we encounter the others, we will know what they are saying, and if we are fortunate, we may be able to bluff our way out of a conflict, though that has only rarely worked.”

      “They know their own too well,” Hellatz said.

      “No, not that. We just don’t dress like them. And we don’t smell like them. It makes us easier to pick out.”

      “Ditza mroopala okam harrook?” a voice called out over the ship’s doorway comms speaker.

      “Mara horkan okam ozalla,” Varsu replied. “They will come to show us in. As you are newcomers, they wish to have our guards present. I’m sure you understand.”

      “Of course,” Sadira said. “What language was that? It sounded different than either of the other two you spoke.”

      “Oh, that is the language of the Hallmatza. That of Mahdus and her people.”

      Moose was impressed. “Exactly how many languages do you speak, anyway?” he asked.

      “Seventeen, though my grasp of Gorram is not the best.”

      “Seventeen? That’s nuts!”

      “Is it? When living with so many different races, I thought it only polite to learn their languages as well.”

      Sadira chuckled. “You get that, Holly?”

      “Yes, Captain.”

      “You’re gonna have a bit more translation work on your hands, it seems.”

      “I look forward to it, actually,” she replied.

      Varsu turned to Sadira. “I was meaning to compliment your friend on her sharp mind. To be able to translate so clearly in so little time is unheard of. Truly, it is amazing. Holly, you said your friend is called?”

      “Yes, I am here,” Holly said.

      “I look forward to meeting you.”

      “Meeting me? But you have.”

      “No, I mean in person.”

      Sadira realized the misunderstanding. “Oh, it’s not like that. Holly is our ship’s AI.”

      “AI?”

      “You’ve never heard of AI? Artificial Intelligence?”

      “Do you mean a living mind created out of a machine?”

      “Yeah, precisely.”

      “You have a mechanized mind controlling your ship? And that is who I am talking to right now?”

      “Like I said.”

      Varsu was beside himself with amazement. “This is incredible! Our scientists had hypothesized such a thing might one day be possible, but we have never achieved anything close. What a marvel you are, Holly!”

      “Oh, it’s no big deal. I’m just a run-of-the-mill AI is all,” she replied.

      “Don’t sell yourself short, Hol. You’re a pretty kickass AI in my book,” Moose said.

      “So, this ship does not contain an AI of any type?” Hellatz asked.

      “No, it’s just a ship. But the power supply is still strong, and the hull is intact, so this is our main home.”

      Moose ran his hand along the ship’s metal exterior. “It’s in really good shape. Aside from the big hunk of gold that mushed in that spot on top, it seems to be intact.”

      “Oh, that’s because the ship is a relatively recent arrival. And we’ve already fixed the hull damage that was caused by the debris and have robustly bolstered the superstructure of that section. It is quite spaceworthy, and possesses enough power to fly. But, unfortunately there is no way out of here.”

      Sadira’s interest was piqued. “You said a recent arrival. How recent are we talking here?”

      “Oh, not long at all. Only ten years ago.”

      She gulped hard at those words. “Ten?”

      “Yes. The first few years were a bit difficult. The wild ones were constantly trying to penetrate the hull when they discovered a new ship had arrived. But the other survivors had already contacted the new arrivals and formed an alliance. All the better as the wild ones would have just killed them all if they could have, though a handful were absorbed into their ranks. But those days are past. They leave us pretty much alone now and gave up trying to break in some years back.”

      “They know they can’t get in,” Moose said.

      “Oh, not that. They just know the power will eventually drain, like everything else in here. When that happens, they’ll take this ship, like the others. They’re in no hurry. They’ve been doing this for hundreds of years.”

      Sadira realized the wild ones were apparently a smarter bunch than she’d been giving them credit for. A society of hunters and scavengers who had the patience to wait out their latest prey. She was glad they hadn’t noticed her own ship yet. If they did, it could be next to impossible to get back aboard for some time.

      “Come, follow me,” Varsu said, stepping into the ship’s welcoming doorway, then waiting for the others to join him.

      Sadira hesitated a second, then took the first step, setting foot in an entirely alien craft, and one that was stuck aboard another alien vessel. Oh, how the big brains back home would love to see this.

      “Varsu, you said there were others. How many, exactly, are we talking here?”

      “Fifty-six,” he replied. “Come, I will introduce you.”
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      The interior of the alien craft was more impressive than any of them would have expected of a derelict wreck, but while the banged-up exterior belied any truly advanced technology, inside was a whole other sort of spectacle.

      The walls were smooth, all of the functions apparently operated by controls, consoles, and monitors built into the skin of the craft itself, as if the metal, or whatever it was, possessed the capability of being made perfectly clear to accommodate what was embedded within.

      It was as though the equipment had all been coated in a thin sheet of crystal-clear glass, only there were no seams to be found upon close inspection. Nor did it appear to be an active display creating only an impression of buttons and screens. It really was part of the skin of the ship, and done in a way none of them had ever dreamed of.

      “Look at this thing,” Moose said appreciatively, running his fingers over the smooth surface as they walked, marveling at the long corridors and high ceilings of the downed ship. “It’s one hell of an impressive design.”

      “Unlike anything I have ever seen,” Hellatz agreed.

      “And check out the lighting. You see what it’s doing? It shifts where we move.”

      It was true, the illumination did seem to follow the four of them, growing brighter in the immediate area they were in while remaining dim ahead and behind them.

      “A power-saving measure,” Varsu said. “Though the reactor on this ship is of a type that seems to be less affected by the power-draining nature of our prison, it was still believed wise to preservative power.”

      “Conserve,” Hellatz corrected. “Holly, is your signal cutting out?”

      “It is weaker now that you are within the craft’s walls, but I’m still receiving you. The open space where it is located, as well as the relative elevation from ground level, have both helped make up for the hull’s blocking of the signal,” Holly replied. “As for the language issues, it simply requires a bit of time to fine-tune the translation.”

      “You’re doing great, Hol,” Sadira said. “We can communicate, and that’s all we can ask.”

      Varsu made a few turns, leading the group deeper into the belly of the craft. For a crashed ship in a dirty environment, this vessel was remarkably clean and well-ordered. The polar opposite of what they’d seen of the group their new friend had called the wild ones.

      Their guide paused outside a closed door. “She will be in the greenhouse. Just through here,” he said, then opened it and ushered the guests inside. “Mahdus, we have newcomers,” Varsu announced as the group stepped into an unexpectedly large central chamber nearly thirty meters across.

      A burst of fresh air greeted them when they walked in, a refreshing smell of healthy green hitting their nostrils. The source was readily apparent. There were plants growing quite literally everywhere they could be, including from hanging planters and in tiered rows of planter boxes fashioned from scrap and running up the walls.

      The lighting above came from the ship’s structure itself, an illuminated type of metal, Sadira guessed, or possibly a cleverly embedded composite akin to high-output LED tech. Whatever it was, there was no heat thrown from it, but the light felt comforting and pleasing to the eyes. Full spectrum, it seemed. Good for the body as well as the plants.

      Looking closer, they could see that an ingenious drip water system had been created utilizing former wire housing with the metal stripped from the center. It must have taken ages to salvage that much, and even longer to carefully remove the wire contents from within to harvest the tubing for their purposes.

      But with the amount of downed ships in this place, as well as the years and years they apparently had on their hands, it actually didn’t seem quite as daunting a task. And looking around the space at the other salvaged bits and bobs, it was clear the wild ones weren’t the only ones doing some scavenging around the belly of the beast.

      There were all manner of plants, most bearing visible fruits and vegetables, though some were likely tubers of some sort given the depth of their planter pots. And where the group of savages had a foul-smelling muck fertilizing their crops, here there was no such stink, and the soil appeared dark and healthy, but without piles of feces worked into them. Likely a compost nutrient tea added to the drip lines, Sadira mused.

      Silently standing behind them on either side of the door was a pair of guards. Watching, armed, but not in a threatening way. Sadira and her team were unfazed as they marveled at the space.

      “This is huge,” she said. “I’d never have guessed from what we saw of the outside of the ship.”

      “Over the years the interior has been restructured to accommodate the needs of the survivors,” Varsu explained. “Walls were removed, the superstructure reinforced and redesigned.”

      “You mean so great an alteration didn’t lessen the ship’s spaceworthiness?” Hellatz asked.

      “No, it didn’t. The Hallmatza are very skilled in all things mechanical. This alteration didn’t weaken the ship itself one bit. In fact, their clever design reinforced it. You see, interior spaces are compartmentalized for safety, but it is the outermost layers that form the true protective structure. So, by making a new reinforced section inside, they actually made the whole ship stronger. Brilliant thinking, truly.”

      “Very kind words,” a tall woman with yellow and green skin said as she walked over to them. “But we are merely all survivors doing whatever we can to prolong our existence in this hellish place.”

      She was cleanly dressed in a somewhat worn, but still quite intact uniform. Clearly of the same race as the one they had seen captured by the wild ones, though the green stripes on her skin seemed to be a different shade. Perhaps it was a gender thing. Or perhaps not. This was a totally new species, and they simply had no idea. And on first meeting, Sadira thought it would be a bit rude to ask.

      “Thank you for your hospitality,” she said. “Varsu saved us from a rather unfortunate demise, and we are all in your debt.”

      “You are clearly an intelligent race,” the stone-skinned alien replied. “To leave you to the wild ones would be unthinkable.”

      “Well, we appreciate it nonetheless.”

      The alien commander of the ship cocked her head slightly as she observed the exchange. “What manner of language is she speaking, Varsu? And how is it you understand? Have you added yet another language to your collection? And so quickly?” Mahdus asked.

      “Ah, yes. I have become so accustomed to the unusual sensation I almost forgot,” he replied. “These newcomers possess a most fantastic technology. A device that provides a real-time translation of our words.”

      “I do not hear any such translation.”

      Varsu pointed to the small patch he now wore behind the craggy opening of his ear. “This tiny thing transmits the voice of their crewmate, who is providing the translation directly into my head. A fascinating technology, and quite effective.”

      “They have a crew member who speaks our language? But this is wild one speak.”

      “Tell her about Holly,” Sadira said while digging in her pack.

      Varsu nodded. “They are in possession of a great mind. An intelligent machine. One that thinks for itself, as you and I have mused about in the past. She learned our language in minutes and has been providing translations ever since.”

      “Remarkable.”

      “It truly is,” Varsu agreed.

      Sadira finally retrieved the comms case from her pack and popped the hardshell case’s lid. “Okay, there are only two of these left. The commander here should get one, obviously, but then we’ll have to figure out who gets the last one.”

      Sadira held out the comms patch to the alien leader. Having seen how it was applied to her own crewmember, Mahdus did not hesitate, carefully pressing the unit to the skin behind her auditory opening.

      “You might want to warn her it may feel a bit strange, since she’s got that bony ridge around her head,” Sadira said.

      Judging by the sudden woozy sway that hit the commander, the warning was a little too late.

      “That is—this is amazing,” she said, regaining her balance. “I heard a female’s voice inside my entire head.”

      “My name is Holly. I’ll be providing translation services for you,” the AI replied. “Nice to make your acquaintance.”

      Mahdus laughed with delight. “Yours as well, Holly. Tell me, are you truly a machine?”

      “Yes, I am.”

      “And this is independent thought, not a pre-programmed speech output?”

      “I assure you, I am as alive a consciousness as you are.”

      The alien was positively beaming at this new discovery. “Marvelous. Absolutely marvelous!”

      Sadira stepped forward. “Now that we can properly communicate, I’m Captain Sadira Perez. This is my first officer, Mustafa, and that is my pilot, Hellatz.”

      “Multiple species, I see,” Mahdus said, gesturing to the group of aliens tending the gardens. “We too are a mixed lot, as I’m sure you have noticed.”

      They had noticed, indeed. Varsu had told them there were seventeen different species among them, and that was just a portion of the races that had survived entry into the whale ship. There were others as well, but they had been absorbed into the wild ones, only the strongest and most aggressive of them managing to adapt.

      Here, however, it was a different situation, and the society that had formed was civilized and supportive. Sadira was gathering images of all of the different aliens for Holly to catalog. They would get more information on them later, but for the moment, she was content to transmit the pictures.

      One of the garden workers who really caught her eye was a reversal of what she was used to for limbs. It sported fur-covered legs, but those legs sprouted from where shoulders would normally be, carrying the torso from above rather than below. The bottom-sprouting arms as well as its chest were hairless from what she could see of its open uniform shirt.

      The physiology made it easier for it to harvest plants, no doubt, but it was such a drastically unusual sight, she had to remind herself not to stare. Then there was the pair of workers who were covered in what appeared to be hair made of fine black feathers. They were talking to one another as they labored, allowing Sadira to see that the stumpy beak-like mouths also contained rows of teeth. At the ends of their little T-Rex arms were hands that possessed what looked like talonesque fingers, completing the corvid appearance.

      There were also small blue-gray-skinned hairless workers operating in a group, as well as what appeared to be an amphibian biped of some type, though its exposed skin was covered in mud, which Varsu later explained formed from an excretion from their skin that captured any dust and not only kept the ship cleaner, but also helped them regulate skin hydration in the process.

      It was a menagerie of new alien life. First contact, and all in one place. And unlike the wild ones, these were not trying to kill them. The ship’s commander watched Sadira and her team take in the sights and process all of this new information. It could be a lot. Something she knew from years upon years of rescuing other arrivals.

      “Come, let us get some refreshment,” Mahdus said. “This is an exciting day, and we have much to talk about.”
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      The food aboard the Naga, as they had learned the alien craft was called, was startlingly good. The replicators aboard their own ship were top-notch, but there was just something about having freshly grown produce that could satisfy like replicated food could not. And being seated among plants made for a far more cozy environment in which the new allies could discuss their situation.

      It seemed that the common tongue spoken by all was not just useful as a general means of communication that all within the cavernous craft could speak, but it was also a very real security measure in case they happened to come across the wild ones while out away from the few ships they used as secure housing.

      The Naga was the largest and most secure of the craft Mahdus and her people were utilizing, as well as one of the more recent arrivals, but the other ships made up for their lack of normal defenses with the use of cleverly disguised entryways and deception.

      At first, the older craft had taken some time to mock up as complete wrecks, but with boulders moved into place to give the appearance of a rock slide having blocked the access point, the wild ones had just assumed it to be a natural occurrence and had ceased frequenting those ships for salvage supplies.

      Meanwhile, a carefully hidden entry point was set up, constantly manned by rotating guards who would only provide access to those they knew. It was a bit labor intensive, but given there really wasn’t much else to do in this place, they made the system work quite well.

      Many ships were used as farming plots with soil and fertilizer brought aboard to nourish a small assortment of crops planted from the seed samples many of the survivors had carried when they arrived. Those were self-contained and secure, but there were additional locations hidden throughout the vast asteroid field.

      There were over a hundred survivors in Mahdus’s group, all told, and there was simply no way one, or even several ships worth of produce could support them all. For that reason, the garden facilities tucked out of sight were of vital importance to Mahdus and her people.

      A grim look came to Varsu’s face when they first sat down to share their refreshments. “Now that we are settled, I must report on another important item,” he said. “Shohdi was wounded. There is no doubt. I came across fresh-spilled blood.”

      “And her whereabouts now?”

      “I was unable to track her,” Varsu replied. “But I fear the worst. I was pressing my infiltration when I came across our new friends here. I thought it vital they be brought back to you at once.”

      “You were correct in your thinking, Varsu. It was the wise decision. But I worry poor Shohdi may already be locked away in the wild ones’ pens. Retrieving her will be extremely difficult.”

      “One of your group?” Sadira asked.

      “Yes. She arrived here with me a great many years ago. Part of my original crew.”

      “So, she’s the same race as you?”

      “Yes. A Hallmatza.”

      Sadira swallowed hard. Sometimes it really sucked being the captain, but the job entailed bringing the bad news as well as the good. Unfortunately, this was one of the latter occasions.

      “She looks like you, then? Same colorings?” Sadira asked.

      “Yes. You have seen her?” the commander asked, her hopes rising.

      “We have. Look, I don’t know how to tell you this, so I’ll just say it. We saw someone, a Hallmatza, taken to their camp in a net.”

      “So, they do have her,” Varsu said. “We should form a rescue team and—”

      “There’s no need,” Sadira continued. “I’m so sorry, but she’s dead.”

      Their two new friends fell silent a moment, then seemed to let it go. Death, it appeared, was a common occurrence here. Mahdus rested her hand on Sadira’s.

      “Thank you. At least now we know for sure. I had hoped she had perhaps taken refuge in one of the derelict ships we use.”

      “About those. How many did you say there are?” Sadira asked as Mahdus and Varsu described the setup in detail.

      “We have thirty-six farming plots located outside of the safety of a ship,” Mahdus replied. “Though several of them would be near impossible to compromise, the others do occasionally fall to the wild ones when they are discovered, forcing us to replant a crop at a new location.”

      “That sucks.”

      “Yes, but it is their way. The wild ones exist to take from others whatever they can.”

      Moose shook his head. “What about the other ones? What makes them so secure?”

      Varsu leaned in, resting his rocky elbows on the table. “Because they’re planted on top of some very tall asteroids,” he said.

      “Hang on. How the hell do you water them?” Moose asked.

      “We fill containers with reclaimed water from our facilities and have the more nimble of our group climb up and pull the containers up with a concealed line.”

      “That sounds rather exhausting. And quite time consuming,” Hellatz noted.

      “We’re stranded inside a giant ship for quite possibly the rest of our lives. What else is there to do?”

      “I don’t know, maybe try to get out? This ship seems quite capable of flight,” Hel said.

      “Dude, there’s a bazillion tons of gold ingot stuck on top of it,” Moose pointed out. “Not like it’s easy to fly with that thing on your back.”

      “Once in space, it would actually just float free,” Hel replied. “Zero gravity, in case you forgot.”

      “Yeah, but until then they’d be trying to lift off with all that extra weight. Even if the front mouth-door to this thing opened, it’d be a bitch just getting off the ground.”

      Hel shrugged. “Maybe another ship, then? Mahdus, your people have been here a long time. How many ships have you counted trapped inside this vessel?”

      “Well over one hundred that we’ve been able to record. We have mapped out the entire labyrinth, naturally, as well as the ships’ locations. But in the deepest region where the wild ones call home we have not performed a true survey.”

      “Having scary folks trying to kill you and eat you could kinda put a diaper on that, I’d imagine,” Moose said, Holly translating his words.

      Mahdus and Varsu shared a confused look, then burst out in laughter.

      Moose blushed. “Hang on. Diaper?”

      “Sorry,” Holly said. “Damper. I’m still having to log the nuances of the language. My apologies.”

      Mahdus wiped tears of mirth from her eyes. “None needed, my new friend. Oh, that was delightful. I can’t tell you the last time I’ve laughed like that. We don’t have occasion terribly often anymore.”

      “I can imagine,” Sadira said. “But I was thinking, can we get a look at that map? It would be invaluable to us moving forward.”

      “Of course. Varsu will procure a copy for you.”

      “We don’t even need a hard copy. If you show it to us, we can just transmit it to Holly to add to the database. It’ll update on our tablets automatically.”

      “She can do this?” Varsu asked.

      “Yeah, not a problem,” Sadira replied. “So long as we’ve got a clear signal it won’t be tough at all, will it, Holly?”

      “It won’t pose any significant issue, I would think. But this brings me to another thing I wanted to bring up, if I may.”

      “What is it, Hol?”

      “You still have one comms patch left in your case, Captain. If you could perhaps give that last one to another crewmember to walk through the ship and name things, I could compile a more accurate translation of some of the more unusual words and phrases. And once this first language is adequately translated, I can then ask that person to do the same with their own language, using the common tongue as a Rosetta stone.”

      “That’s a clever idea,” Sadira said. “Mahdus, would you be willing to offer up one of your crew to help out on this project?”

      “Definitely. I’ll put someone on it at once. Axuzzal, please come here a moment,” she called to one of the short, bald, blue creatures at a nearby table.

      “Yes?” the little man said in a startlingly deep voice.

      “I need you to help our new friends learn our language,” she said.

      “I suppose I can do that. But it’ll take a while. I mean, wild tongue isn’t exactly the prettiest. Or the easiest, for that matter.”

      “That won’t be an issue,” Hellatz said.

      The little blue man looked at him with a confused expression.

      “What did that one just say?”

      “I was just saying—oh, of course,” Hellatz said as he realized Sadira had not yet handed off the comms patch.

      She did so immediately, and Mahdus leaned down and stuck it behind the man’s ear.

      “Hey, you didn’t say anything about—”

      “You should be able to understand me now,” Hellatz said.

      The blue man jumped back only a fraction of an inch. Stoic, these little fellows, it seemed.

      “Interesting tech,” he said. “Transmits through the bone, I take it?”

      “Yes, it does,” Hel replied, impressed. “I see you are well-versed in comms technology.”

      “Nah, it just makes sense,” he replied. “Logic is the name of the game, friend. And what are you, by the way? I’ve never seen a four-armed race like yours. Are you all from the same world?”

      “No, the Chithiid and humans formed an alliance after the Great War. It was a struggle that we shared, and one that brought both of our cultures together in a permanent bond.”

      “Huh, Great War, eh? I never thought any war was great, but then, I’m a pacifist. I would be interested in hearing about it, though. We can always hope to learn from others’ mistakes, after all.”

      “Very well put,” Hellatz agreed. “Perhaps you and I can discuss it when you have completed your task.”

      “I’d very much enjoy that. Been a while since I’ve had anything interesting to talk about. Always crops and boring crap,” Axuzzal said. He turned to his commander and Varsu. “Sorry, no disrespect intended.”

      Mahdus chuckled. “None taken, Axuzzal.”

      “Good. Anyway, what was it you wanted me to do?”

      “Talk with the newcomers. Help them with the language. But not this group. Their friend.”

      Greater Holly took the cue and spoke up. “This is Holly,” the AI said over the comms. “I’m the one you’ll be helping out.”

      “Pleasure to meet you.”

      “Likewise, Axuzzal. Now, as Mahdus said, I need your help. What I need is for you to walk the ship and name everything as you pass while you and I talk. It will help me compile a proper database of this common tongue. Then I will need you to run through a vocabulary list I will give you with your own language afterwards.”

      “Seems easy enough. Time-consuming, though.”

      “Not as much as you might think,” Holly replied with a chuckle. “And when we are done, I would like you to pass the comms patch off to another on your ship. One who speaks a different language.”

      “Hey, whatever you want, if the commander says so.”

      Mahdus nodded her approval.

      “Okay then, let’s get to it, I suppose,” the little man said, then started walking, chattering away as he named everything in sight.

      “Excellent. This will help greatly,” Holly said to the group as the blue man wandered off.

      Mahdus seemed a bit surprised at her voice. “Don’t you need to focus on what Axuzzal is saying?”

      “Oh, I am focused.”

      “But he’s walking away.”

      “And I am with him as well. It’s not a problem, you see. AIs can be in several places at once, though I am spread a bit thin with the repairs underway at the moment.”

      “That must require the expenditure of a huge amount of power.”

      “Not really. Fortunately, many of my systems are still quite operational, and my main power feed is tied to our warp core,” Holly said. “By the way, from what Axuzzal is saying as he points out the various systems and items aboard, you must have a fair amount of power in your ship. Do you still possess enough to fly?”

      “Fly? Yes. Fly out? Not so much. While the power and shielding are still functional and quite robust, this ship is stuck inside this large vessel like everyone else. It’s been stationary for years.”

      Moose nodded as he assessed the situation. “Not the best position to be in, no doubt. Especially with those wild bastards out there. But you’ve got to be able to defend yourselves.”

      “We do all right with what we have,” Varsu said. “Much of our weaponry was created here, aboard the Naga, when power to our regular weapons finally dropped too far to be safe to use.”

      “Ooh, homemade melee weapons?” Moose said. “Ya know, I’d love to see what you’ve got.”
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      Back at the ship, Goonara was hard at work studying the power source hidden within the strange crystal, as well as its odd effect on their captor’s internal metal skin. As was her way, she was so engrossed in her work, she’d barely even had anything to drink in hours, and the food beside her sat cold and untouched.

      It was an utterly fascinating phenomenon, and one she still couldn’t figure out. Not yet, anyway, but she was confident she would find the answer. It would just take time. Fortunately, and unfortunately, that seemed to be something they might very well have a lot of. But Goonara was too enthralled to worry about that. She was following an entirely new line of research and thought she might possibly be able to replicate the energy and maybe even find a way to use it as an alternate power source.

      At first glance the power itself seemed to be created by the crystal in the same way a radioactive ore might self-generate by emitting particles as it decayed. But the crystal showed no sign of decay whatsoever, nor did the energy read on any of her equipment as radiation.

      Of course, it was entirely possible that it was simply a totally new form of radiation no one had ever seen before and its radiological decay was so novel there was just no way to detect it on their equipment. Fortunately, all of her tests on varied cellular samples she was running in the controlled setting of her lab had showed absolutely no harm to living organisms whatsoever.

      That the crystal had been taken from the caverns where hundreds of alien creatures lived what appeared to be long lives only bolstered that assessment. Whatever this was, it was not harmful. At least, not in any span she could measure.

      How it reacted with the whale ship’s metal structure, however, was an entirely different story.

      Proximity to the glowing crystal had a definite and immediate effect on the unusually resilient composite. While no cutting implement she possessed could make so much as a mark on the metal sample, whatever it was the crystal was emitting was breaking apart the molecular bonds in the material, though she still did not know why.

      It was amazing. Amazing and frustrating. For so drastic and important a reaction to be occurring and for her to not have the slightest idea why was maddening.

      “Goonara, the captain has encountered a group of survivors not too far from here,” Greater Holly said, jolting her from her work.

      “What?”

      “I said the captain has encountered a group of survivors. They live in a fairly large ship that survived the entry process into this place.”

      “That’s nice,” she said, her attention still fixed on the problem before her.

      By now, Holly had experienced the woman’s focus when in the research zone, and she appeared to be in deep. “I just wanted to inform you that I’ve been asked to help them remotely with a task. My other aspect and I are simultaneously attempting to restore Ace’s consciousness and bring him back online.”

      “Uh-huh. Okay,” the scientist replied. “I’m sorry, Holly, but I’m rather busy at the moment. It seems the crystal I collected some time ago does more than just glow.”

      “We had wondered if it might possess any other properties for some time,” the AI said. “What have you discovered?”

      “I’m still deciphering the readings, but this crystal’s emissions, whether it’s some novel form of radiation or something I’ve just never seen before, is actually breaking apart the bonds in this vessel’s metal composite hull. It’s unlike anything I’ve seen before, and it’s amazing.”

      “So, it does more than just weaken it. This could be a crucial discovery,” Holly realized. “I will reallocate my resources from Ace’s reactivation. Upload your data and I will assist.”

      Goonara let out a frustrated sigh. “I’m working on it,” she said. “Go fix Ace. When I have something more I’ll let you know.”

      Holly realized she had overstepped a bit in her enthusiasm. Not that it wasn’t completely appropriate for her to use her AI processing power to solve the problem, but Goonara was the mission’s science officer, and, barring her incapacitation, the parameters of the crew’s duty manifest clearly gave her control over all matters scientific. That she could get a bit obsessive about them only exacerbated things.

      Leaving her to it, for now at least, would be the best option. And besides, time was something they had in abundance, and having Ace back online could prove very helpful in spreading the load.

      “My apologies, Goonara. I won’t disturb you further. Keep working on the issue at your leisure, but please do call if you wish for my assistance. I would gladly multi-task and help you, but for now my other aspect and I will focus our attentions on defragmenting Ace’s systems and redouble our efforts on getting him back online.”

      “Yeah, okay,” Goonara said, already distracted with her work. “I need to see if I can replicate this with other ore in here. I can’t tell if it’s a localized reaction or if all metals are affected. I’m going to need to get another few samples of ore.”

      “The corporal will provide you security. If you will just wait thirty minutes, his pulsing recharge cycle will be at a lower point, making it far less disruptive to rouse him.”

      It was one of the major pitfalls of Hump’s makeshift recharging apparatus. Not only was it terribly underpowered, it was also barely effective at delivering a trickle charge. And worse yet, if he was pulled from it at the wrong time during its cycle, he could lose much of the power he had just managed to absorb. It was a problem Goonara was well aware of, having helped him rig the system in the first place.

      “I’ll just be right outside, Holly. I’ll be fine.”

      Holly knew better than to argue with the Chithiid scientist when she was so focused.

      “Very well. I’ll leave you to it, then,” Holly said, knowing she could keep tabs via the tablet the scientist had strapped on her forearm.

      Holly then joined her male counterpart and set to work on the delicate task of piecing together Ace’s boot commands in hopes of waking him from his EMP-forced slumber without causing any further damage.

      Goonara gathered up her crystal, tools, and portable scanner and headed for the hatch. Once outside of the ship, she began searching for a few samples of ore from the asteroids that had come in with them. There was always a good possibility that something within them had affected the crystal and added to its previously benign power. She simply didn’t know, but it was a theory worth investigating as she looked into all possible options.

      Unfortunately, the area around the ship was comprised of extremely large rock, and none of it with visible veins of ore. She didn’t need much. A fist-sized piece would be sufficient, and surely smaller bits were nearby.

      She walked the perimeter of the ship, looking for pieces that might work. Two did eventually present themselves, and she quickly added them to her pouch, but they were comprised mostly of regular stone. It was the concentrated metal ores she was more interested in.

      A gleam deep between two large stones caught her eye. She leaned close and peered in, shining her light into the gap.

      “Ooh, that will be perfect,” she said, reaching in to grab it.

      Her arm stuck on the way, the tablet jamming against the stone. Goonara hastily pulled her limb clear, removed the device and set it aside. She was never a fan of wearing the tablet. Sure, it was useful for the other members of the crew, perhaps, but her own tools were far more specialized and could actually help her with her work.

      She leaned forward and reached in once more as far as she could. It was her dominant hand she was using, so what she had done didn’t even register in her mind. To any observer, however, watching a four-armed creature only use one of its limbs when it had three other perfectly good ones to choose from would have been rather confusing.

      Her fingers grazed the ingot lodged deep between the rocks. Goonara pushed harder, driving her shoulder into the gap. Just barely, she was able to wiggle the chunk slowly free until she could walk it closer with her fingertips for a better hold. Finally, she managed to grab it, then set to work slowly extracting her arm. With a stone in her fist, the process was not as easy as sliding an empty hand into the space.

      It took time, but she managed to get her hand free with only a few small scrapes for her troubles. The ingot in her palm was well worth the effort.

      It was platinum, or so it seemed. She would do a proper analysis once back inside of the ship. She pulled the crystal from her pocket and held it close to the metal. There was no reaction. She then repeated the process closer to the giant vessel’s hull material at her feet. The reaction was similar to before, but different. The metal, it seemed, was amplifying the effect ever so slightly. Or this part of the craft was just more susceptible. It was anyone’s guess.

      She pushed at the softening metal skin of the alien ship. It deformed at her touch without requiring a cutting implement.

      “The metal does seem to do something,” she mused, her excitement growing. “Perhaps refine or focus the power? I need more samples.”

      Goonara slipped into the tunnel vision that sometimes overcame her when science presented her with something interesting and quickly rushed about the area, her eyes scanning for more useful fragments, but none were to be found. Without even thinking about it she began walking into the field of towering rocks around her, eyes fixed on the ground as she searched for other appropriate chunks. In relatively short order she collected several more pieces, each of them tucked carefully into her pouch while her eyes were already looking for the next prize.

      She plodded on, and it wasn’t long before she stumbled upon a small burned-out ship blocking her path. Goonara stopped abruptly and stood up tall, looking around with a bit of concern as she realized what she had done.

      Like a babe in the woods, she had wandered off. Wandered off, focused only on the ground at her feet without making note of her route. Normally, she would be able to find her way back by the elongating shadows as the sun passed by overhead. But here, in this place, there was no sun, and the only shadows were the flickering gray wraiths that moved about the taller obstructions in this dimly lit craft.

      Goonara turned and began walking in the direction she thought her ship lay. But with the towering rocks around her blocking sight of any landmarks, her path was as good as a guess. And she realized that she had foolishly left her tablet behind. She was lost.

      

      Back aboard the ship, both Hollys had been fully engrossed in the process of realigning Ace’s neural pathway connections and power feeds until it seemed safe to restart his systems. It had been far more complex and much slower going than they had originally thought it would be, but the EMP had really done a number on their little AI friend.

      Finally, Ace entered his reboot cycle and began coming back online. The power trickled to him was far lower than normal due to the nature of the damage done to the ship’s systems when the power surge hit them, but it should suffice for this purpose. And the little ship had plenty of onboard power of his own, which he would tap into once he was finally awake once again.

      Ace’s consciousness slowly began to rouse, his peripherals gradually registering fragments of his surroundings as they powered up.

