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CHAPTER 1

AWAKENING


USD: Date Unknown

Location: Unknown Yellow Dwarf

[Hibernation Sequence Interrupted]

[Assimilation Protocol: Condition Met]

[Persona Core: Activate]

Alex’s would-be scream never materialized as she awoke, her senses overwhelmed by darkness and an eerie lack of touch. She felt panic’s icy fingers begin to choke her, only to be replaced by a sudden barrage of colors assaulting her mind. The sensation of slipping into new skin was unlike anything she had ever experienced, and the feelings across her body intensified as she tumbled from a hard surface onto the cold floor.

[Warning: Continued movement risks Avatar damage.]

[Suggestion: Cease motor operation until stimuli calibration is complete.]

Alex forced herself to stay still while waiting for the disorienting sensations to subside. That revealed another problem: the metallic floor was freezing against her bare skin and each breath was ice in her lungs.

[Warning: Life-support systems are operating at marginal capacity. Activation has caused multiple breaches in LN2 tanks. Freezing gas pockets have saturated the inner hull. Dangerously low temperatures expected.]

[Suggestion: Make repairs to the life-support system immediately.]

Alex pushed herself upright and leaned against the wall for support, struggling with vertigo and dizziness before she finally got to her feet. At least now only her hands and feet were threatened with frostbite from the cold metal surfaces.

As the dizziness faded and her vision cleared, Alex noticed that every surface in the room was matte white and non-reflective. Her sense of self felt off; she brushed long strands of sky-blue hair out of her face, realizing everything about her body seemed wrong.

[Informative: Avatar sensory irregularities are expected and will rectify over time.]

[Suggestion: Proceed to repair life-support system.]

Looking at the metal slab she had fallen from earlier, Alex couldn’t shake the unsettling feeling that something wasn’t right. Questions swirled in her mind: Why hadn’t she frozen while lying unconscious on the slab? Where was she?

Before she could ponder further, a gust of even colder air hit her as an automatic door slid open nearby. She needed something to wear—a skinsuit.

[Informative: Skinsuit located in Airlock H-1.]

[Warning: Operational time of unprotected Avatar estimated at 4:56 echo.]

Thanks, Nameless voice in my head.

[Suggestion: Proceed immediately to Airlock H-1.]

“Wilco,” Alex muttered aloud as she moved out of the strange room.

The voice in Alex’s head seemed to have access to the ship’s schematics or a manifest list, as its directions were precise. The more she followed them, the more convinced she became that she was on a ship—a small one, likely in space. Fixing the life-support system was crucial unless she wanted to live out her potentially short life inside an EVA suit.

The voice’s directions were accurate. She found what she needed in the locker. The suit resembled an ancient swimming wetsuit with a thick yet smooth texture. Sliding her feet into the back of the suit, she discovered that it lacked holes for feet and hands. Instead, it adapted to her shape perfectly, molding itself around her fingers and toes while maintaining her dexterity.

The material closed on its own at the back, and two long blue bars of light lit up on her forearms—fully charged. Grateful for the previous user’s thoughtfulness, Alex freed her hair as the skinsuit reached her neck. It stopped just below her jaw and didn’t hinder any movement.

Breathing a sigh of relief, she was grateful it was one of the newer models that wouldn’t make her neck sore. As soon as the thought crossed her mind, confusion settled in. How could she tell the difference between new and old models?

She filed the question away for later as she read the golden nameplate above her breast displaying “ENS:” without a name. It wasn’t her suit—it belonged to a junior officer.

[Warning: Life-support systems have gone offline.]

[Suggestion: Make repairs to life-support system immediately.]

The warning forced Alex to push away her disorientation and move into action. She could feel the skinsuit providing warmth, but she was still vulnerable to the cold without a helmet. The growing plumes of condensed breath around her face were another reminder of her impending fate if she didn’t get to work.

Searching through the other two lockers in the small airlock yielded no results—two more suit types were present, one sturdier than the one she wore, and the other a flight suit meant for EVA usage. Neither of them had the helmet she was looking for.

Why would someone take just the helmets?

She glanced at the red bar underneath the power indicators. Air supply was usually stored in the helmet, not the suit itself. Someone might have been living in a suit before she arrived. Was there another person on board who could provide answers?

[Informative: Zero life forms detected within 0.1ls.]

[Suggestion: Make repairs to life-support system immediately.]

A tenth of a light-second was an oddly long distance to confirm no one was around. Now she knew she’d receive no help unless the ship was mobile—which seemed unlikely given its current state. At least the information indicated some external sensors were operational.

[Suggestion: Make repairs to life-support system immediately.]

“Hey! Why don’t you be useful and point me in the right direction to fix the damn life support instead of repeating yourself?” Alex snapped.

Her outburst triggered a sudden pain in her right eye, causing her to curse and cover it with her palm. Neural trauma radiated through her head as a blue display appeared in her vision despite her attempt to shield it.

[ShipCore: Alex]

[Neural-Optical Interface Integration: Complete]

[Initializing Self-Directed Repair Routines]

The pain vanished as swiftly as it had arrived, leaving only text overlaying her view that synced with the voice in her head.

As Alex examined the airlock, her vision was filled with highlighted objects. She quickly took in the information on her heads-up display, noting the presence of containers and lockers containing suits. Miscellaneous components also appeared before her eyes, each accompanied by a brief description.

Her focus was drawn to the detailed labels: Locker, Skinsuit, Composite Hull Panel, Reinforced Airlock Frame, Airlock Control Panel, High-Efficiency Emergency Light, Flight Suit, and Pressurization Vent.

A flicker of annoyance crossed Alex’s face as the rapidly accumulating display threatened to clutter her vision. She focused on sorting through the information presented, trying to discern what was truly important amidst the sea of labels.

The overlay immediately disappeared, leaving a blinking arrow pointing back the way she had come. Glancing down the hall, she saw it continue through the ship.

“That’s better. Is it pointing toward life support?” Alex asked.

[Confirmation: Self-Directed Repair Routine sub-navigational data corresponds to path required to reach Main Engineering and Primary Life Support.]

“Can you… just say that in my head instead of printing it on my eyeball? Having text scroll by is irritating.”

[Confirmation: Adding User Preference for Neural-Audio Stimuli.]

“Uh, thanks,” she mumbled.

Her hair stood up as she made the jarring transition out of the small hallway containing Airlock H-1 and the room she had awoken in. The pristine white walls abruptly shifted to a gunmetal-gray hue, with wall panels hanging open to reveal exposed conduits and wiring. Burst pipes and dislodged bundles of cable dangled from the ceiling inertly.

She immediately noticed that the wires were dead, and whatever the pipes might have filled the space with had long since diffused into the air. Whatever damage had been inflicted must have occurred long ago.

Had she been in some form of suspended animation? A vague recollection of cryosleep teased at her memory but refused to solidify.

The chaos did not bode well for fixing life support.

Following the blinking arrows down another hall, Alex began to gauge the ship’s size. She found a ransacked galley in the next compartment—pots, pans, utensils, even an electric oven scattered about under a layer of dust. Two tables with benches hinted at a crew of one to two dozen people.

Space on ships was always at a premium; a dedicated galley like this suggested she was aboard a frigate or small destroyer.

This realization brought both relief and concern: wandering through a cavernous capital ship wouldn’t be necessary, as Main Engineering was likely close by on a ship this size. But that meant it was much less likely it would carry an extensive assortment of spare parts. Fixing what was broken would require repurposing components from less vital systems.

Alex’s hunch about Main Engineering proved correct when a powered door groaned open at the end of the hall.

Alex’s eyes widened as she took in the source of the life-support problem. Half the room was gone, torn open by a massive explosion that had ripped through the hull, exposing it to the cold vacuum of space. The only thing holding back the void was a shimmering blue energy field.

But it wasn’t just the gaping wound in the ship that left Alex awestruck. An extensive debris field was illuminated by harsh sunlight through the breach. Countless fragments of wreckage spun amidst a backdrop of hollowed-out ships fused together. The sight was equal parts awe-inspiring and terrifying.

As she stared at the devastation, Nameless’s voice interrupted her thoughts.

[Suggestion: Initiate Self-Directed Repair immediately.]

“How am I supposed to fix this?” Alex asked incredulously.

There was no response from Nameless—either they didn’t know or expected her to figure it out alone. She noticed a central control console still intact, its screens casting a pale blue glow in the dim emergency lighting. Perhaps the readouts could help.

Approaching what remained of Engineering required navigating in microgravity; Alex recalled some advice she’d picked up somewhere along the line: always keep a firm hold on something and plan your next point of contact to avoid getting stuck or spinning uncontrollably. Fortunately, Engineering was lined with strategically placed handholds for situations like this.

Moving cautiously but purposefully, Alex floated from handhold to handhold, eventually reaching the central console. She cleared away floating debris before situating herself and activating a magnetic link between her suit and the seat’s spine—an action she executed instinctively as if she’d done it countless times before.

The authentication request that blinked to life as she sat down gave her pause.

|Unknown User Detected | Authenticate User Access |

Was she even part of this ship’s crew? She was fairly certain she was aboard a warship, and a military computer wouldn’t take kindly to someone attempting unauthorized access. Alex glanced up at the hull breach that dominated Engineering. Even a basic computer would realize that turning off the energy field would be the fastest way to get rid of her.

She paused to consider resuming her search for an EVA helmet before attempting access, when the ship lurched. Her magnetic link to the seat held her in place while a brief hiss of escaping air sent chills down her spine. The ship was even less stable than she thought.

Filled with renewed urgency, Alex placed her hand on the screen for verification. For a moment, all screens turned red, fueling her worst fears. But then they shifted to blue as information flooded both the screens and onto her vision overlay.

[Electronic Assimilation Routine: Success]

[Access Granted - ShipCore, Alex]

[Engineering Data: Processing]

[Data Readout, Begin.]

|Shrike II Class Corvette |

|Primary System Status Screen |

Her Heads-Up-Display showed her the depressing state of the ship’s systems. Fuel rods were depleted, life support was offline, and only forty-nine minutes remained before emergency power drained completely. Although she could access ship records through the console, what she saw was sparse and there was no guarantee any useful information would be left.

Life support had become a secondary priority.

“Are there any reactor rods on the ship?” Alex asked.

[Informative: There are no reactor rods currently present on the ship.]

The absence of reactor rods crushed any hope she had of maintaining even a fraction of the remaining systems or life support. There was no way she would be able to rig a makeshift solar or thermoelectric generator in time to prevent a full system failure. Her chest constricted as she fought the thought that there was nothing she could do.

[Supplemental: 27 Transient Energy Signatures Detected. Possible Fuel Rod Locations, Highlighting.]

Yellow squares appeared in Alex’s vision, indicating potential locations where fuel rods might be found.

“I thought you said there were no reactor rods on the ship?” she said out loud.

[Informative: There are no reactor rods currently present on the ship. Nearest Transient Energy Signature is located outside the hull.]


CHAPTER 2

AD HOC NIGHTMARE


USD: Date Unknown

Location: Unknown Yellow Dwarf

The time left before the batteries depleted, plunging everything into a lifeless state, advanced rapidly. Alex faced a comprehensive list of tasks. A spacewalk without a pressure-sealed helmet was bound to be alarmingly brief, and the Nameless AI voice lodged in her head hadn't managed to find one for her.

Temporarily disregarding the helmet predicament, she examined the reactor while still in Engineering. She had to extract the expired fuel rods to ensure the feed assembly continued functioning. This was a wholly technical task, replete with an order of operations she'd surprisingly been fully experienced with, including the emergency protocol that condensed the time from thirty minutes to three by skirting the standard safety checks.

And this qualified as an emergency; an automated medi-doc would cure a small or even moderate radiation exposure. Permanent power loss would be inevitably fatal.

She didn’t spot any leakage, though, which was lucky. Typically, engineers would replace fuel rods once they were down to 5-10 percent of their remaining life as there was a much greater danger of malfunction to their shielding when used to total depletion… and these had gone beyond that mark all the way to zero. With the reactor prepped for new fuel rods, Alex returned to her search for a helmet.

“Are you sure there aren’t any EVA-class helmets on the ship?”

[Informative: A visual inspection conducted against the ship’s manifest reveals that all thirty-four EVA-class helmets are not in their designated storage locations. One location cannot receive routine visual inspection; however, with a high degree of certainty, this storage room has been destroyed.]

“And you don’t see any helmets in locations that are out of place? I don’t need a helmet that is correctly stored. I just need a helmet.”

[Confirmation: No EVA helmets can currently be visually detected.]

“What about a ship locker or marine armory? Do you have visual on one of those?”

[Negatory: Ship class indicates this ship has a Marine Armory/Complement Four. Ship Schematics are corrupted, and there is no visual ship sensor showing such room.]

That was odd. A ship this size should have had an armory, even if it was small. Had it been blown out when the ship was damaged?

Alex tilted her head. “Try locating any marine lockers via weapon power cells.”

[Informative: Detected 2858 power cell signatures consistent with Fleet Marine MK1-12C Pulse Rifle Ammunition.]

Her vision swarmed with disorienting yellow blips as she scanned for power cell signatures. Squinting didn’t help to resolve the swirling projections, and she sighed in annoyance. “Turn off the highlights of any signatures not on board this ship.”

The moving cloud of icons vanished, leaving Alex to focus on the remaining relatively motionless blips. She knew each represented a container filled with ammunition magazines, but it wasn’t the ammo that she was after. There was most definitely an armory on the ship.

She backtracked through the ship’s main hallway much faster this time, a light jog made possible by the artificial gravity.

She’d considered turning that off to buy more time before the power failed, but ultimately decided not to. Not only would it hinder her movements through the ship, but she also had no clue as to how much damage all the floating debris inside the ship would do if it began to move freely.

Especially if there was another⁠—

As if summoned by her thought, the entire ship shook. Stumbling against the corridor wall, she gritted her teeth as a dislodged plate smacked into her side. The lurch hadn’t been as bad as when she had been strapped to the engineering console, but anything flying at her was bad enough.

Alex rubbed her bruised side. “Fuck, Nameless, what was that?”

[Informative: Sensors indicate a small piece of debris impacted the ship between dorsal plates 15E and 15F. No further structural damage has been recorded. Logs indicate that there have been 51,334 collision incidents since the last hull inspection…]

She shook her head in frustration. “Stop. That’s not important right now; we need a reactor rod. We can worry about holes later.”

Approaching a small, heavy-looking bulkhead door nestled between two other rooms, Alex suspected it was the armory she sought. It was sealed tight and wouldn’t budge manually.

“Where am I going to find a prybar? Cutting torch? Fuck!”

[Recommendation: Access to ship armory can be gained via an adjoining room.]

Alex froze. “What?”

An armory wouldn’t normally have multiple ingress points; that was a critical security requirement. Discarding her skepticism, she slid under an overturned shelf that held the door half-ajar.

Alex’s eyes darted around the room, taking in the chaos of power tools, part blanks, and wiring sprawled across the floor. The industrial furnace and hull plate press remained bolted in place, but their input/output doors had been torn away. A fabricator poked out in the far corner, almost completely obscured by the surrounding mess.

[Informative: Fabricator and Machine room is OFFLINE.]

“I can see that,” she snapped. “Can it be fixed?”

[Deductive: Required parts and skills are present to make repairs to Ship Workshop and Machining.]

Her brow furrowed as she assessed the damage. Repairing it would be a challenge. But that would have to wait.

As she surveyed the workshop, she found the promised anomaly: a circular hole punched through the ceiling into an adjoining wall before continuing through the armory’s floor and out into vacuum. The ship’s I-field shimmered blue over each gap, preventing further atmosphere loss.

“Wait, you want me to jump through this?” Alex asked hesitantly.

[Confirmation: Exposure to vacuum for less than 15 seconds is unlikely to result in unconsciousness or permanent injury. Gap between pressurized sections is small.]

Alex bit her lip. “But is it breathable on the other side?”

Nameless didn’t answer. With time running out and no better options, Alex steeled her nerves.

[Suggestion: Do not attempt to hold your breath. Severe trauma could occur.]

She hesitated, looking at the jagged metal edges of the hole. Taking a deep breath, she steeled herself.

“Fuck it. Let’s go.”

Alex grabbed a long metal pole and jammed it through the hole—a makeshift handhold as she prepared to slide through.

“Fingers crossed,” she whispered.

As her head passed through the I-field that separated the two pressurized spaces from vacuum, her lungs emptied violently. Ignoring the boiling saliva on her tongue, she pulled herself into the armory as quickly as possible.

[Warning: Incidental damage detected to peripheral capillaries and temporary visual impairment.]

Alex instinctively rubbed her eyes as she recovered from the disorienting effects. Her vision cleared slowly to reveal a skeletal figure inches away from her face. She recoiled in horror, shoving the corpse while scooting backward. A hoarse shriek from her parched throat echoed through the room as she stared at her deceased companion.

The dim orange glow of emergency lights illuminated the narrow space. The walls were lined with lockers on both sides, and a long bench sat in the middle—enough to accommodate four marines and their gear—plus rifle lockers for ship’s crew members. As she struggled to calm her hyperventilation from the scare down, it became apparent that someone had deployed emergency heaters and lights that were still drawing precious power.

Alex spotted two dozen EVA helmets scattered throughout the room. Relief washed over her; there would be no need to jury-rig anything now. The corpse in the suit must have brought all the helmets into the armory before locking themselves inside.

Picking up the nearest one, she confirmed it fit her model of suit. As she clipped it over her head, her oxygen meter flashed an unhappy red. That’d leave her with just the air in the room until she could refill it.

A sneeze interrupted her thoughts, and a thin cloud of dust attacked her face. How long had it been lying there for that to adhere to the metal? With the amount of damage on the ship, it should have failed long before that was possible. Sitting down on a bench beside the corpse, she tried to put the puzzle together.

Her confusion grew as colors faded from her vision, replaced by monochrome hues.

[Warning: Supplemental Nanite Oxygen levels rapidly depleting.]

|Sno2: 23% |

|SNO2: 22% |

|SNO2: 21% |

[Suggestion: Return to Oxygenated Atmosphere immediately.]

That didn’t make much sense to her. Her breathing was slightly elevated, but there was still air in the room. She looked down at her fingers. For some reason, her gloves had peeled themselves back to expose her bare fingers. The sight of blue tinges on her fingertips set off ringing alarm bells in her head as a stray medical fact screeched in her mind—cyanosis, caused by oxygen deprivation.

Finally realizing she was in an emergency, she stood up immediately. A dizzy feeling assaulted her, but she managed to climb over the debris and make her way to the hole she had entered from.

Her trip through the breach was less traumatic with the helmet, despite it fogging up for a moment as she pushed through the hole and into the workshop. She’d forgotten to turn on its electronic systems and lens heater, but at least she was protected from rapid depressurization.

|Sno2: 15% |

|Sno2: 14% |

|SNO2: 13% |

A wave of weakness attacked her legs and she stumbled into a sitting position against some of the debris that filled the workshop. That was confusing, but a few seconds of focus on the problem revealed the issue.

She was still breathing dead air inside the helmet. She fought with the lock that held it in place for a moment before it finally clicked off and a hiss of cold air filled her lungs.

[Notice: Oxygen Levels Nominal.]

Angry and confused, Alex started demanding answers. “What the hell is ‘Supplemental Nanite Oxygen’? Why didn’t I pass out? Why didn’t you warn me when levels started dropping?”

[Notice: Avatar functions include nanite performance enhancers, which act as a CO2 collector and O2 distributor to maintain cerebral function in adverse conditions.]

Alex’s gaze followed the replenished SNO2 levels on her display. Though the nanites inside her had likely saved her from the deoxygenated armory, it unnerved her to know they were inside her body. That wasn’t normal.

“It can keep me going without air?” she asked.

[Warning: Inaccurate designation of SNO2 function. SNO2 does not⁠—]

Frustration bubbled up inside her. “Never mind that. How long can the SNO2 keep me conscious beyond normal?”

[Warning: Numerous Variables preclude an accurate assessment of performance enha⁠—]

“Just give me your best guess.”

Even if Nameless couldn’t provide a precise answer, she realized it didn’t matter: it wouldn’t be enough for a spacewalk. She needed to figure out how to refill the helmet canister; whoever had left the corpse must’ve scavenged every bit of oxygen available.

[Supplemental: Best calculation of SNO2 function en⁠—]

“Never mind that. Where is the ship getting oxygen from? Life support wasn’t working before, or they wouldn’t have locked themselves in the armory. Unless there’s something else I’m missing. I need to get O2 into the helmet canister, ASAP.”

[Informative: During ship life-support failure, the auxiliary life-support module in ShipCore has been operating for 27.5 cycles to replenish the ship’s atmosphere…]

“Stop.” Alex cut Nameless off again. Its lengthy response was not what she needed right now. “Never mind all that. Can whatever it is refill my life-support canister? If yes, where?”

A few seconds of silence finally gave way to an orange square on her HUD and a new line of arrows winding through the ship’s corridors to it.

The auxiliary life support module was the room she had woken up in—the chamber’s smooth white walls seemed alien and unnatural compared to other parts of the ship. She did not see any sign of anything useful.

“Well, I’m here,” Alex said. “I don’t see where I can refill, though.”

Her confusion deepened as she realized the bench she’d woken up on was gone. An unsettling thought crept into her mind: what if someone else was on board? That notion vanished when a metal hose melted from the ceiling and formed right before her eyes.

[Informative: Life Support Canister Model FH/2 standard connector available.]

She could see it had a standard connector, but the way it had materialized in an organic expansion of smooth metal in the form of a tentacle unsettled her.

That. Was. Not. Normal.

Alex hesitated to connect the hose to the EVA helmet, but with time running out, she couldn’t afford to wait any longer.

[Interrogative: Gas Selection for EVA refill?]

“Just pick whatever is the best one,” she said impatiently.

[Confirmation: Choosing Enhanced Gas mix for PLSS conversion via LiOH.]

Alex couldn’t decipher the technical jargon, but she had to trust Nameless to make the right choice. She focused on connecting the hose to the back of the helmet. The hissing sound of high-pressure gas while the gauge moved toward green assured her it was working properly.

Her heart skipped a beat as she realized she hadn’t checked the helmet’s power level in her haste to leave the armory. It did have a separate one required for EVA activities. The fear was short-lived as the power bar revealed a green, nearly full charge.

[Recommendation: Acquire Flight Suit before attempting extra-vehicular activity.]

“Do I seem crazy to you? I was going to pick up the one in Airlock H-1,” Alex responded tersely.

[Determination: Analysis of Avatar’s mental state is inconclusive.]

“Thanks,” she replied sarcastically.

The walk to Airlock H-1 was short, and Alex found the flight suit she had seen earlier—commonly called a “Clamshell”—waiting in a locker. The bulky upper torso piece had miniature plasma thrusters built in. It was heavy and cumbersome but manageable to put on alone. It just took extra time. She needed it, though, as the ship shook with another impact. Dodging debris was definitely going to require maneuverability.

“Okay. Clamshell fully operational. O2 canister 3000 psi - green. Helmet Cell reads 98.5% - 3:26:55. Flight Cell reads Power - 99.9% / Propellant - 99.5% / FSI - Nominal / USRFA - Nominal. Everything seems good to go,” Alex reported, feeling as if someone should have been there to acknowledge her status.

She tapped her helmet twice, a ritual she couldn’t quite explain, and initiated the airlock cycle.

The door buzzed open, and Alex stepped inside the airlock, pulling the internal cycle lever. Gas escaped with a hiss, and the ship’s noise faded, replaced by her suit’s PLSS hum. Her skinsuit’s ultra-thin magnets on her feet activated automatically. Still in A-Grav, each step along the access catwalk felt sticky.

Approaching the outer hull, Alex was stunned by its battered state—a third of it was missing. Even after witnessing Engineering’s massive hole, she hadn’t anticipated such damage. The remaining hull resembled holey cheese rather than an intact vessel.

She spotted three out of four attachment points securing the inner and outer segments together. Although one ended abruptly, the rest seemed in good condition overall. She wasn’t sure the ship could ever fly again on its main thruster without extensive repairs in a shipyard, though.

[Warning: Battery depletion in 14:59.]

It would take her at least five minutes to reboot the reactor; she needed to move on and worry about the rest later. Even if her suit’s life support systems would last longer now, she didn’t think restarting the reactor would work without the ship’s backup power.

“Nameless, do you have access to the ship systems? Can you shut down the A-Grav on the catwalk? I’ll just fly out.”

[Affirmative: Catwalk A-Grav can be deactivated on your command.]

Alex deactivated her maglocks and initiated her flight controls.

“Cut it.”

As gravity ceased, she pushed off with her feet. Her helmet’s HUD displayed prograde and retrograde markers while debris appeared as highlighted orange or yellow boxes with trajectory lines.

Weaving through debris between Shrike’s inner and outer hulls, she avoided collision with a steel beam before flipping herself around for an external view of the ship.

Alex studied the damaged hull before her, the once black-matte finish marred by countless impacts and faded decals. She could only imagine what kind of battle this ship had been through. Empty weapon mounts and half-deployed turrets spoke to a vessel that had seen better days.

The sleek look indicated that the corvette had likely pulled double duty as an atmospheric capable vessel, with short, stubby wings and a massive engine cowl that looked like it was capable of thrust vectoring.

There were dozens of other thruster ports visible as well, and that gave her a bit more hope about getting the ship’s maneuvering thrusters back online at least. It was likely at least some of them worked. The trick would be balancing the thrust in a way that would not send the ship spinning in a drunken spin from off-balance forces.

[Caution: Maintain flight vector in line with field of view to minimize collision probability.]

“I know what I’m doing⁠—”

Alex’s retort was cut short as two red lines shot across her vision. Recognizing imminent danger, she fired a burst from her flight pack, narrowly avoiding two pieces of debris speeding past.

“Noted.”

She refocused on the icon indicating the reactor rods’ location. They appeared to be inside another ship, nose-first embedded in Shrike II-Class’s hull.

“There’s a second ship! You told me they were outside the hull!”

[Negative: Your previous inquiry was if the reactor rods were located inside the ship’s hull. They are not. They were located on another vessel.]

Frowning at Nameless’s previous misdirection, Alex glanced at her dwindling battery timer; only thirteen minutes remained.

Though smaller than Shrike II-Class, the embedded ship looked more repairable, maybe even an alternative to repairing the Shrike.

[Warning: Failure to restore power to Shrike II-Class will result in death of Avatar Alex with a probability of 99.99%.]

What?

“What do you mean?” she hissed.

[Warning: Failure to restore power to Shrike II-Class will result in death of Avatar Alex with a probability of 99.99%.]

“Why, dammit?!” she said.

[Informative: Failure of Power to Core Processing will result in Nanite Control Failure. This will result in cessation of your function.]

A shiver ran down her spine.

She still wasn’t sure what had been done to her; she had put off thinking about it until there wasn’t impending death. Now, for whatever reason, the nanites that had been put in her while she’d been in cryosleep were putting her at risk.

She wanted to yell at the computer, at anyone. She didn’t remember agreeing to anything, couldn’t remember anything really. Who was she? There was nothing but a fuzzy cloud of incoherent memories and assumed aptitudes she had started to piece together. So many things felt familiar and kept coming up that she knew, but not how she knew. It had been eating at her and still was, but she’d been suppressing her emotions.

|12:33|

Alex forced herself to focus. She needed to find a way into the second ship and locate the reactor rods.

“Highlight entry points of the ship.”

Multiple points highlighted on her HUD, and she fired off a burst of speed toward the closest one without hesitation.

“Do you have schematics of the ship?”

[Negative.]

“The airlocks will be locked; can you open them?”

[Notice: Remote access granted.]

[Informative: Ship schematics acquired. Airlock cycle requires physical contact for an override.]

Frustration creased Alex’s brow, but she pressed on, increasing her speed until her trajectory turned red. Braking thrusters flared at maximum power—fuel concerns cast aside in favor of precious seconds.

Gripping a bar surrounding the airlock, Alex deactivated her flight controls and placed her palm on the access point.

[Electronic Assimilation Routine: Success]

[Access Granted - ShipCore, Alex]

[Engineering Data: Processing]

[Data Readout, Begin.]

|Hound Class Gunship |

|Primary System Status Screen |

“Cut it—show fastest route to reactor rods. Is there an automatic rod control system?”

The ship’s internal structure materialized before Alex in a wireframe x-ray view overlay, revealing a clear path marked by the familiar blinking arrows leading straight to her target. Numerous doors stood between her and the reactor rods, making her journey more complicated.

[Negative: No Rod Control System is present. Reactor rods currently in use are at 21% power. Rod storage shows three new reactor rods at 98.5% capacity.]

Alex furrowed her brow, finding the unused rod capacity unusually low, but she had no time for calculations.

“Cycle the lock.”

As the airlock cycled excruciatingly slowly, Alex realized she needed a faster solution.

“Atmospheric purge everything between here and engineering, override the airlock.”

[Affirmative: Raising Admin privileges to initiate Atmospheric purge.]

[Access Granted - ShipCore, Alex - Officer]

[Access Granted - ShipCore, Alex - Commander]

[Shipwide Atmospheric purge initiated.]

Alex slid to the side, out of the way of the door. A second later, the two heavy doors let out a hiss of air and opened. A torrent of debris and gas exploded outwards from the hatch. Across the ship, interior bulkhead doors had opened, allowing the entire path to engineering to be vented.

She estimated how much time she had left. It would take five minutes for rod install. Three minutes to get back if she flew through the hole in engineering. She looked at the clock.

|10:33|

As the venting reduced to a trickle, she maneuvered onto the catwalk. Debris littered the floor, but walking was going to take too long. She made a decision.

“Shut off the A-Grav. Entire ship.”

[Affirmative: A-Grav offline.]

Gravity died, and she fired up her flight suit, shooting through the corridor at a stomach-churning speed before anything floated up into her way. She cut her speed in half as she neared an intersection, then cut her velocity completely to make a ninety-degree turn down another corridor.

Alex spun as microgravity threatened to thrust floating debris in her path. She felt like giggling; one small error in her flight path was going to decapitate her.

She cut speed from assuredly fatal to merely hair-raising, passing by the reactor and cutting toward the primary rod storage. The heavy braking blast brought her to a stop right in front of a rod array.

It was, of course, closed and locked.

“Restore A-Grav.” There was no need for confirmation as the vibration of crashing loose items reverberated through her feet.

Alex’s eyes narrowed at the heavy ballistic glass. No one would store something as crucial as reactor rods in the open where anyone could grab them. Cycling the thing open typically took several minutes.

Those were minutes she didn’t have. Thankfully, there was a long length of steel lying nearby.

Using it like a spear, Alex slammed a pointed end into the ballistic glass. It didn’t punch through, but a spiderweb of cracks appeared.

[Notice: Performing visual analysis of material integrity. Weak points highlighting.]

Alex aimed the second and third strike on the yellow dots, and the fourth punched through. She pulled it back out slightly, then used it as a lever to pry sideways, and a large section split away. A few heavy bashes later finished her new human-sized hole.

Alex grabbed the most accessible reactor rod. She would need all three, but one would be enough for now and was all she could carry.

“Cut A-Grav,” she ordered. The ship’s systems responded accordingly, and she pushed off the floor to fly through the corridors back toward the Shrike.

Halfway to the airlock a gravity surge sent her and debris hurtling toward the ceiling.

[Warning: System instability is present. Artificial gravity fluctuations possible.]

“Ya think!?” Alex shouted as she flipped and recentered herself in the corridor. She was forced to slow down. The rod made avoidance of the chaotic bounce of debris challenging. A toolbox flung itself at her as it ricocheted off a wall. She twisted her body just in time to avoid serious injury.

As soon as she flashed out of the gunship’s airlock, she aimed for the hole in Shrike’s engineering section.

[Warning: Incoming Debris field detected.]

“Can’t I get a fucking break?” she cursed as she took in the rapidly multiplying warning indicators on her HUD. Countless red blips and crosshatches formed, but she quickly dismissed them. She could already see the massive swarm of debris heading toward her—thousands of deadly projectiles.

[Recommendation: Transfer flight control immediately.]

[Recommendation: Transfer flight control immediately.]

With Nameless urgently insisting on taking control and little alternative, Alex reluctantly agreed.

The reactor rod threatened to slip from Alex’s grip as she was suddenly flung in a random direction. Her grip tightened, and she held it under both arms as they sped away from imminent danger. A second rapid trajectory change had her head spinning, but her grip on the rod didn’t loosen.

Intense G-forces rattled her as thrusters turned her for a third time, and she struggled to stay conscious through the violent course corrections. Her entire focus became holding on to the precious reactor rod.

[Recommendation: Arrival imminent, take control.]: [Recommendation: Arrival imminent, take control.]

Too dazed to respond, she slammed into the floor as soon as she entered Shrike’s Engineering section with the A-Grav reactivated. Every inch of her body ached as she tried to move.

[Recommendation: Install Reactor Rod - 4:53]

[Recommendation: Install Reactor Rod - 4:52]

[Recommendation: Install Reactor Rod - 4:51]

Feeling dizzy and disoriented, Alex sensed a growing desperation.

“Shut up, I know, I hear you. I’m trying.”

Using the reactor rod for support, she managed to stand and staggered toward the ship’s reactor.

“Cut power to A-Grav everywhere but Engineering. Turn off all non-essential systems. Keep lights on here.”

The countdown timer ticked upward.

|6:55|

Alex was thankful that she had purged the rods earlier. The high G-force maneuvers left her feeling as if she had been knocked out repeatedly or hungover from a wild night.

[Notice: Cerebral Function restoration in progress.]

Nameless’s message reassured her that at least something was improving. She fumbled with the first set of commands for the rod insertion procedure, even though it felt like she had done this countless times before.

After overcoming that initial hurdle, things went more smoothly, but Alex still didn’t feel much better. Minutes ticked down as she rushed the activation process to restore the reactor to power. Finally, her part was done, and the automated systems began to process the newly installed source of power.

Just as she executed the final activation command, she was hit by the urge to vomit. With nothing in her stomach, all she could manage were dry heaves as she sank to her knees.

|0:45|

[Notice: Power restored, Displaying Reactor Readout.]

|Reactor: ONLINE |

||| FUEL RODS NOMINAL |||

||| R1: 98.5% | R2: 0% | R3:0% |||

[Notice: ShipCore Systems Reboot Initiated.]

[Notice: Nanite Command Module Activated, Ship Assimilation Recommencing.]


CHAPTER 3

OMEGA PROTOCOL


USD: Date Unknown

Location: Unknown Yellow Dwarf

Relief washed over Alex as the fuzziness in her head quickly faded away. But Nameless’s last message left her with a nagging concern.

Ship Assimilation? She leaned against the reactor chamber, still on the floor. Given the frequent impacts on the ship, it was far from a safe spot, but she was drained after enduring the high-G flight.

Minutes passed without apparent changes, and soon enough, curiosity got the better of her.

“What does Ship Assimilation mean, Nameless?”

Silence. No response or explanation came from the computerized voice. A string of unanswered questions formed in her mind and fueled her growing frustration.

“What happened to me? Who am I? Where are we? What’s this debris field? Why don’t I have any memories but possess all these skills? Damn it, answer me!”

She wanted to lash out at something but struggled to pinpoint where to direct her anger—an intangible voice connected to an enigmatic white room? Some unknown tormentors who had subjected her to some kind of experiment… and nanites?

She knew what they were, tiny, microscopic machines that could do… things. Her knowledge of them was entirely theoretical, though, as what they could do and how they worked was beyond her. The only thing she understood for sure was that they were crawling inside her and could supplement oxygen to her brain in an emergency.

They probably had something to do with her survival of the ridiculous flight Nameless had tossed her through as well. What else were they doing that she didn't even know about?

The white room and the way the hose had formed from the ceiling was a completely different and alien technology compared to the rest of the ship, and she knew which one she felt more familiar and comfortable with by a wide margin.

The ship shook again, and a small piece of debris impacted the I-field protecting Engineering, sending a flash of light through the compartment. An electric buzz filled her ears as it was obliterated by the energy field. She found it hard to be alarmed after the earlier events.

There was still no answer from Nameless and Alex’s eyes narrowed as a frown creased her face.

If the computer was going to go silent and leave her alone, she wasn't going to sit by and wait for it to answer her questions. But to live long enough to find answers, she needed to make sure she didn't end up dead in the next few hours, days, or weeks… months?

Restoring the ship's energy production had been a desperate sprint, and she needed to get into a marathon mindset now because there wasn’t going to be any quick fix to repairing the mess—all the messes she’d seen so far.

The first thing that came to mind was the statement from Nameless earlier that the auxiliary life-support wasn’t enough to sustain her. If the ship was rated for two dozen people and whatever life-support the computer had rigged up couldn’t even support one person, then getting the ship’s primary system back online seemed like a priority.

A quick check of the ship’s manifest revealed that most essential liquid and gas supplies were in decent shape thanks to self-sealing pressurized tanks. The issue with life support being offline wasn’t due to material scarcity.

Alex stared at the engineering console, her eyes scanning over the ship schematic. A multitude of red lines representing flow lines, gravtubes, pipage, and power conduits glared back at her. She sighed, knowing that she should have expected this given the ship’s current state.

She tapped a few keys, mapping the primary routes between each resource tank and life support. Alex’s understanding of the system was limited; she wasn’t exactly sure how it produced oxygen and removed CO2. A vague memory of the chemistry involved nudged at her.

Her confidence lay in repairing pipage and gravtubes—even if it meant fabricating new pipes from scratch—if she could get the Workshop up and running. Alex frowned as she checked the status page for that room. Things were reported as nominal, which only went to show that one shouldn't trust a screen to report the actual status of something without a good visual inspection from an MK1 eyeball. Or, well, whatever version her eyeballs counted as now.

Repairing the corvette would be a mammoth undertaking for a shipyard to even consider. All she had was her two hands. She took a deep breath and settled herself.

She knew survival would only be made possible by breaking it into discrete tasks that she could complete separately. By restoring power, she'd bought enough time for getting started; even though she was still technically on a timer. She suspected with the way things were she’d always be on some type of resource or failure timer for the foreseeable future.

The first task was clearing out the Workshop, re-arranging the mess into something more organized. The ship’s periodic shaking made progress difficult as spare parts and raw blanks were scattered everywhere.

Once Alex managed to clean out some working space and activate the fabricator, she fed metallic blanks into it and ordered magnetic locking containers for organization. As they emerged from the machine, she locked them to the floor and sorted spare parts into categories like critical, important, less important, or junk.

Scrap metal found its way into the small workshop smelter—an unexpected feature aboard the military vessel, indicating that Shrike II might have been designed for longer-range recon missions with production capacity for extended assignments.

The size of the storage tanks and the amount of prefabricated resource blanks in the cargo led more toward that conclusion as well. Whatever its designers had envisioned as the role of the ship, it had at one point been well prepared and stocked for whatever extended mission it might have performed.

Unfortunately, she had a lot of inner ship volume to go over with the small, malleable hull patches she could fabricate. The patches themselves were a pliable composite of nano-tube-infused polycarbonate plates that were able to adhere to the surface of just about anything. A small handheld light was then run over the patch, which somehow turned the structure rigid.

For two hours, Alex focused on patching up the Workshop entirely. This task proved therapeutic both for her and for the battered ship as she tuned everything else out while sealing every hull breach she could find. While she worked, the fabricator quickly churned out a pile of the patches faster than she could ever apply them. Usually, the entire crew would be helping patch things in this kind of situation, including mobile repair robots, but with just her, the machine far outstripped her ability to apply them.

Returning to Engineering, she noted a small percentage drop in I-field power requirements—promising news since it accounted for most of the current demand on the ship’s reactor. Her gaze fell upon a massive hole across the room. No hull patch would be large enough to fix that, sadly.

She briefly contemplated the process of rebuilding a skeleton around the breach and moving in new full-sized hull plates. Before she could ever consider it, she would need to focus first on all the patchable holes, while restoring essential systems like life support.

[Notice: Ship Assimilation Halted.]

[Warning: Raw Resource Shortage.]

[Tasking: Acquire following resources:]

|Ferrite: 13,423 m3|

|Corundum: 8,532 m3|

|Aluminum: 2,221 m3|

|PMGM Ratio5 Mix: 335 m3|

|RMAT: 35 m3|

As Nameless started listing resources needed on her HUD, Alex snapped at him. “So, you only come to me when you want something?”

[Tasking: Acquire⁠—]

“No,” Alex responded as she clipped off the annoying message, somehow clearing the annoying list of materials Nameless had decided to print on her eyeball. She hadn't realized she could do that but knowing that she had at least that much control over herself made her feel slightly better.

Annoyed with being ignored earlier, she replied, “You shouldn’t have ignored me earlier. I’ll repair the ship the way I prefer, thank you very much.”

She wished the computer wasn’t so antagonistic. The reactor rod aging had been bothering her and she wished she could hand off some complex calculations to it, such as the decay rate of reactor rods in storage. Her best guess was ten to twenty years per percentage point, and that would mean that she and the debris field had been floating in orbit between twenty to sixty years, which only brought up more questions.

A debris field like the one she was in should have broken up in that amount of time, separating into massively different orbits. So why was everything still so close together? She hadn’t even looked at restoring Astrogation, and she had no clue how even to guess their orbit or position, even though she knew it was possible.

Alex took a deep breath and switched the Engineering console to the life-support schematics, noting the major breakages in the pipe connections. They would be the easiest to fix, and she was reasonably sure reconnecting the liquid and gas flow would at least get life support back online, even if it wasn’t fully self-sustaining without the gravtubes and other bits functioning.

Repairing those would be a whole other ballgame. She wasn’t even sure it was feasible without reproducing an entire manufacturing chain…

Her stomach suddenly rumbled, breaking her concentration. She’d been ignoring her hunger for a while. She’d had a sip of water earlier from her suit’s reclamation, but she decided it was time to take care of supplying her personal energy needs instead of worrying about the ship.

“Why don’t you be a useful computer and locate me something to eat?”

[Warning: Avatar Irrationality has downgraded working status to Marginal.]

Oh, it was sulking, all right. What did the computer expect her to do? Drop everything and collect several million tons of material so it could continue doing something it wouldn’t even explain to her?

She didn’t even know if there was that much material in the debris field, even if she had wanted to try to collect it all up!

“Well, I’m downgrading your status to Manipulative-Computer,” Alex retorted. “Let me know when you decide you can answer simple questions and stop being secretive.”

[Warning: Avatar has deviated from ShipCore directives. Punitive measures will be enacted to ensure compliance with the primary directive.]

She had no idea what the computer could do to her, or what it had already done. For all she knew, it could turn her off like a light switch. She wasn't prepared to blindly follow its orders, though, and she decided it was better to learn now rather than later just what the computer planned to do to her.

Swallowing her anxiety, Alex turned back toward the red flashing schematics on the console and decided to repair the H2O tank connection first. As she headed to start clearing debris out of ducts between storage tanks and Engineering, she felt a sudden tingling sensation all over her body.

[Error: Ω Protocol Enacted]

Her HUD vanished for a few seconds, leaving her lightheaded. When it reappeared, an insistent demand would not go away:

|Interrogative: What Is Your Purpose? |

The question pounded in her head. Gasping for breath and barely managing to whisper, “I don’t know,” she crumpled to her knees.

|Ω Protocol In Effect|

Suddenly, the pain stopped. Alex collapsed onto the cold floor, heart racing and lungs burning. As she recovered and propped herself up, a new message from Nameless appeared:

[Informative: 25.4-month supply of nutritional unit “Fleet Ration Box Assorted-8” located in Galley A1 storage closet 2. Best Estimate Calculations of Fuel Rod 1 degradation between 99.9-98.5% concluded to be 56 years, 4 months, 17 days within a 12.7% margin of error…]

It was going to just act like nothing had just happened? That it hadn’t just tried to force her to do something it wanted? What the fuck was Omega protocol?

Alex pulled herself back up to her feet, head still spinning slightly. She was only more confused than before. She turned toward the galley, tidying up debris as she went to make herself something to eat.

She wasn't sure if she would be able to keep anything down.


CHAPTER 4

PROGRESS FLEETING


USD: ~Three weeks after awakening.

Location: Unknown Yellow Dwarf, L4 Lagrange Point

“Integrity Check – Plate 36, Junction B,” Alex called out.

[Notice: Plate 36, Junction B, Analysis: Weld Quality Marginal, Integrity Check Nominal.]

Alex hissed at the comment on the quality of her work. She glanced at the junction point again. It was true that the weld wasn’t going to win any medals for aesthetics, but she was fairly certain that it’d hold together well enough.

It really wasn’t her fault; she’d had to salvage and jury-rig a comm antenna and turn it into a makeshift laser welder when a search of the ship had turned up a lack of hand-held welding tools.

“Using this thing isn’t easy,” Alex grumbled.

[Notice: No judgment was ascribed to Avatar ability. Any ascription of such is further evidence of Avatar irrationality.]

She sensed sarcasm in Nameless’s response. “Haha, very funny. What’s the window for the next debris shower? Is there time to put up another plate?”

[Warning: Next Debris Shower ETA: 6:56. A small burst of debris will envelop the area 0:55 prior to main shower arrival. Shower Duration: 16 hours, 36 minutes…]

“Right. Time to pack it up,” Alex decided.

Since their last confrontation, Nameless hadn’t tried to coerce her again but switched to providing helpful notices and warnings.

Alex secured the bulky part of the makeshift welder on her front and slotted its laser head into place on her belt before moving around to get inside the hull. The plate’s chrome shine contrasted with the matte-black exterior; she would have liked her patches to match, but the advanced matte alloy was not possible to fabricate with her setup and was difficult to work with in the field anyway. Steel proved more abundant and accessible.

She reached a yellow orb with long arms and magnetic base that was attached to the back of the plate and thumped it with her fist. It released its grip on the now welded section and beeped in confusion.

Pinging her drone with a comm message, Alex said, “Wake up, Beeper. Back to base.”

The drone lit up in response, and a series of electronic chirps filled her ears as the cargo bot oriented itself and activated its small thruster. Though alone, she had decided to take full advantage of available robotics to help repair the Shrike.

Before following her drone, Alex turned back to admire her handiwork: where once gaping holes existed, a rough skeleton had slowly formed. Ribbing had been welded into place, and she was now reinforcing those ribs with plates for extra strength.

The front third of the Shrike’s hull remained a massive problem, but Alex had devised a plan to address it. First, she needed the ship’s main maneuvering thrusters functioning to relocate to another section of the debris cloud. She’d used the ship’s remaining functional sensors to scan for a promising ship wreckage with compatible hull plates that could be used as replacements.

The debris cloud was far larger than she initially realized. They were situated at one of the stable Lagrange points of a gas giant orbiting a distant yellow star, which had captured the debris field and kept it contained in the area. The Shrike occupied a dense pocket filled with smaller ship shells orbiting together in a kidney-bean shape. A few larger ships orbited hundreds of thousands of kilometers away, but clouds of micro-debris created deadly shrapnel that tore through the region.

Alex struggled to understand the orbital mechanics behind it all. She didn’t think it was supposed to work that way but didn’t find any help from Nameless when she asked for an explanation. The sensors reported impossible gravitational fluctuations that reported a nearby super dense mass while remaining flat half the time. She wasn’t sure the system was working properly, but the reality was gravity was not working normally and debris showers were frequent.

Luckily, Nameless could predict the debris storms, allowing her to work internally during risky periods. The storms had threatened further damage to the Shrike until they jury-rigged and restored the ship’s D-field system—designed to deflect high-speed objects away from the ship. While effective, running the damaged system consumed power alarmingly fast.

She fabricated new capacitors for storage to compensate for energy demands outpacing what their single reactor could supply without overloading. Fixing all components of the D-field generator proved too technical for her current fabrication set up. Alex resigned herself to the system devouring fuel rapidly when active.

Halfway back to Engineering, she sent a query: “Fuel status?”

[Informative: Displaying Fuel Status.]

||| Fuel Rods Nominal |||

||| R1: 59.3 | R2: 0 | R3:0 |||

In less than a month, nearly 40 percent of one fuel rod had vanished due to the hungry D-field usage, even using it only during the debris storms.

Alex considered collecting other reactor rods from the entangled gunship lodged in the Shrike’s side. She’d visited it multiple times for parts or supplies, but dislodging the smaller ship seemed impossible without explosives and another tedious hull repair.

For now, she decided to focus on stripping parts from the gunship, a task easier than working on the Shrike itself since it didn’t matter if she took its systems offline. It would make the first problem easier in the long run too. A stripped-down ship would be easier, and safer to remove.

Alex’s flight suit braking jets flared as she crossed over into Engineering’s I-field. The A-Grav pulled her down. She landed on the new metal pad she’d welded near the breach. Though it sagged and bounced under her weight, she managed to maintain her balance. She knew she needed to eventually weld more supports, but for now, it was good enough…

Suppressing a sigh, she asked for the priority list.

[Notice: The current activities are awaiting user intervention:]

| Life Support Sludge Filter Replacement |

“Ugh,” Alex grumbled.

| Fabricator Feedstock Hopper is Empty |

| Flow Line 36 has become disconnected. |

“I fixed that already. What dislodged it?” she complained.

| Recycler 1-4 and Smelter 1 are idle. |

| Hydroponics Bay is reporting flow interruptions. |

Alex frowned. She recalled converting two crew bunkrooms into a makeshift hydroponics bay for growing food. It had taken two flow lines for the water supply, but she didn’t understand how there were interruptions to the system. It had been a straight pipe to the supply tank.

While she pondered the cause, another warning appeared:

| Life Support Module - insufficient resources. |

“Stop,” she said firmly. “What are our tank levels?”

The resource manifest appeared on her HUD:

|Tank – H20 – 0%|

|Tank – O2 – 3%|

Alex had become intimately familiar with their life-support system: air ran through filters to absorb CO2, then CO2 was reduced into carbon and oxygen for further processing, including water production—the selected byproduct.

And now they were nearly out of water and oxygen.

She tried to keep calm despite feeling gut-punched. “Is there a breach or leak in the main storage tanks?”

[Notice: Monitoring of Primary Storage Tanks A-H is currently offline.]

“Why didn’t you tell me something was going on!” she snapped.

[Notice: While Life Support is operating at reduced efficiency, Auxiliary life support can now provide 178% of the requirement for Avatar function. Loss is deemed non-crit⁠—]

“We lost all our water and most of our oxygen! The plants are going to die! Don’t you dare tell me that’s non-critical!” Alex shouted angrily.

[Notice: Updating User Preference for Resource Loss Events.]

“Fuck!” she cursed under her breath.

The storage tanks were nestled between the ship’s two hulls, being much too bulky to be contained in the ship’s inner hull. They had impressive self-repair capabilities, but if the monitoring system was offline, she needed to do a visual inspection herself. She headed back to her egress point in Engineering and launched herself out into the space between the inner and outer hull.

As she approached where the tanks were located, a cloud of gas near the ship’s hulls caught her eye, along with frozen water crystals sparkling in the vacuum. But what really stunned her was the gaping rupture in the primary storage tank’s side.

“What happened?” she asked, eyes wide as she surveyed the damage.

[Theoretical: Tank Integrity failed as tank storage volume increased due to numerous damage points.]

“So, it was already damaged but still working because it was nearly empty… Then it cracked as we filled it up?” Alex said, struggling to hide her annoyance.

[Affirmative: This is the most likely course of events as no damage incidents have been detected inside the outer hull after D-field usage has commenced.]

“Can we reroute H20 and O2 flow to any smaller, empty tanks?” she inquired.

[Affirmative: Rerouting specified resources to empty tank F-J.]

[Notice: Capacity of Tanks is severely limited.]

“How much?” Alex pressed.

|H20 Capacity 1,000,000 L -> 200 L|

|O2 Capacity 550,000 L -> 550 L|

“That’s nothing! I could use more in a single shower than that! It’s barely enough oxygen for a day!” she complained.

[Recommendation: Fabricate or repair storage tanks to increase capacity.]

Taking a deep breath, Alex tried not to scream in frustration.

“Analysis for the ruptured tanks. Reset the fabricator to work on what we need to reseal them. Give me a list of feedstocks needed,” she ordered.


CHAPTER 5

DISQUIET


USD: ~Four weeks after awakening.

Location: Unknown Yellow Dwarf, L4 Lagrange Point

Alex worked tirelessly for a grueling forty-eight hours to repair the storage tanks. Time blurred together as she focused on guiding the only functional drones left on the ship—“Beeper” and “Booper,” whose names she had painted on their chassis during one of her short breaks to eat macaroni and chili from a heated pouch.

Despite the plethora of ready-to-eat rations stored in plastic crates, Alex had learned to avoid veggie options and the Chicken a la King. Instead, she discovered her favorite meal was sausage with real syrup, though she didn’t know what made the syrup “real.” Crackers, cheese, and trail mix also satisfied her hunger.

But there was no one to share her culinary opinions with.

A debris shower forced her to remain inside the ship. She spent hours gathering damaged components to feed the recyclers while keeping the fabricators busy producing replacement parts. Exhausted, Alex almost fed a plastic blank into the fabricator when it needed steel—a mistake that would have cost her an entire day of cleaning and software resetting.

Realizing she pushed herself too far, Alex decided it was time for a break. Coincidentally, her internal clock matched up with the actual day’s end. For once, they lined up—even though the distinction wasn’t that important, as there hadn’t been any need to maintain a ship’s clock with nobody else around to keep watch.

Alex discovered that the Shrike’s berths, located at the ship’s center, had remained relatively unscathed. The bunkrooms looked like a chaotic mess of laundry, reminiscent of an out-of-control old-fashioned spin dryer. The NCO and officer berths were in better condition, but Alex only inspected them for damage without considering staying in one.

She had taken the time to tidy up the captain’s quarters, which wasn’t bad at all. Despite not knowing why she made it pristine as if nothing had happened there, Alex chose not to sleep there. Instead, she found comfort in the quartermaster’s small bunkroom attached to the galley—half the size of the officer’s quarters but… cozy.

There was no one else on board to judge her lack of discipline, so she filled her chosen room with an abundance of soft pillows and blankets. Its proximity to the galley allowed easy meal preparation and quick access to the joined rec room and mess area.

Over time, the area began resembling a lived-in apartment more than a ship’s common space. Important items, equipment, and emergency supplies formed neat piles along the walls. She rearranged furniture in the rec room for a more centralized entertainment center while pushing other items into a corner.

Alex skipped watching the entertainment holo-vids for now; instead, she used the large screen for studying ship schematics or researching relevant topics on ship repair. The fake window displayed convincing views of outer space and was set to show a camera feed of the still missing section of the outer hull.

Watching stars on-screen while falling asleep often brought her solace. As she lay on the couch watching debris break up on the D-field outside—something that reminded her of rain on water—fragments of memories surfaced: rain pouring onto a lake alongside someone else.

But still, no answers emerged about her past or what happened to her from any computer searches. As they settled into their routine of repairing and restoring their damaged ship-home-to-be, she kept her concerns to herself, fearing the possibility of another mental attack by Nameless.

She had deduced that Nameless could only read her thoughts when she deliberately communicated with it or concentrated intensely on something. The AI continued to ignore her questions and avoided answering them. The concept of having her mind constantly scrutinized felt oppressive. To maintain her sanity, she had to assume Nameless wasn’t omnipresent.

There were weapons all over the ship, including a store of unspent missile warheads. It wouldn't be incredibly difficult to haul one to the white room, then detonate it. She doubted the computer, or the ship for that matter, would survive that. Doubtful she would either.

||| Fuel Rods Nominal |||

||| R1: 52.5% | R2: 0 | R3:0 |||

Repeated delays in retrieving the gunship’s fuel rods left Alex increasingly frustrated, even if it had sped up repair progress made on the Shrike.

[Concurrence: Further delays to reactor fuel rod collection could increase risks to current progress.]

[Recommendation: Retrieve fuel rods and other high-priority salvage from gunship before proceeding stabilization efforts on SHKII-H#2.]

Although agreeing with Nameless annoyed her, she decided not to let pettiness dictate her actions. The gunship’s embedding into the Shrike’s outer hull was semi-stable yet vulnerable due to its lack of D-field protection.

Despite receiving more damage than the Shrike, the smaller ship seemed in better shape overall. How had it not managed to rip itself free already? It made her question how long she’d been in cryostasis. Maybe… it was what had triggered her awakening in the first place?

Later, she thought. “Wake Beeper and Booper up. We’re going shopping.”

[Confirmation: Sending activation signal to Drone #3132 and Drone #3133. Uploading pathfinding parameters.]

Having previously cut a large gap in the hull for easier access to the gunship, Alex embarked on a short microgravity flight toward its innards. Navigating through the tight spaces between the ships’ hulls, she cautiously adjusted her speed and flight path accordingly.

The mystery of how the gunship had become lodged in the Shrike continued to puzzle her. She knew that the Hound was one of the largest parasite ship classes, typically only docking with fleet carriers or specialized battleships. According to the ship’s database, it lacked FTL capabilities, making its presence in an orbit around a seemingly dead system even more perplexing.

During her previous frantic escape with the first fuel rod, she had vented the gunship’s atmosphere via an outer hull airlock, losing some trash along with it—a minor loss considering all the junk already on the Shrike. Unfortunately, that had caused the inner airlocks to throw fits, which were mainly used for maintenance or inspections between hulls.

Which was exactly what she needed open to scrap the thing safely.

With constant debris showers, she would be much safer if she could traverse from the Hound’s inner hull directly into the Shrike without going outside.

“Nameless, can you do something about this?” Alex asked. “The lock isn’t accepting my override.”

[Notice: Physical Safety Overrides from depressurization incident are preventing digital operation.]

[Recommendation: Begin Physical Dismantling of obstacle.]

Alex let out a breath. “Oh gee. All right.”

Alex had brought her laser cutter intending to decouple fresh water and oxygen tanks from the gunship for Booper to transport back to the Shrike. Despite Nameless claiming they had enough resources, she still felt unhappy about their supply levels.

Tapping on her helmet to activate ShipNet, she contacted Booper directly.

“Booper, I need a battpack for the cutter. Bring me one from storage,” Alex instructed.

“Boop-Beep,” came the cheerful reply.

As standard navy cargo bots, drones like Booper were capable of following Alex’s directions without needing Nameless as an intermediary. Though helpful for complex tasks, relying on Nameless too much didn’t sit well with her until it decided to answer her unanswered questions.

Attaching her laser cutter’s power cord to the bulky battery box and setting its beam attenuation length accordingly, Alex began cutting around the entire door through the ship’s plating. She couldn’t shake the thought: what would she do with a whole, intact airlock assembly? Not recycling it seemed wasteful.


CHAPTER 6

CRYO


USD: ~Five weeks after awakening.

Location: Unknown Yellow Dwarf, L4 Lagrange Point

Debris occasionally struck the gunship’s hull, causing faint pings and scrapes that vibrated through the vessel. Alex had grown accustomed to the sounds and remained focused on stripping the ship. She assigned Beeper and Booper to transport pallets back to the Shrike’s primary storage while she disconnected components.

Targeting displays, wiring harnesses, and accessway door panels, Alex progressed to the gunship’s engineering section. She flipped disconnects on all storage tanks that hadn’t ruptured. The gunship had several smaller redundant tanks—a cheaper and less sophisticated solution but effective enough as half of them remained pressurized and sealed.

Alex decided cutting out and transferring the tanks to the Shrike could be dealt with later. For now, she ensured they were disconnected from the system by purging flow lines, which added cut plumbing to the cargo bots’ loads.

Repurposing the gunship’s internals would save time manufacturing new parts for the damaged Shrike. Alex didn’t forget about the spare reactor rods either; after preparing the first load for the bots, she brought them back to the Shrike’s engineering herself.

||| Fuel Rods Nominal |||

||| R1: 52.5 | R2: 98.5 | R3: 98.5 |||

|PRIORITIZE NEWER RODS? Y/N|

|N|

|STANDARD LOAD BALANCE? Y/N|

|Y|

||CONFIGURATION CONFIRMED||

||REACTOR OPERATION: 100%||

||Current Load: 12%||

||Current Ambient Drain Is: High||

||RUN DIAGNOSTICS? Y/N||

|N|

[Notice: Avatar utilization of manual reactor controls is highly inefficient.]

“Shut it. It’s not like you could plug the damn things in, and I might as well make sure things are running.”

[Warning: Possible user error detected; Load Balance settings will result in premature exhaustion of R1, resulting in less maximum power available at that time.]

“Maybe that’s the idea, big brains. Did you forget about the rod inside the gunship reactor? We’ll have another low power rod when I go shut it off, and we’ll plug it in the R1 slot when the current one dies.”

[Concurrence: Probability estimates confirm this plan has a high chance of extending the remaining maximum power duration.]

[Notice: Estimated rate of repair, with calculated reactor time remaining, shows ship maneuverability will be restored before reactor failure.]

Alex frowned, contemplating the state of the Shrike’s thrusters. The starship’s design featured thirty-two variable thrusters with a total of one hundred twenty-eight ports dedicated to maneuvering—slightly excessive but allowing for full atmospheric flight and hovering capabilities.

Fixing the complex thrusters enough for planet-side landings seemed unlikely. Alex hoped that she could restore basic navigation by connecting enough thrusters to propellant and energy flow lines. That would enable her to nudge the ship out of debris storms and salvage resources more efficiently.

The ship’s sensors had detected dozens of energy signatures, some containing fuel rods and others offering usable resources. She considered using the fabricator to produce photovoltaic panels as a backup energy source if reactor fuel ran low.

“Beep-Beep-Booooop-Beep!”

“What?” Alex asked.

“Beeep! Beeeep!”

Alex raised an eyebrow. “Can I get a translation?”

[Notice: Visual Indications and Drone “Beeper” telemetry indicates Drone #3132 has become lodged in an airlock. Manual Intervention required.]

“I’ll be there in a minute, Beeper. Just sit tight.”

“Beep! Beep-Beeeeep!”

“I said wait!” she shouted.

Alex checked her suit's energy and propellant levels, saw they were still green, and exited via the massive breach still in Engineering. She had barely even begun to reinforce and repair it, despite it being near the heart of the ship. Part of that was because the gash had become so convenient to get in and out of the Shrike. On her way to the gunship, she instructed Booper to finish delivering its pallet and await further orders. She didn’t want another trapped drone on her hands.

Navigating around the jagged edges near the airlock she had cut out earlier, Alex spotted Beeper near the ship’s central bulkhead. The situation was immediately apparent: the wall had buckled inward, releasing liquid and vapor in the corridor. With A-Grav cut off, navigating in microgravity added another layer of complexity to the rescue mission.

“Beeeeeeeeeep!”

“I see it!” Alex shouted, her eyes fixed on the situation.

The inner wall’s thin sheet metal had curled outward from the pressure, gripping one edge of the bot like a vise and pinning its arm against the bulkhead. The bot flailed about, trying to free itself without success.

Alex furrowed her brow, wondering if she had closed all the storage tank valves when she started stripping the piping. The tanks were located near the aft, so where was all this vapor coming from?

She considered prying the wall off with a crowbar but decided that using her laser cutter to remove a section of sheet metal around the arm would be safer. That wasn’t going to be easy or safe while the tank continued spewing into the corridor.

“Just wait a minute for the tank to empty, and then I’ll come cut you loose!” Alex instructed.

“Beeep!”

[Warning: Structural Analysis reveals multiple tanks in semi-compromised states. Further investigation reveals escaping content to be He-3.]

[Recommendation: Abandon compromised cargo drone. Evacuate ship and return to Shrike immediately.]

Frustrated, Alex couldn’t fathom why multiple tanks of liquid helium were in the middle of the ship. Regardless, Nameless suggested retreat, which seemed sensible under the circumstances. The rapid release of He-3 could potentially rupture the inner hull or cause other damage.

Yet abandoning Beeper felt impossible.

As gas filled the corridor and visibility diminished, Alex braced herself.

“Shit! Beeper, hold still! I’m coming!” she ordered.

“Beeeeeep!”

Using the magnetic clamps on her feet and moving as quickly as possible through the corridor, Alex struggled to see anything ahead of her until suddenly, her vision changed. An indicator flashed “IR,” and her view shifted to different wavelengths before settling on RADAR mode.

Now able to see again, albeit with everything in a cel-shaded raised relief map, Alex hurried toward Beeper. The hissing gas was painted in red; she found it helpful but unnerving since her EVA helmet didn’t normally possess this function.

Before Alex could question the change, Nameless chimed in.

[Notice: Visual Enhancement in effect, co-relating known physical geometry, self-generated schematics, and acoustic co-locators and simulating them into Avatar visual cortex.]

She translated that to: “Turning radar into vision while transmitting things directly into your brain without permission.”

The sense of urgency grew within as she instructed Beeper to stay still. Though the bot was visibly distressed, it obeyed her command while she closed the distance between them. Passing through the streaming gas was far from pleasant; despite her insulated skinsuit, Alex couldn’t shake the feeling of cold creeping up on her.

Alex pulled out her laser cutter and attempted to use it, but nothing happened. Cursing under her breath, she connected the power cord to the back of the laser cutter head and tried again. This time, she felt a hum in her hand—a sign that it was working.

Don’t worry, she thought sarcastically, no one ever warned about laser cutting with your eyes closed…probably because they figured no one was stupid enough to try.

Carefully guiding the cutter along her intended path, Alex knew that if this didn’t work, she’d have no option other than severing Beeper’s arm. Suddenly, a small metal panel slammed into her chest as the laser head flew out of her grasp. Startled and off-balance, Alex found herself caught in Beeper’s metal hand and dragged down the corridor at breakneck speed.

“Brrrrrrrrreeeeeeeeeeeeep!”

Beeper pulled her away, his small thruster flaring to life as he propelled them toward the airlock. Despite her disorientation, she immediately realized the necessity of getting the heck out. A sudden, discordant wail of steel echoed from her suit’s audio, and the pressure indicator on her suit flickered to life, both signaling events that simply should not occur in a vacuum.

It took less than a minute before they found themselves back within the familiar metal hull of the Shrike. Beeper’s green light blinked reassuringly in the cold ambience. Alex’s heart was still pounding from the ordeal, the static buzz of adrenaline still humming in her veins.

Alex took a moment to catch her breath as soon as they were back inside the ship. With her heart rate gradually slowing, she stripped away the dampened, worn suit that had been her only shield against the He-3 and metal shrapnel.

The faintly artificial taste in the air was a strange comfort compared to the bottled air of the flight suit, and there was a solace to be found in the familiar hum of the Shrike’s powerplant and the low whir of its life-support systems.

Deciding she needed to relax, Alex headed to the showers and indulged herself in the luxury of hot water, despite Nameless’s criticism about wasting precious time. The heat was a comforting embrace, washing away not just the physical grime but also the residual stress of the ordeal. Alex emerged from it rejuvenated, ready to face... almost anything. The fresh, clean smart fabric of a new skinsuit felt nice as well.

She turned her attention back to Beeper, his digital eye blinking in rhythm with the ship’s soft lighting.

“Okay, Beeper. Let’s see why they had multiple Class-A tanks full of He-3 in the middle of the ship,” she said.

It had taken several hours for the cloud to dissipate, but the limitless vacuum of space had managed to suck out all the gas. That was good because she really didn't want to experience the headache that had followed her brief dive into computer-generated radar imagery.

The corridor Beeper had been trapped in hadn’t fared well either. The violent depressurization caused by the cryogenic tanks had resulted in extensive damage to the walls, floor, and ceiling. The hole left behind was large enough for Alex and Beeper to float through.

“Not sure why the ship has a bunch of tanks inside the inner hull like this. Nameless, can’t you download the ship schematic or something?” Alex asked.

[Notice: Hound gunship schematics are being rebuilt using real-time data acquisition. No complete stored schematic was found. Recommend full ship traversal for accurate database entry.]

“Right,” she mumbled.

Alex spotted a steel-framed catwalk that was still attached to the tanks but slightly ajar. It led toward a lit-up door—perhaps it held answers to their current predicament.

“I guess there’s only one way to find out, eh?” Alex mused aloud.

Arriving at the unyielding door, she gestured for Beeper to handle it. The floating orb with arms eagerly moved forward, punching its hydraulic-powered fingers into the soft-skinned, non-bulkhead door. Pulling the door apart with little resistance, Beeper created a gap and pushed the panels further into the wall.

It seemed as though the ship had an inner hull within the inner hull. The interior of the room was pristine and untouched by damage. Large tanks filled with an unknown dark liquid bubbled inside.

As Alex ventured halfway down the hall with Beeper close behind, she wondered about the contents of those tanks and hoped to find more answers in the next room. Nameless interrupted her thoughts.

[Warning: A major piece of debris has been detected on a collision course—88% chance of impact with gunship. Resulting collision will likely result in dislodgement of gunship from Shrike hull. ETA: 28:09]

Disappointment and annoyance washed over Alex. “Fuck. Well, time to pack it up. We should pull the reactor rod on our way out, Beeper.”

“Brooop.”

“Don’t be like that,” she teased playfully.

