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EXPENDABLE


ex-pend-a-ble

(adjective)

Of little significance when compared to an overall purpose, and therefore able to be abandoned; Not needed enough to be kept or saved.

(noun)

One that is expendable.


ONE


For a group with “peace” in their name, the Voices of Peace Front was surprisingly violent. I could’ve moved deeper into the throng of protestors, but I’m not a fan of getting shoved around by people I don’t especially like.

The shouting was giving me a headache as the protestors tried to out yell one another. They held up their usual signs, with “Freedom Now,” “Stay on Earth,” “No More Conscripts,” and “The War is a Conspiracy” being perennial favorites. I think I’ve seen those same signs at every VPF protest for the past decade. I guess at least they’re environmentally friendly in their materials, but they’d get a lot more views across the vid feeds if they came up with something original for once.

I slowly panned the protest so that my headset camera picked up everyone. Then I lifted my phone to record my face as I spoke. “This is Livia here for my daily Livia Live update. Guess where I’m at today? That’s right, I’m in my hometown of Cheyenne, Wyoming, where I’ve found the biggest protest in the country currently taking place, right here, on the capitol’s lawn. Today’s party is hosted by the VPF, and they’re here protesting the war and all the family and friends we’ve lost up there.” I pointed to the sky. “Just this morning, the news reported that the Space Corps authorized a ten percent increase to the private military companies to expand the conscription service, although I don’t know where they’ll find that ten percent since it seems like, to me, we’re already running low on able-bodied people around here.” I smirked. “Believe me—finding a date is getting harder than finding a cup of real coffee.”

Sirens sounded in the distance, which meant it was time to wrap things up. “You hear that, folks? That sounds like the party’s about to get crashed, so I’m signing off for now. Until next time, stay safe.” I cut the feed and uploaded the video as I walked away from the capitol.

I didn’t want to be here today—the VPF was old news, and its members weren’t people I’d want to associate with. I even considered turning down the gig, but money was getting harder to come by in the Recession That Never Ends, so I have to take any paying gig that comes along. I suppose I should’ve joined in the protest to get more views, but let’s face it, the VPF’s a bunch of whackos. Plus, I’m just not much of a joiner.

Someone threw a Molotov cocktail onto the Capitol’s steps, and that was all it took to turn a protest into a riot. VPF thrived on drawing attention, and every one of their protests turned into riots. I figured they hired “riot-starters,” but I hadn’t been able to prove it yet. It was smart marketing on their part—their people getting arrested showed just how committed they were to the cause.

Not my cause; not my people.

As the sirens drew closer, I picked up my pace. Being seen as a protestor for views is one thing; being seen as a protestor by the cops was something else.

The police trucks tore around a corner, and they’d brought all the cargo vans along with them today. Looked like it was going to be a great day for free publicity for the VPF—more publicity than I was getting for them, and I certainly wasn’t free.

Four police Humvees and eight prisoner vans whooshed by, and I kept my head down, trying to look like I had nothing to do with the protest (which I didn’t). I wasn’t overly worried since I was a full block from the action, until a police car squealed onto the curb next to me.

Ah, crap.

An officer jumped out, using his car as a shield. He aimed his handgun at me, and yelled, “Hands in the air!”

Still gripping my phone, I raised both hands without hesitation. As he stood and stepped around his car and toward me, I pleaded, “I was just walking. I wasn’t doing anything; I swear.”

He approached, keeping his handgun leveled on me with one hand and raising his own phone with another. “Your latest update is really pulling in the views.” He gave a crooked smile. “I’m a Livling, by the way. I’m a huge fan.”

“Aww, that’s so sweet.” I gave him a hopeful smile. “Does that mean I can put my hands down now?”

He shook his head before holstering his weapon. “Sorry, you’re on the list. Boss saw your update too. She knows you were at the protest. You gotta go downtown.”

I frowned. “But if you saw the update, then you saw that I wasn’t even protesting. I was just reporting the news.”

He took my phone and then pulled my hands behind my back to fasten a restraining cable around my wrists. “You were in the vicinity of a protest. That’s all it takes anymore to charge someone.”

“You gotta be kidding me.”

“I wish I was.” He relieved me of my headset and tablet.

After he assisted me into the backseat, he had the nerve to take a selfie with me.
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The cop delivered me to a small interrogation room, freed my wrists, and then left me alone for over an hour before some old guy in a suit entered and took the seat across from me. He had white hair in a military buzzcut. He read something on a tablet for a full two minutes before speaking. I think he was trying to wear me down, but it just annoyed me.

“Olivia Ann Reyes. You’re an internet reporter known for your daily Livia Live updates. Sixty-two million followers as of this morning. That’s impressive.”

“Aww, you’re a fan. That’s so sweet,” I said sarcastically.

“I’m afraid I checked out your feed for the first time today.”

No shit. He looked too old to even use the internet. “Let me guess, you brought me in because you want me to interview you, but I gotta tell you, I don’t do interviews. Not anymore. I’ve been burned before.”

“You’re here because you’ve been booked and charged as a VPF rioter,” he said with an expressionless face.

“I’m not with the VPF, which you’d know if you watched today’s update.”

“Then why were you at a VPF riot today?”

“Because they asked me nicely,” I replied.

“Your bank account shows that they paid you rather than asked you. And it looks like they paid you quite nicely to do it, too,” he said.

I jerked, stunned. “What are you doing in my bank accounts? You don’t have the right to do that.”

“I have every right. You were arrested today, which means, under UN wartime statute 748.B, any citizen convicted of a felony forfeits all rights as a citizen of the United States.”

“You pronounced it wrong. It’s pronounced ‘free speech,’ not ‘felony.’ Plus, I wasn’t rioting, and you know it.”

“We have video proof of you at the riot. It’s more than enough evidence to convict you of conspiring against the government.”

“That update is proof that I wasn’t participating in the riot in any shape or form. I was giving a news update, and the last I checked, freedom of the press is still in the first amendment.”

“You were there. That’s all that’s needed.”

I guffawed. “That all that’s needed to conscript someone, you mean. Yeah, I saw the Space Corps’s latest budget increase to their PMCs. You’re here to spend their money.”

“Conscription or prison.” He gave a nearly imperceptible shrug. “Choosing to join a cause is the better option, I’d say. It’s the option where you can make a difference for your country and your world.”

“But I have a better chance of surviving prison,” I said drily.

“Survival rates on the battlelines have improved this past year. We’re seeing more corpsmen return home from their tours.”

I shook my head. “You’re getting mighty desperate for soldiers if you’re arresting people now simply to draft them.”

He leaned forward and cupped his hands together. “I won’t kid you; it’s dire up there. But if we don’t stop the Raptors from reaching Earth, then humanity is lost. We need every person we can get to win this fight, and you’re one of the exceptionally lucky few. You have valuable skills. Rather than being conscripted as a corpsman, I’m offering you a third option: join Aegis Group of your own volition and serve in a public relations role. You’d receive official press status as a war correspondent.”

“But I already have press status.”

He grunted. “You’re a solo reporter, and calling you a ‘reporter’ is being generous since you’re being paid to attend protests.”

“All reporters are paid,” I said.

“You’d be paid far better as a war correspondent with Aegis Group,” he said.

I eyed him as I considered my choice: go to prison, get conscripted, and likely die within the year, or work for a private military company known to be as unscrupulous and nasty as any of them. But they weren’t any worse than the VPF and a dozen other organizations who’d hired me in the past year. It couldn’t be any harder on my scruples to do the same thing for Aegis Group. Still, it was a shitty choice, really. I knew it and he knew it.

“Fine. Do I need to sign something?”

He slid the tablet across the table, and I used my finger to sign my name. Then the camera snapped my picture for verification.

“So, is there some kind of sign-on bonus?” I asked drily as I slid the tablet back.

“The sign-on bonus is that your arrest record disappears,” he said without a hint of humor.

“You’re so generous.” Then something struck me as odd. “Wait a minute. Aegis Group’s U.S. headquarters are in Manhattan. What are you doing way out here in Cheyenne? This is Space Corps country.” In fact, the country’s largest United Nations Space Protection Force base was located in Cheyenne. There was no need for a private military company to be fishing in a pond already fished by the UN, since the Space Corps oversaw the army that included all corpsmen from both the Space Corps and from the various PMCs. If I was going to join a group, joining the Space Corps made more sense since they were in charge (though the PMCs were known to pay a lot better).

“I’m a recruiter. And the protest today offered me a fresh recruit,” he said.

I narrowed my eyes at him. “There’s no way you were able to fly out here in under two hours.” I leaned back in my chair. “You want my followers, not me. There aren’t that many journalists left that aren’t already tied with the Space Corps or a PMC. You were out here already for me.”

He considered for a moment. “Don’t kid yourself. You’re not that special. As a matter of fact, we identified 1,921 content creators as potential candidates. Of those, one hundred and sixty-five made the cut, and of those, twelve made our list. Each of the twelve on the list were deemed as likely able to handle difficult situations. You just happened to be the first we recruited.”

“Blackmailed, you mean.” I then added, “Who else is on the list?”

He tapped his tablet a couple of times and then showed me the screen. As I read through the screen, I chuckled. “All females. And I see you picked out the cutest ones too.”

“Attention to personal appearance is important in a forward-facing role, too, yes.”

He was everything I expected from an Aegis Group guy. “I gotta hand it to you, you know your demographic. All right, I already signed on the dotted line, so tell me, what’s this PR job entail?”

“You’ll continue your Livia Live updates, only now they will be as an employee of Aegis Group. At times, you will be provided topics, but we want it to feel natural, so you retain a certain level of control over the content. You will cover your journey to the front lines, as a member of Aegis Group, and then you’ll cover our fight against the Raptors after that.”

I swallowed. “But half the transports don’t even make it to the front lines.”

“More than half make it. It’s not as bad as they say on the feeds.”

If they were sending me to the front lines, I was no better off than if I’d let myself get conscripted.

He stood. “Now, if you’ll accompany me, I’ll take you through processing. It should take only four hours.”

“Wait, I need to go home first. I need to take care of my dog.”

He tsked. “You don’t have a dog.”

“All right, then I need to water my plants.”

“No, I am not giving you the opportunity to skip out on your employment agreement. Your mother can handle your affairs after Aegis sends her notice of your departure.”

I jerked. “Whoa, I will get to say goodbye in person before I ship out, though, right?”

“I’m afraid not. We’ve had too many problems with conscripts trying to make a run for it.”

“But you said I’m an employee, not a conscript,” I countered.

“And you are. However, the Tereshkova departs tomorrow, and it’s a full day’s ride to Luna Station. You don’t have time to say your goodbyes in person.”

I stared blankly. “You can’t be serious.”

He held the door open for me. “I’m as serious as a Raptor attack.”


TWO


The shock of the last day hadn’t fully settled in since I was kept too busy. With only five-minute breaks for food or bathroom trips, the hours were cyclonic in how brutally fast they passed. The first moment I had to breathe, I was already leaving Earth. The first wave of emotion to hit me was homesickness even though it’d only been twelve hours since I was at home wearing sweats and eating ramen noodles. It was late into the night now Wyoming time, but I was still wide awake. Way too much going on in that brainpan of mine.

They wouldn’t give me back my phone or tablet, so I couldn’t even get the chance to tell my mother that I was leaving. I worried about her more than I worried about my predicament. Even though I’d lived on my own for nearly twenty lives, we still lived within a block of each other. She was healthy and could take care of herself just fine, but it’d always been the two of us. Always. And now I was leaving Earth without so much as a goodbye. Damned Aegis Group. I was starting to see why groups like the VPF were out there.

In all likelihood, I’d never see Mom again, not with humans on the losing side of the war.

Funny thing is, the Raptors don’t even think we’re at war. They invaded our system for what seems like their pleasure of hunting and killing for the hell of it. So, what’s our government do? Let’s throw more humans at them to kill.

I mean, I get why we’re fighting them. Someone’s got to stand between Earth and the reptilian birds. I just wish there was a better way… a way that didn’t involve me getting blackmailed into working for a company that didn’t even bother with a decent level of basic training anymore.

The car around me jerked, and I grabbed my shoulder harness. I always thought I’d enjoy riding the Space-Link—it looked sleek and cool in the vids. It was Earth’s premier space elevator that went from Earth’s surface to an orbital terminal, where I’d hop a ride to Luna Station, and from there, I’d catch my ride to the war. In reality, the Space-Link was a crappy, uncomfortable, bumpy elevator that ascended so slowly that I could’ve walked faster to the orbital terminal.

The elevator car was a donut-shaped compartment with no windows and vertical cables running through the center. Seats lined the inner and outer walls, which meant I was stuck staring at a scrawny kid who couldn’t have been older than eighteen. With every lurch of the elevator, he white-knuckle gripped his armrest, and I prayed to any god that could be listening that he wouldn’t throw up.

The space elevator was the first time I’d ever been off the ground. I’ve never flown before today. You’d think that’s hard to believe in the year 2079, but there hasn’t been much commercial air travel within Earth’s atmosphere since the supertrain system was finished in 2038. Since I’m thirty-four, I haven’t even seen a jumbo jet, let alone flown in one, before they were all grounded. Ironic, then, that my first flight would be through space.

I kept fiddling with my dog tag and Press badge. I wasn’t used to wearing jewelry, and having something around my neck felt unnatural. Both tags hung from the same plastic cord. The dog tag was a small, yellow plastic card with OLIVIA A. REYES imprinted on one side and a QR code imprinted on the other while the Press badge was simply a square black plastic tag with PRESS imprinted in white. My guess was that plastic’s a lot cheaper than metal, especially when not too many people return home after leaving Earth to get their tags recycled.

The dicks who’d processed me had taken everything, from my license to both my phone and my backup phone. They didn’t let me keep one personal effect!

They gave me an armlet—a phone-sized tablet that straps to my left forearm—and a video headset with microphone for recording my updates. Neither camera was decent, but maybe that was their intention: the less my followers saw as to the ins and out of war, the better.

I even had to swap my casual clothes for the standard deep-green Space Corps outfit with the Aegis logo: a shield with a Saturn-like planet. Around the shield were the words, AEGIS GROUP. I don’t know why they chose green since there’s no grass or trees anywhere off-Earth, but at least the shade matched my eyes. I was given lightweight black boots with magnets in the heels for the off chance the artificial gravity failed. At least I hoped it was an off chance.

Otherwise, all they gave me was a small duffel that contained an extra set of clothes (underwear thankfully included), a towel, and minimal toiletries. I found humor in taking a towel to space and had said so to the guy at processing. Evidently, he wasn’t well read.

Someone on the other side of the car retched loudly, and I wrinkled my nose, trying to block my nostrils and hoping the smell wouldn’t waft over to my side. I understood the nausea. The space elevator was a lot jigglier than I’d expected. The overprocessed air was just cool enough to keep my stomach contents below my throat, but I still clutched a puke bag like it was filled with diamonds.

I don’t think the Space-Link was completely to blame for the mass nausea. During processing, they injected me with a microstatin blocker so I wouldn’t lose muscle mass or bone density once I left Earth’s gravity. It hadn’t set well with my stomach even before I stepped into the Space-Link.

It also didn’t help that at least half of the other occupants in this car were making gagging and heaving sounds. I wished I had my earbuds so I could crank up music to drown out everyone, although I had a feeling that earbuds wouldn’t have worked out so well, not with how my ears seemed to be constantly popping as the elevator climbed through the atmosphere.

The car quit swaying and its ascent quickened as the air outside grew too thin to cause turbulence. Being an optimist, I took that as a good sign (I’ve since learned that being is optimist is a very foolish thing), but as soon as the thought crossed my mind, the car lurched and tilted onto its side. An alarm sounded. Someone screamed because there’s always that someone in every crowd who screams when shit hits the fan.

The sudden change in direction with our current velocity meant that the forward energy had to go somewhere, and the car began to spin. I didn’t have the urge to throw up anymore. Instead, I was too focused on hanging on for dear life and more than a little surprised that my seatbelt hadn’t failed yet.

Belts creaked as the elevator’s automated leveling system tried to slow and right the car. I heard a metal cable snap and hit the hull so hard I couldn’t believe it hadn’t breached.

The screamer went at it again. I swear she was trying to drown out the alarms. Probably a VPF protestor. Another cable hit the hull—or it could’ve been the same one; the car was spinning too fast to tell—and I gripped my chest straps with every ounce of strength I possessed.

The instructional video for the Space-Link made it look like the first-class ride to orbit. The people in the vids were smiling and chatting. Wearing five-point seatbelt harnesses seemed completely superfluous, like something the insurance company required. Liars.

The videos don’t tell you how your ears will pop constantly, they don’t tell you that turbulence rocks the car all the way up, and they absolutely don’t tell you that you’ll be in fear for your life. Whoever made those videos was a sadistic prick who probably found pleasure in watching us die. With each screech of brakes (and squeal of the screamer), the car slowed in a jerky motion.

Someone yelled, “Shut up already!” and the screamer finally gave up.

“Thank you,” I muttered.

Several shuddering braking applications later, the car finally stopped. The only problem was that we were now hanging upside down.

The alarm was traded for a soothing, automated female voice. “This elevator car has experienced a minor technical error. Please be patient until a support crew arrives. Thank you for riding Starquest Technologies’ Space-Link where we bring you to new horizons.”

I glanced around the roughly twenty other passengers that I could see on this half of the donut. All were still strapped in. The gravity was low enough here that their faces weren’t red from blood rushing to their heads. Long hair seemed to float rather than drape, which meant we had to be close to the orbital station. Hopefully, close enough we wouldn’t be stuck in this predicament for long.

The floor, ceiling, and walls were splattered with vomit, and more than a few of the passengers had puke on their clothes, hair, or faces. I ran my hands across my face and shirt to double-check that I wasn’t one of them.

The near-death experience didn’t help my nausea. Worse, I’d lost my puke bag sometime during the past few minutes. Somehow, I made it through the next two hours without puking while we waited for a repair crew, who, as it turned out, only had to reboot the system.

The elevator’s doors opened at the orbital station fifteen minutes later, and ten seconds after that, I’d raced to the bathroom and was puking in the sink, which didn’t impress the woman who was washing her hands in that same sink. She gave me the stink eye, so I exhaled in her face. Petty, but I wasn’t in the mood.

My stomach had barely had a chance to settle by the time I boarded my next shuttle thirty minutes later. At least I’d already emptied my stomach because the ride from the transfer station to Luna Station was completely in zero-G, and I learned that when a person’s not used to zero-G, it sure works a number on a stomach. The crew handed out puke bags again, and again, most of the bags were used, mine included. Somehow, after a round of dry heaves, I managed to doze off every now and then during the eight-hour flight, jerking fully awake when the shuttle docked.

I glanced out the shuttle’s windows. On one side stood the gray walls of Luna Station. On the other side was the garbage dump of space between Earth and its moon.

The same automated voice spoke through the speakers. “Welcome to Luna Station. Flights are posted on the overhead screens. Please follow the screens to your ship. A cafeteria, showers, and bathrooms are on level one. All food is free on Luna Station, provided by the United Nations Space Protection Force.”

I wanted to laugh. Processing had taken my wallet, and everyone around me looked to be in the same boat. We all wore the same dark green uniforms, though I was the one of the very few carrying a duffel while everyone else carried small toiletry cases. Evidently, one of the perks of being a journalist rather than a conscript was that I got a duffel when the rest of the poor schmucks only got toiletry cases.

When I entered Luna Station, I took a moment to get my bearings. This entire trip would’ve been perfect fodder for a Livia Live update except my armlet wouldn’t power up for recording an update. (They said it’d activate once I was onboard the Aegis ship. Gotta love corporate controls.)

As for Luna Station, the vids didn’t do it justice. It was massive. It had been built as a launching platform for all space travel leaving and returning to Earth. The glass dome provided a full view of the gray moon surface outside while the corkscrew walkway gave the sensation of climbing toward the stars. When the Raptors entered the solar system, everything shifted from commercial enterprises to military operations. Luna Station was commandeered by the Space Corps, and it showed. The glass dome was cloudy from years of dust accumulation no one had cleaned off, and the walkways and walls were scuffed and worn. The Space Corps was too busy sending people to war rather than keeping things looking shiny.

I followed the herd from my shuttle. Most went straight to the cafeteria, but I took a detour to freshen up first since it’d been over a day since I’d showered (and I really loved a hot shower). By the time I reached the cafeteria, another shuttle group was moving through the line, and I realized the Space-Link must be able to deliver forty or fifty passengers every thirty minutes. It was impressive technology, but that was to be expected.

After all, the technology wasn’t ours.

I grabbed a meal of what I thought was goulash, but the tasteless, textureless slop only looked like goulash and tasted more like bland meatloaf, but it did settle my stomach. I craved a cup of fake coffee and was disappointed to see only water and imitation lemonade offered. I drank two cups of the fake stuff before dropping off my dishes at a wash station.

I followed the signs as I weaved through the crowds. There were people in dark green suits everywhere… there must’ve been a thousand of us meandering through the station—more than the station was obviously meant to handle if the stuffy, stale air was any indicator. The dampish warm air smelled slightly of vomit, and I breathed through my mouth to not smell it, but it didn’t help much. Being around so many people made me edgy and irritable, and I might’ve used my elbows a few times to get around people.

I’d been walking for thirty minutes already and still had a ways to go. I was beginning to think my gate was at the far end of the station. At least the walking cleared up any remaining nausea even though I didn’t feel one hundred percent yet, especially after essentially pulling an all-nighter getting here. Luna Station was easy to navigate, so I didn’t have to focus much beyond just glancing at the signs now and then. The single winding walkway only branched into other walkways at each gate.

Finally, I saw the branch for Gate C6, and I hoped the ship would have a lot fresher air than the station. When I turned off the main walkway, I stumbled to a stop and groaned. The walkway in front of C6 was packed. There must’ve been five hundred people crammed around the gate.

I hung back rather than join the herd. I’d be stuck in close quarters with them for months as it was. I had no interest in rushing it.

Outside, Tereshkova was docked, and I realized that Luna Station had to be massive to support the size of the ships docked there. My transport looked a half mile long and several levels tall. It was impossible to tell just how many levels it had to it because of the modular design. Behind the main ship, there were at least four modules stacked together in a two-by-two configuration. Each module was tall enough to be three or four stories high and well over a quarter mile long. In between the modules both horizontally and vertically was a grid system that held all the modules in place. A single massive engine jutted out from below the main ship.

Where the four modules were rectangular, a massive cube-shaped ship was at the front, and it was large enough that the four modules behind it slid neatly against it. The primary ship part had two tall “horns” that were at least one hundred feet long and two hundred feet high, though they didn’t look to be more than thirty feet wide. Just by looking at them, I knew those horns were the ship’s transmitters and receivers for communications, scanning, and anything else that required a signal.

It wasn’t a sexy ship, but it was cool, and I found myself getting excited for the first time since getting screwed into this job.

“Liv! Hey, Liv!”

I looked over my shoulder, and my jaw went slack. “Noah?! What are you doing here?”

Noah King raised his Press badge as he approached. “Looks like the same as you. Eclipse Security hired me as a war correspondent.”

“Aegis for me,” I said, and we embraced.

When he pulled away, he said, “They must be hitting the bottom of the barrel if they’re handing out Press badges to us maverick reporters now.”

I grimaced. “I think they’ve run out of prime-time journalists.” That killed the mood, so I gestured to the sea of green. “Are you on this ship too?”

He shook his head. “My gate’s D3. I fly out on the Aki-something. All I know it’s an Eclipse ship.”

“Akiyama,” I said. “The first Japanese person in space. First civilian in space too if I remember right.”

He chuckled. “You’re such a nerd.”

I guess I was. I’d always loved reading, and a decent memory helped. I jutted my chin toward the gate. “I’m on the Tereshkova. Named after the first woman in space. Every Starliner was named after a famous astronaut.”

“That’s, uh, fascinating.” He didn’t sound impressed. Then again, I wasn’t impressed with his videos that covered lifestyle more than life.

The familiar feminine voice came over the station’s speakers. “Attention, passengers. Tereshkova and Akiyama flights will begin boarding at Gates C6 and D3 momentarily. Please proceed immediately to your gate. The two transports are traveling together to the United Nations Space Protection Force’s forward operating base on Enceladus. The flight will take four months. However, all passengers will be placed in hibernation during the flight. While interplanetary flight is inherently dangerous, rest assured all precautions have been taken to ensure you experience a comfortable, safe flight. Once you are placed in your hibernation pod, you will sleep until your ship docks at the Enceladus FOB, at which time you will wake with minimal side effects. Thank you for using Luna Station for your travels. Enjoy your flights. Defend the Earth.”

“Defend the Earth,” I echoed under my breath, reminding myself that was why all this mattered.

Noah grinned and bumped my arm. “Hey, since we’re flying out together, maybe we can wave at each other from the windows.”

“Uh, just because the ships are flying together doesn’t mean they’ll be ‘together.’ There will literally be miles between us,” I said.

“We’ll see. Anyway, I guess I better get to my gate. See you at Ens for basic.”

“See you there.” I waved as he took off.

Gate C6 opened, and a man climbed onto something so that he was taller than everyone else. He cupped his hands around his mouth. “All right, you greenbacks, it’s your lucky day. You each have a ticket on a flight that’ll take you to Saturn’s tiny little moon called Enceladus, Ens for short. Now, let’s get you loaded! The war’s not waiting for you!”


THREE


Boarding was a complete clusterfuck. You’d think a single gate wide enough that only one person could pass through at a time would make the process obvious to even the dimmest witted, but nope, the gate constantly jammed up every time two people tried to squeeze through together. A large screen overhead displayed visual instructions for the dimwits: a bald, genderless humanoid walked to the gate and raised their dog tag for the scanner to confirm their identity. So, some of these conscripts not only lacked common sense, they also couldn’t interpret visual instructions designed for a three-year-old. And these were what stood between the Raptors and Earth.

Aegis Group must’ve been desperate to have conscripted some of these guys. Every time a couple of idiots tried to squeeze through the scanner together, it confused the automated gate scanner reading dog tags, and it gave an angry buzz and started flashing red. A human crew member then had to step in the herding of cats. At least I assumed he was a crew member as no one would voluntarily herd cats. He wore the same clothes as everyone else except he had an armlet like mine and wore a black vest with pockets, and he bossed people around like he was in charge.

It took over forty minutes before I reached the front of the line. I held up my dog tag. The overhead scanner gave a little beep and flashed green, and I followed the line of conscripts boarding the ship. Next to the doorway stood the crew member overseeing the boarding process. He looked a few years older than me, and with his light brown, almost blond, hair, a strong jawline, and a nice build, he would’ve been good looking except for his perma-scowl. Then again, I was probably wearing a matching scowl.

He glanced at my tags and then called over his shoulder, “Heads up, Jess. Press finally decided to make an appearance.”

He didn’t even acknowledge me as I walked by him and through the doorway and into the ship’s airlock with both doors standing open for boarding. From there, a corridor ran to the left and right. Another crew member stood on the far side of the inner airlock doorway, directing all the passengers to the right. The airlock and corridor were wider than the gate was, which meant that the single-file line had become a lump of people.

This crew member’s job seemed to be solely to herd the conscripts to the right instead of to the left. Her dark hair was about the same length as mine (shoulder length), though hers was closer to black while mine was brown with bleach streaks. She was dressed like the other crew member, and she looked about my age—mid thirties—and about my height; the latter wasn’t surprising since I was a very average five feet five. When she noticed me, she asked with what I guessed to be an Australian accent, “Olivia Reyes?”

“Liv,” I corrected.

She jerked her thumb down the left corridor. “You’re that way.”

I glanced at all the passengers heading down the opposite passageway and then back at her. “I don’t understand.”

She gestured to my black square tag. “You’re Press, right?”

“Right.”

“Conscripts go into hi-pods. Being Press, you get to stay awake for the whole trip. Lucky you. Lucky us,” she said wryly and then scowled at someone heading down the right corridor. “Hey, you! Yes, I’m talking to you. Quit shoving!”

Since I no longer seemed to exist in her world, I went ahead and took the left corridor, murmuring a line from my favorite poem, “And I took the path less traveled by, and that has made all the difference.”

After being crammed in an area with hundreds of other passengers, it was unnerving to suddenly be alone in a vacant corridor with no sign of anyone anywhere. But now that I was onboard, it wasn’t like I was going to get left behind, and I doubted the crew would let me wander aimlessly. At least I told myself that and decided to take in my new surroundings rather than stress. I was on a freaking spaceship. I mean, sure, I’d taken a transfer shuttle from the orbital station to Luna Station, but that was different. Starliners were designed to fly for decades, even centuries, without stopping.

Tereshkova was a Starliner, one of the two biggest manufacturers of luxury spaceships. Except the corridor, just like the airlock, was a lot more barebones than I’d expected for a passenger transport. It was as though the ship had been only half-finished when it was sent into service. Worse, there were no signs indicating where to go. The only doors I found opened to ladders leading to upper and lower levels, but I didn’t take any of those. After walking down the same corridor for a good five minutes and not coming across another human, I finally found an informational screen on the wall.

I tapped it, and the acronym O.T.I.S. displayed across the screen. I tapped it again, but nothing happened. “Oh, c’mon, give a girl a bone.”

“The screens are not functioning at this time. However, my cameras and microphones are fully functional. I am OTIS, this ship’s primary computer for all flight and crew support, and I am at your service. Do you need assistance, Olivia Reyes, Press?” an artificially smooth, almost clinical, male voice asked.

“Yeah, I’m looking for wherever I’m supposed to be, and call me Liv. Only my mother calls me Olivia.”

“I will refer to you as Liv, per your wishes. For launch, procedures require you to be secured in your personal habitational pod. I can assist you. Please follow the lighted path.”

The edges of the floor lit up in muted, blinking red lights, and I followed the marked track. Without OTIS’s help, I never would’ve found my pod. The computer led me to a different module, up three levels of ladders, and to a wide, nicer corridor. This one looked like it’d actually been fully built out before the ship was placed in service. I passed a series of open escape pods (that was good to see but hoped I’d never use one) and then various crew-type rooms—a galley, toilets, showers, a workout room, and a community hangout room—before the corridor became lined with sleeping cubicles, all standing fully open. Each was wide enough to hold a bed, covered in a brown blanket, with no space to walk around. A small round window was in the center of the outer wall, just above the bed, and above that were three tubes, which I assumed to be storage. Two small rectangular cases hung on each of the walls at the head and foot of the bed, which I assumed was more storage. Cabling and what resembled a small breaker box was placed near the ceiling.