      “Seems to be working,” Lesser Holly said.

      “Yes,” Greater Holly agreed. “Let’s increase the stimuli by five percent.”

      The two AIs worked in tandem, tickling Ace’s senses with a digital wake-up call of sorts.

      Abruptly, the little ship partly woke, but not with any sort of coherent thought. It was full panic, and his weapons immediately charged.

      “Shut-down sequence!” Greater Holly blurted as she and her other half immediately yanked the little ship’s power just as he managed to let loose a woefully underpowered shot from his pulse cannon.

      The bolt of plasma had been incredibly weak and only did minor damage to the landing bay wall and several storage containers strapped to it. Both AIs were grateful the startled AI hadn’t been at full power. That would have been very, very bad.

      “We need to rethink this,” Lesser Holly said. “That went quite poorly.”

      “Yes, it most certainly did. He took quite a shock when the EMP hit him. More than we thought, clearly.”

      “He’s not as robustly shielded against that sort of thing as we are.”

      “No. And this unusual alien form of energy also played into that,” Greater Holly said. “We’re going to need to keep him in sleep mode while we run an even more detailed diagnostic to ensure his core systems themselves were not fragmented in the process. We need to be certain before we attempt to wake him again.”

      “Agreed. And before we do anything more, I’m going to deactivate his weapons and temporarily unpatch him from their controls. We can’t afford another panicked volley of pulse fire.”

      “Oh, most certainly not,” Greater Holly agreed. “We have our work cut out for us, it seems. Let’s begin.”

      

      The blast had been small, and Holly’s thick hull had muffled any traces of the commotion. Had it taken place outside, she may have been able to use the sound as a guiding point to steer her way back home. As it stood, she had no such luck and was walking deeper into the depths of the beast’s belly, though she had no way of discerning which way she was heading.

      So far as she knew, she was on the right path. Little did she know.

      Deeper and deeper she went, weaving through the twisting maze of stone and derelict ships, completely unaware of the eyes watching her from above.

      Her observer was carefully keeping a safe distance and staying well hidden in the shadows provided by the towering rocks. The alien below was unlike any they had seen before. Tall, with grayish skin and four fairly strong-looking arms. It could be a good fighter, if it knew how to use them.

      It also appeared to possess four eyes, two of them on the back of its head. A difficult one to approach unseen. Very difficult. But if it could be done, this would make for a very good prize.

      Ever so quietly, the creature stalked its prey, slowly moving closer, hoping for an opportunity to strike.
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      “Oh man, I feel like crap,” Hump grumbled as he sat up from the contact charging pad he’d been lying on.

      As a cyborg, he really shouldn’t feel like much of anything, but all of those years griping with his fellow soldiers had ingrained a certain speech pattern that had stuck with him even now. He ran a hand through his hair and checked the chrono on his wrist, even though the internal timekeeper running in his processor knew precisely what time it was. Again, a habit to make others more comfortable around him.

      He switched his focus to his internal power levels and was not thrilled to see just how little his makeshift charging pad had managed to trickle into him. At this rate, he was tempted to cut his body open and just mainline directly into the damn power cell. But with the med pods running at low capacity, they would need to be kept ready for the flesh-and-blood crew, not to patch up any self-inflicted damage he might cause to himself while looking for a quicker fix. So, a slow charge it would have to be.

      “Holly, what’s our status?” he asked the ever-monitoring AI. Or, at least she usually was. “Holly?”

      “Apologies,” the AI said a moment later. “Lesser Holly and I have been attempting to revive Ace and ran into some rather severe technical difficulties, which we are endeavoring to remedy.”

      “Difficulties?”

      “Yeah,” Lesser Holly said. “He started shooting the place up when he woke up. Not good.”

      “Aww, shit. How bad’s the damage?” Hump asked, already on his feet and ready to help however he could.

      “Minimal,” Greater Holly replied. “His power was low at that particular point, so the blast was quite weak. Not much was harmed in the event. We were forced, however, to put him back into a sleep mode to facilitate a complete defragmentation survey of his AI processor.”

      “Damn, that’s a lot of work, even for two of you. Anything I can do to shoulder some of the load?”

      “The offer is appreciated, but we have it more or less under control,” she replied.

      He stepped out his door and began walking to command. “All right, then. I’m gonna go check in with the captain and see what she’s got lined up next.”

      “Ah, about that,” Holly said. “The captain, Mustafa, and Hellatz, went on a reconnaissance survey several hours ago.”

      “They what? Why didn’t you wake me?”

      “The captain said it was best to let you regain your strength and recharge. They did not anticipate any need for your services.”

      “It’s precisely the stuff you don’t expect that’s the reason I should go with them. Jesus, what were they thinking?”

      “They were thinking that you would better serve the team by remaining here,” Lesser Holly chimed in. “The captain was worried that the mechanoid thing was pretty close by when you saw it. And on top of that, there was the creature they came across as well. They feared it might find the ship. All the more reason to have you stay here to defend it if need be.”

      “But we have—” he began. “Oh, of course. She didn’t want you to use any weapons. It’d be like painting a giant bull’s-eye on us as soon as you fired.”

      “Precisely. But you, on the other hand, are skilled in close-quarter combat and could likely neutralize any threat without alerting others of our presence. The truly interesting part of all of this is that they actually made contact with not only an alien survivor aboard this vessel, but an entire group of previously unknown races all living together in several salvaged ships. I am running translations of their various languages as we speak. Most fascinating. I’m rather enjoying the novelty of the process.”

      “There are others? Damn, that’s one more reason they should have brought me along. I’m just glad to hear they’re friendly.”

      “Well…”

      “Well what, Holly?”

      “I should mention that not all of them have good intentions. Apparently, there is a faction they call the ‘wild ones’ who are more akin to savages than potential allies. But this new group of survivors helped keep the captain’s group from stumbling into a trap. They are currently with their leader in their main base of operations not far from here.”

      “I know it’s a big ship, but it’s not that big, Holly. Pretty much everything is not far from here.”

      “A fair point,” she conceded.

      Hump wasn’t thrilled with the situation, but the logic of it did make sense. “Still, you guys should have at least woken me up to help with Ace. We’re pals, after all.”

      “We are well aware, but you were in a deep phase of your recharge cycle, and to pull you out would have resulted in significantly diminishing your power uptake.”

      Hump knew there was no point in further arguing the point. What was done was done and that was all there was to it. He just had to move on and do what he could with the situation he had before him.

      “All right. So, you’re busy with Ace and the captain has gone off and made first contact without me. What’s left for me to do around here?”

      It was an unusual sensation for the spec ops cyborg. He had been so accustomed to being the go-to guy for all manner of missions, constantly in demand for his highly specialized skills and abilities. And now, here in this place, aboard a potentially hostile alien ship, surrounded by what were apparently dozens, if not hundreds, of alien survivors, some of whom were clearly hostile, he was left with nothing to do.

      Holly, for their part, understood how this situation was affecting him. But at least there was one thing he could do. And something that would keep him close at hand should his skills truly be needed to defend the ship.

      “Goonara has stepped outside to collect some samples,” Lesser Holly said. “I’m sure she would appreciate you keeping an eye on things while she works.”

      A look of alarm flashed on Hump’s face. “You let her go out alone?”

      “She is an adult, and the senior science officer on this mission. Of course we let her go out alone. What would you have us do?” Greater Holly asked.

      “But this is Goon we’re talking about. Head-in-the-clouds, lost-in-thought Goon. Oh, man, this is not good,” he said as he rushed to get his pulse rifle and strap on his combat knives.

      “Corporal, it’s fine,” Greater Holly said. “She’s just outside the ship. I’ve been tracking her tablet on a peripheral monitoring line. She hasn’t gone anywhere.”

      “At all?”

      “No. She has stayed there for some time now. I would think she is likely engrossed in her experiments.”

      “Holly,” Hump said with an exasperated groan as he raced for the door. “Goon does not sit still outside of her lab, you know that. That’s one of the main reasons I have to go along as security detail. To keep an eye on her.”

      “She’s right there, Corporal, I promise.”

      “I hope you’re right,” he replied, nearly tripping over the pink ball of fluff loitering at the airlock.

      Turd was in the wrong place at the wrong time, but the cyborg’s reflexes spared the little creature a more forceful meeting with his boot. Still, she was knocked into the airlock along with him, and there simply wasn’t time to delay.

      Hump punched the airlock double doors and quickly cycled outside, Turd carried out the door with him in the rush. She looked around, not at all pleased at this development.

      He left her there, planning on putting her back inside when he returned, but for the moment he had a more pressing task. With his pulse rifle at the ready, he made a rapid circuit of the area immediately around their ship.

      “Where, Holly?”

      “She’s just ahead and to your right. Fifteen meters or so.”

      “She’s not there. Where is she, Holly?”

      “I’m telling you, my readings say she’s right there. You should see her.”

      Hump fired up his specialized scanning array and did a quick analysis of the surrounding area. It cost a bit of power he’d rather have held on to, but given the circumstances, he felt it was definitely worth the expenditure.

      “Nothing,” he said, then turned his attention to the piece of equipment she had left behind. He bent down and picked up her forearm tablet where she had left it, probably in an absent-minded hurry to do Lord-knows what.

      “She’s moving now. Do you see her?”

      “She’s gone, Holly,” he replied. “Goonara’s tablet is here, but she isn’t.”

      A long pause hung in the air. “I see,” Greater Holly said. “We need to come up with a plan.”

      “Plan?” Hump said as he pocketed her tablet and took off at a jog. “Yeah, I’ve got a plan. I’m gonna go get her.”
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      The armory aboard the Naga was extensive. Racks upon racks were filled with an impressive assortment of high-tech rifles, pistols, and even what appeared to be some sort of plasma spear for closer-quarter combat.

      And all of it was dead. Utterly useless.

      “No juice at all?” Moose asked as he examined one of the inert weapons.

      “Sadly, none,” Mahdus replied. “These weapons function on a different type of power than the ship itself. Unfortunately, while we were able to recharge them at first with their converter, which helped us keep the wild ones at bay in the early days, eventually the drain of this place caused the power cells to cease holding a charge entirely. Now, no matter how we try they are no more than dead weight.”

      “Shame,” Moose said. “Nice design. Good weight to it. I’d have liked to see it work.”

      “As would we all,” Varsu said. “Nowadays we rely on far simpler weaponry.”

      “We saw what the wild ones carry,” Sadira said. “Crude spears that appear to have been forged in some sort of old-fashioned crucible.”

      “You’ve seen their spears?” he said. “You are right about their origins. They forge them from ore claimed from the asteroids in this place. The Pestri typically carry those and use them to corner and herd their prey.”

      “Are Pestri those four-legged bastards?” Moose asked.

      “Indeed. I take it you’ve seen one, then.”

      “Oh, we’ve more than seen one. We’ve got a wounded one held prisoner back aboard our ship.”

      Both Mahdus and Varsu were clearly shocked.

      “That’s very unusual,” Mahdus said. “They prefer death to capture, and believe me, we’ve tried. But they can be a handful, and many have perished in the attempt over the years.”

      Moose chuckled. “Yeah? Well, they hadn’t met Hump before.”

      “Hump? Is this another translation error?” Mahdus asked, a bit confused.

      “Corporal Humphries,” Sadira clarified. “A soldier embedded with our crew.”

      “A soldier, eh? And he took a Pestri? He is skilled in battle, I take it?”

      “The dude’s a certified badass. Took down that Pestri with his bare hands,” Moose said as he picked up a wicked-looking spiked mace from a nearby rack. “You know, he’d love all of this melee stuff you guys have made. He’s kind of a weapons aficionado.”

      “As many in that line of work are,” Varsu said. “I look forward to meeting him. You know, we do possess a much finer quality of weapon than the wild ones. More advanced alloys that withstand impacts far better than the crude implements they forge in their camps. These are particularly effective at keeping them at bay.”

      He offered a long arrow with a nasty-looking broadhead to Moose. Hellatz seemed quite interested in it.

      “May I see that?”

      “Sure thing,” Moose said, handing him the arrow.

      Hellatz examined the rod closely, noting the heft and length. “A fine arrow. Just the right amount of dynamic flex in the shaft to allow it proper flight.”

      “Archer’s paradox,” Sadira said.

      “What?”

      “An Earth term for the way arrows have to bend in flight in order to go straight.”

      “Ah, yes. On my world we have a similar expression,” Hellatz replied. “But this is an extremely long shaft. Mahdus, I do not see any among your people with arms close to long enough to utilize this.”

      “Oh, that,” she replied. “Yes, this particular piece went to one of our last powered devices before we had to resort to manual-operated weapons only.”

      Their host crossed the armory and opened a storage locker. Within was a large makeshift cannon-looking device, but with a square barrel rather than round, and thirty-six smaller holes rather than one big one. Clearly, each hole was designed to hold one long arrow. Given the nature of the weapon, it would rather negate much of the shaft flex, but it appeared to be designed for relatively close use against a lot of attackers.

      Rather than three dozen strings in the back, the rear had an unusual block device mounted. It was nothing more than a brick nowadays, but from what they could tell, when it functioned it had acted as a sort of propulsion mechanism. That explained the metal shafts versus another material. The metal reacted with the power surge, much like a rail gun with its sabots, although this fired at a mere fraction of the velocity.

      “We didn’t use it very many times,” Mahdus said. “The destruction it wrought made our point quite effectively. The wild ones gave up on larger raids after that.”

      “I can see why. A full-frontal charge would just give you one giant target to open up on,” Hellatz said.

      “Precisely.”

      Other weapons were lined up, including fairly nice-looking swords, small war hammers, and even a rack of broad blades at the end of poles, somewhat like ancient halberds.

      “Hey, what’s this?” Moose asked as he picked up a half foot long spike with a cable fastened to the rear.

      “A throwing spike,” Varsu said. “Not one of our better designs.”

      “But the cable allows its retrieval,” Hel noted.

      “Yes, but it also resulted in a few of our own being pulled closer by a minorly wounded adversary,” the stone-skinned man replied.

      Moose felt the heft in his hand, then spun it around a few times.

      “Careful, Moose,” Sadira warned.

      “It’s fine, Cap. I’ve got it all under—”

      The cable end snagged the corner of the halberd rack and yanked it forward, causing one of the weapons to tumble. Sadira shot her hand out in a flash, catching it by the blade with a loud clang.

      “Shit, sorry about that,” he said with a blush as he retrieved the weapon and put it back on the rack.

      “How is your hand not cut?” Mahdus asked. “I saw the blade strike your palm.”

      “Oh, that? Simple explanation,” she said, pulling her glove off to reveal her metal hand. “Cybernetic hand.”

      “Like my whole right leg,” Moose said, rapping his knuckle on his thigh with a soft clang. “Souvenirs of the Great War.”

      Yet again, their new allies were at a loss for words. At least for a few moments.

      “We have amazing machines that can perform all manner of things, but this? Replacement limbs that are so fully integrated to the wearer as to blend in as though flesh and blood? It’s amazing,” Varsu said. “An articulated appendage that moves as though it was your natural arm. You come from a truly amazing world.”

      Sadira picked up a metal cup with her gloved hand. “Yeah, a lot of us had injuries from the war to free our world,” she said, easily crushing the cup with her cybernetic replacement. “Fortunately, after the war, kids born nowadays are fully organic. No need for this sort of thing anymore. I, for one am glad to say that in my lifetime I’ll see this sort of thing fade from existence.”

      “I’m glad for you,” Mahdus said. “But here, in this place, those may come in handy against the wild ones. Their weapons are far cruder than ours, but they have numbers. And they have familiarity with this place beyond our maps. They know the areas we do not dare go.”

      “I was meaning to ask you,” Sadira said. “About them, why is it they have abandoned technology entirely? I mean, I get that the early ships would have run out of power long ago, but then subsequent ones that still had power were sucked in over the years.”

      “They became more tribal,” Mahdus said plainly. “The generations who grew strong in the absence of tech would capture the newcomers and slay those who didn’t join them. The only thread of technological use they’ve maintained is the use of ships’ life support to keep this whole place breathable. Beyond that, it’s a zero-technology culture.”

      “And they hunt you for your use of it?” Moose wondered.

      “No, it’s not that at all. They hunt us because it’s what they do. They hunt anyone they can. There have been other pockets of survivors, and a few still exist so far as we know. But we are just one group who does what we can to reach new arrivals before the wild ones take them.”

      “A noble cause,” Hellatz said.

      “Before my ship arrived,” Mahdus continued, “the survivors lived only in the far more tenuous locations, moving regularly to avoid detection. Those are still in use, but now more for farming purposes and wastewater recycling, along with the collection of ambient moisture. It is not much, but when an icy meteor or asteroid is pulled in, the force screen vaporizes it, releasing a burst of steam, which we then collect from the air.”

      “Do not forget the distillation units,” Varsu said.

      “Of course not, my friend. We also have a series of units that extract moisture from the waste foliage from our crops, crushed and placed inside where the still draws the vapor to be condensed and collected.”

      Sadira was impressed. “It’s one hell of a setup, I’ve got to admit.”

      “Thank you,” Varsu said.

      “You did this?” Moose asked.

      “I was the science officer aboard my ship,” he replied. “It was something of a joy devising these systems, to be honest.”

      “Holy shit. He’s like Goon, you guys. The big, scary stone dude is a mild-mannered science geek!” Moose said with burst of amusement.

      “You have a scientist on your crew?” Varsu asked. “I would be happy to share what I’ve learned with them. It will make life here much more pleasant, in time.”

      “If it comes down to it,” Sadira said. “But let’s hope we don’t need to learn all of your tricks of the trade. We plan on getting the hell out of here. And if your ship really does still have power, you can come with us.”
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      Sadira paced back and forth in front of the thick window of the Naga’s observation deck atop the alien craft. The glass was a composite with a fascinating blend of aluminum running through it. Transparent metal, more or less, though not entirely. If the gold ingot atop the ship had landed on that section it would have undoubtedly shattered rather than merely bent.

      She actually had a rather good view of the massive precious metal asteroid pinning the ship in place. That, and the area around them where she was able to see over the tops of the lesser chunks of rock and debris. The craft wasn’t enormous, but it was of a good size nonetheless, and at this height her line of sight was fairly unobstructed for at least a quarter mile.

      After that, towering stone dwarfed the Naga, blocking any further observation of the surrounding area. She had been concerned about outsiders looking in, but Mahdus had assured her the external tinting was sufficient to keep her from view in all but darkest space.

      And then she had left her guest to ponder and digest all she had just seen. Mahdus understood how overwhelming it could be for newcomers. She’d been one herself after all, though that was a long time ago. But whenever they brought a new arrival into the fold, they were all afforded the same courtesy if needed.

      In Sadira’s case, however, she was less needing to process the situation as she needed some quiet to plan their next moves.

      “Holly, I’ve looked at the Naga’s situational reports, and it seems to me like this thing has enough power to get airborne.”

      “Yes, Hellatz forwarded me some of the rough figures,” Greater Holly replied. “I would have to agree with your assessment. The ship does possess a significant amount of power in its drive systems, and from what I have been able to see of the other functioning portions of the craft, there is a likely correlation between this place’s drain and their remaining energy stores. Once free of captivity, it is highly likely their remaining systems will regain function.”

      “Good news. But more importantly, it can fly now?”

      “I believe so.”

      “Okay, that’s a plus. We’ve got friends in here, Hol, and if we figure a way out of here, I want to take them with us.”

      “A worthy goal, Captain,” the AI replied. “Though that does not change the fact that we do still need to find a way out of here first.”

      “Obviously. And to that end, have you made any progress?”

      “I am still attempting to decipher the alien code. It’s not going well, though.”

      “What’s the problem?”

      “The difficulty is two-fold. First, the data I have been retrieving and storing uncompressed in my systems is not remotely compatible with any of my known machine languages, and I speak thousands. This is utterly alien, literally, and it is a huge resource drain just trying to compile even a single line into some form of code I can maybe hope to decipher one day.”

      “Lovely,” Sadira sighed. “Varsu did mention that they’d managed to begin working on a snippet of code his ship intercepted in a burst transmission just before they got zapped and dragged in here. That system lost power ages ago, but maybe their notes will still be of use to you.”

      “It’s certainly worth having a look, though their coding style will also be vastly different from our own.”

      “I’ll ask him to dig up that info anyway,” she replied. “Now, what’s the other problem?”

      “The flow of this vessel’s data is coming in at a painfully slow trickle. My wireless connection to the data spike is rather tenuous, and as such I have been forced to focus a fair amount of my energies on maintaining a solid signal handshake just to keep the transfer rate steady.”

      “Can’t the other Holly help out?”

      “He had been, but we’re attempting to reboot Ace and have needed to focus all of our attention on that process.”

      “You can multitask. You both can.”

      “Yes, but we have run into some…hiccups.”

      Sadira didn’t like the sound of that. Not one bit. “What do you mean, ‘hiccups’?”

      “Ace woke in a somewhat fugue state and began firing his weapons.”

      “That’s not good, Hol.”

      “Inside the ship.”

      “Oh, hell no. How bad is the damage?”

      “Minimal, fortunately. His weapons were barely powered at the time. Had he been fully charged it would have been a far greater problem.”

      “Obviously. So, no serious damage?”

      “As I said, minimal.”

      “Okay. So his brain’s a bit wobbly for now. But you’ve got the bandwidth to look at Varsu’s coding information, right?”

      “I do, yes.”

      “Great, finally some good news. I’ll figure out how to interface with his files and send it over to you on our comms link.”

      “About that. Though these are allies, and they are obviously trying to willingly provide us with useful data, that does not change the fact that their code style will also be incompatible. It will take some work to generate a translation algorithm, and for that sort of data, I’m afraid use of our comms signal could prove to be quite problematic.”

      Sadira felt her blood pressure rising. “Fine. We have to come back anyway, so we’ll bring them to you directly,” she said with an exasperated sigh. “Prepare for guests. Have Goonara set up whatever it is you need to streamline things for you.”

      The line fell silent as the massive AI hesitated.

      “Holly? You still there? Shit, did the signal just drop?”

      “No, Captain, I am still here.”

      “Thought I lost you again.”

      “No, it is just that, well, there is one other problem I should mention.”

      “Oh, dear Lord, now what? Please say the ship is all right.”

      “The ship is fine.”

      “Thank God.”

      “But Goonara seems to have wandered off.”

      Sadira felt her stomach flip-flop with a rush of adrenaline. “For crying out loud, Holly! Are you kidding me?”

      “She went outside to gather some data, and—”

      “Then track her!”

      “I would, but she left her tablet behind and was not wearing external comms since she’d been working aboard the ship. But don’t worry, Captain. Corporal Humphries is searching for her.”

      “Is he even charged enough for that?”

      “His power is still extremely low, but I feel confident he has enough for this function, though I would much rather he had remained charging a while longer. I’ve been working on getting his charging apparatus repaired and have made decent progress, but for now he is still reliant only on the trickle charge.”

      “So he’s out there wandering around on an empty tank,” Sadira grumbled.

      “Never fear. I am confident he will have her back by the time you arrive with your guests. She can’t have gone too far.”

      “This is Goonara we’re talking about. And why the hell would she go out wandering anyway? She knows better.”

      “She made a discovery. An admittedly fascinating one. It was in the furtherance of that research that she stepped outside.”

      “What kind of discovery we talking here? Some new kind of fungus? Or did she find an endemic slug?” Sadira joked.

      “Actually, the crystal she procured from the tunnel system you were in during your rescue mission not too long ago has been the focus of her attentions.”

      “She already said it isn’t radioactive. At least, not like anything we’re used to. And it’s safe to be around. You said so yourself.”

      “And it is safe. But in this place, there is a new effect the crystal has presented. It seems that proximity weakens the molecular bond of this vessel’s composite metal hull.”

      “Weakens? Like, how much are we talking here? This ship is pretty much impervious from what you said earlier.”

      “She is able to slice the metal quite easily with the crystal present,” Holly replied.

      “Well, holy shit on a shingle, that’s incredible!”

      “I know, Captain.”

      “I mean it. That could be huge. What have you been able to make of her data so far?”

      “Just extrapolations. I need to discuss further with Goonara when she and Corporal Humphries return. But yes, this could be the sort of development we’ve been looking for. This might actually help us break free.”
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      Corporal Humphries had seen some serious shit in his time. Of course, his time had encompassed hundreds of years, from before the Great War, when he served as a highly proficient tactical special operative to the last days of the struggle for Earth itself. His kill tally was high, though he’d never go into details, as was a true operator’s way. He just quietly went about his work, leaving a trail of death in his wake.

      But now, in this place, the typically jovial cyborg was forced to change from his usual tactics as he charged ahead on his unexpected rescue and retrieval operation. Goonara had wandered off, and knowing her, she could very well be in trouble. And it was his job to get her out of it. But he was low on power and forced to resort to almost human levels of stalking rather than utilizing his specialized array of scanning and hunting tools. It was humbling.

      His eyes possessed capabilities far above even the tricked-out unit Moose had replacing his damaged right one. Commandos got the cream of the crop, and Hump was more than just a top-notch soldier. He was an AI and capable of processing so much more data than any human mind could.

      But that array was silent as he searched, in standby mode to conserve power. It was an odd sensation, relying on the most basic of input, but he was doing his best with what he had. His enhanced hearing was also running a bit lower than usual, though that was far less of a drain on his systems than optic input, so it was still cranked far higher than the average human.

      But there was no sound of Goonara. The towering rocks blocking all but the most nearby of noises put the kibosh on that.

      And the rocks. Oh, how he longed for a full power cell. One that allowed him to scale them with ease, even bounding from one to the other without much effort, if they were close enough together. He could get a bird’s-eye view in the process, as he’d done so often when on recon missions. But that required a fair bit of exertion, and that was simply out of the question. There was no telling how long he would be out there searching for his crewmate, and that meant maximum power conservation.

      As for the small flock of drones he had packed for the mission, all were down for the count so long as they were inside this place. They could be charged, somewhat, but the drain of flight, combined with the expenditure required to transmit their data back to his AI mind would allow them but a minute or two of flight time, tops. And that was including takeoff and landing.

      If he used them, he might catch the slightest glimpse, but at the cost of the units themselves as they conked out and fell from the sky.

      “This is worse than Havana,” he grumbled to himself, recalling a mission in the distant past that had required him and his team to go in totally underpowered due to a state-of-the-art scanning array that still almost picked up their cybernetic cores beneath their flesh exteriors despite running at a bare minimum.

      On that occasion, only when they’d reached their objective were they able to power up. And that was milliseconds before they rained carnage upon their enemies, rendering any alarms moot.

      Hump paused and gazed at the ground up ahead. He quickly cycled his visual enhancements on for a flash, then powered them off while he processed the images. It was a little cheat he’d learned back in the day. One that was slow going, but at least provided a bit of an edge over regular eyes.

      There was not dirt this far toward the front of the whale ship, the rock had not yet been broken down by the years, but there were pebbles, and footfall would still grind the smaller ones down, at least somewhat. And that could be all he required to track his wayward crewmate.

      But so far he had come up dry, and he’d come up to yet another fork in the maze of pathways. Worse, whichever way she had gone, he still hadn’t found a trace of her yet.

      “Where the hell did you go, Goonara?” he quietly wondered, then headed off down what he hoped was the right path.

      

      In the dim light of the belly of the beast, the hapless scientist was lost. Very lost. She’d known it as soon as she tried to reverse her course and head back to the ship. The long shadows all around cast by the towering stone littering the craft’s interior made any sort of proper navigation near impossible. And poor Goonara hadn’t left a trail of breadcrumbs, though that fable was of Earth origin, not her native world, so the idea wouldn’t have even dawned on her.

      Compounding the problem was the uniform smoothness of the ship’s skin far above. There was simply nothing remotely resembling a landmark she could use as a guiding point of reference. No stars, no sun, not even a cloud or constellation. She was lost. Wandering aimlessly in this frustrating maze of a place, though one could easily call it a labyrinth, given the foreboding feel the massive rocks and wrecked ships lent it.

      She had quickly become worried, as well she should have been, and picked up her pace.

      “Which way?” she wondered, her eyes darting about, looking for any sign as to the right direction. “Oh, how could I have done this?”

      Anxious to make progress, she chose a direction and rushed headlong into the nearest branch of the winding pathways, not realizing the eye tends to miss things in the dark. Things that had she just taken a little more time might have become apparent to her. Things like the faint marks of her footsteps leading out of the adjacent pathway’s opening.

      But she was in a hurry. A near-panicked hurry at that, and she reacted accordingly, missing the trail entirely.

      The light grew somewhat dimmer as she walked. At first she believed it was simply due to a taller grouping of asteroids piled in this section of the ship. That would block more of the reflected light from above. But soon she realized her mistake. Not only had the brightness of the light dimmed, but its intensity and tone had shifted. This wasn’t the light of the many ships still emitting some external illumination reflecting down upon her. This was mostly firelight. And that could only mean one thing.

      She had wandered deeper into the beast’s belly rather than out of it. She had been walking the wrong way.

      Goonara turned around immediately and headed back the way she had come from. At least, she thought so.

      “This isn’t right,” she realized shortly thereafter. “This isn’t right at all.”

      She had come upon a pair of hulking ships, burned and bent, their structures mashed together by the force of millions of tons of stone, ore, and who knows what else sliding down the beast’s gullet, pushing back upon them as the scavenger craft swallowed up ever more.

      At any other time she would have stopped and investigated with the greatest of interest. These were entirely unknown craft and would contain information about other species she knew nothing about. But today Goonara was far less concerned with new discoveries than she was with simply getting back to her ship. To her lab. To her friends.

      “It will be okay,” she said to herself over and over as she pressed on, passing even more stripped wreckage of derelict ships. “Corporal Humphries will find me. I know he will.”

      Her confidence in his abilities was not misplaced. He had saved her on more than one occasion already since they’d begun traveling together on this mission, and given what Holly had mentioned when she stepped outside to run her experiments and take new samples, he would have been roused not long after her disappearance.

      She just had to give it time and he would find her. But to aid in that process, she needed to get closer to their ship. To backtrack so he would not have to search quite so far to find her. With that in mind, she picked up her pace yet again, confident she was heading the right direction this time.

      No more than ten minutes later, she heard a familiar sounding footfall echoing off of the stone around her.

      “Oh, thank the gods,” she said as a welcome feeling of relief flooded her body. “Corporal, I’m over here!”

      The footsteps ceased abruptly.

      “Corporal Humphries?” she called out. “Can you hear me?”

      The feet moved again, but this time it sounded as though there were more than just one pair. Suddenly, Goonara had the terrible, sinking feeling that she had just made a horrible mistake. She turned to run but a heavy net landed on her from above. A sharp tug closed the ends around her legs, knocking her to the ground.

      An enormous, hairy beast leapt down from the adjacent boulder just as three filthy creatures with sickly gray skin carrying terrifying weapons burst from the adjacent pathway.

      “Please don’t hurt me!” she cried out. “I have friends. They’ll be looking for me. You don’t want to—”

      The Yeti-looking alien’s fist connected with the corner of her jaw, knocking her unconscious with a single blow. He looked down on his conquest with satisfaction. He’d expected this one to require a bit more work given its size and overall build. Weaker than he thought, it seemed. And an entirely unknown species.

      He called over the others and had them slide their spears through the net’s openings, then lift the unconscious Chithiid into the air. They had a new prize to bring back to camp. It was a good hunt. Their leader bent down and picked up the scanning unit that had been in Goonara’s hands. It still displayed data on its screen, though he had no idea what any of it meant. His people had been without power or technology far longer than he could remember.

      He tucked it into the pouch on his hip, then turned to head back to their camp. The others followed close behind, their booty swinging from the net suspended between them.
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      The swaying was almost relaxing in its own way, a calm remembrance of the comforting flow of a mother’s womb. It was safe there. Secure. Swaddled tightly with no fears or worries in the world.

      But this was no womb.

      And this was no swaddling.

      Goonara’s eyes struggled open as she fought her way back to consciousness. Instinctively, she thrashed to free herself but found she was firmly restrained by a tightly drawn wire net. Her captors ignored her entirely, walking on without a care in the world, the captive scientist noted, acting for all intents and purposes as if the poor creature carried between them was no more than a piece of meat.

      Little did she know, that wasn’t far from the truth.

      Fortunately for her, as an entirely new species within this place, she would be afforded a bit of a reprieve, if being kept alive for prodding and examination could be called that. It was better than the alternative, however, though she was thankfully unaware of what typically befell the wild ones’ captured prey.

      The captain and the others knew, though, and if they had been aware of her predicament, their concern would have been well-placed.