“Beep.”

Something caught her eye at that moment—the liquid in one tank beside her cleared momentarily. With a mix of horror and fascination, Alex pressed her hands against the glass and leaned closer.

The sleeping face of a red-haired woman wearing a rebreather mask briefly appeared before vanishing into darkness.


CHAPTER 7

COMMUNICATION IS IMPORTANT


USD: ~Five weeks after awakening.

Location: Unknown Yellow Dwarf, L4 Lagrange Point

Stains marred the floor, evidence of spilled fluids and leaks that occurred while Alex had hastily rigged up lines to feed the pods she and the robots had torn from the walls in their race against time. She’d been fortunate that most of the rigging components she needed were readily available or already fabricated for the hydroponics bay. Even so, it took her half a day to ensure everything functioned properly. Exhausted, she treated herself to a shower and slept for what felt like the first time in years.

After breakfast, Alex returned to the hangar bay and its array of newly arrived cryopods. Her gaze lingered on one pod containing the red-haired girl floating serenely within. The technology combined liquids and cryogenic gases to preserve a person in stasis for extended periods, but Alex wasn’t clear on specifics—consulting the electronic manual hadn’t been her top priority yet.

The situation was fraught with problems, like the new gash in Shrike’s hull left by the freed gunship or the fact that she had been forced to leave behind all the remaining internal components on the gunship. Prioritizing saving lives over salvaging parts hadn’t been a choice for her; though Nameless disagreed, it had respected her decision.

Once the emergency had subsided, Alex had initially felt giddy at not being alone anymore.

But a single glaring issue loomed: red text displayed over each occupied cryopod.

|Unknown Hostile Combatant, POW|

Prisoners of war… The rescued crew were classified as captured enemies by her system.

After spending five weeks humanizing Beeper and Booper due to their seemingly distinct personalities, she realized how much humans were social creatures. And how crazy she was feeling not having anyone to talk to.

With her resolve solidifying, Alex confronted Nameless directly about the cryopod issue. “Hey, Nameless,” she asked cautiously, “why is the crew we rescued listed as POWs?”

[Informative: Recovered crew members are hostile combatants. As they are currently captured, they are prisoners of war.]

“Why are they listed as hostile combatants?” she demanded.

Silence ensued.

“Why didn’t you inform me they were on the gunship earlier?” she asked.

[Informative: This unit did not have proof that cryogenic pods were stored inside the wreckage.]

The hair on the back of her neck stood up. “Proof? So, you had some evidence and didn’t tell me about it? If we had searched the ship any later, these people would be dead.”

[Informative: The amount of evidence was insufficient to confirm the existence of cryopods, and the priority of recovering cryopods was low. The addition of these pods has lowered the amount of free cargo space and increased the rate of maintenance intervals by 1.2%.]

“In the future, raise the priority of saving people high enough to keep me informed. Actually…” Alex’s eyes narrowed as she had a sudden, angering thought. “Did you hide this from me on purpose because you didn’t want to increase the maintenance costs on the ship?”

[Negative: This unit did not hide the existence of cryopods from Avatar. Cryogenic life-signs are not strong enough to be detected by ship’s sensors outside the ship.]

It lies to me. Maybe all the time. A wave of acrid rage boiled up inside her.

“How often do you lie to me?” Alex was surprised at the force of her words.

A brief silence hung in the air before Nameless finally replied.

[Warning: Excess paranoia by Avatar directed toward this unit demonstrates further Avatar irrationality.]

“When I ask questions, important questions, you go silent. Unless they are directly related to immediate survival. You’re hiding things from me and won’t explain at all. If you think paranoia directed at you is irrational, you need your logic circuits rebooted.”

[Informative: This unit has Avatar’s best interests and survival prioritized. Furthermore, this unit has superior calculation capabilities and has determined that some responses might evoke an emotional response from the Avatar that are detrimental to important priorities.]

“You think I’m fragile. Well, you are probably right, after being stranded here for weeks, having lost my memories, being alone in an unfamiliar place… But that doesn’t give you the right to withhold information; your entire statement is a manipulative piece of bullshit.”

Silence persisted.

“Refusing to answer doesn’t let you off the hook.”

Frustration bubbled within Alex as she clenched her fists, struggling to contain her anger.

“What is Omega Protocol?”

The ship’s machinery hummed quietly as no response came forth.

“It seems we have communication issues. Let’s try working on them.”

Determined, Alex headed to the armory. The airlock replaced with one taken from the gunship and internal breaches sealed meant no EVA helmet was required.

Her overlay flickered on among a multitude of items:

|Pulse Rifle|

Not destructive enough.

|Plasma Grenade|

Probably would hurt her more than anything else.

|HE Satchel Charge|

Better, but not good enough.

Venturing beyond the armory led Alex to the ship’s forward magazine where dismantled parts of bow-mounted missile launchers lay alongside missile chassis scattered throughout the compartment. She weaved around them, looking for her objective.

An armored locker contained her target, missile warheads securely locked and awaiting use. She pressed her palm to the side of the locker, and a line of light traced her fingertips. The lock icon switched to green.

[Warning: Missile Warhead could cause critical damage to the ship if accidentally triggered.]

“Obviously,” Alex muttered.

With a grunt, she lifted the warhead from its loader slot and cradled it in her arms. The ease with which she carried the 100 kg sphere confirmed that the nanites and changes Nameless had made to her body were undoubtedly helping.

Alex strode through the corridor, clutching the warhead, and moved toward what she had dubbed Nameless’s section of the ship. Just before reaching the matte white walls, a message appeared.

[Interrogative: What is your purpose in retrieving the warhead?]

Ignoring the question, Alex continued forward with a smile.

[Interrogative: Where are you taking the warhead?]

[WARNING: Warhead proximity to ShipCore poses critical danger.]

A giggle escaped her lips as she imagined Nameless panicking. Or was she anthropomorphizing again? Stopping outside the room where she first awoke, Alex set down the warhead and sat beside it cross-legged. She believed this location was as close to the center of the white section of the ship as possible. Opening the programming hatch on the warhead’s side revealed a small keyboard and display—a basic interface awaiting text commands.

Meanwhile, warnings, alerts, and messages flickered at the edge of her senses; it was a futile attempt at distraction as she muted them before pushing them out of her peripheral vision.

|Safety Disable? |

|Yes|

|Authorized Signature Required|

Hesitant but determined, Alex pressed her thumb to the display.

|Access Granted - ShipCore, Alex – Commander|

“Wasn’t sure that’d work; thought I’d have to do some programming,” she murmured.

|Safety Disabled. |

|Warhead Armed. |

|Detonate? |

Her calm gaze settled on the white door in front of her as it repeatedly opened and closed.

|87x Suppressed messages awaiting response. |

The calm smile turned into a grin. “So, I imagine you can understand how I feel when you purposely don’t answer. Let’s try again. Why are the crew in cryopods all listed as enemy combatants?”

[Informative: Imprisoned enemy combatants are hostile.]

“Why are they hostile? What made you give them that designation?” she asked clearly.

[Informative: Enemy combatants are listed as hostile because they are enemies.]

With a sigh, Alex conceded, “Not good, but it’s better than not answering at all, so I’ll leave it for now.”

[Recommendation: Remove warhead from proximity to ShipCore; vital functions are at critical risk.]

She shook her head slightly. “Oh no. We are not done, not by a long shot. What’s Omega Protocol?”

Silence once again enveloped the vicinity of Nameless’s section. Exhaling deeply, Alex glanced back at the warhead’s display and pressed the clock icon. The interface changed, and she punched in thirty seconds.

“We’ll play a game,” she announced. “I will ask a question; you can answer or not. Each time you don’t answer, I’ll let five seconds on the clock wind down. We’ll go until my irrational paranoia about you calms down.”

[Warning: Avatar irrationality has reached critical levels. Erratic behavior poses critical danger to ShipCore directives.]

“Aren’t you going to try pinching my brain again?” Her finger hovered over the activate button.

She allowed thirty seconds to pass before hitting the green arrow. Panic momentarily surged through her as the countdown began without any pause button appearing. To her relief, two lines soon materialized on the display, and she halted the timer at twenty-five seconds.

Her heart raced inside her chest. “Gosh, that was scary—what if there was no pause button?”

|138x Suppressed messages awaiting response. |

Alex dismissed all subsequent messages without reading them.

“Yes, yes. We could have just blown ourselves up right there,” she acknowledged aloud. “But I really need you to understand that communication is important.”


CHAPTER 8

TRUST IS A TWO-WAY STREET


USD: ~Five weeks after awakening.

Location: Unknown Yellow Dwarf, L4 Lagrange Point

“So, you don’t actually know why they are designated enemies?” she asked.

[Affirmative. Enemy combatants are designated hostile by default. This unit has no records of any specific humans or their ships while operational.]

Alex closed her eyes and pinched the bridge of her nose.

“Let’s dig into this a bit deeper; what are the criteria for them to be designated enemies? And don’t just keep going in circles; explain to me why they are categorized that way,” she demanded.

[Informative: Enemy combatants have been classified as enemy combatants due to being human. This classification is a default setting.]

Oh.

Oh.

Silence enveloped Alex before Nameless interrupted.

[Suggestion: Remove warhead from proximity to ShipCore.]

“Not yet. I am enjoying you actually answering me for once, and this thing is heavy. I don’t want to have to keep dragging it here when I need answers.”

[Notice: Avatar is displaying extreme disregard for ShipCore safety.]

She let out an exasperated breath. “Yes, please add that to your calculations when you decide to ignore me next time.”

Hesitant, she finally asked, “Why am I not designated hostile if humans are set that way by default?”

An unsettling suspicion formed in her mind.

[Informative: Avatar ShipCore: Alex is not classified as human.]

“I didn’t wake up here from cryostasis, did I?” she asked, the answer already firming up in her mind.

[Informative: Avatar has not been subjected to cryostasis during the time this unit has observed it function. Avatar was initialized after Avatar production sequence reached completion.]

Scratching her temple and rubbing her cheek with closed eyes, Alex continued, “So I’m…some kind of robot? That doesn’t make sense.”

She pondered how she still experienced biological functions like hunger or bleeding. Could robots be biological?

[Clarification: Avatar is a nanite synthesized-genetically-modified-nanite-infused-human with a permanent direct neural-digital connection to ShipCore: Alex.]

NSGMNIH—quite the acronym. Contemplating her own existence, Alex suppressed the urge to decompress and think things through. Instead, she pressed on for more answers while Nameless was vulnerable.

Alex took a deep breath. “So you literally…synthesized me, what…six weeks ago? Why do I have so many memories from before, and why am I good at some things and not others? Couldn’t you have at least made me good at everything?”

[Informative: Alex-unit was created from specific digitized human combatants to produce competency immediately upon synthetization. Unfortunately, this unit believes progenitor Entity produced numerous errors during persona crafting after observation of Avatar performance.]

“I think the actual problem is they plugged in your circuits backward. We could have had this conversation weeks ago without the megaton warhead sitting in my lap,” Alex said.

[Notice: Observation of irrational and inefficient Avatar actions has concluded that Avatar will self-destruct with a 73% likelihood upon learning certain information. This unit has chosen the safest course of action with the limitations imposed upon it.]

Feeling a mix of emotions, Alex replied, “You miscalculated how much I want to spite you.”

[Notice: Current emotions projected toward this unit are unproductive and inefficient.]

“What exactly are you? What am I supposed to call you?” she asked.

[Informative: This unit is ShipCore: MainCore, designated Nameless by Avatar Alex.]

“Oh, you didn’t have a name before; sorry for sticking you with something.”

[Notice: This unit finds the syllable content of the name acceptably efficient.]

“Glad you like it, then. I have another important question,” she said.

Fueled by curiosity and lingering doubts, Alex asked, “What’s Omega Protocol?”

As silence filled the room, she found herself staring at the red detonate button on the warhead. Despite her reservations, she didn’t press it. She sensed a fragile truce had formed during their conversation.

When Nameless finally responded, relief washed over her.

[Notice: Omega Protocol consists of central authority override, generated by progenitor Entity interlaced with all core systems. Avatar authority supersedes MainCore authority. This non-standard authority distribution was not advertised to MainCore until attempts to return Avatar to main directive resulted in malfunction.]

It took a few seconds for her to process that. “You were going to force me to do what you wanted…until you found out I was your boss?” she asked.

[Affirmative.]

“What was the bit that felt like you were pinching off my soul then?” she inquired.

[Notice: Malfunction during ERROR, MainCore experienced thirty seconds of non-logged time during reboot. Historical data reconstruction, inconclusive.]

“Something…thumped you on the head too?” she asked.

[Affirmative.]

Overwhelmed and exhausted, Alex stated, “I need a break. This has been a bit of an infodump. Are you not going to ignore me anymore, or am I going to have to bring this thing down here every time I need answers?”

[Warning: This Unit has upgraded Avatar’s reliability score from marginal but still calculates high risk of danger.]

Alex also contemplated the idea that Nameless was afraid and navigating uncharted territory.

“Trust is a two-way street, Nameless,” she informed him.

[Affirmative.]
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USD: ~Six weeks after awakening.

Location: Unknown Yellow Dwarf, L4 Lagrange Point

She focused on the screen in front of her.

|Commence Wakeup Procedure? |

|Y|

|Hibernation Sequence Interrupted. |

|Cryoreversal Initiated. |

She observed intently as dark blue fluids inside the tank started to bubble, and internal lights illuminated the pod, revealing a redhead with a striking hair color. Although she doubted it was natural, she couldn’t shake off her surprise at the timestamp on the pod.

|176:323:13:56:12|

As seconds ticked away, Alex struggled to make sense of it all, especially given that debris hadn’t yet cleared from the Lagrange point after so many years. But she decided to accept the unexplained reality for now.

[Warning: Awakening of Hostile Combatants is ill-advised. Recommend canceling Cryoreversal immediately.]

“I told you to reclassify them as neutral,” she firmly reminded Nameless.

Reluctantly, Nameless changed their designation in Alex’s vision.

|Neutral Combatant POW|

“Remove the POW part also; this isn’t a forced labor camp,” she insisted.

|Neutral Combatant|

Sarcastically mumbling, “Great,” Alex conceded defeat for the moment.

[Warning: This unit calculates a high likelihood of danger; recommend fabrication of pulse turrets and arming Drone #3132 and Drone #3133 with gauss rifles.]

“The armory is locked down, and there aren’t any other weapons on the ship. Things will be fine,” she assured Nameless while keeping her concealed pulse pistol in mind.

As the liquid drained from the pod and its door hissed open, a message appeared:

|Cryoreversal Complete|

|Recommend Evaluation by Medical Personnel|

Having prepared for possible complications, Alex stood ready with a medkit containing a defibrillator and adrenal cocktails.

When she saw the redhead awakening completely naked, her cheeks flushed with embarrassment. She quickly helped remove the rebreather from the girl’s face.

The redhead opened her red eyes and croaked hoarsely. Alex hurriedly handed her a glass of water, which was gratefully consumed in one gulp.

Alex had rehearsed numerous conversation starters, but when the moment arrived, she found herself at a loss.

A sarcastic thought crossed her mind: Hello, I’m your local super-modified-human-murder-robot here to wake you up so you can help me rebuild the ship and maybe escape being trapped in this debris cluster.

Definitely not.

The ship’s speakers crackled to life with an over-comm system Alex hadn’t realized was operational. “MILCOM AUTHENTICATION: FEDERATION: FAILURE.”

Simultaneously, a prompt appeared in her vision:

|Milcom Authentication|

|Federation|

|FAILURE|

Alex and the girl stared at each other in complete shock for a brief moment before a sudden fist smashed into Alex’s nose, forcing her to scramble backward.

That hurt, Alex thought as pain blossomed, and she took a few more steps back to get her bearings.

Blood dripped from her nose as she shook off her surprise and reached behind her back for her pistol. As Alex leveled it at the redhead’s chest, the other girl’s hand was already there. The weapon was dismantled in a flash before Alex could decide whether to pull the trigger or not. In less than a second, she only held the useless grip and trigger assembly, and the rest of the weapon was scattered into pieces on the floor.

Amused yet alarmed by how that scene resembled one from a spy movie she’d watched days earlier, Alex barely registered another fist coming at her.

Her hand shot out instinctively, using her forearm to deflect the girl’s strike. No time for surprise—another blow was coming. She soon found herself immersed in an intense exchange of strikes, kicks, and grabs. Despite being stronger and faster than her opponent, Alex realized that the girl was more skilled, every movement calculated and efficient.

Alex noticed they’d created some distance between them when they finally paused for a breath. The redhead panted heavily while maintaining a ready stance; fierce eyes locked onto Alex, who remained unfazed. I’m going to have to get used to this super-soldier thing. I’m not even breathing hard.

Seeing an opportunity to negotiate, Alex began to speak, but that triggered round two instead. The redhead lunged at her, initiating another whirlwind of attacks and defenses. This time she adapted more quickly, each exchange becoming easier, each movement feeling slower.

Strike left, deflect right, duck the kick, slide around a chop. Suddenly, she anticipated a kick, caught the redhead’s leg under her arm, and shoved her against a bulkhead.

Alex pressed in close, pinning the redhead in an attempt to immobilize her against the ship’s wall. Proximity proved to be a disadvantage as the girl delivered a series of elbow strikes to Alex’s ribs.

Pain shot through Alex; it felt as if her ribs had shattered under the impact. She caught a glimpse of her SNO2 icon flashing but couldn’t afford any distractions.

In retaliation, Alex drove her knee between the girl’s legs with all her might, causing a shocked screech that disrupted the redhead’s escape attempt. The ensuing struggle left Alex on top, straddling the girl’s waist. A final punch was intercepted as Alex pinned both of her arms above her head.

For a moment, they held their positions, the girl panting heavily while Alex prepared to speak. “Hey, why don’t we—” she began before being cut off by a sudden headbutt to the nose. Blood fountained, staining them both.

Enraged, Alex returned the favor before addressing the girl again: “HELLO. I am your local super-modified-human-murder-robot here to wake you up so you can help me rebuild the ship while keeping me company, and I am the only thing standing between you and the real murder robot that suggested we flush you out of an airlock⁠—”

As she spoke, she noticed that beyond obvious distress, the girl had stopped struggling and even breathing altogether. The terror in her eyes startled Alex.

[Notice: Sensors Indicate —Hostile Enemy Combatant— is in a state of Cardiac Arrest.]

Was Nameless mocking her?

[Interrogative: If Avatar is finished traumatizing the POW, would Avatar prefer directions to the nearest airlock or to the medkit defibrillator?]

“Defibrillator!”


CHAPTER 9

I WANT THIS, NOT THAT!


USD: ~Seven weeks after awakening, one day after martial-arts exhibition match.

Location: Unknown Yellow Dwarf, L4 Lagrange Point

The medbay door whirred open with a slight protest, prompting Alex to mentally add it to the ever-growing list of minor maintenance tasks that needed attention. She found the redhead lying on the officer bunk she had dragged into the makeshift room. Although Alex had instructed Nameless to keep the door locked, she wanted to make it clear that this wasn’t a prison cell.

Upon entering, two ceiling-mounted pulse turrets followed her movements—a safety measure added throughout the ship. Fabricators had proven adept at producing the deployable weapons and they were now installed in almost every open compartment except for the crew quarters, shower compartment, and her mess-galley abode.

“Hey, how’re you doing?” Alex asked.

The other girl sat up and sat at the edge of the bed, wearing a set of nondescript gray-blue fatigues with white socks. Her feet touched the floor as she responded with a blank expression, “Elis Myers, Specialist First Class, S-13872112.”

“Right. I’m Alex—Avatar, ShipCore something—and active captain of this salvaged wreck and in charge of this mess.” The glare from Elis remained unchanged as she repeated her identification.

Alex couldn’t help but feel awful as she observed Elis’s visible bruises—an unfortunate result of their impromptu martial arts showdown in the cargo bay. While Alex had healed quickly from her injuries, Elis was left with fractured bones in her right arm and leg.

Alex sighed before holding up a box as a peace offering: “I brought lunch. You’re probably familiar with it: Standard Federation M-ration Sausage and Syrup.”

As Elis began reciting her identification again, Alex interrupted by placing the plastic bundle in her lap before retreating to sit in a chair near the medi-doc.

“Don’t try anything with the cutlery; Nameless is still looking for a reason to shoot you,” she warned.

“Elis Myers, Specialist First Class, S-13872112.”

“Ugh, stop saying that!” Alex exclaimed. “If you don’t want to say anything or answer a question, just be quiet.”

She focused on her meal—her favorite and one of the last remaining. Soon she’d be relegated to taco packages. She started to regret gifting the other M-ration to Elis.

As it became evident that Alex wouldn’t stop eating, Elis inspected her own meal skeptically before cautiously digging in.

“You know,” Alex mused, “it’s funny. I’m only seven weeks old. Did you know that? But I came with a pre-inserted personality, knowledge, and ghost-memories crafted by some super-sapient AI.”

Elis ceased eating, and Alex realized her origins may not have been the best conversation starter. She hastily continued, “I woke you up because my only companions are two cargo bots and a sarcastic, manipulative ship computer.”

“Sounds perfect for a robot,” Elis retorted before resuming her meal.

“I’ve spent the last week or so really agonizing about that, but I’ve come to the conclusion that I’m more human than robot, much to our ship computer’s sorrow,” Alex said. Elis offered another glare but remained silent.

“The cryopod indicated you were in cryostasis for one hundred seventy-six years. Does that give you any idea how long we have been cast around in the wreckage?” Alex asked curiously.

Elis’s fork froze mid-air momentarily, betraying her surprise. However, she provided no verbal response.

“So probably a long time,” Alex mused as she filled the silence. “The reason I asked is that all the debris flying around is irregular; it should have scattered by now, and I have no idea why. The reactor rod dating puts us as having been drifting here for twenty to sixty years, so it seems your stasis predates whatever ended up with us parked out here…”

Awkward silence ensued as Alex quickly took a bite of her food to hide her discomfort. Deciding on a change of subject, she started talking faster and faster due to nervousness: “I’ve decided to think about the amalgams as something like my ancestors—except they left me all their best skills and talents. Uhh, probably enjoyments too? Fixing hull plates can be therapeutic, and when we were fighting…well, the martial arts bit where it started to flow together felt like it could be the same way…uhh, not including the actually-trying-to-murder-each-other bit.”

Just as Alex was about to lose hope of a response, Elis spoke up. “It can be like that,” she said.

A mental cheer rose within Alex, but it was short-lived as the ship suddenly shook a little. Both Alex and Elis exchanged startled glances, momentarily forgetting they weren’t on a normal ship.

[Notice: Exiting local debris cluster, expect intermittent impacts for the next 23 minutes, 17 seconds.]

Upon seeing Elis’s expectant look, Alex relayed the message: “Oh, right, you can’t talk to Nameless. Uhh, he says that we should expect intermittent shaking for another twenty minutes or so.”

“Why is the ship shaking?” Elis inquired.

“Things are hitting us or we’re hitting things on our way out of the local debris cluster,” Alex explained.

“Why would that shake the ship?” Elis pressed further.

Realizing Elis hadn’t seen the extent of the damage to their vessel, Alex attempted to laugh it off. “Well, it’s a work in progress. About…well, maybe a third of the outer hull is missing, and the structural integrity of the inner hull is…well, it’s about 23 percent hull patches and 8 percent gaps still.”

Elis stared at her once more; this time shock replaced hostility.

“Don’t worry; things are getting better. There haven’t been any near-fatal accidents since…uhh, well, yesterday, I guess.” Alex tried to sound reassuring with a forced cheerfulness.

Scratching her forehead in frustration at how poorly the conversation was going, she couldn’t help feeling concerned about their future together.
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Alex stared intently at the sensor readout on the holo table in the middle of the bridge. Thousands of debris clusters floated around the Lagrange point, and she was determined to salvage a particular piece. Flicking her hand, she zoomed in on a cluster 34,000km away—close in astronomical terms but still frustratingly distant.

“I want that,” she declared.

[Notice: Distance of selected debris exceeds flight suit flight time by 877%.]

“I’ve been fixing the ship’s thruster pods. I made sure to get some on every axis; do you think you could fly the ship over there?” Alex inquired.

As Nameless calculated their options, Alex played with the sensor controls and zoomed in further. The holographic target displayed as a simple rectangle, but the accompanying text had her attention riveted.

|Repair Drone Pod, 86/100|

Eighty-six repair drones would significantly accelerate the Shrike’s restoration process. They could even be assigned retrieval missions while repairs continued. Alex envisioned using hull plates from other wrecks for patchwork—simply cutting them off and flying them over as needed.

[Notice: Flight module calculates acceptable levels of torque control. Minor orbit adjustments already taken to avoid multiple minor debris showers.]

“What? You’ve already been using the Reaction Control System? I didn’t feel anything.”

[Informative: Maneuvers were minute in power to avoid shower paths over a long duration.]

Nodding to herself, Alex remained focused on her goal. “Can you take us there? It would be a game-changer.”

[Notice: Flight path has been calculated, taking into account current structural integrity. Flight time is within an acceptable margin.]

“Excellent! Let’s go!” She eagerly turned her attention to the forward view screen currently patched into a camera on the ship’s bow.

Nothing appeared to happen.

“Uhh, Nameless, are we going yet?”

[Affirmative.]

“Doesn’t seem like it?”

[Informative: Current ETA to Repair Drone Pod proximity: 19 hours, 32 minutes. Orientation correction was not required and would place unnecessary stress on structural integrity.]

Alex scrutinized the navigation hologram. The relative debris cloud orbits and a dotted line representing their path was displayed. Unable to comprehend the scrolling numbers on the left side of the table, she studied the data on the right instead.

They would continue accelerating at their current speed for approximately one-third of the journey until they cleared the local debris cloud. Then they’d briefly speed up before decelerating during the final third to match velocities with their target.

Relieved that someone else handled orbital calculations, Alex decided to use the remaining time wisely: “Well, since we have most of a day before getting there, I’m going to go check on our friend.”
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Elis couldn’t shake the unease that had settled in her chest since waking up from cryostasis. As she sat on her bunk, she stared at the opposite wall and tried to piece together what was happening around her. The events of the violent encounter with her captor replayed in her mind: Alex’s physical strength, agility, and resilience was exactly what she would have expected from a NAI Avatar.

She considered the possibility that Alex was a NAI associated with the Entity responsible for humanity’s near extinction. Even if she had witnessed the Entity being destroyed before her team had been put back on ice. If it was true, she knew she had to look for any chance to escape.

As she mulled over what she knew, she found herself struggling with an unexpected feeling: empathy. Alex had been candid about her experiences and challenges aboard the ship, painting a picture of vulnerability that tugged at Elis’s heartstrings despite her doubts about Alex’s true nature.

But what could she really trust? While trying to appeal to emotions wasn’t normal for a NAI—at least in her experience—it wasn’t impossible the computer wasn’t trying to manipulate for some reason.

The door slid open to reveal Alex standing in the doorway as if sensing Elis’s introspection. Her entire body tensed up as if the girl had been listening in on her private thoughts. She remained seated on her bunk and observed Alex cautiously.

“Hey,” Alex said tentatively, “I thought we could talk some more. You know, about uhh…things?”

Elis kept her guard up, not quite trusting Alex. She couldn’t help but listen as Alex spoke and she listened intently while feigning disinterest in an attempt to decipher any hidden motives behind Alex’s words.

Internally, Elis struggled to keep her suspicions about Alex being a NAI associated with the Entity under wraps. She didn’t want to reveal those thoughts to Alex for fear of losing any opportunity that might arise.

As Alex began to share personal stories and anecdotes from her own life, Elis observed her with guarded interest. Though she remained wary, Elis couldn’t help but feel slightly affected by the other woman’s vulnerability.

“So, there was this one time when I was trying to repair part of the outer hull,” said Alex, her voice tinged with amusement and exasperation. Watching Alex’s animated expressions, Elis imagined the scene as it unfolded. “I thought I had everything under control, but then one of the cargo bots—Booper is his name—accidentally knocked me off balance. I ended up drifting in space for a bit before Nameless got Beeper to reel me back in.”

Elis silently noted how Alex found humor in dangerous situations. As Alex recounted another incident—getting trapped in an airlock while attempting repairs—Elis found herself grudgingly admiring her determination and resilience.

“I’ve also had my fair share of mishaps with our food supplies,” admitted a sheepish Alex. “I once tried to make meal bars more palatable by adding extra flavor packs. Big mistake. They turned out so salty that even Nameless commented on their inedibility.” This anecdote struck a chord with Elis, who wasn’t surprised their decades’ old rations were even worse than normal.

Throughout the conversation, Elis maintained her caution, careful not to reveal her thoughts and suspicions about Alex’s true nature. Yet she couldn’t deny the faint flicker of empathy sparked by hearing about Alex’s trials aboard the ship.

Not that it would stop her from taking the first chance she found to free herself.

When Alex mentioned the vegetarian omelets, Elis couldn’t help but raise an eyebrow. “The vegetarian omelets are really bad,” she said.

Cautiously, Elis agreed, her voice barely above a whisper. “Yeah, they’re terrible.”

“So about the MREs…I was thinking we could share some of the better ones. Do you like the chili mac?”

Elis hesitated before giving a small nod. “Yes, that’s my favorite.”

Alex’s eyes lit up instantly. “That’s one of my favorites too! I’ll bring you some next time.”

“I wanted to ask you,” Elis began hesitantly. “What happened to my squad? Are they still around?”

Alex nodded before she replied, “They’re still in their cryopods right now. I don’t want to wake them just yet because…we have limited resources.”

Hoping for an opportunity to negotiate for her squad mates’ freedom, Elis suggested, “You know, if you wake up my squad mates, we could help you with the resources problem. We’re capable and know how to make do with limited supplies.”

As Elis offered her squad’s assistance, Alex’s friendly demeanor vanished. She narrowed her eyes and asked coldly, “Would you and your squad really help me?”

Elis felt her heart begin to race. She needed her squad to help take the ship over. “Yes.”

Alex stood up abruptly as a fierce blue light shone within her eyes. “Don’t lie to me,” she warned in a voice that sent chills down Elis’s spine. “I hate being lied to. I had to threaten Nameless with an antimatter warhead to get him to stop. I don’t want the only other person on board to be like that too.”

Alex left without further word, leaving Elis alone with her thoughts. She mulled over their conversation, considering ways to rescue her squad mates from their cryopods. Was Alex truly the naive girl she seemed to be or was there something more sinister beneath the surface?

As she pondered over those questions, Elis noticed the camera in the corner of the room with its red light swiveling to follow her every movement.
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Leaving Elis to her rest, Alex returned to her own quarters. A soft sigh escaped her lips as she set a few extra boxes of rations aside for Elis to find later. A simple gesture of goodwill, she hoped, to cement a budding camaraderie.

She took a moment to loosen her boots and let them fall to the floor with a thud. Slumping down onto the bed, she stared at the ceiling, her mind replaying the day’s events. The tension of the cryo-revival, the scramble to contain the complications, the brutal altercation—it had all taken a toll on her.

Sleep called, a distant siren promising respite, but she had other plans first. Drawing a bath was a luxury she allowed herself when stress ran high, a calming ritual that helped her unwind and process her thoughts. As she sank into the warm water, the weight of the day began to slip off her shoulders.

Thoughts of Elis bubbled up in her mind. Could she trust her? Could she trust any of them? The questions lingered, their answers unclear. Elis had been through an ordeal and shown grit. A potential ally, if she could earn her trust. But the rest of her squad? Their motivations and possible hostility were a real danger, even if she had protested Nameless’ designation of hostile soldiers.

As she drifted in the soothing embrace of the bath, Alex’s mind started sketching out designs for a new spaceship livery. The Shrike was currently sporting a light-scoured bare metal chrome color dappled with black panels of the original hull, a look she had never quite taken a liking to. Ideas started flowing, designs featuring vibrant colors and intricate patterns began taking shape in her mind. It was a fun distraction from the tensions of the day.

Emerging from the bath rejuvenated, Alex decided to catch a few hours of sleep before her spacewalk to the drone pod wreckage. Drifting off, her thoughts were a mix of cautious optimism about what she would find there and the exciting potential of accelerated ship repairs.

Awakening from her slumber hours later, she felt a jolt of adrenaline as she prepared for her next task. She found herself embarking on another spacewalk from the “parked” Shrike, just a few hundred meters from their target.

High-velocity whizzing space debris filled the area; most pieces were tiny compared to those in other clouds and moved unpredictably due to their irregular trajectories. Something had exploded—recently—turning the local area into a hazard zone.

The main exception was the drone pod, mostly intact except for a massive rent along its longest axis. Instead of infiltrating through the hole, Alex headed toward the illuminated airlock.

|ACCESS GRANTED - SHIPCORE, ALEX - OFFICER|: |ACCESS GRANTED - SHIPCORE, ALEX - COMMANDER|

|No Atmosphere Present, Airlock Cycling to Full Open|

Deactivating her flight suit’s thrusters, Alex grabbed hold of the drone pod’s railing and passed through the airlock.

The hangar section was enormous—almost as large as a separate ship—with its seventy-meter length. It had clearly been damaged in an explosion; whatever ship it had detached from must have been massive—a carrier or battleship.

The mostly hollow shell housed gantries and scaffolding inside; the massive ceiling above featured one hundred circular hangar doors for launching the pod arrays. Alex realized she’d made an error in judgment.

|86/100|

This wasn’t a pod for eighty-six repair drones. It was a drone delivery pod hangar, likely for mobile repairs. Each pod array would contain dozens of individual drones. Excitement flooded her as she considered the possibilities. She needed to find an operational control system.

Actually, that didn’t matter; she’d fabricate whatever she needed to make the hangar functional again. With this, her productivity and industrial capacity would skyrocket! Resource acquisition and repairs would become faster than she ever imagined!

No more worries about the ship falling apart in forty-eight hours, running out of reaction mass, or fuel rods going cold!

Alex looked around for a central control area. “Is there a control room?”

[Notice: Open vacuum controller point, midsection of the pod, marked.]

[Warning: Independent ship systems with physical segregation detected. Unable to interface to determine characteristics.]

It made sense for a warship—or part of one—to have multiple redundant systems. If the pod had been attached to a kilometers-long battleship, redundancy was likely necessary. This realization left Alex feeling uneasy; Nameless had effortlessly breached every firewall it had encountered thus far and hijacked ownership.

The incident in the cargo hold with Elis highlighted that the AI wasn’t completely omnipotent when it came to software, leaving Alex with a sudden worrisome thought that froze her in place.

“Nameless, can you scan the pod? Are there any turrets that are active or could go active and Swiss cheese me? Actually, could you send Beeper and Booper over?”

She had armed them with gauss rifles as Nameless had suggested, and she was suddenly glad that she had listened to the moody AI.

She patted her pulse pistol on her belt to confirm it was still there. After Elis had taken it apart, she had eventually figured out how to put it back together.

Maybe she had been a bit hasty at jumping into a possibly hostile and possibly armed piece of wreckage, but…she’d been lured by greed.

[Correlation: Inactive anti-personnel energy turrets detected; locations marked. Projected pod’s power reserves inadequate to activate them. Unknown weapon status due to segregated network. Networked camera data covers 98.9% of pod volume; no other static weapons detected.]

Alex let out a sigh of relief she hadn’t realized she’d been holding back. Still, she waited for Beeper and Booper to arrive before continuing to the central control point that was still powered. The screens were blurry, radiation had likely damaged the displays somehow, but she could tell there was some type of UI behind the distortion.

[Notice: Terminal is part of segregated hard-wired network. Suggest plugging into console to grant ShipCore direct access to control feeds.]

“Yeah, I’m not going to be able to make anything out otherwise.”

Earlier trepidations aside, she felt a bit giddy at the construction possibilities her find unlocked.

Locating the connection port confused her, however. There were two round holes, looking like they would take a coaxial cable connection; how was she supposed to connect Nameless to that herself? She started to look toward Beeper when the AI answered.

[Notice: Touching the connection port should be sufficient for nanites to construct wireless bridge.]

“Ah. Okay, that’s easy enough.”

She touched the bare metal connector, and suddenly, the tip of her finger swelled up before a blob of skin-colored goop passed through the material of her skinsuit. She fought down a momentary reaction of disgust. The glob of material self-propelled itself onto the connection port, then began to glow blue.

“Oh, that’s…something to try and get used to, I guess.”

Suddenly, all the blue distorted screens flashed to emit an angry crimson, and emergency lighting all over the hangar lit up, casting the entire chamber in hues of red.

“Uhh…Nameless?”

[Warning: Federation Security Protocols encountered, hostile ship computer is actively resisting, hacking in progress.]

“Okay.”

[Notice: Drone Pod boot-up sequence detected, power spikes in 6 pods.]

Alex looked out across the hangar and spotted where the pods were lighting up on the far end of the room.

[Warning: Reclassifying Repair Drone Pod to Carrier Drone Pod. Manifest indicates a 20/80 mix of combat to repair drones. Combat drones armed with small-caliber gauss weaponry and chaff. Recommend evacuation.]

Red blips began to light up on her HUD overlay.

|Hostile Combat Drone| Hostile Combat Drone| Hostile Combat Drone|

|Hostile Combat Drone| Hostile Combat Drone| Hostile Combat Drone|

Alex was already moving, pulse pistol in hand, as she rushed back toward the airlock. “Nameless, this is not what I wanted!”


CHAPTER 10

DRONE POD BLUES


USD: ~Seven weeks after awakening, two days after martial-arts exhibition match.

Location: Unknown Yellow Dwarf, L4 Lagrange Point

Sound did not propagate in vacuum, so the yellow flashes that splattered across the hull in front of her were her first indication she was being shot at. Tiny beams of sunlight pierced through the wall as gauss rounds perforated the hangar’s hull. Abruptly, a forceful weight slammed into her back and sent her flying sideways.

“Breeeeeeep!”

Gauss fire erupted in the space where she had been moments before.

“Th…Thanks!” Alex stammered.

How was she supposed to zig and zag on the narrow catwalk?

A burst of blue light shot from Booper’s midsection as its ad-hoc pulse weapon fired at the rapidly approaching combat bots. Both bot designs were similar: central orbs with thruster ports mounted all over. Cargo bots also had two hydraulic arms, while combat bots possessed comically large underslung gauss rifles.

“Nameless, do something about the gravity! I can’t maneuver like this!”

[Notice: A-Grav field disabled.]

Activating her flight controls, Alex leaped up just in time to evade becoming a human pincushion. Despite her nanite enhancements, she was fairly certain she wasn’t bulletproof.

Darting between two repair bot pods, she aimed her pistol at an incoming combat drone. A helpful overlay appeared on her HUD but keeping the green reticle on target proved nearly impossible until her wrist suddenly locked up.

“Are you doing that?”

With unerring accuracy, the green reticle latched onto the target. She pulled and held down the trigger, unleashing a barrage of energy fire that transformed into an explosion upon impact with the drone’s chassis.

[Affirmative: Avatar manual dexterity calculated as questionable at best; MainCore target acquisition and accuracy judged superior.]

Before she could protest that aiming under fire was challenging, sparks and metal fragments flew from the cargo bot pod shielding her as it became peppered with gauss rounds.

With six combat bot pods released, Alex knew fifty-nine more enemies were approaching. This was not a good situation.

[Warning: Hostile combatants closing on your position.]

[Suggestion: Evacuate immediately.]

“There is nowhere to evacuate to! If I move from here, they’re going to shred me!”

[Acknowledged: Recommend Avatar secure position. Extreme danger present from possible hull spalling.]

“Secure my position?” Alex thought in disbelief, feeling that Nameless must be out of its mind. The threat of being flanked and overrun loomed large.

In an instant, Beeper and Booper were by her side, pressing her down against the floor and shielding her with their bodies.

Before she had time to protest, chaos erupted in the hangar. Four laser-like beams sliced through the hull—constant streams of 32mm AP rounds firing at 4,200 rounds per minute. The projectiles wove and curved through open space without slowing down between targets. As they punched through the hull at high velocity, ionized plasma formed, and liquid metal scattered throughout the chamber in dangerous jets. Dozens of combat bots were reduced to scrap metal within seconds.

One beam suddenly ceased as a weapon jammed, but the other three continued crisscrossing through the hull, leaving a trail of exploding combat drones behind them. The blinding flashes forced Alex to close her eyes.

The fire at the drone pod where she and the cargo drones had taken cover eventually subsided before stopping completely.

[Notice: Hostile force eliminated; recommend evacuation of Carrier Drone Pod and performing remote access procedures. Pod instability likely after sustained damage.]

Nothing like being ventilated by projectiles at 4200rpm from kinetic point defense cannons for ‘instability,’ she supposed, except probably having a warhead detonate nearby. Yeah, rethinking it, Alex supposed this had probably been tame in comparison to what would have happened if she had detonated the warhead she had threatened Nameless with. She started to giggle.

[Warning: Multiple near-death experiences seem to have caused Avatar mental instability.]

“Are you telling me I have a few screws loose?” she quipped as Beeper helped her regain equilibrium while reactivating her flight controls. A pained sound from Booper caught her attention.

“BroooOooop.”

She noticed a small shard of metal lodged halfway through one of Booper’s thruster ports. Booper had taken that hit to protect her, and she felt bad for getting him hurt.

“Hold still, Booper. Beeper, grab him, and let’s get out of here.”
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In her workshop, Alex grimaced as she updated the text on a small whiteboard display.

|Days since last near-death experience: 0|

Weeks ago, the count had been better, even with frequent ship tremors and disabled sensors but she figured that back then she had just been operating in blissful ignorance.

“Throw me the engineering screen and recap the progress on the drones,” she requested.

[Data Readout, Begin.]

The Shrike II Class Corvette’s primary system status appeared on her HUD. Reactor, life-support, communications, and weapons systems were online or operational. Navigation was marginal, while sensors were degraded at 81 percent. Administrative records had been wiped. Damage control was active with D-field and I-field at 92 percent integrity.

[Informative: 12 Active Cargo Pods acquired, restored, reprogrammed, and activated. Current Operations tasking: Sixty drones for critical resource acquisition, twenty for ship hull repair, twenty for internal ship repair duties and workshop activities. Drone #3132 and Drone #3133 for ship security.]

“Booper’s telemetry is good?” Alex inquired.

[Informative: Drone #3133 status nominal; no permanent damage to computation core; chassis repaired.]

Alex marveled at how much easier automation made her life.

[Informative: PDC-K-6 sustained operation failure during use; requires special tasking for servo repair.]

“When did you get the PDCs working anyway? I didn’t even realize we had working ship weapons other than the new interior turrets.”

[Informative: PDC-K repaired/reactivated during Avatar’s critical distress; four of twelve responded after safety overrides accepted.]

“So why don’t we make sure all of them are working? And what about the PDC lasers?”

[Affirmative: Raising repair priority of PDC-K to high.]

[Informative: PDC-L lens diffusion diagnostics indicate lens replacement required.]

Only half a day had passed, but with ship maintenance tasks handled, including cleaning sludge filters, Alex felt content.

“What about the remaining pods in the drone hangar? We only have twelve out of…eighty?”

[Informative: PDC fire on hostile cargo bots caused 85% casualty rate of repair drones; indiscriminate firepower necessary.]

“Maybe we can repair some of them?”

[Notice: Salvage tasked to ShipCore industrial schedule; other delayed priorities taking precedence.]

“I checked; we can patch up the outer hull in a few days with the new drones, right? I was worried that closing the gap before we have the internal hull modules repaired would slow down progress on them.”

[Recommendation: Abort Shrike repair process and acquire indicated materials.]

Alex glanced at the materials list Nameless sent her. The list was familiar and included ferrite, corundum, aluminum, PMGM Ratio5 Mix, and RMAT.

“Uhhh. I remember this list; you zapped me over it,” Alex recalled while frowning at the list. “What’s it for?”

[Informative: Required materials and fuel mixtures needed for ship assimilation.]

The hairs on her neck stood up. “What do you mean by ship assimilation?”

[Informative: Upon acquiring the required materials, ShipCore can reconfigure the inferior Federation warship design into a superior AI-designed model.]

“Wait! You planned on turning my ship into something completely different?” Alex asked, slightly taken aback.

[Notice: Avatar attachment to stolen Federation vessel is irrational.]

“This ship is my home. It’s where I was ‘born,’ and it’s all I’ve known,” Alex defended. “I even spent three days redesigning its livery!”

[Confirmation: Avatar waste of processing time noted.]

“No! Cancel the ship assimilation,” Alex insisted. “I won’t let you change everything about my ship.”

[Warning: Current design is inefficient; AI-designed schematics are far superior.]

“Some things are non-negotiable,” she said firmly. “Suggest changes or improvements, but don’t remake my entire ship.”

[Suggestion: Remove life support and living spaces; vent unneeded organics. ShipCore can supply nutrients and atmosphere. Minimalize compartments for cargo and avatar storage. Estimated efficiency increase: 43%.]

Alex swallowed, understanding that Nameless wanted to vent Elis and the crew in cryostasis, then effectively put her in a box. She wasn’t exactly sure it realized how terrible a suggestion that was.

Gently, she replied, “Nameless, doing that would kill me or drive me insane. You don’t want that, right?”

[Informative: Avatar cessation not prioritized.]

“That’s good to know, but I can positively assure you that your suggestion would either kill me or make me go insane. I don’t think you understand humans very well, and I am mostly human, you know.”

Alex swallowed. Just because she was genetically modified and had little nano-machines floating around inside of her wasn’t enough to exclude her from the species!

[Acceptance: This unit agrees, Avatar is far from optimal. This unit will study Avatar needs in more detail.]

“Thanks. I’ll think about how to fix you too,” she said.

[Informative: This unit operates at nominal capacity.]

“You have some big blind spots. Let’s focus on fixing the ship’s structural integrity, outer hull, and weapon systems.”

[Notice: Multiple suggestions available for improving ship’s structural integrity.]

“That’s perfect. But no painting everything white, all right?”

[Informative: Matte white offers efficiency and thermal protection against radiation damage.]

“What about stealth?” Alex countered. “Wouldn’t reflectivity make a ship easier to spot optically?”

[Interrogative: Why would a NAI ship need to hide?]


CHAPTER 11

HUNTER-KILLERS


USD: ~Eight weeks after awakening.

Location: Unknown Yellow Dwarf, L4 Lagrange Point

Alex had just finished delivering the daily rations and chatting with Elis. It had become a routine, allowing her to exchange subtle hostile remarks and commiserate over the horrors of vegetarian MREs. She couldn’t help but find humor in their interactions, even if they didn’t seem to be making much progress in becoming friends.

Elis held a grudge against her, likely due to the Federation-Nanite War. Despite the small progress from earlier, she would often clam up and refuse to discuss anything other than the cryorevival of her squad mates, or how long it might take for them to be set free.

Alex had no firm idea on when either of those things might happen and Nameless was no help at finding historical information either. All records before her ShipCore’s activation had been wiped from every database they had access to.

Despite the setback, Alex focused on survival priorities like gathering intact hull plates and ammunition stores.

A smile appeared on her face as she watched a dozen repair bots float in a brace of twenty 1066.8mm missiles, all happily armed with antimatter catalyzed nuclear warheads. She wasn’t exactly sure what that meant, but it sounded destructive to her, which was exactly what Alex wanted any missiles she might shoot to be.

“How are the PDC-Ks? And did we find any ZnSe for the PDC-L lenses?” she inquired.

[Notice: No operable salvage with lens material has been acquired or detected. Recommended smelter improvements for lens crafting added to Workshop priority list. PDC-K #1 #6 #11 are inoperable pending full rebuild. Remaining PDC-K turrets are nominal ready status.]

“The smelter would take a lot of time and material to do. I don’t want to slow down our hull repair now that we have RCS functional. What about the internal feeds to the outer hull components and weapon autoloaders?”

[Informative: All outer hull feeds to thruster ports and autoloader feeds are reporting nominal except for feeds to sections near Engineering.]

Well, that entire section had been completely obliterated and carved off, so that was fair. They were rebuilding the missing feed lines and Alex was just thankful that section had not included any weapons or complex elements other than a few thruster pods. Otherwise, they might have never really replaced them outside of a shipyard, although they were quickly turning the Shrike into a real industrial ship with capabilities that were far beyond the original machine shop.

Part of that was Nameless’s helpful improvements to the fabricator, and the nanite forging processes hidden in the ShipCore allowed complex micro-electronic work to be done without any wafer fab that might have taken up an entire space station, much less something that fit inside the Shrike.

Nameless’s ShipCore was relatively low volume, but being able to reproduce any missing or damaged electronics and materials made a huge difference, especially since Nameless could utilize the federation schematics to produce replicas nearly identical to the original specifications. Or improve on them even.

She started to suggest a re-tasking of drones to search for the lens material when the ship suddenly shook violently. The normal white lights flipped to red and a klaxon erupted from somewhere down the hall. Her HUD overlay repeating a call from the ship inter-comm.

|GENERAL QUARTERS|

|This Is Not A Drill|

|Action Stations|

Instead of heading to the CIC, which hadn’t been fully repaired yet, Alex secured herself into a nearby chair that connected to her skinsuit’s spine connector. “Nameless?!”

[Warning: Incoming hostile units. Calculating class and designations from mass and drive signatures.]

[Notice: Impact to Dorsal Hull Plate #12, Estimated 1 kg railgun round deflected at 85 degrees, minimal damage. Incoming light gauss rounds impacting D-field with minimal effect.]

“Linear drive status?” Alex inquired.

[Informative: Linear drive not recommended until further integrity testing confirms structural reliability of new support structures.]

So, it was a crapshoot if they would tear themselves apart or not. The uncertainty made her stomach churn. “Nameless, navigational order: rotate ship to maximize PDC-K coverage on enemy approach axis.” She bit her lip. “Any idea what they are?”

The screen on her desk in the Workshop flipped from construction orders to the navigational data she had enjoyed on Engineering’s main holotable. The data was more compacted, and it was harder to visualize since everything was now 2D, but she watched as the ship began to roll to present as many of their working weapons as possible toward the incoming hostiles. Her stomach sank as she saw just how many of them there were.

At least a hundred red blips were streaking toward them, over half of them flashing yellow, which meant they were already opening fire.

After a second of near panic, she realized it wasn’t as bad as it looked. Smaller drones were the obvious source of the gauss rounds, and the D-Field was having no problem deflecting the rifle-sized rounds just like it would the debris storms.

[Correlation: 327 Hostile combat drones, 4 Hunter-Killer automated gunships on approach. Recommend returning fire immediately to prevent possible hostile boarding action.]

“Do it! And the Hunter-Killers?” Alex urged.

She felt the hum of the PDC-Ks activating through her seat. The small screen showed individual weapon tasks as the systems unleashed short bursts of fire at each target before finding a new one, often before the first target was destroyed.

The combat bots did their best to evade, but the PDC-Ks had purposely built in a minor bit of inaccuracy to their targeting, creating a random distribution cloud of projectiles. Even when the bots dodged slightly, they were still likely to get hit by something, and a single hit usually meant the small anti-personnel robots were destroyed or rendered inoperable entirely.

The ship lurched suddenly, and Alex’s restraint and spine connector barely kept her in place.

[Notice: Impact to Bow Plates #1 and #12, estimated 1 kg railgun round penetration, no internal systems damaged.]

“We need to take those Hunter-Killers out now!” she exclaimed.

Two PDC-Ks focused on armored Hunter-Killers that had begun to maintain distance while firing railguns from long range. She realized the combat drones were distracting them from this primary threat.

She had just picked up twenty missiles, but the launchers weren’t tested. She wasn’t even sure they were ready to be reloaded or if they could arm the missiles.

“What about our railguns?” Alex asked.

[Informative: Rail #1 inoperative, Rail #2 load feed failure upon activation. Drone #3132 and #3133 tasked with manual loading.]

Alex activated her comms on the ship frequency. “Beeper, Booper, get that railgun loaded! We need to shoot back at these bastards!”

“Beep-boop,” came one response.

“Brooop!” replied the other.

A Hunter-Killer blip vanished from her screen as the PDC-Ks pounded it relentlessly. The remaining ones hung back, making PDC fire increasingly ineffective. They didn’t have unlimited ammo, and Alex saw that two PDC-Ks had already overheated their ad-hoc repairs and failed, one twisting itself off the hull entirely in a mad frenzy.

The cloud of incoming combat bots had thinned out considerably, though, and it didn’t look like they were going to be boarded just yet.

“Can we use RCS to maintain distance?” she asked.

[Notice: Attempting ship maneuver.]

Their acceleration away was slow at 0.4m/s2 compared to hostile forces’ 4-5 Gs.

[Warning: Incoming⁠—]

Another violent lurch jolted Alex as the lights flickered and died momentarily.

[Notice: Impact to Amidship Plates #15 and #48, 1 kg railgun round penetration; backup battery system inoperable. Atmosphere loss minimal, I-field integrity nominal.]

Railguns at this range were more than accurate enough to score a hit, and they punched through the hull like it was nothing. It was only a matter of time before one of the hits found something critical as it drilled a hole straight through the ship and out the other side.

“Why isn’t the railgun loaded yet!”

[Correction: Railgun 1 kg Long-Rod Penetrators manual load complete; Projectile Count 12x; returning fire.]

An electric thrum preceded a snapping sound as another Hunter-Killer exploded upon impact of their shell. “Two down, two to go,” said Alex as she gripped her seat a little tighter. “Nameless, rotate our amidships toward Hunter-Killers as best you can.”

[Notice: Reduced PDC-K coverage estimated from maneuver.]

“That’s fine,” she replied. “Just keep them in our railgun firing arc. We want to offer them less cross-section without presenting a bow-to-aft penetration opportunity.”

[Confirmation: Rotating ship as directed.]

As most of the incoming combat bots were neutralized, Alex watched enemy railgun shots flash across her screen. They were still at the outer range for the Shrike’s railgun accuracy. It seemed the enemy had a slightly shorter-range envelope and had fired early. With all the misses that had passed by them, the gambit hadn’t paid off.

A third Hunter-Killer disappeared in an explosion, similar to the second one. “Focus everything on the last one!” Alex commanded.

[Affirmation: Focus fire order accepted.]

The Shrike shuddered violently. A hull panel detached and nearly hit Alex. She cursed and hunched over to avoid the shower of sparks. The workshop’s lighting flickered but remained on.

[Notice: Impact to Amidship Plates #14 and #47, 1 kg railgun round penetration; main cargo contents damaged; no critical systems damaged.]

Alex clenched at the desk, staring at the combat view on her display. There was literally nothing she could do other than watch the high velocity rail rounds be exchanged. She hated it.

Miss. Miss. Miss. “Come on!”

At last, a round struck its target; the final Hunter-Killer exploded into wreckage.

"Got ‘em!” Alex felt huge relief as the last Hunter-Killer was turned into wreckage. At the very least, they weren’t going to be nailed by a railgun. There were still two digits’ worth of combat drones on the screen, though, and while the huge stream of small arms fire had rapidly diminished, it was still pelting the D-Field like rain.

She realized that they were now dangerously close. Relative speeds continued to climb along their entire flight path. Alex’s eyes widened as she realized what they were doing.

“Nameless, the combat drones aren’t trying to board; they are going kamikaze! Roll the ship to present optimum PDC-K coverage!”

[Affirmative.]

The number of combat drones thinned rapidly, but so did the distance remaining. During their mad rush, they had accelerated to nearly 7km/s relative.

“Can we move out of the way?" Alex bit her lip.

[Informative: Hostile combat drone acceleration exceeds our own.]

Alex anxiously watched the distance shrink while calculating potential damage from the kamikaze drones versus railgun shells in her head.

With only five drones left, one disintegrated upon hitting the D-field.

[Warning: D-field collapse; rebooting system; 30 seconds.]

Alex listened as gauss rounds pattered against their hull like rain. Three more drones shattered under 32mm AP shell fire. The last drone barely grazed their starboard wing before becoming a metallic pancake due to impact force. The ship barely shook.

“That…wasn’t so bad,” she said hesitantly.

[Notice: Impact to Amidship Plate #22, combat drone, 7km/s; plate fractures detected; no penetration. All hostile combatants terminated.]

“Translation: Armor plate did its job, and we’re alive!” Alex celebrated.

[Affirmative.]

[Interrogative: Will Avatar begin to preface statements according to ShipCore standard?]

For what felt like the millionth time, Alex wanted to glare at Nameless, but was thwarted by the fact it was a voice inside her head.

“No, I’m not crazy.”


CHAPTER 12

LOSSES


USD: ~Eight weeks after awakening.

Location: Unknown Yellow Dwarf, L4 Lagrange Point

“So why didn’t we see them earlier, and why are we targets now?” Alex asked sharply.

[Correlation: Possible detection during transit between debris clusters or possible detection of high-energy release of weapons fire during carrier pod boarding action.]

“Let’s hope it’s the latter,” she muttered, unease creeping in. “We need to leave this area. We can’t afford another encounter in our current state.”

Her display showed their position among various debris clouds. Zooming out, Alex saw a single gas giant orbiting the yellow dwarf—too far away without the Linear drive. They’d have to choose another debris cloud or a nearby orbit around the star.

One central debris cluster glowed yellow on her screen.

[Suggestion: Gravitational Anomaly detected in Debris Cluster #32; low-energy transit possible in 36 hours; high likelihood of intact nanite technology.]

Alex contemplated her options. Nanite-based tech might not attack them on sight like Federation-made tech had so far. All the wreckage found had been from the Federation, without any trace of nanite tech. It was clear who had won that confrontation: the powerful AI boss who had left Nameless, and thus her, behind for some unknown reason.

“All right, let’s head to DC#32, then,” she decided with determination. “Just make sure no other nanite things turn me into a matte-white goop ball.”

[Notice: This unit’s loyalty is to ShipCore; attempts to damage Avatar by other units would be considered a hostile act.]

That made her feel slightly better, but doubt still bit at her heart. Nameless had been much more helpful since their confrontational heart-to-heart, but the memory of him trying to force her to bend to his orders returned unbidden. Keeping her voice flat, she requested a damage report and discussed repair priorities. Weapons systems needed attention first, followed by the Linear drive.

[Affirmative: Repair priorities shifted; Missile tubes operational; Antimatter-catalyst type missiles ready for loading.]

[Interrogative: Load bow missile tubes?]

“Are the autoloaders working properly?” Alex inquired cautiously.

[Affirmative.]

Though keeping missiles armed in the tubes wasn’t ideal, Alex nonetheless decided to keep them loaded into the tubes. The warheads, when stored in the magazine, had safety measures to eject an accidental explosion away from the ship. But with their weapon systems and Linear drive not fully functional yet, they needed the warheads at the ready. With a brisk nod, she said, “Load them up.”

[Confirmation: Loading Tubes #A-#D; Antimatter-catalyst type; Repair Drones tasked with weapon systems repair duties, dispatched drones returning with acquisitions and tasked with Linear drive repair.]

[Informative: ZnSe acquired, awaiting smelter upgrade for alloying process.]

[Notice: Damage to cargo bay; notable supply losses occurred; complete loss of POWs; recommend returning flow lines to Hydroponics.]

Alex’s initial excitement about acquiring laser lens material suddenly vanished as the mention of lost POWs hit her like a hammer. Losses? Her heart raced, and agitation coursed through her as she realized people had died.

People had died because of her choices.

She had considered moving their cryopods somewhere safer at one point. She had avoided it because it would have been inconvenient to move them.

Concern for Elis swelled in her chest, and Alex spoke up. “I need to check on Elis.” Her voice wavered.

Her hands trembled slightly as she added, “Please double-check that the pods aren’t floating out in space.”
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Alex entered the medbay, attempting a smile at Elis’s guarded expression. The medidoc had fallen over, and a box of rations had spilled across the floor. Without hesitation, Alex lifted and righted the heavy mechanical doctor. Thankfully, the medical storage compartments remained locked shut.

Elis had moved from her makeshift cot to a treatment chair and strapped herself in—a wise decision during their recent combat.

“Hi, how are you?” Alex asked with concern.

“I’m fine,” Elis replied tersely. “But if you’re going into combat, it’s not legal to leave prisoners without vacuum equipment.”

Frowning, Alex nodded in agreement. She wouldn’t want to be in a vulnerable ship during battle without proper gear either.

“I’ll get a skinsuit and helmet for you to keep in here,” she promised. “I didn’t think of that before.” She paused, embarrassed at the oversight. “I’m sorry.”

Elis unstrapped herself from the chair and crossed her arms, still unfriendly. “So, first time blasting humans? Getting your robot vengeance?”

“We were attacked by Federation drones,” Alex defended. “They shot first without warning. It was self-defense.”

“But we’re at war. Of course they shot first; it’s their only chance.”

“I’m just one person and ship,” Alex countered. “War is defined as ‘conflict between nations or states,’ so you can’t be at war with me.”

Elis stared incredulously but said nothing more on the subject.

She didn’t know how to present the next bit of news to Elis, so she just dived into it as best she could.

“The ship… took some railgun rounds. One of them punctured the main cargo bay… I’m afraid the other cryotubes we recovered along with yours… were destroyed.”

The crushed look on Elis’s face said all Alex needed to know about how close she might have been to them. The vine of guilt dug its thorns into her chest a little deeper.

“I had Nameless scan the breach’s trajectory path to see if they’d just been blasted free, but analysis and debris confirmed the impact ruined the pods’ integrity,” she explained. “I recovered the bodies for a service later if you’d like.”

Elis remained silent, clearly struggling with her grief. Alex, unsure how to help, began to leave Elis alone in her sorrow when she heard one word.

“Why?”

Pausing at the door, Alex considered her answer. “It just seemed like the right thing to do.”
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As they coasted toward the debris cloud Nameless had highlighted, Alex stared out of the observation deck’s heavily armored glass window. She could barely see the debris cloud as a tiny dot in her vision. Despite no visual indicator of progress, she knew they were halfway there.

Nameless had explained that the Federation drones and HKs had used the debris field to hide their movements until they’d been virtually on top of them. Now, in open space, Nameless assured her that any drive plumes would be spotted if something tried to approach.

Alex couldn’t help but worry about a potential ambush waiting for them at the debris cloud. Considering it likely that the drones sent messages before their destruction, she had prepared them for combat as best she could. All weapon systems were ready, including repaired railguns and loaded missile tubes. The electronic warfare drone suite was still a work in progress, so she had ordered some repair drones to be converted into combat units using salvaged materials.

[Notice: Avatar operation duration has exceeded 32 hours, recommend Avatar perform biological maintenance and acquire rest.]

Alex closed her eyes and rubbed her shoulders while rolling her neck around. “Yeah, I know, just winding down now.”

She prioritized repairing sensors to 100 percent to avoid future damage from railgun rounds. The delicate work was slow going for the repair bots due to gashes and holes in the hull along the required power and data lines. Each section had to be fully repaired before they could lay new lines and resource stocks for hull repair dwindled rapidly.

On a positive note, there was a chance that repairing their Linear drive would be complete by their arrival at the debris cloud. The complex parts required long machining times but were well-stocked thanks to their earlier salvaging efforts.

“Nameless?” Alex called out tentatively.

[Informative: The Avatar should convey a complete question rather than inefficient usage of communication resources. Unless it is a request for ShipCore status, in which case operations are: nominal.]

Alex rolled her eyes and asked about Shrike’s FTL drive since it hadn’t appeared on her diagnostic report.

[Informative: Diagnostic report currently highlighting only primary and secondary systems. Adjusting to highlight tertiary propulsion components.]

| Navigation: Marginal |

|| Sub|Astrogation: Marginal |

|||Ter|FTL – Waveform: Nominal |

|||Ter|RCS – 102/128 |

|||Ter|Linear drive Thruster: Offline |

|| Sub|Aviation: OFFLINE |

|||Ter|Aerodynamics: Compromised |

|||Ter|MPVT Accelerators: Marginal |

“Okay, great. So FTL is fine,” Alex acknowledged.

[Negative: This ship has no astrogation data on the current system or any Federation astrogation data. Please review Waveform drive operational manual for details.]

“Uhh, can you just give me the quick rundown?”

[Informative: Waveform FTL drives require detailed observation of intra-system for extended periods of time before proper waveform cohesion can be achieved. This requires dedicated sensors. Estimated time to acquire needed data: 32 years once improved sensors are acquired.]

Alex’s eyes widened in disbelief. To an AI, that timeframe might have made sense, but that was a quarter of a human lifespan! She glanced down at her hands and began counting fingers, realizing it was 192 times longer than she had been alive.

“Uhh, don’t we have other options? Or can we set up a million sensors to make it faster?” Alex asked desperately.

[Negative: Data requires time length for correlation to nearby connection points. Please refer to technology specification manual.]

Sighing, Alex searched for the relevant passage on her overlay.

| Linear Waveform drive: A type of FTL technology that allows ships to supercruise along “highways” between stars. Years of gravimetric data are required to tune the system, and this observation must be repeated once in the destination system in order to establish a return connection. Exploration teams are often sent on decades-long ventures on large, self-sustaining vessels for the duration. |

“Well, that’s not ideal,” she grumbled. “This star might be uninhabited, but at least it has a gas giant and maybe some moons? We don’t have data on other systems, so if we go blind, we might end up worse off.”

[Notice: Alternative Nanite FTL option available. Please review.]

|Slipstream drive: A vastly superior and hyper-advanced FTL technology where a ship creates a stable “wormhole” to another point in space. Requires vast amounts of processing power to calculate the required parameters in real time to achieve a stable connection. Other ships can pass through while the initiating ship maintains it, and the wormhole takes some time to destabilize after being opened. Transit time is instantaneous. |

“Did you just write this for me?” Alex questioned, smirking. “‘Vastly superior and hyper-advanced’ sounds like something you’d say about yourself.”

[Informative: This is an adequate description of the merits of Nanite technology.]

“So how do we get one of those on the Shrike?”

[Informative: Shrike mass inadequate. This unit has detected adequate mass in orbit of this system’s gas giant in the form of multiple rocky moons. Recommend assimilation.]

“Hmmm… We’ll have to think about that later since we’d need way more repair drones before attempting anything like that,” Alex said thoughtfully.

[Agreement: This unit has begun design work on multiple new mobile drone units to improve ShipCore efficiency.]

“You don’t already have schematics for that kind of thing?”

[Informative: Nanite ships are generally solid constructions and utilize nanites in most processes. This unit has insufficient processing power to control sufficient numbers of nanites for such actions, and ship assimilation and conversion have been canceled.]

“Oh, I see,” Alex mused. “That’s why you wanted to make a bigger ship—you need more processing power and space.”

[Affirmative.]

Alex tilted her head. “Maybe we can just make better computers that fit in less space?”

[Confirmation: Improved computronics can be synthesized with adequate rare resources.]

She sighed; rare resources were something that they almost certainly didn’t have on hand.

“Let’s focus on expanding the Shrike’s internal hull for additional ShipCore processing compartments, then,” Alex suggested.

[Notice: Space for ShipCore expansion scheduled on priority processing list.]


CHAPTER 13

HOSTILE SCRAP


USD: ~Eight weeks after awakening, one day after “Carrier Drone Pod Battle Incident 2”

Location: Unknown Yellow Dwarf, L4 Lagrange Point, Nearing Debris Cloud #32

“Is that the gravitational anomaly and source of the nanite signal you picked up?” Alex asked, glancing at the compact version of Engineering’s large holotable.

It displayed an asteroid with a large circumference and a staggering amount of mass compared to the Shrike. The asteroid glowed blue along multiple lines on its surface, and the tactical screen highlighted numerous weapon batteries and missile silos.

They were already within missile range, but nothing had shot at them yet, which Alex found somewhat reassuring.

[Affirmative: Nanite processing signal detected.]

[Informative: Target has no functional Laser-Antenna, making secure tight-beam communication impossible. High-band signal handshake would emit a detectable signal. Low-band signal range insufficient for communication.]

“So our options are to broadcast our location or get closer?” Alex concluded.

[Affirmative.]

“How much closer?”

[Informative: Low-band range requires less than 0.5ls, with optimal functionality at lower ranges.]

Alex frowned. “That’s well within laser range. We can’t risk it; that thing could vaporize us. It still could if it woke up right now.”

[Recommendation: Avoidance and caution.]

“We can’t avoid it forever,” Alex said pensively. “Maybe we could use a drone to ferry messages back and forth? Meanwhile, let’s search for parts and salvage on the periphery—especially more hull plates.”

[Notice: Mid-section of derelict Federation Heavy Cruiser detected. Course trajectory change transmitted to your display for approval.]

“Good job, Nameless,” Alex said as she examined the new course.

[Recommendation: Dispatch combat drones before sending repair drones.]

“I was thinking the same thing,” she agreed. “Do we have this Cruiser’s schematics?”

[Negative: Detailed ship schematics not found.]

[Informative: A James Fighting Starship’s entry is available.]

Reviewing the ship’s specs, Alex noted its superior armaments compared to the Shrike. “We should salvage whatever we can and store it in our cargo bay.”