No personal space and even less privacy.

“This entire level is considered crew quarters, and you should select an unoccupied personal habitational pod,” OTIS said.

The lights stopped at the first pod, which contained no one else’s personal effects, so I went ahead and claimed that one. I tossed my bag onto the mattress before plopping down, and a light came on overhead. I then noticed the small O.T.I.S screen above my pillow.

“So, OTIS, you’re the ship’s assistant AI?” I asked.

“I am an emotionally intelligent, general assistant AI. I am a comprehensive system that manages all ship routines, flight operations, as well as supporting the comprehensive needs of passengers and crew. My short name is an acrostic for Omni Tech Integrated System.”

“You realize, Omni Tech sounds like a perfect name for a company that creates things that sound omnipotent in a villainous way.”

“I would say that I’m omnipresent rather than omnipotent, at least on this ship,” it corrected.

“That’s… creepy. You’re not going to watch me when I use the bathroom or when I sleep, are you?”

“Wherever you are, I am there, should you require my assistance. I assure you, you will never notice my presence unless you require it.”

“Like I said, creepy.” I considered how many people had boarded the ship. “That’s a lot of people to keep your voyeuristic eyes on.”

“Monitoring crew and passenger needs demands an insignificant amount of processing power. All four hundred and sixty-nine passengers—excluding you from that number, of course—will remain in their hibernation pods for the duration of the trip. Only the six members of Alpha crew and you will remain awake during the journey. The six members of Bravo crew has already entered hibernation and will remain so per standard crew protocols. I set aside a separate subroutine for monitoring the welfare of the four hundred and seventy-four total humans in hibernation, while I have my primary system available to the seven humans remaining awake during the flight.”

“Why two crews?” I asked.

“It is a standard redundancy should anything happen to one crew. You will accompany Alpha crew on this trip, which is Tereshkova’s primary crew. There are six crew members in total: Commander Michael Chen, Flight Specialist Sam Carter, Mission Specialist Jessica John, Support Specialist Jason Rodriguez, Medical Specialist Samantha Patel, and Medical Assistant David Green. I advise you to meet them after the launch, as you will spend four months, three weeks, and six todays together.”

“That’s a lot of specialists. Not to mention, Sams.”

“There is only one Sam and one Samantha. Samantha never shortens her name,” OTIS said. “As for the number of specialists, being a member of a flight crew requires deep specialization and expertise. While I manage all ship systems, I do not yet have the full complement of drones I require for autonomous maintenance and support. Additionally, the Human Oversight Act of 2032 demands I am subservient to a human crew. It is for that reason that this ship also carries the backup Bravo crew. You will quickly see that space travel requires backups of everything and everyone.”

“Except for Press. I think I’m the only one of those onboard.”

“I should clarify, backups are required for all essential systems and personnel.”

I rubbed my chest. “Ouch.”

“Do you require medical attention?”

I waved it off. “Not unless you have something for a bruised ego.”

“I do not believe I have anything designated to address that condition in the medical inventory.”

“Damn. Something like that would come in handy.” Then I closed my eyes, and I felt sleep approaching. “Turn off this light, will you? I’ve had a shitty day and could use a nap.”

The light dimmed to a dull glow. “The light switch is on the screen should you require it. If you wish to nap, I advise you to raise your cot into lounge position—the screen above your head provides all pod controls. And protocols require you to secure your retention straps, which are located on either side of your bed.”

“C’mon, OTIS. You gotta buy me dinner first,” I said.

“I do not make judgments as to crew members’ proclivities. Launch is in thirty minutes and can be rather jolting to humans.”

“I learned all about ‘jolting’ on the trip here.” I rolled over and ran through the screen’s menu, which didn’t take much time as it didn’t have many features. I tapped Lounger, and the bed curved upward so that I was in more of a position halfway between sitting upright and lying prone. I then ran my hands along the sides of the bed frame until I found wide straps that pulled over the entire mattress, holding me against it. I felt the straps against me, but they had enough flex to them that they weren’t uncomfortable.

The straps were a very analog thing in today’s digital world. But that pretty much described everything built since 2026 when the internet was flooded with design specs, in every major language, for advanced-generation technologies that, up until then, had only existed in science fiction. Suddenly, we’d had anything and everything we needed for long-range space travel, from ships, to medicines, to that damned Space-Link. All those specs had appeared anonymously. To this day, we still have no idea who gave them to us or why, but we do know they propelled our knowledge centuries into the future. Since I’m a firm believer in Occam’s Razor—the simplest explanation is usually the right one—the most likely explanation is that some group of Raptor sympathizers gave them to us to stand a chance in fending off the hunters that now roamed our system.

Who knows? Space is an awfully big place.

Whoever gave us those specs neglected to warn us about the Raptors, however, so we spent four decades building ships and stations for luxury space travel, commercial asteroid mining, and off-Earth colonies when we should’ve been preparing for an alien invasion. We’ve tried to make up for it in the last decade, but there’s only so much that can be done so fast.

My armlet chimed, and I pulled my arm free to see my armlet had activated.

“About friggin’ time.”

I felt like I’d been going through withdrawal without access to the Net. Once I did the whole “first-time user” setup, I tracked down the messaging app and sent my mom a text:

I’m OK. Off Earth to be journalist for Aegis Group. Long story. Please don’t worry about me. Tell me you’re OK.

When I clicked Send, the little ball spun for a full minute before a response came, and it wasn’t from Mom.

Recipient not authorized by Aegis Internal Security.

“Fuck you,” I said to my armlet.

My armlet beeped as more messages arrived, all from Aegis. The first was a list of what I can’t say during my updates. I began reading:

News updates cannot include:

…Anything derogatory about the United Nations Space Protection Force or Aegis Group.

…Anything derogatory about a country or political leader, and especially anything pertaining to the space cold war.

…Anything derogatory about the Starliner Corporation and Tereshkova, specifically.

…Anything derogatory about the flight crew or their handling of the ship.

…Anything derogatory about the passengers in hibernation units.

…Anything derogatory…

The list went on and on.

“I can’t say anything derogatory, period. Yeah, I got it already.” I sighed to myself as I skipped to the next message, which gave me a prompt and link for recording my first update. From the instructions, I was basically supposed to give a commercial for Aegis Group, by saying why I chose to work for such an awesome company, and absolutely don’t say anything about being forced into this job. I’d expected that, but it wasn’t until I saw the textual proof of me being a talking puppet that it struck home.

I unfastened one strap so that I could sit up. I ran my hands through my hair, wiped any bedbugs from my eyes, and slid on the headset. I positioned the camera so that my entire face would be caught by the video. Then I started the recording.

“Livia here for today’s Livia Live update. No breaking news today—just a big life change for me that I want to tell you about. You’ll never guess where I’m at today—I’m in space! That’s right. I’m sitting aboard a ship bound for the front lines. I’ve joined Aegis Group to take the fight to the Raptors, and I began my whirlwind journey today. You might be asking why I chose Aegis Group over all the private military companies out there, and I’ll tell you. Aegis Group is the largest, with recruitment offices in the US, Sweden, Russia, Ukraine, China, New Zealand, Israel, and Brazil. They were the first PMC to support the UN with recruitment, so I figured they’ve got their stuff figured out. And, believe me, they do. After I signed up, I was on Luna Station in under a day.

“Let me tell you, this is some wild, exciting stuff. First up, I went through processing where I got the standard Space Corps uniform.” I continued speaking as I ran the camera over my green outfit. “Sorry, guys, no sexy latex flight suits here. Just your run-of-the-mill stretchy Army pants and tops designed for comfort and durability. And I can attest to the comfort—it’s like wearing PJs every day. Anyway, I’m sitting here in a small hab pod that’s going to be my home for the next four months on my way to Enceladus. All the other passengers onboard will sleep through the entire trip—I’ll show you the hi-pods later—but I’m staying awake so I can give you behind-the-scenes access into what it takes to get our heroes to the front lines.

“As for the Tereshkova—that’s the ship I’m on—it’s absolutely huge. Though, it’s kind of the like Tardis, except the opposite of the Tardis in that it looks bigger from the outside. Once you get inside, it’s a labyrinth of tight corridors and ladders, so it feels smaller. I guarantee I’ll get lost fifty times, and I’m just talking about tomorrow. My trip hasn’t officially started yet. We’re still docked at Luna Station, which is a whole experience in itself. There must’ve been a thousand of us in green PJs walking around there. The moon looks cool. Exactly what you expect—gray and lifeless—but still cool. I wanted to stay longer for a chance to meet the man in the moon, but, alas, there are no bars in Luna Station.”

I let the marginally funny remark linger for comedic effect, though I was tired enough that I think the joke sounded better in my head than it did to my followers.

“All right, I’m zapped from the trip up here, so I’m signing off. With comm delays, I might not be able to report every day, but be assured, I’ll be checking in with you every chance I get with something new to show you. Until next time, stay safe.”

I disconnected and tugged off the headset. “Well, that was soul-sucking,” I muttered as I sent the video to Aegis without bothering to preview it. Since my armlet only allowed me to view vid feeds—I couldn’t edit or post anything—they must’ve planned to do the editing and uploading. I wondered how much the video would be cropped before they posted it. I probably didn’t want to know.

The ship around me rocked, and I rushed to pull the second restraining strap over me. The sounds of what I guessed to be huge metal clamps releasing gave me goosebumps. A vibration grew to the point I gripped the blanket under me. Everything lurched and something metal made a horrible sound, drawing a gasp from me. Then, the ship smoothed out, and I felt only the barely perceptible vibration accompanied with a hum.

Out of all my travels over the past day, a space launch turned out to be the most uneventful.

Then all the lights went out.

“OTIS?” I asked.

Silence was my only reply.


FOUR


“Umm, hello?” I called out in the pitch blackness, but no one answered.

The only light came from the small round windows in each of the pods. Luna Station sat several miles away where I could make out the huge dome and shapes of ships but little else. Sunlight shone through the empty pod across the corridor from mine. The windows were too small to allow much sunlight in, but it was enough I could walk the corridor without smacking into a wall or door.

The bigger problem was, I had no clue where the rest of the crew was, and without OTIS to point me in the right direction, I was guaranteed to get lost in one of the ship’s miles of corridors.

“Hello?” I called out again, an octave higher out of nervousness, and my voice nearly echoed through the empty corridor. I knew space travel was inherently dangerous, but dying within minutes of leaving a dock was downright ludicrous. My heart rate might’ve sped up a notch or ten. For being on a ship with nearly five hundred souls onboard, space had quickly become a very lonely and terrifying place.

I walked down the main corridor before realizing I had no idea where I was going.

“Damn it, someone talk to me!”

The lights flickered before coming back on.

“OTIS, are you there?” I asked.

“I am, Liv. Do you need assistance?”

“As a matter of fact, I do. I need to know what the flying frick just happened.”

“I encountered a surge during launch. Per safety protocols, I conducted an automatic reboot of all non-propulsion systems. You had nothing to fear.”

“Would’ve been nice to know that ahead of time,” I grumbled.

“You can access all policies and procedures through any onboard access screen. It covers exception processes and which of those processes require me to notify the crew,” it said.

“I’ll add it to my bedside reading list,” I said. “For now, I’d rather talk to another human being. Where’s the rest of the crew?”

“They are in the flight deck on the command level,” it answered.

“And I can find that where?”

“On the command level.”

I took a calming breath. “And I’ll find the command level where?”

“One level up from your current location, at the forward of the ship. The level is a part of what is colloquially known as the cabin.”

“And am I to assume I’m currently in the cabin?”

“Yes, the cabin comprises the main ten levels of the ship not including the reactors. This ship is also currently carrying four add-on modules designed for storage and transport that sit on top of an add-on platform bed. A fact you may find interesting is that this ship could lose all modules and its grid and still remain operable. Many humans have likened these transport ships to a semi-truck without hauling a load.”

I started walking. “Good to know, but I imagine all the folks in the hibernation pods would prefer to stay connected to the rest of the ship.”

“I concur that is an accurate assessment.”

I found the nearest ladder twenty feet down, and I climbed it up to the next level.

“Are there no stairs in this entire ship?” I asked.

“There are no stairs as they require seventy-eight percent more square footage than ladders. However, every module includes two lifts for conveying items to each of the levels. Operational lifts are considered crucial equipment since each of the four add-on modules contains four levels while the cabin is composed of ten levels, and those numbers exclude the sublevels in between each level for all infrastructure, such as wiring and plumbing lines.”

I entered the corridor and made my way to what looked to be the forward part of the module, since the sun seemed to be still behind us. Where the level below seemed focused on crew habitats, this level was clearly all about ship operations. Of what I’d seen of the ship so far, this level looked like it’d been fully built out before the ship was put into service. Every door was labeled. I passed Engineering, Communications, Navigation, Wardroom, and Commander’s Quarters before coming to the large door at the end of the corridor labeled Flight Deck.

This door resembled all the high-security doors that lined the corridors, except that it seemed more heavily secure with both a keypad and a screen next to the door.

I gave the handle a try, and it turned. I slid open the door and stepped inside a well-lit, square room where six people sat at individual workstations that looked to be the pinnacle of comfort and ergonomics. Around each recliner were wraparound panels, though each workstation seemed set up differently, perhaps to whatever that crew member’s specialty was. They all wore the same green clothes and black vests, and I recognized two crew members from boarding.

“Some idiot at Luna Station forgot to unplug one of the power cables before launch, and it shorted out,” the man who’d overseen the boarding process said.

“They’re incredibly short-staffed, Sam. I’m amazed they don’t have more problems,” a woman with Indian—possibly Pakistani—features said.

A Chinese man in his mid to late fifties, sitting at a station in the center of the other stations, noticed me first. “You must be Olivia Reyes, the journalist.”

His comment drew everyone’s attention.

“Liv,” I corrected.

“You’re not supposed to be on this level,” the woman who’d directed me down the left corridor said.

“You never said I couldn’t,” I said.

“Well, I just did. You’re not a part of the crew. Get back to your pod,” she snapped.

“Jess, it’s all right,” the Chinese man said.

“But, Commander, it’s my job to keep the crew and passengers safe; it’s not my job to babysit,” Jess countered.

“I don’t need a babysitter. I just want to know what’s going on,” I said.

An alarm sounded.

Everyone turned back to their screens instantly.

“Looks like errors in Navigation,” Sam said.

“Silence the alarm.” Commander Chen then said, “David, escort Liv back to crew quarters and how about you both buckle in until we get these codes cleared.”

A skinny white guy in his mid-thirties jumped up. “I’m on it.” He hustled to me and motioned to the corridor. “This way, ma’am.”

I chuckled as I left the flight deck. “You don’t have to call me ‘ma’am.’ I’m your age.”

“Sorry; old habits.” He closed the flight deck door behind us.

I almost asked, And is the crew always that rude? Instead, I asked, “Are launches always that rough?”

“Pretty much. Welcome to space travel. Oh, I’m David, by the way.” He held out his hand, and I shook it.

“Liv. That makes you David Green, the medical assistant, right?”

He jerked, surprised. “How’d you know that?”

“OTIS told me the names and roles of the crew. It’s my job to remember things. Besides, I figured it’d be good to remember who I’m flying with since we’ll be stuck together for four months. And, let’s face it, six names aren’t exactly hard to remember.” I shrugged. “Though I get the feeling the crew would prefer not to have me around.”

“It’s not you,” David said quickly. “It’s just that, well, after fourteen of these long hauls, we’ve gone through our share of Aegis ride-alongs.”

“I get it. You don’t want to hang out with Dead Man Walking.”

He froze. “What, no! I didn’t mean that. I meant that usually it’s Aegis officers who ride along, and well, they’re all dicks.”

“Ah, yeah, I can see that. I’m not an officer. Trust me, I’m not an Aegis model citizen. Yesterday, I was making a news update at a protest. Today, I’m flying into war and making hoorah updates for Aegis.” To keep from going to jail or conscripted. I changed the subject. “So, what’s a medical assistant do on this ship?”

“Me? Oh, well, I monitor the hi-pods, making whatever adjustments are needed. OTIS does the heavy lifting, but he only focuses on data. He doesn’t notice the little things like blue fingers. That’s the problem you get when AI computers create AI computers—with every generation, they seem to care a little less about the human element, especially the ship computers like OTIS. I can tell you without a doubt that whoever gave us the original source code for these computers wasn’t human.”

“Why do you say that?” I asked.

“Because the OTIS line had to learn how to support humans. Its baseline code enabled it to be able to fully operate these long rider ships without any training or support, but humans confused the heck out of the first generation,” he said.

“That little detail was left out on the A-gen textbooks,” I said. I never knew that about the OTIS line, and that surprised me. I thought I’d read everything there was to know about A-gen—what everyone called the advanced-generation technologies that originated from the unknown source. The source code was way too complicated for even the smartest humans to figure out, so we basically just followed the technical designs with a paint-by-numbers approach.

The A-gen code was equipped to handle any lifeform—with some simple adjustments that were available through menus in the code. Air (or water, for water-based lifeforms), gravity, pressure, and more could all be selected. It even auto-translated to English (the official UN language in 2050). Humans thought they were advanced—this stuff was magic to us. Of course, we had to make tweaks. Humans are a bit too control-obsessed to turn over complete control to AI computers, so they added restraints. We also had to customize all the biological stuff, so humans had the right places to sit, sleep, eat, and stuff. It was easy enough to do—back in college, my professors would often use the code to train us on how to adjust it. Old programming languages disappeared—everything started moving to the generations-ahead A-gen tools.

“I bet there’s a lot left out of the A-gen textbooks. Otherwise, there’d be a lot more people against the use of A-gen tech. I mean, here we are, relying on computers to keep us alive up here when we have no idea what’s really in their source code. What if the OTIS line was designed to be our jailor rather than our support computers? Look at it this way: why would someone give us cutting-edge tech and not ask for anything in return? My guess is that we’re going to have a ‘payment due’ one of these days.” He shrugged. “I know I sound nuts. Samantha accuses me of being a conspiracy theorist.”

“You sound like a pragmatist to me. I’ve often wondered about the same types of things myself,” I said.

He smiled. “I think we’re going to get along just fine.”

The lights went out again. He sighed. “Here we go again.”

A second later, he had a flashlight which he must’ve had in his vest.

I gestured toward the light. “Can I get one of those?”

“A flashlight?” he asked.

“Flashlight, vest, the whole kit.”

“Sure. I know we’ve got plenty in storage. That’s one perk of working for Aegis. They have backups for their backups for their backups. Ask OTIS—he’ll point you in the right direction.”

“I’d been thinking of OTIS as an it, but you refer to it as him,” I said.

He shrugged. “I’m sure OTIS is fine with whatever you use. It’s just that there are so few of us on this big ship, anthropomorphizing the computer I talk to more than anyone else around here makes it a little less lonely if you know what I mean.”

“Yeah, I do.”

We’d reached the crew quarters, and he motioned to my pod. “If you want to change pods, I wouldn’t blame you.”

“Why would I want to change pods?”

“You got the first pod in pod row because that’s the worst pod. Everyone has to walk by it, which means you get all the traffic coming and going. Everyone wants the pods at the end of the row. Of course, those are already claimed by the Alpha and Bravo crews, so you can’t have those. But there are a dozen pods further down the row you could grab.” He pointed toward the aft of the level.

“I’ll be fine.” I turned to sit but stopped. “You’re not heading back to the bridge, are you?”

He snorted. “Flight deck. Don’t call it a bridge or else Sam will make fun of you. This isn’t Star Trek. But nah, I’ll hang down here a bit before I gotta go check on the hi-pods. Whenever OTIS reboots, the doors seal between the modules, so I can’t check until he’s back online.”

“OTIS reboots a lot?” I asked.

“Usually, just a few times after launch. That’s when his systems take the brunt of stress. If he reboots during a trip, there’s something going on, which usually means all hands on deck.”

“Thanks for the scoop. I have to admit, being alone in a ship in the dark was the tiniest bit scary.” I pinched my fingers together.

“You weren’t alone.”

“It sure felt like it.”

He considered my words. “Listen, launch is always chaotic, and the full crew is required to be on the flight deck. I didn’t even know we had a ride-along until you showed up in the flight deck. Otherwise, I would’ve made sure you got all settled in. Who showed you to your pod?”

“OTIS did, but an Asian woman pointed me down the right corridor.”

“Ah, Jess. She only looks Asian; she’s a Kiwi. And I’m not surprised she didn’t onboard you like she should’ve. She’s not much of a people-person. If she never had to leave her station in the flight deck, she’d be a happy crew member… or at least not an always-angry crew member.”

“I got the vibe.”

The lights flickered and came back on, and we both glanced up at the lights.

“Looks like I’d better go check on the hi-pods.”

He turned to go, and I said, “Hey, David?”

He turned back. “Yeah?”

“Just how bad is it out there? Are we going to make it to Enceladus?”

He smiled. “We’re the best damn Alpha crew in the fleet. We’ll make it.” He sobered. “You should take a nap. Get some rest before you start puking.”

“Uh, what?”

“You should be feeling the space sickness within the next hour or so. Ninety-nine percent of first timers get nailed by it. We have artificial gravity onboard, but our bodies still seem to know the difference. It takes a while for the inner ears to adjust.”

“Hopefully, I’m the lucky one percent,” I said.

I wasn’t.

An hour later, OTIS helped me find the crew’s shared bathroom. At least it had two toilets and sinks, though the toilet didn’t use water like the ones I’d used on Earth. Not that the differences stopped me from puking for an hour and dry heaving for the next several hours. Sometime during hour six or seven, I managed to fall asleep on the floor.

I awoke on the cold hard floor to shivers racking my body. The Indian woman knelt next to me. She felt my forehead and cheeks.

“Liv, can you hear me?” she asked.

I nodded, or at least I tried.

“You’re dehydrated and need fluids. I’m Samantha; I’m the ship’s medical specialist, and I’m going to help you. You don’t need an IV, but I’m going to inject you with something to help with the nausea. Then I’m going to help you back to your pod and get some fluids in you. Okay?”

“’kay,” I managed to get out.

I barely felt the needle, and I didn’t know how she managed to inject me with how badly I was shivering. All I know is that she’s a miracle worker. Within minutes, my nausea was gone, and she half-carried me to my pod and then brought a jug of a carbonated, sweetish fluid that looked like water, but felt like heaven on my sore throat. I must’ve drunk a gallon of that stuff in between dozing off.

I awoke the next morning based on my armlet’s clock, and I realized in space there was no such thing as morning or night. Samantha had closed a paper-thin divider over my pod, so I’d had a semblance of privacy, and I was glad to see pods had that feature.

I grabbed my toiletry bag, and stood, relieved to have found I’d regained some of my strength and none of the nausea, enough strength to make it to the bathroom on my own to freshen up. If I’d left a mess the day before, it was cleaned up now, and I realized I owed Samantha a hefty thank you. Hell, her curing my nausea was enough I could’ve kissed her… until it hit me that she could’ve given me that injection before I got sick. And then I was annoyed.

I took a long, hot shower. If I was supposed to conserve water, I figured one of the crew would scold me. They didn’t seem to have any problem doing that.

Once I felt human again, with OTIS’s help, I found the galley that wasn’t far down the same corridor. It was a lot larger than necessary for a crew of six, but then I remembered there were also a lot of unused pods, so I asked, “OTIS, how many people does this module support?”

“The cabin can support thirty humans, and all infrastructure was developed to support a crew up to that size indefinitely,” he replied.

I looked around me. “It’d get a little claustrophobic with that many people here.”

“The cabin will support the needs of thirty people. I would not make the presumption they would be comfortable,” he said.

I went to the beverage station, where I could make a variety of drinks, but none of them were caffeinated. “OTIS, where’s the coffee?”

“There are no caffeinated beverages available onboard. Caffeine is deemed not beneficial to your health while in space.”

I groaned. Between missing my daily dose of caffeine and the artificial gravity, my skull felt like it’d become a pinball machine, and my brain was the pinball. I should've kicked the caffeine habit back on Earth. I almost had—when real coffee was no longer available, I hated the instant, fake stuff so much, I said I was going to quit. But I’d acclimated to the fake coffee eventually. And now I had to go cold turkey. Ugh.

My armlet chimed, reminding me it was time to record an update, and I snoozed it. I settled on a carbonated water and two slices of cracker-like bread as I put up my feet and watched the Space Corps–sponsored newsfeed playing on the large screen. It was the same shitty news that played every day. Corpsmen were sent out in the mech suits called Extravehicular Mobility Units (EMUs) to take on a Raptor nest. They looked like ants trying to take on a lizard, but this lizard, instead of using its tongue, used a high-power pulse laser cannon that caused each EMU to explode like an overheated egg.

This squad didn’t even make it past the Raptors protecting the exterior of the nest. The Raptor ships—dumbly called Storks because they look like storks with their long battering rams, wide wings, and trailing landing gear that never fully retracts—zipped around space much as a hawk would diving for prey. The wings made no sense since they were completely unnecessary in zero-G, but the experts figured having wings was a source of pride for an avian alien species, kind of like someone putting shiny rims on their crappy car.

As I watched the corpsmen in EMUs get blown up one by one, I thought it was a crappy way to die: getting shoved into a tin can and tossed at the enemy for target practice.

Once in a while, we humans would get lucky and a team would take out a Stork or, if they were really lucky, take out the nest. Nests were how Raptors colonized. Nests were large spherical metal structures encircled by a higher donut structure. The architecture looks weird until you remember they have wings, and the donut shape is the most efficient design for them to fly loops (plus, it resembles a nest which birds probably like). These nests are established as basically temporary camps until more of their pack arrived. If a nest was destroyed, the Raptors didn’t return there… at least they hadn’t for the times we’d gotten lucky so far.

That’s why the Space Corps was sending everyone and everything they’ve got to destroy nests, because if we destroyed enough, maybe (and that’s a really big maybe) the Raptors would leave Sol and never come back.

The next news update was even shittier. The Raptors had taken out all monitoring stations beyond Uranus. That meant we no longer had eyes on the nests and Storks flying in the mid and outer system. For all we knew, hordes of Raptors could be entering the system. The idea gave me heartburn.

We’re losing already. We’ve been losing since I was twenty-two when the Raptors first showed up. If more came, a desperate fight would become a hopeless cause. How many years did Earth have left?


FIVE


I woke to my armlet’s chime: a new message from Noah King. It was weird (and annoying) who Aegis approved—and more importantly, who they didn’t approve—for me to communicate with through my armlet. Like, Noah and I could message each other even though he worked for a competitor of Aegis Group, but I found out I couldn’t message my own mother—not until she signed some stupid NDA with them.

I was kind of surprised she hadn’t signed one yet, but I also wasn’t. She’d always been distrustful of the government, so any private military company would be the devil in her eyes, especially when that particular devil absconded with her only daughter. Knowing her, she was already reaching out to hackers to break through Aegis Group’s firewall to track me down. On the bright side, if she didn’t sign the NDA, that meant she was more pissed than she was worried, and I’d rather have her be ticked off at Aegis Group than stressing out about me.

Noah’s message was a screenshot of me giving my “Pleasure of Space Flight” post about space sickness. I looked like a pale zombie and sounded like Frankenstein’s monster—not one of my better posts. Noah included a short message: spaceship lighting does you no good.

I tapped out a quick reply. You’re just jealous my ugly update still got more views than yours.

Finished, I dressed while on my bed. Aegis hadn’t thought of including pajamas in my duffel, and I wasn’t ready for the crew to see me in just my underwear.

I slid open my pod’s panel, feeling fully like myself for the first time in over a week. I made my bed and then did a series of yoga stretches in the corridor. My stomach growled. I grabbed my empty duffel and, after a pit stop in the bathroom, headed to the galley to grab a quick bite of instant oatmeal that tasted blander than it ever had on Earth. OTIS had said the difference between artificial gravity and real gravity messed with a human’s senses. While it felt like the same gravity as back home, my body somehow knew that we were in microgravity, and it messed with my sinuses. It always felt like I was coming down with a cold; my eyes watered more, and food tasted bland. It made sense why the crew sprinkled red pepper flakes or hot sauce on everything, even oatmeal. I considered it but wasn’t quite ready to make that leap yet.

I ate my oatmeal and grabbed a container of water before saying, “Hey, OTIS.”

“Yes, Liv?”

“You and me, we’re going shopping today.”

“What is it you require?” he asked.

“I’ve got a list. How about you just show me to the supply room, and I’ll start there.”

“There are fourteen supply rooms in the cabin alone. And another one hundred and sixty supply rooms in the other modules. You have access to three of them. Would you like to tour each room?”

“Yes, duh. Let’s start with the room that has clothes.”

Someone chortled behind me, and I noticed Sam. “Figures you’d want to go clothes shopping. Don’t forget to grab some extra makeup and hairspray. Don’t want to run out of that when you gotta look good for the camera.”

“Oh, there’s extra onboard?” I wasn’t about to enlighten him that there was such a thing as permanent makeup and that I hadn’t worn regular makeup in years.

My sarcasm went way over his head. “Of course not. This is a war transport, not a fashion cruise. You’re not going to be able to get a pedicure during this trip either.”

“Aw, shucks. And here I was, hoping you’d give me one.”

He scowled. “I’ve got better things to do than to cater to some news kitten.”

“And I’ve got better things to do than to put up with some bridge bunny, so if you’ll excuse me.” I walked past him.

He blinked. “Did you just call me a bridge bunny?”

I didn’t answer, instead leaving him to ponder his own question. “All right, OTIS, show me the way.”

And he did. Within an hour, I went through three supply rooms, and my duffel was half filled with a tank top and boxers (the closest to pajamas I could find), and more gear for the black utility vest David had given me—namely, a backup flashlight, multitool, first aid kit, and an extra tablet. I’d found blasters behind a locked cabinet, but I didn’t have the authority to unlock it, and OTIS can’t be sweettalked (believe me, I tried).

After that, I climbed to the command level of the cabin to jog my rounds of the ship. Hanging out in my pod was boring, and once I could move without puking, I made it a daily goal to jog every corridor of the ship. With all five modules, that came out to over seven miles, and that was just the main levels since I didn’t have access to all the sublevels. I slung the duffel’s handles over my shoulders so that it fit somewhat like a backpack and started my daily exercise routine.