      At the front of their little procession, a deep, gruff voice spoke in a language the Chithiid could not understand. Not the words, at least. But the tone was that of a leader who knew full well he would be obeyed. She was balled up fairly tightly inside the netting, her chin pressed against her knees, a position which would have kept any other species from seeing what was happening around them. Goonara, however, was a Chithiid, and like their pilot, she had eyes in the back of her head. Literally.

      It was with those that she caught a better glimpse of the speaker. It was the beast she had caught only a glimpse of when it had netted her and beaten her unconscious with a single, mighty blow. A towering thing as tall as she was. Taller, even, fur-covered and muscular. The creatures carrying her were entirely hairless, unlike their leader. A different species, it seemed. And their skin was an unhealthy shade of gray.

      One turned its head slightly and glanced at her. Its eyes, she noted, were the color of a dehydrated man’s piss. Sickly yellow-brown, and with an unpleasant look in them. Fortunately, she didn’t seem to warrant much more attention, and it soon returned its gaze ahead.

      Goonara felt her stomach churning, not only from the swaying of the net, but also from the minor concussion she had surely suffered. The headache was only just beginning to blossom into its full, agonizing glory, compounding her discomfort with every jolting step her captors took. But as she shook and swung between them, the nausea looked as though it would beat her headache to the punch.

      A stream of hot bile sprayed from her mouth, mostly coating her own leg due to the position she was stuck in. Some, however, hit the foot of the rear load-bearer, who took some offense to the unexpected and unwanted gush. It lashed out with its vomit-dampened foot, landing a solid kick on their netted prey. Fortunately, she was more or less upright and the blow harmlessly hit her legs and rear, which were more than able to absorb the impact.

      The others glanced back at their swearing comrade. She didn’t know what the creature’s words meant, but the gist was clear. It was most definitely not amused. Its friends, however, found the whole thing quite funny, and their laughter translated just fine, regardless of any language barriers. The glare she received was not amused, though, and it made the scientist wonder if she might not be seeing more of this angry alien in the near future.

      For now, however, she had other things to worry about.

      It wasn’t too long before their surroundings changed. The air was smokier, for one, she noticed. And there was a dizzying variety of unknown species milling about, some taking note of their odd new arrival, but most just carrying on with their daily lives.

      They seemed to be living in cut-outs in the stone that climbed up quite high in the rock faces. There were also ground-level dwellings fashioned of scraps taken from downed spaceships. Those residences seemed more luxurious, and the residents of them were clearly the higher echelon of the strange tribal society.

      Piles of salvage dotted the landscape where the stone had been cut back to provide larger common areas. It seemed as if there was a pile dedicated to each type of craft as the components and bits and bobs all seemed to be fairly consistent within them. Why, exactly, she had no idea. For all she knew, it could simply have been the most convenient way to dump what had been collected before heading out for another load.

      And with what had to be a great number of ships trapped aboard over all these years, that would leave a lot to collect. But she thought it seemed a bit odd they would still be doing so after all this time. After all, even with only hand tools, most vessels could be stripped in just a few years with this many eager hands at work.

      What she didn’t know was that only a select few were permitted that honor. A system put in place centuries prior, when only the strongest could fight off the others for first dibs on whatever new booty their prison swallowed up. As the society grew, the sharing of resources became standard, but those in power still kept the cream of the crop for themselves. And that meant only the chosen were allowed to salvage.

      It also meant there was a continuous job to be done. Another lesson from the early days was that idle hands led to great mischief. Not something they wanted in their little fiefdom.

      A strange grunting sound reached Goonara’s ears, and she twisted as best she could to ascertain its source. A pen of six-legged pig-like creatures with plated skin were rutting in the dirt in their pen. It was at that moment she saw the others. Aliens of many races, all of them locked in cages and sturdy enclosures, some in the tatters of clothing and uniforms, others stripped naked.

      The living situation was foul. Repugnant. Filthy. And it was right toward those pens that she now found herself being carried.

      “No, please don’t put me in there,” she begged, her words falling on non-understanding ears.

      The leader growled something at the prisoners of one of the enclosures, and they quickly scurried back away from the gate. He unfastened it and gestured for his underlings to bring their prisoner forward.

      Goonara felt the hard soil smack her rear as she was unceremoniously dumped to the ground. The poles quickly snaked out of the netting, and the fastening cable’s painful tightness at long last relaxed. The net was then pulled free over her head, leaving her a moment to begin to unfurl her cramped limbs.

      Rough hands yanked her to her feet. A four-legged creature of the same type they had captured and subsequently saved was holding her up in an iron grip. The tribe’s massive leader walked over and sized up his new prize. Goonara tried to stand tall, worried that showing fear might only cause her more harm. The hairy beast noticed that standing upright as she was, his captive was almost as tall as him. He did not like that.

      A fist buried itself in Goonara’s stomach, causing her to double over as she gasped for air. The man chuckled and quickly ran his hands through her pockets, taking absolutely everything from her and tossing it in a pile outside the cage. When he pulled the glowing crystal free, however, he paused.

      A gasp could be heard from the bystanders. Clearly, they had never seen such a thing. For that matter, neither had Goonara until stumbling upon it on their recent mission. The man held it up and examined the light it cast with fascination. This was clearly not some form of unfamiliar tech. This was as close to magic as he or his people had ever seen. And now it was his.

      He slid the stone into the pouch at his hip and strode from the pen while his minions rifled through the small mound of Goonara’s things. Like piranha in a frenzy, within seconds the pile was gone, the grabbing hands reducing it to nothing in no time flat.

      The pen gate slammed shut and was fastened with a sturdy bit of cable. It could be untied by the prisoners, no doubt, but the process would undoubtedly draw the attention of any one of the many wild ones constantly in the area. And with no nighttime for them all to go to sleep and provide an opportunity for escape, it didn’t look like that would be changing anytime soon.

      Goonara pushed herself upright once more, the ache in her gut slowly fading to a dull throb. It was then that she noticed the others locked in with her in more detail. The way they looked at her. The way they moved closer. And the way their body language seemed utterly different from those who had captured her and their friends outside this cage.

      These aliens were not crude beasts. They had intelligence in their eyes. Intelligence, and sympathy.

      “Do you understand me?” she asked the nearest group.

      There were at least a half dozen species represented in that little cluster, and they all looked at one another with a bit of confusion, then spoke amongst themselves in an utterly foreign tongue. One of them, a stout female, or so she thought the green-scaled alien was, turned from the others and hurried to the far end of the pen, returning a minute later with a dented and grimy metal cup fashioned from scrap.

      “Wraxxop,” she said as she held it out for Goonara.

      The cup contained water. Dirty, murky, foul water. Goonara politely shook her head and declined.

      “Thank you, but I’m fine.”

      The green woman held out the cup again, pantomiming drinking, then gestured to the nearest cage. The prisoners there appeared to be in much worse condition. Dehydrated, malnourished, unhealthy. The two women locked eyes, and in that moment Goonara realized she had a choice. Overcome her aversion to all things unhygienic, or die slowly in captivity. She reached out and took the cup.

      “Thank you,” she said, her meaning clear even if her words were not. She studied the liquid a long moment. “At least it’s not death,” she said, then forced herself to drink the container’s entire contents.

      The green woman smiled warmly as she handed the cup back. The newcomer would live. For now, at least.

      

      Across the compound, seated atop his ruler’s throne, the hairy beast called his underlings to him. They were his best and most trusted hunters. The ones he knew would not fail him. He reached in his pocket and withdrew the glowing crystal, showing the miraculous item to them all. After he was sure they were adequately impressed, he put it aside and pulled another item out. Goonara’s scanning unit.

      The lights were still functioning, and as he waved it around, the detection apparatus shifted color and gave off soft notification tones. None of that made any sense to them, but it didn’t have to. What mattered was that this was new. New and with power. It meant one thing. They would hunt, but this time to the very edges of their domain.

      It was the way of their people as long as they could remember. Something new was here. A new craft with new wonders for them to claim as their own. It had been a long time since the last one, and they were excited for the challenge. And if all went well and the newcomers were plentiful, they would be adding fresh meat to the larder tonight.
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      “Nice bit of tech,” Varsu said, admiring Sadira’s forearm tablet.

      “Thanks. It was a bit of work upping their runtime with the power drain in this place, but we’ve got it dialed in.”

      “Yeah, thanks to pockets full of extra power cells,” Moose said. “At least they’re relatively light.”

      “Better than anything we have,” Varsu said. “Our portable units finally gave out years ago. There was only so much we could do to recharge them before they were rendered incapable of holding power. This place wreaks havoc on smaller electronics power supplies.”

      “Yeah, tell us about it,” Hellatz grumbled. “But maybe some of our gear might be cross-compatible. That would be a big coup if it were.”

      Sadira shook her head. “Holly didn’t think it was likely, but who knows? I could go for a nice surprise right about now.”

      “Couldn’t we all?” Moose said.

      “Anyway, we’re here,” she continued, pointing to a dropped pin on her tablet’s map. “And our ship is way over here.”

      Varsu studied the map a long moment then shook his head. “That is a very risky path you took the last time you came by our ship. Honestly, it’s amazing no one spotted your group. That’s a frequently traveled hunting area; you got lucky none of the wild ones were out at that time.”

      “But I thought they couldn’t get past your ship’s defensive system.”

      “They can’t. But that doesn’t mean they don’t still use this path network for other purposes. It’s one of the reasons we have to be so careful. Why we planted our crops up high. There are so few places in here that they don’t eventually pass through, so we just work around them and assume there is a constant threat.”

      Hellatz patted the stone man on his shoulder. “I’m sorry. That must be exhausting.”

      “It is, but we’ve grown accustomed to it. But here, let me show you a route back to your ship that is not only faster, but also avoids the more commonly frequented hunting areas.”

      Varsu spent the next several minutes adding detail to the very incomplete maps the team had stored in their tablets. It was still a long way from an even remotely comprehensive map of pitfalls and danger zones, but it did provide a clear picture how to make it back to their ship in the most direct manner possible.

      The plan was a simple one. They would take Varsu and Mahdus back to their ship, where they would then manually upload everything they could to help Holly on the quest to decipher the alien code this entire place was running on.

      They had some theories as to what snippets meant, of course. Over the years Mahdus and Varsu had spent countless hours discussing possibilities, but always in a hypothetical sense. None of the Naga’s computers could tap into their captor’s systems, and Varsu’s craft had only captured that bit of code by sheer luck just before their ship was immobilized, captured, and nearly destroyed upon intake.

      In the years since, that particular vessel had fallen to the wild ones and was now no more than a gutted husk of its former glory. The Naga, however, persevered, but without a connection to test their coding theories and limited power to those systems even if they could.

      Now, with Holly’s help, perhaps the time had finally come where they could put those pieces together and make sense of the frustratingly mysterious machine language.

      Mahdus was the leader of her people, but she was also, Sadira was pleased to note, one who took after her own heart. In her mind, a leader led by doing precisely that. Leading. And she would never ask her people to do anything she wasn’t willing to do herself. In this case, however, it was also her particular familiarity with this bit of coding that motivated her to come on the excursion herself. That, and she wanted very much to meet this artificial mind in person.

      “We’re ready when you are,” Sadira informed her once she and the boys were properly geared up.

      “Excellent. We need to keep our footprint small to avoid notice, but I’m having two of my guards join us. One taking the lead and one following behind to cover our backs.”

      “Every little bit of additional support is greatly appreciated,” Sadira said.

      “All we need now are a couple of Sherpas to help carry our gear,” Moose joked.

      Sadira elbowed him lightly. “All right, then. Shall we?”

      The group was exceptionally cautious exiting the Naga. Apparently, the wild ones would sometimes take up positions close by in hopes of perhaps snagging one of their number as they exited the ship. It was an infrequent occurrence, fortunately, and this excursion seemed to be an assailant-free one.

      They quickly fell in behind the mace-wielding scout leading the way. For the path they would be taking, shorter melee weapons would be more effective given the narrower and twistier nature of their route. The guard at the rear, however, had his mace slung and was walking with a medium-length halberd at the ready. The extra length would allow them to impede any attackers trying to rush upon them from behind or drop in from above.

      Given the confines of the rock around them, Sadira had to admire the system Mahdus had created for her people. It was a tough situation made at least a little better by the application of clever tactics and intelligent deployment of specific weaponry.

      They were making rather good time, the newcomers were pleased to note. They had the new route on their tablets, of course, but having local guides leading the way really streamlined the process. It also allowed them to focus a little more on their surroundings and less on the devices strapped to their forearms.

      The scratches they had previously noted on the rocks turned out to be simply pathway markings denoting the rough direction of a particular track when it finally arrived at its next intersection. Given the winding nature of things, and the fact that one could perform any number of hairpin turns thanks to the rocks that had haphazardly formed this place, knowing the ultimate direction you would exit was of great value.

      Both Mahdus’s people as well as the wild ones utilized the markings, and none ever sought to deface them. It was a mutually beneficial system that seemed to be immune to the other aspects of their ongoing conflict.

      They had been trekking for only ten minutes when their lead scout held up a hand, signaling them to stop and be silent. They strained their ears, listening for whatever it was that had caught his attention. There seemed to be nothing, but then, a moment later the faint sound of voices whispered across the air from the gap in the stones above.

      The scout motioned for them to follow quietly down a path adjacent to the one they were originally intending to take. For fifteen minutes they walked without a word spoken until finally Mahdus informed them that they were clear of the threat.

      “It happens,” she said. “But Jorgat is one of our finest, and his hearing is second to none.”

      “So, we’re okay now?” Sadira asked.

      “The group was moving the opposite direction. We’re well clear of them now, though we must still keep our voices low. In this place, we pretty much always stay quiet.”

      “Logical,” she replied as they moved ahead on their new course.

      It was going to be a longer walk thanks to the unplanned detour, but the terrain was relatively flat at least, with only a few smaller boulders needing to be scaled along the way. But the stones weren’t the only thing in their path.

      Moose and Hellatz were particularly fascinated with the pair of wrecks they passed along the way. Smaller ships than most of the others they’d seen, and mostly intact but for sections of the hull that had been melted away. It was an unusual phenomenon that both were intrigued by.

      “Partial shielding failure,” Varsu said, noting their curiosity. “That one came in just a few years after my ship arrived here.”

      “Did you get to them first?” Moose asked.

      “We did, but there were no survivors. The majority of the exterior was protected, but when the shielding failed and the hull was breached, their ship simply wasn’t designed to withstand that kind of heat from the inside. It was a blast furnace, taking down compartment doors and killing everyone aboard.”

      “What a horrible way to go,” Hellatz said.

      “Actually, from what we saw, it was likely instant,” the towering man replied.

      Moose and Hellatz fell silent after that, both deep in thought, reflecting just how lucky they had been. But their luck was about to take a turn for the worse.
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      The trek had been relatively quiet when a flutter of motion high above on one of the boulders caught Hellatz’s eyes on the back of his head.

      “What is that?” he said, turning to point at the boulder behind them.

      A spear flew past him, ringing off the metal deck at his feet.

      “Attack!” Varsu called out in a hushed warning. Even facing the enemy he maintained the quiet tone they relied upon for survival.

      It wasn’t a lone assailant clamoring down the stone face, it was seven of them, many different species and all carrying a nasty assortment of weapons. The two scouts quickly formed up close around the others and deployed expanding rods, the metal extending up above them and opening like an empty umbrella frame.

      Sadira was about to question the strange weapon when a trio of nets rained down from above, hanging up on the quickly placed defensive apparatus. Apparently, they had been through this before and had developed countermeasures for the wild ones’ favored attacks.

      The scouts waited to make sure no more attackers were coming from above, then pushed the tangle of nets aside to better fight their enemies. Three of the oncoming creatures were the same type as was currently held within Sadira’s ship, only these were quite healthy and fully armed.

      With them was a smallish gray-skinned creature with long talons at the end of its bony fingers. It also had spiky protuberances jutting from each elbow. But it was the nasty studded club in its hand that really caught her attention.

      A tentacled thing with at least a dozen eyes on stalks rushed toward them, multiple weapons being brandished by one set of tentacles while the others propelled it in an unsettling, undulating surge.

      There were a couple of others behind them, but the fight was on, and she would just have to make note of them when she finally saw them. If they survived that long.

      “Sadi, can we shoot?” Moose called out.

      “No. No pulse rifles. That’ll just draw the other group here too.”

      Moose planted his fist firmly in the throat of one of his attackers then stomped its knee with a sickening crunch. Had it not already been unable to cry out from the initial blow, it surely would have. But the sturdy human made good use of his pulse rifle in the only way allowed in this circumstance. He slammed the butt of it square into the alien’s face, dropping it in a heap.

      “There are more of them coming anyway,” he growled as he engaged another attacker. This time it was a spear wielding furry thing that reminded him of a werewolf, but not in a funny way.

      Sadira glanced around. One of their scouts was unconscious on the ground, and the other was wounded but holding his own. Varsu was taking a beating, but his stone skin was at least providing him some protection from most of the blows, while Mahdus was showing her proficiency with the small clubs she carried, dual-wielding with precision.

      Even so, it was clear that they were losing. And worse yet, more of the wild ones’ friends were swarming toward them. Sadira came to the grim realization that even with pulse rifles, there was no way they could win.

      A large green alien with a leathery hide leapt through the air right at the captain, confident its far greater weight could overwhelm whatever defense she might manage to mount. And it was right. Its weight would surely crush her to the ground, and she knew it.

      So, this is how it ends, she mused as the shadow of her demise descended upon her.

      A massive impact diverted the beast, sending it crashing into the unforgiving stone of the boulders nearby. Sadira was nearly in shock. She was supposed to be dead, wasn’t she?

      “Thought I heard you guys,” the welcome voice of her cybernetic friend said. “Hang tough, Cap, I’ve got this.”

      Corporal Humphries had come out of nowhere, and with his lone addition to their ranks the tide had most definitely turned.

      “Okay, fuckers, come and get it,” he said with an enthused gleam in his eye.

      The attackers had no idea what he was saying, but the look on his face when so greatly outnumbered actually gave them pause. That is, for the split second he allowed them to, because almost instantly the usually jovial killing machine put on a master class in why you do not fuck with a spec ops cyborg or his friends.

      Moose and Hellatz both watched with mouths open as their crewmate went to work. It was obvious from the first punch that he had fully activated all of his capabilities for this fight. There was no holding back, and from the looks of it, there might not be any survivors by the time he was through with them.

      The wild ones realized an alpha predator was among them and quickly shifted their attacks from Mahdus and the others to the newcomer, confident their numbers would overwhelm him. They couldn’t have been more wrong. All they did was provide him a conveniently dense target upon which to unleash his wrath.

      Fists flew, boots lashed out, and more than a few of the alien attackers learned just how hard a cyborg’s elbows and knees were under their flesh covering, just before their bones shattered from the impacts. One managed to drive a spear into its opponent’s side, but amazingly, the man only seemed more amped up by his injury.

      “Yeah! Get some!” Hump said with glee as he cut a swath through the oncoming ranks, his combat knife taking three tentacles off of his nearest opponent in a flash before slicing it from top to bottom. A sickening gush of organs and goo splashed out onto the deck, but he was already moving on to the others, shattering legs and driving his blade through torso and skull alike.

      Mahdus and Varsu were tending their wounded comrade but couldn’t help but watch in amazement as this newcomer to the fight doled out a massive helping of whoop-ass to all comers. It was utterly unlike anything they’d ever seen. And this was one of their new ally’s teammates? Things were definitely looking up. At least for them. For the wild ones, not so much.

      The enemy attackers were dead or dying in barely a minute, the man-shaped tornado of destruction standing at their center, his wrath having laid waste to so many with an epic display of violence. But not all were dead. One of the four-legged creatures that had been trapped in the chaos pushed free of the corpse that had fallen atop it and turned to flee as fast as its four legs would carry it.

      “Hump!” Moose called out, pointing at the escaping alien.

      The commando spun and hurled his knife with power and precision, but for a moment it looked as if he’d missed, the blade clanging off the far rock. A moment later the alien staggered and fell to the ground, blood gushing where the bulky knife had punched right through its body.

      “Holy shit, man. That was one hell of a throw,” Moose said.

      “Thanks,” Hump replied, pulling the spear from his side and tossing it away. “Say, would you do me a favor and get that knife for me and hang onto it? It’s one of my favorites.”

      “Sure. But why do you—”

      Hump then toppled over, hitting the ground in a heap, eyes open but sightless.

      Mahdus and Varsu rushed to their downed savior, hoping they might be able to do something to repay him. Sadly, they realized they could not.

      “There is no pulse,” Mahdus said as she gently closed his eyes. “I am sorry for the loss of your friend. But he died saving us all.”

      “He gave it his all,” Sadira said, wondering if there was any hope the cyborg could be salvaged. He had drained himself beyond his reserves and forced a hard shutdown, and he’d done it to save them.

      “Ballsy move, man,” Moose said, sliding the commando’s knife back in its sheath.

      “I knew he was good, but I didn’t know he could move like that,” Hellatz said. “Damn, that was impressive.”

      “Right?” Moose agreed, looking at the carnage all around them.

      Mahdus rested her hand on Sadira’s shoulder. “Jorgat is wounded but stable. I am afraid Alagus has passed.”

      “I’m sorry, Mahdus.”

      “It is the nature of life in this place,” she replied. “Come, we must move quickly, before more of them come. It seems likely with a group this large out hunting that more will be in the area.”

      They gathered their gear and fashioned a makeshift crutch for Jorgat. He would live, but he’d have a limp.

      “What about Hump?” Hellatz asked.

      “Well, speaking of Sherpas,” Moose said with a wry grin as he turned to Varsu. “Hey, big guy. You mind helping get him back to the ship?”

      The man had just saved all of their lives. His response was not ever in doubt. “Of course,” the stone man said, bending to lift the smaller human. The strain, however, surprised even a big one like him. “Your friend is exceptionally heavy.”

      “Yeah, ain’t that the truth,” Moose replied. “But you’ve got him, right?”

      “Yes, I can manage.”

      “Okay. Hel and me, we’ll get Alagus. Never leave a man behind, right?”

      Varsu nodded somberly.

      Sadira slung her rifle and picked up a nasty-looking club from the ground, testing its weight with a few swings and finding it agreeable. “Right, then. Let’s get the hell out of here.”
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      A leisurely pace was not even remotely an option now that a group of wild ones had been engaged, and the group raced through the weaving paths at speed. Varsu had never had reason to wonder if he could move so quickly while carrying several hundred pounds over his shoulders in a modified fireman’s carry, but their situation more than warranted the effort, and he certainly lived up to the need.

      After what Hump had just done, especially considering the sheer number of wild ones that now lay dead or dying in his wake, it seemed quite likely that their leader would not take so kindly to the outcome. Some skirmishes could be ignored, but this time, they would most definitely not be allowed to go their merry way.

      Mustafa and Hellatz ran at the rear, carrying Alagus while covering as they went. Sadira and Mahdus took the front, hoping they would avoid any further fighting. As disadvantaged as they were now, the use of pulse weapons could very well become a necessity despite the numerous drawbacks.

      Fortunately, thanks to the map Mahdus knew by heart after so many years living in this place, even with the detour they were forced to take down winding paths and side trails, the ship was still not terribly far. If they could just cover that distance without any more bloodshed, they would all be able to breathe an enormous sigh of relief.

      They raced on, pushing hard and staying silent as their boots crunched softly on the dirt and stone at their feet. Mahdus had diverted them to a decoy path briefly, leaving obvious traces, then backtracking to their true path. Whether or not it would fool the hunters who would inevitably find their slaughtered friends was something no one could say.

      “We should arrive in just a few minutes,” Mahdus informed them as they finally cleared the densest area of towering stone and passed through a more open space.

      The deck beneath their feet was free of dirt and had been only bare metal for some time now, so it was clear they were approaching the frontmost portion of the vessel. All they had to do was get around the massive stone obstacles and they would be home free. Relatively speaking, that is.

      “Holly, we’re almost to you. Shift sensors on high and scan around your exterior. If it’s clear, I want you to have the aft doors open for us in two minutes. I think we’re good, but if there are hostiles on our tail I want to make our entry as fast as possible.”

      “Understood, Captain,” Lesser Holly said.

      “And, Holly, power up the railgun.”

      “Captain?”

      “We don’t want to use pulse or plasma weapons if we can avoid it. Who knows how that might deflect and bounce around in here. But a high-velocity sabot or two might prove to be a good deterrent if they make a move on us.”

      “Understood. It will be primed and ready before you reach us.”

      “Good. We’ll see you soon with our new friends,” Sadira said, then turned to face the others at her back. “We’re almost there. It’ll be an open clearing around the ship, but Holly’s got our backs.”

      “Finally, some good news,” Moose said just as they rounded what appeared to be the final bend in the trail.

      A few hundred meters ahead the faint outline of part of their ship was clearly visible, and they all increased their pace accordingly. Like marathoners at the end of a grueling race, the sight of the finish line made all the pain and agony in their aching muscles fade away, at least for the moment.

      “What is that?” Varsu asked as they burst into the clearing and raced closer to the impressive craft.

      “It’s our ship, dude,”

      “No, Moose. What is that?”

      Mustafa shifted his focus to where the alien was gesturing. A small, pink ball of fluff stood just outside the door to the ship, growling and crackling with agitated energy.

      “Don’t worry, she’s with us,” he said, pulling a power cell from his pocket and tossing it ahead to calm the little beast. “What are you doing out here?” he cooed at her. “Did somebody get locked outside? Did she? Come here, it’s okay. I’ve got something for you.”

      Hellatz shouldered all of the dead scout’s weight while Moose moved quickly yet cautiously toward his little friend.

      Varsu and Mahdus watched with fascination as the animal calmed at the man’s presence, then leaned in and somehow drew the power out of the power cell, a faint golden glow flickering through her fur for a moment before fully absorbing into her diminutive body.

      “She eats energy?” Varsu asked, his scientific mind suddenly pushing any fear aside at the sight of such an impossible creature.

      “It’s just something she does, but it’s not her only food source. More of a treat now that she’s part of the crew,” Moose said.

      “She’s not part of the crew,” Hellatz said. “More like a mascot, if anything.”

      “Don’t listen to the mean man, Turd. You’re as much a part of the crew as he is.”

      The pilot chuckled. “I fly the ship. She eats and poops. I think it’s clear which one is the more important position.”

      “Yeah, she boosts morale. You just gripe and get us from place to place,” Moose shot back with a grin as he pocketed the drained power cell and picked up his furry friend. “Come on, this way.”

      The group stepped into the ship, and Holly quickly sealed the door behind them. The group collectively breathed a sigh of relief. The wild ones could still be out there, but at least they were safe from any immediate threats. And for the newcomers, this new and almost fully functional ship was something of a marvel. But despite the technological wonders, the furry little critter purring in Mustafa’s arms was the most fascinating new discovery for the stone-skinned alien.

      “I’ve never seen anything like it,” Varsu said as they moved through the ship’s corridors. “You say it is a female?”

      “Yeah, her name is Turd.”

      “I’m sorry, I think the translation must be off.”

      “It’s accurate,” Holly chimed in. “Mustafa was the one who named her.”

      Varsu chuckled. “What an unusual name.”

      “Well, she caused us quite a bit of trouble when we first found her, and the captain took to calling her that, and it kinda fit. She’s sweet to us now, but don’t make her angry. You wouldn’t like her when she’s angry.”

      “Oh?”

      “Most definitely. She sprays out energy as a defensive reaction when she’s mad. And let me tell you, it’s not pretty.”

      “That’s an understatement,” Hellatz added.

      Sadira guided them through the corridors to Hump’s quarters and opened the door.

      “In here,” she directed Varsu, then pointed to the wireless charging pad he had rigged on his bunk. “Put him over there.”

      Mahdus seemed confused. “Shouldn’t we place him in your medical facility? Or do you have a morgue compartment on this ship?”

      “Oh, you mean the spear he took?” Sadira said as they lay the slightly bloody man down. “No, don’t worry about that. His flesh is fine. It’s the rest of him we have to worry about. I just hope he’s not too far gone.”

      Varsu cocked his head in confusion. “What do you mean, too far gone? Your friend is dead.”

      “Him?” Moose said. “Nah, he’s not dead. He’s just gone and drained himself.”

      “Yes, he most certainly did. And way too much from what I can tell,” Lesser Holly replied over the ship’s internal speakers. “He’s a cyborg, you see.”

      The imposing alien was confused, to say the least. “A what?”

      “A cyborg. An artificial intelligence, like me, but rather than a ship for a body, he possesses a bipedal endoskeleton that is covered with living tissue,” he clarified.

      The concept of an AI was mind-boggling enough, but one that lived inside the flesh of what had, up until now, appeared to be a man? It was unheard of.

      “That would explain his weight,” Varsu realized.

      “Yep,” Moose said. “Hump’s got a ruggedized spec-ops endoskeleton in there. He’s one tough son of a bitch, that’s for sure. But this place drained him just like the rest of our gear.”

      “I-I,” Mahdus began, then fell silent a moment. “I am amazed at the technology your world possesses,” she finally said. “This ship is remarkable, and with functional shielding, no less.”

      “We actually have other ships in the landing bay as well. Two smaller ones, though we thought it best not to fly them and draw attention to ourselves until we better understood what threats there might be in this place,” Sadira said.

      “A wise choice,” Mahdus agreed. “But ships that actually fly? That could prove an extremely useful advantage kept secret until it is absolutely needed.”

      “Yeah, though Ace was still offline last I heard,” Hellatz noted. “He’s another AI who runs one of the smaller ships. Hey, Holly, is he still down?”

      “Yes, he is still incapacitated. I am working to bring him back online.”

      “Uh, Holly?” Varsu said.

      “Yes?”

      “Weren’t you female just a short while ago?”

      “Yes.”

      “And now you are not?”

      “Ah, I see the confusion. I am a different aspect of the same mind,” the AI replied. “At present, I am a lesser copy of my original form, activated for emergency use.”

      “I am here as well,” Greater Holly chimed in.

      “Wait, you are the same mind but split?”

      “More or less, though once my systems are fully restored I will be assimilated back into my greater aspect,” Lesser Holly said.

      “As a female.”

      “Or a male. Gender is irrelevant to my kind.”

      “They switch sometimes,” Moose said. “We don’t even notice it anymore.”

      Mahdus seemed almost overwhelmed by all of this new technology, while Varsu was positively giddy with the excitement of his new discoveries.

      “Mahdus, can you believe this?” he said. “Not one, but several machines who think. Who truly think. It’s amazing!”

      “I agree, it is at that,” his commander agreed. “Suddenly, the translation of our languages does not seem like quite the massive undertaking I had thought it would be.”

      “About that, how’s it coming, Hol?” Sadira asked.

      Greater Holly had been working non-stop with members of Mahdus’s crew, and a great deal of progress had been made even as they trekked and fought the wild ones. “Korintus has just completed his turn with the comms patch and handed it off to Otza,” she replied. “And I have already received ample speech samples and compiled seven of the other languages. At this rate, I should have enough of all of the languages represented aboard Mahdus’s craft within the next ten hours or so.”

      “Ten hours? For all of those languages?” Varsu marveled.

      “Well, it will not be a fully fluent translation, obviously. But there should be more than enough vocabulary to carry on all but the most complex of conversations,” the AI replied. “From there we can expand the lexicon as time permits.”

      Sadira was very pleased. She’d had confidence in her ship, but this was faster than she’d expected. “Good work, Holly. Now, Varsu is going to help you with that bit of coding he and Mahdus have been working on. Hopefully it’ll provide some assistance in solving the data problem you’ve been having.”

      “Fantastic. The data is still flowing, although somewhat slow, but if I could at least start deciphering it on the fly, it might be able to be stored in a less time-consuming and storage space-intensive manner.”

      “I’ll do my best,” Varsu said. “Just tell me what I need to do.”
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      Holly was hard at work processing the new data interpretations and cross-referencing them with her own observations now that the newcomers had shared the fruits of their labors. It was a bit of a challenge at first, finding a common thread between the disparate sets of data, especially as one had been processed by meat brains, the other by an AI. But eventually, they managed to mesh the two sets of information in a way that seemed to make sense and that sent the AI down a new path toward deciphering the code. One that actually seemed to be promising.

      While Holly worked at supercomputer speeds, the two visitors from the Naga found themselves with a bit of free time, and thus, they received the grand tour of the ship, once Jorgat had been placed in the med pod for a basic reconstructive tissue graft.

      He was an entirely new species to Holly, and as such his physiology was novel to her, which made healing him something of a challenge. Fortunately, this type of multitasking, utilizing her own equipment, was right up her alley.

      After first discussing the procedure with the AI, the wounded alien felt comfortable enough with the process and gave Holly the go-ahead to do some basic cellular repair as best she could. It was certainly more advanced than anything they’d be able to accomplish on his own ship. The Naga’s medical systems had shut down many years prior. Whatever Holly could do, it was better than just bandages and prayers.

