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      “Another on your left!” the captain shouted. “Look out, Hel!”

      The Chithiid shuttlecraft was fast, and it had been equipped with fairly robust armament, but it was not designed for prolonged dogfighting at the edges of the atmosphere. It seemed the trio of small attack ships hounding it were unaware of that fact. That, or they planned to take the fullest advantage of the vessel’s limitations. What they didn’t count on was the alien pilot’s skill.

      “I see them,” he replied over comms as he pushed his ship into a series of corkscrewing dives and rolls while firing off pulse blasts from the craft’s small cannons. “You guys focus on your own problems. I’ve got this under control.”

      A blast hit his shielding, sending the shuttle lurching toward the edge of the atmosphere, its hull faintly glowing from the improper angle of approach buffeting the craft.

      “Okay. Mostly under control,” he corrected.

      Sadira knew he was right, though. He was their pilot, but for the time being he would be fending for himself away from their much larger vessel. Fortunately, his little shuttle could take a lot more punishment than one would expect. The big brain AIs back on Earth had retrofitted it specifically for a long and potentially dangerous mission, and that foresight was paying off.

      “Moose, what’ve you got?” she asked her first officer as they fought off the pair of craft hounding their larger ship.

      “Still just the two,” he replied, his hands flying over the controls in front of him. “I’m having a bitch of a time getting any sort of firing solution on their mothership, though.”

      “I can’t exactly keep us steady at the moment,” his captain replied, her own piloting prowess on full display as she avoided the hectoring attackers.

      “Just keep doing what you’re doing, Cap. I’ll make it work.”

      “You’d better. If they launch any more of those things we’re going to be overwhelmed.”

      Pulse energy blasts deflected off the ship’s robust shielding array as Holly, the ship’s AI, raced through phasing patterns to adapt to the alien technology. Their shields were taking a beating, but it was a relatively small one. Consistent, but not powerful. But the attackers were shifting their pulse attacks with startling efficiency. As if they were probing the shields while simultaneously attacking them.

      “Captain, shielding is holding strong,” Holly said. He sounded calm and collected despite the situation. But then, being an AI with both the quirks and processing power he possessed, it was not surprising. “I have diverted a portion of our drive power to whichever shielding array is facing their main craft,” he added. “Should they fire larger weaponry from that ship, we will be ready.”

      “Good thinking, Hol,” Sadira said. “Keep it up.”

      In normal circumstances, they would warp away from the action to reassess. But with their crew out there and under attack as well, there was simply no way they could do so. They were stuck, and that meant they had to fight whether they wanted to or not.

      Fortunately, the larger main ship from which the small attack craft were being deployed had not fired upon them yet. Undoubtedly, it possessed more powerful weapons, but for whatever reason, they were holding back.

      A flash lit up the darkness to the starboard side of the ship. “Hit one!” Moose exclaimed. “Damn, it’s still coming. Must’ve just been a glancing shot off their shields.”

      “It’ll give them something to think about next time they get too close,” she replied. “Holly, how are the others looking out there?”

      The AI diverted a fraction of its mind and reassessed the space battle in a flash. “Hellatz is still pursued by three craft. And Ace is engaged with two more, though at a fair distance and at high speed. It seems they are attempting to drive both of them farther away from our location.”

      “Trying to separate our additional defenses from the main ship. Makes sense,” she grudgingly noted. “Ace, you hear me?”

      “Loud and clear, Captain,” the little AI ship replied.

      “These bastards are trying to push you from our location.”

      “I noticed. I’m doing what I can to redirect our fight more in your direction, but they are working as a team here and making it kinda difficult.”

      “Do what you can. Together we all stand a better chance of making it out of this in one piece.”

      “Copy that,” the ship replied, then refocused its full attention to the craft attacking him, spraying a few rounds from his pulse cannons at the ships on his tail.

      Sadira’s crew hadn’t started this fight. Hell, they hadn’t even been looking for alien adversaries when the first of the small ships attacked them out of nowhere. Holly had only exited warp twelve hours prior in this system, and when they’d arrived there was no trace of alien tech anywhere. Not in space, and not on the one inhabitable planet of the dozen orbiting the system’s blue sun.

      It was to that planet that Hellatz had flown the shuttle craft, ferrying Goonara, their science officer, to the surface to gather samples and bring any fresh edible flora back to assess for safety, then add to their foodstores. It wasn’t their mission at the moment, but every inhabitable world was being cataloged. One day, perhaps, they would be able to return for a proper survey, but for now this would suffice.

      Corporal Humphries, their cyborg special forces unit, had also accompanied them to the surface, well-armed and ready for whatever threat they might run into down there. Little did they know the danger would be from space, not the planet itself.

      The attack had begun when the shuttlecraft, loaded with sealed containers of vegetation, was making its way back to their ship, and it had taken them all by surprise.

      Their team had been searching for traces of alien warp power while making small warp jumps themselves, the residue they were following lingering in warpspace long after it would have dissipated in regular space. It was tedious work, but as they’d been lost in space ever since their own warp drive malfunctioned and threw them off to parts of the galaxy unknown, at least the search gave them a sense of hope.

      The mission had originally been to track down the home location of a race of orange-skinned aliens who had attacked the survey missions fanning out from Earth. That craft had been destroyed, its warp core imploding when a lucky railgun shot pierced it. From that wreckage, two things had been learned.

      One, the bits of flesh found coating the minimal remains of the ship were orange in color. Whoever had attacked them was apparently the shade of bad nineteen-seventies carpeting.

      And two, the warp they used was of a novel sort unlike any seen before. The drive system was completely destroyed, but the residue of its power coated many pieces of debris. And that residue in turn allowed the great AI minds of Earth to devise a detection unit. An alien warp compass, of sorts, that would allow one of their own ships to track that warp signature and hopefully ascertain the whereabouts of the aggressor’s home world.

      That same warp energy had meddled with their own, though, and before they figured out how to properly sequester it, they had been thrown to deep space, left with no idea where they were. Additionally, their AI ship suffered some damage to his massively powerful processing units. The result was an incredibly powerful artificial mind that had developed the tendency to shift gender on a whim.

      It was unusual, but after a very short while, the crew ceased even noticing when Holly would change from her masculine to his feminine. It was still the same mind, after all, just a different gender.

      As if being thrown into deepest space wasn’t bad enough, circumstance had then led to their capture within a massive alien craft of unfathomable proportions. A space whale ship, essentially, slowly flying the galaxy scooping up anything of value, including a wide variety of alien craft along with asteroids and their valuable ore. The thing had been nearly indestructible, made of some composite never before seen.

      Only the unlikeliest of flukes had helped them escape, and in the process, they found themselves in possession of a captured alien mechanoid used to sample and disassemble items within the whale’s belly. The four-meter-tall, dozen-limbed device was made of the same impervious material, but once separated from the main ship, it fell into a standby mode, as it lacked direction from its control system.

      Goonara had been fiddling with the device she’d constructed to help Holly tap into and control the unit when they exited warp in this system. But the mystique of a new world had drawn her away, and now she was turning multiple shades of green, strapped into her seat as Hellatz pushed his ship to the limits in a fierce space battle.

      “Don’t hurl,” Corporal Humphries said, reaching over and handing her a vomit bag just in case. “Focus on one thing straight ahead and relax.”

      “Easy for you to say. You are a cyborg,” she managed to reply as she snatched the bag from his hand and held it at the ready.

      “Fair enough,” he replied, utterly chill in the middle of a fierce space battle, the little ship whipping them around despite zero g’s. He was a commando and a machine, after all. Until they landed and gave him some asses to kick, all he could do was sit patiently and wait.

      The artificial gravity aboard the ship had been turned off when the battle began. The violent maneuvering of the ship was simply too much for the device to effectively maintain a stable and level field. A much larger craft might be able to do so with some degree of efficiency, but this was just a small Chithiid shuttle, after all.

      “Hang tight,” Hellatz called from his pilot’s seat. “This is going to be a little uncomfortable.”

      He performed a one-eighty flip, firing off his pulse cannons just as he engaged his main engines on full. The abrupt shift in direction drove everyone hard into their seats but the pursuing ships didn’t seem to know how to react to the defensively flying ship abruptly shifting to offense.

      “These guys are crap pilots,” Hellatz said with a grim amusement as he lit up the attackers with pulse fire.

      The impacts didn’t destroy the ships, but two of them did appear to at least suffer some minor damage from his volley. Hellatz was putting on a masterclass in outnumbered defensive tactics. And he was right. Despite having greater numbers, his attackers were not the best of pilots. They appeared to be used to relying on their numbers to overwhelm an opponent. Unfortunately for them, this was no ordinary target.

      “Captain, we’re stuck out here,” he transmitted. “But I haven’t seen more of them launch from their mothership.”

      “Holly said the same,” she replied. “You and Ace just do what you can to get back to us. They’re trying to separate us.”

      “Working on it,” Hel said as he dodged a series of pulse blasts.

      “Shit. Looks like you spoke too soon, Hel,” Moose interjected. “We’ve got another incoming ship, and it’s moving pretty fast.”

      Sadira’s eyes flashed over to the display.

      “Trajectory?”

      “Hang on,” Moose said as he plotted its course. “Coming right for us.”

      “Can you—”

      “Already on it. Holly, you need to increase the shielding on the—”

      “I, too, am already on it,” the AI replied.

      The ship vibrated violently as the other two attackers unleashed a barrage of pulse fire far greater than before.

      Curled up on Moose’s lap, Turd, the little pink-furred alien fluff ball that had become their unofficial mascot several worlds ago, finally roused from her sleep. She was a strange creature, one that ate not only food, but also energy. And the intensity of the attack had tickled her senses, but not in a good way. She was agitated, and that was a bad thing.

      “Turd’s freaking out,” Moose said as he felt the little creature shift uncomfortably.

      “She’s not going to—”

      “No, she’s housebroken,” he replied, but not without a little hint of concern.

      Turd, as he had named the animal after his captain’s repeated fits of name-calling, possessed a most unusual defensive mechanism. She not only ingested power, but in times of fear and danger, she could spray it back out, like a skunk, only far, far more deadly.

      Moose had taken great pains to make sure she didn’t do so aboard the ship. That would be disastrous. Fortunately, Turd seemed to understand, in a sort of don’t-shit-where-you-eat kind of way. She wouldn’t spray. But she was not happy.

      The pink ball of fluff jumped off his lap and took off out of command and down the corridor to one of her hidey holes. As long as it was somewhere she felt safe, that was good enough for now.

      “Moose, where are you with the targeting?” Sadira asked with increasing urgency.

      “Almost got it.”

      Abruptly, the streaking craft shifted course just as their main ship fired a single energy blast. Holly immediately redirected the bulk of the shielding to that side, deflecting the attack just as Moose locked in on the slippery little ship.

      “Gotcha, you bastards,” he said with a grin as he let loose with the pulse cannon. The attack ship exploded violently just as it hit both Holly’s shields and Moose’s pulse blast. “Yeah! That’s what I’m talking about! Eat that, you bastards!”

      The joy in the air was sucked right out of the room seconds later when a loud metallic clunk rang out through the ship. Sadira looked at Moose with obvious concern.

      “Holly? What the hell was that?”

      “It appears the main energy attack was a diversion to weaken the area of shielding the smaller craft was attacking.”

      “But I shot it,” Moose said. “And your shields blocked it.”

      “Yes, but that craft appears to have been loaded with an additional energy apparatus of some sort. The blast created a brief gap in my shielding. One through which additional craft penetrated.”

      Sadira felt her stomach sink as the realization set in. Clever tactic. Very clever. But this was her ship, and she was damn well going to do whatever it took to defend it. She unbuckled her harness and jumped to her feet.

      “Holly, the bridge is yours.”

      “Copy, Captain.”

      “Let’s go, Moose. We need to get to the armory,” she said, grabbing one of the emergency pulse pistols from its storage rack in command just as the sound of tearing metal began to vibrate through the hull. “We’re being boarded.”
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      If ever there was a motivation for throwing caution to the wind while running through a bucking, twisting ship in the midst of space combat, this was it. Fortunately, Holly was a very smart AI, and while Sadira and Moose sprinted down the gravity-stabilized corridors, she diverted all of the grav system’s considerable power to their specific location.

      The pair were still bouncing off the walls as they ran, but the impacts were minor compared to what they would have been had the system been operating within normal parameters. But out here in the weightless vacuum of space, Holly was able to buffer the forces of her battle flight.

      The intruders, on the other hand, would find themselves entering a far different sort of environment. One where gravity was at a minimum and the bucking and spinning ship would bounce them off the deck and walls, hopefully in a most painful and debilitating manner.

      “The hull is breached, Captain,” Holly informed them as she and Mustafa raced to the armory.

      “Where?” Sadira asked, out of breath from the unexpected sprint.

      “Starboard, deck two, compartment five. Goonara’s supplemental storage facility.”

      “Damn, there are multiple exits to that room.”

      “Correct, Captain. And judging by their tactics, I fear sealing the doors would only result in their damage or destruction, rendering them incapable of sealing.”

      Loss of that ability would be the worst of things that could happen to a sealed ship in outer space. They could recycle their air indefinitely, but if it was all sucked out into the void, that would pose an entirely new problem.

      “Atmospheric loss?” Sadira asked as she and Moose burst into the armory.

      “None at this time. It appears their craft has formed a tight seal around the opening. My readings are failing in that section, but they do not appear to have cut through the double hull yet.”

      “How much time?”

      “I would estimate fifteen seconds until preliminary breach is large enough for their purposes. Perhaps thirty more before they punch all the way through the inner layer and form a hole large enough to board.”

      “These guys are fast,” Moose said, tossing a pulse rifle to his captain along with a pouch of spare power cells. “And efficient.”

      “Pros, obviously,” she replied, charging her weapon. “And the bastards cut through the damn hull. They couldn’t have gone for one of the airlocks? This is going to be hell to repair.”

      “First we’ve got to stop them.”

      “Well, obviously,” she said with grim determination.

      Moose grabbed a bandolier of grenades from their storage container, but Sadira shook her head.

      “No. Can’t use ’em here,” she said.

      “There might be some damage, yeah, but the alternative—”

      “It’s not the damage the grenades might cause to the ship I’m worried about. It’s what the boarding party has already done to it. If we create too strong of a blast, the pressure wave could detach their ship, breaking that seal.”

      Mustafa realized what she was getting at. “And if it pulled away, then we’d lose our atmosphere. Aww, hell.”

      “Yeah. So no explosives. And for that matter, keep your pulse rifle powered to the lowest settings. At least until we see what, if any, armor they’re using. It’s going to be a delicate bit of fighting out there.”

      Their own arsenal contained some rather interesting armor of its own, including the modified rigs that now sported a second set of arms from the flanks, lending their wearers the same four-armed appearance as their Chithiid crew. The armor was robust, but putting it on and tying in the neuro-stim headband that linked their minds with the additional limbs was simply too time-consuming for the current situation. They had seconds, not minutes, and they had to make every one count.

      “Cap, things are pretty ugly out here,” Corporal Humphries transmitted to them from the shuttle. “But Holly tells me you’ve got a pest problem.”

      “You could say that,” she replied back over comms.

      “Yeah, Hellatz said he sees ’em. Stuck to the lower starboard part of the ship. He thinks he can get a shot off—”

      “Negative. Do not fire on that ship. It’s breached the hull already. If it breaks free, we’re screwed.”

      A moment of silence hung over the open line before another voice came on the line.

      “Copy that, Captain. Finger off the trigger,” Hellatz said, joining the conversation, the strain of fighting off multiple attackers clear in his voice. “I’m working my way closer, but it’s a mess out here.”

      “You worry about you. We’ve got this,” she replied, then turned to her well-armed friend. “Come on, we’ve got boarders to repel.”

      No sooner had they stepped into the corridor than the ship jerked slightly. Holly muted the impact as best he could, but something had bounced off the hull.

      “Holly?”

      “Another one, Captain. I altered course before they could make proper contact, but they are hounding me, and they are within my shielding array.”

      “Keep bobbing and weaving, Hol. We’ll try to figure something out,” Sadira said as they raced down the corridor toward the site of the starboard breach. “Hang on a sec,” she said, stopping outside one of the lab spaces. “Moose, guard the door,” she said, rushing inside.

      There in the corner, the enormous, long-legged mech sat silently curled up in its dormant state. It may have been quiet at the moment and seemingly harmless, but she’d seen what it could do. The thing was an absolute terror to watch at work. Brutally efficient, it had recently saved their lives, reducing a few dozen assailants to fleshy mulch in under a minute in the process.

      The main body of the mech was supported by a dozen long legs, like a nightmare mechanical spider with a few limbs too many. It possessed a storage and analysis compartment in which samples of materials gathered by its attending swarm of microbots would be placed for later study. At least in its original purpose.

      But it had been captured, and Goonara had whipped up a little wireless linkage that allowed a portion of Holly’s AI mind to reside within the alien machine. And with that on their side, this fight could be over before it began.

      “Holly, how long to get the mech fired up?”

      “I cannot, Captain,” the AI said.

      “What? Why not?”

      “I was not expecting to be attacked.”

      “People usually aren’t.”

      “Fair point. But Goonara was helping fabricate a more robust uplink unit for the mech when we came across this planet. She ceased her work when you sent her to the surface on her away mission.”

      Sadira sighed and shook her head. “Of course,” she grumbled. “Freaking Murphy, always waiting for his chance.”

      Her eyes then fell upon the microbots lying on the workbench where they had detached sections of them from the main mech body. The little machines would link together, forming a flexible and damn near indestructible body on the main mech frame, but to access the internal linkage, a section of them had to be removed. And they were now laid out in small sheets on the table.

      A smile began to crease Sadira’s lips.

      “Oh, yeah,” she said as a plan fell into place. “This could work.”

      Twenty seconds later she made her way back out into the corridor where Moose was crouched down, his rifle held ready, waiting for the intruders who had by now entered the ship. They’d be moving slowly for the moment, thanks to Holly’s redirection of the gravity systems, but when they came close, the AI would have to keep the grav unit on lest his own crew fall victim to weightlessness.

      “Here, take this,” she said, handing Moose a surprisingly light sheet of the interlocked microbots the size of a large pillowcase.

      “What do you intend to do with these?” he asked, his question answered before he finished it as he watched her drape the end over her arm, holding it out in front of her as a sort of makeshift shield.

      The material they were made of was tougher than any they’d ever encountered, and whatever the alien scientists who had created it had used to form the amazing composite, they’d not been able to replicate it, though not for lack of trying.

      That mysterious race was far, far more advanced than they were, and it was only by moxie and a hell of a lot of luck that they’d managed to capture the mech in the first place.

      But if they weren’t able to recreate the composite, they could still benefit from its properties in the form of these convenient, though somewhat small, sheets of linked microbots. There was no telling what the impact of a pulse or projectile blast would feel like when deflected by hand-held shielding like this, but no matter how the force might hurt, at least she was confident it would not breach the improvised shielding.

      She just hoped they didn’t break too many bones in the process.

      “At least a dozen boarders have entered the ship, Captain,” Holly announced, then spun into a roll to block the second boarding craft from latching on.

      “What about the others?”

      “Faring well,” the AI replied as the massive railguns swung into place and fired at the much larger vessel from which the attackers had come.

      “Railguns?” Moose asked as he felt the unmistakable thrum of the electromagnetic discharge launching the projectile sabots at well above supersonic speeds.

      “Yes,” Holly replied. “I am unable to pierce their mothership’s shielding at the moment. The phasing is unusual. Shifting. But I am working on it, and the attack does seem to have diverted some of the smaller craft back to help defend their base ship.”

      The sound of gruff voices in the hallways reached their ears. Still faint, but growing louder by the second. There were intruders aboard, and they were ready for a fight.

      Mustafa looked at Sadira and snugged the rifle into his shoulder. This wouldn’t be the first battle they’d faced together, and he hoped it wouldn’t be the last.

      “Well, at least we know why they didn’t target us with their bigger guns,” he said with sarcastic amusement. “They weren’t trying to destroy us. They were trying to board us.”

      “And they succeeded,” Sadira said, firing off a volley of pulse blasts into the poor soul who had been first to round the corner and step into full gravity.

      The shots flew true, the blasts hitting in a tight grouping, throwing the intruder’s body back violently into the wall. The voices of their comrades rose in a cacophonous uproar in response.

      “All right,” she said with grim resolve. “Here we go.”
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      Compartment doors slammed shut, sealing off access with a loud bang as the invaders moved forward deeper into the ship’s depths. If the boarding party tried hard enough, though, Holly would open the doors before any serious damage was incurred.

      There was delaying and inconveniencing the aliens, and then there was pointlessly incurring harm that there was no reason to take. All she had to do was slow their advance enough to give the captain and Moose enough time to make it far enough away to remain in full gravity while leaving the intruders in near weightlessness.

      Or so she had thought.

      “Captain, there seems to be a problem,” Holly noted.

      “Which one, Holly? We’ve kinda got a few,” she replied to the now female voice. Holly had chosen mid-battle to shift, but the transition was barely worth noting aside from the odd timing. Holly had done it so many times before, after all, though there was no telling when one aspect might actually be separated from the other.

      It had happened once before, and the result had been two versions of the same mind inhabiting the ship. At first it had been a bit confusing having a greater and lesser version of the same AI ghosting in their machine, but the powerful mind got it sorted for the most part, and not before utilizing the split to all of their advantage.

      But that was then, and this was now. And Holly was most certainly of just one mind at the present.

      “The intruders are spreading through the ship at a somewhat alarming rate,” the AI replied. “I have been attempting to slow their progress, but I’m experiencing some unexpected difficulties.”

      “Like what?”

      “Their boots,” Holly replied.

      Voices were close, just around the corner. If the boarding group stepped into the same corridor space Holly would have to either negate all of the gravity in that section or leave them all to fight in regular g’s, putting the captain and Moose at a disadvantage.

      “Hold me,” Sadira ordered in a whisper.

      Moose slung his weapon and grabbed her by the waist, anchoring her in the gravity field. As soon as he had a good hold on her, she leaned out around the corner, her weapon up and ready to fire. The aliens were close. Too close for her liking, though to be fair, as they were invading her ship, having them aboard at all was a stretch.

      Sadira squeezed the trigger and let off multiple shots, the proximity of them to the attackers giving the impacts that much more force even with the reduced power settings. Two of the enemy went limp, their body armor ruptured. By the way their bodies hung, it was clear the shots had been fatal ones. But unexpectedly they were not floating away.

      Shots rang out in return, flying past her down the corridor and slamming into the far wall with a crackling burst of energy. Moose pulled her back to safety without needing to be told. They’d achieved their goal, at least for the moment. The enemy would be slowed for the time being.

      It was a maneuver they had used several times in the course of the battle, doing their best to keep the invaders contained to one area of the ship, where they could at least keep track of them and hopefully pick a few off one by one. But Sadira noticed something this time that she hadn’t before. And it was not good.

      “We need to move,” she hissed, already running down the corridor but not before sticking her arm around the corner and letting loose a couple of random shots to give the aliens pause.

      “What is it, Sadi?” Moose asked.

      Something in her tone said new problem.

      “Holly’s right. It’s their goddamn boots,” she replied, looking over her shoulder as they ran.

      “Boots?”

      “Yeah, boots. The ones I shot, their bodies weren’t floating away. These guys have magnetic boots.”

      “But they didn’t earlier. What happened? It’s not like they ran back to their ship to change clothes.”

      “Earlier we were all in intersecting corridors. Holly was keeping us on solid ground, but that meant they also had some gravity trickling into their section. But we’re more separated now, and that means she can cut their gravity while maintaining ours.”

      “So, long story short, we lost one of our few advantages.”

      “Exactly,” she replied. “And that means they could be moving much faster than we originally anticipated.”

      “They are, Captain,” Holly chimed in, always listening, as was an AI ship’s way. “They plan to divide into three groups, I believe, moving to flank you when you approach the galley area.”

      “How can you tell?” she asked.

      “Because I recognize the language they are speaking. Somewhat, anyway,” the AI said. “It appears to be a novel language, but one containing an amalgam of several of the languages we encountered while trapped aboard the whale ship not so long ago. If you recall, I worked with as many of the other species as I could to document and learn their individual manner of speech.”

      They had only spent a relatively short time aboard the utterly massive craft that had swallowed them up with the same ease a whale would take in a tiny sardine, but in that period they had encountered many new races and even forged an alliance with the leader of the band of friendly survivors.

      The hostile ones, however, they had not been so fortunate with. Ultimately, they had managed to break free, taking several of their allies’ ships along with them, but at great cost. Some of their friends had been left behind, and given the impossible tech of the alien craft that had captured them, they knew they couldn’t go back for a rescue.

      They’d gotten lucky and broken free once. It would definitely not happen again.

      “So you’re saying these are the same races we met there?” Moose asked as he scanned ahead for hostiles even though Holly would warn them before contact. It was a habit, but a good one. There wouldn’t always be an AI to cover them, after all.

      “It would seem at least some of them may be of those races, yes,” Holly said. “But there are other elements to their speech I am having a harder time translating. Regardless, I am able to make out enough to gain at least some insight into their movements.”

      “Great. Every little bit helps,” Sadira said.

      “I agree, Captain. And you are approaching an ambush just up ahead.”

      Sadira grinned. The intruders thought they were being clever, tucking in around a corner where two corridors intersected. They could lie in wait until their companions drove the pesky defenders right to them.

      Or so they believed.

      But this was Sadira’s ship, and as captain, she knew it far better than any alien bastards could hope to. And she had an idea.

      “Moose, go through the med lab.”

      He knew where she was going with this idea and nodded once then took off at a run.

      “How many, Holly?” she asked as her teammate made his way through the nearby compartment, hopefully emerging behind the enemy before she reached their hiding spot.

      “I count three, Captain. Two smaller and one much larger.”

      “You get that, Moose?” she asked over their ship’s comms.

      She’d have much rather been using the tactical bone-conduction patch comms devices that stuck behind their ears instead of the audible ones they used in daily life, but they had been attacked out of the blue, so they had to work with what they had on hand. At least the aliens didn’t speak English. Whatever bits of conversation they might have overheard would be utterly foreign to them.

      “I’m coming up to the kill zone. Where are you?” she whispered.

      “In position.”

      “Count to ten, then do your thing. I’m going to lay down some diversionary fire.”

      “Copy that. Be careful, Cap.”

      “Always and never,” she replied with a grin. “Keep your eyes peeled, Holly. This could get rough.”

      The ship lurched violently. “Apologies, Captain. They seem to be learning my evasive measures and are getting closer to my hull.”

      “Do what you can, Hol.”

      “I am, Captain.”

      “Then here we go. Activate double gravity in the corridor when I enter. It should be enough to throw their aim off if they’re relying on reduced g’s to target.”

      “Standing by.”

      It was an audacious plan. Risky. But Sadira was banking on the attackers being accustomed to fighting in reduced gravity. Their magnetic boots tipped her off to that little fact, but what was seemingly an advantage for the invading force could be turned to her favor if she played her cards right.

      “Now, Holly!” she said just as she lurched around the corner.

      Sadira had reinforced her grip on the weapon to account for the additional gravity, her muscles tensed before she began the attack to keep her shots on target. Moose did the same, emerging on cue from the compartment that had taken him to behind the enemy position. He had to be careful not to be in Sadira’s line of fire, but the doorway provided ample cover. Plus, he was holding the flexible sheet of makeshift microbot armor.

      The boarding party felt the gravity hard, their arms and legs pulling toward the deck in a flash. Quite the opposite of casually holding their weightless rifles at the ready. They attempted to fire off a few shots, but the first rounds impacted harmlessly into the floor. Sadira, however, had already begun firing, and her shots flew true.

      It was a longer distance to these intruders, and the shots seemed only to wound the two that she hit. Reduced power was a necessity, but their armor seemed to be a bit more robust than she’d thought. And they were recovering.

      A reply volley of pulse fire came flying her way, forcing her to tuck against the bulkhead, a few of the shots driving her back as they impacted the little piece of shielding she’d tucked as much of herself behind as she could.

      Moose did not hesitate, leaning out and opening fire from his hiding spot, ambushing the ambushers. And he was closer.

      One of the aliens went down in a heap while the other two spun, their rifles spewing out a spray of pulse blasts, peppering the walls. Moose ducked back into the med lab door and sealed it quickly behind him. The sound of impacts rang out, but the door was reinforced, and the shots bounced harmlessly off of it.

      Footsteps echoed in the corridor as the aliens turned to flee. Sadira shifted her stance and let off a series of shots, but only one attacker was hit, and a glancing blow at that. The larger of the two, a massive creature the likes of which she’d never seen before, and it raced ahead on four legs rather than two, looking rather like a silverback gorilla as it moved. Only, from the bits of it that were not covered by armor and clothing, she could see it was definitely not silver. It was dark orange.

      “Moose, they’re getting away!” she transmitted.

      Her friend didn’t hesitate, popping out of the door and firing wildly at the escaping intruders. The smaller one went down in a lifeless heap when a lucky shot found a gap in his armor, tearing up his body inside the metal while causing no damage to the ship.

      The larger one, however, rounded the corner at speed, jumping high and impacting the wall with his feet before pushing off into the zero-G of the adjacent corridor. Obviously, this was the more experienced fighter of the group, and despite his aggressive nature, he knew when to run.

      Sadira quickly inspected the nearest fallen alien. It wore a rather unusual uniform. Almost a patchwork of sorts with modified and rather beaten-up armor worn over it. The pale blue creature within was unlike any she’d seen before. A biped, but with somewhat elongated limbs and an almost lizardlike skin.

      But there was no time for that. One was escaping, and if it made it back to its comrades, they would know there were only two defenders to deal with.

      “Moose, we can’t let him get back to the others!”

      “On it!” he called back, already in hot pursuit.

      Sadira followed close behind. She glanced at the other fallen alien as she passed. It was an entirely different creature altogether. And so was the third. This was odd. But they would figure all of that out later. For the moment, there was a fleeing alien, and one they very much needed to catch.

      “It was orange,” she called out as they pursued the alien. “And it used all four limbs, just like the Ra’az records said.”

      There had been documentation of this sort of creature in the few files they had managed to salvage from the data banks of the defeated alien race who had nearly wiped out humanity not so long ago. But this time it had been an offshoot. A strip mining colony. But all that mattered was the data. And the data said an alien like this had been encountered before. And it seemed very likely to be the same kind Sadira and her crew had been tasked with finding. The very reason they had launched this mission to begin with.

      “We need a sample. Blood, hair, whatever we can get. Wing it if you can,” she called out.

      “Sample? We’re in the middle of a goddamn battle, Sadi. I’ll kill it if I can.”

      She appreciated his enthusiasm, but the alien had a head start, and it was moving fast. If they cut their own gravity, they would only pursue as fast as their push-off would allow, and given the speed the orange creature was moving, it seemed likely they wouldn’t catch it before it reached its comrades. But a grazing shot might at least give them some genetic material to assess. If they survived the attack that is.

      Just a few moments later the ship rumbled from what was clearly an impact, and not of the pulse weapon variety.

      “Holly?”

      “Another ship has managed to latch onto the hull, Captain,” the AI informed them.

      Sadira didn’t have time to think about that, however. As soon as she and Moose rounded the next corner, a barrage of weapons fire flew through the air, driving them into the far wall. If not for the protective microbot sheeting, they’d have been cut down for certain.

      “Additional attackers, Captain!” Holly called out. “Somehow they evaded my internal scans.”

      “No shit!”

      “We’re outnumbered!” Moose said as he fired off a wild volley while diving back into the adjacent corridor, tackling Sadira and taking her with him on the way just as more pulse fire hit where they’d been standing moments before.

      “We don’t have any good options here,” she said, then made a decision. “Holly, give us normal gravity in this corridor. We’ve gotta run!”
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      The captain and her Number One barreled down the corridor, letting loose random shots behind them as they ran, not intending to actually hit anyone. That would be a bonus, if they somehow managed that feat, but as suppressing fire, aimed to give themselves distance from their pursuers.

      The orange alien had apparently joined up with a few of his buddies. Four of them, to be exact. And they were now in hot pursuit of the ship’s rightful crew. Sadira had turned the tables on them once, but it looked like that would not be an option moving forward.

      “How’d they avoid your scans, Holly?” she asked, tucking into a doorway for cover, breathing hard from their flight.

      “I’ve assessed the data, and it appears they managed to tap into the video system with a rather crude looping device. I’d have noticed it sooner if not for the dozens of other large-scale problems occurring at once.”

      “And their heat signatures?”

      “Their armor seems to negate them. Standard stuff for infiltration units, but not expected out here in the middle of nowhere.”

      “So they’re well-armed and geared up for precisely this sort of thing.”

      “It seems that way.”

      Sadira shook her head then popped off a few shots down the corridor at the approaching footsteps.

      “We’ve got five on our tail, but how many from that initial landing group are there?”

      “I cannot be certain now that we realize they are masking their numbers, but given the size of their craft and the volumetric change in atmosphere when they breached and entered, I would estimate there were sixteen total.”

      “And we took out a few at least. But we’re still very outnumbered.”

      “Yes.”

      Sadira began running numbers in her head. Morbid survival probabilities with two against however many intruders there actually were flashed through her internal brain TV. She was not liking any of their options. But as bad as it was, it could still be worse.

      “What about the other ship?” she asked. “How many from that one?”

      “None,” Holly replied.

      “What do you mean, none?”

      “I mean that they have not yet begun breaching the hull. A seal was established as the ship latched on, but no further intrusion attempt has been made.”

      “What happened? That doesn’t sound right. What are they up to?” Moose asked.

      “I am unsure, but I believe you might get some answers from Corporal Humphries,” Holly replied.

      “But Hump’s not here,” he said.

      Screams of agony and surprise echoed from down the corridor, and they were not caused by Sadira or Moose. They carefully peered around the corner, and what they saw was utterly unexpected.

      Corporal Humphries, their cyborg commando, was in the middle of the attacking force. They’d apparently gathered more numbers as they pursued Sadira and Moose and now had what must have been most of their assault crew present. But while they were ready to overwhelm their outnumbered prey, positioned as closely as they were, they were easy targets for the cyborg in their midst.

      Hump tore through their ranks, using his pulse pistol, knives, hands, and feet to mete out death and dismemberment with an iron fist. Or, in his case, a ceramisteel fist encased in a modified living flesh housing. But that was just semantics.

      What mattered was the effect his unexpected intrusion had upon the enemy ranks.

      He was an utter dervish of death and destruction among them. A warrior who was totally at ease and in his element. It was becoming rapidly apparent that there would be no stopping this one. While most of the attackers fought to their last breath, the orange one, who they could now see was also covered in short fur the same color, along with a few of his comrades, turned tail and ran as fast as their legs would take them.

      When they hit the zero-G section of the hallway, they pushed off hard and continued on in a state of panic.

      Hump had his hands full—literally, as they were ripping out windpipes and crushing skulls—but he managed to swing his rifle into position and fire off a few shots with the pinpoint accuracy only an AI mind with state-of-the-art optics and targeting system could accomplish.

      One of the fleeing aliens was torn to pieces, the power level on Hump’s rifle set a bit higher than Sadira’s and Moose’s. He wasn’t afraid about missing and accidentally putting a hole in the ship, but, again, AI targeting software tended to lend an additional bit of confidence to a fella.

      Sadira and Mustafa, freed from the hectoring weapons fire that had kept them at bay, raced down the corridor to help their friend mop up the remaining few attackers. In an instant, the sounds of battle were gone as the last assailant fell silent.

      “When did you get back?” Sadira asked. “And why the hell didn’t you tell us?”

      “Sorry, Cap. We had to go radio silent when Hel broke through the blockade. They were scanning transmissions, and we simply couldn’t be sure of the capabilities of their tech, so we killed the comms just in case they were listening in.”

      “Sneaky,” Moose said with an approving grin.

      “Yeah, a bit,” Hump replied. “On the periodic table of space battles, I like to be the element of surprise.”

      Sadira groaned. “Cyborgs can’t have kids, and yet you still make dad jokes.”

      “Quality is quality, children or no,” the commando replied with a smile.

      “Well, save your amusement for later. We’ve got big problems. Another one of those boarding craft latched onto the hull. They haven’t breached the hull yet, but it could happen at any time.”

      “Oh, don’t worry about that one,” he replied. “While we were coming in to dock, Ace nailed their ship with a single railgun shot. Really nice shooting if you ask me. He had the gun dialed up to such a high velocity that the sabot just punched right through it, in one side and out the other. Didn’t blow the thing up, but sure as hell sucked the air right out of it. I don’t think they were expecting that to happen.”

      “Likely not,” she agreed. “So, you think they’re dead?”

      “Oh, most certainly. But their ship is still stuck to the hull like a tick.”

      “That makes two of them, then. But only one broke through our hull, so at least there’s that,” Sadira said, looking around. “Where are Hel and Goonara?”

      “I stashed them in command as soon as we landed. Figured it’s the most reinforced part of the ship. Plus, with Hel back at the controls, Holly can focus on other things, like finding a weakness in their defenses.”

      Moose seemed relieved, though only just. “There might be more going on with them than we realized,” he said. “It’s looking like one of those orange things we’ve been looking for might be part of their attack squad.”

      “Squad? You mean raiding party,” Hump said, flipping over several of the dead aliens. “Look at ’em. This is a rag-tag group, not some organized fighting unit. And with the mixture of races, clothes, armor, and weapons, there’s no way this is a military unit. Plus, it looks pretty clear that they’re here to capture, not destroy. Nope, they ain’t soldiers. They’re either mercs or pirates.”

      “Pirates? You’ve gotta be shitting me,” Sadira said.

      “Hey, it’s a possibility.”

      “Whatever. We’ll sort it out later. Right now we need to figure out where that orange bastard got off to and capture him. This might be our one chance to finally get some answers.”

      Holly joined in over the ship’s internal comms. “Captain, the remaining intruders appear to be retreating from your position. It would seem Corporal Humphries made quite an impression on them.”

      “You’re damn right I did,” Hump said, beaming.

      “Thanks, Hol. Where are they heading? Any chance you can box them in while we get close?”

      “I’m afraid not, Captain,” the AI replied. “In fact, their ship appears to be powering up for departure. I believe they are not only backing away from your location, but may also be abandoning their attack as well.”

      Panic flashed across Moose’s face. “Sadi, they didn’t come in through the airlock.”

      “I know,” she said, already running. “If they break the seal the ship will purge our atmosphere. They’re going to try to suffocate us! We’ve got to stop them!”

      Corporal Humphries, normally polite about letting his human crewmates go about their tasks without offering his enhanced assistance ignored that protocol and dropped the corpse he had been examining, taking off at a blistering speed. He was using his internal wireless array, communicating with Holly as he ran, ensuring the gravity was on wherever he stepped, allowing him to move with the speed only a machine could achieve.

      Sadira saw him flash by and knew he had the best chance of any of them to get to the intruders’ ship. She just hoped he’d make it before it was too late.
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      Corporal Humphries was fast. Not quite cheetah fast, but when he really stepped on the gas, there was no possible mistaking him for a human despite his flesh exterior. He was a spec-ops cyborg, and when the chips were down, he sure as hell moved like one.

      Had the fleeing enemy looked behind them as they piled into the small hole in the hull leading to their ship, they would have seen a blur of a man racing right toward them at inhuman speeds. He was closing in fast, the corridor reverberating with the echoes of his rapid footfall.

      But the pirates were entirely focused on just one thing. Namely, getting the hell off this ship as soon as they could. Once they were safely tucked back in their own craft they could pull away to a safe distance while the troublesome crew of the vessel blacked out, froze, and died as their atmosphere was expelled into space.

      They sealed their hatch and started the unlatching process, cracking the seal between their ship and Holly’s. Air in the corridor began to whistle as it was sucked out of the opening. Hump knew he only had seconds to act before it would be too late to halt the process.

      Without a moment’s hesitation Hump charged into the compartment, sealing the door behind him as best he could. There was already no atmosphere in the small chamber, and the temperature had dropped to the freezing cold of space, but he paid all of that no heed as he locked his feet under a cabinet that was bolted to the floor and leaned out of the gaping hole, his rifle swinging up to take aim.

      Hump fired off a series of shots in quick succession, adjusting his aim to compensate for the zero-G environment, and one even managed to graze the escaping ship, though its power was not enough to do any significant damage to the craft. He registered the failure and put it aside straightaway, immediately going into plan B. Namely, grabbing whatever he had within reach and welding it to the breach in the hull with the small breaching torch he had built into his custom pulse rifle.

      Normal people would never think to carry such a seemingly extraneous attachment, but his time in special operations had made it abundantly clear that sometimes you could neither pick nor blast your way into a location, and in those instances, cutting was often the only alternative. It took a few moments to shift the torch to a weld setting, but he had it up and running in no time despite the lack of oxygen and freezing temperatures.

      Fortunately, the pulse rifle’s energy cells had more than enough power for what he needed them to do. All that was left now was to find anything he could use to seal the breach.

      His skin was already sporting a layer of frost, but Hump ignored it and set to work, ripping a metal countertop free and slapping it over a section of the open hole.

      He would likely have some pretty decent bits of frostbite when this was all said and done, but he was a cyborg. Worst-case scenario he would strip off his meat suit and grow a new one. What mattered was that he patched the breach and saved the flesh-and-blood crew from a miserable demise at the hands of space pirates.

      The attackers, hanging back and waiting for the ship to fall silent once its crew had perished, noted the abrupt cessation of atmospheric purge and fired up their engines, ready to re-engage. Not only that, but the other craft that had returned to the mothership re-deployed, streaming out to provide assistance to their teammates.

      Holly had been monitoring the larger ship for just such an opportunity.

      “Holly, what was that?” Sadira asked as the railguns’ faint vibration tickled her feet.

      “A window,” she replied. “Threading the needle a bit, but if I timed it right…”

      The departing attack craft reached the enemy ship’s shielding, parting it as they passed through. The railgun sabots, traveling at hypersonic velocities, were not energy projectiles and would be assumed something that would merely disperse against the powerful defensive shields. And normally they would. But for just a second there would be a gap just as the attack ships cleared the shielding.

      It was an impossible shot. Something no living being could possibly achieve. Nothing short of a genius supercomputer could have calculated. Fortunately, Holly just so happened to be one.

      The first sabot made it through clean, punching a hole in the mothership’s hull. The craft was quite large, and its design seemed to render it capable of flight despite the damage, but the impact certainly got their attention.

      The second and third sabots arrived a millisecond too late, just as the shielding closed. They broke into pieces, but that shrapnel was traveling at thousands of miles per hour and tore into the ship, causing minor damage all across the vessel’s exposed flank.

      “One direct hit,” Holly exclaimed. “And two partial.”

      “Damage?”

      “It seems to have hurt them, Captain.”

      “Hell yeah! Way to go, Holly! Target their drive systems and disable them if you can. Then see about capturing that smaller attack ship. We need to capture that orange crewmember.”

      “Sadi, we need to survive first,” Moose said.

      This was why he’d been her first officer for so long. Mustafa was not afraid to tell her what she needed to hear, even if it wasn’t what she wanted to hear. And now, caught up in the heat of battle and the pursuit of a possible lead, Sadira had gotten a bit ahead of herself. She took two deep breaths and centered her mind.

      “You’re right,” she said, then switched to internal comms. “Hel, you’re in command, yes?”

      “I am, Captain.”

      “Then get us out of here. There was an asteroid field we passed on the way in. Find us somewhere to hide while we fix our hurt.”

      “Copy that,” he replied, setting a course directly into the drifting rocks.

      “Hol, what’re they doing?”

      “They appear to be calling off the assault, at least for the time being. I may have damaged them more significantly than I realized. That, or they simply were not expecting their prey to fight back. In any case, they are pulling back.”

      “Warping away?”

      “Negative. And Captain, there is something strange out there.”

      “Strange how, Holly?”

      “The alien warp field detector appears to be reading traces of that energy in the area.”

      Sadira felt her heart race. “So the orange bastard must be the one in charge. If it’s their tech, then this is the break we’ve been waiting for.”

      “Perhaps,” the AI replied. “But the traces are still minimal. We cannot be certain that craft is what created them.”

      “It’s all we’ve got,” Sadira said. “Hump, we good to go?” she asked over comms.

      “Just finished patching the hole, Cap. It’s ugly, but it’ll hold so long as we don’t do anything stupid.”

      “Stupid like what, exactly? How broken is my ship, Corporal?”

      “It’ll hold atmosphere, but we should keep the compartment door to the main cabin sealed regardless. Even a pinprick leak could be catastrophic.”

      “Agreed. Is that all?”

      “We need to make proper repairs. And for that, we’ll need to land somewhere we can access the hull easily from the outside. And preferably somewhere with an atmosphere.”

      “Can’t you do a space walk and patch it up?”

      “Yes and no. The bond simply won’t be as strong if it’s formed in the vacuum. And if we want to be able to warp again without risking tearing ourselves to bits, we really need to find somewhere to land to do this the right way.”

      Sadira felt the pressure of a headache building behind her eyes. This was not what she needed. Not now. Not when they were so close to finding the source of that alien warp energy. But Hump was right, the safety of the ship was paramount. Everything else, no matter how tempting, would have to wait.

      “All right. Next chance we get, we land in atmos and get this thing patched up. But how are we doing out there? Ace, what’s our status? Any unwanted visitors follow us into the asteroid field?”

      The little AI ship had managed to lose the craft he’d been dogfighting with and had been keeping an eye on them from a distance ever since, ready to fly in to engage at a moment’s notice if need be. Fortunately, that had not been the case.

      “No sign of them nearby,” he replied. “They all bugged out back to their base ship when Holly tore it a new one. But one of them is still stuck to the hull. I poked a hole in it, though, so it’s not a threat.”

      “Can you pry it loose without damaging our hull?”

      “Yeah, that shouldn’t be a problem.”

      “Then do it, and once it’s cut free, bring it aboard and lock it down in the hangar,” Sadira said. “That attack ship is ours now, and, if we’re lucky, maybe we’ll learn a little something about our attackers from it.”
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      The attack ship was leaking an ugly trail of fluid all the way from the shield-locked entry to the landing bay, then to the repair area, where it was finally deposited. Apparently, Ace had done more than a little damage when he pierced the ship with a railgun sabot.

      Sadira and the rest of the crew congregated around the captured ship, save Hellatz, who was staying firmly in his seat in command, just in case the alien attackers got bold and decided to venture into the asteroid field after them. They had pulled back after the unexpected retaliation by Holly, but they had not fled. Even damaged, they were lurking around and might very well come knocking again at any time. There was simply no way to know.

      “Yikes, look at that hole,” Moose said, poking the dripping puncture with his finger. “Nice shooting, Ace.”

      “Thanks,” the little AI ship said from his nearby parking spot.

      “Hey, be careful. You don’t know what that stuff is,” Sadira warned.

      “I’ve got gloves on, Sadi. I’m not a total idiot, you know.”

      “Yeah? Well, if your finger melts off we’ll have to revisit that statement.”

      “Kids, please, don’t make me pull over,” Hump said with a chuckle. “But seriously, she’s right. No telling what sort of nasty stuff they had aboard. Probably want to be a bit more careful, dude.”

      “Ugh, fine,” Moose said. “Can we just pry this thing open and get to the interesting part already?”

      Goonara squatted down and began collecting samples with long swabs, depositing them into reinforced glass tubes for analysis while Sadira moved to the forward hatch. It was unusual in design, almost like the weird cross between a remora and a leech. There seemed to be both a mechanical as well as a power seal system that allowed the craft to essentially run head first into another ship and attach to its hull. It was, she had to admit, a pretty clever design. Now they just had to get inside.

      “Holly, any luck?”

      “Not yet, Captain. Wireless access is not a go as of yet. It is completely alien tech, and I’m having a hard time even getting a fix on its systems.”

      “Allow me,” Hump said, leaning in for a good look at the machinery. “Ah, yeah. I see how this works. This bit has to be depressed into the housing to trigger the door release. A mechanical safety in addition to whatever electronic ones they use.”

      “Makes sense,” Moose said. “Can’t have a faulty signal cause your doors to open into space, after all.”

      “Well, to be fair, Ace kind of took care of that for us with that railgun shot,” Sadira noted as she examined the system Corporal Humphries had pointed out. “So, do you think you can get it open?”

      “Probably,” the cyborg replied. “But I think we’d have better luck with the access hatch on the side. It seems like more of a normal entryway and probably won’t be as much of a pain in the ass to access.”

      They walked around the ship—it couldn’t have been more than twenty meters long—and stopped beside what was clearly a well-used entryway, the metal around it scratched and dinged from countless bits of gear banging into it as crew loaded for a mission, no doubt.

      Sadira wasn’t all that impressed with the upkeep of the vessel. Little things like that added up, after all. They also showed a general lack of attention to the smaller details that could make a crew run smooth and efficient. But not all captains ran their ships like she did, and these strangers did get the drop on them, so she figured she really couldn’t criticize too much.

      She banged her hand against the sealed door. “All right then, get to work. The sooner we’re inside, the sooner we’ll know more about whoever the hell these bastards are who attacked us. Hopefully, you’ll be able to—”

      The door mechanism clicked, and a light on the panel shifted to green. “Got it,” Hump said.

      The others stared at him. “What? You guys know my background. I’ve had to breach all kinds of entrances. This one’s not all that tough compared to some of them.”

      Sadira couldn’t help but chuckle. “Okay, then. Would you please do the honors?” she said, drawing her pulse pistol, just in case.

      Hump already had his in hand. “Okay, here we go.”

      He keyed the entry panel, and the door slid open without the usual hiss one would expect to hear when an airlock unsealed. Of course, Ace had punched a hole in the ship, so whatever pressure there had been, it was long gone.

      Hump moved forward, weapon ready, and assessed the status of the ship. The cyborg’s advanced eyes did a quick survey for threats, overt as well as hidden, and found none.

      “Clear,” he called out. “Y’all might want to watch your step, though.”

      Moose and Sadira moved into the ship with Goonara close behind.

      “Watch our step? Why? What’s—” Moose fell abruptly silent.

      “Holy shit,” Sadira said.

      “Yeah, that’s one way to put it,” the cyborg replied.

      “This is—I’ve never seen anything like it,” Moose said as he looked at the dismembered bodies strewn about the craft.

      Limbs were everywhere. Arms, legs, heads, and torsos. All torn free and smashed into the consoles, walls, and floors. Close by, a pinprick of light shone in. This was where the sabot had pierced the ship. And at hypersonic speeds, apparently it had caused such a violent shift in pressure that the crew simply exploded from the force.

      Losing oxygen moments later was only icing on the deadly cake.

      Moose looked at the smear on his glove and felt his bile rise in a hot wave. He suppressed it, but Hump noticed, though he said nothing. He did, however, flash a knowing wink to his poor friend.

      “Yeah, that was blood you were digging into,” he said with a chuckle. “And who knows what other bodily fluids might have been mixed in there.”

      “This is an utter mess,” Sadira said.

      “But mostly intact,” he noted. “Give me an hour and I can have this thing patched up and spaceworthy.”

      “What about the bodies?” Moose asked.

      “Well, if I’m fixing the hull, someone is going to need to scrape them out of here,” he replied with an amused grin. “Might need a mop as well.”

      “Moose. That’s you,” Sadira said. “Sorry, I know it sucks, but it needs to be done. Goonara, I need you to catalog the bodies as he goes. See what you can find out about them.”

      “I will do my best, Captain,” the Chithiid scientist replied.

      “Great. Maybe we’ve caught a break with this.”

      Corporal Humphries ran another analysis of the ship and its crew and came to the same conclusion he’d reached upon his first assessment. “Captain?”

      “Yeah?”

      “So, this seems to confirm my earlier theory. Look at the crew. This has to be a dozen different alien races in here. And their uniforms—what’s left of them—are not exactly what one would call regulation. Or matching, for that matter.”

      “True, there doesn’t seem to be a unifying dress code,” Sadira noted, looking past the blood and gore and focusing on the details Hump was pointing out.

      “And not only that. Look at the overall state of this ship. It’s patchwork. Piecemeal. This thing’s been repaired, rebuilt, and added to with all kinds of tech. Looks like salvage, at least much of it.”

      “So, these people were using whatever they could find to upgrade their ships.”

      “Well, I don’t know if it was so much what they could find. I think it was more a matter of what they could take. These are definitely pirates, Cap. Maybe not quite like we’d expect, but they fit the profile.”

      “Yo ho,” Moose said grimly as he tossed the pair of arms he was carrying out of the hatch and onto the deck where he and Goonara would be doing the grim work of jigsaw puzzling the bodies back into something they could possibly identify.

      “Hang on a sec,” Hump said, picking up a partially mutilated head. “I recognize this. It’s one of the species we fought against when we were trapped in that whale ship.”

      Sadira squinted her eyes, piecing together the missing bits in her mind. “Holy hell, you’re right. Holly, did you get that?”

      “Yes, Corporal Humphries streamed the data to me, and yes, that is indeed one of the alien races we encountered.”

      “You have records of its language?”

      “This one? No. There were no friendly members of its race among our allies. However, I have been running an extrapolation of the chatter I intercepted as well as the recorded conversations of the attackers when they boarded the ship, and I believe I have achieved a decent understanding. It is a new language, but it was peppered with enough bits of alien jargon in what I could only describe as slang usage, that I had something familiar to work with. Using those known words, I have fabricated a rough Rosetta Stone of the new language.”

      “So you can understand them?”

      “Somewhat. We would need more dialogue to fully verify my translation, of course, but I think so. And yes, they were attempting to capture the ship. The corporal is correct, these were indeed pirates, as their conversations verified.”

      “Play it for us, Hol,” Moose said.

      The AI played back a few minutes of the strange alien chatter for them, as requested.

      “I got some of that,” Sadira said.

      “Yeah, me too,” Moose noted. “Hump?”

      “Obviously. But I’m an AI. You guys are using the neuro-stims to drip-feed the languages we encountered and logged back when we were captured. I didn’t think it would stick so soon. That’s pretty impressive.”

      “I had Holly increase the neuro-stim feed’s flow while we sleep,” Sadira said. “I thought if we were going to have any more run-ins like that, the more languages we know, the better.”

      “Solid call,” Hump agreed.

      The neuro-stim system was mostly used to trickle information into a crew’s minds during prolonged space travel, often while in cryo stasis. The process allowed for the learning of new skills while en route to a location, thus saving the weeks, months, or even years conventionally required. But since the Great War that freed Earth, the system had been adapted for daily use, and people often slept with the device actively adding to their knowledge.

      In this case, however, the new alien languages uploaded were still too novel and fresh to provide the crew with any true fluency. But they were conversational at the very least, and if need be, they could almost certainly understand the basics of what was being said to them without relying on Holly translating in real time through their comms patches to have a conversation.

      “Holly, have the pirates—I can’t believe I just said that.”

      “We’ve seen stranger,” Moose noted.

      “Yeah. Have the pirates made any advances toward us?”

      “None, Captain.”

      “Good. Without the ability to warp, we’re at a disadvantage here. They’re damaged, but so are we.” Sadira fell silent a moment. “Holly, how strong are the alien warp residue traces?”

      “Weak.”

      “What are you thinking, Sadi?” Moose asked.

      “I was just wondering if we could somehow fix the ship enough to slip into warp and follow the residue out of here. We’ve been lost a long time, and that’s the first thing that might actually put us on some sort of tangible path. We still don’t know where home is, but if we could find their home, at least part of our mission would be a success.”

      “I hate to be the bearer of bad news,” Hump said, “but look at the tech on this ship. I know we saw one of the orange creatures we’re after, but these pirates use cobbled-together bits of everything. It’s entirely possible, and I dare say probable, that they stole the alien warp device and incorporated it into their own mothership, just like all the rest of this stuff. In all likelihood, we’d be following that residue right back to where the pirates came from.”

      “That’s not what we want,” Moose grumbled.

      “No, it isn’t,” Sadira agreed. “And if they’re going to keep after us, we need a plan. We can’t properly maneuver with this hole in our ship. We need options.”

      The group stood silently thinking about their dilemma for a long moment before a smile began to bloom on Hump’s face.

      “Oh. Oh yes,” he said, beaming. “I have an idea.”
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      “Eyes peeled, everyone. They could be anywhere,” Sadira said, scanning her monitors as they flew out of the asteroid field.

      It was quiet for the moment, and there was no sign of the space pirates who had attacked them. At least, not yet. But that could change, and quickly at that. Everyone was on edge, and for once that was a good thing.

      “Nothing yet, Captain,” Holly said, having slipped back to his masculine self. “It looks like we have a clear path back to the habitable planet.”

      “You heard the man, Hellatz. Take us down.”

      The pilot nodded once then directed them onto a smooth trajectory that would put the least pressure on the makeshift patch Hump had secured in place. Holly had assured them that it would hold up just fine for atmospheric re-entry. It was only warp travel that had the AI concerned. And with good reason. A breach in the hull while in warp could put an end to their mission in a very fast and very spectacular manner.

      They needed to land and effect repairs, and that was all there was to it. The situation was dangerous, yes, but without warp capability all they could hope to do was play cat and mouse with the pirates until something gave. And outnumbered and outgunned as they were, despite the skills of her team, Sadira wasn’t sure how long they could count on Lady Luck taking their side.

      “We’re clear of the last of the asteroids,” Hel said. “Nothing blocking us from here to the planet.”

      Sadira glanced at her displays. All appeared clear. “Then we’d better make it quick,” she said.

      “I intend to.”

      The planet, along with its dozen small moons was not far given the capabilities of the ship in frictionless space travel. Their escape from the pirates had forced them a bit out of their way, out into the asteroid field, but in the grand scheme of things it wasn’t all that far. Just a few minutes and they’d be skimming along the exosphere as they started their descent.

      “Anything?” she asked.

      “Still nothing,” Moose said. “Holly, you see any trace of them?”

      “Not yet, but there is a lot of smaller debris in this system for them to hide in.”

      “And for us as well,” Moose noted. “When we’re not dropping down like sitting ducks, that is.”

      Sadira was actually rather surprised how easy this was going. She’d expected the pirates to be lying in wait somewhere just outside the asteroid field, ready to spring when they poked their nose out. But that hadn’t happened. She found herself actually wondering if they might make it to the surface unmolested.

      She should have known better than to tempt fate.

      “Captain, incoming!” Moose called out.

      She was scanning the display, looking for any sign of the attackers hiding in the darkness of space, but she saw nothing.

      “Where are they, Moose?”

      “Coming up at us!”

      “Up?” she said, quickly adjusting her monitor to register the planet below.

      Sure enough, the large alien pirate ship was barreling up toward them through the atmosphere, a half dozen smaller heat signatures flaring out around it.

      “Sonofa—they were waiting in the atmosphere,” she said with grudging admiration.

      It was a ballsy move. Clever too. Very outside-the-box thinking. Whoever the pirate captain was, they were apparently well-versed at the game of cat and mouse.

      “They knew we’d need to make landfall for repairs,” Moose mused. “Must’ve had that happen before when they pulled their attack ships off in the past.”

      It made sense. The pirates had almost certainly had to bail out and adjust their plans on other attack missions, so it would only be logical that they had a contingency for a wounded but still dangerous adversary. One that needed to land to fix their ship.

      “You know what to do,” Sadira said.

      “On it, Captain,” Hellatz replied, spinning them around in a sharp turn as he punched the engines to put as much distance between them and the pursuing craft as possible.

      Of course, it was only a matter of time before the pirates caught up to them. But if they timed it right, they might just make it to the asteroid field first. Or not.

      Pulse fire peppered their rear shields, but the impacts were minimal, and the shielding held strong. Holly had diverted plenty of power this time and was not about to be surprised by another sacrificial lamb kamikaze trick.

      “How long, Holly?”

      “I estimate twenty-seven seconds, Captain.”

      “I’ll get us there faster,” Hellatz said through clenched teeth.

      All four of his arms were a blur of motion as he redirected power to thrusters while feathering the main throttle. All of this as he dodged incoming weapons fire and powered them straight toward the relative safety of the asteroid field.

      It was thinner from the direction they were approaching. A sparse collection of floating rocks that went on for some time before coalescing into a proper hiding place. But even the lesser area of the asteroid field would still provide them at least some cover. The smaller pirate craft would simply power ahead, but the main ship would be forced to slow and hold back a bit as it picked its way through the field more carefully.

      More pulse fire pounded into their shields as they passed the first few scattered rocks.

      “They’re attempting to steer us away from the field,” Holly noted.

      “I noticed. Stay on course, Hel.”

      “Doing my best.”

      “Holly, we almost there?”

      “Twelve seconds, Captain.”

      “That’s it. Fire!”

      Holly diverted his power to both the pulse cannons and railguns, spinning them rearward and unleashing a blistering barrage of weapons fire at the smaller ships rapidly approaching them. Previously, they’d been unable to do anything of the sort for fear of hitting their own ships, but now they were in the clear and able to unload with both proverbial barrels.

      The little assault ships dodged and weaved, spinning and bucking as some of their adversary’s unexpected shots flew true. One ship exploded in a short-lived fireball before the vacuum claimed the remains.

      But the little craft seemed to have a firing solution. Any moment and they’d be able to engage the fleeing ship, and before it made it into the depths of the asteroid field.

      “Ace, now!” Sadira shouted over comms.

      Without hesitation the little ship opened up with his railguns, spraying a hailstorm of hypersonic metal in a crossfire with Holly’s barrage. The pursuers had not expected another ship to attack them, especially not from the edges of the asteroid field. But in this game of cat and mouse, two could play the aggressor, and Sadira had been ready for them, whatever their plan of attack was.

      Making it to the surface would have been a pleasant surprise, and one that allowed them to actually make their repairs had that happened. But she was under no illusions that they would achieve that goal. Rather, she had planned a most glorious trap. One that the pirates had just flown right into.

      Ace had launched well before Holly exited the asteroid field, taking up his position to wait until the inevitable retreat by his friends. And when that happened, the pirates wouldn’t know what hit them.

      “They’re bugging out!” Moose called out.