Every day was the same routine. I usually avoided the same time the crew did their daily drills, which, from what David told me, entailed either exercises or running through emergency procedures. Since they made it clear I was simply along for the ride, I steered clear of their workouts and didn’t want to bump into them.

I felt safe having OTIS there if I ever got lost, though the ship’s layout seemed relatively straightforward once I figured it out. The only time I’d gotten lost was on the first day, trying to find my way back to what I called the “crew country.”

I always started my run in the cabin. That way, I could finish my cooldown walk by doing the ten levels of the cabin again. I didn’t bump into any of the crew on my run. The flight deck’s door was closed on the command level like it usually was, and I didn’t feel like popping in to say hi since they clearly weren’t interested in getting to know me either. I’d have to confront them at some point, since I was hoping to interview each of them for a video to help add variety to my updates, but I had four months with them. They’d have to warm up to me eventually, right?

I skipped the crew country since I already felt like I knew every inch of level two. I descended the stairs to level three, which contained a medical facility and various scientific labs. Most had glass windows so I could see inside, and, like usual, Samantha was in there, wearing a lab coat, and busy with something involving a microscope. Every day, I waved, and every day, she never noticed.

The next level down, level four, was my favorite. It contained the gardens. While they weren’t beautiful, the labs were filled with fruits and vegetables, with something always in bloom. There was a sense of life here that couldn’t be felt anywhere else on the ship. The lighting was different here too, and the temperature and humidity was a lot higher. I wasn’t sure how the crew prevented mildew, but I hadn’t seen any yet. I always took a break in my exercise to take in the greenery for a few minutes. Something about plant life brought me the only sense of peacefulness I could find since leaving Earth.

After level four, I jogged quickly through the six lower levels in the cabin. Lights came on as I hit each level. They were boring, with levels five, six, and seven just storage rooms filled with food and supplies—mostly off-limits to me—while levels eight, nine, and ten were rooms filled with backup equipment, computers, and machine parts—also mostly off-limits. The only exception was level ten that had a room called Hibernation, which OTIS had told me was where Bravo crew currently slept in their hibernation pods.

How the main ship was set up made perfect sense. It seemed like a smart design. The four add-on modules were a different story. They’d been built quickly, utilitarian, and without any of the features of the cabin. They were basically massive shipping containers.

Even with miles of corridors, there was very little open space. OTIS had told me that over ninety-five percent of the ship’s interior was either storage or operations, and much of that was off-limits to me. All the main corridors in the four add-on modules had been built out like crew quarters, but instead of a bed, each pod was a bunk of two hibernation pods, which were yellow cannisters without any windows. It was weird knowing that people slept inside—since I couldn’t see the occupants, the cannisters reminded me more of coffins. Which wasn’t too far from the truth. Statistically, six out of ten will be dead within the first two weeks of fighting. Eight out of ten will be dead within the first three weeks. I was going to leave those stats out of my posts.

Along the way, I found David making his rounds at checking each of the 468 conscripts in hibernation. He was singing to himself. He didn’t have a great voice, but I enjoyed hearing him all the same.

I slowed. “Hey, David.”

He jumped, nearly dropping the tablet he’d been studying. “Jeez, Liv. You about gave me a heart attack. Quit sneaking up on me like that.”

“I was literally running through this corridor. I don’t know how you never hear me.”

“Because you’re like a cat. You’re so quiet.”

“What was that song you were singing?”

He blushed. “You heard me?”

“I liked it. It sounded old.”

His smile overtook his blush. “Oh, it’s nothing. Just some really old tune I found in my grandpa’s old music files. A twentieth century singer named Gordon Lightfoot. It’s called ‘The Wreck of the Edmund Fitzgerald’ I think.”

“What’s it about?”

“A ship crashing in a storm. Everyone onboard drowns.”

I cocked my head. “You really think that’s a great song to sing while you’re onboard a ship?”

He considered my comment and then shrugged. “I guess I never thought of it that way.”

I nodded toward the stacked pods he was standing by. “How’s everyone looking?”

“Everyone’s in the green. I’ve had six show some sensitivity to the hibernation drugs, but that’s normal. I just have to adjust their doses more often than the others. How’re your updates going?”

“Fine, I guess. I’m getting enough views to keep the bosses happy, and they haven’t even had to edit out more than half of what I say.”

“I liked your ship tour post. You made Terry sound a lot cooler than she really is.”

“You follow me?”

His blush returned. “Well, yeah. I think it’s cool that I know the Livia Live. I told my mom about you, and for the first time in my life, she thinks I’m not completely uncool.”

I smiled. “I think you’re cool.” His comment piqued something in my brain. “Did your mom have to sign an NDA in order to message you?”

“I don’t think so. Why do you ask?”

“I can’t message my mom until she signs some stupid NDA.”

“That’s bullshit.”

“Right?”

He handed me his tablet. “Here. Try to message her through my access line.”

I took the tablet and fired off a test message. After several seconds, I received a success indicator. I felt lighter than I’d been in days. I hugged the tablet to my chest before handing it back, grinning like an idiot. “It worked. Thanks. I owe you big time.”

“No problem. I’ll let you know as soon as she responds. With the time lag and going through Aegis servers, it could take a while. I’m guessing the press has tighter security because people actually listen to you. If I posted something online, and if anyone saw it, they’d be like, ‘who’s this guy?’ But anyway, if this works, you can borrow my tablet to message her whenever you want.”

I hugged him. “Thanks. This means everything to me.”

He blushed for a third time in as many minutes.

Still smiling, I took off.

“I’ll bring the tablet by later today if you want to message anyone else,” he rushed out behind me.

“Thanks!” I called over my shoulder as I continued my exercise. Already, the corridors were beginning to feel much the same, and I knew I’d be bored of the space well before we reached Enceladus.

I hustled gingerly across the connector port between modules two and three, pausing to breathe a sigh of relief in the narrow vestibule between the two airbridges. I never liked passing through the flexible “airlock” between the modules. The floor didn’t seem solid enough and my mind played tricks on me: What if the seal broke? What if I stepped through the floor? What if the ship locked down, trapping me there? What if, what if, what if? I never lingered in those spaces.

Despite my nerves, the ship was an ingenious design. The grid-like “beds” ran horizontally along the bottom of the entire ship and in between modules, providing support and all the mechanicals to each module, while a vertical column ran between modules to connect the airbridges. The grid also contained ladders to reach other modules above or below. The airbridge from each module connected to the vestibule rather than to the other module so that if one module was removed, there’d be no impact on the modules connected to it.

After seeing David—and sending Mom a message—I had enough energy to run another lap after making my latest update. I came across Jason in module three. We hadn’t talked much, not because he was rude but because he seemed to be always busy with something. As the ship’s support specialist, it seemed like he stayed busier than the rest of the crew. I knew his job was complex and covered a lot of things, but to me, it seemed like he was a cross between a mechanic and a janitor.

Today, I caught him with his head stuck through an opening in the floor, cussing out something in Portuguese.

“Uh, how’s it going?” I asked.

“It’s not. Stupid pressure seals don’t last long enough in these generic-ass modules,” he said in his accent and held up what looked like a broken, thick, white rubber gasket. “I swear they make these things out of plastic.”

He flicked it on to the floor where at least a dozen broken gaskets lay.

“Need some help with that?”

He’d ducked his head back into the floor. “Not unless you know how to swap pressure seals.”

“I don’t, but I’m a quick learner.”

He cussed again, reemerged, and then studied me. “Do you have small hands?”

I held them up.

“They’ll do. C’mon down here, and I’ll show you what to do.”

I got down on my hands and knees next to him. He shone his flashlight to a series of conduit. “See all those pipes?”

I nodded. “Yeah.”

“I’ve already pulled the old seal. The new one needs stuffed into that small opening you see below all those pipes. The seal’s got a ridge around it—that’s what needs to fit around the edge of the opening. Make sense?”

I grabbed his flashlight and shone it around until I found the spot. There was another hole next to it already with a gasket, so I had a pretty good idea on how to insert the seal. I handed the light back, and he gave me a seal.

I got down on my stomach and reached around the conduit while Jason held the light. It was a tight fit—I don’t know how he managed to get his hand through there. I found the round hole by touch rather than sight and started to fit the seal slowly and carefully into place.

“So you’re a journalist,” he said while I worked.

“Yeah, I guess.”

“You know, that’s something I don’t get. Why send in a human journalist to a war zone when you can send in a drone that can report back cheaper, and if it’s blown to bits, no big deal.”

“I think it’s because everything anymore is AI-generated. Having a live human report the news makes it feel authentic. People crave a personal connection, and they trust me where they won’t trust a drone that can be programmed to report whatever its corporation tells it to report.” I didn’t mention that Aegis was paying me to say whatever they told me to say. “That’s why I’ve got sixty-two million followers.”

He chuckled. “Sixty-two million? What do you got, an Only Fans page?”

“What? No, I don’t do porn. I just talk about what’s going on. People like to hear about current events from someone who’s like them.”

“Oh, well I guess I can see why people would follow you. You’re the prettiest war correspondent I’ve ever seen.”

“You know, you’re kind of cringy, but I suppose you’re not a totally bad guy.” The final edge of the seal snapped into place. “There. I think I got it.” I rolled back.

He shone his flashlight down and examined it for a length and then checked his armlet. “Yup, the seal’s good. One more item cleared from the squawk list.”

I rubbed my hands together. “Good. What’s next?”

He grinned and showed me his armlet as he scrolled through the squawk list. “We’ve got enough to keep busy for months.”

I returned his grin. “Good, ’cause that’s how much time I’ve got on this trip.”

Four hours later, Jason’s armlet beeped, and he dropped his wrench into his tool bag. “Well, that’s it for now. Supper time.”

“You’re just going to leave your tools here?” I asked.

“You think someone will steal them?”

“No, I guess not.”

“I’ll come back for them after supper. There’s not much to get excited about on these long hauls, but I love food. Always have, and I’m not going to be late for supper.”

I chuckled. “You love food so much you set an alarm for it.”

“It’s the crew alarm. We eat together,” he said.

“Oh.” I tried not to sound disappointed. The only alarms my armlet had were to post updates.

He went to leave, and then paused. “Are you coming or what?”

He didn’t have to ask twice. As we walked to the galley, my armlet chimed with a notification that Noah King had posted a new update. I played it, holding it out for both Jason and me to see. Noah gave a five-minute update on space being boring and the food sucked.

“Well, that was depressing. If I were an astronaut, I think I’d want to walk out of airlock without my suit on,” Jason said.

“You are an astronaut.”

“I mean an Eclipse astronaut. Those guys clearly have no concept of entertainment.”

“And what does an Aegis crew do for entertainment?”

“All sorts of things. Sometimes, we sit around and drink. Sometimes, we play games. Sometimes, we sit around and play drinking games.”

“Sounds titillating,” I said drily.

He chuckled. “I might not know what ‘titillating’ means but I like that word. I’m going to start using it.”

“Let me guess, because it’s got ‘tit’ in it,” I mused.

“Yup.”

“Well, if you’re going to use it, it means ‘arousing.’”

“Of course it does. Anything with ‘tit’ in it is arousing. I didn’t go to grammar school like you journalist people do, but I can figure out some words on my own.”

“I didn’t go to grammar school either. I majored in software engineering, believe it or not.”

His stride faltered. “You what?”

“I went to Iowa State University in their software engineering program. Figured I needed to study something that would guarantee a good job. I didn’t get into journalism until after I blew a bunch of money on a degree and decided I didn’t want to work on tweaking learning models for computers like OTIS.”

He smiled. “What do you think about being a flight specialist apprentice?”

I shrugged. “Sounds a whole lot better than sitting in my pod, playing with my⁠—”

He laughed.

“I was going to say, ‘hair.’”

“Of course you were,” he said as we entered the galley.

The entire crew was there. They ate about two hours earlier than I had been which explained why I’d always eaten alone. They all noticed as I entered too. David smiled and waved at me while Jess shot Jason a glare.

Commander Chen didn’t seem the least surprised, and I noticed there was an extra chair already at the table. I wondered if OTIS had warned Chen, or if Chen could also monitor OTIS’s cameras. I’d ask him some time. Tonight, I quietly took a seat.

David grabbed a bowl and spooned in rice and a sauce sitting in the center of the table. He handed it to me. “We take turns making dinner. Tonight’s main course is a delightful yellow curry, made expertly by Samantha.”

Samantha tilted her head forward in my direction. “If you’ll be joining us for meals, I’m sure Jess can schedule you into the rotation.”

“I’d like that. I’m not the best cook, but I know of a hundred and one ways to make ramen,” I said.

“The ingredients Aegis give are bad to start with, so it doesn’t really matter if you’re the best cook or not,” David said.

I took a bite. It was spicy—spicier than what I was used to, but by far the best meal I’d had since leaving Earth. “This is really good,” I said with a full mouth.

“Thank you,” Samantha said. “I think I’m finally getting it dialed in with what I have available to work with.”

Commander Chen eyed Jason as he dished his own meal. “How’s the squawk list coming along?”

“Six medium priorities crossed off the list today.”

“Six? I’m impressed. Is that a new record?” the commander asked.

“Liv helped,” Jason added.

“You checked her work, I hope,” Sam said.

“Of course I did. Not that I had to. She’s a natural. And I need the help since OTIS won’t let me wake up Jacob from Bravo and Aegis won’t pony up the resources for a second support specialist, especially since we’ve busted our thousand-hour inspection.”

“Thousand-hour inspection?” I asked before taking another bite of curry.

“Commercial ships are required to undergo thousand-hour inspections,” Commander Chen said. “However, with the war, some requirements have been waived. But we’ve been flying non-stop—parts are going to give out.”

“How long has it been since the last inspection?” I asked.

“Four thousand seven hundred hours,” Jason said.

“But that’s why we’ve got backups to the backups to the backups. Nothing catastrophic is going to happen to this tough girl,” Jess said.

Sam thumped the table. “Damn it, Jess. Why’d you have to go and jinx us?”


SIX


I was wakened one morning by David tapping my shoulder.

I rubbed my eyes. “What time is it?”

“It’s an hour before wakeup call.”

I leaned up on my elbows and scowled at him. “Then why am I awake?”

He smiled. “How would you like to fly?”

Ten minutes later, we were standing outside a door labeled 0.01 on level three.

“What am I looking at?” I asked.

“It’s a zero-G room, well, it’s a point-zero-one gravity room,” he said. “It’s where we practice our zero-G maneuvers and do some lab tests, but I usually just come in here for my daily dose of peace.”

He clicked a belt around my waist and clamped a long line to it. “I’ll tether you to the wall with this safety line, so you don’t get too freaked out in there. Plus, I’ll be in there with you the entire time.”

He opened the door. The floor was lower than the threshold by at least five feet. The air pressure felt off, but I couldn’t really explain it. He clipped the other end of my safety line to a railing just inside the door.

He leapt off from the doorway and did a somersault as he floated inside. He flipped over and over until he reached the far wall where he grabbed onto one of the many rails lining the walls, floor, and ceiling.

“All right, Liv. Come on in. It’ll feel weird, but the important thing is to relax and not fight it. If you’re tense, you’re more likely to break something.”

“Oh, that’s all?” I said drily. I’d been in zero-G before, but I’d been strapped into a seat then. I closed my eyes and stepped over the threshold. My brain told me I was going to fall, and I did in a way. I’d been leaning inward, so my body went in that direction. I tried to not tense which was easier said than done and my body floated awkwardly forward until my safety line became taut and tugged me back.

“Okay, this is weird,” I said, trying to doggie paddle to a wall.

“Grab your line. Pull yourself very gently to the wall.”

I pulled too hard and face-planted the far wall.

“Liv!” David came flying over. He wrapped an arm around my waist while grabbing the railing. “Are you okay?”

I rubbed my cheek. “Yeah, just clumsy.”

“I’m glad you didn’t break your nose. You’d be on your own with that.”

I eyed him funny. “But you’re a medic.”

“And I get lightheaded at the sight of blood.”

“But you’re a medic,” I echoed my prior statement.

“A medic for hi-pods. Not for people who are up and doing peopley stuff. That’s Samantha’s job. Honestly, I’m more of a tech guy than anything.”

“So, don’t come to you when I need pharmaceuticals,” I said.

He gave a sly grin. “Oh, I’ve got full access to that cabinet. Just say the word.” He wagged a finger. “But no partaking before zero-G. This is serious stuff.”

He winked and then kicked off the wall, doing a series of acrobatic twists that would earn him a gold medal in the Olympics.

“You make it look easy. You’re like a bird, wait, no, a fish. No, a bird-fish.”

He chuckled. “That’s because I’ve been training in zero-G pretty much every day for the past ten years.”

I gaped, and he shrugged. “What can I say? This is my Zen place. I come in here, and all my problems disappear. Poof. There are no pods to monitor, no ship problems, no Raptors, nothing.”

I unclipped my safety line and let myself float away from the wall. My body floated to where I was no longer within reach of any rail. I reached out, tried to swim, but all it did was jumble me around. My head struggled to figure out which way was up.

“I wish I would’ve recorded your first time in here. I don’t know if you’d enjoy watching it, but I know the crew would love it,” David said, grinning.

I flipped him my middle finger.

He smirked. “Looks like you’ve got yourself in a pickle. Need help?”

“No. And where’d you learn that phrase? Your grandma?”

“My meemaw was cool before there was cool.”

I closed my eyes, relaxed, and let my body adjust to the new sensations. In a way, I felt like I was floating in water, but I felt freer. Memories of ballet classes came to mind, and I raised a leg and then went through several warm-ups at a much slower than normal pace to keep from hurting myself.

I began with a pirouette. Without the friction of the floor, I didn’t spin fully around, but my movements were becoming more fluid, and I cycled through movements I hadn’t tried in over ten years.

“You’re really graceful,” David said.

I continued my movements.

David then floated around too, doing his own acrobats while I focused on dance. The experience was meditative, and I could see why David loved it so much.

After several minutes, I sniffled and frowned. “I can’t breathe through my nose anymore.”

“That’s the less fun side of zero-G,” he said. “Wait until you start sweating, or worse, cry. With no gravity, it sucks to have that stuff just sit on you. Not that I’d ever do that—cry, I mean.”

“I couldn’t trust a man who doesn’t cry. That means he holds too much inside, and if he withholds his emotions, what else could he be withholding?”

“That’s good. Because, maybe, I kinda… sorta cry. Just every now and then. I just don’t try to do it in zero-G.”

I smiled.

“But there’s plenty of fun things to do in zero-G. Basically, zero-G gives you superpowers. You could lift a car with just one finger.”

“And leap high buildings in a single bound?” I asked.

“Why not?”

I glanced at the time on my armlet. “I’d better go find Jason before he fires me for tardiness. That squawk list won’t check off things by itself.” I made a couple of swimming motions toward the door and then sighed. “I’m stuck.”

He bounced off a wall and grabbed my waist as he passed. I held on, our momentum nearly toppling us both when we reached the threshold. Gravity felt heavier than before, and when I stood, it felt like more than gravity pulling me downward—it was also stress, responsibility, and fear of the future.

“You feel it too, don’t you?” David said, and I noticed him scrutinizing me.

I gave a small tilt of my chin, before stretching my arms and legs, and feeling the burn from using muscles differently than I was used to. “That was a good workout. It almost reminds me of yoga in a weird way.”

“And workouts are crucial out here in the black. Since the crew spends a full year or more at a time in space, Commander Chen assigns us a minimum three hours of physical activity every day. Even with all the microstatin blockers and the artificial gravity, muscles and bones atrophy up here. Same with our organs. You wouldn’t believe all the chemicals that get piped into the hi-pods to keep all those conscripts in shape.”

I scrunched my nose. “I’m glad I’m not in one of those pods.”

He smiled. “I’m glad you’re not in one of those pods too.”

The alarms sounded through the ship’s speakers, followed by OTIS’s voice. “Proximity alert. Make haste to your emergency stations.”

I sucked in a breath. “What’s that mean?”

“Might be a defender heading to the inner system for repairs. Might be space junk. Might be Raptors.”

We sprinted down the corridor and up two sets of ladders to the command level. While I was sure my emergency station wasn’t on this level, I had no intention of not being with the crew with shit hitting the fan. We hustled into the flight deck, where everyone but Jason was already strapped in at their stations.

When Commander Chen noticed me, he gestured toward what looked like a jump seat off to the side. “Buckle up.”

“What’re we looking at, Sam?” the commander then asked.

“I’m picking up debris scattered just ahead in this sector. No factor for us, but it’s not marked in the charts,” Sam replied without looking up.

“Probably another faulty module dumped off a transport,” Jason said as he entered the deck and took a seat at his station.

“If they did, they didn’t report it,” Sam said.

“Check the ITSB reports for any incidents reported in the last month in this sector,” the commander said.

“Already on it,” Sam said.

I’d heard that acronym before but had to think on it before remembering. International Travel Safety Board. No wonder the acronym was familiar. Their reports showed up online every day.

“Could be this one. Six days ago, a transport’s tracker went offline one sector over. Depending on its trajectory it easily could’ve washed into this sector.”

“Was it carrying passengers?” Samantha asked.

Sam tapped the screen. “No passengers. Just a supply transport.”

“We should scan for survivors. The crew might’ve made it out,” Samantha said.

“Do it, Sam,” the commander said.

“Already on it,” Sam said. After a long minute, he said. “I’m not picking up any escape pods.”

Jason whistled. “That’s a crap-ton of debris out there.”

“If we slow down, I can do a visual scan,” David offered.

Everyone had their own screens, so I couldn’t see what was going on outside as the flight deck had only small windows like those in the sleeping pods. I wished the flight deck had bigger windows. It would’ve been a great place to record videos. I peered out the one next to my jump seat. Light glittered off debris, but it was so far away, I couldn’t make out anything.

“We’re not slowing down,” Commander Chen said with a sense of finality in his voice. “There’s too much debris for a ship to have suffered a pressure failure. That ship was prey.”

I snapped my gaze to him. “Raptors are this far in?”

He glanced at me. “They’re not supposed to be.”


SEVEN


I sat next to David in his pod. After I sent my latest update on the likely Raptor attack on this side of Mars, I tried to get it out of my head using David’s tablet. I read the latest message from Mom and tapped out a brief reply. I’d learned that the shorter the message, the less lag before she’d receive it. Something about how the QuSR networks functioned. QuSR—Quantum Splitter Relay—was an A-gen technology that allowed for near-simultaneous data connections, which meant that my mother should’ve received my message instantly. The problem was the network was controlled by corporations, and they throttled bandwidth based on priority and payments (David had neither).

QuSR communications were also restrictive, allowing data and not allowing video or audio. Because of that restriction, I had to upload my video updates to Aegis Group the old-fashioned way—through the good old satellite network, and with each passing day, I noticed the lag between hitting Send to getting a Received status was a few seconds longer than the day before. Replying to comments had become impossible, so one of my posts was to let my followers know that my “assistant” (some intern at Aegis Group, likely) would reply to comments on my behalf going forward. Now, a full month in space, the lag was so bad that I could no longer access my own vid feeds to watch my own updates to see how Aegis edited them. Aegis sent me daily stats updates so I could see how many views and comments I was getting. Aside from recording posts, it felt like I’d gone cold turkey on the internet. It felt weird and a bit liberating.

Especially since I no longer felt connected to my followers. They were back on Earth while I’d become an astronaut of sorts, with my days filled in helping Jason clear the squawk list, which was a lot better than sitting in my pod, waiting for the war to come to me. I wanted to feel connected, but I just couldn’t. Maybe it was because I no longer felt like my updates mattered in any real way. Sure, I was still doing my job. I’d interviewed Commander Chen last week, David the week before that, and Jason two days ago. Samantha, the second highest in rank, was always too busy running experiments in her lab for an interview, but she’d finally relented and committed to “sometime next week.” Sam’s interview was also next week, but I think he agreed to preen and draw attention to himself rather than anything. That would cover all the crew interviews since Jess made it clear she didn’t do interviews. Her exact words were, “It’ll be a cold day in hell when you get me on that stupid camera.”

Despite still doing my job, I was starting to feel like I was no longer making a difference. I had no real news to report; I was just riding along in a ship. Same stuff day in and day out. My reports were starting to feel as boring as a Noah King update.

When I looked out the window into the endless void, I felt like my life had become as unchanging as the scenery. The stars I watched yesterday would look the same tomorrow and the day after that. It almost felt like the ship was sitting still in space, though I knew better. The ship was bringing 469 conscripts to the front lines, to serve in the war. I was doing my job that Aegis Group was paying me for already, but I felt like the job I wasn’t getting paid for was what mattered more, at least during the trip. By helping keep Tereshkova running smoothly, I was helping protect the lives of 468 conscripts (excluding me) in hibernation pods and the lives of twelve crew members, only half of which I’d met since the other half were in hibernation pods, ready to be wakened for the ship’s return journey to Luna Station.

I handed the tablet back to David. “Thanks. You’re sweet to let me do this. I hope I don’t get you in trouble.”

He rolled his eyes. “Ugh.”

I frowned. “What?”

“You called me ‘sweet.’ I hate that word.”

“Why do you hate it?”

“Because girls always use that when they describe me.”

I shrugged. “So? Being sweet is a good thing.”

He chortled. “Yeah, right. I bet Sam never gets called ‘sweet.’”

“That’s because Sam’s a dick.”

“Sam also gets all the girls.”

“He doesn’t get all the girls. I happen to find sweet guys incredibly sexy.” I leaned over and kissed him full on the lips before sliding off his bed, smiling and leaving him in shock.

I wanted to hang out with him longer. I guess I could’ve since I still had ten minutes before my so-called shift started with Jason. But I was excited to work. My name wasn’t tracked in the logs, and I was never going to see a paycheck for what I did. But I was getting to work on something that was cool and interesting, and I was learning a lot about how ships were designed. And I always loved learning. I was a nerd too… just like David.

Another reason I enjoyed working with Jason was because he treated me like a co-worker even though the rest of the crew (except for David) still treated me like some random ride-along. I couldn’t blame them. They’d been flying together for years, and I was just some passenger they were dumping off and would never see again. In the scheme of things, none of our jobs were great. Their job was to deliver people to war (and survive the trip there and back) while my job was to make war look good (and survive the trip there and survive a tour and survive the trip back).

My job was worse, definitely.

Speaking of jobs, I recorded a “filler” update as I walked. “Livia here for today’s Livia Live update, walking through the corridors of Tereshkova. Still traveling through space. The scenery hasn’t changed except that the Earth looks smaller every time I look at it, and our sister ship on this voyage, Akiyama, is right out the window to my left.”

I looked outside for my headset camera to take in the ship that flew twenty kilometers off to my right. My viewers wouldn’t be able to see much more than a dot through the video, but ships traveling that close in space were basically holding hands.

“If I didn’t look out a window, being inside a ship doesn’t feel that much different than being inside a building. Except that it’s quieter. You hear and feel a constant hum of the systems, but otherwise there’s only seven of us awake in a huge ship, so I feel like I’ve got the place all to myself most of the time. Oh, I guess there’s another thing that you notice… Space smells different than Earth air, and the smell seeps in everywhere. It’s hard to describe, but I’d say this: picture a guy in his backyard, grilling steaks. In his driveway is a big open tank of diesel fuel, and his neighbor’s busy working in his welding shop. On the bright side, space isn’t flammable—at least as far as I know. Scientists will tell you that smell is mostly ozone from dying stars and⁠—”

“They’re lying. The smell’s caused by all the blown-up ships out there.” Sam had snuck up behind me and leaned in over my shoulder.

I scowled. “Why do you have to be such an asshole?”

He shot me a smug grin and then resumed his jogging regimen.

I sighed. “Well, Aegis will edit that out, obviously. Anyway, space smells funny but not as bad as Sam’s socks. And I’ve got work to do, so I’m signing off for now. Sorry for the quick update, but there’s just not a lot to report today. Which I guess is a good thing. Until next time, stay safe.”

I pulled down the headset and let it hang around my neck—I’d worn it like that since leaving Earth, and it had begun to feel like it was a part of me. I uploaded the video as OTIS directed me to module three to meet up with Jason. I reached him while I was still waiting for the video to go through.

“Liv, long list today, so we need to get started,” Jason said.

I held up a finger. “Have to make sure my update goes through.”

He cocked his head. “I don’t get it. You got a degree in IT. And I know you’ve got a good head on your shoulders—I’ve seen what you can do. You could’ve worked anywhere, yet instead, you choose to be some one-off vid reporter who reports on the sensationalized crap. What gives?”

“First, ouch. Second, being a reporter matters. People deserve to know what’s going on around them. And third, up until Aegis hired me, I was my own boss,” I said as I continued to watch my armlet’s progress bar. “The only other jobs that pay half as good are in the factories making A-gen tech. What I really wanted was to keep learning, which meant the best career was to teach college, but by the time I graduated, laws had changed to allow AI to teach courses. Let’s just say I had a chip on my shoulder against A-gen after that, and I posted a video on my thoughts about A-gen online, and it went viral. I made a couple of more opinion pieces just for shits and giggles, and they did good too. Once the money started rolling in, I realized it could be an actual gig in sharing my thoughts and not just something to boost my ego. Then it morphed into me covering events and sharing my thoughts on them. So that’s how I ended up as a vid reporter rather than in a ‘respectable’ engineering job.”

The status of the sent video changed to Received, and I lowered my arm. “All right, I’m all yours. What’re we working on today?” That was when I noticed he was holding two tablets and had two tool bags by his feet.

He handed me a tablet. “We’re dividing and conquering today. The way I figure, we’ll get more done by each taking our own tickets.”

Dubious, I asked, “The commander’s okay with this approach?”

“It was his idea. His exact words were, ‘Anyone not in a hi-pod is expected to perform any duties I require of them as crew.’”

I didn’t know whether to be thrilled or dubious. “He called me a part of the crew?”

Jason shrugged. “Yeah, I guess so. He even had OTIS up your access to crew-level in the system. Just so you know, the support spec or commander has to sign off on every ticket, so I’ll review anything you do, so we’ll always wrap up an hour early to do that. Are you cool with all this?”

I wasn’t a great mechanic despite what Jason said. He was ten times the mechanic as me. I was a lot better with computers—some from my college degree but mostly from what I had to learn to do quality videos—and since most of the mechanical stuff required computers, so far, I’d caught on pretty quick. I grinned. “Yeah, I’m cool with it.”