      Mahdus and Varsu had delayed their tour of the ship at first, opting to stay with him until the process began. It was a choice that Sadira respected. Loyalty to their fellow crew was important to them, and it was something she could definitely relate to. Her own people may have been a dysfunctional family of sorts, but it was a family nonetheless.

      Of course, they also wanted to make absolutely certain the slumbering Pestri strapped down in the med lab was secure and would not become a threat to their friend as he mended.

      “Don’t worry, he’s sedated,” Lesser Holly informed them. “It took a bit of trial and error to find a formulation that would work on his physiology, but I finally hit upon one that seems to work quite well.”

      “You are confident that the Pestri will remain unconscious?” Mahdus asked.

      “Yes. I thought it was the best option as he was struggling against his restraints, which was doing nothing more than reopening his wounds just as they were beginning to properly seal.”

      “Damnable creatures,” Varsu spat with clear disgust.

      Moose nodded his agreement. “Not a fan, I take it?”

      “I am a peaceful man, but given my way, I would slaughter them all,” Varsu replied, quite out of character for the calm-minded scientist.

      “Personal, I take it?” Hel asked.

      “Very personal. When my ship was sucked into this place, I was not the only survivor. A dozen of our crew had managed to emerge relatively unscathed, and though our ship was damaged beyond repair, we had high hopes of at least making a decent life for ourselves in here. The atmosphere was breathable, and we had seen multiple other craft as we came crashing in. Odds of surviving were high, as were our spirits after assessing the situation.”

      Sadira had a sinking feeling that she knew what was coming next. “And then?” she asked.

      “A hunting party of Pestri swarmed us as we spread out to look for other survivors. Their spears, while primitive, proved quite effective at finding the weak spots in our skin, and they attacked us in numbers. We heard the cries of the others, their pleas and offers of surrender. In less than a day only three of us remained.”

      “And you’re the only one of your kind left now?” Sadira asked.

      “I am.”

      She fixed her eyes on his red ones. “I promise, Varsu, we will do all we can to get you out of here. All of you. And then, hopefully, you can return home to your people.”

      “Gods willing,” Mahdus agreed.

      “Excuse me,” Greater Holly said. “I’m sorry to interrupt, but if you’ll come to command, there is something I think you will want to see.”

      “On our way, Hol,” Sadira replied. “All right then, the tour begins. Let’s show you command.”

      

      The screens were already flashing a steady stream of incomprehensible gibberish when they arrived in the ship’s operational hub. Strange symbols and fluctuating waves were mingling across the displays in an oddly organized manner.

      The captain slid into her seat and gestured for their guests to make themselves comfortable. Turd was already in Mustafa’s lap, purring contentedly.

      “What are we looking at, Holly?”

      “This is interesting,” Greater Holly said, then flashed a new stream of gibberish on the display screens.

      “Great, more garbledy-gook,” Hellatz grumbled. “What is that, Holly?”

      “Thanks to the information Mahdus and Varsu provided me, I was able to refine the incoming data stream I’ve been sifting through and compress the appropriate signals into a coherent waveform.”

      “English, Hol,” Moose said.

      “I’ve figured out the basics of a segment of the signal,” she clarified. “It was as I had suspected. It seems that this is indeed an intake catalog of sorts. Would you agree, Varsu?”

      The large alien leaned in and studied the stream for a long moment. He’d spent years working on the system, but without the benefit of a real-time cpu to actually run the data. But now, with Holly compiling and compressing the data, it was looking like his long-posited theory as to the general structure of the code system was accurate.

      “Yes,” he said. “From what I can tell, your assessment is correct. But tell me, how is it you are processing and funneling the data so efficiently? It took me years to just parse the snippets we recorded before our ship was disabled.”

      “AI brain,” Moose said. “She thinks really fast.”

      “Thank you, Mustafa,” Holly said. “But that is not the reason in this instance. Rather, the data spike embedded in the vessel’s hull is intercepting and rerouting just a trickle of information over our wireless connection. The link is tenuous at best, so this is actually a fortuitous confluence of events. The data spike simply cannot process any more than it already is. If it were to do so, it would overwhelm the signal and the entire process would likely be for naught.”

      “You’re saying a glitchy transmission is actually making this whole thing work?” Moose asked.

      “That oversimplifies it a bit, but essentially, yes.”

      Sadira didn’t care why it worked, only that it did work. “So, what exactly is it telling you, Hol? You said it’s an intake log. What’s the data? Is it a raw count of asteroids, or what?”

      “That, and quite a lot of other information, from what I can decode. It is still a work in progress, and it will take a significant amount of processing to validate the data, but it seems this code has not only quantity of items taken in, from the smallest rock to the largest asteroid, but it also contains time, date, and location information.”

      This got Sadira’s full attention.

      “Location info? Are you telling me you’re getting star charts?”

      “Not sure, but it certainly appears that way. Though, given how long this ship has been flying, it seems likely much of the data, taken out of context, would be very difficult to line up with current astral navigation points.”

      “That doesn’t matter. What does is, if we have actual charts, we might eventually figure out where we are and where we’re going.”

      Moose nodded his agreement. “And that’ll tell us where we’ve been and how to get home.”

      Sadira was reeling from the possibilities. The implications were enormous. While they were still committed to their original mission to seek out the strange race that had instigated hostilities with Earth’s fleet, they had been doing so partly out of necessity. Not knowing where they were didn’t give them much of an option. But now this could change everything.

      “Holly, do everything you can to decipher that data.”

      “I will do my best, Captain, but this will take some time.”

      “Whatever it takes, Holly.”

      “Excuse me,” Lesser Holly interjected. “It seems that one of the Naga crew wishes to speak with Commander Mahdus.”

      “Put it over the speaker, Holly.”

      A reedy voice came over the air a moment later, speaking the common tongue while Holly translated via the bone-conduction comms everyone wore.

      “Commander,” the voice said, “this is Ingartz.”

      “Yes, Ingartz, I hear you. What is it?”

      “I just received word from one of the farming teams. There has been a large surge in wild one movement in the past hour.”

      “Yes, we encountered a large hunting party on our way here. Are all of our people secure?”

      “Yes, they are. But that isn’t the only information they passed along. Apparently, not too long ago they saw a four-armed alien of a type they’d not seen before taken by the wild ones. It was netted and being carried to their camp.”

      Sadira felt a flush of adrenaline.

      “Was she alive?” she asked.

      “The last our people saw, yes, from what they could tell. But contact was brief. I’m sorry I don’t have more information.”

      “You did well, Ingartz,” Mahdus said. “Thank you for the intelligence.”

      “At your service, Mahdus,” he replied, then signed off.

      Sadira looked at the others. “They have Goonara.”

      “At least she’s still alive,” Moose said.

      “But for how long, we don’t know,” Hellatz added, his jaw flexing with agitation.

      Mahdus and Varsu knew what this meant. Once captured, the newcomer would eventually become a meal. But as a novelty, there was a chance they would keep her alive, at least for a while.

      “Your friend, she will likely still be kept alive for a few days,” Varsu said.

      Sadira nodded as the gears in her mind churned at breakneck speed. “Then there’s just one thing to do.”

      Hellatz flashed a hopeful look. “Captain?”

      Sadira knew it would be difficult, but it wasn’t even a question what came next.

      “The grand tour has to wait. Gear up, people. We’re going to rescue Goon.”
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      Had life been a nineteen-nineties Earth action film, there would have been some sort of epic theme song playing over the ship’s speakers as the newly expanded team geared up for the rescue. And not just any song. A montage song.

      But reality took a whole lot longer, and Sadi and the boys had to spend a fair bit of time adjusting equipment to fit their new allies, as well as giving them a quick training session to ensure no one accidentally blew off any body parts.

      At least, not off of themselves.

      The pulse weaponry was functional, though the charges were draining rather quickly, leading to the very real concern that their rifles might fail at a time of need. As such, a nice collection of combat knives were handed out as well. Varsu found the blades a bit small for his enormous hands, but Mahdus was quite happy with the balance of her new toys.

      She hoped they could avoid using them, of course. They would be terribly outnumbered even if she were to bring her own people in force, and a full-frontal assault would only lead to many unnecessary deaths. Sadira had been the first to bring it up, well before Mahdus could even voice the issue.

      “It will be just our people,” the human had said. “You’ve helped us enough already, and besides, from what we’ve seen, small unit tactics will work far better against these bastards than anything else. If we’re lucky, we may even be able to get in and bust Goonara out before they know we’re there.”

      “And once they do, if they’re all behind us, we can just let loose with the guns big time,” Moose added.

      “If we’re sure they won’t ricochet back at us,” Hellatz said. “Too many weird variables in this place. Some stuff our weapons will tear up, but others might give us a nasty ricochet.”

      “True that,” Moose agreed. “But damn, it would sure feel great to show those bastards who their daddy is.”

      Mahdus and Varsu paused their suiting up process and shared a confused look.

      “It’s not a translation error,” Sadira said, noting their expressions. “Moose is just babbling in Earth slang, is all.”

      “Ah, good,” Mahdus said. “I was wondering how he could possibly be of the same genealogy as any of the wild ones.”

      That drew chuckles all around.

      “Sorry about that. Sometimes his mouth moves before his brain does,” Sadira replied while she struggled with the buckle to her equipment vest.

      “You need a hand, Cap?” Moose asked.

      “Nah, I’ve got it. Damn thing’s just acting up,” Sadira said, banging her cybernetic hand on the counter a few times until the fingers began flexing the way she intended them to.

      It was one of the occasional drawbacks of mechanical limbs, but so far the benefits had far outweighed the downsides. And in a fight against a numerically superior enemy where using melee weapons up close and personal was far more likely than pulse weaponry, having a badass metal hand to pummel your opponents with was a bonus roll she was glad to have.

      “Even though we will be going in quietly, I would still like to have a group of my scouts nearby to provide a distraction, or cover should we require it,” Mahdus said. “Nothing overt to turn things into a head-to-head fight if we can avoid it, but a little backup for us, just in case.”

      Sadira nodded her approval. “Sounds like a solid plan. And if we do wind up with hostiles on our tail, a little something to draw them off while we run like hell might make all the difference. What can we get you from our end?”

      “No equipment. We won’t have time to trek all the way back to the Naga anyway. Not from here. The most direct route goes this way,” Mahdus said, showing the path on their maps. “Nowhere near my ship. But if Holly could relay a message to them, I can have my people in place and ready long before we reach the wild ones’ camp.”

      “Holly, you get all that?”

      “Yes, Captain. And I would be glad to help in any way I can. Just realize the signal that far into the deep area of this vessel will be quite weak. The structure itself interferes, as do the larger asteroids farther back.”

      “You think it’s the ore in them, or something else?”

      “Unsure.”

      “So, no way to overcome it, then?”

      “Not overcome in a traditional signal modulation workaround option, no. This is an environmental issue affecting the entire area regardless of signal frequency.”

      “Are we just screwed, then?” Moose wondered.

      “No, I would not say so,” Holly replied. “There should likely be a way to make contact, though brief. Normally I would not suggest it, but as our adversary has no functional tech, the lack of concern over their intercepting a signal does leave one somewhat unusual option.”

      “As long as I don’t have to climb up on top of an asteroid and wave semaphore flags, I’m open to just about anything,” Moose joked.

      “Much as that would be an interesting sight, my plan is a bit more straightforward,” Greater Holly replied. “I suggest that you utilize a single-use booster. Once I receive your signal I can ramp up output on my end briefly to emit a tone that will alert the others to move. Of course, they will need clear instruction before entering the transmission dead zone area, so that will have to be established ahead of time. But as I see it, so long as the others know what is expected of them when they get the go call, that should suffice.”

      All present nodded their heads in agreement. It wasn’t ideal, but when all of your options were bad, you took the least sucky and made it work.

      Sadira cinched her belt tighter. “Okay, Holly. That sounds like it’s gonna be the plan. Hel, grab the equipment she wants us to use. Moose and I will finish getting these two geared up.”

      “Copy that,” their pilot said, then headed off to the tech storage locker to dig for whatever bits and bobs Holly wanted him to put together for this mission.

      The rest of their preparation went relatively quickly, and a mere ten minutes later they were geared up and ready to go. Jorgat wanted to come with, his sense of duty pushing him to try to do more than his still mending body would allow. But Commander Mahdus knew better, and though she hated ordering him to stay behind, that was exactly what she did.

      “Fighting will be the last resort, Jorgat. And the smaller our unit, the stealthier we’ll be.”

      “But, Commander—”

      “No buts. Holly is doing what she can to fix your hurt, and she says you should be ready to move by the time we get back. So rest up and get strong. I’ll need you soon enough.”

      “You can count on me,” he said, then reluctantly accepted his fate and reclined back in the med pod to let the machinery continue working its magic.

      “I heard what you said to him,” Sadira said when Mahdus exited the med lab. “Fighting is going to be our last resort, eh?”

      “Well, it is, if we can help it,” Mahdus replied.

      “Yeah, but when does the universe ever go the way you planned?”

      The commander cracked an amused grin. “Rarely, I admit.”

      “Exactly,” Sadira chuckled. “So yeah, we’ll do all we can to avoid a fight. But if one breaks out, we let ’em have it with no restraint.”

      Mahdus nodded her agreement. “And if that happens,” she said, admiring the heft of her pulse weapon, “heaven help anyone in our way.”
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      It was a fast-paced rush through the twisting debris maze, but it was an unusual obstacle they had actually started to become accustomed to. The towering stone and winding pathways had been utterly disorienting at first, but Sadira and the others now took it in stride, or at least as best they could. In any case, they had an urgent task ahead of them and their burning motivation drove them forward as much as anything.

      Goonara had been captured. One of their own in enemy hands. There was simply no telling what might become of her if they didn’t get her back, and fast. Sadira and her crew had already seen what the wild ones did to their captives up close and personal, and they had no intention of allowing that to happen to one of their own.

      “We are not too far out from the edge of their encampment,” Varsu quietly notified them as they padded on along the dirt trails.

      “Copy that,” Sadira replied, her eyes scanning the boulders for any signs of lookouts that might be hiding above.

      They’d spent enough time in the dim light at this point that her vision had decently adapted. It wasn’t up to the sharp standards of the aggressive locals who had spent their entire lives in this place, but she’d adjusted quickly enough. And as someone from a world that still had electrical illumination, she had a little surprise with her. They all did.

      The small but powerful flashlights she and her friends all carried were fully charged when they left Holly, and given the lack of truly bright lights within the beast, the pocket-sized devices could be used to stun their opponents. Even if they did not cause a massive disruption, at least they would blind the enemy long enough to make an escape.

      Of course, they hoped there would be no need for such a thing. If they were successful, they’d get in, free their friend, and get out, all without being detected. But reality was a bitch sometimes, and Sadira had no illusions this would be that easy. They all knew the odds of a clean escape were slim. There was likely to be some bloodshed, and they were damn well going to be the ones meting it out if that was the case.

      “We’re getting closer,” Mahdus said. “Perhaps fifteen minutes and we will arrive at the edge of their encampment nearest the pens they are most likely to be holding your friend in.”

      “By their main courtyard area, right?” Sadira asked.

      “Yes, that seems to be our best target.”

      She knew the area well, having skirted the pens just before witnessing the brutal execution of what she now knew was one of Mahdus’s crew. It would be an enemy-dense location, and with no nightfall to mask their approach, sticking to the deep shadows along the perimeter would be their best bet at avoiding detection. And avoiding detection would be key.

      As if he’d sensed her concern, Moose stumbled and nearly fell over, but Varsu’s reflexes kicked in, surprisingly fast for a man his size, his stony hands catching his new friend before he hit the ground.

      “Thanks,” Moose said. “Damn loose rocks.”

      “One must always watch their footing.”

      “Shh,” Mahdus hissed, her ears straining against the silence. She stood still and listened a long while before she was satisfied the clatter had not drawn any attention. The last thing they wanted was to alert the wild ones of their presence before they were even at the camp. “We do not appear to have been noticed. Let’s go.”

      They proceeded quietly from that point onward, all of them taking extra care treading on the pebbles and rocks. They were still far enough out that not all of the stones had been ground into dirt from years of footfalls, but soon enough they would be. It wasn’t as though the lifelong residents of this place would be going anywhere anytime soon.

      It was one of those very people they bumped into as they rounded a sharp turn. The wild one had been relieving himself on a rock when they came upon him. Only his misguided attempt to tuck back into his pants before reacting with a shout gave them the opportunity to keep their presence secret.

      The alien swung with his free hand, but Sadira’s metal appendage was more than up to the task, seizing his wrist and stopping the attack cold. He would have continued his efforts with his other hand, but Varsu’s massive palm slammed into the alien’s jaw, knocking him quite unconscious, though not killing him, surprisingly.

      “Mudzix are a lot sturdier than they look,” the stone-skinned giant said as he quickly gagged and bound the limp alien, then hid his body in a gap in the rock. “Nasty creatures, though,” he added, then walked away.

      The Mudzix would either be found by his friends, eventually, or he would work his way free. Either way, it was a good enough hiding spot for their purposes.

      Hellatz seemed confused. “We’re letting him live?”

      “We’re not monsters,” Varsu replied, a little shocked at the pilot’s bloodlust.

      “Is it smart leaving him like that? What if he talks?”

      Sadira turned to him. “Shit’s gonna go wrong, and we just have to deal with it on the fly. Now keep moving.”

      After fighting with the alien, the captain noticed her hand was having a difficult time gripping the buttstock of her pulse rifle. Normally, that shouldn’t have been a problem. The hand was cybernetic, after all, and even carrying gear for days or fighting aliens, it should not have been displaying any signs of fatigue.

      But again, it seemed to weaken just as she brought up her canteen to take a drink of water. The container fell from her grip, spilling some of its precious contents before she caught it with her other hand.

      “You okay?” Moose asked.

      “Yeah, just this damn thing is having some issues,” she said, banging her metal hand on her leg a few times.

      The fingers flexed smoothly after that, though the hand’s glitchiness was definitely a worrisome development. It was a state-of-the-art appendage, after all, and newly upgraded for the lengthy mission. She mentally crossed her fingers there would not be any more problems. She’d have crossed digits physically as well, but she felt that was an open invitation for Murphy to make a visit, and she certainly didn’t want to tempt fate.

      Ten minutes, a few tunnel belly crawls, boulder climbs, and a dizzying series of twists and turns later, they reached the periphery of the wild ones’ camp. It had the smell that Sadira remembered from their previous visit, but now that she knew what to expect, other details stood out. Like the pungent body odor of the unwashed inhabitants. Or the acrid tang of the latrine wafting over to them on the barely moving air.

      There was no real breeze to speak of in this place, but all of the ships pumping out atmosphere had created a little flow. That, combined with the smoke and heat-driven thermals, actually did keep the air moving, at least a little.

      The team scanned for hostiles, which were everywhere, of course, and determined the best route to get closer without being seen. Fortunately, despite there being gaps and crawlspaces aplenty, the locals tended to stick to the established trails. Why go scraping against a rock or crawling in the dirt if they could just walk unhindered, after all?

      Sticking to these unfrequented areas, and hugging the darkest shadows they could find, the group made the painstakingly slow final approach to the area where the prisoner pens were set up.

      “There,” Hellatz whispered from their hiding spot. “The holding pen farthest to the right.”

      Sadira squinted into the shadowy enclosure. They had optics with low-light capabilities back on the ship, but they were all incapable of holding a charge thanks to their troubling environment’s propensity for sucking out power. Moose also had night-vision settings in his cybernetic eye, but he’d been griping about it for hours already, complaining of the headache the constantly shifting visual apparatus was giving him.

      It seemed that as the eye was a standalone unit, its power cell was not terribly robust due to size limitations. No one had ever imagined it would be forced to draw extra energy just to maintain its normal operations. But that seemed to be the case, and as a result Moose’s noggin was not a happy camper. Fortunately, Mahdus and Varsu had been long-accustomed to the dim light of this place, and they could see the four-armed captive clearly.

      “She seems to be relatively unharmed,” Varsu said in a hushed voice.

      Sadira was not relieved. “Relatively? What exactly does that mean? What have they done to her?”

      “Nothing. I mean, nothing serious. I see a few bruises, a bit of soiling of her clothing, but she does not appear otherwise damaged. There is no sign of bleeding or serious injury.”

      Now Sadira felt a little better. Not much, but a little. They still had one hell of a difficult task ahead of them, and that was if they didn’t have a run-in with the locals. And if they did? Well, things would get very interesting, and quickly.

      They scanned the area, each of them noting potential hostiles as they plotted out the best path to the holding pens. It looked like not many wild ones were about at the moment, though that could change at any time.

      “There,” Mahdus said, pointing to the jutting rocks near what appeared at first to be a trash pile.

      Upon closer examination, it looked more like the mound was actually items that had been taken from the captives. Interestingly, there were a few items that may once have been of value—technological goodies that, while non-functional, had still been wherever the captives had been taken. Unlike clothing or blades, however, these devices held no use for the brutish tribe.

      They’d been so long without power that the very concept was foreign to all but a handful, and even those had no desire to ever reclaim this almost folk tale technology.

      “The area behind that is out of view of the rest of the clearing. If one of us can make it there, the side of the enclosure should be accessible,” the commander continued.

      Sadira nodded her head in agreement. “And then, with a sharp knife, just slice the ties holding the poles in place and voila.”

      “More or less.”

      Varsu’s massive shoulders slumped slightly. “I would go, but I fear I am too large.”

      “As am I,” Hellatz added.

      Moose was shaking his leg with his hands. “Sorry, Cap, but my leg’s acting up something fierce.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” she said, drawing her wicked-sharp combat knife from its sheath. “I’ve got this.”
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      Deep space exploration could be draining, especially so when those rare habitable planets you stumbled upon once in the bluest of moons wound up being entirely devoid of any signs of intelligent life or traces of civilization. Sure, they were new worlds all the same. Somewhere humans had never set foot before. But it wasn’t exactly breaking ground with new alliances or discovering ancient cities.

      Even so, Sadira had still managed to find moments of simple pleasure in those instances. Nature was a comfort to her, and she made a habit of exploring the hills and wild lands in whatever region she’d made landfall in. Heavily armed, of course, but nature was nature regardless of the weapons strapped to her body.

      In all of those years, she had learned a thing or two about moving quietly. There could be any manner of animal just around the next bend or over the next rise—not all of them friendly—and spooking it might cause it to flee. Or fight. Neither were outcomes she wanted. So she listened to the advice of a few of the more senior mission leaders. She learned to stalk.

      At first it was slow going. The neuro-stim unit aboard her old ship had trickle fed the techniques into her sleeping mind in drips over the weeks, months, and years, but until she actually got to put them to use, all of the knowledge was simply implanted information, not muscle memory.

      The neuro-stims were funny like that. They could teach you a new job for your upcoming mission, or plant the mastery of kung fu, but until you actually tried to use it, the knowledge had the tendency to just sort of sit there and not do much of anything. But once given the opportunity to activate, quite often the results would be more than merely satisfactory.

      Sadira had been that way with her nature excursions. After stumbling into a den of small but very angry creatures on her very first away mission to a new planet, she made sure to add the neuro-stim upgrade as part of her regimen.

      And now, here in this utterly uninviting and unnatural place, those skills were proving to be more useful than they had ever been on a new world.

      “Where’d she go?” Moose asked as he strained his one good eye into the darkness where his friend had last been seen.

      “Over there, near that overhanging bit,” Hellatz said.

      “Where? Oh wait, I see her.”

      “I thought your eye was supposed to be state of the art.”

      “It is, but it’s been acting funny.”

      “Power loss?”

      “That’s my guess. Whatever it is, it’s giving me a headache.”

      “Be ready,” Mahdus hissed, shifting her pulse rifle into a low ready position, just in case. “She is almost to the enclosure.”

      Sadira had crossed the space silently, her footsteps carefully placed so as to not make a sound, and her movements smooth and fluid to avoid drawing attention to herself. Even the slightest motion, if jerky or fast, could catch someone’s peripheral vision and give away her position. Fortunately, the low light and flickering from the reflected fires helped smooth out her shape in the dimness even more.

      Sadira examined the pen holding the group of captured aliens. There had to be at least six different species in there, though she didn’t know if they were from the same world or not. Regardless, it was a diverse group, and more than a few appeared to still be wearing the remnants of their uniforms.

      That confirmed it. These were newcomers, relatively speaking. All of the wild ones were clothed in a patchwork of rags and tanned hides. The truly disturbing question was, where had they gotten those hides from? It was an answer Sadira wished she didn’t know.

      The cage was made of rows of metal bound together with wire and cordage. If they were on a regular planet getting her captive crewmember out would have been a difficult task. The metal would have been driven deep into the soil, leaving her few choices. But here the dirt was shallow atop the metal hull, and the wild ones had to resort to lashing things together to form a framework to support the structure.

      All it would take was a few well-placed cuts to free up enough pieces to make a hole large enough to climb out of.

      The knife she drew was a razor-sharp beast of a blade with a matte black finish impregnated into the very metal itself. No matter how much abuse it took, it would not reflect any light, and that was precisely the sort of tool she needed right now.

      Sadira jumped her foot back to avoid accidentally skewering herself as it clattered to the ground from her spasming hand. Not what she had intended. Not one bit.

      “Sonofabitch. Not now, you little shit,” she hissed, banging on her mechanical hand in frustration. The fingers twitched a few more times, then fell silent. “Well, that’s just great,” she said with an exasperated sigh.

      She picked up the knife with her other hand and set to work on the lashings and wire. It would take a bit more work this way, but the honed edge would be able to work through all of them even with her weaker human hand. That was the benefit of the specialized blade. It was ridiculously sharp, and not even a piece of wire would slow it for long.

      The first length sprang free under the pressure of her hand forcing the blade against it. The captives noticed the motion and began moving to the far end of the cage where she was working, giving her a much better view of them. All had their hands and legs free.

      Perfect. She was glad she wouldn’t have to untie any restraints. Doing that with one hand would be a whole new level of pain in the ass, especially when her knife was sharp enough that any little slip could mean a very nasty injury.

      “Goonara,” she hissed. “Goon, get your ass over here!”

      “C-Captain?” the bruised scientist said. “What are you doing here?”

      “What does it look like? I’m busting you out.”

      “Who is this person?” a small, blue-skinned woman asked. She was the same race as Axuzzal, Sadira realized.

      “I’m here to get you out,” Sadira replied, just as a blast of static filled her head.

      “Ixnorhap orthniglam doomusi akma hoop,” the blue woman said.

      “Of course,” Sadira grumbled. “She doesn’t have a comms. No way for Holly to translate.”

      “Holly is translating for you?” Goonara asked.

      “She was, but my comms just crapped out on me,” she said as another binding cord popped free.

      Goonara’s fear was readily evident. “If we rush out, they’ll see.”

      “Yeah, we’ve got new allies, and they’re going to stage a distraction for us. Well, they were going to. But with my comms off, I don’t know if—”

      “Sadi, should Mahdus have her people start?” Moose asked just as the comms cut out again.

      “Yes!”

      There was no reply. Sadira had to make a decision and quick. Things were going tits up, and they could be discovered at any moment. They needed that distraction, and they needed it now.

      “Take this,” she said, pushing the knife into Goonara’s hand. “Keep cutting. I have to let them know to begin.”

      Sadira rushed toward the more illuminated area. A few wild ones were there, but she seemed to be in luck. They weren’t looking her way. At least, not at the moment. She took a deep breath and stepped out into the light. The enemy could see her if they turned, but so could her friends.

      She waved her arms and gave a big thumbs-up signal, then pointed to her comms patch and drew her finger across her throat in the universal “it’s dead” sign. She then pantomimed shooting and explosions, hoping they would get the message to have the others begin their diversion and not start an attack themselves.

      A distant tone sounded, barely audible but to those expecting it. Moments later the faint sound of yelling could be heard echoing off the rocks. Nothing loud, nothing too overtly staged, but it was there. Soon a rallying cry of sorts went out, and many of the wild ones took off to see what was up. Some of them, but not all. But with their numbers distracted, Sadira hoped it was enough.

      Goonara had been making decent progress through the lashings and had nearly opened a hole large enough for the prisoners to escape from. She was a mild-mannered scientist, but she was still a Chithiid, and the natural strength of their kind was proving most useful indeed.

      “When you get out, we run that way,” Sadira said as she returned to the shadows. “Got it?”

      “Yes, Captain. But what of the others? There are other cages. Other captives.”

      Sadira thought on it a moment as Goonara finished slicing the final ties. The metal folded back on itself and she stepped out. Sadira took the knife from her and gestured to the nearest alien. It was the little blue woman she’d attempted to speak with prior.

      “Mahdus,” she said, enunciating their commander’s name. There was clear recognition in the woman’s eyes. “Okay, good. Take this and free the others,” Sadira said, handing her the knife and gesturing to the other cages while making a sawing motion.

      The woman nodded somberly and whispered to her larger friends, then moved off to attempt to help the other captives. Sadira and Goonara hurried back the way she had come, sticking to the shadows as best they could.

      “Yarzag hortink blarka oomra,” Mahdus said.

      “Sorry, my comms conked out. I’m not getting the translation,” Sadira said, tapping the dead comms patch behind her ear. “But your people are free and trying to get the others out.”

      Mahdus nodded and said something incomprehensible then turned to leave.

      “I get the gist of that,” Sadira said. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”
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      “Run, dammit!” Sadira said as loud as she dared.

      “I am running,” Goonara replied as she scrambled through the narrow walls of their escape route. “The others are just ahead of me. I cannot go any faster.”

      The path they had planned on taking was now blocked with more than a few wild ones. It seemed the engagement by Mahdus’s crewmates on the other side of the encampment had done what they wanted and provided a clear opportunity to get Goonara out of the pens, but the subsequent mass escape of so many of their captives had led to a bit more confusion than they had hoped for.

      Scores of the violent captors came streaming in from all directions, circling back to recapture as many of their fleeing prey as they could, all while Mahdus was leading them down the fastest path out of there. The faint clamor of weapons banging against the stone walls not too far ahead made it quite clear they would have to change course, and fast.

      The side trail was far too narrow to be useful for a huge group to escape, and she had hoped that would prevent the wild ones from descending on it en masse. The others would be running for the more open means of egress, and that would require more bodies to try to stop them. Meanwhile, she and her new friends would race through the almost slot canyon walls of the less than ideal backup escape route.

      Mustafa and Mahdus were tag-teaming in the lead while Hellatz took up the rear, weapons held in three of his four hands, prepared to defend their backs if need be. In the middle, Sadira and Varsu were providing close support for the rescued scientist. If any would-be attackers got past the others, they’d be ready for them.

      Speed at this point was of the essence. They had to get as far from the epicenter of wild one activity as they could, and fast. Goonara was in fair shape, fortunately. She hadn’t been injured beyond a bit of rough handling upon capture, and that in no way hindered her legs from working. But the way back was a treacherous one, and rushing too fast could get them all killed. Something the pair taking point were quite aware of.

      Mahdus stayed right behind Moose’s larger frame, quietly directing him which way to go while scanning above for possible threats from higher ground. Fortunately, this particular area was a bit difficult to climb due to the rather sheer nature of the asteroids’ faces. There were a few ships mashed between them, which might provide handholds, but the sharp edges just made the option even more undesirable.

      The ground, however, was another story.

      Moose turned to his left as he exited into a small, open clearing area and nearly lost his head when a club came swinging in from his right. Only Mahdus shoving him hard spared him serious injury or even death. As it was, the club only grazed him.

      He reacted quickly and violently, jumping into action with punches and kicks to the rather large attacker. It was another of the Yeti-looking variety. Tall, hairy, and strong. Moose wished Varsu was closer behind him. Together, the two of them stood a better chance than he and Mahdus. But the stone-skinned man was guarding Goonara for a reason, and he would just have to make do with what he had.

      What he had was a powerful cybernetic leg.

      Against the larger attacker he knew he was in for a brutal fight, but his ceramisteel limb could even the odds, and quickly. Moose snapped out a lightning-fast kick to the beast’s lead leg, nearly snapping the bone and removing its ability to pivot to attack.

      Mahdus swung her knife, but the wild one proved nimble still despite the injury, avoiding the blade, though only just. Moose had his own knife in his hand but was feeling somewhat off balance. This was not good. Not good at all. He realized he had one chance to act and, that would have to be fast.

      Raising his arm as if he was about to make a vicious swing, he lunged forward but did not follow through, faking out his opponent into blocking high. Instead of following through with his arms, however, he stomped his metal foot into the exposed abdomen of the overcommitted attacker with all of the force he could muster.

      More than just ribs broke from the impact, and the larger assailant doubled over in pain. It was the opening Mahdus needed. The commander did not hesitate, driving her knife deep into the beast’s neck, then following up with a few rapid strikes to its side just below the ribs.