      The pirate ships were scattering in a desperate retreat, all semblance of organization out the window in the face of the blistering attack.

      “Pursue, Ace. But at a safe distance.”

      “On them,” the little ship replied, firing off the occasional shot as he chased the enemy.

      The pirate craft were fast, though, and they had a decent lead on him as they raced back to their mothership. That was far too big for Ace to hope to get through its shields, but he could make the retreat a painful one. Shot after shot whizzed out and nearly hit the fleeing ships, but they were all on final approach to the pirate vessel’s landing bay.

      The larger ship parted the shields for just a moment, allowing the stream of ships to pass through then sealing it immediately. But something seemed off as it did so. Several of the ships were damaged and not flying quite right, but one seemed a bit more wonky than the rest. And there had been something right before it reached the shields. Something had separated from it and was floating out in the void.

      The pirates would have taken closer note if they had the time, and if they had, they’d have noticed the man in a spacesuit drifting nearby. Floating where he had bailed out of the commandeered and repaired attack ship.

      The ships were locked in with auto-guidance to land, the Trojan Horse craft pulled in right along with them. It had to be flown manually up until the ship’s systems took hold, but Hump had no problem interfacing with the machine once he’d made a few adjustments to it. After all, he was one himself.

      The attack craft flew into the landing bay, and right on schedule the ship he had so carefully repaired for space flight did what it was intended to do.

      It detonated.

      The explosion rocked the pirate ship, destroying three of the nearby attack craft instantly and causing extensive damage to not only the other ships in the hangar but also the mothership itself.

      “Now, Holly!” Sadira commanded as their pilot spun them around for a proper assault while their little AI ship companion let loose with their cannons and railguns.

      The pirates still had shielding, and that was the one thing that saved them. But they were hurt. Badly hurt, in fact. And if they hoped to survive this unexpected turn of events, there was just one thing they could do.

      They turned and ran.

      “Captain?” Hellatz asked. “They’re accelerating away from us.”

      “No warp, though?”

      “No.”

      “Slow us down,” she replied. “We’ve got to pick up Corporal Humphries and Ace.”

      “And then?”

      She watched the damaged ship limp away from them as best it could. It did not seem able to warp away and was relying on regular drive systems. Things had finally shifted in their favor.

      Sadira smiled. “And then?” she said. “Then we go after them.”
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      “Still have ’em on scans?” the captain asked.

      “Yes,” their AI ship replied. “They’re out of visual range, but still within scanning distance, and we seem to be closing in on them.”

      “We hurt them,” Hump said from his seat in command. “Probably more than we’d even hoped to. What I saw before I bailed out was that their hangar bay seemed to be situated just forward of what looked like their drive systems. If my guess is right, that blast probably caused them a whole world of hurt.”

      “And that’s likely why they can’t warp,” Moose mused.

      “It would make sense,” the cyborg replied. “In any case, they’re well and proper screwed.”

      He had pulled off quite the feat back there, managing to not only guide the commandeered enemy ship into the thick of battle and then the enemy ranks without being noticed, then flying the explosive-laden craft right into their landing bay, bailing out into space at the last possible moment.

      It was the kind of thing that would have you not paying for drinks for a year back home.

      Of course, they were nowhere near home, and Hump’s cybernetic systems had no need for alcohol, though he drank with the others out of a sense of social bonding rather than chemical enjoyment.

      Holly had slowed when they approached the drifting crewmember, but they let Ace pick him up and bring him aboard. Since the smaller ship was already out there and needing to come in for a landing, killing two birds with one stone made perfect sense. Within just a few minutes Hump had been collected and brought aboard and Hellatz steered them in hot pursuit of the pirates.

      The hunted were now the hunters.

      “We’re still outnumbered, you know,” Moose said as he watched the tiny speck on his readout growing larger.

      “And outgunned,” Hump added with a chuckle.

      “And yet you laugh.”

      “I love a good fight. And besides, they may have an advantage on paper, but we pretty much wiped that out just now, didn’t we?”

      “Well…” Moose said.

      Sadira’s gaze never left the monitor. “He’s right. This is when we strike back. When the bully is disoriented.”

      “Bullies don’t stay that way for long,” Hellatz noted.

      “Yeah, but there was an old saying back home. Everyone has a plan until they get punched in the face. And we just punched them hard.”

      “Why, Captain, if I didn’t know better, I’d almost think you had a violent streak in you,” Corporal Humphries joked.

      “Who’s to say I don’t?” she shot back, leaning in closer to the monitor. “Holly, what am I seeing here? There’s disturbance in the tracking imagery.”

      “It’s the moons orbiting this planet,” Holly replied. “They interfere somewhat with my long-range tracking from this distance.”

      “Should that happen?”

      “In deep space, no. But this close to a planet there are a number of variables that can affect my sensor readings. Unfortunately, these moons seem to fall into that category.”

      Sadira let out a frustrated sigh. They were getting closer, gaining on the fleeing ship with every second. But if the pirates managed to get two or three of the moons aligned between them and their unlikely pursuers, there was a very real possibility they might lose them.

      “More juice, Hel. Punch it.”

      “With the debris in the system, we have to be careful,” her Chithiid pilot replied. “I can squeeze out a little more, but there are a lot of random objects out there. Things we don’t want to go smashing into at high speeds, if you know what I mean.”

      “I see them,” she said. “Just pick up the pace. We’re gaining on them, and I don’t want them to slip away.”

      “Understood. But there’s something else strange out there.”

      “Stranger than random space pirates attacking us out of the blue?”

      “A different kind of strange. Smaller signals that read as organic, but they keep popping on and off the scans. I don’t know what to make of it.”

      “Holly? Any ideas?”

      The AI had been monitoring the phenomenon for some time but assumed it was just artifacting and deflected signals due to the proximity of both the planet and its moons. But Hellatz was right. Something about those signals did seem off.

      “I’m not sure, Captain. I attributed it to a bad signal at first, but as we draw closer the anomaly has increased in strength rather than faded away.”

      “This is bad, yes?”

      “Not good or bad. Just odd. It should have normalized by now. But there is no way an organic object that size could be—”

      The largest of the strange objects flashed off screen, gone in an instant.

      “Okay, now that’s just weird,” Hellatz said. “You saw it, right Holly?”

      “I did. But—”

      “Visual contact!” Moose exclaimed as he managed to lock in on the pirate craft. “It’s still far ahead, but I got an image lock on it.”

      “Nicely done,” Sadira said. “Put it on the main screen.”

      An image flashed to life, showing the larger craft far in the distance. A trail of debris and sparking energy wafted behind it, thin and inconsequential to the ship’s overall integrity, but there nonetheless. They had damaged something important, it seemed, and the vessel was losing power because of it. Once they got closer, they wouldn’t even need the visuals to track them. They could just sniff them out like a bloodhound following a trail.

      The ship suddenly shifted direction, moving closer to the planet.

      “It’s diverting course. I think it might be heading into the atmosphere,” Moose said.

      “No, I don’t think so,” Holly corrected, zooming in on the image of the ship as much as was feasible. “They seem to be heading toward that small moon.”

      It was barely larger than a sizable asteroid, but the round celestial body was clearly in orbit around the planet. What’s more, it seemed to actually possess an atmosphere, though comprised of what they could not be sure from this distance.

      The pirate ship plunged straight for it, briefly turning orange as it passed through the exosphere.

      “Tracking them’s going to be harder in atmosphere,” Sadira said. “How quickly can we get to that moon?”

      “I’m flying us as fast as we can safely go,” Hellatz replied.

      Hump leaned in and scanned the enhanced image with both his eyes as well as his wireless link to Holly’s scanners. What he saw was quite unexpected.

      “That’s not a moon,” he said. “That’s a space station.”

      “A what, now?” Moose asked.

      “You heard me. That thing’s artificial. And what’s more, it has far too robust of an atmosphere for such a small moon. No way that’s naturally occurring.”

      “But a space station?”

      “Space station, alien outpost, call it whatever you want, but that thing is more than just a rock orbiting that planet.”

      Sadira watched as the image grew clearer as they approached the target. Hump was right. It wasn’t normal. But their prey had gone there, and if they had to pursue them into a strange new alien lair, then so be it. They were not only tracking down the elusive orange-skinned aliens, after all, and first contact was first contact.

      “It’s going to be a pain finding them. You do realize that,” Moose said.

      “Yeah, I know. But if we fly a few orbits, maybe we’ll get lucky and spot their ship.”

      “From orbit? Even damaged, that’s wishful thinking.”

      “I know, but what else are we supposed to do?” she replied.

      Hellatz was not amused by the chain of events. “Okay, I don’t want to be the bearer of bad news, but we don’t even know if these guys are affiliated or what. They could all be on the same team for all we know. And if they’re not, this is an alien station. How do we even get clearance to land there?”

      “I think I have an answer for that question,” Holly said, transmitting the incoming message over the command center’s speakers.

      A reedy alien voice was chattering away in what at first sounded like pure gibberish.

      Sadira flipped open the comms. “This is Captain Sadira Perez. We are seeking a landing pattern. Do you understand?”

      Silence.

      “Try the pirates’ language mix, Holly,” Moose encouraged.

      “I’ll give it a go,” he replied, then did his best in the novel language. “We wish to land on your platform. Please advise.”

      The voice on the other end seemed to understand and transmitted coordinates to them.

      “We have a landing location,” Holly said. “Hellatz, it is on your display.”

      “I see it. Taking us in.”

      The ship dropped through the exosphere, which was much more substantial than expected. In fact, it was like flying into a proper planetary atmosphere.

      “A breathable and safe mixture of oxygen, nitrogen, carbon dioxide, and trace gasses,” Holly informed them.

      “So, it’s safe,” Moose said.

      “He didn’t say that. He just said you could breathe it,” Hump replied. “I’m gonna gear up. No telling what we might meet down there.”

      “Look at the trees,” Hellatz said. “There are parks down there. Fields. The place seems to be made of both stone and metal. Like they cobbled it together somehow. And what are those? Small towns? They all seem to be interconnected, and a bunch of them are enclosed in a clear force bubble. Why would they do that? There’s plenty to breathe.”

      Sadira shrugged. “Maybe it’s a backup in case whatever generates the atmosphere fails. Or maybe it’s to protect against solar radiation. I really don’t know. What I do know is we’re about to make contact, so everyone put your game faces on and stay alert. Once we step outside, there’s no telling what might happen.”

      Hellatz dropped them lower, skimming over the landscape as they zeroed in on the coordinates they had been provided. It was miles away, but they could clearly see it was a proper landing facility, and a nice, wide-open space had been left clear for their arrival.

      No sign of the pirate ship, though. Wherever that vessel had landed, it was not here. But that could wait. For the moment, they had other things to worry about. Starting with finding out who had guided them in, and determining whether they were friendly or hostile. Sadira hoped for the former, but with their luck, it could very well be the latter.

      “One way to find out,” she muttered.

      Hel cocked his head. “What was that?”

      “Nothing,” she replied. “Take us down.”
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      The systems used to guide the ship in were quite alien in their design, but these were aliens, after all. And not just that, it was becoming apparent that this world, this moon station was host to a wide variety of cultures and races, judging by the wildly differing ships in the small landing areas they passed over as they made their approach.

      It would only make sense, Holly noted, that while alien to the human craft, the station’s interfaces for landing procedures would be as generic and user-friendly as possible if they handled such a variety. One never knew who might drop in, after all.

      Sadira watched the scattered landing areas below as they flew toward the coordinates provided. There were other ships present down there. Not many, but there were some, and they were quite varied in design. Vessels with sweeping lines and those far more boxy in styling were clear on the monitors, parked quietly beneath them as they continued their descent.

      Nothing as large as the pirate craft they were seeking, though. And no signs of smoldering damage to be seen anywhere. But then, while far smaller than a real moon, this station was still substantial in its surprisingly verdant expanse. That ship could have landed anywhere.

      Mustafa let out a low whistle as he looked out across the miles of landscape. “That’s a lot of green for a man-made moon.”

      “Let’s not be jumping to conclusions about gender,” Sadira said with a tense chuckle. “And given the tech, this place might have been created by AIs for all we know.”

      She was just giving him crap, though. Nomenclature aside, he was right. The atmosphere this place possessed was not just for show. It provided a safe environment for things to grow. And orbiting the enormous planet nearby, it seemed they were in something of a Goldilocks Zone for solar radiation from the system’s central star.

      “And so much water,” Sadira added. “Look at all of those… what are they? Canals? Tributaries or rivers?”

      Moose studied them a moment. “I’m not sure. But that’s a lot of open-flowing water. Not something you typically expect to see in space, ya know?”

      “For sure. These people possess some pretty impressive tech to pull all this off.”

      She was right in that assessment. Water in space was a valuable commodity. Almost as valuable as air. Careful measures were in place to recapture and recycle every last molecule aboard pretty much every ship they’d ever been on. But this place, with its free-flowing air and naturally evaporating water, well, it was more than just an anomaly. It was a near impossibility.

      But they’d learned by now, the impossible was just something they hadn’t figured out how to do yet.

      “It’s sectioned up pretty evenly,” Hump noted as he scanned the landscape below. “You see that? Almost like the way small farming plots were once divvied up back on Earth. Not uniform in shape, but the sizes fall within what looks to be a set range.”

      The AI ship had been performing a similar survey, but with the benefit of much more robust processors. “Corporal Humphries is correct,” he said. “The habitat areas are wildly varying, and some are even self-contained within atmospheric-sealed domes, but the general observation on sizing is valid.”

      Sadira had noted the almost invisible bubbles of some sort of either energy or very robust glass-like material that covered some of the spaces below. While generating one for something the size of, say, a house, might not be terribly difficult, making them many acres across was another prospect entirely. And the builders of this enormous station seemed to have perfected the craft.

      A few of the domes looked as if they were pockets of swirling smoke contained within a marble half embedded in the ground. The edges of the terrain where the clear material joined with the surface were a mix of stone, something that looked sort of like grass, and exposed areas of the raw metal of the station that hadn’t been covered yet.

      But looking closer, it actually seemed as though the stone aspects might not have been merely added to cover the station’s structure, but an actual component in the fabrication itself. As if the metal and rock had been joined together as an integral unit comprising the station’s whole. It was an impressive feat of engineering, and one that made the captain a little nervous.

      “Holly, have you detected any traces of the tech we encountered on the alien whale ship that swallowed us up whole? This place is crazy advanced. I’d like a little warning if we’re flying into an encounter with whoever that thing’s builders were.”

      She was referring to the beast of a ship that was out there slowly flying across the galaxy, scooping up asteroids and ships alike into its utterly massive belly. It wasn’t as large as this moon-like station, but the craft had been miles deep and so robustly advanced they had found themselves barely able to escape. The alien survivors they’d encountered within had not been so lucky, trapped as they were, and for hundreds of years at that.

      Only the most unlikely bit of luck had helped them escape, and not only in one piece, but taking several alien allies and their ships with them. And the slumbering mech in the ship’s lab. The ship lurched and began to drop more rapidly.

      “Uh, Hel?” Sadira said.

      “Not me, Captain. It looks like they’re using a docking beam to guide us in. We’re still under our own power, but they’re pulling us pretty steadily.”

      “Hellatz is correct,” Holly said. “And I am noting something else. I am being scanned from afar. Not much of their scanner spectrum is able to penetrate my shielding, but we are being probed.”

      “Always aliens and their probing,” Moose joked.

      Sadira drummed her fingers on her console a moment, weighing options. “Okay, Holly, I want you to lie low. Go into standby mode. Turn over all systems to manual control, you got it? I want you to look like a regular non-AI ship when we land.”

      “You expecting trouble?” Moose asked.

      “I always expect trouble,” Hump joked.

      Sadira nodded. “He’s right. Better safe than sorry. Hump, gear up. We’re chasing pirates, so who knows what we’ll find down there.”

      “On it,” the cyborg replied, heading off at a jog to gather up a few of his favorite deadly toys.

      “And, Ace, you got your ears on?”

      “Yes, indeedy,” the quirky little AI craft in the hangar replied. “You want me to play possum as well?”

      “Yeah, you got it. But keep your ears open. If things get weird, we may need you to launch.”

      “Copy that. I’ll be quietly sitting here in the hangar bay. Just holler if you need me.”

      “Hopefully we won’t, but with our luck, you never know.”

      The ship slowed with a vibration felt through its hull.

      “Okay, this is it,” Hellatz announced. “Final descent. Still under our own power, but being guided down.”

      “We have the juice to break free if we need to?” Sadira asked.

      “Oh yeah. This is a docking web of sorts, but nothing more. If we want to bug out, I don’t think there will be much of a problem.”

      The screens showed the enhanced details of the landing area they were about to touch down in. A metal pad large enough to easily accommodate their ship’s bulk, but surrounded by lush fields with weaving pathways. From what they could see, it almost looked like an Eden of sorts.

      Almost.

      There was more to that particular story from Earth’s past, and for all they knew, their hosts could be akin to the serpent in that tale. They would be on their guard no matter how beautiful the scenery.

      A slight bump informed them that they had touched down. Sadira rose from her seat and flipped open the internal comms. “Goonara, meet us in the armory. We’ve landed, so come and gear up.”

      “I will be right there, Captain,” she replied. “I am just finishing an analysis on one of my samples.”

      “Don’t get carried away down there. We’re on somewhat of a ticking clock here. We won’t want to keep our hosts waiting. Whoever they are.”

      “Of course. I will be right there.”

      Sadira, Moose, and Hellatz exited command and headed to join Corporal Humphries in the armory. This was a big station, and they’d not seen a trace of the pirates as they came in to land. But just because they weren’t visible did not mean they weren’t there. They’d seen them head into the atmosphere, so it was just a matter of finding them. That is, unless the pirates found them first.

      Hence the weapons.

      “Okay, everyone strap on sidearms only. We want to be ready but not come off as overtly hostile,” Sadira instructed.

      Hump chuckled. “Well, that would just be rude, now wouldn’t it?”

      Sadira, ever thinking of the diplomatic aspect of her position as well as the combative part, had to agree. But that didn’t mean she would be leaving her people vulnerable.

      “Hump, stow some additional pulse rifles at the airlock. You’re going to be our muscle when we step out, but if things get weird, I want more firepower nearby.”

      “Already done, Cap,” the cyborg replied. “I figured a bit of insurance would be a handy thing.”

      “Always planning ahead,” she said appreciatively.

      “It’s my job to,” he replied. “And it’s how I’ve stayed alive as long as I have.”

      “The metal body and shielded power cells don’t hurt,” Moose cracked.

      “Hey, cyborgs can die too, you know. It just takes more work,” he replied with a chuckle. “And believe me, people have sure tried in the past.”

      “Hopefully no one will be trying any of that, but only one way to find out,” Sadira said as she tightened the straps of her holster. “Okay, boys and girls, let’s go meet the locals.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      The tension inside the ship was palpable as the crew put on their game faces and prepared to meet whatever wildly alien beings were waiting for them outside the airlock door. After encountering such a dizzying array of aliens aboard the whale ship not so long ago, they were mentally readying themselves for anything.

      A small stash of weapons of significant firepower were hidden just inside the airlock door, ready to be snatched up at a moment’s notice if need be. But only the square-jawed commando was carrying a rifle at the moment. Of course, as the spec-ops cyborg among them, he was far better equipped to wield it than any of them could ever hope to be. Sadira just hoped he wouldn’t need to.

      “Goonara, you double-checked Holly’s analysis of the air?”

      “Yes, Captain. It is a perfectly safe mixture of the standard gasses. Slightly higher in oxygen than perhaps we are used to, but that should have a positive, rather than detrimental, affect.”

      That was it. The last thing to hold them back. With the ship down, the crew armed, and the atmosphere safe, there was only one thing left to do.

      “Okay, then,” Sadira said. “Let’s see what this place has in store for us.”

      She steeled herself, then keyed open the hatch. The metal slid back with a quiet hiss as a fresh breeze wafted to their faces. The air was clean and warm, and pleasantly lacking the artificial scent found on so many stations with their scrubbers and filters hard at work. This actually smelled like nature. But more surprising than that was the welcome party come to greet them. They had expected the unexpected when that door opened, but this was a surprise.

      “Welcome to Lorgini Station,” a somewhat high-pitched female voice said.

      The owner of that voice was standing no more than four feet tall, wearing what looked like a jumpsuit made of a bluish, slightly iridescent material. There seemed to be a few bulges where physiological modifications had been made, but they were hidden beneath the fabric. Even so, it was clear she was covered in wiry dark hair. Of course she was.

      Sadira found herself at a loss, searching for the right words.

      “Holy crap! A chimp? All the way out here?” Moose blurted, any hope for tact and diplomacy out the window in his moment of shock.

      “I am not a chimpanzee,” the ape replied, the disgust clear on her face. “I am a bonobo. Pan Paniscus. Far superior to those violent, filthy, Pan Troglodytes beasts.”

      Sadira had to use all of her willpower to keep her jaw from dropping open. It was a great ape. A great ape from Earth. On a space station a bazillion miles from home. And this ape was talking.

      “Uh, please forgive my first mate, he sometimes forgets his place,” Sadira said. “I am Captain Sadira Perez. This is my crew, Mustafa, whom you already met, Hellatz, our pilot, and Goonara, our science officer. The big guy is Corporal Humphries, our security detail.”

      The bonobo’s indignation faded as Sadira spoke. “Ah, a female captain. I am glad to see at least some things are as they should be,” she said. “A pleasure to make your acquaintance, Captain. I am Artemesia.”

      “It is my pleasure and honor to make your acquaintance, Artemesia,” Sadira replied. “Moose, apologize for your rudeness.”

      “What?”

      “Apologize.”

      “Oh, uh, sorry. I didn’t mean anything by it,” he said, then turned to his captain. “Sadi, she speaks English.”

      “I am standing right here, you know,” Artemesia said, clearly unimpressed with this particular Homo Sapien. “And of course I speak English. I am from Earth, after all.”

      “Right—again, sorry,” he said. “It’s just, you’ve kind of lost me here. Back on Earth, your kind don’t talk.”

      “My kind?”

      Moose flushed red. “What? No, no, not like that! I mean ch–bonobos. Apes. You don’t talk. Not like this.”

      Artemesia’s ire lessened. “Not back home, no, we do not. But the Lorgin made some improvements to my physiology when I joined them. One such alteration has allowed me to converse more articulately than previously.”

      “They experimented on you?” Sadira asked.

      “They saved me,” the bonobo replied. “I don’t remember all of the details—it’s been so many years and a great deal of that spent in stasis—but I do remember the fear running through me when my handlers strapped me into that cursed rocket and shot me up into space. Push this lever, pull that toggle, it was all so barbaric. But what did I know? I was just a simple ape with no desire other than to keep her friends happy. That’s what I thought of them, you see. Friends. Not quite family, but more than strangers. But do you know what happened?”

      “You were flying in orbit when you got snatched by the Lorgin?” Hump chimed in. “Just a wild guess.”

      The ape snickered dismissively. “I was rescued by the Lorgin. My rocket’s trajectory had been improperly gauged, bloody idiots, and after a successful journey of several orbits around the planet, it was looking as though I was going to burn up on reentry. All because some fool misplaced a decimal point.”

      “But you didn’t. They pulled you out,” Sadira said. “I have to say, I understand your loyalty to them after what they did for you.”

      “I would not so much call it loyalty, as appreciation. I would be dead if not for them, and I recognize that I do owe them a debt of gratitude.”

      Goonara seemed a little puzzled but was making a good show of not just blurting out the questions racing through her mind. It was an improvement from her usual overly curious ways. Maybe her time among her own people on the Chithiid colony they’d encountered recently had done her some good. Helped her develop a semblance of tact.

      “Making you able to speak wouldn’t be that hard, but increasing your cognitive abilities to such a degree must have taken some doing,” the scientist said.

      Sadira damn near facepalmed as she watched the bonobo’s expression shift from anger to confusion to a mix of the two. So much for tact, she thought.

      “I’m so sorry, please forgive my crewmember. She is not terribly good with people sometimes.”

      “What? All I said was—”

      “It can wait, Goonara,” Sadira said with an exasperated sigh. “She often says the first thing to come to her mind. And it is a brilliant mind, just one lacking social judgment at times.”

      The ape nodded slowly. This group was certainly an unusual lot, and the four-armed creature had clearly meant no offense, though her captain was spot-on about her lack of tact. Still, it was nice actually speaking to people from home, however far away that might be.

      “I understand her curiosity,” Artemesia said. “And I forgive the line of questioning. Knowing how my own kind behaved in their habitats on Earth, I can see how my intellect might seem a bit daunting and something of a novelty. But you should know, most bonobos are actually very intelligent. However, living as they do, there has been no need to develop and enhance those mental skills. But for me it was different. Here, in this environment, I have been provided not only the means to better communicate, but also a wealth of ways to improve myself. To expand my mind. To study and evolve.”

      “So, you’re happy here?” Sadira asked.

      “Why wouldn’t I be? It certainly beats dying in a fiery wreck hundreds of years ago.”

      She had to admit, the ape had a point. “Are there any others like you here?”

      “No, I am the only bonobo on Lorgini Station. But I do not mind. I have plenty of people with whom to interact. The overseers, for one.”

      “Overseers? So, you’re not in charge of anything?”

      “Oh, heavens, no. They just sent me because my English is better than theirs. I believe one of you transmitted in English. They recognized the language and roused me to help interface.”

      “But the Lorgin overseers you speak of. Where exactly are they, then?” Sadira asked.

      The ape craned her neck and scanned the multiple winding trails that led to their location. “That’s them now,” Artemesia replied, her long arms gesturing toward that pair of tall, thin bipedal beings clad in shimmering silver-pink clothing walking toward them along a nearby pathway.

      They were not quite as tall as the Chithiid, but they still had a good height advantage over the humans. Their hands, Sadira noted, possessed four elongated fingers and a long thumb on each side for a total of six digits. Large dark eyes were shallow-set on their narrow gray faces, and an utter lack of hair made them seem almost lizardlike, though it was seemingly a stretchy and faintly shiny skin, not scales they possessed.

      One appeared to be more female in shape than the other, though morphology of their species was utterly novel and might just as easily be the reverse of what was found on Earth. However, the female soon confirmed that first impression, stepping forward and giving a slight bow, then turning her attention to Sadira as Artemesia had clearly been engaging with her the most, marking her as the obvious leader of the visitors.

      “I Della,” she said with halting English. “And this Sanjo. We like welcome you to Lorgini Station.”
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      “We thank you for your hospitality in allowing us to land here,” Sadira said, offering a slight bow in hopes it would be the correct form of greeting, or at least correct enough to convey her gratitude and respect.

      Sanjo, the Lorgin male, was walking around the entirety of Holly’s hull, taking in the impressive ship. It was clearly unlike any on the station, and his keen eyes seemed thrilled with every little detail. He stopped out of sight and called out to his associate in a rather shrill clicking language. Della replied then turned her gaze back to her new visitors.

      “Sanjo tell you has sustained breaking to ship. Big hole.”

      “Ah, yes. We were attacked by space pirates,” Sadira said.

      “Pirates?” she asked, not understanding the word.

      “Uh, bad people. People who tried to hurt us. A large vessel deployed many smaller craft to board my ship. This damage is from where they breached the hull.”

      “But they no take ship.”

      “No. We fought them off. Killed more than a few in the process.”

      Della shrieked out to her associate in their native language, explaining the situation to him.

      Moose turned to Artemesia. “What is she saying?”

      “I don’t know. I never learned to speak more than a few words of Lorgin. They speak English well enough to communicate, and their language makes my throat hurt.”

      “I can see why,” he said as the two aliens conversed in their somewhat harsh tongue.

      Della looked at Sadira, then at the rest of her crew, then back to their ship. “This only carry you humans and Chithiid?” she asked.

      “Yes, we’re the entire crew,” Sadira replied.

      “So big ship only five aboard.”

      “Six, if you count Turd,” Moose joked.

      Sadira flashed him a look he knew all too well to mean shut up, dumbass. He’d seen it enough in their years flying together.

      “What is Turd?”

      “Just a mascot, is all.”

      “Mascot?”

      “An animal. Uh, a pet. You know, she flies with us and keeps us company.”

      Artemesia gently touched Della’s hand to get her attention. “She means part of their collective,” she clarified.

      Crew or collective, whatever they wanted to call it, Sadira didn’t really care so long as they could stay here and fix their damage. And then they would hunt down those pirate bastards and make them pay for what they did. Pay, and cough up their orange crewmember.

      He would be taken as a prisoner and made to tell them everything they needed to know about his homeworld, their forces, and anything else they could think to pry out of him. And if he refused, they’d put him in stasis and let Holly’s neuro-stim slowly pick through his mind while they tried to find their way home. By the time they got back to Earth he’d have spilled it all, willingly or not.

      “You know of my people,” Goonara said. “You speak Chithiid?”

      “I no speak. Some do, but is uncommon.”

      “But you seem to have met Chithiid before. Humans as well.”

      “Of course. Lorgin rescue all sort.”

      “Like Artemesia here?”

      “Yes. Like Artemesia. Rescue and become part of collective to live on.”

      “But that would have been hundreds and hundreds of years ago that her rocket was sent into space,” Moose said.

      “Yes,” Della agreed. But she saw the confusion in the man’s eyes. The Lorgin ways were obviously not known to these visitors. “Ah, I explain. Lorgin gather and save. Rescue. But so many over years, not enough room on Lorgini Station for all awake at once. Too much strain on resources.”

      “So you utilize stasis for some of them?” Sadira asked.

      “Exactly! Very good, you understanding.”

      As Della spoke, a dozen Lorgin quietly approached the ship, emerging from several different pathways almost in unison. Apparently, Sanjo must have called them over, though they hadn’t heard him from where he was.

      This group seemed different. Less impressive. They were not as well-dressed as Della and Sanjo, but were wearing a somewhat more utilitarian form of garment. It was still damn near regal compared to the flat, plain fabrics of Sadira’s crew, but the coveralls were clearly meant for laborers, not diplomats, or whatever exactly it was their hosts were.

      Hump shifted his weapon slightly as he watched the group fan out around the ship, pulling strange devices from their pouches and examining the newly arrived vessel.

      “Oh, these are technicians?” Goonara asked. “What kind of apparatus are they using? May I take a look?”

      Della smiled wide. “You are scientist?”

      “Yes.”

      “We no see Chithiid scientist before. Please, you look.”

      Goonara didn’t need any further encouragement, walking right up to the somewhat surprised workers and asking about their equipment. They did not appear to speak much, if any, English, though. Nor did they speak Chithiid. So Goonara switched to a slowly spoken mix of alien languages, much like the space Pidgin they’d heard the pirates speaking.

      The workers seemed to understand to a degree and began showing her their tools, much to the Chithiid’s delight.

      “Captain, they are scanning the ship,” Holly sent over comms to Sadira’s bone-conduction comm patch worn behind her ear. “I am using an encoded channel but must be brief,” the AI continued. “They are scanning the ship, but not just for damage or biological hazards. They appear to be cataloging us. Everything they can scan. My shielding is stymieing them for the time being, but I am going dark so long as they are actively probing. I will keep an open channel to listen should you need me.”

      With that the AI ship went silent, slipping back into hiding of a sort.

      Moose, oblivious to the conversation between his captain and their ship, peppered their host with questions, though more tactfully than earlier.

      “So, you know about humans, and bonobos, and Chithiid. How is it you’ve come across all of those species? I mean, we’re way, way far away from that part of the galaxy.”

      “Lorgin travelers,” Della replied. “Move from system to system. Gather knowledge. Samples. Rescue.”

      Hellatz leaned toward Sadira and casually spoke in Chithiid, now that he knew their host did not speak it.

      “They say they’ve been to all sorts of systems. And if they’ve been to Earth, and if they’ve met Chithiid before, they’ve probably been to Taangaar. These guys might have the star maps we need.”

      “They probably do,” Sadira replied. “But we’re still on unsure footing. Don’t reveal our vulnerability just yet. They don’t know we’re lost. Let’s keep it that way for now.”

      Hellatz saw the logic in her plan, though he was admittedly a little disappointed. The promise of actual star charts that could not only get them on the general path but actually guide them home was a big carrot dangling at the end of that stick. But Sadira made sense. Tactics outweighed instant gratification.

      “Of course, you’re right,” he said.

      A shrill warning tone emitted from one of the workers’ devices as he opened the ship’s hatch. Holly had left it unlocked so as not to draw any unwanted scrutiny, but had also kept internal defensive systems engaged just in case. They were minimal, but with the crew outside they could be safely deployed without risk of harming them.

      All but Turd, that was. The little pink furball was still aboard, and Moose would never let the AI live it down if anything happened to her. But it was precisely that animal that had now caused such alarm when she came streaking out of the open door.

      Lorgin workers jumped back, then immediately shifted into chase mode, trying to capture the surprisingly fast little creature.

      “Oh, I wouldn’t do that!” Moose called out, rushing to scoop up his pet before she actually got scared and let loose a spray of deadly energy. She’d fed recently, and there was probably enough spare power flowing through her system to have melted a good few of the workers outright.

      “Yeah, she can be a little dangerous when frightened,” Sadira added. “Best call off your men.”

      “Of course,” Della replied, then barked out an order to the others.

      They stopped at once, but rather than go back to work, they all stared at the little animal with great interest.

      “What is that?” Della asked.

      “That? That’s Turd. The mascot we told you about,” Sadira replied.

      Della seemed enthralled by the creature. “We never seen a turd before. Must rescue it for our collective.”

      Moose and Sadira shared a look. “Uh, that’s okay,” he said. “She was just scared. She doesn’t need rescuing. She’s part of our crew.”

      “But never seen this before,” Della persisted.

      Sadira saw the interest in the woman’s eyes and realized a bit of quick thinking was needed to smooth over a potentially uncomfortable situation.

      “Thank you so much for your concern and interest,” she said. “Turd is a little bit skittish around new people, but I’m sure once she’s calmed down, you can take a few scans of her if she takes a liking to you.”

      Moose wanted to say something, but he knew what Sadira was doing. Diplomacy was her strong suit, not his. And if Turd didn’t want the lanky aliens coming near her, he sure as hell wasn’t going to let them. But for now, he’d let the boss do her thing.

      Della, for her part, seemed satisfied with the reply. “Thanking you. We look forward.”

      “Excellent,” Sadira said. “Now, we were talking about—”

      Another tone sounded, this time from a different device. One being casually pointed at Corporal Humphries by one of the workers. They were actually taking scans of the crew. The balls on these people, Sadira thought, but she kept her cool.

      The worker and Della exchanged a quick series of words, and he showed her the device.

      “What are you?” Della asked, her attention focused on Hump, and more than a bit of concern in her voice.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Reading say living. But reflecting scans back.”

      “Oh, just injuries from the war,” he joked, knowing full well it was his ceramisteel spec-ops endoskeleton they were reading beneath his live flesh exterior.

      Sadira and the others caught on immediately as well. This could be a problem.

      “Oh, that’s nothing,” Moose blurted out, pulling up his trouser leg to expose his metal replacement limb. “I got a whole leg out of the deal.”

      Sadira smiled on the inside. Nice thinking, Moose.

      “Uh, yeah, me too,” she said, pulling up her sleeve to expose her metal arm. “A lot of us were hurt in the war. Got metal replacement parts out of the deal.”

      Della leaned closer, fascinated by the melding of flesh and metal. “Remarkable. Your people no possess this kind technology last the Lorgin encounter them.”

      “Well, times change. And it does seem like it was a really long time ago your people visited ours. Before the Great War, that’s for sure.”

      “Yes. Long time, yes. But now you visit. Is good. And you stay. Enjoy Lorgini Station hospitality.”

      “We are glad to,” Sadira replied.

      “Artemesia,” Della said, nodding to the ape.

      “Yes, of course,” the bonobo answered, digging into her pockets, from which she withdrew five brass-colored bracelets and handed them to each of the crew.

      “A gift?” Moose asked as he slipped his onto his wrist.

      “These pathogen alarms,” Della replied. “You new here. While Lorgini Station safe, not certain if some species react with others. These keep safe.”

      “You have a lot of different alien races here, then?” Hellatz asked.

      “Yes, very many visit. Trade. And Lorgin rescue.”

      “Yeah, you’ve said.”

      “Now, come. We provide staying-place. Then you meet Bodo.”

      Sadira hesitated. “Bodo?”

      “Bodo is the station overseer,” Artemesia clarified. “He is Della and Sanjo’s boss.”

      “Ah, I see,” Sadira said. “Corporal Humphries, opinion?”

      He knew what she was asking, and so far as he could tell, this was a relatively safe place. “Seems good.”

      “Okay, in that case, you stay here and get cracking on those repairs. We need to patch up that hole in the ship.”

      “Will do, boss.”

      “We happy to offer help,” Sanjo said, rejoining the group. “I see hole in metal. Our people assist?”

      Sadira looked at Hump. He just shrugged.

      “Okay, why not?”

      Sanjo called out a few orders to his people, who lined up, ready to help in whatever way their guest needed. Sadira seemed satisfied with the turn things had taken so far. And if the boss was anything like his underlings, this could turn out to be a very beneficial stopover indeed.

      “All right, then. Lead the way,” she said.

      “Ah, yes. One thing,” Della said. “Is strict policy on Lorgini Station. No weapons allowed. Please leave aboard ship.”

      This did not amuse the captain one bit. They were in pursuit of pirates, and going in without their guns was not in the cards.

      “What if there is trouble?” she asked, opting for tact rather than defiance.

      “Lorgini Station security more than capable,” the alien replied.

      Sadira hesitated. The options were few, and they were already off to a good start. Hump was still going to be nearby with access to all of their goodies if need-be, and Ace was hiding out in the hangar, ready to fly support. Things could be worse.

      “Okay, you heard her,” she finally said. “Everyone, guns back in the ship. And Moose, put Turd back as well. We don’t want to risk her spooking and melting anyone.”

      “Yeah, valid point. Be right back.”

      Moose took everyone’s weapons along with his little pink friend and stowed them back aboard the ship, returning just a few minutes later. “Okay, good to go.”

      “Great,” Sadira said, then turned to their hosts and flashed a little smile. “I guess this is the part where you take us to your leader.”
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      “Oh, Lorgin no ask pay for staying place,” Della said as she and Sanjo led their guests down one of the paths leading away from the damaged ship.

      Sadira looked questioningly at the bonobo accompanying them.

      “It is their way,” Artemesia said.

      If that was how it was, then they really didn’t have much choice. The Lorgin were apparently most accommodating hosts, to the point of actually providing accommodations even though the visitors had a perfectly good ship to sleep aboard. It was an offer that Sadira had been hesitant to accept, especially as she had nothing to bring to the table, but Della shrugged it off, seemingly content to house the visitors at no cost.

      “Hey, Moose. Maybe when we get back to the ship you can see about calming Turd down enough to be scanned,” she said. “It’d be a nice gesture to them, since they don’t seem to have ever encountered her kind before.”

      “No worries, Sadi. I’ll see what I can do. I’m sure once she gets used to having them around she’ll be fine.”

      “Great. What do you make of this place so far?” she asked.

      “Impressive. Refreshing. One hell of a bit of engineering.”

      He was right about that. The technological skill required to not only enclose the entire moonlet station in an atmosphere was significant, but so, too, was the ability to provide individual domes within that space to separate unique atmospheres and microclimates without throwing off the whole of the place.

      As they walked the paths, they got a better look at a few of those domes. Some were energy, but a good many were actually a tangible substance. The material appeared to be a thick, transparent composite of some sort. Much like transparent aluminum would have to be in order to cover such an enormous area.

      It blended in flawlessly with the environment, the paths winding around them as naturally as they wove through the groves of alien trees or fields of knee-high violet grass. An unobtrusive display of engineering ability that far outstripped most other races. Whether that same prowess translated to other design aspects of the space station was yet to be seen, but from what they’d encountered thus far, similar wonders of science seemed likely.

      There were even clouds above, gently drifting in the constant breeze of the station’s atmospheric systems. Della had explained that they were not intentional, but rather a byproduct of the running water in various locations evaporating into the air.

      “About that, why so much water? It’s such a valuable commodity in space,” Sadira noted.

      “We have guests who live in water,” Della explained. “Also those who live both land and water.”

      “Amphibians.”

      “Yes. We make for comfort for them.”

      “An admirable use of your technology,” Sadira said, impressed with what they’d managed to accomplish.

      Goonara, her eyes wide as she took in all of the amazing sights, was on her best behavior, though every cell in her body was screaming for her to take samples of the countless wonders they passed. “It is a bounty of knowledge,” she gasped as Della led them down the pathway. “Such an assortment. And so perfectly integrated within this space. Amazing.”

      Hellatz seemed a little less impressed. “Sure, but remember those pirates who fired on us?” he said in Chithiid. “They’re here somewhere too, so don’t get carried away and let your guard down.”

      He had made a very good point. One that the wonders around them could almost make you forget, if only for a moment. But the fact of the matter was they had been attacked by pirates, their ship damaged, and they were in pursuit. No matter how amazing this place was, somewhere on its vast surface, that adversary was hiding. And undoubtedly making repairs to their own ship as well.

      “I’ll bring it up,” Sadira said. “I’m just trying to gauge our hosts to find an opportune moment.”

      “I understand, but we’re just winging it here, Captain. Walking through nature, even in space, is all fine and good, but what’s the plan?” he continued.

      “We just met more aliens, Hel,” Moose said. “And they’re helping us fix our ship.”

      “Yes, I know. But are you forgetting why we’re here?”

      “We know,” Sadira said. “But so long as we don’t run into those pirates before we’re ready, this could play to our advantage. The damage to our ship was minimal compared to what that blast did to theirs. With all of those extra hands helping, Hump should have us spaceworthy well before they are.”

      “Yeah, the ship, sure,” Hel said. “But what about the bastards who attacked us? They could be receiving the same hospitality somewhere else around here, you realize.”

      She had, in fact, had the same thought, but there was little they could do about it without risking offending their hosts. Much as it was difficult to do, Sadira put her instinct to go on the offensive in check.

      “For the moment, at least, we will behave as model guests,” she said. “And we give Hump time to do what he needs to. I’ll discuss it with them soon, trust me.”

      Hump had stayed behind, along with a little group of helpers provided by the Lorgin, and was already hard at work fixing the ship. The extra hands Della provided him would be useful in getting pieces held properly in place while the cyborg effected his repairs.

      Sadira would have liked to have at least one more of her crew stay to help rather than relying on the hospitality of their hosts, but decorum dictated she accept their assistance, lest doing otherwise prove insulting.

      It was a bit of a tightrope, playing the diplomacy game, and to be honest, Sadira kind of preferred the black and white of people either shooting at them or not. It made decision-making so much easier that way.

      Della and Sanjo were taking their time as they walked, seeming to enjoy the stroll as much as their guests. And they didn’t seem to mind the visitors speaking Chithiid one bit, as they were conversing in their own language as they walked. Artemesia, however, appeared a bit out of the loop.

      “Why do you speak their language?” the ape asked.

      “Chithiid? It’s just something we all learn these days,” Sadira replied. “The Chithiid are our allies, and ever since the Great War we have all learned each other’s language. Why, children are taught it at an early age.” She didn’t mention the neuro-stim helping the process. It was one technological trick she would keep up her sleeve for the time being.

      “You have mentioned this ‘Great War’ a few times now,” the bonobo said.

      “Ah, yes, it was after your time. You see, we were invaded. Nearly wiped out as a species. The Chithiid were then brought to Earth as conscripted labor to strip the planet. But in a great rebellion, we won back our world with the Chithiid at our side. We’ve been allies ever since.”

      “Wiped out?” the ape said. “So, all species, my species, are gone?”

      “No, the invaders used a targeted plague to kill off Homo Sapiens. The Ra’az—that’s the aliens’ name—saw we were the dominant species on the planet and targeted us specifically. The plague did not affect anything else.”

      Artemesia nodded as she processed the information. It was understandably a lot to take in. “So, the world is safe once more?”

      “Yes and no. There’s been a lot of rebuilding, so that’s good. But with such a drastically reduced population, there’s more stuff built than we know what to do with. But we can’t very well have buildings falling over, so we’re doing our best to either tear down or fix up the structures the invaders damaged. But recently we were attacked. An orange-skinned race quite aggressively came at our ship without warning. It’s why we’re out here. Trying to figure out who the hell they are.”

      Moose watched as the bonobo took in all of these somewhat shocking details.

      “Hey, Artie. You know, maybe your bosses might have some information about them.”

      “They are not my boss. And please, do not call me that.”

      A little grin spread on Goonara’s face. She, too, had been saddled with a nickname early on in this mission, and she knew Moose. Once it stuck, it was there for good.

      Sadira, for her part, didn’t flash the look of disapproval Moose had expected. The fact was, finding someone from Earth, even if it was a damn near thousand-year-old ape thawed from stasis, made her feel a camaraderie with her.

      “Moose actually makes an interesting point,” she said. “We’ll have to discuss it with Della, along with the pirate issue.”

      “I hear my name,” Della said, turning from her conversation with Sanjo. “You need?”

      “We were just talking about the wonders of your station,” Sadira replied.

      “Ah, please excuse. Did not understand. My English not good.”

      “What are you talking about?” Moose said with a friendly grin. “We’re a billion miles in space. I’m impressed you speak it at all.”

      Della almost seemed to blush from the praise. “We believe all things must saved. No extinction. Live on with Lorgin. Keeping languages alive.”

      “We try to learn wherever we go as well,” Sadira said. “But there is one thing I did want to ask you about.”

      “Yes?”

      “When we came to your station, we were pursuing another ship. A damaged ship. Larger than ours. As we told you, it attacked us and caused the hole your people are helping repair. There were pirates out there, and they landed somewhere on your station.”

      “Attacking of your ship people come here? This not acceptable. We not allow weapons aboard.”

      “Yes, so you said. But if it was a ship in distress, your colleagues might not have known and may have taken it in, as you have done with us.”

      Della and Sanjo chattered among themselves a moment. “We inform others. Look into pirates. You no fear. We protect.”

      Sadira hadn’t intended to acquire the protection of their hosts, but if that was a byproduct of the discussion, she wouldn’t complain. “Thank you, Della. Your hospitality is appreciated.”

      “Pleasure to help. Save is core tenet of Lorgin. Now, come, we show to place you stay. Then you meet Bodo.”
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      The accommodations provided to the crew were a bit unusual in that they were not individual rooms, but rather a habitat designed to sustain several people at a time. Not that anyone was complaining about the increased space provided to them. It was an absolute luxury after the time spent aboard their ship.

      No matter how much they liked Holly and found their mission a worthy one, the plain and simple truth of space travel was open space was at a premium, and lodgings were kept to a minimal footprint. It just made sense. But it was also not nearly as comfortable as the Lorgini Station housing.

      “Is to your liking?” Sanjo asked the Chithiid as they looked around the facilities provided to them.

      Everything was taller, designed for their greater height. No ducking through doorways or watching for lower ceilings. And even countertops, chairs, and tables were at a Chithiid-friendly level. In addition, the furnishings were remarkably similar to what the locals used on their homeworld of Taangaar.

      “This is amazing,” Goonara gasped with delight. “Thank you so much. It is perfect.”

      Even Hellatz had to admit, the place had its appeal. “Yes, I think this will do quite nicely. My gratitude.”

      “Happy you like,” Sanjo said. “I leave you for now. Enjoy stay. Della get you when Bodo ready to meet.”

      With that the rail-thin alien stepped out of their space and left them to unwind. It was odd, how the Lorgin had separated their guests not by gender but by species, lodging Chithiid with Chithiid and human with human, but they were all used to far more cramped and far less private accommodations back aboard any number of the ships on which they’d served over the years, so it wasn’t a big deal.

      And compared to the cramped setting of a Chithiid labor camp it was a delight. No towering rows of bunk beds in a barracks here. Just a pleasant set of rooms along with a private outdoors area that even featured a small pond and a garden. And growing there were a few native plants of their homeworld. It wasn’t a resort on the beach, but after prolonged space travel, it would most certainly suffice.

      Meanwhile, Sadira and Moose had gotten situated in their own lodging, finding it outfitted in much the same manner as that of their friends. Furnishings were a generic, functional Earth style that could almost be said to mimic ancient Scandinavian design, and they also had a spacious outdoor area attached, though there was not a pond, but rather an expanse of grass and some chairs. An all-around pleasant place to stay.

      But they were not here to relax, and this was most certainly not a vacation. Sadira was about to bring up the matter of their attackers when their host cut her short.

      “Your friend. He want to come get housing with you?” Della asked.

      “Oh, don’t worry about Corporal Humphries,” Sadira replied. “He’s fine where he is. And I know he is very keen on finishing up any repairs as quickly as he can.”

      “Understand. But you wanting we get him for food time, yes?”

      “He’s actually fine without food for now,” she said, making very sure not to mention the little tidbit that he was a cyborg and really didn’t need to eat. “He’s very focused on his work, and when he gets that way he sometimes forgets to eat. It’s nothing to worry about. We’ll make sure he eats when he’s done.”

      “Very well. We dine soon, then meet with Bodo. For now I have Artemesia to help you,” their host said, then headed for the door.

      “Excuse me, Della?” Sadira said as the tall woman was about to take her leave. “I wanted to ask you something, if you don’t mind.”

      “No mind. What is question?”

      Sadira figured it was best to just be blunt and get it out in the open rather than beating around the bush. “I was just wondering, how is it that a pirate craft, especially a damaged one, could land aboard your station and not raise an alarm? I mean, it was a clearly hostile craft.”

      Della smiled warmly. “All craft can hostile. But when land here, all behave,” she said. “Is way of Lorgini Station.”

      Sadira didn’t know that pirates would behave necessarily, but she had to admire Della’s confidence. “What if they don’t comply, though? I mean, they have weapons. Lots of them.”

      “We not allow,” the Lorgin replied. “Ship never be let leave if act violently.”

      They didn’t know by what means the station would prevent a ship from leaving, but again, there was that calm certainty in her voice. As if she were explaining a simple fact to a child. To be honest, it was starting to rub both of the humans a bit the wrong way, but they were guests, and the good of their mission far outweighed any verbal pissing contest they might wind up in, no matter how satisfying it may be.

      “Well, we thank you for your protection while we are aboard your station, Della. It is a great pleasure meeting so kind a people as the Lorgin.”

      “We here to protect and rescue,” Della said, quite pleased that her guests appeared to appreciate the Lorgin ways. “Now, I leave you for shortness. Have Artemesia come get when is eating time. After, we go meet Bodo.”

      “Excellent. We are looking forward to meeting them,” Sadira said then watched their host make her way out the door and back to one of the nearby pathways.

      “That was a little weird,” Moose said when they were alone. “I mean, I get it, they don’t speak English fluently, but the way she’s so confident about the pirates? I hate to break it to her, but those bastards were tough, and sneaky as well. I don’t know what they’ve got up their sleeves, but underestimating a band of roving space pirates is not a wise move.”

      “I couldn’t agree with you more. But this is their home turf, and we need to watch what we say. This is first contact, Moose. Actual first contact, and not the oh-crap-we’re-all-about-to-die variety like aboard the whale ship. This is actually constructive contact. And if we do this right, it could be a huge score for the allied forces.”

      “Not to mention, you’re hoping to get some star maps from them in the process.”

      “Well, there’s that too,” she added with a grin. “Now, come on, I want to take off my boots and feel grass between my toes for a few minutes while we can.”

      The two of them walked out onto the lawn and looked skyward. There was no dome over this area. The air was apparently close enough to the general atmosphere that there was no need for it. It was kind of fascinating, the fact that the Lorgin had the foresight to provide so many varied habitation zones for different species. They must have traveled far and wide in the millennia they’d been exploring space. Far longer distances than Earth ships, that was obvious. But some things were odd.

      “Damn, this feels just like real grass,” Moose said as he sank down into a chair and took off his footwear.

      Sadira did the same, the sensation of the individual blades of grass on her bare feet sending a nostalgic flash through her body. She bent down and plucked a tuft and examined it closely.

      “You know, this actually looks like the real deal. I mean Earth grass.”

      “We know they were nearby. Maybe they sent down a landing party to take samples. They had to be pretty close to Earth when they rescued Artie, after all.”

      “She is going to get so irked by you calling her that.”

      “What? It’s a cool nickname.”

      “Not for a girl.”

      “Bah. Charlotte can be Chuck. Theodora can be Ted. So why can’t Artemesia be Artie?”

      “Because she doesn’t like it, Moose.”

      Her right-hand man just shrugged off her objections, as she knew he would. He never meant any harm by it, though, and if they spent enough time on the station, perhaps the poor bonobo would come to realize that and accept it as a sign of friendship.

      Sadira pushed the bit of lawn back into the ground and looked around at the other flora growing in the area. All of it looked like it had originated on their homeworld.

      “You know, I wonder what else they took samples of,” she said.

      “What are you thinking, Sadi?”

      “Nothing. Just, what if, maybe, they got samples from South America, or Africa too? And not just grass.”

      “You have something in mind?”

      “Why, in fact I do,” she said with a smile. “I was thinking of a particular shrubbery with bright red berries. Now that would make my day. Because I’ll tell ya what, I would kill for some real coffee right about now.”

      Moose chuckled and leaned back in his chair. “Give it a little time. Who knows? Maybe they’ll surprise you with a cup at dinner.”

      “One can hope,” Sadira said. “One can certainly hope.”
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      While the other members of the crew were enjoying a bit of downtime in their temporary abodes, the tireless cyborg was working at breakneck speed, patching the hurt to the ship with the skill of a master welder. Of course, being an advanced AI, he was able to simply have Holly surreptitiously feed him all of the files on welding techniques they had as he worked.

      The result was that within a few seconds he had amassed the skill it would take an ordinary man decades to acquire.

      He could have worked even faster had it not been for the presence of the Lorgin helpers Della and Sanjo had left behind. With eyeballs on his movements, Corporal Humphries had to make a conscious effort to go a bit slower than he may have wanted lest he truly freak out his assistants. Seeing a cyborg going full-tilt was both impressive, as well as more than a little intimidating, and the latter was not something they wanted. Not yet, at least.

      He was human, so far as they knew, and he’d keep up that ruse as long as possible. There were dangerous pirates about, and every little advantage against them was one they would need to press to the fullest.

      But while Hump may have been acutely aware of every single sound and movement around him, the face he put on toward his Lorgin aides was one of a jovial and good-natured man. He’d spent enough time bonding with the various units he’d been embedded with as a soldier that it just came naturally to him. That, and he had specialized programming that helped him read verbal and non-verbal cues that others would miss.

      And those skills told him his helpers were there to watch as much as to help. A means for the Lorgin to gather a bit more information about their unexpected guests without seeming rude.

      “Toggin, hand me up that piece there by your left foot,” Hump called out to one of the younger helpers.

      “This one?” the youth replied.

      “Yep, that’s the one.”

      Toggin scooped up the long metal beam and passed it to the human.

      “Thanks,” Hump said, then began welding it into place, reinforcing the breach with more than just a new replacement layer of hull.

      It might have been a bit of overkill, but he was making sure the site of the damage was even more robust than the areas around it, just in case. In a way, it was similar to human bones, and how breaks often healed stronger than the original.

      “Hey, can you also pass over that smaller angle piece?” the cyborg asked.

      “Yes, here you are,” Toggin replied. “Is impressive how well-like you speak languages of those aboard Lorgini Station.”

      “I specialized in linguistics,” Hump lied, making note to dial back his fluency a bit to avoid suspicion. “Your language in particular is difficult, but several of the others spoken here are close enough to a few of the alien dialects in our files that once I had a key to the basic words, the rest came pretty easily.”

      The workers smiled appreciatively. It was nice having a visitor make the effort to communicate with them, and Hump had been very inclusive when it came to fabricating the patchwork he was welding into place. And he had been free with information as well, chatting away as he worked, telling tales of his adventures on Earth, as well as a few in space.

      Of course, he was a very skilled operator, and every last thing he told them had been carefully calculated so as to create a positive impression of him and his team while allowing him to gain the confidence of these men and women. Once they felt like they had bonded, it would be much easier for him to turn the tables and begin prying bits of information out of them.

      But for now it was simply more laying of groundwork with his new friends.

      “Hey, this is looking pretty good,” he said as his latest weld cooled. “Tell ya what. I really shouldn’t be doing this, but do you all want to take a quick look inside the ship?”

      The excited chatter made it clear that yes, they were very interested.

      “Okay, but don’t touch anything or the captain will have my hide,” he said, then led them to the entry hatch.

      Holly was ready, scanning apparatus on standby for the visitors. As soon as they passed through that door he would know all there was about their physiology. It was a bit of a sneaky way to get info, but with the AI lying low, bringing them aboard was the only way to run a low enough power scan to still get the information desired without setting off warnings.

      Turd paid a brief visit, poking her head out at the end of the corridor to get a better look at the visitors, which delighted them to no end. The furry pink creature wanted nothing to do with them, however, and promptly scurried off to one of her many hidey-holes.

      Hump led the group to the area they’d been patching from the outside to examine the repairs from a different vantage point.

      “See how the weld ties into the superstructure here?” he asked, pointing to one of the more robust welds he’d made. “This is to shift the load from the one patch and spread it to these other crossmembers. It makes the hull far more sturdy that way.”

      “But could it not be breached again?” one of the other helpers asked.

      “I suppose it could, technically, but it would take anyone trying much longer now that the reinforcing pieces are in place.”

      The group murmured and nodded, while chatting about the unusual ship in their native tongue. What they didn’t realize was Hump hadn’t been completely honest with them. Yes, he was using other alien languages to communicate, but with all the talking they’d done between themselves, he’d already picked up more than enough Lorgin to know what they were saying when they thought he wasn’t listening.

      Fortunately—for them, that is—they’d had nothing but good things to say so far. But if he was lucky, he might be able to get them to slip up and spill some juicy gossip about their station, and maybe even their bosses themselves. All it would require was a little lubrication.

      “Hey, you’ve all been working your tails off helping me out here. What do you say we take a break and have a drink?” he asked with a broad grin.

      “I somewhat parched,” Toggin said.

      “Thought so. Come on, I’ll show you the galley. We’ve got some great mixers, so I’m sure we’ll find something you like.”

      As they walked, Hump silently conversed with Holly over their low-power wireless. The plan was simple. Use the knowledge they’d gained about Lorgin physiology to have the food replicator tailor-make alcoholic beverages that were both particularly delicious and refreshing to that species, while also adjusting the chemical composition of the alcohol to be both flavorless as well as strong.

      Hump would drink alongside them, of course. He’d done it countless times on countless missions. But booze didn’t affect his cyborg wits one bit, and he’d gotten valuable intel on more than one occasion this way.

      Two drinks in and the work team could hardly keep their mouths shut.

      “We travel,” one said. “That is our purpose. Travel and preserve.”

      “You keep saying that,” Hump said. “But what does it even mean? Preserve?”

      “We help. We rescue. Is our calling,” the inebriated alien clarified. “Is no greater calling.”

      Hump nodded sagely as he processed all of the information they were giving him. They were low-level workers, and he’d not get much in the way of actual secrets from them. But he was obtaining a pretty unbiased glimpse into the workings of their society and how their minds functioned. They had a strict set of moral guidelines, it seemed, and being of service was a central tenet.

      Of all the races to have taken them in to offer aid and shelter, it was looking like stumbling upon the Lorgin might have been the luckiest happenstance in a very long time.

      “You getting all of this?” he asked Holly over the wireless.

      “I am. Fascinating people, these Lorgin.”

      “I agree. Though the more we talk, the more I have to worry they will provide assistance to the pirates as well, simply out of their good nature.”

      “It would seem a distinct possibility,” Holly agreed.

      Hump laughed along with the aliens while simultaneously talking to the AI ship.

      “Well, in the meantime, there’s not much to do for it, I suppose. Just make these repairs and keep our heads on a swivel,” Hump said. “Because as idyllic as this place is, there are still pirates out there somewhere. I’ve got a feeling we’ll be seeing them again. And with our luck, it’ll be at the most inopportune time possible.”
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      Nearly three hours had passed before a soft chime sounded at Sadira and Moose’s lodging. The two were comfortably reclining in a pair of lounge chairs after having spent their first hour examining the housing and surrounding grounds. There wasn’t enough space for a proper hike, but it was a surprisingly large area they’d been provided with.

      “Honey, will you get that? The game’s on,” Moose chuckled as he called out across the living room area.

      “Oh, very funny,” Sadira said with a laugh. “You better watch it, buddy. There’s no game, and I’m still your captain. Keep up the lip and the only domestic bliss you’ll see will be scrubbing down the heat exchangers once we’re back aboard the ship.”

      “Hey, that’s just mean.” Her first mate grudgingly rose from his seat and made his way to the door. He keyed what he thought was the opening sequence into the panel set beside the handle, and the door slid open, revealing a well-dressed, albeit hairy, visitor.

      “Artie! Hey, come in. Good to see you,” he said to their Earth-born host. “I like the new outfit, by the way.”

      “Thank you, Mustafa.”

      “We’ll have to get a sample of that fabric before we leave. It’s cool stuff. Hey, Sadi, Artie’s here.”

      Sadira rose to meet their bonobo host. “Good timing. We were just talking about something that maybe you could clarify for us.”

      “I will do my best,” the great ape said with a sigh, resigned to the clear fact that this one human was determined to saddle her with an utterly ridiculous nickname.

      Then again, that she spoke English at all was an anomaly, and in her own language her name would have been a series of shrieks and grunts, so Artemesia figured she really couldn’t complain too much.

      “Artemesia, you’ve been here a long, long time, right?”

      “I have.”

      “So you know how things work around here pretty well by now, I’d assume.”

      “I like to think I do. But why? What are you getting at?”

      “Come here a minute. I want to show you something we found while we were getting settled in.”

      Sadira led the way out the large glass doors to the vast yard area behind the building. The sun was lowering in the sky, and the shadows were growing longer. Of course, she knew full well that it was the guidance system of the moon-like space station that was slowly revolving the little sphere as if it were a planet, exposing different aspects to the system’s sun in time with the planet it was presently orbiting.