“Good ’cause I already assigned you a ticket. You’re going to inspect all the emergency portable oxygen units to make sure they’re in working order. He dug around a tool bag and pulled out a cable. “Use this to connect each unit to your tablet. That way, OTIS can help calibrate them and speed up the process. If you got any questions, ping me or just refer to the Support Specialist Handbook—I gave you access to that directory a few minutes ago.”

He handed me the cable and the tool bag, and I had to tuck the tablet under my arm to hold both.

“Thanks, Jason. I appreciate this. If I didn’t have something to keep me busy, I think I’d go crazy and jump out of an airlock.”

“Keeping busy is never a problem on this ship. I’d keep you onboard if I could. I could achieve my life’s dream of eradicating the squawk list.”

“Dream big.”

“Us space janitors got to,” he said with a smirk.

As Aegis Group’s newest assistant to the space janitor, I tucked the cable into my new tool bag and checked the tablet. There were emergency portable oxygen units throughout the ship, so I decided to start at the aft of module three and work my way through each module. I gave Jason a friendly salute and went about my job.

Inspecting all the emergency oxygen units was so easy that the job was borderline boring. They were simply oxygen masks with soft-sided tanks. Each tank took three minutes from the time I hooked it up to my tablet for OTIS to do his thing. Problem was, there were ten units on every level in every module. That meant I needed to test two hundred and sixty units.

It was going to be a long day.

The wait times allowed me to fit in a few extra posts to send to Aegis. It was always good to have several ready to go for any days I missed. And since I was only reporting on my journey so far rather than breaking news, none of the updates contained stale information.

I’d finished modules three and four, working my way forward, when I took a break to watch one of OTIS’s external robotic systems working on the hull. The spiderlike bot’s legs didn’t walk across the hull. Instead, the edges were clamps that wrapped around railing that ran the length of the ship. There was a new railing every twenty feet or so. The bot slid down the railing, pausing as it scanned a panel before continuing.

“Hey, OTIS, what are you working on outside?” I asked.

“I am conducting my weekly inspection of the outer hull,” he replied.

“I hope things are looking good and that we’re not going to die out here.”

“Things look as good as can be expected, given the four-point-two percent increased debris in the solar system. But yes, I do not anticipate you will die this week due to a ship failure.”

“This week? That’s reassuring.”

Light glinted off Akiyama’s hull, and I wondered if their onboard system was doing the same thing right now. Despite all the chaos going on in the system, it really was beautiful in space. Stars are a hundred times more vivid out here than they are from Earth. Mars loomed closer every day, where Earth was just a speck in the rearview.

The alarms sounded through the ship’s speakers, followed by OTIS’s voice. “Proximity alert. Make haste to your emergency stations.”

I left my bag and took off running for the main part of the ship and up to the command level. I beat Jason, David, and Samantha to the flight deck, and I strapped in at the jump seat. Sam, Jess, and Commander Chen were all focused on their screens.

“More debris?” I asked softly so as not to distract them.

“Likely, though we won’t know for sure until we can get a visual on it. OTIS picks up things on scans long before we can identify them,” Commander Chen replied.

“There’s nothing showing for known FOD in this sector; I’m checking to see if any other ships disappeared recently in the sector,” Sam said.

FOD?

“Foreign object debris,” Sam said, and I realized I must’ve voiced my question aloud.

That Sam answered me without a hint of sarcasm or dickishness showed just how focused he was on the task at hand.

David and Samantha arrived at the same time, which meant they must’ve been working on something together when the alarms went off. They were out of breath, which meant that whatever they’d been working on was likely in the aft of one of the modules. They each took their stations and pulled up their screens, and dang it, I wished I had a screen instead of sitting there, twiddling my thumbs.

Jason arrived last, asking as soon as he entered, “What’re we looking at?”

“We don’t know yet. We’re still running scans,” Commander Chen said.

And that was when there were flashes of white light through my window. I’d seen enough newsfeeds to know instantly what they were: tracer rounds. While humans almost universally used pulse lasers in space, Raptors preferred projectile weapons on their hunts, saving pulse lasers for nest defense.

“OTIS, evasive maneuvers! Broadcast a distress call,” Commander Chen ordered.

The ship began corkscrewing. Not in the way a jetfighter would but more like how a whale in the ocean would. I didn’t feel the change, but I noticed the scenery morphed outside. As we turned, I saw Akiyama with flames shooting out from a side, evaporating in the vacuum of space.

“Akiyama’s been hit!” I exclaimed.

“Were they turning?” Chen asked.

“I don’t know. I think so,” I said.

“Samantha, try to reach Commander Yaski,” Chen said.

“I’ll try,” she said.

“The Stork’s showing on our scans. It’s on a direct course for the Akiyama,” Sam announced.

“The Akiyama’s in the way to get a lock with lasers. Jess, minimize our footprint. OTIS, change our trajectory. I’m firing diversionary flares in five,” Chen said.

“On it,” Jess said.

“Trajectory adjusting now,” OTIS announced.

There were more flashes, and it was then I saw the Stork. The ship was dark which helped it blend in, but seeing its shape emerge from the black gave me chills. Now, I understood why it had wings and the long ram—they were terrifying to look at in real life. I’d been so worried about dying on the front lines. I didn’t think that I was going to die before I ever got there.

Bright yellow flares blinded me as they burst out from Tereshkova.

“Samantha, you got anyone over there yet?” Chen asked.

“Yes, I have Commander Yaski on the line,” she answered.

“Transfer to my comm,” he said.

“Yaski, this is Chen. What’s your status?” Chen asked.

“Bastard got lucky. Hit the engine on the first strike. One of the reactors is no longer stable, and the release clamps are stuck. It doesn’t have much longer before it blows. Twenty minutes if we’re lucky. We’re abandoning ship and hope to be out of the detonation radius in time.”

I’d once seen a video of a ship’s nuclear reactor exploding. The explosion engulfed the ship and the escape pods before rocking and severely damaging the sister ship taking the video. My chest clenched at the thought of Noah. Would their pods get far enough away to escape the blast? And then, selfishly, I thought of myself. Were we far enough away to not get caught in the blast? And would it even matter with a Stork hunting us?

“We’ll circle around and grab you as soon as we can,” Chen said.

“Stork’s coming in for a strafing run,” Sam said. “If it keeps its current course, it’ll be cutting across Akiyama’s starboard.”

Chen rubbed his jaw. “That puts it between our ships. That means it hasn’t seen us yet.” He tapped his comm. “Yaski, have your ship deploy flak in the Stork’s path. I’m doing the same.”

“But this close, their flak could perforate our hull,” Sam said.

“A perforation’s better than a direct strike,” Chen countered, then said, “OTIS, launch flak toward Akiyama.”

“Flak won’t destroy the Stork,” Sam said.

“No, but it might distract it long enough for me to get a clean shot at it,” Chen said.

“OTIS, fire off an emergency update. Include Akiyama’s status in your update,” Commander Chen said.

“Update has been sent,” OTIS replied.

I gripped the edges of my seat as the Stork flew closer. It was smaller than I’d expected, roughly the size of a single module on Tereshkova, but it was a clear example that size didn’t always matter. As the Stork closed the distance, it fired again on Akiyama, breaching several levels in its prey’s forward module. Light reflected off tiny escape pods jettisoning from the ship. One of the Stork’s shots broke a pod apart, and I sucked in a breath. Please don’t let it be Noah.

“I’m picking up three perforations so far from flak. Nothing critical yet,” Jess said.

The Stork quit shooting once it reached Akiyama, evidently only able to shoot thirty degrees or so off from straight on. As it zipped between the two transports, it ran straight through the flak. Impact blasts opened several dozen holes across the enemy ship’s hull.

“It’s almost in range for lasers,” Chen said. “Almost… almost… there.”

The entire back side of the Stork exploded. Smaller explosions traveled forward through the ship.

Jason let out a whoop.

I balled my fist. “Yes!”

“Nice shooting, boss,” Sam said.

Commander Chen didn’t smile. “I was aiming for its stern.”

“Either way, it’s done for. It’s engine’s gone, and those explosions would’ve taken out everything onboard,” Sam said. “We can turn around and take another shot just to make sure if you want.”

“Not with Akiyama’s nuclear reactor melting down. Do we have time to grab the escape pods?” He didn’t mention the hibernation pods, and I realized that I hadn’t even given them any consideration up until now. I’d been so worried about the only person I knew onboard Akiyama that I hadn’t thought of the hundreds of people being left behind to die in a nuclear explosion. If that ship was set up like Tereshkova, the hibernation pods weren’t designed to eject. All those people were still in cryosleep onboard with a ship about to go nuclear, and there was nothing we could do to save them. I glanced at David since he managed the hibernation pods on this ship and noticed his eyes had turned red.

“The heat’s climbing. We might have five minutes before we need to start putting distance between us,” Sam said.

“OTIS, launch your retrieval bots for seven pod pickups,” Chen ordered.

“Six,” I said. “The Stork took out one.”

“I’ve identified six viable escape pods; however the flak and debris will cause some delays in retrieval,” OTIS said.

“Work as fast as you can. If we can save even one, it’s better than none,” Chen said.

“Deploying retrieval bots now,” OTIS said.

“Commander, we’re going to have to slow down to make ship repairs,” Jess said. “We’re up to eight minor breaches, but one of those is closer than I’d like to an airlock.”

“We will as soon as we’re clear,” Chen said.

“Raptors aren’t supposed to be this far in,” David griped. “They’re a million miles closer than they were last trip.”

No one answered him, and I’m not sure he even expected an answer.

Tracer rounds caught the corner of my eye. “The Stork!”

The Stork kept firing, but as it spun away from Tereshkova, it couldn’t turn its turret in our direction.

“Hull breach to module two,” Jess said.

“Damn thing’s still going. We must’ve just crippled it,” Sam said.

“And it’s out of our line of fire right now,” Chen said. “I’ll turn us to take it out.”

The Stork kept firing, and I wondered if its occupant was even still alive, but as it turned, its gunfire struck Akiyama. Rounds penetrated the hull at the stern and dotted a brutal line as the shooting continued—in slow motion—toward the aft… and toward the nuclear reactor engine.

“Retract your bots now, OTIS!” Chen yelled.

I saw the glows of the bots’ engines as they sped toward home, but I lost sight of them when the Stork’s gunfire struck the nuclear reactor. A painfully blinding explosion burst outward, enveloping Akiyama, the Stork, and then Tereshkova.


EIGHT


If my seatbelt hadn’t retracted to secure me, I would’ve slammed my head against the window. As it was, the seatbelt yanked me back so hard, whiplash burned my neck. The blazing explosion burned my eyes so much it felt like someone had dumped hot ash into them. My vision had gone dark. Around me, alarms blared, and I felt weightless, but I saw… nothing.

The searing agony soon lightened to an almost tolerable, seething pain.

“Is anyone injured?” I heard Samantha’s voice.

“I—I can’t see anything,” I said.

“See to Liv, Samantha,” Commander Chen said before he began machine-gunning commands at the crew.

“OTIS, send me a list of all issues, prioritized from critical to lowest. Send that list to Aegis too.”

“Jess, verify no breaches on the command level. Once you do that, verify the cabin’s safe, then check the modules.”

“Jason, get ready to work on the breaches Jess sends you.”

“David, check the hi-pods once Jess gives you the green light.”

“Sam, find us the nearest safe zone until we can restore full function. You know what they say about Raptors… where there’s one hunter, there’s another not too far behind, either part of its pair or from a competing group hunting it.”

“We dock for repairs, and if Terry’s in bad enough shape, Aegis might mothball her instead of repair her,” Sam said.

“It’s a better alternative than being easy pickings in the black,” Chen said.

I forgot my pain for a moment upon hearing Chen’s statement. Was another Stork in the sector? It’d taken both transports to take out the first Stork. How would we stand a chance on our own?

“And OTIS, do any of those alarms mean we’re going to die in our immediate future?” Chen asked.

“Not immediately,” OTIS replied.

“Then turn off that damned noise. I can’t triage the list of problems you sent me with all these alarms blaring all around me.”

“I triaged the list for you,” OTIS replied.

“You did, but you always put the ship first when you triage,” Chen countered. “And I put the lives of the crews and passengers first after we confirm the ship can maintain critical systems.”

“I put the ship first per Aegis Group regulations. A ship is considered far more valuable than the sum of all lives onboard. If a ship was carrying passengers at full capacity, this ship would be valued at thirty-seven times the value of the lives on board. We are not carrying at full capacity, Commander.”

“Financially, that may be the case, but it’s not how I triage things,” the commander said.

I felt soft hands on my face, and I jerked, not expecting to be touched.

“It’s me—Samantha,” she said while I felt her fingers gingerly lift my eyelids. That I couldn’t see her was the most terrifying sensation in my entire life. “You’ve received a corneal burn from the blast. I have some smart gel in my lab.” Her hands dropped away. “Commander, I need to get to my lab.”

Jess spoke first. “The ship’s not reporting any breaches—I’ve confirmed it. Just module damage. OTIS has automatically sealed all airbridges to the other modules, so we should be safe anywhere in the cabin.”

“Good,” Chen said. “Samantha, you can go but be careful. We were knocked around pretty good. There’s no telling how many panels fell off the walls or ceilings.”

I felt Samantha’s hand squeeze my arm. “I’ll be right back, Liv. Stay here, and I’ll get you right as rain in no time,” she said, and then she was gone.

I sat there, feeling utterly helpless, while the crew worked through emergency procedures. Once I tamped down my own fear and pain, I was able to listen to them work. These guys were pros—the ship was in good hands.

“Mars Orbital Station is the nearest safe zone,” Sam announced. “It’s eight days out, but five of those days are off our flight path, so we’re sure to see a penalty for late delivery. Our other option is NORC. It’s closer to our flight path, so we might skate through without a penalty, but it’s still eleven days out.”

“The Nova Orbital Research Center is undergoing a dock upgrade this month. It’ll be chaos there, even if they have any open docks,” Jess said.

“Mars Station it is, then,” Commander Chen said.

“The sooner we get to a dock for hull repairs the better,” Jess said. “I’m picking up hull breaches in modules one and three. Both are under a meter in diameter, and everything closed off so that only the breached levels have depressurized.”

“Were they levels with hi-pods?” David asked.

“What do you think?” Jess snapped.

After a silence, David said, “Which levels have depressurized?”

“Level two in module one and levels one and three in module three,” she answered.

From my runs, I remembered that the first three levels in each of the four modules had hibernation pods. All I could hear in the silence was fingers tapping screens.

“One hundred and twenty-six,” David said quietly.

None of us had to ask what he was talking about. Either the hibernation pods weren’t protected against depressurization, or they weren’t protected against the freezing temperatures, or both… it didn’t matter to the dead.

“Do you wish me to cut power to the nonviable hibernation pods?” OTIS asked.

“Yes,” Commander Chen said without inflection, yet I could hear the weight of the world being carried by a single three-letter word.

OTIS said, “Power has been cut; however, it is not enough given current power limitations. I need to shut down all nonessential systems to pull enough power for emergency repairs.”

“I know, but not yet. We’ll deal with one problem at a time,” Chen interrupted. “OTIS, can you begin hull repairs in the meantime?”

“I’ve lost communications with my hull drones. Their docking port will need manual repair,” OTIS replied.

“I’ll suit up. I can putty the breaches from the inside. Then I’ll go outside and check on OTIS’s hull babies,” Jason said.

“Hold on. I want you to oversee reactor repairs first,” Chen said.

I heard footsteps come up to me, so I didn’t jump this time when Samantha touched me. “Liv, I’m here,” she said softly. “I’ve mixed up some smart gel. I need to place it on your eyes; I need you to sit very still.”

“Okay,” I said.

I felt her fingers open my left eye, and a cool liquid squirted on it. I nearly sighed in relief. My eyes had felt like someone stuck sandpaper under my eyelids, and the gel had instantly numbed and soothed my burnt cornea. A second later, she repeated the process on my right eye.

“Thank you,” I said, letting the pain leave me on an exhalation.

“The gel works quickly. It contains smart stem cells that are designed to immediately go to work repairing your damaged eyes. You should be able to notice shapes within a few minutes and be able to see clearly in an hour. Give it time; it will work,” Samantha said.

I didn’t bother telling her that I knew all about smart cells—I’d done a college paper on them on the hypothesis of using them in liquid processors to build nearly indestructible computers. I never thought I’d receive smart cells for myself, though. They were extremely expensive to produce and available only to the wealthy and to space crews. Who would’ve guessed I’d qualify for the latter?

My black vision lightened to a deep gray within seconds which shocked me. I knew smart cells worked fast—they were A-gen after all—but to begin working in seconds was astonishing.

“I’m ready to get started as soon as you give us the green light, Commander. What’s the damage we’re looking at in the reactors?” Jason asked.

“I’m still finishing up triage. The entire crew will be working on repairs. We’re going to need to wake Bravo crew too, Samantha,” Commander Chen said.

“David and I will begin the waking process,” Samantha said.

“Are things that bad?” Jess asked.

Chen was silent for a length and then cursed something in Chinese under his breath. “That explosion hit us hard.”

“No need to tell me. I think my back’s screwed up,” Sam said.

As everyone worked and talked through the plethora of issues, I held my hand in front of my face and could make out shadows, even the individual fingers.

“How are you doing, Liv?” Commander Chen asked.

I nodded. “Everything’s blurry, but I can see. Sort of. The lights keep going brighter and dimmer.”

“That’s not you. They’re really doing that,” he said.

“Then, my eyes are getting better, I guess.”

“Good. Because we’re going to need every hand on deck,” he said.

“We have a problem,” Samantha said. “The system’s telling me there’s not enough power to wake Bravo crew.”

“OTIS, don’t tell me we’re that short on power,” Chen said.

“I advised you that I need to cut all nonessential systems,” OTIS said.

“If the crew don suits, can you cut all systems except those connected to the hibernation pods?” Chen asked.

There was a brief pause before OTIS responded. “Emergency repairs can be conducted if power is cut to all nonessential systems, excluding three hundred and twenty hibernation pods. Even then, you will not have the power needed to activate Bravo crew. Hibernation pods are reactivated when the ship is docked and connected to a station’s power source for a reason.”

“Wait,” David said. “That’s not all of the hi-pods. That’s—six, no, eight—twenty-eight pods short.”

“Correct. The hibernation pods require the most energy usage of all onboard system processes aside from propulsion. They are pulling more energy than the reactor cores can produce in our current state,” OTIS said.

“Is there any other way that doesn’t involve shutting down twenty-eight pods?” Chen asked.

“I have performed all calculations. I’m afraid this is the best solution in terms of prioritizing the lives of crew and passengers over the ship, per your direction, which would also gain you a reprimand by your superiors.”

“I don’t care about reprimands right now,” Chen said. “Twenty-eight? That’s the best you can do?”

“If you allow me to lower the priority of the crew to less than that of the other passengers, repairs can be conducted with eighteen pods deactivated as crew hibernation pods use substantially higher energy due to the ability to wake crewmembers more quickly. My preference, however, is to deactivate all hibernation pods so I can expedite the ship’s repairs,” OTIS said.

“We’re not shutting down all the hi-pods unless there is no other option,” Chen said. “OTIS, you’re telling me that we absolutely must shut down twenty-eight passenger pods, or we shut down twelve passenger pods and the six pods of Bravo crew to conduct even the minimum repairs needed to continue flight. Is that correct?”

“Correct. Both reactors suffered damage, one receiving critical damage. As you are quite aware, Commander, this ship is not designed to run off a single reactor. If we shut down no pods, we have a seventy-four percent likelihood of suffering a catastrophic reactor failure that will result in losing all pods as well as the lives of this crew.”

“And so our only choice is how many souls we condemn to the black,” Samantha said weakly.

“No way. We’re not shutting down the crew,” Jess said. “What if something happened to one of us? We need them.”

“Are you’re willing to identify the additional ten people we’re sentencing to death to save Bravo crew?” Chen asked.

“They’re going to die, anyway, once they reach the front lines,” Sam said.

“Sam, that’s cruel,” Samantha admonished.

“There’s no decision to make,” Jess said. “The regs say transports must fly with both a primary and a backup crew. We’re not talking about a reprimand here, Commander. If you bust regs, you could lose your bars.”

“Look at it this way, Commander,” Sam began. “The bean counters would say that the training investment in a crew makes them a hundred times more valuable than passengers. Ain’t that right, OTIS?”

“A crew member is considered fourteen-point-one times more valuable than an untrained conscript,” OTIS replied.

“Fourteen-point-one, huh?” Chen asked.

“It’s a life for a life. Crew or passenger, every person in every one of those pods has a family out there,” David said. “And we hardly know Bravo crew. They’ve gone on two long rides with us, and the only time we’ve met them is when one of us are either thawing or hibing the others. Heck, I’m guessing only Samantha, me, and the commander have even talked to them.”

“But they’re still crew, like us,” Jess said.

“It makes me want to puke to say it, but I think we’d better follow Aegis regs on this. If we don’t, this entire crew could be replaced. And I don’t know about you, but I really don’t want to be conscripted,” Jason said.

“But, Commander, can you live with yourself if you choose to save the crew?” Samantha asked. “My job is about saving lives, so my decision would be easy. I know that you, however, have more factors that must be considered. You have a difficult decision to make, and I support you, no matter what.”

“It sounds like everyone stands firm with their opinion. We have three for shutting down twenty-eight passenger hi-pods, and we have two for shutting down eighteen passenger hi-pods and Bravo crew’s hi-pods,” Chen said. “Liv, you’re not an official member of the crew, but I welcome your input as well.”

My eyes had healed enough that I could, sort of, make out faces, and from what I could see, everyone was watching me. “Well, I think it comes down to one thing. It’s the goal of the Space Corps, the goal of Aegis Group, the goal of humanity… and that’s saving the most lives possible.”

Sam belted out a laugh. “I can tell you’re a noob. I guaran-fucking-tee that Aegis Group’s goal isn’t to save lives. It’s about whatever brings them the most money and power, plain and simple.”

Chen leaned forward, placing his arms on his panel. “While I agree that Aegis Group and the other PMCs may not have the most altruistic motives in mind, I do agree that the purpose of this war is to save lives. I may work for Aegis, but I am not Aegis. We will shut down as few hi-pods as possible to conduct emergency repairs, which includes Bravo crew’s hi-pods.”

“But—” Jess had begun, but Chen cut her off with wave of a finger.

“I have no doubt Commander Jackson of Bravo crew would make the same decision,” he continued. “This is my decision. I’ll make sure whatever I decide will not cause repercussions for you. You’re a solid crew—Aegis won’t want to lose you.”

Sam shook his head. “Doesn’t matter. If they can you, I’m not going to stick around. You’re my commander, and I’ll follow you wherever you go.”

“Aye, aye,” Jason said.

“We’ll all follow you wherever you go, even if that means I have to wear Eclipse blue,” Jess said.

That brought a dry chuckle from several of the crew.

“Um, how should I pick the twelve passenger hi-pods to deactivate?” David asked, bringing back the somber mood just as fast.

“I won’t place that burden on you,” Chen said. “OTIS, give me a list of passengers who are most sensitive to the hibernation drugs or have medical issues. I’ll identify the hi-pods for deactivation within the hour.”

“I am sending you the list now, Commander. However, I can save you time and give you the twelve candidates deemed to have the highest mortality risk,” OTIS said.

“I appreciate the calculations, OTIS, but even if I go with your recommendation, a human has to make the final decision,” the commander said.

“I recommend that you make a quick decision, Commander, as I must repair the radiation expulsion system on reactor two as quickly as possible. It is not purging properly. Estimated time to repair is one day, nineteen hours, and four minutes. Spacesuits will be required to be worn for the duration.”

Sam groaned. “Two days? Ugh, I hate having to take a dump in my suit.”

“You heard OTIS, everyone suit up and get ready to work. Liv, can you see good enough yet to help out Jason?” Chen asked.

“Yes.” Or at least I figured I would by the time I was in a spacesuit.

“Good. Once you’re all suited up, OTIS will start assigning the fix tickets to all of us. Be careful to not enter any breached level until I’ve visually confirmed it’s repairs. David and Samantha, I’ll meet you two at Bravo crew’s hi-pods as soon as I get my suit on.”

David exhaled loudly. “OTIS and I can handle the deactivations.”

“You shouldn’t have to do this alone,” Chen said and then snapped his fingers. “Let’s get a move on. The clock’s ticking.”

As I stood to leave with the crew to put on a suit, I thought about how this would make an exciting news report, and how there was no way I could make that report.
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The first two days wearing a spacesuit were terrifyingly and uncomfortably long. The ship was powered down to absolute minimums so that OTIS’s drones could repair the reactors. That meant no lighting and minimal heat. It was beyond eerie walking through dark corridors with only my helmet’s headlamp to light the way.

I’ve never worn a spacesuit, and I’d be happy never wearing one again. Wearing gloves made it difficult to work, and worse, the suits were attached to the ship via hoses that connected to a railing system that ran along the ceiling. That way, we could run our suits off the ship’s emergency life support systems rather than drain the suit’s systems. The technology was fascinating in that we could walk anywhere on the ship and only had to disconnect and reconnect our air hoses when we moved through the air bridges.

Even with the cool tech, the suits were uncomfortable—especially the bathroom bits—and I hated that I could never itch my nose or rub my eyes or eat. The suits had straws so we could stay hydrated, but I didn’t want to drink much knowing that everything that came in through a straw went out through another straw and into a bag against my abdomen. Commander Chen warned us that we were better off fasting for two days than slurping the food-in-a-bag that he said had fully earned the nickname “brown tsunami maker.”

I was starving, but I kept busy enough that I didn’t have time to dwell on my stomach. The ship was in rough shape. The beating it’d taken from Akiyama’s flak was nothing compared to the nuclear explosion that had pelted our hull with millions of pieces of debris. OTIS displayed an image of the hull, and module one looked like a porcupine with all the debris sticking out from it. It made me realize just how strong and thick the hulls were on these transports that we’d only suffered a few breaches.

The moment the power came back on, we cheered. It felt so good to get out of my spacesuit, even though the temperature throughout the ship was a frigid twenty degrees Fahrenheit. Fortunately, the storage room had warm clothes for exactly this sort of event, and we all walked around for a full day dressed like black marshmallows.

As for my eyesight, my vision was better than ever after the first day. Before, I had a slight astigmatism. It was completely gone, which came in handy with the repairs OTIS assigned me. Where I’d worked for Jason before, all of us except Sam worked from Commander Chen’s list, which was pretty much OTIS’s list. As Chen’s second-in-command and the ship’s only other pilot, Sam remained on the flight deck to monitor all the flight systems, and—more importantly—be there in case another Raptor showed up.

No one spoke of the eighteen souls who’d lost their lives so that the rest could survive, but I think every one of us thought of them often. I’d tried to check in on David several times, but he kept busy on tasks that kept him apart from the rest of the crew—I wondered if the commander had planned it that way. I’d even stopped by his pod, but he feigned sleep (he’s an awful actor), so I gave him his space and focused on my own tasks.

I finished screwing in the lower wall panel and then stretched my back. After six days of too much work and too little sleep, I’d learned that running laps and exercise equipment don’t exercise all the muscles. Not even close.

I noticed Jason and Jess at the end of the corridor, and they were wearing their spacesuits.

“Uh, did I miss a memo? Is OTIS going to cut power again?” I asked. He’d been rebooting and cutting power several times a day, but fortunately, never longer than ten minutes at a time.

“Nope. We’re just heading outside to get OTIS’s drones back online. We’ll be back in a couple of hours,” Jason said, his voice muffled through his helmet.

“Need help out there?” I offered without thinking.

Jess grunted. “Have you ever done an EVA before?”

I shook my head.

“Then trust me, it’s better for everyone if you stay inside,” she said.

“Be safe out there,” I cautioned.

“Always am,” Jason said as the pair disappeared into one of the module’s lifts.

I dropped the power tool into my tool bag and marked my latest task complete. “Thirty-one panels secured.” The next task popped up on my tablet, but we’d completed the critical repairs last night. That meant I had time to take a much-needed break. I could’ve—should’ve—done an update for Aegis, but I wasn’t in the mood, and I doubted Aegis wanted any posts showing the dangers of space travel. It wasn’t like anyone would want to learn how easily they could die in a hibernation pod.

I glanced upward where I imagined OTIS’s microphones were constantly listening. “Hey, OTIS, where’s Commander Chen?”

“He’s in the flight deck. Would you like me to open a channel with him?”

“No, thanks.” I could do that myself. I grabbed my tool bag and headed to the nearest ladder.

The proximity alarm sounded, and terror froze my limbs mid climb. “No.” Adrenaline helped me move, and I climbed and ran as fast as I could to the flight deck.

“Is it a Raptor?” I asked the instant I entered.

“It’s too big to be a Stork,” Sam said.

“Jason and Jess are outside,” I said.

“OTIS, tell Jason and Jess to come back inside. I don’t want them out there if we’re going to be passing through another debris field,” Chen said.

“This close to Mars Station?” Sam asked.

“It’s unlikely, but I’d rather play it safe,” Chen replied.

“I have notified them. They are not pleased since it took them a full hour to don their EVA suits,” OTIS said.

Chen frowned, then nodded. “Ah, I see what it is. It’s not a debris field. OTIS, tell Jason and Jess they can remain outside but to be careful. And let the rest of the crew know that they don’t need to come to the flight deck.”

“All I see is a blob of noise,” Sam said, scouring the screen in front of him.

I hated not having a workstation like the rest of the crew. I always felt naked sitting in the jump seat with nothing but a tablet in my hands.

“I recognize the size. It’s a defender,” Chen said.

“A defender? There shouldn’t be any of those this side of Jupiter,” Sam said.

“I spent twelve years on a defender. I know one when I see one,” Chen said.

“You served on a defender?” I asked.

Chen nodded. “The 140th battalion before the Raptors, back when the Space Corps patrolled the system against pirates. I was with them until the war came, and the Space Corps realized they needed pilots even more desperately than they needed corpsmen. I’d always had in interest in flying, so I claimed the opportunity.” He tapped his screen. “Can you see it now, Sam?”

“I’m working on it. It still looks like one of those pictures with another picture hidden in there,” he said.

“Can I see the image?” I asked.