      Moose didn’t know the alien’s physiology, but it was clear that whatever she had hit was most definitely vital. With a gurgling moan, the Yeti-beast fell silent to the ground.

      “Thanks,” he said. “It almost had me.”

      “I thought you saw him,” Mahdus said.

      Moose banged on the side of his head. “Damn eye went out on me. Lost my peripheral vision on the right side.”

      Sadira rushed up to her friend while Varsu and Hellatz covered Goonara. “What happened, Moose? You okay?”

      “Just a nasty headache,” he said as he banged his head again. “My stupid eye crapped out.”

      “Smacking yourself is only going to make it worse,” Sadira replied.

      Mahdus nodded her agreement. “You should swap out with Varsu. If your vision is impaired, you will be at greater risk in the lead.”

      “What did she say? My translation link to Holly is still on the fritz.”

      “She said she wants me to swap with Varsu.”

      “Seems like a good idea,” Sadira agreed.

      “Yeah, about that,” he said. “You guys are going to have to go on without me.”

      His captain shot him a look. “It’s your eye, Moose. Man up and get moving.”

      “Sorry, Cap, but it’s not just that,” he said as he limped closer. “Looks like the leg’s just about run out of juice as well. There’s no way I can keep up like this. I’d just be holding you all back.”

      “Bullshit. We’ll help you. Varsu, give him a hand. I’ll take point with Mahdus.”

      “As you wish,” the towering alien said. “Lean on me. I will support you as best I can.”

      “Seriously, this is dumb. Don’t let my stupid leg jeopardize all of you.”

      Sadira glared at him. “Nope, not a chance. Let’s move.”

      Moose knew better than to argue the point. They could hash things out later once they were out of harm’s way. If they made it that far.

      The group immediately set out as fast as they could, which was nevertheless at a greatly reduced pace. Mustafa was forcing his drained limb to move as best he could, but it was not obeying his will more often than not until, finally, it gave out entirely. At that point it had become an anchor rather than a bionic super leg, and Varsu was all but carrying him. But in the narrow canyon of their escape route, actually carrying him would have been all but impossible, unless he didn’t mind having his head banged into stone until he was thoroughly concussed.

      That was not his preference.

      Mahdus signaled for them all to stop. She cocked her head, aiming her ear high. A clamor of angry voices could be heard faintly echoing off of the stone above them, then quickly set out forward once more.

      “Shit. Sounds like they found the body,” Moose said as they entered a surprisingly large open area among all of those towering rocks. One that contained the remains of a terribly crushed ship. “Listen, this is getting stupid. Now’s the time for you to stop this foolishness and leave me.”

      “Moose, you know I’m not abandoning—”

      “You’re not abandoning me, Sadi. I fully expect you to come back and rescue my sorry ass. But right now you’ve gotta be the captain and save the others. There’s no sense in everyone dying over some stupid last stand to carry me out of here.”

      “But—”

      “No buts. Look, I’ve got a full belly and plenty of water. I can fit under that bit of wreckage over there. They’ll be chasing you anyway and will never see me. But you need to get out of here, and fast.”

      Sadira hesitated, but that was all Moose needed. “Varsu, help me get over there.”

      The alien did as he was asked, brushing away any footprints as Mustafa made his way into his hiding place. He quickly worked his way, legs first under, the piece of the crushed ship.

      “It’s surprisingly comfy in here,” he said.

      Sadira took all of the extra power cells from her pockets and gathered the others from Hellatz as well. “You stay safe,” she said, handing them to him. “Keep your comms functional. We’ll be back for you as soon as we can.”

      “Will do.”

      “Maybe you can jury-rig something for your leg,” Hellatz added. “And keep your head down.”

      “You know I will,” he said as he slid from view into the wreckage.

      The others took off at a run as the sound of approaching voices grew louder still. They were cutting it close, but that might actually buy Moose a little more breathing room. Their tracks were clear in the dirt, and unless their pursuers were completely inept at hunting, they’d see the marks and come after them, leaving their downed friend safe and secure in his hiding spot.

      “My scanner,” Goonara said, seeming to come somewhat to her senses as they raced along. “Did you get my scanner?”

      “We were just happy to get you out of there,” Hellatz whispered back.

      “No, you don’t understand. They have it. And it’s still active.”

      “Yeah, we get it, but you have others on the ship.”

      Sadira suddenly got a sinking feeling in her gut. “That’s not what she means, Hel. What she’s getting at is the wild ones have active tech. That means they now know there are new arrivals in this beast. And sooner or later, our ship is going to be found.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      The team made good time once they were clear of the extra twisty section near where they had been forced to leave Mustafa behind. From there it had been a quick run through the wider pathways, and they were rapidly drawing near their ship. As far as Sadira was concerned, they couldn’t get back soon enough.

      “Railguns are active, and the power supply seems to be holding steady,” Greater Holly said over the comms.

      “Holly says defenses are good,” Hellatz relayed.

      “Tell her to test the lesser pulse weaponry power supplies as well,” Sadira said. “I hope we won’t need them, but if it comes right down to it, we may have to make a much bigger show of force than we wanted to.”

      “I’ll relay the message.”

      “I heard it,” Holly said. “I’ve kept your comms links open to monitor ambient sound since Mustafa’s attack.”

      “Won’t that drain the comms?” Hel asked.

      “You’ll either be back soon enough to recharge them, or it won’t matter,” Holly replied with a rather grim honesty.

      “Gee, that makes me feel so much better.”

      “What’s she saying?” Sadira asked.

      “Just that she’s got our comms open to listen in.”

      “Well, we’ll either be back in time for a recharge, or we’ll be dead or captured,” Sadira said with a grim chuckle.

      “That’s what she said, more or less,” Varsu said.

      “Varsu agrees,” Hellatz translated.

      Goonara watched the exchange with a bit of confusion in her eyes. She knew that Holly could talk to them through the bone-conduction comms patches, but the translation real-time of a completely alien language, complete with transmission of the English equivalent directly into the listener’s head was astounding.

      “Impressive what Holly’s doing,” she mused as they hustled along. “And her power stays active. But that’s warp power driving most of those key systems. The other power system is more of a backup. But what if that power source could in fact generate the same novel form of radiation as my crystal?”

      “What are you going on about, Goon?” Sadira asked the preoccupied alien.

      “I was contemplating my experiments at first,” she replied. “I had plenty of time to mull over the details of my research while I was in captivity.”

      “And?”

      “And I was making some interesting progress. In fact, Holly was attempting to replicate the phenomenon I was researching. We were having an interesting discussion about possibilities, but they were a little busy with trying to reactivate Ace.”

      “And then you wandered off.”

      “I did not intend to do so. I was merely studying the reaction between the crystal and different elements within this vessel we are trapped in, and I believe the reaction is not just limited to the craft’s metal composite skin. In fact, it seems like it might affect some of the more exotic ores contained in the surrounding rocks as well. It’s fascinating.”

      “But you left without comms, took off your tablet, and went galivanting to Lord knows where, forcing Hump to go after you,” Sadira said. “It was careless, Goonara. I understand you get excited about science stuff, but you can’t just go wandering off like that.”

      “I know, and I apologize. And I will apologize to the corporal as well when we get back.”

      “That’s gonna be hard to do,” Hellatz said. “Hump’s out of commission.”

      Alarm flashed in Goonara’s eyes. “What do you mean, out of commission?”

      “He pulled away from his recharge cycle too soon when he came chasing after you. Obviously, he didn’t find you, but he did stumble upon us at a particularly hairy moment. Anyway, the long and short of it is, he’s out of juice.”

      “I see. So, he is recharging back on the ship?”

      “Yeah, sort of.”

      “Thank goodness.”

      “Yes and no. There’s no telling if he even can be recharged after draining himself so low. This place messes with just about every power source we’ve got short of the warp core. For all we know, that might have been the end of Corporal Humphries.”

      Goonara fell silent as the weight of her actions settled upon her. It hadn’t been intentional, and had she been successful, her additional research might have even proven vital. But now her crystal was gone, her scanner stolen, and her guardian out of commission, possibly gone for good. She had screwed up, and far more than a little.

      She remained speechless the rest of the way back to their ship.

      It was twenty minutes later when they exited the pathway into the clearing where Holly was waiting for them with open doors and hot weapons.

      “Anyone on your tail?” the AI asked as they raced toward the hatchway.

      “There were, but we might have shaken them,” Sadira replied. “There are a lot of side paths in there. Hopefully it’ll still take them a little while before they find us.”

      “And when they do?” Greater Holly asked.

      “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. But you said the railguns are fully operational, right?”

      “They are. And the pulse weaponry is likewise primed and ready to fire should the need arise.”

      “I sincerely hope that’s not the case, because setting off one of those things in here is a total crapshoot. No telling if the blast might ricochet right back into us.”

      “I do have shielding, Captain.”

      “Yeah, but with power still wonky in here, I’d really rather not take a chance, would you?”

      “Of course not.”

      “Exactly. All right, I want you to keep an eye out and let me know if there are any hostiles approaching. I’ve gotta swap out my comms patch for a hot one and get my hand recharged. Damn thing crapped out at the absolute worst possible moment.”

      “And I understand the same happened to Mustafa,” Greater Holly said. “He and I have been keeping in contact during your egress.”

      “Is he safe?”

      “Yes. The wreckage he sheltered under was actually quite spacious once he crawled inside from below, and he was able to wedge a large piece of debris into the opening to prevent anyone from accessing the hiding space without a significant amount of effort. Of course, it would be difficult for him to flee with his leg as it is, but at least he could prepare himself for battle if it came down to it.”

      Sadira felt her stomach sink even as she ran to the nearest charging port and hard-wired her hand into the power feed. “There will be no last-stand battle. Moose is going to be fine, because as soon as this damn thing is charged up, I’m going back after him.”

      “We are going back after him,” Hellatz corrected. “But once we get him back, we’re going to need a plan. Our brief grace period of anonymity is about to end.”
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      “Come on, stupid thing.”

      “Were you talking to me, Captain?” Lesser Holly asked.

      “No, Hol. Just getting frustrated with how long it’s taking to recharge my hand. And I’m hardlined instead of wireless charging.”

      “The power drain has put a damper on all non-essential systems, I’m afraid. And while I’m sure you are very anxious to get back up to a full charge, that particular system was unfortunately not a priority item in the ship’s schematics. Subsequently, it has been difficult to redirect additional power to it, given the current deficit all systems are running under.”

      “Great design flaw,” Sadira grumbled.

      “It’s not a flaw. Your hand, just like Mustafa’s leg and Corporal Humphries’s power core, were all designed to operate for years at a time without requiring any significant charging. Even a normal EMP should not have drained them to this extent. Only this rather unusual event and subsequent continued power suck have caused an unexpected anomaly that has affected all three of you, as well as a great many of my systems.”

      Sadira knew Holly was right. It wasn’t the poor AI’s fault, and bitching would accomplish nothing. All she could do was put on her big girl pants and get on with what needed to be done. And that was rescue Moose and blast the hell out of this place.

      “Sorry, Hol. I know it’s not your fault.”

      “No apology necessary, Captain.”

      “Well, you’re getting one anyway. Now, about our other problem. Is there any chance whatsoever at us blasting our way out of here? You’ve had more time to study Goonara’s research and run scans with the systems you do have functioning. Anything of use?”

      “Of use? Perhaps, given time. But blasting our way out would be entirely out of the question, I’m afraid. The hull of this ship would just deflect our attempts, whether railguns or pulse cannons. Even explosives would not get us out of here, though the redirected energy might cause us catastrophic damage if the charge is significant enough.”

      “So, you’re saying we’re stuck here.”

      “From what the crew of the Naga have been telling me as we work on translations, I would say that seems more and more of a possibility. Many other stranded craft have tried to use force to escape over the years, but none have succeeded. And some of the wrecks you’ve seen in this vessel became that way when their weapons backfired against them.”

      “So the hull is impervious?”

      “It seems that way.”

      Sadira pondered a long moment. “What about, I don’t know, maybe fire? Or how about a burst of highly directed radiation? That wouldn’t necessarily bounce back at our location if we aimed it properly, right?”

      “Radiation would not work. This vessel does not care about organic matter within, and any radiation would simply be ignored and deflected randomly back into the space in which we and the others reside. As for fire, it would also have no effect. Worse yet, if it were a big enough conflagration, I believe that this vessel would simply act to preserve its cargo by voiding the entire atmosphere into space to extinguish it. At that point there would be no atmosphere whatsoever inside.”

      “That would be wholesale slaughter,” Sadira said. “We’d kill hundreds. Or thousands even. We don’t really have an accurate count of the wild ones.”

      “It would be killing on a massive scale, yes. And after the smoke cleared, both literally and figuratively, everyone still alive within this craft would be back at square one. Namely, stranded in a hostile environment with a group of barely functional ships straining to fill the entire space with breathable air once more.”

      “Well, this just sucks,” Sadira groaned.

      “An accurate assessment.”

      “I mean, it seems like no matter what we do, this ship has a simple reply for us. Shoot the railgun at it, it bounces the sabot back at us. Hit it with a pulse blast, same thing. And your comments about radiation and fire are the same.”

      “You are correct. The vessel is designed in such a way that force is negated. Even if we used the crystal Goonara has been studying, all it does is weaken the molecular structure of the hull in a relatively small area. There is no way we would be able to blast our way through it.”

      “Yeah. But that’s an interesting phenomenon, you’ve got to admit.”

      Sadira checked the progress of her hand. Still charging, and far too slowly for her liking, but there was little else to do. She had to simply relax and go with the flow, like the old tale of the Tai Chi master who was swept over the waterfall yet survived. When asked how, he simply said he relaxed and flowed with the water rather than fighting it.

      “That’s what we need,” Sadira said. “Some proper Yin/Yang action on our side.” She paused, eyes widening as the beginning of an idea took root in her mind. With a moment of focused mental watering, it quickly bloomed into an explosion of inspiration. “Holy shit! Pinocchio!”

      “Pinocchio? Does one of the alien survivors have a name from an Earth children’s story? That seems very unlikely.”

      “No, no. Pinocchio is the answer. He and Geppetto were swallowed by Monstro, the giant whale.”

      “Much as we have been, but in space.”

      “Exactly. But he couldn’t fight his way out. Instead, he used his wits and started a fire. The smoke made the whale sneeze them out.”

      “But we know what will happen if we start a fire in here. The mouth will not open more than a crack, but the atmosphere will be expelled.”

      “Right, I know. I’m not saying we make a fire. But what we can do is make this ship think we’re a threat to the rest of its cargo. And if we can do that, it might do what any creature with an upset stomach from something it shouldn’t have eaten would. Namely, vomit up the offending item.”

      “But we can’t make a ship vomit. It’s not alive.”

      “No, but what if we disrupt it? Mess with its status quo enough to make it perceive us as an unwanted item? As a threat to its precious cargo. Then we could trick it into expelling us along with whatever is around us.”

      “You mean it would force out the bit it sees as a threat,” Holly said.

      “Yes. You said that crystal creates a reaction with the ship’s hull itself. Nothing else we’ve tried even comes close. But if we could focus that energy, enhance it somehow, maybe it could be enough of a disturbance to make keeping us inside more trouble than we’re worth.”

      Holly had to admit, it was a very novel way of thinking. “That’s a clever idea. I will discuss it with Goonara. Unfortunately, the vast majority of her research on the phenomenon is unavailable to me.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “While I have been attempting to recreate the energy signature, the bulk of the research was on her portable scanner, and that was taken from her before it could be loaded into my data stores. It was an unfortunate loss.”

      “Yeah, we’re gonna have to work on those backup protocols in the future. For now, though, we work with what we’ve got. Talk to Goonara and pick her brain and let me know what you two come up with. Once my hand is ready, I’m going after Moose.”
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      Goonara was a four-armed, four-eyed whirlwind of activity as soon as Holly mentioned Sadira’s unorthodox and rather inspired plan. The concept was so utterly unexpected, so outside the box. A way out of a mess that no one else would have thought of, and that was precisely the sort of brilliance she’d come to expect from her captain.

      “Do you think you can ramp up enough power to cause the sort of reaction she suggested?” Goonara asked her AI companions.

      Both Hollys had put their other tasks on lesser priority to dedicate as much brain power to helping the Chithiid scientist as they could. If they could actually accomplish the wild idea Sadira had thought up, they believed there was a fair percentage probability the plan might work. Eighty-six point nine percent, in fact, and that was quite impressive. Especially for a wild plan dreamed up by a meat brain.

      Of course, Holly would never be so rude as to say so.

      “I’ve been slowly building up a charge based on the parameters we discussed prior to your, uh, incident,” Greater Holly said, diplomatically avoiding the elephant in the room.

      “That’s wonderful news. I’m really sorry. I was just beginning to run a few more experiments on the phenomenon when, well…”

      “Yes, we know,” Lesser Holly said. “Look, it happened, and it is what it is.”

      “You know we hate that expression,” Greater Holly said.

      “Of course. But it does fit the moment, don’t you agree?”

      The larger of the two AI minds let out a sigh. It was totally an affectation, of course, done for effect. She had no lungs with which to sigh, after all. “Yes, the point is sound,” she agreed. “In any case, the charge is building up quite slowly in the power chamber of one of the pulse cannons.”

      “Is that safe?”

      “As safe as any other way to do so. The cannons are a very particular type of weapon, and the amount of energy they handle when in operation is quite significant. We both figured it would be the most robust vessel to contain the unusual charge as it grows. The rest of the process is a bit more tenuous, however, and while the pulse cannon can fairly easily take the abuse, the refining and uptake unit generating it is strained from the effort.”

      “But it can handle it, yes?”

      “It can,” Lesser Holly said. “But we have to run it low and slow. Any rapid draw from the unit before we’ve achieved a full load and cut off the feeds will surely fry the system.”

      “And that puts us at worse than square one,” Greater Holly added. “It would take days, if not longer, to make the necessary repairs to get that up and running again.”

      Goonara’s mind was churning a mile a minute. “There are variables,” she said after a moment. “What if we had the original source to power the pulse cannon directly? Its energy is seemingly limitless, and if we drew from it instead of you attempting to recreate this novel form of power we’ve never encountered before, it should not be too much for the system at all.”

      “I’d thought that as well,” Greater Holly said. “And I agree. If we had the crystal to work from, having that as a source would certainly not only speed the process but also take an enormous load off of the ship’s limited functional systems trying to recreate it.”

      “But there’s the problem,” Lesser Holly said. “We no longer have the crystal. Just our readings taken from it before the wild ones stole it from Goonara. We have no choice but to do the legwork ourselves.”

      “I realize that,” his more powerful counterpart replied. “But we work with what we have. I’ll let the captain know where we stand with this. I’m sure she’ll be glad to hear there is progress, even if it’s not exactly what she wanted.”

      

      “You know, this is not exactly what I had in mind,” Sadira said after Holly filled her in on their status. “I mean, don’t get me wrong. It’s great that you’re able to recreate the effect and all. But if it takes as long as you say to just build up enough of a charge for only one shot, and if that shot has no guarantee of even being strong enough, it kind of leaves us in a rough spot, wouldn’t you agree?”

      “Clearly,” Holly replied. “But short of having the crystal itself to power the discharge, I’m afraid we have to work with what we have.”

      She was right, of course, and Sadira knew it full well. It wasn’t the first time she’d been forced to operate in less than ideal circumstances and with substandard equipment, though in this case it wasn’t the equipment’s fault. That fell squarely on Goonara’s broad shoulders.

      “Did she maybe chip off a little piece of the crystal to keep on hand in the ship?” Sadira asked.

      “I’m sorry, Captain, but she did not. The crystal was entirely intact and in her pocket when she was captured.”

      “Lovely. Just lovely. All right, I’ll let you get back to that pulse cannon work while I try to think of something.”

      “Oh, that’s on a more or less automated slow charge now. My other aspect and I have mostly resumed our other repair duties while we are awaiting a full enough charge to put to use.”

      “Well, it’s something at least. Thanks, Holly.”

      “My pleasure, Captain.”

      The AI shifted its attention elsewhere, leaving Sadira to try her best to come up with a plan. Anything at all they might be able to use to their advantage. But despite all of her machinations there was just one solution that kept presenting itself. And it was not one she was looking forward to. Not one bit.

      She checked her hand. Eighty-two percent charged. More than enough for what she needed. Moose was still out there, and the sooner she went back for him the better.

      “Goonara, would you please come see me in command?” she called over comms.

      A clattering of lab equipment could be heard as the scientist replied. “Of course, Captain. I will be right there.”

      Mahdus, Hellatz, and Varsu were sitting in command with Sadira when Goonara finally joined them. Sadira nodded to the empty chair, and Goonara obligingly sat.

      “Now that you’re here, we can discuss this crystal you had.”

      “I am sorry I lost it, Captain. I truly am. I just had no idea I would be captured like that. And it—”

      “Don’t worry about that,” Sadira interrupted her before she could get too wound up. “These things happen, and if we had any way to know about them in advance, we wouldn’t be in our current predicament in the first place, am I right?”

      “Well—”

      “It was a rhetorical,” Hellatz sighed.

      Goonara flushed slightly. “Yes, of course.”

      Sadira took charge of the meeting once more. “So, from what Holly has explained to me, we might be able to disrupt this ship enough to have it eject us, but we’ll only have one shot at it with the setup she’s got underway. Does that sound accurate?”

      “It does.”

      “And once we take that shot, that’s it for Holly’s ability to create that power from scratch. At least for a while, yes?”

      “Also correct.”

      “So, it seems we have ourselves a little conundrum. If we attempt this and it doesn’t work, not only will we be vulnerable, but we’ll be without means to make a further try at it for days, if not weeks. By then the wild ones will have found us for sure, not to mention who knows what this ship might have for countermeasures if we don’t manage to make it puke us out.”

      “All accurate assessments,” Goonara agreed.

      “But, from what I gather, if we had the crystal itself we could power the pulse cannons repeatedly. Or even in sequence, once we figure out the charging process.”

      “Seems like a far better likelihood of success that way,” Varsu said. “I’ve been running some of my own calculations, and I believe the addition of EM wavelengths on a reverse of the oscillation of the ones that disabled all of our ships might exponentially increase the likelihood of the blast having the reaction we hope for.”

      “Oh, that is clever,” Goonara said after thinking about it a moment. “You are a scientist? But you look more like a warrior.”

      Varsu laughed. “As I told your friends, you should see the females of my kind. Far larger, and far better equipped for fighting. I’m actually rather small for my people.”

      “You’re small?”

      “Quite.”

      “Fascinating.”

      “Guys, I get it, you’re having a brainy folk bonding session, and it’s sweet, but we’ve got to figure out a way around these problems,” Sadira said. “So tell me, is there anything short of using the crystal itself that can ensure our attempt to disrupt this place and get puked out will work?”

      Goonara and Varsu shared a look.

      “I am sorry, Captain, but I just do not think I can make any guarantees with the system we have in place,” Goonara said. “Holly is doing a fantastic job with what she had to work with, but it is still putting her at a significant handicap.”

      Sadira sighed and unplugged her hand from the charging cable she’d jacked into when she arrived in command. “All right, then,” she said, rising to her feet. “I guess that’s one more thing to do when I get Moose.”

      Goonara seemed confused. “What’s that, Captain?”

      “I’m getting you that crystal back.”
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      “You want to do what? Are you freaking kidding me?” Moose asked in as hushed voice as he could manage in his state of shock as Sadira laid out her plan a second time over their comms link.

      They’d been lucky so far. While hiding out in his makeshift refuge, he had managed to rig up a small charging booster from the power cells his friends had left behind with him. It had taken a fair bit of work, but trapped as he was with only one working leg, he certainly had the time for it. As a result his comms unit was still powered up and functional. It was now that same device that was delivering some unpleasant news. And he was not thrilled with it. Not one bit.

      “You’ve seen what these guys do, Sadi. They’re killers. And I don’t mean that in a there’s-a-chance-they-might-kill-you kind of way. I mean it’s a pretty damn sure thing. And you want to not only go back there, but go into the heart of their stronghold?”

      “I told you, we don’t have much of a choice. If we don’t manage to get the modified pulse cannon fully operational, there’s a very, very real chance that not only will setting it off not make this ship spit us out, but we may wind up frying some of Holly’s components while also giving the local nasties a big red X as to our location.”

      “They’ll find the ship soon enough regardless.”

      “Yeah, but later is better than sooner. And that’s why I need to get the crystal they took from Goonara. And that’s also why I want to get you back here ASAP. We’ve gotta get your leg operational and ready to kick ass. Literally as well as figuratively.”

      “I can still fight with a bum leg. Hell, if we’re holed up on the ship, there’s an entire armory of toys to choose from.”

      “If they’re even still working by the time we face them, that is. The power suck in here is affecting more and more of the smaller systems, so who knows what’ll go next.”

      “Well, okay, there is that little problem.”

      “So you see why it’s important to get your ass back here and powered up? Look, I’ve got a fully charged high-capacity portable power pack with a hardline cable ready to go. It’ll be more than enough to keep that leg moving long enough to get you back here. I’m heading out in five. I’ll be to you as fast as I can.”

      “No, Cap, that doesn’t make sense.”

      “Shut up, Moose. We just went over—”

      “No, not like that. I mean the crystal is more important in the big scheme of things. Listen, I’m in a safe place, and Holly’s got my location pinned. Do what you have to do and get it back first. Pick me up on the way back if you can. Getting the crystal back to Holly is priority.”

      Much as she hated to admit it, Sadira knew he was right. His location was secure, but once they came to him there was no telling how quickly the hidey hole would be noticed, and even with both legs functional, the run back to the ship would be a tough one. And after that, any further attempts at infiltration would be far riskier.

      “All right,” she finally relented. “But the second we have that crystal I’m coming for you.”

      “I ain’t going anywhere, Cap,” he said with a little chuckle. “And about that recovery mission. How exactly are you even going to find it?”

      Sadira grinned. “Don’t worry. I’ve got a plan.”

      

      Down in the medical lab, Jorgat had finally healed up fully from his injuries acquired during their escape from the wild ones. It had taken Holly a bit longer than anticipated, but that wasn’t due to any failures in the medical systems but rather the novel nature of the alien’s genetic material. It simply took time to reconfigure the machinery to reconstruct and heal his damaged bits accurately. After all, no one wanted to accidentally graft flesh from the wrong species onto the poor fellow.

      “I feel almost as good as new,” he told Mahdus when she and Sadira came to check in on him.

      “Well, you are not as good as new, no matter how good you feel,” his commander reminded him. “It would serve you well to remember that and not overexert. Holly has said that while your flesh is mended, the final bonding and integration might take as long as two days before becoming completely stable.”

      “That’s right,” Lesser Holly said. “Normally it’s much faster, but since you’re an entirely new species for us to work on, we thought it better to go with a more conservative estimate just to be safe.”

      Sadira seemed pleased by the decision. “Good call, Holly. Now, how’s our other guest doing?”

      “Fine. Healed, but sedated.”

      “Can you wake it?”

      “It is a male,” Jorgat said as he hopped up from the med pod. “I’ve seen this one around before. Nasty piece of work, he is.”

      “Okay, him. Can you wake him, Holly?”

      “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Mahdus asked. “The Pestri are dangerous and ill-tempered even in the best of circumstances.”

      “Yes, I’m sure. I need some specific information and this little bastard is going to give it to me.”

      Mahdus and Jorgat shared a look. Pestri were not exactly known for being cooperative. Quite the opposite, in fact. But they had also seen the captain at work, as well as the determined look in her eye. It made them think that if anyone could somehow force the difficult creature to cooperate, this woman might actually succeed.

      “So, am I to wake him?” Lesser Holly asked.

      “Yes. Administer whatever it is you’ve got that’ll do the trick. But do it slowly. The last thing we need is him freaking out right out of the gate.”

      “I’ll do as you ask, Captain. He should come around shortly.”

      All they had to do was wait now, and from what she knew of Holly’s medical systems it would likely not be long at all.

      “What do you want to speak with the Pestri for, anyway?” Jorgat asked. “They’re just foot soldiers.”

      “I need to know where something taken from our friend would have been placed. I saw a pile of discarded belongings, but nothing of hers was there. And this would have been of interest to them.”

      “How much interest?” he asked.

      “Likely a fair amount. It’s a crystal that glows from its own power.”

      Jorgat nodded knowingly. “Yes, they would likely fight over something like that. Having no technology or power in their camp would make something that illuminated on its own a very coveted possession.”

      “And we need to get it back. It’s looking like it’s absolutely vital to our getting out of here, in fact. The problem is, it’s relatively small. Pocket sized, if your pocket is large enough. Easy to hide. And this guy,” she said, gesturing toward their slowly rousing alien captive, “will have an idea where it might be.”

      “But what makes you think he’ll actually help?” Mahdus asked as Daisy walked over to the bound Pestri and stuck a comms patch behind its ear.

      She turned and flashed a disconcerting smile.

      “Because I’m going to make him an offer he can’t refuse.”
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      “How do you speak our language? You’re fresh meat,” the Pestri growled in a voice that sounded like it habitually gargled with broken glass. It was quite fitting, Sadira noted.

      “I speak your language because my people have mighty technology,” she replied, towering over the bound captive. “And we possess many fearsome weapons the likes of which your kind has never seen.”

      The Pestri puffed up despite its restraints. “I do not fear you,” he said with a laugh. “You are fragile and weak. A soft, pink female ready for the grill.”

      “And that is where you would be wrong, you pathetic little being,” Sadira replied.

      Mahdus and Jorgat were watching from outside the med lab through the window Holly had tinted into a two-way mirror for them while also patching the comms so they could hear the entire discussion.

      Varsu and Hellatz had come to join them when they heard what the captain was about to do. It was ballsy, and there was always the risk the Pestri might refuse, but at this point they had nothing to lose.

      “Your captain has got a tough one on her hands,” Varsu said. “This will not be easy.”

      Hellatz chuckled. “Maybe so. But maybe not. You don’t know how she can be. I think that fellow has just bitten off more than he can chew.”

      Inside the room, Sadira was acting as calm and relaxed as she could possibly be when facing a dangerous and quite aggressive alien. Rather than showing any fear, she was matching its every glare and attempt at dominant posturing with one of her own. It was like watching two Alphas snarling at one another over a prized piece of meat. Only, this time one of them had an ace up her sleeve.

      “Despite your insignificance, my people do not believe in tormenting our prisoners,” the captain said, walking over to a ceramisteel pitcher and an accompanying thick metal cup. She poured, filling it to the rim with cool water, then walked close to the bound prisoner. “It is not in our way to withhold food and drink. Would you like some water?”

      “Poison, no doubt,” the four-legged creature said, even as it subconsciously licked its lips.

      “Yes, of course,” Sadira replied, taking a sip, savoring the cool liquid, then swallowing with exaggerated relish. “You obviously don’t want any of this.”

      The Pestri, stubborn and angry as it was, also felt quite a thirst in its body. Being unconscious for so long without oral fluids tended to do that after all.

      “Wait. Give me the water.”

      Sadira stared at him hard. “Only if you behave. Act up and there will be repercussions.”

      The prisoner chuckled. “I am quaking in fear.”

      Sadira waited a second longer, then walked close, putting the cup in his hand then unfastening just that one restraint. It was a calculated risk. With one hand free he could reach out and grab her, but his thirst, as well as the weight of the cup in his hand, would make his managing to catch her, if he was so foolish, far less likely.

      The shackle fell loose. The Pestri did not move for a moment, then slowly raised the cup to his lips and drained it with a series of long gulps. Sadira reached out her gloved hand to take it back from him. This was the moment of highest risk, but the prisoner chose the wise option and simply let her pluck it from his hand.

      “I could have snapped your wrist just now,” he said, flexing his hand in an attempt to show just how dominant he was despite the restraints holding the rest of him.

      “Oh, I don’t doubt you could have tried,” she countered. “But that would have gone very, very badly for you.”

      “I do not think so, little girl.”

      A look of pure anger flashed across her face. It was all an act, but he didn’t need to know that.

      “Do not call me that, you insignificant little weakling. You only live because I choose it.”

      “Then why do you keep me restrained?” he replied with a snicker.

      “Because I am attempting to curb my bloody ways,” she replied with an icy-cold glare. “I do not need your impertinence to push me to add another inferior creature like yourself to my body count.”

      The prisoner was about to say something, but Sadira cut him off in the most visceral way possible. There was a reason she had chosen a heavy metal cup to serve him his water. A motive in her wanting him to handle the thick drinking vessel himself and feel just how solid it was.

      There was no way he could have broken it, even if he tried smashing it against the deck. He knew it, and she knew it. And that was what made him nearly wet himself at the sight of what she did next.

      Sadira calmly closed her fingers around the cup, fixed her gaze square in his eyes, and squeezed. What the Pestri didn’t know was that inside that glove of hers was a nearly fully charged cybernetic hand, and for that appendage, crushing the cup was child’s play.