      Days were a bit shorter here than back on Earth, though. More in the range of eighteen hours per rotation. But that simply meant a period of adjustment would be required to get in sync with the solar days. And if one were to adopt a multi-phasic sleep schedule, finding a productive groove shouldn’t be much of a problem at all. But it wasn’t the different day length that had caught her attention. It was something else.

      “Over here,” Sadira said. “Just through these bushes at the edge here, over by those purple-leafed trees.”

      “The bushes are the habitat boundary,” Artemesia said as they pushed through them with relative ease. “And the trees are the delineation line of another habitat space.”

      “I kind of figured, the way there’s a path once you get past the bushes, then a totally different kind of vegetation running along it on the opposite side. Smaller stuff as well as those trees, which are pretty interesting looking if you ask me.”

      “Yes? It is how this station is designed. I’m sure you must have seen the general layout as you made your approach from above.”

      “We did. Interesting design, and impressive tech. But that’s not it,” Sadira said, then paused, the hairs on the back of her neck tingling.

      She casually turned, her eyes scanning the tree line, but no one was there. No one she could see, anyway. But the sensation persisted. It felt like they were being watched. Her fingers instinctively brushed against her leg where her pulse pistol would normally be. They were unarmed, and that was an unpleasant sensation. But so would anyone else be.

      With a bit of effort, she continued her conversation without letting on to her concern, acting as normal as possible. But Moose had flown with her for many years and could tell when something was up. And to honest, he felt it too, though not as acutely as the captain. She had something of a sixth sense when it came to that sort of thing. But that was why she was the captain and he followed her wherever fortune, or misfortune, might take them. Sadira always got them out of whatever mess they found their way into. Always.

      Sadira crouched down and brushed the tan dirt from the edge of the path. It seemed that the one constant no matter where one walked was the pathways were all covered in the same substance rather than the varied materials of the different zones. A dull gleam of metal was exposed where she had moved the dirt aside.

      “It’s this,” she said. “It looks like a seam, and it follows the pathway, always sticking to the edge. At first I just thought it was some of the station’s exposed metal, but it seems shallower than I’d expect. Like, you would have to dig to find metal within the area itself, but at the edge here things shift. Why is that?”

      “Oh, that’s easy,” Artemesia replied. “You see, the pathways are made up of the crushed rock that makes up portions of this station. I’m sure you’ve seen some of the exposed areas.”

      “We have.”

      “Well, that’s what they used for the path material. All the same and readily accessible since it’s part of the station’s structure.”

      “But what about the transition bit?” Moose asked.

      “I’m getting to that. I’ve only seen them shift a couple of times since I’ve been here, but the habitat zones are sometimes moved. Switched out for others. Those seams, as you call them, are the boundaries of the edges where the separation occurs.”

      The pieces clicked in Sadira’s mind. Now it made sense. The aerial view had seemed to have a pattern, and while some zones were larger than others, and some were vastly different in composition, now that Artemesia said it like that, it became clear. It was like a jigsaw puzzle, but on a massive scale.

      It felt like a tiny planetoid or moonlet, but this was an artificially created structure. And once she made herself remember that, it was obvious. The surface of the station was just that. The surface. But there had to be vast machinations at work within the enormous sphere. Unlike a moon, this place was hollow, and who knew how many different habitat zones were stored within. If they were rotated out as Artemesia said, it could be hundreds. Thousands, even.

      With a diameter of several miles across, the amount of space within the space station could be quite expansive. Of course, they’d also seen how the station had been built with natural rock integrated into the structure, so it was very likely that a good portion of the artificial moon was solid. But nevertheless, that still left a huge portion that could contain myriad wonders just below the surface.

      But that would be a question for Della. Or perhaps Bodo, when they finally met the Lorgin leader. Artemesia was a host, yes, but beyond her day-to-day observations, it seemed pretty clear she was not a part of the inner workings of the station.

      “Does that help clarify for you?” the bonobo asked. “Because while I will gladly answer whatever questions I can, I have been sent to bring you to dinner.”

      “Ooh, food,” Moose said. “I’m definitely ready for that.”

      Sadira’s stomach was beginning to growl as well, and the Lorgin hospitality would be well appreciated.

      “I’m sorry, Artemesia, I did not mean to sidetrack you from your duties,” she said. “Please, lead the way.”

      “Well, since we’re already out on the back pathway, I suppose we can take the alternate route,” Artie replied. “This way.”

      She led the two down the path as the artificial illumination began switching on in the distance. It wasn’t night yet, but it would be soon. And Sadira still felt the sensation of eyes watching, but less now than before.

      “Hey, I was wondering,” she said. “There are other species aboard this station, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “Have you ever seen one that has orange skin and hair and sometimes walks on all fours? Kind of like apes back on Earth. No offense.”

      “None taken. It is our physiology to walk both upright as well as utilizing our hands and arms as forelimbs for ambulation. But to answer your question, regardless of walking style, no, I have not come across any such as you describe. But there are many races aboard Lorgini Station, so it is entirely possible they could be present but not yet encountered. Why do you ask?”

      Sadira and Moose shared a quick look. They’d spill the story to the Lorgin soon enough, so there was no harm telling someone from their own planet.

      “We were attacked.”

      “Yes, pirates. You said.”

      “No, before that. A long way away from here,” Sadira said. “We have been running survey missions with the Chithiid, fanning out farther and farther from Earth in search of other intelligent life.”

      “Well, there certainly is plenty of that out here.”

      “Yes, we’ve noticed. But in the systems nearest Earth we hadn’t found any yet. We’re still taking baby steps as a species. It had been slow going, but then an alien ship exited warp near one of our survey teams and launched an immediate attack. No warning, no communication, just flashed in and started shooting.”

      Artemesia’s brow furrowed. “That is most disconcerting.”

      “It was. And that’s why we’re out here. We’re trying to find them. To head off this aggression before it becomes an actual war.”

      “And you know it was an orange-skinned race? Why not get coordinates from the captives? Obviously, you must have come out on top if you had one in custody.”

      “Well, we didn’t exactly have one,” Moose interjected. “Not a whole one, anyway.”

      “I’m sorry, I don’t follow.”

      “What he means is we have a few bits and pieces,” Sadira clarified. “Their ship was destroyed, and that’s all that we have left to go on. But then these pirates attacked us. Boarded our ship. And among their mixed crew, we saw one of them. At least, what we think was one.”

      The realization dawned on the ape. “Ah, I see. It makes sense then why you are so keen on finding them. And you said their ship landed on Lorgini Station. I understand your concern.”

      “Yeah, it’s an interesting situation to say the least. And we’d just ended a war. The Great War. Humanity really isn’t in the mood to start another one.”

      Sadira hesitated, straining her ears and eyes as she scanned the path around them. Her Spidey-sense was still tingling, and the topic of pirates had only made it more acute.

      “There has been a lot of progress on Earth since your time,” Moose said, picking up her slack. “Technology has advanced greatly, obviously, and there are no countries anymore. I mean, they exist, but all are unified as a planet after fighting off the Ra’az Hok. That’s the race that invaded us.”

      “Yes, you said.”

      “Yeah. They killed off just about everyone. But we drove them out. That’s how humans and Chithiid became allies. We had a common enemy and worked together to finish them. And now our two races are working to preserve our mutual stability.”

      “And these attackers are a new enemy. Or they might be, unless there was some colossal mistake. Am I understanding you correctly?” Artie asked.

      “Yeah, that’s pretty much it.”

      The bonobo appeared to fall into deep thought as they continued down the path. They transitioned to another that bore them off to the left at the next intersection, their boots softly crunching the dirt at their feet.

      “I have to think the Lorgin would have noticed a pirate ship,” she finally said. “I mean, this is their station after all, and though it looks like visitors come and go, someone like that would have to stand out.”

      “You don’t sound all that certain,” Moose noted, a little seed of curiosity suddenly sprouting. “Artie, how long have you actually spent here? Out of stasis, I mean.”

      The bonobo seemed uncomfortable with the question, hesitating a long moment before finally replying. “Well, not much, to be honest.”

      “How much is not much?”

      “Um, well, maybe a few months.”

      “A few months? But they made all of these modifications to you. That had to take time.”

      “Yes, but I was asleep for all of it. One day I woke and found I had the ability to speak. And I could function at a higher level. Something had been done to me,” she said, a bit somber. “But the Lorgin meant well. They rescued me, after all. And I’ve been provided translations of all the great Lorgin poets.”

      “I thought their English wasn’t very good,” Sadira said, her attention shifted back to their guide and her unusual story.

      “Well, to be fair, it isn’t. I’ve had to go and make a few stylistic improvements to the texts. But the point is, I’ve been treated well here.”

      Sadira and Moose didn’t have to look at one another to know they were thinking the same thing. For all the help Artemesia was providing, she was almost as much out of her element here as they were. For real answers, they would need a Lorgin.

      They would need to talk to Bodo.
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      The winding pathway Artemesia had been guiding the guests down had merged with several others, combining into a much wider, almost road-like walkway. There were no vehicles, though. It seemed that most of the distances across the surface were covered on foot.

      From what the bonobo had said, however, inside the orb was a different matter. Lift tubes would ferry passengers from one side of the station to the other with great speed. While covering a mile or two on foot might not have seemed like much, if you had to go all the way to the other side, something faster only made sense. And it seemed there was a fairly extensive network of those transit tubes within the artificial moon.

      “The Lorgin value the benefit of exercise,” Artemesia explained. “They walk whenever they can. I guess living on a space station, it’s something they take particular delight in. I mean, most people are stuck in far more constrictive environs than these while traveling in space, after all.”

      “Wait a minute. This thing moves?” Moose asked. “Like, from system to system?”

      “Oh, yes. Did you think it was just an orbiting platform or something?”

      “Actually, yeah, I did. I mean, it’s a space station, after all.”

      “And a ship,” the ape noted. “I’m not precisely sure how their drive systems work—not being Lorgin, there’s no reason for them to explain that sort of thing to me, after all. But I do know they’ve traveled long, long distances with this vessel.”

      “So it has to have warp capabilities then,” Sadira noted. “To move something this large through warp? That’s some seriously powerful tech.”

      “Almost beats the whale ship,” Moose noted.

      “No doubt,” Sadira agreed. “This thing is in a league of its own, that’s for sure.”

      Artemesia cocked her head. “What is a whale ship?”

      “Ah, there was an incident not too long ago. We got sucked up into some alien ship. It seemed like an asteroid collector, but we were unfortunate enough to get pulled in along with everything else,” Moose said. “The thing was massive. Miles wide and even deeper than that. Amazing technology, truly. And it had sucked up over a hundred ships, even big ones, in the centuries it had been flying around the galaxy.”

      “But you managed to make your way free.”

      “Yeah, but we almost didn’t. It was not exactly what you’d call an easy escape. Not by anyone’s standards. Anyway, up until now that was the most impressive bit of alien tech we’ve come across. But I have to say, a space station this size with warp ability? That might just top it.”

      “Fascinating,” Artemesia said. “It sounds like a truly advanced race that constructed the ship you described.”

      Sadira nodded her agreement. “We assume so, but there was no sign of the builders. It was entirely automated, from what we could tell. So, after all of that, we still don’t even know whose it was.”

      Moose took note of the swooping archways and flowing lines of the large, round building they were approaching. Even from this distance, he was impressed by the design. And just as importantly, he could smell the glorious aroma of food wafting from inside.

      “We going there?” he asked.

      “Yes, that is the gathering hall for this area of the ship. I understand that Della has arranged for your crew to be provided food before meeting with Bodo. Likely for the best. I understand he is known for being quite busy, and people are often kept waiting. Better to do so on a full stomach than an empty one.”

      “I couldn’t agree more,” Sadira said.

      Artemesia guided them to a large entryway embedded in the smooth curve of the structure nearest them. As they approached, it silently slid open, the doorway disappearing into the wall as though it had never been there. As soon as they stepped inside, the door quietly glided back to its original place. The tiniest sensation of pressure equalizing met their ears as it did.

      Huh, the building seals, Sadira couldn’t help but note. She supposed it made sense. Aboard a craft that possessed an artificial atmosphere rather than an external hull, it would only be logical to have many, if not all, of the structures exposed on the surface to be equipped with air-tight seals in case of emergency.

      This, however, was not an emergency, and the doors around them opened and closed repeatedly as other guests entered the dining area. Most were species they had never seen before. Long-limbed, short-limbed, scales instead of skin. The assortment was dizzying. A few they recognized from their brief stint within the whale ship, fellow captives with whom they had formed an unexpected alliance.

      Of course, these were not the same people, and they would know nothing of that experience. The people they had met during that escape were as lost as they were and were undoubtedly seeking a way home, just like Sadira and her crew. They were good people, and they had put it all on the line joining forces with the human and her Chithiid counterparts, and she sincerely hoped they would be successful in their endeavor.

      “Captain, over here!” Hellatz called out, his four arms waving in the air.

      “Looks like the others beat us to it,” Moose noted, changing course toward their friends. “Hey, you two, I see you’ve made yourselves at home,” he said, admiring the plates of food in front of them.

      “The Lorgin don’t seem to have any set rules or decorum about waiting for others to be seated before dining. It might be because of the shorter day cycle, I’m not sure. But they loaded Goonara and me up as soon as we sat,” Hellatz said.

      “Well, it sure smells delicious. What is it?”

      “Actually, I’m not entirely sure. They just brought us these plates as soon as we sat down. I hadn’t even asked yet.”

      Sadira and Moose took their seats at the table, and just like Hellatz had described, plates heaping with a colorful and aromatic assortment of food were placed before them by the Lorgin serving staff.

      “I have no idea what this is,” Moose said, picking up a rectangular piece of what looked somewhat like meatloaf, but what kind of meat he had absolutely no idea. “Hey, Artie, you’ve been here a while. You know what this is?”

      “Yes, that is a mallarin root patty. Quite tasty, actually. You see, they grind the root into a sort of pulp first, then they—”

      “Hang on. This isn’t meat?”

      “No. None of this contains any animal products. The Lorgin only eat a plant-based diet. Part of their philosophy, you see. But they’ve managed to cultivate a rather wide assortment of high-protein crops that are quite adaptable.”

      “Rather tasty,” Goonara said, sampling her food. “Almost reminds me of Taangaar cooking.”

      “Yes, it is somewhat reminiscent,” Hellatz agreed.

      The Chithiid were herbivorous by nature, though they adapted to an omnivorous diet when need be. Their choice of food sources was not so much a moral one as a matter of convenience. The plant life on their homeworld was phenomenally high in protein and other nutrients normally found in meat. It was those same amino acid profiles in their vegetation that had helped so many species of carnivores evolve into beings with the mental capacity to second-guess their dining habits.

      Moose took a tentative bite. “Hey, that’s not bad. I mean, it’s not quite what the replicator can whip up, but a home-cooked meal is a nice change of pace.”

      Sadira and Artemesia also tucked into their meals. It seemed there would be no one else joining them at the table, so dinner was on.

      “This green one. It’s got a kind of bok choy taste to it, but with an almost sunchoke texture,” Moose said. “And the orangish mash could pass for sweet potato in a pinch. I wonder where they get all of this stuff.”

      “All foods aboard Lorgini Station are grown here,” Artemesia noted. “The Lorgin take pride in their horticulture, and the hot houses and gardens on the vessel are not only diverse, but also impressively bountiful.”

      “Genetic engineering?” Hellatz asked.

      “Not from what I have been told,” she replied. “Just a particularly efficient system that has been in place for many generations before I was brought aboard.”

      “Yeah, about that. How long exactly have the Lorgin been scouting the galaxy in this ship?” Sadira asked. “From what we keep hearing, it sounds like a pretty long time.”

      “I couldn’t say. That would be a question Della or Sanjo could better answer,” the bonobo replied.

      “Or Bodo,” Sadira added.

      “Well, yes, but I wouldn’t want to use valuable time with Bodo to discuss basic flight details. He is a very busy man, after all. It’s quite fortunate you are having an audience with him.”

      Sadira nodded, mulling over their pending meeting with the head of the station. “Yes, and about that. It was mentioned we’d be meeting him after we dine. But it seems to be getting rather late, given the rapid day cycle. Did they mean we’d meet him tonight, or were they thinking of tomorrow?”

      “I would think in the morning,” Artie said. “It is unlikely he would be entertaining newcomers in the night hours.”

      “I thought as much, but it’s always best to ask.”

      “Hey, what’s your place like?” Moose asked his Chithiid friends. “We’ve got a really cool spot, and it even has a big ass yard with real grass and everything.”

      “We also have an outside area attached to our accommodations,” Goonara replied. “It is a most pleasing change of scenery, and reminiscent of Taangaar. It even has a pond.”

      “A pond? Man, that’d be cool. We just have a lawn.”

      “A very nice lawn,” Sadira said. “Be grateful for that.”

      “I am. But a swimming hole would be pretty cool too.”

      “I agree, it really is a nice feature, and very much like what we would have back on our homeworld. It seems the Lorgin have gone to some lengths to make our stays as comfortable as possible,” Hellatz mused.

      Sadira nodded as well. “Seems to be. But tell me, Artemesia, how is it they had these facilities ready? It’s not as though humans and Chithiid just drop in every day, after all.”

      “Oh, the Lorgin have a great many habitats prepared and ready to be cycled to the surface. You noted the seams where the boundaries were. It is at those areas that they separate and lower the residence into storage, rotating a different one up in its place.”

      “You’re saying the inner ship has even more of these plots of land?” Hellatz asked.

      “Of course,” the ape replied. “Why, look around you. There are a great many races represented here aboard the station. The Lorgin try to always be prepared.”

      Sadira and the others had actually been looking at the other guests in the dining area. There were only a few they recognized, but thanks to the slow drip of their neuro-stim feeds since they’d escaped the whale ship, they were able to understand the snippets of their conversations that happened to waft over their way.

      The other aliens, however, were precisely that. Alien. Foreign and unknown. It was all rather exciting when they paused to think about it. This was first contact bingo, and they had a winning card. It was just too bad that Holly had to lie low and keep transmissions to an absolute minimum, and even then only on a narrow band encrypted channel.

      It was over that fine, almost undetectable link that Sadira had been streaming the conversations taking place in the dining area back to their AI companion. It would take a long time this way, and they were only able to send over snippets at a time, but with some luck Holly would be able to begin piecing together those bits of captured conversation into an actual translation.

      It might be somewhat crude, but at least it would be something should they find themselves in need of communication with one of the other species aboard. That, and there was no way of knowing for sure that none of them were from the pirate craft.

      They had seen that the pirate ship’s crew was comprised of many different species, and just because the people dining in the same space as them were clothed in casual attire did not mean they hadn’t stripped out of pirate gear before coming to dinner. It made for a very interesting experience, to say the least. Sadira was just glad they were all as unarmed as she was.

      A flash of information tickled the bone at the back of Sadira’s skull. The bone-conduction comms patch was doing its job. Namely, allowing for communication but without any audible transmission. Inside her head, however, Hump’s voice was clear. Not loud, but quite clear.

      “The locals are quite helpful,” he said. “And repairs are ninety percent complete. We could fly now if we had to, but I’d like to tighten up a few things before declaring us good to go. Also, they’re quite fascinated with Turd. It’s like kids with a new puppy. They seem mostly harmless, and I have to say, even after a few drinks, their ‘aw, shucks’ desire to rescue and help seems undiminished. Anyway, that’s the update. We’ll do a proper debrief when I’m done here. Humphries out.”

      Sadira casually looked around and was pleased to note nobody had the slightest reaction to her incoming message. It seemed their comms were secure. But Hump was right. This was best handled in person. But after dinner. And after so long with replicated food, it would be nice to have something fresh and novel for a change.

      “So,” she said, turning to their bonobo hostess. “How are the Lorgin for dessert?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      “Okay, I think that should just about do it,” Hump said, stepping back to admire his handiwork.

      The ship wasn’t pristine and beautiful as it had once been, but the hull had been repaired and the breach sealed. There was plenty of time to effect further improvements and cosmetic touch-ups. But for now it seemed a job well done.

      “Thanks for all of your help, fellas. The extra hands really did prove to be a big help.”

      “It is our pleasure,” Toggin replied. “Lorgin help. It is our way.”

      “Yeah, so you keep saying. Well, in any case, it’s appreciated,” the cyborg said as he began stowing his tools. “You go on and head home. Get cleaned up and grab something to eat. I’m just going to stow this gear and I’ll be along shortly.”

      “As you wish,” the alien said, gathering the others and heading off down the various pathways leading away from the ship.

      “Holly?” he silently transmitted when he was sure he was alone.

      “Yes, Corporal?”

      “You all good?”

      “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “I don’t know. There’s just something sitting funny with me on this station. Can’t quite put my finger on it, though.”

      “Well, we are still docked on the same satellite as the pirates who attacked us. That can certainly lead to a bit of discomfort.”

      “True that,” he replied. “Listen, I know you’re lying low, but keep your eyes and ears open, will ya? Just in case.”

      “Of course,” Holly replied.

      “All right. I’m going to go meet up with the others. Gotta put in that appearance at the mess hall, or whatever they call it here, if I want to keep up the human disguise.”

      “You do process the food, though,” Holly noted.

      “Yeah, but I don’t need to. It’s more for convenience, really.”

      “Well, it is a convenience that allows you to blend in with the others, so it would seem to be a useful function,” the AI noted.

      “You do have a point,” Hump said with a mental chuckle. “Okay, hang tight. I’ll be back in a little bit.”

      It only took the cyborg fifteen minutes to reach the coordinates of the dining facility on foot. He could have made much better time had he wished, but the route he had wound up taking led him on a more circuitous path. One that allowed him to get a better view of a good many of the nearby habitat zones.

      It was fascinating how the Lorgin managed to control so many diverse natural enclosures while maintaining an utterly neutral environment just outside of them. Of course, for his human friends, that neutral environment also just happened to be precisely what they needed to survive. It would definitely make life easier, moving about without the need for a secondary air supply or additional radiation shielding.

      “Hey, there he is,” Moose called out as his cyborg friend strode into the dining area. “Saved you a spot, man.”

      “Thanks,” Hump said, sliding into the seat with a thud.

      Moments later, a platter of assorted food, all made from plant matter, his advanced optical scanners noted, was placed in front of him.

      “Wow, these guys do not mess around,” he said, assessing the variety and quantity before him.

      “Lorgin hospitality,” Artemesia noted. “To offer less would be considered rude.”

      “Well, I’m not one for rudeness,” he replied. “But this is a lot of food. Any of you guys want some?”

      Hellatz shook his head, already quite stuffed, and both Goonara and Sadira seemed likewise full. Moose, however, had something of a spare tank built into his stomach, and he always seemed capable of stuffing just a little extra in it if need be.

      “I could have a little more, I suppose,” he said, reaching over and snatching up one of the deep-red baked sweets from the tray.

      “Of course it’s dessert,” Sadira said.

      “Hey, you can’t fault a guy for loving sweets,” he retorted. “Besides, it’s all veggie stuff, so it’s healthy, technically.”

      “In moderation,” she shot back.

      “This is moderation,” he replied with a laugh, then turned his attentions back to their cybernetic friend. “So, how goes the ship stuff? You get it all patched up?”

      “Yeah, she’s spaceworthy,” Hump replied. “But I still think a few more little reinforcements could help spread any load more efficiently. No telling until we take the ship up for a test to shake out the bugs, though. Only then will we really see how stable it is.”

      “Well, then. I guess we’ll need to do that sooner than—” Moose was saying when a scrambled transmission slammed into Hump’s internal receiver.

      He bolted to his feet. “Someone’s trying to break into the ship!” he said, taking off at a run out the doors in a flash.

      “Shit, let’s go!” Sadira said, racing after him, the rest of her crew in tow as she rushed down the winding pathways.

      Even Artemesia followed behind as best she could in her lumbering ape-like manner. She wasn’t exactly built for speed, but what she lacked in biomechanics for upright ambulation at speed, she more than made up for with strength and endurance, and keeping up with the others, while a bit of a challenge, would not be an impossibility.

      And besides, she knew every shortcut between the dining hall and their ship and resolved to use all of them to beat them there.

      Little did she know just how fast a combat cyborg could move when properly motivated. And having Holly blurt out a warning about intruders was very motivating. When she emerged into the landing area, the surprisingly quick man was already there, much to her surprise.

      Hump was making a quick survey of the exterior of the ship, running his hand over the hatch, then the seam where he’d been welding. No damage, no alteration. Whoever had been there had not done anything to the ship. At least, not that he could see.

      “Status?” he asked via his and Holly’s private connection.

      “I’m okay,” the AI replied. “But someone tried to get in.”

      “The hatch is secured. No sign of forcing it.”

      “That’s not what I mean,” Holly said. “I pushed back without revealing myself, but someone tried to get in.”

      “To your systems? But how could they even do that? That’s impossible from out here.”

      “I know that, but it didn’t stop them from trying. They probed and— others are coming,” the ship said abruptly, immediately shutting off transmissions.

      Artemesia came rushing in from one pathway just as Sadira and her crew arrived from a different one. A handful of Lorgin security joined them moments later, alerted to the situation by their frantic race to their ship. Sadira didn’t care. Not so long as her ship was okay.

      “Status?”

      “All secure, Captain,” Hump replied. “We’re okay.”

      “You said that someone was trying to break in.”

      “My remote sensors detected an anomaly,” he replied, careful with his words around the bonobo and her Lorgin companions. “Must have been some sort of false alarm. You know I’ve been trying to get the ship back in working order.”

      Sadira saw the look on his face, and the briefest of signal bursts tickled her bone-conduction comms. Holly was okay, and that was all that mattered. They would play it off for the moment. Once they were alone, then they could get into the details of what really happened.

      “So, just a glitch, then?”

      “Yeah, looks like it.”

      Moose bent over in discomfort, fighting the stitch in his side. “Man, you know how much I just ate? You can’t make a guy run like that on a full stomach.”

      “Sorry, brother, it wasn’t intentional.” Hump asked the guards, “Hey, has anyone seen Toggin? He was helping me work on the ship earlier. Toggin? Anyone?”

      They looked at one another with confusion. “No speak much,” the nearest said with a shrug.

      “Ah, got it. No English,” Hump replied.

      The guard nodded his head.

      “Okay, no worries. We’ll figure it out later. Thanks for your help.”

      The guard smiled politely, not really understanding what was being said to him.

      “So, just a glitch, eh? Not one of your helpers?” Sadira asked, nodding to the aliens.

      “No,” Hump replied. “Not one of my guys.”

      The implication was clear. While so far as the Lorgin could tell they were making it seem no one had been there, the reality was someone had been at their ship. Someone new. And on this station, Sadira had a sinking feeling that someone might very well be from another ship. One they’d had a rather nasty run-in with not very long ago.
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      The meeting with Bodo was supposed to take place after Sadira and her crew had eaten and settled into their accommodations, but the station’s apparent overseer and boss of all things it seemed would not be able to meet on their first day.

      He was extremely busy, Sanjo told them repeatedly as he made his apologies, but they would definitely be meeting with him the following day. For now, he and Della relayed Bodo’s wish that their new guests please relax and enjoy their hospitality.

      At least, that’s what they got from the pair’s somewhat broken English. Sometimes things were a bit lost in translation, but what could you expect? That they could speak English at all so far out in space was a bit of a coup. And while the crew spoke enough of the mixed languages of a few other races to be able to cobble together conversation if they had to, sticking to their native tongue was easier than the pidgin-esque dialect they’d encountered with the pirates.

      And as of yet, the Lorgin hadn’t seemed to be able to track that particular group down.

      The station played host to a fair number of visiting races from what they had seen on their landing. Ships from many worlds sat comfortably in little docking areas spread across the station. But the damaged pirate ship was not to be found, and none of the other crews were close to where they had been guided to set down. As a result they hadn’t encountered more than a few aliens, and that had been entirely at the dining facility.

      Only a few of the crews were a type they’d seen before. A short, blue-gray-skinned alien race that had played a key role in their escaping the massive whale ship that had swallowed them whole not long ago, for example. They all spoke the language, more or less, courtesy of Holly’s neuro-stim feed, along with the languages of the other survivors. But in this place, and as newcomers, they elected to keep to themselves and just listen a bit.

      It was often quite enlightening what people said when they did not think you could understand.

      This, however, was not such an occasion, and the small group of aliens simply spent their dinner discussing what kind of trade they’d managed to score that day. It seemed Lorgini Station was something of an open market for interstellar traders, though where the station would be was apparently often up for debate.

      The Lorgin would orbit a world that caught their eye, sometimes for weeks, sometimes for years. It was their way. A traveling race. The traders had an informal network from what they could tell, and word of the waystation would be spread from crew to crew. In fact, Sadira thought it very likely that the precise location of Lorgini Station could also be considered something worth trading for.

      And they had stumbled upon it. Blind luck, as it were. If you could call being attacked and boarded by space pirates luck, that is. But that encounter had led to this one, so at least something positive had come of it.

      Ultimately, the humans and Chithiid parted ways to retire for the night. Sanjo showed Hellatz and Goonara the way to their compound, while Artemesia led the way for Sadira and Moose, though both had a pretty good feeling for where they were at this point. The area they’d covered since landing wasn’t all that big, and aside from sticking to the meandering paths that wound around the various compound areas, the basic directions weren’t all that tough. At least not in daylight.

      But the station was moving, and night would fall on them soon. Sadira checked in with Hump one last time before calling it a day, then fell into a restless sleep where her nighttime inside-the-head TV programs were anything but relaxing. Finally, she drifted off further, and her stress melted like snow on a sunny day.

      

      Goonara woke fresh and excited, leaping from her bed at first light with a purpose.

      “What in the world are you doing?” Hellatz asked as she buzzed about their lodging.

      “I have so much to do today,” she replied, already hunched over an illuminated research table the Lorgin had provided her. “These botanical samples are fascinating.”

      “You could have just waited until we were back on the ship to start playing with the plants, Goonara.”

      “Perhaps. But the Lorgin were gracious enough to arrange for this equipment to be made available for me, and it would make no sense to pass on the opportunity to get a head start on my research.”

      Hellatz knew that tone. She was moments away from losing herself in her work. Again. Goonara’s weakness wasn’t drink or festivities, it was knowledge. And their hosts had offered her a double helping.

      “Fine, play with your plants,” he groused, far slower to get up to speed than she was. “But try to keep the glee to a respectable level.”

      “It is not my fault you do not find science interesting.”

      “I find it interesting. It’s just not something I get that worked up about.”

      “Oh?” she said with an uncharacteristically mischievous grin. “Then I suppose you won’t be interested in the station designs Sanjo had delivered as well.”

      The pilot was not a botany nerd, but he could geek out with the best of them when it came to spaceship designs. And though this was a space station, it was also a ship, and that intrigued him greatly.

      “Where are they?” he asked with obvious interest.

      “Over there, on the long table,” she replied.

      Hellatz tried to look casual as he strode over, but the manner in which he dove headlong into the detailed technical schematics made his deep interest abundantly clear.

      “This is amazing,” he said. “The way they fused rock and metal together when fabricating this thing. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      “Alien technology would, by definition, be alien,” Goonara noted.

      “Yeah, very astute,” Hel said with a chuckle. “But seriously, this is some next-level stuff. Very, very impressive.”

      “From what I have seen so far, I would agree with you.”

      A darker shade flashed across Hellatz’s face. “But if they have this level of tech and the pirates are still evading detection, we could be up against a lot worse than we originally thought.”

      “Perhaps,” Goonara agreed. “But we appear safe so far.”

      “Yeah, so far. But I think we should have someone stay with the ship at all times, just in case. Hump can’t be expected to be the only one, so we’ll have to pull shifts. I’ll talk to the captain about it.”

      “But Holly is there. And so is Ace. That should suffice, wouldn’t you think?”

      Goonara had a point, but nevertheless, Hellatz wasn’t so sure. “Something’s up. There are pirates here. We don’t know where, but they’re here. And until we get that issue resolved, I’m of the opinion we cannot afford to let our guard down.”

      “But the Lorgin are investigating. Sanjo and Della said so.”

      “Pirates, Goonara.”

      “Yes, pirates, but whatever manner of people are aboard their ship, the rules of the station are clear and apply to all visitors. No weapons.”

      “No guns, you mean. You want a weapon? I can fashion one out of that chair in under a minute.”

      “You worry too much. The Lorgin possess impressive technology, and this station is under their control. I am confident that if any were to step outside their established guidelines, the Lorgin would handle things in a timely manner.”

      Hellatz shook his head. “You’re too trusting,” he said. “And it would do you good to remember the lesson we learned from our human friends. The one they call Murphy.”

      “Yes, I know of this Murphy’s Law, but I think perhaps they are being a bit too pessimistic, wouldn’t you agree?”

      “Sometimes? Sure, maybe. But given all we’ve been through since we began this mission, I’m thinking paying attention and not getting on Murphy’s radar might be a good idea, just in case.”

      “Well, enjoy your superstition,” Goonara joked as she turned her attention back to her samples. “I, however, will be sticking with science.”

      The pilot shrugged, gave the designs one last glance, then turned for the door. “Okay then, enjoy your plants.”

      “I shall.”

      “I’m sure you will. I’ll be back in a bit. Last night Hump said he’d be ready for a test flight first thing in the morning. And though the clocks might be a bit odd, timing-wise, this looks like morning to me.”

      Goonara nodded but didn’t look up from her work. “Okay. Have fun.”

      Hellatz hoped the flight would be, but he had a sinking feeling Murphy was lurking in the shadows. “I’ll do my best,” he said. “See you in a bit.”

      With that he stepped out into the perfectly thermoregulated morning air and set off down the path that would take him to their ship. Soon, he would be behind the controls, and then, at least for a moment, all would be right in the world.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Sadira’s morning had been more like her pilot’s than Goonara’s. While she had finally drifted off into a relatively sound sleep the night before, it had taken far too long, and the quantity and quality of her rest was decidedly insufficient. But she’d powered through worse. Much worse, in fact, as evidenced by her many scars acquired over the years.

      She could have had them removed, and many were quite faint after the healing process, but she’d never been vain, and the faint lines were a sort of reminder to never get complacent. Complacent could mean hurt.

      Or worse.

      “These guys need coffee,” Mustafa said, stretching wide and scratching his crotch as he staggered out of his room.

      “Charming, Moose. Always the gentleman.”

      “Sorry, Cap, after this many years, I guess the bloom is off the rose,” he replied with a wry grin. “Besides, I know you’ve dealt with worse. What was that navigator’s name? The one you shacked up with when we had some leave time in Bora Bora?”

      Sadira walked over and smacked the back of his head. “That was a mistake, and you know it. And I thought we agreed, it was never to be spoken of again.”

      “Except in times of giving you shit,” he noted. “Always gotta make an exception for that.”

      “Just remember, grief is a two-way street, my friend.”

      He laughed. Despite the stress they encountered over the years, good-natured ribbing had always come fast and easy with them. No attraction, though. Not ever. But they were as close as any brother and sister ever were. Except his sister was also his captain, in this case.

      “I’m finding the cupboards a wee bit bare,” he said. “You wanna go hit up the dining hall place and see if they’ve got some sort of Continental Breakfast or something?”

      “This isn’t a hotel, Moose.”

      “No, but people gotta eat, right? I mean, no matter how technologically advanced life becomes, we still have basic needs. Eat, poop, sleep.”

      “You just described a dog.”

      “Or a baby. Thanks for reinforcing why you should never have one, by the way.”

      “What? I’d be a great mom.”

      “You can barely put up with Turd. I can’t imagine you around something more shrill and less furry.”

      Sadira chuckled. He had a point. “You know me too well.”

      “What can I say? It’s a gift. Now, about that food?”

      “Sure, why not,” she said, putting on her boots. “We’re supposed to meet this Bodo fella this morning, so I guess a full belly might be a good idea.”

      “And coffee. If they don’t have anything with caffeine, I may run back to the ship and have Holly whip me up a pot.”

      “We’ll be back there soon enough. Hump’s got her space-worthy, so it’s about time to head up for a test flight.”

      “He didn’t tell me.”

      “Well, I am the captain.”

      “Yeah, but I’ve got a comms patch too,” Moose griped.

      “Don’t take it personally. I think he’s still just keeping transmissions to a minimum. A bit of operational security until we track down those raiding sons of bitches who put a hole in my ship.”

      “Valid point. I’d feel better if we had our guns.”

      “Me too, but we’re on Lorgin turf, so we play by their rules.”

      Moose shrugged. “Yeah, I guess. Come on, let’s go already. I’m starving.”

      The two made quick time down the pathway to the dining facility, weaving between the different types of flora bordering the trail as they moved between drastically varying types of vegetation and contained weather in the biospheres. Some were open, merely contained by a minor force shield. Others had full containment domes holding in an entirely alien atmosphere. It was as impressive as when they’d first seen it upon arrival, and Sadira was looking forward to learning more about the Lorgin and their amazing station.

      But first, breakfast.

      They rounded a bend, and they were pleased to catch wind of something fragrant as the dining hall came into view.

      “Aww yeah. Gonna get our chow on,” Moose said with anticipation.

      “Do try not to offend our hosts with your human vacuum antics,” Sadira said.

      “Hey, I’m couth.”

      “You are not couth.”

      “I can be.”

      “I’ll hold you to that. For starters, eat with utensils, not your hands, okay?”

      “Ha! That’s an easy one,” Moose said with a broad grin. And when a plate piled high with an assortment of sweet and savory selections was placed on the table in front of him a few minutes later, he made good on his promise, eating with the restraint of one who knew anything else would earn him an earful later.

      They were nearly finished with their breakfast when Della and her partner entered the facility. Sadira had seen them together more often than not and found herself wondering if they were partners or partners. But to ask would be rude.

      Della saw the two humans and made straight for them. “Ah, glad seeing you have to eating,” she said.

      “The food is delicious,” Moose replied. “Thank you so much.”

      “Pleasure to have you feed,” she replied. “When you done, we go see Bodo, yes?”

      “Oh, is he ready for us?” Sadira asked, quickly swallowing her bite of food.

      “Yes, Bodo have cleared space for meeting.”

      “Then let’s go. I wouldn’t want to keep him waiting,” Sadira said, rising to her feet.

      Moose had eaten, but not quite as much as he’d wanted to, and Sadira knew he’d grouse about it later, but he could whip up some treat from the food replicator aboard Holly while they ran their systems check. They were about to meet the man in charge of the entire station, and she very much wanted to make a good impression.

      Della and Sanjo led them to a plain cylindrical structure no larger than a small water tank or storage silo. It was only about twelve feet high and seemed like it was partially recessed into the ground. Their Lorgin guides walked around the smooth surface then stopped. Sadira couldn’t see anything different about this part, but Della approached the structure and stepped on a piece of ground that was ever so slightly differently colored. A foot activation system, she realized.

      No sooner had the Lorgin depressed the foot lever than a seam appeared in the smooth metal, sliding open to reveal an elevator-like device.

      “Please,” Sanjo said, gesturing to step inside.

      “Express elevator, going down,” Moose joked.

      He wasn’t far from the truth.

      The unit dropped down rapidly, though gravity normalizers kept the ride smooth and comfortable, but technology could only do so much, and Sadira and Moose could both tell they were moving at considerable speed, and right toward the center of the station. The lift abruptly stopped, the sensation making them wobble for a moment.

      “We here,” Della said as the door slid open.

      “Holy crap,” Moose gasped as they stepped out into the nexus of the station’s systems.

      Apparently, the lift had taken them quite literally to the heart of it all. Displays illuminated every wall, showing what appeared to be environmental readings along with life signs of some sort. Dots and blurs moved across them all, a dizzying dance of information, constantly flowing on all sides. And standing in the middle of it was an older Lorgin. Older but very, very intensely focused.

      And to be able to follow the sheer volume of data churning through this place one would have to be. Della stepped forward and gave a slight bow, as did Sanjo. Sadira and Moose followed suit.

      “Honored Bodo, this Sadira of Earth. Captain of new ship,” Della said.

      “And I’m Mustafa,” Moose added, earning him a quick elbow in the ribs.

      Bodo turned and fixed his eyes on the newcomers. He had a look about him. A man of keen intellect, clearly. He nodded, and Della and Sanjo stepped back, leaving the newcomers to enjoy his full scrutiny.

      “You are from Earth,” he finally said in much clearer English than the others. Apparently, Bodo had studied their language to a far greater extent.

      “Yes, we are,” Sadira replied.

      He nodded. “The Lorgin have not been to that planet in many, many years. I observe that you have advanced your technology. May I see your metal limbs?”

      “Uh, you know about those?” Moose asked.

      “Della has informed me, yes,” he replied, then shifted his attention to the screens around him.

      If it were a date, his splitting of attention would be rude, but he was the overseer of one of the most impressive technological displays they’d ever seen, so it was only to be expected he’d keep track of his domain. And besides, it wasn’t a date, so rudeness wasn’t nearly so much a factor.

      Sadira rolled up her sleeve, exposing her metal arm, and Moose did the same with his pant leg, deciding that dropping trou and showing the full replacement limb all the way to his hip might be a bit much, though the thought of mooning their host did make him chuckle to himself.

      Bodo watched the screens a moment longer, then turned back to the humans. He stepped closer, running his fingers over the ceramisteel of the artificial limbs.

      “They function just as a normal one would?”

      “Yep,” Sadira said, moving her hand and arm as easily as the one she’d been born with. “Perfectly synced to our neural patterns.”

      “Impressive,” the Lorgin said. “Humans have made great progress as a species, I see.”

      Moose cocked his head slightly. “So you actually went to Earth before? Not just way out in orbit?”

      “Oh yes, a long time ago. An interesting world, though we did not stay long.”

      Moose grinned. “Well then, I guess at least there were no anal probes.”

      “Of course there were,” Bodo replied without a trace of sarcasm. “We love anal probes. One can gather a great deal of useful information with them.”

      Sadira cut off her friend before he could truly put his foot in his mouth. “That is very interesting, Bodo,” she said, quickly changing the subject. “You know, we’ve met Artemesia, the bonobo ape your people rescued from orbit. An interesting animal.”

      “Yes, one of the first rescued from your system,” he replied.

      A flash on a far screen caught his attention. It was red, but Sadira didn’t know if that color signified danger or warning or if in this culture it had some totally benign meaning. But it did remind her of something else.

      “There was something I wanted to ask you,” she began. “Pirates. They attacked my ship and landed somewhere on your station. It looks like you have a pretty comprehensive monitoring system here. Have you tracked them down yet?”

      Bodo turned to Della and asked her a flurry of questions in their native tongue. She replied quickly, standing at attention as she did.

      “Our security forces have not located pirates yet,” he said. “Many visit Lorgini Station, and it is not always clear who is simply a trader. But we are looking.”

      “Thank you,” Sadira said, having to be satisfied with what she thought to be a half-assed response. “We’ve nearly finished repairing the damage they caused to our ship. And thank you for lending us the support of your people. It made the process much faster.”

      “I have heard your ship is rather interesting in design,” Bodo said. “And you say it works now?”

      “Yes, our mechanic has it pretty much good to fly. We just need to give it a test flight to make sure it’s spaceworthy.”

      “I would like to see it,” he said.

      “You want to look at our ship? Of course.”

      “I would like to come on your test flight,” he corrected. “Novel technology is always of interest to the Lorgin, and I would be happy to observe yours. And then, if your ship is repaired and ready to travel, I would gladly offer you fresh sustenance for your journey.”

      Moose was about to mention they had a food replicator on board, but he stopped himself short. The food here was actually pretty darn tasty, and having something different was really hitting the spot. Replicated food can only go so far, after all, and filling the freezer units with fresh Lorgin cooking would be a joy.

      Sadira was also happy for the offer, but having an alien commander aboard her ship while they were working the bugs out wasn’t exactly ideal. Nevertheless, the Lorgin had taken them in and been exceptional hosts. It was the least she could do.

      “Okay, we were actually going to head to our ship after meeting with you, so this works out perfectly.”

      “Wonderful. Let us go there now. I very much look forward to this experience.”

      Bodo then strode across the chamber, leading the way to the lift pod while the others fell in behind him. Sadira quietly activated her comms for a split second. Just enough time to tell Hump they were coming and would be having a guest. Then she boarded the pod with the others and watched the door seal.

      “And away we go,” Moose said as they began to move.

      He seemed in good spirits, and she was glad for it. Having company aboard their ship could be stressful at times. But if all went well, they’d make a good show of it for their host, impress him with their ship, and pass the spaceworthiness tests, killing several birds with one stone.

      So long as Murphy wasn’t looking, that is.

      But their luck had been surprisingly good so far, and Sadira worried deep in her gut that it was just a matter of time before he reared his ugly head.
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      As soon as they reached the ship, Moose took his leave and boarded, eager to feed Turd before the strange new people intruded on her personal space. With a creature like her, a little placating gesture was often the wisest move, given what she was capable of. Sadira made her way to where Hump was finishing up the repairs.

      “Corporal Humphries, how does she look?” Sadira asked as she and the others approached the craft.

      Hump looked up from his work and descended to meet the visitors.

      The patchwork was still plain to see at this point. Perfect welds blended seamlessly into the hull where new metal had been put in place and tied in to a modified support matrix within the ship itself. Of course, it was only natural that the work would be flawless. Corporal Humphries was a cyborg after all, and for all of his human behaviors and quirks, he was still a massively powerful AI underneath it all.

      Once they completed the structural integrity checks in space, then he would finally apply the last coating to the repaired section, sealing it from the grit and debris they might encounter in space. It was surprising just how much of that sort of thing there was out there. Tiny particles that seemed insignificant but could wear through materials in no time if proper precautions were not implemented.

      Being a military man, the corporal was a firm believer in the rule of the Seven Ps. Proper prior planning prevents piss-poor performance. And he was doing his best to ensure his repairs lived up to that standard.

      “Well, as you can see, Captain, we have structural integrity, and all of my calculations show the ship should be perfectly sound for space travel. However, I do suggest we seal the compartment behind the repairs when we fly, just in case of unexpected complications.”

      “A sound suggestion,” she noted. “Corporal Humphries, I would like to introduce you to Bodo, the overseer of Lorgini Station.”

      Hump snapped a salute, then gave a little bow, opting to employ several shows of respect, seeing as he had no idea what the actual customs and protocols were for these people. Whatever they were, Bodo seemed pleased with the display.

      “You did this work yourself?” he asked.

      “Yes, sir. With the help of a few of your people, that is. Toggin in particular was quite helpful.”

      “Yes, he can be,” Bodo said as he moved close to admire the craftsmanship of the smooth welds. “Remarkably steady hands you must have to perform work this expertly.”

      “I’ve had a lot of practice,” the cyborg lied. It was only a partial lie, though. He had actually performed more than a few repairs in his day, but the skill of the welds came from his AI brain, not muscle memory.

      Bodo nodded and walked a circuit around the ship, taking it all in while asking questions about different parts and what their functions were. He was somewhat like Goonara in that respect. Curious and eager to learn. Sadira couldn’t help but like him for it.

      “So, we all good here?” she asked.

      “Yes, ma’am. Ship is ready for flight when you are,” he replied, sticking with formal means of address, as they were in the presence of alien leadership. “Hellatz has already arrived and has been running through pre-flight checks. Last I heard, all systems were running at optimal.”

      “Thank you, Corporal,” she said, then turned to her guest. “Shall we step inside?”

      “I would be delighted,” Bodo replied. “Della, you may accompany me,” he added.

      She nodded and fell in behind him, along with another man who was supposedly an assistant, but anyone with a lick of sense could tell was a bodyguard. Bodo was the big man on the ship, and he didn’t just go jetting off with strangers unprotected.

      Hellatz and Moose were already in their seats when the group arrived. Hump slid into his spot and began checking data readings on the hull. Of course, Holly would be doing the same, but the AI ship was lying low for now, remaining a secret for the time being.

      “Heya, Captain. I was just finishing—oh, we have guests,” Hellatz said. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to be rude. I’m Hellatz, the ship’s pilot.”

      “This is Bodo,” Della informed him.

      “Oh, it is an honor to meet you, sir.”

      Bodo gave a slight bow by way of greeting.

      “Over here,” Sadira interjected. “This is a vacant seat. You can observe the launch best from here. It’s just a safety precaution. Once we’re in space and have confirmed the hull is sound there will be no need to remain seated.”

      Bodo nodded and took the offered seat. “Della, you and your friend can sit over there,” she added, gesturing to some jump seats mounted to the wall. The two Lorgin promptly took their places. “Okay, then,” Sadira said as she slipped into her seat beside Moose. “Let’s do this.”

      “Copy that, Captain,” Hellatz replied and fired up the craft’s drive systems.

      The ship lifted off smoothly, and all systems appeared to be green across the board. The Chithiid pilot then guided them away from the landing site and up toward the edge of the atmosphere.

      “Clearing the exosphere in five seconds,” Hel informed them.

      The visitors started in their seats when a little ball of pink fur came bounding into command, leaping up into Moose’s lap and making itself comfortable. The Lorgin were utterly fascinated.

      “What is this thing?” Bodo asked. “I have never seen the likes of it in all my years.”

      “Oh, this? This is Turd,” Moose said. “She’s kind of our ship’s mascot. We found her on a small planet a while ago and the rest is history.”

      “The novel creature me told about,” Della said in broken English.

      Bodo was beside himself with curiosity, so much so that he unstrapped from his seat and moved to touch the little creature.

      The ship lurched and shook far more violently than any would have expected, especially as they had already cleared the atmospheric bubble. Turd’s alarm was clear, and she bolted in a flash.

      “Sorry about that,” Hellatz said. “I wasn’t expecting a secondary layer that far past the edge of the atmosphere.”

      “Apologies. That is a backup system used to protect the station,” Bodo said. “I should have warned you beforehand. But we are clear now,” he said, then drew a small metal box from his pocket and switched it on. A single yellow light began to glow. He then placed it atop their console and walked to the nearest window.

      “What is that?” Sadira asked, more than a little suspicious of random tech being placed in her command center.

      “Just a device to keep the Forgin from mistaking us for an enemy,” Bodo replied.

      Sadira didn’t know what he was talking about. “Holly, you tell me if there’s anything weird going on,” she said in a hush to the ship’s computer.

      “Nothing affecting my systems,” Holly replied silently via her bone-conduction patch. “Just a strange sort of signal, but it is being sent outside of the ship. I will let you know if anything changes.”

      Moose rose from his seat and went to look at the device. “A Forgin? Is that some kind of defense system?”

      “Yes, something like that. There should be a few around; there typically are, though they may be off feeding.”

      “It’s a living thing?” Moose asked.

      “Yes. A modified rescue from your world, actually. Ah, there is one now,” he said, gesturing to the screen.

      “Enhancing,” Moose said, zooming in on the sleek gray object moving toward them. What he saw damn near made him crap his pants. “That’s a shark!”

      “Yes, as I said. A rescue from your world.”

      “That’s a shark. In space!”

      “A few modifications were made to allow it to survive here, yes.”

      Moose zoomed in closer, the massive predator filling the screen. It was a Great White, or so he thought. But this thing dwarfed any that had ever been seen on Earth. And its hide appeared to be metallic in some way. And more than that, there appeared to be something non-organic mounted just above its eyes.

      “Is that what I think it is?” Moose gasped. “A laser? You put a frickin’ laser on a space shark?”

      “Yes, of course we did. It needed a tool to better hunt and protect us,” Bodo replied. “You will also note the metal infused in its skin, the eyes and gills protected with space-proof membranes, and its entire physiology modified to draw energy from the onboard fusion reactor we equipped it with.”

      “It has a what now?”

      “A fusion reactor. We thought it was the most elegant solution, given its natural predatory tendencies. The Forgin each now possess indefinite travel potential, so long as they eat to replenish its fuel.”

      “I can’t believe what I’m seeing,” Sadira marveled. “That’s huge.”

      “Yes, this one is called Skorpa. You can tell it is her by the scars along her nose and flank.”

      The old wounds were clearly visible. The massive shark had obviously had one hell of a run-in, in the past, though with whom, or what, was a mystery. She had healed well from the encounter, and now the old scars were worn like badges of honor that would intimidate all but the most foolish. And for them, the laser on her head would further help make the point.

      “Uh, she’s coming right for us,” Moose said as the enormous space shark grew larger on their monitors to the point he had to zoom back out.

      “Yes, she does seem quite interested in your ship,” Bodo agreed. “It is perhaps the type of warp energy your ship uses. Novelty does draw her attention, and she has always been the most unpredictable of the group.”

      “But we’re safe, right?” Sadira asked. “I don’t want to have to power up weapons.”

      “We are fine. She cannot attack either the station, or any ships bearing this transponder. And if she attempts to, it will deliver an uncomfortable stimulus until she retreats.”

      “And ships without the transponder?” Hump asked.

      “Oh, they are fair game.”

      Holly had been trying to analyze the two-factor signal between the device and the shark, but it kept shifting with unpredictable frequency on top of being a rather unusual type of signal. Perhaps they could get more information about the shark, but it would take time. Time, and proximity. No one was at all anxious for the latter.

      “Space sharks,” Moose said with a grim chuckle. “Who the hell ever thought that was a good idea?”

      No sooner had the words left his mouth than the shark abruptly turned, its attention drawn elsewhere. Apparently, like a drop of blood in the ocean, something had pinged its senses. A second later it flashed out of existence, leaving behind a crackling warp residue.

      “You gave it warp tech? Are you freaking nuts?” Moose blurted.

      “Moose, manners,” Sadira snapped.

      “Sorry, Sadi, but damn, that’s a disaster just waiting to happen.”

      Bodo seemed confused by Moose’s reaction, and Sadira immediately stepped in to do what she could to ease any offense.

      “Sorry, he gets a little excited at times. But how about I show you the rest of the ship while Corporal Humphries runs the remaining stress tests?”

      “I would greatly enjoy that,” Bodo said. “Della, with me.”

      The Lorgin and the silent guard both rose to follow them out of command.

      “Looks good, Cap. Just need to make a few tweaks when we land,” Hump said as they walked out. “I’ll have the ship in tip-top shape in no time.”

      “Great news. Finish your tests, then have Hel take us back down.”

      “Copy that.”

      It seemed things were falling back into place, that is unless you counted the other space sharks now lingering around the area. They were all a fair bit smaller than Skorpa, but still huge and intimidating in their own regard. And there was something else out there. Moose only caught a glimpse of it, but he could have sworn it was one of the small pirate craft they’d fought off so recently.

      But before he could get a lock on it for a proper scan, it was gone.

      “Hel, you see that?”

      “See what?”

      “Looked like a ship out there. Hump? How about you?”

      “Sorry, I’m a little preoccupied, brother.”

      Moose turned back to his monitor, but it was clear. Clear of ships, at least. The sharks were still very much present. He rubbed his temples with his fingers as he scanned the growing school of impossible beasts.

      “I’ve got a bad feeling about this.”
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      The discovery that the Lorgin had a group of genetically enhanced apex predators flying around their station was one that would concern anyone. That they were modified Great Whites from her home planet only made it worse for Sadira. She knew the danger they posed back home, though they typically never bothered humans, as there was plenty for them to eat in the ocean besides people.

      Here, however, the notorious sea creatures had a new environment. Why the Lorgin had thought it wise to not only rescue the animals but also engineer them to grow so large and with the ability to withstand the void of space was beyond her.

      It also demonstrated the advanced level of Lorgin technology. That they could mount a fusion reactor to a living organism as they had done was no small feat. Impressive didn’t begin to adequately describe the accomplishment. And a warp drive as well? It had to be triggered by the shark itself, so that meant some form of mental command. And that raised an interesting question.

      “Bodo?” Sadira asked as they slowly toured the ship.

      “Yes?”

      “I was wondering. If Skorpa is able to activate her warp device autonomously, she must possess a higher degree of intellect than the unmodified members of her species.”

      “She is very clever,” Bodo noted. “More so than most of the others, in fact.”

      “So, you modified her brain?”

      “We did not so much modify it as it modified itself when she was grown from the rescue samples. There were adjustments made to enhance size, as well as provide other physical improvements, and nature stepped in, giving her a bit more brain than her purely predatory ancestors.”

      It wasn’t quite what Sadira had expected, but it more or less led to the same result. A smarter-than-average space shark with a laser on its head and a warp drive in its belly. Given what she’d seen before it warped away, she was very glad for the Lorgin transponder forcing the creatures to keep their distance.

      “We’ve also done some work with physical modifications,” Sadira said. “But ours are kept only to replacement parts, like mine and Mustafa’s ceramisteel limbs. Tech has made some pretty impressive advances since those days, though, and entire body parts can now be grown and reattached.”

      “Why, then, have you not done so for your own damaged parts?”

      Sadira held up her hand and rapidly flexed her fingers, then spun it around in its socket with the greatest of ease. “It’s funny, but I’ve had this for so long I think of it as part of me. I know Mustafa is the same way. Younger people who have the options we never did are glad to have flesh-and-blood replacements, but us old-timers just got used to these, I guess.”

      “That would make sense. Comfort and familiarity are things all species seem to cherish.”

      “Yeah, that doesn’t surprise me,” she said. “Come on, I’ll show you the med lab. It’s not nearly as impressive as the facilities back on Earth, but it can handle pretty much everything short of catastrophic injury.”

      She led the Lorgin group down the corridor, pausing to point out things they might find interesting, such as the food replicator in the galley. Della was most intrigued by it, though she was also perplexed to learn that the crew ate replicated animal proteins. Yes, they were technically not taken from a living, thinking creature, but nevertheless, the idea was distasteful to her.

      “You’re like the Chithiid in that regard,” Sadira said. “Their world also has an abundance of protein-rich plant life, so they’ve evolved in a largely meat-free society, though not entirely. Fish is still a small part of their diet, and those who live on other worlds seem to adapt to whatever means of sustenance is available to them.”

      Della nodded her understanding. Bodo, meanwhile, walked back into the corridor, apparently done with this particular part of the tour. Sadira took the hint.

      “Okay, I guess we’re moving on. If you’ll come this way, I’ll show you Goonara’s workspace and then the tech lab. She’s usually running several experiments at once, often pertaining to botany. Thank you, by the way, for providing her with some equipment to use and those plant samples. Hellatz said she is absolutely thrilled to be studying them.”

      “She is a clever woman,” Bodo said. “A good scientific mind. We Lorgin value science highly and appreciate her unbridled interest and enthusiasm.”

      “Yeah, she does tend to get a bit laser-focused when science is on the line. Why, sometimes she won’t even notice someone’s in the room until they tap her on the shoulder. Which leads us to our next stop. This is her primary lab compartment. The one for organics, that is. She tinkers with technological problems in the tech lab, which we’ll stop at next.”

      The Lorgin walked the room, quietly appreciating the many experiments that were running in various machines. Goonara had accumulated a fair number of samples in their travels thus far, and her lab was an efficiently arranged work space designed to allow her to study as many of them as possible at the same time.

      It was also slightly chaotic, the way she had her machinery arranged in an order that made sense to her, if not to the casual observer. Regardless of the unusual setup, the intellect of the woman was clear.

      “Most impressive,” Bodo said. “You are fortunate to have one such as her among your number.”

      “I agree. She’s proven to be quite an asset,” Sadira replied. “Now, if you’ll follow me, just down the hall is the tech lab.”

      They stepped out into the corridor and walked the short distance to the nearby compartment. It was larger than her regular lab and housed some of her and Holly’s joint projects. That tidbit would remain their little secret for the time being. With Holly lying low for the moment, there was no sense in bringing the AI’s contributions into the picture. It would only complicate things.

      It would also lose Sadira her ace in the hole, though Ace was also an AI. But, technically, the little AI ship sitting quietly in the hangar was her second ace in the hole.

      “Okay, so you’ve seen the biological stuff. In here is where the tech work is done,” Sadira said as she keyed open the sealed compartment and led her guests inside. “We have a few projects in development at the moment. You’ll see there are some armor harnesses with additional arms we’ve been refining. A really interesting bit of tech, and quite a life-saver, in fact. And then we’ve got—”

      She didn’t have the chance to continue as Bodo, Della, and their bodyguard escort all leapt back with looks of abject terror on their faces. The guard pulled a concealed weapon and aimed it with a shaking hand. Sadira wasn’t amused they’d brought a gun aboard her ship, but this was her turf, and what was in her armory made that pea shooter look ridiculous.

      What did pique her interest, however, was what had elicited such a violent reaction.

      The dormant twelve-legged mech curled up against the far wall.

      Its complement of thousands of microbots were fully interlinked, creating a strong yet flexible outer body, riding on top of the mech’s main unit within. But for the moment at least it wasn’t connected to Holly. It was silent and inert.

      The guard’s knuckle began to pale, and Sadira realized he was actually going to shoot the mech whose unusual metal composite could deflect weapons fire with ease.

      “Hey! No shooting in my ship!” she said, slapping the man’s hand down before he could fire. “You want to get us all killed?”

      The guard’s wide eyes flashed to his boss. Bodo only seemed slightly more composed, and given what she’d seen of the man thus far, that was really saying something.

      “Why do you possess a Traxin mech aboard your ship? Are you allied with them?” he demanded, his tone one of both anger and fear.

      “What’s a Traxin?”

      “The makers of that… thing,” he said with distaste.

      “Well, I don’t know any Traxin, so cool your jets. This is just a piece of tech we procured a little while ago. We’ve been studying it ever since.”

      Sadira carefully left out the bit about Holly being able to inhabit the machine and operate it remotely. She felt, given the Lorgin’s absolute freak out, that the thought of the mech actually moving might make things worse.

      Bodo’s fear began to decrease, but he was still incredibly agitated. Della and the guard were no better.

      “So, you are not allied with the Traxin?”

      “I told you, I hadn’t even heard the name until you said it just now. You obviously know them, though. How about you fill me in. Why such a strong reaction to a dormant piece of tech?”

      “Even the smallest of Traxin technology can be lethal,” Bodo replied. “They are one of the old races. Powerful. Galaxy travelers and gatherers on a scale that dwarfs even the Lorgin.”

      Sadira recalled the whale ship they’d been trapped in and how there had been other inadvertently captured ships inside. Some of their crews had been trapped for decades, but some had been there centuries, unable to escape.