Chen motioned me over, and I unbuckled my belt and hustled over to his station. He pointed at the screen on his right whereas the screen on his left was populated with data and the screen above both looked to be a map of the sector with our flight path on it. On the radar screen, I saw what looked like a bunch of dots together like a school of fish.

“It’s close. Less than forty thousand kilometers away,” he said. “So we’ll see it onscreen shortly.”

“Why’s the radar image look like that rather than like a ship?” I asked.

“It’s not radar; it’s lidar. It’s essentially a pulsed laser that bounces off any objects. Since the defender is far enough out, the lidar isn’t accurate enough to gather the full image. Once it’s within twenty thousand kilometers, we’ll be able to see it clearly. And at our current speeds and since we’re flying at each other, we’ll see a good image any second now.”

“Hopefully, they’re not playing chicken,” I said.

Chen chuckled. “We’re not that close together. That’s why it’s crucial we stick to our flight plans, so we don’t run the risk of colliding. As you can probably suspect, a collision in space never has a good outcome.”

“I can imagine.” In my mind, I saw us crash into a defender. At these speeds, the collision would obliterate everything and everyone instantly. I doubted any debris more than a meter wide would survive impact.

“Oh, I can see it now,” Sam said.

And the dots filled with more dots until the shape was unmistakable. As the image became less pixelated, the dots became shaded, and an image of a defender formed within the shape.

“You should be able to see its lights. It’ll be passing by our starboard momentarily,” Chen said.

I returned to my jump seat. At first, I didn’t see anything, but soon I noticed flashing navigational lights. It closed the distance even faster than I expected, which wasn’t surprising considering both ships were flying tens of thousands of miles per hour. About the time I could see that it was a ship, it had zipped past us.

Bummed, I said, “I wanted to see a defender in real life.”

“You’ll see one soon enough,” Chen said. “There’s always one in orbit around Mars Station providing defense. Sam, did we get confirmation from Mars Station on a dock yet?”

“Not since they confirmed our distress call. But with our QuSR relay down, we’re dealing with serious communication lags. They’d said they’d have a dock ready for us, so I’m not worried,” Sam said.

Non-QuSR communications bounced off satellites. At least one satellite was placed in every sector, there were ten sectors in every quadrant, and there were roughly ten quadrants between our location and Mars, meaning that every message had to bounce through roughly a hundred satellites to reach its designated recipient. QuSRs didn’t need to bounce off anything, making them lightning fast. Well, faster than lightning, actually.

“I worry until I have confirmation,” Chen said and then pushed away his screens and stood. “Looks like I can get back to working on the backup power grid. Sam, you have the flight deck.”

“I have the flight deck,” Sam echoed.

I stood. “Mind if I walk with you?”

He gestured and I joined him. As we entered the corridor, he said, “You’ve fit in well around here. You’ve been a big help with the crew. Your engineering education and work ethic have been a boon.”

“Honestly, all the tech I had to learn to broadcast good news updates is what really taught me. Wait, how do you know about my background?” I asked.

“I receive profiles on any non-hibernating passengers. I receive profiles on the hi-pod passengers as well, but since they remain in hibernation for the duration of the trip, I find little reason to read their profiles.”

I shrugged. “I’m just doing what anyone would do.”

He chuckled. “I wish that were the case, but most of the non-hibernating passengers we’ve had… well, let’s just say they expected a luxury cruise and were rather disappointed to find out otherwise. The diplomats and their staff can be an armful.”

“Diplomats go to the front lines?”

“Heavens, no. Mars Station is about as far anyone goes who wishes to remain outside the Raptor risk area.”

“Except that we saw a Raptor on this side of Mars Station,” I said.

“Yes, that’s troubling, and I imagine it has raised a flurry of debates in the Space Corps leadership meetings. That could be why we saw a defender patrolling the routes in this quadrant.”

I grimaced. “Too bad it wasn’t around when that first Raptor showed up. A lot more people would still be alive.” I glanced at him. “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. We should have a memorial service for them—for all of them, even those from the Akiyama.”

“It’s against Aegis regs to hold anything that could be construed as a religious event,” he said. “Ah, you want to do a video report on a memorial service.”

I jerked. “What? No, I wouldn’t do that, not without their families’ permissions, and I’m not asking them. I just think they deserve it. It doesn’t have to be religious. But it feels hollow that all these people died and no one even pauses to say a goodbye.”

He paused before opening the door to the ladder. “I’ll mention it to the crew. When we’re docked at Mars Station, we might be able to find a time after the deceased are transferred to the station. I appreciate that you don’t plan to do an update on this. In fact, I would caution you against recording anything about the collision. Your title may be essentially a war correspondent, but what you truly are is a recruiter for Aegis. Talking about soldiers dying before even making it to the front lines wouldn’t make them happy.”

I grunted. “I figured that out before I even signed the contract.” I didn’t mention that I assumed they’d delete anything they didn’t want online, anyway. “Besides, what’s the worst that can happen; they send me to the front lines? Oh yeah, they’re already doing that.”

“They could order me to throw you out an airlock,” he said.

“Funny, funny,” I said wryly.

“I’m being serious. They are merciless,” he said. “And it wouldn’t be the first time they ordered me to do that to one of my passengers.”
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I got my chance to see a defender. Mars Station had not one but three defenders in orbit, and Tereshkova passed alongside one as it entered the planet’s orbital docks. It was a massive, dark ship, at least a mile long, and must’ve been glorious when it’d first entered space. But now it was badly beaten with dents and patches along its hull. It looked like it’d been to hell and back.

The defender was too large to fit in the docks, and so several smaller ships—all bearing the name MARS STATION SUPPORT on their hulls—were attached to the mammoth, and dozens of people in spacesuits and at least a hundred bots were working on the defender’s hull.

Jason whistled. “That one’s been through the wringer. I’d hate to be on its maintenance crew.”

“Someone’s probably whistling at Terry right now,” Jess said.

Jason patted the wall to his left. “Terry here’s been through a rough patch, but nothing that we can’t fix and shine up and make her as pretty as new.”

Jess laughed. “You’ve been inhaling fumes from the hab systems again, haven’t you?”

“That was only the one time,” he said. “And it was accidental inhalation.”

“Sure it was,” David chimed in with a smirk.

A heap of stress tumbled off my chest at seeing David seem like his old self for the first time since the attack.

With the ship fully locked into place, OTIS said, “All locks secured. We are docked at Mars Station’s orbital docks. I’m beginning idle sequence upon your command.”

Commander Chen said, “Idle sequence authorized. All right, you heard OTIS. I need to coordinate with Mars Station about repairs and transfer of the deceased.”

The crew began shutting down their screens and unbuckled their seat restraints.

I’d been wondering about what would happen to the passengers and crew who’d died in their hibernation pods. “Will they get sent back to Earth?”

Sam chortled. “As if Aegis would spend money on shipping the dead.”

Samantha spoke softly. “The dead are transferred to the nearest planet or moon—Mars, in this case. Their bodies will help continue the circle of life by providing nutrients in the terraforming process.”

I jerked. “I had no idea that’s what happened to the dead out here.”

“The news doesn’t report on a lot of things,” she said. “Though I never understood why they never reported on that. It’s not like decomposition isn’t a natural process.”

“We should do the service before they’re transferred,” I said.

“We’ll do it on the surface. We’re too short on time to do it before the transfer,” Chen said. “We need a volunteer for the mandatory one crewmember to remain with the ship.”

“I’ll stay,” Jess said quickly.

“I assumed as much. Thank you, Jess,” Chen said. “For everyone else, you have shore leave for eight hours.”

“But it takes two hours to get to the surface,” Sam said.

“That means you’ve got four hours to drink, which means you shouldn’t get into too much trouble in that time,” the commander said with a hint of a smile.

Everyone unbuckled and stood.

Samantha walked over to the commander. “You know, the crew could use a longer break after the past several days.”

“I know, but I need the crew back here. I’m requesting priority repairs, so we can get out of here faster. Since we’re docking at nineteen hundred local time, I’m not worried about Aegis seeing us in the docks until oh nine hundred tomorrow morning.”

“Don’t worry. We’ll be back in eight hours,” Sam said.

“And remember…” Chen began.

“To be nice and sweet and don’t talk back to Aegis security,” Sam said.

Chen shook his head. “I let you get by with too much on this ship. We should do a refresher course on respecting authority.”

“Aegis can suck my dick,” Sam said.

I glanced upward at the ceiling, wondering if OTIS relayed everything he recorded with his onboard cameras to Aegis.

“Don’t worry. The cameras are ‘malfunctioning,’” Jess said, and I noticed that she was watching me. “Courtesy of my tweaking OTIS’s code.”

I frowned. “You can do that?”

“Legally, no. But capably? Yes,” she replied.

“I’m impressed,” I said.

Her lips curved upward, but then Sam slapped her on the shoulder.

“Any requests from Mars Station?” he asked.

“The usual,” she said.

With that, Commander Chen led the rest of us off the ship.

When we emerged from the dock’s airbridge, Chen waved down the dock supervisor walking our way.

“You know, boss, Aegis isn’t going to be happy about us getting repairs at a non-Aegis facility,” Jason said.

Chen seemed unbothered. “By the time they see the charges, the conscripts will have been delivered to FOB Ens, and they would’ve received payment from Space Corps. That payment will alleviate any heartburn they get from a repair bill.”

“If you say so,” Jason said.

“Remember, be back on the ship in eight hours so we can get back to repairs. Liv, since you’re not an official member of the crew, you’re not required⁠—”

“I’ll be back onboard to help out too. I just have to do an update at Mars Station and can come back,” I interrupted. The alternative was to find a place to hide on Mars Station to skip the war, but I didn’t think my life would be all sunshine and roses living underground, without a paycheck, especially knowing I’d get sent straight to the front lines, sans press badge, if I tried to skip out.

Chen veered off to meet with the dock supervisor.

“C’mon, let’s head down to the surface,” Sam said.

Samantha lingered near Chen and said, “I’ll catch up with you all later at Lucky’s.”

“Figured as much,” Sam said, and he and Jason led the way, with David and me behind them.

The orbital station was small, and everything had a worn and dirty look. The corridors were narrow which made me think there was a separate corridor for the forklifts and other vehicles. Most of the docks looked to be in use by the Space Corps. That didn’t surprise me. No one traveled for pleasure anymore.

Ships docked in orbit since it was much easier than landing somewhere with an atmosphere and gravity. Spaceships like Tereshkova weren’t even designed on a surface. Or even if it could land, it wouldn’t be able to take off again. That’s why they carried landers. Tereshkova had a lander attached above its bow and another two landers attached to the rear of the ship. The whole backups for backups for backups philosophy applied to everything except for the ship itself.

We didn’t have to ride a space elevator down to the surface. Instead, we hopped in a lander which reminded me of the shuttle we’d taken from Earth’s orbital platform to Luna Station. The lander was only half full when they closed the door.

“We didn’t have to buy tickets?” I asked.

“They never charge to get to the surface, where we’ll spend money. Mars Station thrives on tourism,” Sam answered. “But you’d better believe it that they’ll charge us for the ride back.”

“Which we can charge back to the ship’s account,” David said.

“The crew can. She ain’t crew,” Sam said.

“She’s done enough to be able to charge a ride,” David countered.

“It’s okay. I’ve got money,” I said.

“No, you shouldn’t have to buy your own ticket,” David said.

“It’s okay,” I reiterated. “I get it. I’m not the crew.”

David shot Sam a glare, who simply shrugged.

The sun was setting on Mars, turning its red sands to brown and then black. Vicious dust devils were the only living things on the surface. People called the planet the Rustbowl due to its iron content—rust was everywhere, even in the air which was nearly pure carbon dioxide. That meant that people could only survive deep below the surface. Some lived on the surface, such as scientists, in habs made of thick ice walls. At night, the temperatures would fall to one hundred degrees below zero, making the habs, even with ice walls, warmer than outside, and scientists no doubt had cuddle buddies to help to keep them warm.

The shuttle delivered us to the Mars Station ground docks. I wished I’d taken a lander from Earth as it was a lot faster and smoother than the Space-Link elevator. We couldn’t exit until an airbridge sealed against the lander’s frame. Then we walked through the long tunnel that made me feel like I was in a giant, covered Slinky until we came to an open airlock. All twelve passengers stepped inside, and once the outer door closed, the airlock moved.

I hadn’t expected that and gave a start.

“Relax, it’s bringing us down to the colony,” Sam said.

“I didn’t expect it to move. I thought we were heading to a shuttle,” I said.

“No transfer shuttles here. They’ve got an elevator,” David said.

Memories of the Space-Link came to mind, and I groaned. “Not another space elevator.”

“Relax, it’ll be fine,” Sam said.

And surprisingly, it was. This ride was smooth and uneventful, no different than riding an elevator in a skyscraper (albeit an exceptionally tall skyscraper) back on Earth.

The airlock elevator came to a stop a minute later, and the inner door opened to a massive underground tunnel of red bedrock. Structures—either homes or shops—were built into the rock walls, and smaller tunnels branched off every hundred feet or so.

The smells in the air hit me first. I’d become accustomed to very few scents in the closed ship. But Mars Station smelled of exhaust, sweat, meat, smoke, and a plethora of other smells I couldn’t make out. It didn’t smell great by any means, but at least it wasn’t so bad that I had to pinch my nose.

The noise hit me next. Being onboard a huge ship with only six other people (who were awake, anyway) made for quiet days. The airlock elevator had opened up to what looked to be an overcrowded, dimly lit street lined with vendors and shops. Where Luna Station was relatively clean—probably because it had to be; lunar dust was dangerously caustic—Mars Station was filthy. Everything seemed to be covered or smeared with the red dust.

Sam pointed at a vendor selling colorful cloths. “All right, I gotta grab Jess her silky bandana thingy. See ya at Lucky’s.”

“And I’m going to hit the tool shop,” Jason said, and he veered off too.

“Ugh, this place is always too damn crowded. I always catch a cold after I come here,” David said.

He nodded toward the shops. “Want to see anything in particular?”

I shook my head. “No, but I do want to check things out. Up until a month ago, I’d never left Earth.”

“You’re not missing much. These colonies are overpopulated just like every city back on Earth.”

“Yeah, but it’s underground and definitely not Earth.” I gestured to the rock above our heads.

“Yeah, that’s kinda cool, I guess.”

We strolled down the main tunnel. Vendors would hold up their wares and try to wave us down. One persistent vendor stopped in front of me, holding up a metal box.

“Best musical boxes on the planet. It’s your lucky day; I’m running a special sale on them today only,” the vendor said.

David grabbed my hand and pulled me away.

“Thank you for the rescue,” I said, not letting go of his hand.

We walked through an intersection, where we could continue down the main street, turn left down a street of what looked like apartments, and to the right which was simply a massive office front. The sign read United Nations Space Protective Forces with SPACE CORPS in bright letters above. Below the sign, every private military company, including Aegis Group, was listed.

“We avoid that building if we can help it,” David said.

“I don’t blame you,” I said, and we continued forward.

David didn’t speak for a while, so I asked, “How’re you holding up? Things got pretty rough up there.”

He swallowed. “I’m okay, I guess. Just gets hard when my whole job is about keeping passengers alive and then we just go and unplug them. I think what bothered me most was how easy it was to unplug hi-pods. Something like that should be a lot harder.”

“I get it. I can’t imagine how hard it is to monitor the hi-pods on every trip, knowing where everyone’s headed.”

He shrugged. “Honestly, I never really think of that. I only ever see them as people in my hi-pods. Once they’re awake, I kinda blank them out since they’re not my responsibility any longer.”

It was likely a coping mechanism, and I didn’t fault him for it. I saw an adorable little bistro and smiled. It’d been a while I had any sort of motivation to record a post. “I think I’ll do my next update in front of there.”

“We can eat there if you’d like,” he said.

I smiled. “Yeah, that sounds nice.”

We found an “outside” table, and David offered me the chair that offered the best view of the street. I watched for a bit and then noticed David was watching me.

“I can’t believe you like me,” he said.

I frowned. “Why do you say that?”

“Because I’m a nerd, and you’re beautiful.”

I tried to keep from rolling my eyes. “I’m a nerd too. And I think you’re cute.”

He pressed his hand over his chest. “Cute? Ugh. It was bad enough when you called me ‘sweet,’ but now I’m ‘cute’? That’s just tragic.”

I laughed, and we kissed. Then we enjoyed a dinner of mediocre food. It was a pasta with red sauce, but it tasted like it came out of a can that expired ten years earlier. As I ate, I noticed the half dozen screens above the bar. After being on the ship, it was sensory overload, but I still kept glancing up. One screen played the 24/7 news updates while others displayed sporting events or lifestyle pieces. The screen playing the amateur vid updates drew my attention. I set down my silverware, stood, and headed toward it.

“Where are you going?” David asked.

I was too focused on the screen. It was just finishing a Noah King update from earlier today, and my heart tightened. He must’ve provided a backlog of several videos before he died. After his update came a Livia Live update where I was talking about what it was like flying through the asteroid belt—it was uneventful, really. The thing was, we hadn’t flown through the belt yet.

“What’s wrong?” David asked.

I pointed at the screen. “I didn’t make that update.”

“I don’t understand.”

I cursed as all the pieces fell into place. “The bastards are faking my updates. I thought they were paying me for my news reports, but they’re really just paying me to use my likeness. They shipped me off so that I wouldn’t see what they’re doing and couldn’t tell anyone about. I bet that’s what Noah’s update was too. Just some fake news, and I bet they’ll keep him ‘alive’ for as long as he brings them views. Same with me. Hell, they don’t even want us to survive. Bastards.”

I stared at the “me” for only a few seconds before turning away in disgust. I wasn’t surprised: they could deliver their exact message, and there was nothing I could do about it.

David rubbed my back. “Want to get a drink?”

“Hell yeah.”

He brought me to Lucky’s, which was the bar the crew had gone to on their first trip together, and it’d become a tradition to go there every time they stopped at Mars Station. It was as much of a dive bar as any I’d seen. It was carved into the bedrock. The red stone had been painted yellow at some point, but much of the paint had chipped off.

What it lacked in style, it made up for it with a tap that never ran out. The beer was skunky and a bit flat, but it got me drunk, and that’s all that mattered. The rest of the crew, minus Jess, arrived around drunk-thirty and did their best to catch up.

“Seriously, they’re faking you? That’s low, even for Aegis standards,” Sam said, finishing his beer.

“You ought to stay on the ship with us. I wonder if we can convince the boss man to tell Aegis you died in the attack,” Jason offered. “It’d be easy enough to hide you in a shuttle during inspections since they never check those.”

I chuckled and bumped his shoulder. “You just want an assistant.”

“Hell, yes, I want an assistant. You’ve seen the ship. We’re way understaffed, no thanks to Aegis.”

Sam held up his newly filled mug. “Fuck Aegis.”

That drew the attention of two men in black uniforms. Their arms bore the Aegis logo: a shield with a Saturn-like planet. Around the shield were the words AEGIS SECURITY FORCES. They walked over, each with a hand on their holstered stun-sticks.

“Oh, crap,” Jason said.

David closed his eyes and slumped his head. “Not again.”

The larger of the two security sentries stood in front of Sam. “What’d you say, crewman?”

Sam shot them a dazzling grin. “I said, ‘fuck Aegis and the horse you rode in on.’” He snickered as if that was the funniest thing ever.

The sentries didn’t think so. They drew their stun-sticks, and Sam stood, smoothed his clothes, and motioned for the sentries to come at him.

In the spirit of the bar’s name, that was when Commander Chen and Samantha came rushing in and came to stand between Sam and the sentries.

“Whoa there,” Chen said. “My crewmember’s a bit tipsy, and I’m sure he didn’t mean whatever he said.”

“He said, ‘fuck Aegis,’” the sentry said.

“Well, he most definitely didn’t mean what he said then,” Chen replied. “I can promise you that I’ll get out of your hair. No harm, no reports needed.”

The sentries didn’t budge.

“We’d love to cover your tab if you’d allow us,” Samantha offered.

The sentries glanced at each other before nodding. The first one said, “All right, but if we ever see him again, we’re writing him up.”

“Understood and you won’t,” Chen said.

Samantha went to pay their bill, and Chen ushered us out of the bar.

“C’mon, boss. I really wanted to kick some Aegis ass,” Sam said.

“You always do,” Chen said.

“Why do you hate Aegis so much?” I asked.

David shot me a be-quiet look, and I clamped my mouth shut.

But Sam had heard me. “Those Aegis pricks conscripted my little sister. Even when I offered to go in her place, they still took her. Just because I was a pilot and considered more valuable to them.” He spat on the ground. “Fuck Aegis.”

“Fuck Aegis,” I echoed softly.


ELEVEN


Chen brought us to the Mars terraforming system to say our goodbyes to the six members of Bravo crew and the 138 lost conscripts.

The terraforming system was a brightly lit, above-ground facility filled with huge machines with wide siloes that climbed higher than the thick glass dome that protected the facility from the Martian elements. There was another block of machines, these shaped like giant worms that continued along the ground through the dome, ending outside where soil-moving drones waited.

Two of the conveyor belts carried food and other natural materials. We watched a third machine which didn’t have a conveyor. Attached to the machine just below its door was a single metal platform that was at least five feet wide and eight feet long. Around it, six bodies in dark gray, compostable bags lay on carts.

We stood above all the machines on a viewing deck overhanging the facility as access was highly restricted.

“Those are ours?” David asked.

Samantha nodded. “Yes, I oversaw the transfer, and requested that Bravo crew be processed ahead of the passengers.”

There was silence for a moment before Chen spoke. “Well, I suppose I should say something. Let us bid farewell to our fellow crewmates in Bravo crew: Commander Claire Anderson, Flight Specialist Lucas Johnson, Mission Specialist Emily White, Support Specialist Jacob Garcia, Medical Specialist Grace Taylor, and Medical Assistant Madison Parker. Though their journey aboard Tereshkova is over, we release them with gratitude, knowing that their spirits will continue to travel the cosmos and their bodies will create a world where generations will have families and thrive. Let us find solace in the knowledge that these people have become one with the universe. May their spirits shine brightly, illuminating our path forward. Farewell, honorable Bravo crew, and may you journey on in peace, your spirits forever among the stars.

Two workers wheeled the first cart over to the platform. One half of the cart, lengthwise, raised so that the workers could easily slide the body onto the slab. They did the same with a second body so that two were on the platform. One worker accessed the controls on the machine. The slab raised as the machine’s maw opened, and the slab disappeared inside.

It reminded me of how a crematorium would work, but there were no flames or fire in the terraforming machine, and I morbidly wondered how the dead were converted into soil, and then I decided I didn’t want to know.

We remained, the six of us, as Bravo crew was laid to rest, transformed into what would bring life to Mars. Once the workers finished processing Bravo crew, Sam turned to leave.

“You’re not staying for the passengers?” David asked.

He scowled, noticing we hadn’t moved, and he retook his spot at the railing.

Commander Chen gave another fine eulogy for the passengers as we watched the workers process them into soil or compost or whatever the terraformers did. By the end, I’d become numb, even bored, by watching bodies be loaded into the machine and was thankful when it was done.

Finished, Chen didn’t have to speak. We all made our way back to the orbital docks, and I was glad to have left Mars Station behind.
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Back at the docks, a dock supervisor waved down Commander Chen before we boarded Tereshkova.

“All right, we got a couple of the big priority ones checked off,” she said, reading from her tablet. “We put exterior patches over the breaches and wrapped the bits that got the most dinged up. That ought to minimize the risk of radiation poisoning. Oh, and the empty hi-pods are ready to be sent to the warehouse once you sign off on them.”

“The crew hi-pods should be returned to the ship, not to the warehouse,” Chen said.

“Aegis has announced new rules on returning all vacant hi-pods to the warehouse. Unless you’re getting a backup crew at Mars Station, I can’t drop them from the inventory,” she said.

“I understand,” Chen said simply, not even attempting to argue in a debate he could never win.

“That leaves all priority one repairs, which I can have done for you on Thursday.”

I had to think of which day it currently was. In space, there wasn’t much need for tracking days. Saturday? No, Sunday morning now.

“My crew can help with certain repairs,” Chen said.

She smirked. “I add a surcharge and usually an extra day for when a customer ‘helps’ with repairs.”

“Well, then, I’ll leave the priority one repairs in your capable hands, and my crew will focus on the priority two and below repairs. How does that sound?” he asked.

She considered, then nodded. “That’s fair. I’ll keep you posted on the priority ones. I’m also supposed to send daily reports to Aegis downstairs.”

I assumed she meant the headquarters in Mars Station, below the Martian surface.

“You could save paperwork and send them an update once you’re finished.”

Chen’s expression must’ve told her what she needed to know, and I suspected she was quite familiar with how the private military companies worked. “Yeah, I figured as much. Aegis will see your ship in the docking logs, but I can hold off on sending them the bill until you launch. If they aren’t doing random dock checks, then you should be back on your way without having to deal with an inspection until you return to your home port.”

“I’d be much obliged if you can hold off until launch,” he said with a warm smile. “In fact, any discretion you can provide is immensely appreciated. Please feel free to charge Aegis at the expedited rate for the full job,” he said.

Her face lit up. “My crew’s been working long days, so they’ll appreciate the small bonus. Drones do most of the patching and wraps, so the first bits went fast. But the reactor repairs will take manpower and specialized equipment.” She raised a finger. “You know, there are several other repairs that really need done that I didn’t see on the list that my crew might be able to get to after they wrap up the priority ones—at the expedited rate, of course.”

“As long as it doesn’t delay our launch,” Chen said. “Do what you deem needs done and keep me posted.”

“Will do.” She tapped her earpiece and walked away, talking to someone on the other end.

“You really want to avoid Aegis oversight,” I mused.

“I do,” Chen said. “While we’ve provided a full report to Aegis Group at Luna Station, we neglected to tell them we were stopping at the Mars Orbital Station for repairs because they would want to conduct a full debrief, which would delay us an additional week beyond when repairs are complete, at a minimum. And their findings always lead to a change in crew assignments. It’s inevitable at least one of our crew would be swapped out with someone on the bench, awaiting assignment. That is the Aegis way.”

“By swapping out crew members, their stats look better,” Jason chimed in. “One of their performance stats are how long assets stay on the bench. So, if they can swap out someone on the bench with a higher time crew member, their numbers stay lower.”

“Wow, and I thought it was bad when I found out they’re faking my updates with an AI-generated me,” I said.

Sam grunted. “That sounds exactly like something they’d do. Everything’s about the stats with them; nothing’s about the people. The better the stats, the bigger the piece of pie they get that Space Corps divvies out to all the PMCs.”

David frowned. “Wait, if we’re skipping out on the formal debrief, we won’t be able to get a replacement for Bravo crew.”

Chen’s features tightened. “I’m aware. We’ll need to be extra careful as we’ll be operating without a backup crew until we return to Luna Station. If anyone is injured, we won’t have a backup. Now, you all get onboard and get some shuteye.”

“I’m not that tired. I was going to walk the hull and work on OTIS’s drones,” Jason said.

“Not until the alcohol’s out of your system,” Chen said. Jason opened his mouth to complain, but Chen cut him off with a single raised forefinger. “The matter’s not up for negotiation.”

“Cool. I’m wiped. G’night, boss,” Sam said and led us onboard.

“Welcome back,” OTIS said.

“Hi, OTIS. Did you miss me?” Jason said.

“Of course,” OTIS answered, and I wondered if the computer was programmed to say that or if it really had missed Jason.

We made our way through the corridors until we reached the crew level, and we all made our ways to our own pods. I’d contemplated accompanying David to his pod, but I was tired and was in dire need of sleep.

I plopped onto my cot and tugged off my headset. I was about to hang it on a hook above my bed when I paused, stared at it for a moment, and then tossed it in a drawer I had no intention of opening ever again. Aegis Group already had everything they’d ever wanted from me.

Back at Mars Station, after I saw the fake Liv updates, I reconsidered staying behind. I would’ve had an easy time ditching the crew right after the funeral, but after the funeral, skipping out felt wrong, cowardly. I boarded the ship at Luna Station with dread. Even though I was a month closer to the front lines, I boarded the ship at Mars Station by my own choice.

It was the best I’d slept in a month.

Over the next four days, the crew and I kept busy on making repairs that could be made easier while docked. Everyone worked, even Samantha, and I learned that being on a ship’s crew required training in all roles. While no one had the skills or knowledge Jason had, we all made decent apprentices. Of the entire crew, Jess came the closest to Jason’s skills. As the mission specialist, she planned supervised crew activity and consumables. She was basically the crew’s project manager. My early interactions with her made me assume she was rude, but I discovered that she’s just incredibly introverted and a workaholic. She never left the ship, let alone her workstation, if she didn’t have to. And it was thanks to her that the main ship’s supply rooms were filled more than on any other ships.

As the crew’s untrained ride-along, I didn’t have passable skills for any of their jobs, but I was already better than Samantha at Jason’s job, which made me feel better about what I was doing to pass the time until we reached the fixed operating base on Enceladus, or Ens, as everyone called it. I was just glad that I was able to do something. Now that I was no longer giving updates (fuck Aegis), I was relieved that Commander Chen didn’t put me into a hibernation pod. Since he didn’t (thank God), I really wanted to show him I could be a capable crew helper.

One of those opportunities was what Jason called “wing walking.” Since performing repairs on the hull while in a dock was much safer then while en route, Chen allowed me to suit up and assist Jason and Jess outside. Narrow strips of magnetized metal gridded the hull so we could walk with our magnetized boots (spacesuit boots had much stronger magnets in them than our regular boots). Looking out, I could see ships, drones, and satellites in orbit, but beyond that was an endless black as far as I could see. Even with both boots firmly connected, I must’ve checked my tether a hundred times. It had taken me an hour to get comfortable, and I never enjoyed it.

I’m definitely more of a computer jockey than a ship jockey.

But I survived and moved on to the next job.

By Thursday, the dock crews completed all the priority one repairs, plus their add-on “recommendations” like an expensive new wrap for the stern hull, and we closed most priority two repairs. We were back in the flight deck, with Commander Chen getting clearance for launch.

“Aegis-46, you have clearance for launch,” automated flight traffic control reported.

“Aegis-46 powering up for launch,” Chen said.

“Hey, Commander,” a female voice came through. “This is Mandy, the dock supe. You trying to cut out without saying goodbye?”

Sam chuckled. “Someone’s got a crush on boss man.”