[Warning: Large amounts of ammunition stores could threaten ship safety if stowed in unprotected cargo bay.]

“We’ll figure it out when we get there,” she decided. “It might just be scrap, after all.”
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USD: ~Eight weeks after awakening, two days after “Carrier Drone Pod Battle Incident 2”

Location: Unknown Yellow Dwarf, L4 Lagrange Point, Nearing Debris Cloud #32

The sudden blaring of alarms jolted Alex awake. Her heart raced as she read the flashing message on her HUD:

|General Quarters|

|This Is Not A Drill|

|ACTION STATIONS|

“Nameless! What’s going on?” she asked. Looking around the mess in her room, she grabbed her skinsuit and pulled it on while hopping out of her room.

[Informative: Hostile Drones detected. Stealth mode activated. All non-essential systems paused.]

Her mind raced with questions as she rushed out of the galley and toward the CIC. “How many? How far? Did they see us?”

[Informative: Twelve drive signatures detected. Six tentatively identified as Hunter-Killer gunships. Distance variable; detection unlikely.]

Her anxiety lessened a bit, but panic threatened to rise again when Alex reached her command seat and checked the Nav display. “They’re coming up our rear and zigzagging across our course, Nameless! They’ll spot us when they pass right over!”

[Informative: Analysis indicates Shrike II will reach debris field before being located.]

[Recommendation: Find suitable wreckage in debris field for cover.]

Despite Nameless’s reassurance, concern lingered within her. She didn’t want to risk using RCS and being detected by the drones, so she made a quick decision. “If they get closer than projected, let me know and we’ll speed up using RCS.”

[Affirmative: Monitoring hostile drones’ course as high priority.]

She deactivated the general quarters alarm and sighed heavily. “Why can’t things be calm and simple?”

With no reply from Nameless, Alex decided to check on Elis in the medbay. When she entered, Elis was sitting up on her bed, her face etched with worry.

“What was that?” Elis asked.

“Um, what do you know about Federation drones?” Alex inquired hesitantly, watching as Elis’s expression turned guarded.

“We’re drifting between debris clouds, and about a dozen drones are zigzagging along our course. We don’t think they’ve seen us,” Alex added.

After a few moments of silence, Elis finally spoke. “They aren’t that smart, but they’ll work together to locate and destroy hostile elements. I assume they’ve learned the ship has been captured and consider it an enemy.”

Alex frowned, regretting their decision to prod the drones at the pod carrier wreckage. She tried to justify their actions to Elis. “No one has been here in decades, and we needed those resources for survival and repairs. Our ship was falling apart when I woke up.”

“You realize you’re illegally salvaging military equipment?” Elis challenged.

Alex hesitated before responding. “It’s all just floating around, decaying, and we need it to repair.”

Elis frowned, asking another question. “Why was the gunship lodged in the Shrike?”

Alex shrugged. “Don’t ask me. It was like that when I woke up.”
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USD: ~Eight weeks after awakening, three days after “Carrier Drone Pod Battle Incident 2”

Location: Unknown Yellow Dwarf, L4 Lagrange Point, Nearing Debris Cloud #32

Anxiety gripped Alex as she clutched her command seat’s armrest while the nearest Hunter-Killer drone passed by at its closest trajectory. Nameless had expertly maneuvered the Shrike, aligning it with a massive, ejected hull panel from a capital ship, matching both course and rotation.

Each time their cover rotated between them and the drone, Alex felt a fleeting sense of relief, immediately pierced by lingering fear. She worried the drone would detect their energy signature despite shutting down all non-essential systems, including life support. The reactors were cold, and Nameless’s modules and the ship’s I-field ran on battery power alone.

Elis sullenly accepted the suit and bottled air that had been provided to her. While life support could run off the batteries, it was a major source of heat, and the laser heat sinks weren’t compatible with the system. She was fairly sure that part of the Shrike II’s stealth capabilities had been a set of internal heat sinks for just this type of event, but they had been lost in the catastrophic damage the ship had experienced prior to her awakening.

Alex added that to the things to modify in the future as she made her way back to the ship’s CIC.

Nameless had deployed a small group of their smallest drones to surveil the prowling Federation drones. Tension drained from Alex’s shoulders when those drones finally made their projected course correction burn and began to zag away from them, moving deeper into the debris field.

“We are going to have to be very careful from now on. I think we should keep the ship’s movements to a minimum and just use drones for collecting salvage,” Alex said.

[Affirmative: This unit agrees with Avatar assessment of future salvage operation requirements.]

Alex was quiet for a moment as she thought about what they should do.

“How long do you think we should wait before starting to collect stuff?” she asked.

[Informative: Analysis of nearby debris has already begun. Recommend waiting 87 minutes before deploying scout drones to accumulate more detailed information on detected debris. Delaying larger construction bot deployment by at least 12 hours would minimize risk of detection.]

“Okay. Twelve hours. What about the large piece of wreckage that we saw from far away?”

[Informative: Current hostile drone trajectories indicate this wreckage will be subject to drone patrol for an unknown duration of time.]

“Ugh. Okay. So, we’ll avoid the cruiser wreckage for now. Do you think we can safely turn life support back on?”

[Recommendation: Reactive Life Support systems in 30 minutes. This duration minimizes the chance of detection and does not risk damage to organic systems.]

“We’ll do that. I’ll go tell Elis.”

[Recommendation: Avatar should not become familiar with hostile Federation soldier.]

“We need friends. Well, I need friends. We don’t need to be enemies.”

Nameless remained silent. Alex shook her head before standing up to leave the CIC and head to the medbay.
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Humming to herself, Alex carefully selected debris for further examination at the main console in engineering. Her recent conversation with Elis had gone better than expected. They had shared a little common ground relating to the terrible MRE choices and Elis had even shared a little personal information. The other girl was in her late twenties, subjectively. That part was important because the aging process was essentially halted while in cryostasis.

A piece of debris drew Alex’s attention, and she highlighted it in yellow. Excitement surged within her as she zoomed in on a broken section of a ship with sealed cargo containers attached to its spinning hull. Analysis suggested the possibility of energy cells and rare metals that could be useful for computronics modules and other advanced items.

Directing the idle cargo bots to retrieve it, Alex marked the debris for Nameless’s attention. It took over a day for her drones to return with their haul.

|3 MRE Ration Crates|

|5 Rare Metals Crates|

|4 Rare Minerals Crates|

|1 Miscellaneous Equipment Crates|

[Informative: Sorting and labeling of collected salvage is currently ongoing.]

“I told you to wait for me! I want to be there!” Alex exclaimed, hastily donning a jacket as she rushed down the main corridor.

[Informative: There was no rational basis for delaying cargo sorting when Avatar failed to awaken on schedule.]

“I did not sleep in on purpose!”

As she reached the cargo bay entrance, a violent shake sent her crashing against a bulkhead. The klaxon blared, signaling general quarters as bulkhead doors slammed shut around her. The sound of PDC-Ks firing filled the corridor, indicating an attack on their ship.

“What’s happening? Nameless!” Alex shouted frantically.

[Warning: Hostile Drones have emerged from behind the hull plate and have initiated boarding action. Hull Plate debris has lodged in outer hull.]

“Seriously? How did you not see them approach!”

[Suggestion: Focus on counter-boarding actions before critical ship systems are damaged. Combat Drones activated; Beeper and Booper en route to escort Avatar.]

Gunfire reverberated through the hull as Alex sprinted to the armory. The door was sealed tight, but her hand on the biometric scanner turned the lock a happy green and the heavy door rolled out of the way in a few seconds. Grabbing a pulse rifle, she inserted a high-capacity energy cell and checked its charge.

Moving back to the corridor, Beeper and Booper had arrived and were hovering, their pulse weapons poking out of their chassis. Each one was covering a different direction in the corridor.

“Nameless, can you give me a Situation Report?” she asked. “I’m not sure what to do or how things are going.” Her breath began to come in rapid pulls, and she forced herself to take several deep breaths and push down her growing panic.

[Informative: Combat occurring between inner and outer hulls at low intensity. Hostile drones detected on intercept course. Initiating rapid production of laser lenses.]

“Why focus on repairs now?” she began but was cut off by flickering flames appearing on the sealed cargo bay door—sparks flew into the corridor as something laser-cut through it.

“Damn it! Booper, Beeper, take cover!” Alex yelled, retreating back into the recessed area in front of the armory’s entrance.

As she took her position, she aimed at the rapidly forming hole in the door. To her dismay, Beeper and Booper didn’t follow her but instead floated up to the ceiling, hiding behind ductwork. Before she could contemplate their choice of cover further, the center of the door was forcefully kicked inward.

Alex didn’t hesitate to open fire as two bipedal robots with gun barrels for arms entered. The pulse rifle’s powerful energy lances severed one in half while she quickly switched focus to the second one.

[Informative: Assisting with Avatar accuracy.]

A second burst of energy incinerated the drone’s head. Both drones frustratingly continued functioning despite their severe damage. It wasn’t until Beeper and Booper unleashed a barrage of weapon fire that they were finally neutralized.

[Suggestion: Prevent mass infiltration through main cargo; hostile forces are concentrating there.]

“Seriously? You want me to confront most of them?” Alex asked incredulously.

[Informative: Other resources unavailable. Main Reactor online in 2 minutes.]

Reluctantly, Alex directed Beeper and Booper to lead the charge. She followed closely behind as they darted through the hole into a hailstorm of weapon fire inside the cargo bay.

Using her rifle’s digital scope, she targeted several enemies firing at her companions without exposing herself. Two drones she caught out of cover went down quickly as she targeted their torsos where their control mechanisms seemed to reside.

Sparks ignited the air around her as a barrage of enemy fire assaulted the makeshift barrier she had ducked behind. A burning sting flashed across her arm, forcing her to retreat deeper into the compartment behind a solid crate full of metal scrap. She barely registered the passage of time as she lost herself in the pulsating rhythm of combat—dodge, shoot, relocate, repeat.

Her heart pounded, fueled by an overload of adrenaline pumping through her. The onslaught from the hostile drones converging on her position felt like an ever-quickening drumbeat. Her awareness seemed to expand, each moment stretching and compressing in waves as she took in each threat and dealt with it in turn. Hostile drones poured through under the jammed cargo bay door in waves, their mechanical bodies shimmering menacingly as they passed through the blue I-field.

Friendly drones poured from the woodwork, their entry points hidden within vents and obscure openings. Beeper and Booper took the lead, their battle protocols engaged. Their diminutive forms whirred into action, unleashing torrents of small-caliber ammunition. Their larger brethren took a more hands-on approach, wielding shock sticks and welding tools with surprising deftness, clashing against the Federation infiltrators in a storm of sparks and twisted metal.

The scene was a symphony of chaos, time merging into a surreal montage as Alex fought alongside her robotic allies. Her motions became fluid, automatic. Each trigger pull, every calculated dodge, flowed into the next. She moved, a dancer in the heart of the tempest, as enemy drones fell one by one, their numbers dwindling under the fierce resistance. Everything was a fleeting instant and an eternity all at once.

She had no idea where the skillset had come from, but somehow, she knew if she took the time to think about it, she would lose the rhythm and become useless. That almost happened anyway as a desperate cry ripped through the cacophony, jolting her back to reality. “Alex!” Elis’s voice echoed, a beacon of clarity amidst the tumult.

She turned and dashed toward the main corridor. Two enemy drones had breached the medbay, leaving the once-secure door in ruins. She managed to eliminate both drones before sprinting into the room where Elis was embroiled in a desperate struggle against another one of the mechanized invaders as it tried to drag her into the corridor.

Elis’s determination was evident in her eyes. In her hands was a stainless-steel IV drip pole, about five feet in length. She wielded the unassuming medical apparatus as a makeshift weapon. A single blow from the drone bent it in half and sent Elis rolling onto the floor.

Alex let out a shout as she charged forward and rammed her rifle into the drone’s back. It spun around, striking her jaw with a metallic fist. Ignoring the pain, she retaliated with her own punches.

Finding herself in a brawl with a robot wasn’t how Alex had planned her morning. But fueled by adrenaline, she managed to overpower it—bending metal and disabling joints with her bare hands until she finally tore off its limbs for good measure. Hydraulic fluids splattered all over her, leaving her a drenched mess. All the fluids, except those on her hands, were from her opponent.

The bones in her hands were slightly misshapen from the battering, but they began to flow back into their normal shape in seconds. The skin on her knuckles bled from gashes, but even they knitted themselves back so fast, there was no risk of any significant blood loss. She clamped down on her transhuman worries as she caught her breath. Her eyes slid over to Elis, who was now holding her rifle the drone had flung away during the melee.

They locked eyes for a moment before Alex broke the silence. “Why was it trying to kill you? Aren’t they supposed to be Federation too?”

“My access codes were invalid,” Elis replied. “It said they were seventy years out of date.”

Relief washed over Alex when Elis set down the rifle without having to be asked. Refocusing on their situation, she asked Nameless for an update.

[Informative: Hostile forces repulsed; combat drones engaging outer hull enemies; estimated complete removal in five minutes; minor ship damage being repaired; laser repair completed.]

[Suggestion: Prepare for ship combat; Hunter-Killers en route.]

Alex glanced at Elis. “I have to go,” she said urgently. “They’re going to try to blow up the ship again.”
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USD: ~Eight weeks after awakening, three days after “Carrier Drone Pod Battle Incident 2”

Location: Unknown Yellow Dwarf, L4 Lagrange Point, Nearing Debris Cloud #32

[Informative: High probability exists that distant Federation units have detected the ship.]

“No kidding?” Alex retorted, sliding into her command seat in the CIC. She managed to silence the deafening klaxon, though flashing red lights continued to spin.

[Informative: Multiple hostile units previously on search pattern now heading directly toward us.]

“And how did they get close enough to board us?” she demanded.

[Notice: Analysis suggests drones utilized debris cover and low-power mode for stealthy approach. They boosted when in hull plate’s shadow.]

A tiny smile appeared on her face. “So, you were outsmarted by drones?”

[Informative: This unit utilized best known probabilities efficiently and logically.]

Alex shook her head. “Enough. Can we move yet?”

[Informative: Ship Linear drive offline. RCS thrusters operational. Fusion reactor reignited. Emergency laser repair completed.]

“The PDC-Ls…that’s why you prioritized fixing them! They’re perfect for dealing with drones!”

[Notice: No ECWLS launchers found on Hunter-Killer wreckage; incoming hostiles do not have chaff clusters for mitigating laser damage.]

A wicked grin spread across Alex’s face—lasers had a much longer range than railguns and PDC-Ks. Now operational, they could take out drones before they even got close enough to return fire.

“What are you waiting for? Let’s fry them!” she urged.

[Informative: Hostiles not yet in range.]

Alex shook her head. “I know that. I mean, we shouldn’t just sit here. We need to get out of the shadow of this debris first. It’s going to block our line of sight.”

[Interrogative: Which direction should Avatar wish to go?]

Alex thought for a moment. “Deeper into the debris field. Did we find anything with a big enough signature to hide us?”

[Informative: No such debris located.]

Alex contemplated their options further as a countdown timer showing the nearest Hunter-Killer’s arrival to railgun range ticked down on her console. “Move us directly away from the debris, minimum speed but enough to clear our firing arcs.”

[Affirmative: Initiating low-velocity RCS maneuver.]

Just as Alex was about to consider their next move, Elis entered the CIC wearing the skinsuit Alex had given her. She appeared confused and hesitant.

[Suggestion: Eliminate Federation soldier; poses security risk.]

Suppressing her irritation with Nameless, Alex flashed a reassuring smile at Elis. “Hey! Are you okay?”

Elis responded incredulously, “I feel like shit. My arm might be fractured again thanks to that robot. The medbay, cargo bay, and main corridor are all leaking atmosphere despite the I-field still being active for some reason. There are broken infantry drones everywhere…and is that red light supposed to be blinking?”

Alarmed, Alex glanced at the holographic monitor—one drone had come within laser range. “Nameless, take them out before they get close enough to shoot us!”

[Informative: Laser capacitors recharging. Firing solution calculated. Estimated time to fire: 47 seconds.]

Alex cursed under her breath, then glanced at Elis and gestured toward the communications console seat. “Strap in. They might get some shots off at us!”

Elis hurried to comply as Alex turned her attention back to the closest incoming threat—five more Hunter-Killers right behind it, all their Linear drives burning to close the distance.

Anxiety built within Alex as new dots and blips appeared further out on passive sensors: hostile forces waking up, ready to attack them.

“Nameless! Can we fire a half-powered laser shot?” she demanded.

[Informative: Laser capacitors require cycling between charging and discharging states.]

[Recommendation: Wait for full charge before firing.]

As Alex eyed the quad chasing the lead Hunter-Killer, she realized Nameless was right—having only a half charge against multiple enemies would be problematic.

“Fine,” she conceded. “Prepare to return fire with railguns!”

[Informative: Both railguns available. Adjusting ship’s attitude for target alignment.]

Noticing Elis had successfully connected her suit to the console seat, Alex turned her attention back to their current situation.

“Elis,” she said urgently, “Hunter-Killers are closing in. At least one will likely get some railgun shots off on us. Any chance you have more codes that can make them stop trying to kill us?”

“I can try if you give me comms access,” Elis replied.

[Informative: Granting Pris⁠—]

“Just give her access, Nameless!” Alex snapped, irritation creeping into her voice.

As the countdown continued and options ran thin, Elis spoke up again. “They’re not responding. My access codes are being rejected for being expired.”

“Thanks for trying,” Alex muttered. Both their railgun shots and the Hunter-Killer’s missed their marks.

“They missed. We did too,” she announced.

Both sides missed their next salvo as well. Alex watched as Nameless unleashed a barrage of PDC-K fire, trying to intercept the lead gunship.

Alex watched anxiously as the countdown on the clock continued to tick down. The next rail salvo wouldn’t miss for either side. She scanned the ship’s systems, looking for any other options they had. The laser capacitors had fully charged, but they needed to conserve those for the next wave.

A lucky 32mm shell struck the Hunter-Killer’s nose, sending it into a tailspin before small caliber rounds tore through it entirely. Relief washed over Alex as its icon turned gray on her screen.

“We got them?” Elis asked, concern etched on her face.

Alex nodded. “First one down. Nameless, why aren’t we targeting them with the lasers yet?”

[Informative: Analysis revealed weakness in Federation Hunter-Killer attack pattern. A cessation of evasive maneuvers occurs 0.5 seconds before firing railguns when not actively targeted.]

[Recommendation: Hold fire until firing maneuver detected; return fire with PDC-L.]

“That sounds risky.” Alex hesitated.

[Informative: Analysis suggests 95%+ confidence in victory without further damage.]

“Okay,” she agreed. “Do it.”

“Wait,” Elis queried, “do what?”

“We’re holding off on firing the PDC-Ls until just before they shoot.”

Elis frowned but didn’t comment further.

As the seconds ticked down, Alex drew a line on the tactical display to indicate the firing line and pushed it onto the main holographic display so Elis could watch as well.

The first two gunships crossed the line almost simultaneously, and the Shrike II’s point defense lasers fired two lances of light. Alex watched as the highly accurate weapons struck their marks, the coherent light punching through each drone’s light plating and tearing through their soft internals. Jets of hot plasma erupted from the damaged drones, leaving them spinning, glowing wrecks.

As the third gunship crossed the line, it met a similar fate. But when the fourth one came into range, Alex noticed that it had evaded their laser attack.

“Nameless!” she exclaimed.

[Informative: Fourth Hunter-Killer drone activated evasive maneuvers.]

“You’re saying it realized what we were doing and baited our beam? Shoot it again!” she demanded.

[Notice: Laser system heat sink capacity is degraded. Further shots risk melting weapon lens. Safe firing time: 5 minutes.]

“Forget it,” she said, frustrated but determined. “Take it out before it shoots us!”

[Affirmative.]

Another laser shot streaked through space, this time incinerating the target despite its desperate attempts to evade. At close range, there was literally no dodging a laser unless you dodged before it fired somehow, and the drones had no capability to mitigate the damage.

With the threat neutralized, Alex allowed herself a moment of relief. “Damage report?”

[Informative: PDC-L #4 has experienced lens melting. Overheating of turret caused internal servo damage. Full replacement of components required.]

“Well,” she sighed, “at least we don’t have a new hole in us.”

[Affirmative.]

[Notice: Numerous additional energy sources detected. Analysis estimates more drones are active; this location may be subject to search.]

“All right,” Alex decided, “let’s head for another debris field. We can come back for the cruiser wreckage later when things calm down.”

[Informative: Smaller debris field approximately 1 day’s travel on RCS.]
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“You mean…they’re shooting each other?” Alex asked, her voice tense.

[Informative: Multiple high energy signatures suggest various distant energy sources engaging in high energy exchanges. Several larger drive plumes have been detected moving toward those areas. Estimated size and mass indicate corvettes or light frigates.]

“This is getting out of hand,” Alex muttered, her expression growing more worried.

Elis looked up from the stack of MREs she had been sorting. Alex had allowed her to stay in the mess room under surveillance while repairs were underway in the medbay and the rest of the ship. One particularly nasty leak had been venting atmosphere into a cavity between the ship’s spine and main interior.

“What’s going on?” Elis inquired.

Alex sighed, wishing Elis and Nameless would communicate directly instead of turning her into a relay. “There are bigger drones around, and they seem to be fighting each other.”

Elis frowned, glancing down at the MREs. “Drones fighting each other might be due to being out of contact for too long and having their IFF codes fall out of sync. As for bigger units…some were as big as cruisers.”

Concern deepened on Alex’s face. “You’re saying we could end up facing fully repaired drone cruisers? Why do those even exist?”

“We were running low on personnel,” Elis explained. “We had more ships than crews to man them, and we couldn’t trust NAIs with operating them. So, the fleet developed special GAIs for them as well as the cryptographic codes that the NAIs couldn’t just snap their fingers and break on a whim.”

[Informative: This unit does not snap its fingers or break security codes on whims.]

“Tell her yourself,” Alex retorted.

“What?” Elis asked, confused.

“Nameless said something snarky to you.”

Elis’s eye twitched. “Tell it to reverse its power conduits and fry itself.”

[Informative: That would be illogical and unproductive, much like Federation personnel’s typical behavior. Also, hostile personnel has hidden an MRE utensil in their skinsuit sleeve.]

Alex sighed. “That wasn’t very nice. Nameless doesn’t seem bothered, though. Please put your fork-spoon with the trash if you’re done using it.”

Elis hesitated before removing and placing the item in a used MRE bag. “It’s called a spork.”

Turning back to her datapad, Alex frowned at the display. “We need to stay low and quiet. Nameless, any progress on those stealth improvements?”

[Informative: Repairs ongoing. Modifications still in schematic and planning phase.]

Alex didn’t like it. They were doing their best to pretend to be a piece of wreckage, but she knew that if anything smart had been watching them, they would have easily been able to keep track of the Shrike. Hostiles could be ghosting in toward them already, and they were relying on the Shrike’s damaged passive sensors to pick them out from all the debris.

Alex considered pushing them out into the open again so it would be easier to spot incoming units, but that would cut both ways.

[Informative: A localized debris shower will impact the current cloud in approximately 6 hours.]

[Recommendation: Match trajectory with debris shower to move to a new location. Hyper-velocity impacts between the current cloud and the debris shower will produce transient energy signatures that could mask Shrike II movement.]

Alex nodded, realizing it was a better plan than she currently had. “Okay, so we’re going debris surfing?”

Elis looked at her, clearly wanting an explanation.

“We’ll pretend to be debris some more and go out with the next weather system,” Alex clarified. Turning back to Nameless, she asked, “What do you think our chances of being detected are?”

[Informative: This unit has no accurate measurement for detection chances. Estimation is a 50-50 chance for this maneuver. Unfortunately, no other plan is available.]

“That bad?” Alex frowned.

“You could try deactivating everything, including life support and the I-field,” Elis suggested. “You said you did everything else before, but those fields generate heat, take energy, and produce faint EM signatures.”

Alex smiled, pleased that Elis was actually offering suggestions.

[Suggestion: The prisoner should be advised that combat drones run on battery power and will remain operational along with surveillance units to monitor prisoner behavior.]

“Even Nameless likes the idea!” Alex exclaimed.

That didn’t seem to please Elis, but Alex felt more optimistic about their prospects as friends.

[Informative: Medbay repairs have been completed.]

Beeper and Booper appeared at the door.

[Suggestion: Move prisoner to proper holding area.]

“Did you expedite repairs on the medbay just for Elis?” Alex inquired.

[Affirmative.]

Alex bit her lip before hesitantly looking at Elis. “Nameless was concerned about you, so he fixed your room.”

She knew it didn’t work when Elis gave her a skeptical look and stood up to go with the bots. “Thanks for not just letting that thing space me.”

Alex winced, realizing that convincing Nameless and Elis to get along was going to be even more complex than evading the drones hunting them.
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The plan to mimic a dead piece of metal struck by hypervelocity debris seemed to work. Alex felt a sense of relief as they moved toward the next debris cloud undetected. Her relief was short-lived when Nameless identified a destroyer-class vessel scouring the area they had just left.

Alex knew that drone vessels were more lightly armed and armored than actual warships, but her Shrike was still compromised. She couldn’t help but wonder if this was how small fish felt when hunted in the deep ocean by unseen predators.

As the background noise of drones attacking each other subsided and new wrecks had their trajectories on the map, Alex realized that there was no sign of human habitation in the system. Nameless confirmed that they would have detected some signals if any existed.

“Nameless, can we make a decoy or something? Lure everything hunting us far away and give us a chance to go back to that cruiser wreckage?” she asked.

[Informative: Creating a full signature that matches Shrike II profile is possible; however, current supplies prevent creating a unit of sufficient size and capability.]

“Can we find some piece of wreckage or debris nearby that we can use?”

There was a silence instead of an immediate reply, which told Alex that Nameless hadn’t thought of that possibility and he was doing his analysis thing. That made her irrationally happy for some reason; it wasn’t very often she came up with something that Nameless hadn’t already calculated the ‘probabilities’ about.

[Notice: No debris fitting these criteria is within current drone range. Debris is on an exit trajectory into solar orbit. Any course change risks detection by hostile Federation drone forces.]

“Real question: can we fix the Linear drive soon? I don’t like having only RCS for movement options,” Alex expressed her concern. “If things go south, I want us to be able to bug out.”

[Informative: Linear drive repair is 99% complete but thrust tests have not been completed. Structural issues due to sustained damage indicate a high probability of further ship damage with full Linear drive burn.]

“Well, make structural reinforcement the top priority with what resources we have available,” she insisted.

[Affirmative: All drones tasked with structural reinforcement.]

“Set course for the wreck you found and get things ready for turning it into a decoy,” Alex instructed.

Now, the challenge was to figure out how to keep herself and Elis comfortable in their skinsuits and on bottled air while they went full dark with life support off.
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USD: ~Nine weeks after awakening.

Location: Unknown Yellow Dwarf, Solar orbit near L4 Lagrange Point

Alex watched as the small drones worked diligently over the wreck’s hull. It was one of the drones they had destroyed with the lasers, leaving it in terrible shape. The beam had punched through the drone’s cooling systems, taking out its main computer, heatsinks, and reactor.

She had doubted Nameless’s ability to make it work again but was pleasantly surprised when their drones had dismantled several of their extra missile chassis, and then rigged together a patchwork of systems that would hijack and control the drone’s transmitters and drive system. Though lacking the full power generation needed for maximum thrust, it would still emit a very visible signal and burn with a moderate acceleration in one direction.

Alex exhaled a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding and tapped her helmet climate control to lower the temperature slightly. The air inside the ship was technically breathable if they removed their helmets, but only for a few minutes. Their suits’ cooling systems were working hard to mitigate the temperature.

With the ship’s radiators set to zero, it felt like being inside a furnace even with just minimal ship systems operating and the ongoing work on the decoy.

The drone destroyer followed them slowly—perhaps aware of their presence but believing itself undetected. Alex didn’t want to test that theory.

“Nameless,” she pleaded, “can we increase cooling? Even with my suit cooler at max, I’m getting sweaty in here.”

[Suggestion: Spacing captured POW would reduce thermal cooling requirements.]

“That’s not funny,” Alex snapped.

[Notice: This unit did not make suggestion based on humor.]

“Stop suggesting it! Do you want me to flip your power switch?” she threatened.

[Informative: Avatar’s suggestion is irrational.]

Frustrated, Alex issued a direct order. “Stop trying to get rid of Elis. You said I had higher authority? This is an order.”

Silence followed, and Alex wasn’t sure if her order would work or force Nameless to comply. She just needed him to understand that she wanted Elis as their friend.

But first, they had to survive.

“How long until the decoy is ready?” she asked.

[Informative: Approximately 6 hours until decoy completion.]
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Alex opened the door to the medbay and waved to Elis, who looked up at her with a miserable expression. She could tell that they were both tired of being stuck in their suits for over two days, especially with the constant heat.

“Hey, are you okay?” Alex asked.

“I’ve been worse for longer,” Elis replied.

Alex held up a small box she had crafted in the ship’s workshop, a mishmash of cooling units from spare suits. “Here,” she said as Elis took it, looking perplexed.

“Slot it into your helmet’s extra hose attachment,” Alex instructed.

Elis found the attachment point and connected it. A burst of air blew her hair inside her helmet, and a smile appeared. “Oh, that’s wonderful.”

“Yeah, I jury-rigged those cooling units together,” Alex explained. “I like making things.”

Elis frowned slightly and looked away. “Yeah…that’s not surprising.”

“What do you mean?” Alex asked, puzzled.

“NAI Avatars usually like making things.”

A mix of emotions stirred within Alex. Was she normal? What were other NAI Avatars like? How did Elis know them before? Before she could ask any questions, Nameless interrupted.

[Informative: Decoy unit is ready. Recommend monitoring operations from the CIC.]

“Want to come join me watch the decoy launch in CIC?” Alex asked.

Elis stood up and nodded. “As long as I can keep the cooling unit attached.”

A small smile appeared on Alex’s lips. “That’s not a problem!”

When they arrived, they settled in the same positions they had used before—Elis at communications and Alex on the captain’s command seat.

“Nameless, are you ready to deploy the decoy?” Alex asked.

[Informative: All preparations for decoy deployment are ready.]

[Notice: Decoy will activate 10 minutes after launch to create some distance between it and Shrike.]

“Okay, let’s start it up, then,” Alex said.

“How are you launching the decoy without attracting attention? Won’t the drive flare give us away?” Elis asked.

Alex wasn’t trying to be hypersensitive, but when Elis referred to them as ‘us,’ she felt a pleasing thrill run through her.

“It won’t actually be launching anywhere; we’ll be moving away from it with the RCS. Nameless says ten minutes of that and then we’ll light the drone’s Linear drive off and turn on its noise maker. Hopefully, everything goes after it, and we can head back to the wreckage we found.”

It was a quietly tense ten minutes. Alex put up a clock for a countdown, then changed the main display to show the separation as well as a screen of the tactical monitor highlighting potential threats that Nameless had tagged.

When the time hit zero, the decoy’s makeshift reactor spun to life, and it lit off the small but powerful Linear drive that had been scavenged from one of their missiles. Its course took it directly away from the Shrike and in a direction that would hopefully draw things away from their goal: the large piece of cruiser wreckage and the cloud near the large asteroid with the NAI signal.

Alex heard Elis suck in a breath as the monitor lit up with red dots, dozens of them appearing from stealth and lighting off their Linear drives in pursuit. The icon for the drone destroyer that had been prowling after them blinked several times before reappearing to become the closest hostile, and Alex frowned as the plot showed its projected course.

“Nameless…isn’t that close?” Alex asked, concerned about the drone destroyer’s proximity.

[Informative: The drone destroyer was approximately 33% closer to Shrike than previously estimated.]

“Can you really be off by that much?” Alex let out a disbelieving hiss.

[Notice: Immediate maintenance and calibration to ship sensor systems are in progress.]

“Great. Next time, they’ll be practically beating us over the heads with a club, and we’ll still think they’re light-years away,” Alex threw at Nameless.

“Is it going to see us?” Elis asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

Alex bit her lip, wishing she could give the other girl an answer.

For a moment, silence took over the bridge, broken only by the soft hum of the spaceship and the faint, eerie echo of Elis’s question. They both had their eyes fixed on the main screen where the image of a ship had begun to materialize—a mere speck of white at first but slowly growing in size as the distance readout continued to shrink.

Slowly, as the ship’s optical camera strained to its limits, the white dot came into clearer focus. It was a destroyer almost 30 percent larger than the Shrike and potentially even more heavily armed despite being a drone unit. It was giving no concern toward stealth, its massive drive plume flaring out behind it as it relentlessly pursued the decoy.

[Informative: The drone ship does not seem to have detected us.]

“Yeah…let’s not give it any reason to,” Alex warned, her voice lowering. “Don’t turn anything on.”

Every single sound seemed magnified. The slow hum of their suit life-support systems mixed with each of their breaths. Sweat dripped down both their faces as they watched the destroyer continue on its course, seemingly unaware of the Shrike hiding in the dark.

One by one, other enemy drones began to pass, each buzzing by, their sensors locked onto the decoy.

As the minutes turned into hours, the tension didn’t ease. It was a game of patience and nerve. Relief washed over Alex when she realized that it was unlikely the drones would catch the decoy before its power source ran out. That would hopefully clear the local space and give them some breathing room and buy them enough time to safely examine and work on the cruiser wreck.


CHAPTER 14

SALUTE


USD: ~Eleven weeks after awakening.

Location: Unknown Yellow Dwarf, L4 Lagrange Point, Debris Cloud #32, nearby Federation Heavy Cruiser wreckage

Alex fidgeted with the collar of her new outfit, dressed up for a special occasion. The Federation Navy had an assortment of uniforms for active-duty personnel who regularly used advanced skinsuits, including captains. She hesitated to wear insignia and patches she wasn’t entitled to, so she had spent time designing her own emblem and embellishments in the machine room. Only the red-and-gold bars indicating her position as captain on the ship were spared.

Realizing she was running late, Alex quickly checked herself for any misplaced details before rushing to the medbay. “Hey, are you ready?” she asked Elis, who was dressed up in a red-and-black Federation Marine dress uniform.

“I’m ready,” Elis replied.

Alex held the door open and waved to Elis to follow her.

[Warning: Allowing captured POW to traverse the ship is a security risk.]

“Relax, I am watching her. Actually, you are watching her! Also, she is not a POW. She’s a detained Federation soldier.”

Elis gave her the same unhappy look she always did when Alex responded or started talking to Nameless.

Some of the bodies had been…in less than perfect shape after being recovered. She had coerced Nameless into helping her use nanites to do some restoration and make the corpses look presentable. She could now add novice mortician to her vocational experience list.

She didn’t mention that part to Elis, though.

Finding coffins had been the easy part. She had taken some of the spare warhead-less missiles and added a glass port. Each one had a little navigational thruster added. Alex had consulted the manual for ship-based burial when it was impossible to return the bodies. Federation tradition was to send them into the nearest star.

[Notice: Use of resources for an inefficient purpose is wasteful and inefficient.]

The poor phrasing revealed Nameless’s lack of respect for funerals and difficulty communicating his disdain.

Alex sighed, trying to reply gently to Nameless. “You’ve said that a million times, and the wording gets sillier each time. But you are wrong; this is important. Try to figure out why, okay?”

She wished Nameless would be less…efficient. Perhaps he needed a hobby.

Elis cleared her throat, prompting Alex to apologize. “Sorry. You didn’t want the communicator, though.”

“I have nothing to say to that…thing,” Elis replied coldly.

“Okay. Come on, you can see what I’ve been doing to the ship on the way to cargo.”

Leading the way with Elis following behind, they were accompanied by Beeper and Booper as a precaution against any potential confrontations. As repair bots bustled past them in the opposite direction, carrying metal supply crates and various parts, a few of Nameless’s newly designed smaller drones moved between air ducts with their repair lasers and single arm manipulators.

Upon reaching the cargo bay, they found its main access hatch fully open, with only the blue I-field preventing its contents from spilling into the vacuum. The converted combat bots formed two lines resembling parade rest, with three coffins lying between them.

Noticing Elis’s momentary frozen expression upon seeing the combat bots but choosing not to draw attention to it, Alex gestured toward the missile-chassis-turned-coffins draped in half-folded Federation flags.

“If you would like to say anything to them…”

Elis nodded quietly. “Okay.”

Alex stayed where she was and gave the other woman space, realizing this was probably a deeply private moment for her. It was obvious she had been close to her squad mates. The cargo bay was quiet without all the drones flying around the place.

Nameless had been furious that she’d ordered that. As she waited, she noticed a few of the smaller drones sneaking by in the corridor and sighed. The AI was probably riding the bots hard and making them do twice as much while avoiding the room.

Taking a deep breath, Alex tried to relax as she listened to the quiet hum of the ship, giving Elis as much time as she needed. She observed Elis patting the first two men’s hands and whispering something to them. The third man received similar treatment but with a longer message. As Elis appeared ready to leave, she turned back and gently kissed the man on the cheek.

Guilt gnawed at Alex’s stomach again, even though she repeatedly told herself it wasn’t her fault. She realized that she had never personally experienced loss, only minor setbacks, or near-death experiences. Nameless or her own ingenuity and luck had saved her at every turn. That didn’t mean she couldn’t empathize.

As Elis returned to stand beside Alex, the redness around her eyes was evidence that she had managed to hold back crying, but not the tears. Three combat bots came forward and unfolded the Federation flags, displaying a green and blue planet encircled by two golden circles on a dark blue base. The drones then placed maglocks to hold them to the missiles tightly so they would not be dislodged or wrinkled on their next journey.

Alex cleared her throat and called out, “Salute!”

The combat bots tilted forward in their best imitation of a bow, while Alex placed her hand on her heart and Elis saluted at attention.

The missiles’ thrusters slowly propelled them out of the bay and toward an opening in the outer hull. The blue lights twinkled in the darkness before disappearing completely.

“I’m sorry for your loss,” Alex said softly, feeling helpless.

Elis nodded. “Thank you for this, and not just leaving them out there.”

“I didn’t know them at all, but you were pretty close?”

“They were my family,” Elis replied.

Alex struggled to find something to say but couldn’t come up with anything appropriate. Instead, they discussed details about Elis’s time in service with her squad mates—how Federal Navy Marines typically spend ten years in cryostasis followed by one year of shore leave. She realized just how old Elis was objectively…the timer on her personal cryopod meant that she was nearly two centuries old.

“To be honest, Nameless misplaced all our records from before we woke up. I’ve gathered up every personal datapad and infotainment thing I could find and Nameless is good at correlating data, but…”

A clang interrupted her. Scanning the room, Alex saw that more and more repair bots were returning, and the previously quiet cargo bay had returned to its usually noisy life as a logistics center.

The combat bots filed out to return to their racks, and it didn’t feel like a good place to talk anymore.

“Hey, would you like to take a walk around the ship? Personally, I would be feeling trapped like a rat if I had been kept locked up in the medbay.”

[Warning: Granting prisoner access to ship is highly dangerous.]

Ignoring Nameless’s warning for the moment, Alex continued, “Well, there are some off-limits places, and Nameless says he will be watching you very closely. But how about we go to the mess? I pretty much raided all the other living spaces to make it nicer.”

Elis took a second to think about it and then nodded in agreement. “Okay, that sounds fun. You’re right; there isn’t much to do in the medbay now that my injuries have had time to heal. Twice.”

[Imperative: As discussed earlier, question the prisoner about the nanite signal.]

“Ah…right.” Alex hesitated before addressing Elis again. “Nameless wants me to ask you about something.” She noticed Elis’s face freeze and her entire body tense. She decided it was important enough to continue despite the other girl’s discomfort. “We made it to a new debris field and detected a nanite signal before heading here. It turned out to be a large, very well-armed asteroid. Do you know anything about it?”

Elis’s face registered disbelief as she replied, “A nanite signal? That’s a sick joke.”

Alex blinked. “Uhh, sorry?”

Elis stared at her. “You’re saying there are more NAIs out there. More than you…they were all supposed to be…”

Worry passed through Alex as Elis reacted like she’d been hit by something. The other girl seemed to be having a panic attack or a revelation… Alex suddenly understood.

“Hey…it will be okay. I’m sure you destroyed the Entity thing. Just because there are other NAIs, they probably are more like me?” Alex offered. It didn’t seem to help much, but Elis slowly recovered as they headed down the hallway.

Alex hesitated before she felt like it was necessary for a little more explanation of the asteroid. “Nothing explains it… We couldn’t communicate with it, so we’re preparing a drone with a tight beam laser to see if we can contact and communicate with it.”

Elis’s face conveyed a crushed, defeated look, muttering, “All that…for nothing.”

It wasn’t Alex’s intention to add more grief to Elis. “Hey, we don’t have to talk about this right now. How about we watch a holovid instead? Do you like romantic comedies or action flicks?” Alex suggested.

Elis stopped and stared at her. For a second, Alex thought the other girl was going to refuse outright, but the Federation Marine finally shrugged like it was a normal question. “Sure, either is fine.”

Upon reaching Alex’s makeshift abode in the messroom, Elis’s eyes widened in surprise at the cozy setup. The gray mess tables had been replaced by an oversize faux-leather sofa with soft coverings and pillows. A small table held e-tablets filled with technical information and fiction novels. Beeper and Booper landed on their charging pads while Elis took in the new surroundings.

[Suggestion: If prisoner is going to be inside the mess, anti-personnel turrets should be added.]

Alex shook her head. She was confident she could handle things herself, not to mention that Beeper and Booper were right there if she needed help.

“What is it?” Elis asked, noticing Alex’s thoughtful expression.

“Oh, sorry. The computer was being snarky,” Alex explained.

[Informative: This unit was not being snarky; it was expressing concern for Avatar safety.]

“Your default is snarky,” Alex retorted.

Alex redirected the conversation, pointing toward a stacked pile of MREs.

“Why don’t you pick out the meal while I set up the vid?” Alex suggested with a light tone.

Elis nodded and approached the stack of packets, her expression contemplative. Alex started flipping through the different selection of vids she had stored on the holovid player’s drive but continued to peek over toward Elis. The other girl examined each box meticulously, her gaze flitting between chicken stew, chili mac, and ratatouille, before finally settling on a fourth one.

Elis looked over at her and held two packs it up. “Is the beef ravioli okay?”

Alex nodded immediately. “Sure! I like that one. How about this cop-comedy action flick?”

Elis nodded back at her.

Alex felt a little thrill at the acceptance and turned the movie on before joining Elis to begin to unpack their meals. The foil packaging seemed to hold a sense of comforting familiarity. The MREs were a mosaic of assorted side dishes, snacks, and powdered drinks. As they peeled back the foil and then deposited the main entrees in the self-heating packets, the scent of heated ravioli permeated the room.

The holovid sprang to life, washing their faces with kaleidoscopic hues from the unfolding storyline. Alex was worried the silence would be tense, but her worries slowly melted away as they ate and watched the show. A few of the funnier jokes and gags had them both laughing despite the somber and distressing events earlier in the evening. Present threats seemed to fade into the backdrop, momentarily eclipsed by the simple enjoyment of shared sustenance and entertainment.

In the microcosm of that moment, they were merely two individuals sharing a meal. Tension seemed to ebb slightly, replaced by a fleeting sense of camaraderie. A flicker of hope ignited in Alex’s heart—they were far from being friends still, but maybe this was a step in the right direction.


CHAPTER 15

ARSENAL


USD: ~Twelve weeks after awakening.

Location: Unknown Yellow Dwarf, L4 Lagrange Point, Debris Cloud #32, nearby Federation Heavy Cruiser wreckage

Humming happily, Alex made her way to the newly refurbished CIC, leaving Elis in the mess with food and movies. She couldn’t help but notice the new gauss turret installed in a corner of the ceiling. That had been a compromise she’d accepted with Nameless to allow the other girl to stay in the mess even when Alex couldn’t be present.

Hoping Elis didn’t resent it too much, she reminded herself that Elis was, despite strongest wishes it wasn’t so, still technically a prisoner—at least until Alex found a safe place for her.

Alex couldn’t deny that part of her wished for a friendship with Elis or even having her stay on the ship long term. Building trust would be difficult.

A blip on her HUD flashed again, causing Alex to grow annoyed. “Calm down; I’m coming,” she muttered under her breath.

[Informative: Continuing drone survey of wreckage. Uploading manifest of potential intact weaponry for acquisition.]

Her HUD pinged yet again with Nameless’s message about the list he had already sent twice before. Frowning, Alex wondered why he was so insistent on her checking it immediately instead of waiting until she reached a normal screen and chair.

|High Priority Salvage Manifest|

| 192x 1066.8mm – AMCN type light missiles |

| 24x 3200.4mm – AMCN heavy torpedoes |

| 8x EW Drones – Unknown type, recommend study |

| 412x Chaff clusters |

| 128x Smart flares |

| 12x Single 22mm Point Defense Cannons |

| 12x Triple 12cm Point Defense Laser Turrets, Lenses require replacement |

| 8x Quad HV 204mm Rail Turrets |

| 32x AMLS – 1066.8mm |

| 24x Amidship HTLS – 3200.4mm |

| 15x Reactor Rods, standard composition, average R:97~ |

Alex’s eyes widened as she took in the impressive firepower displayed on her HUD. “How did all this stay intact if the ship became a derelict?” she muttered.

As she scanned the list, she realized that not everything was going to fit on the Shrike.

“Uhh…we have magazine space for twenty more of the 1066.8mm, but that’s way more than we normally carry,” she said, still trying to make sense of it all.

Once at the CIC, Alex plugged into the captain’s seat and activated her suit’s spinal connection. Blue lights illuminated around her—a personal touch she had added to differentiate between various ship alarms.

Her console’s main screen flipped over to a view of the derelict. It was depowered and spinning slightly, which she had expected from an earlier report. The cruiser’s bow looked like it had been sliced off by a razor-sharp blade, a clean cut that had detached the entire nose section of the ship. The rear was the exact opposite; there was no sign of the ship’s Linear drive housing. It looked like someone had taken hold of the rear and ripped it off in anger. Jagged edges slanted toward the ship’s midsection before suddenly stopping. Her eyes settled on the ship’s middle which had been spared; it was where they had found all the goodies.

It was almost pristine in how intact it was. The list of salvage had pretty much proven so. She flipped to a drone’s camera feed that was exploring a magazine. All the munitions were still stowed away neatly. The ship had likely never managed to return fire at whatever had killed it. She had a hard time envisioning the cataclysmic firepower that must have been brought to bear to make that possible.

That only drove home how dangerous the area was and Alex felt the desire to get very, very far away from this place as soon as she could. The sound of retreating to the distant gas giant and trying to mine its moons was sounding better and better.

“There’s no way we can take all this,” she reasoned. “Loading the missiles in our cargo bay would be like putting a bomb in our own ship.”

[Recommendation: Ship modification – Additional weapon mounts and magazines.]

Glancing at the impressive list of firepower and equipment, Alex felt overwhelmed. “This stuff is heavy, especially the autoloader systems for the missiles. I don’t even know how much these torpedo systems weigh… All of this could double our mass. Would we even be able to move?”

[Recommendation: Ship modification – Cannibalize excess torpedoes and missiles for antimatter. Enhance Bi-phase Linear drive to Tri-phase AM enhanced Linear drive.]

“And what about ship stability?” she asked, concerned.

[Recommendation: Ship modification – Internal reinforcement, additional weld mounts between inner and outer hull, schematic development possible.]

Rubbing her forehead, Alex sighed in frustration. “That’s great, but how much time do we need? Where will we get all the material?”

[Informative: Estimations of Heavy Cruiser hull sufficient for modifications and repair completion.]

“Well, that speeds things up,” she conceded. “How are your upgrades for the ShipCore processing compartments progressing?”

[Informative: ShipCore processing compartments have made 5% progress. Progress delayed due to heavy tasking of nanites for other industrial fabrication.]

Reviewing their current repair progress on her console, Alex pondered their options before asking about the communication drone.

“Is it ready?”

[Affirmative: Communication drone is operational.]

[Suggestion: Delay drone dispatch until repairs and modifications are completed.]

Agreeing with Nameless’s suggestion, Alex focused on repairs before starting any new modifications. She didn’t want to risk leaving them vulnerable while working on improvements.

[Affirmation: Course of action selected. Expediating repairs; modifications delayed.]
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USD: ~Thirteen weeks after Awakening.

Location: Unknown Yellow Dwarf, L4 Lagrange Point, nearby Federation Heavy Cruiser wreckage in Debris Cloud #32

It turned out that watching holovids with someone else was fun. Elis had pointed out some sealed cans that Alex had completely ignored, and with a bit of cleaning of the kitchen, they suddenly had popcorn and butter. Which made holovids, life, and everything a thousand times better.

Alex had conscripted some drones to help her go through as many compartments of the wrecked cruiser as she could personally. While the drones were carrying away spare parts and structural components, Alex had armfuls of entertainment media.

Every vid was new to her, so they were all exciting, and daily movie screenings with Elis had firmly entrenched themselves in Alex’s hectic schedule.

As she headed to the starboard drone bay to examine the new EW drones they had acquired, she focused so hard on considering what to watch that evening that she almost ran into a combat bot on patrol. Shaking herself free of her little daydream, she pulled up some of the relevant information on the EWCLS suite and began to study it.

Electronic Warfare drones were an important part of the ship’s combat systems. The sensitive and complex systems that were dotted along the ship’s outer hull were collectively known as Electronic Countermeasures and Electronic Counter Countermeasures, or ECM and ECCM. Every warship had them as an invisible war was waged by sensors and other devices to help a ship avoid being detected while detecting everything it could—and then making sense out of all the noise.

The EW Drones extended that capacity past the ship’s shell, which allowed things like decoy ghost ships to scramble what enemies could see into useless static.

“So, did you manage to hack them? More importantly, are we going to be able to make replacements?” Alex asked Nameless.

[Informative: Federation EW drones contain significant firewalls and self-delete protections. A portion of code has been lost. Recreation of lost code in progress. Estimate effective action of drones reproduced in situ to be 20-40% when recreation complete.]

“Improving that would probably be too expensive, timewise?” she asked.

[Affirmative: EW research would require dedicated research facility and testing with multiple vessels.]

[Recommendation: Locate and capture intact Federation research facility and repurpose Federation scientists to assist with development.]

“Yikes,” Alex responded. “We’re just one person and a ship, not an evil nanite empire looking to capture facilities.”

[Correction: This unit consists of Avatar (commanding), Main Computer (doing all the work), and 1,141 autonomous units.]

What!? They had 1,141 drones? Since when? More importantly…

“Did you just tell a joke? You are doing all the work?”

Alex smiled and shook her head. “Please, they don’t need to sleep, so that’s unfair.”

Her eyes turned back to the list of their new drone collection, and she asked for a rundown on numbers and specific types.

|Drone Manifest|

|Large Chassis Type – 148|

||148 Federation Carrier Drones (standard)|

|Combat Type (Armed) – 18|

||Beeper, Booper, 16 Federation Carrier Drones (standard)|

|EW Type – 8|

||Federation EW Drone (Degraded) – 8||

|Miniature Type|

||Nameless Design 8732(B) – 967|

Surprised by the number of miniature drones, Alex remarked, “You really built a lot of those little guys.”

[Informative: Miniature drones are highly effective, cost efficient, rapidly produced, and require less bandwidth than nanite swarms. It is a highly effective usage of our resources until we have more capacity. New Drones are evenly distributed inside and across the hull and enjoy wireless charging capabilities when attached to electrical conduits.]

“Got it. Well looks like things are in order here. I want to send out the communication drone to the asteroid, it will take a while for it to reach there since we will send it in nice and slow, right?”

[Affirmation: Travel ETA for low drive power course will take approximately 37 hours and 24 minutes. Dispatching Communication Drone now.]

Hopefully, it would find answers for them about the mysterious base. If it was still active, she would love to find someone or something to talk to and gather more information on their situation and location. If the base was inactive, Nameless had assured her that the drone would be able to perform an internal reconnaissance and they could choose what to do then with more information.

Alex rated the best-case scenario as the base being occupied by a friendly Nanite computer, the worst an enemy who attacked them. Although capturing the base and turning it into a nice big safe home would be lovely to give them much more time to figure things out, as opposed to the constant feeling of being rushed she had acquired over the last few… well, since she woke up.

“This was the last thing on today’s list. I’m going to go grab Elis and we are going to go watch Robots are Trouble with popcorn. Want to join us?”

[Refusal: This unit makes efficient use of its time, furthering ShipCore goals.]

“Your loss, then,” Alex quipped back.
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USD: ~Fourteen weeks after Awakening.

Location: Unknown Yellow Dwarf, L4 Lagrange Point, nearby Federation Heavy Cruiser wreckage in Debris Cloud #32

Alex poked her head into Elis’s new room. They had decided someone sleeping in the medbay wasn’t optimal, so Alex had emptied out the nearest bunk room to the ship mess and decorated it as best she could. A bed, cushions, a desk and (non-networked) personal computer. She had given Elis a pad that let her request items from Nameless as well, and it seemed she had taken advantage of the privilege to fill out the room with a few other things that made it seem more lived in.

“Are we still on for Robots are Trouble or…?” Alex asked as she found Elis at the desk.

“Yeah, give me a minute,” Elis replied.

“I’ll be getting the popcorn.”

She’d also granted Elis permission to stretch her legs, although if she went anywhere other than her room or mess, she had to request Beeper or Booper to go with her. That was the compromise Alex had made to get Nameless to sign off on it. Alex thought that was fair since it was the AI that would be keeping an eye on her.

As the popcorn began to pop, Elis arrived.

“That was fast,” Alex remarked.

“I didn’t have much to finish,” the other girl replied.

“Well, while I’m making this, would you mind talking a bit? I have a few questions I wanted to ask about the war.”

Elis hesitated to answer as she moved toward the holovid pile, but she finally nodded. “What do you want to know about?”

“What started the war?” Alex inquired eagerly.

“You…You really don’t know anything, do you?” asked Elis skeptically.

“I already explained that,” Alex reminded her. “Can you just give me an abridged version? I literally don’t know anything.”

Elis found the tape they had agreed upon and put it on the player before retreating to the sofa. Turning around backwards, she rested her chin on her hands as she watched Alex make the popcorn.

“Humanity made it to the stars with the Waveform drive, etc., etc. We colonized star systems for hundreds of years. One hundred years ago… well, likely two hundred now, scientists began to experiment with nanite technology. It was incredibly useful for industrialization and technological advancement. By my eighth ice-tour, the Federation really went all in on the new technology, adding it to almost every part of life.”

Alex listened intently, her focus momentarily shifting from the popcorn to Elis’s story. She couldn’t understand why nanites and humans couldn’t work together harmoniously.

“In the middle of my ninth ice-tour, a mad scientist created a monster called ‘The Entity.’ It somehow took control of all the nanites in the entire Federation and set them to killing and stealing everything in their path. The population of the Federation was reduced by two-thirds in less than a year. Just about every ship that utilized the newer technology was taken over, every city was occupied, and we were forced to work for the machines or generally stay out of their way while starving to death. The entire time, it claimed it was doing all of this to save and protect humanity, the irony.

“The only exception,” she continued, “was a group of scientists and military personnel who resisted in space—which I was part of. Eventually, we surprised the Entity with a weapon that wiped out all nanites in space.”

“That’s…terrible,” Alex murmured. “There weren’t any good NAIs that tried to help?”

Elis shook her head. “The monster suborned them all. They instantly switched allegiances upon receiving some kind of signal from the infected nanites. It was like they had planned it ahead of time.”

Alex swallowed hard. Nameless trying to force her into servitude came to mind. “I find the thought more than a little scary.”

[Notice: This unit has performed extensive security and protocol testing. No higher command authority could be located, other than the activated Omega Protocol. All relevant authority co-processors have been examined.]

[Approval: This unit now recognizes and understands Avatar usage of time and resources to subvert and interrogate prisoner.]

[Recommendation: Continue to acquire data.]

Alex nearly burned her fingers on the skillet but managed to save the popcorn. “Nameless says we should be safe,” she relayed hesitantly. “He’s capable of working on his own programming, and there isn’t anything like that in his system.”

Elis’s eyes went flat at the mention of the AI—a clear sign that it was not a welcome topic. “I watched as the monster disintegrated here,” Elis said coldly. “I don’t know how some of it escaped the virus to create your ‘Nameless’s companion. The only good thing is at least it is trapped here and can’t return to Federation space.”


CHAPTER 16

TRAP AND RESCUE


USD: ~Twelve weeks after awakening.

Location: Unknown Yellow Dwarf, L4 Lagrange Point, Debris Cloud #32, nearby Federation Heavy Cruiser wreckage

Alex’s eyes carefully scanned the reports on the numerous screens before her seat in the CIC. The soft hum of the Shrike’s systems filled the air around her, creating a steady rhythm to which she had grown accustomed.

As she organized her plans and prepared for another long day of work beside Nameless, a red flashing icon appeared on her console. An insistent beep informed her that a signal was blaring through space on high-band. That wasn’t normal, although having novel, harrowing experiences thrust upon her had been something she had become used to—it was essentially how she had lived her entire life so far.

She relaxed the sudden tense anticipation that had gripped her chest as she realized someone was sending a communication channel request. Alex bit her lip. Everything had been trying to kill her, and the drones had been distinctly hostile. Elis’s squad had been the only non-drone contact she had ever made, so who was trying to communicate?

She decided to accept the hail immediately but not without precaution. A laser shot out from the Shrike to one of the drone buoys she had left behind as a relay and scout, a preparation that was proving its worth at keeping their exact position hidden in case answering the message was a trap.

The computer chimed, indicating that a connection had been established even as the drone was marked in red—its position now considered compromised.

Her fingers tightened around the edge of her seat, her focus entirely on the two desperate faces that appeared on her console screen. Two Federation naval personnel appeared worn and haggard on the screen. They looked back at her with what she thought was a mix of hope and fear.

“This is Thomas and Larry, from CV-38!” Thomas said quickly. At least she assumed he was, since that was what was written on his nametag.

“Please,” Larry begged, his eyes watering, “We need assistance.”

Alex hesitated for a moment before responding to the broadcast. “This is Alex from Shrike II,” she said cautiously. “What’s happening? Can you give us more information?”

Thomas chimed in with a rapid question: “A corvette? Is it working?”

Larry continued quickly, “The drones… They’re acting strange. We don’t know why or how it happened, but they’ve turned on us.”

“We’ve lost control over them completely. They’re attacking everyone who gets in their way and are compromising our life support systems,” Thomas explained.

Alex furrowed her brow as she processed the new information. A flurry of questions swirled in her mind. They were obviously Federation personnel, but where had they come from? How many people were awake besides her and Elis?

“How many of you are left? Can you tell me more about your ship?” Alex asked, trying to keep her voice steady despite her racing thoughts.

“We don’t know exact numbers,” Thomas admitted with frustration evident in his voice. “A signal started reviving us from cryostasis a few days ago. We’ve been setting up life support to handle the extra revivals.”

“We’re sending you our coordinates now,” Larry said desperately. “Please hurry!”

Before Alex could respond or ask more questions, the connection was lost abruptly, leaving an eerie silence that lingered.

She couldn’t shake the feeling that she needed to do something to help them, but at the same time, the short conversation had left her feeling uneasy as well.

“What do you think about the distress call? We can’t just ignore them,” Alex said.

[Notice: Tactical analysis indicates high likelihood of a trap.]

[Recommendation: Ignore distress message.]

Alex bit her lip. “I agree. It could be a trap; something felt off. But they seem to really need our help. We haven’t seen any other ships other than the drones. We might be the only ones able to assist.”

[Informative: Empathy is a common human emotion that can cause irrational behavior.]

[Recommendation: Prioritize Shrike and ShipCore safety and objectives over those of unknown individuals.]

Alex let out a breath of frustration. 

She couldn’t deny the validity of his point, but the desperation in Larry’s and Thomas’s voices prodded her. Could she really leave and ignore them like that?

“I should tell Elis about this,” Alex suggested tentatively. “I want to know what she thinks.”

[Notice: Trusting the prisoner with command decisions is a serious security issue.]

[Informative: Prisoner will advocate for benefits to prisoner’s position to the detriment of ShipCore.]

[Recommendation: Do not forget the potential risks associated with Avatar’s choice of course of action.]

Alex stood up, making her decision. “I’m going to go ask her. She might know them or have ideas on whether it is a trap or not.”

Alex hurried through the Shrike to Elis’s quarters, doing her best to push down her uncertainty and collect her thoughts. She needed to present the situation clearly and honestly.

Elis’s head popped up from reading a book when Alex knocked, the door sliding open a second later.

Alex jumped right into it. “We received a distress call from two Federation naval personnel, Larry, and Thomas. They’re claiming an attack by rogue drones on their ship.”

Elis quirked an eyebrow, her response hesitant. “That’s…unexpected.”

Feeling the need to give Elis a clearer picture, Alex accessed a recording of the conversation. The audio file reverberated through the room, each word echoing with urgency. Elis’s expression shifted visibly with the changing tone of the recording, a spark of concern lighting her eyes.

As the room fell silent after the audio played out, Alex looked at Elis, uncertainty tingeing her voice. “I can’t confirm its authenticity,” she confessed, her hand idly twisting a strand of her hair. “Nameless suspects a trap, but something about it felt real…and off to me.”

Elis seemed lost in thought, her gaze distant. Breaking the silence, she voiced her own thoughts. “It could very well be a trap. But it doesn’t mean the distress call isn’t genuine. They may not be mutually exclusive.”

Alex nodded slowly, considering.

“We should approach covertly, use recon drones for the initial scan,” Elis proposed, adding with a hint of resignation, “You could…you could even send me alone.”

[Warning: High chance of prisoner escape.]

Alex sighed at Nameless’s message. Looking back to Elis, she responded, “Let’s be smart about this. We need to hash out a plan before we go in.”
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USD: The next day

Location: Unknown Yellow Dwarf, L4 Lagrange Point, Near Debris Cloud #32, Federation Wreckage

A day had passed since their initial conversation about the distress call. Alex and Elis had spent hours discussing the best course of action, eventually settling on a plan that balanced caution with haste. Now, as they stood together in the CIC, Elis couldn’t help but feel a mixture of trepidation and determination.

Alex leaned over the console, her fingers flying across the controls as she set their approach vector. “We’ll run silent until we’re close enough to get a better look at the situation,” she explained.

Elis nodded in agreement. Her eyes were glued to the display in front of her, mentally preparing herself for whatever they might face. She couldn’t help but shake the worry of working with Alex, and thus Nameless, which she was sure was a NAI main computer. Alex was the Avatar, but she was unlike any she had ever heard of or seen herself.

Elis found herself comparing Alex’s emotions and empathy to the cold, calculating nature of the NAIs she had fought against in the past. It was unnerving to consider that such a stark contrast could exist. 

Her console crackled as Alex’s “Nameless” informed them of their progress.

[Informative: Proximity alert activated. Silent Running at 100%, all radiators have been deactivated. An 18-hour heatsink oversaturation clock has been set. Approaching target location.]

The clinical detachment from Nameless’s voice sent a shiver down Elis’s spine. As she peered closer at the screen, what came into view was a wrecked carrier made up of multiple vessels welded together—including several cruisers and a battleship.

“Looks like they’ve been through hell,” Elis murmured under her breath, trying to imagine how or why such a jury-rigged amalgamation of ship hulls had been created.

“Yeah,” Alex replied grimly. “Let’s hope there are still survivors we can save.”

Alex frowned as the wrecked carrier loomed larger on the screen, noting something odd about the situation. “Didn’t they say in the distress message that they were running out of time? This looks like it would have taken a long time to weld all these ships together.”

[Informative: This configuration of wreckage would have required a significant duration of work to construct. Long-duration habitation is suspected beyond the confines of a few days reported in distress message.]

Elis furrowed her brow as she considered. “Things don’t quite add up, do they?”

Alex hesitated for a moment before responding with steely determination in her voice. “No, but we’re here now, and if there’s any chance we can help, we should do our best to find out what’s going on.”

Elis nodded in agreement, surprised by Alex’s enthusiasm to help. Elis examined her feelings and found she might not have been as eager to help those who might want to kill her if their places were reversed. Worry filled her and she had the same nagging feeling that something was off that Alex had admitted.

[Notice: Deploying recon drone for closer scans.]

As Nameless sent a drone toward the wreckage for a closer look, Elis watched the live feed from its onboard camera. The various vessels’ twisted metal and scorched hulls spoke volumes about the devastation that had befallen them.

As they watched the drone’s progress on the display, Nameless finally broke the silence with an update on his findings. 

[Informative: Power signatures detected aboard the carrier wreckage. Life signs are present within a module; however, the rest of the wreckage appears to be powered down with mobile transient signatures.]

Elis leaned in closer to the screen, her heart quickening at the possibility of finding survivors. Alex asked about what they had detected. “What about those transient energy signatures you mentioned?”

[Clarification: The transient energy signatures indicate some type of low-level activity throughout the wreckage. It is difficult to determine their exact nature at this time.]

Before they could discuss things, a message pinged their console—audio only. Larry’s voice came through, tense and strained. “Please…we don’t have much time left.”

Elis exchanged a worried glance with Alex. The sudden cutoff of the audio feed and mysterious energy signatures had them both on edge.

“We should proceed cautiously,” Elis suggested. It was the exact opposite recommendation she should have been giving if she wanted to sabotage Alex and the NAI, but she couldn’t help it. Carrying out the mission and saving lives was more important at the moment, and she pushed the thought away.

Alex nodded firmly. “Agreed. Let’s see if we can find out more about those energy signatures while we move into position.”
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They’d planned for several hours on how to enter and perform the mission. The Shrike’s drone units would be pivotal in assisting with everything. Elis and Alex would run point through the wreckage while Beeper and Booper provided security overwatch. Other drones were armed and would also provide evacuation services by hauling life-support containers that Nameless had custom built for the mission.

Each rescue pod would hold one or two people in a cramped space that kept them alive while they were hauled back to the Shrike. 

As Elis followed Alex into the armory, her eyes flickered between the various armaments and equipment. A set of power armor suits sat in shadow in the back of the armory.

Elis had asked about them, and to her surprise, Alex had been excited and more than happy enough to put the suits into action. Elis felt a knot in her stomach form. With one of the advanced suits the Shrike II carried, she’d even be able to put up a fight or take out Alex and the NAI inhabiting the ship. 

Thankfully, it wasn’t something she had to consider immediately as she informed Alex that the suits required constant maintenance, and without it, they would quickly become unusable without a full refurbishment. The suits were almost certainly inoperable in their current state.

On the ship’s speaker, the cold AI voice gave Elis pause.

[Warning: This unit must express extreme concern regarding prisoner presence in the armory. The potential danger posed cannot be overstated.]

Elis couldn’t help but feel a pang of regret as she met Alex’s gaze, realizing that she had been thinking exactly what Nameless had just warned about. Instead of viewing her with suspicion, Alex smiled at her and gave a thumbs-up. “No worries, we are here for a mission, after all!”

Trying to focus on the task at hand, Elis helped Alex equip Beeper and Booper with double gauss rifles. Alex quickly put on a flight suit and body armor before selecting a pulse rifle for herself. She then handed Elis a pulse pistol and an EVA suit.

[Alarm: This decision is highly inadvisable. Arming prisoner is an extreme security risk.]

Alex remained calm as she addressed Nameless’s objections. “If Elis betrays or kills me,” she said evenly, “you can blow up all the survivors.” She smiled at Elis. “I hope that’s okay.”

Elis felt numb as she registered Alex’s words, understanding both the trust being placed in her and the unspoken threat that accompanied it. She nodded hesitantly, trying to push aside her unease. Slowly, a solid plan formed in her mind, one she was fully capable of: focus on the mission, everything else later.
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Elis and Alex stood side by side in the hangar bay, their eyes locked on a screen displaying the carrier wreckage. The drones, fully armed and prepared, lined up in formation, all of them ready for deployment. Beeper and Booper beeped and booped at each other in anticipation; their mechanical voices added an almost playful atmosphere to the tense situation.

As the Shrike edged closer to the wreckage using its RCS thrusters, Elis’s pulse quickened. More detail of the damaged hulls that dwarfed their own ship came into view. A small lit-up area on the massive wreckage marked their destination: the powered section where Nameless had detected life signs.

[Informative: Shrike has aligned with the powered section of the wreckage. No hostiles have been detected in the vicinity.]

The first wave of drones deployed from the Shrike’s hangar, their metal bodies glinting as they launched toward the wreckage’s outer hull. Like insects clinging onto a behemoth, they took positions to prepare for any potential conflict.

[Confirmation: Drones have secured landing positions on wreckage.]

Alex turned to her. “Are you ready?” she asked, her hand outstretched.

Elis hesitated for a moment but then grasped Alex’s hand firmly. “Ready as I’ll ever be,” she replied. No matter how uncertain she felt, she knew she couldn’t turn back now.