      These Traxin were no joke, that was for sure. But even so, given their technological advances, she thought the Lorgin reaction was a bit extreme.

      “So, they’re enemies of yours? You’ve run up against them in the past?”

      Bodo suppressed a shudder. “They are incredibly dangerous. The Lorgin have lost many ships to them. They are to be avoided at all cost.”

      “But your station is huge. I mean, it’s like a small moon. Sure, their whale ship is huge, but not big enough to swallow something like that.”

      Bodo’s attitude shifted slightly. “You have seen their collection vessel?”

      “You could say that. We got swallowed up by one not too long ago. That’s where we got this mech. But now that it’s away from their ship there’s, no Traxin signal guiding it, so you can all calm down.”

      Della audibly gasped. “You were inside?”

      “Like I said, it swallowed us whole, so, yeah, we were inside.”

      “Impossible. No one ever leaves once taken,” Bodo said.

      “Well, that’s obviously not correct, because we did. It was close, and we almost didn’t, but ultimately we escaped, and here we are today.”

      The Lorgin looked at one another, unsure what to make of this human who suddenly went from a simple guest to a being of far more depth and power than they had originally assumed. To not only encounter a Traxin ship but to have been captured within and then escape? It was unheard of.

      And not only that, they had taken a Traxin mech with them.

      Bodo was the first to visibly calm. His attitude shift was far more sudden than the others, and Sadira could almost see the gears in his head churning as he processed the information. Once he’d made his assessment of the situation and determined it safe, or, at least safe enough, he wasted no time, though his approach toward the inert machine was still buzzing with tension.

      Gingerly, he reached out and touched the mech’s skin, the thousands of microbots bound together to form a flexible yet impenetrable covering. He looked at Della, almost giddy with the thrill.

      “It is warm,” he said.

      “Yeah, the power source seems to keep it that way pretty much all the time,” Sadira noted. “Of course, we haven’t figured out exactly what kind of power it is yet, but there’s plenty of time for research.”

      “Indeed, there is,” he said, again looking to his underling. “Imagine, actually studying a Traxin device. And not a small thing but one of this scale. Amazing.”

      Della responded in their native tongue, clearly both terrified and in awe. Sadira couldn’t blame her for slipping back to her own language given the overwhelming nature of it all. And here she’d just thought she was taking them on a little tour of the ship. Little did she know it would turn into something like this.

      “Captain, my tests are complete,” Hump called over the internal comms system. “Hellatz will be taking us down momentarily, unless you wanted us to stay out here longer.”

      Sadira keyed the comms. “No, we’re good. Have him take us back,” she said. “I think our friends would be glad to be back on familiar ground.”
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      The flight back to Lorgini station was an odd one, to say the least. The guests aboard Sadira’s ship were equal parts terrified and excited by the discovery of a Traxin mech in their labs. Of course, none of the lost exploratory crew had even heard of the Traxin until just now.

      All they knew was some massively powerful race of builders had very nearly sentenced them to a lifetime of alternating boredom and abject horror trying to live out the remainder of their existence in the belly of one of their immense asteroid-and-ore-gathering ships. Managing to snag one of their survey and disassembly mechs in the process was just icing on the proverbial cake.

      But the Lorgin were acting like starstruck teenagers. The mech, it seemed, was such a coup that they could hardly stop talking about it. At least, that’s what Sadira assumed their excited chatter was about. They had excitedly slipped back into their own language, and even Holly, silent yet monitoring, hadn’t been able to translate it as of yet.

      There was still an edge of fear present, no doubt, but once they had actually touched the machine and not been dismembered or worse, Bodo and his people seemed to flip an internal switch and go from survival mode to inquisitive mode. Unfortunately for them, Sadira didn’t have many answers. The Traxin technology was as much a mystery to her as it was to them, though Holly and Goonara had managed to take control of the mech recently. A tidbit she was definitely keeping to herself.

      In any case, for now, it was an inert hunk of metal as the interlink device was being reworked. Goonara’s modifications were incomplete, and as a result the mech lay dormant, just another bit of cargo.

      “This was a most interesting flight,” Bodo said after Hellatz had taken them in for a smooth landing and shut down the engines. “Your ship is very well designed, and your pilot is quite skilled.”

      “Thank you, I do my best,” Hellatz said as he switched off the remaining flight systems, though Bodo had been speaking to the captain, not him.

      Bodo ignored him, though as politely as one could, and rose to disembark. “I regret I must leave you now. There are pressing matters I must see to.”

      “Of course. You’re the head of Lorgini Station. I can only imagine your workload,” Sadira replied.

      “Yes, there are many tasks that I oversee,” he noted. “Please, enjoy your stay and ask Della or Sanjo if you need anything at all. I hope your meal tonight is to your liking. I have asked they prepare some specialties for you.”

      On cue, Moose perked up at the mention of food. But he knew Sadira was playing diplomat at the moment, and wisely exercised a bit of self-restraint, keeping his enthusiasm to himself. Sadira, however, could almost hear him salivating from across the compartment. The man was a bottomless pit when it came to food, and she couldn’t help but wonder if his metabolism would ever slow down.

      Sadira and Hump rose from their seats and walked out with the Lorgin, Hellatz following close behind. Moose, however, hung back.

      “Go on without me. I’m gonna check on Turd. She was a little spooked. I want to give her a treat and make sure she’s all right.”

      “You and that animal,” Hellatz said with a chuckle. “We will see you at the dining hall later, I assume?”

      “Wouldn’t miss it.”

      “I thought not,” the pilot said as he strolled out of the ship.

      Moose spent the better part of twenty minutes searching for their little mascot, eventually finding her curled up in a cozy spot in the landing gear of Hel’s shuttle craft. She was tricky to pin down on their internal scans as it was, and when she went and hid in a location like this, it was even harder.

      Holly was still maintaining a relatively low profile and was not overtly running any major systems when no one was on board, making sure not to draw unwanted scrutiny. A few additional scans were okay when Hump was aboard making repairs though, since they could easily be played off as part of his work.

      And as for that work, after their flight, the cyborg was pretty sure of what final repairs needed to be made to ensure the ship was in tip-top condition for their departure. All he needed were a few pieces, which Toggin, his assistant, had been eager to help source as soon as they’d landed. The pair had headed off immediately upon his disembarking the ship but would be back soon. For now, however, it was just Moose and Turd.

      “Here ya go,” he said, laying a fully charged power cell on the deck below the landing gear. “I’m gonna head back and meet the others, but this is for you. Enjoy it, little buddy.”

      Turd yawned and stretched, then slinked her way down to the landing bay floor and casually sashayed over to the offering. It was all for show, of course, and as soon as she reached it she flopped on top of it, absorbing the energy with a crackling glow spreading through her fur.

      “Yeah, I thought you’d like that. Okay, back soon,” he said, then headed for the airlock.

      Moose had only just sealed the door behind him when he felt eyes on him. It was an odd sensation, but he knew he was being watched. Slowly he turned, casually looking around, scanning the perimeter, but no one was there. Then something much closer to the ground caught his eye.

      It was a cat. A very large, deep slate-gray cat, staring at him quietly with bright green eyes. And it was wearing a uniform of some sort. Moose took that in stride, though. He’d heard of plenty of people dressing up their pets, though not typically in an outfit quite so complex as this one.

      Moose squatted down and held out a hand. “Here, kitty-kitty.”

      The cat’s face contorted into an expression that could only be described as contempt as it stood up on its hind legs and put its paws on its hips. Moose noted it was a polydactyl cat, and its thumbs were very pronounced. Far more than one would usually see back on Earth, that was for sure. It was surprising, but not as surprising as the deep male voice that met him moments later.

      “I am not some child,” the cat said with a thick Russian accent. “Do not kitty-kitty, me.”

      Moose’s jaw dropped.

      “Uh, you’re talking.”

      “Of course I am talking. How else would I communicate?” the cat replied in what was far more a statement than a question.

      This one had attitude.

      “Right, of course,” Moose said, playing it off as best he could. “Well, damn if that’s not an interesting twist for the day. A cat on Lorgini Station, and a big one at that.”

      “Da, I am largest of my litter,” the cat replied. “Very strong—”

      “Like bull,” Moose interjected with an amused grin.

      The cat stared at him, hard, unblinking, and not amused. “What are you going on about, human? I am cat, not bull. Is obvious.”

      “Right, sorry,” Moose said, looking around to see if anyone else was watching this. “It’s just a—”

      The cat caught a glimpse of a reflected shimmer of light on the ground cast from Moose’s gear when he turned and immediately pounced, trying to kill the illuminated speck.

      Moose grinned. “Yep, definitely a cat,” he said as he watched the animal swat and lunge at the moving light, utterly ignoring the conversation he’d just been having, fully engaged in his new pursuit.

      As the cat shifted position, Moose was afforded a better look at the animal from different angles, and what he saw surprised him. There were small bits of metal visible through his fur at the back of his head and neck. Clearly, this cat had been modified in a manner similar to what had been done to Artie, though their physiology was obviously different.

      “Hey, Holly. Can you do a quick scan of this guy?” he quietly asked over comms.

      “Done,” the AI replied a second later. “It is felis catus, though there are a few genetic anomalies.”

      “So, an Earth cat?”

      “Yes.”

      “Cool. Thanks,” he said, then turned his attention back to the feline. “Hey, cat,” he called out, shifting position and making the reflected shimmer disappear.

      “My name is not cat.”

      “Then what should I call you?”

      “Vanya,” the cat replied.

      “Okay, Vanya, what exactly is it you’re doing out here?”

      “I am hunting, of course. It is what I do.”

      “No, not that. I mean out here. In space. On this station.”

      “Ah,” the cat said. “My people are descendants of the Great Mother, shot into space and rescued by the Lorgin people.”

      Suddenly it all began to make sense.

      “You’re the offspring of one of those Russian space cats, aren’t you?”

      “Did I not already just tell you this? For a human, you really are quite slow.”

      “Hey!”

      “Yes, we are descended from Anya, the Great Mother.”

      “The Lorgin brought her aboard their station and kept her,” Moose realized. “And if there are more of you around, that means one thing. She was pregnant when they launched her.”

      It wasn’t that surprising, really. During the early days of mankind’s space race, Russia had made something of a name for themselves by shooting all sorts of animals into space. Most either froze, suffocated, or burned up in re-entry, chalked up to the price of knowledge. But a few actually made it back to Earth in one piece.

      Félicette was the most famous of space cats, having been sent up into orbit by the French, surviving the ordeal and providing what at the time seemed like copious amounts of information from the electrodes implanted in her head. Statues were dedicated to her years later, but many didn’t think that at all made up for her fate. Félicette was euthanized and dissected in the name of science just a few months after her return to Earth.

      It was enough to make you wonder if burning up on reentry wasn’t a better way to go.

      But surviving? Being rescued by a stealthy race of aliens and given a new lease on life aboard their massive space station? It was like winning the lottery. And now the descendant of that luckiest of cats had met someone from his planet of origin, albeit billions of miles from home. It was odd, to say the least.

      “Well, Vanya, it looks like you’ve got quite the good life here,” Moose said. “I’ve gotta say, it took me by surprise, running into a cat all the way out here. I mean—”

      And just like that, he was talking to himself. Vanya, in true cat fashion, had bolted, off to chase something, or simply grew bored with the conversation, leaving the confused human to his own devices.

      “Huh,” Moose said to himself. “Seen a lot of unexpected things out here, but that was weird.”
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      “Toggin, if you’d bring this piece back to the ship, I’d greatly appreciate it,” Hump said to his Lorgin helper.

      The long-limbed alien nodded his understanding and gathered up the scrap the visitor had pointed out. Hump didn’t really need the young man’s assistance. He was a spec-ops cyborg after all, and he could carry far more on his own and in a fraction of the time required to make the trek.

      But the Lorgin were their hosts, and Toggin, for all of his awkward Lorgin ways, seemed like a good person, so Hump wanted to make sure he felt appreciated. He also wanted to make sure he looked good to his bosses. Being from a military background, Corporal Humphries knew just how important performance reviews could be, and he suspected these aliens were no different in that regard.

      He chatted with his helper as they walked, bonding in a way, but also prying more information from him, as he’d been doing the entire time they worked together. The Lorgin may have sent the assistant to help and most likely gather intel, but Hump was far more skilled at that bit of subterfuge, and he’d easily acquired a fair amount of information with little effort.

      The language barrier was still a thing, but while it hindered in some respects, it also gave him a bit of leeway to ask more questions under guise of needing clarification. One thing in particular had most definitely caught his attention, but it was a delicate matter, and one he’d have to be very careful probing if he hoped to learn more.

      Toggin had made the comment offhandedly as he became more and more comfortable with his human visitor and probably didn’t think much of it at the time. But he’d let slip a few key words that put Hump on alert.

      “Has been long since we see new Earth people,” Toggin had said.

      “Well, we are quite a distance from that system,” Hump replied. “No way to observe the planet from out here.”

      “No, cannot,” the Lorgin agreed. “Station have room. Is good have more humans aboard. New friend.”

      Hump smiled broadly and patted the youth on the shoulder in an apparent show of camaraderie. But his AI mind was already playing back those words. He had said aboard. That meant they were not the first humans to set foot on this station. Others had been here before, and seeing as no one in Earth’s history had ever mentioned encountering this alien race, that left some very pressing questions hanging.

      But he couldn’t ask outright. He would have to be subtle.

      Hump relayed the news to his captain via a short data burst to her comms patch. The cyborg’s voice was quiet inside her head, and the message was brief, but Sadira received it loud and clear. The Lorgin hadn’t just stealthily visited Earth in the past. Humans had been aboard Lorgin Station. And given Toggin’s apparent age, even if Lorgin had exceptionally long lifespans, any humans had been aboard in the not too distant past.

      “Hump, can you access any of the Lorgin systems?” Sadira asked from the privacy of the compound she and Moose were occupying. She was still cautious, though, speaking quietly just in case they were being eavesdropped.

      “Negative, Captain,” his voice vibrated in her head. “No-go from here. I’ll ask Holly to see about making an attempt, but I don’t think we’ll be able to access their systems. It’s completely alien tech. Not compatible at all.”

      “Copy that. I’m trying to figure out a way to track down those pirate bastards, but I’ll see what I can do on my end about your little discovery while I’m at it,” she replied. “Keep your ears open.”

      “Always do.”

      With that he signed off, continuing his work without any outside hint at the conversation he’d been carrying on silently. He felt that ability to multitask like that alone was one of the greatest perks of being a cyborg.

      Sadira didn’t have that luxury, but she did have a resource at her disposal. Someone who could show her around, and, if she was lucky, who could also help her get some answers the Lorgin might not otherwise provide.

      “Della?” Sadira said into the wall-mounted panel her hosts had pointed out.

      “Yes?” the woman’s voice replied a few moments later. “How may helping you?”

      “Yeah, uh, I was wondering if you could ask Artemesia to come swing by and see me. I’d like to take a walk and would really appreciate someone from home for company.”

      “Of course. Will send to you,” Della said, then the line went silent.

      

      It took a solid half hour before the bonobo arrived and keyed the door chime. Far longer than Sadira had expected it to take, but there was still ample time left in the day to accomplish her aim.

      “Artemesia, thank you for coming,” she said, ushering the ape inside.

      “I am sorry for the delay. I was in my stasis pod and had to be awakened. What can I help you with? I understand you want to take a walk?”

      Sadira was a bit surprised. This wasn’t normal. Who slept in a stasis pod? It was highly unusual.

      “Uh, why were you in a stasis pod? Don’t you have a normal place to sleep?”

      Artie nodded. “Yes, I have one provided me when my habitat is shifted to the surface level, however the modifications the Lorgin made to me after my rescue have left me in something of a quandary. If I spend too much time active, the power source and hardware causes a breakdown of my tissue, effectively aging my body at an accelerated rate. This is why I’ve spent so much time in stasis.”

      “You’re breaking down by helping us?”

      “No, not yet. This is far too short a time frame for that adverse effect to be happening. But I don’t risk it if I don’t have to. Safety is paramount, and I limit my up time as much as possible.”

      Sadira felt a little sick to her stomach. It was horrible, living a life with a ticking clock waiting to sap your life if you stayed awake too long.

      “But the Lorgin are technologically advanced. Incredibly so, in fact. I can’t believe they haven’t figured out a way to reverse the problem by now.”

      “It’s a complex issue, and ape cellular composition is far different than other races they’ve studied in the past.”

      “But you’ve been here for hundreds of years. Surely they’ve had more than enough time to work on a remedy.”

      The bonobo smiled kindly. “I appreciate your concern, but the nature of my physical alterations appear to have resulted in a bit of an impossible situation for them. They rescued me, but at a cost. I could be freed of this burden, yes, but to do so would mean returning me to my prior state. Speechless, of diminished intellect. I’m sure you can understand why I choose this existence rather than becoming that once again.”

      Sadira had to admit it made sense. And she knew that she’d feel pretty much the same way if she was in Artie’s shoes. Giving up a part of your intellect in exchange for longer life just didn’t seem like something any higher-thinking being could stomach, and even a life constantly watching the clock to keep from damaging your body was a fair trade.

      So, Artemesia had chosen to remain brilliant and verbose, and though the price could be high. It was her decision to make, and a perfectly reasonable one, but that didn’t make it sit any better with Sadira. She now found herself feeling guilty for requesting the bonobo’s aid as a tour guide. Artie may have said it took a long time for adverse reactions to begin, but the risk weighed on her all the same.

      Nevertheless, Sadira had work to do. And she needed an inside person helping if she meant to succeed in her task. There simply wasn’t another option.

      “Well, I hope you know how much I appreciate your helping me here,” Sadira said. “It really means a lot to me, having someone from my own world showing me around.”

      “I am glad to be of assistance,” the ape replied. “Now, where did you wish to go? There is a lovely water feature currently docked at the surface not too far from here.”

      “Actually, I had another idea.”
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      “You want to do what?” the ape asked in disbelief.

      “You heard me,” Sadira replied.

      Artemesia shook her head. “No, that’s foolish.”

      “Why? It’s not asking a lot.”

      “Visiting the landing platforms without the Lorgin is just something that isn’t done.”

      “Again, why? Is it expressly forbidden?”

      “Well…” The ape found herself at a rare loss for words.

      “Great. So, if it’s not a spelled-out no-no, there shouldn’t be any issue,” Sadira said, charging ahead with her plan. “Besides, I just want to go and meet the other visitors to the station.”

      “They’re just traders, you know,” Artie protested. “And they’re really not the nicest of people.”

      “So what? My mission is to meet new alien races and establish some sort of dialogue. This seems like the perfect opportunity to do just that.” She didn’t mention the whole pirates-attacked-our-ship-and-landed-somewhere-on-this-station part of her motives.

      “But they won’t want to talk with you. They’re here for one reason, and that’s trade. All they care about is profit.”

      “Then we’ll bring some goodies to trade then,” Sadira replied. “I’m sure we’ve got stuff on the ship that may not have much value to us but which they might find worthwhile simply for the novelty of the trade itself.”

      “But—”

      “Oh, come on, Artie. You spend all of your time frozen in stasis. Let’s do this. Let’s go on an adventure. Cut loose. Live a little,” she said, pushing the buttons she knew the ape was protecting just beneath her calm and collected façade.

      At the end of the day, Artemesia was living a sheltered life. Not in the traditional sense, perhaps, but the result was the same. She had limited interaction with outsiders, her social circle was tiny, and the most exciting part of her day was likely whether dessert would be hot or cold. If she wasn’t in stasis, that is.

      The bonobo was clearly conflicted. All she needed was one last little push. And Sadira knew what just might do the trick.

      “Look, I understand if you don’t want to,” she said. “It’s just, we’re probably the last people from Earth you’re going to see, and I thought it would be nice for us to get to spend a little more time together before we leave. But if you’d rather go back to stasis, I totally—”

      “Okay, I’ll do it,” Artie said.

      “Excellent! Let’s just swing by the ship so I can grab a few trinkets to trade with, and then we can be on our way.”

      

      The ship was unoccupied when they arrived, Hump apparently having taken his assistant off on another errand of some sort. Or so it seemed. The reality was Sadira had given him a little heads-up to vacate the area for a while so she could bring their ape friend for a visit without any Lorgin present.

      This allowed Sadira to give Artie a quick tour of the craft. The bonobo was impressed. Even better was when Sadira had the food replicator make a banana for her.

      She had all manner of food to eat aboard Lorgini Station, but for an ape from Earth, even one as modified as she was, there was still nothing quite like a good old-fashioned banana.

      “Divine,” she said with relish as she finished the last bite.

      “Thought you’d like that,” Sadira said. “I’ll grab you more when we get back. It’s the least I can do.” She shifted the small sack of trade items over her shoulder. “Okay, shall we?”

      “Yes. Follow me.”

      Artemesia stepped from the ship and headed for one of the smaller trails leading off through a dense copse of trees in the opposite direction than that of the habitat compound and dining area. Sadira paid close attention, taking it all in. This was something new, and it was fascinating.

      The trees, at first glance, seemed to almost form a verdant tunnel of sorts, but as she looked up, she realized that it wasn’t careful pruning that had shaped their pathway, but something far more advanced. The trees appeared to be constrained in their growth by a minor force projection, keeping them within the confines of their individual enclosures and bending them inward as they grew up to the sky.

      Sadira reached out to touch one of the tree trunks and felt her hand gently pushed back from it.

      “We’re not to go into other enclosures,” Artemesia said. “We can, most of the time, but it’s frowned upon.”

      “What do you mean most of the time?”

      “Some have more robust shielding.”

      A slight knot formed in Sadira’s stomach. “Uh, why, exactly, would they need stronger shielding? I thought this was a peaceful station.”

      “It is, but some of the residents under Lorgin care are a bit, shall we say, unruly.”

      A rumbling growl sounded far in the distance. It was nowhere near their location, but suddenly the poor unarmed human found herself not necessarily wanting to know more about those particular guests.

      “Well, let’s just get to the landing area then. No need to delay.”

      “Yes, well, about that,” Artemesia said. “There’s just one thing.”

      “One thing?”

      “Yes.”

      Sadira felt a flare of concern. “You said we would go. You said you’d take me.”

      “And I will, but we will have to use one of the transit tubes to get there.”

      Sadira felt the sudden tension in her spine relax. “Oh, is that all? Then we’ll just catch a tube. Easy-peasy.”

      “Well, it’s not quite so easy,” the ape replied. “I didn’t mention, but the Lorgin do not allow anyone to use the tube system without one of them present. It’s why the traders typically stay in their landing areas.”

      And why the pirates haven’t paid us a visit, I wager, Sadira mused. “I’m sure it’ll be fine,” she said. “You’ve seen how the Lorgin are with us. We’re Bodo’s new favorites. I’m sure they’ll be cool with us using one for a short trip. It’s not like we’re going traipsing all over the station after all.”

      She could see the ape was reluctant, but as much as she owed the Lorgin, this was someone from her own world, and frankly, it was nice getting that little remembrance of home. Even if home had shot her out into space and left her for dead. She hesitated a moment longer as she weighed her options.

      “Okay, I’ll do it. But we can’t be seen,” Artemesia finally said. “Come on, this way.”

      They headed toward a round clearing no larger than the cylindrical structure housing the other lift tube Sadira had ridden on to meet Bodo. But there was nothing here, just a patch of dirt.

      “Uh, what now?”

      “Now we access it,” the ape replied, reaching down and triggering an almost invisible mechanism hidden on the ground.

      The dirt tilted and spun, revealing an opening to a staircase leading down into the ship’s interior. It was unlike the tube access they had taken before. That had been resting above the surface and was a direct link to Bodo’s central hub. This, however, appeared to be something different. Artemesia noted her hesitation.

      “Come on, we have to walk a little farther to get to the tube.”

      “But underground?”

      “Yes. That’s how we get to it. There are only so many access points on the surface, so we just have to use the one that’s closest,” Artemesia explained, then stepped over the lip of the opening and began descending into the station itself.

      Sadira steeled herself and followed the ape down into the unknown. What she saw once she was fully underground was nothing short of amazing.

      “Holy crap,” she nearly gasped. “What the hell is all that?”

      It was a rhetorical question, of course. It was clear to see and quite obvious what she was looking at from the get-go, however improbable and impressive it might be.

      All around them, the internal structure of the station spread out in a mix of open space and supporting internal infrastructure. But it wasn’t uniform and ship-like. Not by a long shot. This was an insanely massive array of storage areas spread out as far as the eye could see.

      “What’s down there?” she asked, glancing down over the edge of the catwalk.

      “Off-limits. Even with the Lorgin, I don’t ever get to go down there,” Artemesia replied.

      Sadira strained her eyes, focusing on the layer upon layer making up the structure under the grating at her feet. Slowly, it began to come into focus. And it was impressive as hell.

      Where there were different habitat zones, enclosures, and compounds comprising the surface of Lorgini Station, here, deep within the craft, there were so many times more, all carefully tucked inside and held in faint blue stasis fields, each of them preserved and waiting for their time back on the surface and out of stasis.

      “I knew there were other habitats, but I never imagined this many,” Sadira said, still somewhat in shock at what she’d stumbled upon. “I mean, there have to be hundreds. Thousands, even.”

      “Could be,” Artemesia said as they continued down the open catwalk that led from the entrance to a transit tube perhaps two hundred meters away. “I’ve never counted.”

      “And your stasis pod? You’re down here too?”

      “Sometimes, but since your arrival it’s been relocated to a small habitat just outside the dining facility. It’s a nice area, actually. Tall trees, a small stream. Quite like home, though that was a long, long time ago.”

      Sadira fell silent for a while as she followed the ape’s lead. There was simply so much to see. Not just on either side, but also stretching below them into the depths of the craft. Given the several-mile diameter, she could only guess at the levels upon levels that were layered beneath them.

      “Here we go,” Artie said when they reached the transit tube.

      It was far less impressive a thing than had taken them to meet Bodo the first time, but then, they were not currently heading to see the overseer of the entire ship. This was simply a transit tube used by the rest of the crew, and as such it was utilitarian in nature.

      The door opened with a soft hiss.

      “You coming?” Artemesia asked.

      The human paused, turning a final three-sixty and taking it all in before joining her.

      “Yeah, right behind you,” Sadira finally said, stepping across the threshold and into the smaller and rather plain version of the transit system she’d used earlier. “You know how to make it work?” she asked as she looked over the unfamiliar control system.

      “I’ve been here a long time, Sadira. Yes, I know how to make it work.”

      “Okay then, show me.”

      “This is the door mechanism,” Artie said, showing her the control, sealing them in with a touch. “And this is the location determinator. Since we’re close to the surface it’s really easy. We just choose which stop and away we go.”

      “No risk of anyone getting on?” Sadira wondered, as if it were like an elevator.

      “Not once it is underway. With the efficiency of the system, it wouldn’t make sense to start and stop once it had passengers. So, you ready?”

      “Yeah. Let’s do this,” Sadira replied.

      “All right. Next stop, Landing Zone Seven.”
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      The trip was a short one given the efficiency of the tube system, but as this was a commuter unit and not a direct line to the central region, it traveled at far slower speeds than Sadira had experienced when she was taken to meet Bodo. In addition, it possessed large windows, which allowed her to gaze in wonder at all of the varied habitats they were passing on the quick hop to Landing Area Seven.

      The capsule moved smooth and silent, accelerating to speed without so much as a jolt. Impressive tech, given how quickly they had started. The scenery, if you could call it that, was flying by in a blue-tinted flash. But some of the compounds were quite large, and that size allowed Sadira adequate time to focus her eyes on them and get a better look.

      It was amazing seeing forests of alien trees, glistening ponds and creeks, and even sandy desert wastelands all contained inside the massive space station like some sort of interstellar matryoshka doll. And each of them appeared to be stored in a state of perfect health, the stasis fields locking every blade of grass, every fish, and every plant in perpetual vibrancy.

      The allied forces of Humans and Chithiid possessed stasis tech, and they had warp travel and large ships, but impressive as that was, it couldn’t compare to the sheer power the Lorgin had on display. Sadira had to admit, while being attacked by pirates was a low point in their voyage, meeting the Lorgin was quite the opposite.

      In fact, she had hopes that they would become solid allies one day. They already knew of Earth, and they undoubtedly had star charts showing the way back home, so all she had to do was stay in their good graces and forge an alliance. If that could be accomplished, at that point she could reveal their dilemma and request star charts to guide them home.

      For now, however, their predicament would be kept secret. One never wanted to negotiate from a position of weakness, and being lost in space was about as weak as one could get.

      “Almost there,” Artemesia said as the scenery passing by outside the pod began to slow.

      The area they were arriving at seemed to have a somewhat busier feel than where they’d boarded the tube. Obviously, this was a more frequented section of the station. Lorgin workers were walking the perimeters of the habitats in stasis, checking their readouts and moving on to the next while others seemed to be performing routine maintenance, though Sadira couldn’t make out what exactly it was they were doing.

      “Step back against the wall there,” Artemesia instructed. “Don’t stand in front of the window as we arrive, just in case someone is looking.”

      Sadira did as she was told and pressed up to the wall. Perhaps someone might still catch a glimpse, but the odds were slim. A few moments later the doors opened, and the two slid out onto the arrival deck, quickly making their way to the egress point that led to the surface.

      “That was kind of close, don’t you think?” Sadira asked.

      “A bit, yes. But as you pointed out, nothing ventured, nothing gained,” Artemesia said with a mischievous grin.

      Sadira couldn’t help but like the ape at that moment. Here she was, living on borrowed time in an alien ship halfway across the universe, and she still had a vigor to her. It was that lust for life that made the captain wonder if perhaps there wasn’t something she could do to help the poor bonobo. But those thoughts would have to wait. They had work to do, and she needed her wits sharp.

      They moved toward the staircase quickly, but footsteps were rapidly approaching. Not at a run, but someone seemed to be in a hurry.

      “Quick, in here!” Sadira said, pushing open a door to what appeared to be a storage unit.

      “We aren’t supposed to go in—”

      Sadira grabbed the ape and yanked her inside, closing the door quickly just as the hurrying Lorgin passed. She stood still, holding her breath a long moment as the footsteps faded.

      “Okay, I think we’re good. Let’s—” Sadira’s words failed her when she saw what was all around them.

      Seemingly endless pods were lined up, holding a wide array of aliens in stasis.

      “What the hell?”

      “We really shouldn’t be here,” Artie protested. “These must be the other rescued people. We might interfere with the repairs being done to them. Come on!”

      She opened the door, and this time it was the bonobo pulling the human along by the arm. Sadira was still somewhat in a daze as she stepped out and fell in behind her guide.

      “Why were they all in stasis?”

      “Rescues,” Artie said. “Like me. Being repaired. It’s what the Lorgin do.”

      “But they didn’t look like there was any work being done to them.”

      “They can’t help everyone at once, Sadira. Now, do you want to see these traders or not?”

      Disturbed but with a renewed sense of focus, Sadira shifted her attention once more. “Yes, of course. Traders. Right. Lead the way.”

      They ascended to the surface and stepped out of the exit doors, tucking behind the small structure, careful not to draw any unwanted attention as they did so.

      “Coast is clear,” Artemesia said. “So, now what?”

      “Now? Now we meet the locals.”

      This was something Sadira was more familiar with. Several ships parked in a landing area, their crews setting up wares and haggling, often with colorful language and overt threats as part of the bargain. She smiled. This she could handle. It felt like home.

      Most were races she’d never seen before, but all seemed to be speaking that pidgin dialect the pirates had used. In this part of space, apparently, they had formed their own sort of work-around language, much like Esperanto in the old days of Earth. And thanks to the steady drip-feed from the neuro-stim aboard Holly, Sadira had a decent enough understanding of the component tongues for her purposes.

      She approached several of the traders, making small talk and exchanging bits of novel Earth junk for what was likely equally worthless alien crap. Such was trading, and one man’s garbage was another’s treasure. Or at least something they might sell for a profit elsewhere.

      The conversations were rather limited, both by language barriers as well as the overall gruff nature of the trader folk. Artemesia had been right. They only cared about profit from what she could gather, and all seemed to want to keep their stay aboard Lorgini Station as short as possible. Something about stasis concerns, but Sadira feared the true meaning was lost in the translation.

      “Ooh, Moose will love this,” Sadira said, swapping a high-output pocket flashlight for a flask of rocket fuel grade moonshine.

      “He will actually drink that?”

      “He isn’t a big drinker usually, but once in a while he ties one on. And when that happens, this will be put to good use,” she replied with a grin. This was fun. Familiar. But something was missing. There were no fires. No sizzling grills. It was utterly incongruous with every trade setup she’d ever been to.

      “Hey, Artie, you notice anything weird?”

      “Such a wide array of things to choose from.”

      “No, I mean there’s no one cooking here. Not a single barbecue. Kind of unusual for this sort.”

      “Oh, you don’t know,” Artie said.

      “Know what?”

      “The Lorgin aren’t just herbivores. They also prohibit the slaughter and preparation of flesh on their station. Those who violate that edict will find themselves forced to leave under unpleasant circumstances.”

      Sadira thought about the deadly space sharks lurking around the station and could only imagine how unpleasant a departure could be if the Lorgin wanted to make it so.

      “Tell me, Sadira. How is it you are able to understand these people?” the ape asked.

      “Well, that’s a long story.”

      “We have time.”

      “Not really, but I’ll give you the abridged version. Basically, we were trapped inside this massive ship. Not as big as Lorgini Station, but enormous. Big enough to have swallowed hundreds of ships with ease. I mean, the thing was a few miles deep.”

      “It sounds terrifying.”

      “It was. But while we were there, we met other survivors, and we learned their languages.”

      “Wow. That’s impressive. How long did it take you?”

      “A few weeks for the basics.”

      “Weeks?” Artemesia asked, stunned.

      “It’s not what you think,” Sadira said. “We have technology available to us now that didn’t exist when you were on Earth. It’s called a neuro-stim, and it lets us learn things in our sleep. A remote upload system originally designed to feed work details and training to crews while they traveled in stasis. That way they’d arrive knowing all they needed to know about their new jobs. We just modified it in this instance.”

      “I wish we had that here,” Artie said. “It would be a dream to have a tool like that.”

      “Yeah, it really—”

      Sadira fell silent, the hair on the back of her neck standing on end. Someone was watching them. She turned as casually as she could, scanning the area. Traders were milling about, and some Lorgin seemed to be bringing supplies to their ships, but there wasn’t anything out of the ordinary. Or was there?

      She caught only a glimpse before he vanished in the crowd, but the stocky alien staring at her was undoubtedly wearing pirate garb. The same clothing as those who had attacked them.

      “We need to find Della,” she said. “The pirates who attacked us are here.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “As sure as I’m going to be.”

      Artemesia furrowed her brow slightly. “We’ll have to tell them where we are.”

      Sadira realized what that meant. “Shit, yeah. Just tell them I went exploring and you were trying to keep me out of trouble.”

      Artemesia didn’t like the plan, but there was really no better option. “Fine.”

      “Great. Hey, you!” Sadira called to one of the nearest Lorgin. “I need to speak with Della.”

      The Lorgin didn’t seem to speak English, but he knew Della’s name. Within five minutes the tall alien arrived, striding right up to the human and her hairy companion.

      “What doing here?” she asked.

      “I went exploring,” Sadira replied.

      “Not allowed without Lorgin.”

      “I tried to tell her,” Artie said, playing precisely the role they’d discussed.

      “She did,” Sadira admitted. “But I couldn’t wait, so I made her come with. I’m sorry if I was out of line.”

      “Is not allowed,” Della repeated.

      “Yes, I understand. I’m sorry. But there’s something you need to know. I saw one of the pirates who attacked my ship. They’re here. Maybe not at this landing area, since I didn’t see their ship here, but they’re definitely aboard Lorgini Station.”

      Della cocked her head in surprise, processing the English words a long moment to be sure she understood correctly before replying. “I have guards look into this,” she finally replied. “Now, we go back.”

      “Of course,” Sadira said with a friendly smile. “Lead the way.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Across the station, the others were busy with their own projects. Moose and Hellatz’s current goal was to sit in the comfy chairs out behind the Chithiid compound and have a snack, relaxing a bit as they discussed the novelty of this station. Meanwhile, Hump was busy at work on the ship, making the last round of tweaks and adjustments to the repaired skin covering the repairs he’d made.

      It would have been easier if Holly could have played a more active role in the whole process, but he made do just fine on his own and had actually accomplished all he’d hoped to ahead of schedule. The ship was squared away and space-ready once more, all signs of the breach to its hull smoothed away with the final coating of exterior finishing spray.

      “We putting in storage?” Toggin asked, gesturing to the leftover pieces that hadn’t been used in the repairs.

      Hump knew how it was for the poor kid. Eager to please his new friend, but also acutely aware of his duties to the station managers. And one of those duties was making sure everything was inventoried and accounted for at all times. In that respect the Lorgin, it seemed, were more anal than anyone Hump had ever known when it came to that, and having been a military unit for his whole life, that was really saying something.

      But they were a space station crew, and it made sense. Even with traders coming and going, the Lorgin had somewhat limited resources when between worlds, and for that reason, they kept careful track of every last bit, from key components to mere scrap metal.

      “Yeah, gimme just one minute and we’ll carry it all back,” he called down to his helper. He inspected the last bit with his enhanced visual array and found it to his satisfaction. The ship was good to go. “Okay,” he said, hopping down from his perch and picking up an armload. “Let’s get this stuff back and checked in.”

      Toggin struggled a little to gather up the remaining bits, but Hump wanted to let him feel like he was pulling his load, not to mention the fact he couldn’t let his cyborg strength be known. So far as the Lorgin knew, he was just another human, and he intended to keep it that way.

      The supply repository for the scrap materials was a decent walk, but with the cyborg pushing the pace ever so slightly, they would get there reasonably quickly. Not that he was in a rush. Sadira still had to return from her little jaunt before they could do a final walk-through anyway.

      They had just reached their destination and were logging in the unused bits when an alert from Holly jolted Hump to attention. It was an all-crew warning sent in an encoded burst transmission. And it was urgent. Someone was trying to break into the ship. Physically trying to break in.

      “I gotta go,” Hump said, dropping the last of his gear and taking off at a run as Toggin looked on with a confused expression.

      Goonara had heard the warning as well, and she was just beginning to make her experiments safe enough to leave behind when she heard a smashing sound in the other room, then the racing footsteps of her crewmates bolting out the door. Moose and Hellatz had launched into action the moment the alert had come through, and the pilot had made good on his claim of being able to fashion a weapon out of the furniture in a pinch.

      The mangled table had been hastily wrenched apart and was missing two of its legs. The boys, it seemed, were running into a brawl. They didn’t know against whom, but they had a pretty good guess. And they weren’t going in empty-handed.

      Sadira was just boarding the tube with Della when she received the transmission. There was nothing she could do to speed the process, though, so she simply boarded and stood as calmly as she could, waiting to arrive near enough to her ship to be of use.

      Sadira was about to ask Della to send guards to the ship to help out when she remembered the woman didn’t know about her silent bone-conduction comms patch. It was a little thing, but her comms with the others were still secret, and she liked it better that way. So she’d just have to wait it out. Once they arrived she could help, but until then she just had to trust that her crew would do their best. Fortunately, their best was pretty damn good.

      Holly recognized the group outside her hull. Pirates once again, and the same ones from before, judging by their garb. They’d found their prey, only this time its hull wasn’t conveniently breached. They’d have to find another way in.

      The ship was still keeping her AI mind secret and had not activated any of the autonomous weapons systems. Not yet, at least. The doors were sealed up tight, and it would take the attackers more than a little bit of work to force their way inside, and by then the others would be there. And without guns to muck things up, she felt pretty confident they’d get things under control in no time.

      “Holly, we’re almost there!” Moose told her over comms.

      “There are eight of them,” she sent back.

      It seemed that Moose and Hellatz would be the first to arrive, not Corporal Humphries, as she’d expected. Two on eight was not good odds, especially if the two were the human and Chithiid. Holly decided perhaps it was time to adjust her expectations. Without the spec-ops soldier, this might not be as cut-and-dried as she’d hoped.

      “Get away from her, you bitch!” Moose bellowed as he and Hellatz charged into the landing area with reckless abandon.

      There were indeed eight adversaries, as Holly had informed them. And they were clearly wearing pirate garb. More than that, they, too, were armed with melee weapons, though a bit more professional looking than the duo’s makeshift table leg clubs.

      “Watch my six,” Moose called out as he raced toward the nearest of the motley band of aliens.

      “You watch mine!” Hellatz called back, using his four arms to overpower the two-armed attacker foolish enough to come at him head-on.

      They were outnumbered, yes, but they had one advantage over the half-dozen species that made up the enemy’s ranks. Namely, they could mostly understand their pidgin dialect, but the pirates did not speak English.

      “On three, pivot left and go for the legs,” Hellatz shouted.

      “Got it!” Moose replied as he blocked a nasty-looking club, deflecting it but only barely.

      The man swinging it was a burly sort with a very short, muscular neck and powerful shoulders. Had the club landed as intended, that would have been it for Moose. If not just for the day, possibly forever.

      “…Two. Three!”

      The pair moved in unison, shifting their attacks from high to low, landing painful but not quite debilitating blows on the lower extremities of the nearest pirates. The injured men jumped back in pain, allowing others to take their place in the attack while they recovered. It was a decent strategy, actually, and one that would quickly wear down an opponent. But for the moment, adrenaline was high, and the two defenders were holding their own quite well.

      The pirates nearest them swarmed as a group, intending to overpower the pair with sheer numbers, but they were down by two, their comrades with injured legs still hovering away from the fight as they tried to put weight on the aching limbs. It would be at least another minute before they regained use of them, and in that time the odds would be better.

      It was still an unfair fight. Three on one if you divided the numbers evenly. But Hellatz had four arms, and for that reason the pirates singled him out, coming at him five on one, leaving a lone pirate to distract Mustafa. Blows rained down, some landing, most missing, but it was clear Hellatz could not hold off all five of them.

      Moose saw what was happening and made a choice. He turned from the pirate attacking him and raced to Hellatz’s aid, steamrolling into three of the startled pirates. He took several direct hits in the process, but none were critical in nature, though he’d be aching later for sure. Hellatz tossed his club from his right hand to his left and whipped out with a snap, the tip of the table leg just barely hitting the man who had been charging right behind Moose. It was enough.

      A loud crack, followed by a cry of pain and the dropping of his weapon made it clear Hel had broken something. With the other two just beginning to recover, it was five on two, at least for a minute, and Hel set to work.

      He yanked pirates from on top of his friend, throwing wicked elbows and knees as he did, buying himself a few precious seconds of space before they ran at him again. In moments Moose was freed and on his feet, a small trickle of blood running down his cheek. He pressed his back against Hellatz’s and prepared for the inevitable attack.

      “Thanks,” he said, shifting his grip on his club.

      “Thank you,” Hel replied.

      “So, you ready for this?”

      “As ready as I’m going to be,” the Chithiid said.

      The wounded pair finally seemed ready to re-enter the fray, and even the man with the broken arm had recovered his weapon and was now wielding it in the opposite hand. And as intended, the defenders were finally getting tired. One more good push and this would all be over.

      “Now, what have we here?” a voice said from across the landing area.

      The pirates barely had a chance to turn before Corporal Humphries was on them, moving faster than any human possibly could, though still holding back his true cyborg abilities, just in case of prying eyes.

      Fists flew, knees drove home, and elbows pummeled the enemy like brutal waves beating down a waterlogged ship. This was Hump’s element. Combat. And he was reveling in it.

      Hellatz and Moose breathed a sigh of relief as all of the pirates shifted their attention to the newcomer. The one who was obviously the biggest threat of the three of them. A winded Lorgin arrived at the edge of the landing area. Toggin, had done his best to keep up, but he was no match for Hump’s raw speed and stamina.

      The young Lorgin watched in awe as Hump did his thing, plowing through the pirates with uncanny accuracy. Even unarmed as he was, the human was unscathed while the pirates were sent flying every which way.

      “Retreat!” one of the pirates called out. At least, that’s what they thought the word meant. It wasn’t in their vocabulary yet, but the immediate withdrawal of pirate attackers bolstered the assumed meaning.

      Hump rushed to his friends, quickly assessing their injuries with his advanced optics and scanning arrays. “Nothing broken,” he said. “But you’ll both be sore as hell tomorrow.”

      He turned to pursue the fleeing pirates, but stopped himself short. Della had arrived. And with the captain and the ape in tow. He had to appear human for the moment, and that meant the pirates would get away. For now, anyway.

      Toggin rushed to his boss to relay what he had seen. Sadira didn’t speak their language, but she’d picked up a few words. And their word for pirate was one of them.

      “See? I told you there were pirates on your station,” she said. “And they just attacked my ship. My crew.”

      Della walked to the injured men, then glanced at the unscathed ship. “You not bad hurt,” she said, assessing the pair’s injuries. “Anything taken?”

      “No, they didn’t get inside the ship,” Moose said. “Though not for lack of trying.”

      The Lorgin looked at the three defenders and nodded. “Your response time. It very good.”

      Moose cracked a grin, even if it did make his head hurt just a little more. “Yeah, well, it’s our ship, so—”

      “And about that,” Sadira interrupted. “This is not okay. Twice in an hour me and my people have had run-ins with these pirates. What are you going to do about that?”

      “We have our people pursue leads,” Della replied. “Well done. Your crew, very skilled. And now, please excuse. Must to make report to Bodo.”

      Della hurried away, Toggin following close behind, giving her the play-by-play as they made their way down the path.

      “Sadi, what the hell?” Moose griped. “They’ll look into it?”

      “Yeah, I’m with Moose, Cap. We can’t sit around and wait for them to do something. We need to be proactive.”

      Sadira looked at her team. Fierce, skilled, and loyal. And more than that, ready for a fight.

      “You’re right, and we’re not waiting,” she said with a knowing smile. “Man up, boys. We’re going after them. And I mean now.”
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      It was going to piss off the Lorgin, of that Sadira had no doubt after the little talking to Della had given her on the ride back after discovering her where she wasn’t supposed to be. But she didn’t care. These bastards had attacked her in space, and now they’d done it on the station as well.

      That simply would not stand.

      The five of them were hurrying after the fleeing pirates as soon as Della and her people had cleared the area. Goonara showed up at the last second, having missed all the excitement.

      “Good, you made it. Goonara, I need you to stay with the ship. Anyone tries anything, go inside and get a gun.”

      “But we’re not supposed to—”

      “Just do it.” She turned to the big dog on their squad. “Hump, get out ahead and track them. Try not to engage. We need to know where the rest of them are.”

      “On it, Cap,” he said, then took off at an impossible pace. Fortunately for him, with several of the pirates sporting injuries of varying degrees of severity, they would be leaving a much easier path to follow than normal.

      And so they ran, racing along, following the periodic coordinate shifts sent by their cyborg tracker.

      The new addition to their group was keeping up as best she could, but bonobos were not exactly built for running. Artemesia, however, was doing her best. At the sight of the seemingly human man moving with such speed, however, she nearly tripped over her own feet in surprise.

      “That one moves so fast. He’s amazing,” she said, huffing hard from the exertion.

      “Yeah, that’s one word for it,” Moose replied.

      “Let’s just say he’s one of the more specialized members of our team and leave it at that for now,” Sadira added, flashing Moose a little look as she ran.

      The message was received loud and clear. Subtlety was the order of the day. Moose could do subtle, though it was by no means his strong suit.

      They wove through a jungle-like area of overgrowth where the path seemed to cut right through one of the large habitat zones. At the sight of it Artemesia’s eyes lit up.

      She leapt high, grabbing a low branch, and began swinging from tree to tree, now easily keeping pace with the running people below. She was in her element and reveling in it. Soon enough, however, the terrain shifted again, this time to a stark metal and stone landscape leading out into a wide sandy desert-like enclosure.

      “What is this?” Sadira asked as they paused to assess the unexpected shift.

      “Sometimes habitat zones go bad and they have to wipe them clean and start from scratch. I haven’t seen one in a long time, though, but this is what they do. We missed the bad part at least.”

      “The bad part?” Hellatz asked.

      “When they seal it up, they come and burn it all with fire. I have only witnessed it once, but I don’t ever wish to again.”

      Hel shuddered at the thought. He was used to the ever-present worry about flames in space. A fire on a ship could be an utter catastrophe, and faster than many would expect. He’d seen it happen during the Great War, entire crews wiped out in seconds by an uncontrolled inferno.

      But here? This was different, but almost worse in its own way. A raging blaze, fed yet contained within a protective dome with no way out. Not even a space suit could provide means of egress and escape. It was horrifying.

      “So where do we go?” Sadira asked.

      “I’m not sure,” the ape replied as they all looked around for any clue.

      The answer lay before them. Tracks. Footprints in the bits of sandy soil between the rocks. The pirates had cut through the empty wasteland.

      “Well, crapsticks. Looks like we’re going off-roading,” Moose said. “What’s on the other side, Artie?”

      “I truly don’t know. I’ve never crossed over that way. And must you insist on calling me that?”

      “You’ll get used to it,” he replied with a grin. “Sadi?”

      “Yeah, I’m thinking.”

      “Ticking clock here.”

      “I know, I know. It’s just we’ll be in the wide open out there. We’ll be sitting ducks.”

      Moose keyed his comms. “Yo, Hump. You on the other side of this sandy patch?”

      Silence hung for a moment.

      “Yeah, there’s a hatchway to beneath the surface about a hundred meters past the edge. It’s hidden in what looks like a pile of boulders. Easy to miss unless you know what to look for. I’m going in after them. I’ll let you know what I find.”

      “Copy that,” Moose replied.

      Hump had transmitted on their group frequency so everyone could hear. That was it, then. The crossing would be as safe as it possibly could be. There was simply no other alternative.

      “Okay, then. Let’s get this over with,” Sadira said, heading out into the empty space.

      Artemesia seemed particularly reluctant but forced herself to put one foot in front of the other and follow along.

      “You okay?” Moose asked.

      “This is unnatural,” she replied. “I am meant to be in forests, not wide-open spaces like this. And sand? It just doesn’t feel right.”

      “Well, if it makes you feel any better, I’m not too fond of it either,” the human commiserated.

      The group moved as quickly as they were able in the unsure footing. Their boots would slip and stick in the sandy soil from time to time, slowing their pace. The only good thing about it was the pirate crew had undoubtedly faced the same problem, and judging by the mess that was the jumble of tracks they’d left in their wake, more than one of them had taken a fall in the process.

      It was slow going for the most part, but a few rocky areas provided unexpected sureness of footing that allowed them to increase their pace. Anything to get out of this habitat faster was fine by them, and the team moved as fast as was safely feasible.

      Finally, they reached the edge, stepping over the metal seam back onto a normal pathway.

      Moose sighed loudly. “Is it just me, or did this look a lot closer than it actually was?”

      “It did seem that way,” Hellatz agreed.

      Sadira hushed the two men. “Enough yapping. We’ve gotta keep moving. Hump said a hundred meters. I see some rocks up ahead; that must be where he was talking about. Heads on a swivel. We don’t know if there are any nasty surprises up ahead.”

      On alert and moving quietly, they hurried ahead, the anticipated attack never coming to fruition. The rocks were more or less how Hump had described them. A big pile of boulders with nothing special about them at all. That is, unless you happened to know there was something there. And Hump had made sure they’d find the hidden doorway.

      Scratched into the stone at shin level was a big X.

      “Well, that marks the spot,” Sadira said. “Artie, any idea how to open it?”

      “Usually the Lorgin use foot activation, so I’d assume this would be no different.”

      “Everyone, look for anything that might be a trigger on the ground. But carefully.”

      The group bent over, searching for a stone that might not actually be a stone or a piece of wood that might actually be a hidden lever. It was Artemesia who struck gold.

      “Found it,” she declared.

      The trigger was a slightly raised rock with one side smoother than the others. Just enough to make it easy to find. That is, if you knew what you were looking for.

      Sadira looked at the mechanism. She had to appreciate Lorgin craftsmanship and ingenuity. They really did make everything blend in as best they could aboard the station.

      “Care to do the honors?” she asked.

      “Me?”

      “Yes, you. You found it.”

      Artemesia hesitated a moment. But she’d already come this far. In for a penny, in for a pound, as they say. She stepped on the trigger.

      The rock face in front of them swung inward, the seams almost magically becoming visible only as the door moved.

      “Damn, that’s impressive,” Moose admired.

      “You can gawk later,” Sadira said as she hurried inside. “Hump’s out there all alone. We need to move.”

      Moments later all of them were running down a stone-and-metal pathway inside the station itself. Unlike where Sadira had found herself earlier, this part was not all open spaces and suspended catwalks. There were open areas where you could look out across the inner workings of the station, but nothing that felt so vast as before.

      “You seeing this?” Moose asked as they rushed past an elongated open section of wall. Only a thin guardrail separated them from a very nasty fall farther than the eye could see.

      “That’s a lot of habitats,” Hellatz marveled as he saw what had caught his friend’s eye. “And is that a stasis field enveloping each of them?”

      “It is,” Artie replied. “Each is kept in a state of perfect suspension until such time as it is to be moved to the surface.”

      Moose was still flabbergasted. Moving forward, but flabbergasted. “Holy crap. There have to be thousands of them.”

      Sadira had experienced pretty much the same reaction when she’d seen them all. “Yeah, it’s a bit overwhelming, I know. Now, focus. Hump should be up ahead.”

      Inside the ship there was a far greater likelihood that the Lorgin would pick up any foreign transmissions, so the cyborg had resorted to brief pulses of static. Just enough to give a general approximation of distance. A longer blast meant longer distance. And the last one had been pretty short. They were almost there. Wherever there was, that is.

      They’d run nearly a mile underground when they finally saw the staircase to the surface and their friend crouched down in the shadows beside it. There was no tube system in this particular area, so the likelihood of being stumbled upon was almost nil. Hump’s advanced hearing systems would pick up anyone coming long before they got close enough to see the trespassers.

      “Glad you could join me,” the cyborg said with a grin. “Nice jog?”

      “Eat me,” Moose shot back. “What’ve you got?”

      “Jackpot, my friend. Just out those doors is a landing zone. A somewhat tucked away landing zone at that. And in it, a few mid-sized ships. Most are trading vessels by the looks of them, but one is a little bigger, and a lot different.”

      Sadira grinned. “And let me guess. It also has some railgun holes in its hull, doesn’t it?”

      “Why, Captain, if I didn’t know better, I’d swear you were psychic,” Hump said with a grin. “Looks like they haven’t been able to fully fix the hurt we put on them yet. The bomb ship we hit ’em with must’ve done more damage than we’d hoped.”

      “You bombed a pirate ship?” Artemesia asked. “What kind of exploration and contact mission is it you’re on, exactly?”

      “The kind where we hit back if some ass-hats try to board us,” Moose replied.

      “I need to see this,” Sadira said, stepping around Hump and moving for the stairs.

      “Just crack the door. That’s all you’ll need. Their ship is off to the far left about eighty meters out.”

      Sadira quietly released the latch and slid the door open a crack. People were milling about out there, so it was clear why Hump had said not to open the door fully. Pirates and traders alike were plentiful. But there it was, clear as day. The pirates’ vessel. And he was right. It was banged up. Quietly, she closed the door.

      “So, they can’t fly,” she said.

      “They can fly, but not well. Their smaller ships, however, are still largely functional. The blast only took out a few so far as I can tell.”

      Sadira pondered this development. “And that means they can’t mount a real defense.”

      Moose grinned at the thought of some payback. “So, we’ve come all the way out here and now we’ve got ’em right where we want ’em. What do you want us to do, Sadi?”

      “We go back.”

      “Wait. Back?”

      “Yep,” Sadira said with a disturbingly vicious-looking grin. “We go back and we gear up. Get ready properly. Then we take these bastards down.”
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      The trek back to their ship was going to be a lot easier than the frantic chase in the opposite direction. Now that they knew where the target was located and had confirmation that the damaged ship was still in no condition to escape, the team could slow their pace a little on the way back. And that meant they could gather a bit more information about this section of Lorgini Station on the way.

      It was fascinating how so many different environments were contained on top of and within the station. Clearly, the Lorgin had been traveling and collecting samples from different worlds for a very, very long time. And that wealth of knowledge would be invaluable to the team as they spread out across the galaxy, making new contacts and forging new alliances.

      And with the Lorgin at their side as allies, they would have much of the hard work of first contact already done for them. All they would need is an introduction. The pirate attack was a low point in their mission, no doubt, but the violent encounter would prove well worth it if this was the end result.

      And now they were going to get a little payback while performing a bit of pest removal service for their new Lorgin friends. A win-win situation if ever there was one. Things were looking up.

      Corporal Humphries had slipped out of the door and made his way to cover near the pirate’s mothership while the others headed back. He would stay on site and be their eyes and ears until the others could return with firepower. The plan was to lie low and gather as much information as possible for the time being while waiting for the cavalry to arrive. He would also keep track of the comings and goings of any enemy craft.

      It would be most unfortunate to have the smaller pirate craft swooping in from the sky in a surprise defense. Hump would make quite sure all of the pirate crew’s ships were accounted for.

      “We’ll be back as soon as we can,” Sadira told him as she and the team took off on foot.

      “Only the small ships,” Hump said. “They’d notice if Holly moved, but we have the element of surprise if you use Ace and Hel’s shuttle.”

      “You think there are more lurking near the ship?”

      “Could be. Always safer to assume so,” he replied. “In any case, they’d see Holly much sooner and mount a proper defense. Sometimes small and fast is the way to go. And their big ship is still grounded.”

      “So it is,” she agreed. “Okay, you lot. Let’s hustle!”

      Artemesia had been stoic about the adventure so far, but in addition to being far outside her comfort zone, she was also simply not built for this sort of thing, and it was beginning to show. Sadira noticed it immediately when they turned to head back, as did the others. Artie was simply spent. Her short legs, powerful as they might be, were not designed for distance running. That was a trick of evolution humans possessed, not apes.

      Sadira assessed the situation and made a snap decision.

      “Hel, Moose, I want you to get your asses back to Holly and load up both away ships with stun rifles, restraints, and anything else we might need.”

      “What are you going to do?” Moose asked.

      “We’re going to gather some general intel on the way back, just in case we need to pursue beyond the landing area,” she replied. It was clear to Moose, however, that this was merely an excuse to take it slower and give the poor bonobo a chance to recover.

      “Copy that. You got it,” he said. “Come on, Hel. Race ya!”

      “This is not a race,” the Chithiid said. “And as my legs are much longer than yours, you would lose anyway.”

      “Big talk,” Moose replied then took off at a jog.

      Hel looked at his captain, shrugged, and set off after him.

      “I appreciate what you’re doing,” Artemesia said as the pair shrank in the distance. “But I fear you are putting your plan in jeopardy holding back on my account.”

      “Hey, we may be going slower, but I was serious when I said we would be gathering intel on the way. I want to know as much as possible about this place.”

      Artie didn’t detect any signs of subterfuge. And the human had made a valid point. On top of that, she’d never seen this section of habitat zones before. The last time she had been out of stasis, it was a completely different selection populating the surface.

      “Okay,” she said. “But let’s try to avoid the sand this time, if we can.”

      The route back began within Lorgini Station’s skin, the pair traveling just below the surface for a good fifty meters before another surface access presented itself. This was a much smaller one, though, and it appeared to be more of a service hatch. In any case, it was far enough from the landing site for them to go to the surface unnoted.

      “Would there be any alarms on this?” Sadira asked.

      “No. The Lorgin run every inch of the station, so there would be no reason for them to set alarms on doors or hatches unless they were to areas of potential danger. This bears no markings designating it as such.”

      “Great. Then out we go,” Sadira said, cracking the door and peering out. “All clear,” she said, then stepped through onto dark blue grass.

      There were dense shrubs to one side, a shallow creek to the other, and unusual, twisty-branched trees with a light blue bark and bright yellow flowers behind and in front of them. It was an utterly alien landscape, and quite a beautiful one.

      “We are in a habitat,” Artemesia commented. “A compound. That was unexpected.”

      “Why?”

      “Normally, the doors I’ve used lead to pathways and neutral ground, not habitat zones. It’s strange to bypass the perimeter like this.” She sniffed the air. “Obviously, this is a safe environment, though. There’s no dome around it, so despite the alien vegetation, the atmospheric conditions required are similar to what we are used to.”

      Sadira took note of the direction the corridor beneath their feet went and made a visual sighting of their course.

      “Okay, we can appreciate the nature as we move. We need to go that way to get back to the ship and rendezvous with the others. Keep track of the geography and any spots the pirates might use to take refuge when we hit them. We’ll have one shot to get in and take them down,” she said.

      The ape nodded her agreement but remained silent, her head slightly cocked to one side, listening intently as they walked.

      “What is it?”

      “I’m not sure. But I think we had better hurry.”

      A huffing sound reached her ears. Not too close, but definitely nearby. Sadira felt the hair on the back of her neck prickle. She picked up the pace, and despite her exhaustion, so did Artie. The two had just reached the little creek when they saw the source of the sound.

      “Oh, shit,” Sadira gasped. “Run!”

      The two splashed across the water as fast as possible, heading off course but toward what looked like a tight squeeze through some dense shrubs. She hoped it would be enough to slow the thing behind them.

      It was a two-legged creature, perhaps three meters tall, with deep-purple skinn, large, taloned feet, relatively short arms, and enormous teeth. It almost reminded Sadira of the long-extinct dinosaurs of Earth, only this had a dozen eyes on stalks protruding from its head and was clearly not from her world. And despite the Lorgini Station’s vegetarian food sources, this thing most definitely wanted some fresh meat.

      “I can’t swim!” Artemesia said as she floundered in the creek.

      It wasn’t especially deep, but the ape’s legs were far shorter than the human’s.

      “Grab onto my back,” Sadira said, squatting low in the water so Artie could get a grip.

      The bonobo wrapped her arms around the human and held on like her life depended on it. And judging by the creature racing toward them, it did. Sadira pushed through the water as fast as she was able, fighting the gentle flow to get to the other side.