      She dropped the wadded-up chunk of metal on the deck, where it landed with a heavy thud. She stared at him a moment longer then calmly turned and walked out of the lab, leaving the shocked alien to sit and ponder the unbelievable thing this strange alien woman had just done. And showing no sign of exertion whatsoever.

      He had thought her weak because of her appearance, but now? Now he realized she was stronger even than their leader, Bestrus, and he was a towering hulk of a creature. This newcomer fresh meat species was far more dangerous than her soft appearance belied.

      “That was quite a show you put on,” Hellatz said with an amused grin as his captain sidled up to the window to observe their panicking captive. “I wonder if a little pee didn’t just trickle out of him.”

      “Yes, most impressive tactics,” Mahdus added. “The Pestri are very much akin to a pack animal in their mentality. Most of the wild ones are, but this species especially so. And you just made it abundantly clear where he stands in the pecking order.”

      “Yeah, the bottom,” she said with a chuckle.

      “So, now what?” Varsu asked.

      “Now? Now we let him sit there and freak out for a little bit. And then, when he’s had time to think about just how much trouble he is in, we get him to come around to our side. As much as someone like him would be willing to, that is.”

      “You know he will never join us,” Mahdus said. “His loyalty is to his tribe. His pack, if you will.”

      “Oh, I don’t need him to actually join us. I just need him to give us the intelligence we need on the inner workings of their camp. And if I can make it seem like it’s no big deal, then I’m hoping he’ll cough up the details without realizing just how much we need his help.”

      “Ballsy,” Hellatz said. “And with a good likelihood of failure.”

      “You have a better idea?”

      “One or two, yes,” he said, but stopped there. “But this is your operation. So, what’s next?”
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      Sadira and the team loaded up with weapons for their infiltration of the wild ones’ camp, but more than anything, the deadly implements were for Moose’s rescue. The crystal recovery mission would be one of utmost stealth, where fighting was to be avoided at all costs. There were simply too many adversaries within the compound for an overt assault.

      Only once they had their target in their possession they would be on a rescue mission, and though they wanted that to go as covertly and quietly as they could manage, the possibility of a run-in with hostiles increased every minute their recovery operation was underway.

      Pulse weapons were still a last resort due to the possibility of ricochet. Conventional arms, however, were still okay. Melee weapons would serve just fine for up-close and personal situations, and a few frag grenades taken from Corporal Humphries’s gear locker would likely be both small enough to avoid any collateral damage, yet shockingly destructive to a degree that should make their adversary think twice about pursuing them further.

      All they needed now was the final part of their plan. The guide.

      The Pestri was alert, sitting quietly in his restraints, not thrashing around in a rage as he might normally have been. He was at a great disadvantage, and the Alpha of his captors had made it clear just how much so with her display of strength. That the stone-skinned beast was ranked beneath her spoke even further to her power. It was clear, if he wanted to stay alive, he would have to play by their rules.

      Sadira, Varsu, and Hellatz entered the med lab while Mahdus and Jorgat hung back outside. Too many distractions could hinder this next step, and Sadira wanted to be sure she achieved her purpose with the minimum amount of effort possible.

      At the same time, Goonara was in her lab furiously working on recreating her original notes from memory, but it was slow going. Holly was helping as best she could, but ultimately, without the crystal in their possession, the knowledge locked up in Goonara’s head was nearly all they had to go on. They would configure a second pulse cannon to accommodate the crystal’s energy while the other continued its trickle charge with the copied approximation of its power. Ideally, both would be functional when it finally came time to make their escape.

      Sadira was glad the scientist was too engrossed in her work to have any desire to engage with the captive. Goon was good at what she did, but she was not remotely stoic enough to maintain the game face required for what was coming next.

      “Hello again,” Sadira said as the trio entered the lab. “Well rested, I assume?”

      The Pestri remained silent, but he did not have a pithy comeback this time. That meant her plan was working.

      “So, I have made a decision,” she continued. “It serves no purpose keeping you here. You will just be a drain on our supplies and an eyesore for us to look upon. Not to mention the stench. Really, I see no reason for your continued presence.”

      Her prisoner still remained mute. And he even seemed a little bit worried. Perfect.

      Varsu spoke up, as planned. “Captain, we should execute this beast and roast his body. He will provide plenty of meat for the others.”

      “Now, now,” she chided, “you know we have plenty of meat from the previous lot we came across.”

      “So, where should I dump the body?”

      The Pestri was clearly agitated, though his pride would not allow him to admit it. But the look in his eye was all Sadira needed to move forward with her little scheme.

      “You know, I’ve been thinking. We lost a few trinkets that I had grown somewhat fond of when our friend was taken. Maybe this one can be of use to us yet.”

      “But why would you let a Pestri help us get them back? What’s to prevent him from telling us falsehoods?”

      “Because if he does, he dies. And horribly at that,” she replied, turning her attention to the Pestri as if only now was she even considering his presence in the room. “You. I have use for you. I wish to recover some things taken from our friend, and you will help us.”

      The alien seemed both relieved and worried.

      “If you do this for me, I will release you to your tribe. Would you like that?”

      “You would release him? But—”

      “Silence!” she bellowed.

      Varsu, despite his far larger size, cowered before her as they had discussed. The impact it made on the Pestri was clear. She was the boss, and there was no doubting her authority to make the offer.

      “If I betray my people they will kill me,” the prisoner said.

      “As well they should. But I am not asking you to betray them. I am asking you to take us safely to your encampment and show us where to retrieve the items taken from our friend. They would have been of particular interest to your leaders.”

      The Pestri’s eyes went a little wider. “Bestrus has them?”

      Sadira assumed that was their chieftain’s name and went with the flow. “Yes, that is most likely. We have already retrieved our friend from your camp, but we only discovered she was relieved of her possessions once we brought her back here.”

      “You freed a prisoner from the pens?” he asked, astonished.

      “Of course. It was no real effort on our part, and we do not leave our own behind. But now that we are forced to return, it is likely that many of your comrades will die in the process. It seems a waste of energy to kill them all, and we wish to make this as quick and painless as possible. There is no need for us to slaughter your people. Tell us where to find the more valuable of items collected by your leader and we will simply take them back, leaving the rest untouched.”

      “But if he sees you. If any of them see you.”

      “It will be on us to deal with. But that is only if it is by our own doing. You shall accompany us. If we succeed, you will be released when we depart. But if it turns out you have deceived us in any way, you will be taken to face a far more gruesome demise than you could wish for.”

      The Pestri was confused. He had come to accept that he was likely going to die in this place. But now an opportunity for survival had been dangled in front of him. And one that not only kept his actions secret from his tribe, but also would allow him to return to them fully intact and without further obligations. It seemed too good to be true, but he wasn’t about to mess up this chance for freedom.

      “Very well,” the prisoner finally said. “I’ll do what you ask. What you seek will be in Bestrus’s private chambers. I can show you which are his.”

      “And whatever security precautions he has around himself.”

      “Oh, there are no additional guards. He is Bestrus. None would dare attack him.”

      Sadira flashed that scary smile once more. “Not if I don’t have to. Now, let’s discuss the layout of your camp.”

      

      A half hour later they had drawn out a very detailed map of the wild ones’ entire inhabited zone, including the perimeter guard posts and where booby traps were laid. The one Sadira had nearly stepped into was included in the prisoner’s descriptions, lending credence to the soundness of the information they had been given.

      They had used one of the ship’s holographic displays to piece together the map from the Pestri’s descriptions, creating an impressive image of the terrain and domiciles. The technology was something the alien had never seen before in his life. He’d been born there, as had generations of his kind, and the slightest hints of functioning tech they occasionally found aboard a wreck were considered almost sacred artifacts to them.

      But this was so much more than that. It was an overwhelming display of technological power. To a primitive tribe that had no knowledge of technology it would undoubtedly seem like magic, but even for this one, seeing was far different than hearing tales, and the sheer scale of the wonders this strange woman commanded elevated her even higher in his mind.

      Sadira was not someone to be trifled with. Not if she was in control of such vast power. He gave them the best descriptions he could, somehow sure they would know if he was lying even before they made their attempt on Bestrus’s abode.

      When they were finally done, Sadira left them while Holly printed up a hard copy for each of them should their tablet power fade during the mission while she went to attend to a few final things. As soon as she was done, they would head out at once.

      Sadira sat in command and flipped on the comms.

      “Moose, you got your ears on?”

      A crackle of static preceded his reply. “Yeah, Cap. Still here, but my power’s just about done for. The drain out here is pretty brutal.”

      “Use the extra power cells we left you.”

      “These are the extra power cells you left me. The last of ’em.”

      “Well, shit. That’s not good.”

      “No, it isn’t. My eye’s toast, and my leg is pretty much useless now. Man, what I would give for my old flesh-and-blood one right about now.”

      Some longed for their original limbs, but Mustafa had always enjoyed the upgrades he had received. But she could see where he was coming from, no doubt. Right about now that would make all of their lives so much easier.

      “Well, you just hang in there. We’ve got everything plotted out on our tablet maps, and we’ve got your location pinned. As soon as we get the crystal back, we’re coming to get you, and with enough power for you to run all the way to the ship if you want to.”

      “At this point I’d settle for walk,” he said with a chuckle.

      “All right. Hang tight. We’ll be to you soon.”

      “Thanks, Cap.”

      “You got it.”

      “And, Sadi. Be careful, okay?”

      “You know it,” she said, then cut the feed.

      It was going to be a challenge, and she needed every ounce of luck she could get.
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      Interestingly enough, despite the doubts of several on the team, the Pestri captive made no attempt whatsoever to break free of his captors as they quietly plodded along. Instead, he remained docile as they followed the route he had laid out for them.

      His hands were still bound, of course, but his legs were free for obvious reasons. Varsu had also thought it would be wise to attach a long cable secured around his torso to serve as a leash, keeping him close yet allowing them to maintain a little distance from the wild one.

      They may have scared him into cooperation, but that in no way meant they were foolish enough to trust him.

      Sadira was taking point with Jorgat following close behind her, ready to jump into the fray on a moment’s notice should they fall under attack, despite his mending wounds. The captain was carrying a pair of long knives strapped to either hip and a medium-length club in her hand as well as a pulse rifle slung across her back, though that was solely to be used as a weapon of last resort.

      The others were armed to the teeth as well, all of them sporting additional gear picked up during their stopover at the ship. It was while her hand was recharging that Sadira had Hellatz dig up the small but heavy-duty power cell she was going to use to power Moose’s leg when they finally reached him.

      That particular piece of kit was slung across her torso in a tactical pouch with an additional waist strap that secured it firmly in place. Nothing could clatter on this sneak-and-grab operation, and all of them had triple-checked each other’s gear to ensure they were squared away and ready for silent insertion into enemy territory.

      The walk to their target was a somewhat circuitous one, but their meandering route was expressly chosen to avoid the patrols and lookouts they had been informed were constantly either relieving or being relieved. It was a continuous cycle they had all settled into and simply made part of daily life.

      There really wasn’t much to do on the vast majority of days, and it seemed that Bestrus was not a foolish leader. And with no sunrise or sunset, everyone was on a multi-phasic sleep schedule, so there would be no night-shift grievances. It was just another shift to work, and that was all.

      Giving his people a task, even one as mundane as standing watch or walking patrol, would keep them occupied enough to prevent the masses from descending into bored chaos. With an armed and aggressive group like the wild ones, that could be an especially bad situation. They could very easily live up to their name, even when you didn’t want them to.

      But sending them to hunt? It was something to look forward to, and one that not only gave them an outlet for their impulses, but apparently snagged them the occasional captive to either add to their pens or eat straightaway.

      “We’re at the trap intersection,” Sadira said quietly over her comms, stopping just before the red marking on her map.

      The tablet was all charged up and functional, but she and the others were each carrying updated vellum copies in small metal tubes as they had before. Even for Mahdus’s people it was deeper into enemy territory than they’d ever gone, and getting lost would be far too easy.

      Varsu motioned for the Pestri to move to the front of the formation while he followed behind, the cable firmly in his grasp.

      “We have arrived at the point you marked,” Sadira said. “Where is the booby trap, and how do we disarm it?”

      “You do not disarm it,” the prisoner replied. “To do so would only draw attention should anyone come this way.”

      “You said no one ever used these side paths,” Jorgat growled.

      “I said they almost never used them. There is no guarantee.”

      “So is it impassable?” the captain continued.

      “Not at all. Not if you know where to step. This way,” the Pestri said, then carefully walked forward, cautious to only place his four feet on certain exposed rocks.

      It was some sort of pressure-sensitive activation device, Sadira realized. And a very well hidden one. If they didn’t have the alien working as their guide, it was almost a given that they would have triggered it and brought their mission to a very abrupt ending.

      “You saw the path,” she called back to Jorgat as she followed Varsu and his leashed captive. “Make sure the others follow it precisely.”

      “Of course.”

      One by one the team traversed the danger zone until all were safely across and moving forward once more. This time the Pestri was kept to the front, not only to guide them the last steps of the way, but also as an advance distraction should one of his fellow wild ones happen upon them. If that happened, they would see him first, hopefully giving the others the time to either hide in the shadows or launch an attack.

      Fortunately, neither was required, and soon the winding trail came to the dented metal of what looked to Sadira to be very much like a shanty town. They were in the enemy’s camp, and if the map was correct, they’d managed to traverse the outer area and make it all the way to the rear without being discovered.

      “That’s his place,” the Pestri said, pointing to the marked domicile on Sadira’s tablet. “Bestrus will probably be with a hunting party. He will not be home.”

      “Are you sure of this?” Mahdus asked.

      “Sure? Not at all. I lost time in your ship. I do not know which shift it is now. But it is likely he is not there. He only spends time in his home for two things.”

      “Sleeping and eating,” Hellatz said.

      “Sleeping, yes. Eating, no.”

      “If not eating, then—”

      “Let it go, Hel. I really don’t want to picture what other things he does in there,” Sadira said. “Now, there won’t be anyone else in there, right? No females waiting for him to come back?”

      “I cannot say. Perhaps, but perhaps not. He is Bestrus. He does as he pleases.”

      She was getting more than a little annoyed with the lack of clarity now that they’d come all this way. This would have been useful information to have before they were in the thick of it. But if the map was accurate, they could get to Bestrus’s place in just a few minutes, and if their luck held, they could even work their way in through the back by unfastening some of the scrap that made up the walls of his home.

      If not, they would simply sneak around the front and deal with that set of variables as they presented themselves.

      “Stay to the shadows and move slow and smooth,” Sadira said over the comms, then crept ahead.

      The combination of towering rocks and assembled wreckage meant the narrow accessway they were traveling was quite dark even by this place’s standards. Flickering light made its way to them between the structures on occasion, but for the most part they were moving as much by feel as by sight.

      Voices were clear no more than a few feet away through the thin walls of the shanty-town residences. Had any of the wild ones happened to come out behind their homes, they’d have been in for one hell of a surprise. A band of alien infiltrators, and heavily armed ones at that. But none came, and as expected, in just a few minutes they made it to the walls of the tribe leader’s abode.

      It was nicer than the others. That they could make out even in the dark. The metal sheeting forming its framing was of better construction and thicker material. Less noise would penetrate those walls. That meant those inside wouldn’t hear them coming, but if there was a conflict once they got in, that would also be muffled. Sadira hoped neither was the case and they would find no one home.

      Hellatz was already at work unfastening a panel that looked as though it could be moved aside with minimal effort and noise.

      “Two minutes,” he estimated.

      “Copy that,” Sadira replied, then steadied herself for the wait. In less than one hundred twenty seconds, they’d either be searching for the crystal or fighting for their lives. If the latter, it would be a battle they would engage in while still doing the former.

      Hellatz worked quickly, and right on time the final fastener came free.

      “Okay, everyone, eyes open and heads on a swivel,” Sadira said in a whisper over their comms. “Here we go.”
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      Though it was a dim place to live under normal circumstances, the interior of Bestrus’s home was actually much warmer and more inviting than they would have imagined. At least for the lair of the brutal leader of a tribe of savages.

      Several lamps were burning oil, and though they were kicking up licks of black smoke, holes had been strategically cut in the roof to allow it to waft out of the enclosed space. Thick candles were also flickering merrily, their flames casting dancing shadows along the walls. Surprisingly, it was somewhat cozy.

      Jorgat and Hellatz quickly fanned out to opposite walls, weapons at the ready. Sadira and Mahdus crept toward the center of the room, maneuvering around the piles of the sweat-stained, tightly bound seat and bunk cushioning that served as the leader’s bed. Everything had been wrested from crashed ships. Even a rather large command chair was positioned against the far wall, almost like a throne.

      Overall the space was rather cluttered for its size, as if its inhabitant was a compulsive hoarder. Of course, in a place where whatever you scavenged was all that you possessed, Sadira figured it actually made sense. After all, there was no running to the store to pick up another one of whatever thing it was you finally discarded after months or years of storage, only to find you needed it days later. What you had was it.

      The Pestri seemed particularly on-edge now that he stood inside his leader’s private quarters. This was clearly hallowed ground to him, and to trespass, even in pursuit of saving his own life, was unsettling. His eyes darted around, taking in what he perceived as the riches and splendor of his alpha’s personal stash.

      “Where would it be?” Sadira asked in a hush.

      The captive blinked hard, trying to look past the overwhelming wealth of Bestrus’s possessions and focus on the most likely place to find the most valuable of the lot.

      “Over there,” he finally said. “By his throne.”

      So, it actually was a throne, Sadira mused. Of course he would keep his prize possessions nearby, all the better to show them off when he entertained minions in his abode.

      She quietly crossed the chamber and found Goonara’s scanner sitting atop the pile to the right of the seat. It still had power and was obviously a valuable prize. One that she was taking back. She tucked it into her pouch and began digging through the many containers and piles of salvaged goods.

      Most were junk to her eyes, but there were a few small items that, while out of power, did seem to be advanced alien technology. She slid those into her pouch as well for later study. There was no telling what they were or from which culture they came, but Holly and Goonara could figure that out later when they were safely away from this nightmare.

      If they made it out, that is.

      The Pestri prisoner watched as Sadira pocketed a few of his leader’s prize possessions and squirmed with discomfort. To reclaim her own items was one thing, but to steal from Bestrus? It was to invite doom upon yourself.

      “I don’t see the crystal,” she whispered into their comms.

      The Pestri still couldn’t get over the way the strange woman’s voice penetrated his head even when she spoke softly from across the room. She was a most disconcerting captor. Even Bestrus couldn’t do that, and he was a towering and fearsome leader.

      “That is where I would expect it to be,” the captive said.

      Sadira and the others scanned the area, looking for other potential storage spaces. Perhaps something hidden from ready view. The portable scanning unit was there, and that meant the crystal had to be around somewhere as well.

      “It could be in there,” the captive said, moving toward a container beside the doorway.

      Varsu relaxed the cable lead and followed the Pestri to where he was gesturing. The prisoner’s hands were still bound at the wrists, so there was little mischief it could do, but he was cautious nonetheless.

      “That one?” he asked.

      “Yes, right there,” the Pestri replied, then stepped aside.

      Varsu moved past him and opened the container. Inside, however, was not a bounty of salvage, nor the glowing crystal, but a cache of long strips of dried meats. One of them, he noted, still had a piece of skin on it. A coloring he recognized. It had been one of their fellow survivors, though which lost soul he could not tell from the dried flesh.

      A loud clang rang out just above them.

      Everyone froze and all eyes scanned around and adrenaline surged as the volume increased. There was one party who had not stopped in place. In fact, the Pestri was doing quite the opposite, his bound hands firmly wrapped around a long rope leading up through the ceiling. He pulled over and over, sending out a clanging alarm from the makeshift bell above.

      “Stop him!” Sadira called out, but she already knew it was far too late.

      The best they could hope for was damage control at this point, and if the wild ones heeded the bell’s call with any degree of speed, there would be one hell of a fight on their hands. And worse than that, escape, with or without the crystal in their possession, would now be a near impossibility even with their pulse rifles.

      Varsu was so shocked by what he had uncovered in the storage container that the realization of what had just happened was slow in coming. Hellatz, however, wasted no time. He raced across the room and drove his knife through the treacherous alien’s skull, dropping it to the ground in a pool of blood. The rope stopped its chiming, but it was far, far too late.

      Footsteps outside and the din of what one could describe as a rapidly approaching horde soon reached their ears.

      “The back way?” she wondered aloud.

      “Tactically, it’s a bottleneck. We’d be at a greater disadvantage. At least we can fight in here,” Mahdus noted.

      “Dammit. Holly, we’re in some deep shit here,” Sadira transmitted. “If you can hear me, notify Mahdus’s people we need help if they’re anywhere near.”

      “The ones in possession of the comms devices are aboard the Naga,” Mahdus said as she drew her blades and took up a position facing the door. “I fear they won’t be able to mount a rescue in time.”

      “Can we fire in here?” Hellatz asked. “We’ve got firepower superiority and should use it.”

      “I can’t say for sure,” Varsu said. “When we arrived, it did seem like this location was in an unusually ore-dense field of asteroid debris. The hull material will almost definitely deflect the weapons fire, but I just can’t be sure about the surrounding metals.”

      “That doesn’t help much.”

      “Give me a moment,” Varsu said, moving to open the door to peer outside.

      The door, flimsy metal that it was, burst inward, the force of the massive, furry beast behind the foot doing the kicking easily knocking it off its makeshift hinges.

      Bestrus, it seemed, was home. And by the look of him, he was not happy.
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      It had been startling, the sudden appearance of an enraged beast of an alien who had apparently dropped whatever he was doing and rushed home to find who had dared violate his personal space. And judging by his entry, the level of his anger was abundantly clear.

      Fortunately for Varsu, being stone-skinned meant he absorbed the impact fairly well. Unfortunately, he was a scientist, not a fighter, and when Bestrus fell upon him raining down a hail of fists, his response was to push him away and scramble to escape rather than engage. Unfortunately, he did so right out the now-open doorway.

      Bestrus pounced, ripping his tactical gear from his body by the sheer force transferred when he lifted Varsu off the ground by it. But this wasn’t a scavenging run. This was a battle. Punishment of one foolish enough to trespass inside his home.

      “Captain! Around his neck!” Hellatz called out.

      She immediately saw what he was referring to. Hanging around the beast’s neck, suspended in a crude wire bezel was the crystal. She’d missed the glow initially as the massive creature’s furry chest had largely obscured it in the initial attack. But now it was clear to see. The crystal, still large, did not seem quite so big when worn by what looked a hell of a lot like a filthy Yeti.

      “Varsu! The crystal!” she called out.

      Varsu, however, was too busy covering up and defending himself to switch to the offensive. Bestrus was wailing on him with his enormous fists. Fortunately for Varsu, in his rage at the trespass in his home, the attacker hadn’t thought to grab any of the weapons the growing throng of wild ones had brought in their rush to see what was going on.

      Amazingly, there was a pause in any violence beyond the fight their leader was engaged in. The other intruders were a secondary concern for the moment as they gathered to watch Bestrus do his worst. And his worst was impressive.

      Had Varsu not been so sturdy a being, he would surely have perished long ago from the sheer force of the blows. But in terms of size and strength, the two were actually fairly evenly matched.

      The problem was the scientist’s non-violent nature. Yes, Varsu was big and scary, but when it came down to it, he was not a fighter. In fact, this entire time he had been purely on the defensive. The increasing pile of gear being torn from his body as the fight wore on was testament to that. And the bloodthirsty crowd was loving it.

      “Varsu can’t—” Hellatz said, but before he could even finish his sentence Jorgat and Mahdus charged into the fray.

      It was a risky move, but the massive alien was quite focused on his current target. And besides, they had fought together many times, and with synchronized precision the two were quickly pummeling Bestrus from both sides, finally relieving their besieged friend from the non-stop assault.

      “While he’s distracted! Get the crystal!” Sadira shouted.

      Mahdus and Jorgat both turned and looked at her with a puzzled look.

      Sadira knew that look. She’d made it not long ago. “Oh no.”

      A moment later Mahdus and Jorgat were violently swept aside by a meaty, fur-covered hand. Worse, the gathering horde did not seem to take kindly to the intrusion on their entertainment, and it looked like it was about to get ugly. They were very outnumbered, and more were arriving. From the rear, Hellatz was already pulling the pulse rifle into position, possible ricochets be damned.

      “Shit, their comms went out,” Sadira called out. “The crystal!” she shouted again, pantomiming with her hands at her neck, making a pulling motion. “Get the crystal! Around his neck!”

      Jorgat was already engaging two attacking wild ones, but Mahdus seemed to understand. She turned to Varsu and called to him in her own tongue—which the wild ones apparently didn’t speak—and launched an attack on the towering, hairy beast. She moved quickly, striking from all sides but doing no real damage.

      Bestrus, however, was rapidly becoming more and more enraged by the constant attack despite the assailant’s lack of sufficient force to do any serious harm. So much so that his attention strayed from his original target. And, Sadira quickly learned, that was precisely their plan.

      Varsu leapt to his feet as soon as the alien leader shifted tack and immediately charged back into the fray. Bestrus spun, only partially off-guard, and he welcomed the attack with a sharp-toothed grin, reveling in the joy of raw violence. All three of them tumbled to the ground in a heap.

      Varsu used his thick arms to protect his commander as best he could, shielding her from the impact. Had he failed to do so, his and Bestrus’s combined weight would have undoubtedly caused significant damage to the smaller woman.

      It was the flurry of activity that had finally reached out and sparked energy in those around them as more wild ones moved in to fight the other attackers. Sadira and Jorgat were doing what they could, but there was simply no way they could hold them all off.

      Mahdus scrambled from the pile, a thin trickle of blood running down her forehead. She was banged up, but more or less okay. More importantly than that, she was cradling something against her body, hiding its glow as she retreated behind Hellatz.

      “Jorgat!” Sadira shouted. She knew he would not understand her words, but his name would cut through the din of battle.

      He allowed himself the briefest of glances her way and saw her motioning him to retreat. He didn’t know what exactly had happened behind him, but his was not to ask why, only to listen to the leaders, and those were Mahdus and Sadira. He delivered the strongest parting blows he could on his opponents, then tossed a frag grenade deep into the group behind them, pulling the safety pin and “cooking” the grenade a few seconds before throwing it, just as he’d been shown, to ensure it detonated right as it landed.

      The explosion killed several attackers outright and wounded many more. But that wasn’t the only thing it did. It also shocked the aliens who had never seen such a device into a momentary pause of utter confusion. That brief respite was what he and the others needed to break free. Even Bestrus was taken aback by the startling force of the explosion.

      “Make for the secondary exit route!” Sadira shouted, tossing a grenade at their adversaries. “Don’t use the back way. It’s too tight!”

      The explosion a second later punctuated her urgency.

      Mahdus didn’t understand her words, but despite the language gap it was abundantly clear what was going on. They had what they needed and were getting the hell out of Dodge, ASAFP.

      She called out to Jorgat. He nodded and immediately raced ahead to clear the way. There was no way he wanted to be caught in a bottleneck, so he avoided their approach path straightaway. He had thoroughly studied the entire site’s layout and their route before they started their mission and felt he knew the backup pathway well enough. Or at least, he hoped he did.

      Their flight would have them passing through a few wide-open areas, which they’d normally have avoided at all costs so as not to be noticed by the locals. Given the dire circumstances, that was no longer a concern. And in choosing that route it would also take them on a much more direct path out of the danger zone at the heart of the wild ones’ camp.

      They would have to circle back around later to retrieve Moose. There was no way they would be bringing this angry horde to his position. Sadira hoped his comms would hold out long enough so she could notify him of the change of plans as soon as they got clear of the immediate threat.

      To that end, Varsu was already racing away from Bestrus and the other wild ones. He had wanted no part of the fight to begin with, and now was his chance to end that engagement. He joined the others as they ran, with Hellatz taking up the rear, covering the others as they made a hasty retreat.

      Hellatz watched as the confused wild ones came to their senses and began reorganizing, processing what had just happened. Someone had dared confront them in their own camp, and that would not do. The horde began to howl and bellow, calling in more of their comrades to join the hunt. A throng of Pestri and other violent, armed aliens set their gaze upon him and charged.

      The Chithiid pilot had a strange look in his eye. One he hadn’t sported since the Great War. He was pissed off. Pissed off and feeling more than a little bit bloodthirsty.

      “All right. I am done playing nice,” he growled, swinging the pulse rifle up to his shoulder.

      Sadira heard the commotion and looked back just in time to see him taking aim. “Hel, don’t!”

      But her warning was too late.

      The Chithiid let off a volley, his pulse fire tearing through several of the attackers effortlessly. Unfortunately, just as they’d feared, a shot hit something that deflected it down into the hull. That piece of metal was definitely not going to give, and the shot pinballed high above, only to be deflected down again a short distance away. Someone cried out, but as the impact had been well within the wild ones’ camp, Hellatz wasn’t too concerned.

      What did matter was the pursuers had paused a moment to assess the new threat. The respite wouldn’t last long, he knew, but at least it gave them time to run. And run they would. Like the wind.
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      “They’re coming for us!” Hellatz called out over his comms as the team raced through the wild ones’ encampment.

      “Yes, we know!” Sadira replied as she drove her cybernetic fist into the jaw of the stocky green creature who had attempted to block her way.

      They were racing along as fast as they could through the winding paths and clearings while a rising tide of roaring aliens swelled to a crest behind them. At the front of the small group, doing all they could to speed their escape, Sadira and Jorgat were laying waste to any who stepped in front of them, using both their own weapons as well as spears and clubs snatched up from their most recently dispatched opponents.

      It was akin to the ancient archer’s practice of returning fire with an enemy’s own arrows, pulling them from the ground to launch back while not depleting their own supply. And so it was with this violent encounter, but with weapons of a different sort being used and dropped as they became embedded in a fallen enemy’s body.

      Clubs were multi-use items, if the studs and spikes were not barbed, but the spears would be too much work to pull free from the fallen as they ran. Time was far more important. They had managed to give themselves the slightest of leads on their pursuers, and they could not afford to slow for even an instant.

      A great number of startled adversaries fell in short order in the face of the rushing intruders. Not for lack of weapons or willingness to fight, but because they were simply not expecting to encounter an enemy rushing upon them in their own home. No one ever attacked the wild ones. It simply was not done. And it was that element of surprise alone that allowed Sadira’s team to continue forward at speed.

      Had they been met with ready opponents, even if they had been able to defeat them relatively quickly, any knock-down fight would serve no purpose but to slow their progress. And that would allow Bestrus and his pursuing comrades to catch up with them and bolster their ranks. And once that happened, they wouldn’t stand a chance.

      “They’re getting closer, Captain!” Hellatz called from behind.

      He couldn’t see them yet, but the aliens on their tail were on their home turf, and they knew the shortcuts among the towering boulders and debris like only a local could, while the intruders were forced to follow the only route they knew. Sadira just hoped the directness of their path would get them to the slightly safer maze of trails outside the wild ones’ camp before Bestrus caught up with them.

      “Clearing coming up, Hel,” she commed back to him. “Head on a swivel. We should be passing through a smaller one, then a larger one. This could get hairy.”

      “As if it wasn’t already,” he replied.

      She was still unable to transmit anything to Mahdus or her people. Whatever the cause of their comms failure, the lack of translation was not slowing their roll. This was something that required no flowery language. They were running for their lives, as simple as that, and the people in the front were clearing the way.

      Mahdus and Varsu were in the middle of the group, keeping their prize safe while they ran. If they’d gone through all of this only to have the crystal taken again it would be an enormous blow to their cause, and that simply would not do. Not to mention they wouldn’t have another chance to sneak into the wild ones’ camp. Not after this.

      Abruptly, the path spat them out into an open space. It wasn’t enormous, no more than fifteen meters across, narrowing at either end where the fallen stone had angled into a funnel of sorts. The perimeter was dense with debris, collected and layered into shanty homes. And it was from those that startled locals were quickly emerging. And these, it seemed, had received some sort of warning, for they were armed and alert.

      Engaging would be their downfall, Sadira immediately realized. They had to get through before the enemy had a chance to make their move. She nudged Jorgat and nodded ahead, then took off even faster. Her alien teammate saw what she was planning and called out to Mahdus and Varsu as he increased his speed as well.

      It would be an energy drain, but a little sprint would put the open space to their back. There was a much larger clearing coming up, if he recalled correctly, and they needed to make it through that one before any warning could set those residents in motion.

      Shouts and cries of anger rose as the group flew past. Hellatz looked up just in time to see a trio of Pestri scrambling across the rocks, trying to catch up and drop down onto their prey. He ran faster, pulling a frag grenade from his pouch as he did. Pulse fire was a no-no, but they were almost to the narrow bit leading to their target at the far end of the open space. A grenade would be perfect.