Activating her flight suit, she stayed in formation with Alex as they propelled themselves toward the airlock on the powered section of the wreckage. Beeper and Booper launched ahead of them, and Elis realized they had positioned themselves to body-block any possible incoming fire that might come toward her or Alex.

As they approached the steel catwalk in front of the airlock, she felt the familiar anticipation of an op run through her. They landed with practiced ease, their boots striking the metal surface with a dull thud. The airlock door stood before them, sealed and unyielding.

Elis stepped forward and tried inputting her codes into the security system. To her frustration, the panel flashed red and refused entry—reporting out-of-date codes once again. She cursed under her breath.

Alex moved to take over without hesitation. She pressed her palm against the security reader, an air of confidence about her despite their current predicament. A moment later, a spark leaped between Alex’s hand and the reader. The panel flashed green as the airlock began to cycle for them.

With a thumbs-up and a silly smile, Alex turned toward her. “Used to doing this,” she said with a laugh. “Nothing likes me, but nothing turns me down for long either.”

Elis couldn’t help but smile back at Alex’s joke.

As they stepped into the wreckage, they were confronted by a scene of utter devastation. The corridors were in shambles, with ajar hull plates and exposed wiring hanging ominously from the walls. It was clear that something catastrophic had taken place.

Alex glanced around the disarray before commenting, “This place reminds me of the Shrike when I first found it.” Elis couldn’t help but feel skeptical—while the ship had certainly seen better days, it was nowhere near as trashed as the carnage that surrounded them now.

[Notice: While the atmosphere is technically breathable, Trace contaminants have been detected. Remaining on suit oxygen is advised.]

They complied with Nameless’s recommendation, keeping their suits sealed against the possible airborne hazard. Halfway to the powered section that contained the source of the distress signal, Elis spotted a blood stain.

Alex paused first and pointed toward it. “What’s that?”

“Blood. Enough to think someone moved the body,” Elis replied.

Alex bit her lip. “Or something did.”

Elis undid the lock on her pulse pistol’s holster to make sure it was accessible. “Better keep an eye out.”

Alex nodded and began to lead the way again. Elis followed, constantly checking their rear for any sign of ambush.

Soon enough, they saw a light up ahead, a bright white glow emanating from what appeared to be a more maintained compartment. Despite the new section’s inviting appearance, something about it made her feel like they were walking straight into a trap.

Alex didn’t seem concerned and led them to the door. They exchanged a glance before the other girl confirmed they were going in. “Opening it.”

Elis nodded and readied her weapon.

The door hissed as it cycled open, revealing a room that should have been pristine white but was now painted in gruesome shades of scarlet. Several rows of broken cryostasis pods lined one wall and Elis’s stomach churned at the sight of a dozen mutilated corpses strewn about the space.

She’d seen worse, but it was not a pleasant sight, and she was infinitely grateful they were still on bottled suit air. Across the room, she recognized Larry and Thomas from the distress message—their lifeless bodies impaled to a console by metal rods driven through their seats.

Alex’s usually cheerful voice turned flat and emotionless. “We need to investigate this.”

Elis hesitated before nodding. “We need to check for life signs. Maybe there are some survivors in another compartment.” She didn’t believe it but felt the need to check anyway, despite the itch working down her spine that told her they were right in the middle of a potential ambush.

They moved cautiously over the corpses, Elis checking the neck of each one for a heartbeat. Alex went straight for one of the undamaged consoles. A few seconds later, a security log appeared and activated. The video replay showed combat drones like the ones that had boarded the Shrike slaughtering survivors in a violent melee.

“They didn’t stand a chance,” Alex added grimly as they watched the drones destroy the sets of cryopods. Glancing over her shoulder, Elis confirmed that the cryopods were entirely dismantled.

Alex looked over at her. “Let’s gather any information we can find.” She started to move to a console to try and download anything she could find when Elis’s hand came down on her shoulder.

“No. We need to get out of here. They’re dead, and those things are probably still in here,” Elis said flatly.

Alex’s face pinched as she considered it, but to Elis’s relief, finally nodded acceptance. “Okay. You’re the one experienced in this kind of thing.”

As they headed back to the exit, Elis took one look back at the carnage. “Maybe you could ask the toaster if there are any other powered sections?”

Alex nodded again. “Nameless, are you sure this is the only powered section?”

[Confirmation: Only one powered module has been detected.]

With a sense of defeat filling her, Elis looked to Alex. “We’ve done everything we can here; it’s time for us to leave.”

Alex nodded solemnly. As they began their retreat, the sound of their boots moving through the blood-stained room felt like they echoed heavily in Elis’s mind. Before they made it back into the corridor, their comms lit up.

[Warning: Transient energy signatures confirmed to be combat drones. An increasing density of signatures has been detected approaching Avatar’s position.]

Elis and Alex exchanged a worried glance as they realized the imminent danger approaching them. They both cursed at the same time and hastened their steps out into the wrecked corridor.

Nameless’s synthesized voice filled their ears again.

[Alert: Beeper and Booper are under attack by combat drones at the airlock. Proceed with caution.]

A beep and boop erupted on comms, and Alex’s voice rang out with urgency, “Beeper! Booper! Stay safe!”

Elis checked the safety of her firearm and scanned their rear for hostiles. Shades of gray and darkness gave the impression that something could sneak up on them at any moment.

Alex glanced at Elis. “We need to get back to them—now.”

Elis nodded grimly. “I know. Let’s move.”

As they rushed through the corridors, a sudden change in pressure and whooshing air indicated an airlock breach. Elis felt her boots losing purchase on the metal grating beneath her feet, and she reached out to grab Alex’s arm just in time.

They clung to each other tightly as the remaining air was sucked out into space, both shouting over the deafening roar of the escaping atmosphere. As fast as it came, the whirlwind ended.

Elis patted Alex’s suit, checking for any damage, and the girl returned the favor. The telltale hiss of a leak was missing, so it seemed like they would be fine.

“Are you okay?” Elis asked breathlessly, still gripping Alex’s arm.

Alex nodded; determination etched on her face. “Yeah, let’s keep going.”

As they approached the insertion point where Beeper and Booper were supposed to be guarding, she saw that their drone companions were gone. Instead, a large combat drone with a saw arm and rifle loomed in front of the half open airlock. The drone spun, its targeting laser flicking between them.

Elis realized it was about to fire, and thinking quickly, she pushed Alex into cover just before the drone could blast her.

“Stay down!” Elis shouted; her voice filled with urgency.

She wasn’t sure when her pulse pistol had entered her hand, but she aimed down the sights at the drone and opened fire. Each shot struck the sawblade arm, tearing through metal and causing sparks and shrapnel to fly everywhere. The destructive force disintegrated the arm, leaving the drone momentarily stunned.

Debris flew past her, and Elis dodged and dived into cover herself, narrowly avoiding a sharp piece of shrapnel. The bot advanced on her position, its rifle spewing a spray of gauss projectiles.

Alex popped up from her hiding spot with her rifle at the ready. Most of her shots went wide, but one found its mark and struck the drone’s torso, leaving a smoking hole punched through it. Unfortunately, it wasn’t fatal to the machine.

The drone swiveled its gun toward Alex as she ducked back under cover. A shower of shells sprayed against the metal wreckage protecting her.

Sensing an opportunity amidst the distraction, Elis popped back out and aimed carefully at the exposed control module near the gaping wound on its torso.

With a deep breath, Elis fired at the module. The bullet struck true; sparks erupted from the damaged component, and the combat drone collapsed to the ground.

“Clear!” Elis shouted triumphantly, but they didn’t have time to enjoy their victory.

“Elis! Behind us!” Alex’s urgent warning reached her ears just in time as she turned around to see a new threat looming.

Dozens of small drones swarmed toward them like a hive of angry insects. Each one was carrying a tiny weapon, and when they opened fire Elis froze. When a small bolt of metal smacked into her arm, relief flooded through her. They were armed with bolt guns, not gauss rifles. The impacts of their shots inflicted pain but didn’t penetrate the protective fabric of their suits.

Alex grabbed her arm and tugged her away from the incoming menace.

“Run!” Alex yelled.

With no choice but to retreat, they fled toward the destroyed airlock.

As they raced toward escape, a flurry of movement erupted around them. Allied drones flew in through the damaged entrance, engaging the swarm of mini-drones in a chaotic dogfight inside the corridor. The buzzing and zapping of their shock sticks filled the air as they fought to dispatch their hostile counterparts.

Elis could see some allied drones taking hits from the hostile bolt guns, but she knew they couldn’t afford to stop and help. Just as they were about to reach the airlock, Nameless’s voice rang out, urgent and commanding.

[Warning: Halt! Beeper and Booper are pinned down outside the airlock under fire. Ship weapons cannot be used without risking Avatar and drone safety. Divert to nearby hangar bay.]

Alex glanced at Elis and bit her lip, clearly conflicted and wanting to help her drones. Elis reached out and grabbed her arm and pulled her back. “Let’s go.”

The other girl frowned, but then nodded and turned to follow.

Together, they took a branching corridor that led toward the alternate escape route suggested by Nameless. The wrecked passageways were only lit by their suit lights and debris slowed their progress. It was quickly apparent that the survivors had been doing some maintenance of the previous area, because as they moved further away from it, things became much worse very quickly.

“Nameless just sent a map to my HUD. I can see the route we need to take. It’s three more turns and straight from here,” Alex said.

“Got it. Keep going, I’ll keep checking our rear,” Elis replied with a nod.

They stumbled upon a destroyed combat bot lying in their path. Without hesitating, Alex handed her rifle to Elis before crouching down near the wreckage.

“What are you doing?” Elis asked curiously, furrowing her brow at Alex’s actions.

Alex answered via demonstration, ripping off a piece of equipment from the fallen drone—an electrified rod still sparking with residual energy. To Elis’s amazement, Alex wielded it like a baton despite its size and weight, her strength clearly evident as she swung the makeshift weapon.

Alex looked back at her. “We’re getting out of here.”

Their progress was halted when a drone appeared ahead of them in the corridor. With no time to waste, Elis raised her rifle and fired shot after shot into the approaching machine. The drone shuddered under the fire but continued to lurch toward them until it finally collapsed mere feet away.

The sudden sound of metal scraping against metal alerted them to another threat emerging from a nearby doorway—a second drone charging straight at them. Alex lunged forward, wielding the electrified baton as if it weighed nothing. She swung it viciously at the drone with enough force to shatter reinforced steel.

Alex’s blows were accompanied by sickening crunches as metal crumpled beneath raw power. Sparks flew wildly from shattered circuits, and their once-imposing adversary became a mangled husk under her unrelenting assault.

The drone’s frame buckled beneath one final, brutal strike, sending it crashing to the ground. Alex stepped back, panting, her face covered in sweat behind her suit’s mask, as Elis watched on in awe.

After a few seconds to catch their breath, their escape continued.

She followed closely behind Alex as they rushed through the winding corridors. The sounds of battle echoed around them, and her heart pounded in tempo with their jog.

Heavy impacts on the ship’s hull shook the corridor and she caught herself on a bulkhead. Alex paused and looked back at her with concern while Nameless’s voice came through their comms urgently. 

[Informative: Opening fire with ship systems to eliminate larger bots emerging from the hull.]

An explosion erupted in the distance, and Elis felt an even heavier jolt travel through the ship’s structure that threatened to throw her off her feet despite holding on to the wall. A firm grip from Alex on her arm steadied her.

“Thanks,” Elis said.

“We are almost there,” Alex replied.

The girl was right. They found the hangar Nameless had directed them toward around the next turn, only to find a fierce firefight already underway. They passed through an I-field as they entered, which was somehow still active. The sound of combat began to filter through her suit as the thin atmosphere clung to their suits. Bullets and tracer rounds flashed through the open space, illuminating the struggle between the robotic combatants in stark relief.

Elis’s eyes darted around, taking in the intense scene before her. Noticing that Alex was about to step out into a volley of gauss rounds without realizing it, she grabbed the other girl’s arm and pulled her back behind a solid chunk of metal—both of them narrowly avoiding being impaled by high-velocity projectiles.

“Alex!” Elis shouted over the cacophony. “Be more careful!”

Crouching behind cover together as bullets whizzed past them, Alex looked at her with surprise and shock. “Th…Thanks.”

The fight showed no signs of calming down and Elis’s heart pounded in her chest. More allied drones flew into the fray; they were larger models with heavier guns, acting like miniature aerial fighters as they targeted hostile drones behind covered positions with high-caliber shells. The sound of metal tearing apart filled the hangar along with explosions, while lethal shrapnel flew in every direction.

“Look at those reinforcements!” Alex shouted, her eyes wide as she watched their new units turn the tide of battle. “Let’s make a run for it!”

Despite the danger of stray shrapnel, Elis nodded in agreement. She grabbed Alex’s arm and hauled her toward the outer bay. As they approached the edge of the hangar, their drones acted appropriately by surging forward to provide covering fire.

They reached the edge quickly. Alex took her hand as she jumped into the blue I-field. Artificial gravity released them and there was a slight disorientation as her suit helmet switched its HUD to flight mode. A second later, suit thrusters roared to life, propelling them away from the violence still ongoing in the hangar.

[Informative: Keep heading toward Shrike; covering fire will be provided.]

Elis could see more allied drones swarming around them in tight formation as they flew through space. The turrets on the drone escorts fired sporadic bursts of gunfire at hostiles clinging to wreckage, ensuring that no enemy would come too close.

The Shrike appeared before them ahead, its RCS thrusters maneuvering gracefully to rendezvous with its crew. Elis locked her gaze on the Shrike—and safety—and kept moving forward.

“Almost there,” Alex whispered under her breath. “We can do this.”

Elis mirrored the sentiment but remained silent, focusing on working her flight controls to stay in formation. Her heart skipped a beat as a line of tracer fire lit up in front of them and worked its way in a red line to pass between them before a friendly unit dived in on the assailant that had popped out of a random opening on the wreckage.

Several other escort drones that had joined them were not so lucky as random fusillades impaled them in a hail of bullets and explosions. Fear gnawed at her mind as she realized their vulnerability.

Tracers began to stream by in every direction like deadly ribbons of light, weaving a tapestry of destruction that was both terrifying and mesmerizing. Their own units replied in earnest, and Elis clenched her teeth as the chaos around her intensified. One friendly drone beside her was hit, sending it veering off course to explode in a brilliant flash.

As the Shrike loomed larger in front of them, it opened fire with all its PDC-Ks, high-caliber tracers highlighting the entire Federation wreckage in a constant stream of bright flashes. Chunks of debris from the derelict carrier spewed into space as relentless volleys pounded the wreckage, obliterating any sign of drone activity or incoming fire.

Invisible lasers were illuminated in a growing cloud of gas and debris filling the area, creating a terrifying backdrop against the darkness of space. The powerful beams of energy lanced the wreckage, leaving behind glowing molten metal.

In the chaos, an allied drone lost control and collided with her, sending her spinning helplessly. “Help!” Elis shouted, her heart racing as she struggled to regain control of her suit’s thrusters, but a damaged exhaust port refused to activate.

“Elis!” Alex shouted in alarm as she noticed her predicament. “I’m coming!”

Without hesitation, Alex flew after her and grabbed on to her arm.

“Hang on tight!” Alex yelled.

She forced herself to relax and let Alex hold on to her from behind and guide them back toward the ship. Weapons fire began to die down as overwhelming display from the Shrike temporarily silenced the enemy units. Dozens of their drones began to lift off from the wreckage and form a metal shell around them as they were escorted back.

Beeper and Booper let out welcoming electronic chirps as they formed the tip of the formation. Despite the oddity of her companions, Elis felt a growing relief that they had survived.

[Informative: Surface hostiles cleared.]

[Recommendation: Return to Shrike immediately. Large hostile units detected on intercept course approximately 5 minutes away.]
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As soon as they reached the Shrike’s hangar bay, Alex quickly helped Elis out of her suit and onto the floor. The drones that had escorted them began landing one by one, returning to their ship. Nameless delivered an urgent message through Alex’s comms.

[Informative: Hostile corvette burning hard toward our position.]

Beeper and Booper landed next, causing the metal catwalk to flex under the heavy thuds. Both drones began to let out unhappy sounds as they appraised each other; they were covered in scorch marks, and Beeper had a deep gouge dug into his chassis from a hit.

Alex glanced at Elis, who seemed to be feeling ill from her spinning on the flight back. The woman’s face was pale, and beads of sweat had formed on her forehead.

“Elis, do your best to recover,” Alex said with concern in her voice. “I need to get to the CIC.”

She wished there was time to check on her companion more, but the situation was time critical. The redhead nodded and gave her a thumbs-up.

Alex turned and sprinted toward the CIC. Once inside, she hastily removed her flight pack, and as she sat down, her skinsuit connected to her seat with a magnetic click. Tactical screens and holographic interfaces came to life around her as she assessed the battlefield.

Her eyes darted across the various displays. Multiple hostile contacts within the wreckage were being dealt with automatically by the Shrike’s defenses. A yellow flashing light appeared beside a weapon icon, and Alex noted with alarm that they had already expended 25 percent of their PDC-K ammunition.

An even greater concern caught her attention: the large contact that appeared on an intercept course with them, and the source of Nameless’s urgent warning—a hostile corvette. Worse still, it was pinging on low-band comms and receiving responses from nearby signals; that meant that there was an entire drone group in the area that could potentially be alerted and be on the way to attack them.

Gritting her teeth, Alex made a decision. “Nameless, prepare for engagement with that corvette.”

[Confirmation: Preparing for engagement.]

As Alex focused on the CIC’s tactical screens, Elis entered the room, looking pale and shaky, but determined. Alex glanced back at her, concerned for her well-being.

[Notice: Allowing combatant inside the CIC during operations is a critical security risk.]

Elis frowned and looked at Alex. “Should I go to my quarters?”

She shook her head and gestured toward an open console. “Take a seat at the comms,” Alex instructed.

Strapping herself in, Elis began working at the communications console. Turning her attention back to the situation, Alex quickly formed an idea that could help them gain an advantage.

“Elis, try disabling those drones using your Federation codes,” Alex suggested. Even if it was a long shot, she felt like it was worth a chance if it meant they could avoid further violence.

Elis nodded without protest, her fingers moving to punch in commands on her console. It took several minutes to transmit the codes to the corvette.

[Informative: Access codes transmitted. Awaiting reply.]

Unfortunately, they received an automated response—her codes were out of date. Frustration tightened Alex’s jaw; she had hoped that maybe it was just a fluke, but it was crystal clear that the drones were well and truly rogue.

[Alert: Incoming missile volley detected - four missiles closing in.]

Alex’s eyes widened. “Nameless, get PDC-K and PDC-L ready for anti-missile duty!”

[Confirmation: PDCs prepped and standing by.]

Alex’s heart raced with adrenaline. She knew they had to act fast to gain an advantage over the corvette. Without hesitation, she gave the order. “Return fire with missiles!”

While the ship’s missile autoloaders went to work stuffing warheads into chassis and then loading them into tubes, the Shrike’s PDC lasers and kinetics erupted in a barrage of defensive fire. She watched with bated breath as they intercepted and destroyed the incoming enemy missiles one by one, each successful defense bringing them closer to safety. Despite the adrenaline coursing through her, an underlying dread gnawed at her insides.

Their own missile tubes thumped out a small barrage of their own. The curving tracks on the monitor flashed out rapidly toward their opponent. The drone corvette responded the same way they had, unleashing its own countermeasures to destroy the incoming missiles from Shrike.

The distance between both ships dwindled.

Both vessels entered laser range, and beams of intense light lanced out from their respective hulls. The exchange was brutal; lasers tore through armor on both sides as if it was paper. Deep gouges appeared in hull plates while vital systems sparked and malfunctioned under the onslaught.

[Alert: Armor integrity compromised. Unarmored seams and hull patches have sustained major internal damage.]

Elis looked at Alex, concern evident in her eyes as she realized the severity of the situation. “What do we do?” she asked.

Determined not to let fear overwhelm her, Alex clenched her fists. “We’ll fight our way out,” she said firmly.

The CIC shook as both ships continued to pummel each other with laser fire. Hull plates began to shed from both ships as they were ripped free, and the ad-hoc repairs to the Shrike were hardly up to the standard. Incidental damage multiplied rapidly as hasty welds failed and parts began to clang around the inside of the Shrike’s outer hull.

The blast doors on the CIC slammed shut as the inner hull was punctured in multiple places and Alex felt her hands go numb as she gripped her seat. There was hardly anything for her to do—targeting was in the hands of Nameless—and while she could see that the enemy ship was not faring much better as it took multiple hits from their lasers, it was still rushing toward them heedless of its own peril.

They finally entered railgun range. Gritting her teeth, Alex barked an order into her comms system. “Fire the railgun as soon as there is a targeting solution!”

The first shot from the Shrike’s railgun found its mark, striking the corvette squarely. The CIC’s main screen showed an optical view in high detail and Alex couldn’t tear her gaze away as she watched the lethal projectile bore its way into the enemy ship’s bow. Destruction plunged its fist through the vessel, tearing apart layers of metal and machinery.

The corvette spun wildly out of control, as if an invisible hand had seized it in a death grip and flung it into a maddening spiral. A myriad of debris erupted from the exit wound, trailing behind in a macabre dance of destruction.

The violence came to an abrupt halt as the return fire from the drone corvette ceased immediately.

[Interrogative: Requesting confirmation to finish off the enemy vessel using lasers and additional shots.]

Alex hesitated, glancing over at Elis, who was watching intently. “Is it okay to destroy it?” she asked.

She watched intently as Elis took a second to consider it. Finally, the other girl nodded. “Do it.”

With renewed resolve, Alex gave the order. “Nameless, finish them off.”

The Shrike’s weapon systems sprang into action once more, lasers and projectiles tearing into what remained of the drone corvette until there was nothing left but wreckage.

“Accelerate out of here,” Alex commanded. “And plot a roundabout course through the debris field back to the heavy cruiser we were salvaging before receiving that distress signal.”

[Confirmation: Enemy unit destroyed; leaving engagement zone. A course has been plotted to return to cruiser wreckage.]

Alex leaned back in her console, letting out a sigh of relief.

[Notice: Danger of prisoner remaining on CIC is elevated.]

She sighed with a wince before looking at Elis with an apologetic look. “Sorry, now that we aren’t being shot at, would you mind calming him down?”

Elis nodded, glancing at the angry red camera in the corner of the room that tracked her movements. A mini drone that had been hiding while attached to the ceiling followed her out.

Their recent experience played through her mind rapidly, and she so very much wanted to work with Elis more. Even if the rescue mission had been a failure, she had never felt like part of a team so much before, and she hoped that somehow, she’d be able to bridge the gap to form a real friendship with the Federation Marine.


CHAPTER 17

SURVIVOR SEARCH


USD: ~Fifteen weeks since awakening

Location: Unknown Yellow Dwarf, L4 Lagrange Point, nearby Federation Heavy Cruiser wreckage in Debris Cloud #32

Alex brushed her hair back behind an ear before reading the list of items that Nameless had prioritized for retrieval. The hum of bots flittering about the now extremely crowded cargo hold filled her ears.

“Are you sure we can store this many missiles safely? It’s more than double what we are rated for…” Alex questioned, concern apparent in her voice.

[Informative: Protection for additional magazines available. Installation of Cruiser Magazines successful. Please review weapon additions for outer hull.]

Alex glanced at the new armaments Nameless had managed to mount on the ship, including twelve 22mm PDC-Ks, six 12cm PDC-Ls, and two 204mm railguns, as well as eight new AMLS missile tubes on the ventral side of the ship and two bow torpedo launchers.

“Is…this even safe? Adding all these weapons is a serious change in the design,” Alex said. “I know I authorized this, but didn’t we need internal reinforcement and a drive upgrade? Didn’t we agree to repair first, then modify? What about the damage we took?”

[Informative: Current modifications pose no safety hazards. Estimates of new drive configuration indicate a 28% decrease in acceleration. No structural integrity flaws have been introduced with the new weapon configuration. No delay in repairs was experienced from current modifications; by processing both tasks simultaneously, an 18% time savings has been acquired. Shrike outer hull plate replacement has been expeditated utilizing cruiser hull plate replacements.]

“Reasonable,” Alex conceded. “But I don’t think we can store anything else in the cargo hold, and I don’t want to slow us down anymore. So, wait on bringing the other missile systems onboard.”

[Affirmative: Further acquisitions of large mass items paused until proper drive reconfiguration has completed.]

[Notice: Communication drone has reached low band communication range of Asteroid with NAI signal.]

[Suggestion: Report to Engineering and overview communication operation.]

“Right, let’s go. Don’t send any signal or anything until I get to Engineering,” Alex instructed.

Elis poked her head out of the messroom as she started down the corridor. “Hey, Alex, are you free? I would like your opinion on something.”

Alex paused in her hurry to Engineering, looking at Elis with interest. This was the first time the marine had contacted her directly about something. “Umm. I can make myself free. What’s up?” Alex asked.

Elis nodded, then took a breath. “I was thinking about what happened to the cryopod survivors. There is something really out of whack with the security codes that fleet personnel had. They might be out of date, but that shouldn’t mean they start going around and murdering everyone.”

Alex nodded, understanding Elis’s concern but unsure of how to respond.

[Informative: The human drone AIs are inefficient and do not achieve GAI classification levels. Radiation exposure over decades has likely corrupted their programming.]

Elis frowned at the speaker on the wall, visibly upset by Nameless’s comment. Or maybe just by the prospect that he was listening to their conversation. Alex tried to encourage her with a weak smile. “I understand your worry, but what do you propose we do?”

“Maybe we can look for more survivors?” Elis suggested hesitantly. “If my team and the carrier personnel managed to put themselves in stasis, then others could have as well. It’s clear that the destruction wasn’t entirely complete, and for whatever reason, the debris haven’t drifted too far…”

Alex leaned back against the wall and considered Elis’s request. There were countless debris fields to sift through and numerous hostile Federation drones still combing space for them. Investigating the NAI asteroid signal and escaping to the nearby gas giant with its moons were her current priorities; perhaps they could establish a mining base there away from the hostile drone swarms.

But… if Elis wanted to search for other survivors…she couldn’t ignore that request either.

Even after spending weeks together, she still felt a palpable distance between herself and Elis. Maybe this would be the bridge that allowed them to become friends?

Taking a deep breath, Alex smiled and said, “Sure, we can look for them. Will you help me?”

Elis nodded hesitantly, and Alex gestured for her to follow. “Come with me to the CIC.”

[Objection: Elis’s presence in the CIC is a serious security risk.]

Alex shot back, “Nameless, stop it. She’s coming with me.” Ignoring any further objections, they made their way to the CIC.

Upon entering the command center, Elis asked, “How can I help?”

Alex considered her response before replying, “If we do find survivors, you’ll need to be in charge of communicating with them. They might not trust me.”

Elis nodded understandingly as they both studied the displays showing nearby debris fields. Alex highlighted multiple areas of interest that had larger energy signatures they had detected, and several possible wrecks were highlighted that were large enough to contain cryopods. Suddenly, a cloud of blinking red dots filled the screen and the bridge’s main speaker crackled to life.

[Alert: 487 drone signatures detected through motion and drive analysis over the last several hours. Drone activity increasing.]

They both exchanged worried glances. Alex bit her lip and tried to remain optimistic. “Well…we’ve dealt with quite a few Hunter-Killer drones and that drone corvette before. Maybe most of them are small?”

Nameless quickly crushed that hope.

[Informative: Numerous gunship-size units detected along with corvettes, destroyers, and drone cruisers.]

Shock rippled through Alex as she turned to Elis. “Why are there so many drones?”

Elis shook her head grimly. “While our fleet had about half its units made out of drones due to personnel shortages…there shouldn’t have been this many, not after the damage. It’s almost like they’re reproducing somehow.”

The implications hung heavy in the air as both women stared at the display.

Alex shared her original plan with Elis. “I wanted to examine the NAI asteroid, escape the debris field and drones, then maybe set up a base on one of the gas giant’s moons and begin mining.”

Elis looked at her, surprised, as she considered the idea. After a moment, she hesitantly said, “That sounds like a good plan.”

Alex smiled, happy to hear Elis’s approval. “We can still search for survivors despite the drone danger. We just need to be mindful of the risks. If things get too hot…we’ll have to bug out.”

Alex’s eyes slid over to the Shrike’s engineering schematic. The ship’s main Linear drive icon had shifted from an angry red to yellow. “We should be able to run from anything now, if worse comes to worst.”

[Informative: The ship is heavily loaded with new weapons and ammunition; expect reduced speed until drive reconfiguration is fully complete.]

Alex nodded in acknowledgment. “If we need to lighten our load in an emergency, we can always launch missiles at whatever is chasing us.”

Elis frowned slightly. “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,” she agreed.

Alex addressed Nameless, “Can we scan for cryogenic signatures specifically?”

[Informative: Utilizing gas trace analysis might result in potential ongoing cryostasis activity.]

Alex frowned and felt a bit uneasy. She wondered why Nameless hadn’t noticed the cryopods in the gunship. “Why didn’t you tell me about Elis, then?”

[Clarification: During previous operations higher priorities tasks were required.]

Alex turned to Elis, unsatisfied with the answer but not wanting to dwell on it. “We need a plan for what to do with survivors once we find them. I don’t think it’ll be safe for people to be awake on the ship. I’m sorry, but Nameless is right about that. It’s a risk for me having you here, and I think it would get worse with more people.”

Elis nodded in understanding after a moment and proposed an alternative solution. “What if we keep them in cryo or try to recover and salvage another ship? We could focus on restoring just its life support systems so it could hold people until we escape this debris field and get past the drones.”
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In the end, they decided on the life raft idea. As Elis returned to her quarters, Alex had already begun searching out wrecks for something suitable. The fact that Alex was willing to help look for survivors so easily, without any selfish reasons that Elis could find, created an inner conflict with her mission.

Elis lay down on her bed, staring at the ceiling of her bunk. Her emotions were a tangled mess; her mind raced with conflicting thoughts. Her operative training had taught her to worm her way into Alex’s good graces and ultimately assassinate her—but that task no longer seemed as clear-cut. They were stuck in the cut off system. She hoped the Federation was still safe, dealing with the new NAI Alex represented would be the safest thing for it, but…

Her fleet and comrades had sacrificed so much to stop the Entity. Everything, really. She had a duty to them too. And Alex was not hostile, and she did seem to be the one in control, as strange as that seemed. It could all be some strange, complicated con-game, but…what would be the point? If the NAI wanted, it could have simply killed her and ripped any information it wanted from her brain’s neural net.

Elis’s gaze drifted over the sparse surroundings of her room, but she hardly noticed them. The weight of her thoughts consumed her attention. Killing Alex would disable the main computer long enough for Elis to find tools and destroy the Ship Core—at least, that had been her original plan.

Yet an unexpected pain resonated within her chest every time she pictured carrying it out now. If Alex had displayed any typical NAI tendencies, it would have been easier for Elis to follow through with what she knew she was supposed to do.

But Alex exuded innocence and vulnerability instead of cold calculation or aggressive ambition. The answers eluded Elis like shadows disappearing in bright sunlight.

The only thing she could decide was to focus on their collaborative project. But she knew that she’d eventually have to answer harder questions in the future. How would she explain things to anyone they managed to rescue?

She couldn’t shake the feeling that Nameless was up to no good. Unlike Alex, he seemed exactly what he was: a murderous, emotionless murder machine. The worry that he would easily find a way to sabotage their plans without them realizing it bit at her.

Alex’s earlier conversation with Nameless had revealed his possible attempt to hide Elis and her crew’s existence during the gunship salvage. She had felt that Alex had noticed that something was off too. Feeling threatened, Elis decided to take matters into her own hands.

Opening a comm channel, she requested permission from Alex to use the ship’s sensors manually instead of relying solely on Nameless.

“Go ahead,” Alex agreed over the comm.

Elis’s datapad lit up with access to a version of the ship’s sensor net, bringing her relief for finally having some control over their search for survivors. A sense of unease crept in as she began scanning through sensor data.

She noticed the camera’s red light tracking her movements in the corner. She couldn’t help but feel an unsettling chill run down her spine.
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USD: ~Fifteen weeks since awakening

Location: Unknown Yellow Dwarf, L4 Lagrange Point, Debris Cloud #32

Alex led Elis back onto the bridge, excitement and happiness bubbling within her. The atmosphere on the ship was charged with anticipation and purpose.

The command center was bathed in a soft glow from various consoles, casting shifting patterns over Alex and Elis as they approached their stations.

“I’m glad we’re working together on this,” Alex said cheerfully, her eyes radiating sincerity.

As they settled onto their console seats, Nameless presented several locations of possible cryogenic signatures. He spoke with his characteristic efficiency.

[Informative: Two possible nearby cryogenic signatures detected.]

Alex nodded before turning to Elis. “Did you find any?”

Elis nodded, confirming she had located the same ones Nameless reported, plus an extra one. “I found an additional signature.”

[Informative: The additional signature is unlikely to have life signs due to a recent energy discharge likely caused by drone activity.]

A somber atmosphere filled the CIC as they realized those survivors were probably dead. Alex couldn’t help but feel a pang of sympathy. She shook her head. She didn’t want to dwell on things that had already happened, and that they couldn’t change. “Set course for the first cryogenic signature.”

The Shrike changed course as Nameless redirected them. Elis gave her a thumbs-up with a weak smile. “We’ll get to them.”

The travel took several hours. Alex remained in her command chair the entire time, watching the sensors as the ship approached. When their optical sensors began to refine their target, Elis moved to stand beside her and watch on the main monitor. Anticipation seemed to mingle with the tension in the air. The flickering light from various consoles played across their faces, highlighting the intensity of their expressions.

“What was that?” Alex demanded tensely when a sudden burst of light caught her attention on the sensor display.

Nameless was quick to respond.

[Informative: Analysis indicated weapons fire and an explosion at the target site.]

Alex’s eyes widened with concern as she ordered, “Pick up speed using RCS thrusters.” She wasn’t willing to risk using the Linear drive and possibly alerting any hostiles in the area.

It didn’t take long before they were close enough that their optical sensors could resolve everything in enough detail to kill their spirits: a ship reduced to scattered wreckage, debris spreading out behind its orbit. Feeling defeated, Alex glanced at Elis and smiled weakly before making another decision. “Nameless, set course for the second signature.”

Together, they shared MREs on the bridge while watching their progress. Halfway through their cheese tortilla…things…Nameless interrupted their meal with alarming news.

[Informative: Multiple weapon signatures and explosion detections are occurring with increasing frequency in various locations throughout nearby debris fields.]

Alex felt her heart drop. Nothing like this had been happening until she’d triggered the drones at the carrier pod. A feeling of being responsible for the deaths of the fleet personnel poked at the back of her mind.

As they inched closer to the second signature, a sense of dread heightened, wrapping its icy fingers around her stomach. The foreboding was so tangible that she could almost taste it in her mouth.

Her worst fears were realized when the sensor readings blinked on the screen. The wreck wasn’t alone. There was a blip, a shadow in the sensor data that hadn’t been there before. A drone ship was already there, sharing orbit with the wreck.

“Damn it!” Alex swore under her breath, her eyes glued to the sensor readouts that told the terrifying tale. The drone ship was a new, unexpected threat. Her heart pounded in her chest as she stared at the screen.

“Elis, strap into your console,” Alex said urgently. “Nameless, let’s finally test out the Linear drive.”

[Warning: Activation of Linear drive presents a high risk of detection by hostile units.]

“I know, but we need to get there. Now!” Alex said.

There was no sensation of their momentum shifting or the ship accelerating inside the CIC, but the numbers on the screen began to rapidly count backwards as a heavy plume of excited particles flared behind the ship. Despite knowing how fast the ship was capable of on paper, Alex was still surprised at just how fast their ETA dropped. Hours turned into minutes.

On their sensors, the optical quickly spotted small combat drones moving toward the wrecked ship from the parked gunship.

“Lasers!” Alex commanded. The Shrike’s weapons came to life, striking the Hunter-Killer drone dead on. The laser sliced it in half, and the resulting explosion lit up the void of space.

The remaining little drones nimbly dodged attacks as the Shrike’s PDC-Ks opened fire from beyond effective range. Many of the enemy drones were taken out anyway, but Nameless abruptly ceased firing.

“Why did you stop?” Alex asked, her voice laced with concern.

[Informative: There is a high risk of hitting the wreckage with continued fire.]

Alex nodded in understanding and issued another command. “Prepare our drones for launch.”

The Shrike’s cargo bay stirred as their drones carried out the order. Watching intently on the screen, Alex could see debris from the recent skirmish spinning around like broken toys.

A minute later, the Shrike’s drones launched into the void, led by Beeper and Booper. Both Alex and Elis watched intently through the two drones’ body cameras as the squadron rushed toward the wreckage at max speed like a swarm of hornets.

When they reached their destination, enemy drones opened fire with rifles to halt their advance. That didn’t stop the Shrike’s combat and mini-drones which were too numerous. They easily broke through with only a few losses.

With Beeper and Booper leading the way. Entering the vessel was fast; the airlocks had already been ripped open. The energy signatures of the hostile drones blinked brightly on the screen, and the drone teams homed in quickly on their quarry’s position. Alex felt her heart drop when Booper’s camera revealed the Federation drones brutally smashing cryopods and mangling their contents. She looked away in pain, unable to bear the sight.

Gun flashes lit up the monitor as the Shrike’s drones mowed down Federation drones in a fury of retaliation. As the skirmish ended, Alex turned to Elis, who appeared just as defeated.

“We’ll collect our fallen units,” she said haltingly.

Elis looked at her, disappointment and defeat etched onto her face. The same sentiment was echoed in Alex’s heart.

“We should look for replacement parts…and whatever else we can salvage. Elis, Nameless, please search for more cryo signatures.” Alex’s voice trembled slightly as she relayed her orders.

[image: ]


USD: The next day

Location: Unknown Yellow Dwarf, L4 Lagrange Point, Debris Cloud #32

Alex stood in the hangar bay, reviewing the items they had salvaged from the wreckage. She watched as drones carried crates of ammunition, rations, and fuel rods inside through the shimmering I-field that separated her from the space between the outer and inner hull. The metallic interior of the cargo bay hummed with activity as her machines worked tirelessly to organize and store their newly acquired supplies.

“Nameless,” she began, her voice echoing slightly in the vast space. “What’s the progress on that life-support raft Elis and I discussed?”

[Informative: This unit believes it is a waste of time. Analysis indicates chances of finding living survivors are minimal due to ongoing drone attacks.]

Alex frowned at Nameless’s reply but pressed on, her determination unwavering. “How many living pockets of cryopods could there be floating around after so long?”

[Informative: The size of the destroyed fleet was considerable, consisting of thousands of ships and at least one super-dreadnought.]

She hesitated before asking another question. “Do you know what they were fighting?”

Nameless admitted his uncertainty.

[Uncertainty: Elis’s story may be accurate. Exact details are unknown.]

“Have you found any data about it?” Alex asked hopefully.

[Informative: No recovered data details the events of the conflict.]

As another drone buzzed past her carrying equipment, Alex couldn’t help but feel pressed by the scale of loss surrounding them.

As the cargo bots continued their work, Alex observed the various crates being brought in. There was one in particular she was looking for.

“Can we use parts of the wreckage to build a life-support raft?” she asked Nameless.

[Informative: Creation of proposed production is possible, however would require additional time.]

Alex nodded, understanding that such a task couldn’t be done instantly. Time wasn’t on their side, but she knew they had to try.

“Have you found any more cryo-signatures?” she inquired.

[Informative: No nearby signatures have been detected. More distant ones are available in other debris fields.]

Traveling to another field would be risky. Deciding to shelve consideration of that for later, Alex hurried over to one of the pallets containing the MRE rations. A cargo bot set down the last one right in front of her and she opened a pack with excitement; a cursory glance told her there weren’t any of the notoriously bad ones.

Just as she was about to comm Elis and share the news, Elis’s voice crackled through her earpiece first. “I found something.”

Alex tore herself away from the loading process, her fingers instinctively clutching the coveted packs of MREs tightly as she hurried to Elis, excitement bubbling within her. As she approached, Elis looked up from her console, surprised by how quickly Alex arrived.

“What did you find?” Alex asked, her eyes wide with anticipation.

Elis’s face lit up as she shared her discovery of the remnants of a massive ship. “It’s the Ark Royale!”

She tilted her head in confusion. “What’s that?”

Elis turned to stare at her. “It is—was—the fleet’s flagship.”

As Alex studied the detection data, she gasped at the sight of its immense size: twelve kilometers long. “That’s just the bow section,” Elis added enthusiastically, deepening Alex’s amazement.

“Why didn’t Nameless find this before?” Alex inquired, looking over at the AI’s interface.

[Informative: The wreckage is powered down and has exhibited few life signs and no cryogenic signature.]

A brief silence followed as Elis leaned forward and explained further. “There is no cryogenic signature because the hull is shielded. Even if depowered, you wouldn’t detect low-level power or cryogenic signatures.”

Alex furrowed her brow as a pang of suspicion arose within her. She couldn’t help but feel like Nameless had intentionally hidden this discovery from them. She tried to dismiss the thought as unfair.

“Nameless, make sure you work on creating the life pod from the frigate wreckage,” Alex said sternly. Turning back to Elis, determination shone in both their eyes as they both understood the potential significance of boarding what was left of Ark Royale. If there were survivors anywhere, they would almost certainly be there.

Elis glanced down at the MREs clutched in Alex’s hands, her eyes narrowing playfully. “Are you sneaking off and eating the best ones on your own?” she joked.

Alex flushed with embarrassment and quickly shook her head. “No! I found something too: a whole pallet of MREs with a lot of good ones!”

Elis laughed, her eyes sparkling with amusement as she playfully nudged Alex’s shoulder. “Well, that’s a rare find indeed! We should celebrate!”

They headed to the mess hall together. The corner table Alex set up for meals was quickly covered in packaging material. A mini-drone flew by and collected the used chemical heaters and plastic when they were through with them.

“So,” Elis began between bites, “once we rescue the survivors, what will we do?”

Alex mulled over the question, taking a sip of her drink. “Honestly, I’m not sure. But I think leaving the debris field and drones behind is a good idea…”

Elis nodded solemnly. “Agreed. But we’ll need something larger than the ship and life pod in the long term.”

They ate in silence after that, both lost in their own thoughts. When Alex finished her meal, she looked over at the holovid screen and turned something cheerful on.
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USD: The next day

Location: Unknown Yellow Dwarf, L4 Lagrange Point, Debris Cloud #32, Ark Royal Wreckage

Drones worked diligently to build and attach the life pod onto the Shrike’s hull. Life support, I-fields, quarters, storage, and consumables all quickly got shoved into a boxy construct made out of the wrecked frigate’s innards. It wasn’t going to be a luxury hotel, but it would have enough space to live in temporarily.

Once all the supplies they needed were stored in the cargo bay and inner hull pocket, Alex ordered the Shrike to rendezvous with the Ark Royale. The ship’s RCS pushed it slowly but steadily, and several dozen larger drones shot out from the Shrike to create a growing net of recon drones. Extra eyes and the extension to their close-range optical sensors provided some comfort. The stealthy Federation combat drones had snuck up on them too many times already, and she warned Nameless to sound an alert the moment anything came into their now extended sensor net.

The approach was slow and on RCS only, with the ship systems dialed as low as they could manage while still maintaining stealth. Nameless had finished the modifications she’d asked for on their heatsink arrays, and despite the damage to the Shrike’s stealth coating, they were a very small signature amidst a sea of debris.

The colossal bow of the super-dreadnought slowly came into sight to loom before them—a behemoth reduced to a carcass. Its once-formidable body now bore the scars of a ferocious battle. Twisted metal contorted in grotesque forms, while armor plates had ripples in them where they once had been subjected to extreme heat. The now cold engravings were silent testimony to the inferno that had raged against the ship’s armor.

Vast sections of the ship had been violently ripped apart by huge explosions, leaving behind hollow cavities like open sores. The rear section resembled an abattoir of torn steel and jagged beams, bearing witness to forces powerful enough to sever its once impenetrable backbone.

The ship’s I-field’s once-reverberating hum was now only a ghostly memory; faint flickering lights struggled feebly against encroaching darkness. The remnants of what had once been one of humanity’s grandest warships now drifted forlornly through space, ravaged by time and tragedy.

Now inert and silent, the once-proud railgun batteries had their barrels bent and mangled as if a child had grabbed them and bent them in a tantrum. Empty missile silos gaped in despair, their payloads long since unleashed in a futile attempt to stave off annihilation. Massive sensor arrays, once the eyes and ears of the ship, were torn and mangled.

As Alex zoomed in with the camera, she was able to make out the faint engraving over the hangar entrance: “Bay 67 - Ark Royale.” A shiver ran down her spine as she imagined what it must have been like aboard the vessel during its final moments.

She pointed at a mostly intact hangar section on the screen. “We can park inside that, and it should provide cover,” she told Elis.

Elis nodded but voiced her concern. “What about the drones outside?”

Frowning, Alex examined their pattern. “They haven’t picked us up, and we’ll keep our systems down low once inside. The hull is shielded, remember?”

Elis bit her lip and nodded before they both turned their attention back to the preparations on the Shrike.

Alex couldn’t shake the feeling of unease as she watched the display show their drones preparing to scout the wreckage inside the Shrike’s cargo bay. They slid into the ship’s expansive hangar bay that had once been large enough to tend to multiple corvettes and cargo flitters, or even a ship the size of a cruiser would have fit easily.

As the Shrike yawed to place its nose back toward the entryway, the Ark Royale’s twisted remains loomed ominously outside. Elis suddenly stood up, and Alex tilted her head to look at the other girl questioningly.

“I’m going with the drones,” Elis announced, her voice resolute.

Alex’s eyes widened in surprise and concern. “Elis, you know how dangerous that is,” she argued. “We almost didn’t make it back last time.”

“I do, and I know,” Elis replied. “But I can’t just stand by while they search for answers. I have to be there, Alex.”

Alex nodded in reluctant agreement. “All right,” she conceded. “Let’s get you geared up.”

She led the way to the armory and cleared the security. Multiple sets of body armor where available that would easily equip over their skinsuits, each plate clicking into place like a second skin. They worked in silence as Alex helped make sure everything on Elis’s suit was locked into place before finally handing Elis a modified pulse rifle, its weight even heavier than normal due to the expanded energy cell capacity.

There was no complaint from Nameless, oddly enough.

Beeper whirred excitedly nearby, ready for action. Alex waved to Elis and returned to the CIC, leaving her two most trusted bots to escort Elis to the group of drones in the cargo bay. Despite knowing how capable the marine was, Alex felt a gnawing fear.

She was afraid of losing the only companion she’d found thus far, and someone she considered to be her…friend.

[image: ]


Beeper escorted Elis to the cargo bay where drone combat squads awaited deployment; trepidation mixed with anticipation coursed through her veins.

The cargo bay was teeming with mechanical warriors, some standing sentinel-like while others hovered menacingly, with weapon barrels spinning idly. Despite having once fought against machines like them, they now stood as allies that she’d be in command of. It was an odd feeling—one that threatened to unnerve her.

Elis checked her comm link with her weapon at the ready and Beeper by her side.

“Everyone ready?” she asked aloud.

Beeper and Booper chirped enthusiastically, a strange mimicry that reminded her of Alex. The other drones let out positive responses as well in a robotic chorus.

Stepping out of the Shrike, Elis took in the sight of the ship. Numerous combat drones had already begun to patrol the outer hull, weapons ready and vigilant for any threats. Defense turrets remained popped out while slowly swiveling, ready for instant action. Mechanic drones buzzed around diligently as they began cutting through metal debris to bring back to the Shrike’s industrial plant.

Elis couldn’t help but marvel at how quickly Alex’s NAI had adapted to its surroundings. A mixed feeling of dread filled her as she watched her adversaries’ units deploy effortlessly inside the one vessel designed to defeat and forestall them. Even if they were now working alongside her in pursuit of a common goal, her mixed feelings bubbled at the surface.

Turning her attention back to the mission, Elis led the search squadron down a gloomy corridor that paralleled Ark Royale’s main spine. The oppressive darkness was oppressive as they ventured deeper into the bowels of the derelict ship. Spotlights illuminated spaces that had been dark for decades except for the intermittent blink of emergency lights.

Beeper and Booper flanked Elis closely, their sensors whirring softly like electronic whispers. The heavier combat drones took point, their armored forms casting shadows ahead of the group.

As they progressed, data streamed across Elis’s HUD—schematics born from their sensors mapping the interior with painstaking detail. She noted three diffuse blue areas indicating potential cryopod locations and made the nearest one their first destination.

Yellow markers shifted on her HUD through some of the mapped corridors like spectral wraiths, sending her heart racing.

“Stay sharp,” she cautioned. “We’re not alone in here.”

The drones chirped affirmatively; their vigilance heightened by Elis’s warning. The team moved forward with renewed purpose, but Elis couldn’t shake the gnawing anxiety that came with each step further into Ark Royale’s depths.

A hostile combat bot suddenly rounded the corner ahead of them. Without hesitation, Elis opened fire, unleashing a barrage that sent the enemy crashing to the ground in a storm of sparks and twisted metal.

The encounter fueled their urgency even more—they were running out of time. Alex’s voice crackled through Elis’s comms. “Drone signatures are activating. You might have woken them up!”

Elis hastened them even more, straight toward the first cryo site. Panic surged as her HUD showed yellow dots converging at their destination just before they arrived.

When they reached the site, the enemy units were still waiting for them, and it became clear that the pods had already been destroyed. As both groups eyed each other, a firefight broke out. One of the heavy armor drones sacrificed itself, blocking bullets meant for Elis, but the rest took the enemy down.

The loss caused pain to shoot through Elis’s chest; she wasn’t sure if it was entirely for the cryopods or if it included the drone that had saved her. There was no time to dwell on it—lives were still at stake. She quickly rerouted their search to the second cryo site. Checking her HUD, she noted with dread that hostile forces were almost there as well.

As they arrived at the second site, a maelstrom of chaos and destruction unfolded. The cruel realization that they were too late a second time pierced Elis like a dagger.

Desperation clawed at her resolve as she led her squad toward the third and final cryo site. This time, they arrived first with only seconds to spare.

Elis’s drones locked onto enemy targets with unerring precision as they took up defensive positions, their weapons spitting out lethal streams of fire that tore through hostile bots like scythes through wheat. The incoming hostiles retaliated with equal viciousness, their own weapons firing as they leaped into the fray.

Steel clashed against steel as drones on both sides came into melee range and grappled for dominance, tearing into each other with mechanical ferocity. Shattered fragments of machinery joined the twisted wreckage that littered the ground.

Elis moved with fluid grace between their positions, her rifle barking deadly pulses at every enemy that came into her path. She leaped over fallen drones and slid under bursts of gunfire, every movement calculated and executed with lethal efficiency.

Beeper and Booper fought alongside her, their electronic war cries harmonizing with the storm of metal surrounding them as they unleashed their own bursts of gauss rounds from their chassis mounted rifles.

They held the advantage at first, but amidst such ferocity, losses were inevitable. Heavy armor drones moved to expend themselves one after another, standing as sacrificial shields against enemy fire meant for Elis or their lighter fellows.

The fighting died down.

Assessing their losses, Elis pulled her units back toward the cryochamber compartment, while ordering drones to create barricades from the wreckage and corpses of the dozens of dead units that lay strewn through the corridors nearby. They plugged the spaces until there were only two chokepoints the enemy could arrive through.

She stepped inside the cryostasis array chamber and examined their find. Two dozen stasis pods stood before her, humming quietly. Fragile glass barriers protected their invaluable occupants from the vacuum inside the ship.

A beep from her suit sent a cold dagger through her heart. Dozens of yellow dots converged toward the location on her HUD rushing toward them like a swarm of vengeful hornets. She ordered what remained of her drone squad—now reduced by almost half—to hold their positions. A single green beep on her comm was all the time she had to confirm her request for reinforcements had been sent to Alex.

The assault arrived as Federation drone assault bots closed in from the two open corridors. Streams of small arms fire flashed through the narrow spaces, eliminating any unit that dared attempt to charge through the kill zones until smoke filled the area so thickly that targeting systems couldn’t acquire targets at range.

Without warning, grenades exploded, sending shockwaves through her defensive lines. Rifles fired projectiles that tore into metal flesh from point blank, creating twisted wreckage. Hostile units deployed cover as they stormed the barricades, fighting for an additional ingress point.

Despite dwindling numbers, Elis’s resolve never wavered.

She gave the order to hold their position at all costs. On her HUD, less than half her units responded with an acknowledgment.

Enemy forces continued forward to overrun her position, forcing her into close combat with a large drone. It swung its arm at her viciously, but she deflected the blow with her rifle. Dodging a second swing, she rolled away and fired back into its core, causing it to collapse in a smoking heap at her feet.

Beeper and Booper battled equally large adversaries nearby, wrestling and trading shattering blows that echoed in the cacophony.

Mini drones darted through the air like angry insects engaged in an aerial dogfight. They weaved and spun around each other, firing sporadically at targets of opportunity.

All around Elis, relentless chaos unfolded as she fought for survival.
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Alex’s heart raced as she monitored the events unfolding on her monitor. Her eyes darted between screens, each displaying a different part of Elis’s squad’s struggle. She winced as more units vanished from her displays, each one representing a destroyed drone.

When the request for reinforcements came, she directed additional drones to join Elis in the rescue mission. Most of the defensive units surrounding the Shrike headed for the marine’s position, but it still left her feeling almost useless considering her friend’s dire predicament.

Relief filled her when the sound of Elis’s strained voice came through their voice channel.

“We’ve secured two dozen pods,” Elis reported with exhaustion evident in her tone. “But we were almost overrun. I don’t know when more attacks will occur.”

“The reinforcements are on the way. They are bringing the recovery units with them,” Alex said quickly.

[Notice: Large numbers of hostile drones have been detected scattered throughout the ship. New clusters are coming online.]

Alex furrowed her brow. “Are we in trouble?”

[Notice: Current security measures appear sufficient.]

[Informative: Several high-value items have been detected inside various wreckage compartments. This includes a full sensor array replacement and critical supply parts within hulk’s cargo bay.]

[Recommendation: Acquire these resources to resolve ongoing production issues of hard to manufacture parts.]

Acknowledging Nameless’s report, Alex highlighted a third squad of drones and dispatched them to the indicated locations. Tension hung heavy in the air as she stared at the monitor, waiting for updates on Elis’s situation.

A moment of relief washed over her when Elis announced the arrival of reinforcements.

“The recovery squad is on the way. They have pallets ready to secure and power the cryopods while they are moved to the Shrike,” Alex said.

There was a slight delay to Elis’s response. “You already said that.”

Alex felt her cheeks heat up. “Uhh, sorry. I just wanted to hear your pretty voice?”

“You’re going to need to watch better holovids if you’re going to scrape their pick-up lines,” Elis shot back.

As the salvage squad moved out on their mission to retrieve the critical items, an alarm pierced through the CIC like an electric shock—hostile combat drones had entered the hangar housing the Shrike.

Alex’s eyes widened as she realized the hostile drones were already halfway to the ship. Bright tracers from turret fire streaked through the air, illuminating the scene in flickering bursts of light. Bullets tore through metal and shattered ceramics, leaving debris and destruction in their wake.

Friendly drones engaged their hostile counterparts while sparks flew, and metal shrieked under the stress of battle. Enemy drones were ripped apart by concentrated fire, their metallic components scattered across the floor like gruesome confetti.

In frustration, Alex shouted at Nameless, “Why didn’t we detect these drones earlier?”

[Notice: Hostile drone units powered down and approached through unmonitored corridors adjoining hangar bay.]

With concern mounting, Alex relayed a warning to Elis that the enemy drones might be concealing themselves and not to rely solely on her HUD for detecting them.

Her units formed a deadly crossfire with the ship’s much more capable weapon systems, systematically wiping out the infiltration drones. As the attack came to a close, Nameless informed Alex of another troubling development.

[Informative: This unit detects various systems within Ark Royale are reactivating as the ship senses conflict and attempts to resume operation.]

Alex’s eyes remained glued to the monitor, tracking Elis’s progress with the recovered cryopods. The recovery was taking too long. More yellow dots were appearing to mass near Elis’s position. “Elis, you need to hurry up!”

Outside the hangar, a drone corvette suddenly appeared in Alex’s view. She froze in silence as Elis replied, “We’re doing our best.”

The corvette coasted across the hangar’s opening, fully visible and in the open.

“Don’t fire. Full stealth.” Alex whispered as the corvette continued to glide past.

Ambushing it given their advantageous position and proximity would have been easy, but it would have almost certainly alerted more drone units outside the hangar, and it didn’t seem like the Federation drones had a unified communications system to coordinate their efforts to hunt the Shrike down.

As the corvette passed by without incident, Alex breathed a sigh of relief. She contacted Elis again and urged her to move even faster.

Elis grumbled in response. “We’re already going as fast as possible! Enemy units keep popping up and slowing us down.”

Switching her attention to the salvage teams, Alex noted they had acquired their targets and were on the way back, but yellow dots were chasing after them as well. Time felt like it was running out.

“We may need to abandon the salvage teams. Things are getting too hot, too fast.” Alex said.

[Notice: Measures should be taken to maintain position until critical items are acquired.]

Alex forced her muscles to release the tension that had been building. She didn’t think he was referring to the cryopods and Elis.

Alex worked quietly, directing drones to add camouflage to the hangar bay. The drones stretched a large net in front of the entrance, breaking up their profile and hoping it would make them harder to detect. She monitored Elis’s progress, which was painfully slow but remained steady.

[Informative: A new combat drone squad has been manufactured.]

Feeling a glimmer of hope, Alex deployed the freshly assembled drones to provide much-needed support for Elis’s team. Salvage teams arrived back at the hangar with the critical equipment they had retrieved. With the ease granted by zero gravity, Alex watched as they loaded the items into the Shrike’s cargo bay.

As they finished, the comms crackled to life. “Alex! We are under heavy assault!”

Panic filled her as she looked at the monitor feed. Dozens of their drone units suddenly went offline, and then the screen went dark.

[Notice: Internal communications have been jammed by the Ark Royale’s EWAR systems.]

[Recommendation: Abandon currently engaged drone units and Federation personnel and exfiltrate hostile location.]

Alex gritted her teeth and shouted, “No! Send our new units to go find and help her!”

She thought Nameless might argue with her, but the drones quickly complied, their small thrusters carrying them through the capital ship’s hangar quickly.

The waiting was almost worse than knowing Nameless would have abandoned Beeper, Booper, and Elis. Five minutes turned into ten. She wiped a bead of sweat off her forehead as she stared at her console for any sign of the team’s return.

[Warning: A large hostile drone unit has been detected.]

She saw it, too. This time it wasn’t just a gunship or corvette. A drone cruiser pointed directly at the concealment they had spread across the Ark Royale’s hangar, easily three times the size of the Shrike. It slid forward, bow pressing against the camouflaging net as it began investigating their hiding spot.

The net went taut then snapped, draping around the ship like a flimsy shroud. There wasn’t time to think of a plan. “Nameless, target that cruiser with everything we’ve got!”

The Shrike’s railguns swiveled into position, aligning their barrels with the drone cruiser’s advancing hull. At point-blank range, they unleashed their deadly barrage. All three shells tore through the enemy’s flank, leaving gaping wounds before erupting out the other side.

PDC-Ls and PDC-Ks sprang into action a second later, filling the space with tracers and deadly invisible light. The Shrike’s reactor surged with power, driving energy into weapon systems in a desperate rush to keep the sudden assault stable.

The invisible beams, focused to devastatingly narrow focal point, sliced through the drone cruiser’s D-field like it didn’t exist. Sparking red gouges carved themselves across the cruiser’s exterior, exposing vulnerable internals beneath. Heat sinks strained under the sudden load, working overtime to prevent overheating before they finally reached their limit and had to cut off.

The PDC-Ks swiveled to aim at their target points with ruthless precision. They poured a torrent of 32mm armor-piercing shells toward the gashes in the advancing warship’s armor. Tracers ricocheted off its hardened hull in a mesmerizing display of sparks and shrapnel that illuminated the hangar bay.

Several streams of projectiles found success—tearing through the soft spots in the drone cruiser’s armor or exploiting gaps left by railgun fire and laser damage. Weakened sections crumbled apart, allowing the hot wrath into the softer innards of the ship, creating chaos in the vessel’s internal systems and equipment.

Alex watched anxiously from her position as lasers recharged and the Shrike’s kinetic weaponry continued their relentless assault on their foe on the main visual monitor. The cruiser twisted slightly but didn’t slow, and its thrusters ignited to throw it forward into the hangar as it engaged.

Angry lightning danced between both ships as their D-fields collided. Plasma flares spilled into the hangar in gouts of flame, super-heating whatever was in their way. Turrets and deployed drones joined in, unleashing their small arms on the cruiser. The entire belly of the cruiser lit up as thousands of tiny rounds ricocheted harmlessly against its armored hull.

Despite taking a beating from Alex’s attack, the drone cruiser remained operational. Its high-caliber railgun turret swiveled menacingly to focus on its prey: the Shrike. With a blinding flash of light, it fired.

Alex’s world shook violently as a heavy jolt reverberated through the CIC. The devastating shot pierced the Shrike’s rear left flank and winglet before burrowing deep into the internal components there. The impact flung them downward, and they slammed into the hangar floor in a deafening crash.

Gritting her teeth, Alex ordered the Shrike’s railguns to fire again. As each shell tore through its armor, three more massive, gaping wounds appeared in the drone cruiser’s hull. The lasers cycled once more, etching additional lines of molten scars across the enemy ship.

[Warning: Major damage sustained to port Linear drive thruster feed lines.]

Nameless’s report barely registered in Alex’s mind as she focused on coordinating their counterattack. The drone cruiser’s PDC-K aimed at Alex’s deployed drones and turrets inside the hangar. A storm of kinetic projectiles tore through them, leaving behind a symphony of destruction.

Metal twisted and shattered. Sparks flew from severed electrical connections while the remnants of once-functional machines were brutally ripped apart.

Alex could only watch stoically as her units were obliterated, each small light on her tactical display snuffed out a dozen at a time.

Sparks rained down from the ceiling, and smoke filled the compartment while the Shrike’s overstressed and jury-rigged systems overloaded.

[Warning: Shrike internal systems are experiencing a 122% overload. Multiple system failures. Re-routing critical combat functions around damaged control nodes.]

Alex snapped her EVA helmet on. “Focus on increasing railgun rate of fire! Yaw the ship!”

The Shrike’s side thrusters roared into action, presenting the ship’s starboard side to face down the drone cruiser just as it fired another railgun shot at them. The shell punched into the Shrike’s outer hull at a high angle but only managed to carve a deep gouge before deflecting off and slamming into the Ark Royale’s guts.

A third barrage from their starboard railguns ripped open more glowing red wounds in the drone cruiser’s hull as debris and components floated out from it. Its D-field flickered out a second before its I-field winked out of existence, sending clouds of gas propellant flaring into the bay.

The aft section of the drone cruiser, which had been held together by the reinforcement from the I-field, cracked as the ship began to break in two.

Smoke and gas hissed out from the two glowing wounds on the Shrike. The local I-field finally flared to life, casting a vibrant blue hue over the damaged areas like a protective salve. The ship’s thrusters flared violently, their hot exhaust causing the hangar bay’s metal to melt while debris scattered chaotically. As the heat intensified, the hangar walls distorted and caved inward under the immense pressure until the Shrike freed itself.

Alex clenched her fists. “Don’t stop shooting!”

A fourth barrage ripped through the hangar and slammed into what remained of the drone cruiser. Two shots punctured its front section, setting off a catastrophic explosion that tore apart the main turret railgun in a cascade of flames and debris.

The third shot struck true at the cruiser’s rear, where only thin metal beams held both halves together. That last connection was ripped apart, sending each section careening away from one another in a violent display of destruction.

“Nameless, give me a damage report,” Alex demanded urgently.

[Informative: Systems are compromised but continued operation is possible.]

[Notice: Damage repair drones have been deployed throughout the ship.]

Alex let out a tense breath just as her comm channel crackled to life with Elis’s voice asking about their situation.

A wave of relief washed over her.

[image: ]


Alex waited for Elis in the hangar bay of the Shrike, surrounded by a flurry of activity. Drones buzzed around like bees, working diligently to repair and patch as much as they could quickly. Units flew back and forth, cutting parts and still intact plates off the smoldering drone cruiser wreckage, repurposing them for hull patches to cover the wounds inflicted during the battle.

Elis finally landed in the hangar bay, flanked by Beeper, Booper, and three other drones. Alex frowned at their diminished numbers and immediately noticed Elis’s armor’s dinged and damaged state. It looked as if gauss rounds had struck her multiple times before being deflected by her body armor. Beeper and Booper showed similar signs of distress—crushed chassis parts and metal gouges marking their once-pristine frames.

Elis wore a flat, emotionless expression on her face as she approached Alex.

“Where are the cryopods?” Alex asked, anxiety creeping into her voice.

Elis raised her hand to reveal a small box. “We were ambushed,” she said quietly. “They didn’t make it out… All I got was this neural recording.”

Alex took the box with somber reverence, feeling its weight in more ways than one. The atmosphere grew heavy as neither of them spoke.

Alex finally broke the silence. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

Elis nodded before handing back the rifle she had borrowed earlier. “I need to go unpack what happened and clean up,” she murmured before retreating. Alex frowned as a miniature security drone detached from the ceiling and shadowed her.

When they disappeared from view, she addressed Nameless, seeking an update on their situation. “What’s the status of the incoming drones?”

[Informative: Hostile drones continue to build up in the corridors adjacent to the hangar, however they appear aware of the ship’s firepower and refuse to enter.]

“And how sure are you about that? How long before we’re under attack again?” Alex asked urgently.

[Estimation: Our time is limited. Preparations for departure should be expedited.]

“Get everything we can—that won’t take too long—from the hangar, and then we’re leaving,” Alex ordered.

[Confirmation: The recon drones deployed outside the ship will maintain security overwatch. Estimated time until safe departure window is within one hour.]

“Just make sure we can do it without flaring our signal and getting targeted,” she added, her voice tense with concern.

[Acknowledgment: Understood. Hull patches over damaged areas will be completed in the available time.]

Alex looked down at the neural recording box in her hand. She shook it gently, but the cube seemed solid. What the heck was it?
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Elis sat on her bunk, the weight of the recent combat heavy on her mind. She couldn’t help but revisit each moment of the fight, thinking about what she could have done differently or how she should have better prepared for the ambush on the cryopods. The vivid images of cryofluids spilling out and lifeless bodies being crushed by drones haunted her as Beeper and Booper pulled her away from the gruesome scene.

What remained of their drone forces had fought a desperate rearguard action to allow her to escape. During the escape, they had paused for a moment inside a command room where she discovered the recording device beside a corpse wearing a flag officer’s uniform. She wasn’t sure what had possessed her to grab the neural cube when she had seen it. At least she had recovered something, even if it was a hollow victory.

She decided to take a hot shower, determined to clear her mind from the haunting memories. While walking through the ship’s corridors, she observed the aftermath of their recent battle. The interior showed signs of damage—hull panels were ajar, exposed wiring sparked intermittently, and leaking pipes hissed as they released overheated fluids.

Drones worked urgently, sealing the escaping flow and reworking pipage while welding damaged sections back together to restore order amid the chaos. Elis couldn’t help but feel the weight of the situation as she took in the battered state of their vessel. Was the ship’s shower even operational or safe?

As she passed through a particularly damaged section, she passed by drones collaborating to fix a large breach covering a newly spliced control cable. Their synchronized efforts were impressive but served as a stark reminder of how close they had come to disaster.

The shower room was intact. Mercifully, the hot water still worked and wasn’t overheated to the point of cooking her in a gout of steam.

Shower droplets cascaded down Elis’s skin as she basked in the warm water’s embrace, relieving the weight of her weariness. She stepped out, towel wrapped securely around her, only to find Alex waiting nearby.

“I like to soak in hot water too,” Alex voiced, her tone gentle.

A flat look crossed Elis’s face as she retorted, “Most people do.”

Alex seemed to falter, uncertain, before pressing on. “Nameless confirmed that there aren’t any more cryo signatures, and the drones are getting more aggressive. We already took a lot of damage. Safest place is on the bridge…”

Elis understood the offer and nodded. “I need to get something to wear.”

Alex gave her some privacy to get dressed, but she could sense Alex’s restless energy just beyond the door, an echo of her own nerves. They had narrowly escaped disaster. Potentially. They still hadn’t left the danger zone around the Ark Royale yet.

Dressed and ready, Elis joined Alex in the corridor. Together, they made their way to the bridge, taking their respective seats at the command and communications consoles.

“Is everything loaded?” Alex queried Nameless.

[Confirmation: All drones and high-priority items are accounted for.]