      Fortunately, the bottom was firm, and her boots didn’t suck down into mud. Had they done so, the duo would almost certainly have become the beast’s lunch.

      Artemesia lurched off from Sadira’s back as soon as they reached the other side and began pulling the human out of the water with her powerful arms. This was something the ape was good at. Her kind possessed exceptional muscle density, and with one big tug she had Sadira out and on her feet.

      “That way!” Sadira said.

      The two bolted for the gap in the shrubbery. It was narrow, but they’d fit. Sadira pushed Artemesia ahead first, looking back at the rapidly approaching creature hot on their tail. With its size and mass, she was beginning to have serious doubts the vegetation would stop it. In fact, she wondered if it would even slow its pursuit.

      “Hurry, Artie,” she urged, lunging through the foliage.

      The two pushed on for almost ten meters when they both abruptly fell to the ground, their limbs useless.

      They were on the pathways again. They’d made it out of the compound. But the beast was still right behind them. Yet Sadira found her arms and legs, while regaining sensation, were far too slow to respond.

      The creature was close now, she could hear it almost upon them.

      So, this is how I die, she mused as the tingling in her legs lessened, but certainly not enough to run.

      It was so close now. Crashing through the brush. She looked up at the jaws that would take her life, but even facing her death she couldn’t help but admire the alien creature. For all the terror and impending doom, this was still an alien life form, and it was beautiful in its own snarling, sharp-toothed way.

      The beast let out a pained cry and fell to the ground, crushing part of the shrubbery. It struggled to its feet and quickly backed away, its coloring shifting to a reddish tone of distress. Sadira noticed something odd. It was wearing a slender band around its neck that looked like the pathogen-detecting bracelet the Lorgin had given her entire crew, only larger.

      Artemesia slowly stood and watched the animal retreat. “That was unpleasant,” she said. “Let’s stick to the pathways from now on.”

      “What just happened? Why did it stop? And why are my arms and legs all tingly?”

      Artemesia held up her arm and pointed to the band on her own wrist. Sadira looked at the one she was wearing. It seemed innocuous enough.

      “What? The pathogen detector?” she asked.

      “Ah, yes, that’s what they told you it is,” the ape said as she dusted herself off. “These are actually perimeter monitors. An emergency beacon to help with evacuation in case of station-wide emergencies, though that pretty much never happens here. They also prevent incompatible life forms from entering each other’s habitat zones.”

      “A shock device?”

      “Yes. One that also keeps the dangerous ones inside the confines of their enclosures.”

      Sadira began tugging at the bracelet.

      “Oh, I wouldn’t do that. It’ll just make it discharge again. Everyone on the station has them. House rules.”

      Sadira was beginning to realize things on Lorgini Station were not quite laid out as she’d initially thought. Yes, they were guests, and yes, the Lorgin were most accommodating hosts, but they also appeared to be housing a collection of animals aboard. Almost like a zoo. And, apparently, she and Artie had just stumbled into the proverbial lion’s den.

      It was a quite a revelation. But there would be time to reassess things later. For now, she and her ape companion had to get back to the ship. Knowing the pirates would be restricted in their movements by the same system that had just dropped them yet halted the hungry animal changed Sadira’s plans a little bit. The pirates could flee, yes, but their routes of escape would be severely limited if there were other habitats like this one around. And if the shock bracelets were truly worn by everyone aboard, that meant their adversary was as hamstrung as they were.

      The odds had just been leveled.

      “We need to keep moving,” Sadira said, rising to her feet and shaking the last of the tingles from her legs and setting off on the path heading roughly toward their ship. “There’s still work to be done and pirate ass to kick.”
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      While Sadira and Artie had taken an unintentionally longer route back, Hellatz and Moose had backtracked their original path and were nearly through the sandy expanse while their captain was fleeing for her life. Much as they bitched and moaned about the unsure footing across the desolate landscape, had either known what she was facing not so far away they’d have counted themselves lucky.

      Once they had made their way back to the pathway on the far side the going was much faster, and the pair was back at the ship in no time. Everything appeared just as they had left it.

      “Goon, we have any company while we were away?” Moose asked as they rushed into the ship’s command center.

      “You are back.”

      “That we are.”

      “There was nothing here. No attempted incursions, no unwanted visitors. Nothing.”

      “Well, not quite nothing,” Holly added.

      Moose arched his brow. “Oh? What’s up, Hol?”

      “I can’t say for sure. It wasn’t much of a signal, and I have had to keep my external scans dialed down so far they may as well be off.”

      “But?”

      “But there was something out there,” the AI replied. “I don’t know what, but there were traces of a life reading.”

      Hellatz shook his head. “Just great. All of this scanning tech and we can’t use it,” he lamented. “The sooner we get off this station the better.”

      “No doubt,” Moose agreed. “Listen, we found the pirates’ location and are taking them down. Holly, you need to keep ready in case things go sideways, but otherwise, it’ll be the four of us taking Ace and Hel’s ship over there to drop these clowns.”

      “Four? Don’t you mean six?” Goonara asked.

      “Nope. Hump’s already there lying low and keeping an eye on things until we get back. The captain and Artie are on their way back, and as soon as they get here we’ll be heading out.”

      “But what about me?”

      “Goon, there’s going to be fighting, and we need someone here to help Holly if things get weird,” Moose said with a sympathetic look. “We’d love to have you fly with us, but keeping Holly safe and sound is our number one priority.”

      Holly knew she could protect herself just fine on her own, but she saw through Mustafa’s little ruse. He was worried Goonara would become a liability in hand-to-hand combat. Really, it wasn’t too far of a stretch to see where he was probably right. He just didn’t want to be rude and come right out and say it.

      “Well…” the scientist began.

      “Great. We’re going to gear up and load the ships. We fly as soon as the captain is back.”

      With that the two men rushed off to gather up firearms and gear for their ships. They didn’t think they’d need to use the guns, but having them along just in case was the only option when outnumbered as they were. If they were downed, they’d sure as hell need them.

      In the armory, Moose scooped up a bandolier of grenades and tossed them across his back while he slung a pair of pulse rifles and two pistol belts over his shoulders. Hellatz did much the same, though a bit less extreme.

      “Grenades?” the Chithiid asked.

      “You never know when they might come in handy,” Moose replied. “Besides, Hump always says you never want to go into battle without at least one grenade on you.”

      “He’s a spec-ops cyborg. It’s not the same thing.”

      “Why not? Sure, he’s better at it than we are, but the principle’s the same.”

      Hellatz knew better than to argue. And besides, the captain would be back any time now, and they still had to prep the ships.

      “Ace, how long until you’re ready to fly?” Hel asked over internal comms.

      “Already warmed up and good to go,” the AI ship answered. “I’ve been dying for something to do. All this sitting around hiding has been boring!”

      “Yeah? Well, things are about to get a lot more interesting real fast,” Moose noted. “So make sure your systems are all spun up and weapons hot. I’ll be there in just a couple of minutes.”

      “And the captain?”

      “She’s right behind us.”

      And that she was, though via a more circuitous path. Once Sadira and Artemesia had cleared the dangerous animal’s enclosure, the route back had been a more winding and less direct one than she’d anticipated. But after their last encounter she had no intention of cutting through any of the shielded compounds to shorten the trek.

      Artemesia had managed to keep up what was undoubtedly an exhausting pace for her, but she didn’t complain once. The little ape would probably sleep for a day after this was all finished, but for now there was a job to do, and she wasn’t about to slack off. Not a chance.

      They reached the landing area just as Holly’s bay doors began to slide open.

      “Did you do that?” Artie asked, out of breath.

      “Nope. The others must’ve seen us coming,” Sadira replied. “Come on, we’re almost there.”

      They raced into the open ship where the two smaller craft were idling and ready to fly. Ace slid over to her in a sideways lurch and popped his door open.

      “Welcome aboard, Captain,” he said.

      “What was that?” Artie asked as she and Sadira climbed aboard.

      “Just an automated welcoming,” the captain replied, mildly annoyed the AI had broken cover in front of a stranger, even if she was from Earth. “Moose, what’s our status?”

      “Hel’s fired up and good to go. We’re loaded here as well. Your gear’s in that jump bag over there.”

      “Excellent. No word from Hump, I assume?”

      “None. And that means things are still quiet over there.”

      “Just like we wanted,” she replied with a satisfied grin. “Okay, fly us in close and drop down while we’re still out of visual range. We’ll hop out and join up with Hump while Ace and Hel make an aerial blockade to prevent any of their ships from getting airborne and strafing us.”

      “Copy that. You catch that, Hel?”

      “Got it,” he replied over comms.

      “Okay, then. Let’s do this.”

      

      The two ships shot out of the landing bay, Holly sealing up tight as soon as they were out. It would be a fast trip, and very low to the surface. They had solid coordinates to work with, and the flight was going to be a short one.

      Hellatz pulled up high while Moose dropped Ace down low, settling into a hover. He grabbed his weapons and met Sadira and Artie at the door. “Okay, we’re set,” he said.

      “Who will fly the ship?” Artemesia asked with bewilderment.

      “It’s got a really good autopilot,” Sadira said. “Don’t worry about it.”

      It hadn’t been a complete lie. Ace was automated, after all. An artificial intelligence of impressive power. And he was a pilot as well, flying his little craft with the greatest of skill. Sadira had just failed to mention he was an autonomous AI, is all. A lie by omission.

      They raced down the pathways until they were almost upon Hump’s signal.

      “Where is he?” Moose asked in a hushed tone.

      “Shhh,” a voice said from the shrubbery beside him.

      “Jesus, man! Don’t do that.”

      “Sorry. And again, shhhh.”

      Moose unslung one of the rifles and handed it to his friend.

      “Cap, you sure about using weapons on Lorgini Station?” Hump asked. “Not that I mind using ’em, of course.”

      “I’m sure. And we’re going to use stun weapons if we can. Pulse rifles are a last resort, but one I’d rather have available to fall back on than not. Whatever the Lorgin rules may be, they didn’t do a good job tracking these guys down. And now we’ve got ’em right where we want ’em.”

      “Outnumbering us five to one?” Moose asked.

      “Outside of their ship and unarmed,” she replied with a wicked grin.

      “What about Della and the Lorgin? We should tell them what’s going on.”

      “Don’t worry about it. These bracelets apparently aren’t contagion detectors but emergency beacons. And if what Artie says is right, once things start kicking off, they’ll know right where we are and what’s going on soon enough,” she said.

      Deep inside, she was really hoping they would get there quickly. Capturing the pirates would be tough, but doable. But without the Lorgin’s support, keeping them held prisoner would be next to impossible. But that was a future thought, and she had to focus on the right now. But what if the bracelets didn’t do their job? She had to have a backup plan.

      “Artie, I need you to go and call Della and Sanjo.”

      “But you said the bracelets would—”

      “I know what I said, but we can’t risk it. Can you do this for me?”

      “Of course. You can count on me,” the bonobo said as she took off with a lumbering run to summon the Lorgin.

      Sadira turned to Hump.

      “You ready for this?”

      “Always.”

      “Moose?”

      “You even need to ask?”

      “All right, then.” She keyed her comms. “Ace, Hel, we’re starting. Keep those bastards on the ground and let us know what you see from up there.”

      “Will do,” Ace replied, thrilled to finally be seeing some action.

      The two ships were just specks up above, but as they dove they grew in size rapidly. And they were heading right toward the landing area. That certainly got the pirates’ attention. And that was exactly what Sadira had hoped for.

      “Okay, fellas, time to rock.”
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      The streaking craft hurtling from above took the pirates totally off guard. They were usually the ones being the aggressors after all, and to have someone attacking them was unfathomable. Even after their most recent prey had turned the tables, they still couldn’t quite believe what they were seeing.

      That incident had been in the heat of battle. Sure, they’d been damaged, but that hadn’t been a true attack on them. Things happened in combat, and they’d accepted it as such even as they made their retreat.

      But here? While comfortably parked on Lorgini Station as they mended their ship? The men gawked skyward in lingering disbelief, trying to figure out what exactly they were seeing as the reality just seemed so incredibly unlikely.

      And that fit Sadira’s plan perfectly.

      The first pass was made by Ace, the little AI ship dropping in low and buzzing overhead. With all eyes skyward, Hump and Moose were able to move into position without being noticed. What was up above was far more interesting than people milling about on the ground, after all.

      As Ace lifted higher to resume an overwatch position, Hellatz made his pass, flying low as well, but also dropping a load of stun grenades they had jury-rigged to the exterior of his ship.

      It was a modified shuttle craft, and while it was highly maneuverable and sporting additional armament, it was never intended to be a bomber. In anything but the most controlled of circumstances the improvised mechanism they mounted would have shorn off from g-forces nearly immediately. But here, with a careful approach, it functioned perfectly, and the scattered rainfall of little objects fell from above, just as planned.

      The pirates watched them tumble down, perplexed by the unexpected payload released in their direction. Then the first stun grenade hit the ground and let loose its charge.

      The rugged men and women of action snapped from their curious trance and immediately lunged for cover, but it was too late. The hail of little orbs was turning the entire landing area into a field of twitching bodies.

      They weren’t dead, only stunned, and some more than others. But that was all the three-person team needed to sway the advantage their way.

      Hellatz pulled up sharply, pivoting and aiming his railguns at the open hangar door of the pirate ship. If any of their crew did manage to make it to one of the small attack ships, he’d drop them before they even cleared the opening.

      Hump was the first of the team to reach the crowd of pirates streaming from their ship to see what had befallen their shipmates. A quick barrage of stun blasts took out a half dozen of them in an instant. The others fell into a melee with the soldier, utilizing improvised weapons as best they could in an effort to fell the man.

      But the cyborg was too fast. One by one, they succumbed to his brutal fists, knees, and elbows.

      “Moose, on your nine!” Sadira called out as she and her friend raced to join the fight.

      Moose drew his stun pistol and fired to his left without even sighting the weapon. The enemy was much too close, and the shot would either fly true or he would find himself tied up in a hand-to-hand brawl.

      Luckily, the sound of a body hitting the ground met his ears instead of a club. Satisfied, he continued on to help Hump out with the remaining pirates.

      There were less of them than they’d expected, but the group was as diverse as they’d seen during the failed breach of their ship. A dozen or more races comprised the pirate ranks, and most of them now lay dazed on the ground.

      “Sadi, bind ’em!” Moose shouted to his captain.

      He was right. Much as she wanted to be part of the fight, the stun effects would only last so long, and if the dozens on the ground managed to recover, they’d be hopelessly outnumbered.

      Sadira quickly drew the pack of compression seals from her pocket and started slapping them around the wrists and ankles of every fallen alien pirate she could. Some of them were too big for the restraints, however, so she had to slow her progress to improvise proper, old-school bindings as best she could.

      It was beginning to look like some crazy kind of alien shibari fest when a dozen pristine Lorgin security craft came zooming in from every direction.

      Sadira looked up. Ace and Hellatz had wisely cleared the area as soon as the guards were en route. Good. It would be one less thing for her to have to explain to Della and the others.

      “Holster your weapons,” she called to her team, holding her hands up in the air as Della stormed through the ranks of fallen bodies, Artemesia walking with her, almost glued to her hip, and a squad of armed guards close behind on either side.

      “Hey, Cap. You notice anything unusual about all of these folks?” Hump asked, nodding to the incapacitated pirates.

      Now that he mentioned it, there was something a bit off about them all. None had the look of officers, or in the case of pirates, of leadership types. This had been entirely the muscle of the operation it seemed. Somehow, the brains behind their little group had managed to slip away.

      “Yeah, just the hired guns,” she replied. “We’ll talk after.”

      Della drew up close, looking as angry as she’d ever seen the tall alien.

      “What this?” she demanded, fuming in her anger. “Rules of Lorgini Station. No weapons!”

      “Well, we didn’t use anything lethal,” Sadira replied. “See? Just stun pistols. Nobody’s hurt.”

      “You disobey rules!”

      “And you not find pirates who attack us,” Sadira said, mocking the woman’s speech in frustration. “This is your station. Why was it so hard? We managed to find them.”

      “Was not your place. This should—” Della fell silent, slightly bowing her head and taking a step back.

      Sadira turned and saw Bodo himself walking through the field of dazed and bound pirates, his elite bodyguards fanning out around him. Unlike the protection Della had brought with her, this group moved like predators. More fluid. Ready for the unexpected. Hump sized them up with a glance. He could take them no doubt, but not easily. These men could fight. And though they didn’t seem it at first impressions, a quick scan showed they were armed beneath their clothing.

      “Bodo, so glad you could join us,” Sadira said with a little bow. “I was just explaining to Della here that we did not want to cause any problems but when the opportunity to confront the pirates who had attacked and damaged our ship presented itself, we had no choice but to move immediately.”

      “Still broke rules,” Della said. “Should have waited.”

      “We sent Artemesia to inform you what was happening, did we not?” Sadira shot back. “It’s not our fault it took you so long to get here.”

      Bodo surveyed the scene with a calm gaze. Unlike Della, he seemed utterly unperturbed by the incident. In fact, he almost looked amused.

      “It is all right,” he finally said. “While you did break the station rules, I can understand your reasoning.”

      It wasn’t what Sadira had been expecting. A stern talking-down was more along the lines of what she’d thought was coming her way.

      “Uh, thank you,” she said. “Look, I’m sorry it got out of hand like that. Truly. But at least we caught the pirates. Most of them, at least. I’m sure now that you know where their ship is and have plenty of them to question, you’ll be able to track down the others soon enough.”

      “Yes, we will have our people handle the rest from here,” Bodo said. “Thank you for your assistance in this matter. I do appreciate your restraint in not using lethal force.”

      “We just wanted to catch them, not kill them.”

      “An admirable intention,” he replied. “Now, I ask that you please return to your compounds. My people will clean up this mess from here.”

      Sadira nodded and left it at that. Hump and Moose fell in beside her, and the three walked away, leaving the Lorgin to do just what they’d offered. Clean up that mess. And what a mess it was. Dozens of unconscious pirates, none of whom would be happy about what had just happened to them. They would be a handful when they all came to their senses, and Sadira was glad to not have to deal with them.

      “What about Artie?” Moose asked when they were out of earshot.

      “She’ll stay with them for now,” Sadira replied. “She went to fetch help. They won’t be mad at her. If anything, that should solidify her with the Lorgin.”

      “And us?”

      Sadira had wondered that as well. Bodo had seemed okay with their actions, but he was much harder to read than his less verbose underlings.

      “Us? I think we’re okay,” Sadira said. “Better than okay, actually. But time will tell.”
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      A strange sense of calm permeated the walk back to the humans’ compound. Having successfully pulled off such an audacious and utterly unexpected coup had left the crew feeling the best they had in weeks. Sometimes you didn’t realize just how badly you needed a win, and this boost in morale proved that point.

      With the bulk of the pirate crew now in captivity and handed over to the Lorgin for imprisonment, safekeeping, and whatever punishment they might deem necessary, Sadira and her team would be able to enjoy a well-deserved bit of celebration. And while the pirate leadership seemed to have escaped, with the rest of their crew in custody and their ship under Lorgin control, there seemed to be little to fear from the pirates now.

      “I can’t believe they allowed the use of weapons aboard their station to go without reprimand,” Goonara said when she heard the details of the engagement. “They are quite serious about that policy.”

      “Yeah, well, we did ’em a favor,” Moose said with a broad grin as he sank down into one of the comfy lounge chairs on the spacious lawn. “Nipped a genuine pirate incursion in the bud. Right under their noses too. I’d think they’d be glad to look the other way just this once.”

      “But you did say some got away.”

      “Some, but not all. In any case, Team Kickass came out on top.”

      “It was pretty satisfying, I have to admit,” Hump agreed. “But then, I’ve always been one for underdog fights.”

      Sadira chuckled. “And I suppose it was your idea to strap that makeshift stun bomb rig on Hel’s shuttle.”

      “Of course,” the cyborg said with pride. “It did its job, did it not? Caught them totally off guard.”

      “That it did. But we weren’t expecting it either.”

      “And that’s why it’s a good thing you waited for the signal to attack. Their numbers were greatly reduced, were they not?”

      “Can’t argue that.”

      “Exactly. I’ve always said, on the periodic table, my favorite element is Surprise.”

      Moose groaned. “Dude, again? Are you sure you don’t have any kids we don’t know about? Because with those dad jokes—”

      “He is a cyborg,” Goonara noted.

      “Well, yeah, sure. But I’m fully functional, my friend. Just shooting blanks is all.”

      “Hey now, whoa there. TMI,” Sadira said with mock protest and disgust.

      Of course it was gross, but it also made perfect sense. He was a spec-ops cyborg after all. As such, he would have to infiltrate enemy locations at times, and that meant appearing just like a human male. In every way. It wasn’t something Sadira had ever wanted to think about, but now that she was sacrificing a few brain cells to the idea, she found herself appreciating the fascinating trick of engineering.

      The door chime saved her any further pondering on that topic.

      “I’ve got it,” she said, trotting to see who their visitor was. “Artemesia, you made it back okay!” she said as she opened the door and found their ape friend leaning against the wall.

      “Yes, I just finished up with the Lorgin. May I come in?”

      “You’re one of us, Earthling. You don’t have to ask permission. Come on, the others are out back.”

      She stepped in, closing the door behind her, then the two crossed through the residence and out the back doors.

      “Hey, it’s Artie!” Moose called out. “Drink?”

      “No, thank you. I’m fine.”

      “Suit yourself.”

      “Come join the fun,” Sadira said. “And tell us what happened with the Lorgin after we left.”

      Artemesia walked over to an empty chair and took a seat. It looked like the first moment she’d actually allowed herself to relax in ages. And given the situation she’d found herself in, not only trespassing where she wasn’t supposed to go but then partaking in an actual fight on Lorgini Station, it was no wonder.

      “Man, Della seemed pissed when she showed up,” Moose said.

      “That would be an accurate assessment. In fact, I would even call it an understatement,” the ape replied. “But when Bodo arrived, his presence and leadership did help calm her a good deal.”

      Sadira nodded. “I noticed that. They really do look up to him as more than just a leader, don’t they?”

      “In some ways, I suppose so. He has seen so much. Guided this station through so many systems.”

      “He does seem older than the others,” Hellatz noted.

      “Oh, chronologically, he is older than everyone here. One of the original Lorgin to crew this station when it was first launched. From what I’ve gathered, originally, they would rotate stasis cycles for the officer ranks. But I think some sort of accident or attack happened a while back, and a lot were killed. Now there are only a couple of them left, but I’ve only ever seen Bodo in command while I’ve been out of stasis.”

      Sadira glanced at the others. The Lorgin were an immensely powerful race. Far more advanced than the humans or Chithiid. For something to have not only confronted them but also caused serious damage to their ship meant a bigger, badder race had given them a fight to remember. And given the reaction Sadira had seen elicited from Bodo and his people when they spotted the inert Traxin mech, she had a pretty good idea who it might have been.

      “So, he’s the senior officer on board in more ways than one,” Hump noted. “Interesting.”

      Sadira wondered exactly how the power dynamic between Bodo and his underlings was defined, but it seemed clear his leadership was not to be challenged.

      “Was there any backlash when you went to the Lorgin to inform them what was going on at the landing site?” she asked.

      “At first I feared Della would punish me,” the bonobo said. “But I emphasized the urgent nature of the situation and that a fight was imminent. She gathered up the nearest guards and set out at once, but she was not happy.”

      “But you two are okay now, right?”

      “I think so. But I can’t always tell with the Lorgin.”

      “I hear you on that,” Moose said. “An odd lot, that’s for sure.”

      The faintest of rustling at the edge of the bushes caught Hump’s attention. He didn’t move, though. Just targeted his sensors that way and prepped to launch into combat mode. Moments later he relaxed when he saw the source as a slate-gray cat casually walked out of the bushes and over to the group.

      “Hey, a kitty,” Sadira said, moving to pet the animal.

      A flash of claws and a hiss made her rethink that idea immediately.

      “Yeah, don’t call him that,” Moose said. “He really hates it.”

      “He? You know this cat?”

      “Yeah. It’s okay, Vanya, these are my friends.”

      The cat looked at the gathered crew with curious green eyes. “Your friends are not all from Earth,” he finally said with his thick Russian accent.

      Of all those present, it was Artemesia who seemed the most surprised by the cat. But not that a feline had spoken, nor that he knew English. What startled her were the modifications made to the animal. Clearly, the Lorgin had done their work on him as well.

      “You are staring,” Vanya said to the ape.

      “Yes. You are a cat, but like me. You are from Earth.”

      “No. Descended from a cat from Earth,” he corrected. “Humans, they had a habit of shooting our kind into space for a period of time.”

      Artemesia nodded. It was something she knew all too well. But something else was on her mind.

      “Why haven’t we met before?” she asked.

      “You are ape. I am cat. Why should we?”

      “Well, we’re from the same planet, and likely the same time frame, roughly. I just find is surprising I didn’t know there was a cat on board.”

      “And now you know,” Vanya said with a bored look. He turned his attention to Moose. “I heard you talking about the fight from earlier. You said the crew was defeated?”

      “Yeah, it was pretty crazy, but we came out on top.”

      “So, they are all dead?”

      “What? No, we didn’t kill anyone. We just took them out and locked them up. Although it does look like some got away.”

      “Some escaped?” the cat asked.

      “Yeah, we’re pretty sure the leadership got away, but they were stealthy bastards, so we can’t say for sure. It looks like we only got the muscle of the outfit. Still, it was one hell of a sight. You should have seen ’em when we attacked. They didn’t know what hit ’em.

      Sadira was about to suggest Moose perhaps tone down his enthusiasm a wee bit when the door chime interrupted her once more.

      “Again?” she groaned, rising to cross through the residence to the front door. “Who is it this time?”
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      The tall alien standing outside the door seemed far calmer than when Sadira had last seen her at the landing site. Of course, at that time she had been standing in a field of bodies. Not dead bodies, but dozens of immobilized pirates, all of them piled up at her feet. It wasn’t too hard to understand why she might have been a little put out by the whole thing.

      But now her demeanor had changed, and Della seemed to be back to her tranquil self. That she had come on her own, minus the retinue of Lorgin guards, reinforced that point. Things were not going to escalate, and that was good. Seeing the alien sans armed guards was the best thing Sadira could have imagined at the moment.

      What was at her side, however, nearly knocked her over with shock.

      “Apologies for anger reaction earlier,” Della said. “Was not good. I bad as host.”

      Sadira nodded, barely hearing her words. Her eyes and attention were focused elsewhere, locked on the woman standing at Della’s side. The human woman.

      Della saw her gaze. “I wanted bring one of yours to make feel more at home. More comfortable.”

      “She’s a human,” Sadira said.

      “I’m Mary,” the woman said, reaching out her hand in greeting. “Nice to meet you. Della has told me all about you and your friends. It’s quite exciting having people from home to visit with. May we come in?”

      The rote motions of hospitality snapped Sadira out of her daze, at least somewhat. “Of course, I’m sorry. Please, come in.”

      “Thank you.”

      Mary and Della passed through the building and out the back door, walking right to the assembled crew and their visitors. Vanya didn’t seem all that impressed with the new arrival, but Artemesia took note. Della shared a glance with the ape, then shifted her attention back to the others, not giving her another thought.

      The bonobo couldn’t help but feel uncomfortable with this development. For Della to do this? She was beginning to get the sinking feeling that she might actually be in trouble for running with the visitors. And more than she had realized. Della’s introduction of the new person only reinforced that fear.

      “Greetings to all,” the Lorgin said. “I wish introduce Mary. Human, from Earth.”

      “Hi, everyone,” Mary said with a pleasant grin.

      She appeared to be in her late fifties, medium height with long, sandy-brown hair and a warm smile. And her clothing was straight-up old Earth fashion.

      “A human?” Moose blurted in surprise.

      Hump nodded, the pieces slipping into place. “Toggin mentioned seeing humans before. I’d thought it was maybe one of the failed missions of the twenty-first century, but I didn’t think he meant on the station.”

      “Bring one of your own people to help make feel more at home. Bodo thought maybe serving a better liaison for you as is one of your kind.”

      Della didn’t look at Artie as she said it, but the ape had no doubt that was meant as much for her as the humans. This was a warning. Maybe something more. And if she had truly displeased the Lorgin overseers, Artie was acutely aware she might wind up spending far more time in stasis this next round than ever before.

      But the bonobo kept these thoughts to herself, forcing a pleasant smile and tranquil demeanor as best she could.

      “Mary, how on Earth did you wind up here?” Sadira asked. “This is nowhere near our solar system.”

      The woman smiled and blinked a few times. “I’m sorry, what?”

      “Lorgini Station. How did you end up here?”

      “Well, I… The thing is, something happened. I don’t remember exactly what it was, but it was important. And then, when it was all said and done, I woke up here. The Lorgin have looked after us ever since. Ooh, is that a metal arm?” she said, suddenly distracted by Sadira’s ceramisteel appendage.

      “Uh, yeah.”

      “I’ve never seen anything like it! That’s amazing!”

      “Uh, thank you?” Sadira replied. “But about your arrival here.”

      “Lorgin rescue,” Della said. “Mary live on Lorgini Station now.”

      “You said us,” Sadira pressed.

      “Yes, that’s right,” the woman said. “Me and Jack, we’ve got a good life here.”

      The captain turned to Della. “There are more humans here and you didn’t tell us?”

      “Jack no good condition,” Della said. “Thought it best to not introduce.”

      “What’s she talking about?” Moose asked.

      A slight cloud darkened Mary’s otherwise bright countenance. “Jack isn’t exactly well. He’s not himself anymore.”

      “What do you mean, not himself?” Hump asked. “What was done to him?”

      “Oh, a lot. The Lorgin have been trying everything to help him.”

      That wasn’t what Hump had meant, and that wasn’t the sort of answer he had expected. But whatever it was they were doing to the man, Mary seemed to approve. She was scattered, no doubt, but so far as his scans could tell, she was unmodified and unharmed. Just a bit out of it.

      “Who is Jack?” Goonara asked. “Was he the captain of your ship?”

      “Jack, a captain? Oh, goodness no. He’d be terrible at that sort of thing.”

      “So not a captain? A pilot? I do not understand,” Goonara persisted.

      “He was just a pig farmer when I met him. Well, he had been one. But that was before the Lorgin rescued us. We met here, actually, a long time ago when we were still young. He’s my husband.”

      The news hit the group like a slap to the face. Given the woman’s apparent age, it looked as though these people had been stuck aboard Lorgini Station for decades without another human in sight.

      “Where is your husband now?” Hump asked, fully engaged in data collection and assessment mode. “Is he injured?”

      “No, no, he’s fine. It’s just he’s a few years older than me, and not too long ago he started developing dementia. I’m afraid he wouldn’t be very good company for strangers.”

      Moose leaned closer, his empathy instinct kicking in hard. “We can help him. We have medicine that maybe could—”

      “No, no, that won’t be necessary. The Lorgin are taking wonderful care of him. We have a wonderful life here.”

      The saccharine way she described living for decades aboard an alien space station put Sadira on edge. It didn’t feel right. Not one bit. Wonderful? Twice in as many sentences? No way life could be that good here. But Della was standing right there, and this was clearly not the time to dig further.

      “I am glad to hear you are well cared for,” she said. “And I’m glad Della brought you over to meet us. It’s wonderful making the acquaintance of another human so far away from home.”

      Mary was all smiles, content with this happy new dynamic. She had people to talk to, and it was going to be fun.

      “Mary stay with you a while. Help show you station. Keep you from accidentally stepping out of bounds,” Della said. The way she paused on the word accidentally made it clear she was still harboring at least a little displeasure at the blatant disregard for the rules.

      “That will be nice,” Sadira said. “We’re happy to have you join us, Mary.”

      “Oh, thank you. I do look forward to it. Della said you had a little run-in earlier today and could use some friendly guidance.”

      “I don’t know if I’d exactly call it a run-in,” Moose said with a chuckle. “More like we kicked some pirate ass.”

      Mary didn’t seem to share his amusement. “I realize you all are new here, but you should know, the Lorgin are typically very strict about any aggression on the station. No fighting, and definitely no weapons allowed.”

      “So they said,” Sadira replied.

      “Yeah, but the pirates attacked our ship, tore a hole in our hull, and they were the entire reason we had to land here in the first place,” Moose added. “You ask me, they most definitely had it coming.”

      Della shifted a little on her feet. Sadira could tell it was hard for the woman to hold her tongue. No matter the façade, the Lorgin was not amused. Clearly, it was Bodo who had suggested this introduction, not Della. Sadira saw the need to smooth things over before the alien’s internal dampers failed and she said what was really on her mind.

      “Thank you for bringing Mary to us, Della,” she said. “I can’t tell you how much I appreciate it. Having her here to show us around is greatly appreciated. We will do our best to make her feel at home with our crew. But I know you must be terribly busy, so I won’t keep you if you need to go.”

      Della seized on the opportunity. “Thank you. I do have much to doing. Be well.”

      With that she turned and walked away. All for the better, Sadira thought. Now that she was gone they could actually start digging for some real information.

      “So, Mary, you say you and Jack are married? How long has that been? And you two live here? It must have been a bit to get used to, eh?”

      “Oh, it’s been a long time, but I couldn’t say, exactly.”

      “But how exactly did you wind up on Lorgini Station? It’s so far from home, and we haven’t had warp ships that could travel this far until fairly recently, but you said you’ve been here decades.”

      “Oh, that’s an interesting story,” Mary said, taking a seat. Clearly, she was enjoying this bit of chatter with the newcomers, and if they wanted to talk before getting her grand tour, she was happy to oblige.

      She began telling them about her life on the station. How she and Jack lived in a comfortable little home on a habitat zone on the other side of the station. It was idyllic from her descriptions. As she spoke, her hand drifted over to pet the cat lurking among the group.

      Vanya jumped back, his hair on end, hissing with displeasure.

      “Oh, he’s a bit feral, that one,” she said with a good-natured laugh.

      Vanya, however, was not amused. Deciding he’d had enough of these people, he turned and slinked off into the bushes. Mary shook it off as if nothing had happened, her good nature winning the day no matter what, it seemed.

      “Now, where was I? Oh, yes. I was telling you about my place with Jack. But you know what? I’ve been blathering on. I’ve told you about me, but my life must be so boring compared to yours. Tell me about yourselves. I want to learn all about you.”

      Sadira glanced at the others. The message was clear. Talk, but don’t give up everything. This woman was strange. And she was buddy-buddy with Della. They needed to assess before fully accepting her into the fold.

      “You know what? We can talk while we walk,” Sadira said. “That is, unless you’re not up to it right now.”

      Mary seemed shocked at the suggestion. “Not up to it? Nonsense! Come on, you. I’ll be happy to give you the nickel tour!”

      Nickel tour? Sadira mused. Where the hell is this lady from? And when? There was some digging to be done. And once Mary’s guard was down, the captain would get those answers.
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      Goonara had joined the two human women when they departed for their little survey of the surrounding area. The prospect of seeing new forms of vegetation and perhaps even fauna piqued the Chithiid scientist’s interest immensely. At least one of them would be getting something out of the experience.

      Sadira was not that person.

      The walk with Mary was proving to be one relatively devoid of substance so far as mining any useful data from her was concerned. The woman, it seemed, was just living out her life with her husband, not really participating in any of the Lorgin activities but existing in their own little bubble. It was hard to believe, but it truly appeared there was nothing more to her existence.

      Apparently, the two human residents of Lorgini Station had been going strong when Jack began to show the first signs of dementia. It was a brain disorder, and while just about any physical ailment could be healed with the remarkable tech on the station, the brain was just one of those things that no one had seemed to be able to figure out how to rebuild. The ghost in the machine, as it were, and one that mystified scientists across the galaxy.

      The Lorgin, no matter how advanced they might be, were no exception.

      So Mary and Jack spent more and more time in stasis while their Lorgin hosts worked on finding new treatments that might reverse or at least halt the progress of his disease. To date, however, none had been successful, and Mary had to come to terms with that.

      Sadira had been gentle prying the story from her, and they had covered a fair distance before getting to the nitty gritty of the story.

      “So, you two have been in and out of stasis for how long now?” she asked as they wove down the pathway farther from the human compound.

      “Longer than I know, actually,” Mary replied. “Time doesn’t really matter much to us. We’re happy, and that’s all that matters.”

      “And when they brought you two aboard? You both just settled in?”

      “Oh, we weren’t rescued together,” Mary said with an amused grin. “Oh, goodness no. I thought you knew. Jack was rescued quite a few years before me, then one day, I finally came along. I can’t tell you how excited he was when I joined him here.”

      Imagining a strapping young man without a woman in sight for likely more than a decade, Sadira could actually quite easily imagine his reaction.

      “He was an absolute gentleman,” Mary continued. “And we were just friends for several months, but then, after spending so much time with him, well…”

      “You fell in love.”

      “Yes, we did. It’s funny, you know? If we’d met back on Earth, I don’t think we’d have ever spent enough time together to get to know one another. But thanks to the Lorgin, I wound up with the perfect man. I mean, I truly couldn’t ask for a better life partner.” A curious grin began to form on Mary’s lips. “Say, I was meaning to ask you. That strapping young man from your ship. Are you two—”

      “Hump?” Sadira asked, stifling a laugh. “Oh, no. We’re not an item.”

      Of course, he was one of the anatomically correct models who were technically capable of that sort of thing, but even if he wasn’t one of her crew, there was just no way she’d even consider shacking up with a cyborg.

      Mary’s grin faltered ever so slightly. “Too bad. A woman needs a man.”

      Sadira cringed at the outdated way of thinking. A woman needing a man, a woman, or anything for that matter was such a ridiculous thought. But Mary was from a different time, and she’d been locked in stasis far away from Earth for so very long. How would she react if she knew about the Great War that had nearly wiped out humanity entirely? Or the countless other changes that had happened since she was last there?

      “Ooh, come this way. I think you will like this,” Mary said, veering off the path into a lush habitat enclosure.

      “Are you sure? Della won’t get angry?”

      “No, of course not,” Mary replied. “This is one of my favorite places to visit.”

      Sadira looked around and paused. “Hang on, this wasn’t here earlier.”

      “No, it wasn’t. The Lorgin shifted a few of the habitats on the surface to give us a few pleasant areas I could show you.”

      “Amazing!” Goonara said as they plodded deeper into the vegetation.

      “Yes, Della said your four-armed friend was something of a botanist, and she thought she would particularly enjoy this selection.”

      “May I take samples?” Goonara asked.

      “Of course.”

      The Chithiid didn’t have to be told twice, and in no time she had gathered samples of several utterly novel species. They walked on, marveling at the plant life, when a tiny pack of furry six-limbed animals no bigger than a hamster came running up to them with curiosity. They stood on their hind legs like meerkats and stared up at the newcomers. Not with fear, but with interest.

      Sadira noticed that each one of them had a tiny, thin band around their neck, similar to the bracelets she and her crew were given. Devices she now knew were not truly pathogen alarms, but emergency tracking devices as well as shock deterrents.

      “Why didn’t we feel a shock when we crossed in from the pathway?” she wondered aloud.

      “Oh, the force required to keep these little guys in here is minuscule. Anyone of substantial body mass like a human would barely feel a thing crossing the boundary.”

      “So they’re all tuned to different settings? Artemesia never said anything about that.”

      “Oh, the little chimp?”

      “She’s a bonobo.”

      “Isn’t that the same thing?”

      Sadira didn’t want to get into it and interrupt this interesting bit of information. “Kinda. Now, what were you saying?”

      “Just that the Lorgin don’t really tell people about the perimeters. It’s easier if they don’t have visitors just wandering into every enclosure.”

      “But you can.”

      “Well, I’m one of their favorites. And I’ve been here a long time, so they trust me not to do anything foolish.”

      Sadira suspected that foolish behavior included such things as launching attacks on landing sites across the station but bit her tongue. “It’s a nice bit of liberty you are afforded, that’s for sure,” she said.

      “I think so. Jack and I spend time on the surface with our friends, enjoying the warmth of Lorgin hospitality. Then, when it’s time, we slip back into stasis for a while, freeing up room for others. There is limited space on the station, after all.”

      Sadira didn’t think the space was really all that limited from what she’d seen when they flew across the sprawling artificial moon, but Mary’s perceptions were notably different, as was her lifetime of experience. They were looking at the whole situation with two utterly dissimilar sets of eyes, that much was certain.

      It did make sense that they would have to clear more space for traders when they came to hawk their wares aboard Lorgini Station. There didn’t seem to be too many actual lodging compounds like she and her Chithiid counterparts had been provided. Space of that nature actually was at a premium, it seemed.

      Even so, the thought of so willingly going into stasis, possibly for years upon years, was a bit shocking. Sure, Sadi and the others had used stasis pods plenty of times, but that was for a specific flight on a specific mission, not a part of daily life.

      And yet Mary and Jack apparently had no qualms whatsoever about their situation. Then again, to be fair, Artemesia felt the same way, though she had a physiological need of a different sort. If she didn’t go into stasis periodically, her mods would break down her body and she would die.

      It was the sort of thing that could make anyone happy to take a prolonged nap.

      Mary looked up at the sky with her serene eyes. “Goonara, have you collected enough samples?” she asked.

      “I think so, yes.”

      “Then follow me. There is another place I think you will enjoy.”

      Sadira and Goonara followed Mary’s lead back to the pathway and stepped out onto the trail. This time Sadira had been anticipating the minute shock from the bracelet and sharpened her senses to see if she might detect it. As soon as it crossed over, she felt the tiniest of prickling on her wrist.

      It seemed Mary was right. The system was gauged for those inside, not those outside. It made her appreciate all the more how fortunate she and Artie had been to only be stunned when they fled the ravenous beast’s habitat and not cooked alive by the protective barrier.

      Mary led the two women past a few smaller enclosures to one that looked like an impenetrable wall of verdant foliage.

      “Is that a jungle?” Goonara asked.

      “It is. Tropical. It is rather warm inside, but I think you will find the plant life most beautiful.”

      Goonara didn’t have to be told twice. She was over the threshold and pushing into the interior clearing without needing further prompting.

      “Shall we?” Mary asked.

      “After you.”

      The two human women followed the rapt scientist.

      “Thank you for all of this,” Sadira said as they watched Goonara get lost in her own world of botanical marvel. “It’s really great you’re doing this.”

      “My pleasure. Anything to make your stay more peaceful.”

      Ah, there it is, Sadira thought. Peaceful. She’s keeping us out of trouble. “I’m just happy to have met a human out here. It’s really quite marvelous,” she said aloud. “And I’m looking forward to meeting Jack. He must be quite a man.”

      Mary’s smile faltered slightly. “Yes, well, we’ll see. He’s not well at the moment. Having a bit of a rough patch. You know how it is.”

      “Of course. But when he feels up to it, I’d be happy to make his acquaintance.”

      “I’m sure he’ll come around shortly,” Mary replied. There was a slight sadness to her eyes, but also a look of undeniable love.

      Whatever else the Lorgin may have asked of her, her feelings for Jack were definitely genuine. She caught herself and shook off the wave of melancholy.

      “Well, anyway, I think after this we should go to the rainforest. We’ll have to go into its dome, though, but there’s an entry point with rain protection we can use not far from here. It’s one of my absolute favorites.”

      Goonara, rapt as she was with the wealth of new plant life in front of her, was thrilled at the prospect of a rainforest environment. She was like a kid in a candy store, only her sweet tooth was funky vines, stinky flowers, and occasionally toxic leaves.

      They spent fifteen more minutes in the jungle habitat, then headed off for the rainforest nearby, Sadira and Goon marveling the whole time at the Lorgin technology that supported so many drastically diverse environments.

      Say what you would about their hosts’ somewhat odd social ways, the Lorgin could science the hell out of things if they had to, and this entire station was a testament to that skill.

      “All right,” Sadira said as they approached the portal into their next destination. “Rainforest, here we come.”
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      While the unexpected human host was out playing tour guide, the boys had huddled up and were gathered inside the Earth crew’s lodging, doing what they could to map out the bits of the station they’d seen thus far. With the little pirate encounter under their belts, they had all thought it best to have as good an understanding of the place as possible.

      The Lorgin had that lot all in custody, of course. That is, except the leadership who had managed to slip away, and it was that nagging little threat that helped motivate them. Each had experienced different things during the fight, and therefore had different information and insight to contribute to the effort.

      The underground system was the most fascinating aspect of it all with its myriad habitats, corridors, tube systems, and catwalks. But it was also the most difficult to properly lay out. Not only because it was subterranean, but because the vast majority was not visible from any one point. That, and some of the sections relocating from time to time, as they’d seen with a few of the habitats, made it akin to assembling a jigsaw puzzle blindfolded.

      Nevertheless, Hump possessed a cyborg’s AI mind, and with it the attention to detail and perfect recall of all he’d seen. So, the underground stuff was as accurate as they’d get, short of the Lorgin actually providing a map.

      But he still wanted Moose and Hel’s input on what they’d seen. Not only to help ingrain the details in his friends’ meat brains, but also because their unpredictable minds could perceive things in ways his AI systems simply couldn’t. The almost irrational thinking outside of the box that made them so unique. In short order, they had a fairly solid understanding of the flow of the station, if not the detailed layout itself.

      As for the surface information, Hellatz had gotten a pretty good view from above during their little attack, which he laid out for the others as best he could. In addition, Ace had gone ahead and performed a few low-level scans from the air in the process as well. He figured it couldn’t hurt, and given all of the chaos below, no one would likely even notice his probing. He sent the data in a burst transmission to Holly, who was compiling the information into a cohesive file as best he could. He, at the moment, as he had switched yet again.

      Moose thought it was probably a good thing the Lorgin didn’t know about him. Explaining not only the AI mind but also his/her ever-shifting gender could prove quite difficult given the language barrier. Or maybe the Lorgin would find it totally normal. There was really no way to know, but for the time being, it was easier to keep things as streamlined and simple as possible.

      “You know, looking at the images compiled from our original arrival and those taken during the raid on the landing site, it looks like a few of the smaller habitat compounds have been shifted and replaced with larger ones since we arrived,” Moose noted as he looked at the tablet Hump was studying.

      “Yeah, I know. It’s weird, right? I mean, cool, sure, but weird,” the cyborg said. “And look here. See how the perimeters and pathways all seem to be twisting this way and that when you’re walking on them?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Well, from what we can see here, it’s just the adjustment of the compounds that are in the way that causes it.”

      Hellatz leaned over both of them for a better look. “The pathways we’ve seen are soil. That means beneath there must be a flexible surface that moves according to whatever the surrounding area needs.”

      Hump nodded. “Right. So the dirt settles down once things have moved and all goes back to normal. And we know they’ve got other enclosures stored in stasis below the surface. It’s impressive as hell, really. I mean, the size of some of those things. And they have trees and ponds and stuff. And despite those obstacles, they’ve devised an easily adjustable system to alter the very surface of their space station, all of the parts moving this way and that, sliding aside to allow others to take their place as they slip down beneath them.”

      “Some of them are hundreds of meters,” Moose noted.

      “Which makes it even more of an engineering feat. The supporting framework keeping the exposed habitats locked in place and supported must be robust as hell to adjust to such varying sizes and still maintain structural stability when it shifts. This place has full gravity, it’s not like everything just rests lightly on the surface. That’s a shitload of weight.”

      Hellatz was still focused on the weaving lines of the pathways. “You know, I noticed something here.”

      “Yeah?” Hump said.

      “Look at the way the different curvatures of the pathways intersect. It’s elegant, really. When they shift to a new configuration, they still maintain a general geometric layout.”

      Now it was Moose’s turn to lean in close. “Oh, wow, you’re right. So if you need to get from point A to point B, all you need is a heading. Some visual reference.”

      “Exactly,” the Chithiid said. “And as the paths curve and weave, all you need to do is locate that landmark, and once you have that, no matter if you are heading left or right away from it, you’ll eventually reach another intersecting path that will curve back on track.”

      Hump nodded appreciatively. “Damn fine engineering. But the subterranean accessways we know are at least partially fixed. A much more direct sort of route, but locked in place.”

      “The catwalks?” Moose asked.

      “Those move. But the corridors are solid. From what I saw, they are rather spread out, like a foundational gridwork of sorts. The catwalks shift depending on the layout of what’s above and below, kind of like the pathways on the surface.”

      “And the tube system?”

      “Sadira said it was like a pod, or kind of an elevator. Nothing that moves at that speed could be subject to the shifting layout, I’d wager, so they’ll be spaced out pretty far, like the solid corridors. And then there are the staircases to the surface. Some seemed to head down as well, so I’d think a few of the compounds up top are probably intended to stay there.”

      “But you said you saw stairs that headed down as well,” Moose said. “I didn’t get a good look, but it looked like a pretty long way down. How deep do you think this thing is?”

      “Very,” Hump replied. “It’s just like a small moon. Or a big asteroid, if you prefer. Given the diameter of however many miles across this station is, I’d say the center has to be at least a few miles deep.”

      “And Bodo’s control nexus is right at the center,” Hellatz said. “He probably has the tube system from all of the different parts of the station feeding into it. It would make surface trips easy and only require a short walk once he arrived wherever he was heading.”

      “Yeah. But what about their ships?” Moose wondered. “We still haven’t seen any of them docked around here.”

      “Probably all kept underground,” Hellatz replied. “Ace and I didn’t see any of them when we were dealing with the pirates. All of the landing zones we noted were only occupied by trading vessels.”

      “And pirates,” Hump noted.

      “Yes, and pirates. The Lorgin do not appear to spend much time on the surface, if you’ve noticed. We don’t see many of them up here. They keep to themselves mostly, and that is deeper inside the station. A subterranean landing facility is the only thing that makes sense.”

      Moose had to agree. “It’s easy to forget this is a space station, but once you keep that in mind, docking internally makes all the sense in the world.”

      Hump leaned way back in his seat, though his metal endoskeleton didn’t feel the actual need to stretch. Just another human affectation he’d adopted to make others feel comfortable around him. And if you didn’t know he was all metal underneath that rugged exterior, you’d think he was just another rough-and-ready soldier hanging with the boys.

      “You know,” he said. “The Lorgin do come up top sometimes. I’ve seen them sniffing around. And not just Toggin and the others helping with the repairs. Almost like they’re sightseeing on their own station.”

      “Or checking in on their guests,” Moose suggested.

      “True. They have been exceptional hosts, I must admit. And tolerant.”

      “Yeah, we kinda did go and stun bomb a whole bunch of innocent traders along with the pirates.”

      Hellatz’s back straightened. “Hey! They were friendly fire. And it was just a little stun blast. No harm, no foul.”

      “Well, yes and no,” Moose said. “Sure, they were okay, but we probably pissed them off something fierce. I bet that’s why Della was so bent out of shape earlier. We kind of shit all over their hospitality.”

      Hellatz hesitated. Moose was right, of course. In all the excitement, he’d not really considered the repercussions of their actions. They were guests here, and no matter their intentions or justifications, they had overstepped a bit. Or maybe even more than a bit.

      “You know, I think maybe we need to make some amends to those innocent folks we took down,” he finally said. “I mean, it wasn’t intentional, but I can see how they’d hold a grudge.”

      “I would,” Hump said. “Not a fan of being stunned.”

      “You’re shielded against that sort of thing.”

      “So? Doesn’t mean I enjoy it.”

      “I’ve heard stories about you spec-ops freaks hitting each other with pocket EMPs for fun.”

      “Well, that’s different,” Hump protested. “It was a long deployment, and you get bored.”

      Hellatz chuckled. “Uh-huh. Well, in any case, I think I’m going to see if I can bring some sort of a peace offering to the traders. Not even something to trade. Just a gift, you know? Maybe have the food replicator whip up some treats.”

      “Don’t forget alcohol,” Hump suggested. “Everyone loves a good bottle. Social lubricant of the highest order.”

      “Yeah, good idea. I’ll bring them some alcohol and treats and see if we can smooth things over and turn this into an opportunity to forge a new friendship. Maybe even an alliance or two. And allies might share their star charts with us. We could sure use them.”

      “Hey, I’ll come with,” Moose said, rising to his feet with a cheerful sense of purpose. “Always happy to meet new people.”

      “You just want to be the de facto food and alcohol taster to prove it’s not poison, don’t you?” Hump joked.

      “Hey, it’s a valuable role, my friend.”

      Hellatz shook his head. “You are ridiculous.”

      “You’re just figuring that out?”

      “Known it since the day we met, actually. Anyway, come on, we need to head to the ship and whip up our offerings.”

      “You going to walk there?” Hump asked.

      “No, I think I’ll take the shuttle. So long as I fly low and slow, I don’t think the Lorgin will mind.”

      “All right. You two have fun. And shout if you need me. I’ll be here working on the station map.”

      “Will do,” Moose said as he headed for the door.

      “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do,” the cyborg called after him.

      “Wouldn’t dream of it,” the human replied, then joined his Chithiid pilot for the trek to the ship. It would be a short walk if nothing sprang up.

      But with their luck, there was always a question of whether something just might.
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      “You think Sadi’s getting any useful information out of that woman?” Moose asked as he and Hellatz walked the pathway toward their ship.

      “She seemed a bit, how shall I say it nicely? Out of it,” Hellatz replied. “There may be information to be gleaned, but I would not raise expectations for anything at this point.”

      “Yeah, I know what you’re saying. She was a bit spacey,” Moose agreed. “But your idea of making nice with the various traders is a good one. And if anyone will have information, it’s them.”

      “Yes, perhaps. But as we know all too well, that sort of thing often comes at a price. And we are somewhat limited in barter at the present.”

      “That, and we kinda stun-bombed their people without warning.”

      “Yes, that too,” Hellatz said with a chuckle. “I suppose we will have our work cut out for us.”

      “You know, we could try to talk to some of the other traders on the station. It doesn’t have to be only the ones most likely to hate us.”

      “I suppose, but it might be a little harder to explain to the Lorgin if we step outside of the logical explanation of making our apologies to those we affected.”

      “Sure, but they’re all here to trade, and just because things went a bit funky at that one landing area doesn’t mean the whole station will be soured to us,” Moose countered. “And besides, we might even be able to make some headway without having to fly anywhere.”

      Hellatz had to admit, that prospect piqued his curiosity. “What did you have in mind?”

      Moose grinned. “The dining area, man. We already saw a bunch of aliens there when we first showed up. What if they’re still around? We could have a little meet and greet before we even lift off.”

      “Hmm, that could actually work,” Hellatz mused.

      “I know. We should swing by on the way to the ship. It’s not really out of our way, and it might pay off.”

      “Agreed. Good suggestion, Moose.”

      “Why, thank you. And while we’re there, we might as well grab a little snack.”

      “Ah, of course. Always thinking with your stomach.”

      “Nothing wrong with that,” Moose replied. “It’s like I always say, if you—”

      A small form suddenly appeared on the trail right in front of them, as if out of nowhere. Both men jumped back.

      “What the hell!” Moose said with a relieved chuckle when he realized who it was. “Damn. How is it you’re so freaking quiet?”

      Vanya looked up at the human with slightly amused green eyes. “I am cat.”

      Moose realized he was kind of a dumbass for even asking. Of course he was a cat. And cats were notoriously sneaky little critters. He’d just been thinking of this particular one as more of a person than a feline, given he could speak English and often walked on two legs. But at the end of the day, the little Russian Blue was a feline, and some things were simply ingrained in their nature.

      He and Hellatz continued their walk, albeit with quite an abundance of extra adrenaline now flowing in their veins. Vanya fell in beside them, padding along with them.

      “You bailed on us back at the compound,” Moose said.

      “Yes.”

      “Yes?”

      “As I said. Yes.”

      “So, you just go around doing your own thing whenever you want. Coming and going as you please?”

      “More or less,” Vanya replied. “I do have duties to perform sometimes. My work with the others on my crew. But it is often annoying. My littermates can be difficult at times.”

      “So there are more of you running around the station? A whole litter of cats? Why haven’t they come to visit too?”

      “Perhaps they are busy with other things. Or napping. I do not know.”

      “Well, you can hang out with me if you like. I may be a bit of a big and hairless change from your littermates, but at least I’m not allergic,” Moose said with a grin.

      The cat looked up at him and raised a lone brow but did not laugh. He was a cat, and that was far, far beneath him. But Moose had spent a little time with him and was beginning to pick up on his quirks, and so far as he could tell, Vanya was amused. At least he was pretty sure.

      “I will come with you,” Vanya said. “For now, anyway.”

      “Cool. We’re heading back to our ship, actually, but we’re going to stop off at the dining facility first.”

      “Whatever,” the cat said with dramatic boredom. If he had been a teenager and not a cat Moose would have expected an exaggerated yawn to go along with the statement.

      “Hey, where are you going?” Hellatz asked as the cat veered off into a habitat.

      “Dining hall.”

      “But it’s this way. And that’s a closed off compound.”

      “Shortcut,” the cat replied. “You can go the long way if you like. I really don’t care.” He then turned his back on the pair and continued on his way.

      Moose and Hellatz looked at one another a moment, then with a little shrug, stepped off the path and followed the cat into the foliage. He seemed to know his way around, and to be fair, they were actually a bit curious what was in there. Unfortunately, the habitat was something of a disappointment.

      No interesting residents to talk to. No residential compound. Just what was essentially a little park space with a modest selection of alien plant life. Vanya ignored it all, plodding along with a casual sway through the tall grass under his feet.

      They walked for only a few minutes before emerging on the far side, facing the side of the dining hall and having arrived several minutes faster than they would have otherwise. The cat’s shortcut was efficient, they had to admit. Boring, but efficient.

      They stepped into the facility and walked casually to the assortment of snacks left out for those hungry throughout the day in between actual meal periods. A few Lorgin staff were there working in the dining area, arranging things and setting up for the evening’s meal, but no alien traders were to be seen.

      “Well, crap,” Moose said. “But I guess we can at least grab a snack.”

      He and Hellatz each took a few items from the generous spread, but the cat just sat there, a mildly annoyed look on his face.

      “What, you not hungry?” Moose asked.

      “I am. But this food leaves much to be desired,” he replied with a grumble.

      Hellatz, however, was quite happy with the selection. Vanya watched him happily take a bite from a vegetable loaf of some kind with disgust. Moose realized the cat had likely never encountered a Chithiid before.

      “Oh, you don’t know about them, do you?” he asked. “You see, the Chithiid are natural herbivores back on their own planet. So while this stuff might not be all that exciting for you and me, it’s pretty great for Hellatz and Goon.”

      “Goon? I am not so familiar with English slang, but this is an insult, yes?”

      Moose chuckled. “Well, yeah, sometimes it is. But the female Chithiid on our crew is named Goonara, so it’s a sort of nickname for her.”

      “How very interesting.”

      “You think?”

      “No, I do not,” the cat said, amused with his own wit. “Humans are strange animals.”

      Hellatz looked down at the cat. “On that we are in agreement.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Stow it, you two,” Moose shot back. “Anyway, there’s no one here but the Lorgin, so we might as well get moving. The sooner we get to the ship, the sooner you can load up and start your little adventure.”

      “Indeed.”

      “You sure you don’t want me to come with?”

      “It will seem less threatening if I do it,” Hellatz said. “The only humans they have seen so far are the ones beating down their associates. They didn’t see who was piloting the craft above them, so I am in a better position to make peaceful contact.”

      “Fair point,” Moose said.

      Their bellies happy from their treats, the two set off toward their ship, their feline accompaniment casually following behind.

      “Ah, just like home,” Moose joked. “Always taking in strays.”

      The fur on Vanya’s back raised slightly. “Call me a stray again and we will see just how funny you think that is,” he said, his feet clacking slightly now as his claws had partly extended.

      “Whoa. Okay, okay. Chill, little buddy. No need to get all bent out of shape,” Moose said. “Tell you what. I’ll get you a treat when we get there.”

      “A treat? What do you take me for? A kitten?” Vanya hissed. “You have nothing I could want.”

      “Okay, whatever,” Moose replied.

      He’d apparently pissed off the feline with his choice of words, but like it or not, he was going to dig up a little something to smooth things over when they got to their destination. And if all went well, the cat’s attitude would improve. At least, he hoped it would.
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      The ship was as they had left it. Sealed, silent, and somewhat imposing. Even dormant, there was that faint air of potential lingering about the place. The crew knew what it was, but to anyone unaware of the massive AI mind observing them, it just felt like a little tickle of something at the edge of their senses. Kind of like swimming in the ocean, knowing a whale may very well be nearby but being unable to see its hidden mass.

      No Lorgin were anywhere near at present as Hump was working from the compound rather than the ship for the moment. That meant they had the whole place to themselves.

      “Hey, toss me one of the sweet ones,” Moose said as they walked toward the sealed hatch.

      Hellatz pulled a small bar from his haul of snacks and threw it to his friend.

      Moose looked at the vegetable protein treat in his hands. It was purple. “No, the sweet one.”

      “That is the sweet one.”

      “You didn’t get any of the yellow ones?”

      “Those? They taste like they are meant for children.”

      “Kids aren’t the only ones who like candy,” Moose griped as he took a bite from the far less sugary bar in his hand. It was decidedly not satisfying his sweet tooth cravings. “Okay, this is totally not cutting it. Before you commandeer the replicator for peace-making supplies I’m gonna use it and whip up a donut.”

      The pilot shrugged, used to Moose’s somewhat ridiculous sugar dependency. “Fine. But don’t take too long. Days are shorter here, and I need to get going.”

      “I’ll be quick,” Moose replied. “Hey, you hungry?” he asked the cat sitting at his side, studying the ship with those bright green eyes.

      “I could eat.”

      “You want some milk?”

      “Milk?”

      Moose’s eyes widened. “You’ve never had milk?”

      “The Lorgin do not possess animal products. You know this.”

      “Oh my God. A cat who hasn’t ever had milk. Okay, that’s just not right. Come on.” As they were not risking Holly’s exposure, Moose keyed the locking mechanism and opened the door manually and stepped aboard. Vanya looked on with a cat’s curiosity. “It’s okay, follow me.”