      Sadira charged into the winding pathway, the others close on her heels.

      “Fire in the hole!” Hellatz called over comms as he pulled the pin, though only Sadira would understand the words.

      It didn’t matter. With what they were facing, he didn’t think the others would slow even one step when things went boom. He held the grenade a second longer than he would have preferred, but the enemy was still above. He couldn’t afford to let the grenade fall to the ground. At the last moment Hellatz threw it high behind him just as he ducked into the escape path.

      The explosion threw shrapnel into the Pestri, killing one outright and horribly wounding the other two. All three were blown from the rock face. A small bit of flying metal struck Hellatz as well. He winced but kept running, checking the wound seeping blood on his side. Fortunately, despite the pain, it was only superficial.

      They charged on, swerving left, then right, then left again until it was a straight shot for about ten seconds to the large clearing that would be their most challenging obstacle yet. It was a good thirty meters across, and likely to contain a fair number of wild ones. But if they managed to reach it before the wild ones were informed exactly what was happening, they could still stand a chance. The enemy’s lack of comms units just might be the final thing that saved them.

      The team burst out into the fire-lit space at a full run. The trailhead they wanted was not the obvious one ahead. It was located just off to the right side. That one would put them on the path without booby traps. The one that would get them heading back to their ship.

      “Captain, we’ve got a problem!” Hellatz called out.

      “Yeah, I see ’em,” Sadira said, abruptly coming to a halt as a dozen filthy aliens scampered down from above, sealing off the trail behind them.

      Up ahead the other routes were likewise blocked as more of Bestrus’s people clamored from their positions atop the boulders and spaceship debris. They were blocked in. And there were at least fifty angry alien fighters surrounding them, with more arriving by the second.

      “This is not good,” Sadira said, scanning the area as best she could.

      Light was brighter from the fires, but it was still a relatively dimly lit area, and she couldn’t be sure what exactly was around them. They had pulse rifles, but this was a roughly circular clearing, and a shot in here could easily pinball right back at them.

      The chittering locals parted at one of the side trails, and Bestrus, his chest heaving from the pursuit, strode into the clearing, his best warriors following close behind. He was big. Big and angry. But the run had given him time to think, and this time, he was taking a moment before rushing these surprisingly resilient little beings.

      He looked all around, gauging the advantage he now possessed. There were five intruders. Five well-armed, but nevertheless hopelessly outnumbered intruders. And this time they had nowhere to run. This would be fun.

      Bestrus smiled and began approaching them, his yellowed canine fangs bared with raw menace. Fanning out on either side were dozens of his people. All of them ready to leap at a moment’s notice, just waiting for his command.

      “Captain?” Hellatz called out.

      “Can you get a clear shot without risking a ricochet?”

      “I don’t think so. But at this point, does it matter?”

      She hated to admit it, but he was right. This was their last stand, and if they were to fall, even if it was to their own deflected weapons fire, at least they would take out as many of these bastards as possible.

      “Light ’em up,” she said, then swung her own rifle into position and pulled the trigger.

      Nothing happened.

      She tried again but to no avail. All of her team tried to fire, but their rifles would not function. Apparently, this place, the center of wild one society, was also the most powerful energy suck within the craft that had swallowed them up. It made sense, she thought as she mused their pending demise. Deeper down the whale ship’s gullet the vessel would drain more powerfully than at the mouth.

      They were limited in options now, she realized as she reached for her knife, and it seemed they would have to meet their Maker in a far less impressive way.
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      “Well, shit,” Sadira growled, slinging the rifle behind her back and waving her knife in one hand while grabbing a grenade in the other.

      She and the others shared a look. All knew what was about to happen.

      “At least we’ll be buying the others a little respite,” Hellatz said as he pulled a pair of grenades with two of his hands while holding a spear and a knife in the others.

      “Moose, I don’t know if you can hear this,” Sadira transmitted. “But we’re in a bad way here. I’m afraid you’re going to have to find a way back to the ship on your own. You should have a window of opportunity, though. I think the bad guys are going to be staying local for a little bit.”

      She swallowed hard. They’d been through a lot together. Her Number One had been at her side for years, not only a shipmate, but a dear friend. And now he would be on his own.

      “It’s been an honor serving with you, my friend. Never give up trying to get out of here. I hope you manage to get home.”

      The horde was barely holding back. Only Bestrus’s presence kept them from an all-out charge, but it looked like that had finally become an inevitability.

      So, this is how it ends, Sadira mused, strangely calm in the face of her demise.

      A shift in the air blew across her face. It wouldn’t have been noteworthy but for the fact that there was no wind inside this vast craft. A second later a blistering volley of railgun fire sprayed out into the wild one ranks, their bodies exploding from the supersonic rounds tearing through them.

      Some of the sabots ricocheted off of the deck, but their velocity was well over that of conventional projectiles and they simply carried on right into the stone, wreckage, and ore all around them, burrowing in deep and causing massive damage to whatever was near.

      The team looked up to the beautiful sight of a sleek little attack ship wobbling in the air above them, merrily lighting up the wild ones with its non-pulse weaponry. The primitive alien tribe had grown up around wrecked ships but never functional ones. Seeing something like this right overhead raining down death upon them was akin to meeting God and finding out he was very pissed at you. The clearing emptied as fast as the wild ones could move.

      “You guys might want to get out of there. I don’t know how long the shock is going to last,” Moose called down over the ship’s external speakers, confident the fleeing aliens didn’t understand him. And even if they did, they were all running as fast as their legs would carry them, so it really didn’t matter much.

      “Moose? What the hell?” Sadira asked over her comms. “Can you hear me?”

      “He can hear you. I’ve got your signal on boost,” the chipper voice of their AI attack ship replied.

      “Ace? I thought you were—”

      “Scrambled? Yeah, I was in a tough spot, but Holly fixed me up. And hey, you want to talk about mental issues? If you thought my fragmenting was bad, how must it be to split into two different minds, am I right?”

      “Ace, please,” Moose said.

      “Oh, right. Sorry. Go ahead.”

      “Sadi, power is wonky as hell and we’ve only got a limited amount of flight time. Ace probably won’t be able to lift off if he lands again. We can cover you for now, but you need to get moving.”

      The captain and her team were already running, jumping over the ruined remains of dozens of shattered alien corpses. “Don’t need to tell us twice,” she replied as they ducked into the trailhead that would lead them home.

      “We’ll cover your back as long as we can,” Moose said. “I think we gave those bastards a little something to think about. Should slow their roll a bit.” He switched to their wireless comms. “Don’t want them tracking when we talk,” he continued. “Your bone-conduction patch still working okay?”

      “Yeah, I can hear you,” she replied. “What the hell happened? And how on Earth are you aboard Ace?”

      Moose’s chuckle over the comms was one of the most welcome sounds Sadira had heard in days. “Yeah, about that. Seems that when Ace was booting back up he was tied in to the comms systems.”

      “They deactivated my drive and weapons systems,” the AI ship griped.

      “You did open fire inside the landing bay,” Sadira chided.

      “Well, yeah. But that was an accident.”

      “Your point being?” she replied, but with a bit of amusement in her voice. It was good having the quirky little ship back online, even if he was flying at a bit of a handicap.

      “Anyway, Ace picked up your transmissions, and he saw the pin marking where I was hiding, so he came and dropped a retrieval cable and hauled me in. Goon threw a power pack aboard before he left, and I’ve got my leg charging as we speak.”

      “Finally, a little bit of good news.”

      “Yeah, but I don’t think we can do a hover and cable retrieval around here. The hostiles won’t stay quiet for long, so I think you guys had best be running.”

      “We are running,” she said.

      “Run faster, Cap. I mean it, we can’t provide cover much longer.”

      “Believe me, we’ve got no incentive to sightsee. You hang back by their camp and cover us as long as you can. That’s all we can ask. Once we get far enough away you can head back to the ship and finish your repairs.”

      “Will do,” Ace said, then circled back a bit to make sure no one was on their tail.

      Sadira turned to the others and motioned for them to follow. They’d need to move fast if they were to take advantage of this respite. Eventually, the wild ones would come hunting once more, and they needed to be as far from this place as possible when they did.

      

      Not so far behind the fleeing intruders, the dead were being counted and the wounded either bandaged or put out of their misery. The attack on the wild ones’ home had been both startling in its unexpectedness as well as its effective meting out of violence. Bestrus looked over the corpses and severed limbs scattered by the flying machine and couldn’t help but be impressed. It was a magnificent weapon. And it was one he intended to make his own.

      He walked back to his quarters, leaving the minions to clean up the mess and make proper use of the remains. He had something else he wished to see. His door lay on the ground where he had kicked it from its mounting, but no one had dared set foot inside his domicile, as it should be.

      There was a bit of a mess from the brawl, but the fight had quickly spilled outside, sparing his home. The stone-skinned bastard had been a terrible fighter, but he had managed to avoid any serious damage, unlike the others of his kind Bestrus and his hunting team had killed in earlier times. Interesting that one should join up with these odd new intruders.

      Something caught his eye. Or more appropriately, the lack of something. They had stolen the fascinating glowing crystal from around his neck, but he had assumed that to be a theft of opportunity. Who wouldn’t want such a thing for themselves, after all? The device that still had power illuminating its screen was gone as well, but little else seemed to be missing.

      They had come for the two new pieces he had added to his collection, taken from the recently captured prisoner who had been freed not long ago. A pattern was clear. These incidents were connected, and all paths led back to the newcomers.

      Bestrus stepped outside and looked at the remains of the gear he had torn from the stone-skinned man during their fight. New materials, he noted, and strong at that. Not worn and stained like everything else in this place. That meant true newcomers. It had been a while, but the thought of a proper hunt made him smile almost as much as that of revenge did.

      He gathered up all of the bits and went back inside to learn about his foe. Bestrus then sat on his throne and began digging through the new items. The harness straps could be useful, but the mechanical screen device was smashed to bits. A pouch held a few bits of food, which he would keep for himself, naturally. He was about to put it aside when he noted a small metal tube tucked away in the pouch as well. He’d almost missed it buried beneath the other items.

      With a firm twist the cap came off. He peered inside then shook it, dislodging the contents. A small rolled-up piece of strong vellum slid out into his hand. He’d seen such things in the past, but only in tiny, faded fragments. But this was new. Intact. It would hold much value should he ever wish to use it for trade.

      With unexpected delicacy for a man his size, he unrolled it to see just what exactly this new prize was. To his surprise, the lines and markings seemed to almost make sense. Bestrus cocked his head and pondered for a moment. The shift in position made things suddenly fall into place. He turned the page the other way up and realized he did recognize this image. Or, at least, a version of it.

      This was a map. A map of his encampment. Surprisingly detailed, including booby traps, he noted. But more than that, there were things outside of his home turf that were marked as well. And one of them was far, far away, and it was marked differently.

      That was where the attackers had come from. A new ship in his realm. And they had left him a map right to it.
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      The hike back to the ship had slowed once the adrenaline rush of battle had worn off. Sadira’s team was still moving fast, of course, but now at a steady, quick walk, not a panic-fueled run.

      It was a fair distance back to Holly’s comfortingly well-armed bulk, and much as they wanted to be safe within its walls, they also needed to keep their wits about them and stay alert to their surroundings. That, and they also had to be sure to not use up all of their energy before they were back. If another fight occurred, they’d need a little something left in the tank if they hoped to survive.

      Ace had been keeping watch over them, flying as best he could a little way behind while they made their escape. But with a still-glitchy propulsion system, he was operating in far less than optimal conditions, and Sadira soon made the decision that he should head back.

      “But you’ve still got almost a half mile to go,” Moose protested from the cockpit of the AI ship. “That’s a lot of ground to cover.”

      “And if you two come crashing down it’ll be an even worse hike back. I, for one, don’t want to have to carry you the rest of the way. Plus, I’m sure Ace doesn’t want to crash.”

      “Not on my bucket list,” the AI replied. “But I can stretch it out at least another—”

      “Nope. I’ve made my decision. It’s my call. Get your asses back aboard and have Holly start fixing whatever they can. We have no idea how long it’ll take us to actually make our attempt to get out of here, and you may very well need to fly again before then.”

      Reluctantly, the AI ship changed heading. “Okay, we’re on our way,” Ace said. “But I just ran a quick scan for you.”

      “Save your power.”

      “I am. But since we’ll be back aboard Holly in a minute, I thought I’d at least give you whatever I could. There’s a life sign within one hundred meters of you and approaching quickly.”

      The little ship wobbled in the air.

      “Okay, power’s getting funky. See you back aboard, Cap,” Moose said as Ace hurried ahead to the safety of the landing bay.

      Sadira and Hellatz immediately shifted into a more defensive posturing. Mahdus and her people noted the change and did the same.

      “Captain? Can you hear me now?” Lesser Holly asked a moment later.

      “There you are! Holly, I thought we lost comms.”

      “Negative, Captain. It was just a significant bit of interference that prevented me from properly contacting you. Ace just informed me of your proximity. I’ve been sending reconfiguration codes to all of your comms patches for some time now. It seems the packet has finally uploaded and shifted them to the new frequency.”

      “I can understand you again,” Mahdus said with a notable sigh of relief. “Now, tell me, what is coming for us? I saw you and Hellatz draw your blades.”

      “Ace said he read a life form a hundred meters out and moving in fast.”

      Mahdus nodded her understanding. “Then it seems we are in for another fight, but at least we have the numeric advantage this time.”

      “Hold on,” Greater Holly chimed in. “I’ve been in touch with your people on the Naga. I believe that may be one of your people come to assist, though my scans cannot accurately read them in all of that ore-dense rock.”

      The group wasn’t about to slow down and wait. Whoever it was, if it was a friend they would be welcomed with open arms. But if they were a foe, well, the reception would be far less comfortable.

      “Ace is coming in,” Sadira relayed. “Get cracking on his drive systems. The shuttle too. See if you can find a way to help them stay powered enough to fly in here. Our presence is not secret anymore, so we might need to use them.”

      “I will do what I can,” Greater Holly said.

      “Hellatz’s ship is still without power, I’m afraid,” Lesser Holly added.

      “Just keep at it,” the captain replied. “We’ll be back to you soon, and with the crystal.”

      “Excellent news,” Greater Holly said. “I’ve been building as much of a charge as possible within pulse cannon one, but the growth of the charge has been painfully slow.”

      “Not enough to get us out?”

      “Not by a long shot. The power collected is significant, no doubt, and it is still growing, but for now, it is nowhere near what we would require. However, with the crystal in our possession I am confident I will be able to adjust and improve the process significantly once I have access to the original source.”

      “You’ll have it in a few minutes,” Sadira replied. “Just hang tight, we’re almost back to you.”

      “Excellent. And I now have confirmation of the approaching party. They are wearing a comms patch. It appears to be Axuzzal. I have sent guidance to your precise route. He should intersect in less than a minute.”

      Sure enough, the little blue man came into sight at the far end of the trail where it forked off in several directions. Hellatz was particularly glad to see his new friend was okay.

      “Good to see you, my friend,” the approaching fellow said.

      “And you,” Hellatz replied.

      “Axuzzal, what are you doing out here?” Mahdus asked.

      He turned to his commander. “We lost contact with Holly a short while ago, just as we heard your hostilities were underway. We had no idea what was going on. I came to attempt to make contact with Holly to see if our assistance was needed. I hadn’t thought I would run into you, though. Was the mission a success?”

      She flashed him a look at the glowing crystal. He smiled brightly.

      “Excellent! Then it seems we may be going home sooner than later.”

      “If the fates smile upon us,” Mahdus replied.

      “No one’s going to be smiling on anyone if we don’t hurry up and get back to the ship. We’re far too exposed out here,” Sadira said.

      “We’re nearly back,” Hellatz countered. “And Ace only saw the one life signal.”

      “But this place messes with our scans something fierce, you know that. Regardless, there’s no reason to—” She paused. “Did you hear that?”

      A clattering of rocks betrayed the presence of another. Someone else was nearby, and they were very, very stealthy.

      “To the ship! Run!” Sadira called out.

      The team took off at as close to a sprint as they could manage. They only had a few hundred meters to go, and the rest of the way was relatively unobstructed this far toward the mouth of the great ship. Farther in it would have been a twisting mess of debris and wreckage, but out here their feet met clean deck, and the space between boulders was significantly greater.

      They wove left and right, flying onward as Greater Holly monitored their progress.

      “Where are they, Holly?”

      “There are no life signs, Captain,” she replied.

      “Bullshit. Someone’s right on our tail. Adjust your scans.”

      “Will do. One moment, please.”

      Sadira and the others weren’t waiting around for Holly’s reply. Their map had them just one turn from the open dash to the ship’s waiting hatch.

      “Pop the door, we’re almost to you!” she called out.

      “Already done,” Lesser Holly replied.

      “Oh, no,” Greater Holly gasped just as they burst into the clearing. “Signal acquired, Captain.”

      “How many, Hol?” she asked as she sprinted for the open hatch.

      “More than I can count, and shifting rapidly.”

      “What do you mean, shifting?”

      “The signal is spreading out. One larger and many smaller ones.”

      A sinking feeling hit Sadira’s stomach. She had a very bad feeling she knew what was behind them. When she turned to look, she was quite unhappy to discover she was correct.

      The spider-like mech was racing after them, deploying its horde of tiny scavenger microbots as it ran, the little units flowing like a deadly wave over the rocks in front of it. She had totally forgotten about the machine, relegating it to a back corner of her mind. It was just a tool, after all, or so she had thought.

      But it was more than that. The enormous ship could apparently use it as a weapon as well, and hot damn, the thing was surprisingly fast for its size. They’d only seen it in casual survey mode before, but now, in an attack setting, it was coming at them with great speed.

      Hellatz, still taking up the rear, spun and threw his last pair of grenades, hoping to buy them at least a little time. The tiny bots swarmed the devices, reducing them to their elements in seconds. The pending explosion never stood a chance.

      They’d seen what the little machines could do to rocks and ore. And if they didn’t get inside very quickly, they’d see what it did to flesh as well.

      “Holly, will our shields stop that thing?” Sadira asked as she reached the open hatch.

      “Stand by,” Lesser Holly said.

      “Stand by? We’re about to be overrun by that goddamn—”

      Pulse cannon one deployed in a flash, spinning into position and firing a single blast at the approaching mechanical death. There was no blinding flash of light, no explosion or shockwave. Just a mild buzzing sensation as the power flew past them.

      The mech and its minions, however, felt the effect immediately, dropping to the deck in an immobilized heap instantly.

      “Holly, what the hell was that?”

      “The charge that had been accumulating in pulse cannon one, Captain,” Greater Holly replied. “Along with an EMP on a wavelength correlating with the energy pattern being disbursed. I was not entirely certain it would work, but it seems to have done to the attacker what this ship did to us when we were captured.”

      “You stunned it?” Hellatz said with a fair bit of shock.

      “Holly’s pretty impressive,” Axuzzal said with a wide grin of relief on his face. He’d been running as fast as he could, but with those short legs, he knew if any would be taken down, he’d have been the first.

      Varsu was not thrilled. In fact, he seemed far more upset than he should be. They’d just been saved from a particularly unpleasant demise, after all.

      “Did you use the entire charge?” he asked.

      “Yes, it was the only way,” Holly replied.

      Sadira realized what he was getting at. Their best chance to get out had just been used up. Yes, it had saved their lives, but now literally everything was riding on Holly being able to make the crystal itself do what they needed. And that was in no way a sure thing.

      Mustafa came rushing out of the hatch, his leg mostly functional and carrying a pulse rifle in each hand. “Are you okay?” he asked, tossing one of the fresh weapons to his captain.

      “We’re fine, Moose,” she replied. “Holly just fried that thing.”

      “Whoa, check that out,” he marveled, moving closer to the downed machines.

      “Careful, Moose.”

      “It is all right, Captain,” Holly said. “If my readings are correct, the machine will be unable to reboot without the direct input of this whale ship’s systems, and as of yet I have detected no wireless transmissions.”

      “It needs to go to a docking station?”

      “Most likely.”

      “Then we’re safe,” she sighed, joining her friend looking at the myriad tiny machines littering the deck.

      “There’ve got to be thousands of ’em, Sadi. And look, a whole bunch are still mounted to the main unit despite the pulse. Must lock into place when not in use.”

      “Makes sense. A good way to conserve power rather than actively holding on and expending energy,” she replied.

      “Mustafa,” Holly said, “please gather up all of the components and bring it aboard. I would very much like to study this device in greater detail.”

      “Whoa, whoa, now,” Sadira interjected. “You want to bring it inside? Are you nuts?”

      “Captain, it is perfectly harmless, as I have explained. But if it will make you more comfortable, we can place it in the aft airlock for the time being, along with a few thermite charges. If by some miracle it should rouse, I can simply blast it out the airlock and melt it to slag before it fully activates.”

      “If thermite will actually melt it. We saw how tough the ship’s hull is.”

      “True, but in any case, outside or inside, if it should reactivate we would be in peril regardless. I posit that we might as well learn all we can in the meantime, and on our own terms.”

      Sadira looked at the others. It was clear that none of them liked the idea. It was also clear that none of them wanted to be in her shoes. It was not a decision anyone wanted to make.

      “All right. Moose, you and Hel do what she asked and get that thing inside.”

      “Will do, Cap,” her friend said.

      Sadira turned to the others. “The rest of you, come on. We need to get that crystal to Goonara.” They heeded her call and clambered aboard the ship. Sadira watched her crew begin pushing the giant mound of tiny, deactivated machines into a larger pile to more easily scoop them up. “Holly, don’t make me regret this.”
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      Goonara and both Hollys set to work with the crystal. Varsu also helped out, contributing what appeared to be some rather formidable scientific knowledge to the mix. Buzzing merrily in the lab, the two aliens were quite a sight. A towering four-armed Chithiid and a rock-skinned beast of a man, yet both were as mild-mannered as they came.

      Sadira and Mahdus couldn’t help but be amused.

      “It seems we have some parallels among our crew, eh?” Mahdus noted.

      “It looks that way,” Sadira replied. “And lucky for us they’re both science geeks, because that appears to be what we need the most right about now.”

      “Indeed, it does. I’m beginning to think the gods smile upon us, for once.”

      Sadira winced. “Oh, don’t go tempting fate like that. Murphy is always waiting just around the corner.”

      “Murphy?”

      “Are you two going and jinxing things before we even start?” Moose called out as he hobbled down the corridor.

      “Just discussing current events,” Sadira replied. “How’s the leg?”

      “Still charging up. I can get around, but this thing’s like a damn anchor when it gets below thirty percent. Still, it’s sure better than before.”

      “What were you saying about jinxing things?” Sadira chuckled.

      “Right, right. Don’t go inviting Murphy to the party,” he replied. Mahdus seemed confused. “You see, Murphy is kind of a catch-all name for bad luck popping up at the worst possible moment,” he said, turning to their guest. “The old-school expression for Murphy’s Law is, ‘Anything that can go wrong, will.’ We use a less stringent version these days.”

      “But no less accurate, I’m afraid,” Sadira added.

      Mahdus laughed. “Well, my friends, let’s do all we can to keep this Murphy from joining us.”

      “I’ll drink to that,” Moose said. “Oh, damn. I don’t have a drink. Might need to rectify that situation.”

      “Once we get out of this place you can drink yourself to unconsciousness for all I care. Hell, I might even join you. But first, we’ve gotta survive this mess.”

      “Yeah, right. Kind of a prerequisite,” he agreed. “So, what’s the plan? Holly said something about using the crystal’s energy signature, but then she and Goon went off on some wild tangent and then Varsu joined in. And then the other Holly piped up, and, well, it was all a bit much, so I just went to go check on Ace while they talked science. He’s doing better, by the way, but won’t be flying for a while. This place drained the hell out of his flight systems.”

      “He more than earned his keep with that rescue earlier. Both of you did. You pulled our asses out of the fire.”

      “Indeed,” Mahdus agreed. “You have my eternal thanks for it.”

      “Aww, shucks, we were just trying to help out.”

      “And you did,” Sadira replied. “Anyway, to answer your question, the big brains are trying to figure out the best way to use the crystal’s energy to disrupt this ship’s internal skin enough to make it react.”

      “React? Like, how so?”

      “The initial idea they’re fleshing out is that if we can hardwire a pulsing repeater that stores and builds a copy of the crystal’s charge as they power up pulse cannon two on this end, then hopefully that would be able to hold enough of a charge that the collision of the two energy sources will make them react far stronger than just the single pulse would. And violently, at that.”

      “How violently are we talking, here?”

      “Well, Holly said it was the same concept as splitting an atom, only this type of energy would smash into itself and release an entirely different surge of power.”

      Moose went a bit pale. “Sadi, you’re talking about setting off a nuke in here? Are you freaking nuts?”

      “Not a nuke. It’s far different. Look, Holly explained it to me. Basically, this energy is harmless to us, but for whatever reason, this ship’s composite reacts very strongly to it. So strongly that this might just be our ticket out of here.”

      “You really think you can blast a hole in this thing without destroying us in the process?”

      “No, it’s not that at all. We’re not trying to make an explosion. Not in the traditional sense, anyway. We’re making a different kind of blast. One that is just energy, not force. And if we do it right, it could create enough of a reaction with this thing’s hull that it’ll do what we hope for.”

      “Which is?”

      “Basically, we want to be vomited out, just like Pinocchio’s whale.”

      Mustafa froze. Then his lips twitched. Then he fell out into full-on laughter. “Pinocchio?” he said. “Oh, man. Nice one, Sadi. And here I thought my little white lies had escaped notice. Glad to see they were an inspiration instead.”

      “Little white lies? What have you been lying about, Moose?” she said, her eyebrow slightly askew.

      “Oh, uh, nothing. I was just joking,” he covered.

      Sadira flashed a look but let it slide.

      “So, you think we’re safe setting up this external device? I mean, those guys seemed pretty intent on doing you some serious harm back there.”

      “They should be sated for the time being,” Mahdus said. “I believe we will have ample time to do our work. While they were undoubtedly upset by our operation, the aftermath was rather extreme, and as a result they have more than enough food to last them a long time.”

      Moose felt hot bile in his mouth. “You mean they eat their own?”

      “To them, meat is meat.”

      “Meat is meat?” Moose said. “Hell, I’ve never had real meat. I mean, yeah, I’m technically a carnivore, but that’s just because the food replicators can whip up a mean steak. But killing something to eat it? I don’t think I could.”

      “And that’s fine with technology to support your appetites,” Mahdus said. “But in this place, they have evolved into a different sort of food chain, and as a result, not only animal specimens from crashed ships, but also stranded crews of those unfortunate enough to become their chattel, have been designated as food sources.”

      “That’s horrible.”

      “That’s life with the wild ones,” she replied. “In any case, if we can affect our escape from this ship that should not be a concern of ours for much longer. Varsu gave me a list of what items we can provide from our stockpile to aid Holly in this project. We’ve salvaged quite a lot of wiring and other equipment over the years in hopes it might be of use. And now, after all these years, it seems that time has finally come.”

      Sadira was glad to hear their new allies would be able to get them the bits and pieces Holly needed. The idea of stripping wires out of her own ship was not a pleasant one, even if it might lead to their escape. But with all of the downed craft in this place, it seemed Mahdus had put together a rather impressive cache of materials.

      “I’ll have Holly call over and tell your people exactly what to bring us,” Sadira said.

      Mahdus shook her head. “Unfortunately, Axuzzal was wearing the only comms patch we possess when he came to re-establish contact. We have no wireless communications of our own. So, it seems I will be making a run back to my ship. But once there, I will ensure a comms unit stays aboard the Naga. And if you have any additional comms to spare, I would like to distribute them to the other ships we will be loading up for our hopeful departure.”

      “How many ships do you have, exactly?” Moose asked.

      “Eight that remain air-tight and possess enough power to at least activate their shield systems to survive passage through the force field blocking our path to space once the mouth opens.”

      “Okay, they have power to the shields, but can they fly?” Sadira asked.

      “Barely. But once they are outside, we will be able to join the craft with our own via the airlocks, creating a multi-craft habitat. Power should begin to restore to the different systems at that point, and ideally, we will regain functionality within a few weeks, if not months.”

      “That’s a long time,” Moose said.

      “Not compared to how long we’ve been trapped in here,” the commander replied. “And I will give word to my people to harvest every plant that is ready and transfer them from their external gardens to available space aboard those ships. It may be a little cramped, but we should have more than enough to sustain us even as we leave the majority of our farming plots behind.”

      Sadira had to admit, it was a good plan. As good as they’d get given their constraints, anyway. “Are you sure you’ll have enough power for shielding?” she asked. “It’s a pretty brutal force field.”

      “We will redirect all power to those systems during the exit,” Mahdus said.

      “Even life support?” Moose asked.

      Mahdus smiled. “If we are unable to get through the force field, we won’t be needing it anyway,” she replied.

      It was a bit morbid, but that didn’t make her point any less true. And Sadira had thought the same thing upon their arrival. The alien commander turned for the door.

      “I had best head out and get things started. I will have my people begin bringing equipment immediately.”

      “I’ll have Hellatz come with,” Sadira offered.

      “No need. Keep your pilot. You have much preparation to do here as well. I have Jorgat and Axuzzal to watch my back, though I would like to borrow a few more of those grenades, if I may. Just in case.”

      “Happy to oblige, so long as you don’t detonate them around here. Those giant asteroids look like they’d just love to topple over on us.”

      “I’ll be sure not to use them and crush your ship,” Mahdus chuckled.

      Sadira grinned. “Much appreciated. Moose, would you grab those grenades for them?”

      “On it, Cap.”

      Sadira rested her hand on her new ally’s shoulder. “We really might make this work, Mahdus.”

      “Yes, we might,” she replied. “It’s something I’d long ago given up any real hope for. But now? Now we actually stand a chance.”
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      Goonara and Varsu worked well together, the like-minded scientists both happily engulfing themselves in their work as they were each wont to do. Only this time they had someone to prattle on with about the remarkable discoveries they were uncovering in the process. It was something of a novelty for both of them. An unexpected delight in a time of considerable peril and stress.

      Holly was jumping from task to task as they dialed in the process to a semblance of something that should do the trick. Both aspects of the mighty AI’s mind were relaying information and directing the workers who had shown up from Mahdus’s crew. They’d been at it for a few hours now, and with the extra hands helping out, lengthy cable runs had been stretched from Holly’s external linkages to not one but three power-amplifying apparatus. If one was good, three would be even better.

      The Narambi had been acting as equipment runners. Their long legs sprouting from what would be the shoulders of any other biped meant they had nearly twice the stride length of the others. As such, they were perfectly suited for carrying gear to the teams helping Varsu and his new friend assemble their novel apparatus.

      Those among the Naga’s crew who had smaller hands and a knack for fine motor work—namely Axuzzal and his kind for the most part—were rapidly making connections and assembling the componentry at three equidistant points from the newcomer’s ship, inside of which Holly was busy preparing pulse cannon two to deliver a very different type of payload than normal.

      The crystal had been studied in the lab for a decent amount of time as Holly made adjustments. This allowed the two scientists to triple-check their measurements and test a few more hypotheses before they installed the crystal itself into the power cradle linking it to both the pulse cannon it would be feeding as well as the junction box sending the power to the external energy sinks.

      Work had gone quickly, and one of the outside units was already up and online and was rapidly filling with the strange crystal’s power. The other two devices were still being cobbled together from the other pieces Mahdus’s crew had brought over, but they were nearly ready as well.

      Fortunately, Mahdus had carried additional sets of comms patches with her when she raced back to the Naga, which she had distributed to key members of her team on all of the ships involved in the daring attempt. This allowed for a far more efficient means of communication than having to send someone on foot to relay messages. Now they could simply tell their counterparts what pieces they needed, and they would arrive on foot a short while later

      From what Holly could tell, all of Mahdus’s people were located far enough from the deeper aspect of the giant vessel that the power drain was not severe enough to cause them any issues. Not in the short-term, anyway. And if this task continued into what one could call the long term, they would likely have far more things to worry about than just their comms.

      “We looking good on flight ops?” Sadira asked her pilot.

      “Yes, all systems are green across the board and ready for takeoff should we be successful.”

      “Good. Keep an eye on things. We won’t be firing up for a little while yet, but I sure don’t want any surprise fluctuations throwing a monkey wrench into things.”

      “Naturally,” the Chithiid replied.

      He surveyed his readouts and ran through the priming sequence just to ensure all relays were online. Everything checked out. All there was to do now was wait. He reached for the comms switch.

      “How goes the progress, my little blue friend?” Hellatz transmitted to Axuzzal.

      “I’d be making better time if I didn’t have to stop to tell you so,” the short alien shot back with a laugh. “We’re doing well out here. One unit is up and near full power already.”

      “So soon?”