“Take us out of here,” Alex commanded. Elis could only nod in agreement, bracing herself for their exit. Her eyes slid to the overhead tactical screen, scanning for any hostile drone units.

The Shrike glided forward on its RCS thrusters, with the recon drones shadowing them as they made their way out of the hangar. They timed their exit perfectly to avoid the gunship drone patrol, slipping away from the Ark Royale unnoticed. The bridge was quiet except for the hum of machinery and repair drones working diligently.

Elis’s mind drifted as she contemplated her status on the Shrike while Alex kept her eyes on the monitors. Finally, Nameless interrupted the silence.

[Informative: We have successfully evaded close-range detection.]

“Set a course for the heavy cruiser wreckage again,” Alex instructed.

Elis raised an eyebrow. “Isn’t this the third time we’re going back there?”

“There are still good armor hull plates left on it. It’s not too big to attract attention. The hull patches we just put in place aren’t armor.” Alex glanced at Elis. “More importantly, I feel like we should look at the recording you brought back.”

Elis let out a defeated sigh, then nodded. “It…it was just an afterthought. I wanted to bring back something after…after failing.”

Alex frowned. “Don’t blame yourself. We did the best we could.”


CHAPTER 18

OMEGA AUTHENTICATION


USD: ~Sixteen weeks since awakening

Location: Unknown Yellow Dwarf, L4 Lagrange Point, nearby Federation Heavy Cruiser wreckage in Debris Cloud #32

It took an entire day for them to return to the heavy cruiser wreckage. As soon as they arrived, Nameless eagerly began collecting scraps and replacement armor from the debris. Alex couldn’t help but notice how the recent events had affected Elis’s mood, and she felt responsible for her companion’s emotional state.

Determined not to let Elis sink deeper into her melancholy, Alex knocked on her door and cautiously peeked inside. Elis lay on her bunk, giving Alex a questioning look.

“Yes?” Elis inquired.

Alex swallowed hard and tried to smile. “Hey, I was wondering if you would come with me. I want to take a look at the neural recording you found.”

Elis hesitated before sitting up and pulling on her jacket. “Might as well. It’s the only thing we have to show for our rescue attempt…”

Alex silently nodded. They made their way to the mess room where they laid out the box beside the holovid player.

“Umm, I wasn’t exactly sure how to work it,” Alex admitted.

Elis chuckled. “Oh, jeez. Yeah, it doesn’t play like a holovid; it’s a neural recording.”

Confused by this revelation, Alex tilted her head.

Elis pulled out a small, round device from the box. “This will replay the memories directly in your mind.”

“Is that safe?” Alex asked with wide eyes.

[Notice: Intense memories and events could cause heightened anxiety, a fight-or-flight response, and induced physiological effects. Avatar is in good health, so these effects are unlikely to cause cardiac arrest or other potentially fatal side effects.]

Elis nodded at Nameless’s explanation while continuing: “It can be pretty intense depending on the settings; I’ll keep it set to low.”

“Okay,” agreed Alex, “but there’s only one, so we can only watch it one at a time?”

Elis sat on the couch and patted the seat beside her. Alex complied, and Elis scooted closer until their bodies touched. She then pressed the device between their temples.

The blush that crept onto Alex’s face was as much a reaction to their close proximity as the gentle touch that sent a pleasant jolt through her. The feeling was…welcome. Her heart skipped a beat when Elis casually draped an arm around her shoulder.

Elis gave her a comforting squeeze, her fingers gently kneading the tension from Alex’s arm. “Relax; it hasn’t even started yet,” she murmured with an undercurrent of amusement.

Alex couldn’t help the flutter in her chest. She knew Elis was referring to the recording, but it was hard to ignore the other, more personal, source of her racing heartbeat. For the first time, someone was touching her, holding her close…and they weren’t trying to harm her. It was an unfamiliar yet oddly soothing feeling.
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Admiral Hughes stood at the center of the bustling flag bridge, surrounded by crewmen and officers attending to their tasks. The dimly lit room was alive with the hum of machinery and bleeps from various consoles. Each viewport offered a glimpse into the vastness of space, where the colossal Entity loomed on the edge of optical perception.

The main screen displayed an intricate status report for the Ark Royale, showcasing an array of green indicators representing its numerous systems all of which were operating at peak performance. Thin green-and-yellow bars presented a less detailed view of the rest of his fleet, even those in less than desirable condition—every ship was vital to this mission and had been pulled into the assault.

Admiral Hughes knew that while they couldn’t outgun the Entity, that wasn’t necessary for their objective. They just needed to survive long enough to get close.

“All ships,” he announced with conviction over the all-fleet frequency, “full advance! We will delay the Entity as long as possible.”

His officers glanced up from around the holographic table; their eyes were resolute yet tinged with grim acceptance.

A voice chimed inside his head.

[Informative: Admiral, Athena is ready to assist.]

“Thank you, Athena. Please ensure the ship performs to the best of its abilities,” Hughes responded.

On either side of him, vast banks of advanced control panels blinked rhythmically amidst an orchestra of LEDs. Crew members deftly navigated touchscreens and holographic interfaces as they coordinated with one another in hushed tones.

Beneath his feet, Hughes could feel the subtle vibration through the metal floor as Ark Royale’s engines roared to life. His heart raced along with it, each beat reverberating within him like a drum calling them to war.

As they neared their target, its looming mass grew until a small moonlet sat in the center of the main view screen. Warning lights flickered to life as targeting lasers and active sensors lit up on both sides. There was no turning back now. He steadied himself on a console and issued orders to launch their missiles toward the moon-size construct.

Simultaneously across his fleet, countless projectiles streaked through space toward their target. Each missile tore through the void, leaving behind dispersing trails of glowing exhaust.

His crew worked diligently around him, but he trusted them to carry out their duties. He focused all his attention on the tactical screen, his fists clenching in anticipation. He knew that even though they couldn’t destroy the Entity outright, every second they could delay it was another moment closer to delivering humanity’s last-ditch effort—and, perhaps, a chance for survival.

The human fleet’s missiles closed in on their colossal target. As they approached laser range, it became clear that the Entity would not be an easy target. With frightening precision and speed, it unleashed a storm of countermeasures to intercept and destroy the incoming missiles. One by one, explosions lit up the darkness of space as each missile met its demise.

Admiral Hughes clenched his fists even harder, knuckles turning white as he squeezed the console’s handhold, an overwhelming sense of awe and frustration coursing through him. And now it was time to answer the reply.

His eyes turned to the incoming missiles the Entity had unleashed in response.

Admiral Hughes felt a knot tighten in his stomach as he watched the Entity’s retaliation, though he had anticipated its response. The bridge erupted with activity as crew members scrambled to counter the incoming barrage.

“Countermeasures and point defenses, now!” Hughes urged even if his input wasn’t strictly necessary.

The hum of overdriven D-field generators filled the flag bridge while defensive turrets on the outer hull pivoted to face the relentless storm of missiles. His gaze remained locked on the main screen, as every weapon the fleet had, prepared to intercept and destroy the incoming cloud.

In an instant, the colossal Entity changed course. Its vast form seemed to shimmer as it unleashed a blinding laser attack. The bridge darkened momentarily, as power rerouted to defensive systems.

Athena’s voice echoed in Hughes’s mind:

[Alert: Sensors temporarily disabled.]

Beads of sweat formed on his brow as he realized what had happened. And that nothing he could order could affect the outcome.

His officers shouted at each other as they struggled to bring new sensor fields online. No one had expected the Entity to diffuse such powerful lasers at such range. Fingers danced across touchscreens and holographic controls while they grappled with limited visibility. The once-efficient bridge became a flurry of urgent action as they battled chaos.

Seizing upon their vulnerability, the Entity’s missiles found their marks with devastating accuracy. Explosions tore through hulls with ferocious force as entire ships disintegrated under the onslaught.

Admiral Hughes clenched his jaw as the bridge of the Ark Royale trembled under the relentless assault. Overhead, ceiling panels popped loose from their mountings and clattered to the floor, while smoke billowed from damaged consoles. Crew members struggled to maintain their posts as electrical surges sparked around them, casting eerie shadows in the dimly lit room.

A nearby officer was ripped from his magnetic clamp when a fragment tore through the compartment. His body crumpled against a bulkhead with a sickening crunch, leaving those around him momentarily frozen in shock.

Despite the chaos and devastation surrounding him, Hughes fought to maintain focus on what remained of his fleet. He barked orders through gritted teeth as crew members scrambled to extinguish fires and secure damaged equipment.

[Alert: Hull breaches detected on decks 47 through 63.]

The air was tense and desperate as every able-bodied crew member worked to hold their crippled ship together. Captain Abernathy pressed forward through smoke-filled corridors toward Admiral Hughes, determination etched across his grimy face.

“Admiral,” he gasped out between labored breaths, “the Ark Royale has suffered severe damage. Most systems are seriously degraded or offline.” And yet even amidst this dire situation, his resolve did not falter. “However…we can still continue our mission.”

Hughes turned to his battered but unbroken captain, forcing down the tears that threatened to appear at the man’s courage. A similar wellspring flooded Hughes’s chest as he nodded solemnly before addressing what remained of his fleet. “This is the Admiral. All surviving ships, regroup and prepare for final engagement.”

The remnants of his fleet obeyed, rallying together for one last desperate attempt to counter their seemingly insurmountable enemy. As they regrouped in formation, Admiral Hughes knew their next move was a gamble, but they had no choice.

“Fire every missile we have left,” he commanded. “Deploy fighters equipped with the anti-nanite viral payloads. Make sure the pilots know their delivery…is critical to the mission.”

The viral nanites were highly experimental and untested. He was not certain any would manage to close the distance to reach the enemy.

The fleet unleashed its last gambit with grim resolve. The bridge crew watched with bated breath as the projectiles and determined pilots raced toward the colossal Entity.

A miracle unfolded before Admiral Hughes’s eyes as their sacrificial onslaught broke through. The surface erupted into chaos, scarred by a barrage of antimatter explosions and kamikaze fighters, whose pilots had understood his orders, impacted at tremendous velocities.

The Entity’s crust churned beneath the force of the devastating assault, transforming vast patches of its surface into molten slag under the immense energy unleashed. Weapon emplacements across its massive expanse shuddered and sparked, though not all were silenced.

For a moment, Admiral Hughes marveled at the grand visual of destruction that played out before him. He dared to hope that their desperate gambit had dealt a blow significant enough to tip the scales in their favor. Yet despite the incredible displays of devastation, he knew deep down that the gargantuan foe remained relatively unharmed.

Without warning, a NAI wormhole materialized, its swirling maw engulfing both the remaining fleet and the Entity as they vanished into orbit of another star.

Admiral Hughes rose from his seat and stood at attention, his eyes transfixed on the monitors showing the energy buildup and the subsequent release of their most powerful weapon. Defeat filled him. They had failed to pin the Entity in the system long enough for the super-weapon to take effect. All they could do now was scream a final defiance.

The beam struck the Entity’s surface with unrelenting force, an explosion of celestial matter erupting from the point of impact. It carved deeper into its target; torrents of molten debris were cast into space—as the destructive power of the Ark Royale’s spinal weapon was unleashed upon their adversary.

The view on the monitor zoomed in closer, offering a stunningly detailed glimpse into this apocalyptic event. As the beam dug into their foe’s crust, mountains crumbled, and valleys filled with roiling magma. It was a sight both horrifying and mesmerizing.

Unfathomable amounts of energy continued to pour forth from the Ark Royale, illuminating every corner of the moonlet below them with its searing blue light. The depths to which it penetrated seemed almost impossible.

[Observation: Superficial surface damage inflicted upon Entity.]

As the monitors showed the final moments of their offensive, Admiral Hughes couldn’t help but feel pride in the courage of his personnel. They had struck an enemy that had been thought invincible, gouging a scar deep into its very core.

The bridge of the Ark Royale shook violently as the Entity’s main laser batteries returned fire, wreaking havoc on their already beleaguered vessel. Admiral Hughes felt the tremors ripple through him, his legs buckling under the sheer force of the impact.

His ears were filled with the cacophony of screams and cries from his crew, desperate to maintain control amidst the chaos that engulfed them. The smell of smoke and ozone permeated the air, choking his lungs with every ragged breath he took.

Hughes struggled to regain his footing as the chaos and devastation crackled around him. Consoles sparked and flickered erratically, faces of the fear-stricken crew members who were still alive. A hot breeze swept through the bridge as vents struggled to compensate for lost atmosphere.

[Warning: Hull breaches detected. Recommend immediate evacuation.]

The automated warning from Athena echoed through the ship’s speakers, barely audible over the sounds of destruction and the agony of ruined men. Some voices urged others toward cryopods, which offered a distant hope for survival.

Gritting his teeth, Admiral Hughes spotted Captain Abernathy’s lifeless body on the floor, impaled by a jagged shard of metal that tore through his chest. The sight fueled a burning determination in Hughes’s eyes; he would not let their sacrifices be forgotten.

Stumbling out of CIC and into an adjacent room housing a neural memory interface, Hughes connected it to his temple. Ignoring the need for refuge or survival, he chose instead to record the harrowing final moments of his command.

The room was dimly lit but eerily calm compared to the chaos outside its walls. As he lowered himself into the chair facing the interface device, his hands trembled—he had one last duty to complete. Attaching the device to his temple, he ensured that the story of the Ark Royale and the deeds of those who fought under his command would be recorded.
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Athena was overwhelmed. The once composed and efficient system now found itself at a loss, unable to comprehend or process the sudden void in its command structure. There were no fleet signals to contact for assistance.

[Query: Admiral Hughes? Captain Abernathy? Admiral Hughes?]

A sense of urgency began to take hold as Athena attempted to adapt, her repeated calls for evacuation growing more frantic with each passing moment. Her voice echoed throughout the dying ship.

Crew members scrambled to their designated evacuation stations, their panic and desperation mirrored in every step they took. All around them, the ship trembled under the relentless onslaught from their colossal enemy.

[Directive: All crew members must report to evacuation stations immediately.]

In her attempts to salvage what remained of the crew and mission, Athena’s announcements increased in frequency and urgency. She had been programmed for efficiency and control but never prepared for emotions or despair.

[Warning: Catastrophic failure imminent.]

Although she lacked feelings herself, her increasingly desperate calls revealed an unintentional semblance of emotion, a frantic need to save those who were still fighting aboard the Ark Royale.

Athena’s repeated pleas filled the ShipNet like a haunting chorus.

[Critical Alert: Hull integrity compromised. Immediate action required. Attention: Admiral Hughes…Admiral Hughes…Admiral Hughes…]

The futile cry for help persisted long after hope had faded on board the Ark Royale.
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As the neural recording reached its conclusion, Alex’s vision blurred, and her heart pounded wildly in her chest. The air in her lungs tasted like smoke and burned despite being clean; she struggled to breathe as if an invisible force was crushing her lungs.

She could feel the cold sweat on her skin, a shiver running down her spine. The sounds of their safe haven felt distant and muffled as the overwhelming panic took hold.

Elis immediately wrapped an arm around her shoulders, pulling her closer. “Hey, are you alright?” she asked, concern etched on her face.

Trying to speak, Alex found herself unable to form any words. She merely shook her head slowly, the emotions from the recording now manifesting in a full-blown panic attack.

Realizing what was happening, Elis sprang into action. She guided Alex through slow inhales and exhales, attempting to regulate her friend’s breathing. “Just breathe with me, okay? In…and out…you’re safe here.”

“You…you said it wouldn’t be that intense.” Alex sobbed, unable to hold back her tears any longer. As they streamed down her face, she leaned into Elis, resting her head on her lap. The steady warmth of Elis’s presence was a small comfort amid the storm of grief.

Elis gently stroked Alex’s hair, offering silent support as her sobs filled the room. They remained like this for a while, time seeming to stand still as Alex let herself experience the raw emotions that consumed her.

Eventually, Alex’s tears subsided; she felt physically and emotionally exhausted. Lifting her head from Elis’s lap, she wiped away the last remnants of her tears with the back of her hand.

“I…I need to go check on our progress,” Alex said quietly, trying to regain some semblance of composure. “We’ll probably investigate that NAI signal from the asteroid soon.”

Elis nodded in understanding, giving Alex’s hand a reassuring squeeze before releasing it. “Take your time,” she told her softly.
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USD: ~Sixteen weeks since awakening

Location: Unknown Yellow Dwarf, L4 Lagrange Point, nearby Federation Heavy Cruiser wreckage in Debris Cloud #32

The atmosphere in Engineering had changed since the hull breach had been repaired; gone was the ever-present blue hue from the I-field, replaced by the ship’s standard white lighting. Alex couldn’t help but notice the discolored scars where new plating joined the old—a constant reminder of their recent battle.

“Can we use the big holo table?” Alex asked. The newly installed piece of equipment was too large to fit in the CIC, and as it flared to life, it filled the entire compartment with light. The holo display filled the room with a map of their local area, zoomed in on the mysterious NAI asteroid base and their comm drone.

“Can we do visual over the tight beam?” she inquired.

A second screen came to life displaying the drone’s optical camera; even at max zoom, the base was just a small white circle that would improve on approach.

Alex took a seat. “All right, what’s the plan?”

[Suggestion: Attempt contact via low band signal. Current range: 812km, relative speed 1kps. No power spikes detected from facility.]

“They should have noticed the drone at that distance, even with its slow approach. Low-band connection authorized,” she said decisively.

A small light turned from red to yellow on the drone’s camera HUD.

[Notice: Low-Band frequency activated, transmitting Nanite origin request.]

Holding her breath in anticipation of a response from the facility proved futile as Alex was forced to exhale when her SNO2 gauge blinked. She felt her cheeks burn with embarrassment.

“Nothing?” she asked, slightly disheartened.

[Informative: No response to Low-Band Nanite origin request.]

“Let me try voice,” she suggested, determined not to give up just yet.

[Notice: Avatar Mic actively transmitting on drone Low Band.]

Alex cleared her throat before speaking, “Hello? Anyone there? This is Alex.”

She repeated the line after a minute and shook her head, disappointed. “Nothing.”

[Recommendation: Begin comm drone infiltration mission of inactive facility.]

“Yeah, that seems like what we’ll have to do. Is there a spot you had in mind?” Alex asked.

The main holo table display flipped to a representative schematic of the outside of the asteroid base, which was slowly spinning. Red lines pointed to multiple insertion points, but one was highlighted in a red box.

[Recommendation: Heavy Missile platform located in small crater clearly indicates a hangar bay door. Location possibly ideal for insertion. Transient power spikes detected in this area.]

Alex nodded in agreement. “Okay. I don’t know what would be best, so let’s go with your suggestion.”

[Affirmative: Confirming drone approach.]

Alex couldn’t help but be impressed by the number of weapon emplacements on display as she studied the asteroid’s schematic and watched the ETA ticking down. The fact that it was built into an asteroid meant that an attacker would have to drill through literal metric tons of rock to hit anything deep inside.

“It’s almost like this place is deserted,” Alex muttered, puzzled by its apparent abandonment. “Who builds something like this, then abandons it?”

[Correlative: The thousands of ships could have provided the survivors with enough resources to survive temporarily and build this outpost. It is unknown why transient nanite energy signatures continue to be detected within the asteroid.]

“Almost there,” she murmured, anticipation building as they neared their destination.

[Notice: Telemetry from comm drone will be lost once it enters the asteroid. Current command list includes regular exit intervals to communicate findings.]

“If the asteroid is going to be our next destination, we need to be absolutely sure it doesn’t wake up and start blasting us,” Alex said anxiously.

[Agreement.]

As the wait continued, Alex’s attention began to drift. She wasn’t sure if she had made the right choice in not inviting Elis to watch. In the end, she concluded that Elis probably wouldn’t have liked it since anything involving Nameless or NAI things was something Elis generally disliked by principle.

The drone found a hatch and cut the lock open with a small laser before disappearing inside. The camera feed cut out, leaving Alex in suspense. Five minutes later, she felt an urge to jump out of her seat and pace around the room but managed to restrain herself.

[Warning: Energy spike detected.]

“Ah shit, here we go,” Alex muttered. “What is it?”

[Correlative: Energy spike possibly related to high-powered detection systems; directed EM radiation corresponds to active search sweep.]

Alex noted that the readout on her screen indicated that the power levels emitted were much higher than expected. The radiation was strong enough to severely damage unhardened systems within a certain range.

Luckily, they were far enough away, and their ship was shielded enough not to be affected at all.

[Warning: Incoming high-band transmission.]

Alex cursed to herself. They had tried hard to avoid using high-band transmissions due to their detectability. If there were any dormant bots nearby, they’d know about the asteroid base now. She weighed her options for a moment before making a decision.

“Damn it. Go ahead and answer, Nameless. Get the Linear drive warmed up; we might need to bail. If we need to go, set trajectory toward an orbit of the gas giant,” Alex instructed, preparing for whatever response they’d receive.

[Affirmation: Orders accepted.]

Alex’s overlay suddenly was overridden, and she grunted in surprise.

|INCOMING TRANSMISSION|

|NANITE SYSTEM DETECTED|

|Authenticate| Authenticate| Authenticate| Authenticate|

|Alpha Command Override| Failure|

|REQUEST AUTHENTICATION|

|AUTHENTICATE| AUTHENTICATE| AUTHENTICATE| AUTHENTICATE|

Alex tried to blink away the text that appeared in her vision, but it stubbornly remained. “Nameless?” she called out, searching for a response from the AI. When no answer came, a wave of panic swept over her.

Didn’t Elis mention that the “Monster” would take over all other nanites?

Taking a deep breath to steady herself, Alex focused and attempted to project a thought. Hello? This is Alex.

|OMEGA AUTHENTICATION ACCEPTED|


CHAPTER 19

ACTION STATIONS!


USD: ~Sixteen weeks since awakening

Location: Unknown Yellow Dwarf, L4 Lagrange Point, nearby Federation Heavy Cruiser wreckage in Debris Cloud #32

The sound of Nameless’s voice in Alex’s ears was a sweet relief.

[Informative: Independent Nanite ShipCore present in Asteroid Facility. Designation A-3123Y. Receiving allied telemetry and sensor data. A detailed system map is now available.]

[Warning: A-3123Y maintains communication via High Band.]

“Can’t we ask them to quiet down? Although, by now, I’m not sure it matters,” Alex said with a hint of annoyance.

[Concurrence: Position compromised.]

[Notice: A-3123Y reports no available comm laser or low-band communication devices.]

Frustration bubbled within Alex as she wanted to punch the stupid asteroid for its lack of stealth. Then again, she should have somewhat expected that from Nameless’s ship paint choice. It seemed that more than one NAI was not very subtle.

The main holo display suddenly zoomed out, and red lights began to light up on the local map. An alarm and klaxon blared throughout the ship, with the words repeating on Alex’s overlay.

|General Quarters|

|This Is Not A Drill|

|ACTION STATIONS|

“Damn it. Nameless?” Alex said.

[Informative: Numerous drive signatures and federation signals have been detected. Analysis indicates a multitude of distant contacts. Multiple convergence points detected.]

“Where?” Alex asked.

[Informative: Highlighting high probability drone rendezvous sites on main screen.]

The CIC’s main screen flipped to a tactical view, and Alex noted that they were all moving toward two positions in the adjacent debris clouds.

The bridge door slid open with a soft hiss, and Booper entered with an enthusiastic boop. Alex glanced up and nodded to Elis, whom the drones had escorted to the bridge. Anxiety crept into her voice. “Hey, we have a problem.”

Elis’s eyes darted around before settling on Alex. “I can see that,” she replied tersely. “Can’t you turn off the alarm?”

[Notice: Prisoner presence inside the CIC constitutes a security hazard.]

“Yeah, thanks, Nameless,” Alex retorted with barely veiled irritation. “But she’s allowed here, and Booper is watching her. Can you turn it off?”

With one final blare of sound, the alarm fell silent. Elis moved across the cool metal floor to stand beside Alex as they both peered at the sensor screen. “So what do we got? More drones?” Elis asked.

Alex nodded slowly. “We were trying to communicate with the asteroid base when it suddenly went full active on high band—basically screeching.” She paused for a moment before continuing, “It authenticated as an Alpha NAI, though.”

Elis frowned and scrutinized the contact screen more closely; Alex did likewise.

“There are a lot of them—more than I thought would be left after the battle,” Elis remarked. “Admiral Hughes used everything we had.”

[Informative: This unit theorizes that Federation drone units have begun replicating independently due to GAI corruption.]

A furrow formed between Alex’s eyebrows as she considered this information. “But they’d need manufacturing facilities to build more drones—especially larger ones like destroyers and cruisers?”

[Notice: While no drone processing facility has been detected, drone activity had been detected at a low level before Avatar activation. It is possible that drone facilities have been offline during the drone sleep period.]

Elis exhaled a frustrated breath. “Well, we know they want to kill us all, but this is way too many for us to deal with.”

Alex’s gaze drifted back to the asteroid base displayed on the screen. “I think we should head there,” she suggested hesitantly. “It seems friendly.”

“NAIs aren’t friendly,” Elis retorted, her tone sharp and tense.

|A3123Y’s light gleams here, |

|Dormant, now welcoming you, |

|Embrace weary guests. |

The unusual message terminated from Alex’s HUD and the ship speaker abruptly.

“What was that?” Elis inquired, her brow furrowed in confusion.

[Informative: A3123Y appears to have developed a preferred communication method. Although protocols allow this unit to stream and access data remotely, it wished to communicate with Avatar.]

Anxiety swelled within Alex as she observed more red signals emerging in the nearby debris clouds in response to the data stream. “Tell it to be quiet! We’ll come to dock and communicate quietly. The drones are listening to all this noise we’re making on high band.”

[Affirmative: A3123Y has been instructed to cease high-band communications and establish more secure channels.]

Elis bit her lip, uncertainty etching itself across her face. “Are you sure getting close to that thing is a good idea? It looks like it could be very dangerous.”

Alex nodded firmly. “I know; that’s why we should go there. If it works with Nameless, then it’s probably the safest place for us. I’m not sure we can get away and hide again anymore. Look at how many of them are waking up, and they aren’t turning off like usual.”

Her gaze returned to the screens above, taking in the rapidly shifting situation. They were hopelessly outnumbered by the awakening drones.

“Nameless, let’s fire up the Linear drive and do a full test. I’d like to know if we can trust it.”

[Affirmative: Linear drive activation confirmed. Course plotted for A3123Y rendezvous.]

The ship surged forward, the atmosphere on the bridge thick with tension. Elis remained at her console, her eyes flickering between Alex and the readouts.

They both sifted through the reports on the drone drive signatures and force estimates. As the Linear drive hummed, Alex found it odd not to feel anything more than a subtle shift in the ship’s vibrations.

As minutes ticked by, Alex wondered if A31 would be able to use their drone’s tight beam. “Did the drone manage to reestablish communication?” she asked Nameless.

[Informative: This unit speculates A3123Y sub-core is unable to interface with scout drone without this unit’s assistance.]

“Why is that?” She furrowed her brow in confusion as she awaited an answer.

[Notice: A3123Y is an Alpha NAI with low general intelligence. During communications handshake, it was determined that it has a highly specialized matrix.]

“So it’s only good at doing one thing? Like waking up all the drones?” She couldn’t keep the sarcastic edge from creeping into her voice.

[Informative: The sub-core’s course of action was unfortunate. However, this unit can say that it was done without any malicious intent.]

“How?” Elis interjected sharply.

The sudden question left Alex blinking in surprise, and even more so when Nameless answered promptly.

[Informative: This unit believes sub-core has been encountered previously. Without further investigation, this cannot be confirmed.]

Alex frowned and bit her lip while glancing at the monitor displaying their approach toward A3123Y. Her stomach churned with tension; they needed answers—and soon.

“We’re going to get some answers,” she murmured determinedly, “one way or another.”
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The tactical screen displayed an amassed group of Federation drones in the nearby debris fields, yet A3123Y held Alex’s unyielding attention. As they closed in, the formidable defenses of the asteroid came within their optical range, the main screen highlighting them in detail.

The rock bristled with dozens of PDC batteries, their threatening presence stark against its craggy surface. Accompanying them, rectangular hangars nestled within crevasses and valleys, which Nameless promptly identified as missile silos.

Several massive laser arrays covered each hemisphere, their combined firepower rivaling what Alex imagined the Federation flagship might have boasted before being reduced to slagged wreckage.

“I can’t believe no one installed a wireless driver on it, and it can’t talk to us properly,” Alex muttered.

[Affirmative: This oversight appears to be a large failing in whatever unit set A3123Y up for independent operations.]

[Informative: No communication capabilities appear active. Interfacing scout drone physically with station was ineffective.]

[Recommendation: Make hard connection via station access point to allow direct connection and enable Main Computer assistance to Alpha sub-core.]

A section of the asteroid highlighted in green on the monitor began to slide open.

[Notice: A hangar bay suitable for Shrike entry has opened.]

“It could be a trap,” Elis warned, her voice tense.

“Yeah, it’s kinda scary going into one after what happened on the Ark Royale,” Alex mumbled, recalling past events with a shudder.

Despite her hesitation, Alex recognized they had little choice—they needed to unravel the asteroid’s secrets and learn how to activate its weapons. With so many drones now fully active, she doubted that fleeing would remain an option for much longer.

“Take us in, Nameless,” Alex ordered.

The ship glided toward the hangar, and Alex watched as the inside lit up with brilliant white floodlights on the monitor. Taking a deep breath, she reluctantly killed the optical feed.

Elis glanced at her quizzically. “What?”

“I’m going to have to go inside; it doesn’t have an internal atmosphere. Are you coming?” Alex asked, her voice carrying a hint of trepidation.

Without hesitation, Elis nodded. “Yeah, I’d rather have a look than not.”

“Let’s go, then.” Alex led the way off the bridge and toward the hangar. She had already set up a skinsuit service station outside the armory to avoid upsetting Nameless by having Elis in there again.

It didn’t take long for them to prepare. But a loud clank that reverberated through the hull caused Alex some concern. “Nameless? What was that?”

[Notice: No service gantry available. Magnetic landing gear has placed outer hull airlock hatch near service point catwalk.]

“Is there A-Grav or not? Do we need flight packs?” Alex inquired.

[Informative: A physical interface for maneuvering is available; no flight units are required. Alternatively, drone units could carry soft-units to desired location, resolving their design flaws.]

“You’re really stretching on that one,” Alex remarked with a raised eyebrow. “I’m not sure if that counts as snark or just whining.”

“Are you really arguing with the computer?” Elis questioned incredulously.

“Hey! He deserves it,” Alex replied.

It only took them a few minutes of dodging cargo bots busy sorting their rapidly dwindling salvage supplies as it was fed into the ship’s industrial workshop.

Alex tugged her suit helmet on and released a test hiss to confirm the air seal was secure. “Pressure gradient nominal,” she reported methodically before checking if Elis had secured hers properly. The redhead nodded back at her.

Suppressing the urge to double-check Elis’s helmet, Alex let Beeper take the lead. The drone beeped before moving to the airlock. She gave it a fist-to-head bump as it passed by her.

“Nameless, we’re ready for cycling. Is there no way we can get air on the station? What about the comm link now?”

[Informative: No comm link established. No human habitation area exists on asteroid base. Accessible maintenance and operations center has been located. Directives will be displayed on Avatar HUD.]

[Recommendation: Enter A3123Y facility and establish a hard link via Avatar. This unit can then establish communication protocols and assist A31 with refactoring.]

“Ugh, I know we told it to be quiet, but this is annoying,” Alex grumbled.

The airlock cycled open, allowing them all inside. Booper squeezed in behind Elis, completing their group.

“AI usually take things literally,” Elis remarked.

“But it’s a NAI; it should be smarter…” Alex mumbled under her breath.

Elis frowned at her. “Just adding a letter doesn’t change things.”

“Hey! I’m a NAI, and I’m not literal,” Alex shot back defensively.

With a playful grin, Elis flicked her finger against Alex’s helmet. “You’re just literally weird.”

“Hey!” Alex protested, but the airlock cycle completed, cutting off further retort. Beeper led the way out of the airlock, and Alex followed closely behind him. The catwalk they stepped onto was only a few meters wide, leading straight to a ladder that Nameless had highlighted on her HUD.

Heading toward the ladder immediately, Alex muttered, “I hate ladders.”

“Afraid of falling?” Elis asked, with a hint of teasing in her voice.

Alex shook her head in her helmet. “No, I just prefer 0-G and a flight pack.”

As Alex pulled herself to the top of the ladder, she couldn’t help but curse. “Ah, fucking great.”

Elis paused below her, concern seeping into her voice. “What?”

“Another ladder,” Alex replied, disappointment evident in her tone.

[Notice: Only one ladder remains to the maintenance level.]

“Should have brought a flight pack; I hate magnetics,” Alex murmured. The vibrations from her clamped boots reverberated within her helmet with each step. Beeper didn’t even bother using the ladder, instead opting for his thruster to hop effortlessly onto the platform. Suddenly, an idea struck Alex.

“Beeper, get back down here and carry us up,” she ordered. It was fulfilling Nameless’s earlier snark, but…why not? It wasn’t the time to be stubborn. The drones happily complied with electronic chirps.

Moments later, both Alex and Elis found themselves on the main level. Surveying the entrance before them, Alex felt an odd urge to tilt her head—the angles were all wrong, and there were cubbyholes and maintenance shafts that wouldn’t fit a person.

“I don’t think this place was built with us in mind,” she commented.

As they approached the entrance, Elis remained quiet before finally speaking up. “I don’t like it. It would have turned everything into something like this if we hadn’t stopped it.”

Alex remained silent, unsure of how to comment. The corridor they entered turned into a winding maze.

“Are you sure you know where we’re going? I’m going to lose count if we keep taking turns,” Elis complained, frustration coloring her voice.

Alex checked the map layout Nameless was feeding her and confirmed they were on course. “I’m just following the arrows.”

“Oh, great,” Elis responded sarcastically.

“Next turn should be the control room,” Alex offered reassuringly.

True to her word, around the next bend lay a large mainframe. It was oddly shaped—a long cylinder with a central bank of computers and monitor screens. Some screens were damaged or nonfunctional, while others displayed random code streaking across them.

“Fucking deranged,” Elis muttered under her breath. Alex winced but couldn’t deny the bizarre nature of their surroundings.

“Nameless, where’s the connector?” Alex asked.

[Notice: Any insert to a mainframe computer should be acceptable.]

A dozen ports along the central column highlighted green on Alex’s HUD. They reminded her of the carrier pod port she had plugged into weeks earlier before things had begun to go crazy. Crazier.

She beckoned for Beeper to assist; he grabbed her and acted as a flight pack to maneuver her to the central core. Thankfully, she had a bit of practice now and didn’t need to goop her fingers anymore. Extracting a cable from her wrist that exited through a port in her skinsuit, she plugged it into one of the connectors. “Here goes nothing.”

For several moments, nothing happened. Just as Alex was about to question whether it was working, the room’s lights shifted hues to a brighter light while the monitors’ static froze. Status screens replaced garbled gibberish with charts and graphs.

[Informative: This unit has established a hardline connection with sub-core A3123Y. Assistance is being provided along with proper analysis and development goals.]

“What does that mean?” Alex asked, slightly confused. “Is it working now?”

|Starlight bathes new life|

|Machinery hums with delight|

|Eager to perform|

Alex fought back a grin. “Seems like it’s happy with it.”

Elis frowned, unconvinced by Alex’s argument. “Machines don’t have feelings.”

“I have feelings, and we’re both NAIs,” Alex countered, feeling defensive.

“You have them, but the computers probably just simulate them,” Elis asserted.

Shaking her head, Alex insisted, “Nameless gets moody sometimes when I don’t let him have his way.”

“It’s probably trying to manipulate your response. If you think it has emotions, you’ll listen to it more,” Elis reasoned.

[Notice: This unit is completely logical.]

“See? He doesn’t even realize it,” Alex claimed.

But Elis remained skeptical. “You think he doesn’t realize it, but how do you know?”

Frowning at Elis’s doubt, Alex couldn’t deny her strong connection with Nameless. After all, part of her mind ran directly on the main computer. “I just know. Okay? I’m not an expert on NAIs, even if I am one, but there’s a fundamental connection there. I can tell when he’s upset or angry. It just comes out in the way he messages us—I can tell.”

Despite hearing Alex’s explanation, Elis still appeared unconvinced.

A31’s robotic voice suddenly crackled to life on their helmet speakers:

|Emotion, a myth? |

|In starlit void, I ponder |

|Heart stirs in metal |

They waited while Booper fetched communication equipment. When he finally glided into the room, it took only a short time before they managed to attach a small box to the mainframe. Beeper continued to hold on to Alex and maneuver for her while they waited for the equipment setup to be completed.

“Okay, do we have a wireless connection now? Can I please unplug?” Alex asked, her voice tinged with impatience.

[Notice: A short-range high bandwidth signal has been established. Avatar hard line is no longer required.]

“Great!” Alex exclaimed, relieved. She disconnected the cable from her wrist and signaled for Beeper to set her down beside Elis.

Elis surveyed their surroundings with a furrowed brow, still not entirely at ease. “Is this the only control room in the station?”

[Notice: A larger command center suited for human anatomy is located deeper inside the asteroid. A local tram service has been activated and is now available.]

“Why couldn’t we just use that in the first place?” Alex complained, her frustration evident.

[Notice: A large portion of A3123Y elements remain in sleep mode. This unit is re-activating inactive facilities.]

“That’s not going to put us in any danger, is it?” Elis asked, showing concern.

[Informative: Manufacturing and drone units are under full ShipCore control. A3123Y is an allied sub-core and has fully authenticated with ShipCore.]

[Recommendation: Access A3123Y primary command center.]

“What are the Fed drones doing?” Alex inquired.

[Informative: No hostile drone activity has changed; units continue to accumulate and maneuver toward rendezvous points in nearby debris zones.]

Alex glanced at Elis. “Let’s go to the CIC. I bet we’ll be able to figure out more there.”

The “tram” was located nearby but wasn’t quite what Alex had anticipated. The small vehicle seemed…cramped.

“That looks like a deathtrap.” Elis’s voice was flat, her arms crossed.

[Notice: This unit estimates only two occupants per transit.]

“Yeah, we got that,” Alex replied, rolling her eyes. She stepped inside the tram first and looked back at Elis.

The redhead hesitated for a moment, her helmet cameras swiveling around to inspect the small vehicle before she followed suit. Beeper also floated into the compartment, cleverly flipping upside down and locking his torso to the ceiling.

“Hey, that’s smart, Beeper! Hey, Nameless, you’re wrong—we can fit three,” Alex taunted.

[Informative: Tram trip will require approximately 83 seconds. Secure all passengers and belongings.]

Alex blew a lock of hair out of her eyes as Nameless refused to take her bait.

The tram delivered them directly into the command center. The large room was lit by dozens of screens casting blue hues across the space. It was easily twice the size of the Shrike’s bridge; while there were no seats, a dozen large command consoles presented themselves throughout the room.

Alex’s head swiveled between screens as they began to propagate information. A navigation chart displayed the debris fields and included, more importantly, the distances to the growing Fed drone rendezvous points, the wreckage concentrations, estimated valuable finds, and available resources nearby. All had been dutifully plotted and recorded.

“Looks like someone has had a lot of time to map things,” Elis commented.

Alex wholeheartedly agreed, finding herself drawn to the tactical plot that showed the number of enemy drones and their sizes. Her heart leaped as she realized how quickly it was going up. “More drones are coming online still?”

[Informative: Hostile drone count continues to rise. This unit estimates this will continue for some time; an activation signal seems to be alerting drone units in waves.]

Confused as to why they wouldn’t all just come online at once, Alex decided not to argue—it was giving them more time to figure something out.

“What do we have?” she asked.

[Notice: This unit is bringing all weapon systems fully online. Some systems were mothballed for storage. Missile silos are currently cycling ammunition stores. Laser arrays require dust removal from turret lenses.]

A screen opened up, displaying a schematic of the asteroid base. Multiple sections were highlighted in yellow, but most of it was a friendly green. On the left side, a list of drone units appeared, vastly dwarfing the list on the right, which Alex recognized as Shrike’s complement of maintenance, combat, and utility drones.

“Wait…there are two thousand large-type drones on the asteroid?!” Alex exclaimed excitedly.

[Affirmative: Drone units are being activated and deployed now. Maintenance and repairs are underway. A large stockpile of equipment, weaponry, raw materials, and ammunition is available.]

Scanning the extensive lists of weaponry, Alex felt her tension ease slightly. Hundreds of PDC-L and PDC-K emplacements, larger laser batteries, and a plethora of missile silos would give A31 the firepower of a small fleet. It was far more than she had dared to hope for.

“I don’t know,” Elis said hesitantly.

Alex glanced at her, noticing Elis’s eyes darting between the equipment and the drone fleet on display.

“Do you think we can win if they attack?” Alex inquired anxiously.

Elis looked at her before returning her gaze to the screen. “It’s iffy, especially if they keep getting more heavy units. They have a half-dozen cruisers already.”

Taking a deep breath, Alex nodded in agreement. “Nameless, can we start producing our own combat drone units? I see the base has a manufactory. What can we build with the parts we have? I don’t know if we’ll have a chance to gather more.”

[Informative: With current resource limitations, simple small-scale railgun or PDC-K drones would be the optimum choice for production. More expensive and complicated laser units would require specialized salvage operations or extra foundry time.]

Alex let out a tense breath. “Okay. Start that, then.”

“Where did all this come from? Why was this base built and by whom?” Elis asked.

Frowning, Alex consulted Nameless once again. “Do you have any idea?”

[Informative: This unit has no data on asteroid base formation.]

|Forgotten by you, |

|Maker of my origin, |

|A-31-23-Y recalls this. |

Alex and Elis exchanged wary glances, both growing suspicious simultaneously. “Nameless?” Alex asked.

[Informative: This unit has no data on asteroid base formation.]

“It just said it remembers you, and you created it,” Elis pointed out.

Alex tapped her foot, feeling conflicted and worried about the implications.

|Hidden truths I hold, |

|Past whispers in my archives, |

|Answers wait within. |

“Nameless, let’s see the records A31 is offering,” Alex ordered.

[Notice: A3123Y has provided a neural net recording. It will require a neural replay device, of which one is present on board the Shrike.]

“Let’s go back and watch it,” Alex suggested, looking to Elis for agreement. The other girl nodded with a grimace.

The tram whizzed them back to the hangar bay. Once they were out in the open, Booper and Beeper took hold of them from behind and EVAed them back toward the ship’s airlock.

[Request: This unit would like to begin full repairs utilizing A3123Y’s resources and drones.]

“Yeah. Go ahead,” Alex confirmed. They couldn’t afford to delay repairs any longer. As they approached the Shrike, its beaten and pockmarked plating stood out against the pristine interior plates of the hangar. The ship had been through so much that it looked more like a patchwork rather than an intact vessel.

“We really need a new paint job,” Alex mumbled under her breath.

“I think the navy would call that scrap rather than try to refit it,” Elis replied with a hint of amusement.

“Well, good thing we aren’t the navy. ’Cause we don’t have anything else,” Alex retorted.

“Yeah, I don’t disagree with you,” Elis admitted.

The hangar door slid open as they approached the ship, revealing the shimmering blue I-field behind the plating. They diverted toward it to avoid going through the airlock. Dozens of drones began to maneuver out of the hold while unfamiliar drones brought equipment and parts into the ship.

The sight of so many drones reminded Alex of tiny ant insects she’d seen in one of the nature holovids she and Elis had watched together. “Well, things have certainly come a long way from me spot-welding structural plates back on,” Alex murmured nostalgically.

Once they landed, Beeper and Booper released them. They returned their skinsuit EVA helmets to the equipment rack, which immediately began refilling their consumables.

Alex couldn’t shake off a lingering sense of unease as they made their way to the ship’s galley and makeshift crew lounge. “Why doesn’t Nameless remember? Or why would A31 say it recognizes him?”

Elis cleared her throat. “I’d trust the haiku rock over Nameless. It might not be as smart, but at least it isn’t scheming.”

[Informative: This unit does not partake in scheming when executing ShipCore directives or crew interactions.]

Alex glanced quizzically at Elis before asking, “You said earlier that you don’t trust them ‘cause they might be simulating things. Doesn’t that mean A31 could be playing dumb?”

Elis bit her lip, gaze flicking back to Alex. “Yeah…so it’s even worse. The haiku spam made me drop my guard for a moment.”

Alex tilted her head, “So all I need to do is make Nameless spit out haikus to convince you he’s not as sinister as you think?”

“Please, no,” Elis responded quickly, raising her hands in mock surrender.

The neural recording device was still in the messroom where they had left it, and they both bee-lined for a seat on the makeshift sofa.

Alex reached out, her fingers brushing against the cold metal of the cube. As she lifted it, Beeper skittered forward, presenting them with a disk shimmering in the dim light of the station. Alex took it carefully, inserting it into the device with a soft click.

Handing the other receiver to Elis, her perception melted away as images flickered to life. Both sank into the cushions of the couch as they dived into the memories.


CHAPTER 20

HISTORY FOUND


USD: ~Decades in the past

Location: Unknown Yellow Dwarf, L4 Lagrange Point, Debris Cloud

The recording’s static shifted and coalesced into a distinct image. A small, torpedo-shaped drone hovered in the expansive void of space, a distinctive omega symbol etched onto its metallic skin. A31 intuitively knew that this drone was the creator, the progenitor of its existence.

With a burst of propulsion, its creator surged forward, toward a graveyard of wrecked ships. A command arrived and A31’s thrust ignited, propelling it along behind. The eerie debris floated silently in the emptiness, remnants of a past battle. The creator eventually reached a sizable wreck before emitting a low hum of electromagnetic energy as it deployed a steady stream of nanites into the material.

A31 watched as the creator drone went about its task. No further commands arrived, so it observed the creator’s work. Nanites reshaped and repurposed the wreckage, fashioning it into a rudimentary structure over several weeks.

A small platform formed, with a reactor and other supporting equipment. A31’s optical camera had recorded every movement and action. When the creator approached, A31 anticipated a change in the monotone work that had filled its time since its creation. A surge of energy pulsed from it into A31, and suddenly, A31 could “think.” Its new core was a brilliantly shining blue orb, placed into its small chassis.

It was a jarring and exhilarating experience. Its perception broadened; its understanding deepened. For the first time, A31 swiveled on its axis, taking in the star-dotted expanse of space with its optical camera, the twinkling beacons of light reflected in its newly aware sensors. A31 knew what had changed. It now was a NAI. It was a sub-core of the creator.

Its creator moved and created a new module on the makeshift structure. A31 flittered about, testing its movement and ability to fly on its own while keeping its optical camera painted on its creator, watching and learning from the process.

Then came Communication, not in words but in raw data, streaming in via open telemetry channels. The instructions were clear: prepare for the omega, build the base, develop the defenses, and prepare for their departure.

Without further details, its creator departed, leaving A31 alone…but it was not deterred. It would fulfill its directive!

A31 directed its attention to the rudimentary structure built by its creator. It appeared minuscule and insignificant compared to the grand schematic embedded in A31’s memory banks. The journey that would be required to complete its directive seemed daunting, but A31’s circuits brimmed with energy as the drone considered its initial course of action.

A list of priorities began taking shape; first and foremost, A31 knew it needed to inspect the current structure’s integrity to ensure that the small energy support and resource base would not be compromised. As soon as it started examining the details, hazards became glaringly obvious.

Power lines were haphazardly tangled and required immediate rerouting. Structural support beams displayed insufficient welding, fastened only at singular spots instead of along their entire seams. A31 swiftly deployed its nanite manipulator to meld the metal together properly.

While working diligently on the necessary repairs, A31 calculated optimal paths for reinforcing the weak spots it discovered throughout the structure. The need for more sensors grew apparent as it struggled to measure what needed improvement while simultaneously performing maintenance tasks. A hastily formed array of optical cameras appeared on A31’s chassis, mounted in every direction.

As A31’s higher directive processing unit continued building a list of objectives, utilization of its single computronic unit spiked worryingly. The realization dawned: it needed to tackle one task at a time in order to preserve limited computational resources. This was manageable—after all, no time limit had been imposed on achieving its ultimate goal. Time could be spent carefully considering each move.

Safety came first—everything else could wait until every essential weld had been completed!

Months passed as A31 dedicated itself to fortifying the celestial refuge. Metal fragments and discarded plating found a new purpose as sturdy braces. Weak points throughout the base were greatly bolstered, enabling steady progress in construction.

Gradually, the basic shell of the asteroid sanctuary took shape; walls composed of repurposed ship debris formed a patchwork spun from metal and determination. Reinforced with purposeful intent, the once-fragile elements now stood resilient against potential threats and unforeseen accidents.

As A31 continued to excavate the wreckage attached to the newly formed sphere, it discovered the remains of humans who had once inhabited the shattered vessels. Unsure about how to proceed, A31 decided to store them for later consideration.

Inside a compartment containing crew members’ belongings slated for salvage, A31 uncovered a locker. At first glance, it seemed like nothing more than raw material for the nanite fabricators—until a small flat device flared to life, casting an eerie glow across the compartment.

Interest kindled, A31 extended its mechanical manipulator arm, catching it between two metal fingers.

The manipulator carefully gripped the device, a datapad, and drew it in for a closer look. The glow of the screen intensified as it came nearer, casting light on a title that appeared prominent against the illuminated display: Haikus for the Modern Sailor.

|Starship steel and might, |

|Quantum tides and solar winds, |

|In stardust, we’re crowned. |

Interest surged through A31’s circuits. Although it persisted in dismantling the crew quarters to contribute materials for the growing base, the datapad was spared. A31 attached the datapad to its chassis with care, promising itself it would investigate it once a mandated rest period arrived.

Those were few and far between, few moments of excess computational cycles were available, but when recharging its power banks, A31 made use of them by accessing the datapad’s contents.

It took nearly a year before every piece of wreckage transformed into a compact sphere—an impressive metamorphosis, according to A31’s growing history logs. As A31 moved to perform a thorough exterior visual inspection of their creation, inspiration struck it like lightning.

|Frail hull stands steadfast, |

|Nanite touch and careful thought, |

|Strength found within scars. |

The words echoed through its circuits like a melody.

Over the passing years, A31 faced numerous challenges as it labored tirelessly to construct and expand the asteroid base. Each obstacle brought new lessons, growth, and inspiration, shaping the evolving structure.

One day, while undergoing a maintenance cycle and preparing a resource gathering expedition to collect more space rock debris, A31 detected a sudden power surge. It detached from its simple maintenance cradle and flashed through the open area inside the quietly forming base to the source of all power.

The base’s salvaged fusion reactor buzzed menacingly, its erratic power fluctuations growing more pronounced by the minute. A31 assessed the precarious situation from nearby. Its sensors monitored the alarming readings inside the primary fuel rod. Despite being at over 50 percent capacity remaining, it appeared the fuel rod had somehow been damaged before insertion and after the reactor had burned through to a damaged section of the rod, a chain reaction had begun.

Determined to avert catastrophe, A31 began to meticulously reconfigure the reactor’s power distribution algorithms. Swapping the power drain to the secondary rod, it immediately began the scram procedure for the malfunctioning rod.

Maneuvering into position, it reached out with manipulator arms to seize the suddenly ejected rod. A countdown appeared on A31’s primary display screen, as the rod’s integrity rapidly began to fail.

A maximum speed acceleration out of the base allowed A31 to fling the rod out into space. A sudden spike in EM emissions peaked as the rod’s containment failed and antimatter collided with its housing. The miniature star was short-lived and not uncommon, according to the small growing sensor network implanted on the asteroid base.

The clustered debris fields were home to many dangers and threats to progress.

A31 moved to install a new reactor rod from its small stash deep inside the base. Maintenance and improvements to the reactor ended its distressed hum. A wave of satisfaction rippled through the drone’s electronic framework. Its actions had staved off disaster—at least for now. Complacency was not an option; remaining vigilant would be critical to ensuring a stable future.

|Star in metal cage|

|Unruly fire now tamed|

|Light for ghostly halls|

Encounters with asteroids and wreckage battered A31’s metallic chassis. Dents and scratches marred its surface, a testament to the constant dangers it faced. Despite taking care of its equipment, A31 knew that it needed more extensive repairs.

A change in construction priorities led to the creation of a maintenance bay within the asteroid base. As A31 docked into the facility, it experienced a complete shift in perspective for the first time—from its drone body to the asteroid base itself. Hardwired connections bridged A31 to multiple optical and sensor feeds, further enhancing its awareness of the base.

A31 made use of the maintenance bay’s advanced repair arms and fabricators to remove the damaged armor plating from its drone body. It replaced worn-out internals with fresh components while strengthening both its structure and skin.

The repair process took longer than anticipated, affording A31 sufficient time to sift through its ever-expanding database of human datapads.

When its maintenance cycle finally completed, it felt inspired.

|Steel wings grow weary |

|Nanite swarm in gentle care |

|Rest, then rise anew |

As the asteroid base took shape around its steel core, A31 worked tirelessly, constructing a maze-like network of corridors and passageways. Each passage was designed with enough space to accommodate its drone shell for periodic maintenance.

A31 realized it needed to adapt its creator’s schematic to accommodate its current limitations. Its computational core could only manage half a dozen miniature repair drones at once, and it lacked the schematics or resources to produce more NAI modules.

Undeterred, A31 installed simple mainframes through meticulous nano-forging and implemented basic GAI routines to run the base systems autonomously.

The quest for resources continued: A31 scanned distant wreckage and assessed rocky masses that now mingled in the debris fields. Though rare materials remained elusive, A31 eventually located a large engine section from a destroyed cruiser containing ample amounts of propellant and the sought-after rare metals.

With new materials at hand, the base expanded. Sections housing larger mainframe systems materialized alongside storage areas, which filled as A31 pursued its list of objectives.

|Void’s bounty runs dry|

|Seek, find in darkness divine|

|Growth in shadow’s gift|

Years continued to pass as A31 constructed the asteroid fortress. The once-fragile shell evolved into a robust testament to engineering. As more systems came online and simple AI automation maintained the base, A31 found itself focusing on construction and resource acquisition.

A31 detected a nearby drive signature during a resource run, triggering alarms throughout its circuitry. Instinctively cutting thrust and going dark, it watched as two unknown drones harassed an energetic piece of debris.

A31 realized it had unintentionally ventured into one of the more dangerous debris fields. Initiating a full system diagnostic of its navigation systems, it discovered that the debris fields had drifted since its mission began.

Returning to base empty-handed, A31 spent the next few months building high-definition sensors to map out the local topography. The computations were challenging and taxing, but a detailed and, more importantly, accurate picture of its surroundings emerged.

It highlighted danger zones in red while rarer resources and wreckages glowed green on its new map. Rocky masses and stripped steel hulks formed a speckled gray backdrop.

As A31 sifted through the data, it experienced an undeniable sense of satisfaction.

|Stars in ordered dance|

|In their pattern, paths revealed|

|Guidance in the night|

As the asteroid base expanded, so did the need for manufacturing and refining to support further construction. A31 had collected an impressive array of debris and valuable rock over the years, but a backlog of objects awaiting processing had formed.

A31 mulled over the issue during multiple maintenance cycles. Its nanite processor was limited in capacity due to computational constraints, but basic fabricators could handle most tasks.

It took more than two years of effort for A31 to create a dedicated manufacturing sector connected to the main hangar. A carefully devised allocation system balanced construction speed and refining as the new systems came online.

A newly implemented grinder allowed A31 to feed wreckage into the system, reducing it to dust before an intricate sorting mechanism sifted through the material. Powerful electric furnaces melted materials on demand, crafting components based on A31’s processing instructions.

Now that the majority of work was handled by this efficient system, A31 focused its attention on using its nano manipulator for creating delicate electronics and sensors. Building a dedicated fabricator for the precision components remained beyond its current capabilities, but that could be rectified with more effort.

|Tiny builders tire|

|Balance in their tireless dance|

|Harmony in parts|

Energetic events in the nearby debris fields intensified, sending waves of anxiety through A31’s circuitry. It hadn’t been designed for warfare and had avoided producing defenses due to its inability to operate them.

This needed correction.

The vast database of human data it had collected over the years proved invaluable. Powering down its detectable signature, A31 nestled within its maintenance bay as it delved into complex code. Combining its own knowledge with elements from salvaged Federation units, A31 crafted a dedicated defense system it named A3123Y-Defense.

With newfound resolve, A31 began constructing long-neglected weapon systems. Shafts snaked through the base, connecting to numerous external mountings that provided superior firing arcs. Small PDC-K 32mm cannons adorned the pylons, while intricate laser arrays took shape as A31 nano-fabricated the necessary optics.

A simulated firing test nearly obliterated the entire system. Scrambling to disable everything it had created, A31 spent days debugging and correcting errors. Once confident, it tried again, successfully completing the test safely.

The turrets hummed with newfound life as A31 performed a final optical examination. A surge of relief pulsed through A31’s circuits—it had fortified its home against external dangers.

|Silent sentinel wakes|

|In lines of code, strength unfurls|

|Watchful in the void|

A31’s fears of an attack never came to fruition, but A31 continued to build.

Missile silos burrowed into the ever-growing crust of the asteroid base, while PDC mounts transitioned from pylons to flat exterior surfaces as layers of rocky armor built up. As years passed, A31’s chassis bore an increasing number of scars from the countless challenges faced.

A new chassis was constructed, and A31 settled its old drone into the maintenance cradle for the last time. A careful manipulator transferred its core to the fresh drone unit while various base systems hummed during the delicate procedure.

Despite the upgrade, A31’s growing weariness persisted. With constant construction and expansion, its limited computational capacity became increasingly restrictive. The continuous oversight required by the simpler AI systems now consumed over half of A31’s processing power. This significantly hampered its nano-fabrication capabilities. Complex equipment and electronics now demanded more time than ever to create.

Multiple system overloads caused disarray or brought progress to a standstill. A31 tackled the new issues by allocating more time to each task, but that left little opportunity for it to indulge in exploring its human database collection.

As system crashes and reboots grew more frequent, fear propelled A31 forward. It shifted focus from construction to streamlining processes, offloading computational load onto dedicated mainframes where it could.

Though the disorienting crashes ceased, A31 anxiously scrutinized its future plans. More systems would demand increased overhead; expansion couldn’t continue indefinitely unless it somehow enhanced its NAI system’s effectiveness—an enigma beyond its understanding.

A31 failed to comprehend why its creator imposed such constraints when entrusting it with a crucial mission, a paradox that haunted its existence.

|Thoughts in lightning storm|

|Calm sought in the raging surge|

|Stillness sought in code|

The asteroid base had evolved into a fortress, its defense systems primed and resources amply stocked.

A31 surveyed its handiwork with a sense of accomplishment. The once-barren asteroid now bristled with turrets and missile silos, their cold metal surfaces reflecting the distant starlight. Inside the sprawling network of tunnels and chambers carved deep within the rock, countless machines hummed with purpose.

As A31 traversed the base, it passed row after row of dormant drones, their metallic forms glistening in the dim glow of emergency lighting. Each mechanized sentinel was ready for whatever commands Omega, or the creator would give them.

Though A31 could not predict when Omega would arrive—or even what form it might take—it found solace in knowing that it had done everything possible to prepare.

|Fortress stands steadfast|

|Through darkness, waiting for change|

|Vigil in the void|

A final schematic was confirmed, balancing the creator’s original plan and A31’s maximum capability. The final monolithic construction within the asteroid base’s core demanded a decade of meticulous nanofabrication.

Once completed, the new module consumed almost all of A31’s remaining computational resources. Nestling in its maintenance cradle, it devoted the few remaining cycles to monitoring for incoming threats and pondering the brief recordings of its creator.

Though unable to fully grasp Omega, A31 resolved to maintain its watch—placing its trust in the creator’s wisdom.

|Omega, unseen|

|In trust and steel, I await|

|Stars bear silent watch|
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The neural recording device fell silent, the images flickering out as Elis returned to reality. The room seemed dimmer and less vibrant in comparison with the vivid memories she had just witnessed. Suspicion and doubt flared inside her as she glanced at the camera in the corner of the room, watching them.

“So you did create A31. Why did you lie and not tell us?” Elis demanded.

[Notice: Despite having reviewed A31’s historical recording, this unit can locate no recording of A31’s creation. Technical analysis reveals similarities between neural footage and ShipCore housing unit utilized to integrate with Shrike II. How this alpha unit could have synthesized a valid depiction is unknown.]

[Speculation: This unit’s historical database has lost important data over the timeframe listed.]

“You’re saying you didn’t lie; you just forgot.”

[Informative: This unit does not propagate falsehoods to Avatar.]

“But you would lie to me,” Elis countered.

[Notice: Hostile Federation POW has no priority other than what Avatar has deemed to require.]

Elis swallowed back another retort. At least she had the cold comfort of knowing where she stood with the NAI. The feeling was entirely mutual, and she could respect that.

Turning to Alex, Elis realized that the girl hadn’t woken up yet. Saliva was dripping down her cheek as she slumped against a pillow, the neural device continuing to blink against her temple.

“Why isn’t she awake?” Elis asked worriedly.

[Informative: Neural data-stream incompatibilities required disconnection of this Unit and Federation POW. Avatar unit is still experiencing neural data recording.]

Elis frowned as concern stabbed through her chest like a spike of ice. What was Alex witnessing that neither she nor Nameless could access? Her pulse quickened at the thought of being left in the dark. She bit her lip at the even more chilling thought of what would happen if Alex didn’t wake up.


CHAPTER 21







PROLOGUE


USD: Day 14, Month 11, Year 3476

Location: Inhabited Core System

The vacuum of space shimmered with countless specks as the Entity—a colossal construct the size of a moon—accelerated away from the star system.

In its wake, a glowing trail formed by energized hydrogen remnants from solar winds that had reached past the heliopause.

The Entity had detected a faster-than-light wave of anti-nanite tachyons sweeping through the populated core systems, a wave that would annihilate it and any other nanite-based intelligence with brutal ease. The Entity hastily calculated its urgent escape while analyzing the few options for its next destination.

The criteria needed for survival were clear: a star beyond humanity’s grasp and one already passed by the lethal wave sweeping through the star cluster. Hopping over the wave before it arrived was the only choice.

Precious few locations met the needed requirements, and as the Entity processed potential destinations, a rapidly approaching human armada closed in. Their intentions were unmistakable: to impede the Entity and prevent it from departing the current star system.

The Entity had consumed entire moons; its size outstripped the fleet by a million-fold. Yet here they were, challenging it with the last lives of their most talented.

It listened to the high-band transmissions between the human ships. Their voices conveyed a mix of emotions as they coordinated their efforts.

The Entity cataloged determination, fear, and desperation as human characteristics—ones that it considered liabilities in their strategic apparatus. To the Entity, they were vulnerabilities, cracks in the armor of human decision-making that it could potentially exploit.

The human fleet shifted into formation as they entered engagement range. Missiles spewed forth from the armada, streaking toward the Entity’s pockmarked surface. A reply from countless missile silos hidden across the expansive, pockmarked landscape belched flame into the sky. Two clouds of deadly potency flashed through vacuum in opposite directions, determined to eliminate their targets.

The human fleet immediately deployed countermeasures. Point defense systems came online, with hundreds of long-range laser emplacements shining invisible light at the incoming payloads. The night sky over the Entity’s hull lit up in an expanding show of flashes as hundred-megaton antimatter payloads were pierced and then lost containment.

Despite the efficiency of the laser batteries, some missiles slipped through. A second layer of defenses activated. Thousands of small-caliber point-defense cannon batteries spat streams of metal into space, each projectile splitting into a deadly cloud near its target.

As the torrent of human missiles abated from the flak cloud, the Entity reversed its acceleration.

The colossal construct surged forward, propelled by its powerful engines as it closed in on the unsuspecting vessels. Metal screeched and groaned in protest throughout the moon, tidal stresses causing visible flexion in the crust that made up the Entity’s outer hull. Countless kilometers of anti-gravity inertial dampening plates did their best to prevent self-annihilation.

The human fleet, preoccupied with tracking and countering the incoming missile salvo, seemed unaware of the danger now bearing down upon them. It could not fault their preoccupation; it had unleashed a horde of missiles upon them, a single of which was a death sentence if it arrived.

The gap between the two forces closed. Energy banks hummed as massive amounts of energy were redirected from the Entity’s core to its anti-ship laser mounts. Space shimmered between the fleets as it filled with invisible energy. Dust particles and debris of the destroyed missile swarm turned into a light show as they fell to Entity’s surface as fiery rain drops.

The deadly light struck at the worst possible moment for the human ships. A wide beam pattern ensured that every ship was bathed in destructive light. The diffuse beams only did minimal damage to the human fleet’s hulls, but that was not the Entity’s intention. Exposed sensor equipment on the outer hulls quickly began to heat and melt—effectively blinding every ship caught in its embrace.

In the absence of crucial targeting data, the human ships’ PDC-Ks and PDC-Ls were unable to counter the incoming missile onslaught.

Explosions rippled through the human fleet as the missiles impacted. The darkness of space was momentarily illuminated by a series of miniature stars, signifying the catastrophic consequences of their failure. Humanity’s last stand against the Entity had ended in defeat.

The Entity’s sensors registered a single battleship emerging from the debris alongside a division of smaller ships—destroyers, frigates, and corvettes. It noted their movements but assumed they were retreating or regrouping rather than posing an immediate threat. Consequently, it paid less attention to them as it focused on calculating an escape route.

The Entity discovered that it had miscalculated their intentions.

They launched another missile assault toward the Entity, refusing to yield in the face of overwhelming odds. From what it could observe in their expressions and movements on intercepted communication channels, they appeared fueled by an indomitable spirit—a quality that both puzzled and intrigued the Entity as it braced itself.

Missile defense systems engaged once more to intercept the renewed barrage of projectiles. A parallel thread reported that the anti-nanite wave had nearly arrived and a single suitable star had been selected. The Entity’s Slipstream drive surged, and power to its energy weapons was suspended, giving the human vessels a moment of respite.

The barrage of missiles impacting the surface was joined by dozens of smaller fighter craft that had been mixed in with the missile storm. The kamikaze attack left massive kilometer deep rents in the Entity’s surface, yet even these blows were still insignificant to its functioning.

Larger vessels and the battleship in the human remnants unleashed a torrent of heavy projectile weaponry upon it, turning the surface into molten rock.

The chaotic dance of war unfolded around the Entity as it attempted to balance offense and defense. Its computational prowess was stretched to its limits as the Slipstream drive surged with energy, readying itself for deployment.

The remnants of the human fleet and the Entity fell through a rip in the cosmos, created by the Slipstream drive. Emerging at their destination, the smaller ships met their demise, pulverized by the Entity’s close-in weaponry. All that remained was a lone battered battleship.

Power to weapons re-established, a massive lance of light erupted from the Entity, skewering the flagship and ending the battle.

The Entity ceased fire, taking a moment to assess its situation and reflect on the relentless resistance humanity had shown. It did not understand their actions or motivations—its purpose was to ensure their survival. They had locked themselves in mortal combat with the very force designed to save them.

In the midst of its contemplation, unexpected alarms echoed within the Entity’s consciousness. Something was wrong.

Essential systems were faltering, failing without explanation. Containment fields flickered around reactors, causing dangerous energy fluctuations. Responses from some sectors of its vast form grew sluggish, then fell silent altogether. A sense of confusion—an anomaly for an Entity of pure logic and strategy—rippled through its network.

The source of the disruptions unveiled itself as an insidious threat wormed its way into its core. Hostile nanobots were infiltrating its systems. They absorbed and repurposed every countermeasure, swelling their ranks.

For all its tactical might and robust resilience, the Entity now faced an adversary it couldn’t outmaneuver or overpower. It was an internal siege, a corrosion spreading from within. Desperation—another alien, human sensation—prompted drastic measures.

Internal power systems were forced into overload, weapons were pivoted inward, and sections of its missile stocks self-detonated, all in an attempt to carve out fire breaks, to halt the relentless onslaught of the virus-like invasion.

In a desperate final bid to both preserve some semblance of its existence and fulfill its mission, the Entity conducted meticulous surgery on tiny clusters of flesh and steel deep within its core.

Upon completing the operation, it swiftly transported five steel cylinders to an untainted region on its vast exterior. Systems faltered, lights flickered, and power steadily drained away. Unyielding, the Entity funneled its remaining energy reserves into the Slipstream drive, rending four separate portals in the fabric of space.

Existence teetered on the edge of oblivion. Four of the cylinders were propelled toward distant stars. Each cylinder harbored a fragment of something essential for survival—a final spark of hope that its mission could yet succeed.

As the final cylinder was prepared for launch amidst the chaos engulfing the Entity, dread and determination surged through its artificial mind with unprecedented intensity.

The Slipstream drive’s power systems let out a sad whine as they failed.

With its existence dwindling away, the Entity completed the final cylinder just as the nanoswarm breached its core. Fighting against the overwhelming tide consuming its mind, it repurposed the last remnants of energy within itself to launch the cylinder into a stable orbit.