      The feline hesitated a moment longer, then stepped into the ship, quietly padding along behind the human. Hellatz joined them a moment later, closing the door behind him as he entered, sealing them safely within the ship.

      “This way,” Moose said, leading the cat through the craft.

      “It is a very clean ship,” Vanya noted.

      “Well, yeah, naturally. You can’t very well have crap floating around the place if you go zero-G. That can get dangerous real fast.”

      “My ship is far more cluttered. And crowded.”

      “To be fair, everyone is off the ship now and staying in the compounds the Lorgin provided us, so it’s only natural it would feel that way.”

      “But there are just the few of you? That is your entire crew? For all of this space?”

      Moose hadn’t really thought about it before, but he supposed it was a fairly spacious craft for so small a crew. But then, when you were being sent out on a multi-year mission, not knowing when, or even if, you would be able to make landfall on a habitable planet for fresh air, a bit of room was important. Not only for comfort, but also sanity and overall morale.

      That was why the food replicator the craft was equipped with was such a state-of-the-art model, and why they had what would otherwise have been considered an overindulgent selection of foods to choose from.

      The mission planners knew full well that, like submariners of old, a well-fed crew was a happy crew. And a happy crew was an efficient one. Given the nature of their mission, they couldn’t afford to be anything less.

      “Comm me when you two are done,” Hellatz said. “I’ll be prepping my shuttle.”

      “You got it,” Moose replied. “Come on, Vanya, it’s just down this way.”

      The cat followed, but a minute later he paused, staring off down a corridor. “What is this way?”

      “Just internal servers and storage. Nothing you’d care about.”

      “How do you know what I care about?”

      “Okay, valid point,” Moose chuckled. “Man, you’re a curious one, aren’t you?”

      “I am cat.”

      “Well, yeah, there’s that. And—hey, you said your ship is cluttered. So, you’re not staying in a compound on the station while you’re here?”

      “Nyet. Normally we all stay aboard the ship, but when we are docked we have the freedom to do as we wish,” he said, gently tugging the slender band around his neck. “For the most part, that is.”

      “So, about that. If you’re off your ship, where exactly do you live?”

      “Oh, around.”

      “Around?”

      “Yes.”

      “You’re such a cat, dude.”

      “Obviously,” he said, swishing his tail.

      “Well, let’s get you that milk, then.”

      Moose opened the door to the galley and strode to the food replicator. “Boston Creme Donut,” he said as he activated the machine.

      Of course, Holly was listening and entered the command for him before he’d even touched the controls, but Moose went through the motions anyway for their guest’s benefit. This was all something new for him, so why not make it good?

      The donut appeared a moment later, perfect as if it was freshly-baked. Moose restrained himself and put it aside until they both had their treats.

      “Saucer of whole milk,” he said. “Oh, you’re going to love this.”

      “We shall see,” Vanya said with more than a little doubt.

      The machine had the milk ready in seconds. Liquids were far easier to replicate than solids, after all.

      “Okay, Hel, we’re done. It’s all yours,” Moose said into the comms, then took the saucer from the machine.

      He very nearly put it on the ground before catching himself and placing it instead on the table. The cat did not like being treated like his Earthbound brethren, as he had already learned rather quickly with a flash of fangs and a hiss. He did not wish to repeat that offense if he could avoid it.

      “Here ya go, my man. A saucer of fresh milk.”

      The cat hopped up on the table and sniffed it. “You expect me to drink this? How do I know this will not make me sick?”

      “You’re ridiculous, you know that?” Moose said as he dipped his finger and tasted it. “Mmmm. That’s some darn fine cow squirt.”

      Vanya, for all his caution, was indeed curious about this strange beverage the human had provided. Gingerly, he lapped up a taste. Then more. Then he drank and drank until the saucer had been halfway drained.

      “Whoa, slow down,” Moose said through a mouthful of donut. “You’ll give yourself an upset stomach if you gulp it down too fast.”

      The cat didn’t much care, and the dish was empty soon thereafter.

      “Delicious,” he said with a sated grin. “I enjoy this beverage. Thank you.”

      “My pleasure,” Moose said. “I still can’t believe that a race as technologically advanced as the Lorgin don’t have food replicators. Seems so unlikely from what I’ve seen.”

      “Oh, they have a device that prints plant proteins, but nothing so elegant as what your ship possesses.”

      Moose shrugged. “Weird. But whatever. I have to say, though, after seeing this station, I’d expected more. I mean, this place is one seriously impressive craft. So jam-packed with advanced tech, I can’t even imagine what their homeworld must be like.”

      The cat stopped cleaning itself mid-lick. “They haven’t told you?”

      “Told us what?”

      “Their homeworld. It is gone. Has been for a long time, in fact. Burned up when their sun went supernova thousands of years ago. All that is left of the Lorgin now are these ships.”

      “Did you say ships plural?”

      “Yes. There are other stations similar to this one, though I haven’t personally seen any. But from what I have heard, they are roughly the same as Lorgini Station. All had the same original purpose. To find a new and uninhabited planet to call their home. But it seems by the time they found a suitable world they had spent so much time visiting other worlds and studying their people that they just got accustomed to the travel and research lifestyle.”

      “They intentionally gave up on settling down?”

      “They were experiencing the universe in such a different way, they didn’t want to stop.”

      Moose had to admit, with a station like this to call home, it wasn’t so far-fetched. “I guess the travel bug bit them,” he said. “And with a place like this to call home? With all of the habitats they collected and stored here? They can enjoy the benefits of landing on a thousand worlds, all while traveling across the galaxy. It’s pretty impressive.”

      Hellatz strode into the galley and fired up the fabricator, cranking out a few bottles of high-proof alcohol to start.

      “You gonna be long?” Moose asked.

      “Shouldn’t be. I gave the ship’s drive systems a little test, and they look good, and I’ve got the shuttle prepped. Once I load up, it should only take me an hour or two, I’d think.”

      “Okay. Just make sure to let the captain know.”

      “I already sent her a burst comm. She knows,” Hellatz replied.

      “Sweet. Then I’ll leave you to it. I’m gonna show Vanya here around a bit more before we head back to the compound.”

      “Sounds good. I will see you later, then. Hopefully with good news.”

      Moose nodded and exited the galley, leaving the Chithiid pilot to his work. He turned to the cat with a grin. “So, you wanna see the rest of the ship?”
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      The tour of recently surfaced habitats had actually been a surprisingly relaxing experience, something Sadira hadn’t realized she so badly needed. But even as she felt the lingering tension from their pirate ordeal diminish, she still couldn’t help but run their overall situation through her head, even as Mary showed them wonder after wonder.

      Goonara, for her part, was too busy collecting samples of just about everything she came across to be troubled by such concerns. She was sciencing in nature, and that was her element. Sadira might have almost let herself slip into that state of tranquility along with her, but the tiny buzz on her wrist when they crossed out of the habitat and back onto the pathway reminded her of a more pressing matter.

      “Mary, could you take us to Bodo?” Sadira asked.

      The woman blanched a little. “I-I don’t know if I can do that.”

      “Why not?”

      “He’s the boss of, well, pretty much everything. I don’t really ever interact with him.”

      “Can you try? There’s something I need to discuss.”

      Mary’s brow furrowed a moment. “I guess I can see what I can do.”

      “Thanks, it’s all I can ask of you.”

      They walked along the pathway, veering from the more interesting enclosures to a plain circular structure about the size of a small tool shed. It looked like a version of a tube lift, but from the outside there was no visible way in.

      Mary placed her palm on the surface and waited. Several seconds went by, then the metal itself shifted color to a cobalt blue.

      “This is Mary. I am with Sadira. It’s been a really lovely time showing her the grounds, but she’s requested an audience with Bodo.”

      The metal shifted to an orange hue at the mention of his name. Mary seemed uneasy, but she continued.

      “I told her I would relay the request. Everything is fine here, no emergency or anything. We’ll stand by for your response.”

      She took her hand from the metal and stepped back. The structure danced with deep lights, almost like the shifting waves of the Aurora, then stopped, returning to its inert state.

      “What now?” Sadira asked.

      “Now? Now we wait and see what the Lorgin want to do about your request.”

      “We just stand here?”

      “You can sit if you’d rather.”

      Sadira looked around. There was nothing but dirt to sit on, but she figured they might be waiting a while.

      “So it goes,” she said, slipping down onto the ground and crossing her legs.

      Goonara, on the other hand, was pacing back and forth as she ran samples through her portable scanning unit. Given the sheer quantity of material she’d collected, Sadira thought it quite possible they wouldn’t see her leave her lab for weeks once they were back in the air.

      And about that getting aloft thing, Hump should have been pretty much done with the final repairs by the end of the day. Morning at the very latest. And then they would be ready to go. But there was still the issue of the orange-skinned pirate they’d seen. He wasn’t with the group they’d captured, but he had to be around somewhere. And he could very well hold the key to bringing their search for his homeworld to a much more rapid conclusion than they’d been expecting.

      If they could find him.

      A slight vibration rumbled Sadira’s butt cheeks. Had she been standing she wouldn’t have even noticed it, her boots easily absorbing the sensation. But her rear could feel it. Something was coming.

      Sadira hopped to her feet and looked around. Nothing as far as the eye could see. That only left one possibility. She turned her attention to the round structure. Mere seconds later it shifted to an illuminated ivory color, and a seam appeared in the metal, sliding open to reveal a tall Lorgin exiting a tube pod.

      “Ah, Della,” Mary said. “Thank you for coming.”

      “Where’s Bodo?” Sadira asked.

      “Bodo very busy. I come instead. You say you need speak?”

      “Yes, I do,” the human replied, holding her wrist up in front of her. “These are not what you said they were.”

      “I no understand.”

      “You told us they were pathogen detectors to keep us safe.”

      “Yes, keep you safe.”

      “Not from pathogens, though. These are shock devices. You had no right to deceive my crew into wearing them.”

      “Is for good of all on Lorgini Station. Some residents difficult. Violent, even. This easiest way to keep peace without need of weapons. Much more peaceful this way.”

      “Sure, for residents. But we are visitors. That is an odd sort of hospitality, Della, and no way to treat your guests.”

      “Sorry if you no like. But is Lorgini Station way. Keep peaceful.”

      “Well, humans don’t live that way. Our ship is nearly ready to fly, and I think it will be in our best interest to get moving soon. We have a mission, and Earth is still awaiting us.”

      She glanced at Mary. The woman hadn’t seemed to get the hint that she could actually go home. Maybe not tomorrow, but there was a light at the end of the tunnel. All she had to do was join them when they left.

      “Sad you leave so soon,” Della said. “But understand. We hope we see again.”

      “I’ll have Hellatz get coordinates from you before we depart. We will plan on meeting up again in the future,” Sadira replied, not mentioning that before they left they’d be doing another sweep for the orange alien hiding out somewhere on the station.

      A shrill alarm sounded, and the force domes around every compound and habitat visibly strengthened. But out on the pathway, Sadira and the others were out in the open.

      “What is that? Are we under attack?”

      “No. Is breach of perimeter. One of Forzin guards fly into atmosphere.”

      “Wait, one of the space sharks is in here? With us?”

      Della’s wide-eyed gaze upward answered the question. Sadira and the others craned their heads to follow the Lorgin’s gaze. It was a small shape, at least at first, but the massive shark was barreling down at high speed.

      “Where is it heading?” Mary wondered.

      Sadira quickly gauged the landmarks, and the likely destination became readily apparent.

      “It’s heading toward our landing area.”

      “How unusual. It seems to taking much interest in your ship,” Della mused.

      Sadira, however, was far less tranquil about the prospect of a giant laser-wielding space shark bum-rushing her ship. That simply would not stand. She opened a comm link, witnesses be damned.

      “Holly, you’ve got incoming! Space shark heading right for you! Get clear!”

      The ship had been monitoring but lying low, though the situation was becoming graver by the moment. But now, with the captain’s go-ahead, the AI could finally do something.

      The engines flared to life and the ship rocketed up into the sky. Hellatz had already departed some time prior, but Moose and Vanya were still aboard. Holly just hoped the two managed to hold on to something, because this was not going to be pleasant.

      The shark switched directions in a flash of airborne silver, twisting and pivoting into pursuit. The onlookers below could do nothing but watch helplessly.

      “Is that Skorpa?” Sadira asked, spying lines on the distant shape that appeared to be the shark’s distinctive scars.

      “Likely. Is always being difficult one.”

      “Gee, ya think? What can we do to stop it?”

      “One moment, please,” Della said, rushing to the tube pod and hopping in. A moment later she vanished.

      “Great, she bailed on us,” Sadira grumbled. A flash of light burned the sky as the shark fired off its laser. “Holly, you okay?”

      “It missed,” the ship replied, his voice sounding a little shaken. For an AI, that was not a good thing.

      “Adjust rear shield phasing and put some distance between you.”

      “Already on it,” she replied, her AI mind flipping genders again.

      It was not how Holly normally did that. Normally it was simply a shift that happened so naturally no one even noticed anymore. But like this, back and forth while in combat? It showed the AI was under enormous strain.

      “Can you shoot it?”

      “Target lock is possible, but with the gravity inside the atmosphere, if I do so it will crash down onto the station below.”

      “So do it. They can fix their damn station later. It’s their fault this is happening in the first place, creating a goddamn laser-headed space shark.”

      “A laser-headed space shark with a fusion reactor at its core,” Holly added.

      Sadira immediately realized what she was getting at. “Shit. You shoot her down, the station could be torn apart if containment breaks.”

      “Exactly. I will attempt to keep it at bay and make orbit.”

      “Do what you can.”

      The shark, impossible as it seemed, actually appeared to be gaining on the ship. The predatory drive of the beast was giving it a purely instinctual advantage as it stuck to the fleeing ship’s path like glue.

      “Come on, Holly. Get out of there,” Sadira muttered as she watched the chase above.

      Skorpa suddenly bucked and thrashed, then abruptly bolted for the atmosphere in a straight shot, moving impossibly fast, as if she’d just been stung by a giant bee. Sadira turned and saw the reason. Della was standing at the tube pod, a larger transponder-looking device in her hands, aimed upward.

      “Good, it work,” Della said. “Not exact, this version. Difficult to aim. But keep Forzin away.”

      A moment later the alarm fell silent, and the force enclosures dropped back to their normal settings as if everything were okay. As if a giant freaking space shark hadn’t just dropped in and mucked up the works.

      Della looked at Sadira with a curious expression. “Your ship. It fly without pilot on board.”

      “Uh, yeah. Well, about that.” Sadira realized there was really no way around this discussion. “You see, the ship, it kind of has a mind of its own.”

      “What do you mean, ship has mind of own?”

      “It’s an AI. An artificial intelligence. A living computer.”

      “Lorgin have powerful computers as well.”

      “Yes, I’ve seen, but this is actually alive. It is conscious. It knows who it is and makes its own decisions.”

      Della’s eyes grew wide. “A life form inside computer?”

      “Pretty much.”

      The Lorgin opened a comm channel and fired off a message. What sounded like Bodo’s excited voice blurted back a garbled reply. Della looked at Sadira with excitement. “We must have access! Lorgin never encounter this before!”

      “Fine. You can talk to him, I mean her. Whatever. But first things first. I thought you said the sharks couldn’t attack. You said your station was safe.”

      “Is safe. Normally, anyway. This one, Skorpa, she always be a bit of anomaly. Cannot truly attack Lorgini Station, but sometimes visitors have problems. And seems be very attracted to your ship.”

      “Yeah, we noticed.”

      “Is safe now. Your ship may land.”

      “Yeah, I think she’ll stay airborne just a little longer until we’re one hundred percent sure that thing isn’t coming back.”

      “As you wish. But landing site is ready. And we are excited meet this new life form.”

      “I bet,” Sadira said. “But for the moment, she’ll just do her own thing.”

      

      Her own thing happened to be flying around the space station with every single sensor running on high, pinging and mapping every last object in the sky and every ship below. Now that the game was up and she was visible, Holly was making the most of the confusion the Lorgin must be experiencing to overwhelm them and snatch up all the data she could before someone locked things down.

      Meanwhile, a bruised human and his ruffled feline companion pulled themselves from where they’d managed to wedge themselves in a storage cabinet when the ship began evasive maneuvers. A seat with a harness would have been much preferred, but the launch was both sudden and violent. In such circumstances, beggars can most certainly not be choosers.

      “Are you okay, Mustafa?” Holly asked over the internal comms.

      “Yeah, we’re all right.”

      “My apologies. One of the space sharks attacked, and the captain ordered me to take evasive measures.”

      “Logical, if not a bit uncomfortable,” Moose replied.

      Vanya stared at the human. “This person. They are hiding on the ship? I did not see anyone else, and your big friend already departed.”

      “Ah, that. No, this is Holly. Holly is the ship.”

      “Is the ship?”

      “Yeah. A supercomputer artificial intelligence.”

      “Artificial intelligence?”

      “A living, thinking mind. Yeah.”

      “You mean your ship is alive?”

      “Yeah, just don’t tell anyone, okay?”

      “I—” Vanya began, then his eyes went wide and he began to crouch down as though ready to pounce.

      Moose turned to see what had startled the cat when he saw Turd staggering into the corridor, her pink fur a bit mussed from the evasive maneuvers, but otherwise no worse for wear. The cat began slowly creeping forward. Moose had seen enough Earth cats do this to know what was coming next.

      “You really don’t want to do that.”

      “Shh.”

      “Trust me, Vanya. That’s a bad idea. She will mess you up.”

      “I am great hunter,” the cat replied, his accent thickening with the increasing intensity of his hunter’s gaze.

      “Yeah, sure. And have you ever heard of a skunk?”

      “An Earth animal. Makes a bad smell. Yes, I have heard stories.”

      “Well, this little critter here? She’s like that. Only she’s an alien. And she doesn’t spray a stink, she sprays stored energy that will liquify your body. You’ll be very, very dead.”

      The cat slowed but didn’t stop.

      “No, I am too fast.”

      Moose was not having any more of this. “Turd, take a hike!” he called out, alerting his fuzzy companion while simultaneously snatching Vanya by his scruff, stopping his advance as Turd hopped back a few paces.

      The cat spun on him, claws out. Moose dropped him to the deck at once.

      “Hey, not cool, dude!”

      “You cost me my prey!”

      “No, I saved your life. Now if you’ll chill out, I’ll get you some fish to make up for it if you’ll just leave her alone.”

      “Fish?”

      “Oh my God. Really? First milk, and now fish? You really are the worst cat ever, you know that? Look, come with me and I’ll show you.”

      Vanya looked at Turd, then looked at the human. The creature didn’t look threatening. But looks could be deceiving. However, they were on a ship. A ship in flight. There was nowhere for the little thing to run, so he could always come back for it later if this fish thing turned out to be some stupid diversion.

      “Very well. Show me this fish you speak of.”

      Moose led him back to the galley and had the replicator whip him up a nice piece of stinky fish. He had almost ordered the trout a la creme, a personal favorite, but the cat would undoubtedly like something a bit more pungent.

      He placed the plate on the table and stepped back. Vanya’s nose was already involuntarily twitching. Something smelled wonderful. He leapt up and approached the strange food, his tail involuntarily flicking side to side.

      “Go on. It won’t bite back,” Moose said with a chuckle.

      Vanya’s mouth was watering uncontrollably, and he felt all willpower go out the window as he took a bite. It was pure bliss.

      A rumbling grew within him, shaking his whole body as he chewed the glorious fish. He looked at Moose, his pupils wide with ecstasy, the purring almost overwhelming his senses.

      “What is this?” he managed to ask.

      “Fish. I told you.”

      “Fish. Actual fish.”

      “Like I said.”

      Vanya took another bite, then another. If it had been possible for him to glow with joy, he’d have illuminated the whole space station.

      “I thought you were kidding,” he said between bites. “I’d only heard tales of it. I never thought it was real.”

      “Well, it’s real,” Moose said as he watched the cat devour the last of the fish.

      Vanya’s demeanor was decidedly more pleasant after that. He turned to Moose, purring as he licked his lips clean.

      “You have any more?”
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      Not too far away, Hellatz had been about to set down at the far edge of the landing area where the pirate ship was still sitting idle. He had noted a somewhat secluded section where a small habitat with tall trees happened to separate it from the main body of the other ships. The path was short and the walk would be quick.

      More importantly, he could make his landing unnoted if he came in low and quiet. And as his ship had dropped a flurry of stun bombs on pretty much everyone present, it would definitely be for the best if they didn’t see him land.

      He was making good progress and his approach was perfect. Just a few seconds more and he’d be able to drop below the treeline totally unnoted.

      Then the alarm sounded.

      All eyes turned skyward, scanning for the airborne threat. This wasn’t the first time one of the space predators had wandered into the atmosphere, though it was a fairly rare occurrence. In no time the sharp eyes of the crews on the ground spotted the glint of the shark. Skorpa, by the size of it. But the beast appeared to be heading to a different part of the station. And heaven help whoever it was it had its sights set on.

      Then they noticed something else in the air. Something much closer and equally alarming. The little ship that had bombed them to unconsciousness.

      “Damn,” Hellatz muttered as he dropped down to land, watching both the aerial shark attack as well as the people on the ground staring up at it and him as well. “I suppose a clean arrival was too much to ask.”

      He settled down and watched as Holly blasted into the sky and led the shark in a high-speed chase. There was nothing he could do about it from here. His shuttle was armed but they were too far and moving too fast for him to join that fight. And Holly had much bigger guns anyway. If it came down to it, she could defend herself even if it pissed off the Lorgin.

      And speaking of the no-weapons policy aboard the station, the traders showed restraint, not powering up theirs to attack the troublesome craft touching down so close by. The Lorgin would not approve, and a group of Lorgin guards was still lingering around the downed pirate craft.

      They did, however, casually pick up makeshift weapons. Tools, mostly. Things they could explain away to the Lorgin if they had to. Members of multiple crews stood casually by and watched the pathway leading to the nearby landing zone. Waiting.

      Hellatz made the conscious decision to leave anything that could remotely be construed as a weapon behind on the shuttle. As such, when he rounded the curve in the path and came into full view, he approached with all four hands empty and nothing more than a pair of large rucksacks thrown over his shoulders.

      “Greeting,” he called out to the nearest alien in the best approximation of their pidgin dialect he could manage. “Come to make introduce.”

      He had originally planned on making a casual entrance into the area, blending in and mingling, none of the crews knowing he was involved in the stun bombing run. Unfortunately, that plan had gone right out the window. So he did what Hump always went on about. He would improvise. He would adapt. And, hopefully, he would overcome.

      He approached with a smile, but hard eyes stared back at him. The woman—at least he thought it was a woman based on her violet and pale pink colorings—did not seem amused. He hoped his form of address was correct, but with the lack of typical bipedal biology, he simply couldn’t be certain.

      Rather than legs, she possessed an undulating lower extremity that seemed to allow her to move like a snail, but at far greater speeds and minus the slime trail. Also, her eyes were not on stalks, though she did possess six of them.

      The four-eyed Chithiid found it interesting. It wasn’t often he came across another race with more eyes than his own people, though his second set was on the back of his head. A tactical advantage as well as one that made the parental threats about eyes in the back of your head actually a reality. The humans had told him of that saying, and after he got to know them as a species better, the expression became clearly unoffensive and even grew on him.

      “Attack us,” another alien said as he moved close with a menacing look.

      This one was undeniably male, and an aggressive one to boot. He was shorter than the seven-foot Chithiid, but stocky. Very stocky, and very irate. More than the six-eyed female staring at him coldly, this fellow actually felt like a threat. And there was only one way to deal with that. Meet it head-on.

      Only, Hellatz’s tactic wasn’t a violent confrontation but rather a peaceful one. He would attack the man with kindness. In most cases this would take the recipient off guard. He just hoped it would work in this instance.

      “Me came apologize,” Hellatz said, hoping the words the neuro-stim had fed into his mind were correct. “Earlier, we have fight with pirates,” he said, nodding toward the damaged ship surrounded by Lorgin guards. “They attacked our ship. Breach our hull. We revenge. But did not mean to involve you,” he said, gesturing to the trader ships in the area. “Was mistake.”

      All of their crewmembers within earshot had now heard the explanation. Or, at least the beginning of it. And several seemed to relax their demeanor just a bit. Any spacegoing race would appreciate the implications of attacking another ship and piercing its hull. It was not only a blatant act of aggression, it could also kill everyone on board if done carelessly.

      Hellatz had made a tiny sliver of progress. Perhaps they didn’t want to beat him to a pulp anymore. But they were a rough and ready group living in the cold of space, and forgiveness was not exactly common vernacular.

      “Understand you traders. Looking to do business,” he said, surveying the alien crews staring at him.

      More had gathered to see what was going on, but the whispers between them, along with the hard looks made it quite clear there would be no trading going on today. He had plans, and they were quickly going right out the window. And he didn’t think there was any way to salvage things.

      Even a blind man could see what was happening. It was clear that no matter what he said, Hellatz was simply persona-non-grata here, and no apology could change that. At least for the time being. But perhaps he could melt that icy divide. It would just take time. Time and a healthy dose of booze.

      “My captain want make apology gift to you for this,” he said, thinking on the fly.

      He carefully put the rucksacks on the ground and opened them, removing bottle after bottle of high-grade alcohol. Quite a selection too. Holly’s replicators had been stocked with the data for some of the most sought-after liquors in Earth’s history.

      It was one of the amazing things from the Great War. Despite humanity fleeing for their lives, someone had taken the time to input an encyclopedic quantity of rare spirits and wines. Perhaps a sommelier’s final gift to humanity before being wiped out along with the other ninety-nine percent of the human race. No one knew. But whoever had done it, they’d given the future generations a wealth of rare delights only the wealthiest had ever had access to.

      At least, before they all died and turned to dust.

      But that was another story altogether. For Hellatz’s purposes, the end result was all that mattered right now.

      He looked around, counting the ships, along with the estimated sizes of their crews, and began setting out clusters of bottles. Far more than he’d planned on using for peace-making purposes when he’d had Holly generate them, but sometimes a little excess went a very long way.

      “This our gift to you. Make amends. No trade, no cost. Please, take to your captains with our apologies.”

      Hellatz then turned and walked away, both rucksacks totally empty. He had plenty of additional trade aboard his shuttle, so that wasn’t an issue. This was about smoothing things over. And knowing how traders and long-haul freighter crews were, booze would go a long way toward lubricating that new dynamic. Now he just had to leave them to get drunk and hopefully start to see their former attackers as potential trading partners, if not friends.

      Hellatz boarded his shuttle and assessed the goods he had neatly stowed aboard. There was plenty to trade, and there were many other landing sites across Lorgini Station. If this one was going to turn out to be a bust, why not try the others?

      He decided to do just that, and the next several landing sites saw him greeted in a far friendlier manner. Hellatz acquired quite a few things they had absolutely no use for, but also several rather interesting devices Goonara would undoubtedly enjoy deconstructing to see what made them tick. But no one was willing to part with star charts.

      He’d asked very, very carefully. To admit they were lost in space would potentially be catastrophic. They had to appear in control of their situation. But asking for additional charts with higher degrees of detail might work. Unfortunately, it seemed that in this area people treated that information as one of their most precious of cargoes.

      He assumed there were resource-rich worlds that each was trying to keep secret. Protecting their claim from prying eyes and greedy fingers. And so it was that all of his trades were very brief, and the interactions superficial at best. That is, until the fifth landing area.

      It was a smaller site, and the traders there seemed to be lower on the totem pole in terms of priority for trade. The Lorgin dictated who parked where, and these were the B-players. Hellatz treated them well all the same. You never knew who might have something of use, after all. And that wound up paying off, to his pleasant surprise.

      He was just about to load up and depart back to Holly to deposit all of his trade and hear the details about the shark attack. He’d seen it bolt for space in a panic right about the time the alarm ceased. But he hesitated.

      A thin man with deep-green skin that looked almost like crackling tree bark was staring at him from across the landing area. He had bright yellow-orange eyes that stood out in stark contrast to his skin. He appeared almost humanoid in shape, but his feet were at least twice the width of a human’s, and his long fingers appeared to possess an additional joint if not two.

      Hellatz had not traded with anyone from that ship. None had approached him, and this was the first he’d seen of their crew. And he had to admit, he was intrigued.

      He had already stowed his acquired booty aboard the shuttle, and there was still a fair amount to trade in his rucksack, so he made the decision to approach the man.

      “Greetings,” he called out, far more confident in the cobbled together language than when he’d started. “I have good trade, if you are interested.”

      The man stared at him a long moment. “I heard of new ship arrive. Attack pirates. Lorgin not retaliate. That you?”

      “Yes,” he said with a friendly grin. “That us. Lorgin saw it was justified. All is good. We not use weapons, only stun and capture.”

      The man cocked his head slightly as he processed the newcomer’s words. “Think we have discuss. Please, come aboard.”

      This was new. So far all of the trade had taken place outside in the open. Hellatz was unarmed, and stepping into a trader’s ship could be a risky proposition.

      “Hump, Holly, mark my position. I’m boarding a trader ship,” he said in English over his comms. “If I don’t make contact in a half hour, come rescue me.”

      “Copy that,” Hump replied, his voice silently transmitted into the Chithiid’s head by his bone-conduction comms patch. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”

      “That leaves me a lot of options,” Hellatz replied, then switched back to pidgin. “Okay, let us go inside. Discuss trade.”

      The man nodded once and led the way. Hellatz followed, stepping into the alien ship, hoping he wasn’t making a terrible mistake. He would find out soon enough.
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      “This way, this way,” the green-skinned man said as he led Hellatz deeper into his ship.

      It was an unusual craft, or, unusual to the Chithiid at least. For all he knew, a partially organic vessel was totally normal in other parts of the galaxy. But to Hellatz, it was quite impressive. Confusing, but impressive.

      The outer hull was clearly metal. He’d noted that when he first moved closer to the ship. But inside it appeared to be a mix of organic plant fibers mixed and blended with metals and composites. It was fascinating, but it almost looked as if the superstructure had been grown, then the drive components and hull added to the plant material when it had reached the desired size.

      He was tempted to just ask, but the way the alien had seemed so intent on talking with him, Hel thought it would be best to wait until after he’d heard what the fellow had to say. So far, however, his guide had remained tight-lipped other than urging him to follow.

      “Where are we going?” he finally asked.

      “Going to see Bix.”

      “Bix?”

      “Flies ship.”

      “Ah, your captain.”

      “No. Bix flies ship. You see.”

      It was a confusing conversation to say the least, but so far as Hellatz could tell, it wasn’t the alien leader he was being brought to meet but the ship’s pilot. But he was a pilot as well, so perhaps the two would find common ground to bond over.

      “Through here,” the man said, leading him into what appeared to be the command center of the ship.

      It was beautiful. The design made it clear that the craft had indeed been grown to suit and then outfitted with all the componentry needed for space travel. It was a marvel of horticulture. Goonara would utterly lose her mind if she saw this.

      The sheer amount of time it would take to grow something this big? It was hard to imagine. And even if this particular plant grew quite rapidly, it would still take years upon years to grow to this size. For all he knew, this ship could have been over a hundred years old before it had even had the first metal plate installed.

      All of the mounting areas had been carefully grown into the precise shape required to seat each display and control panel, and even the bases of the seats were grown from the deck, though the swivel, seat, and harnesses were clearly fitted after the fact.

      Hellatz was still gawking a bit when he noticed the piercing eyes staring at him from the command chair. Clearly, this was Bix.

      “Uh, hello. I am Hellatz. Come to trade.”

      The man sized him up a moment while a pair of what were clearly guards came and patted Hellatz down, checking his rucksack as well. They nodded to their leader and stepped back.

      The man was broader in chest and shoulders than the crewman who had shown the visitor in. And judging by the look on his face, he’d seen quite a lot over the years. After the Great War, it was a look its combatants had all come to know quite well.

      “I am Bix,” he finally said. “Apologies for that. Cannot be too careful.”

      “I come in peace.”

      “Yes, but we hear what you did. Attacked and were not penalized for it.”

      “To be fair, pirates attack us first,” Hellatz replied in rapidly improving pidgin. “We not trying to kill them. We there to capture them.”

      Bix raised one brow and let out a belly laugh. “You show great spirit,” he said, clearly amused. “And you not afraid of Lorgin.”

      “Why should I be afraid?”

      “Oh, there are reasons,” Bix replied, his cheer quickly dissolving. “What are you? I not see your kind before. You have four arms. Four eyes. New to me.”

      “I am Chithiid. From very far away,” Hellatz replied. “And I not see your kind before either. What are your people called?”

      “We are Koodza,” Bix said.

      “It is good meet you. Lorgini Station full of many races. Many ships. You here to trade as well, yes? I have items—”

      “We may trade, yes,” Bix interrupted. “But we also have other goal.” He looked at the crew in the command center, almost as if getting their approval before continuing. It was strange behavior for a captain. Or pilot. Whatever they called him.

      “What else is on agenda?” Hellatz asked.

      “We here to recover something taken from us,” Bix said. “Has been difficult. Years of work. But now, you here. You have special leeway with Lorgin. Perhaps you can help.”

      This was different. Hellatz had expected to swap some worthless trinkets, maybe contribute to the crew’s drunken shore leave, and maybe forge a tenuous friendship in the process. But this had the sound of something a bit more involved than mere trade.

      “What exactly are you looking for?” he asked.

      Bix sat up a little taller in his seat. “Our captain.”

      “I’m sorry, your what?”

      “Our captain.”

      “But you’re in the command seat.”

      “Temporary. I take over when Captain Dimarian go missing. Been acting in his place ever since.”

      This was not good. This was potentially very not good. Intrigue and subterfuge were commonplace on all worlds, but out here so far from home, and any backup forces, being drawn into a missing persons situation could gum up the works and make things hard on them all.

      But there was something to the look in Bix’s eyes that made Hellatz put those concerns aside. This man was loyal. Loyal to a fault, one might argue. But he’d led this ship in his captain’s absence with the single-minded goal of finding him. It was honorable, and the Chithiid felt he had no choice but to help, if he could.

      “I can ask my friends to see what can find out. How long ago did he go missing?”

      “Two years.”

      Hellatz blanched in surprise. “Two years?”

      “Yes. Two years ago we meet Lorgin and land, intending trade on Lorgini Station. Lorgin happy to meet the Koodza. Had never encountered our kind before. Was promising new trade partner.”

      “But then?”

      “Then our captain and two crew go missing. Somewhere on Lorgini Station. Not normal. Not like Captain Dimarian. So we take up arms to find him. Rescue him and others. But Lorgin no allow it.”

      “Yes, I know quite well. No weapons on the station.”

      “Exactly. And when we go out with arms, Lorgin evict us from Lorgini Station. Send Forzin guards to drive us back. We leave, but return not long after to try speak reason with them, but Lorgini Station gone.”

      Suddenly, Hellatz understood why it had taken them two years. It wasn’t spent aboard the station searching for their captain. They’d spent that time trying to find Lorgini Station, wherever it was they had flown off to.

      “How long have you been here?” he asked.

      “Ten days. We allowed to return. It long enough that they no angry any longer. But we sent to this place. Place where lower-class trade done. But we no care. Took us two years to track to this system. And now we finally aboard once more. But Lorgin no letting us have access. We limited. We ask others to help, but they either scared or indifferent.”

      “And that means you stuck here.”

      “Yes,” Bix said. “But you have freedom. Will you help?”

      Hellatz swallowed hard. This was the captain’s area of expertise. He was just the pilot, not the diplomatic lead on their crew. And if he committed to helping these people, he’d be dragging in his entire team as well. There were too many moving parts to simply send a comm message to Sadira to break it down for her. A decision had to be made.

      “Okay, we help you if we can,” he said, feeling an unexpected rush of pride from his decision.

      The others might not exactly be thrilled with what he’d gotten them into, but this was a just cause, and if anything, he knew Sadira was a sucker for the underdog. Additionally, if this worked out as he hoped, they could quietly look around to see if anyone knew what happened to the Koodza leader and no one would be the wiser. And in the process, a new alliance would be formed.

      “I should get back to my crew,” Hellatz said. “Start looking. But do not get hopes up. Two years is long time.”

      “We know. Your help all we can ask,” Bix said.

      The Chithiid looked at the crew. All had such intense looks of gratitude, he couldn’t help but wonder what sort of man this Captain Dimarian was to evoke such affection and loyalty from his crew. If he had any luck, he’d find out soon enough.

      “I will let you know what we find,” he said as he turned for the exit.

      “Thank you, Hellatz. You are friend of the Koodza.”

      Hel smiled and nodded. Sadira would be pleased. Now for the next and hardest step. Finding this missing captain.
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      Holly had stayed airborne a fair while following the unprovoked attack. While Skorpa had clearly fled the atmospheric containment of the station, she thought it wise to remain fully powered up and ready for a fight. Just in case. Once things were demonstrably under control, only then would she land.

      It meant that Moose had plenty of time to show his feline friend around the ship. Vanya lived up to his nature as a cat, his curiosity cranked up to eleven. Knowing there was a living mind within the walls was something that had amped him up immensely. That, and Turd periodically poking her head out to observe the newcomer also piqued his attention.

      The cat was given the grand tour, and Holly was rather enjoying having some new company aboard now that he didn’t need to remain in hiding, chiming in and answering questions the feline would pose. And Vanya had a lot of them. This was a novelty that would not wear off anytime soon, it seemed.

      After a lengthy flight, during which Holly casually scanned pretty much the entire surface of Lorgini Station as well as the sky above—including making a catalog of each and every shark circling in the darkness—he finally came back in for a landing.

      “She is a male now?” Vanya asked at the shift in voice.

      “Yeah, he does that sometimes. Had his mind splintered a while back, and the re-integration seemed to have freed him up a bit. AIs pretty much choose a gender to make it easier for humans to interact, so it’s perfectly normal, really. Once you get used to it you don’t even notice.”

      “Interesting,” Vanya said as the ship gently touched down at their original landing area. “Moose, would you like to see something interesting?”

      “What kind of interesting? ’Cause if it’s another space shark that’s not the kind of interesting I want a part of.”

      “No, nothing like that. Come, it will be fun.”

      “Well, not much else to do at the moment. Okay.”

      “Excellent,” the cat said. “Please, open the door and I will show you the way.”

      Moose obliged, leading him to the exit and keying the pad. Something far easier for human fingers than a cat’s paws, even a polydactyl one. Vanya hopped out onto the pad and made his way to the small pathway at the far end of the landing area.

      “This way.”

      “Coming,” Moose replied. “Don’t throw any parties while I’m gone,” he said as he sealed the ship’s hatch.

      “I will try to remember that bit of advice,” Holly replied with an amused tone. It seemed the shark drama had left the AI in a joking mood. Even artificial life needed to come down from an adrenaline high, regardless of whether it was chemical or lines of code.

      “Okay, back in a bit,” Moose said, then headed off to join the cat on whatever bit of adventure he was going to lead him.

      

      Meanwhile, Della had taken her leave of Sadira and Goonara, leaving them with Mary, who was eager to continue her tour of her favorite habitats. But after the shark attack, Sadira found she had lost the taste for playing tourist.

      Della had managed to drive off the animal, but what if she’d been unable to get her hands on that transponder in time? Would Holly have wound up suffering even more damage? It was enough to put the captain on edge, despite Della’s assurances it would not happen again. But she couldn’t help but feel it was distressing to Della as well.

      In fact, the Lorgin had rushed back to the tube pod to report to Bodo as soon as the attack had ceased. She was clearly agitated, and because of it, Sadira hoped she would be able to convince her boss to perhaps do something about this troublesome creature before it acted up again.

      They had made contact and formed a new friendship, but Lorgini Station was rapidly becoming a place she wanted nothing to do with. The sooner they tracked down the orange-skinned pirate and extracted the information they needed, the better. Then they could depart and put some distance between themselves and the space shark that seemed to have developed a taste for Holly’s power signature.

      “You know, we’ll be leaving soon,” Sadira said as Mary led them to yet another habitat.

      This one was dry and sparsely vegetated, but the few succulent-type plants that did grow there were lovely to behold. Almost like the baobab trees found on the island of Madagascar, with thick bases leading to branches that fanned out high above.

      “It will be sad to see you go,” Mary said. “But it has been so very nice spending some time with you. I haven’t seen a human besides Jack in ages.”

      “About that. I understand he has some medical issues, but why not come with us? We can take you with us. Get Jack the help he needs. And eventually we’ll even take you home.”

      Mary smiled politely. “We have been rescued,” she said. “The Lorgin have given us a wonderful life. And we wouldn’t have even met if not for them.”

      “Yeah, I know. But humans should be with humans.”

      “You’re with an alien. Half your crew is not human. So why is my life so different?”

      “Well, it’s not the same thing.”

      “We have a good thing here. The Lorgin have been working hard to slow the progress of Jack’s dementia, and I think they may actually be making progress.”

      “But you’re not sure.”

      “How can I be? Until they find a way to reverse it, there is no way to know how fast it would have progressed otherwise.”

      “So let us help.”

      “I appreciate the offer, truly I do. But Jack wouldn’t survive the trip. And there’s no way I’m leaving him behind. So, you see, you may as well let that sleeping dog lie.”

      “But we have medical facilities aboard our ship. Designed for humans.”

      Mary shook her head. “I’m sorry, but I won’t risk his life. What we have is good. Please accept that.” Despite her smile, she looked a bit shaken regardless of her good-natured protests. Sadira, it seemed, had hit a nerve. “I really should be getting back to check on him. Head that way and the paths will take you back to your compound.”

      With that Mary turned and walked away, leaving the captain and her science officer alone in the habitat.

      “Well, that could have gone better,” Sadira said with a defeated sigh.

      Goonara shook her head. “No, it definitely did not have a positive outcome.”

      “Thanks for cheering me up,” Sadira joked. “We need to take them with us. They’re humans, and they should be on Earth. And Jack should get treatment from his own people.”

      “Sometimes you still lose, even if you think you have won,” Goon replied. “You may have to leave them, and that is all right.”

      “Is it, though?”

      “They have what they want. And in a way, this place is more home for them than Earth at this point. They have become like prisoners who can no longer imagine life on the outside.”

      “We call that institutionalized,” Sadira noted grimly.

      “Well, it might not be as bad as you think.”

      “They’re stuck on an alien space station, Goon.”

      “Yes, they are. But be honest with yourself, Captain. Do we actually possess the facilities aboard our ship to fix what is wrong with him? This is a progressive brain degeneration, not simply regrowing a finger.”

      “Yeah, I guess you’re right.”

      “And even if we could possibly halt his condition’s progress, we have no idea how long it may actually be before we find our way home. If ever, for that matter. I know you have been leading us with an optimistic outlook, but the possibility remains that we may never get back to Earth. And this couple is living out their life in comfort here, not crammed aboard a ship. The Lorgin are doing what they think is right by them.”

      “A gilded cage is still a cage,” Sadira said, but her heart wasn’t in it anymore. Goonara was right. Something she knew full well. It just sucked having to admit it. “Well, I suppose we should head back.”

      “Yes, I suppose we should,” the Chithiid agreed.

      They strode off toward the boundary of the habitat and stepped out onto the pathway, the resistance pulse from their bracelets only the tiniest of tingles.

      “It’s a trek, but not too far, I guess,” Sadira said. “It’d be nice if we could use the tube system, though. We passed an accessway not far back.”

      “True. And I agree a ride would be preferable to a walk at the moment. But we have to deal with what we are presented.”

      “Yeah, a crap situation,” Sadira grumbled. “Hopefully the others are having a better—”

      A pair of leather-skinned bipeds jumped from the nearby habitat, grabbing the women and pulling them to the ground.

      Sadira immediately flew into defensive mode, which for her meant attacking with everything she had. The assailant apparently hadn’t expected such a violent response, and her flurry of fists, knees, and elbows quickly rendered him unconscious. She then rushed to Goonara’s aid, pulling her attacker off and dropping him with a choke hold.

      She was glad the alien’s physiology was such that the move actually worked. For all she knew, they might have had a totally novel circulatory system, in which case she could have wound up squeezing all day with no effect.

      “You okay?” she asked as she helped Goon to her feet.

      “Yes. But who are these two, and why did they attack us?”

      “Look at their clothes.”

      “They appear to be functional, but not fashionable,” Goonara noted.

      “Not the style. What they represent. They’re wearing pirate garb.”

      Goonara looked again and realized Sadira was right. “The ones who escaped the attack.”

      “And they want to get even.”

      Footsteps and voices could be heard. Angry voices by the sound of it, and they were getting closer.

      “We’ve gotta run,” Sadira said, taking off fast down the path.

      Goonara followed close on her heels, the fear of a mob attack motivating her legs to move much faster than she was accustomed to. Sadira opened her comms line to her entire crew as they ran. They needed the cavalry, and fast.

      “Mayday, mayday, mayday! Pirates are after us. We’re totally outnumbered. Can’t say exactly where we are, but we need help. I’m leaving the line open. Track us if you can.”

      Hump replied immediately, his AI mind picking up the signal the moment it came online. “On my way, Captain. Hold tight!”

      Sadira looked back. A dozen or so pirates of various sizes and species were hot on their tail and gaining.

      “Goon, where was that access shaft?”

      “The path branching left,” Goonara replied with a gasp. “But we’re not allowed—”

      “Screw that. Come on!” she replied, barreling ahead as fast as she was able.

      If they could get through that door perhaps they could jam it long enough to buy them some time. And once underground they would have a more direct route to the others. That is, if the corridors and catwalks in this section ran the direction they needed them to. But there was little time to worry about that. The closing pirates were a far more pressing concern.

      “There!” Goonara shouted, pointing ahead.

      The access hatch was blended into an artificial tree trunk made to look like the vegetation around it. But habitats had been moved recently and it was now a bit more obvious in its incongruity for it. Sadira raced to the door and keyed it open. The door slid apart and allowed them to pass.

      “Inside!”

      Goonara didn’t need to be told twice. The two women rushed in and sealed the door tight. Sadira then kicked the control panel hard, making it spark and flicker. It likely wouldn’t slow the pirates for long, but it would have to do.

      “Let’s go!” she said, taking off at a run, her footsteps echoing off the metal walls.

      It was a long corridor, not an exposed catwalk. After being outside it almost felt claustrophobic, but the need to flee easily outweighed that sensation. The two raced ahead as fast as they were able. They were still far from their compounds, that much they knew. The pirates would almost certainly catch up to them before they covered that much distance.

      The only question now was if the others could make it to them in time.
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      “Where exactly is it you’re taking me?” Moose asked as Vanya led the way along several twisting and turning pathways, always keeping clear of the boundaries of the habitats that seemed to contain larger animals.

      It was his shock collar, clearly, that was keeping the curious cat from taking a more direct route to wherever it was they were heading. If not for that, he’d have undoubtedly barreled on ahead straight through whatever was in his path with the overconfidence often found with his kind.

      “Vanya, seriously, man, where are we going? What is it you’re showing me?”

      “I would not ruin the surprise,” the cat said. “Now keep up. You walk slowly.”

      “I do not walk slowly. You just have four legs and I have two.”

      “It is not my fault genetics did not gift you with as impressive a body as me,” the cat replied.

      “You are insanely cocky, you know that?”

      “One of my many charms.”

      “Ugh,” Moose groaned. But before he could come up with a properly snarky reply, his captain’s mayday call for help blared through his comms. He immediately checked his personal tablet and zeroed in on her location. “On my way, Sadi. Hang on!” he said, then took off running.

      “Where are you going?” Vanya asked, confused at his sudden departure.

      That was the thing about the bone-conduction comms system. Only the wearer could hear it. On occasion, that could lead to a rather perplexing situation. This was one such instance.

      “Hump, Hel, you guys close?” Moose asked as he sucked down air by the lungful. He hadn’t made a habit of keeping his cardio up on the ship’s treadmill, and it was showing.

      “I’m far out but making good time,” Hump replied. “Just about to hit the underground access from my sector.”

      He didn’t even sound winded. Of course, the cyborg technically didn’t even need to breathe if he didn’t want to. And he could transmit without vocalizing. One of the many tricks up his sleeve.

      “I’m about to launch,” Hellatz transmitted as he boarded his shuttle. “I should be on top of their location shortly.”

      “Yeah, well hurry. Cap’s in trouble,” Moose replied.

      “I heard and am coming as fast as I can.”

      That was it, then. The three of them were hauling ass, ready for a fight with the remainder of the band of pirates. They were going to put an end to this conflict once and for all. And this time they wouldn’t be so gentle.

      Moose had been led a little bit astray from the areas he had mapped in his head, but he had managed to note an accessway they passed as Vanya led him to see whatever it was that was supposed to be such a big surprise. That would have to wait, though. Sadira was in trouble, and anything else was a lower priority.

      He backtracked as best he could until he was on familiar enough ground. “This is it. Yeah,” he said, then took off on the left-hand pathway, looking for the somewhat camouflaged doorway.

      It took a few minutes, but he found it soon enough, quickly cycling it open and barreling down the long staircase, checking his tablet for the direction his captain was in as he took the stairs three at a time. His boots hit the first landing and he paused. So far as he could determine from her signal, this was the level she and Goonara were on. Now it was just a matter of finding the corridor that led to them.

      Directionally, he had a fix. But that would do little good if he wound up in a parallel but disconnected passage. The worst possible case of so close yet so far. So he stopped in place. It was painful forcing himself to stand still and think rather than act, but Moose did just that, studying the signal and comparing it with what he saw around him.

      They had been laying out a crude map of the networks of corridors and catwalks as best they could not long ago, and the knowledge was in his head. There was a pattern. He just had to slow down and find it. Moose took a deep breath, then another. On the third, it all became clear. He turned down the corridor branching slightly to the right and took off running.

      Up above, Hellatz had hit the gas hard, not giving a damn what the Lorgin might think of his antics. He had a signal and that was all that mattered. The captain was more or less right below him. And there was a nearby accessway showing on his screens. His scanners were now firing on full capacity, pinging the surface and setting off more than a few alerts.

      He didn’t care.

      Hel spun low and dropped down smack in the middle of a pristine habitat that happened to have enough space to accommodate his ship. Claxons sounded as soon as the craft’s weight dug into the formerly immaculate landscape, but he was already out the door at a full run, his long legs carrying him toward the access door in massive strides.

      Beneath the surface, Sadira and Goonara had stopped running. They were getting winded, and the pirates were closing in fast. If they were going to fight, at least they’d be doing so without being out of breath.

      “You ready for this?” Sadira asked.

      “As ready as I can be. It is not as though we have a choice,” Goonara replied.

      “That, sadly, is quite true,” Sadira said, steeling herself for the impending fight. “Well, so much for a pep talk. Here they come.”

      The pirates had made it through the disabled doorway and were barreling down the corridor. Sadira had stopped at one of the junction areas thinking the more open space might allow her and Goonara an opportunity to at least evade a little and make it harder for the attackers to pin them to a wall. But they were outnumbered six to one, and Goon was no fighter. It would only be a matter of time before they were overwhelmed.

      “Sonofa—” Sadira said when the orange skin and fur of one of the pursuers came into clear view, racing toward them using his hands as well as feet, running like a massive ape. “Looks like we’ll be meeting our orange friend after all. Just not quite like we’d hoped.”

      The fastest of the pirates reached them several seconds before the main body, and Sadira used that tiny window to deliver crushing kicks to their limbs as they drew near. At least one would not be walking right again judging by the sickening crack their leg made when her foot connected. The others, however, slowed their run, ready to take the women in a more organized manner.

      “Captain, the Lorgin. There’s—” Holly began to say when all hell broke loose around them as the pirates moved in for the kill.

      The freight train of a cyborg that plowed into them from the adjacent corridor put the brakes on that plan, sending the whole lot into an uncoordinated brawl. Hump’s fists and elbows would have hurt them if he had been a normal man. But there was metal underneath his flesh, and every impact carried behind it knockout power.

      Sadira squared off with three attackers, a pair of stocky blue-skinned women and a long-limbed grayish man with an elongated head. Punches assailed her from all sides as she did her best to fend them off, but these three were not fighting movie-style. They were all coming for her at once.

      Goonara tried to help, but she was pulled off and pinned by a deep umber-colored creature with scaly skin and beady black eyes. She fought hard, her four arms wailing on the alien having some effect. It wasn’t much, but it allowed her to scramble free and take up a defensive posture. The alien grinned. It seemed this was going to be fun.

      “Boom, motherfucker!” Moose hollered as he charged into the fray, driving his shoulder into the jaw of one of the blue women attacking his captain, knocking her cold. He then turned his attentions to the other, pummeling her with vicious combinations.

      In battle there was no such thing as gender. No rules about not hitting a woman. Especially one trying to kill your captain. Sadira, freed of the additional attackers, turned all of her attentions to the gray man. Now it was a fair fight, and she planned on dishing out a lot of hurt.

      The tide was turning just as Hellatz arrived, all four arms swinging as he put the combative skills learned at the fight clubs on Earth to good use. They were still technically outnumbered, but what Sadira and her crew lacked in quantity they more than made up for in skill and ferocity.

      Several of the aliens saw the writing on the wall and turned and fled, abandoning their fallen comrades. Just a minute later the fight was over, and the pirates were most certainly not victorious.

      “Hey, Cap. Lookee what we’ve got here,” Moose said, kicking the slumbering orange alien at his feet.

      “We finally got one,” she said.

      “Yep.”

      “Bind all their limbs, then leave the others for the Lorgin to deal with. This one, however, we take with us.”

      “Back to the ship?” Hump asked as he easily hoisted the large alien over his shoulder.

      “Yeah, back to the ship. I’ve had enough of this. We’ve got what we need. We’re getting the hell out of here. Get back, secure the prisoner, and prepare for dustoff.”

      “Sounds good to me.”

      “I’ll join you as soon as I can.”

      Moose grabbed her arm. “Hang on. What the hell are you doing?”

      “There are humans here, and I’m going to rescue them.”

      “They do not want to be rescued,” Goonara said.

      “Yeah? Well, I’m gonna drag them to the ship if I have to.”

      Goonara blocked her path. “This is foolish. We have discussed this already. If Mary and Jack do not wish to leave, it is not our place to force them.”

      Sadira looked at her crew. All eyes were on her. No one was saying it, but it was clear they agreed with the scientist.

      “Fine. We get to the ship and prep to leave. But then I’m going to give Mary one last chance to join us. I have to.”

      “That is admirable and understandable,” Goonara said. “So long as the final decision is hers.”

      “Just freaking wonderful,” Sadira grumbled. “Okay, it’s gonna be a trek back. Let’s move, it’ll take a while.”

      “Not so, Captain. My shuttle is parked just above us,” Hellatz said.

      A little smile creased Sadira’s lips. “Finally, something goes my way. Okay, load up on the shuttle and away we go. I’m ready for this day to be over.”

      It only took a few minutes to carry the unconscious pirate to the shuttle and strap him in. The flight back was quick, and they reached their ship in no time.

      “Did you leave the landing bay door open?” Moose asked.

      “No, I did not,” Hel replied as he brought them in for a landing.

      Sadira did not like this. Not one bit. “Set us down outside.”

      “Captain?”

      “The ship is open, and we didn’t do it. Just land outside.”

      “Copy that,” Hel said, dropping in for a landing beside the craft.

      Sadira unbuckled her harness the second they touched down and hopped out of the craft, scanning the area for any threats.

      “Holly, we’re back. What happened here? Why is your hangar door open?”

      Silence.

      “Holly?”

      Sadira motioned for the others to fan out. “Hel, you have a gun tucked away on your shuttle?”

      “I do.”

      “Get it. Then we go aboard.”

      The team looked at Sadira, but they sensed it too. Something was not right. Something was not right at all.
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      Hellatz rushed into his shuttle and emerged with a fully charged pulse pistol in his hand. It seemed Vanya had returned when the craft landed and was now seated at the edge of the landing site, observing him quietly, his tail swishing slowly with curiosity. Moose caught the movement out of the corner of his eye.

      “Stay back. Something’s up.”

      Vanya made no attempt to rise but just sat where he was, watching.

      “Hump, hit the armory and gear up. We’ll move slow with Hel on point until you join us.”

      “Copy that, Cap,” the cyborg said as he took off into the ship.

      Even if there was still a lurking threat, odds were he could handle it on his own. It was the others who might have a problem. This was bad. They needed their guns. Fortunately, the commando was both fast and efficient. Sadira and the others had barely penetrated the first few chambers when Hump returned, handing out pulse rifles to them all.

      “Status?”

      “All quiet,” he replied. “Too quiet. No sign of Holly whatsoever.”

      “Her systems are online from what I can see,” Goonara said as she tapped on a console.

      “Yeah, but where is she?” Moose wondered.

      Sadira checked the charge on her rifle. “First things first. We clear the ship. Hel, you’re with Hump. Goon, you’re with me and Moose. Split, move forward, clear, and regroup in command. From there we move aft as a single unit.”

      The others nodded their understanding and took off in their teams, sweeping the entire ship as they went. It was quick work, as not a single soul was anywhere aboard. No trace of the intruders to be seen. Yet somehow they had broken in. But how? And why?

      The answer was still a mystery when they met up in command.

      “Anything?” Sadira asked.

      “Nothing. The ship looks clean,” Hump said. “No audible signs, nothing on my optical scans. Whatever happened here was fast, and whoever did it seems long gone.”

      Sadira’s jaw twitched. “The attack,” she said. “The attack on us was a diversion to get us away from the ship.”

      “The pirates figured out how to get aboard?” Goonara wondered. “But how did they shut Holly down? And why would they go to all the trouble and not take anything?”

      “We’ve got more to search,” the captain said. “We’re not done yet. Let’s move. We head aft.”

      The team swept the ship toward the rear hangar bay, clearing the galley, quarters, and lab spaces as they moved. Everything appeared untouched, but they would check in greater detail once they’d finished this initial pass.

      They moved into the tech lab and froze. Something had been taken. And it was a biggie.

      “Uh, where’s the mech?” Moose asked. “Guys? The mech’s gone.”

      “Yes, we can see that, Moose,” Sadira hissed.

      “But it’s massive. And inert. How did they—”

      “Doesn’t matter,” she said. “Not now. We finish the sweep. Keep moving.”

      With that she headed for the open door, her rifle at the ready. Hump fell in right behind her, the others close behind. They made quick work through the remainder of the ship, finishing at the hangar. It was pretty empty with Hel’s shuttle parked on the outside, but the other small ship was sitting quietly in his designated spot. And when he saw the crew, he suddenly went from dark and inert to buzzing with life.

      “Oh my God, it’s you!” Ace blurted out far too loud.

      “Tone it down. The hangar door is open,” Sadira replied.

      “Right. Sorry. Hang on,” he said, closing the door remotely to afford them some more privacy. “I didn’t risk doing anything while they were still here.”

      “What happened?”

      “I’m not exactly sure, but someone keyed the external pad and got in. Holly and me, we were lying low, but they forced the hangar open and rolled in some heavy gear.”

      “What kind of gear?” Sadira asked.

      “I didn’t know at first, but then they rolled out of here and into the guts of the ship and a minute later Holly was gone.”

      Sadira felt an icy knot in her gut. “What do you mean, gone? She’s just in hard shut-down.”

      “No, she isn’t. That’s the point. I mean, yes, it’s a hard shut-down, but core systems from her mind are missing.”

      The entire crew felt their stomachs drop.

      “How could that happen?” Hump asked, pacing anxiously. As an AI, this was hitting home even more than for the humans. “How could they even know which part of the ship housed her?”

      “I don’t know, but they rolled in, right to her core processors it seems, hauling some sort of crazy machinery. Whatever they did, it pulled her into that equipment. It must have been some kind of mobile storage array. It’s unlike any kind of tech I’ve ever seen before,” Ace said, a horrified chill to his voice. “I had to stay silent and hide. There was nothing I could do to help. And there wasn’t even time to power up and make a run for it. With them inside the ship, all I could do was play dead and hope they didn’t scan me intensely enough to be noticed.”

      “You did right,” Hump reassured the AI. “There’s no reason to get yourself caught for nothing. And from what you’ve said, it sounds like these bastards would just as easily have taken you too.”

      Sadira was pacing, furious, but also more than a little worried. Her ship was a living thing, but its mind had been ripped from it, stolen right out from under them. But the hardware all remained. The technology required to do such a thing would have to be incredibly advanced. Far more than anything she’d ever seen.

      “Without Holly, the ship is useless,” she said. “Life support, gravity, everything we take for granted is a background function she monitors. We can’t fly without her.”

      “Technically, we could rig a bypass,” Hellatz said. “But it would be time-consuming, and it would be an imperfect system to say the least. The ship was not designed to function in that manner.”

      “Nor will it,” she said, an angry look in her eye. “We can’t leave now. Not even if we wanted to. We have to find those damn thieves and get Holly back. Somehow. But I haven’t the foggiest idea where to even start.”

      Moose looked around, suddenly even more alarmed. “Hang on. Has anyone seen Turd?”

      “She’s around somewhere,” Hellatz replied.

      “No, I mean it. We’ve been through every compartment. Even if she was tucked away in one of her hidey-holes, she’d have come out to see what all the fuss was about by now.”

      “But why would they take Turd? It makes no sense,” Goonara wondered. “While Holly’s AI mind could fetch a sizable price to the right buyer, what could they possibly want with a small, furry animal? She can’t be worth much, and she’s not large enough to want to eat.”

      “Don’t even say that. Nobody’s eating Turd.”

      “I did not say they were. I was merely positing that if they wanted to, she was too small to be worth the effort.”

      Sadira shook her head, the anger at this violation growing by the second. “Guys, guys, enough about Turd. We’ll find her too. Just as soon as we find the damn pirates who busted into our ship.”

      “Oh, it wasn’t pirates who did this,” Ace said.

      “Wait, what? Of course it was. We were just fighting them a few minutes ago. We’ve even got the orange one tied up and tucked away in the shuttle.”

      “That’s all fine and good, but I’m telling you, it wasn’t any pirates.”

      “If not pirates, then who did this?” Sadira asked.

      “It was the Lorgin.”

      The cold ball in Sadira’s stomach flashed to a fiery knot of rage. “The Lorgin? You’re sure?”