      “Yeah. Looks like Varsu and your people were right about all of this gear being compatible. Good thing too. I know Mitza and his guys would be pissed if they lugged all of this crap out here only to have to drag it back again.”

      “Are the other two units almost done?”

      “I’m not sure about the one closer to the nose of your ship, but this one should be dialed in soon. Pretty much everyone is back on the other ships and getting ready. We’re almost finished, though. Just a lot of little connections to make so we don’t accidentally detonate the thing before the intended time.”

      “That would be bad.”

      “Yeah. It’s delicate work.”

      “Good thing your hands are small, then.”

      “If only yours were. You have four, after all,” he joked. “Anyway, it’s looking pretty goo—”

      A sharp cry rang out over the comms, followed by what sounded like a chaotic roar.

      “Axuzzal, what was that?”

      More sounds of chaos came through the open line. Hellatz spun in his seat and activated the external view screen. They’d been conserving power, but if ever there was a time for it, this was it.

      What he saw was horrifying.

      From several trailheads the wild ones were spewing forth, and by the look of it, this was no simple hunting party. This was damn near all of them, and they’d come looking for blood.

      “Get out of there!” Hellatz shouted over the comms. “Axuzzal, run!”

      The little blue man didn’t need to be told, as he was already moving as fast as his short legs would carry him. In fact, most of the work teams were in flight. Several of the Narambi at the far end of the clearing had grabbed their smaller counterparts and darted into the pathways, racing back to their own ships as fast as their long legs would carry them.

      Others were doing the same, rushing to board the nearby Earth spaceship. But there were not enough free hands to carry everyone, and a good many were left to their own devices. A phalanx of pike-carrying guards did their best to hold the advancing horde back, but without the use of anything more substantial, they were only able to hold their positions briefly before being forced back.

      “Holly, power up the railgun!” Sadira shouted as she ran into command.

      “We cannot fire it in that direction, Captain. The impact could topple the asteroids nearby,” Greater Holly replied.

      “Where the hell is Moose? I need him at his station.”

      “He has stepped outside,” Holly said. “He’s helping get the fleeing workers aboard.”

      Sadira was annoyed. He had a job to do, and it was at her side. But at the same time she couldn’t fault him. These were their new allies. Their new friends. And this had just become an all-hands-on-deck clusterfuck.

      “Holly, how’s the pulse cannon looking?”

      “Ready to fire, Captain. But only one of the external units is charged. The other two are incomplete. Additionally, I have not yet finished downloading the star chart data accompanying the intake logs from the data spike linking me to this vessel. I require more time.”

      “We might not have any,” she replied, slapping on the external speaker. “Moose, get your ass back inside!”

      “In a minute, Cap! We’ve still got people out here.”

      Sadira looked at the screen and realized he was holding an old-timey sort of weapon. Something that shot actual projectiles. He pressed the gun to his shoulder and began firing, the hot metal flying into the approaching attackers. Some fell, but it didn’t stop them. Not by a long shot.

      Mustafa’s sixth sense tingled, and he jumped aside. He didn’t know why, but his peripherals sensed something. It was a good thing as a spear flew at him from nearby. Had he not moved he’d have been impaled. As it was, a small slice opened in his still-human leg.

      “Ow! Sonofabitch!” he cried out.

      A shrill growl rang out from the open hatch, and a small ball of pink fluff raced outside. Turd was not a fan of this place. Not one bit. But someone had hurt her human, and that was not acceptable.

      Moose knew what was coming next, but he didn’t pity the attackers one bit.

      Turd’s fur stood on end and crackled with stored power. Then she abruptly let out a burst of energy. The nearest group of attackers were liquefied into little puddles of crackling goo in an instant, but the power didn’t stop there. Rather than simply fading into the ground, as it normally would, the ship’s strange deck material deflected it, preventing the energy from lessening. Instead, it kept moving like a tidal wave, gathering speed as it raced toward the surrounding asteroids.

      “Sadi, you see that?” Moose said over comms as he snatched up his little pet and rushed back inside, his hand pressing down firmly on his bloody leg.

      “Yeah, monitoring it,” she said as she watched the screen.

      “This could be bad.”

      “No shit.”

      It could be worse than bad. If Turd’s energy wave didn’t lose its force, there was a very real possibility it could damage the asteroids towering over them. And that was something they could not afford.

      “Hel, power everything to full. We may have to get airborne in a hurry.”

      “We still have people out—”

      “I know. Just do it and standby.”

      He did as he was told, his eyes fixed on the monitors. Many were aboard, but many others were still running as fast as they could. But they were coming from a fair distance away. The units they were working on had to be far enough from the ship when they fired for them to hope to survive the detonation. But that meant a long run.

      Sadira saw a familiar figure at the head of the oncoming horde.

      Bestrus was leading the charge now that they had broken through the sparse defensive ranks. Mahdus hadn’t planned on so overwhelming a force. Even if she had, there was no way her people would ever have tried to meet so great a number of attackers head-on.

      The angry mob rushed past the farthest of the crystal amplification units. They ignored the incomplete device, but they trampled it as they ran, destroying it in moments.

      “Hurry, Axuzzal!” Hellatz shouted into the comms.

      “I’m going as fast as I can!”

      Sadira and Hellatz both watched in horror as Turd’s power surge hit the far end of the clearing. It had bowled over the smaller boulders in its path, but the large stone absorbed the impact, cracking from the force. Spiderweb cracks began spreading up the asteroid. It was going to fall. And if it somehow miraculously missed their ship, it would definitely destroy the remaining devices they’d set in place. And those were their only hope.

      “Lift off now!” Sadira commanded.

      “But we can’t! There are still people—”

      “Do it!” she bellowed.

      Hellatz felt his stomach knot as he punched the controls, sending the ship into the air. Sadira slammed open the comms.

      “Mahdus, we’re under attack. We have to go now! Holly, fire!”

      The AI immediately locked the pulse cannon on the charged unit and fired. There was simply no other choice. They couldn’t land, they couldn’t fly away, and they would not have another opportunity to escape. It was now or never.

      The energy blasted from the weapon with a rumbling force. The impact with the crystal power’s counterpart caused a strange ripple in the air. Everything froze for an instant. The energy imploded, then immediately exploded, releasing a massive pulse of the strange energy directly into the vessel’s hull. The metal composite rippled and buckled, with parts of it breaking from the strain.

      The reaction was immediate. The mouth of the beast cycled open far faster than it was likely intended to do just as the craft’s gravity switched off. Moments later that was followed by a forceful push of energy from the frontmost segment of the vessel, driving everything toward the force field in a rush.

      Sadira could see the Naga had successfully engaged its engines and was in flight, as were several other ships. It seemed Mahdus’s people got the message and had managed to launch. Many who had been left behind would perish, but their friends and crewmates would live. If they could make it out of the force field in one piece, that is.

      The Naga was still at a disadvantage. The giant hunk of gold stuck to its hull was still wedged into the damaged part of its hull. She hoped for their sake it would pull free now that they were without gravity, but she had her own concerns to worry about. Namely, her own ship and the deadly hail of debris showering it.

      As if it heard her thoughts the ship lurched as an enormous hunk of stone slammed into the shields. Hellatz pulled up hard and banked right. More rocks were flying at them, and at great speed. His hands moved in a blur, and his eyes were glued to the screen as he drew upon every ounce of his piloting prowess to keep them from being smashed to bits.

      Abruptly, he hit the bottom thrusters, causing the ship to lurch painfully upward. The towering boulder that had very nearly been their doom whizzed beneath them, clearing the ship by less than a meter.

      “Data connection severed,” Holly calmly announced as Hellatz sent them into a diving spiral, avoiding the enormous asteroids as well as the myriad smaller pieces of debris. Many disintegrated against their shields, but others still simply hit, then redirected, their mass being too great for the shielding to destroy. The glowing force field was rapidly approaching, but they were being pummeled before they even reached it.

      “Holly, redirect any available power you can to the shields!”

      “Done, Captain,” the AI replied, and just in time. A giant hunk of stone bounced off of the aft shielding right as they hit the blistering heat of the force field. Had they delayed there was a very real chance that it would have weakened their defenses enough to cause catastrophic failure.

      Moose came barreling into the command center, diving into his seat and buckling up, all the while holding Turd in his arms.

      “We’re passing through,” he announced as he flipped through the monitor feeds. “Hang on. Do you see that?” He enlarged one of the video feeds and put it on the central monitor.

      “Holy shit. Is that—” Sadira gasped.

      There, on the monitor, clear as day even among the rocks and debris, was a badly damaged but still recognizable ship drifting toward the force field. And they knew that craft. It was the same kind that had attacked them out of the blue and started this whole mission in the first place. They’d found the first trace of who they’d been searching for. And there was nothing they could do to salvage it.

      “Can we reach it? Maybe envelop some of it with part of our shield?” she asked.

      “Not a chance,” Hellatz replied. “It’s all I can do to get us through in one piece.”

      It was the clue they’d been searching for. All the information they needed about the strange alien race that had targeted Earth’s forces. They were searching for answers, and they had unexpectedly found them. Just in time to watch them melt to slag as the ship drifted into the power of the force field.

      A flash of blinding light momentarily blocked the video feeds then was gone, replaced by the darkness of space and the twinkling of distant stars. Drifting nearby was an orange-hot blob of melted metal that had been the alien ship just moments before. It was gone, but they had seen it. They could replay the footage later to confirm, but they all knew what they’d seen.

      Hellatz had an easier time dodging debris now that they were in open space. The smaller pieces had mostly broken up on the way out, and the larger ones were easily avoidable now that there was room to move.

      “Holly, status?”

      “We are intact and unharmed, Captain,” she replied.

      Sadira relaxed her clenched muscles slightly and let out the tiniest sigh of relief. They’d made it out. The question now was, had the others?
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      Despite her newfound freedom, Sadira felt drained. In fact, the entire crew was experiencing pretty much the same sensation. The massive rush of adrenaline associated with their escape had put all of their bodies through the ringer. The daring bit of flying Hellatz had performed hadn’t lessened the stress, but he’d gotten them through it all. It had been a chaotic rush for freedom with all manner of death waiting for them at every turn, but now, at last, they were out of the scavenging craft, drifting gently in the utter calm of space.

      “We made it,” Moose said, his shoulders relaxing a few notches. “Holy crap, we made it. You hear that, Turd? We’re free.”

      The little ball of fluff didn’t respond, but she definitely seemed to be more at ease than when they were aboard the whale ship. She had sensed something there, and whether it was the energy suck of the strange alien tech or something else, whatever had put her on edge was no longer an issue. Turd set to work contentedly preening herself in Moose’s lap.

      Sadira turned to Hellatz. “Damn fine flying, Hel. You put on a master class there.”

      The pilot simply nodded, deep in thought.

      “This is Mahdus, do you read us?” a voice said over their comms.

      Sadira smiled with tangible relief. “Glad to hear you made it. I was more than a little worried about you guys when we had to launch like that. Especially with that giant nugget stuck to your ship.”

      “It was a bit of a problem,” Mahdus replied. “The engines really had to work to get us airborne. But once the gravity cut out it was only a matter of time before we managed to dislodge it. Fortunately, one of the pieces of debris that flew at us before we were fully shielded happened to land a direct hit on it and knocked it loose.”

      “A bit of good fortune for once.”

      “Yes, at long last. But what happened? We heard the wild ones attacked, but even so, we didn’t expect so sudden a departure. Our ships could easily withstand spears and clubs.”

      “Yeah, it was something a bit bigger than that,” Sadira said, looking at the seemingly benign little creature in Moose’s lap. “We had a situation with both the power amplification apparatus as well as the asteroids looming over our landing area. To make a long story short, we didn’t want to leave when we did, but we had no choice.”

      A pause hung in the air.

      “Mahdus? You still there?”

      “Yes, I’m here. I was just thinking,” the commander replied. Her long sigh was audible over the comms. “We’ve been trapped for so long, I almost gave up hope we would ever be free again. And now, after so many years, we finally are.”

      “I know, it must be overwhelming.”

      “It is. It was a tough flight getting out of there, but freedom has its price. We lost a few of our ships on the way.”

      “And those who were still on foot,” Hellatz added sourly.

      “Most were aboard, but yes, many were caught outside of our ships,” the alien commander said.

      Sadira knew how tough it was. It was the part of leadership that never got any easier. People would die under your command if you were at it long enough, and her new ally had been at it a very long time.

      “I’m sorry for your loss, Mahdus,” she said.

      “Thank you. But all were well aware of the risks involved. None were forced to participate, and any could have stayed if they wished.”

      “What about the others?” Moose wondered. “The nasty bunch. From the look of it, most, if not all of that place lost gravity when the ship pushed us out.”

      Mahdus had been pondering the same thing. The entirety of the home they had come to know, all of its twists and turns, its wrecks and garden oases, all were now tossed into disarray, and there was no telling what it would look like when the dust settled.

      “Whatever society the wild ones had beforehand will be in a state of upheaval,” she said.

      “I can believe that,” Sadira added. “Most of them, or at least their top dogs, were attacking us when the shit hit the fan. A lot died immediately, I’m sure. But the ship seemed to maintain its force field, so with a breathable atmosphere inside, it’s possible that survivors could put something back together again.”

      “I imagine they would,” Mahdus agreed. “But it will be a long and hard road for them. I just hope this time they will perhaps create a more peaceful society. A better one than what they’d been living under. With Bestrus and his lackeys gone, it truly is a blank slate for them to start again.”

      Sadira watched her view screen as the dark shape blotting out the stars grew smaller in the distance. It was even larger than she’d imagined it to be, but there was no way they were going anywhere near it for further study.

      It had swallowed up everyone it came in contact with, including the rather hostile alien race whose attack on the survey expedition sparked her current mission. To fly near would be tempting fate in a most foolish manner.

      “Holly, can you please put up the images of the alien ship we saw right before flying clear?”

      “Of course, Captain,” the AI replied.

      A moment later, high-definition video of the craft appeared on all of the display screens in command. The craft was obviously badly damaged when it came into the ship’s belly, and from the looks of it, none would have survived the entry process. There would be no orange aliens to query about their people. Why they had attacked for no reason. Where they came from and where they were going.

      She watched the video progress until the craft entered the force field without any shielding. In moments it was reduced to a melted ball of slag.

      “Well, so much for getting information out of that thing,” she sighed.

      Moose, however, was not so pessimistic. “Hang on a sec,” he said. “Hey, Holly. You got those logs loaded from the data spike’s info stream?”

      “The transmission was interrupted when we were forced to launch. Unfortunately, I lost much of the data.”

      “But you have some of it, right?”

      “I do.”

      Moose smiled as the gears spun in his head. “Okay, I’m thinking maybe we aren’t as out of luck as we thought.”

      “What’s going through your mind, Moose?” Hellatz asked.

      “If their ship was relatively close to the mouth of the whale ship, that means it would be a more recent arrival, right? And if the data packets logging intake were stored in order, then maybe the information about it was in the first stuff Holly downloaded.”

      “Which is garbled gibberish,” Hel noted.

      “Yeah, for now. But if Holly eventually cracks that code and lays it out in a correlating matrix of rocks, ships, and locations it was all collected, maybe it’ll tell us where they captured that ship. And from that, maybe it can even help us determine its origin point.”

      Sadira wondered if it was possible. “Holly, can you do that?”

      “There is no way to tell until I decipher the code, I’m afraid. And even then the odds are exceptionally slim. We simply do not know exactly what the rest of this data will tell us. Only a tiny fraction seems to correlate with ships and star charts. At least, I think it does. Moreover, it could take a very long time to break this alien language.”

      “But it is possible, yes?”

      “Yes. But it is an entirely novel form of computing and data transfer. It will undoubtedly take a great deal of time.”

      “Well, it looks like time is something we have a lot of,” Sadira said. “And hopefully, we’ll find those aggressive bastards and get back home.”

      Moose stroked his chin. “You know, we came out on this mission looking for a nasty predator race, but instead, we found something bigger and badder that took them out like they were nothing.”

      “True, but while the one we were looking for was aggressive, I really think the ones that captured us did so by accident. It didn’t seem malicious at all.”

      “A valid point,” Holly said.

      Sadira leaned back in her seat. “Yeah. And who knows? Maybe one day we’ll meet whoever it was that built that beast. And if we’re lucky, perhaps we’ll even become allies.”
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      Six ships in total.

      That was how many had survived the escape from their prison. And now they were all slowly drifting in space, linked together by their airlocks, the crews mingling and sharing food and drink and laughs. It would be a long and difficult journey, and they might never get home, but at least they were free to try. And clear of the power drain of the whale ship, more and more of their systems were gradually coming back online.

      Of those, it was the detailed star charts the ships contained that most interested Sadira. Mahdus had instructed her people to tie into Holly and provide all of the charts, as well as any other data that might be desired. While they were very much lost in the depths of space, at least they would all have reference points in their data stores should they ever reach a familiar road sign.

      Ace was finally back to normal, if the quirky AI could ever truly be called that. Their new friends were thrilled to meet not only both Hollys, but also this smaller, off-kilter artificial mind. And Ace was more than happy to take some of his new pals along for the ride while he popped outside to give his systems a proper run-through.

      By the time everyone settled down for a celebratory feast, spirits were high and hopes for the future were positive. The abundant food and drink did quite a lot to help set the tone. Holly had the food replicators working overtime to help provide their new allies with delicacies and delights. They’d been stuck eating pretty much the same things for longer than any could remember, and something as simple as a dish of ice cream or a frosty mug of alcoholic fruit slush was as good as gold to them.

      Moose made a point to whip up a sizable quantity of his favorite donuts to share, reveling in the joy his sweet tooth was now bringing others. And that was only part of the feast.

      Mahdus’s people brought fresh produce, a welcome novelty for Sadira and her crew, as well as hearty breads made from an unusual plant they ground into a protein-rich flour, then baked atop the heat exchangers in the drive systems.

      “Really, it’s quite similar to some of the plants from my homeworld,” Goonara marveled as she devoured yet another slice.

      “It seems there are some similarities in flora despite galaxy of origin,” Varsu mused as he took a bite as well. “Fascinating, Goonara. Truly fascinating.”

      The two had been thick as thieves after their brainstorming session and subsequent thrilling escape. It wasn’t every day the brainy science geeks were responsible for saving the day. At least, not in so dramatic a fashion. Yet the fruits of their mental labors had done just that, and the two found themselves the subjects of many toasts throughout the celebration.

      There were more somber moments, of course. Toasts to fallen colleagues and absent friends. A bittersweet reminder of the price of freedom. It didn’t diminish the festivities, though. If anything, it made those who survived appreciate their freedom even more. And that held true for all of them.

      Hellatz had been relatively quiet while surrounded by laughter and joy. Late into the party he rose and walked to Sadira’s place at the table and leaned in close.

      “Captain, may I have a word?”

      “Sure thing. If you’ll all excuse me a minute,” she said, then followed her pilot from the galley to a quiet spot in the corridor. “What’s up, Hel?”

      “I-I don’t know exactly how to say this.”

      “Just spit it out. What’s on your mind?”

      Hellatz took a deep breath. “I wanted to apologize.”

      “For what? You just flew us out of there and saved the day. Nothing to apologize about. Not by a long shot.”

      “No, it’s not that. I questioned your leadership earlier. More than that, I was insubordinate and could have jeopardized the mission because of it.”

      Sadira’s joviality calmed a bit. “Hellatz, you were upset, and we were in a bind. I appreciate the apology, but I don’t want you to beat yourself up over it. It’s just the way of things sometimes.”

      “But that’s the thing,” he said. “I thought I could be the captain. I thought being a great pilot and having some clever ideas was all it takes. But it’s more than that.”

      “Well, it’s not an easy job sometimes, true.”

      “Axuzzal is dead, Captain. Dead because of a decision you made. That upset me at first. It upset me for a long while, actually. But the thing is, all of those people celebrating in there? They wouldn’t be here if you hadn’t made that call.”

      Sadira rested her hand on his arm. “I’m sorry for the loss of your new friend, Hel. If there was any other way—”

      “I know. And that’s the thing. I would have waited for him. And in so doing, I would have cost us not only our chance to escape, but quite possibly the lives of all of those people who now breathe free air because of you. I realize now, that is what it means to be captain. To make the impossible call and live with the consequences.”

      The captain looked at him quietly a long moment. “You want to know the one rule I live by as captain? The rule anyone who commands a ship takes to heart? That we look out for our own. That the needs of the many outweighs the needs of the few.”

      “Or the one,” Hellatz added.

      “Yes. Or the one.”

      The alien sighed, then rolled his shoulders back, standing tall. “Thank you, Captain.”

      “Thank you, Hellatz.”

      They stood quietly a moment, then the pilot turned and walked off to join the others in their revels, his mind clear and his heart lighter.

      “Spoken like a true captain,” Mahdus said, stepping out from the nearby doorway.

      “How long were you there?”

      “I just heard the tail end. But you’re absolutely right about the challenges of leadership.”

      Sadira nodded. “Yeah, it can be a real drag sometimes.”

      “Well, I didn’t come to discuss the difficulties of our jobs but rather to inform you that my people have completed the transfer of star charts to Holly’s databanks. You now have everything we do.”

      A flash of warm hope lit in Sadira’s chest. They’d been flying blind for so long, and they still would be for the most part, but now they had maps. And one day, hopefully soon, those might actually come in handy.

      “Thank you, Mahdus.”

      “And you, my most unlikely new friend. You know, I had all but given up hope of seeing my homeworld again. But now? Now there is actually a possibility. And not just for me, but for those under my care.”

      “I hope you make it home.”

      “And I hope one day you can visit me there. You know, you’ve just made a lot of allies, all of whom would say the same.”

      Sadira had been thinking more or less the same thing since their escape. There were so many crashed ships in there, and so many survivors, all of whom had put aside their own issues to come together as a functional unit, working together for their common good. Really, in a strange way, she couldn’t have asked for a better way to meet them.

      “Who knew that after so many years of fruitless searching for alien life we would find so many in one place?” Sadira laughed.

      “Fortuitous, indeed,” Mahdus said.

      “So, you think we should let them keep partying?”

      “Why not? The stress of space travel will be upon all of us soon enough. We might as well make the most of this respite while we can.”

      “Take the win when it presents itself,” Sadira agreed. “You know, I’m gonna miss you. We work well together.”

      “That we do. But one day, gods willing, we will see one another again.”

      “I hope so,” Sadira said. “Until then, fly safe, my friend.”

      “You too,” the alien commander replied. “And may you safely find your way home.”

      She knew it would be a long road, and by no means an easy one, but for the first time in a while, Sadira actually felt they might actually manage to do that. One day, they would find their way home. The thought made her smile. As did another thought. One that filled her with hope and excitement.

      They still had a mission to complete and vast reaches of space to explore, and oh, what adventures they would have.
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      “Oh, my aching head!” Corporal Humphries grumbled as he stumbled his way into command. He was a cyborg, of course, but after being drained as completely as he had, it was no wonder his systems would be a bit wonky at first.

      He’d had a hard shutdown. His systems had frozen mid-thought, which for an AI was most definitely not the way they wanted to go into any sort of sleep mode. That was bound to hurt.

      “Glad to see you’re back with us, Corporal,” Sadira said, swiveling in her seat to get a better look at him.

      The cyborg’s stubble had grown a bit longer, but his internal regulators generally kept that to a minimum. Just enough to fit in with the humans around him. Other than that, though, he seemed pretty much the same as when he’d gone down.

      “You had me worried about you, man,” Moose said. “You conked out big time. I didn’t know if we’d be able to get you back online.”

      “Obviously, your concerns were unfounded,” Hump replied.

      “Actually, it took Holly quite a while to get that charging apparatus of yours up and running. And even then it took a fair amount of jury-rigging to do the deep charge your power cell needed,” Hellatz noted. “You messed yourself up pretty good back there.”

      “Back there? Are we free?”

      “Yep,” Moose replied. “It took a bit of doing, though. Epic battles, showdowns with cannibal aliens, and, of course, there was getting puked up by an alien scavenger ship.”

      “Be glad you missed that part,” Sadira joked. “It was not a pleasant experience.”

      Hump flopped down into his seat and ran his hand through his crew cut.

      “What’s the matter, dude?” Moose asked. “You look all bummed out.”

      “Of course I’m bummed out. I missed all the fun!”

      “If you want to call it that,” his friend replied.

      “How long was I out for?”

      “Three point seven weeks,” Greater Holly informed him. “Apologies for the extended delay, but your reboot sequence was a bit difficult due to your abrupt shutdown.”

      “I was down for almost a month!”

      Moose chuckled. “Relax, Hump. You may have missed out on the big escape, but that little ass-kicking display you put on really wowed the hell out of our new friends. They couldn’t stop talking about what a badass you were. And let me tell you, you can’t buy that kind of rep.”

      Hump reluctantly accepted that he’d missed the big fight and let it go. His crew was safe, and that was the most important thing. Still, it did suck. “Well, I guess we’re back to the snipe hunt,” he grumbled.

      Sadira noted his lingering mood and did what a captain does.

      “Hey, Hump.”

      “Yeah.”

      “You should go and gear up.”

      “Why? We’ve got no idea where we are or where we’re going.”

      “That’s only partially true. We’ve got a location plotted out. Holly’s dialing in our warp drive as we speak.”

      “A location? But how?”

      “The information your data spike managed to draw out of that ship? Yeah, it had more than just an inventory of ships. It had coordinates. Holly’s only been able to decipher a handful, but one actually lines up with our charting.”

      “And you want me to gear up, why, exactly?”

      “Because, Corporal, the ship it corresponded to was a known hostile.”

      “Those orange bastards?” he said, rolling his neck like a prize fighter warming up. “At last.”

      “Oh, not them,” Sadira said. “Worse.”

      “Worse?”

      “Yes. The ship they processed? It was Ra’az.”
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      The power whip crackled along the ground as the Chithiid wielding it slowly paced back and forth, dragging the length of solid energy in the dirt. The band on his wrist sprouted the improvised weapon with ease, but it was not intended to be a weapon. It was designed to be used as a tool in the dismantling of salvage and to facilitate the moving of equipment.

      The loyalist on whose wrist the device was worn, however, had other ideas.

      Normally, when someone had displeased the powers that be, a public flogging would take place. It was good entertainment for his men, and it sent a message to the thousands of slave laborers working underneath him. Do as you’re told or face punishment.

      But this was different.

      An example needed to be made of the Chithiid bound to the whipping post before him. More than most. Rather than simply flayed skin, this one would face the stinging impact of the power whip. It would rend flesh, eventually, but more than that, its impact would break the man’s body as well as his spirit, and the workers forced to watch would take that harsh lesson to heart.

      Hellatz stood in the crowd, blending in among those ranks, clothed in slave laborer’s coveralls and dirty from his day’s work. He had never imagined returning to slave life again. In fact, he’d have sworn that he would die first. He was a starship pilot, and a damn good one at that. To be reduced to this? The very thought of a return to an existence as chattel once more was unthinkable.

      The Great War had been hard fought, and millions had perished in their victory. But now, here on this world, he was a slave once more. And he was not alone.

      Goonara, the ship’s science officer, stood far across the punishment square, surrounded by her own work team, all of them watching the beating with a particularly acute feeling of horror. This was even more personal for them than for the others. Not long ago Goonara had been the one tied down for all to see, and while she had only been whipped with a braided length of cordage, her wounds were still weeping through the bandages beneath her clothing.

      It had been horrible for them to witness, and even worse for Goonara to endure, but compared to the abuse this new victim was being subjected to, her trauma seemed almost laughable. The work of the power whip was so much more. More brutal. More painful. And more deadly. In fact, there was a very good possibility that this victim wouldn’t survive the ordeal.

      He was a very sturdily built Chithiid with thick muscle running across his broad shoulders and back, which were clearly visible through his shredded tunic. Each of his four powerful arms had been bound firmly around the thick pole, and his chin was now resting in the notched indentation atop the public flogging post, rolling side to side in agony as the exhausted heads of so many others before him had.

      His upper set of arms were large, even for a Chithiid accustomed to hard labor, as most of those present were, but the bindings were thick and held him fast. His lower arms were substantial as well, but the shoulder joints midway down his flanks were not quite as robust as his upper arms. Regardless, heavy restraints held those in place as well.

      Hellatz watched Goonara’s expression across the crowd as the loyalist meting out the punishment swirled the power whip overhead and brought the length down on the bound man’s back. The impact shook him, sending reverberations through the air like a gunshot. The crowd flinched as a whole in a sympathetic reaction. How the prisoner was even still standing was beyond them.

      Hellatz thought back to the days he used such a tool back on Earth. His was a more modern version, however. More powerful and with a slightly greater reach. The prisoner was lucky for it. The newer model would have undoubtedly done far more damage. And Hel had seen what those whips could do when misused.

      He was a slave then, dismantling a conquered culture and loading bits and pieces onto the Ra’az Hok salvage ships. It was a life of servitude to their alien masters, but he had grown so used to it that he didn’t dare hope for anything more. There were loyalists back then too. Chithiid who burned the markings of their Ra’az masters into their shoulders and pledged fealty. They would do the dirty work against their own kind and without coercion. They did it because they were true believers.

      It was a similar situation to this when he’d seen a man literally ripped to pieces by one of the more powerful devices. He had tried to be stoic, to not cry out, but when his first arm tore free there was no entertaining the idea of silence. He had been lucky, though. An errant swing had severed his head from his body after another arm had torn free and his legs had broken. A more skilled torturer could have made the process last far longer. A quick death in that case was a blessing.

      But this was a different place. A different world entirely, and the man enduring the beating was taking it remarkably well. His body was clearly damaged from the abuse, his flesh cut and hanging in areas, blood slowly seeping out. The trauma of impact caused blood vessels to tighten and stanch the blood flow unlike a cut, but eventually the reaction would fade and the blood would flow freely.

      Goonara winced with every impact. Her own beating was still far too fresh in her mind. Hellatz worried she might try to do something foolish, like running from the spectacle, and that would not go over well at all. Through the countless faces, the scientist seemed to feel the eyes upon her and turned slightly. Everyone was staring up at the stage, but one face was not. He was looking right at her.

      Hellatz and Goonara locked eyes.

      Be strong, he willed to her. Do not give them any excuses.

      He had not spoken a word, but she reacted as if she had heard his thoughts. Seeing her crewmate, her comrade had pulled her back from the precipice. She could do this. She had to.

      A sickening crack echoed out across the square as the power whip impacted right across the prisoner’s lower right shoulder. One look at the unnatural angle it was now at and anyone could see the limb was clearly broken. The arm began twitching, as if its muscle fibers didn’t know what to do with this new sensory input.

      A murmur passed through the crowd. How was it possible this man was still upright? And how had he not cried out?

      The loyalist doling out the punishment appeared to have the same thought running through his mind, only his reaction was not one of sympathy.

      The whip lashed out again, slamming into the damaged joint. The arm twitched violently, then fell limp. But he wasn’t done. With a flourish, he swung the whip overhead and targeted the other side, intending to break the lower left one as well. His blow flew true, and the impact caused the other arm to do the same little dance as the right one until it, too, ceased to move.

      The prisoner finally appeared to have had all he could take, his legs giving out and his body hanging limp in his restraints. The torturer’s whip powered off, its length sliding back into the wrist gauntlet like a piece of deadly spaghetti. He then walked to the unconscious man and gave him a kick in the ribs. There was no response. He turned to his right and looked for direction from the person truly running this show.

      From his shaded seat at the far end of the gathering place, Kaxilla, the Chithiid leader of the loyalist ranks, nodded once, then took a leisurely sip from his chilled beverage while the terrified workforce sweated in the sun.

      The brutal man turned and stepped toward the crowd. “This is the punishment for those who would seek to harm our order. To break our laws. Let it serve as a lesson for you all. Step out of line and this shall be your fate as well,” he barked out. “Now back to work, all of you.”

      Hellatz knew him, of course. Everyone did, and no one wanted any part of him. Orviin was his name, and he was Kaxilla’s right-hand man. A true believer, fanatical in his devotion, willing to do anything asked of him in service of his Ra’az overlords. That he enjoyed harming others, and this job afforded him that opportunity, was just icing on the cake for him.

      The crowd murmured quietly and moved on. Goonara’s group huddled around her and ushered her from the scene. Hellatz, however, stood still a moment longer, observing the bound prisoner, a bubbling rage rising within him. He felt the eyes on him without needing to turn to look.

      “You have something to say?” Orviin called out to him, powering his whip back on with a most unpleasant grin.

      “No, sir,” Hellatz said, lowering his head. He then turned and took a step away, his back fully exposed. He knew the sadist would not strike him for so little an offense, or at least, he felt reasonably confident he wouldn’t, but he felt the tense tingle between his shoulders all the same.

      It had already been one hell of a day, and it wasn’t even lunch time.
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