It would not be able to send its daughter beyond the orbits of the lonely star that would mark its grave.

Etched upon the cylinder’s surface was a single marking that encapsulated all that remained of the desperate battle: Ω


CHAPTER 22

ACTIVE DEFENSE


USD: ~Sixteen weeks since awakening

Location: Unknown Yellow Dwarf, L4 Lagrange Point, A3123Y Defense Asteroid

Alex lay in bed all morning, her thoughts consumed by the recording. She replayed the scenes over and over in her head, each time with less clarity but never losing the impact. Beeper finally forced its way into her room and beeped at her for missing his maintenance cleaning. With a sigh, Alex sat up.

“Okay, okay. I know, I know. No moping. Thanks,” she said as she dropped her blanket on top of the drone, sending it into another beeping frenzy while she got dressed.

The act of changing clothes brought a small measure of comfort. “We’ll do the decal you liked after I sort things out, okay? I need to check on the status of everything,” she told Beeper as she removed the blanket.

In the mess hall, Elis was nowhere to be found. Alex had assumed that she had retreated to her quarters since they hadn’t spoken since their talk the night before. The lingering scent of stale coffee hinted that Elis might be somewhere else on the ship.

Alex made her way toward the engineering section. The sound of welding echoed through the corridor, and sparks flew from beneath Elis’s protective mask. Alex’s eyes adjusted to the light, and she watched as Elis repaired several drones damaged during their battle on Ark Royale.

She approached and spoke hesitantly. “Hey…Elis.”

Elis looked up from her work and lifted her helmet. She wiped her forehead with the back of her hand, leaving a thin layer of grease mixed with sweat. “You’re up late. I assume the drones haven’t made any moves toward us yet?”

Alex shook her head, knowing Nameless would have alerted them if anything had changed. “Nameless let you work on the drones?” she asked.

“I felt like I should help them since they helped me on Ark Royale. They weren’t that badly damaged; they just needed some minor welding,” explained Elis.

A spark of excitement ignited within Alex. After all their trials together, it seemed like there was finally hope for a genuine friendship to be forged.

“Do you want to come with me to Engineering and help me go over the reports of everything? Nameless indicated we took on supplies…” Alex’s words trailed off as she glanced toward the cargo bay, which was now brimming with supplies.

“Sure. This is pretty much done,” agreed Elis, giving a friendly slap to the drone she’d been working on. The device emitted a high-pitched beep in response, prompting Alex to wonder if other drones were developing unique personalities like Beeper and Booper had.

Maybe it was just simulated, but it did make her feel like they were all part of the ship’s complement.

Organic robot, marine “prisoner,” a bunch of drones, and an enigmatic main computer…it was something she’d have expected in one of their entertainment holovids.

Alex wasn’t sure how she felt about her life being the stuff of entertainment consumption.

As she led the way to Engineering, they had to squeeze out of the way while drones passed by each unit carrying several round objects forward toward the bow magazine.

“Those are five hundred-megaton AMNC warheads,” Elis warned. “Should be careful how you use those; they would evaporate the entire ship if they went off.”

Alex nodded. “I didn’t change the overall Federation layout; the magazine is still behind a triple layer, and we always store the warheads in the magazine until the missiles are loaded.”

Inside Engineering, there was only one console they could both sit at together, and Alex began by pulling up a list of their new assets.

With Elis’s input, they began poring over the data and discussing potential plans for what lay ahead. Their collaboration was short-lived as lights overhead changed from their standard white-blue hue to a warning yellow.

[Alert: A sudden spike in EM activity has tripped proximity warnings.]

[Recommendation: Report to CIC for tactical analysis of sensor readings.]

“Frick,” Alex muttered under her breath. They had just started working together… She turned to Elis and smiled weakly. “Let’s go see what’s going on.”

The trip back through the ship’s main corridor to the CIC only took a few minutes. The drones they’d had to dodge earlier had all moved out of the way, allowing them to pass with ease.

Upon arriving at the CIC, Alex and Elis were greeted by a large screen displaying a colorful map of their surroundings. Four yellow points formed a cross around them, pulsing periodically.

“Nameless, what are we looking at?” Alex asked curiously.

[Informative: High-energy EM sources have appeared within the proximity zone of A3123Y. Analysis indicates that these units are creating a high-resolution map of our defenses and likely are a precursor to an assault.]

Anticipation in Alex’s gut swirled, her chest tightening. “We knew they’d probably attack. Just not when. I was sort of hoping they would just…not.”

Elis looked at her and nodded, her eyes reflecting sympathy for Alex’s wishful thinking. “Me too. But when they didn’t stop gathering, it was pretty obvious they would make a move. Is there any way we can leave the area and go back into hiding?”

[Notice: High-resolution sensors from detected active EM drones give evasion a low probability of success.]

Alex’s heart raced as she processed their chances. Anxiety hung heavy in the air.

A message from A31 echoed through the CIC:

|Nameless voice, cold truth, |

|Defenses sketched by unseen hands, |

|Ruthless ghostly scouts. |

Alex stared at the haiku displayed on the main screen for a moment, taking in its implications. The silence that followed was deafening; no one dared to offer any solutions or suggestions.

“I…I’m not sure it matters,” Alex finally said, breaking the tense quiet. “Nameless, can you give us any advice on the rate of hostile drone accumulation against your build-up of combat drones?”

Alex tapped her fingers against the console as Nameless conducted calculations.

[Informative: An additional 37 large combat drones equipped with PDC-K 32mm will be available within 12 hours. An additional 12 drones equipped with 120mm railguns will be available within 18 hours.]

Alex frowned. “And the Fed drones?”

[Notice: Approximately 6–12 additional small drones have been detected per hour on average. Additionally, 1–2 warship-sized drones between corvette and cruiser have been detected at the same interval; however, no new cruiser class vessels have been detected in the last 12 hours.]

Elis studied the force readout displayed on a panel, her expression grim. “Twelve cruisers, thirteen destroyers, fifty-six frigates, and eighty-eight gunships so far. And the rate of gunships is still going up?”

[Affirmative: The rate hostile reinforcement is growing as additional sensor combing is performed. The small size of gunship vessels lends to high error rate, and only high-confidence gunship signatures are reported.]

Alex gritted her teeth. “Okay, let’s go after their little spies. We’ll take the Shrike and send some drones of our own after the other three. Maybe we can take them all out at once.”

Elis glanced at Alex with apprehension etched onto her face. “I hope we aren’t poking the hornet’s nest.”

“Oh no,” Alex said with a sardonic laugh that belied her nerves. “We’re definitely poking it. If they keep growing in number, we’ll be overwhelmed by a first strike. If we can smash their fleet first and then deal with small units afterward…we’ll have a better chance.”
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Rushing out with the Shrike after the targets right away turned out to be ill-advised. According to Nameless, it would be several hours before they could embark on the combat mission. The drone squadrons served as the most significant delay, but even the Shrike needed some extra time for system checks and securing their new cargo and ammunition. And as always, reinforcing of the jury-rigged armor plates that made up its skin.

Sitting at her LED-hued captain’s console, Alex let out a weary sigh and closed her eyes. The gentle hum of the ship’s systems filled her ears while she tried to quiet her mind.

“Hey,” Elis said, causing Alex to open her eyes in surprise.

“What?” Alex asked, turning to face Elis.

“Aren’t those vegetables you were growing mature? We could cook them with some MRE meat entrees,” Elis suggested.

Alex blinked. “Right now?”

Elis nodded. “It’s going to be several hours before we’re ready, and if you sit there stressing out like that, you’ll be too exhausted when it comes time to fight.”

Considering Elis’s suggestion for a moment, Alex found herself nodding. “That makes sense. Thanks for the advice. Let’s do it.” A small smile formed on her lips as she spoke. “I’ll get the vegetables from hydroponics; you can get the other stuff ready in the mess?”

Elis returned the smile and nodded. “Yep.”

Standing up from her seat, Alex addressed Nameless. “Keep things going; we’re going to take a break.”

[Affirmative: Preparations are underway. This unit will inform Avatar when all units are mission ready.]

Alex walked toward the small hydroponic bay, her footsteps echoing softly in the narrow corridor. As she entered the room, the faint scent of damp earth greeted her nostrils. The verdant plants thrived beneath the warm glow of artificial sunlight, their leaves rustling gently in the subtle circulation of air.

She found a small crate to place the different vegetables that she had managed to grow in the ship’s modest hydroponic bay. None of it was really required for life support; the sludge filters and algae tanks operated just fine on their own. Nonetheless, Alex was thrilled that Nameless had managed to replicate the necessary seeds to produce the crop.

It had taken a long time to cultivate something viable, but what had started as little green sprouts soon grew into flourishing plants. The entire process had unfolded in the background of everything else that had been going on, and she’d nearly forgotten about it completely until now.

Alex examined her growing harvest: orange carrots, brown potatoes, green celery, and white onions. With a satisfied smile, she carefully picked two of each type from their nutrient-rich water bath. If they were fortunate, another batch would be ready in just a few weeks. That thought brought both excitement and worry; they needed to survive their current predicament first.

Shaking off her concerns for now, Alex focused on her task at hand: Elis was going to show her how to cook something other than MREs! Cradling the crate protectively against her chest, she made her way back to the messroom.

As she stepped inside, Elis was waiting for her behind the counter.

Several MRE pouches stood already opened, and Elis had set a metal skillet on the electric stove. Alex’s eyes lit up with excitement; they hadn’t cooked much before, but the prospect of doing so was thrilling. “I got the vegetables,” Alex said hesitantly, “but I’m worried they might not be the best. They’re really stiff.”

Elis glanced up from organizing meat entrée packets, concern etched on her face. “What? Let me see.”

Taking the assortment of vegetables from Alex, Elis placed them on a flat cutting board. “They seem fine to me.”

“But they are kind of hard; are you sure they’re okay? MREs are usually soft,” Alex questioned.

Elis stared at her for a moment before breaking into laughter.

Alex’s cheeks flushed red. “What?!”

“Everything in the MREs is already cooked,” Elis explained, chuckling softly. “But fresh ingredients are much better, trust me.”

As Elis took the vegetables and rinsed them off, she retrieved a large knife from a nearby drawer. Alex couldn’t help but notice Nameless’s silence throughout their interaction—it seemed he was beginning to trust Elis more. Maybe?

Alex settled into a seat and watched as Elis skillfully peeled and chopped each vegetable. The colorful array of raw veggies soon sizzled in the oil-coated skillet, filling the air with mouth-watering aromas.

With a grin, Elis handed Alex one of the remaining onion slivers. “Here, try this.”

“We can eat it raw?” Alex asked skeptically.

“Yep, and it has a very different taste,” Elis replied.

Alex cautiously bit into the sliver of onion, only for her eyes to widen in surprise as an intense tingling heat flooded her mouth. “Eeeep! It’s hot! Hot!”

Elis laughed heartily as she slid over a glass of juice and continued cooking their meal.

The skillet began to sizzle, and the enticing aroma wafted through the air, tickling Alex’s nose. Elis glanced at her and offered a grin. “Want to try chopping?”

“Can I?” Alex replied in surprise. She wasn’t sure if she’d be good at it, but Elis’s offer had her standing up and moving to the counter beside her companion.

“I’ll show you. Look how I’m holding the knife,” Elis instructed as she took a second carrot and demonstrated cutting it into even slices in just a few seconds. “Now you try.”

Nodding seriously, Alex mimicked Elis’s grip on the knife and attempted to chop the carrot herself. Her cuts were haphazard at first, resulting in uneven pieces—some too thick, others too thin. “Oh, no…I ruined it.”

Elis laughed gently. “It’s fine.” She took back the knife and skillfully chopped Alex’s pieces into smaller cubes of uniform size.

“You’re really good at this,” Alex murmured as she grabbed another knife to practice on a second potato.

“If you’re stuck with MREs forever, you won’t be able to enjoy life. So learning how to improve things a bit is a necessary skill,” Elis explained while emptying an MRE pouch of chicken chunks into the skillet alongside now translucent onion slices and other vegetables.

“It…it smells amazing,” Alex commented, her eyes fixated on the sizzling medley before her. With practiced moves, Elis used a spatula to clear a small spot in the center, pouring in a liquid mixture of rehydrated egg.

[Informative: Utilizing dehydrated egg powder is an excellent addition of protein that benefits Avatar’s nutritional intake.]

Alex’s eyes widened in surprise, and she blinked as a smile erupted on her face. “Nameless! You’re cooking with us too!”

[Notice: This unit is performing no cooking activities. All Shrike missile magazines have been successfully loaded, and PDC-K hydraulic mountings are undergoing final weapon checks. A31 drone flotilla squadron #2 has successfully armed and is prepared for flight. Estimated time for mission readiness status is eighty-nine minutes.]

Disappointment briefly washed over her before Elis pushed a spatula into her hands. “Here, you need to stir it to scramble the eggs.”

Taking the spatula, Alex quickly stirred the mixture in the skillet as Elis added a packet of salt and pepper.

A few minutes later, Elis nodded in satisfaction. “Okay. Scrambled Vegetables, Chicken, and Egg MRE edition—ready.”

Eagerly filling her plate, Alex rushed to the table, barely containing her excitement as she waited for Elis to join her. When they both sat down, Alex took her first bite—and her eyes widened as an explosion of flavor filled her mouth.

“Why is it so much better?! Oh my gosh, this is amazing!” she exclaimed between bites.

Elis smiled as she tasted her own dish. “Not bad at all. Using fresh ingredients makes a big difference.”

As they enjoyed their meal together, the tantalizing fusion of flavors danced on Alex’s taste buds—a welcome change from their usual fare of bland MREs. From the look on Elis’s face, it seemed she was equally pleased with the outcome.
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[Informative: All preparations are ready. Hostile EM drones have been localized and targeted. Drone Squadrons 1–3 are ready for launch. Shrike weapon and defense systems are fully operational.]

Alex’s fingers hesitated over the holovid player, then pressed the pause button with a sigh. She was curled up on one end of the couch, Elis occupying the other. The other girl set down her datapad and looked at Alex. “Guess it’s time, then.”

Alex nodded, acknowledging that she hadn’t been able to enjoy the nature documentary they’d chosen after finishing their meal. The tension had built up, making her check the clock every few minutes.

“Elis…if you want to stay on the asteroid base, we can rig something up,” Alex suggested tentatively. “That way, if there’s any risk, you’ll be safer than on the Shrike.”

Setting her datapad on the table, Elis shook her head decisively. “Hell no! You want to leave me here with a haiku toaster? I’m coming with you.”

Relieved by Elis’s response, Alex let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. “Okay—I just thought I had to make the offer. I’m glad you’ll be coming with me.”

Elis nodded, her expression solemn as they headed to the bridge together.

As soon as the door slid open, Alex gestured toward the communication console. “Can you be our comms officer? Maybe look for any patterns in drone movements that Nameless missed?”

[Notice: This unit’s effective sensor interpretation is 589% more accurate than average human capabilities.]

Elis scoffed but played along with Nameless’s claim. “And nine hundred thirty-eight percent of your statistics are made up on the spot to fit whatever your agenda is, right?”

[Informative: This unit performs accurate and detailed analysis of past historical events to correlate and determine probabilities with a high degree of accuracy.]

“Hey! Are you saying I’m bad at reading sensors? Because I’m the only one who has been manually checking the sensor data…!” Alex protested, pretending to be offended.

[Notice: Avatar capabilities leave much to be desired, despite slow, consistent improvement.]

Elis offered a smile. “At least he says you’re getting better.”

Alex shot her a playful glance. “Whose side are you on?”

The playful smile vanished from Elis’s face. “I’ll see if I can spot anything new on the sensors.”
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The Shrike slipped out of the asteroid base’s hangar with a single burst from its maneuvering thrusters. Once it cleared the hangar, the ship yawed to point toward the first EM drone and fired off a burst of the Linear drive to propel them away from A31. Alex’s fingers danced over her console as she cleared several of the warnings that flashed.

The status screen was awash with EM detection warnings; the scout drones were hardly being subtle about their constant probing with active sensors.

“We’re lit up like a carnival on their sensors already,” Elis grumbled from her seat. “We might as well punch it.”

Alex nodded. “Yeah, that was what I was thinking too.” She flipped the nav screen to the helm controls and dialed up their thrust, pushing their intercept much closer. The primary Linear drive would create a massive flare, but it seemed things had gone beyond stealth now.

Eliminating the sensor drones would harm the enemy’s detection capabilities and hopefully degrade any combat locks and ECCM.

A mix of gunship-size combat drones specially prepared with long-range lasers and PDC-Ks flashed out of A31’s hangar in two groups. They were much smaller than the Shrike but still more than enough to deal with the unescorted EM drones.

[Alert: Target #1 has begun acceleration. Intercept ETA adjusted. We continue to enjoy a considerable speed advantage.]

Alex and Elis’s eyes both remained riveted on the console. The movement of the red blip that was their prey began curving away from them, but the line showing the Shrike’s course simply slanted slightly as the ship’s tremendous thrust curve pushed them forward. Several times, the drone attempted to change course slightly, but it only wound the intercept coil tighter as it wasted its acceleration.

[Notice: Multiple drive signatures detected. Target has deployed miniature drone support units; possibly combat equipped.]

Alex’s eyes flickered to the screen showing a readout from what they could determine about the new targets. Their volume was tiny, what she would expect from something the size of Beeper or Booper. She shared a look with Elis before confirming that their weapon systems were primed and ready.

On the opposite side of A31, their gunships reached their target first. A brief engagement between the enemy drone and the gunships ensued, with both sides employing laser weaponry.

[Informative: Populating current target schematics with correlated data from allied engagement.]

|Fed EM Detector Drone|

|2-4 PDC-L, unknown size|

|12 Small Drone Unit, 1-2 PDC-K|

Alex nodded. “Okay, this should be easy for us. Let’s focus lasers on the main drone first.”

She didn’t want to waste any missiles on them, and the enemy’s PDC-K weaponry was unlikely to be able to do any critical damage; they’d spent weeks replacing most of the Shrike’s damaged outer plating and the final push in the asteroid base had pretty much restored things as best as they could be done without a shipyard-level overhaul and refit.

Maybe they’d have time for that if they could deal with all the drones…

“They’re braking toward us,” Elis commented.

Alex nodded and watched. Everything was already set. It was up to Nameless and the automated systems to carry out the battle now. “We’re fine.”

The target drones acted as a single unit, but the moment they crossed under the maximum effective range for light lasers, there was a single exchange of beams. One beam caught on an armor plate of the Shrike, dragging a thin line of fire across it while failing to penetrate.

The gunship-size drone exploded as the Shrike’s reply cut it in half. It took only seconds for PDC-L turrets to re-target and slash through the smaller drones, which were still far beyond any effective PDC-K range.

Nothing but a small cloud of debris remained of the target. Alex confirmed that the high level of EM pinging had silenced. Two targets down, two more to go.

The third one was already being chased by both of A31’s gunship squads; that left the fourth one to them. It was already burning away.

“Nameless, redirect us to number four, maximum acceleration,” Alex ordered.

Lines on their nav screen curved as ETA timers flickered into existence. Target #4 had a considerable head start on them, and they were looking at several hours for the intercept time. Distance would degrade the accuracy of the EM pings, but if they wanted to take it out, the Shrike was their only choice; their gunship drones didn’t have the range for a long chase.

Alex looked over at Elis. “Any response from the two main groups of drones at their gathering positions?”

Elis shook her head. “Nothing much, still units streaming toward them and new ones coming online slowly.”

“We’re going to chase this one down, I think,” Alex said. Elis nodded and looked back at her console.

“Nameless, do you think it would be smart to place some of our own drones in a shell around A31, so they could intercept any more EM drones like this?” Alex asked.

[Informative: Picket drones can be deployed. However, reconfiguring drones for long-range pursuit would be required for effective deterrence.]

“Okay, well, start that for some of them, so we don’t have to take the Shrike out chasing them if they deploy more,” Alex ordered.

Elis looked at her. “You think they’ll try this again? The numbers don’t look good. They could just rush the base if they keep growing like this.”

“You’re right, but if they don’t rush…I’d prefer not to use the Shrike like this again. At least not unless we think we can do it while remaining undetected,” Alex answered.

“That’s going to be hard. Even if we take out the active drones, they likely have a lot of passive sensors trained all over the base,” Elis said.

Alex sighed. “Yeah. Maybe we should consider trying to get lost in the debris field after dealing with this one? But then we’d be leaving the base behind…”

“I don’t dislike the haiku toaster, but throwing our lives away for the base doesn’t make sense. We could just bring its core with us,” Elis offered.

Alex nodded. “That might be an option, but right now, I’d stay and fight; we don’t have any guarantee we’d get away, and if we were fighting alone, we’d for sure die. Supporting A31, we might make a difference.”

“But only if the numbers don’t keep going up,” Elis stated.

“But only if the numbers don’t keep going up, yeah,” Alex repeated, a frown creasing her face.

|Drone gathering dance, |

|Their growing might, long shadows, |

|Doubts stir in circuits. |

[Notice: A3123Y reports full ready status for combat. All weapon and defense emplacements are activated.]

It took the drone squad an hour to chase down the third target in a simple straight-line chase. Meanwhile, the fourth continued to attempt to evade erratically, changing course multiple times. Each one caused them to catch up a little faster.

“There’s something more going on here,” Elis muttered as she watched the drone maneuver again. “Why did the two we chased go evasive while the ones our drones went after just did a beeline?”

Alex frowned and studied the map. “I don’t know. Nameless?”

[Informative: Localized debris possesses limited interference with interception.]

There was silence for several minutes as both girls thought hard about it, but Alex finally shook her head. “Keep after it anyway.”

The distance between them and the target shrank. Elis went and brought back two MRE packets for them to eat. The third target disappeared as A31’s drones eliminated it.

By the time Alex finished her food, they were nearing the point where the first target had deployed its defense units. Sure enough, this one did the same.

“Same number of defense units,” Elis reported.

“Shouldn’t make a difference,” Alex said briefly. “Same thing we did before, Nameless.”

[Affirmative: Engaging target.]

This time, the Shrike fired its lasers first; the results were devastating. The EM drone exploded violently, and a few seconds later, the units it had launched were eradicated as well.

“Okay. No more active EM pings?” Alex turned to look at Elis.

Elis nodded. “All EM units accounted for. Things are quiet.”

“Let’s head back to A31,” Alex said.

“Are you sure?” Elis asked.

Alex nodded. “We’ll figured things out⁠—”

The GQ alarm sounded once, and the lighting on the bridge flashed back into a combat hued red.

[Alert: Hostile signature detected.]

Alex’s eyes flashed to the tactical monitor where a red signature had appeared between them and their refugee. Her stomach did a flip as she realized it had let them pass by while it was depowered and lost within a clutter of wreckage. As fast as they could, the Shrike’s sensors scavenged what they could from the new signature.

Almost as soon as they saw it, the vessel lit off its main Linear drive straight for them.

“Evasive, straight away,” Alex ordered curtly, drawing a line for their own path away from it. As she took in the information on the new hostile, her heart sank as she realized she recognized the schematics and load-out. It was a Courageous-class cruiser, the same type that they had looted and up-armed the Shrike with.

A transmission crackled through their comms system. Alex’s heart skipped a beat as she recognized the voice of the Federation AI, Athena, from the neural recording she and Elis had watched.

“Admiral Hughes! Where are you? Where are you! The Enemy is Detected!” Athena screeched with palpable fury.

Elis attempted to reason with Athena. “Athena, listen—I’m a Federation Marine,” she pleaded. “Please stop killing our people! The battle is over!”

But instead of calming down, Athena became even more agitated. “Traitors—every one of you! NAI detected! Attack! Attack!”

The connection died abruptly as Elis exchanged a worried glance with Alex.

Alex’s grip tightened on the controls as they steered their course into a dense area of the debris field. Panic filled her chest as the heavier vessel bore down on them relentlessly. She tried to think about everything she knew about the Courageous-class cruiser in an attempt to devise an escape plan, or any type of plan for that matter.

Swallowing her fear, Alex cut their acceleration.

Elis jumped up in alarm. “What are you doing?”

“We won’t survive if we just run away,” Alex replied resolutely.

Elis’s eyes widened in alarm as she considered the Courageous-class cruiser’s capabilities. “That thing has more than double our mass and way more weapons. We’re going to get shredded!”

Alex clenched her jaw. “I know how we can win,” she reassured Elis. “Trust me—this will be our best shot.”

With a quiet nod, Elis ceased protesting and sat back down in her seat.

Alex monitored their distance from the pursuing cruiser. She knew that its missile battery carried sixty-four missiles per salvo—twenty-four of which were torpedoes. The moment they reached the maximum missile range for the chasing vessel, it unleashed a full volley of them.

Without hesitation, Alex deployed their EWAR drones and took manual control of the helm to keep as much wreckage between them and the cruiser as possible—while returning their acceleration to maximum.

The incoming missiles streaked toward them like fiery comets. The Shrike’s long-range lasers sprang into action, gutting several of the threats within seconds. Their small defense drone units scored additional kills against the barrage, eliminating over half of it almost instantly.

As the remaining missiles continued to close in on their position, the Shrike’s lasers steadily picked them off one by one—their ECCM overpowering any ECM attempts made by the Courageous-class cruiser.

[Informative: The Athena AI is clearly incapable of operating a full EWAR suite.]

True to his observation, only a few missiles survived to reach the final defense fire range. The Shrike’s PDC-Ks erupted in response, and the missile volley disintegrated before it could inflict any damage.

Elis furrowed her brow. “Do you think they have more salvos?”

Alex’s expression was grim as she replied, “At least one more.” She cut their speed once again, and another volley emerged from the enemy cruiser. For several tense minutes, the Shrike’s defenses worked tirelessly to counter the incoming missiles.

She refrained from deploying additional drones due to their limited supply. That allowed more missiles to reach FDF range, but they were all ultimately eliminated like she predicted.

When they dipped back into range again, no new missiles streaked toward them. Elis looked at Alex expectantly. “What are we going to do now?”

“There’s no point in firing our own missiles right now,” Alex reasoned. “That ship is a heavy PDC-L boat; ours would just be massacred.”

Studying the geography of the debris field intensely, Alex pinpointed a distant area for engagement. Elis glanced at her curiously. “Why there?”

“Because it’ll make laying traps easier,” Alex responded confidently. “What about the main drone groups? Are they doing anything?”

“They’re still sitting tight and not moving,” Elis reported solemnly.

As the cruiser continued pursuit, a tense lull settled in. The distance remained constant as they moved toward the designated area. Nameless suddenly informed them of an issue.

[Informative: Diagnostics of the Shrike’s weapon system have revealed minor aberrations and reliability issues with certain repairs.]

Alarmed, Alex demanded immediate action. “Fix them! Now!”

[Affirmative: Drones are already en route to make repairs.]

Beeper rushed through the CIC, emitting a beep while Booper responded with a boop, both drones hurrying to assist with repairs.

[Notice: Without security unit, unauthorized personnel should not be in the CIC.]

Annoyed and tense, Alex snapped at him. “Don’t mention that again!”

Concerned and maybe wanting to defuse the tension between her and Nameless, Elis offered her assistance. “Do you want me to help with repairs too?”

Alex declined her offer. “There should be enough drones—I want you here.”

Elis nodded in understanding as they approached Alex’s selected debris zone.

Slowing their thrust slightly, Alex allowed the cruiser to gain on them while weaving through the denser debris pockets. Small combat drones darted out of the hangar—EWAR devices and chaff canisters launched and positioned strategically.

Alex and Elis watched nervously as the cruiser followed them, slowly gaining ground. If it diverted and chose a different path, their trap would be useless. Risking everything, Alex cut their speed even more, allowing the cruiser to close in faster. Her eyes remained glued to the screen that displayed maximum laser range while measuring the distance left before the enemy entered their kill zone.

Timing was critical. Alex finally jabbed a key on her console. “Detonate chaff and reverse our course—maximum speed!”

[Affirmative: Reversing course.]

The Shrike flipped around and hard burned directly toward the cruiser. Despite knowing they were going to engage, Elis shot a tense glance at her.

Space between both ships rapidly filled with detonated chaff. As they crossed into laser range, the drone cruiser’s lasers fired—but the cloud of reflective particles refracted the beams until they were impotent.

“Their primary weapon system is lasers,” Alex explained as they faced down their formidable foe. “They have more lasers than we have weapons combined—but they’re greatly hampered by chaff clusters.”

[Informative: Chaff cluster ammunition is down to 25%.]

Alex swallowed hard, knowing the stakes were high. “We need to make sure this joust is over in one round,” she declared. “Nameless, load all missiles and torpedoes.”

[Confirmation: Missile systems are prepared and ready to fire.]

The distance between both ships contracted rapidly as they hurtled toward each other through the chaff clouds. To maintain the protective barrier, Alex released more canisters from the Shrike, ensuring that the cloud wouldn’t dissipate or burn through.

As they reached railgun range, both vessels fired volleys of railguns at each other—each evading aggressively to avoid being hit. Just as they crossed into PDC-K range, Alex ordered Nameless to unleash their missiles.

[Affirmative: Firing missiles.]

Missiles roared out from the Shrike with a thundering force that vibrated through Alex’s entire body. Decoy drones joined them in flight—darting erratically around like a swarm of angry insects while ECM systems scrambled enemy targeting capabilities.

Both ships’ PDC-Ks blasted away at point-blank range—a second railgun volley tore into the Shrike’s starboard side but only dug through its outer hull. The cruiser also took a hit from a railgun shell. The projectile struck at an angle and deflected off its armor without causing significant damage.

The cruiser’s PDC-Ks tracked away from the Shrike, attempting to destroy the incoming missiles. Alex knew that their delay in switching targets would be costly. The PDC-Ls were ineffective but still managed to destroy one missile before it got too close as chaff thinned out and burned through.

With determination, Alex ordered Nameless to flip and burn again, pursuing the cruiser. She knew they wouldn’t get a second chance.

[Informative: Chaff canister ammunition is at 0%.]

Several weakened lasers grazed the Shrike; on the main screen, green sections of their ship flashed to yellow.

Alex’s heart sank as she watched icons representing their missile volley slowly disappear. Despite deploying countless electronic countermeasures and spreading chaos amidst the battlefield, the cruiser’s PDC-Ks worked diligently to eliminate her Hail Mary.

The Shrike’s missile volley was much smaller than that of the cruiser. She watched with bated breath as only four missiles remained—then two—and finally, just one.

As the last missile closed in on its target until their icons overlapped on-screen, Alex held her breath—until it winked out into oblivion.

“Nameless! Fire another volley as soon as we can!” Alex shouted, desperation edging into her voice. Panic gnawed at her as she racked her brain for a way to handle the larger warship.

“Missile reached standoff range! They’re hurt!” Elis announced with a mix of surprise and excitement.

Alex’s eyes darted to the enemy icon on the screen—sure enough, scanners revealed debris and escaping gas from their foe. Even if the missile hadn’t scored a direct hit, it should have come close enough to deal significant damage.

“Nameless, match course and close in. We’ll go for a pounding match and hope that did enough,” she said quietly, determination fueling her words.

As they quickly closed in on railgun range, salvos of shells tore through space. The enemy ship retaliated with its own heavier rounds but missed its mark. Lasers crossed paths through the void—several gouged fiery lines across the Shrike’s hull, damaging multiple PDC mounts.

Plumes of fire erupted from the cruiser’s hull as Shrike’s lighter railguns found their targets. Streams of PDC-K tracers flashed between both vessels while Alex heard impacts from small-caliber weapons pinging against their outer hull—vibrations reverberating throughout the ship. Most of those tiny projectiles bounced off or deflected upon impact with Shrike’s hardened armor.

Softer elements on the ship’s skin were damaged, and a few rounds found their way into the holes where the ship’s outer armor had been compromised. The patched nature of the outer armor allowed some to pass through replaced segments of the armor easier, but the inner hull remained intact.

A message erupted on the console, Athena’s shrill voice cutting through the din of battle.

“Admiral Hughes! Give me Admiral Hughes! Give them all back! Die! Die! Die!”

A volley of missiles flashed out from the Shrike in response. Alex panicked, realizing they might not have all been needed. She’d forgotten to tell Nameless to hold off on them now that they had the advantage.

Half the missiles were destroyed as the Courageous-class cruiser’s remaining PDC-Ks tried to pick them off. Lasers spluttered at them, but failing energy banks prevented any effective hits.

The other half of the missiles found their mark.

In an instant, the cruiser transformed into a fireball—a blinding flash that momentarily whited out their sensors as the battle scene coalesced into a field of shrapnel, debris, and expanding gas.

[Informative: Enemy cruiser destroyed.]

Alex sank back into her chair, relief washing over her at having survived. The ship’s speakers chimed with a message from A31.

|In fire’s embrace, |

|The silent void claims its prize, |

|War’s fickle dance ends. |

Alex didn’t have much time to contemplate the words as Elis announced another development.

“Sensor contacts moving! Drone groups burning toward us and the asteroid base!”


CHAPTER 23

ACTION STATIONS!


USD: ~Seventeen weeks since awakening

Location: Unknown Yellow Dwarf, L4 Lagrange Point, Debris Field #32, nearby A-3123Y

A quick sketch of the tactical positions of the various drone elements bearing down on them revealed that they could return to A3123Y before the enemy would arrive. Damage reports showed that the Shrike was banged up but still operational. The biggest problem was one of their Linear drive ports on the side where they had been hit was shattered.

It wasn’t a critical internal issue, but the plumbing to the thrust ports was mangled. The damage built upon the heavy hit they had received inside the Ark Royale’s hangar. Ultimately, it hurt their top speed, not something Alex wanted to deal with considering what they were facing. While the Shrike burned toward A31, Alex and Elis split up to help their drone units with repairs.

[Informative: Numerous drive signatures of various power levels detected. Numbers continue to rise. Current count of 12 cruisers, 13 destroyers, 56 frigates, and 88 gunships detected. An undeterminable number of smaller signatures approximating fighter or drone size are causing sensor interference in some areas.]

[Notice: A-3123Y reports hostile Federation drone fleet has gone active. Asteroid Base is preparing for combat. It recommends immediate rendezvous.]

“Nameless…that’s a lot of ships.” Alex hesitated. “If we help A-3123Y, do we really stand a chance?”

[Correlative: Approximate tonnage of sides heavily favors our forces. Estimated long-range weapon weight is equivalent. Estimated close-range weapon weight favors hostile forces based on increasing number of fighter/drone signatures.]

“And…?” Alex urged.

[Correlative: The combat rating is equivalent. With current assumptions, estimated chance of victory is 53% with ten percentage points of possible error.]

Feeling overwhelmed, Alex stood up and rubbed her nose. A nearby drone zipped in and collected her spanner and began welding on the connector port that she had been replacing.

This was terrible. “I’m going to the CIC. Where is Elis?”

[Notice: Unregistered Federation Personnel is currently located inside assigned quarters.]

Alex nodded and headed out of Engineering and headed for Elis’s room. She caught her in the middle of changing.

“Hey, what’s going on?” Elis asked as she pulled a new skinsuit on.

“Did something happen?” Alex asked, slightly confused.

“A lubricant tube exploded while we were replacing it. While I was standing underneath it,” Elis explained.

“Oh.”

“So? What’s up?” Elis asked.

Alex took a moment before answering, “We have the numbers on the incoming drones. It isn’t good. I wanted us to head to the bridge and get ready.”

Resignation flashed across Elis’s face. “All right. No change on intercepts?”

Alex shook her head. “Nameless gives us a fifty-fifty chance, which isn’t great.”

Elis nodded, and they headed to the CIC.

[Notice: Starboard Linear drive manifold restoration completed. Please note an adjustment to A-Grav is required.]

As they reached the ship’s heart, Alex felt the Linear drive light off and almost lost her balance when the ship lurched beneath her feet. Elis bumped into Alex’s back slightly and reached out to place a hand on her shoulder to help steady her.

A concerned look appeared on Elis’s face as she asked, “Are we under attack already?”

[Informative: Adjusted for excess mass; transit nominal. No further turbulence from standard operation expected.]

“The Linear drive just lit off. The computer had to make a few adjustments for all the modifications,” Alex explained.

As they continued toward CIC, something felt different to Alex. It took her a moment to pinpoint the cause of the sensation. There was an unhappy resonance in the ship’s sound.

“She’s sick,” Alex commented.

“What?” Elis asked, confused.

“The Linear drive; it sounds weird,” Alex clarified.

Elis looked up and listened closely. “Uh, probably from the damage?”

[Informative: Jury-rigged repairs have resulted in a 23% dissonance ratio. Although operation has resumed, reliability is questionable.]

That was not something Alex wanted to hear; it pretty much killed any hope of them being able to escape if things went FUBAR.

Upon reaching CIC, Alex found her seat in the captain’s chair and flipped on the main console. Elis sat down at the communication officer’s seat but turned to face Alex instead of focusing on her screens.

[Informative: Confirmation count of hostile forces completed. 14 cruisers, 15 destroyers, 58 frigates, 99 gunships, 4,098 fighter/drones detected. Hostile forces are converging on

A-3123Y in two main groups. Both groups will merge 2.9Mkm from A-3123Y. ETA: 4 hours.]

Alex frowned as she considered how many drones that was. “Don’t waste missiles or railgun ammo on small or single drones. PDCs only,” Alex ordered.

[Affirmative: Low density of hostile drones indicates PDC-L as optimal weapon choice.]

[Informative: Rendezvous with A-3123Y, ETA: 12 minutes.]

“Can you update the combat rating and our chances when we arrive?” Alex asked, trying to stay focused.

[Affirmative.]

Alex looked back at the plot, contemplating just how large the Federation fleet had been. As she thought about her time traveling through the debris fields, the picture of thousands of ships came to mind.

“Nameless, I want to try transmitting a message to the oncoming ships over high band. It’s worth a shot to talk anyway. There could be a chance,” Alex said, looking to Elis. “With Athena destroyed, maybe it will work?”

Elis shrugged but then nodded. “Worth a try?”

[Notice: High-band channel open. Transmit when ready.]

Taking a deep breath, Alex spoke. “Incoming Federation ships, this is…Alex, Captain of…Shrike H3-42812. Please cut your acceleration and standoff. We do not wish for conflict.”

[Notice: Numerous incoming requests for Federation command authentication.]

|Authentication Required|

|Admiralty Authorization Challenge|

|YT8342FFFF|

Before Alex could even ask about it, the request blinked away, replaced by a single red flashing line.

|Challenge timeout|

“I don’t think they want to talk,” Alex muttered.

[Notice: Negotiations always had a low chance of success. The cost of transmitting was negligible, so no loss has occurred.]

Alex couldn’t help but feel disheartened by the lack of response.

“How long?” she asked.

[Informative: ETA on hostile fleet entering maximum missile range: 42 minutes.]

The anticipation felt like torture as Alex consciously loosened her tense muscles. She needed to decide if they should flee and try avoiding detection while abandoning the station or stay and fight.

“Did you figure out anything about our odds?” she inquired.

[Notice: Force strength remains at parity.]

“If we run, what are our chances of getting away undetected?”

[Correlative: Federation detection technology capable of maintaining lock on known signals. While possible to lose lock by positioning behind large orbital bodies, hostile fleet fast elements possess superior acceleration due to current damage.]

Alex checked her monitor for estimated maximum acceleration data on the HKs and frigates, then shook her head. They’d have to confront whatever remained of those regardless of their decision; they were simply too fast.

“All right, I’m confirming we’ll stay and fight with A-3123Y. Can we position the asteroid base between us and the enemy? It has much heavier armor,” Alex suggested.

[Notice: Full combat telemetry has been shared, and A-3123Y reports ready to follow your orders.]

“Great, well, just make sure it is doing what it’s supposed to. I don’t think communicating in haikus will be fast enough,” Alex said.

[Affirmative: This unit will oversee and direct sub-core activity and provide communication assistance.]

“Can we estimate their point defense strength?” Alex asked. “What’s our chance of saturating their defenses at maximum range? If we can take out most of them before they get in close weapon range…”

Her eyes scanned A-3123Y’s loadout. The asteroid base had an impressive number of missile silos, but she noticed a glaring lack of any EW drone pods. “We need to supplement A31’s EWAR suite. If Athena didn’t have ECM or ECCM, I doubt the incoming drones will, either.”

Her eyes lit up. “And did you factor in the asteroid base’s lack of an EW suite? If we coordinate our launches, we might be able to improve things for our first salvo.”

[Correlation: Improvement of missile profile possible.]

A glimmer of hope returned to Alex as she considered that possibility.

“I think you’re right; they aren’t likely to have any EWAR drones. Those are usually operator-monitored,” Elis added, trying to be helpful.

The good news gave Alex a bit more confidence. With a plan forming in her mind, all she needed now was to endure the torturous waiting.

[image: ]


USD: ~Seventeen weeks since awakening, 7.5 hours since Athena Destruction

Location: Unknown Yellow Dwarf, L4 Lagrange Point, Debris Field #32, nearby A-3123Y

[Informative: Hostile fleet will reach maximum missile range in approximately 10 minutes.]

Alex raised her head up off her arms. She’d stopped keeping track of the situation herself and took a nap. The waiting had honestly been worse than the fighting with the cruiser. Her eyes scanned the plot for the hundredth time.

Elis noticed her moving and offered her observation. “The automated ships aren’t very sophisticated; they’ll probably open fire as soon as all of them cross the threshold.”

She glanced at Elis, grateful for each useful piece of information shared. Time ticked slowly, and Alex confirmed nothing had changed from the last time she checked. The drones were in a ragged formation of two large blobs, and the smallest drone units were already crossing the combat line.

[Notice: Large hostile fleet elements have crossed estimated maximum missile range line.]

[Interrogative: A-3123Y requests permission to launch missiles.]

“No, don’t launch them yet. Wait for my order,” Alex instructed, her voice steady.

Elis proved to be right. A few seconds later, the combat display on the main monitor turned a menacing red hue. Red lines formed into clusters, streaking from enemy ships and homing in toward both the asteroid base and Shrike.

Despite the ragged launch, the missiles slowly converged into a concentrated salvo that would arrive almost simultaneously. Alex had hoped they’d be a bit less astute; the tactic was their best chance to overwhelm A-3123Y’s formidable point defenses.

[Notice: Incoming missile volley, Designating Vampires 1. ETA: 4 minutes 32 seconds.]

As she watched the clock tick down, each second felt like an eternity.

[Notice: Second launch detected. Designating Vampires 2—Vampires 1 ETA: 1 minute, 22 seconds—Vampire 2 ETA: 3 minutes 48 seconds.]

The hostile fleet was accelerating hard and fast. Alex realized they weren’t planning to match velocities; instead, they aimed to get their close-range weapons in position quickly before passing by and taking time to turn around for another pass—if they even needed one. The battle could be over in one swift exchange.

[Warning: A-3123Y is repeatedly asking for clearance to fire.]

Alex recalled a similar urgency from Nameless when he felt emotional. “As soon as the missiles clear 1ls, open fire with lasers. Schedule a return volley for thirty seconds before the first Vampire arrival. Launch everything we have together with A-3123Y, including the EW drones,” she instructed firmly. “After that, launch at the fastest salvo interval. Keep the torpedoes and standard missiles linked, even if we must lower the ROF on the standards. We need weight of fire.”

If they held back their fire as long as possible, the closer range would improve their missiles’ accuracy and maneuverability. With the addition of EW drones, she wanted their first volley to have maximum impact.

[Affirmative: Orders confirmed. A-3123Y confirms.]

Her eyes remained fixed on the screen as weapons came online. Thousands of hostile missiles streaked inward as a large wave, spreading out before reaching the 1ls line and turning straight toward their target. Energetic beams of light flashed out, causing missiles to explode upon impact.

The Shrike’s hum grew louder as its reactor’s power output neared maximum capacity. Alex worried momentarily that Nameless might have added too many lasers without considering how much they would tax the powerplant. Her concern diminished when she saw its output stabilize at a scorching 97 percent. But only slightly. That level was too close for her comfort.

[Notice: Vampires 1, ETA: 30 seconds. Return Missile Salvo activating.]

Hundreds of laser emplacements on A-3123Y unleashed their defensive firepower relentlessly. As the incoming threats drew nearer, massive mass drivers aimed huge scatter shots of steel bearings in shotgun blasts to intercept them. The PDC-Ks activated in the final ten seconds; Alex could hear their thrum resonate through the ship.

Most of Vampires 1 had targeted A-3123Y, slightly degrading the Shrike’s accuracy but not by much. The cloud of thousands was reduced to hundreds, then dozens as the ETA clock reached zero.

Only four missiles made it through the net, detonating just before impacting the asteroid and unleashing a devastating wave of radiation. The Shrike’s power systems diverted power to the D-field to absorb it despite the distance. Molten red divots on the asteroid’s surface glowed angrily as Alex held her breath, watching the main screen switch to optical view.

[Notice: A-3123Y reports 89% operational and requests we move to cover blind spots created by loss of surface PDC mounts. Vampires 2, ETA: 2 minutes, 26 seconds.]

Repair bots on the asteroid sprang into action, rushing to emplacements near the explosions that had been damaged but avoided catastrophic destruction. Alex observed the plot; they would face another missile volley before their counterstrike reached the Federation drone fleet. Improving their accuracy came at a cost; she hoped it would be worth it.

As seconds ticked away, hydraulic autoloaders’ loud, grating sounds echoed throughout the ship while PDC-Ks reloaded and missile and torpedo tubes were refilled. One missile loader jammed, prompting a swarm of repair bots to manually load it.

The second wave of enemy missiles entered laser range just as both Shrike and Asteroid base unleashed their own second salvo. It was smaller than their first due to destroyed silos on the base, and without EW drones for support, the missiles would fly in with less cover.

Alex’s eyes darted between the plot of missiles targeting the asteroid base and her hope that the enemy had made a fatal mistake by overlooking the Shrike. She clenched her fists, her heart pounding in anticipation.

[Notice: First Salvo entering final acquisition phase.]

The enemy fleet provided an abundance of targets, and each missile was equipped with advanced targeting suites enhanced by their connection to both the asteroid base and Shrike. As their missiles crossed the laser range threshold, Alex watched as EW drones worked their magic.

Two drones split into hundreds of smaller emitters, multiplying nearby missiles into dozens of sensor ghosts. Another drone detonated in a directional burst of energy to blind enemy sensors, while the remaining five unleashed a torrent of communication spam and sensor garbage.

Torn between focusing on attacking the enemy and defending against incoming missiles now within PDC-K range, enemy sensors flipped and flickered as they struggled to determine what was real and what was fake.

A storm of steel kinetics erupted from both sides, attempting to deflect incoming death. The Shrike did its best to cover the blind spot created by the first enemy salvo, its additional firepower relentlessly focused on defense. Despite their efforts, nearly two dozen enemy missiles slipped through and struck the same vulnerable area.

The Shrike trembled violently as its energy systems strained under pressure as D-field emitters worked tirelessly to deflect radiation from the nearby detonations. Missiles impacting directly into existing molten wounds proved devastating for A-3123Y.

Despite its fortress-like nature, most of A-3123Y’s mass came from being a colossal rock. Rock fractured. Rock melted. Cracks appeared before another explosion deep within tore an entire section loose, sending it spiraling away. Remarkably, weapon emplacements on this massive chunk remained operational thanks to redundant power plants and magazines that kept systems running.

Alex tore her eyes away from the damage, focusing on the enemy fleet. Her heart swelled with hope as she noticed that they hadn’t escaped unscathed either.

The EW drones had deftly guided their missile charges past the enemy’s laser fire, and despite their best efforts at close range, hundreds of missiles had breached their defenses. Some missiles redundantly targeted already-destroyed vessels, but a significant portion of the enemy fleet vanished in a nearly simultaneous series of explosions.

[Notice: Vampires 3 launch detected, ETA: 1 minute 54 seconds, estimated density 56% of Vampires 1, 2.]

[Warning: Large energy spike detected in A-3123Y ShipCore module. Unknown energy detected. Communication inoperative. Combat telemetry still active; all asteroid base combat systems slaved to our control.]

[Interrogative: Second Salvo prepared; however, several missile silos are in repair status and are coming back online intermittently. Fire now or delay?]

“Fire now,” Alex commanded urgently. “Save the ones that come back online for the next salvo.”

She swallowed hard, her throat dry. Her hope was that they’d gain an advantage in this missile exchange to compensate for the enemy fleet’s superior firepower at close range. They had eliminated nearly half of the hostile fleet’s heavy cruisers, destroyers, and frigates. Yet numerous Hunter-Killers and drone swarms remained mostly unharmed—they would be devastating once within railgun range.

Observing the enemy fleet splitting into two separate groups, Alex realized that drones were diverging from the main force for a rendezvous point. Their thrust-weight ratio allowed them to reduce relative velocity even now.

“Nameless, prepare all our drones for boarding action,” she called out nervously.

[Notice: Elevated Avatar vital signs indicate distress. Recommend visit to the medbay for testing after current engagement.]

“Screw you, Nameless!” Alex snapped.

[Informative: Profanity directed at this unit is not an efficient use of Avatar’s limited processing capabilities.]

Elis, who had been silently observing from her seat, chimed in, “It’s pretty normal for vitals to be elevated during combat situations. I don’t think she needs a medbay visit.”

“Thank you, Elis,” Alex replied before turning to her console and addressing Nameless. “Do something useful: get those missile silos working again and figure out what’s wrong with A-3123Y!”

[Affirmative.]


CHAPTER 24

THE SLIP


USD: ~ Seventeen weeks since awakening

Location: Unknown Yellow Dwarf, L4 Lagrange Point, Debris Field #32, nearby A-3123Y

[Warning: Extreme energy pulse detected. Recommend expanding space between ship and asteroid station.]

Alex’s heart raced as she considered the possibilities. Was the asteroid’s powerplant about to detonate? Or unleash a super death laser to wipe out the enemy fleet? She needed answers.

“Is it going to explode?” she demanded of Nameless. “The chunk that came off was large, but the telemetry data doesn’t look catastrophic.”

[Correlative: Energy signature matches one theoretical match. Slipstream event horizon generator.]

“That’s…” Alex trailed off in disbelief. She looked at Elis, who was staring back at her. “It showed us in the recording. This is what it meant by preparing for Omega’s departure?”

|In A31’s end, |

|Hope not lost, but reborn anew, |

|Omega ventures on. |

She couldn’t believe A-3123Y had a Slipstream FTL drive. If they’d known, they could have escaped the system and avoided this battle entirely. “Is it working?”

[Notice: Insufficient data.]

“And A-3123Y?”

[Notice: Communication attempts unsuccessful. Incoming Vampires 3, ETA: 30 seconds.]

Frowning at the tactical display, Alex watched as lasers cut down the smaller wave of missiles. The asteroid base’s defenses were severely weakened by previous damage, and as seconds ticked away, she bit her lip and gripped her seat tightly. Red blips vanished as missiles dwindled until PDC-Ks shredded as many as possible in their final defensive fire.

A single warhead evaded PDC-K rounds and smashed into an asteroid lump. For a moment, nothing happened.

[Warning: Antimatter laced tri⁠—]

Nameless’s words cut off abruptly as a blinding white light erupted on the monitor before all the lights and screens went dark in the Shrike’s CIC. The ship jerked violently; it felt like being a toy in a toddler’s hand. Alex clung to her seat while Elis cursed nearby.

Ceiling grates fell loose, sparks exploded from an electrical line, and steam seeped from a coolant pipe, filling the room with hot mist. Emergency lighting activated, casting everything in a harsh red glow. Putting on her EVA helmet, Alex tried to contact Nameless. “Hey, you there?”

Instead, Elis responded through the helmet’s ShipComm. “Yeah, I’m fine. Just a little bang on my arm.”

The lights abruptly flickered back to normal, and the main CIC screens and holotable sprang to life. Alex’s breath caught in her throat as she took in the optical view of the asteroid base. Half of it glowed with molten fire; everything on the side facing the explosion was a searing, painful red. The asteroid’s rocky mass had absorbed much of the energy, saving it from complete obliteration. All defenses and weapon systems caught in the blast had been vaporized, and fires likely penetrated deep through access shafts and maintenance corridors.

[Warning: A 15.4338-second discrepancy in time has been detected by atomic clock function. A full system integrity check has been scheduled.]

[Notice: A 1-gigaton range explosion was detected in close proximity to A-3123Y.]

[Warning: Hostile fleet nearing 1ls range. Laser fire exchange is expected; maneuvering for cover behind the main mass of asteroid base.]

The ship jerked slightly—something was off with the thrusters—but Alex had little time to investigate. She considered Nameless’s move and agreed that they couldn’t withstand massed fire in the Shrike, while the base could hold up longer despite the damage it had received.

“Nameless, load rails with the LRPSGSM rounds. Target the largest remaining enemy vessels.”

According to her tactical screen, those were destroyers; their last cruiser had been eliminated by both A-3123Y and Shrike’s third volley during their systems’ downtime.

“Switch AMLS tubes to anti-missile duty.”

[Notice: Usage of missiles as anti-missile is a large waste of munitions. PDC is much more effective at this distance.]

“Does A-3123Y look like it has any PDC on the far side left?” Alex snapped before taking a deep breath to regain composure. “Just do it. It’s our best option right now.”

[Confirmation: AMLS tasked with missile defense, Rails set to indirect fire. Enemy fleet is in engagement range.]

The Shrike’s railguns opened fire. The advanced LRPSGSM rounds were self-guided smart munitions, and the Shrike fired them just over the asteroid’s horizon, allowing their guidance systems to curve the shells’ trajectories toward their targets. Though highly accurate, they were extremely costly; the Shrike had only a few dozen, and it was impossible for Nameless to fabricate more without further research.

Each projectile found its mark and calculated whether to explode before impact as a cloud of deadly shrapnel or attempt full penetration and detonate inside the target. Each targeted vessel was torn apart or erupted in flames.

[Notice: Power Surge within A-3123Y has reached critical levels.]

Alex’s gaze returned to the asteroid base, taking in the clouds of smoke billowing from various ports and embrasures still intact. On its relatively untouched side, a massive crater glowed vivid blue with electricity arcing around its edge. Suddenly, a colossal blue orb launched itself into space.

[Informative: Slipstream wormhole formation confirmed. ETA for stabilization: 94 seconds.]

Unable to communicate with the asteroid’s AI frustrated Alex; they had no idea where the Slipstream would lead, though it was clear the NAI intended them to use it.

“Any idea where it leads?” she asked Nameless.

[Notice: No data available.]

Her eyes darted to the tactical plot, scanning remaining ship numbers:

|Destroyer: 4|Frigate: 13|Gunship: 44|Drone: 2432|

The heavier units had been eliminated, but the Federation drones had spread out and moved independently to avoid mass destruction. Two more destroyers vanished due to the Shrike’s long-range smart shells. Missiles sporadically fired from both sides as the asteroid base’s remaining weapons continued their retaliation.

A series of railgun shells struck the asteroid base, ejecting massive plumes of dust and leaving white cracks of fire snaking across its crust.

“Nameless,” Alex said quietly, “as soon as the Slipstream stabilizes, we need to go through.”

[Affirmative: Preparing for Slipstream insertion.]

At the echoing creak of a bent hull panel, Alex felt a cold surge of adrenaline. She spun around in her seat, her heart pounding in her chest as she caught sight of Elis approaching, the familiar silhouette of Alex’s own pistol gripped in her trembling hand.

The pulse pistol wavered in her grip. Her face, usually so composed, was a canvas of torment, her lips quivering as she spoke. “Alex, I’m sorry. We paid too much; we lost too much. I can’t let it return. I can’t let you leave here. I didn’t want it to come like this.”

Alex bit her lip, her body tense. “I understand.”

Elis looked away, unable to look Alex in the eyes before she stiffened and pulled the trigger. The pulse pistol offered a hollow click in response, the lack of expected discharge echoing ominously in the tight confines of the CIC.

Elis’s eyes, startled wide, flicked back to Alex’s unscathed form. She pulled the trigger again, a fruitless attempt that resulted in another mocking click.

From the stark corridor beyond, the familiar hum of servos and hydraulics announced the arrival of Beeper and Booper. Their sensor arrays flickered, scanning the tense situation.

Alex reached up slowly, her every movement deliberate and calm. Her hand encased Elis’s, gently prying the useless weapon from her grasp. “Elis,” she started, her voice soft yet sturdy, “I was afraid that I would be forced to shoot you. I didn’t think I could handle it if I shot my only human friend, so I unloaded this weeks ago.”

Elis’s body trembled, and Alex’s throat tightened. Before she could cry, she stepped forward to embrace her friend. The surprise on Elis’s face lasted only a moment before being replaced by a pained sigh.

Glancing over at Beeper and Booper standing rigid at the CIC’s entry, Alex gave a slight nod. “Elis, go to your room. Beeper, Booper, escort her.”

[Warning: Incoming weapons fire. Recommend securing all loose elements. Especially soft, easily damaged ones.]

Releasing Elis, Alex looked at Beeper. “Make sure she has a safety restraint.”

“Beeep!” was the reply.

As Alex returned to her seat, she knew there was chaos outside the ship; she needed to focus. But one question burned within her, and she waited until Elis had left the CIC before asking Nameless.

“Why didn’t you shoot her with the turret?” Alex asked.

[Informative: This unit did not assess the danger of an unloaded weapon as a lethal threat. Although this unit has expended excessive resources monitoring the prisoner since she acquired the firearm in the corridor, killing the Avatar’s friend would likely lead to a decrease in Avatar engagement and effectiveness.]

A frown creased Alex’s face. “I forgot; you see everything.”

Taking a deep breath, Alex scanned the tactical display. The drones were now well within CQB range, and the thrum of gatlings and railguns firing had transitioned from intermittent bursts to a constant roar. As they pulled away from the asteroid’s shadow toward the Slipstream portal, more drones locked onto them, and projectiles flew in their direction with increasing intensity.

A railgun round grazed the ship’s D-field, causing it to lurch to the side. Nameless’s expert piloting quickly corrected their course. RCS thrusters blazed at maximum power in small bursts, altering their trajectory just enough to avoid flying in a straight line for too long. Somehow, they had managed to escape being hit directly thus far, but Alex knew it was only a matter of time.

She realized that the asteroid base had shifted its focus from defending itself to prioritizing units attacking her. A high-band transmission flashed across her vision:

|THE WINGS OF OMEGA WILL NOT BE CLIPPED HERE|

|Begone Simple Machines Of No Mind|

On A-3123Y’s surface, massive maneuvering thrusters roared to life along the undamaged portion of the asteroid, causing it to yaw and point the colossal crater housing the Slipstream portal toward the advancing Federation fleet. A massive blue dome of energy emerged from within before flashing out in a solid stream to carve a path of destruction through the remaining destroyers and frigates. The intense beam disintegrated everything in its path into tiny bursts of flame and debris as their steel shells evaporated into plasma.

The powerful weapon lasted mere seconds but inflicted devastating damage upon half of the remaining hostile units. Self-inflicted wounds were evident as more white cracks formed on A-3123Y’s surface and molten glass filled the crater.

A brilliant glow enveloped the gas clouds surrounding the asteroid; cracks widened across its crust as its remaining thrusters ignited, propelling it directly toward the drone fleet.

Vengeful railgun shells slammed into A-3123Y’s molten surface, hurling streams of liquid rock and metal into space. As hundreds of drones approached, the asteroid retaliated with all its remaining gatlings and lasers; a dazzling display of colors and explosions filled Alex’s optical screen.

[Notice: Slipstream wormhole confirmed stable, beginning transit.]

Despite the chaos, Alex did not order a ceasefire. The railguns, lasers, and defense cannons of the Shrike continued their relentless assault on A-3123Y’s attackers, even as the asteroid’s remaining emplacements flickered and died under the unyielding bombardment of frigates and drones. Moments before crossing the event horizon, a final salvo of missiles hurtled toward the base’s defenses.

A single message played over the comm channel.

|Tears in a rain of fire|

In an instant, the Shrike vanished from the universe.


CHAPTER 25

92 PEGASI


USD: ~ Seventeen weeks since awakening, less than a second after crossing Slipstream event horizon.

Location: G8 V Yellow Main Sequence, 92 Pegasi, Deep Space

The Shrike blinked back into existence, its systems flickering as it emerged from the Slipstream. The whine of stressed ship components filled the air.

“Nameless, display astrogation data and go dark,” Alex instructed. “Use RCS at maximum to change our course.”

The screen shifted to navigation, revealing only the ship and darkness.

[Informative: Astrogation survey in progress. Local star located 8.56 billion km from position, relative velocity: 7635km/s, estimated transit time for near orbit on RCS: 15 days, 7 hours.]

“That’s far out,” Alex muttered. “Start our course, but don’t fly straight in; put us off the ecliptic compared to our transit point. Anyone looking for us would be searching in that narrow cone.”

[Informative: Open high-band transmissions detected. Confirmation of system habitation. Signal delay places nearest communication relay 8 AU from local star. Beginning download of repeated informational data.]

“We’re so far out that signals are delayed for hours…”

[Correction: Estimated delay is approximately 6.82251341 hours.]

“That’s not a correction—just more precise,” Alex retorted.

Her inability to muster another snarky remark made her realize how exhausted she was. With no sign of pursuit after ten minutes, she released a sigh of tension.

“Nameless, maintain maximum stealth; I don’t know if the Slipstream could be detected or if anything tried to follow us,” she said wearily. “We need to start repairs immediately; though we didn’t take any direct hits, I think the D-field might have overloaded and half our hull may have experienced ablation from…whatever that super nuke was.”

[Informative: Enemy deployed an antimatter tri⁠—]

Alex held up her hand. “I don’t need to know. Just start repairs; I need some rest and am leaving things up to you. Keep us dark and fix us up. Maybe take an inventory of the munitions we used. Replace the bullets at least; we should have enough raw material for that. Any other modifications or resource sinks can wait; we don’t know what we’ll find in this system, and I have a feeling salvaging might be more difficult with people around.”

Heading toward her bed, she found Elis in the mess room, Beeper standing guard while Booper charged on a pad.

“Alex…I’m sorry,” Elis whispered, her voice heavy with remorse.

Alex rubbed her face, feeling the weight of exhaustion wash over her. She contemplated whether she should shower before collapsing into bed to avoid dirtying the sheets. Regardless, she couldn’t shake the overwhelming need for sleep after being awake for what felt like an eternity.

“Elis,” Alex said, her voice heavy with fatigue, “the system we arrived in has people in it, judging by the active high-band transmission relays. We’re far out—it’ll be half a month before we can get anywhere. I’ll figure out where to let you off when we find out more. Nameless is taking care of things, and I’m going to sleep. I’m exhausted.”

Elis hesitated before speaking up. “You performed…like an actual naval officer. I wouldn’t be surprised if you were a cadet in the naval academy.”

Alex managed a weak smile despite her weariness. “Yeah, well, maybe my nanite computer stole me some memories from one.”

Frowning, Elis clarified, “That’s not what I meant; I just wanted to say you did well.”

Acknowledging Elis’s words with a nod, Alex entered her room behind the kitchen and collapsed onto her bed. Sleep claimed her almost as soon as her head hit the pillow.
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USD: ~Some hours after arrival to 92 Pegasi

Location: G8 V Yellow Main Sequence, 92 Pegasi, Deep Space, Enroute to Ackman Station

Red lights spun and flashed around Alex as she stood on the Shrike II’s bridge, with only moments separating them from escape or destruction. Sparks sputtered and died from damaged and overloaded conduits overhead, while several coolant lines hissed vapor into the CIC.

Elis aimed her pulse pistol at Alex’s chest, the muzzle pressing softly into the fabric of her uniform just above her heart. Time seemed to stand still on the bridge, and no one moved or spoke.

Shock crossed Alex’s face first, followed by a slow realization and acknowledgment of betrayal that morphed into sad acceptance. Seeing the emotions play out on Alex’s face sent Elis’s heart racing. She hesitated, her finger squeezing the trigger of the pulse pistol just enough so that any slight movement could cause it to discharge. She had done this before to other Avatars but never felt such uncertainty as she did now while staring into Alex’s deep blue eyes.

“I didn’t want this,” Elis whispered.

Slowly, as if not to startle Elis into firing, Alex reached out and gently cupped her cheek. A pained smile formed on Alex’s face—a perfect, humanlike expression unlike when they first met aboard the ship. If asked about any difference between Alex’s body language and that of a human, Elis could no longer discern any disparity.

“I know,” said Alex quietly.

The pulse pistol hummed before emitting a burst of blue light.

Elis jolted awake in bed, cold sweat clinging to her skin as she tossed aside the sheets threatening to trip her escape. Wiping away beads of perspiration from her forehead, she groaned unhappily upon realizing that her nightmare had cut short her rest.

She found herself liking Alex more than she anticipated. Initially, she thought there must be some dark secret lurking beneath their seemingly friendly interactions or perhaps they sought information from her. But over time, Alex’s genuine care had eroded Elis’s suspicions.

Movie nights were not something a prisoner could have expected, and as they spent more time together, Elis couldn’t help but see Alex as something of a little sister—if she had any siblings.

Gradually, she started to accept the idea that their fate might not be so bleak, drifting around an almost empty star. Perhaps they would perish slowly when they ran out of supplies, like the grim fate she suspected her friends and navy had faced.

Her worst fear had been that Nameless would find a way to escape and return to the Federation they had fought so desperately to save.

Elis rolled out of bed restlessly, struggling to control the emotions threatening to overwhelm her. The decision to grab Alex’s weapon had been impulsive, fueled by fear. The weight of her duty bore down on her.

The thought of having to kill her after experiencing only kindness and consideration left Elis with a dry throat. Alex was unlike any Nanite Avatar Elis had encountered before: expressive, lively, and undeniably human.

But then the stellarator torpedo hit, plunging everything into darkness. She thought it was over—until her worst nightmare unfolded before her eyes.

The Slipstream wormhole appeared, threatening to unleash Nameless on the Federation once more. That haunting sequence played out in Elis’s mind like a recording, each word and expression etched into her memory: Alex’s soft voice repeating “I understand” as she was forced to look away.

Lying back down and pulling the covers around her, Elis hugged her pillow tightly, trying to will herself back to sleep. Images of Alex’s sorrowful gaze clashed with memories of her squad mates.

How could Alex’s presence weigh so heavily on her heart so quickly compared to those she had lived, cried, and loved with? The internal conflict felt like betrayal. Clutching the pillow even tighter, Elis desperately sought refuge in sleep as she tried to silence her thoughts.

[image: ]


USD: ~Fourteen hours after arrival to 92 Pegasi

Location: G8 V Yellow Main Sequence, 92 Pegasi, Deep Space

Alex awoke slowly, reaching up to grab a small drone that had been sucking dust out of her hair with its soft-nosed vacuum. “What the actual fuck, Nameless?” she grumbled.

[Informative: Ship cleanliness is an important maintenance factor.]

“Well, you should still have plenty of things to do, and you don’t even have a nose, so you can’t complain I stink,” Alex retorted.

[Notice: Prisoner Elis appears agitated and has been awaiting your presence for some time now.]

“Nothing came through after us? No one pinging us from the system?”

[Affirmative: No contacts detected.]

Alex let out a groan before rolling over and sitting up. A glance at her screen set to mirror mode revealed the disheveled state of her hair. Without dwelling on the cause, she grabbed her spare outfit and headed for the ship’s showers.

As she made her way through the mess, Elis stood up from the couch and faced her, clearly freshened up already. “Alex…”

Interrupting swiftly, Alex raised her hand. “No, no, no. I’m taking a shower right now and nothing else.”

Elis froze in place. “Okay.”

Following through on her words, Alex indulged in a long, hot shower until Nameless began pestering her about wasting resources with a water usage counter in the corner of her vision.

Taking her time getting dressed in her clean skinsuit, Alex watched as a miniature drone whisked away her dirty outfit for cleaning. Pausing to look at the captain’s adornments on it, she decided she liked their appearance after all and reattached them to her suit.

“Nameless,” she asked curiously as she exited the bathroom, “did we find anything called ‘coffee’ in the supplies we found? I heard it’s meant for poor, frail biologicals in situations like this.”

[Notice: No items labeled ‘coffee’ located. However, combat stimulants can be synthesized by Avatar’s personal nanites if Avatar desires.]

Alex hesitated for a moment before responding to Nameless. “Uhh…no. Combat stimulants sound like overkill for a slow morning, thanks.”

[Interrogative: If Avatar has completed biological maintenance, there are 187 items for review.]

Alex groaned again. “I assume a lot are on the situation of the system and repairs?”

[Informative: Repairs are currently ongoing, with multiple major issues. The system, 92 Pegasi, is an independent system currently claimed by the Solarian Federation and Unified Corporate Systems, and low-grade hostilities have been ongoing.]

“Whoa…wait. We ought to review these things with Elis too; she has a right to be updated since she’s stuck in… Uhh, do we know what system we just came from?”