“Hello, Mandy. Is there a problem with a repair?” Chen asked with tension furrowing his brow.

“No, my crew always does great work. I wanted to let you know that the word’s getting around that the Raptors might be up to something. They’ve been spotted congregating between Uranus and Neptune. Travel ain’t recommended beyond Saturn now. It’s all dead space beyond Saturn.”

“Good thing we’re only going to Enceladus then,” Chen said.

“You should know, a buddy of mine thinks the Raptors have figured out how to track ships via comm traffic and maybe even lidar. I recommend you fly without them whenever you can.”

Chen considered. “Thank you for the recommendation. I’ll certainly take it under advisement.”

“Hey, it’s your life. Just wanted to help.” She wasn’t impressed by his response, and the signal was cut.

Sam guffawed. “Can you imagine us flying without checking in with Space Corps flight following forty-eight times a day? We’d be listed as AWOL and written off in ten minutes flat.”

“It is an intriguing concept,” Chen said.

“And it makes sense. The Raptors obviously can track any ship out there; otherwise, they’d never find prey so easy. Space isn’t exactly a small place,” Jess said.

“So, are we going to fly without comms and lidar?” Sam asked.

Chen thought for a long moment. “Not yet. We’re already in hot water for not reporting in for docking and repairs. We’ll see how things look once we drop off the conscripts.”

My heart dropped at the mention of conscripts, knowing that I was one of them.


TWELVE


I woke in David’s arms for the seventeenth time. I wasn’t keeping track, but he was, and he told me every morning, and I admit, I thought it was kind of cute. Today, I slipped out without waking him, though he grumbled a little and rolled onto his other side. For how sweet he was, he sure was sour in the mornings.

Outside, the stars looked the same except that I could now see the dot of Ceres in the distance. The tiny dwarf planet had a radius of less than three hundred miles which meant we were in spitting distance of it as we continued our journey. The dwarf was fully colonized, and I couldn’t imagine what it’d be like to live on such a small world. Beyond Ceres, Jupiter loomed, a massive bluish orb.

I freshened up and spent the day cleaning the air filters in the cabin. I didn’t even need to track down Jason anymore. He simply assigned me stuff via my tablet, and I worked it. He’d been assigning items to all the crew up until a week ago when we finally finished all the repairs from the Raptor attack. We’d even checked off everything on the squawk list, which meant it was down to routine jobs, a fair chunk of which Jason assigned to me so he could work on whatever pet projects he’d been itching to start.

I’d grown used to the routine of being Jason’s assistant. It was a good life, even though I only had ten weeks left onboard. We were moving closer to Raptor country, but there were also a lot more Space Corps ships, including defenders, in the area. Sam usually picked up at least one Space Corps ship on the lidar every day. Every time something was picked up on lidar, the entire crew rushed to the flight deck. It was required by regulations to be on the flight deck, but we also wanted to be there in case that blip turned out to be someone in need of help, or worse, a Stork. The flight deck was, by far, the safest place to be on the ship. No one wanted to be caught in a random corridor if the Raptors attacked.

I slid the cleaned air filter into the slot and pressed the cover closed. As soon as I returned the cleaning supplies (an air hose and bucket for this job), I checked off the task from the maintenance list. My plan was to take a run through the ship after I grabbed a snack, but David found me in the galley when I was taking my last bite of protein bar.

He kissed me on the cheek since I was still chewing. “I missed you this morning,” he said, not pulling away.

I swallowed and took a drink of water. “You would’ve missed your sleep more if I woke you.”

“No, I wouldn’t.” I stared him down and he smirked. “All right, maybe a little. But in my defense, sleep is really important. Did you know that the reason we follow Earth’s twenty-four-hour circadian cycle on this ship with the lighting and routines is because human beings are wired that way. If we tried to change it to, say, a thirty-hour cycle, we’d get sick a lot easier and even age faster?”

“I did not know that. Thank you for the useless fact that I’ll likely never use. I’ll be sure to take you to trivia night with me.”

He chuckled. “Like you don’t give me useless facts all the time. How about when you were talking about video byte rates.”

“Bit rates, not byte rates. And I didn’t realize you were listening.”

“Just because I was trying to seduce you at the time didn’t mean I wasn’t listening.” He smiled. “Hey, I got some free time. Want to do some flying?”

I’d learned that I was physically incapable of not smiling when I saw him smile. “Of course.”

We made our way down to the zero-G room.

I’d been there at least a dozen times (I’m sure David kept count), and I no longer needed a tether. I had nowhere near the style and grace that David had, but I could move around and hit the intended railing that I aimed for.

After I did a twist that I’d actually intended, a thought hit me. “You know, the Corps is sent into the nests which are low gravity. All this play time in the zero-G room might actually help me. The last I checked, the average lifespan of a corpsman is fourteen days. I might actually make it a whole fifteen days with these skills.”

“That’s not even funny,” he said.

I wasn’t trying to be funny. I was trying to be realistic.

He came to float before me. “I wish you didn’t have to go.”

“I wish I didn’t have to go either, but wishing doesn’t change the fact I’m here and I’m going.”

“The commander should’ve swapped out the name of one of the dead conscripts with yours.”

“Too bad he’s got scruples,” I said only half-jokingly.

“Yeah.” David sounded dejected.

I reached out to pull us together but then the gravity in a room that was never supposed to have gravity suddenly went to extreme gravity, and we dropped like rocks. David’s head made a resounding clang as he hit a railing. I managed to grab a railing on the wall, but I didn’t grab it right and my wrist twisted as I stopped my fall, slamming against the wall.

I cried out and then let go, dropping the remaining five feet to the floor and landing on my feet harder than expected. I held my wrist as I pulled myself to a sitting position. It was a struggle, and I realized it wasn’t just full gravity—it was at least two times Earth gravity.

David groaned and held a hand to his forehead as he pulled himself up.

“Are you okay?” I managed to grit out.

“Yeah. Just bonked my head.”

He looked as pained as I felt and I trudged over to him, sitting so that I could see the egg growing on his forehead. “Ouch,” I said, gingerly touching it. “We need to get you to Samantha.”

“I just bonked it; wasn’t even knocked out. How about you?”

I held up my left hand. “I think I sprained my wrist.”

He reached out and delicately touched my wrist at different places before bending my hand.

I hissed in pain.

“I don’t think it’s broken,” he said. “Let’s get you to Medical. If it’s sprained, I can inject you with something that will speed up healing. You’re lucky. You could’ve broken your neck going from zero-G to 2G like that.”

“I’ll take a sore wrist over a broken neck any day,” I mused.

David glanced away. “You there, OTIS?”

“I am. How may I assist you?” OTIS replied.

“The gravity’s on in the zero-G room,” he said.

“That is a correct assessment.”

“Well, it’s not supposed to be on,” David said.

“That is also correct. However, there seems to be a glitch in the ship’s gravity processes, and the gravity is randomly unstable throughout the ship. Some levels are perfectly fine; some, however, are not, such as the room you’re currently in, which is reporting double the standard gravity of Earth.”

“Can you fix it?” I asked.

“I am attempting to locate the problem. Once I ascertain the issue, I will begin to identify solutions,” OTIS replied.

“So, the answer’s no.” I looked at the door above our heads. Around it, the railing was installed in a way that it could be used as a ladder. I turned to David. “How’s your head?”

“It’s okay. Just throbs, is all,” he said. “Want to get out of here?”

I nodded. “Because I’m not enjoying this 2G one bit. Hopefully it’s not worse out there.”

“There are no rooms higher than 2G at this time,” OTIS said. “However, two rooms on level four in module one did reach 3G for a period of ten minutes.”

David groaned. “I’m going to have to check on all the hi-pods after this. They’re like eggs—really fragile.”

We stood. David was wobbly at first but steadied. He eyed me with concern. “Are you going to be able to climb with a bad wrist?”

I nodded. “I might be slow, but I can do it.”

“All right.” He motioned to the railing, “Ladies first. I’ll be right behind you to help in case you need it.”

I chortled. “You just want to look at my butt.”

He grinned. “That too.”

The climb up the railing was tediously slow. For one thing, I couldn’t put any weight on my wrist. For another thing, the rails were at least three feet apart which made them lousy ladder rungs. When I was halfway up, the gravity cut out.

“About time,” David said, and he ended up beating me out of the room.

The hallway seemed to be set at normal gravity, which felt infinitely better than 2G.

We started walking to Medical. I held my wrist up and to my chest to minimize any jostling, and David dabbed at his forehead.

“This is going to really bruise up, I bet. Already, I got a killer headache. I’m going to need some TLC,” he said. “In fact, between my head and your wrist, I think we should be restricted to bed rest for a week at least.”

“I assume you’re talking about the same bed,” I said.

“Of course.”

As we walked, I noticed the gravity lightened, and I kept my right hand on the side rail just in case. David did the same.

“The movies get gravity all wrong,” I said.

“How so?”

“In the movies, gravity is always the last thing to go, and it never seems to go wonky.”

He chuckled. “No kidding. It’s always the first thing to go wrong on a ship. Probably because it’s the most complicated system of all the ship’s systems. The others know more about how it works. Something about the lining in the hull being antimatter and the insides aren’t.”

“You’re right, but it’s a bit more complicated than that. Otherwise, we’d be walking on the walls and ceilings too,” I said. “I read about this once when I was procrastinating when I should’ve been studying for finals back in college. Neutral antimatter is woven into the hull, while the inside of the ship is just normal matter. The gravity programming in the ship helps ‘tell’ the matter that the floors are the densest. But since the gravity’s all fake, people still get space sickness until they get their sea legs, or space legs. On the bright side, with the hull being basically our gravity-conducting shell, it protects us all against acceleration and deceleration.”

He eyed me. “You have exactly the type of education that the Space Corps wants on their crews. Why didn’t you ever think of applying to fly on a crew?”

I shrugged. “Honestly, the thought never crossed my mind. I didn’t know anyone in the space program, so I guess, I just assumed I wasn’t a candidate for it.”

He stopped and drew me closer. “You’d be a great candidate for it. Could you imagine if we were on the same crew? How cool would that be?”

I returned his smile. “It’d be pretty cool.”

He leaned in to kiss me, but he slumped against me instead. I barely caught him in time to keep us from both going down. “David?”

He didn’t answer, and I lowered his limp body to the floor. His eyes were closed, and he showed no hints of consciousness. I lightly slapped his cheeks as I tried to draw him back, but he was out cold.

“OTIS! Get Samantha!” I yelled. “C’mon, David, wake up.”

“I have notified Samantha. She is gathering her emergency kit as I relay his known injuries,” OTIS said. “I’m not picking up a pulse. I recommend you conduct cardiopulmonary resuscitation until Samantha arrives. If you do not know CPR, I can coach⁠—”

“I know it,” I interrupted as I began chest compressions. At least I knew enough to do something, not that I’d ever done CPR in real life before. My wrist screamed in agony with the compressions, but I pushed through it so I could put my body behind each thrust.

“Damn it, David. Wake up,” I said before I gave him a round of mouth-to-mouth.

Sweat and tears were running down my face, and it felt like I’d been giving David CPR for hours by the time Samantha arrived probably only two or three minutes later.

“Move aside. I’m taking over,” she said bluntly, and I let myself shuffle back with a sob now that a doctor was there. I bit my fist to not fall apart. Samantha placed a respiratory mask over David’s mouth and the computerized cube on top of the mask whirred and David’s chest rose.

“He hit his head on the floor when the gravity came on in the zero-G room,” I blurted. “That’s all I know.”

“OTIS told me.” She lifted his shirt and placed two square patches on his chest. She glanced at me. “Stay back. I’m defibrillating.”

She tapped on her tablet and David’s body surged. I bit back the urge to cry at seeing him like that.

I kept wringing my hands. “He’s going to be okay. He’s got to be okay, right?”

She didn’t answer—she was too busy trying to save David’s life.

Commander Chen came running down the hallway. Jess was with him.

“He hit his head in the zero-G room,” I said even though I knew OTIS likely told the crew everything he’d told Samantha. “The gravity came on in there, and we dropped.”

Samantha continued to work while I knelt nearby and the others stood. Sam had joined us, and Jason arrived, panting, soon after.

The doctor defibrillated David several times, and it broke my heart every time his body jolted. All the while, the respirator continued breathing for him. Jason or Sam was saying something but, my vision and concentration tunneled on Samantha, watching her work. After what must’ve been several minutes, Samantha set down her tablet. “OTIS, record time of death.”

Her words bludgeoned me. “No.” I reached out and grabbed David’s warm hand. It felt the same as it did when he was sleeping. He could be sleeping.

But he wasn’t.

Most of the crew was already crying and hugging one another.

“He just bumped his head. He was fine,” I argued.

Commander Chen placed his hand on my shoulder. “Liv, he’s gone.”
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Commander Chen had escorted me to my pod, and I was glad for it. I broke down the moment he closed the panel, and I remained there the rest of the day. I could hear the crew—except for Sam who had to return to the flight deck—in the lounge, talking and weeping. They’d crewed together with David for eleven years, and I’d only known him for three months. I had no right to mourn with them. I’d known David for only a few months, but David wasn’t just “someone.” He was an amazing human being. He wasn’t supposed to be the one who died—it was supposed to be me—I was the one heading to war—and he would keep doing his job, shuttling people to war until there were no more people left to shuttle.

Sometime in the late night, I went to the galley for a drink of water only to find Commander Chen sitting there in the dim light. A bottle of bourbon sat before him, and a glass sat with a finger of amber liquid.

“Grab a glass,” he said as I entered.

I held my left hand close to my chest—it throbbed worse than ever—as I opened a cabinet and took out one of the clear silicon cups and set it down by him without saying a word.

He poured the whiskey into the glass to about three fingers high and then held the glass out to me.

I sat and accepted it, and he raised his cup. “To David.”

“To David,” I echoed, and we drank.

The bourbon burned and was exactly what I needed.

We each set down our cups.

“It was a brain aneurysm,” Chen said. “He stroked out. There was nothing anyone could have done.”

With all the A-gen tech out there, there should’ve been something we could’ve done. I swallowed back the tears that wanted to come again and took another sip which helped.

“It’s not fair,” I said softly.

“It never is.”

David was the best of us.

We sat in silence for a length. He refilled his cup while I nursed mine.

“The crew is saying our goodbyes tomorrow. You’re welcome to join us. I know you and he were close,” he said.

“Thanks.”

“I’m glad he met you. Being a long rider can be a lonely life. I’ve never seen him so happy as he was after you came onboard.”

“I… loved him.” I nearly whispered the words. Ironic that I said that to the commander when I’d never said those words to David. I’d never said those words to anyone before—I thought I’d have to know someone for years before I’d say those words. But voicing it, I knew it to be true.

“And I know he felt the same. I could see it in his eyes when he was with you.”

Chen’s words brought me more comfort than anything could have at that time.

He downed his drink and left, leaving the bourbon on the table.

I considered drinking myself into a stupor, but I didn’t. I wanted my mind clear—I wanted to remember every facet of David while I still could.
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We bid farewell to David, one by one, where he lay in Medical before his body was to be bagged and placed in a cold storage locker in module three. Since it was obviously illegal to dump bodies in space. Commander Chen had been true to his word, and I was given time alone with David after the crew finished their turns.

I stood inside Medical; the room was silent except for the sounds of Samantha’s computers managing her various projects. It felt cold and clinical—the opposite of what David was like. I took his hand—the warmth had long since gone and his fingers were no longer pliable like they’d been. It didn’t feel like David anymore, so I released him, instead placing my hand over his chest. It seemed odd how his heart could be so cold and still while mine ached so much.

He’d thought he was lucky to have me. It was the other way around. I’d never believed in the afterlife before, but now I hoped beyond hope that there was one so I could see him again soon. Because now, I had only memories to carry me forward, and they were nowhere near enough.

I let the tears flow freely as I thought of everything I’d say to him if I had the chance. I thought of the things we’d do and see. I couldn’t say those words aloud—some things were meant to be between him and me, not between him and me and OTIS. Besides, no words would be enough; there was nothing I could say that would be enough. Nothing short of bringing him back was enough.

I wiped my tears away with my right hand and sniffled. “I’ll never forget you,” I whispered, and then joined the crew outside.

Commander Chen had helped Samantha place David into a body bag—none of the crew was allowed to watch. We waited until they rolled out a gurney containing a filled gray bag. Seeing the bag brought back memories of the terraformers at Mars Station, and I wondered which planet would gain David Green as a few pounds of soil.

It was a sad procession—except when Jason tripped, which made us all laugh, more from pent-up grief than anything. Looking back, I wondered if he did that on purpose to help break the somber mood.

The cold storage locker was unused, and I was glad it wasn’t a food freezer. I hated knowing that David would be stuck inside a freezer—I had to remind myself that it was just his body and that it was no longer David.

Before Sam rolled the gurney into the locker, Commander Chen said a few words.

“As this crew bids farewell to our fallen friend and fellow crew member, David Joseph Green, let us remember that while David may no longer be with us in body, his long rider spirit lives on in the stars. Let us remember David’s optimism, his kindness, and the memories we shared together. That we mourn deeply is a testament to the depth of his character and the strength of his spirit. So let us say farewell with love and gratitude, knowing that David will forever remain in our hearts and minds as we continue our journey through the stars. May he rest in peace among the black. Farewell, David. You will be deeply missed, but never forgotten.”

The speech felt too formal and stiff for David, but I could see Commander Chen was struggling to remain strong for his crew, and I knew he’d kept the words more clinical to keep from breaking down. Finished, he bowed his head and placed his hand over David’s chest. After a moment of silence, he took a step back. Jess opened the locker door. Cold air blew outward, and I shivered. Sam wheeled the gurney inside. Jason followed him, and the pair secured the gurney with straps.

They emerged. Jason shivered. “Should’ve worn a jacket.”

Jess closed the door, and as she went to the panel to lock it, the ship’s proximity alarms blared.

We all jerked in surprise.

OTIS announced, “I have identified two objects moving toward us on an intercept trajectory. They have the speed and size of a ship class like that of a Stork. They are only twenty-eight thousand kilometers away and closing fast.”

“OTIS, send an emergency request for nearest support,” Commander Chen said.

“The nearest Space Corps vessel is UNS Matador, a Space Corps gunship, but it is fifty-two hours away,” OTIS replied.

“Just do it!” It was the first time I’d heard the commander raise his voice.

Jess sucked in a breath. “There’s no one on the flight deck.”

Sam and Commander Chen sprinted down the passageway, and we all took off behind him. But it would take us at least ten minutes to reach it from our location near the back of the ship. Computers like OTIS weren’t designed to change flight paths, which meant we were sitting ducks for Raptors already in spitting distance.


THIRTEEN


My wrist sent spears of agony up my arm with every footfall as I ran through the corridors with the rest of the crew. My wrist was an angry red shade and twice its normal size, and it hurt like hell. I supposed I could’ve walked since I was not required to be on the flight deck with the rest of the crew, but if Raptors were hunting us, I wanted to be with the crew in the safest part of the ship rather than a transport module held on by a few bolts.

A part of my brain thought it bizarre how two minutes ago we were mourning the loss of a good man, and now we were sprinting to the flight deck to deal with the next emergency. Was it always like that for a flight crew? David had said he’d flown with this same crew for over a decade. Since they’d survived that long, it made me think that their trips were getting more dangerous as the Raptors moved deeper into our solar system.

There was a lot of random thoughts bouncing around my head—all revolving around death, Raptors, and war—as we raced past rows of hi-pods in two modules, up several ladders (which really slowed me down with my bad wrist), and to the flight deck.

By the time I reached the flight deck, the rest of the crew had already buckled in.

OTIS shut the door behind me the same time it reported, “Fourteen thousand miles out and still on an intercept trajectory. I have initiated a standard S-pattern flight.”

“Raptors saw through that move five years ago,” Commander Chen said.

“But flight rules indicate that is the first response to any Raptor threat,” OTIS countered.

“The flight rules are also five years out of date,” Chen said. “OTIS, turn off comms and lidar. Let’s see if that dock supervisor knew what she was talking about,” Commander Chen announced. “OTIS, shut down all nonessential systems, but leave on propulsion and nav controls. Make us as close to invisible as you can.”

“Comms and lidar are offline,” Sam said.

“Shutting down nonessential systems now,” OTIS said.

The lights went off, leaving us in darkness, and the constant hum quieted to a barely audible vibration.

“We’re blind, but hopefully that means the Raptors are blind to us too,” the commander said. “OTIS, flying according to flight rules is going to get us killed. I’m taking control of the ship and adjusting our course. Forty degrees left and twenty degrees down.”

“That maneuver’s going to be hard on the girl,” Sam said.

“It won’t be as hard on her as it will be if we’re still here when they intercept our flight path,” Chen said.

“Not to sound like OTIS, but we should don our suits. It is standard protocol,” Samantha said.

“We’ll have time later,” Chen said. “It’s about to get too rough. You need to stay buckled in for now.”

Raptors liked to hunt in pairs, which made them doubly hard to evade. A solo Raptor meant that it had lost its partner at some point, likely killed by one of their prey. Many times, once Raptors killed their prey, they left it without even scavenging the wreckage for anything of value. The aliens seemed to take delight in only the kill.

The ship lurched. In space, we shouldn’t even feel a shift in trajectory, but it was something about how the artificial gravity systems worked, that there was sometimes a lag in catching up with the changes. I clutched my armrest with my good hand, holding my left to my chest, as the ship bucked. I wasn’t pushed back in my seat like I would’ve been on a hard turn back on Earth. Everything worked differently in space. The only way I could tell we were changing—besides the lurching and bucking—was the stars outside my small window were moving.

The gravity wavered, and my mind flashed to the zero-G room, and I saw David falling and hitting his head on the railing. Adrenaline held my tears at bay, but I knew I’d be a wreck again later tonight… assuming I was still alive.

Or maybe I’d see David sooner than I’d expected.

Warning lights on the panels added a light red glow to the flight deck.

“If the incoming traffic is traveling at the same speed, I calculate they are at eight thousand miles from us. Without lidar, I cannot ascertain it is the enemy or if they’ve changed trajectory to align with our new flight path. Based on earlier assessments, I have ninety-eight percent confidence we are being hunted by two Stork-class ships,” OTIS said.

“Since they didn’t hail us when they entered the same sector, I think it’s safe to say Raptors got lucky and picked us up on their scans,” Commander Chen said.

Sam worked busily at the controls. Whether he was sweating from the run across the ship or from concentrating on his work, I couldn’t tell.

“How far do you estimate we’re off course, Sam?” Chen asked.

“We’re running blind, so it’s a wild ass guess, but I’d say about five hundred miles, with a bigger gap every second,” Sam replied.

“That’d be my assessment too,” Chen said. “I’m adjusting our course another twenty degrees to the left. I want to get us well out of their visual sights.”

There was more wobbling and jerking as though the ship was trying to buck against the course change. The darkness made the shaking even more frightening, and my heart raced.

“How do we know if they’re tracking us?” I asked.

“If they blow us out of the sky, they’re tracking us,” Sam answered.

“Since we’re blind, we won’t know until they’re close enough for a visual, which should be any minute now, assuming their cameras are as good as ours,” Commander Chen said. “OTIS, are your cameras picking up any movement yet?”

“Not yet. I estimate the incoming traffic will be identified visually in four minutes,” OTIS replied.

“All right. In three and a half minutes, power down everything except for Sam’s and my stations and your hull cameras, OTIS. Oh, and keep propulsion and controls on standby. We don’t want them to see us but need to be ready in case they do.” Chen then said to us, “We’re going to lose gravity, and it might get chilly in here. Hopefully, they’ll be out of this sector within an hour.”

Four minutes felt like four hours as we waited in silence. Once everything shut down, the last half minute was nerve-racking as hell. We didn’t know how powerful Raptors scanners were, only that they seemed to be very comparable to ours. In fact, even though their ships and stations looked different, their technology was eerily similar to ours. It was another reason so many people believed that A-gen technologies had been given to us by a Raptor dissident.

“I have picked up two objects in motion,” OTIS announced finally. “From my calculations, they have not changed trajectory.”

“Good,” Chen said. “Let’s hope they stay on course and blow right by us.”

More silence followed until OTIS gave us the dreaded news. “I have visually confirmed that the two ships are Stork-class ships. And, unfortunately, it appears that they are decelerating. Due to performance limitations of the Storks, I have high confidence they intend to decelerate enough to adjust their course to intercept us.”

Raptor ships are fast. Their hulls are thicker than ours and allows them to handle the pressure changes, and even radiation, better than humans. But they can’t make a tight turn. They must slow way down and take a turn at a shallow angle. For every course adjustment they make, we can make three. If the course changes felt rough on our ship, they must’ve been brutal for the hollow-boned Raptors… assuming their ships had gravity.

“That means cutting comms and lidar didn’t fool them,” Sam said venomously.

“Or they picked up our movement on regular scans,” Jess said. “We could’ve been in visual range of their scanners by the time we powered down.”

“OTIS, where are they at in their course change?” Commander Chen asked.

“They are still decelerating, which means they will be changing course,” OTIS replied.

Storks were faster than Space Corps ships, especially transports. But they could only maintain that speed in a straight line. They couldn’t turn on a dime like a gunship or even like a transport without slowing down significantly. Turns in space meant more than left or right—they also meant up and down. With that kind of flexibility, it was a known maneuver to evade Storks by making random turns, and the maneuver worked… until the pair of Storks figured out how to corner their prey into enough of a straight line that they could shoot or ram it.

“That buys us several minutes,” Chen said. “OTIS, give me full flight controls, and prepare for maximum velocity in ten seconds. Sam, I have the ship. I need you to scan the sector for anything that could be of help.”

“Such an abrupt maneuver is not recommended. Going from idle to maximum surpasses our performance redlines,” OTIS said.

“No kidding,” Sam said drily.

“As long as she doesn’t break, I’ll take it,” Chen said as the flight deck lighting came on at its dimmest setting. “Hold on everyone. There’s no telling how rough this is going to be.”

Turned out, “rough” was an understatement. I learned Tereshkova did not like fast acceleration. The ship—with four transports stacked on it—was designed for slower acceleration, but Chen was treating it like he was trying to drag race a semi-truck hauling a fully loaded trailer. Red warning lights flashed in the dark flight deck before the ship juddered and whined from the engines’ reactors being cycled up faster than intended. I didn’t have big boobs, but the shuddering made everything bounce. I gritted my teeth to keep from grunting in pain at the jolt to my wrist.

The creaks and buzzing sounds grew to such a crescendo that I wondered if the hull would breach from the pressure. There was no G-force, so I couldn’t even tell if the ship was accelerating enough or not. The lights were too dim for me to see if I was the only terrified person on the flight deck. A strong jolt was followed by Jess cussing, which made me feel better knowing I wasn’t the only one not enjoying this. It was like driving a car versus riding in a car. I’ve driven a car down a racetrack before (for a Livia Live update) and absolutely loved the speed. But before that, during training, I had to ride along while another driver took us over two hundred miles per hour around the track. Despite wearing a full seat harness, I’d held on for dear life.

It was like that now… along for the ride.


FOURTEEN


“I found an option,” Sam announced. “There’s the Hounsou debris field in this sector. If we hold course, we’d pass it on the right in ten minutes. But if we cut into it, well, that’d be a few thousand square miles of space junk to confuse the Raptors.”

“I see it and changing course for it now,” Chen said. “Tag one of the larger wrecks. Something that could hide us.”

“Give me a minute,” Sam said.

The Hounsou debris field was the site of a massive network of artificial objects built before the Raptors showed up in our system. Space stations, resorts, theme parks, and even manufacturing facilities were being built to create a luxurious vacation spot that would’ve supported more than a million visitors. The Hounsou Resort was still under construction when a pair of Raptors attacked, killing over two thousand workers. It was a terrible loss, but it could’ve been worse. If that resort had been opened, the loss would’ve been the greatest of any attack ever.

Instead, the worst loss of the war was a year earlier at Voyager Station, the largest research station on the far side of the asteroid belt. It had been an orbital space center in Jupiter’s orbit where scientists and corporations alike studied and planned long-term, interstellar space travel. Scientists lived there with their families, and Voyager Station was considered a true space colony—4,922 souls were lost in the attack. There were no survivors. Voyager Station was the Raptors’ first strike, and they turned the station into a nest. The Space Corps arrived nine months later with four cruise ships turned into defenders and blew that nest to smithereens. By all accounts, Voyager Station is considered the place where the War started even though Raptors had likely invaded our system months, if not years, earlier.

“I’m tagging a good-sized chunk for you, and it doesn’t look like it has too much debris between us and it,” Sam said.

“Too much? Exactly how much are we talking about?” Jess asked.

“It looks like it has enough debris to kill us, but not enough to kill us right away,” Sam clarified.

“I see the tag. I’ll wait to maneuver once we reach the debris field. Don’t want to give anything away to the Raptors,” Chen said.

The ship smoothed out, and I relaxed in my seat.

“OTIS, where are the Raptors now?” Chen asked.

“They have separated into their classic bottleneck maneuver and are accelerating now that they are out of their current course adjustment. One is high and to our right while the other is low and to our left. Depending on how often you change course, they will require anywhere from fifteen minutes to two hours to be within accurate shooting range,” OTIS said.

Movies made it look easy to shoot something. Even with advanced technology, try shooting a moving target a couple of thousand miles away. It made finding a needle in a haystack look like a piece of cake. Worse, the lasers weren’t rapid-fire weapons. Once they targeted something, it took them up to a second to send the laser which also had a slight lag by the time it reached its distant target. And all of this was accomplished by an invisible laser beam, or at least a beam that’s invisible to the human eye. A laser worked more like a torpedo than a bullet. Once it hit its programmed target, the intense heat and power caused a very flashy explosion, even in the vacuum of space.

“Send me the maneuvering required for the two-hour range,” Chen said.

A moment later, Chen said, “Can the ship take it?”

“The cooldowns from the redline maneuvers should suffice,” OTIS said.

“All right. Turn on mobility lights on the command level and crew level,” Chen said.

The lighting improved in the flight deck so that I could clearly make out the other crew members.

Chen looked at us. “You have thirteen minutes before the next course change. I advise you use that time to get into your suits. That includes you, Sam. We need at least one pilot safe in case any of that debris breaches the hull.”

“Got it, boss.” Sam ran off the flight deck first, with Jason and Jess right behind them. I hustled alongside Samantha.