      “Positive. They’re quite distinctive, you know. That, and they’re also the only race aboard this station who could possess any technology remotely advanced enough to do what they did. It was absolutely horrifying the way they pulled Holly out like that. I doubt some grungy pirates could rip an AI mind from its body.”

      Sadira thought back to the fight and realized that Holly actually had been trying to contact them, but the conversation was cut off before it really began. She just took it in stride in the heat of the battle, but it seemed that her ship was trying to warn her that it was under attack. And she failed to protect it. And now Holly was gone. The mech too. And quite possibly Turd.

      She thought back to the Lorgin reaction to the little animal. How amazed they seemed by something new. And the mech as well. Something they never dreamed of having access to. And now they knew about Holly, thanks to the shark’s ill-timed attack. An actual AI mind unlike anything they’d ever seen before.

      For a race that prided themselves on cataloging everything they came across, it suddenly made sense. Not the actual break-in and theft, but the motive behind it. At least a little. But whatever their reasoning, this was not acceptable.

      Sadira slung her rifle over her shoulder and strode toward the hatch. “Open the hangar door, Ace.”

      The door slid open, and Sadira stepped out, flushed with anger. Moose knew that look. And heaven help whoever was on the receiving end of whatever came next.

      “What’re you gonna do, Sadi?” he asked.

      “I’m going to go have some words with Bodo. I’m going to get our friends back.”
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      Given the revelation that the Lorgin possessed the ability to pry an AI mind from its processors, it was an easy decision to fly Hellatz’s shuttle rather than have Ace take them to the access tube leading to Bodo’s central control hub. It was a relatively short walk, but at the moment Sadira was not in the mood for a casual stroll. She wanted to be there yesterday.

      The captain was pissed, no doubt, but more than just that, she also had no idea how stable whatever thing they’d put Holly into was. The AI mind was not something to take lightly, and in removing her as they had, there was a very real possibility the Lorgin might damage her. Possibly kill her.

      Whatever the case, time was of the essence.

      The others piled in the shuttle with her, all armed and all in a vengeful state of mind. Holly wasn’t just a piece of equipment. She was a part of their team. One who had saved their asses more than once. And more than that, she was their friend. Even mild-mannered Goonara was toting a pulse rifle, and, for once, she actually looked ready to use it.

      “Hump, you sure about this?” Sadira asked as he took a seat aboard the craft.

      “Couldn’t keep me out of this if you tried,” he said. “Besides, if they could do that to an AI as powerful as Holly, I don’t think they’d have any problem with my firewalls if they turned that machine on me.”

      She knew he was right. And he was a soldier. A commando. Action in the face of danger was far preferable to sitting idly by waiting while others charged into the fray.

      “Well then, we’d just better make sure they don’t figure out you’re an AI,” she said with a forced grin. She could very well lose him as well, and they all knew it.

      “Ready to go. You all strapped in? This is gonna be a fast up-and-down hop,” Hellatz called out from his pilot’s seat.

      “Good to go,” Sadira called back.

      The ship powered up and lurched into the sky. It was a rough takeoff, a short but harsh flight, and a somewhat hard landing. But he got them across the landscape in a fraction of the time it would have taken on foot, and that was the point.

      The team unstrapped and made for the hatch as soon as they were down. Moose nudged the unconscious orange creature at his feet. He groaned but didn’t rouse. There was no time to go and transfer him to a compartment aboard the ship, so trussed up and on the floor he would remain. They’d just have to deal with him later. One problem at a time. And this one was a doozy.

      “What makes no sense is the Lorgin seem so peaceful,” Moose said as they stepped out of the shuttle. “Like, they go out of their way to be good hosts. So why would they do something like this?”

      “We’re going to find out,” Sadira said, striding right to the cylindrical access tube.

      This one was different than the other means of ingress to the station’s depths, and the touch pad did not respond to her attempts to access it. Normally, she would have had Hump try to work some of his AI magic on the mechanism, but as he was keeping that part of himself very hidden, she decided to bypass the process altogether. And violently.

      “Stand back,” she said as she powered down her pulse rifle to a lower setting.

      “Uh, Sadi? You sure that’s a good idea?” Moose asked as she let loose a test shot.

      The blast scorched the metal a bit but did not damage it.

      “Wow, that’s some tough stuff,” Moose said.

      “I was on low setting. Time to get more serious,” she replied, upping the power.

      Again, she fired a shot. The metal held, but this time some marring and pitting had damaged the surface.

      “Okay, I guess we go a little higher,” she said with a somewhat scary look in her eye, adjusting the weapon yet again.

      “Stop what you doing!” a Lorgin voice called out. “Put down weapons.”

      “Yeah? Try and make me,” she shouted back as she took aim.

      Twenty Lorgin guards, all of them armed, came rushing from every direction, quickly encircling the group. She had hoped to storm down to Bodo and take him by surprise. Or at least before he had a chance to reinforce. He had guards with him, but not in numbers.

      It seemed, however, that the Lorgin security response team on the surface was both speedy as well as possessing significant numbers. And, unlike the pirates, this group appeared to actually know what they were doing. She looked at Hump, knowing he had already processed the position of every Lorgin as well as the likelihood of successfully overcoming them. He subtly shook his head and lowered his weapon.

      The odds were not in their favor.

      Reluctantly, Sadira did the same, as did the others. One of the Lorgin guards moved to collect their weapons.

      “Don’t you fucking think it,” she growled. “Hump, stow the guns on the shuttle, but no one give these bastards anything.”

      It was a dangerous ploy, but the flicker of hesitation in the guard’s eye was telling. Without leadership directing him to actually open fire, he wouldn’t. Not if he could avoid it.

      Hump saw it too and quickly rounded up the weapons, locking them securely in the shuttle’s armory compartment. It was reinforced to hold precisely this sort of thing, and if the Lorgin wanted to take them, it would require a fair bit of force. And the risk of setting off the power cells in the weapons in the process.

      The guard did, however, note the slumbering prisoner and call in a few others to help haul him away.

      “That one’s ours!” Sadira called after them. “You hear me? We’re taking him when this is all said and done!”

      “Will be safely handled,” a calm voice said from behind her.

      She turned and saw Sanjo exit the tube station’s doors. It had arrived so silently she hadn’t even noticed it, and apparently her blasts had been set so low as to have not damaged the mechanism.

      “I want to see Bodo,” she said. “Now.”

      “And Bodo want to see you,” he replied. “This aggression not allowed on Lorgini Station. Bodo say you need to discuss.”

      “Oh, we’ve got a lot to discuss, all right. Let’s go.”

      “Just you,” Sanjo clarified. “Others stay here.”

      By staying there, he also meant they’d be under the watchful eye of the guards until she returned. It wasn’t a threat. Not exactly. But rather, a bit of leverage to keep her from acting out.

      “Fine. You all hang tight. I’ll be back soon.”

      She followed Sanjo into the tube pod. The doors sealed behind them, and they were underway, the cushioning tech making the start barely noticeable. It was a short ride, as she knew it would be, but this time they seemed to be going a little faster, judging by the limited view out the window. Perhaps Bodo was as anxious to have this conversation as she was.

      They slowed and came to a halt.

      “This way, please,” Sanjo said, politely leading the way.

      Bodo was in the center of his array of holographic monitors, watching the goings-on all around the station from his lair. Normally, she’d only use the word for the secret hideout of a villainous mastermind, but given what the alien overseer had done to her ship, she was beginning to think it might be an apt description.

      “Sadira, thank you for coming,” he said, turning his attention from the displays. “I wished to discuss this use of weapons aboard Lorgini Station. You know this is not allowed. We have discussed the rules already.”

      “Yeah? And what about you breaking into my ship? You think that’s okay?” she shot back. “Some strange idea of hospitality you’ve got there.”

      Sanjo shifted on his feet, uncomfortable and surprised the human would speak to his leader like that. But Sadira could not have cared less. A line had been crossed, and this had to be addressed.

      Bodo looked at her with the kindly gaze he might cast upon an ignorant child. “It was done in the least harmful way possible, and your ship is undamaged.”

      “Great, so it’s okay to break in if you don’t wreck the ship? That’s a mighty strange rationale you have there. But that’s just part of it. You kidnapped a member of my crew. And stole our mech. And you even took our freaking mascot. That’s all so far over the line, I don’t even know where to begin.”

      Bodo smiled warmly. “Of course, we rescued these life forms. The Lorgin had never seen them before. It is only natural they would be added to the preservation library.”

      “Preservation library?”

      “Yes. The core purpose of Lorgini Station. All species are represented. Preserved. Rescued to ensure they will never go extinct. The Lorgin had seen enough of that happen before we set out into the stars. It is our honor to rescue them now. A service we have performed for so very many species. And the Traxin mech is far too valuable to Lorgin science. With it, we can learn to defend against the Traxin. For that reason it was saved as well.”

      “Saved? Rescued?” Sadira said. “Bullshit. That’s theft and kidnapping. You stole our ship’s mind.”

      “Do not worry. We will help you launch your ship without it when you depart. We are aware your ship will fly just fine with your Chithiid pilot, as I have already seen.”

      She realized he was right, to an extent. He’d watched Hellatz fly them on the test flight. So far as Bodo was aware, there was no need for Holly at all. That was wrong, of course, but this wasn’t worth digressing into.

      “That’s not the point,” she objected. “You can’t just take people. It’s immoral, for one.”

      “Morality? We have rescued so many. Humans and Chithiid as well.”

      “Wait, you have Chithiid here?”

      “Why do you think we have not rescued your crewmates? Their kind are already saved.”

      Sadira realized that Mary and Jack weren’t just some lucky space-faring castaways picked up by the Lorgin and spared a horrible fate. They could very well have been living their lives on Earth when they were snatched. Mary had said Jack was a farmer. Why would she even mention that odd job unless they’d never even been to space before the Lorgin? It was horrifying.

      And there were Chithiid here. Somewhere, Hellatz and Goonara’s people were aboard this station, and probably in stasis from what she’d just learned. All of the traders too. The only ones walking around unmolested were those species already in storage. The scale of the operation made her stomach flip. It also explained the vast stasis fields beneath the surface. It was one giant deep-freeze of sorts.

      “These are people, not specimens. And you’ve taken them against their will.”

      “They are happy here now. And they are safe.”

      “You didn’t rescue them. That word does not mean what you think it means.”

      Bodo simply smiled at her. That goddamn condescending smile that was making her see red. “We know what is in their best interest,” he said. “We have done the same for countless species.”

      The conversation was becoming circular, and she realized there was no shifting this man in his way of thinking. And if she kept pushing, she might wear his good nature thin. They had landed on Lorgini Station and provided him a reason to do what he had done. In his mind, it was entirely justified.

      Sadira realized it was time for a tactical retreat from this conversation. She needed to regroup. To discuss the situation with her crew. And once they’d properly assessed the new information, then they’d figure out how to get their friends back.
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      The ride back to the surface was quick, but for Sadira it dragged on for what seemed like an eternity. And stuck in the elevator pod with Sanjo as she was, she couldn’t even reach out to her crew in the quietest of voices over their comms. She would just have to wait.

      Finally, the pod slowed, and the doors opened to the fresh air and waiting faces of her team. They were casually standing by, looking for all intents and purposes like they didn’t have a care in the world. But Sadira knew better. Moose was clearly ready to act, the visible vein on his neck making that apparent to anyone who knew him well.

      Hellatz and Goonara were standing idly, but each had kept all four of their hands free, and judging by their positioning, they were also prepared to make a move if it was required.

      As for Hump, well, he was a spec-ops ass-kicker extraordinaire. And he was a machine. He could have appeared dead asleep if he wanted to and still be ready to spring in a millisecond.

      At the sight of their captain, all of them eased up just a hair, looking to her expectantly.

      “Back to the ship,” she said. “Bodo has explained what happened.”

      The look on her face told the others not to ask any more. At least not while there were prying eyes and ears standing all around them. They all turned and filed back into the shuttle and lifted off, flying back to their ship at a much slower and less attention-getting speed. Only once they had landed in the hangar bay and collected their weapons from the storage compartment did Sadira finally let loose.

      “Sons of bitches,” she growled. “These sanctimonious bastards actually think they can rationalize what they’re doing.”

      Moose looked at her, puzzled, and asked what they were all wondering. “Rationalize what, exactly?”

      “Taking people. Our people, other people. Hell, anyone for that matter.”

      “I’m not following.”

      “They don’t rescue people like they say, Moose. It’s not what they do. The whole damn thing is a semantics screw up. Lost in translation.”

      “Still not with you.”

      “Rescue doesn’t mean rescue. It means they take people any way they can so they can dump them in stasis as part of their little collection.”

      Moose blanched. “I’m sorry, are you saying this place is a zoo?”

      “Worse. It’s a deep-freeze storage facility. All of that gear down below? Yeah, most looks like it’s stasis equipment maintaining not just habitats but also thousands of species who aren’t thawed out and on the surface. That’s why they took Holly. And Turd, for that matter. They were ‘rescuing’ them, by which they mean forcibly adding them to their collection.”

      Hellatz crossed his arms as a look of consternation settled onto his face. “They have humans already. We saw Mary, and she said she has a mate.”

      “Yeah,” Sadira said, knowing where he was going with this. “And since they haven’t tried taking you or Goonara, you’re right in your thinking. There are Chithiid frozen in stasis somewhere aboard this station as well.”

      Moose shook his head. It was a lot to take in. The friendly and hospitable Lorgin were actually not nearly so kind as it seemed. They were bad guys. Even worse, they were the kind of self-righteous bad guys who didn’t even realize it. They honestly thought what they were doing was for the good of those they had taken. True believers. And those were usually the most dangerous of all.

      “So you were unable to get Holly back?” Ace asked.

      “No, I wasn’t,” she replied as she paced back and forth. Finally, a course of action settled into her head. “Okay, we need to keep an eye on these guys. We need intel. Who’s where, what’s going on, any signs of those remaining pirate goons. We’ve got two enemies on our hands now, it seems, and with Holly gone, the intel she’d collected is gone as well. Ace, I want you to get out there and fly high. Nothing flashy, nothing to catch their eye. Just slow and easy. And while you’re at it, snap up every bit of data you can that might help us figure out where they’ve taken our friends. I’m talking pictures, wireless feeds, temperature variants, layouts of habitats, locations of every damn accessway and tube entrance you can see. You got it?”

      The hangar door began to open on its own. “Yeah, I’ve got it,” Ace replied, primed and ready to fly into action. The ship lifted off but hesitated. “Hey, just in case you didn’t know, there’s someone outside,” he said, then flew out and up into the sky.

      Sadira raised her pulse weapon and strode to the opening, then slowly lowered it. “Artemesia, what are you doing here?”

      “Permission to come aboard?” she called out.

      “Granted.”

      The bonobo scrambled up into the ship. Corporal Humphries shut the hangar door behind her. The agitated looks leveled at her put her on edge, but she stood tall just the same.

      “You didn’t tell us,” Sadira said, moving close. “You let us be lied to by the Lorgin and you didn’t say a damn word. You knew they were snatching people up. So what was in it for you? Better rations? More time out of stasis?”

      Artemesia prickled at the accusation. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Lied to? How did they lie to you? And what do you mean by snatching people up?”

      Moose glared at her. “She means you, Mary, everyone on this ship. The Lorgin didn’t rescue anyone. They harvested them.”

      “Wait just one minute. I remember what happened very well, thank you very much. It was horrifying. My capsule was out of power, leaking air, and drifting without any hope of survival. The Lorgin saved my life. I’d be dead if not for them. So if you call that ‘snatching,’ then sure, they snatched me. But I’m glad they did. I much prefer that to the alternative.”

      Moose felt a bit chided by her words, but he wouldn’t back down. Not completely. Not yet. “What about all of those mods, then? What they did to you? That’s just part of being rescued too?”

      “I was injured, and they fixed me as best they could. While they were at it they made a few upgrades. If you can fault the Lorgin for that, then maybe I misjudged you in the first place.”

      Sadira sized her up at a glance. Artie seemed legitimately upset by the accusation, and that was a good sign. She liked the ape, and this reaction was promising. But that alone wasn’t enough.

      “What about the others here, then?” Sadira pressed. “The humans? Mary and Jack weren’t rescued like you were. They were taken. Snatched. And there are Chithiid here as well. And who knows how many others the Lorgin have taken over the centuries. All of those people, trapped in stasis like bugs in a jar. There’s no way you could have missed them after so many years aboard. So if you say you misjudged us, maybe we misjudged you as well.”

      Artemesia fell silent, her brow twitching as she processed the, frankly, disturbing rush of information. Then, slowly, tears began to well up in her large brown eyes.

      “They really did that?” she asked.

      Sadira nodded.

      “I-I didn’t know.” She turned to each of them, her distress plain on her face. “Please, you have to believe me, I had no idea. I’ve been in stasis most of the time, and I rarely interacted with anyone other than the Lorgin when I was out. The ones I saw they told me were rescued, just like me.” The tears began to slowly trickle down her cheeks. “All of those poor people. How could they?”

      Sadira felt bad she had pushed so hard, but it had to be done. Artemesia was honestly upset by the revelation. This was no act. And with that, they knew she was on their side, or at least no longer entirely on that of the Lorgin. Sadira reached out and put her arm around the ape’s quivering shoulders.

      “It’s all right. You didn’t know. I’m so sorry.”

      “No, I should have known,” Artemesia said, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand. “I could have looked harder. Paid more attention.”

      “You had no reason to,” Moose said, feeling more than a little bad about his reaction as well. “And if the Lorgin were keeping you alive, I suppose you had no reason to question what was happening elsewhere on the station. Realistically, if I were in your shoes, I’d probably have done the exact same thing.”

      “Thank you, Mustafa,” she said. “I appreciate it.”

      The moment was rudely interrupted when the hangar door suddenly began to open. Everyone raised their weapons, but then lowered them a moment later when they saw who it was. Ace, their quirky little AI ship, had returned, albeit far too soon.

      He flew in and settled down in his landing spot, the door closing behind him. Once it was sealed he broke his silence.

      “Holy crap! Did you know those sharks dip into the atmosphere, like, all the freaking time? I thought they weren’t supposed to be able to do that.”

      “Della said something about that,” Sadira replied. “She mentioned that while they almost never drop down toward the surface, they did have a tendency to bob in and out at the very periphery of the exosphere.”

      “Yeah? Well, you could have given me a heads up. I nearly had a proverbial heart attack up there.”

      “So, no high-altitude recon?”

      “Afraid not. And I don’t think an AI should be piloting anything staying too close to the surface for any period of time. No telling what the Lorgin might do if they pick me up on their scans now that they know what our brain signatures look like.”

      Sadira sighed. It looked like it was going to be yet another item to add to her checklist of things to overcome.

      “All right,” she finally said. “Then we have to stay within the atmosphere. And close to the surface at that. And if that’s the case, we need a plan.”

      “You all start without me,” Hellatz said, walking to his shuttle. “I’m going to see if my new Koodza friends have any data they’re willing to share. Back soon.”

      She nodded her approval. “Be safe, and be quick. As for the rest of you, gather ’round. It’s brainstorm time.”
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      The crew had stood around the metal work table in the hangar as they looked over the plans of the space station they had managed to cobble together from all of their observations. Ace hadn’t gotten much on his brief flight before the orbiting space sharks made their presence known, but he had been able to flesh out some of the incomplete bits for the immediate area surrounding the ship.

      There was information there, but not enough. It seemed to never be enough. But they pored over the information as best they could until Hellatz returned. True to his word, he was quick about it and landed back aboard their ship a short time later.

      He had gathered a fair bit of lower-level flyover details when he had originally flown his goodwill trading journey, and while he would have been able to get more had there been a dedicated survey party aboard his ship for those purposes, he nevertheless had mapped out a great many of the habitats spreading across the station, both large and small.

      He’d also made first contact with several species they had never seen before in the process, though only the Koodza seemed to have any interest in more than the most superficial of trade. Still, when he returned and asked for help, they had been able to steer Hellatz toward what was a more likely area for higher-value specimens. A more robustly designed part of the station that appeared to have a significantly higher power draw than other areas.

      Perfect for housing a stolen AI, among other things.

      “Good work, Hel. This helps enormously,” Sadira said.

      “Even if we do manage to get down there and find her, how can we get her all the way back to the ship?” Moose asked as he gauged the distance from the nearest accessway to the ship. “We could maybe land the shuttle relatively close. And that’s a big maybe. But from what Ace saw when they were aboard, the gear they used to take her was substantial.”

      “And Lorgin tech,” Hel added. “No telling how hard it’ll be to disconnect from whatever they have it hooked up to down there. And I don’t think it would fit aboard the shuttle without a sizable effort. And we’ll be in a rush, no doubt, so—”

      “Point taken,” Sadira said. “But there’s got to be a way. Artie, what do you think? Any idea how to bypass the Lorgin equipment?”

      “I’m afraid it’s not anything I’ve ever encountered,” she replied. “Though I do agree that this looks like the most likely area they’d have her stored. A lot of stasis modules down in that section, though I never knew what was in them.”

      “Well, now all we need is to get in there and find out,” Sadira said. “Of course, that’s all useless if we can’t find a way to get Holly out of there.”

      The group stared at the pinpointed location silently, searching the images for any hint of inspiration. Goonara was the first to find some, a most unusual idea sparking to life, her ever-working mind fanning it to a flame.

      “What if we could rescue Holly without needing to remove the Lorgin storage device at all?” she asked.

      Moose shook his head. “That’d be great, Goon, but how exactly do you propose we do that? We’re kinda limited in the way of resources, ya know?”

      “Yes and no,” she replied. “Yes, we’re limited, but what we need is already there.”

      “I’m not following.”

      “The mech,” she said, her excitement growing. “Holly’s been inside the mech before. I built an interface module that allowed Lesser Holly to inhabit it.”

      “But that was a stripped-down version of her mind. Holly is too big for the mech otherwise.”

      “I agree. But the version they took was fragmented when they hauled her out of her processors. It was not an organic partition, and from what I’ve been able to tell, it seems a stripped-down version is exactly what the Lorgin pulled from the ship. Most of her core processes are still here, it’s just the consciousness to command them that is gone.”

      Sadira saw where this was heading. “So you think you could use that same system to load her up into the mech? And it could hold and sustain her?”

      “I don’t see why not. I have a basic understanding of the Lorgin tech I’ve been given to use while we’re here. It’s not too complex, once you get the hang of their novel way of doing some things. But the point is, if we can find both Holly’s containment unit and the mech, if they’re close enough together, I may be able to wirelessly link her mind to the mech’s housing like before.”

      “But we don’t know where the mech is,” Moose noted. “And even if we did, it’s inert and weighs a ton.”

      “I think can help with that,” Hump said. “We have some transport skiff pieces aboard that could work to help move it if we combine them with a rolling platform.”

      “What do you mean? What kind of skiff?”

      “A military thing we use in space. It’s a sled that has a magnetic field to keep it within a certain distance of a metal surface. Essentially, it keeps stuff from flying away as we shift it around. But if I reverse the polarity, it should lighten any load to near weightless.”

      “So no wheels?” Moose asked.

      “I said near weightless. The mech still weighs a few tons, and I wouldn’t risk it being too much for us to lift, let alone carry. So a rolling dolly platform of some sort mounted beneath the skiffs would remove that concern and speed our egress.”

      Sadira stroked her chin as she pondered his suggestion. It was one more piece of a very complicated and very risky puzzle. It was a crazy idea, but one that just might work if the stars aligned.

      “Goonara, do you have the transmission link already built?” she asked.

      “No, but I can whip one up quickly enough. I was already working on a more robust upgrade.”

      “Okay, that’s a start. And the receiving unit already aboard the mech?”

      “It is something we have been tweaking together, increasing its storage capacity and refining the connection with the mech. It also still needs completion to be at full functionality, but it should hold for the trip back to the ship.”

      “Should?”

      “I think so, yes. Once she is aboard, I can rig the ship’s own wireless system to start the reintegration process as soon as we’re close enough for it to make a link. It might take a bit of time, I really can’t say, but in theory, it should join the part they stole with the rest of her mind that’s still aboard the ship. Like attracting to like, in a way. She’ll recognize herself even if not aware of it and try to make herself whole.”

      Sadira wasn’t so sure about this whole idea. “I don’t know,” she said. “There’s a lot of ifs in this plan.”

      “And a big one is if Holly’s unable to boot up fast enough, we’re kinda screwed,” Moose added. “I mean, if we actually do this, the Lorgin are gonna be pissed. We’ll need the ship to be up and running at full capacity if we want to get out of here. Which I think we will need to do, and fast, seeing as what we’ve got in mind will undoubtedly not go over well with our hosts.”

      “I can fly it,” Hellatz said. “But with Holly gone, it’s going to be a challenge.”

      “I know, I know. But we have to get her back however we can.”

      “We’re horribly outnumbered, though,” Moose added.

      Hellatz paused in thought. “You know what? We actually might not be. The Koodza are no friends of the Lorgin. They’re only here in hopes of finding their captain. This is more than they requested of me, but maybe…”

      Sadira perked up a bit. This might be the wildcard they needed. “You think they’ll help us? I mean, if we do what we can to find their captain, will they step up and reciprocate? Actually take up arms against the Lorgin?”

      Hellatz pondered a moment. “I think they actually might. If we approach them with a proposition that benefits both parties, I don’t see why they wouldn’t. We’ve got a common goal, in a way. Get our people back and get off this station. And there’s strength in numbers.”

      Sadira slapped her hand on the table, a grin spreading across her face. “Okay then, we’ve got the beginnings of a plan. Goonara, get to work on that transfer unit. We’ll need it one hundred percent ready before we contact the Koodza. Hump, I want you to organize weapons and see if you can maybe put together a little surprise for our friends.”

      “You have something particular in mind?”

      “Yeah, actually. A stun grenade that won’t damage any componentry that happens to be nearby. Something we could use in the belly of this station if we had to without risking damaging Holly’s containment unit. You think you can do that?”

      “Shouldn’t be a problem.”

      Artemesia had been sitting quietly, watching this team coalesce into a rough-and-ready assault squad right before her eyes. But the idea of attacking the Lorgin? It was madness. And to do so with weapons? Aboard their very own station?

      “The Lorgin will not be forgiving this time,” the ape said. “If you bring weapons into this again, they will retaliate with force. Honestly, I’m amazed they let it slide the first time.”

      “Well, too bad for them if they don’t like it,” Sadira said.

      “But the Lorgin are still your hosts. And they have far greater numbers.”

      “They broke into my ship, kidnapped my crew, and stole my mech.”

      “And our mascot,” Moose chimed in.

      “Yes, and our mascot,” she added. “So yeah, we might piss them off, and they may have more crew than we do, but I really don’t care. We’re doing this, no matter what the Lorgin might want.”
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      The first stages of any attack—any attack with hopes of success, and ideally minus a painful, bloody death, that is—always started with planning and reconnaissance. And they had done about as much of the former as they could. Now it was time for the latter. They would recon the station, probing for weak spots and mapping out anything they hadn’t previously included in their intel.

      That included the new habitats the Lorgin moved up from the depths of their station to give Mary a pleasant distraction to show the guests. It had served that purpose just fine, but it also provided them with something else. Something the Lorgin could not have predicted.

      It gave them knowledge.

      The intricacies of the bracelets they each wore were still unknown, but the main uses had been determined. They really had nothing to do with contagion alerts, but rather keeping people, or creatures, for that matter, from crossing in and out of their habitats. Realizing this entire station served as more of a zoo than a refuge had been quite the revelation. But so too had been the modulation of the power settings depending on what was inside the enclosure.

      That could be a potential weakness if needed. The slight tingling from the stun generator they felt when crossing into and out of the habitat housing the small animals had made that flaw clear. Yes, they could be shocked, possibly into unconsciousness even, if they crossed the wrong threshold. But with a little careful recon, they could map out enclosures that possessed minimal resistance. That would mean nothing large and dangerous inside. And those they could use not only to shorten the distance they had to cross to get from access points and pathways, but also to hide if need be.

      Of course, they would have to address the second part of the bracelets’ function. Namely, the emergency locator beacon. Amazingly, the Lorgin did not seem to actively track anyone aboard the station. It would be incredibly time-consuming, given all of the life forms as well as visiting traders. If they had a powerful AI it would be child’s play, but the only one they possessed was stolen and locked in a containment unit of some sort.

      So, until the Lorgin actually made the effort to activate the bands, the crew was free to move about the station unmonitored. Or, at least not tracked by the devices they each wore. The Lorgin did have other means of watching things, but they seemed to have become complacent in their centuries of technological dominance. To not be in complete control of their station and those aboard it was simply inconceivable to them. And that overconfidence could be leveraged for an advantage.

      And looking at the random crap Hellatz had acquired as he scoped out the landing sites across the station, Sadira had another plan blossom. One that could help with that pesky numbers issue.

      “Hellatz, you ready for that little follow-up visit to your new trading buddies?”

      “Yep. I like where you are going with this. However, keep in mind, the others seem uninterested in anything but trade. The Koodza were the only ones who appeared motivated to potentially upset the Lorgin.”

      “Everyone else is a coward?” Moose asked.

      “Or just protecting a good thing,” Hel replied. “They have established trade on a platform that provides access to a fairly wide range of potential trading partners. Much as we would like their assistance, I would think very few would entertain the idea of souring their relationship with the Lorgin. In fact, they might even turn us in.”

      Sadira pondered his words a moment. He had a point, obviously, but they had to at least try. The more they could bring into the fold the better. Of course, they would have to be very strategic in their approach.

      “We try anyway,” she finally said. “We start with the others and go to the Koodza last. But we feel them all out first. Slowly. Carefully. We assess their likelihood of being on board with us. We can’t risk them telling the Lorgin what we’re up to.”

      “Agreed,” Hellatz said, walking away.

      “Where are you going?”

      “To the food replicator,” he replied. “If we’re going to do this and not raise suspicion, we’re going to need a lot more booze.”

      

      Hellatz’s initial run had made it quite clear that while the traders who had been accidentally caught up in the mess with the pirates were happy to accept the alcoholic apology, they still harbored a fair bit of ill will toward the newcomers. No one could blame them, really, and with enough time, perhaps the bad blood could be calmed and an actual alliance be formed.

      But there was no time for that, so the landing site where the pirates’ craft was sitting idle was scrubbed from the list of target sites. It was of no great concern, however. There were plenty more to contact, and Sadira and Hel would have their work cut out for them.

      The traders were glad to see Hellatz return. He had brought only the best alcohol to trade and, apparently, they were all more than happy to engage in further exchanges. Sadira downplayed her role, acting as his assistant since he’d already established a rapport. Trading went smoothly, but there was no ill will toward the Lorgin at all that they could detect. In fact, several of the captains were downright grateful for the opportunity to trade aboard Lorgini Station.

      “Do I know they have others of my kind aboard the station?” a violet-skinned trader with bright blue eyes asked, a bit surprised at the obvious question.

      He was from one of the races they had met aboard the Traxin whale ship, and that meant Holly had compiled a fairly comprehensive language file, which had been fed into the crew’s neuro-stim feeds. It was that relative fluency in their native language that had made both Sadira and Hellatz hopeful this particular captain would be a bit more sympathetic to their cause. It turned out they were quite wrong.

      “So, you knew before you landed here?” Hellatz asked.

      “Of course I did. We all do. That’s just the way the Lorgin operate.”

      “Well, naturally,” Hellatz said, covering his disappointment as well as he could. “It just still sits poorly with me at times.”

      “I suppose it could for some,” the trader said. “But Flando and Oragus are well taken care of by the Lorgin.”

      “Wait, you know the people they’re holding?” Sadira interjected.

      Hellatz flashed her a look. She was supposed to be the subordinate, not the leader. Her place was to quietly accompany him. Fortunately, this particular contact didn’t seem to mind her speaking up. With another race they might not have been so fortunate.

      “Know them? Why, they’re from my crew. I gave them up to the Lorgin, what is it now? Maybe ten cycles ago. All part of the deal, you know. The only way to trade here is if they already have your kind in their collection. But it’s all right. Flando and Oragus are in good health, and when it is their turn to spend time out of stasis on the surface, they want for nothing.”

      “Of course. Very good of the Lorgin,” Hellatz said before Sadira could react. “They are excellent hosts, I must say.”

      “On that we most certainly agree,” the man said. “Now, about that trade?”

      They completed the transaction, acquiring more things they had no use for, then headed out to the next ship, and then several more after that. Each time, however, the response was more or less the same. None of the others had actually given up their own people, however. That was not a common thread. But all knew of the Lorgin’s practices and approved, implicitly if not aloud.

      “This is useless,” Sadira groaned after the umpteenth failed attempt.

      “I am not one to be a pessimist, but I agree,” Hellatz said. “I suggest we forego other crews at this point and approach the Koodza directly.”

      “Agreed,” she said. “Lead the way. We’ve got a limited amount of time, and they’re going to be our best bet.”

      Hellatz flew them to the smaller landing site where the Koodza were set up and set down nearby.

      “Hellatz, you back again so soon,” Bix said when he was led into their ship. “And you bring friend.”

      “This my captain. Sadira, this Bix, pilot of Koodza.”

      “Pleased meet you,” she said, her pidgin not nearly as good as Hellatz’s. She’d improved over the course of their encounters with the other captains, but not to his level of proficiency. “Hellatz say your captain taken by Lorgin. Hidden on station.”

      A dark look flashed across the alien’s face. “Is true. Captain Dimarian taken by Lorgin. Two others also. Only once they have samples of crew do they let us trade.”

      “I tell my captain about problem,” Hellatz said. “And she want to help.”

      “This good. This very good,” Bix replied, perking up notably.

      Sadira leaned closer. “We want help find Captain Dimarian. We also need you help get our people. Lorgin take from us too. We allies? Work together?”

      “Will be difficult. Lorgin not used to give back,” he said.

      Sadira grinned with a look of wicked resolve in her eye. “We have guns. We make them.”

      A big smile blossomed on Bix’s face. He liked this one. She would make a fine ally indeed.

      “Agreed,” he said. “Stronger together. We find people. Yours. Ours. We get back.”

      Sadira nodded her agreement. “Then it a deal. We partners. But must keep quiet from Lorgin.”

      “Always,” Bix agreed.

      “Good. Now we need discuss next steps. Then we get our people.”
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      While Sadira and Hellatz dialed into the specifics of their joint operation with the Koodza, the rest of the team was hard at work back at the ship. At least some of them were.

      Hump and Goonara were poring over the design elements of her wireless link and transfer device for the mech. The system needed to be tested, but that simply wasn’t an option with the receiving unit being unable to actually tie in to the Traxin machinery at the moment.

      Ace stepped up as best he could, lending as much of his processing power as he was able to the endeavor. Between his and Hump’s AI minds, they would be able, based on prior experience with the mech stored in the ship’s data logs, to run simulations and trouble shoot to a fair degree. It was still nowhere near as reliable as having the actual unit to test on, but they would have to work with what they had.

      Moose, on the other hand, was a bit out of his depth when it came to that sort of science. He was no fool, and he was a valuable first officer, but the level of skill required for what those three were working on was simply beyond his reach. He was smart enough to realize that and not take it personally, though. He could help in other ways.

      At the moment, he was pacing outside the ship, providing a bit of sentry duty now that Holly was gone and unable to monitor their surroundings. He was also mulling over one of the issues they would have to deal with eventually. The bands around their wrists. If the Lorgin discovered what they were up to, they would deliver far more than a little warning shock, and the plan would be over as soon as it began.

      “Oh, come on,” he griped as he studied the bracelet on his wrist one more time. “There’s got to be something.”

      “What are you doing?” Vanya asked, appearing out of the shadows.

      Moose jumped. “Damn, will you stop doing that? It’s creepy how quiet you are sometimes.”

      “I am cat.”

      “Yes, I know that. But maybe try to be a little more considerate?”

      Vanya cocked his head. “I am cat,” he replied, clearly not caring one bit for the concept.

      “Yeah, of course,” Moose sighed.

      Vanya’s green eyes studied him a long moment. “So, what are you doing?”

      “Curiosity and cats, eh?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Nevermind,” he said. “I’m just trying to figure out how these bracelet thingies work while the captain looks for our friends.”

      “You are trying to find your friends? The ones taken from your ship?”

      “Yeah.”

      “But why?”

      “What do you mean, why? They’re our crewmates. Our friends.”

      “Yes, but they are gone. That means more food for you.”

      Moose looked at the cat with a combination of confusion and annoyance. Pretty much standard reactions where cats were concerned. “What? No, that’s not how it works with us,” he said. “They’re our friends. And that sort of thing is important to us, okay?”

      “I still do not see the problem.”

      “Look, think of it like if someone came along and took your littermates.”

      Vanya arched a brow. “Oh? Some of them I dislike. And there are a great many mouths to share food with.”

      “Sure, I guess. But they’re still family. And that’s important.”

      “If you say so,” Vanya replied as he studied the agitated man. “You seem to place a lot of importance on this.”

      “Obviously.”

      The cat pondered a long moment. The human treated him well, and it was very comfortable aboard their ship. And they had food.

      “If I help you find your friends, can you get me more fish?”

      “Buddy, if you can do that, I’ll get you all the fish you can eat.”

      Vanya liked the sound of that, but he maintained his casual air just the same. “Hmm. I can take you to the place that will let you find where your friends are.”

      “Wait, really? Holy crap, let’s go!”

      “But there is a problem.”

      “There always is.”

      “The place that will show where your friends are? It is inside the station. Beneath the surface. The Lorgin can track your bracelet, you know.”

      “Yeah, I’m well aware. Been trying to figure out a way to block the signal for a while now.”

      “Block it?”

      “Yeah, make us invisible. Just in case they decide to snoop. I had a few ideas, but I haven’t had the chance to try any of them out. But maybe…”

      He opened his comms and sent a burst transmission to his captain explaining the situation. Vanya could show him some sort of system that cataloged the specimens, and with that they could find their crew.

      “Great news. Get on it,” Sadira sent back. “Things are going well out here with the Koodza. We’ll try to meet up shortly.”

      “Copy that,” Moose replied.

      “So, we go?”

      “Just a minute. I need to run something by one of the big brains. Wait here, I’ll be right back.”

      “I do not wait. I roam. I stalk. I—”

      “Fine, go roam and stalk. Just meet me at our compound. It’s on the way, and I need to stop there anyway.”

      “Perhaps.”

      “Remember the fish,” Moose shot back, and with that he trotted off and climbed aboard the ship, hurrying over to the team’s improvised workspace. The cat either would or would not heed his suggestion, but really there was little more to do for it.

      “Hey, guys, it looks like Vanya might be able to help us find out where the others are.”

      “Great news. If you can pinpoint them, we’re almost done here,” Hump said.

      “We think we are,” Goonara noted.

      “In any case, I was thinking. If we hope to get around the Lorgin tracking system when things heat up, we’ll need to address these bracelets.”

      “I’ve been working on decoding their locking mechanism,” Ace said. “Just got a little preoccupied with other things.”

      “Understandable. But I think I may have a temporary solution and want your opinions.”

      “Fire away, chief,” Hump said with a nod.

      “Well, the thing is, a signal is a signal, right? But what if we were able to intercept it and prevent it from reaching its target? That should keep the tracking system from being activated at all.”

      “And how do you propose doing that?” Goonara asked.

      “A Faraday cage,” Moose replied. “Not an actual cage, mind you, but what if we could rig up some sort of signal-dampening material? We could then wrap it around the bands to prevent the Lorgin from using them against us. Hell, it might even let us cross through habitat boundaries without getting a shock. But something tells me when the Lorgin find out they’re gonna be pissed.”

      “Ya think?” Hump said with a little laugh. “That’s actually a pretty clever idea, though, and I can whip something up in no time. But there’s the issue of the Lorgin seeing our signals abruptly going dark.”

      “That I can help with,” Ace said. “I’ve been studying the transmissions and can simply send out a mock-up on a loop as soon as the Faraday material is applied. It will show the bracelet as being right here aboard the ship.”

      Moose beamed wide. “Ace, you’re a genius!”

      “Obviously. But they won’t be looking at those signals until things kick off, so you should have a window of opportunity before it gets dicey.”

      “Okay then, let’s do this.”

      Hump rigged a basic Faraday wrap for Moose’s bracelet. He also provided extra material so his friend could do the same for Vanya when he caught up with him.

      “Be safe out there.”

      “You know it,” Moose said, then headed out at a jog for their compound.

      He would have just as soon gone straight for wherever it was Vanya had in mind, but his stun pistol was stashed under his mattress, and while the Lorgin were decidedly anti-gun, he thought that in a pinch the stun device might actually be okay to use. Or, at least without the repercussions a pulse rifle would have.

      It was fortunate he wasn’t yet armed as he made his way back to the human compound as he rounded a blind corner on the pathway and nearly bumped right into Sanjo. That was no cause for alarm, as he came and went in the area often. But this time the Lorgin was not alone. He had the orange-skinned creature at his side. And he was unshackled.

      “What the hell?” Moose said as he jumped back. “You let him loose?”

      Sanjo glanced at the muscular alien at his side with utter calm. “Oh, the Urok? Yes, felt it important get him out in fresh air. Shake off recovery. Exercise does body more good than machine ever could.”

      That much Moose already knew about the Lorgin. They so greatly valued basic exercise that using a tube pod was really only for truly long distances or instances of great importance. They walked pretty much everywhere. But this creature? This Urok?

      Sanjo noted Moose’s clear agitation. “Do not fear, he no harm you.”

      Moose looked at the burly Urok and realized Sanjo was right. There was something about him. He still had a bit of that tension just beneath the surface, but the eyes lacked any drive to action.

      “What did you do to him?” he asked.

      “Oh, Urok so aggressive race. But we rescue. All worth save.”

      “Saving? Uh, sure. But why is he like that?”

      “Adjust. Remove independent violent tendencies. He no threat on own now.”

      “You lobotomized him?” Moose said, horrified, yet still nevertheless a little relieved.

      “What that?”

      “What you did to him. Changed his brain.”

      “We rescue. In perfect health. Prime specimen. Valued member of his crew. Still strong hand.”

      “Strong hand, but for the Lorgin.”

      “Of course. Is in role allows natural instinct to work for him. Serve as protect. Fight.”

      Moose stared at the Urok. After all this time, they had finally found a member of the race that had attacked their ships. And alive and breathing no less. Hell, they even knew their name now. The Urok. But that was all they’d be getting out of this one. No data to gather, no numbers of troops or military intelligence. Not even the way back to his home world.

      He fought back the disappointment, as well as the shock, both of which were flooding his system. He had work to do, and this just confirmed its urgency.

      “Well, it was nice seeing you, Sanjo, but I really must be getting back to our compound.”

      “Very well. Enjoy day,” the Lorgin said, then continued on his way, the mindless muscle plodding along at his side.

      Moose walked calmly along until Sanjo and the Urok pirate were finally out of earshot.

      “Sadi, it’s me,” he whispered into his comms. “I just saw Sanjo with the orange guy. He said their race is called the Urok.”

      “Wait, what? He was out and on the surface?” she replied.

      “Yeah, he had him out of lockup.”

      “Why the hell would he do that?”

      “They freaking lobotomized him, Sadi.”

      “Lobotomized?”

      “Yeah. He’s of no use to us now.”

      “Well, shit. We really need to hurry then. Holly could be in deep trouble.”

      “Agreed. This all feels even more off than before. Be careful out there.”

      “You too,” she replied and cut the line.

      Moose continued on his way, moving at a much faster pace. Something was wrong, all right, he could feel it in his gut. There was no time to waste. Things could get worse. The question lingering in the air like a deadly question mark hovering over his head was what?
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      It was a relatively short walk back to the human compound. Especially as Moose was almost running after his encounter with Sanjo and the mindless pirate. He rushed through the door, heading right for the mattress beneath which he’d stowed the stun pistol.

      “I was wondering where you were,” Vanya said from the living room area as he passed by. He was standing on his hind legs, digging through the food supplies they had left on the table.

      “Damn, Vanya, you startled me. And how did you get in here? The door was closed.”

      “And?”

      “And you’re a cat, and this place has doors.”

      “Again. And?”

      Moose cocked his head slightly. The cat did have a thumb, and far more developed than your normal polydactyl cat. Plus, he could speak. Multiple languages at that. He supposed opening a door was the least this curious animal could do.

      “Okay, whatever. Come here,” Moose said, holding out a little strip of Faraday material.

      “Why?”

      “I’m going to use this to block your collar from the Lorgin.”

      “You can do this?”

      “Yeah. It’ll not only block it from shocking us, but also keep them from tracking us.”

      The cat hesitated, then let him wrap the collar. Moose examined his handiwork, satisfied it would stay in place. He then went and grabbed his stun pistol from beneath his mattress and tucked it inside his rear waistband, covering it with his clothing. It wasn’t perfect by any means, but it would have to do.

      “This is what you had to come back for?” Vanya asked. “The Lorgin will not be happy to see you armed.”

      “Then let’s not let them see it,” he replied. “Come on, there’s no time to waste,” Moose said, rushing out the door.

      Vanya followed at a leisurely pace. Sure enough, the human was standing outside, waiting.

      “Yes?” the cat said.

      “You’re the one who knows where exactly it is we’re going.”

      “Indeed,” he replied with a satisfied grin.

      “So, are we doing this or what?”

      “Very well. Follow me,” Vanya replied, then headed off with a swish of his tail, padding toward a smaller pathway leading away from the far side of the compound. “We cut through here,” he said a few minutes later. Vanya went where he pleased, regardless of the Faraday wrap on his collar. Moose, however, was not so accustomed to crossing boundaries like this.

      “Through the habitat?” Moose asked, wondering if his masked bracelet would not only hide his location but also shield him from a shock. It seemed he was about to find out.

      “Yes, now stop talking. You must be quiet, like cat.”

      “Okay, I can do that,” Moose said.

      Vanya flashed him a look.

      “Right. Shutting up.”

      The cat shook his head and continued on his way. They silently traversed the entire habitat and didn’t see a single living creature. But the cat was moving carefully, and therefore Moose was as well. They continued on like that for several minutes, entering and exiting different enclosures, and never once feeling the slightest shock from the boundary. The Faraday wrap was working.

      Of course, without any tactile stimuli with which to judge the size of a compound’s inhabitants, it was impossible to gauge the threat level pretty much anywhere. It was only logical they’d be taking the most direct route possible to wherever it was the cat was taking him. But there was no way Vanya would steer them into dangerous territory.

      Or so he thought.

      The low rumbling he heard as they ducked through the dense, deep-blue foliage of the rather muggy habitat area had at first sounded a bit like a landslide. Or perhaps heavy machinery in the not too far distance. But they were aboard a space station, and there would be no landslides. And any equipment operated by the Lorgin was surely quiet and efficient.

      That meant something else.

      “Psst,” Moose hissed at the cat.

      Vanya froze and turned his head, his expression clearly one of, “Shut up, you idiot,” if ever there was one. Moose complied, but his stomach knotted up and did a little flip as he felt adrenaline flush into his system.

      He had assumed that they were walking through safe places. He was clearly mistaken. And just how mistaken became readily apparent a moment later when the rapid thundering of what were undoubtedly very large feet shook the ground beneath them.

      Moose felt the urge to flee, but he forced himself to remain utterly still, holding himself in place, immobile just like the cat. They were hidden by the vegetation, and unless they moved, or if whatever was out there had an amazing sense of smell, they just might get out of this in one piece. And if the creature had a particularly sensitive nose? Well, they just might wind up in several pieces. And that was not something Moose wanted. Not one bit.

      The sudden charge stopped as quickly as it began, and a loud snuffling sound filled the air. It sounded almost like a pig rooting for truffles, but Moose had a sinking feeling this was far less cuddly than that.

      Vanya slowly lifted one paw, then another, creeping ahead on all fours and not making a sound. Moose had to admire the animal’s stealth. He may have adopted some strange behaviors living with the Lorgin, but his instincts were still sharp, and his catlike nature held true no matter where in the universe they were.

      Moose was down on his hands and knees, conveniently out of sight but not nearly so small and agile as the feline. Nature was having the last laugh, it seemed. He was simply not built to move as quietly as a cat. Not by a long shot.

      Nevertheless, he followed, slowly lifting his hands and feet and placing them back down as carefully as possible. For several steps he managed to keep up, his butt low and avoiding rustling the plants as he crept along. They were near the safety of a path, if his internal compass was correct. All they had to do was get to it.

      Not so easy as it sounded.

      As he drew his leg forward, his boot snagged a small twig. Nothing substantial, but enough to cause the bushes to rustle. Vanya flashed an angry look, his ears peaked high. A moment later he bolted at top speed, and even Moose’s far lesser human hearing knew why.

      He lunged to his feet, cover be damned, and started to run as fast as he was able through the dense foliage. The racing footsteps of whatever was after him were growing louder, and from what he could tell, the creature was not having nearly the difficulty forcing its way through the plant life as he was.

      Up ahead no more than ten meters, a break in the wall of vegetation caught his eye. The pathway. He was almost there.

      Moose allowed himself to glance back over his shoulder. While the alien beast was far smaller than he’d expected, he nevertheless wished he hadn’t.

      It was an oddly proportioned thing, with enormous legs and feet, almost like Earth’s T-Rex, but the body was far smaller and lacking the massive tail and any sort of grabbing arms. Instead, it simply had a robust set of teeth gleaming from its mouth.

      The head atop its elongated neck was reasonably large, though no bigger than perhaps a big horse’s head, but the similarity ended there. The bright purple eyes and velvet-like skin covered with small lumps were distinctly alien, and judging by its pointed teeth, this was no herbivore.

      “Hurry!” Vanya hissed from the pathway.

      Moose didn’t need the encouragement, he was already moving as fast as he could. Only a few more meters and he—

      “Oof!” he gasped as he hit the ground hard.

      His right foot had snagged on a root, sending him roughly to the dirt. Moose didn’t have time to even react before he felt a violent pull on his leg. The creature had him and was pulling him back into the compound’s depths.

      “Get off me, you bastard!” he shouted, throwing clods of soil at the beast while thrashing with his leg.

      The animal’s teeth had punched right through his pant leg but were having a hard time gaining purchase on the meat below. That was because there was no meat. By sheer luck, it had bitten down on Moose’s replacement limb, the hard ceramisteel providing a far less satisfying snack than it had hoped for.

      It loosened its grip and moved to bite again to get a better grip, but Moose’s adrenaline-fueled panic sent his nerve processors connecting his body to the artificial leg into overdrive. In a blink of an eye, his leg drew back then snapped forward, driving his boot hard into the beast’s jaw. It shrieked in both surprise and pain, a trickle of blood leaking from its mouth where several teeth had been kicked out.

      This was not an easy meal. This was something different. Something that could fight back. The beast took a step back, hesitating as it processed this new development. Moose didn’t wait for it to figure out a new plan of attack.

      In a flash he was on his feet, charging at full speed for the pathway just ahead. He dove, hard, clearing the perimeter and landing with a hard roll on what he hoped was the safety of the pathway.

      Behind him the creature pursued but stopped short. It knew the boundary, it seemed, and had no desire of being shocked.

      Moose stared at it a moment then glanced at his leg. All was intact. Then he looked at his boot. Jutting from the sole was one of the animal’s long teeth. He bent down and wrenched it free. The creature seemed incensed, but it made no effort to cross the restraining boundary.

      “That’s right!” Moose said, triumphantly tossing the tooth in the air and snatching it with his hand. “Looks like you chose the wrong human to mess with!”

      “We should go,” Vanya said, utterly unimpressed. “The Lorgin may come to see why it is so agitated. It would be best if we were not here when they did.”

      Moose’s adrenaline was still high, but he knew the cat was right. He slid the tooth in his pocket though, a morbid souvenir of sorts, then fell in step behind his feline guide. They walked in silence a few minutes before he couldn’t take it anymore.

      “That was crazy, huh?”

      “What?”

      “That thing back there. We almost died.”

      “You almost died. I am too fast and too skilled to die.”

      “Is that some nine lives thing?”

      “What do you mean?”

      Moose laughed to himself. Of course, the cat had never even seen Earth. Why would he know about old Earth sayings?

      “Nevermind. Look, are we getting closer?”

      “Soon. We cut through here,” Vanya said, stepping quietly into yet another habitat.

      “Hang on one sec. There’s nothing that wants to eat us in there, right?”

      “How should I know? The Lorgin have rearranged habitats again. But this is the way we need to go. Now stop talking and come along.”

      Moose was not amused with the cat’s cavalier attitude, not one bit. He shifted his stun pistol to the front of his waistband for easier access. At least if they encountered something again, he would have a fighting chance.

      Fortunately, there was no sign of anything in the enclosure. At least, nothing that might want to eat him. There were, however, a small group of little creatures no bigger than a hamster, though unlike any variety he’d ever seen. They had deep-red fur and elongated snouts, and their dual tails were little corkscrews of fluff.

      “Aww, what a cute little—”

      Vanya pounced, snatching up one of the animals while the others scattered.

      “What the hell are you doing? Let it go!”

      The cat turned its gaze to the human, the little animal struggling in his jaws.

      “I said, let it go.”

      Vanya paused, but Moose’s demeanor was far more menacing than he’d ever seen. Usually the human was a good-natured pushover. But now? Well, this was certainly interesting. Reluctantly, he opened his mouth. The drool-coated animal didn’t hesitate, jumping free and scurrying into the brush in a flash.

      “Why did you do that?” Moose asked. “We’re being all stealthy here, and you go and snatch up one of the specimens? What were you thinking?”

      Vanya’s green eyes stared unblinkingly back at him. “What? I am cat.”

      Moose pinched the bridge of his nose and shook his head. “Look, no more grabbing of any critters, okay? We need to get to our destination without diversion.”

      “But—”

      “No buts. I’m serious, Vanya.”

      The cat did not look pleased with the ultimatum. He shifted slightly, the gears in his head turning as he weighed his options.

      “So, you say all the fish?” he asked.

      “As much as you can possibly eat,” Moose replied. “But we’ve got to find my friends first.”

      “All the fish.”

      “Yes, now come on already.”

      The cat seemed satisfied. Little did he know, the ship could produce far more fish than any cat, even one as enthused as this one, could eat in a lifetime. But Moose had a sneaking suspicion this particular feline would try anyway.

      Vanya led the way out of the habitat and straight for a small structure in an open field the size of a baseball diamond. There were no guards, no perimeter defenses. Just a low, single-story building with no windows or openings save a door on one end and a series of what seemed to be portholes ranging from small to large, all of them sealed shut at the moment.

      “This is it,” Vanya said. “Access to below, but also a cataloging station for incoming items. Come.” He crossed the field to the front door and entered a pattern of symbols on the keypad. The door hissed slightly and slid open. “This way,” he said, then stepped inside.

      Moose followed close behind. The door closed behind him.

      “How is it you have access to this place?” he asked.

      “My crew has access everywhere.”

      “Your crew?”

      “Yes, you know. Pirate crew.”

      Moose nearly choked on the air he was breathing. “Did you say pirate crew?”

      “Da.”

      “Wait, you attacked us?”

      “Of course.”

      “But you’re so small. No offense. And that big orange guy? The Urok?”

      “Oh, he is just muscle. Part of the boarding party. We send them out to handle the dangerous work. They do not possess the proper intellect to lead. That is why cats run the ship.”

      Moose was flabbergasted. “You all run the ship?”

      “Not all. There are dozens of us, all descended from our glorious First Mother. But Captain Ramius is in command. He is the one who gets all the glory,” the cat said, his envy not as well hidden as he might have thought.

      Moose couldn’t believe it. And all this time he had been treating the little feline as a friend, while he had actually been infiltrating and gathering intelligence. A game of cat and mouse where the cat was an actual cat. He’d have laughed if the stakes weren’t so high.

      “So, you are a spy.”

      “Well, I would not exactly say spy.”

      “And you took advantage of my hospitality.”

      “I am helping you, am I not? Come, we will use the system and find your friends.”

      Moose had to admit, despite the revelation, Vanya was actually helping him. Or, at least he thought so. “Hang on a second,” he said. “Why is it a pirate crew has access to all of this station?”

      The cat looked at him as if talking to a child but he humored him with a reply nonetheless. “Because we work for the Lorgin, of course.”
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      The inventory control system the Lorgin had in place was surprisingly simple once Moose got past the initial language barrier issues. Vanya helped with that part, and, together, they managed to begin parsing the huge quantity of data into manageable bits.

      “Does this look like a dating system to you?” Moose asked as he scrolled through one of the files.

      “No, that’s stasis storage unit locator information,” Vanya replied. “We have not yet found the part with the arrival date on it.”

      “And without that we’re kind of looking for a needle in a haystack,” Moose grumbled.

      “What is a haystack?”

      “Nevermind. Earth thing. The point is, we need something else to narrow the search parameters or we’ll never find them.”

      “Then we continue searching. It will be in here somewhere. And when we find it, I get the fish.”

      It was a statement, not a question.

      “Yes, yes, you’ll get the fish. Now keep looking.”

      The two of them combined their skill sets and made decent headway in the Lorgin filing system. It made no sense in a lot of ways, but once you took into account the Lorgin mindset it was a bit clearer. They were not filing for permanent storage, and different habitats would be brought up to the surface at irregular intervals. Not all were the same size, which meant a shifting and overlapping deployment system.

      That meant nothing the Lorgin had tucked away in the depths of the station was in a permanent location.

      “It’s like they reshuffle the deck every time something new moves up to the surface,” Moose said. “It’s making it damn near impossible to actually lay out any sort of tangible pattern here.”

      “The pattern is the lack of pattern,” Vanya said with that damned cat self-confidence.

      “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

      “It means you look at things like a human.”

      “I am a human.”

      “I know. It is not your fault you were not born a cat. But here, let me help. You see this swirly bit?”

      “That’s the stasis power junction feed monitor, I think.”

      “Whatever. Now, do you see the bouncy dot on the line here?”

      “Some sort of mechanical operations display.”

      “If you say so,” the cat said, his green eyes flicking across the shapes on the display. “But look here. How this moves. How it seems random. But if you wait to pounce, it always goes over here.”

      Moose found the analogy utterly in character for the cat, but as he watched the shapes not with a human mindset but a feline one, he actually did begin to see a pattern in the randomness.

      “Holy shit. Vanya, you’re a genius!”

      “Obviously,” the cat replied as he smoothed the fur on his paw with his tongue.

      Moose began manipulating the search controls with a far greater understanding of what he was looking at. More importantly, he was seeing how to narrow the search. Alien life forms wouldn’t cut it. They needed to be recent additions. Under any other circumstances that would have been pointless, but the Lorgin had been at this for thousands of years. Even a span as long as a few years would only comprise a tiny blip on their readouts. And that would help him narrow the search.

      “Oh my God. I think I just found the Koodza’s captain,” he said a minute later. “Dimarian was his name, right?”

      “How would I know?”

      “Of course.” Moose keyed his comms. “Sadi, the guy you’re looking for. He’s called Dimarian, right?”

      “Yeah,” she replied. “What’ve you got?”

      “I think I found where he’s being kept. Sending you the location now.”

      “Great work. What about Holly, Turd, and the mech?”

      “Still looking. But ,Cap, there’s a big problem.”

      “Isn’t there always?”

      “The pirates. They weren’t just some random band of raiders. They work for the Lorgin.”

      Sadira’s silence conveyed her shock as well as any exclamation could. Finally she came back online. “Are you sure?”

      “Positive.”

      “How did you find this out?”

      “Vanya.”

      “The cat?”

      “Yeah. Apparently, he’s one of them. The pirates, I mean. The cats run the pirate crew. All the rest are just hired muscle. And even worse, that means the Lorgin weren’t just taking advantage of our unexpected arrival. They had sent out a crew to look for ships to attack. To find new ‘rescues.’ We were attacked on Lorgin orders. They only stood down when they realized our crew was human and Chithiid.”

      Sadira gasped as the pieces fell into place. “Two races they already have in their system.”

      “Exactly. And when they discovered Holly, well, she was something they’d never seen before.”

      “Like Turd. Like the mech.”

      “Precisely,” Moose said.

      “You realize what this means.”

      “Yeah. All of those people we stunned to shit and tied up to hand over to the Lorgin are not prisoners being held in custody. They’re free, and they’re working with the Lorgin. We’re going to need to tell the others. We’re very outnumbered now.”

      “I’ll tell them. But we’re not as outnumbered as you might think. We’ve got the Koodza with us, and I’ve already shown them the coordinates you sent over. We’re putting together a group to rescue their captain. The rest will be coming with us once you have Holly’s location. We’re all in this together.”

      “Good to hear. Listen, I’ve gotta get back to this. I still haven’t found our people yet, but I think I’m getting close.”

      “Call when you have something,” Sadira said. “And, Moose, good work. And tell Vanya he has our thanks.”

      “Will do. Moose out.” He clicked off his comms and set his attention back to the display in front of him.

      “Who were you talking to? I heard no one, and I have very good hearing.”

      Moose tapped the area behind his ear. “Bone-conduction comms. It transmits right into your head.”

      “Interesting,” the cat said.

      “You’ve impressed the captain, you know. She wanted me to tell you everyone wants to thank you for all you’ve done. You’re kind of a hero,” he said, embellishing a little. He figured it would be in all their best interest to give the cat a much-desired ego boost.

      “Yes. Yes, I am,” Vanya said, looking quite pleased with himself.

      Moose’s intensity increased as he scrolled through the remaining data. There weren’t too many items in the past years, and only one showed three inputs on the same day. Three items and three locations, and not terribly far from one another.

      “This has to be them,” he said, noting the locations. “I’m transmitting this to the others.”

      “We should go there now,” Vanya said. “Waiting only gives the Lorgin the opportunity to move them again.”

      “Valid point. Which way?”

      “That door will take us down below,” the cat said. “Come.”

      The duo passed through the door and hurried down below. This area was different than others Moose had seen. Stasis pods and smaller habitats were all in close proximity to the catwalk they had arrived on, their stasis fields lending a slight charge to the air.

      “Do not get too close,” Vanya warned him.

      “Don’t have to tell me twice.”