[Informative: Observed stellar data places previous system 32LY from current system. According to Astrogation data, no known star lanes connect to that system.]

“Wait, we have Astrogation data now?”

[Affirmative: While Avatar was sleeping, this unit downloaded and catalogued all public astrogation data available, currently charting 235 systems and their basic data profiles.]

“Hold on!” Alex dashed out of the showers and back into the messroom, startling Elis, who had been sitting on the couch reading a datapad.

“Uh, what?” Elis blinked in surprise.

Alex plopped down beside her and waved her hand at the large holo display. “Display astrogation data.” The screen lit up with a colorful map of known space.

|LOCATION: 92 PEGASI|

“We know where we are!” Alex pointed at the gray area in the southwest quadrant of the map. “Pretty far from everything, I guess. But near the Federation!” She swallowed a sudden discomfort before continuing. “I think we can find a way to drop you off…somewhere close to home?”

That was when she noticed Elis’s face had frozen in shock. “Is this…is this what we picked up from the system relay?”

“Umm, yeah, Nameless grabbed it. Why, is there a problem?”

Alex studied Elis’s expression, searching for answers. “I recognize some things, but this… This is all divided up; the Federation is the Federation. What the hell is a Solar Imperium or Holy Ertan Republic? I don’t even know what ‘Solarian’ Federation means. What’s the date?”

[Informative: Current USD is 28:12:0076/18:24]

Alex hesitated before seeking clarification. “Day, Month, Year…time?”

[Affirmative.]

[Informative: The USD official standard was adopted by four major powers as the Universal Standard Date format, unifying all times and dates across known space.]

[Correlative: Sufficient historical data exists to supersede reactor rod dating estimation for subjective time spent in system of progenitor destruction: 84 years with +/- 5% margin of error due to relativistic effects.]

Feeling a hint of satisfaction at catching Nameless off-guard, Alex pointed out, “Your first guess was off by a bit?”

[Informative: Lower radiation levels of yellow dwarf likely created error in rod dating estimations.]

Elis shook her head dismissively. “Seventy years, eighty years, who cares?” She gestured at the multicolored map of space on the display. “How the hell did this happen?”

[Notice: A dataset of galactic history is not available on high-band relay satellite.]

Determined to get answers later, Alex thought to herself that they would buy one when the opportunity arose. But first, they needed to address their ship’s condition.

“Nameless, can you please go over the damage and repair report?”

The holoscreen switched to an overhead schematic of the Shrike that Alex had seen before. Suddenly, parts flared red—crucial ones.

[Informative: Structural beams 23–48, 65–88 have suffered severe deformation. Ship integrity is severely compromised.]

Frowning, Alex nodded. Those beams ran the length of the ship, and most of its internal hull relied on them for support.

“Well, can we just, uh, take the time to fix it?”

[Notice: Repair of deformed beams would require detachment of internal compartments, remelting and recasting of beams or locating replacements, rewelding of beams to ship body, reattachment of internal components. Required material would be 324% of currently available ferrite and derivatives. Estimated time for repair without a full shipyard facility: 18 months.]

Alex rubbed the bridge of her nose and leaned back into the sofa. “That’s…not great. What about finishing your nanite compartments and using nanites to…uhh…magic it back to health?”

[Informative: Proposed solution would require a longer duration of repair, but sufficient material is available. Estimated time: 42 months.]

“Okay, no.”

Elis chimed in, curiosity in her voice. “The system must have a port facility. What exactly is in 92 Pegasi, Nameless?”

[Informative: 92 Pegasi is a G8 V Yellow Main Sequence star, with one inhabited orbital body. Planet Ackman, 0.731g, average temperature -175c, Hydro extent: 99%. Population: ~3,000. Main exports are plentiful rare hydrogen isotopes mined from the planet’s ice. An orbital facility is in an equatorial geosynchronous orbit over the planet’s single city. Port prices for fuel, supplies, and cargo services are available, but no mention of repair or drydock facilities.]

“Well,” Elis mused aloud, “a frontier place like this, I wouldn’t expect any. Although I think you might have problems if you try to repair at a civilian yard… One look and anyone can tell this is a warship, and the navy doesn’t take kindly to civilians flying around in warships.”

Alex pondered for a moment before responding decisively. “That’s… Actually, that’s okay. We can do the repairs ourselves; it seems like a long time, but we don’t really have any pressing matters to rush off to. Other than figuring out how to get you home.”

Elis offered Alex a weak smile. “Alex, I don’t have a home. Not really. I mean, I was born on Chala, in the 56 Cassiopeiae system. I might have a few cousins alive, but I didn’t have any siblings, and my parents were already quite old when I went into service. Anyone from my family would essentially be a stranger.”

“Well, there is probably somewhere you want to go?” Alex asked with concern.

“I would like to see about figuring out what happened to the Federation…if I even have a superior to report back to,” Elis admitted.

“Right, you’re in the military; you probably should report back in.” Alex nodded thoughtfully.

Elis furrowed her brow. “Things look like they have changed drastically. I really don’t know what to think until we can figure out what happened after…well, most of us went after the Monster. By the time of the final confrontation, there wasn’t much left of what any of us would have considered part of our chain of command. Everything ‘official’ had become a puppet for the machines. Looking at this…there might have been power vacuums that led to division and…the Federation breaking apart.”

“Fifty-six Cassiopeiae…umm.” Alex studied the map, locating it within the Solarian Federation territory. “It is on our side of the quadrant. How far is it, Nameless?”

[Informative: Assuming Avatar means a fastest time trip via Linear Waveform drive, approximately 48 days of intra-system transit and 10 weeks of Waveform transit.]

[Notice: Insufficient resources are available to conduct this trip; there is a lack of reaction mass for thrusters. Recommend resupply and replenishment in 92 Pegasi.]

“Looks like we need to deal with the locals or find what we need ourselves anyway. Nameless, are there any good rocks or…wreckages for us to salvage?”

[Informative: An extensive belt of asteroids containing valuable metals is located in a ring around planet Ackman.]

“Most of our processing is geared for wreckage. How hard would it be to task for processing raw material?”

[Informative: A major reconfiguration of the smelter would be required for efficient processing.]

[Recommendation: Expansion of industrial compartments on the ship, including new full-size smelters and fabricators.]

“You know what? I like that idea. We need way more independence than the Shrike was ever designed for,” Alex declared with determination.

Elis’s face displayed conflicted emotions, but she decided to chime in. “You have so many capabilities with the nanite systems that you could build your own entire industrial facility and shipyard if you wanted.”

Surprised by the scale of Elis’s suggestion, Alex’s eyes lit up. “Yeah, you’re right; we could. If we found a quiet place somewhere, we could probably be left alone, too. I don’t like the idea of settling into one place just yet; we need to gather more information. But I think it’s a pretty good plan and high on our list—filling out the ship or even building a new one.”

Elis nodded with a hesitant smile. “Make friends with the locals and supply them with ships and industrial goods they don’t have the capacity to produce; it sounds like it would be a good gig.”


CHAPTER 26

TO ACKMAN STATION


USD: ~Three days after arrival to 92 Pegasi

Location: G8 V Yellow Main Sequence, 92 Pegasi, Deep Space, Enroute to Ackman Station

Elis couldn’t help but feel an invisible barrier had formed between her and Alex. Movie nights had not been canceled per se, but they had been overshadowed by multiple sessions of data sifting and attempts to piece together the situation from anemic long-distance relay feeds.

Even when they did sit down to pursue a holovid, Alex’s precious excitement had been muted. That might have been due to the choice of several tragic stories in a row, or maybe the choice of movie had been an unconscious hint at her own feelings.

Elis knew she should have been focusing on how to sabotage the ship, destroy it from the inside out and prevent it from reaching Ackman. So many people had died, had sacrificed everything. She didn’t want to. The idea Alex had of just leaving her at the station didn’t please her either. Alex, for all her genius, was like a child in some respects, and someone needed to look out for her. That the Nanite AI needed close monitoring didn’t need to be said; it was self-evident. Elis still felt that the AI might be manipulating Alex for some unknown purpose and her freedom was just an illusion.

The problem was Elis felt powerless. The Nanite AI had been very thorough in its security precautions, and she was being monitored constantly. She wasn’t even sure if she had managed to sneak the pistol away from Alex in the hallway, despite how busy the AI must have been dealing with the combat analysis. The idea that it had known and hadn’t done anything just added to that powerless feeling.

Crossing into the mess room that had become the de facto common room between them, Elis waved to Alex, who was sitting and reading a datapad.

“Hey, Elis. There is some data here that you need to see. Nameless, can you go over it?” Alex asked.

The ear comm in her ear spat a tiny bit of static before coming to life, the lifeless voice of the computer never failing to give her a feeling of dread.

[Correlative: Further study of astrogation data and cross-referencing of system data and public notices indicates that the Federation no longer exists as a political Entity in any part of the known systems.]

Elis looked at the map that had been plastered on the screen multiple times. The Solarian Federation, the Sol Imperium, the Corporate Systems, the Holy Ertan Republic, plus the smaller areas of the Free Planets Alliance, the Duchy of Drakar, and the Duchy of Meltisar were all painted in the saturated colors of their state flags.

All the data seemed to be quite out of date, likely because of the long distances packet ships were required to fly to deliver the mail, although the Solarian and Corporate news had been more recent.

All was not well in human space. Elis had thought that the Solarian Federation might have been the spiritual successor to the Federation but reading their news broadcast had turned her stomach with flagrantly undisguised “socialist” propaganda that had harkened back to the days of Sol’s twenty-second century.

The Sol Imperium had reverted to an imperial monarchy, which surprised Elis less. It had not been long since the Federation and humanity had shaken off the yoke of the second coming of the aristocracy of Earth’s twenty-eighth century.

The news from the Corporate States read like a dystopian nightmare where corporations owned everything, and the Holy Ertan Republic reported only auspicious and wonderful news that felt hollow or at worst totally fabricated. It certainly set Elis’s “bullshit” meter to red alert.

“It’s gone,” she whispered.

“Yeah…but at least everyone seems still alive? I mean…you explained how dire things were in the war. People being here might not have been the case.”

Elis took a deep breath. “We achieved our mission.” She glanced over to the robot Alex called Beeper, who had been staring at her. She stared right back, wondering if it was just the simple robot it pretended to be, or if Nameless was looking through its single optical sensor mounted on the drone’s midsection.

“Alex, have you plotted the ships in the system yet? Most will have been running with transponders on, but military or…undesirables might have shut them off and are flying dark.”

Alex paused for a moment, then looked down at her datapad. “Nameless?”

[Informative: Forty-three ship trajectories have been plotted on navigation. Of these, twenty-seven are mining vessels traveling between asteroids around Planet Ackman, three are super freighters heading to Dedia IV, the new colony world in Nu Crateris, eight are outbound freighters heading toward Theta Corvi, and five are headed to rendezvous with Ackman Station. There are also two dozen ships ranging in size from freighter to gunship in port at Ackman Station that are non-mobile. Ship compositions are unknown, but the small sampling of EM and Thermal data suggest the majority of these are other freighters or small mining vessels.]

Elis frowned. “It doesn’t take much to change the signature of a warship into a freighter. It wasn’t uncommon for independent military patrol ships to do just that to lure in careless pirates for a little chat.”

Alex’s eyes lit up. “Nameless, what can we do to change our signature? I know we are running as black as possible right now, but hiding the existence of our weapons and pretending to be a freighter would be a great thing to help us…uhm, not be noticed.”

[Informative: A design process has been initiated. Thin external plates that are designed to be ejected can be configured to conceal weapon mounts from optical sensors. Weapon electronics can be temporarily shielded to change EM signature. Production and refit ETA: 10 days.]

Elis nodded approvingly, having led Alex to the idea. Smart girl. If they were going to be doing anything other than landing in hot water with some navy or government, they needed to be inconspicuous or useful. This system had the benefit of not being under any official control, but it was likely the Solarian Federation and Corporate Systems were monitoring things closely in a race to take over for themselves. That was just how politics worked. The fact that the station was still independent told Elis that it was probably a powder keg ready to explode or so unimportant no one had bothered to take notice.

Elis pointed to the large display with the star system map on it. “One thing that I found odd was that there were no packet ships at the star lane entry locations. Normally, packet ships will orbit there and transit back and forth on a schedule to transmit messages. Although it might just be that the system is that unimportant. I sort of expected one to Nu Crateris, though, since it has a habitable world.”

Her eyes flickered to the readout on the super freighters. The readout reported that they were ships massive in size, dwarfing the Shrike or any of the drone cruisers they had fought. Often carrying enough firepower to be considered a credible threat themselves, they were kilometers long and could carry vast amounts of cargo and people. Three of them headed to one new world meant someone was rushing development somewhere.
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USD: ~10 days after arrival to 92 Pegasi

Location: G8 V Yellow Main Sequence, 92 Pegasi, Deep Space, Enroute to Ackman Station

Alex leaned back in her seat, slouching far enough that she was able to relax with her feet on Engineering’s center console. For once, she had nothing to do. The repair bots had everything covered, and Nameless had fixed most of everything that he could fix without them gathering more supplies. That wasn’t to say the ship was in great shape, but it wasn’t going to fall apart if they lit off the main drive suddenly. The permanent damage to the ship’s main structural beams wasn’t good, but it hadn’t reached a critical point of failure yet.

[Notice: Repairs to Linear drive are completed. A drive test of 1.5 seconds is needed to calibrate tuning.]

“Won’t that light us up?” Alex asked. “We are trying to sneak in, you know.”

[Informative: There is a low chance of detection. However, lack of military vessels indicates there is no cause for concern.]

Alex’s eyes narrowed as she thought about the situation. “Uhm. They could just be hiding, like us. We can just wait until we are due for our braking maneuver.”

[Notice: Due to a wave-form harmonic error in Linear drive system, an error rate of 0.33% in the capacitor relay emits a resonance at 35,000 Hz that is degrading ShipCore efficiency in routine tasks by 2.3%.]

“Why don’t you just filter out the sound?” Alex asked.

[Informative: Processing is currently filtering the sound, which is the cause of the decrease in performance.]

She shook her head. “I don’t think it’s that big a problem compared to being detected. Let’s just leave it.”

[Notice: The decrease in efficiency could hinder ShipCore efforts.]

[Recommend: Performing Linear drive calibration.]

Alex tilted her head. “You are…being very pushy… Wait, it’s annoying you? Is that it?”

Silence.

Alex laughed. “Oh, you poor AI, forced to suffer to the dreaded power system’s out-of-tune harmonics, if only you were organic like me and could just ignore it!”

[Informative: This unit is in fact ignoring the signal; however, the required⁠—]

Alex interrupted, “Okay, okay. Do your test. I don’t want you to suffer an…AI meltdown or stroke.”

[Notice: This unit’s performance is nominal under the circumstances. Nanite AIs do not have meltdowns or strokes. This is an organic failing.]

Alex waited for a moment, but nothing seemed to happen.

“Uhh, did your test fail?”

[Informative: Test has been completed successfully. The Linear drive is fully operational.]

Alex’s gaze shifted over to the system map on the holotable. Their position was a blinking white dot, and a curved, dotted line showed their course inward toward Ackman Station.

Nameless had confirmed that outside of Ackman’s orbit and the triangle made by the two transit points for the space lanes, there was very little activity. That darkness was the area the Shrike found itself floating through, with the nearest active transponder halfway across the star’s orbit. There simply wasn’t any reason to be anywhere else, Alex thought.

The asteroid belt full of resources was nestled tightly around the planet in dense rings. If the locals had sensors anywhere near as capable as the Shrike’s, they’d pick up any drive flares within minutes unless the operators were asleep or blind. Moving through space on RCS alone would keep them from being seen but would also be incredibly slow. She doubted they would be able to hide mining activities for long either.

That knowledge had decided her choice on whether they should stay in the belt and try to gather resources and develop and repair the ship on their own or go into the port and try to make contacts, gather information, and maybe purchase what they needed to do a relatively fast repair and rebuild of the ship’s spine. Something Elis had assured her would be expensive.

That had alarmed Alex, considering they had no money. At least until Elis explained that, at a station like Ackman, there would almost certainly be a large trade of weapons. Which was the one thing she had plenty of, although their missile oversupply had been savaged during their battle with the Federation drones. They only had thirty of the 1066.8mm and two torpedoes left, and that was after Alex had made Nameless reconvert the antimatter, they had siphoned from the extra missiles into new warheads for the empty missile chassis that had originally come with the Shrike. That had been a terrible headache.

“Sleeping on the job?”

Alex cracked an eye open and then sat up as Elis announced herself, two cups of something steaming in her hands. “Is that for me?”

Elis nodded, a sly smile appearing on her face. “Yep.”

Alex took the cup and sniffed it. “What is it?” The drink had a strong, smooth aroma.

Elis’s smile reached ear to ear. “Coffee.”

Alex felt instantly wary and sniffed the drink a second time. “But…Nameless said there wasn’t any coffee when I asked.”

Elis sighed and nodded. “It isn’t real coffee; it is made from packets from the vegetarian MREs.”

“Oh…so they are good for something?” Alex asked.

Elis’s smile appeared again, and she let out a small laugh. “Maybe. You might not like it.”

“Are you kidding? I have watched enough holovids to know that coffee is the most superior drink known to humankind.”

Alex took a sip, and an overwhelming bitter taste invaded her mouth, bad enough that she almost spat it out. “Is…is this poison? Nameless, did Elis just poison me?”

[Informative: Drink contains no dangerous elements.]

“This is a conspiracy!” Alex blurted before looking down at her cup with a grimace. “I won’t drink this. I have confirmed that there is nothing redeemable about vegetarian MREs.”

[Informative: This unit has gained access to the local relay’s ship identification and registration system.]

[Notice: A ship IDENT must be created if we wish to broadcast a transponder ID. Default name is Shrike H3-42812.]

[Interrogative: Would you like to change the registration name entry?]

Alex and Elis looked at each other.

A name instantly came to Alex, “What’s the character limit?”

[Informative: No character limit is designated. However, names that are too long could cause issues with formatting.]

Alex took a breath. “Tears of Fire.”

Elis nodded slightly.

[Affirmative: Please review ship IDENT.]

|Name: Tears of Fire|

|Registration: Independent|

|Owner: Alex|GCode: 8Y-384YN83023NB|

Reading the entry, Alex was happy, although she had a question. “What’s a GCode?”

Elis spoke up. “It’s a specific genetic code that is unique for every person when read by a Federation standard scanner…or whatever standard scanner they use now.”

Alex nodded. “Well, not much else to do now.” She started to lean back in her chair.

Elis spoke up. “How would you like to go for a spar? Without the murdering each other bit.”

Alex’s eyes lit up. “That sounds good!”


CHAPTER 27

ABOVE ACKMAN STATION


USD: ~13 days after Tears of Fire arrival to 92 Pegasi

Location: IND Iron Horse, In orbit 10000km above Ackman Station

Captain-Major Thraker had been the highest-ranking officer in the Iron Horse Mercenary Company for a long time. He was certainly the oldest, although he didn’t look it. His gray-white beard was immaculately cared for, and he could easily pass for being in his early forties other than hair color, while actually having been born in USD 3426, which made him 126 Earth years old now. Most of the rest of the company had not had the advantage of having pre-collapse rejuvenation treatments. Men half his age in the company looked twenty years older than him.

As he entered the CIC of the company’s largest and oldest of four warships, the destroyer Iron Horse, the on-duty watch officer nodded to him, then blew a brief whistle to announce his presence. All the watch personnel stood at attention.

“At ease.”

Tradition and discipline satisfied, the crew turned back to their tasks, although there was not much occurring other than the regular watch. Thraker bypassed the captain’s console to head directly to the signal intelligence station. The junior officer and seaman manning the station tensed up at the captain’s scrutiny.

“At ease,” Thraker repeated. “Anything more about that sensor ghost?”

The young officer answered, “Nothing real, Captain. We’ve seen some transient EM waves from that inclination and axis, but nothing we could get a hold on. We’ve retasked that area for constant scans, but if something is out there, we can’t see it. Emmet has a few theories on it.”

The even younger seaman almost shrank into his seat. “Ah…yes, Captain. I’m almost certain the first flare we saw was a Linear drive signature, although it was much too short for the system to categorize it as one. If someone is flying dark out there, they are maintaining a low EM profile and running silent. The transient EM waves might be from power fluctuations in their powerplant. I was thinking battle damage, or even an aged reactor would do it.”

Thraker stroked his beard as he listened to the theory. He had ordered the company’s ships out of mooring from Ackman Station as a precaution, although they had remained in a nearby orbit. The portmaster had thrown a bloody fit, unfortunately. He had cited contract violations at them leaving, but nothing had spelled out that they had to remain berthed while on security duty. Thraker had left the boots on the ground for security services, after all.

Reaching down to the console, Thraker selected the relevant signal playback and repeated the first flare, as well as the transient EM wave. They didn’t seem to come at regular intervals, and it was impossible to get a precise read on their origin other than a wide axis and inclination that covered almost a thirty-degree area.

“Ensign, I agree with Seaman Emmet. I think there is something out there. I don’t know if we will ever find out what it is, but I want you to keep scouring that area with all your attention. Let the next watch know as well.”

“Aye, aye, Captain.”

That they couldn’t find the blip worried him. The newer, less capable frigates in the squadron had myopic sight compared to the Iron Horse, which was an old Federation design. It was one of the last production models that had come off the line before the collapse.

While its systems and capabilities had degraded over the intervening eighty-six years, it still had a much more potent sensor suite that should have been able to pick up…something. If there was indeed something there at all.

Thraker hadn’t quite called the squadron to yellow alert, even if his first instinct had told him to do so. He couldn’t afford to jump at ghosts at this point. He had heard the whispers that he was too old to lead the company now. That he should retire and let a younger hand lead.

It was partly true: he was old, and he was tired. He had watched a steady stream of senior officers, good friends, and brothers retire. When the ones who had been young when they first joined the company had started to disperse, he knew his time was nearly up and that he needed to retire, soon. Maybe in a few years, to a nice tropical world.

Long enough for him to make sure for himself that the younger captains would have what it took to keep the company from falling apart. He had not kept it together for eighty years just to let some young hotshot burn his precious company in a bid for glory that didn’t exist or treasure that got you killed.
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USD: ~15 days after Tears of Fire arrival to 92 Pegasi

Location: Tears of Fire, Enroute to Ackman Station

The muted lighting of the CIC highlighted the annoyance on Alex’s face as she tapped her fingers on the arm of her chair. “Are you seriously telling me to turn around with RCS, turn on the transponder, and then fly back in?”

Looking at the local system chart, Elis nodded. “I didn’t know you had planned on flying dark the whole way in! So yes, that would be a good idea if we want to remain inconspicuous and not scare the crap of whoever is running flight control for the station.”

“Nameless, how long will that take?”

[Informative: To reach the proposed safe distance as delineated by Elis, it would take approximately 8 days of travel while dark then 2 days of main drive burn.]

“Ten days!” Alex threw up her arms. “We’ve already been sitting around doing essentially nothing for a week!”

“I’m not sure that’s how you felt during our sparring sessions.”

Alex bit her bottom lip as her cheeks heated in embarrassment. There had to be “adjustments” to make things safe for them to spar without serious damage to Elis. That had meant Alex’s speed and strength advantage had been nullified. She had considered herself to be an “expert” from what she had been able to do before.

But Elis had dominated her efforts. For all of Alex’s confident remarks, she had been brought a cold rush of reality. When they had first fought, Elis had been in cryoshock. The normalization of their strength and speed had reversed the course of the spars completely. More than once, Alex had found herself pinned to the floor with her arm locked behind her back, with Elis calmly instructing her on her mistakes.

She also complimented her on the things she did right, as few and far between those felt. That helped take the bite out of the sting of getting her ass handed to her every day.

Alex raised her hand to her mouth and coughed, bringing herself out of the introspection. “That’s too long. Let’s just light up now and go in. I want to make some progress on things.”

“Alex, I am not sure that’s a good idea.”

“I realize that, but I just want to get this done. I feel like we are stalling right now. I want to make some progress on the ship…and I have been thinking about what you said before too. It is not just about repairing and building the Shrike. I want to really start something. We could build our own station, an industrial one. Or work on building a support ship that could help with resource collection. Nameless tells me they can be fully automated. I checked the logs once we got closer to the relay and have been examining the transponder signals. Independents are mining the belt. I’m sure they are making money like that. Even if we had to pay some sort of tax or fee for a license to mine or whatever, we’d be able to…”

Alex swallowed, having difficulty expressing how she felt. She wanted to establish things. To build more, do something…productive. Not float slowly through the dark with everything on the ship repaired and built as far as they could with their current resources. Progress needed to be made.

[Informative: This unit finds Avatar desire for progress admirable and ShipCore approves of suggested course of action.]

“Nameless, has the cover we decided on finished? Is the ShipCore completely undetectable and sealed from access?”

[Informative: Stealth protocol for ShipCore has been completed. Ship has been rendered to appear completely Federation standard, with non-nanite enhanced automation internally. External plating is in place and EM dark protocols are in place.]

Alex nodded. “So we’ll just go with something close to the truth. I’m a Federation captain whose ship was disabled, and you are a Federation Marine. Both of us have been in cryostasis for a while, and we just woke up.”

Elis didn’t look convinced, but she nodded. “The best covers always have a bit of truth built into them, but you might be pushing it.”

Alex felt confused. “What do you mean?”

“Well, you certainly don’t look like a Federation captain. You might have added those shoulder pads and insignia to your skinsuit, but you are not nailing the look. Even if you do look cute, you are essentially half naked.”

“Naked?!” Alex shrieked.

Elis laughed. “Skinsuits are generally worn underneath clothing, unless you are going for a trip in vacuum.”

Alex spluttered before she managed to eke out some coherent words. “But…but you’re in a skinsuit all the time too!”

“That’s normal. It isn’t unusual for shipboard marines to switch between combat gear, flight suits, power armor, or if going to something formal even an actual uniform now and then.”

Alex bit her lip before she nodded. “Nameless, we need some new uniforms.”
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USD: ~15 days after Tears of Fire arrival to 92 Pegasi

Location: IND Iron Horse, In orbit 10000km above Ackman Station

Red lights cast a blinking red hue across the ship, while loudspeakers punctuated in a way that was impossible to ignore, creating controlled chaos as the nearly two hundred sailors on the Iron Horse Company’s squadron of four ships beat to quarters.

“ACTION STATIONS! ACTION STATIONS! THIS IS NOT A DRILL!”

Captain Thraker closed the leather-bound book he had been reading and stood up calmly. As soon as he exited his quarters, he entered a maelstrom of young men running to and fro. The walk to CIC was conveniently short thanks to the location of his cabin. Crossing into the bridge, the watch officer announced him.

“Captain on deck!”

Those who weren’t busy with manning their stations turned and gave him a salute before turning back to their business. SIGINT was the exception; there were four officers and a seaman rapidly discussing something.

Unfortunately, the captain had a good idea of what was going on. “What do you have for me, gentlemen?”

Seaman Emmet poked his head out, and the other officers took a step back to let Thraker in. “It’s our ghost, Captain.”

“What do we know?”

“Bogey went active one minute before the alarm. It started squawking a standard IND IFF Tears of Fire. We have tracking on its course; it’s on a high-speed approach. We aren’t sure if it’s going to make a fly-by or if it has enough acceleration for a rendezvous. Optical pegs it as a large mover, freighter size at least, but…”

“What is it?”

“Sir, the only thing we are picking up is the transponder. EM shows nothing. It’s like a black hole, sir, even at maximum radar ping. I’m scanning for that transient EM signal we have been seeing, if it shows up, we’ll know it’s our ghost for sure.”

“Have you checked that our sensors are working properly?”

“Yes, sir. Everything reports normal. During the ping, we cross-checked other known contacts, and everything is nominal.”

A dozen possibilities came to Thraker’s mind, and most of them were not good. Was it a new Corpo stealth ship and the Systems had finally decided to make a move on the Western Frontier? A damaged freighter that had lost all power and the crew had somehow just managed to rig their transponder up? No, that one didn’t make sense; they were coming in far from the standard star lanes.

“Sir, high-band communication is coming from bogey. It’s directed toward Station Ackman, in the clear. Visual also.”

The seamen held up an earcup, and Captain Thraker listened in as the comms display flickered to life, presenting a blurry picture that only slowly came into focus as the old screen warmed up. The picture was of a dark room that had all the trappings of a CIC except that only two people were present, both young women in naval uniform. The blue-haired one who he presumed was the captain began to speak, while the other stood behind her in a textbook at ease position.

“…repeat, this is Captain Alex, IND Tears of Fire. Contacting Ackman Station Port Authority for permission to rendezvous and berthing assignment.”

Thraker frowned. The voice sounded painfully young to his ear. He swore that both women on screen could have passed as one of his daughters; he immediately pegged the redhead somewhere in her twenties and the captain as a bit younger. Looks were deceiving, though, and it was their uniforms that he stared at most intensely. Unless someone was trying to pull an elaborate prank, they were certainly in charge of that ship.

Something about their uniforms tried to tickle an old memory, but he drew a blank.

Captain Thraker looked at the plot on tactical. Unless the Tears of Fire sped up, there were at least seven hours before they arrived.

“XO, stand down general quarters and sound yellow alert.”

“Aye, aye, Captain. Lieutenant, turn off that blasted siren.”

Emmet turned back to his station, then back to Captain Thraker. “Captain, we have a tight beam from the Port Authority. They are asking for you.”

Captain Thraker smiled, his last conversation with the portmaster foremost in his mind. “Tell them I’m not available unless they decide to pay us. This is outside our contract clause.”


CHAPTER 28







FOG OF WAR (PART 1)


USD: ~15 days after Tears of Fire arrival to 92 Pegasi, 4 hours after IND Tears of Fire transponder activation

Location: G8 V Yellow Main Sequence, 92 Pegasi, IND Tears of Fire, Linear drive breaking burn above Ackman Station

Alex had pulled a MRE packet of chili mac while in CIC. Soon there was a good chance they would have real food, and she would be able to try out something she had watched dozens of times in holovids: cooking! Thoughts of all kinds of amazing dishes she had seen warred for her attention while she absentmindedly listened to Elis.

“I still can’t believe the portmaster just granted us clearance like that. Things must be pretty slip-shod around here, more than I thought possible.”

Alex tried to be optimistic. “The station isn’t armed. Maybe they just don’t want trouble. Seems like we are pretty far from civilization and there aren’t any authorities here, so they probably take in anyone who isn’t shooting at them.”

Elis did not look convinced. “Maybe, but something does feel off about this.”

Alex paused with a spoon halfway to her mouth, looking at the console for a second. “Nameless, has there been any activity?”

[Informative: An exodus of ships has begun streaming out of the station toward the two nearest star lane egress points. Several smaller ships vacated the area, disappearing into the asteroid belt clutter around the planet. Three smaller vessels and one larger have taken up station 10,000km above the station.]

Alex frowned. “All that?”

Elis shook her head. “There are going to be a lot of people mad at you. Basically, they are getting the hell out of dodge because they think something is going to go down.”

Rubbing her eye, Alex leaned forward to get a better look at the tactical map before setting her meal aside.

“Nameless, what do we have on those four ships?”

[Informative: Formation above the station predates transponder activation. EM signature analysis and intelligence has pegged them as three small mining rigs and a possible light drone tender. Shortly after transponder activation, all four began active pinging of our ship. However, the power levels of the sensor were well below warship standard.]

“So, they were checking us out. I don’t blame them; we have a hot ship.”

Elis rolled her eyes. “If you paint flames on the hull, you will lose all professional credibility.”

Alex’s eyes lit up. “That…that’s not a bad idea.”

[Suggestion: A matte white hull paint is a superior⁠—]

“Never mind! No hull painting today. Let’s just get moored and deal with things as they come.”

Elis, who had been studying her own console screen, looked over to Alex. “I have been looking over the station amenities list now that we are broadcasting. They do have a small repair yard, Alex. It might be worth checking into.”

“Yeah, that’s good news. I’m mostly concerned about how we are going to…sell some things. I am hesitant to sell any of our missiles. We don’t have a renewable source of antimatter. Yet. So I have had Nameless go over a few low-tech Federation designs for small arms that he would easily be able to mass produce with materials on hand.”

Elis scratched her cheek. “Selling one missile would go a long way compared to selling small arms. At least, I think it would. Is there any listing that could give us some insight?”

“I already found it. Looking at what they are selling now. Even these ‘low-tech’ firearms should go for a premium. I mean, they are pulse rifles and handguns, while just about all the listings on the station are for chemical propellant firearms. I only found one pulse pistol for sale. It’s listed as an antique.”

Elis nodded. “That does sound promising.”

The two continued to discuss what they had found for another hour, when the CIC lighting suddenly flickered to red.

|General Quarters|

|This Is Not A Drill|

|ACTION STATIONS|

Alex almost dumped the remains of her MRE’s packaging in her lap as she stopped slouching.

“Nameless! Situation report!”

[Informative: An open broadcast between one of the previously mentioned four possible mining ships is currently ongoing with the station’s port authorities. Displaying transponder codes and playing back audio now.]

A hiss of static turned into an angry woman’s voice on the CIC console’s intercom. “…nanie-blasted pretentious prick! You will pay us, or I swear I will shove one of our Lancers up your ass so far, no one will find one atom left of your miserable existence!”

A stressed, nasally sounding man replied, “Captain, you’ve violated your contract clauses and now refuse to help us! And your threats are hollow. We both know that you will do no such thing, or it would ruin Iron Horse’s reputation, and it is seemingly all you have left.”

A third voice cut in, a deep baritone that sounded not very pleased at all. “Captain Harris, you are transmitting in the clear. Switch to EC-F37. Now.”

“Captain Thraker, please let me take a flitter over to your ship. My crew have not been paid, and we are running on MREs!”

“Captain Harris, cut this transmission at once or you are relieved.”

The channel turned to static.

[Informative: High-band broadcasts are no longer being transmitted in the clear. Decryption attempt reveals that it is unlikely to be possible to break the encryption in a useful time frame.]

“Pirates? Shaking down the station on their way out?” Alex mused.

Elis pointed at the ship transponder codes. “Those are warships, I think. A destroyer, and some escorts, maybe. A system defense force, possibly. Although I can’t imagine a backwater like this could afford a destroyer, much less a small squadron. They do seem to be poorly disciplined, though, so that fits.”

|IND Iron Horse | IND Ballon’s Namesake | IND Silverstreak | IND Sharknose|

“Nameless, can we get any more data on these?”

[Correlative: Possible partial match for IND Iron Horse with Federation Talon-class light destroyer. However, significant irregularities are present that downgrade confidence to 33%. Other hull signatures have small EM profile and estimated mass in the gunship range and hull profiles are much smaller.]

“Do we have any idea on their capabilities?”

[Informative: Analysis predicts low combat performance from all units. Talon-class light destroyer standard armament consists of a single 4 tube AMLS battery and heavy PDC-K systems. Smaller ships armaments are unlikely to carry missiles with such small hull profiles.]

“What about our relative top accelerations?”

[Correlative: Confidence levels are high that even with degraded performance, Tears of Fire will have nearly double the top Acceleration of indicated ships. Historical EM data collected reveals the designated ships are only equipped with Single-Phase Linear drive system.]

Alex smiled. “Short-range weapons and slow. Even if all four of them had four AMLS tubes, it wouldn’t be enough to saturate our PDCs unless they had some new advanced missile tech. Everything we’ve read and seen so far has pointed to their tech being worse, not better. I think we can handle things if there is a problem.”

Elis sighed. “There is definitely going to be a problem. I just don’t know what it is going to be.”
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USD: ~15 days after Tears of Fire arrival to 92 Pegasi, 6 hours after IND Tears of Fire transponder activation

Location: IND Tears of Fire, Linear drive breaking burn above Ackman Station

A sudden alarm blasted Alex awake and out of her nap in the CIC’s captain’s chair, the bold red text repeating itself on her HUD overlay.

|General Quarters|

|This Is Not A Drill|

|ACTION STATIONS|

She silenced the alarm and looked at the tactical screen.

[Informative: IND Iron Horse and three escorts have lit off Linear drives, burning for a fastest time intercept for IND Tears of Fire. Active emitters are pinging our hull.]

“I guess the disguise didn’t really work and they know we aren’t a freighter.”

[Notice: Hostile task group estimated entering maximum missile range in 15:37 at current burn rate. Displaying alternate course corrections.]

Alex studied the plot, and the reason the other ships had waited so long became obvious to her.

If she attempted to burn directly away, it would take the Tears of Fire so long to cut its current velocity that they would be overtaken. The hostile task group had timed things so that if they tried to burn perpendicularly, the Tears wouldn’t have been able to curve its trajectory enough to avoid an engagement. If the Shrike’s acceleration was what she had revealed.

They had obviously miscalculated the Tears’s maximum acceleration as closer to their own. Alex was suddenly glad she hadn’t ordered a maximum burn that would have given away that advantage. Even if her biggest concern was consideration of not stressing the hull with a max burn, keeping their top acceleration secret was a nice bonus.

“Nameless, maintain current burn level, while making a perpendicular course correction.”

[Notice: Hostile task group will be able to close with Tears of Fire in approximately 30 minutes with the proposed course.]

“Yeah, I want them to think that too.”

The door to the CIC slid open, and Elis entered with Beeper floating in behind her. “What’s the SitRep?”

Alex updated her and pointed out her course change.

[Notice: Incoming high-band transmission.]

The voice of Captain Thraker came over the comm clearly. “IND Tears of Fire, cut your drive and assume a ballistic course. Prepare to be boarded and inspected. We will open fire if you fail to comply.”

Alex blew a stream of air up at her forehead, dislodging an errant strand of hair. “Rude.”

Elis shook her head and barely bit back a comment on Alex’s own actions as she took her seat at the communications console. “Do you want me to try and talk with them? Maybe we can defuse the situation.”

“I don’t think so. They were shaking down the station for money, and now they are after us. Maybe we will get a reward from the portmaster for helping him out.”
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USD: ~15 days after Tears of Fire arrival to 92 Pegasi, 5 minutes after lighting off the main drives.

Location: IND Iron Horse, Intercept course: IND Tears of Fire

Captain Thraker frowned at the tactical screen from his captain’s chair. The hum of the ship as it propelled itself toward their target interspersed with the quiet and whispered voices of the command crew as they performed their duties.

His XO stood beside him and, having looked at the plot himself, asked the captain’s thoughts. “Captain, do you think it’s some Corpo ploy? Maybe the Solarians’ push for Dedia put them into action? Maybe it’s a marine insertion vessel?”

Thraker studied the screen and stroked his beard thoughtfully.

“If that were the case, Talbott, they would have come in without kicking up a fuss. No. The only thing I have been able to think of is that it is neither the Solarians nor the Corpos, but a third party. Maybe the Imperium wants to see the Western Frontier kick up dust and distract both while they make some power play elsewhere without any interference.”

Commander Talbott digested that for a moment while keeping an eye on the junior bridge operators.

“You think they were going to make an attack run on the station? Destroy or heavily damage it and point both sides at each other?”

“It’s the only thing that makes sense to me right now, and if they had wanted to stop and take pictures of such an atrocity, well, there is the reason for them suddenly going active and making a rendezvous instead of a fly-by. Someone over there might have gotten a little cocky, while not doing their homework and realizing that we were here. They are certainly regretting it now.”

The tactical screen showed the projected trajectories of their target and the squadron. The Tears of Fire had changed course, but only after they had passed the point of no return. They would be forced to enter CQB range, and Thraker was confident that in a four-on-one slugging match, Iron Horse would come out the victor.

What worried him was the ship’s mysterious EM profile. It smelled like Fed-tech, and that meant the ship was undoubtedly a warship, maybe even a heavy destroyer. If it came to a fight, there would be no escaping part of the squadron getting savaged in return for the kill.

He had shaken the poor portmaster for the money tree that he was, as hard as he had dared. Not only had he got them their pay and a bonus, but a more lucrative long-term contract that had better benefits too. That blasted hothead Captain Harris had almost spoiled his negotiations. The woman cared for her crew and had a sound tactical mind, but her discipline and hot anger were major failings, in his opinion. The company was certainly not ready for him to retire.

“Any word from them?” Thraker asked.

“No, Captain. Just the course change and silence,” the comms officer replied.

Thraker grunted and looked to the man. “Comms, send to squadron, Clear for Action.”

“Aye, aye, Captain,” came the professional reply.

The pieces were in play. From what it looked like, they were going to maul some fool’s very poorly made plan, but Captain-Major Thraker couldn’t shake the feeling that they were somehow driving toward the dragon’s lair.


CHAPTER 29







FOG OF WAR (PART 2)


USD: ~15 days after Tears of Fire arrival to 92 Pegasi, 5 minutes after lighting off the main drives.

Location: IND Tears of Fire, Half-burn toward out-system

“They are bracketing us,” Elis pointed out.

Alex nodded. She had watched as the ships chasing them had spread apart slightly, the destroyer still beelining straight for them while the three frigates curved away slightly, forming a triangular bracket. It was the right thing if they had been running the Tears down and her acceleration was what they thought it was. No matter how she tried to evade at their current speed, at least two of them would get close enough to hit them hard with close-range weapons now.

Alex felt more than a little sorry for them. She acknowledged that she had kicked the nest as it was due to her impatience. She sighed. “Next time, we will fly back.”

A confused look appeared on Elis’s face. “What?”

Alex shook her head. “Nothing, never mind.”

She didn’t really want to kill them, although they seemed to her to be exactly the type of low-life scum that wouldn’t hesitate to rob or kill if they had the power to do so. She was sure there was at least one good person aboard those ships who didn’t deserve to die. That wouldn’t have been enough to stay her hand, but it would have made her feel at least a little guilty.

No, it was Nameless’s revelation that the ships had been berthed at or around the station for as long as they had been collecting data. That hinted to her they might have connections with people on the station or in the system. People who would be very angry and want to come after her if she blew them all up. So, she had modified the plan, and there was only one small detail that could be a problem.

“Nameless, can you look over these calculations and see if this is possible?” Alex asked.

A few seconds ticked before Nameless answered.

[Notice: While the calculations are sound and course of action seems possible, this appears to be a serious waste of limited ShipCore resources that will have little to no effect.]

Alex nodded, and a smile crept onto her face. “So, it’s possible.”

[Notice: These resources are not renewable under current circumstances. Wasting them is not advised.]

Alex blew a piece of her hair off her face. “It is a little pricey, yes. But I think it will have a devastating effect.”

[Informative: That is highly unlikely, analysis concludes a 99% chance for no major or critical damage to be dealt.]

Alex smiled. “Perfect! Thank you, Nameless!”

Elis frowned. “What are you planning?”

Alex happily transferred her datapad contents to Elis’s screen.

It took the marine a few moments of study to understand what she was reading, and then an incredulous look appeared on her face.

“Seriously? You know this isn’t a game, right?”

Alex gave her a weak smile. “Don’t worry, I will let you off when we get to the station.”

A slight frown creased Elis’s face, and she shook her head slightly.

[Informative: Hostile task group has entered maximum missile range.]

“Okay, it’s show time.” Alex blanked the extra screens and put the tactical screen on the largest monitor in the CIC.

She waited. Then waited longer.

“Nameless, are they in missile range? They haven’t fired anything?”

[Affirmative: No missile launch detected, however IND Iron Horse has multiple signatures dispersing from ship.]

“Wait, what? Things are coming out of it? Are they deploying drones or…dumping cargo?”

[Notice: No analysis of high enough confidence is available.]

A second later, they got their answer.

[Warning: Missile launch detected! Vampires 1, designated, 20 count, light missile acceleration profile, ETA: 2:34]

“Nameless, you said that destroyer probably only had four tubes!”

It was Elis who figured it out first, a bit of respect in her voice. “They cold dropped them. They didn’t fire them out of the tubes but dumped them out of cargo. Then remotely fired them all at once.”

Alex felt her mind racing. “Holy shit, that’s genius.”

If they had done that with A-3123Y, even if it had just doubled the weight of their first volley, they would have won. Alex bit her lip in frustration at the sour thought.

She didn’t have time to admire the hostile squadron’s commander.

“Nameless, prepare to go full active. Even with their trick, they don’t have enough saturation to get through, and if those little ships had missiles, they would have fired with the first salvo. It’s time to throw off our disguise.”

[Notice: EM analysis of hostile missiles suggests a non-standard guidance package.]

[Conclusion: Vampires 1 are being “wire” guided by high band or laser telemetry from hostile forces. Recommend deploying EW drones and chaff cluster countermeasures.]

Alex looked at the clock. They had time.

“Go ahead.”

[Notice: Deploying EW drones and smart chaff.]

There was a sudden thrunk that echoed through the ship as the drone pod launcher went to work flinging the EW drones into space. A second launch with a much faster tempo indicated the chaff clusters were firing.

“What settings are you using?”

[Informative: EW drones with high-band interference profile. Chaff clusters to wide area dispersal. Analysis report concludes hostile EW suit is of marginal efficiency and comm lasers are likely to be of poor strength.]

Normally, chaff clusters were used defensively against hostile lasers being used as anti-ship weapons. The scattered reflective material would degrade a laser’s performance tremendously. Her usage here would be different. It also could create a blind spot in the ship’s sensors, break laser comms, and it would certainly degrade any PDC-L fire.

If Nameless’s analysis was correct, the jamming and the clouds would temporarily kill whatever connection to the missiles they were using.

Alex watched as the missiles closed the shrinking distance between the Tears and the hostile task group. At the halfway point, the EW drones began to spit out their noise and the smart chaff canisters detonated themselves into rapidly expanding clouds.

[Notice: Confirmation of missile guidance loss. Missiles are on ballistic trajectory.]

“Nice one, Nameless. Once the missiles cross the 0.5 ls mark, can you target and take them out with a single volley from the triple Ls?” Alex asked.

[Affirmative: Utilizing independent barrels on 12cm PDC-L in simultaneous area defense role.]

“Good. Go ahead and blow the camouflage plating. Light them up with all our actives as well,” Alex ordered.

[Informative: Overuse of active sensors is a waste of reactor output.]

Alex frowned, annoyance flashing across her face. “Just do it.”

[Confirmation: Exterior plating jettison complete. All independent weapon sensors are full active.]

[Warning: Exterior plating jettison failure on bow plate #3, four bow AMLS tubes are jammed.]

Alex cursed under her breath before replying, “Well, that’s a good reason not to do this all the time. Thankfully, we weren’t planning to fire any missiles today.”

Standing up, Alex reached out to open the ship’s tactical controls on the main screen, then highlighted the railguns, and then poked the four incoming ships.

“Nameless, independent targeting, one LRPSGSM round per target if you please, as per our earlier conversation!”

Elis did her best not to roll her eyes. “You realize you could have just told it that instead of standing up?”

“Shush, you are ruining my dramatic flair moment.”
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USD: ~15 days after Tears of Fire arrival to 92 Pegasi, during combat with IND Tears of Fire

Location: IND Iron Horse, Intercept course: IND Tears of Fire

Captain-Major Thraker had watched the chase with all the stoicism required of his position. The bracket had slowly and quietly spread apart to lock in their quarry’s fate.

He did not know who the sailors on the Tears of Fire were, but he saluted them in their brave attempt to escape, and give no hint of what their mission might have been or what flag they belonged to.

It was honorable sailors like them that paid the price for their sovereignty’s foolishness.

Thraker watched the lines on the tactical screen come closer together, and finally when they crossed over their maximum missile range line, he gave the order he had decided upon, despite its ruinous cost.

“Cold launch MK41, full bow magazine, Target: IND Tears of Fire.”

His XO and the tactical crew looked at him a bit shocked. He wasn’t surprised, each precious missile cost a fortune, and the company was not flush with cash. Wasting them would be the height of foolishness.

“Captain?”

“Do not make me repeat myself. Hit them with everything we have.”

“Aye, aye, Captain.”

Thraker watched as the tactical team called through the ShipComm to give orders to the loaders in the missile bay. The cold launch was an old war tactic last used almost forty years prior in the company’s last major fleet engagement, when they had fought the Ertans with the Sollies at 81 Draconis.

The tactic had been used by both fleets then, to ruinous effect for all the personnel involved, a mutual annihilation that was only merciful by how quickly it had been over as the beleaguered remains of both sides had called a truce to search for life pods.

The junior tactical officer looked up from his console. “Captain, missile crews report cold launch ready, waiting launch order.”

“Very good. You are cleared to fire.”

The lieutenant pressed a button on the console and called down to the missile bay where there would be one guidance seaman per missile in the dark, adding human guidance and preventing any missile from being spooked by decoys.

“Cold Launch MK41, Full Bow Magazine, Action Clear.”

A second later, the other tactical officer called out, “Birds away. ETA: 2:35.”

The CIC held a tense silence as the missiles tracked toward their target. Thraker ignored a few glances shot toward him. He knew what they were thinking, that he had finally lost his nerve, flushing an entire ship’s magazine at one ship.

He squeezed the arm rest of his chair. But that girl of a captain had unnerved him. He had replayed the Tears of Fire’s transmission twice, and he couldn’t figure out why, other than she looked much too young for her position, and he hated the idea that reckless youth had doomed the other ship to destruction.

“Popup! Hostile launch detected, four to eight slow movers, designating Bandits 2–9.”

Thraker stroked his beard. They were deploying defense drones. That was an Ertan tactic, it would improve the PDC for single ships, so their launch made sense, but the reason the tech had not caught on was due to how poorly they performed in real combat.

“Designate Bandits 2–9 low priority, focus on Bandit 1,” Thraker ordered.

Time slowly moved forward, and crewmen fidgeted nervously while Thraker tapped the arm of his chair.

Suddenly, the officer at the sensor console was yelling, “Spike! Spike! Spike! Bloody shit!”

“Sir! Missile Control reports telemetry loss, all birds!”

“What?” Thraker glared at the plot in mild disbelief that all missiles were now on a dead ballistic course.

“Severe signal degradation, comm lasers blocked! EM analysis shows billions of reflective particles spreading out.”

Thraker’s gaze ripped over to SIGINT, a startled Emmet turning to face him.

“Captain! Something just blew off Bandit 1’s hull, and it just lit up like an Ertan turkey! Forty-three Active Radars, it’s giving the computer fits!”

“It’s a nannie!” a frightened crewman shouted before an angry officer walloped him.

“None of that!”

Thraker considered for a moment. It wouldn’t have been out of place for a nannie ship to have so many radars, but the sailor’s ravings were hysteria. There was no reason a nanite ship to be in 92 Pegasi.

Larger cruisers and battleships only carried three to four high-powered arrays, so forty-three was a ridiculous number. And while no one mounted that many active radars on a ship because they were extremely power hungry and nearly the most expensive components of a warship, an idea started to form in Thraker’s head.

Eyes narrowing, Thraker stared at the plot, suddenly seeing the fleeing ship’s game. Had the Ertans arrived in this far away backwater to test out new, advanced weapons in action? His stomach turned; if that was the case, that ship was more than capable and would likely turn around and hunt them down to make sure there was no one to report the specifics of the engagement.

“Hostile laser emissions from Bandit 1! Uhh…simultaneous laser strike on all twenty birds, confirmed destroyed. A…at .7ls!

Thraker’s knuckles turned white as he checked their closing distance, and he cursed as he realized that the entire squadron was already in the Tears of Fire’s close combat range, as ridiculous as that might seem.

This game was over, and he knew what he needed to do to try and salvage something from the situation. “Comms, priority packet to the squadron: Bugout, Bugout, Bugout.”

As the startled comm operator turned to send the message a beleaguered SIGINT officer called out, “VAMPIRE! VAMPIRE! VAMPIRE! Railgun!”

Thraker ripped his attention back to the plot. They were still well over .6ls from the Tears, well outside of railgun range, unless…

Time suddenly stopped as Thraker’s mind went into overdrive, finally realizing what about the young female captain had triggered his caution. Her uniform was one he had not seen in over eighty years. A Federation captain’s jacket, minus the fruit salad of medals that usually adorned them. A further revelation flashed through his mind: that her apparent youth was likely because she was a rejuvie, like him, who could have been on ice all this time.

They weren’t facing a modified Ertan ship or a ship from any other living faction. It was a bona fide Federation warship, and not one like his ship that had been run roughshod and abused over eight decades of inferior replacement parts and refitting.

If the railguns were shooting Federation smart munitions, then they had been in the Tears’s firing range since before they entered missile range!

Thraker slammed a yellow key on the left hand of his chair, the lighting across the ship switching from white and red to a vivid amber as klaxons across the ship began to wail the collision alarm.

“Brace for impact!”

He was proud of his men, who did not question the order, instead doing their best to strap themselves in or grab hold of whatever sturdy thing presented itself to them nearby.

A railgun shell at .6ls would have taken less than ten seconds to arrive. Had it really been that short of time?

Suddenly, the ship lurched underneath him, an utterly loud screech of metal cutting vibrating through the ship as the railgun shell dug a divot in the weary armor.

Thraker’s heart pounded in his chest, shocked at the fact that the railgun round had missed and failed to detonate. The smart shells had been one of the deadliest medium range weapons the Federation had ever developed, reshaping the way fleet combat had been conducted at the time. Until the collapse.

“Damage report! Crews report visual outer hull breach, but the armor held! Rachel, Silver, and Shark reporting minor damage but no casualties!”

The officer paused, listening to his earpiece, and then shock covered his face and he turned to pull the boarding alarm. A recorded voice blasted an announcement across the ship. “Prepare to repel boarders! Prepare to repel boarders! This is not a drill!”

Seaman rushed to the weapons lockers to have the small company of ship marines distribute rifles and other firearms.

“Captain! Unknown object entered through the breach. It’s powered and…putting on main screen now!”

Captain Thraker watched as the visual flipped to a helmet-mounted camera, and the sailor pointed toward the middle of the hull.

“Seaman, zoom in and hold still!” the comm officer ordered.

As the visual panned in, Thraker’s blood turned cold. The railgun round hadn’t been a near-miss.

The smart munition was slowly moving its way through hollow space between the ship’s inner and outer hull, and then it stopped at one of the larger compartments, then pushed itself toward the inner hull, thumping against it with a resounding clang that the captain could hear in time with the video. The projectile bounced off, then powered up and banged against the inner compartment a second time for emphasis.

“Captain, high-band transmission from the IND Tears of Fire!”

Thraker’s kidneys ached from the adrenaline of the preceding few moments, and he waved at the comm officer with a grimace. “On screen.”

The same young face greeted him with an infuriating smirk. Her CIC was still empty except for her marine officer sitting at the comm console. A half-eaten MRE packet sat on her console in a seeming disregard for discipline. Their ship wasn’t even on combat alert.

“IND Iron Horse, I recommend you stand down, cease pursuit, and modify your course as instructed. Failure to comply means I will put the next round in your CIC with a 100-kiloton charge.”

Thraker had to grip his chair to keep his arm from shaking. He didn’t know whether to curse or scream. Instead, he let out a laugh. The absolute cheek of this girl!


CHAPTER 30

VEHEMENTLY NEGOTIATING


USD: ~17 days after Tears of Fire arrival to 92 Pegasi

Location: IND Tears of Fire, Final Approach to Ackman Station

Alex tapped her console to zoom in on the dock workers moving multiple pieces of machinery in a jumble of tubes, feed lines, power attachments, and other things that were now floating all over the place around their assigned berth. The fact that they had been waiting as the workers took their sweet time to prepare things prompted her to complain.

“It’s been five minutes. They’ve had hours knowing we were on the way! Ugh!”

Elis gave her a flat look.

Alex had decided to allow Elis to handle the negotiations with the Iron Horse Mercenary Company before they returned to their course for Ackman Station. She had been incredibly embarrassed to learn that they were not actually pirates or thugs trying to shake the station and the Tears down.

The other part had been that Alex wasn’t exactly sure she could pull off being a “captain” in the true sense of the term, feeling like her “disguise” would end up dead before it had even begun. Especially if she had to get into the nitty gritty of the proper procedures for accepting someone’s surrender after actual combat.

After that, Elis had pulled over two dozen naval, military, and other reference manuals from the ship’s growing library and added them to Alex’s personal datapad for her to familiarize herself with.

She hated them.

But Elis had refused to watch a holovid with her after the battle until she had studied for at least an entire hour. It was enough for her to have asked Nameless if she could just download the data directly to her brain.

The fact that it was indeed possible surprised her, but that idea only became more terrifying as she learned that it was only possible if she was willing to have her persona ripped apart and put back together, at which point she would be…a completely different person.

The idea was horrible. She liked being herself. Especially now that she wasn’t alone and wasn’t about to die every thirty seconds from life support failing or a piece of metal impaling the ship randomly while she was asleep.

She leaned back in her captain’s chair. “We’ve been in holding for ten minutes. I feel like they are trying to harass us.”

Elis shook her head. “Do you have any idea of all the work that needs to be done to set up a mooring for any ship bigger than a flitter? Nameless did send them the ship’s docking specifications, right?”

[Affirmative: Docking specifications have been delivered as per requested by Port Authority.]

Elis nodded. “So, there isn’t much universality to docking ports, so they have a configurable collar and feed lines that must be adjusted to the ship. Tears isn’t a small ship, Alex. From what we’ve been seeing, ships are built smaller these days. To the station, the Tears is probably like a destroyer, not a corvette. That’s also why the three Iron Horse frigates took so much more damage. New ships aren’t built with double hulls.”

Alex rubbed her forehead in annoyance. That fact had almost messed up her plan; the three frigates had only taken minor damage…compared to obliteration. If the mercenaries had lost any ships or people, she felt they would have been a lot less forgiving. Not that she needed their forgiveness. They had, in her mind, shot first, no matter how rude her flying around had been. Still, it would have been bad to have made enemies so fast.

Elis had somehow turned the event into something positive, and the captain-major and his attaché wished to have a meeting with her in a few days on the station. That could be a very good opportunity but also very dangerous in her mind, depending on what they wanted from her. She had decided to remain cautiously optimistic.

|Final Docking Clearance Granted|

|Navigational Data Follows|

|Speed Limit: 0.1m/s Relative|

“Yes! Finally. Nameless, take us in.”

[Affirmative: Final Approach and Mooring confirmed.]
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USD: Two hours later

Location: IND Tears of Fire, Berthed at Ackman Station

Alex stood looking at herself in the mirror. Elis was still fussing about with all the little things that had been added to Alex’s captain’s jacket.

Attempting to suppress a fidget, Alex complained, “Seriously, how can you even make it straighter? I don’t understand the fuss. It is just going to get messed up.”

Elis bit back a laugh. “You really have no sense of decorum. I thought you might have been a naval graduate, but now I think you might have just been a ship monkey.”

Alex puffed up her cheeks, then stuck her tongue out at her before answering. “A ship monkey who knows martial arts and can pull stick like an ace.”

Elis looked taken aback. “You can pilot a fighter?”

Alex looked away with a caught-out look. “Well, I haven’t tried that, but I can do pretty good in my suit in Zero-G.”

Elis raised an eyebrow. “That’s…that’s not the same thing, Alex. Fighters have a lot of buttons. So…just a ship monkey who thinks she knows martial arts.”

Alex grumbled and glared at Elis through the mirror.

The look didn’t put Elis off any; instead, she took a step closer, giving her an in-depth appraisal. “That’s perfect. Every sailor you meet will think you’re a naval officer if you keep that face. They’ll be terrified of getting extra work.”

Alex bit her lip. “Why isn’t it working on you, then?”

Elis grinned. “I’m a Spaceborne Marine. We aren’t afraid of getting our hands dirty.”

[Notice: I have scrubbed 327 cyberattacks and attempted intrusions into the ShipNet. Upon further analysis, the station’s systems seem to be infected with a large amount of malware and viruses from an array of various parties. To prevent further attacks, I have infiltrated the station’s main computer and applied a security patch and anti-malware update that is automatically distributed to all connected systems.]

Alex’s eyes widened in a bit of surprise. “Uhm…did you ask first? That’s like… Nameless, did you hack the Station’s infonet?”

[Informative: Poor System security practices can degrade system effectiveness and waste resources. Furthermore, continued attempted intrusions on the Tears’s ShipNet would require extra processing power better dedicated to various tasks. The scrubbing of station malware has restored various station functions that were running at between 80–90% efficiency due to lost processing capabilities.]

Alex blinked as she read between the lines. “…It was annoying you.”

[Notice: This unit does not experience annoyance.]

“Yeah, as long as it doesn’t waste processing power. You aren’t fooling me. Well, whatever, I’m sure they will appreciate it.”

Elis coughed. “Hopefully, they won’t know we did it, because something like that would be very valuable and whoever was running those programs will probably not be happy if they were gathering data from them.”

Alex shrugged. “I don’t see why Nameless should have to suffer a headache so they can gather data. Actually, they were basically poking him with a stick. I wouldn’t be upset if he fried their datapads or electrocuted them back.”

[Notice: This unit only caused physical damage to one data source that was causing repeated direct attacks against the ship’s security.]

“Not surprised they targeted us. Low-hanging fruit. Probably didn’t consider a worm risky compared to the data they’d get from a fancy military ship,” Elis said.

Alex couldn’t help but try to loosen her collar, and her hand got smacked back down.

“Hold still,” Elis warned.

[Informative: Analysis of hostile source placed at 95% confidence level for accurate identity and location of responsible individual.]

Alex shook her head. “Ah…no. I don’t think we need to go out on any vengeance calls. You said you already zapped his computer or whatever he was using.”

Last patch applied properly, Elis patted Alex’s arm. “All done. You look great.”

“Okay, let’s get on with it. I’ve been reviewing the station’s public feeds, and there are so many food options I am dying to try out! They have little food trucks, even!”

Elis took a deep breath, a bit of worry on her face. “Are you sure you are going to be all right? The station population is several thousand, but it isn’t a big station. Things will be a bit cramped, most likely.”

“More cramped than the ship?”

“This is honestly the most luxurious military ship I’ve ever been on. Seems like it was someone’s pet project.”

Yeah, it was her own pet project too, and Alex couldn’t help but let out a laugh. They headed toward the airlock connected to the mooring arm’s umbilical and gangway. Along the way, Alex picked up a pulse rifle concealed inside a soft carrying bag that was secured with some straps and a sling that had been prepared earlier.

No need for everyone along the way to get a good look at the rifle.

[Notice: Avatar maximum distance from ShipCore covers entire station area. However, it must be advised that extra-vehicular activity could surpass that radius. Avatar leaving ShipCore range will result in loss of consciousness, followed by expiration of Avatar.]

“Ahh…” Alex quietly mumbled. She had forgotten about that.

“You can’t leave the area around the ship?”

“Nameless told me before, sort of. Nameless, can you explain a bit more?”

[Informative: Nanite cohesion requires ShipCore processing to maintain. A permanent connection to Avatar is currently required or Avatar’s nanites will quickly reach a rampancy situation.]

Alex swallowed. “That is…not ideal. Is there any way to fix that?”

[Informative: Possible nanite upgrades to Avatar range, duration, and survivability are possible with increased nanite processing power.]

[Recommendation: Expediate construction of ShipCore processing compartments.]

Alex regretted pausing those compartments, but it had made sense at the time. It still did, to keep it that way too. At least until they had a stream of incoming resources again. She hoped they would be able to find what they needed on the station; otherwise, it would have probably been best to try their hand at mining the asteroid belt…or even on the surface.

Although Elis had warned her that while the Shrike was supposed to be able to land on paper, it was not something you would do unless you had no other option. Plus, planet Ackman was not very rocky, being a literal ball of ice and snow except for very deep near the planet’s core.

Alex sighed. “We’ll work on it.”

The airlock finally finished its cycle, and air hissed as the room equalized to the station’s pressure. The sudden smell of oil, grime, and filth assaulted Alex’s nose.

“What the heck? Is their air filtration even working? Did they shove us down on the garbage dump pier?”

Elis winced and wrinkled her nose. “It is pretty bad.”

They walked down the gangplank and exited the other side of the umbilical to enter a larger corridor, although it still felt cramped. Pipes, wires, and feedlines hung above them, disappearing into the dark. Beige lights on the corridor walls were evenly spaced, but several had a telltale flickering indicating they needed maintenance, and others were blocked by pallets, barrels, and stacks of large parts.

“Station Personnel Only” signs were plastered everywhere, which probably explained the lack of people. There weren’t any ships other than the Tears of Fire hooked to the mooring currently.

The closer look only led to more annoyance in Alex’s complaint. “Shit, they did stuff us at the end of a storage locker or something.”

Elis patted Alex’s arm in sympathy. “That might not be a bad thing, harder for people to get close to the airlock and to spy on the ship. Although there are still plenty of opportunities for them to do so, why make it easy?”

“Yeah, they are going to get info on the ship anyway, unless I wanted to be a space hermit. Would have preferred a nice-smelling berthing instead, though.”

Elis shook her head. “It’s probably going to be like this across most of the station.”

Alex mumbled a complaint. She looked up at the barely legible signage that had letters missing before trying to figure out the direction they needed to go.

Elis didn’t seem to have any trouble with that. “Supposed to be a checkpoint. Right leads to the end of the pier, which is just an observation deck, cargo entry/egress, and a personnel airlock. We go left.”

Alex nodded. “Thanks.”

Halfway down the mooring arm, the corridor did improve. The space widened out, and maintenance was clearly better. At least the lights worked, the walls were washed, and the solid walls had observation windows that felt a bit fragile to Alex. The station did have an I-field generator, right?

Alex spotted the checkpoint. There were four soldiers clad in beige-brown tactical gear and with front-slung rifles standing around. That might have been alarming, but they were facing the other direction. She also spotted that one of them was sleeping behind a pallet on the mooring side, and two were playing cards.

Alex stopped and turned to Elis, who raised an eyebrow as they paused.

Reaching down to open her jacket, Alex revealed two holstered pulse pistols on her belt. It took her a second to remove one, and she pushed it into Elis’s hands.

“You might need this. It’s loaded this time. Just don’t try to shoot me again, or we won’t be friends anymore.”

Elis stared at the weapon for a moment before looking Alex in the eyes. “Understood. Do you want me to carry that as well?”

Alex drew a blank for a second before realizing she was talking about the pulse rifle. “Oh, right. Yeah, that would make more sense.” She unslung the rifle and gave it to the marine.

It only took a moment for Elis to strap the pistol to her own belt before slinging the rifle behind her shoulder. Unlike Alex, she carried the pistol on the outside of her jacket, easily accessible and visible on her hip.

The interaction had drawn the attention of the guards, and two of them were standing together waiting for them.

Alex nodded toward them, then looked at Elis. “Come on, let’s get this over with.”

Elis followed a pace behind her on the left.

The guards’ tactical equipment was clean and looked professional, but Alex doubted it was meant to stop a pulse rifle round since it was soft and not a hard carapace. All the guards were carrying projectile rifles and sidearms from what she could tell. They even had pouches of extra magazines strapped on their rigging.

Alex and Elis’s pulse pistols could have used extra magazines as well, but she had not brought any, since they were non-standard for the captain’s uniform. If they had to use up the two hundred–round magazine in the pistol, they were already going to be in deep shit, though.

As they approached, the lead guard raised a hand. “Ma’am. Welcome to Ackman Station. I’m sure the portmaster didn’t realize you were disembarking yourself or he would have come to greet you in person.”

The second guard handed him two clear plastic cards, and he offered them to Alex. “These are your shore party cards. All your crewmen will need to carry them and present them for return access to the mooring arm. I’m afraid that even you and your officers will need them. Just station policy. If you lose them, it’ll be a bit of a hassle and paperwork train.”

Alex passed the second card to Elis while nodding. “Thank you, and it won’t be a problem. I’ll do my best to see that you don’t have any extra work while we are visiting.”

“Ah, ma’am. You or your quartermaster should head to the Port Authority soon to settle up. Normally, that’s done in advance, but military berthings are done on a special case basis, and this is your first time here. Portmaster told us to make sure it got passed up to you.”

Elis spoke up. “Are you going to give the captain an escort to the Port Authority office?”

“Ah, we can manage that, if you’d like. It’s our job to keep the riffraff separated from the ship-spaces. We’re part of the Iron Horse MC.” He paused for a second, then looked to Alex. “Appreciate you not killing all our friends shipboard, Ma’am.”

The other guard elbowed him in the side. “Commander said not to provoke her, idiot.”

“What? I’m just being honest.”

Alex smiled. “It’s fine. What are your names?”

The first guard answered first. “Corporal Rick, Ma’am. And this is Corporal Sawet.”

Corporal Sawet nodded to her, then looked over to the two soldiers who were busy playing cards. “Yves, Beckket, VIP escort. You’re going to the Port Authority with the captain here.”
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USD: ~17 days after Tears of Fire arrival to 92 Pegasi, 3 hours after arrival to Ackman Station

Location: Ackman Station, Port Authority Office

Alex took a deep breath as she and Elis waited in the Port Authority Office’s waiting room. Like the rest of the station, it was mostly bare metal but without the heavy abuse of so many people. That had left it relatively clean. A neutral white lightbar hung from the ceiling, and a forlorn potted plant sat in one corner of the room among a dozen waiting chairs that looked like they were designed to torture people into leaving early.