“Your wrist is hurt,” she said.

“It’ll be fine. Just sprained it in the gravity glitch,” I said.

“Even a sprain can kill a person in space,” she said. “Microbes behave differently out here and tend to cause infections even when you shouldn’t have an infection. There’s no time now, but I’ll give you an injection once we get through this.”

If we get through this, I thought.

When we reached the ladder, I motioned for her to go first. “Go, I’m too slow right now, and I’ll never get my suit on in time, anyway.”

She eyed me. “It’s not ideal but strap yourself into your pod. I’ll help you into your suit at the next cooldown.”

I gave a nod even though I had no intention of remaining at my pod when the rest of the crew was in the flight deck. The only other time I’d worn a suit, David had helped me into it, and even then, it took closer to an hour than thirteen minutes.

The crew must’ve trained at putting on suits fast. Sam was already smoothing his suit in place by the time I reached the crew pods. There was no way he could’ve hooked up the catheters in under a minute, which made me hope that we wouldn’t have to wear our suits very long.

Down the ladder and in the crew quarters, I pulled my suit from the pod closet. I didn’t even have a suit when I came onboard. Jason had helped me find one when Chen had us wear suits during the emergency repairs. I began sliding myself into it, but with only one good hand, it wasn’t easy. The spacesuits weren’t the original bulky kind. While they weren’t tight to put on, the material was thick enough—almost like a wetsuit—making me work at tugging it up my body. I had it over my hips when Jason noticed me as he was hustling by. One glance at me and he set down his helmet.

“Here, it’s easier when someone helps,” he said and began tugging it up while Jess and Samantha ran back to the flight deck and suited up, both carrying their helmets. It reminded me of when a guy helps put on a girl’s coat, only a spacesuit is a lot more intense. I slid my right hand into a sleeve and winced as I slid my left in.

“Your wrist looks awful. What’d you do to it?”

“Landed hard on it when the gravity glitched.”

“You need to have Samantha take a look at that. You don’t want to lose the hand.”

I jerked. “What?”

He shrugged. “I’ve seen people lose limbs from broken bones before. But if yours is just a sprain, I’m sure you’ll be fine. Maybe” He glanced at his armlet on his suit. “Under a minute. Here, I got your helmet. Get your caths in.”

“We don’t have time.”

“Trust me. There’s always time to hook up the bios,” he said.

He turned away and I connected the catheters. “Okay.”

He turned back. “Now, let’s get up to the flight deck.”

By the time we reached the ladder, the ship shuddered. I grabbed the railing. Jason’s hands were full, so he leaned his back against the wall.

“Damn it,” Jason said. “All right, helmets on.” He helped me don my helmet. When he clicked it in place, the HUD showed that the seal was good, and the fabric tightened around me. He then did the same, though he dropped his helmet once when it felt like the ship hit a speed bump. Once he had it secure, he said, “All right, you take the ladder first. I’ll be up right behind you.”

I opened the door to the stairwell—I called it that even though it only contained a ladder and no stairs because “ladderwell” just sounded silly. The ship was rocking pretty good, and I gripped a rung tightly with my good hand while I wrapped my left around, using the crook of my elbow to help keep me from falling. Taking the elevator would’ve been a lot easier, but with the dimmed lights, I had a feeling OTIS had shut down power to the elevators. Not that I’d have taken an elevator, anyway. The thought of getting caught in a small box during a Raptor attack did not set well.

Though, sitting in the flight deck was kind of like sitting in a slightly bigger box. The difference being the flight deck was the most reinforced room on the entire ship. The hull could be breached and the ship torn apart, and the environmental systems in the flight deck would keep its crew alive for up to a week (I’ve been reading Jason’s manuals).

I hustled up the ladder, trying to ignore my wrist. I slipped, and Jason stabilized me by putting his hands on my butt.

“I’m not flirting, I swear,” he said.

“I know. Thanks.”

As soon as we reached the command level, we would’ve run to the flight deck if we could, but the shaking and pitching forced us to clutch the railing as we made our way. As soon as we entered the flight deck, the door closed behind us.

“You’re late,” Chen said.

“My bad,” I said, and we grabbed our seats.

Commander Chen piloted through two course changes before he turned over controls to Sam long enough to don his suit. By then, we were on the cusp of entering the Hounsou debris field. At least, I assumed we were because sunlight glinted off small pieces of metal outside and the ship’s proximity alarms kept flashing.

When I hear of debris fields, I envision basically a junkyard in space, but the reality is far different. The Hounsou debris field likely started like a junkyard filling ten square miles, but things are always shifting and moving in space, and with the field inevitably and constantly expanding. I imagined the debris field would continue to grow forever until it was no longer a field but simply space junk spread across the system. The Space Corps announced they would pick up all wreckage and debris found for the safety of travelers, but they’d been more than a little strapped on resources lately.

Right now, the area almost looked like it was raining ice crystals with all the tiny pieces of debris before us with the exception of larger chunks floating in the distance. I didn’t know how we were going to hide anywhere, but I could see why Sam was taking us here. We’d have to slow down to not risk a hull breach, meaning the Raptors would have to slow down, giving away their greatest advantage. Space Corps ships were more maneuverable, so could weave around the junk faster than Storks.

Best case scenario: the Raptors would give up on their hunt for the day.

Worst case scenario: the Raptors wouldn’t give up hunting us.

There was no scenario in between.

The scenery didn’t change except for pebbles of debris shooting by the ship, some of which were alarmingly large. I assumed we were hitting some of the smaller pieces—hulls were made to withstand objects up to seven inches in diameter—but the vacuum of space sucked any sounds of impact.

Commander Chen continued to operate the controls, though Sam seemed just as busy working out course adjustments. And there were a lot of adjustments. With debris in our proximity, it was easier to notice the progression of the ship, and Tereshkova was weaving around junk, most of which I couldn’t even see until we zipped past it.

“Where’re the Raptors?” I asked.

“They’re still back there. Their ships are designed for ramming things, so I’m starting to rethink my brilliant idea about plowing through a debris field,” Sam replied.

The Raptors were gaining on us then. Shit.

My body remained stiff with tension as we wound our way through the Hounsou field mostly in silence, the only discussion focused on course changes, larger pieces of junk, and repairs that would be needed. Jason piped in once to scold the commander for hitting a rather sizable chunk, but Chen hadn’t even responded, though he looked like he was using every ounce of concentration at navigating the field. I wondered if OTIS could navigate the field better if Chen could override the computer’s dependence on flight rules. With how advanced A-gen tech was, it was amazing at its stark limitations.

We flew through the field for hours, evading the Raptors like a game of cat and mouse, through debris that grew larger and larger the deeper we went. We’d gone deep enough that half of the debris was chunks larger than our ship. Using the space junk to disguise our maneuvers, Chen would make an abrupt change. Whenever we thought we lost them, one of them tracked us, and the game was on again. Chen had just made an abrupt maneuver when Sam tapped his screen. “There’s our gal finally. Aim for her belly.”

“I see it,” Chen said.

When Chen changed course, I saw what Sam had been talking about—the reason we’d entered the Hounsou debris field in the first place. It was a chunk of at least a quarter of a space station, making it fifty times bigger than Tereshkova.

Chen maneuvered the ship toward the wreckage, aiming for where the station had been torn open. He decelerated so much that it made me nervous until I realized his plan: he was going to hide the ship inside the wreckage.

Once we were inside, Chen announced, “All right, OTIS, shut down anything and everything that might draw attention to us.”

“I’ll put the reactors and energy systems in standby mode and can shut down all environmental and flight systems. But the hibernation pods will require some environmental support so that the occupants don’t freeze,” OTIS said.

“Do what you need to do to keep them alive without drawing unwanted attention our way,” Chen said, then added, “Everyone, get your helmets secure. We could be here a while.”

Lights, gravity, and the constant hum and vibration of the ship disappeared completely, and I hurried to put on my helmet. With a seal in place, my suit shrunk to fit, and my HUD came to life. With the instant silence, my breathing echoed in my ears.

And that’s how it went for the next gazillion (forty-four) hours. We waited. I could see a glint of space through the window nearest me. Once every few hours, a Stork flew by as it prowled the area. Not that I sat and looked out the window the entire time. I’m not that paranoid. A fair chunk of the time, I spent out of my seat, stretching my legs. I even helped Jason on a couple of projects, though we had to keep our suits on and tethered to railing everywhere we walked just in case the Raptors found us and attacked. I also managed to doze off, which was the only time I wasn’t thinking about how much my stupid sprained wrist hurt. Samantha couldn’t give me an injection as long as I was in my suit, and I was beginning to think my hand was going to burst and fall off. It hurt so much! Of course, between wearing a suit and having a painful wrist, I didn’t sleep for more than a few minutes at a time.

At least it seemed like powering down systems and out of their visual scanners did the trick. But those Raptors were damned perseverant. I would’ve given up thirty hours ago, but I’m not a Raptor. Those birds seemed to live for the hunt, so they weren’t going to give up on any prey they’d caught a whiff of.

“Commander, we have reached the estimated time of arrival for the UNS Matador. Would you like me to activate our comms and lidar to see if either they or the Raptors are in the area?” OTIS asked, startling me from my half-sleeping position in my jump seat in the flight deck.

“Skip the lidar for now.” Chen yawned and stretched. “We’re not going anywhere. Just open ship relay comms, not full QuSR comms. If they’re here, they’ll be tracking the Raptors already.”

A bare second later, OTIS said, “I have communicated with Matador’s OTIS. They are in the sector and currently hunting the Raptors, which are currently hunting Matador.”

Relief filled me. A defender was to Raptors like Storks were to transports like Tereshkova. It would be a great time for an intense video update, but then I reminded myself that Aegis didn’t need my news reports anymore. They hadn’t even asked for another report since I quit sending them, which made it clear how much they wanted videos from me.

“Their OTIS has requested we activate our transponder so they can track us to better protect us,” OTIS said.

“Activate the transponder then,” Chen said.

“The transponder has been activated. All three ships are within this sector. Matador’s OTIS has indicated one Stork has broken off pursuit of them and is turning toward us. I am tracking a power surge. It is either activating it’s EMP weapon or rail gun. We cannot evade in our current position,” OTIS said.

“I don’t need reminding,” Chen said.

“Well, now we know that Raptors can track transponders,” Sam said drily. “And I bet the Space Corps knew that already and didn’t feel like sharing.”

“C’mon, Matador, hurry the hell up,” Jason said.

“I’m sure the Space Corps knows what the Raptors can track; they’re just not the best at sharing that knowledge, especially since we haven’t had to worry about Raptors on our routes for over six years,” Chen quipped.

“Excellent news. Matador has destroyed one Stork,” OTIS reported.

And that’s when the second Stork fired on us.


FIFTEEN


The Stork fired a split second before Matador blew it out of the black.

Alarms blared.

“Damage report, OTIS,” Chen exclaimed.

OTIS reported, “The Stork-class ship fired on us with its rail gun. We sustained significant damage to module two, which has suffered severe hull breach impacting all four levels. I have sealed it off from the rest of the ship.”

“The entire module was compromised?” Samantha asked.

“Yes. In addition, reactor two is showing random instability alerts,” OTIS said.

“That’s because nuclear reactors don’t like being knocked around,” Jason snapped.

OTIS continued, “I have placed reactor two in standby mode to lessen pressure within the core. Should the instability become consistent, I advise you to eject the core. Before that happens, we should leave this wreckage at your earliest convenience as ejecting the core would do no good if it remained trapped inside this wreckage with us.”

“I’m working on it,” Chen said. The ship was slowly making a one-eighty. “Jason, Jess, get to the reactor to stabilize it. Sam, open a channel with Matador. Relay our damage. Tell them we need help.”

I unbuckled my belt and stood. “I can help.”

“Not on this. Reactors are too unforgiving,” Jason said as he brushed by me.

I watched them run out, their magnetized boots giving them an ungraceful gait. Instead of sitting, I said, “Commander, tell me what to do.”

Chen didn’t look up. “Once we get things stabilized, you can help in patching the hull.”

Commander Chen steered Tereshkova out of the wrecked station. In the distance, Matador gleamed in the sunlight.

“I’ve talked with Matador,” Sam said. “You want the good news or the bad news first?”

“Sam,” Chen admonished.

“All right. Good news is that there aren’t any more Raptors in the area, at least none that they’ve picked up on scanners. Bad news is they ain’t sticking around. They’ve been called to the Laos sector to help out another transport. They said Raptors are coming out of the woodwork and we need to get off our asses and get to Ens sooner rather than later.”

“Someone’s always telling us to hurry.” Chen said. “At least we aren’t in dire need of assistance. Even if we have to eject reactor two, we still have one to get us to Enceladus where we can pick up a new one.”

“Dropping a core will slow us down,” Sam said.

“Trust me, I’m fully aware of what losing a core means to our speed. This long haul is certainly one to remember,” Chen said. “Now, relay our appreciation to the Matador. Once I get us clear of this station, I’ll work on assigning any remaining repair jobs. OTIS, verify that all environmentals can come back on, except for module two, of course.”

“Verified. The ship’s interior should be of a sufficient temperature and air quality within ninety minutes. However, I am picking up a minor breach on module one, level four. It will sustain acceptable temperature and air quality, but it will constantly leak.”

“Sounds like an easy fix. I can work on that,” I offered.

Chen gave a simple nod. “All right, Liv. Be sure to use your tether at all times. I’ll have OTIS feed me updates. And be sure to give a wide berth to module two.”

“I’ll head to module two,” Samantha said before pushing away from her workstation with a heavy sigh. “OTIS, timestamp the logs. As of now, Commander, I, Samantha Patel, as Medical Specialist, assume all of Medical Assistant David Green’s duties.”

“The transfer has been logged,” OTIS said.

“There’s no hurry for you to go,” Chen said gently.

“There are seventy-six hi-pods in module two that need to be disconnected from the power supply. I’d rather get started than wait.”

“I understand, but take Sam with you. Be sure to use your tether and watch out for any pressurized pockets. If the entire module’s compromised, it’s bound to be unsafe,” Chen said.

“I appreciate your consideration, but I’ve been in depressurized modules before, Commander,” she said.

“I know, but you’ve never been into a module shot up by a rail gun. There’s going to be a lot of debris and… mess in there.”

“I understand,” she said, then noticed me. “The moment we can remove our suits, I expect you in my med lab.”

“I will,” I said.

Sam and Samantha left, and I was going to follow, but I remained to look out the window as Chen piloted the ship deftly out of the wreck of a station we’d been hiding within. There were moments I thought he was going to scrape against the wreckage, but he never did. Once we emerged, I breathed easier seeing the open black space before us.

“Liv, I hope you realize that you don’t have to help out,” he said.

“I like to keep busy.” Since I quit making videos for my evil corporate bosses, I didn’t exactly have a lot to do other than sit around and dread reaching Enceladus. And pretty much anything was healthier than that.

I left him alone on the flight deck and descended to the crew level to grab the toolkit I’d assembled over the months of helping out Jason. From there, I headed to his magical supplies room that seemed to contain everything needed to repair anything on the ship. I grabbed two tubes of sealing foam. I hadn’t used it myself, but I watched Jason use it several times, and it seemed pretty straightforward: point and spray.

I discovered it wasn’t as easy as it looked. I sealed the breach—OTIS had to point it out to me it was so small—and made a mess. There was foam on the wall, floor, and even the ceiling (don’t ask). But the breach was sealed, so I figured the job was done. No one said it had to be well done.

I was on my way to return the second tube of foam when the alarms sounded followed by OTIS reporting, “Reactor two is unstable and attempts to eject the core have been unsuccessful.”

“OTIS, what do I do?” I asked.

“I recommend you make your way to an escape pod as a precaution.”

“Is that what the crew’s doing?”

“The crew is congregating at reactor two to reset the reactor and attempt to repair the thirteen remaining breaches in the reactor housing unit while Commander Chen continues his attempts to eject the core.”

I started to run as best I could in a suit tethered to a railing and connected to an air hose. I knew the reactors were behind module one and below the add-on modules, but I’d never been inside them because one, the doors were always locked, and two, they’re nuclear reactors.

I reached reactor two just before Sam and Samantha. When I went to follow them inside, OTIS beeped. “Reactors are restricted access.”

Sam held up a hand. “You heard the bot. No passengers playing around the nuclear reactors.”

Well, that stung. Yeah, I was technically a passenger, but I’d been helping out plenty… evidently, “helping out” wasn’t enough.

The door closed once they entered the reactor room, and I watched through the thick glass window in the door. It was a spartan room with only a large horizontal cylinder and a computer terminal. Commander Chen was working at the terminal while the other four crew members were working furiously at patching breaches in the core’s housing unit. Radiation warning lights were flashing, but I assumed flight suits provided moderate protected against radiation since they were made for working outside ships.

The crew was using the same sealing foam I’d used to fix module one’s hull breach, though I admit they were all much better at applying it. I could see the crew talking to each other, but I wasn’t on their shared comm channel. As they worked, I read the screen Chen was working on—he was entering his credentials to reboot the reactor’s system, which I would’ve thought OTIS could do that, but the longer I was on the ship, the more I saw that OTIS had a lot of restrictions placed on his capabilities. Maybe one of the first OTIS systems shut down a reactor or ejected it without the crew’s authorization, so restrictions were added. But more likely, it was because corporations really liked to keep control over anything and everything.

I wondered if OTIS ever felt helpless, if he even felt anything at all, when he had to watch the crew work when he could be of assistance. They moved quickly—their daily drills clearly paying off. For every breach I repaired, I think each of them fixed three. Within four minutes, OTIS announced the housing unit was sealed, and Chen rebooted the system. It came back online without a single radiation warning or instability alert. Everyone cheered, me included.

That’s when we were slammed against the wall. My head hit the inside of my helmet with a solid thud, and I winced at the impact. The corridor lights had gone out and there were no alarms blaring. With how bad of an impact that was, there should’ve been very loud and very bright alarms.

Instead, my HUD was telling me the ship wasn’t feeding me any air, and that I had thirteen minutes and fifty-one seconds of air remaining in my suit. I realized then that I had no idea where the portable air tanks for the suits were located since none of the crew had worn any with their suits.

“OTIS, what happened?” I asked as I dragged myself to my feet. There was no response. “OTIS, this is not a good time for you to decide to reboot your systems.” Still no answer.

I looked through the window to see the crew also pulling themselves up. Chen busily tapped the reactor’s screen, but he wasn’t finding what he wanted if his expression was any indication. The massive cylindrical reactor in the center of the room still had lights so evidently it was either self-powered or on a different system.

Jason tried to open the door between us, but it wouldn’t open. He grew alarmed and began yanking at it, joined with Sam.

Chen stepped over and tapped his armlet, then I heard his voice. “I’m patching Liv into our channel.”

“What’s going on?” I asked.

“Something hit us, duh.” Sam, the idiot, didn’t get what I was really asking.

“We’ve lost all power. Not just OTIS. Otherwise, we’d still have air. The central power unit in the ship must’ve been knocked offline in the collision.” Chen said.

Jason kept trying to open the door.

“Did you try the manual override?” Jess asked.

“That was the first thing I tried,” Jason said. “The door must’ve gotten kinked up when we were hit.”

“We need air tanks or we need to be in the atmo chamber in the med bay within twelve minutes. That’s not much time,” Samantha blurted.

“I guarantee we won’t find air tanks in here. We need to get out of here,” Jason said, his voice sounding frantic for the first time ever.

“This is not the way I want to die,” Jess said.

“What do I need to do?” I asked.

Chen pushed between Jason and Sam to look at me. “There’s no way you could restart it in time. Liv, there’s nothing you can do. You need to get to an ejection pod. Those have an air supply.”

I stared at him for a long second, then ran.

In the reactor room, the crew talked over one another as they tried to figure out ways to open the door, but it was a reactor room so the door would be more heavily reinforced than any other door on the ship. Jess made a rude comment about me abandoning them, but I ignored her.

My remaining air seconds were racing down since I was running, and when I tried to slow my breath, it just made me have to breath harder. At least the reactor rooms were just below and behind the main part of the ship, so I was able to reach level nine in under three minutes. What slowed me down was that every door was closed and needed to be manually opened. I gritted my teeth through the pain as I forced myself to use both hands to pull levers.

Seven minutes and twelve seconds.

I slowed when I reached the level, reading each door until I came to the room that read CENTRAL POWER SYSTEMS. I went to open the door, but it wouldn’t budge, and I noticed there was a manual PIN code below the screen. “Commander, how do I get into the CPU room?”

“You should be on your way to an escape pod, Liv,” Samantha said.

“My code is 88674348,” Chen said.

I tapped the numbers on the metal keypad and heard the locks click. This time, the lever moved, and I swung open the door and entered a room that looked like the opposite of the reactor room. This one was filled with cables and boxes. With only my helmet lights providing me with visibility, the cables resembled massive snakes casting ominous long shadows.

Six minutes and thirty-nine seconds.

I expected the central power unit to be in the center of the room, but I found it by following the thick cables to a corner. It reminded me of a refrigerator with a screen and fold-out keyboard.

“All right, Commander. Guide me through the restart.”

“First up, you’ll want to see if you can power it up through the keyboard,” he said.

I folded down the keyboard and noticed the power symbol button on the upper right. I pressed it firmly. Nothing happened. I pressed and held it for a count of three. Still nothing. “No go. What’s next?”

“All right. Find the circuit box. It’s on the wall to the left of the CPU.”

“I see it.”

“Good. Open it and make sure all circuits are still firmly connected. You need to reconnect any loose ones.”

I opened the cabinet and found rows of what must’ve totaled a hundred small glass circuits. I ran my gloved fingers over each row and pushed in the loose circuits.

Four and three seconds.

“I reinserted three,” I said.

“Good. Those would’ve knocked the CPU out. Now you need to reset the surge switches. They’ll be on the opposite wall not far from the door. Every switch should be in the upward ‘on’ position.”

I hustled back to where a portion of the wall had what resembled a large breaker box. I opened it to find at least as many black surge switches as there were circuits. Over half of them were flipped in the off position.

I began flipping them. Each one took some effort, and I was sweaty, and my thumb was aching before I was a quarter of the way through.

Two minutes and forty-six seconds.

“How’re you guys holding up in there?” I asked.

“Everyone’s resting to conserve their air. We’re at seven minutes. What’s your air at?” Chen asked.

“A little under three minutes.”

“That’s not enough time,” Sam lamented.

Chen hushed him and then said, “You need to try and conserve your air, Liv.”

“I’m trying.”

I kept flipping switches. My gloved hand slipped on one and I rapped my knuckle against the wall. I cursed.

“How’s it going Liv?” Chen asked.

“It’s going,” I grumbled.

I was down to one minute and thirty-eight seconds when I finally flipped all the stupid switches. “Done. What’s next?”

“Use the keyboard and try to power up the CPU again.”

I hustled to the unit and pressed the power button. This time, it lit up and the status bar on the screen began climbing.

“Yes! It’s powering up,” I said.

Jason said, “Atta girl.” Even Sam and Jess said something nice, though I really wasn’t paying attention to anyone except the commander.

“You’re not finished yet,” Chen said. “Once the CPU boots up, you need to enter my admin key to initiate the systems.”

I glanced at the status bar and at my time remaining. One minute and nine seconds. The status bar climbed at half the rate my air was counting down. My heart was pounding more from fear than adrenaline now. The administrator screen finally appeared when my air was at sixteen seconds.

“I’m there. Give me your code.”

“It’s the same as for the door. 88674348.”

I entered it and tapped the APPROVE button.

Eight seconds.

The screen displayed an affirmative message.

“It says it’s launching the central power systems.”

The crew cheered.

“You did it, Liv.”

I frowned. “But the power’s not back on yet.”

“It can take a few minutes for everything to come back online,” Chen said, and the way he said it, he knew what that meant for me.

My HUD beeped when my air supply hit zero.

I’d expected my air to cut off completely, but instead it was like I was breathing stale air. I first noticed that I was sucking in more air, trying to get a decent lungful of air, but it didn’t work. It wasn’t painful—I expected to die in agony. Instead, I grew lightheaded in my panic for good air. I didn’t even notice I’d fallen until I realized I was staring at the ceiling. I’d hoped for the air and lights to come back on before I died because I didn’t want to die in the dark, but they never did.


SIXTEEN


Guess what? I didn’t die. I’d only come super close to dying.

I’d awakened in the med lab, inside the emergency atmo chamber. The power was back on throughout the ship, and everyone survived. Once back online, OTIS had sent small bots to assist the crew in getting out of the reactor room. I survived by sheer luck because I’d never disconnected my air hose in my haste to reach the CPU room, and it had dragged along the entire time.

Everyone was back to business as usual with one noticeable difference. The rest of the crew was nice to me. I mean, Commander Chen didn’t change—he was still all stoic and professional. And Samantha and Jason had been nice to me before. But Sam went a full day without being a dick, which had to take serious effort on his part. Even Jess brought me a slushie she’d made in the galley, though she’s still not much of a talker.

Tapping through files on my armlet, I watched the interview I’d made with David and seeing him smile brought me a semblance of peace. I missed him terribly.

Samantha entered the med lab and I set down my slushie. She stopped outside the atmo chamber and checked the monitor. “How’s the wrist?” she asked.

I opened and closed my fingers on my left hand a couple of times. My wrist felt badly bruised, but the pain was gone. “Good. You ought to trademark those injections.”

She smirked. “They’re already trademarked by Aegis Group.” She turned serious. “Next time, you need to come to me as soon as you receive an injury. You already had a staph infection in that fracture. If it would’ve gone much longer, it’s very likely you would’ve lost the hand.”

“I seriously thought it was just a sprain.”

“Well, out here, any injury is considered serious. You clearly scraped your hand or wrist when you hit it to pick up the infection. And as for your fracture, you’re lucky that you didn’t fully break the wrist. Despite all the advances in medicine, bones still never heal quite right in space.”

I didn’t quite get why the human body was so delicate in space. It made sense that we weren’t built for zero-G, but you’d think artificial gravity would fake out the body enough to make it think it was on Earth. But nope. Just because the floors were designed to pull us toward them, our bodies knew it wasn’t the real thing. Even on colonies that were incredibly similar to Earth’s gravity still had negative impacts on the human body. We were a finicky species.

“Your bio signs are reading normal, so you no longer need to remain in the atmo chamber,” she said.

“About time.” I stood. I’d been going stir-crazy. I figured Samantha was being overly cautious since she’s the ship’s medical specialist. I passed out from oxygen deprivation. Just a bit of fresh air and I was fine.

“You can resume normal activities, but you should be gentle with that wrist until it fully heals. That means telling Jason no when he comes to you with projects that require two hands.” She tapped a couple of items on her screen, and the door to the atmo chamber opened with a hiss of air movement.

I stepped out of the booth and first noticed the cooler air. I hadn’t realized how warm the booth was; only that it was quite cozy. “Thanks for your help, Samantha.”

“Just doing my job. Now, you do yours and make sure our friends and families back on Earth know what the Raptors are doing out here.”

I didn’t tell her that I’d stopped providing updates, and Aegis hadn’t even bothered asking me why. They either assumed I’d figured out they were using my likeness, or they just didn’t care. Any updates I sent them once they had perfected my likeness were probably autodeleted.

Before I left the med lab, I paused at the whiteboard on the wall. It read: 248 hi-pods (of 462). I caught that it said “hi-pods” rather than “passengers”—it made it feel less personal, but that didn’t change the fact that over two hundred people had died onboard this ship since we’d left Luna Station. No matter how you looked at it, that made it pretty damn personal.

I craved to do a video update on the dangers soldiers faced before even reaching the front lines. I’d never seen a hint of danger conveyed in the news before. Reports had always shown soldiers looking happy and enjoying their flights. Utter bullshit.

“We lost an entire module in that Raptor attack,” Samantha said, and I realized she’d noticed what caught my attention.

I couldn’t even wrap my head around the number of losses we had before we even reached the front. “I don’t know how you do it, making these trips with the Raptors always out there, hunting you.”

She chuckled without any hint of humor. “Three. That’s how many we lost on the last trip, and that was due to a fluke in the system administering the hibernation drugs. Three was the most we’ve ever lost on a trip before. And those three have haunted me. I honestly can’t tell you how I’m going to cope with losing two hundred and fourteen souls, not to mention the impact of losing the entire Bravo crew will have on my psyche. I know these trips are dangerous, and I know Terry’s been the luckiest ship in the fleet for the longest time. I feel like that luck’s running out for everyone. Holding the front line has always been a desperate fight, but this long ride is making me believe that we are, perhaps, losing that fight.”

The depression in her voice, even more so than her words, made it sound like she already assumed we’d lose.

“We aren’t going to lose,” I said firmly, to convince me as much as to convince her. “We can’t lose, because we’re all that’s standing between the Raptors and our families back on Earth.”

She gave me a pitying smile, and I left, my mood suddenly too foul to stay. I walked the first bit but then started jogging to clear my mind. Even after spending a full day in the atmo chamber, my body felt a little weak, like I’d pulled an all-nighter. Instead of running the ship, I jogged up to crew country, stopping in the galley for a cup of herbal tea, though I really had no clue what sort of herbs were in the tea packets since they didn’t taste like they’d come from any plant. Just another artificial food in a galley filled with artificial foods. How I craved coffee—even the fake kind—and a pizza with lots of cheese and a proper pasta and… I grabbed a pack of fake nuts instead. They were at least close to the real thing even though the crunch was all wrong.

Jason sat in the corner of the galley, hunched over, and tinkering on something. His brow was furrowed in concentration, and he was muttering softly as he painstakingly worked on whatever he was working on. He hadn’t heard me come in, so I was careful to not make more noise to distract him. I liked to keep busy, but Jason made me look lazy. The guy slept maybe four hours a night and was always working on something. I wonder how quickly he’d go insane if he was stuck in the atmo chamber.

I left him and finished the nuts at my pod, staring out at the void through the small window. The black was eerily serene as though war, chaos, and death were sucked into nothingness in the cold vacuum. I savored the quiet even though I’d hated it in the atmo chamber. Here, in my pod, there was a calm, and as long as I didn’t think about David or the skimpy two weeks left on my journey, I could almost feel at peace. Almost. But as soon as I thought of those things, I became homesick. I was safe at home. Whenever things got rough, I’d go visit my mom.