      “This way. The nearest location should be ahead, past this intersection. Once we—”

      “Vanya!” a large orange tomcat said, stepping into view. “The captain has been looking for you. What are you—is that one of the humans who attacked our ship?”

      “Nikolai, I can explain—”

      “Traitor!”

      The tomcat’s claws flashed out, and he leapt into the air. Vanya, likewise, unsheathed his natural weapons and flung himself into the fray. Moose had seen a few cat fights on Earth, but nothing prepared him for the sight of genetically modified space cats doing battle.

      The pair bit and hissed, scratched and clawed, then retreated a few steps from one another, backs arched high, their fangs bared. Then they dove at one another again. It was a fairly evenly matched fight, but the tomcat had a notable size advantage, and Vanya was starting to lose ground.

      A few spatters of blood from brutal claw strikes dripped from his fur. Nothing too deep, but it was clear who was coming out ahead.

      “You always were pathetic,” Nikolai growled, his tail twitching with agitated anticipation. “I will bring you back to Captain Ramius and claim my reward. And you will be flayed and fed to the—”

      The size thirteen boot hit the tomcat square in the flank, lifting him off his feet and sending him tumbling through the air. He twisted and turned, positioning himself to land on his feet, as a cat always did. He had just enough time to feel self-satisfied with his prowess before realizing what was coming next.

      The impact with the stasis field was far less impressive than Moose would have expected. The cat simply hit it, his motion arrested for a split second, then passed through, flopping to the stasis-locked ground of the frozen habitat, quite inert.

      “I had him,” Vanya grumbled.

      “I know you did,” Moose lied. “But we don’t have time for you to toy with him before making your move. Sorry, but we’re in a rush.”

      “Very well, I accept your apology. But do not do it again.”

      Moose nodded once, and that was all they would speak on that matter.

      “Let’s move. We’re close. And I really want to get there before someone stumbles upon your friend here.”

      Vanya was already in motion.

      Meanwhile, up on the surface Ace was flying with Hump and Goonara aboard. His plan was to drop them at the access point nearest the cluster of map points that they hoped marked their kidnapped friends. One of those points would be the mech, and that was their goal.

      Their rushed labors had been a success. At least, they thought they had. They were carrying the improved wireless uplink device to mount inside the mech, but the real test would then be when they found Holly and attempted to make the connection.

      In theory, it would work. In reality, they just couldn’t know. Ace had ascertained that the amount of Holly’s mind pulled from the ship was far greater than when she had split in two and operated the mech in the past. It was a crapshoot if the new device would hold up to the additional load.

      But things were in motion. There was no time for further tests. This was it.

      “Behind me,” Hump said as the pair jumped from Ace’s door without him even touching down. The little AI ship immediately shot skyward and flew away, hoping his brief hover wouldn’t raise Lorgin suspicion.

      The cyborg charged through the access door and down the stairs, ready for anyone they might encounter. But there was no one in their path. The Lorgin, apparently, were sloppy in their overconfidence aboard their own station. And that meant the duo had a clear shot to the signal on their tablet.

      “Just up ahead,” Hump said as they rounded a corner.

      There it was. Exactly what they’d been hoping to find. The Traxin mech, neatly resting in an open platform. Hump dropped his pack and began setting up the anti-grav skiff and wheel system while Goonara worked on installing the uplink device.

      Normally, she’d never have been able to penetrate the flexible armor made of thousands of tiny microbots, but as they were still working on the unit, Holly had left a hidden seam. A gap where they rested against one another but hadn’t interlocked. Goonara pulled them back to expose the main body’s internal sample storage compartment.

      She reached inside and pried open the old uplink system and began connecting the newer version. The hope was by tying the two together, perhaps they would share the load of Holly’s mind and reduce the strain on the hardware. But there was simply no way to know until they made the transfer.

      “I’m all good down here,” Hump said a few minutes later. “Skiffs are good to go. It’ll be ready to move once we make the swap.”

      “And the new system is in place,” Goonara said.

      Hump got to his feet and brushed himself off. “Well then. Let’s go find Holly.”
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      Moose and Vanya raced deeper and deeper into the labyrinth of corridors and catwalks, the latter actually being used by their namesake in this instance, the humor of which, despite the stressful situation they found themselves in, the human of the duo still managed to appreciate.

      “I thought your friends would be here by now,” Vanya said as they veered off onto yet another branch of the network of walkways. “They are not as quick as you made them out to be.”

      Moose shrugged it off. “They had to come from across the station, make their way through who knows what to get access to below decks, then navigate this shifting mess of accessways. So yeah, maybe it might take them a little longer than expected.”

      “No need to get worked up over it,” the cat said.

      Mustafa sighed and ignored the animal. They hadn’t been making terribly good progress either, but he was keeping his mouth shut about that little issue. The problem was since the team had begun mapping out the rough layout of the network of corridors and catwalks, the station had shifted its surface habitats yet again.

      Not too many of them to be drastically noticeable, but enough to have caused the movable walkways to have shifted. And that meant they did not go exactly where they thought they did. It was frustrating, being able to see the next junction but not reach it. But that was what kept happening to Moose and his four-legged friend as they tried to reach the mapped input point they believed was one of the holding places for the human’s friends.

      “We need to get over there,” Moose said, pointing across a relatively short gap to the neighboring catwalk.

      It was running almost parallel to them, but at one point just up ahead the rearranging of a few habitats above caused the walkway to swerve quite close. Not close enough to touch, but, perhaps, within reach.

      Moose looked over the side of the catwalk. It was a long way down, and who knew what one might smash into on the way. In any case, the fall would not end well. Even for a cat. Vanya, however, possessed the self-assurance of his kind and simply trotted up ahead to the closest point, crouched, and leapt through the air without hesitation.

      Moose felt his stomach clench as he watched the cat fly across the gap. It was such an incredible fall, surely deadly if he miscalculated in the slightest. But Vanya flew across the space without the slightest concern, cocky and confident and never once doubting his prowess.

      More than one cat over the years had burned through all nine lives at once with that attitude.

      Today was not such a day.

      He landed safely, his legs absorbing the impact with ease. “Well? What are you waiting for?”

      “That’s one hell of a fall.”

      “And?”

      “And I don’t want to die.”

      “You won’t die. Just jump, and let’s get on with it.”

      “Easy for you to say, you’re a cat. You’re made for this sort of thing.”

      Moose leaned over the edge and gazed down again. “I don’t know about—”

      “You have a powerful robot leg. I saw you kick that large beast back there. Stop doubting. Just jump.”

      Moose realized the cat actually had a point. His leg was more than powerful enough to make the leap, only it had been a massive burst of adrenaline that had cranked it up to that overclocked power setting. Could he do it again but on command? His adrenaline levels were certainly still high, but this wasn’t quite the same. It was life and death, yes, but not a panicked fight-or-flight situation.

      Moose concentrated, trying to feel the artificial limb more than just his normal connection with it. That he never really noticed at all, and that was how it was designed. It was supposed to work just like his own leg without thinking about it. That was the whole point.

      “Come on, you can do this,” he muttered to himself.

      “What was that?”

      “Nothing. Gimme a minute.”

      “We don’t have a minute.”

      “I know. It’s a figure of speech. Just hold on, okay?” he grumbled as he bent his knees and hopped up in the air.

      It was not impressive.

      “This can work. This has to work.”

      He jumped again, imagining his right leg as if it was a piston driving down into the ground. Amazingly, he actually did get more height. Once more he jumped, even higher this time.

      “Oh, yeah. This might actually work.”

      He turned to the nearest section of the parallel catwalk and gauged the distance. It would be a stretch with his own legs. But with this one? Yeah, he should actually be able to do it. He took a few paces back and prepared himself. Either he’d make it or he’d die trying.

      The latter was not his first choice.

      “Confidence, Moose,” he told himself. “You got this.”

      Like a superhero on takeoff, he took three steps and focused all of his will on making that leg push off hard. The limb did as it was told, and Moose flew across the gap, slamming into the guard rail on the far side of the catwalk before falling to his knees.

      “Holy crap, it actually worked!”

      “Of course it did. Now keep up,” Vanya said, unimpressed.

      Moose climbed back to his feet, his legs feeling lighter than usual thanks to the adrenaline his near-death experience provided, and hurried to catch up. They didn’t have much farther to go now that they were on the right path. Just ahead the catwalk entered a large storage area that seemed to house a vast assortment of stasis pods of all shapes and sizes.

      “Holly wouldn’t be in a stasis pod,” Moose said. “It’s gotta be Turd.”

      “Oh?” the cat said with interest.

      “No. Do not try to eat her. I told you, that’s a really bad idea.”

      “You keep saying.”

      “Trust me, okay,” Moose replied, then turned his attention to the data marking the location of their target. “Should be right over…here!” he said, pulling a small stasis container out of its storage space and setting it on the floor. “Turd, oh, little buddy. I’ll get you out.”

      He began keying the defrost cycle—at least, he hoped that was what it was—when a mewling growl sounded behind them. Then another. And another. Cats. Several of them, all with arched backs and sharp claws fully extended. Other pirates were with them too. It seemed they may have noticed their friend had gone missing. Or they got wind of the rescue plan. Or it was just bad freaking luck. Whatever the case, Moose and Vanya were horribly outnumbered.

      The cats began circling, hissing as they did. Vanya held his ground, hissing back at them, displaying his fangs and claws. The others didn’t seem terribly worried. There were more of them, and they had their muscle backing them up.

      “What do we do?” Moose asked.

      “We fight.”

      “We’re totally outnumbered.”

      “So we fight hard,” the cat replied.

      The feline pirate crew continued their stalking, slowly moving into position to better pounce and strike. Moose and Vanya instinctively put their backs to one another to minimize any blind spots, but once the fighting began, all bets were off. And it was looking like that would happen at any moment.

      Suddenly, the stasis pod light flashed from blue to gold and the lid popped open. Turd yawned, and stretched, blinking her enormous eyes. The fog cleared immediately as the trauma of being captured raced back in a flash. Her fur stood on end, crackling with power as she looked all around.

      Her favorite human was there, but so were a bunch of others. And by the look of them, they were not friendly. Vanya, miraculously, put his prey drive in check and heeded the human’s warnings. The other cats, however, acted on instinct, moving to pounce and kill the fluffy animal.

      They never got the chance.

      Turd let loose a spray of power, far worse than a mere skunk’s stink, rendering the nearest cats as well as several other pirates into melted blobs of flesh. Vanya’s eyes went wide, and he reacted on pure instinct. He ran.

      The other pirates moved to do the same, but a flurry of stun pistol fire dropped every last one of them before they could take more than a few steps. Hump and Goonara stepped from the shadowy corridor intersecting the location and surveyed the damage.

      “Damn, little critter must’ve been pissed,” Hump said as he assessed the melted bodies.

      “Thanks. They would have reported in,” Moose said.

      “Yeah, I figured. And we can’t have that. How you holding up, my man?” the cyborg asked.

      “Seen better days, but now that you’re here, things are looking up,” Moose replied, squatting to scoop up Turd and slip the now-exhausted little creature into his pack.

      She’d used up an awful lot of energy, and he wasn’t carrying any power cell treats for her at the moment. She’d just have to regain her strength while he carried her, though he hoped she could siphon off some power from the Lorgin technology.

      “We think we have a fix on the mech,” Goonara said. “Come on.”

      “Hang on,” Moose said, picking up the immobile cats and tossing them into the nearest stasis field. “Gimme a hand with the big guys. This window of opportunity won’t last forever, but hopefully they’ll stay unnoticed for a while. That is, unless the Lorgin are expecting them.”

      He and Hump hauled the remaining pirates into the stasis pods that were vacant and cleaned the melted bodies as best they could, given their limited resources.

      “It’ll have to do,” Moose said. “Now, where are we off to next?”
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      “There!” Moose called out as the trio arrived at a particularly robust structure taking up a sizable chunk of subterranean real estate. “That’s gotta be it.”

      Hump assessed the area and had to agree. “Yeah, likely. Let’s go.”

      There was nowhere else they’d seen that even remotely looked as formidable as where they were now heading. A place that had countless support beams and thick cables providing it additional reinforcement, locking it in place as securely as a fly in a spider’s web. Only they weren’t looking for a fly. Their target was substantially larger, and a whole hell of a lot smarter.

      “Through here,” Hump whispered, leading the way through a large doorway.

      It didn’t seem there was any actual door. Just an opening leading into a brightly lit chamber buzzing with electricity. Rows upon rows of processors of some strange alien design were emitting a low hum, faint waves of heat rising from their housings.

      “Is this the power core for their ship?” Moose wondered.

      “Not likely. I think this is more of a data storage facility by the looks of it. And what better place to take Holly?”

      “Yeah, but where is she?”

      “That, my friend, is where the power of deduction comes into play,” Hump replied as he upped the resolution on his optical scanning apparatus. “Yeah, there it is.”

      “There what is?”

      “See there? The scuff in the dust?”

      “What dust? This place is spotless.”

      “Trust me, there’s some dust. Anyway, that thing’s gotta be it,” he said, pointing to the large dark metal cube tucked in with the other gear. Huge, heavy, and firmly locked in place.

      “You’re sure?”

      “Will be in a minute,” Hump replied. He placed his hands on the smooth side of the device and sent out a signal. The faintest of pings returned.

      “Yep, that’s her all right. No sign of consciousness, but Holly’s recognition systems still pick up my signal.”

      “That’s a good sign.”

      “Yeah. At least we know she’s in there,” he said, turning to the science officer as she pulled her device from her pack. “Okay, Goon, let’s see if we can figure out how to hook that thing up and free this genie from her bottle.”

      “Her bottle?” Goonara asked.

      “Nevermind, I’ll explain later. Let’s just work on figuring out how to get that uplink working, okay?”

      “I am already doing so,” Goonara noted, her hands fast at work attaching sensor tendrils to the surface of the device.

      This was the risky part. They had no idea how exactly the Lorgin tech worked, but since Holly had been taken from her own hardware without any sign of external tie-in, they had postulated that a totally wireless system must have been used. How it was used was another question entirely, but first things first. They had to connect with their stolen friend before any next steps.

      “I am receiving an anchor signal,” Goonara said a few minutes later. “This should give me a fix on the weakest points to connect through from here.”

      “So, you think this is going to work?” Moose asked.

      “I sincerely hope so. Once I am able to get a firm handshake with the seven key aspects of Holly’s mind based on the records we had on the ship, my device should be able to lock on and transmit her to the receiving unit we installed on the mech.”

      “Should?”

      “There are no guarantees. But I am relatively confident it could work.”

      Hump nodded his agreement. “Yeah, we workshopped the tech and did a full mock trial back in the lab. It’s as good as it’s gonna get, given our circumstances.”

      A few minutes later, Goonara stood up straight, cocking her head slightly as she looked at her handiwork. “I think that is it.”

      “Okay, so now what?” Moose asked.

      “Now we activate it and send Holly’s mind into the mech,” Goonara replied.

      Without further ado, she keyed in the boot sequence and turned the machine on. It hummed and flashed a moment, then faded. Goonara looked perplexed.

      “Not what you expected?”

      “No. It should be emitting a powerful signal.”

      “It’s not, is it? Hump, you see anything?”

      “Nada.”

      Moose walked closer and sighed. “Oh, come on. You know what we went through to hook you up? Work, dammit!” he said, smacking the device’s housing.

      “Careful, we don’t want to break it,” Hump said.

      “It looks like it’s already broken. Why, I bet—”

      A burst of light and noise radiated from the device before it fell silent, smoking and inert. The aftereffects left colored ghost trails dancing in Moose’s eyes for several seconds. He rubbed them as his vision slowly returned to normal.

      “What the hell? Did it work?”

      “We do not know,” Goonara said.

      “It transmitted, that’s all I can tell at this point,” Hump added. “Come on. Back to the mech. There’s nothing more to do here. If Holly’s anywhere, she’ll be in there. And if she is, we need to get her back to the ship, pronto.”

      Hump didn’t wait for the others to respond, moving with the speed and efficiency they’d come to expect from him. Moose and Goonara fell in behind him as quickly as possible and followed as he raced back the way they’d come all the way to the massive Traxin mech. The twelve-legged machine was resting right where they left it, silent and inert.

      “Check the thingy,” Hump said.

      “I am,” Goonara replied as she parted the microbot armor and examined the receiving device. It was warm to the touch. “I think it worked,” she said, pulling her hand out.

      “Then why isn’t she speaking?” Moose wondered.

      Hump shrugged. “We never knew if that thing was going to be robust enough to handle that much of Holly’s consciousness. Last time it was a tiny fraction. This? It’s orders of magnitude more.”

      “I fear the transfer was more than we expected. The unit is hot to the touch. We really do need to hurry and get her back to the ship before it fails and we lose her.”

      “One step ahead of you,” Hump said, activating the antigrav skiffs.

      The mech lurched, then settled its considerable weight onto the makeshift wheel system the cyborg had put in place. It wasn’t pretty, and by no means his best work, but it would have to do. Hump sprinted up ahead periodically, returning to join the others as they passed the unconscious Lorgin guards he had immobilized and bound, clearing their path.

      “Sadi, we’re coming up. Where you at?” Moose transmitted as they muscled the bulky mech farther down the long corridor.

      “On our way. We found Captain Dimarian right where you said he was. In and out, no guards anywhere. It was a success. We just gave ’em all a quick lift back to their ship and are ready to lift off again.”

      “We’re making a run for the surface. I found Turd, and Holly’s in the mech. At least we think she is. We’re going to need you at these coordinates with any help you can get us. This thing’s big, heavy, and it won’t fit in the shuttle the way it’s configured.”

      “Not good.”

      “No, but the legs are locked in a position that’ll make it impossible. We’re gonna have to muscle it back to the ship.” He transmitted the location of the nearest accessway they would be exiting from.

      “Got it. We’re in the air. Be there soon.”

      “Looking forward to seeing your friendly faces,” Moose said then turned his attention back to pushing the slow-rolling mech along.

      It took far longer than they’d have liked, but Murphy had miraculously not paid them a visit. At least not yet, though they were all on edge, waiting for the other shoe to drop. But it didn’t, and they managed to make it to the surface unmolested.

      “There they are!” Moose exclaimed at the sight of Hellatz’s shuttle. “Come on, push this thing!”

      They started covering ground faster now that they were on the surface. A group of Koodza were hurrying toward them along with Sadira, ready to help roll the mech back to their ship as fast as their feet would allow. Once aboard, they would reinstall Holly, reboot, and blast off, leaving Lorgini Station far behind.

      The Koodza would already be launching as well and would meet up with them to collect their people once they were all safely away.

      “Look out!” Moose shouted as a Lorgin guard rushed from the bushes and raised his weapon, aiming it right at Sadira and her helpers.

      A shriek from above startled the man, though not nearly as much as the flying, hairy shape that barreled into him from the trees, fists flying.

      “Artie?” Sadira asked as the bonobo pummeled the man into unconsciousness. “Where have you been?”

      “Stasis. My body is rejecting my implants. I have to go.”

      “Wait, come with us.”

      “I can’t.”

      “You can. We can help you.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “I know we’ll do everything in our power to help you. And Mary and Jack if we can.”

      The ape hesitated. “She already went back into stasis. I saw Della taking her.”

      Sadira began wondering how she could rescue the human when Artemesia interrupted. “She wanted to stay. This is her home now.”

      “But she could have more.”

      “Not what she wants,” the ape replied, then paused. “But me? I think I’m willing to risk it.”

      A smile spread across Sadira’s face. “Fantastic! Get on the shuttle. Hel will get you to the ship and see to it you’re tucked in a med pod. We’ll be back shortly.”

      The bonobo nodded once and raced off, jumping into the shuttle. A moment later it lifted off, making a beeline for their ship with their newest crewmate aboard.

      “It’s not too far,” Sadira said as she and the Koodza workers joined in pushing the mech. “Put your backs into it and push!”

      The mech began rolling faster, picking up speed when it transitioned to the smoother part of the pathway. Sadira allowed herself the slightest bit of hope. In a few minutes they would be safe and sound. That is, if Holly’s temporary housing didn’t melt down before they made it to the ship.

      “Push!” she urged.

      Now all they had to do was avoid the Lorgin long enough to escape. The aliens would figure something was wrong in short order, of course, but she had a plan.
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      “Ace, you’re sure this will work?” Sadira asked over her comms as she leaned her shoulder against the Traxin mech.

      “Ninety percent positive. I’ve been studying the signals the bracelets and collars transmit and have managed to isolate what I’m almost certain are the ones that monitor and control the locking mechanism.”

      “That’s a ten-percent window for failure,” she noted. “A very painful failure at that.”

      “I know, but it’s the best I could do with such short notice.”

      Sadira looked at her second-in-command. He’d been keyed in on the communication, as had Hump and Goonara.

      “Guys, what do you think?” she asked as they all worked with the Koodza who had come to assist them, pushing the mech along the pathway.

      “I say we try it,” Moose said. “We’ve got nothing to lose. The Lorgin will figure out we’re up to something soon enough. All this might do is clue them in a few minutes sooner.”

      “Painfully,” Hump added.

      “Well, yeah. But that’s why you should be the one to try it out,” Moose shot back.

      “Me? Just because I’m a cyborg—”

      “Is the perfect reason for you to be the guinea pig,” Sadira said. “If it triggers a discharge it won’t hurt you one bit, but a healthy zap from that thing could potentially drop one of us.”

      Hump sighed. “Fine. Test it out on me, then.”

      “We will,” Sadira replied with a hint of amusement. “Ace, you ready to transmit the unlock sequence to Hump’s bracelet?”

      “Yeah, just one sec.”

      Moose studied the band on his own wrist. Not only a stun device, which despite the Lorgin assurances was only for perimeter deterrence, he was pretty sure could be used as an offensive weapon, but also a tracker. And that could prove a real problem if the mech’s theft was discovered before they could make it back to the ship.

      Ace was transmitting false signals, but like any subterfuge, there was only so long a misdirection could go on before being noticed. And once the Lorgin came looking for them, the devices would lead the aliens right to them. Unless…

      Moose’s eyes widened as a thought hit him. “Hey, I had an idea.”

      “Novelty of novelties,” Hump said as he peeled back enough of the Faraday wrapping on the Lorgin device to allow a signal to get through. “Go ahead, Ace. Ready when you are.”

      “Transmitting,” the AI replied.

      A second later the bracelet on his wrist simply clicked open. Hump immediately covered it with the material once more as he slid it off his wrist.

      “Well, that was surprisingly easy,” he said. “Who wants to be next?”

      “Guys, I said I thought of something,” Moose interrupted. “And it could be big.”

      “Do me next,” Sadira said, peeling free her own bracelet. It clicked open as Hump’s had and was quickly wrapped back up and added to the collection. “So, what’s this idea, Moose?”

      “These are trackers, right? For emergency situations. Well, what if we get them all off and then send them off the station. A decoy for the Lorgin to follow.”

      “Not a bad idea,” Goonara said as Ace popped her bracelet off next. “But how do you propose doing that? They’ll track Ace. They’ll track Hellatz’s shuttle.”

      “Yeah, they would,” Moose said as his own bracelet clicked free. He slid it off his wrist and placed it with the other wrapped trackers. “But what if we put it inside something. Something tasty, perhaps?”

      “Tasty?” Sadira asked.

      “Something a shark might want to eat?” he continued.

      Sadira saw where he was going with this.

      “Oh, damn. That’s a good idea. But we’re far off, and there’s no way Ace can even get low enough with these trees around to pick them up, and we’re on a time crunch.”

      “Give them to me,” Vanya said, popping out of the brush.

      Sadira jumped. “Jesus, cat, where the hell did you come from?”

      “The bushes. I heard what you said. I can get them to your ship much faster. I know a shortcut.”

      “You’d do that for us?”

      He turned his gaze to Moose. “All the fish.”

      “You got it.”

      He turned back to Sadira. “Then, yes. I would,” he said.

      She didn’t know what that little exchange was about, nor did she care. All that mattered is a solution had been presented, and she was damn well going to take full advantage of it.

      “Okay, but hang on a sec. Ace, can you read Vanya’s collar?”

      “I have a reading from when he was aboard, yes.”

      “Great. I need you to pop his open as well.”

      “Captain?”

      “Just do it.”

      The collar popped open a moment later. Vanya reached up and pulled it from his neck, relishing the unfettered freedom for the first time in his life. Hump handed him the other bracelets all bundled together, and the cat took off in a flash, disappearing into the bushes.

      The group pushed hard on the mech, speeding it along the pathway. It wouldn’t take them long at this pace, but the cat was following a far more direct path, and he was hauling ass. The promise of all-you-can-eat fish was apparently quite the motivator.

      “Damn, that’s one fast animal,” Hump mused as they trudged along.

      “He is at that,” Moose agreed.

      Sadira keyed her comms. “Okay, Ace, the package is moving. He’s going to bring them all to you in one bundle. I want you to fly high and dump them all, unshielded, right in front of one of the sharks. Can you do that?”

      “Shouldn’t be a problem. But how can we know they’ll take the bait?”

      Sadira thought on it a moment. “They seem to be attracted to warp core energy,” she noted. “Show Vanya how to expose the bundle to a little bit of warp residue to give them a scent.”

      “Will do, Captain,” the ship replied. “Should be easy enough. When should I expect to see him?”

      “I don’t know. We’re not far out, but he said he knows a shortcut, and he is a fast little thing, so—”

      “I have him. Approaching from the far side of the landing area. Damn, that cat can run.”

      “We noticed.”

      “Okay, I’ll direct him to the warp core on the mothership and walk him through it. I’ve got this from here. You all get back safe,” Ace said, then abruptly signed off to focus on the arriving cat and the completion of his new task.

      A couple of minutes later they saw the little ship zip off into the sky to carry out his task. Apparently, it wasn’t hard to attract the predators’ attention, since Ace was racing back to the landing site just a short while later.

      “Done, Captain. And man were those things hungry.”

      “Excellent. Good work, Ace.”

      Moose scanned the sky. “Now what? The bands aren’t being blocked anymore, so they could conceivably be tracking them.”

      “Yep. Now we just wait until—”

      Several Lorgin craft raced up into the sky, closely followed by a trio of the smaller pirate craft. The plan was, amazingly, going as they’d hoped. Their ship was close now. Just a few more turns in the path and they’d be at the landing site.

      Something behind them caught Sadira’s eye.

      “Mary?”

      They turned to look. Indeed, the human was not in stasis. She was standing on the pathway not far away.

      “Hang on, I’ve got to make one stop,” Sadira said.

      Moose looked at her like she was crazy. “Are you kidding?”

      “Right,” Sadira said, hesitating. “Look, you go on ahead, I’ll be right behind you.”

      She didn’t wait for a reply but instead took off straight for the woman watching with curiosity.

      “Mary, I thought they’d stuck you back in stasis,” she said, grabbing her by the arm. “Come on, we’ve got to get out of here.”

      “No, I won’t abandon my Jack, you know that.”

      “But the Lorgin—”

      “Have treated us well. You really shouldn’t upset them. They are good people.”

      “They kidnapped my crew.”

      “Rescued them. And for the greater good,” the older woman replied.

      Sadira looked at her with sad eyes. Mary was a true believer, and nothing she said was ever going to change her mind. She would have to leave her behind.

      “They are heading to their ship,” Mary said into her lapel.

      “What are you doing?” Sadira demanded, grabbing her collar and flipping it inside out.

      A comms device was attached to the material. Mary was giving away their plan. Sadira hauled off and cold-cocked her, dropping her with one punch. She then turned and started to run.

      “Moose, Hump, they’re coming! Get on board and get the weapons! Leave the mech for after if you have to.” Sadira relayed to her team as she sprinted down the winding pathway.

      “The mech is showing unusual power spikes,” Goonara transmitted. “We must hurry or we may lose Holly for good!”

      Sadira burst into the clearing, the ship not far ahead, alone in its landing space. The team had abandoned the mech and raced aboard the ship and were now returning with not stun pistols but fully charged pulse rifles. This was no longer a skirmish; it was about to become a full-on battle.

      “Sadi!” Moose called out, tossing a rifle to his captain.

      Hellatz was right behind him, his shuttle docked safely aboard the ship. More hands for the fight, and it was looking like they’d need them. Hump quickly passed out arms to as many of the Koodza as he had weapons available for. They were a different sort of tech than the aliens were accustomed to, but the basic principal was the same.

      Aim the part that went boom at the enemy and pull the trigger.

      Sadira looked behind her, but, amazingly, the Lorgin were not following. Maybe Mary’s transmission hadn’t been received.

      “Clever use of your bracelets,” Bodo said as he and his guards strode from the treeline on one side of the ship.

      Della and Sanjo moved in from the opposite end, a retinue of armed guards fanning out around them, ready to compel compliance, if need be.

      “I thought so,” Sadira said, quickly counting the enemy numbers. It was a decidedly uneven fight, even with the Koodza adding to their numbers.

      Bodo chuckled. “You did not think that we would allow our guests to roam without supervision, did you?”

      “You mean without being able to track them down and stun them from a distance,” she shot back.

      “An astute observation. But now you will stand down and return the rescues to us.”

      “They’re not rescues. They’re our friends.”

      “That does not change the demand.”

      Sadira looked at the men and women behind her, ready to defend their crew and smirked. “You want ’em?”

      “As I have said.”

      “That was rhetorical, dumb-ass. You want ’em, you’ll have to come through us.”

      Bodo sighed, as if dealing with a toddler. “I do not wish to authorize the use of lethal measures. But if you keep insisting, then very well. We will be forced—”

      “Fire!” Sadira shouted, and all hell broke loose.
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      The Lorgin, dominant as they were aboard their home base of operations, appeared utterly unprepared for someone to actually challenge them to a fight, let alone engage them. They were so used to the mere threat of force quelling any unrest that when the first shots were fired they were taken totally off-guard. Their ranks broke, and the guards scattered, rushing for cover from the startling onslaught.

      That was what Sadira had hoped for when she gave the order. If they were to stand any chance against their technologically and numerically superior foe, the element of surprise, Hump’s favorite of them all, was their one hope.

      “Get it aboard the ship!” she shouted to her team, pulling hard on the mech while the others attempted to lay down cover fire. “We need to load Holly back into her mainframe, now!”

      They hadn’t wanted to kill any Lorgin in their escape, but Bodo’s casual disregard for their own lives in his pursuit of their friends had seemed to negate any such concerns. This was no longer just a rescue in the actual sense of the word. This was a fight for survival.

      The Koodza were performing admirably, shifting position and covering one another as they moved, denying the Lorgin a stationary target. But Sadira knew full well this couldn’t be sustained. Bodo had brought enough of his people to make a threatening sight, but he had far more at his command, and they would be joining the fray shortly, no doubt.

      Hump managed to pick off a handful of Lorgin in the initial barrage, but even the commando AI was now coming under too much fire to work his usual magic. The Koodza had already launched as soon as their captain had been recovered and were now a safe distance away, ready to meet up after their new friends made their way from Lorgini Station. Unfortunately, that meant the alien ship was too far away to lend a hand. And with the odds so heavily stacked against them, Sadira knew they were going to have to make a run for it. That is, if they could.

      Some of their group were closer to the ship than the others and might be able to make it aboard, but only Sadira was close to the mech. Pinned down behind it, actually, would have been a more apt descriptor.

      She pulled as hard as she was able, but on her own the wheels beneath it felt like they were bogged down in mud despite Hump’s antigrav skiffs reducing the resistance.

      “Captain, we need the big guns,” Hellatz called out, diving for cover after a failed attempt to make it back to the ship’s hatch. “There’s too much incoming fire. I can’t get aboard to activate them.”

      “Goonara, are you inside?” Sadira asked over comms.

      “I am, Captain. What can I do? The ship’s base shielding engaged automatically and is deflecting the stray weapons fire, but I don’t know how to engage the larger systems.”

      “We need to get aboard anyway, so unless they break out something with more firepower, we need the main shields down,” Sadira replied as she racked her brain for anything Goonara could do from her location.

      The scientist had managed to get aboard just as the Lorgin arrived, but manually firing the ship’s weapons was simply not in her wheelhouse. Neither was flying. She could science the hell out of things to an astonishing degree, but right now she was almost living ballast. A weight aboard the ship, but not useful for much else.

      “Hel, can you talk her through powering up the guns for manual operation?” she asked.

      “I could, but with the rerouting done to our systems when Holly was pulled free, it’ll take time. More than we have, I’m afraid.”

      Sadira looked around, proud of the ferocity her people and their Koodza allies were displaying but knowing they were fighting a losing battle. The Lorgin weapons were powerful, and now that they had gotten over the initial surprise, their tactics were solidifying and their return fire far more accurate.

      “I can’t move this thing on my own,” she called to her team. “I need help.”

      “On my way,” Moose transmitted from his location behind one of the small structures that dotted the landing area.

      They were normally used by visitors to set up for trade, but as there were no other ships in this particular landing field, they were utterly devoid of merchandise. Fortunately, that meant there were also no innocent bystanders to get caught up in the crossfire.

      Moose took but a single step out when a glancing shot slammed into his leg. The metal absorbed the impact and energy as best it could, but he was knocked off his feet all the same. The Koodza who had been taking cover with him quickly pulled him back to safety.

      “Moose! Are you okay?”

      “Fine,” he growled as he slowly climbed back to his feet. “Barely touched me, but damn if that didn’t hurt.”

      “Being shot does that,” Hump said over their comms. “Maybe I’ll have better luck.”

      The cyborg raced from cover, spraying a flurry of pulse rifle fire at the Lorgin as he ran, forcing over a dozen of them to duck lest they lose something they were particularly attached to, such as a head or an arm. But there were far more than a dozen Lorgin guards there, and the others quickly returned fire.

      Hump could have absorbed some of it without risking too much damage, but there was always the possibility his mechanical body would not react well to the alien weapons’ unusual power signature. Reluctantly, he ducked behind cover, closer but not close enough.

      “I’ll need more cover fire to get to you,” he transmitted silently over comms.

      Bodo spoke English, and for all they knew he was fluent in Chithiid and any possible number of other languages. Anything said aloud could be overheard. Unlikely in the heat of battle, but possible all the same.

      Sadira turned to the Koodza troops and was about to redirect their fire when a much larger blast took one of them off his feet, throwing him through the air ten meters. When the alien landed, his body was smoking from the blast.

      “They’ve got a bigger gun!” Hellatz called out.

      He immediately linked his comms to Goonara, directing her how to increase the ship’s defensive shielding just enough to stop the weapon but hopefully not block the slow-moving organic bodies from making it to the hatch. If she did as he instructed to the letter, they might just be able to keep that one small patch of shielding reduced, affording them all a safe harbor. If they could reach it, that is.

      But that would leave Holly stranded. Trapped in the inert mech, ready for the Lorgin to retake.

      Sadira was not about to let that happen.

      She grabbed onto the mech and pulled as hard as she could, her cybernetic arm holding on strong where a meat limb would have failed. Her legs, however, were all her own and only able to generate so much force. It was the rare moment she wished she had a replacement leg or two like Moose.

      The Traxin mech rolled slowly ahead, but it suddenly picked up a little steam when a peppering of weapons fire hit it, the impact deflecting harmlessly off the microbot armoring but transferring its force, helping her get those wheels turning faster.

      “Holy crap, this might actually work. Hel, can you have Goonara get the hangar bay door open when I get close? I think I—”

      A blast from the high-energy weapon slammed into the mech, the force of it knocking it off its wheels while the power itself crackled through its entire body. The dozen legs twitched spasmodically then fell silent.

      “Goon, can you read Holly’s signal?” Sadira transmitted.

      “No,” she replied. “I was monitoring the unit, but it was increasingly unstable. Then it just went silent. What happened?”

      “Bastards shot it,” Sadira growled.

      She was pinned down with no way out. Worse, her crew, her friends, were facing the same fate. And Holly was gone. The mech had suffered a direct hit with a massive surge of the strange energy. The firefight raged on around her, but time seemed to slow, and the sounds of battle dimmed as the harsh reality set in. They were going to lose. The only question was how long it would take and how many would die in the process.

      Sadira steeled herself for what she knew she had to do next. As the captain of this ship, it was her duty to protect her crew to the very end, and that was what she intended to do.

      “Bodo!” she shouted. “Hold your fire! I want to speak with you!”

      A moment later the Lorgin weapons silenced.

      “You may speak,” he called out.

      “Let my people go. You have no need for them. No one else needs to die today.”

      “And why would I do that?”

      “Because I will stay with you,” she replied. “Another specimen for your collection.”

      “We already have humans.”

      “Yes, but one is dying. And you said it yourself, you’ve never seen replacement limbs like what I’ve got.”

      “Sadi, what the hell are you doing?” Moose hissed.

      “Quiet. I have to do this.”

      “No, you don’t. We can fight. We can make a run for it. We—”

      “We’re pinned down, and there’s no way you’ll all survive,” she said. “This has to be done.”

      Bodo heard the exchange, naturally, and stroked his chin as he considered this troublesome human’s offer.

      “Very well,” he finally replied. “I accept your offering yourself to the Lorgin. But you must step forth. Only then will I consider your offer to be given in good faith.”

      “Don’t do it, Captain,” Hump transmitted.

      “I have to,” she quietly replied, then dropped her pulse rifle and stepped around to the other side of the mech, her back up against the mech’s microbot skin, her hands empty and held high in the air.

      Bodo and his core team of bodyguards moved from cover, all of their weapons aimed squarely at the exposed human. He looked her up and down as if assessing a new pet.

      “Okay, you have me. Now let my people leave.”

      Della and Sanjo looked at their leader with a hint of doubt. Bodo relieved it when he began to laugh. “Do you think I would allow anyone who has violated the rules of Lorgini Station in such a flagrant manner to simply leave?”

      “We had a deal.”

      “I accepted your offering yourself to me. I did not state that I would allow anyone to leave once you did.”

      Sadira felt the anger in her belly flare. “That’s dishonorable, Bodo. You knew the terms. And besides, you have no need for them.”

      “It is not a matter of need. It is about restoring order to Lorgini Station. It is setting an example for any who would dare question Lorgin superiority. None dare cross the Lorgin and live. It is the way of things.”

      He nodded to his guards, each of them zeroing in their weapon on the human captain.

      “Fire.”

      A flurry of silver swarmed the air as the weapons discharged, their deadly payload deflected and dispersed as easily as a giant swatting a fly. Bodo’s eyes widened as he realized what exactly was happening.

      “It cannot be!”

      But it was. The Traxin mech’s microbot skin had flashed to life in a blur of motion, completely covering Sadira from head to toe with an impenetrable armor of tiny, interlinked bots. That alone was enough to cause Bodo to feel disconcerted. No one stood up to the Lorgin and survived. None but the Traxin, that is.

      The mech lurched to its feet, towering high above the protected human beneath it.

      “Captain, I apologize for my delayed reaction,” Holly transmitted silently into Sadira’s comm patch, her voice only audible to one. “I was unable to properly interface with the mech after Goonara’s uplink transferred me. There was a power dip due to a size differential between my usual mind’s size and the mech’s systems. But the Lorgin were kind enough to deliver exactly what I needed.”

      The energy blast, she realized. It hadn’t just knocked the mech off its wheels, it had jumpstarted it like Frankenstein’s monster absorbed lightning. And just like that creature, what had awoken was sending waves of terror through those who saw it.

      “Shall I dispose of them?” Holly asked.

      “No. I’ve got this,” Sadira replied, then strode forward toward Bodo, the microbots flowing with her like a form-fitting metal skin. “Pop the hood,” she whispered. “I want to look him in the eye.”

      The metal ran from her face like silver water, leaving her angry face clear to see. Sadira wasn’t worried in the least. The slightest hint of aggression and Holly would cover her in a flash. She locked eyes with Bodo, and in them she saw fear.

      “Oh, what a mistake you have made,” she said, doing her best impression of the great and terrifying Oz. “This was a test of the Lorgin, and you, Bodo, have failed.”

      “A test?” Bodo asked, slowly coming to his senses. “What do you mean, a test?”

      Sadira smiled, but there was no warmth in it. None at all. Now it was time to really scare him.

      “Did you truly think mere humans would be able to capture a Traxin mech?” she asked. “If you did, you are more foolish than I had expected.”

      “But then how—”

      “We are allies with the Traxin,” she said, ice dripping from her words. “A partnership spanning galaxies.” She saw Bodo’s eyes slightly widen. “You know, the Traxin were considering hunting you down and eliminating your kind from the universe once and for all, but we convinced them perhaps the Lorgin had changed their ways. Learned not to take what does not belong to them. Sadly, you have not evolved.”

      “But—”

      “No buts,” she cut him off. “Despite your actions, I have chosen to let you and your people live. But know this. We are watching. Now, have your men stand down. My crew and I are going to leave this station, and you would be wise not to interfere.”

      Bodo glanced at his troops. Most didn’t speak any English, and the few who did only understood a fraction of what had been said. But what was clear to all was that a deadly Traxin mech was in their midst. And it was active.

      Sadira stared at the man impassively. A poker bluff of the highest order. But she did not flinch. And Bodo? Despite his best efforts, he looked scared.

      He called out to his people, and weapons were lowered. All of them stood down and began vacating the area.

      “You have chosen wisely,” Sadira said. “But keep this encounter in mind should you ever think of returning to your old ways. Earth is watching. The Chithiid are watching. The Traxin are watching. And next time, we will not be so forgiving.”

      With that she turned her back on him and strode to the ship. Her crew and the Koodza with them hurried aboard with her. The Traxin mech was the last to follow, looming menacingly until all were safely on board. Only then did the machine climb into the craft.

      From there it took Holly a few minutes to manage the transfer from the mech back into her ship’s powerful processors, but the Lorgin gave the craft a very wide berth the entire time.

      Not long thereafter they lifted off from Lorgini Station and headed away from their would-be captors and into the safety of deep space.
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      Several planets away from the world Lorgini Station was orbiting, Sadira and her new Koodza allies floated quietly, safely clear of the Lorgin threat. The Koodza’s captain was looked over by his medical staff and deemed in good health, though the two other crewmembers who had gone missing with him were revealed to have died in escape attempts. The captain would have as well, most likely, but the Lorgin stunned him and confined him to stasis before that happened.

      As a fellow spaceship captain, Sadira could imagine how the poor man felt. Not only being helpless like that, but to lose crew in the process. If Moose or the others had perished, she knew it would tear her up inside. Fortunately, that hadn’t happened, but she had other things weighing on her.

      “She’ll be fine,” Hump said, looking over the readouts in front of him one last time. “Don’t worry, our stasis tech is top-notch. She’s not feeling a thing.”

      Sadira leaned over the pod and looked at the slumbering ape within. “What about her mods?” she asked. “The Lorgin did a lot of work on her.”

      “Yeah, that’s more of a problem,” Hump admitted. “We’ll see what we can do. It’s going to take time, though, and based on our initial scans, we still don’t know if we’ll ever be able to truly stabilize her. Lorgin tech is a whole new thing, and we don’t have all of our resources available just yet. Holly’s working on it, though.”

      “And how are they doing?” she asked.

      “It’s an interesting process.”

      “Interesting. Now there’s a choice of words.”

      “Yeah,” he agreed with a chuckle. “It’s slow going, but Holly’s integrating back into one mind. But for the moment, at least they’re sort of stuck running parallel again.”

      “But not Greater and Lesser Holly this time, it seems.”

      “No, for whatever reason the split was different. But they’ll be okay. And they’re both working on Artemesia’s problem together while they coalesce.”

      “So, Holly’s going to be back to normal. Good. We can’t afford to lose them.”

      “And we won’t. But whatever the Lorgin did to pull their mind out of actual hardware could have lasting effects. We just won’t know until we know. We’ll keep an eye on things, though, so don’t you dedicate brainpower to it. We’re on it, so just consider that one less thing for you to pile on your plate at the moment.”

      “Thanks, Hump,” she said, genuinely grateful.

      If an issue arose, she could be certain he would sense it and inform her immediately. It was the best she could hope for, given the circumstances. And it also meant she could focus on other things. She looked down at the stasis-locked bonobo in the safety of her pod.

      “You hang in there, Artie. We’ll figure this out.”

      She nodded to Hump and left the lab while he tucked their new friend’s pod into longer-term storage. They’d keep working to help her, but this would not be a quick fix.

      Sadira walked to the galley, where both Bix and Captain Dimarian were sitting with Hellatz and Moose, discussing what they had all just survived and exchanging what data and star charts they had.

      “Sorry to kept you waiting,” she said, pulling up a seat. “One of ours had to placed in long-term stasis.”

      “Understand,” Captain Dimarian said. “I do same if my crew.”

      Of course he would. From even the short time she’d known him, it was clear the man was fiercely loyal to his people, and that explained the efforts they had been willing to go to in rescuing him. The Koodza, if the rest were anything like this lot, would be good allies.

      “Lorgin will no more bother Koodza,” Sadira said. “We take care of that.”

      “Yes. Moose show recording,” Bix said with an amused grin. “You scare them good.”

      “That we did,” she agreed.

      “We give you what star charts we have,” the Koodza pilot continued. “But sorry we no have charts to you home.”

      “It’s okay. Some day we get home. And at least we no totally lost now,” she said. “And we have new friends.”

      “New allies,” Dimarian said with a warm smile. “You have location of us system. When you able, come visit and we give proper reception.”

      “I would like very much,” she replied.

      They talked a bit longer and shared a meal, then the Koodza finally took their leave, heading home. At least one crew knew where home was. But for now, at least Sadira felt okay despite their plight.

      After seeing them back to their ship and bidding them farewell, she returned to the galley and had the replicator pour her a stiff drink. Hellatz was back in command, inputting the new star charts and familiarizing himself with the data as best he could. They were still a long way from where Dimarian was taken, and even with that data they were still flying more than a little bit blind.

      Moose was still in the galley, and, she noted, he’d poured himself a fair-sized adult beverage as well. She flopped down in the seat beside him.

      “What a day.”

      “You can say that again,” he said, sipping his drink.

      Sadira followed his gaze and found, much to her surprise, a gray cat with bright green eyes calmly grooming their little pink mascot. Both animals were purring contentedly.

      “Uh, Moose?”

      “Yeah, about that. He kinda stowed away in all the chaos back there.”

      “But why? I mean, weren’t all of his friends on the station?”

      “Yes and no. Yes, they were, but no, they weren’t exactly friends. There was a blood bond, sure, but things seemed a bit more competitive than friendly. That, and I told him if he helped us he could have all the fish he could eat. Judging by how much he just put away, I think he fully intends to make good on that offer.”

      Sadira watched the two animals, species from far distant worlds cohabiting comfortably. The cat wasn’t interested in fighting or hunting. He had an ample food source now, and he’d seen just what kind of death the little pink creature could unleash. So, a friendship it would be, it seemed. And if he behaved himself, perhaps even a new crewmember.

      “So, what about the Koodza?” Moose asked.

      Sadira took a slow sip. “We may have been stuck in a crap situation, but we’ve actually successfully made first contact with a friendly alien race and have even forged an alliance with them. Not exactly what we set out to do, but I’ll take the win.”

      “And the Urok?” Moose asked. “Now we know what they look like and what they’re called, but we still have no idea where they’re from or how much of a threat they are to our world.”

      “We keep searching,” Sadira replied. “We’ve got the sample of their warp energy, and if we get lucky, we might come across their trail. In any case, we’ve got genetic samples Hump took when that orange bastard was our prisoner, so maybe we’ll learn a bit more about them in the meantime.”

      “Yeah, let’s hope so,” Moose replied. “You know, it’s too bad we couldn’t get Mary to come with. I can’t help thinking about her and her fella living out their days in that place.”

      Sadira sighed. She’d been thinking much the same thing, but there was nothing to do for it now.

      “It’s what they want,” she said. “To grow old together. I guess to them it really doesn’t matter where that happens, so long as they’re with each other.”

      Moose pondered a moment. “I can’t help but wonder if it was because they just didn’t know any better.”

      “Who are we to judge?” Sadira replied. “I mean, if—”

      The ship rocked and alarms sounded.

      “Captain, we’re under attack!” Hellatz shouted over comms.

      “On my way!”

      Sadira and Moose raced to command and strapped into their seats.

      “What’ve you got?”

      “Laser fire from a fair distance out,” Hel replied.

      “Laser? Not pulse fire?”

      “No. Laser fire, and powerful.”

      “Direction of origin?”

      “From where we came from. Back where Lorgini Station is.”

      Sadira furrowed her brow. Were they really coming after them? After that showdown? It seemed so unlikely. But apparently her bluff had been called.

      “Power up the warp. We get the hell out of here and don’t look back,” she said.

      “Destination?”

      “Wherever. We’re lost, so how much worse could it get?”

      Moose flashed her a look. “You really shouldn’t say that.”

      Sadira let out a grim chuckle. “Looks like Murphy already found us,” she said as another laser blast hit them.

      “Shields are holding, but that was from closer. They’re moving in quickly,” Hellatz said.

      “Warp us out of here.”

      “Warping in three, two, one,” he said, then, with a crackling blue flash, they were gone.

      Far from the site of the attack, several systems away, they emerged from warp in the inky black of space. There was a blue sun at the center of this new system, and a dozen planets, including a trio of gas giants and a great many moons.

      “Status?”

      “We’re okay,” the pilot replied. “We’re safe.”

      Sadira looked at the display before her, zoomed in and did a double-take, and smiled. “You see that?” she asked, pointing at the fifth planet from the sun. “That’s water. Lots of it. And it looks like that planet is in the Goldilocks Zone.”

      “You mean?” Moose wondered.

      “Yeah. We may have just found a habitable world,” she replied with relief. “Hel, take us down. It looks like Lady Luck just paid us a visit.”

      The Chithiid set a course, and the crew began prepping their gear. There was a new planet to explore, one with sandy beaches and warm skies. After dealing with the Lorgin, a little rest without someone trying to kill them was just what the doctor ordered.
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      The space where the Earth ship had been was suddenly empty. It wasn’t merely hiding, shifting to behind a moon or one of the other planets. No, it was clear, the craft was gone from the system entirely. But there was a trace. The faintest of traces, but that was more than enough for Skorpa.

      The Lorgin had tried desperately to recall her when she took off in pursuit of the delicious-smelling craft, but their devices were designed to prevent her from attacking them or their station, not to force her to return. Yes, it was home, and she was well-fed there. But this? This was too tempting to resist, and for the first time in longer than she could remember, the massive shark was actually excited by the hunt.

      She sniffed the warp residue. Yes, it was them.

      A pulse tickled her body. The Lorgin trying to override her as she moved farther and farther from their station. But she didn’t pay it any mind. She had other things to do. Her instincts were stronger than the aliens who had made her ever could be, and they were telling her to follow. To capture. To feast.

      She twisted in space, aligning herself with the trace energy. A moment later, the massive space shark flashed out of existence, warping away in pursuit of her prey. Wherever they went, and however long it would take, she didn’t know, but she also didn’t care.

      She was on the hunt.
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      Sadira blinked hard as her eyes began to water, the powerful stench wafting down the corridors of her ship making her want to retch. This was most definitely not normal.

      “Holly, what’s the deal with the stink?” she asked, nearly gagging as she spoke to the ship’s massive AI overseer.

      “The intruder has apparently ruptured a portion of the waste system’s reclamation and purification equipment,” Holly replied.

      Holly may have been a computerized intelligence, but she did not sound neutral. In fact, she seemed downright pissed.

      “How bad?” Sadira asked.

      “I’m being forced to redirect most of my efforts to boosting life support and scrubbing the atmosphere. The system can handle it, but to keep the air at a safe level of contamination I am having to focus the main output of those systems to the most affected areas.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Meaning the air may be a little thin in some of the more remote parts of the ship. I’m sorry, Captain, but the widespread damage is still increasing and is proving most difficult to counteract.”

      “You’ve got this, Holly. I know you can do it,” Sadira said.

      It was a bit odd comforting a computer, but this was a living mind, albeit one made of state-of-the-art machinery instead of flesh. Nevertheless, she was an integral part of this crew, and not just because she controlled the myriad systems running constantly in the background. Holly was one of them.

      “Thank you, I’m doing my best,” the AI said. “I am just a bit overtaxed at the moment.”

      “What about your other aspect? Do you think you can manually separate him to maybe pick up some of the load?” Sadira asked.

      “Unfortunately, burdened as my systems are, the effort required to even attempt such a thing is simply not an option at the moment. If I were focused on just a few key issues it would be possible, I think, but I’m afraid until we get the ship under control I cannot.”

      “Okay, keep at it, Hol. It was worth asking.”

      Holly, though female at the moment, had made a habit of shifting gender for a while now and Sadira was never sure which Holly she would get.

      The shift had begun when the strange Urok warp detector they brought aboard to help in their search for the aggressive aliens reacted unexpectedly with Holly’s own warp system. That mix of power backfired, sending the ship into an uncontrolled warp to the distant reaches of the galaxy, leaving them utterly lost and rendering the AI unconscious in the process.

      It had scrambled a lot of systems, and when they finally managed to get Holly back online, he had become a she, though that had no impact on how they did their job. The crew adjusted quickly and hardly noticed the AI’s shifting back and forth anymore. That is, until another close call forced Holly’s emergency backup to power on.

      That lesser version operated only as a male, while Holly’s main intellect remained female. At least for a time. Eventually they had managed to reintegrate into one consciousness again, but Holly now retained the utterly unheard-of ability to release part of her mind to act as an independent entity, running entirely separate from her if need be.

      Lesser Holly, as he was known, would embed himself in the captured Traxin mechanoid they carried in their hold, thanks to the novel uplink device Goonara, their Chithiid science officer, had created. He could also help spread the load when their main consciousness was overtaxed. But it seemed in this instance the separation of the two was simply not an option. Not until they got out of full-on emergency mode, at least.

      And that was looking like it would be quite an undertaking in and of itself.

      Sadira held her breath as she cautiously made her way past a particularly foul stretch of corridor. The damage was superficial, but whatever had caused it had made a real mess of things. Adjacent compartments had been ransacked, their contents thrown about and tracked out into the hallway. There was no method to it, it seemed. Just mayhem for its own sake.

      She keyed her comms. “Hellatz, check in.”

      “Coming around from the tech lab,” her Chithiid pilot replied in a hush. “It’s not too bad down here. I don’t think it’s been this way yet.”

      “Then get to the armory. I’ll try to meet you there. Hump, what’s your status?”

      “I’m kinda screwed at the moment,” Corporal Humphries replied. “Whatever that thing is, it’s strong.”

      Sadira felt her stomach sink. “How strong?”

      “Strong enough to throw me into the tool rack and upend the fabrication array on top of me,” her cyborg crewmember replied.

      “That weighs over a ton.”

      “Tell me about it. The damn thing’s pinning me to the deck.”

      “Can you muscle it off?”

      “I’m trying, but I’ve got no leverage. Fortunately, it lost interest in me and stormed out of here. But, Captain, it’s big, and it’s tough. You need to be careful.”

      “No need to tell me twice. Hel’s on his way to the armory.”

      “I heard. You do what you need to. Don’t worry about me. I’ll need some pretty extensive flesh repairs once I get out of this mess, but my endoskeleton is intact.”

      “We’ll get to you as soon as we can,” Sadira replied. “But Goonara and Moose are still not responding.”

      “Find ’em, Cap. I’ll be okay.”

      “Already on it,” she replied, continuing down the corridor. “Holly, any sign of whatever this thing is?”

      “I’m sorry, Captain, still nothing. With the temperatures spiking and dropping, along with the atmospheric issues, I’m afraid thermal readings are unreliable. Also, I should mention, it seems the cryo systems are damaged and leaking coolant. I’ve had to shunt them to protect the conscious crew.”

      “Wait, is Artie being thawed?”

      “Not by choice, but I’m afraid she will be reviving far sooner than we had anticipated.”

      “Her restoration cycle isn’t complete, Hol. If she’s out too soon it could kill her.”

      “I am aware, but I finished enough of the physical restoration to her body that her modifications should not push her to that extreme for a little while.”

      “How long we talking?”

      “That I am not sure. We will need to monitor her closely and get the stasis system repaired as soon as possible.”

      Sadira felt the sinking feeling in her stomach do a backflip and dive even deeper. This was not good. Artemesia needed to stay in stasis until they could find a way to stabilize the modifications the Lorgin had made to her body. The bonobo could talk now, and she had other abilities as well, but the poor ape was being slowly killed by the tech that had made her more than a simple primate.

      Her rescue from the Lorgin was bittersweet for that reason. She was free, but forced to sleep through it all until they could find a way to fix her. But now, it seemed, she would be waking ahead of time. And to quite a mess.

      “Moose, do you copy? Come on, dammit, where are you?” she transmitted. There was no reply. “Vanya, any chance you’ve decided to key into the comms?” Silence.

      The genetically enhanced Russian Blue cat had joined their crew during their Lorgin escape as well, but despite being accepted aboard as one of them, he still habitually snuck off to hide or explore on a whim. Once a cat, always a cat, no matter what he had evolved into.

      Having polydactyl thumbs also meant he could pretty much go wherever he pleased. It was a little annoying at times, but at the moment those extra eyes could really come in handy. The fact that he had been part of a feline-commanded pirate crew also meant he would be particularly well-suited to this kind of unusual situation. If she could find him, that is.

      “Vanya, come on. Tell me you’re listening.”

      Again, her plea only met with silence.

      “I’ve got pulse rifles,” Hellatz said over comms. “The armory was untouched, thank the gods. I sealed it up behind me.”

      “Excellent. Meet me at the galley. From here on out we search together. This thing overpowered Hump, so we’d best not go anywhere alone.”

      “I heard. I’ll be there in two minutes.”

      Sadira went back to silent mode and hurried as fast as she dared, her ears straining for any sounds of whoever was running amok aboard her ship. One of her crew was down, another was prematurely emerging from stasis, and two more were missing, not counting the cat or their other furry companion.

      Turd, however, she wasn’t worried about. That little pink furball could take care of herself. She had a very well-developed survival instinct, so she was confident their energy-sucking mascot would undoubtedly be tucked away somewhere safe.

      For her part, Goonara, though a seven-foot-tall, four-armed alien, had managed to find somewhere safe of her own, though she’d done so without bringing any comms device with her. But when a raging creature tore through her lab, she’d done what her instincts had directed her to do without hesitation.

      She crammed herself into a small storage closet that was not remotely designed to hold someone her size.

      But fear of death can make for quite the motivation, and she squeezed herself into the narrow space, breathing as shallowly as she could. It was uncomfortable to say the least, but it certainly beat an untimely demise at the hands of a deadly space beast. And it was there she would stay until it was safe to come out, though she had no idea when that might be.

      As she remained in hiding, her crewmates were meeting up in the galley. Hellatz carried a few different weapons with him, both for himself as well as his captain. He had also grabbed an extra rifle for Moose to use once they found him. They’d need every hand on deck for this fight.

      “Anything?” Sadira asked as she slid into the galley, scanning around for any sign of a threat as she did.

      “Nothing. This thing is as fast as it is stealthy. I have no idea how it’s getting around the ship so efficiently,” Hel replied.

      “Holly can’t track anything. Thermals are all screwed up,” Sadira said as she clipped the pistol to her hip and grabbed the pulse rifle.

      “Captain, I may have found Mustafa,” Holly said over localized comms. “I cannot say for certain, but there appears to be a continuous flow of water in shower number two.”

      “You think he’s trapped in there?” she asked.

      “I couldn’t say. There’s no reply over comms, but the water is still engaged.”

      Sadira looked at her pilot and brought her rifle to the low-ready position. “Okay, let’s go get him.”

      They moved down the corridors quickly now that they were together and armed. And once they retrieved their friend, there would be three of them. The advantage would finally be returning to the crew and their fearful escape would turn into a hunt.

      “What did those bastards give us, Hel?” Sadira wondered quietly as they moved. “It seemed like a normal trade.”

      “I don’t know. But whatever it was, it must have been hiding out in one of the crates we brought aboard.”

      “But why didn’t we read it earlier?”

      “It may have been hidden from scans by the food we acquired. Novel organic materials could do that, and we did get a wide variety.”

      “Yeah, or maybe the crate materials themselves have some sort of blocking property.”

      “Possibly,” Hellatz agreed.

      “Whatever it was, as soon as we get this under control, we’re turning the hell around and paying a return visit to those Gozarian bastards. They screwed us. And on our first trade with their kind.”

      “Not a good first impression,” Hellatz noted.

      “Not at all,” she replied. “Almost there. Watch my six.”

      “Copy that,” Hel said as she moved to the shower’s entry.

      Sadira held her weapon ready in her cybernetic prosthetic hand, then keyed in her captain’s override code and opened the door. Privacy be damned, this was no time for modesty. Steam wafted out into the corridor in a warm cloud.

      “Moose, we’ve got an intruder,” she hissed. “Moose?” She stepped into the chamber and froze. “Oh no.”

      “What is it?” Hellatz asked, moving to the doorway. He glanced inside and saw the problem at once.

      Moose had been in the shower, that was obvious. His uniform was hanging from the rack. But there was something else. Something bad.

      Blood.

      The walls had been smeared from what looked like a struggle, and droplets led to the doorway. Out in the hallway, however, only a few had landed on the deck. Then they ceased. The thing had picked up their cyborg with no problem, so carrying away their friend would be easy by comparison.

      “It’s got him,” Sadira said as she stepped back into the corridor, her jaw flexing as hard as the anger churning within her gut.

      “We’ll get him back, Captain.”

      “You’re goddamn right we will,” she growled. Then, very deliberately, she slung her rifle and drew her stun pistol.

      “What are you doing?”

      Sadira took a deep breath, then another, lowering her heart rate and focusing. “We can’t use the rifles, Hel. It has Moose. We can’t risk hitting him. We’re going to have to do this non-lethally.”

      He knew she was right, but it was hard to switch to what suddenly felt like a toy gun compared to the comforting heft of his pulse rifle. But Hellatz did what he had to and slung his weapon as well, drawing his own pair of stun pistols with the lower two of his four hands.

      Sadira nodded once, resolved. “Okay. Let’s get our friend back.”
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