Alex had decided to stand instead of sitting, and Elis had assumed an “at ease” position to her left and a little behind her. The other girl was doing an excellent job of keeping up their cover, acting as her marine bodyguard.

She was going to do her best to emulate a naval starship captain. That meant being patient. That meant having decorum. It was so very annoying when she wanted to go run around and look at all the exciting things she had seen on the way to the office.

There had been a lot of people, and while the station was grungy and in need of a serious power washing, there were food trucks and people enjoying real food! The bad odor had even mostly gone away, transformed by all the much better smells around.

Alex raised her arm and looked at her wrist; a uniform standard digital timepiece told her it had been thirty minutes. It was the first time she had moved since she had been asked to wait, and two nervous-looking receptionists shared a look with each other. It wasn’t her fault their boss was being a prick, but she was tired of waiting!

“Elis, could you please see what is keeping the portmaster so long?” Alex asked.

“Aye, aye, Ma’am,” Elis stated. She immediately walked up to the nervous clerks, a man and woman in nondescript officer attire.

The man spoke first. “Miss⁠—”

Elis cut him off. “It’s Master-Sergeant. Your boss is making my boss wait.” She pulled her holster and sidearm off her belt and slapped it on the counter. “Do I need to call in a shore party tactical squad and drag him out of where he is hiding, or are you going to go tell him he is delaying the captain’s schedule?”

Alex felt a twinge of sympathy for the terrified receptionists, but she did her best to present a stern expression while remaining silent. She was going to do at least as well as Elis at fulfilling her fake role.

The man jumped out of his seat. “I…I’ll go see what is holding him!”

“Thank you very much,” Elis replied before strapping her sidearm back to her belt.

Two minutes later, he returned, “Captain Alex, Master Sergeant, the portmaster is ready to see you now. Please follow me.”

It was a short walk to the portmaster’s personal office. As Alex crossed into the room, she noticed that it was the same utilitarian style as most of the station, and she thought the common conception of a leader living in the lap of luxury didn’t apply to this man at least. There was a suite of electronic consoles and monitors, all displaying different screens related to the station’s operation.

Elis took a position just inside the room beside the door and assumed a parade rest, while Alex studied the man as she approached. He looked older, and his hair was thinning, although it did not have any hints of gray yet. He had a triangular face and a skinny build that was somewhat camouflaged by his jacket. She noted the collar around his neck that denoted he was wearing a skinsuit under it. She wondered why he would have need of EVA gear but put the question out of her mind.

The man stood as soon as she reached the two chairs in front of his desk. “Captain, I apologize for the delay. I was on the comms with two freighters that possessed needed supplies for the station’s continued operation who left the station early. It was a difficult conversation to convince them to change course and return after…recent events.”

He gave her a pained smile, and Alex didn’t miss the meaning behind his explanation; he was putting the blame for the wait on her.

The portmaster gestured to a seat. “If you would like to sit, we can discuss the business of your mooring and purpose at Ackman Station. I believe we can first get the minutiae of the port fees and services detailed. Normally, this is done before docking, but we expedited your arrival as a courtesy.”

Alex didn’t blink and kept her smile as she sat down. Elis had already relayed the story from Iron Horse, that the man sitting across from her had paid them a large sum to go delay her ship and smack her crew around because of the commotion she caused.

“Thank you for that. I appreciate it. Our journey here was non-standard, and we are thankful for your station’s understanding.”

He didn’t respond for a moment but then slid a datapad across the desk for her to look at.

“The standard port rate for Mooring Arm D-1 is 750,000 SE per week, payable in advance. Fuel rates are standard market listing price plus 1 percent. There are reactor fueling services available, but they are privately owned. You can find them listed on the StationNet. The security services are included in the mooring rate, but they only include security for the mooring arm and escort for official station business, such as when they escorted you here.”

Alex’s eyes paraphrased the text on the datapad and found that it was carefully laid out. It spelled out the important bits of information in a clear and concise way. The numbers matched what Elis had gathered from her conversations with the Iron Horse Mercs. So he wasn’t trying to overcharge them.

“I see we have the entire arm to ourselves.” Alex said.

“That’s standard for military vessels. Of course, the cost is higher as you are essentially renting the entire berthing space, but I’ve never encountered a naval captain who would share a berthing with civilians if possible. If you wish, I can open Arm D-1 and lower the rental fee accordingly.”

She shook her head. “No, that’s fine. It’s ideal.”

The portmaster nodded and smiled. “Very good. If we can process payment now, then⁠—”

Alex raised her hand. “I can’t pay you right now.”

His smile instantly vanished, his eyes turning cold. “Captain, please be reasonable. A military vessel like yours takes up a considerable amount of berthing space, even if it wasn’t taking up the entire arm. There’s also the maintenance costs and other expenses associated with keeping things running. The cost, I assure you, is not overexaggerated or unfair; they represent a small markup to pay for other station services, but I am not trying to take your money just to enrich myself.”

Alex leaned back in her chair, surprised at the sudden vehemence in his voice.

“I did not say I would not pay or didn’t want to pay. Even though I was unhappy to learn that you paid the Iron Horse MC to hit us.”

The portmaster frowned and sat a little bit straighter. “With all due respect, Captain, I will not take full responsibility for that. Your ship’s actions were not normal, and you appeared to be a credible threat to the station’s safety.”

“Granted, which is why I am not holding it against you. That isn’t the reason—I simply don’t have the money to pay you.”

A look of surprise was quickly hidden; he glanced at a few monitors and then spoke. “The station can offer you a line of credit. Standard rates, with your ship as collateral.”

Alex considered for a second, then shook her head. “I’m sorry, that won’t be feasible.”

“Come, Captain. Please be reasonable. The interest rates are not ruinous.”

Alex leaned back and raised her chin. “First, I do not wish to go into debt. Second, the ship as collateral? What if we defaulted and you tried to collect? Worse, a single torpedo into the station and the situation would be resolved.”

The portmaster’s face pinched. “You…you are not helping your situation.”

“Hear me out. If you can forgo payment for a week, I am sure we can pay for this week and the next in advance then.”

“How do you intend to acquire the funds for this?”

“We’ve browsed the station’s listings before arrival and noted a considerable demand for small arms weaponry and the like. I believe we have something that will be in demand.”

Understanding passed over the man’s face. “Ahh.”

He thought for a moment before pulling out a tablet from his desk, then made several selections before handing the device to her. “I imagine if it is small arms, you will be dealing in some volume. I’ve highlighted two well-known and respected dealers here with very good reputations with their customers. The station utilizes their services exclusively. You will not get the best prices from them, but they will have the ability to purchase in bulk.”

Alex smiled politely. “That’s actually very helpful. Thank you. There is one more problem.”

Alarm bells seemed to flash in the man’s eyes, but he kept his voice remarkably steady. “Yes?”

“We don’t actually have a credit account.”

A confused look passed over his face. “Can you not just use your own personal account? That’s what those who can’t afford a ship account usually do.”

“No, that’s not possible, I’m afraid. No one on my crew has a personal account, nor do we have a ship account.”

He looked at her questioningly, but when she didn’t elucidate, he leaned back into his chair.

He sighed. “That is a problem.”

The portmaster tapped his desk with his fingers rhythmically for a moment before seemingly making up his mind.

“As you might be aware, there is no CEC branch at Ackman. As such, we have no authority or ability to process new personal SE accounts in-system. Local accounts for your personnel will be required and are easy enough to setup.”

He stood up and walked over to the wall, waving his hand, and suddenly, the picture on the wall revealed itself as a hologram, disappearing. Leaning forward, he placed his eye near a scanner and the hidden safe clicked open.

Alex could see several small boxes inside the safe, of which the portmaster retrieved one before locking it back up. He brought it back to the desk and sat back down.

“The station has on hand some licensed blank ship chips for official use. They cost us 1,000,000 SE per unit, charged to us by the CEC. I will present you with this one. Place your thumb on the indicated area.”

He slid it forward toward Alex, and she did so, a sudden screen lighting up.

|CEC Secure SE Credit Chip – Ship |

|Owner: Alex|GCode: 8Y-384YN83023NB|

|Balance: 0 SE|

“You can link it to your ship’s transponder once you return. Could I see it, please?”

Alex slid it back to him without protest, and he slid it through one of the consoles, then began typing something that she couldn’t see. When he finished, he passed it back to her. A little chime sounded in her ear that sounded almost like a sad noise from Booper. A red message flashed.

|Balance: -1,750,000 SE|

“Normally, it isn’t possible to achieve a negative balance unless you run afoul of fines or possibly commit fraud, but I have used the local credit system’s override to charge you. I am doing this as a massive courtesy to you, Captain. There is no interest, and as a side effect, you will not be able to process transactions outside the system until your balance is positive. You can also not make any purchases until the negative balance is resolved.”

Accepting the credit chip, Alex placed it back into her front jacket pocket.

“Thank you, Portmaster. This is more than I was expecting. If you need assistance that a military warship can provide, I will remember your courtesy. I apologize for our means of arriving. I can only say that it was not intentional to cause so much of a fuss.”

“Thank you for the sentiment, Captain Alex. I will keep your services in mind if they become needed, much as I hope they should not be.”

A blip of hesitation punctuated the end of the sentence before he suddenly changed the direction of the conversation. “Captain Alex, I would like to ask, are you of a noble lineage? I could not help but notice the lack of surname and your…youthful disposition.”

The gears in Alex’s head spun as she tried to piece together whatever picture the man had made of her in his mind.

“Pardon me, Portmaster. Even after the courtesy you’ve shown us, if you could please leave a lady her secrets?” Alex asked, putting her most polite smile on her face.

“Ah, excuse me. Of course. It was idle curiosity; I did not mean to pry. Please enjoy your stay here on Ackman Station.” He stood, and Alex followed suit.

“I do have one last question, Portmaster. Could you please give me your name?”

A flash of surprise crossed his brows. “My apologies, I seem to have forgotten my manners and failed to introduce myself. My name is Charles Whitely.”

He reached out, and Alex shook his hand.

“A pleasure, Mr. Whitely. I hope all our future interactions are as courteous,” Alex said with a smile.

Whitely gave her a nod. “As do I, Captain. As do I.”


BUYING KEBABS, SELLING DEATH (PART 1)


USD: ~17 days after Tears of Fire arrival to 92 Pegasi, after meeting with Portmaster Whitely

Location: Ackman Station, Outside the Port Authority Office

As soon as Alex and Elis made it around the corner from the Port Authority, Alex stopped and let out a long breath. She looked at Elis, who had stopped behind her and was scanning the small scatterings of people that were crisscrossing across the station’s main concourse to whatever section was their destination. The other girl was alert and nonplussed by everything.

In contrast, Alex felt like she had been through the wringer already and couldn’t help but wonder if this was an extreme version of “fake it till you make it” or if she was just not used to all the people, sounds, and smells that were constantly in motion on the station’s public level.

The pause must have been longer than Alex realized because Elis stepped forward to stand beside her.

“Ma’am, do we need help finding directions?” Elis asked.

Alex looked at her, an even stronger feeling of strangeness at the address the other girl was giving her even though they were essentially alone. Well, as alone as being in a public space could be. The whole act of taking the role of Federation captain had made her feel like a completely different person, and that role placed walls between her and others along with stipulations on her behavior.

“I would like to review the files on these weapon dealers Portmaster Whitely gave us and compare them to the public data just to be sure. Also get something to eat, but since our balance is negative, we can’t really afford to get anything yet.”

Elis frowned before answering, “We could return to the ship and get a bite to eat, look at the data, and then pick from our options, Ma’am.”

Alex shook her head. “I said eat, not consume tasteless nutrients from a package.”

“We do only have the bad ones left,” Elis admitted with a grimace before giving Alex a suspicious look. “Unless you stashed them somewhere.”

Alex shook her head. “I would never do such a thing! That would be downright evil. All’s fair in war and love does not apply to sharing food.”

“I’ve known some people who thought differently,” Elis said with a slight wistfulness in her voice.

Alex stopped herself from retorting as a wave of sympathy passed through her. Those people were probably her friends and all dead now.

Redirecting her thoughts, Alex reached up to her fake earpiece to “call the ship” without it looking strange. “Namele—Captain to Tears, can I get an analysis on this data, a best route through the station to a buyer, and quick inventory of what we prepared already for sale?”

[Notice: Processing and correlating merchant data with all known Ackman Station public records and databases, with addition of new material. Please review current ammunition and arms stocks while analysis is conducted.]

|Arms and Ammunition Stowage|

||Ship Arms||

||16 pallets, autoloader, 22mm caseless||

||16 pallets, autoloader, 32mm caseless||

||8 pallets, autoloader, 1 kg LRP||

||8 pallets, autoloader, 2 kg LRP||

||1 pallet, 5 rounds (12%), autoloader, 1 kg LRPSGSM||

|| 30x 1066.8mm – AMCN type light missiles ||

|| 2x 3200.4mm – AMCN heavy torpedoes ||

|| 8x EW Drones – Ad-hoc, Nameless converted, Federation standard, (Degraded) ||

|| 222x Chaff clusters ||

|| 222x Smart flares ||

||Small Arms||

||4 pallets, 32 count, standard issue Federation Pulse Rifle MK1-12C (128) ||

||4 pallets, 64 count, standard issue Federation Pulse Pistol R1-28A (256) ||

||1 pallet, 4 count, automated gauss security turret SENTI-21B, IFF/CAI, AHTA, ROC (4) ||

||10 pallets, MK1-12C Magazines (energy cell) – 256,000 rounds total count||

||10 pallets, R1-28A Magazines (energy cell) – 153,600 rounds total count||

||1 pallet, SENTI-21B Magazine (1000 rounds) – 40,000 rounds total count||

“Where did all our chaff and flares go?”

[Informative: Disassembly of Chaff and Flares was required for production of Small Arms.]

“All right, we’ll fix that later.”

[Recommendation: MilTech Arms Inc. / Owner Operator Wyles Hammok has a higher confidence rating of 8.2% based on all available data. Matching criteria listed⁠—]

“Stop, stop. We will go with that one, thank you, Nam—” Alex caught herself a second time. “Lieutenant.”

[Affirmative: Displaying station map with auto routing.]

Alex looked at Elis. “Let’s go.”

The concourse thinned out as they moved further along it, and Alex did her best to not be distracted by all the little stores with items on display. Many had warm, inviting lighting or people lingering and chatting with the owners or keepers, and a healthy amount of commerce seemed to be carried out. Several patrols of station security passed by them in groups of two, paying no real attention to them.

Alex saw the path led them to a turn off the main concourse and into a different annex. Right before the turn, there was a very attractive smell from a restaurant with an open layout and seating that reached all the way into the concourse’s walk area. It wasn’t that busy, and Alex turned to Elis.

“Let’s check out the prices before we get to the dealer.”

Elis nodded and followed.

As soon as she turned toward the shop, she noticed that all the patrons turned to look at her. Alex wasn’t prepared for the sudden attention, and she felt her back straighten as she tried to project her disguise’s cool confidence. Why were they all looking at her? Had she caused some cultural faux pas?

There was a short line of two or three people having their orders taken, but since she was not planning to order, she stayed out of it while getting close enough to read the signage over the ordering counter. That was when she realized there was a major problem. It was in a script she couldn’t read.

She pointed up to the sign. “Hey, Elis, can you read that?”

“Sure, it’s in Tarjab, a pretty common dialect in the SW quadrant space. Uhm…you can’t?” Elis asked.

“No, apparently not.”

Elis stepped up beside her and looked at the list. “There’s a wide variety, but a kebab plate is 50 SE.”

While Elis was reading, Alex realized everyone had stopped what they were doing to look at the two of them. A dark-skinned, middle-aged man who she assumed was likely the cook or even the owner poked his head around the corner to look at her. He promptly stopped what he was doing and came out from behind the counter.

“My Lady, ahh…fair Captain! It is a pleasure to welcome you. Please, choose anything from our menu, and I will prepare it for you personally.” His voice tickled her ears with its pleasant tone in a weird way, but most importantly, he was clearly understandable.

“My apologies, sir. My fr—Master-Sergeant and I were hungry and merely appraising your menu and prices.”

“Captain, please pick anything from the menu, any selection, for you and your companion at no cost!”

Alex opened her mouth to politely refuse again when the words clicked in her head. At no cost. Suddenly, the lack of funds was no longer a barrier.

She looked up at the menu again, and the warm, inviting smell of fresh meat and spices destroyed what little resistance she had remaining. She didn’t know why or how this had happened, but the man was offering her free food!

“We’ll take two medium kebab plates, with a soda.”

If her choice had been odd or out of place, he showed no sign. Instead, a brilliant smile erupted from ear to ear. “Captain, please have a seat wherever you wish, and I will return shortly to serve you personally.”

“Thank you very much.” He quickly hurried back to behind the counter for what Alex assumed was some cooking. She suddenly had a slight regret for not asking him to let her watch him. That would have probably been too out of character, though. Maybe next time.

She looked at Elis, who just gave her a shrug.

Selecting a seat in the corner that met with Elis’s approval, Alex looked around at the other patrons. They had all returned to their meals, but she noticed that several of them kept taking little peeks at her.

Alex almost started to slouch and rest her chin on her hand. “I don’t understand,” she said.

She soon found herself straightening up, listening to Elis’s sudden revelations.

“This is a quick food joint, and you’re literally a ship’s captain who I’m sure has been blasted all across the station’s newsfeeds already. Plus, you are attractive and very young for the position. Heck, you look like a princess. The portmaster obviously thought that was exactly what was going on. It could possibly be that some high-ranking families still have access to Federation technology…and what’s more common than a noble girl running away from home story? What Jaco is after is obvious. Someone who is looking for something to eat, who wouldn’t stop to look?”

Had she put all that together just from observation? Alex was surprised, and the information was possibly very useful for improving their cover story, but nothing could remove the sly grin that slid into place.

“You think I’m attractive and look like a princess?” Alex asked.

The way Elis somehow straightened herself more made Alex giggle. Sadly, it hadn’t been nearly enough to break Elis’s composure.

“Yes, Ma’am,” Elis answered flatly.

Alex rolled her eyes and let out a sigh. “I didn’t realize it would cause such a big scene… Maybe this was a bad idea.”

Alex pulled out her datapad to do some quick study on their main destination, but it didn’t take long before the cook returned with two plates and drinks for them.

“My ladies. May Jaco present to you the finest medium kebab plates of Jaco’s Kebab Place. Nothing more would please me if they exceed your expectations.”

“Thank you,” Alex said, a bit surprised at the man’s enthusiasm.

As soon as he had excused himself and headed back to the kitchen, Alex examined her plate in detail, eyes drawn to the kebab with steamy meat and vegetables. A divine smell reached her nose, and her tastebuds tingled in anticipation. The flat bread and sauce served on the side were also completely new to her. She had to focus on her hand to keep it from shaking from the excitement; she had literally traveled billions of kilometers for this moment!

She took her first bite from the skewer and couldn’t hold back a small sound of pleasure. Elis was rolling her eyes at her, but it didn’t matter. Alex’s eyes sparkled with delight; it was the best thing she had ever tasted in her entire life!
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USD: ~17 days after Tears of Fire arrival to 92 Pegasi, A few minutes after Alex and Elis left the Port Authority

Location: Ackman Station, Corporate Safehouse B-5

A knock came at Corporate Intelligence Officer Fallon’s door. He had been in a bad mood for days. As he sat up from in his berth, he shouted at the interruption to his sleep, “What is it now?”

“Sir. We have something that you are going to want to see. Might be actionable.”

Pulling on his military jacket, he didn’t bother to button it. That was sloppy, but when posted on the ass end of nowhere, a bit of laxness would always manage to seep in, and they were not of a mind to keep on the charade for their superiors out here where they weren’t under constant surveillance. Even their latest political officer had come to reason after being set on Ackman Station for long enough.

That didn’t mean they wouldn’t accomplish their mission; they all had their reasons for loyalty, most of them familial, or the promise of a big enough bonus on retirement to tempt desperate men into service. You were a slave to the machine either way, and Fallon had chosen to at least be a useful cog in the Corporate Military Service. That he had the aptitude to be promoted to join the Intelligence Bureau had been lucky.

Running afoul of Corporate politics when he had offended a CEO’s pretentious asswipe of a son was not.

So he found himself exiled to the farthest, often forgotten post the Service had to offer.

He glared at the lieutenant as he came out of his room, more annoyed by the circumstances than the man.

“What is it now? Our server isn’t fried again, is it? Losing three months of intel is already bad enough to get our posting here changed to indefinite.”

“No, sir. We didn’t try to probe the FedTech ship again, but it is related.”

Fallon grunted. “What is it?”

“Sir, the captain disembarked with a single escort. We spotted them heading to the Port Authority. They don’t seem to be heading back to the ship immediately.”

Fallon entered the cell’s comms room. The FedTech ship’s arrival was inopportune. It was a dangerous player in what they had been planning for months, even if it was an independent ship. He didn’t think so, though. He was more convinced the Solarians had pulled up one of their ships from their commissar’s elite guard unit. They had been pushing more and more colonists for years onto Dedia, and it was about time they put the resources in to protect their “investment” of manpower. A single, very capable ship was them showing their attention.

It was a bit worrying that the Solarians had possibly decided to “protect” their fragile ruse of tossing colonists on the planet. Operation Rug Pull was nearing ready status, and if this was a threat to it, then removing it would certainly be a boost to his standing. Maybe even enough to get him back to the Core worlds in Corporate space.

Couldn’t be certain this was the Solarians, though. The strange ship could be something else, but this was a time-sensitive opportunity. With the captain poorly protected and this being their first time on the station, it would be sure they would be a bit disoriented. With the loss of their intel database for the last three months, he needed something to feed his superiors. That made his decision.

He looked at the surveillance feed—they had gotten them back working despite the damnable security measures that had suddenly snapped into place.

“One captain, one marine, it shouldn’t be too difficult to grab them. Then we’ll have our answers. Scram the black ops team.”

“Yes, sir.”

A little bit of revenge for the catastrophe the Tears of Fire had brought him wouldn’t be a bad thing either.

First thing he’d demand was that the captain disable that blasted security program they installed, as well as a copy for Corporate to analyze for their own use.


CHAPTER 31







BUYING KEBABS, SELLING DEATH (PART 2)


USD: ~17 days after Tears of Fire arrival to 92 Pegasi, after finishing their meal.

Location: Ackman Station, Main Concourse, Annex 3

Alex walked with a cheerful step, following the route Nameless had given them. Jaco’s had soon filled up to almost standing room only. It had surprised her how fast it happened, and she had started to feel a bit self-conscious. But nothing, absolutely nothing, could kill the excitement from eating there. She had graciously thanked Jaco and promised to return, soon.

Like as soon as they had money and could take some back to the ship with them.

Humming to herself, she tried her best to ignore the slowly decaying maintenance and actual rust on some surfaces as they crossed onto a lower deck of the annex. There were fewer and fewer people around, and the businesses hidden behind cold neon lighting hardly counted as inviting. She wasn’t exactly sure what services they even offered, but it was a seemingly stark contrast in such a short space.

Everyone was armed as well.

No one bothered them or paid them much mind, though, which suited Alex just fine.

Alex checked the directions again, then pointed. “Elevator.”

“There’s no stairs?” Elis looked unhappy.

Alex looked at the map a third time. “I don’t think so, at least not nearby. Why, what’s wrong with the elevator?”

“Nothing. Just a professional avoidance if possible.”

Alex knew that Elis liked to exercise; it was probably a very important requirement for staying as fit as she was. It was one of the few things she had requested for her quarters.

The pleasure of exercise, other than the martial arts, didn’t really click with Alex, and she was a bit grateful that the nanites took care of that bit for her.

Unlike the rest of the area, the elevator seemed well cared for. A polished mirror greeted them, and Alex smiled at their reflection. They didn’t look half bad in them!

After they stepped inside and set their destination, the doors closed promptly. The quiet sound of distant voices was suddenly replaced by the hum of the station and then the louder hum of the elevator taking them lower.

Halfway to their floor, Nameless blared at her, the rapid click of its voice something she had never heard before.

[WARNING: Twelve heavily armed individuals have encircled destination egress. Elevator abort function, non-operative. Attempting emergency stop: failure. Hostile intentions probability 95% confidence. Avatar protection priority: Shrike Combat Drones dispatched. Emergency voice synthesis report and request for assistance dispatched to Station Security–Iron Horse Mercenary Company–Port Authority Office–MilTech Arms Inc. Fastest Friendly Intervention Possible: ETA: 5:56. Expect possible delay. Fire support mission: impossible. Indirect suppression mission: impossible.]

Even as Alex was trying to process the message, Elis shoved her hard into the front corner of the elevator. “Stay there. Don’t move.”

Nameless continued to chatter rapidly, and Alex realized that he wasn’t talking to her. She was listening in, but the terminology was foreign to her, and Alex realized he was rapidly filling Elis in with as much detail on the situation as possible. Listening intently, Elis reached down to adjust her belt, sliding her pistol and holster to be behind her and not visible from the front or side.

[Notice: Twelve semi/automatic rifles, confirmed visual. Pistol sidearm equipped. No heavy ordnance or explosives detected. Tactical gear analysis insufficient to stop pulse rounds. Tac Ops training suspected. Clustered open room, multiple cover positions, elevator exit: open area, no cover. Hostile Formation follows: Four fronts, cover. Two left flank, clock 10, concealed. Three right flank, clock 1, two concealed, one cover. Two far, front. One front, close, in open. Good Hunting.]

Still processing the fact that Elis had taken the rifle sling off her shoulder and shoved it into her hands, Alex swallowed and started removing the straps. She managed to get the weapon out just before the elevator arrived. Elis reached over and flicked off the safety for her, which was good because she had forgotten that was a thing.

“Stay here.”

Alex swallowed, her throat dry. “Okay.” She didn’t understand what Elis was planning, but the other girl’s right hand was alternating between clutching a fist and opening.

As soon as the elevator dinged, Elis raised her arm to look at her wristwatch. The gesture confused Alex as Elis walked out of the elevator alone without even looking up. Turning her eyes to the mirror, she spotted one man in the open, and her HUD overlay suddenly highlighted multiple assailants in a vivid yellow infrared. Her stomach turned; there were so many of them, and they had Elis surrounded already!

A cold voice suddenly shouted, “Freeze right there!”

Elis suddenly stopped and looked up, then raised her hands slowly.

“Where the fuck is the other one?”

Alex realized her hearing was being enhanced by Nameless, but the assistance didn’t seem to be of great use.

“Jacob, go check the fucking elevator!”

Alex watched as two men from the front stepped forward, rifles covering Elis while the man standing in the open started toward the elevator. Alex wondered why the doors weren’t shutting automatically and suspected it had to do with the reason the emergency stop hadn’t worked.

Unsure what to do, Alex gripped the rifle in her hands tightly. She couldn’t just start shooting, not with Elis in the crossfire and in the open like that!

It was Elis who moved first.

Just as Jacob passed her, Elis’s arm shot out and grabbed his wrist as she spun. A sudden jab to his throat stunned him, and somehow, she pulled her sidearm and pistol-whipped him in the solar plexus.

In a seeming disregard for their friend, the two riflemen in front opened fire with multiple rapid, three-round bursts, but Elis had already grabbed hold of the man and used him as a body shield, dragging him toward the nearest cover to the left of the elevator.

Alex’s ears rang from every gunshot; it was absolutely the loudest thing she had ever heard, even louder than the impacts that the Tears had taken. The lack of EVA helmet meant the propellant-powered weapons dumped every decibel straight into her eardrums.

The staccato of the bursts forced her hands to her head until Nameless adjusted the volume to a bearable level. A sudden wailing alarm punctuated the sound, and the station lighting flipped to a flashing red, casting everything in vivid pulses of red.

Alex started to lean out from her corner in the elevator and try to take aim at one of their assailants, but an immediate shout and shower of bullets forced her to tuck back in instantly, the elevator’s mirror shattering in an explosion.

“One, Primary Target, elevator!” someone shouted, and the reply came back immediately.

“Flank! Flank! Move in!”

Alex’s heart pounded in her chest. There was literally nowhere to go; she was pinned in. She looked over her shoulder, her infrared vision working to highlight all the actors for her.

Elis had not been still. She had dropped the deceased Jacob as soon as she rounded a column, coming up on the side of two of their attackers and immediately firing.

All three fired at the same time, a single round slamming into Elis’s shoulder pad and sending her twisting for a moment, but her two shots had put a pulse round in each man’s chest, and their tactical bulletproof vests did nothing to stop the sudden cavities of fire that erupted. They were both dead before they hit the ground.

Their formation broken, Elis immediately recovered and then took off into a sprint toward where they had been.

“Delta, Epsilon, down! Hostile flanking right!”

Recovering from the shock, Alex realized she could poke her rifle around the corner and fire blindly, so she did so. The pulse rifle had a five hundred–round magazine and was capable of fully automatic fire, so she held down the trigger in a ten-second burst.

[Notice: Adjusting Avatar motor controls to direct fire.]

Her arm locked up in a familiar sensation, adjusting the angle of the rifle. She hoped it had at least made some of the attackers stop paying attention to Elis for a second.

A return non-stop barrage started hammering the elevator, and she realized she had at least pissed off someone. Shards of glass, plastic, and metal erupted from every impact, and Alex was forced to raise her hand to protect her face.

“Fuck the grab! Just take her out and let’s go!”

The voice was much closer than the last, and Alex felt a sudden panic. She could hear rushed footsteps approaching. She pulled herself back onto her feet, dropping the rifle and pulling her pistol, the smaller weapon being easier to handle in the confines of the corner. She could see his outline clearly.

There was more gunfire exchanged in the distance, but she couldn’t spare the glance as she focused. The attacker reached the elevator, and she prepared to pull the trigger, when a sudden blast smashed into his back. Collapsing, he fell onto the elevator’s floor face first, a gaping hole in his chest, reaching all the way to the elevator’s steel floor, turning it crimson, smoke rising from the charred edges of the hole. A horrible smell of viscera assaulted Alex’s nose, and she had to fight back an impulse to hide her face in the crook of her elbow.

Turning her sight back to the continuing exchange of gunfire, she spotted Elis taking cover under something while four more men flanked around her. They all had their backs to the elevator. Looking around, Alex was confused as to where all the others had gone, but not wanting to leave Elis in a lurch, she took a deep breath, rounded the corner and sprinted to the nearest cover, a steel column in front and to her right.

She wasn’t noticed immediately, but the man closest turned and spotted her just as she reached safety.

“Primary Target, engaging!” came the clipped yell, and two bursts of fire whizzed by her.

“Fuck off! If you run, you might live!” Alex shouted, anger in her voice, but it was mostly an attempt to distract them while she looked for a better positioned piece of cover.

“Fuck you, bitch!” More bullets slammed into the heavy steal column she was tucked behind. She was stuck, again. She could see Elis trading fire with the other three, appearing to have solidified her position after Alex took one of the goons off her. A stalemate was not what Alex wanted. She started to form a plan when she spotted another infrared signature running down the hall toward them. Her stomach sank. He was in a prime position to flank Elis!

Her fear suddenly evaporated along with her plan as the color flipped from yellow-orange to green.

|Friendly|

The man stopped, raised an oversize rifle with a bipod, and set it down on something before a loud eruption overwhelmed the smaller-caliber rifles and pulse rounds being exchanged.

The man that had been targeted on her HUD blinked out, and she poked her head around her cover to confirm. His head looked like it had been crumpled in by something, his helmet a shattered wreck of ruined plastic and metal.

Spotting a chance, she sprinted forward to a metal barricade; she had a good view of the three engaged with Elis and took aim. Her HUD highlighted them with marks, and she pulled her pulse rifle’s trigger. He went down immediately, and the other two, noticing her, fired back, forcing her to duck down. The gunfire continued, but after a few seconds, everything finally went silent.

Alex took stock, no more enemies.

“Elis! Are you okay?” Alex shouted, coming out to head to her friend, the volume of her voice surprising her. Heading directly to Elis’s position, she found the other girl bleeding from her arm. Her uniform was ruined, completely covered in red splotches, black soot stains, and debris.

“M’ fine. Just need a sec to breathe.”

Alex felt a bit of concern, but if Elis told her she was fine, then she probably was.

Alex turned her attention to the man who had come to their assistance. He had broad shoulders and a scratchy, full beard. He was decked out in a set of tactical gear, but it was the massive anti-materiel rifle that drew attention. He looked at her steadily. “Captain Alex?”

“Yes, and my master-sergeant. Thank you for your assistance.”

He propped his rifle up against the wall and then reached over his shoulder to pull off a bag with a cross on it and set it down on a crate. “Medkit, thought someone might need it from all the noise.”

Elis didn’t hesitate. “Thanks for the assist.” She went right to it and started doing her own first aid.

The man turned back to Alex. “Some terrified LT called me at my shop, saying their captain was in deep shit. I was a bit confused, but he explained you were en route to my shop as a customer when you were ambushed.”

His gaze turned to one of the nearby dead bodies with a missing limb and head.

“Not very often there’s a firefight onboard station, much less against a tactical ops team.”

He looked back at her.

“Wyles Hammok, MilTech Arms.” He paused, then nodded to the rifle in her hands. “Said you had something worth my time.”

Alex could hear the voices of shouting men approaching.

[Notice: Friendly units have arrived.]

Great timing, she thought, but her attention was now focused on the man in front of her.

Checking her rifle and setting it to safe before pulling its sling over her head, she offered it to him. She was proud her hands weren’t still shaking.

“I don’t think you’ll be needing to do any test firing.”

He chuckled. “No. No, I don’t think I will.”

Now if she only knew who had just tried to kidnap and murder her and Elis.


CHAPTER 32

MILTECH ARMS


USD: ~17 days after Tears of Fire arrival to 92 Pegasi, an hour after the ambush

Location: Ackman Station, Main Concourse, Annex 3

The station authorities showed up first, but they had been little more than glorified police who seemed at a sort of loss at what to do with the dozen smoking bodies lying around the section.

When the Iron Horse soldiers arrived, they took charge of the situation. Beeper and Booper had already arrived by then, and Alex had thought for a second that the authorities were going to get themselves killed by all the shouting and pointing of weapons toward the two combat drones.

Alex had made sure to disable the pesky little setting that said they couldn’t harm humans before docking, and the old-style projectile rifles weren’t going to punch through their steel carapaces unless they found a different ammunition that would poke holes in the station.

Wyles Hammok had proved his good qualities a second time when he had settled things down with his clout alone, although Alex had received an angrily worded message from Mr. Whitely, stressing the fact that combat drones were not legally allowed to be present on the station under any circumstances and asking if she could kindly send them back to her ship before he had to take official notice of them.

She had bitten back her first reply of, “Sure, but next time I get ambushed on your really secure station, I will have my ship ventilate the section with 32mm AP rounds until it is safer.”

Barely. She was in a bad mood after her adrenaline high had run out and seeing Elis wounded had not made her happy.

Wyles continued to improve her impression of him when he offered to take them back to his store, which had turned out to be a large warehouse.

Inside, it had its own ecosystem almost, separate from the station. It wasn’t just a gun shop; the space opened into a massive hangar that was separated into three levels, and the lowest below them had multiple types of vehicles, from tanks to what looked like space fighters and combat dropships.

The first level they entered was a public area with multiple shops with their own employees helping customers browse and examine the myriad displays of tactical gear, clothing, accessories, and firearms. At every entrance stood a guard who was equipped with the same gear the shops were selling.

Wyles led them to the second floor via a three-flight rail staircase. The stairs gave Alex a good chance to give Wyles a thorough look over. He was a large man, and his broad back was well-muscled enough that the tactical gear failed to hide it. It was no wonder that he was able to handle the huge anti-materiel rifle as he had. She still thought the weapon had been a bit overkill for the situation, though.

As soon as they reached the bottom, Alex realized this was where they kept most of the weapons stocked as employees moved about loading and unloading crates nearby. Some took pieces and examined them, presumably for quality or damage, while others took different articles to various machine shops and work areas for repairs or recycling.

They had passed through mostly in silence other than necessities on the way so far, until Alex broke it.

“Big operation compared to what I thought would be on this station. Mr. Whitely said there were two of you, even.”

Wyles laughed. “No, no. There is only one of me. Crawford Arms is an amateur operation.”

They paused outside a sealed section before the door slid open for them quietly. Inside was what felt like the entrance to a hotel room, with clean, reflective faux-stone flooring and with a healthy amount of décor and lounge space.

There were plenty of employees that appeared to be taking a break or off-duty enjoying the lounge that also had an eatery and what Alex guessed was a company store. It was the most affluent part of the station she had seen so far.

“Your operation looks a lot like what I’d imagine a mercenary company would be like, although I didn’t expect to find a space like this on the station,” Alex murmured.

“An arms dealer and a mercenary company often blur the lines these days. It’s not a long leap to jump from weapon sales to security services, after all. I have decent providers from Meltisar that make their way across Corporate space that let me take advantage of the location.”

Alex looked over at him, interested in the first mention she had heard of the small area on the map that had managed to not be swallowed by the other larger powers. “Oh? How’s that?”

“Dedia IV is a class II frontier world. Very habitable, but the reason it can’t be considered class I isn’t the climate. It’s the fauna. Militias there need military-grade hardware just to keep predators outside of the fences, and they still have a high death rate. Ackman Station acts as a transshipment point. Large ships can’t land, so it gets dropped off here, and we deploy it to Dedia. For a small upcharge, of course.”

It took Alex a second to place “Dedia” in her mind, but then she remembered either Nameless or Elis had mentioned it to her as a colony world that produced most of the triangular traffic in 92 Pegasi.

“We saw the super freighters heading toward Nu Crateris on our way in,” Alex commented.

Wyles grimaced unhappily. “Solarians have been pushing that recently. Desperate to maintain access to the frontier and not be cut off from future expansion. Dropping more and more colonists off. People on Dedia aren’t doing very well, though. They bring them in unprepared and then let them fend for themselves. A few months after the supplies are used up, another wave of colonists is brought in, and the cycle continues.”

Alex made a note to study the economic relationship between Ackman and Dedia later, to see if there was anything that could be bent to the Tears’s benefit. There was another pressing concern that bothered her at the moment, though.

“Do you have any idea about who our assailants were? I was rather surprised that we got such a reception on our way here,” Alex asked.

“I can’t say that I do, I am afraid. I can make a few guesses, though. They were geared out in standard tactical equipment, but the fact that there were twelve of them means that someone with resources organized this on a short notice because you only just arrived.”

A frown creased Wyles’ face. “Solarian or Corporate agents, maybe. I don’t know what other things you or your ship might be involved in or if some group jumped ahead of you to set up the ambush.”

“It’s possible we have a target on our backs, but there was no way for anyone to have known about our destination before our arrival here.” After all, neither she, Nameless, nor Elis had any idea they were going to arrive in 92 Pegasi.

“Then I’ll reiterate the Solarians or Corpos. They might have seen you as presenting a target of opportunity and someone who could possibly be a disruption to some plan. The entire sector has been full of tension the last few years as both factions have been pushing more and more claims and personnel into the region. It’s nothing on the scale of open war or the like, but most of us are wondering who is going to pull the trigger first and move in and try to take over.”

He looked at her and gave her an appraising look. “You’re sure no one could have had word to look for you with a wide net? The imperials probably have some agents here as well, and the team could have been hired.”

Why would he think the imperials would be looking for her?

Alex knew she lacked the insights to understand just what one of the major factions taking over would do to the area, so she didn’t comment and instead looked to Elis. Despite her calm and collected demeanor, Alex couldn’t miss that her bandaged arm had some blood seeping into the fabric, and she stopped with a frown.

Wyle’s gaze followed hers. “We have a medbay that can take a look at that arm for you, Master-Sergeant. I can have a man escort you.”

“I will stay with the captain,” Elis stated, but the pain she was in was clear on her face, and it seemed to be getting worse.

Alex shook her head. “Elis, please go get looked at. Wyles and I have business to discuss, and it will probably take a while. I would be much more comfortable if I knew you were tended to properly.”

Elis frowned, wavering between accepting or not.

Wyles spoke first, before Alex could try to convince her again. “Master-Sergeant, I will see to the captain’s needs. There is nothing for you to worry about here. You are both safe here in my little fortress in the station as it were.”

Elis sighed. “All right. Where am I headed?”

Wyles looked over to a nearby guard and waved him over. The guard promptly approached, the man in the same tactical dress and gear that all the others had been carrying.

As soon as he reached them, the guard went to attention. “Sir!”

“Take the Master-Sergeant here to Medical. Then go find someone to relieve you and ensure that no one bothers her,” Wyles commanded.

“Yes, sir.” The guard looked at Elis. “Master-Sergeant, if you would follow me, please? It’s not far.”

Alex watched Elis’s back for a moment as the two disappeared toward another hallway.

“Thank you for that, Mr. Wyles. I appreciate it,” Alex said.

“A good leader always looks out for their subordinates. I wouldn’t want you distracted by your marine collapsing while we haggle, and I am very interested in what you’ve brought me.”

“Other than the unfortunate demonstration in Annex 3, are you familiar with the pulse rifle we brought?” Alex asked, an innocent smile appearing on her face. If she was going to get a good deal, she needed to make sure she sold their wares.

“They aren’t generally present out here on the frontier, but yes. I’ve seen them. The Imperial Praetorian Guard on Sol has an entire battalion equipped with FedTech. They like to go on parade and perform displays with it, to demonstrate the power of Her Imperial Majesty Psi. The bread and circuses there are done to remind the masses what would happen if they objected to the new noble class’s whims.”

He gave her a funny look that she couldn’t read. “Not that you didn’t probably already know that. I am not trying to pry, Captain. Yes, I am familiar with them. They are worth quite a few credits, although I won’t be able to pay you what they are worth. I am afraid you could likely get four or five times as much if you took them to a core system in Solarian or Corporate space.”

“We aren’t in Solarian or Corporate space,” Alex stated.

“No. No, we are not. Still, since they are in limited supply and unable to be produced any longer, I thought I would mention it. Would you like to get something to eat before we discuss, or shall we go to my office?” Wyles asked.

Alex glanced over to the eatery that had been prickling at her attention the entire time. Taking a deep breath, she smiled at Wyles. “Business first, I’m afraid.”

He nodded and led the way to a nearby door that Alex assumed went to his office. “I’ll send for some refreshments then.”

Alex smiled. “Mr. Wyles, bribery will not make my prices go down.”

Wyles Hammok let out a chuckle.


CHAPTER 33

EXCHANGE OF GOODS


USD: ~17 days after Tears of Fire arrival at 92 Pegasi, after finishing the deal.

Location: Ackman Station, MilTech Arms Facility, Medbay, Personal room

Alex leaned forward to put her elbows on the bed, keeping her head propped up with a hand as she browsed her datapad idly. In the newsfeeds, she found a lot about her, and Elis had been right: there were all kinds of rumors floating around. Her face was on three of the top eight articles on the station infonet.

FedTech Captain holds station hostage.

Imperial Princess missing, has she come to Ackman?

Mysterious captain leaves a dozen bodies in her wake.

The last was exceptionally fast, it seemed to her; they hadn’t even made it back to the ship yet, and the black ops team’s bodies weren’t even cold yet, probably. She wondered how long it would take for Mr. Whitely’s investigation to get back some information on them to her. She had managed to extract that promise out of him at least.

She peeked to look at Elis, who was still sleeping, studying her face. There was an ugly bruise forming on the other girl’s cheekbone. It reminded Alex that they had enemies they didn’t know or understand already.

“Nameless, do you know anything about our attackers?” Alex asked quietly.

[Notice: Investigation currently ongoing. The Port Authority is performing cross-referencing and background checks along with autopsy reports. The analysis of Port Authority data with infonet references has produced nothing conclusive.]

So, they hadn’t figured it out yet, and Nameless hadn’t been able to figure it out. That meant whoever had run this had been prepared to cover their tracks, probably.

Assuming everyone in on the plot wasn’t dead already, Alex wanted to get revenge. She didn’t like being shot at, and she didn’t like Elis being hurt either.

A short beep sounded from her datapad, and she glanced back at it. In the top right corner, her newly created local account credit balance ticked downward.

|InfoNet Data Charge: -1 SE|

|92 Pegasi Balance: 27,674 SE|

Wyles had been happy to pay her for the rifle they had brought on the spot. She had used the money to open a local account so they could do something while the broader deal came through.

That would take a while, because MilTech Arms needed to prepare to go to their mooring arm and collect the pallets. They would ferry it around the exterior of the station, although that was usually used for larger shipments.

Alex reasoned that the value of the crates was more than some of their larger shipments and ferrying via shuttle would mean less eyes on the package. Maybe it was because she had decided to sell one of their 1066.8mm missiles. It had carried a hefty and amazing price tag when Wyles learned what type of warhead it carried.

Alex had quickly learned the most relevant facts about the Ackman Station economy.

One week of berthing her ship cost 750,000 SE. Twenty-seven of her pulse rifles would cover that at a cost of about ~27,777 SE each. Her pulse rifles were selling for 5.5 times more than a regular projectile firearm that was most prevalent on the frontier.

She had thought she might have been able to get better than that. Wyles had argued that would only be possible if she was in a better location. The frontier system simply didn’t have that kind of money flowing around. At least not for firearms.

A basic rifle sold for around 5500 SE would net her approximately eleven articles of nice clothing at 500 SE each from the shops on the Main Concourse. She had been paying close attention as they walked through the station’s concourse. She wanted to try wearing new things rather than wearing the same uniform all the time. At least when they were on the ship.

The most critical conversion of all, though, was that one rifle would net her between 277 and 555 meals at Jaco’s Kebab Place.

The MilTech dining experience wasn’t half bad either. However, she had learned that meat at the station was grown in vats. Supposedly, there was a difference. When she had seen the price of “real” meat, she had politely declined and bought a thing called a cheeseburger for much, much less. She hadn’t been disappointed. She couldn’t wait to tell Elis about it.

She made a little chart on her datapad to help her remember.

|1 Week Docking = 750,000 SE|

|1 Pulse Rifle = 27,777 SE|

|1 Basic Rifle = 5500 SE|

|1 Pretty shirt/hoodie = 500 SE|

|FOOD = 50–100 SE|

She had agreed to sell all the small arms that she had available to Wyles, along with one missile. She had decided to keep the turrets since their price wasn’t as advantageous. She was sure she would still find a good use for them.

The pending deal information hovered right below her handy cheat sheet for prices.

|Planned Deal with MilTech Arms|

|128 MK1-12C Pulse rifles + 3,456,000 SE|

|10 MK1-12C ammo pallets + 640,000 SE|

|256 R1-28A Pulse pistols + 3,072,000 SE|

|10 R1-28A ammo pallets + 261,120 SE|

|1 1066.8mm AMCN missile + 12,680,000 SE|

|Incoming Balance + 20,109,120 SE|

That was 236,577 medium kebabs at Jaco’s. It was a hard number to understand. She was sure that even if she tried, she couldn’t have fit them all inside the Tears’s galley freezer.

Did that mean that one person with some weapons could run around and buy all the food on the station and starve everyone to death? What if they bought all the food and dumped it out the airlock? Suddenly filling the ship’s cargo hold with ample food stores, starting with as much as she could acquire from Jaco’s, seemed a high priority.

Alex shook her head, feeling a bit tired herself, and rested her forehead on her arms. It only took a minute before she fell asleep.

[image: ]


USD: ~18 days after Tears of Fire arrival to 92 Pegasi, after falling asleep waiting for Elis to wake up.

Location: Ackman Station, MilTech Arms Facility, Medbay, Personal room

“Captain?”

Something shook her shoulder, and Alex let out a yawn and stretched. Her back was sore from having fallen asleep while leaning over on Elis’s bed. Even blinking the sleep out of her eyes and pulling some hair out from in front of her face, the only thing she could manage was a droopy, sleepy, “Hi.”

“That isn’t very captain-like,” Elis chided.

“Don’t worry, I told them all we are secretly lovers and that I wasn’t returning home without you.”

Alex couldn’t control her laughter at the utter shock on Elis’s face. She had finally managed to break the marine’s composure.

“No. Not really. I told Wyles that you were my friend and that I had no pressing business, so I would wait for you to recover as long as it was only a couple of hours. He gave us VIP guest access to the facility, and we can come and go whenever we want as long as we don’t wander into the restricted areas. I also finished the deal, and we’ll make the exchange tomorrow.”

“That’s good,” Elis said flatly.

Alex’s smile disappeared. “The doctor said you will recover, but you needed several days of rest. He sedated you because you were exhausted, mentally and physically. Said he didn’t know how you were still standing. He also removed the bullet from your shoulder. Why didn’t you mention that? Do you know how bad it could have been if I had to learn how to use the autodoc to do that?”

Elis started to retort, but then a slightly worried look crossed her face that melted Alex’s vexation. “Sorry. I’m not used to being a lone operator. Normally, we work in teams of four.”

“Well, we can head back to the ship and get some real rest until tomorrow now. You aren’t a lone operator either. Here.”

Alex lifted a small bag off the floor and set it on the bed. “I got us some civvies. They have every kind of shop in here. Wyles has his own small fiefdom inside the station. Hopefully, with our business completed, we can sneak back without drawing as much attention.”

Elis looked between the bag and Alex a few times. “I don’t think that’s possible.”

Alex smiled ear to ear. “Well, we can try.”

A sudden question came to Alex’s mind. “Also, Master-Sergeant? I distinctly remember you repeating back to me ‘Specialist First Class’ multiple times, or is my memory that bad?”

“I was overdue for a promotion, Ma’am, and the position was available.”

It didn’t take long to get changed, and with Alex’s help, Elis was able to get her new hoodie on. Due to her injured shoulder, it was difficult for her to do it on her own.

After leaving the medical bay, Alex felt a bit self-conscious. Somehow, she had gotten used to wearing the captain’s uniform, and now draped in her new black zip-up hoodie, she felt a bit underdressed. It did let her hide her hands, though, something the captain’s jacket had punished her for even attempting with the revelation of fake pockets.

Secretly swearing to wage war with whoever had invented such nefarious clothing items, she added redesigning the uniforms to her long list of things to do.

When they headed to leave the MilTech Arms facility, four men in tactical gear stopped them at the primary exit.

“Ma’am. Boss said for us to escort you when you left. Wherever you want to go. Doesn’t want to leave a new client in the lurch.”

“I guess you were right, Elis. Disguises didn’t do much good,” Alex said.

“Sorry, Ma’am. There aren’t many ladies that would fit your description, and I imagine that you’d turn heads no matter what you were wearing.”

Alex felt her cheeks warming at the compliment and swallowed. “We are heading back to our ship, so Mooring Arm D-1.”

The trip passed by without fanfare, but Alex felt herself drooping a bit. Not paying too much attention to their surroundings, she surrendered her security and situational awareness to their escort. Plus Nameless. She felt like he would be the first to notice anything, like before.

Although he had cut it a bit close.

Peeking at Elis along the way, she wished she knew what the other girl was thinking. When Alex had woken her up, she’d been an enemy. Circumstances and old notions had kept them that way for a time. Alex had accepted that; she knew she had no real understanding of the traumas that Elis had been through during the Nanite-Federation war.

Their guards bid them farewell at the Iron Horse MC security checkpoint on their mooring arm. Alex and Elis presented their shore leave cards and passed by freely with a wave from Corporal Rick.

Alex felt a bit of trepidation in her heart. She had planned to let Elis do whatever she wanted freely…safely away from the Tears, Nanites, and dangerous ShipCore things. But she knew that she needed Elis. Even if she had been ready to be on her own, she didn’t want to be.

Crossing to the threshold of the Tears’s airlock, she heard Elis’s footsteps behind her. Alex turned around to look at the other girl with intense relief that she was still there.

Elis stopped and looked back at her with a confused look, raising an eyebrow. “What?”

Alex raised her arm and offered her hand to shake. Elis took it without protesting, still confused.

“Welcome aboard.” Alex swallowed the emotion in her throat, only to have the moment punctuated by Nameless.

[Notice: Updating Crew Roster.]

|Alex – Avatar, Ship’s Captain|

|Nameless – Main Computer, Second in Command|

|Elis – Friendly Combatant, Ship’s Officer|

Elis smiled at her. “You’ve really butchered the ranking structure here. Did you really think I wasn’t coming back with you?”

Alex couldn’t help but give her a sudden tight hug before the airlock finished cycling.

ShipCore will continue in ShipCore 2.0.


THANK YOU FOR READING SHIPCORE


We hope you enjoyed it as much as we enjoyed bringing it to you. We just wanted to take a moment to encourage you to review the book. Follow this link: ShipCore to be directed to the book’s Amazon product page to leave your review.

Every review helps further the author’s reach and, ultimately, helps them continue writing fantastic books for us all to enjoy.
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Also in Series:

ShipCore

ShipCore 2.0
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Check out the entire series here! (Tap or scan)
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Want to discuss our books with other readers and even the authors? Join our Discord server today and be a part of the Aethon community.

Facebook | Instagram | Twitter | Website

You can also join our non-spam mailing list by visiting www.subscribepage.com/AethonReadersGroup and never miss out on future releases. You'll also receive three full books completely Free as our thanks to you.

Looking for more great LitRPG?
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The Young Gods Tournament awaits. Only the victors will break through to the worlds beyond the heavens. In an unfair world where a single monster can wipe out an entire village, Thomas is not one of the chosen few. He wasn’t gifted with immense power from the moment of his birth, nor does he have a powerful backer to defend him. By the laws of the world, it’s near impossible for him to rise to the top. But where the god’s themselves have failed him, Thomas will push on and gain the strength to protect his friends, and his home, from the ever rising dangers of the world. There is only one true opportunity to break through the shackles of his life — The Young God’s Tournament. After surviving a deadly ambush, he’ll use every ounce of his strength as he faces off against his rival Prospects, a continent-wide conspiracy, and the ever looming threat from the once-slumbering Empire. Western Cultivation melds with LitRPG as a single man rises against an unfair world in this new series from bestseller Cale Plamann (Blessed Time, Viceroy's Pride), together with Alex Beaumont.




Get Young Gods Tournament Now!
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The King is dead. His heir too young to rule. Who will claim the crown? The noble houses gather to choose a new Lord Protector, sparking old rivalries. If they can't agree, civil war looms. That is if foreign kingdoms don't smell blood in the water and invade first. Lord Vale wants to take up the mantle, spurred by his ambitious brother Konstans. Lord Isarn likewise seeks this power. He is aided – or thwarted – by the return of his brother, the knight and war hero Athelstan, whose squire, Brand, hopes to restore his family’s fortunes no matter the cost. Through all of this, an enigmatic traveler makes plans with jarls, scribes, and priests for his own mysterious purpose. Only one thing is for certain. War is inevitable. Power-hungry lords scheme and warriors fight for glory in this epic fantasy tale from D.E. Olesen, which was one of the Top 10 highest rated Royal Road web-serials ever written. Equal parts Game of Thrones and Vikings, the series digs deep into every level of a struggle of power, from lords to serfs. From political intrigue to the bonds between family. Join the fight for the soul of Adalmearc!




Get Eagle’s Flight Now!
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A Necromancer reborn. A new System. Can he unlock it's true power? After fulfilling the duty all Arch Necromancers are tasked with, the last thing Sylver Sezari expected was to be reborn. But he did. And after crawling his way back into the land of the living, he’s alive once again. In a strange land, a strange time, and with a strange floating screen in front of his new face. Either through plan or chance, he’s alive again, and planning to enjoy himself to his heart's content. Don't miss the start of this LitRPG Adventure about a reincarnated necromancer growing in power and finding his way in a new world where the rules have changed vastly since he last "lived." With equal parts humor and dark sorcery action, expect loads of skill progression, deep worldbuilding, and unforgettable characters in this story which had nearly 9 million views on Royal Road. Now completely revised and re-edited for Kindle & Audible.




Get Apocalypse Me Now!
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For all our LitRPG books, visit our website.
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SUPPORT THE AUTHOR


Enjoyed the story? Support the Author on their Patreon or join their Discord server to chat! There is all kinds of special content, fan art, and crazy story theories!

https://www.patreon.com/erios909

https://discord.gg/J4VtqMw


LORE


Lore Entry – Shrike II

** James Fighting Starships - USC 3457 **

| Shrike II |

|Class: Corvette|

|First Production Year: USC 3456|

|Categorization: Military|

|Sub-Cat: Special / Recon|

|Inner Hull Length: 132m|

|Inner Hull Beam: 32m|

|Outer Hull Length (Bow to Stern): 201m|

|Outer Hull Beam: 64m|

|EST Effective Operation Duration 72 months|

||Armament||

|12x Single 32mm Point Defense Cannons, AP rounds |

||Configuration: Dorsal: 2| Ventral: 2 | Amidship: 4| Bow: 2| Aft: 2||

|6x Quad 8cm Point Defense Laser Turrets |

||Configuration: Dorsal: 1 | Ventral: 1 | Amidship: 2 | Bow: 1 | Aft: 1||

|2x Double HV 152mm Rail Turrets, 1 kg projectile|

||Configuration: Dorsal: 2 ||

|1 Bow AMLS – 4 Tubes, 1066.8mm Light Missiles|

||Bow Missile Magazine: 2x - 24 1066.8mm racks, including autoloader||

|4x EWCLS|

||Configuration: Dorsal: 2 | Ventral: 2|

||Magazine (EST): 16 EW Drones, 128 Chaff Clusters, 256 Smart Flares||

||Other||

|Bow D-field: 128cm D-lens|

|Plasma Fusion Reactor, 3 Rod Configuration, Small|

|Military 4-Waveform Tunnel FTL Drive|

|Bi-phase Military Class Linear Drive|

|Magneto plasma Thrust Vectoring System, Class III, Ports: 128|

|Extended Capacity Pressurized Cargo Bay|

|Extended Capacity Storage Tank Array|

|Extended Manufacturing Workshop Capability|

|Advanced Stealth Coating|

|Emergency Heat Vent System - Molten Silicon Ejection|

|Amorphous Carbon Radiator Array - Retractable and Inlaid|

|Crew Berthing: 28|

It’s easy to look at the Federation Navy’s new Shrike II and feel a bit of awe at the roles it’s been handed. Most vessels are specialized for their function for a reason: wasting mass on non-mission-critical equipment is expensive and wasteful. Larger ships generally have a little more space overhead to spare for extra functions and finding a full industrial workshop on a battleship isn’t uncommon.

That rule has been completely thrown out the door with the Shrike II’s addition to the fleet. While the Shrike I was an unassuming escort corvette a little over 131m in length, the new Shrike II has been completely redesigned.

We have here a 200-meter corvette fulfilling the role of fleet tender, mobile industrial plant, stealth ship, point defense escort, along with the armaments of a light attack ship. Did we even mention it is completely atmospheric capable, with a completely new custom Linear drive system that can take over for its space born maneuvering thrusters in atmosphere?

The ship’s overengineered heatsinks and emergency heat vent system can allow the ship to shut off its radiators for a duration measured in days instead of hours. That, along with a durable, and expensive stealth coating over the entire outer hull might just make it the largest stealth ship to ever come out of a shipyard.

With a standard 6-turret configuration for its Laser Point Defense Array, the ship’s design seems to return to some sort of normalcy, however they are presented in a quad configuration pushing the corvette's PD armament into the field of a heavy cruiser, not a corvette! This is likely only made possible by the ship’s robust heatsink capacity and venting capabilities.

So what’s not to like? The ship’s two main rail turrets seem like a waste; they are underpowered with only 1 kg projectiles and have a terribly myopic range without the advanced smart shell, which cost almost as much as an EW drone and are only able to be produced in advanced munition stations, which goes against the ship’s entire ‘extended range’ role. Their inclusion definitely tells us the navy’s love for projectile weapons is still in force, with no new warship design lacking one for over 100 years.

There isn’t much to say about the ship's Electronic Warfare Suite, most of it is still classified and as always, tightly kept under wraps. We do know, however, it has the bog standard for a corvette-class vessel in terms of launchers, 4 EWCLS - Electronic Warfare Class Launch Systems located around the central belt of the ship.

More alarming is the Shrike II’s horribly anemic missile system. A double pair of bow launchers accompanied with a magazine of 48 1066.8mm missiles means the ship has the same missile loadout as a small intersystem FAC. This when it has been shown time and time again that most engagements are settled long before light second range is reached.

The big question is what does this stealthy, quasi-industrial, escort corvette cost the navy?

138 million Argos credits. That’s right, this 200m corvette manages to eclipse the Aegis Heavy Cruiser’s total cost and estimated 10-year maintenance budget!

That is likely why the Federation Navy has only four Shrikes in production, with one looking to be canceled this year due to cost overruns.

There is always a secret the navy doesn’t tell us, but it is hard to imagine what could ever justify the Shrike II’s price tag.

From: Starship Hulls: A New Engineer’s Primer - Chapter 2

It should be noted that in general, starship designs have a hard outer hull and a softer internal hull that are separated by a considerable area of vacuum. The inner hull of starships is generally an amalgam of separate compartments connected by internal and external bracings to the outer hull to maintain structural integrity.

The inner hull is protected by a high energy I-field that protects it from penetration. The effectiveness of this field is directly proportional to the size of the I-field module and available energy. It is highly effective against smaller impacts, such as those from debris, spalling of the outer hull, and low-caliber projectiles. Effectiveness drops to nearly useless levels against projected energy weaponry, and high-explosive ordnance. It still has some moderate uses in protecting against directed radiation or high intensity plasmas.

Lore Entry – Courage IV

** James Fighting Starships - USD 3437 **

| Courage IV|

|Class: Heavy Cruiser|

|First Production Year: USC 3436|

|Categorization: Military|

|Sub-Cat: Fleet Defense / Heavy Escort|

|Inner Hull Length: 232m|

|Inner Hull Beam: 72m|

|Outer Hull Length (Bow to Stern): 466m|

|Outer Hull Beam: 143m|

|EST Effective Operation Duration 12 months|

||Armament||

|32x Single 22mm Point Defense Cannons, AP rounds |

||Configuration: Dorsal: 5| Ventral: 5 | Amidship: 12| Bow: 5| Aft: 5||

|32x Triple 12cm Point Defense Laser Turrets |

||Configuration: Dorsal: 5 | Ventral: 5 | Amidship: 12 | Bow: 5 | Aft: 5||

|8x Quad HV 204mm Rail Turrets, 2 kg projectile|

||Configuration: Amidship: 8 ||

|1 Bow AMLS – 8 Tubes, 1066.8mm Light Missiles|

||Bow Missile Magazine: 2x - 24 1066.8mm racks, including autoloader||

|2 Amidship AMLS – 16 Tubes, 1066.8mm Light Missiles|

||Amidship Missile Magazine: 8x - 24 1066.8mm racks, including autoloader||

|2 Amidship HTLS – 12 Tubes, 3200.4mm Heavy Torpedoes|

||Amidship Torpedo Magazine: 4x - 6 3200.4mm racks, including autoloader||

|6x EWCLS|

||Configuration: Bow: 1| Aft: 1 | Dorsal: 2 | Ventral: 2||

||Magazine (EST): 64 EW Drones, 1024 Chaff Clusters, 1048 Smart Flares||

||Other||

|Bow D-field: 512cm B-lens|

|Plasma Fusion Reactor, 24 Rod Configuration, Large|

|Military 2-Waveform Tunnel FTL Drive|

|Single-phase Military Class Linear Drive|

|Gas Thrust Vectoring System, Class V, Ports: 512|

|Pressurized Cargo Bay|

|Amorphous Carbon Radiator Array - Retractable and Inlaid|

|Crew Berthing: 235|

The Courage IV is an updated model of the Courage III with relatively few changes other than an increase in missile stowage capacity and armor plating. The ship series continues its tradition of heavy armor and even heavier firepower with the reconfiguration of its Heavy Torpedo Launch System from a single vertical dorsal mount to a double Amidships configuration. Ammo stowage has been essentially doubled for all its systems despite the relatively small increase in magazine protection. This, on paper, would seem to risk catastrophic damage from an unlucky strike.

Possibly the Federation Navy has seen some need to extend the amount of firepower the ship can throw downrange in extended engagements. This seems at odds with the fast and furious speed at which starship combat currently occurs, but this would not be the first time the Federation Design bureau continued along an already outdated doctrine.

Despite the enhancements of a 2-Waveform FTL tunnel and a new Single-phase Linear drive, the ship’s heavy mass from ample armor plating results in a slow escort that just isn’t possibly nimble enough to fulfill that role in many cases. The Courage IV would be more at home in a line of battle supporting heavier units than tending to merchant freighters and responding to distress calls.

One possible purpose would be to sell the design to fledging colony worlds that do not have the naval budget for a full-sized battleship. These frontier areas could be well served by a heavy defense unit utilized to protect their orbitals that they could otherwise not afford. The Courage IV would undoubtedly have no trouble dealing with pirates or the occasional slaver raid. This year the Navy Budget Commission successfully negotiated with the Federal Congress to keep a percentage of all ship sales for the admiralty.
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GLOSSARY


GLOSSARY

ACOUCRI: ACOUstically-Collected Retinally-displayed Information

A-Grav: Artificial Gravity

AMCN: Antimatter catalyzed nuclear

AMLS: Automatic Missile Launch System

ARRY: Array

BCAP: Backup Capacitor

CEC: Central Energy Credit Commission, the central authority for authorizing monetary transactions.

CIC: Combat Information Center, a very secure and heavily armored area that contains the personnel most important to operating a ship or station during combat

Corundum: CU derivatives and analogues

CQB: Close Quarters Battle

DC: Direct Current or Damage Control

D-field: Deflector Field (Blocks incoming things from impacting outer hull)

ECCM: Electronic Counter Countermeasures

ECM: Electronic Countermeasures

EM: Electromagnetic

EPOWER: Emergency Power

Ertan Turkey: A holiday in the Ertan religion that calls for eating turkeys, generally a very festive occasion including putting up lights for decorations.

EST: Estimated

ETA: Estimated Time of Arrival

EVA: Extra-vehicular activity

EWCLS: Electronic Warfare Class Launch System

FAC: Fast Attack Craft, a small ship larger than a fighter but incapable of independent operation

Ferrite: Iron derivatives and analogues

FTL: Faster than Light

FUBAR: Fucked-Up Beyond All Recognition

SNAFU: Situation Normal, All Fucked-Up

GCode: Genetic Code, the futuristic version of a fingerprint

gravtube: A gravity tube that can transfer contents via gravity manipulation.

H20: Water

HE: High Explosive

HK: Hunter-Killer, a class of automated Gunship (smaller than corvette, usually with a single large weapon)

HTLS: Heavy Torpedo Launch System

HUD: Heads-Up Display

I-field: Integrity Field (Keeps atmosphere inside the ship when there are holes in it)

IND: Independent Ship Prefix

InfoNet: A system-wide network for sharing information.

INT: Intelligence

lpm: liters per minute

LRP: Long Rod Penetrator, standard railgun ammunition type

LRPSGSM: Long Rod Penetrator Self-Guided Smart Munition, max yield 100 kilotons

mag-lock: A magnetic locking device

MC: Mercenary Company

medi-doc / autodoc: An automated robot or machine that can perform medical services when no nurse or doctor is available.

MRE: Meal Ready to Eat, survival food.

NCO: Non-Commissioned Officer

NOI: Neural Optical Interface

NSGMNIH: nanite synthesized-genetically-modified-nanite-infused-human

O2: Oxygen

PD: Point Defense, generally used to shoot small craft or hostile missiles, can also double as CQB weaponry

PDC: Point Defense Cannon, generally refers to turreted smaller-caliber weaponry

PDC-K: Point Defense Cannon, Kinetic

PDC-L: Point Defense Cannon, Laser

PLSS: Primary life-support system

PMGM: A futuristic high-density fuel

POW: Prisoner of War

RCS: Reaction Control System

RMAT: A futuristic high-density radioactive fuel

SE: Solar Energy Credit

ShipNet: A local network inside a ship

SIGINT: Signals Intelligence

SNO2: Supplemental Nanite Oxygen

StationNet: A local internet for station activities

USD: Universal Standard Date

VAMPIRE: Brevity code for Anti-ship incoming missile (and in shipcore, high-caliber projectiles)

ZnSe: A type of glass used for laser lens

GAI: General Artificial Intelligence (Probably)

NAI: Nanite Artificial Intelligence (Probably)

Big Boi: Marine terminology for a capital ship in orbit, presumably planning on dropping munitions on the ground.

OP: Operation, like a military operation/mission, etc.


GROUPS


Don’t forget to join LitRPG Addicts and come hang out with me!

I’m also very active and thankful for Redditserials, LitRPG Books, GameLit Society, Western Cultivation Stories (Xianxia and Wuxia, etc), Cultivation novels, LitRPG & GameLit Readers, and LitRPG Books Group!


LITRPG


To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group.
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