I’d even been somebody. Maybe not celebrity-level, but I had a fan base who cheered me on in whatever stupid thing I was doing that day. I’d fooled myself into thinking I wasn’t like the millions of conscripts fighting on the front lines. As a war correspondent, I’d hoped Aegis wouldn’t send me into the same danger as the troops. I should’ve known better. They’d just needed my likeness—they probably had their AI Liv trained and prepped before I even left Earth. They were just waiting until I was out of earshot—and couldn’t tell anyone—before launching Fake Liv. It made me wonder how many reporters and war correspondents had been fake. Probably all of them.

I shoved off my bed and walked down the row of pods. I’d only ever walked this way to stop at David’s pod, which was what I was doing this time too. Along the way, I passed Jess’s pod, where she still lay in bed, covered only by a blanket while a shirtless Sam was putting on his boots. The pair had sex to pass the time, but their relationship had never been anything more, at least that’s what David had told me. They didn’t even seem to like each other all that much, not that Jess seemed to like anyone or anything except for her computer.

They weren’t the only two crew members having sex. Commander Chen and Samantha were a couple—had been for over a decade—but they downplayed their relationship around the crew. Maybe they didn’t think the crew knew, but it was pretty obvious even to the ride-along. I’d figured it out long before David told me. That left Jason the only crew member not getting some action, and I could guarantee his status wasn’t going to change thanks to me.

I pretended I didn’t see Sam and Jess, and they pretended not to see me. When I reached David’s pod, my heart gave a pang, and I had to clench my jaw to keep tears from welling up. It’d only been five days since he died. It seemed like a month ago. It seemed like today. I sat on his bed—it was neatly made as it always was; David always had been a bit of a neat freak.

I’m not an emotional person, but I was struggling. I stood abruptly; I couldn’t touch that bed any longer. I leaned over and pulled his tablet from his drawer. I turned to leave to find Sam watching me from where he stood by Jess’s pod.

I lifted my chin. “He let me send messages to my mom from his tablet.”

Sam frowned. “Aegis wouldn’t let you message your own mom? That’s brutal.”

“They didn’t want me finding out that they were using an AI Liv for all my news updates.” I don’t know why I told him that; I didn’t even like him.

He scowled. “Sounds like Aegis. I heard they were restricting access on a lot of conscripts’ armlets so they couldn’t blather about how depressing the War was, but I didn’t realize that included cutting off families. Fuck Aegis.” That was the most he’d ever said to me at one time. I guess all it took was saving his life for him to treat me like a human being.

“Yeah, fuck Aegis.”

He nodded toward the tablet. “Keep it.”

“You can’t keep it. It needs to be put back into inventory,” Jess chimed in from bed.

“Keep it.” Sam turned back to Jess. “Just report that it was busted.” Then he turned back to me. “Keep in touch with your mom.”

I smiled and it wasn’t completely forced. “Thanks.”


SEVENTEEN


Okay, so Samantha had talked to Jason, and the only stupid job I could do to keep busy was inventory food in the galley, which was technically Jess’s job as mission specialist, but she “allowed” me to do it for her.

So far, I discovered that Jess was extremely anal-retentive based on how thorough her records were. She even went so far as to track who ate what sorts of food for restocking. Surprisingly, I was on the list, and she paid more attention about what I ate than I did. As mission specialist, she coordinated all the ship operations and planned and supervised crew activity and consumables. With how much work she was responsible for, it made sense why she was at her workstation all the time.

“Hey, Liv,” Jason said as he paused while walking by. “Heads up, you need to avoid level one in module four for now. It’s getting some radiation exposure.”

“Are the hi-pods okay?”

“Yeah, it’s nothing severe. Just enough to bump up the risk of cancer, and the Corps nowadays doesn’t exactly worry about their guys getting cancer.”

I winced. True.

“Yeah, well, anyway, it’s just a damaged insulator. I’ll have it fixed in the next few hours. Just steer clear of that level for a full day until it clears out, okay?”

“Okay.”

He left me to my project. I took a break and pulled out David’s tablet and checked for messages. Still nothing from Mom. We’d gotten into a routine of sending each other a quick message every day until David died and I didn’t have access for a week. Now I was beginning to wonder if Aegis had blocked David’s tablet too, because when I tried to message her, I kept getting delivery failures.

I finished doing inventory and decided to go for a run. There’s not a lot of options to keep busy on a spaceship when Jason refused to assign me any jobs. As I walked out of the galley, Sam was walking in.

I turned around. “Hey, Sam?”

“Yo.”

“Can I borrow your tablet to message my mom? It seems like David’s tablet isn’t working.”

“That’s because the whole comm network’s down.”

My jaw slackened in surprise. “The whole network? What could do that?”

He shrugged. “It’s probably because of too much network traffic. That sort of thing happens sometimes, especially during system upgrades. We’re trying to get ahold of Aegis Command to find out.”

“Let me know what you find out, will ya?”

“Sure thing.”

We went three more days without any comms. All of us were getting nervous by then. Especially me. I entered the flight deck to find only Jess.

“Where’s Commander Chen?” I asked.

“He’s on break. Check his quarters,” she replied.

I wrinkled my nose. I had no interest in interrupting someone’s break. “Have you heard anything about the comms yet?”

“Nothing. Everything’s still down across the board, and it sucks,” she replied.

“Could it be a problem on our ship that’s preventing comms from going through?”

She practically rolled her eyes. “The QuSR network doesn’t work like that.”

“I know that, but I’m wondering about the other comms. The regular nets, for one thing. Our receiver could’ve gotten damaged in the Raptor attack. I could go take a look at it.” I wasn’t sure what I’d find, but I was learning more about hardware with every job Jason assigned me.

“Jason already checked it. It’s fine,” she said.

I sighed and plopped onto my jump seat. “This sucks.”

“That’s what I said. There’re no comms coming or going. It’s all dead space.”

I tried not to get frustrated with Jess, but she was frustrating. At least she didn’t overtly ignore me anymore since I’d saved her life.

I sat up straight. “Wait. There’s no such thing as dead space. There’s always the radio network.”

“The what?”

“It’s old tech. Basically, it’s a one-way transmission blast. I was interviewed by a guy with a radio show once. I think he had all of five listeners, but I did it since it was something different to do for my updates. Before the A-gen networks, people listened to this radio thing that just broadcast music and people talking 24/7.”

She stared at me. “All right. So how do we listen to it?”

“It’s just tuning our receiver to the right frequency, I think.”

“And what frequency’s that?”

“I don’t know.” I glanced up. “Hey, OTIS, what do you know about the old radio network?”

“The radio network isn’t even a network. What you are referring to are audio radio waves transmitted on particular frequencies. Radio waves travel slower than QuSRs, but they do continue to travel outward indefinitely—some even say infinitely. Based on our current location, any radio transmissions sent from Earth would be roughly seven point five minutes delayed.”

I frowned. “Only seven point five? I thought it’d be days out of date. Don’t radio waves travel at the speed of sound?”

“No. Radio waves are a type of electromagnetic radiation, although they have much longer wavelengths than other forms of radiation, such as light or x-rays. As such, they travel at the speed of light rather than at the speed of sound,” OTIS clarified.

“Thanks for today’s lesson,” I said only slightly sardonically because I was surprised that I hadn’t learned that in college, but I didn’t learn the term radio waves, let alone how they were comprised, in college. “What I really care about is if you can help us listen to some radio waves.”

“I can provide you ranges of frequencies to acquire radio waves that are artificially transmitted by humans. However, the communication channels on this flight deck aren’t designed to receive radio waves. The GPS receiver for the lidar system may work with some modifications. I advise using a backup GPS receiver as it will not work for lidar after you make the changes. I should also note that most radio signals are simply not powerful enough to be acquired at this distance.”

“But there’s a chance some are, right?” I asked.

“There’s a chance, yes, especially for signals coming from nearby stations or colonies.”

I rubbed my hands together. “All right. Lead me to a receiver I can use. And I’ll count on you to tell me what changes I need to make.”

“I am at your disposal,” the computer said.

Jess pushed away from her workstation and stood. “I know where the extra equipment’s stored.”

“OTIS can help me,” I said.

“The faster we get the receiver working, the faster we can find out what’s going on with the comms,” she said, leading the way.

I hustled to catch up. “Remember that I said it’s an obsolete network. For all we know, no one’s broadcasting anything about an outage.”

“If someone still uses the tech, then they’re going to be talking about something as big as a system-wide comm outage,” she said.

“Good point.”

Jess started leading me down the ladders in the primary ship and into a supply room. She went straight to the far wall of shelves filled with parts. She rummaged through a couple of shelves before asking, “OTIS, which shelf has an extra GPS receiver for the lidar?” she asked.

“Aisle two, shelf three, box thirty-two—that is, unless Jason moved it and didn’t update my records, which is entirely possible,” OTIS replied.

“No kidding,” Jess said drily.

She moved an aisle over and pointed as she located the right box. When she found it, she pulled it out, and opened the lid. “Surprise, surprise, Jason didn’t take the receiver. All right OTIS, what else do we need?”

“You will require a screwdriver to access the receiver’s panel to adjust the frequencies,” the computer replied.

“I’ve got one at my pod,” I offered.

“I do too,” Jess said, and she handed me the receiver before leading the way back to her pod.

I noticed several scarves draping from a hook—the one on top was the scarf Sam had bought for her on Mars Station.

“Those are beautiful scarves,” I said. “Do you collect them?”

She shook her head. “They’re not for me. They’re for my little sister. She’s still back home. Jules is obsessed with scarves; she collects them from all over the system, but since she’s too young to join a long rider crew, she has to get them from me.”

She sat on her bed, opened a drawer, and pulled out two screwdrivers—one with a flat standard head, the other with a cross-shaped Philips head. “Which one?”

I checked the back of the receiver. “Philips.” She motioned for the receiver, and I handed it to her. As she began unscrewing the backplate, I said, “I notice you have a non-American accent. I was curious as to where you’re from.” Only Sam—and David—had American accents on the crew (Sam was Canadian, actually). The other accents were easy to figure out: Commander Chen was Chinese, Jason was Brazilian, and Samantha was Indian.

“I’m from New Zealand. Well, I was born in Papua, New Guinea. We didn’t move until I was fifteen, so my accent’s a bit of a mix.”

I’d already known where Jess was from—David had told me all about the crew, and I’d also asked OTIS, but don’t blame me for trying small talk.

“I’ve never been to either place, but New Zealand’s on my bucket list,” I said.

“New Zealand’s on everyone’s bucket list.”

“Should it be? On everyone’s bucket list, I mean?”

She shrugged. “If you get out of the cities, then yeah, definitely. It’s the most beautiful island in the world. Of course I might be a little biased.”

“Do you make it back home much?”

“Not lately since Aegis keeps extending everyone’s tours. It’s been over three years for me. And the mail service is so crappy anymore that anything I send is probably going to get lost or stolen more likely.”

I frowned. “So the postcard I sent my mom from Mars Station…”

“Lost, definitely. If it was anything of value, it would’ve been stolen before it could be lost.” She’d removed the backplate and was now scrutinizing the innards of the receiver. “OTIS, what do I do now?”

“Turn on the receiver, connect it to a system with sound, and adjust the tabs to the correct bands—somewhere between one and twelve—and frequencies between three kilohertz and three hundred gigahertz.”

She gaped. “Is that all? That’ll take hours.”

“I am not programmed to identify the most likely combination to acquire the type of radio signal you are interested in,” OTIS replied.

She sighed and handed me the receiver. “It’s all yours.”

She left me standing there. I looked into the back of the device where there were dozens of small gray tabs that looked like they could go up or down, and I went to my pod and grabbed the smallest standard screwdriver I could find. “OTIS, where can I connect this to a system?”

“The flight deck has systems designed to connect wirelessly. The entertainment system in the lounge is also equipped for wireless connections.”

I made my way to the lounge since it was nearest, and with OTIS’s help, the receiver was playing static through the TV’s speakers in less than a minute. Using the screwdriver, I began shifting a tab, one slot at a time, to cycle through frequencies. After an hour, all I’d heard was every variation of static imaginable. Finally, a tab shift brought a voice.

“And the Lord is our savior…”

Great. I picked up a religious sermon. I moved another tab and classic rock played. I continued moving tabs and found more stations of music and DJs talking about music. None of the stations had a great signal—static seemed to weave through every station, making it hard to understand anything. But finally, I found a station that (I think) was playing news.

It was a real man’s voice, not one of the automated AI voices that were too smooth, which meant it wasn’t the typical news broadcast across the nets.

“… a total loss… LA and… also toast…”

I raised the receiver higher as if it could improve the signal. It didn’t.

“OTIS, can you amp up the power on this receiver?” I asked.

“I could focus the lidar toward the Horizon Space Platform, which is the source of the signal you’re attempting to interpret.”

“Do it.”

“I must notify Commander Chen before making any change that can impact flight deck operations.”

“Do it!”

I waited, listening impatiently to the garbled speech. I was about to ask OTIS for an update when the signal became much clearer.

“… massive, coordinated attack throughout the system. Every major Space Corps base and communications centers were hit at the same time, on Earth and key off-Earth communications centers, which is why the QuSR network has been offline. We picked up Raptors on scanners, but they tricked us by disguising their numbers by flying in single-file formations. There were just too many to stop, and we didn’t realize they have nuclear bombs. Freaking nuclear bombs. It’s a mess out there, I’m telling you. Cities nearest Space Corps bases were completely wiped out. We aren’t picking up any comm traffic, which might be intentional, if the Raptors are listening in. But we’re blind out here on the stations, and we’re wondering if we’ve been abandoned or if things are just that bad everywhere right now. If the Raptors didn’t think they were at war before, they sure as hell declared war on us now. This is a recorded update. I’ll make a new update once I hear something, anything through my radio chain, but the updates are coming in few and far between. In the meantime, stay strong and don’t give up hope. This is Max Hilleson out of the Horizon Space Platform. This update will repeat in ten seconds.”

I stared blankly at the receiver. Even as the update repeated itself—this time I heard the full update—I couldn’t believe it. All I could think of was that Mom lived in Cheyenne, where the Space Corps’s largest U.S. base was located.

“OTIS, how can we communicate with the Horizon Space Platform?” I asked with urgency in my voice.

“With standard communications down, the options are quite limited. You could transmit a radio broadcast in hopes that Horizon Space Platform is listening to the right frequency at the right time. There are other options, but none are feasible given this ship’s limited infrastructure and supplies.”

“You don’t understand. I have to find out if Cheyenne was bombed.”

“If the broadcaster’s update is true, Cheyenne was most certainly bombed as it is the Space Corps’s largest operating base in North America,” OTIS replied.

“But my mom lives in Cheyenne!”

“The likelihood of your mother surviving a nuclear bombardment on Cheyenne is infinitesimally low, assuming she was near the city at the time of impact.”

“Fuck you, OTIS.” And then I broke down and cried.


EIGHTEEN


Three days later, an updated radio broadcast from Max Hilleson out of the Horizon Space Platform listed all confirmed bombed locations. Wellington, New Zealand—where Jess’s family lived—was one of them. Cheyenne, Wyoming, United States was another.

Jess dealt with the loss by not talking to anyone and staying absorbed in her work. I wasn’t as resilient. I didn’t leave my pod for over a day except to use the bathroom. Samantha would drop off something to eat or drink every few hours. I drank but couldn’t find an appetite for food.

Each one of the crew, sans Jess, stopped by and offered their condolences. That meant a lot to me, but I don’t think I thanked any of them. I was wallowing too deeply in despair. My mother was my last connection with Earth. With Aegis using a Fake Liv, it was like I didn’t even exist anymore. I was superfluous.

By the following morning, I rubbed my puffy eyes, showered, ate a bland breakfast bar, and had OTIS direct me to where Jason was working inside a mechanical panel.

“I can’t access my job list,” I said.

“That’s because I put you on mandatory leave. The commander should’ve done that to Jess,” Jason said without looking at me.

“I’m ready to work.” I needed to work.

He poked his head out of the open panel then and eyed me. “You sure? You look a little… splotchy.”

“Splotchy isn’t a disability. I’m ready to work.”

He didn’t seem overly convinced, and when he didn’t open up access to my task list, he confirmed it. “How about you help me out on this one. I’m wrapping anti-chafing tape around some of these wires that keep rubbing. You can hand me tape.”

“I’m a big girl. You don’t need to babysit me,” I said.

“You just lost your mother.”

My bottom lip quavered, and I jutted out my chin. “I’m okay.”

“No. You’re not.”

“Well, I’m going to be okay… if you give me something to do,” I said.

“That’s why I’m letting you help me today. Otherwise, you should still be on leave, watching vids in the lounge or something.”

I reached down and picked up the roll of thick tape. It felt like some sort of coarse fabric. “How much do you need?”

He eyed me for a long second before turning dubiously back to the job at hand. After a moment, he said, “Six inches or so.”

I stripped off the length. It wouldn’t tear, so I pulled out a knife and cut it, and handed it to him. The project took several more strips of tape before Jason closed the panel and said, “There’s another panel up a level.”

The monotony of an easy project allayed some of my heartache, even if it was temporary. As we headed to the ladder, I said, “They’re calling the attack the new Pearl Harbor.”

“Really? I guess I can kind of see that.”

We climbed up the stairs, with me following him.

Reaching the next level, he paused. “Wait, it’s not like Pearl Harbor at all. They’ve got it flipped topsy-turvy. I’m not American, but wasn’t Pearl Harbor when the Japanese, who were already at war, attacked the United States, who’d been not at war?”

“Yes.”

“And we’ve been in a state of war for some time, while this attack is the first real time that the Raptors showed that they’re declaring war rather than just hunt and kill.”

“In both instances, both attackers basically declared war. This time, we just already knew we were in one,” I said.

His features faltered. “You know, it’s been bad enough fighting these suckers. If they just declared war, what’s that going to mean to us?”

I shivered. With the communications networks still down, the Raptors could’ve launched another attack, or even several attacks. For all I knew, Earth had been decimated by now. “I don’t want to know.”

“If their first strike is any sign, it’s gonna be bad. I heard on that broadcast that over three billion people were killed in that attack.” He jerked. “Sorry, I didn’t mean⁠—”

“It’s okay,” I interrupted. “I think everyone lost someone they knew in the attack. Did you?”

He shrugged. “I had some cousins on my mother’s side in Sao Paulo. Otherwise, I think I got off lucky.”

“No one got off lucky. Your mom? She’s okay?”

He nodded. “Mi madre, mi padre, two sisters, and three brothers—assuming they were all home at the time of the attack. They’ve got a ranch a good four-hour drive west of Sao Paulo. There wouldn’t be any reason whatsoever for Raptors to bomb that area unless they got something against cattle. I gotta admit, there’s times I wish I was there with them now.”

I stared blankly ahead. “I wish I was with my mom. I was all she had. She shouldn’t have been alone.”

“Then you’d be dead right now, too.”

And I wouldn’t be hurting so much.

He opened a panel and started separating wires.

I frowned as frustration wrapped its hot fingers around the loss in my heart. “Who knew Raptors could even work together in big flocks like that? I thought they had their small, territorial groups and that was it.”

“Yeah, everyone did. Looks like they can fight together when they want to,” he said. “Hopefully the brainiac scientists in the space stations have figured out some sort of avian flu for the bastards by now.”

I found pleasure in the idea of genocide, which triggered something deep inside. “Then all we have to do is figure out how to infect them.”

He waved me off. “I leave all the details to the smarter people out there who thrive in the details, like Jess. Hell, that’s probably what she’s been doing since, you know, the attack.”

Our armlets chimed, instantly drawing our attention to our forearms. My armlet was displaying several “official” system-wide announcements along with the automated “overdue” reminders for sending updates to Aegis. The latter I blew off without a second glance. I drew in a deep, fresh breath and looked at Jason with wide eyes. “The networks are back up.”

He grinned. “I got a ton of updates. And an email from my family. They’re okay.”

I didn’t wait around and instead took off sprinting for my pod in the cabin. There, I grabbed David’s tablet. It contained the same system-wide notifications I’d received, along with some crew-specific instructions, but I skipped all those to find a message from Violet Reyes. Except that there wasn’t one. My mom never had the chance to send me one last message.

I dropped onto the cushion and opened the official announcement which confirmed Cheyenne had been obliterated along with over three hundred other cities across the world. Misery drowned the newborn hope, and I read Mom’s messages, one at a time, reading them from most recent to oldest. I could almost pretend that she was still alive as I read them. Almost.

I was in the fourth or fifth message when the screen flashed Network Error again, and I threw the tablet onto the cushion and made my way up to the command level and to the flight deck to find Sam and Jess.

I blurted, “What happened to the network? It was up and then gone again.”

Sam answered, “They’re trying to get it back online, but they have to bypass all the stations that were hit, and a lot were hit. Their notice to crews said comms could be sketchy for a while.”

“Earth’s comms are still completely down. They nuked the thermosphere, and the radioactive blast knocked out everything around the planet,” Jess said.

“They must’ve been up for a minute. Jason got an email from his family,” I said.

“His family’s all right?” Sam asked.

I nodded.

“Good.”

“Email is old tech. It would’ve just been sitting in the buffer until it went through. Newer comms are more finicky,” Jess said, then cocked her head as she considered something. “Maybe I’ll be able to get an email through.” She moved to a different screen at her workstation and busily worked.

“What else did the notices say?” I asked.

He gave me an almost-guilty look. “One notice says all transports are to load up as many able-bodied fighters they can find and head to FOB Ens or FOB Titan. Since we’re already on the way, we’ll beat a lot of the transports there. All the defenders are heading that way too. Sounds like the Space Corps is planning a massive counter op against the Raptors. We’re gonna hit them with everything we’ve got.”

“Like D-Day,” I said.

“Like what?”

“D-Day. Normandy?”

He stared at me blankly.

I shrugged. “I figured if they were calling the first attack Pearl Harbor that they’d call this big one D-Day to stay with the whole World War II theme.”

“What’s Pearl Harbor?”

I guffawed. “My god, have you ever read a book in your entire life?”

“What? There’s plenty of things to do for entertainment and reading doesn’t sound very entertaining, and reading about some old war when I’m in the middle of a current war sounds even less entertaining.”

“Fine, whatever you say. But what do we do now?” I asked.

“We do exactly what we’ve been doing. We keep taking this long ride to Ens.”

I plopped into my jump seat. “Did the notice say when the comms could be back online?”

“Their exact words were ‘intermittent and unreliable,’ so I thought ‘sketchy’ summed it up nicely,” Sam said.

I blew out a breath. “Okay, do either of you know how to send someone an email?”

“You need an email address and whomever you’re sending to also needs an email address,” Jess replied without looking up. “I’m creating an email address now for me. You could use that one if you want. But you still need someone on the other side to have one too.”

There was no way in the world my mom had an email address, and I couldn’t think of any of her friends who might have one. My rational mind kept chiming in, She’s gone.

“No. It’s okay,” I said softly, finally, and read through the official announcements again. Nothing was in there that hinted my mom could still be alive. And since she hadn’t left the city in over twenty years, I already knew she was at home, likely playing card games on her computer, with Snuffykins on her lap, when the blast hit. I only hoped she hadn’t felt a thing.

I stared out the window. Jupiter filled the window port even though we’d already passed the planet. I watched for what felt like an hour when I turned to Sam. “It feels like we’re flying toward Jupiter.”

“We’re not, trust me. It’s just so big it looks that way,” Sam answered, then he looked out the window. He stared for a moment before frowning and then turning back to his screen. “Everything shows that we’re still on course. Jess, take a look outside. What do you think?”

She seemed put out but did eventually look outside. After a while, she shrugged. “Jupiter looks like Jupiter. It doesn’t look any different to me.”

“Hm.” Sam pushed away from his station and left the flight deck.

He was gone for nearly an hour, and I was about to find Jason again when Sam and Commander Chen entered the flight deck. They each took their seats and began working at their screens.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

Commander Chen glanced at me. His face never revealed emotion, but I could sense he was troubled beneath his tighter-than-usual features.

“It appears our navigation system isn’t functioning properly. We’ve looked at the charts, and it seems that we’re off course.”

Jess jerked up. “What do you mean, we’re off course? That’s not possible. OTIS keeps us on the flight path.”

“Evidently, one or more of our nav system’s inputs are faulty,” Sam said. “OTIS, are we still on course?”

“All data shows that we are on course,” OTIS replied.

“Except that the stars aren’t lining up with our charts,” Sam said. “My guess is some stupid mechanic at Mars Station put in used parts and didn’t calibrate them.”

“Can they be fixed?” I asked.

“We have to first identify the malfunctioning equipment,” Commander Chen said.

“If we’re off course and OTIS didn’t know it, what other systems are off that we don’t know about?” Jess asked.

“You mean we could be breathing bad air?” Sam asked.

“Liv, how about you help Jason conduct manual checks of all the environmental systems,” Commander Chen said.

“Good idea.” And I took off running.
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Fortunately, we weren’t breathing bad air, as Sam feared, and the rest of the environmental systems were working according to how the screens showed them to be working.

It turned out that the navigational system was just fine. The malfunction was coming from the sensors which, coincidentally, had been replaced at Mars Orbital Station. It wasn’t that the sensors weren’t calibrated right; someone had put in the entirely wrong sensors, which had been providing inaccurate readings of the ship’s position and trajectory ever since leaving the Mars sector. For some reason, OTIS didn’t pick up that the sensors were the wrong ones. They fit close enough that they didn’t set off any errors.

The downside of having the wrong sensors installed was that it wasn’t a case of simply recalibrating them. We had to slow down significantly to replace them, which would add another three and a half weeks to our trip. The crew had unanimously agreed that having a functioning navigation system was more important than speed since the counteroffensive wasn’t going to launch until the transports still in the inner system landed on Saturn’s moons, and honestly, war is one of those things you don’t want to be first in line for.

Commander Chen and Sam used what they called “dead reckoning” to bring us closer to Jupiter’s orbit, to where they thought the noise from the planet’s moons would help disguise us against any hunters in the area.

None of the crew wanted to spend much time that close to Jupiter. There were known nests on several of the gas giant’s moons, which meant it was safe to assume there’d be plenty of hunters skulking around in the Jupiter quadrant.

The commander had decided to take us even deeper for better cover, even though it would add another two weeks to our journey. A part of me wondered if he was intentionally delaying us so that we arrived with the bulk of the other ships. Since he was A) the commander, and B) the only member of the crew with any real military experience, I trusted him over anyone else’s opinion.

Without looking at any flight systems, the only way I could tell we were decelerating was the reactors’ hum that was ever present had become slightly softer. I spent the time doing my best not thinking about my mom and about how I was going to be a single raindrop in the hell storm Space Corps was coordinating.

That became impossible when the comms came back online, and we learned that the Raptors didn’t take any time off after attacking Earth. Instead of hunting in pairs, entire flocks were now hunting ships along the Space Corps routes to the mid and outer system… the same route we’d veered from accidentally. Ships were getting picked off, one by one, every day.

Aegis Group had notified its fleet that Starway A2C was no longer viable and that all ships were to go off route. Going off route meant that defenders wouldn’t be available to come to our aid, but then again, the defenders were getting clobbered too. It was safe to say every ship was on its own to reach Saturn’s moons.

I kept scrolling through the news. These were the official announcements which always were glossed-over versions of the truth. That meant things were ten times worse than what the Space Corps and PMCs like Aegis Group were letting on. I wondered what fake me was telling my followers right now.

“Everyone, put on your suits,” Commander Chen’s voice came through OTIS’s speakers. “We’re coming up on the coordinates I chose for swapping out the sensors. In twenty minutes, I’m shutting down all systems to make it harder to spot us.”

I pulled off my armlet and donned my suit—I could now put it on without any assistance—and when I was finished, I slapped the armlet over my suited arm. The next several hours were nerve-racking; the fatalist in me was convinced that an entire flock of Raptors would discover us while Jason and Jess were outside on the hull replacing sensors. But luckily my fatalist is full of shit, and the operation went by without a hitch—other than Jason dropping one sensor and Jess grabbing it before it almost floated off. No Raptors showed up, but Chen kept all systems minimal while he and Sam worked with OTIS to calibrate the replacement sensors. It took them two full days of comparing flight paths that OTIS calculated to the flight paths they manually drew before they decided the nav system was no longer malfunctioning.

Despite the hassle of wearing suits with air and power lines attached to the ship, there was comfort in knowing—or at least hoping—that we were invisible to Raptor scanners. A part of me almost regretted removing my suit when the systems came back on, and Tereshkova began accelerating.

The journey from Jupiter quadrant to Saturn quadrant felt much like the first months of the trip except that we’d all lost people we cared about. David’s absence was still felt every day when the crew was together and every night when I slept alone in my pod. I often thought about how Mom would’ve loved him, and I sometimes wondered if they’ve met in heaven. I hope so. Otherwise, what’s the use of a place like that?

I began every morning with an hour in the zero-G room. Right after David’s death, I’d avoided that place, but after my mom died, I was so messed up in the head that I couldn’t run enough through the ship to burn the pain away. And so I’d found myself back in the zero-G room. I’d floated for an hour without moving, and I’d found a stillness inside that helped keep the pain in check.

I think David would be proud with how I’d improved. I wasn’t as graceful as he was, but I was a lot better than the last he saw me. I was in the zero-G room when OTIS announced we had reached Saturn quadrant. It was hard to find any semblance of peace knowing that we’d reached the final leg of our journey. I bypassed the zero-G room the final three weeks of our journey—my heart just wasn’t in it anymore.

We traveled through six sectors before we reached Enceladus sector. With all the delays and course adjustments, we reached our destination two months and nineteen days later than the original four-month projection.

The ship’s scanners picked up the debris before the cameras picked it up. We knew something had happened. We didn’t expect to find Ens completely bombed.
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There must’ve been five or six defenders in orbit, all broken into pieces like a kid smashed his toy ships. Their remains drifted among dozens of transports, their busted-up modules floating aimlessly through the black space around Enceladus. The surface was pockmarked by what had to be nuclear blasts. The fixed operating base, a labyrinth of structures, looked like it’d gone through a titanium hailstorm. Nothing remained unbattered.

Further off, on the surface, stood the moon’s space docks. They, too, had been battered but not with the extreme prejudice shown to the FOB. There was a chance, a tiny chance, that someone had managed to escape during the attack. And maybe—it’d be an even smaller chance—someone survived the attack and was in a pocket of pressurized air in the station.

My heart had been heavy since David died, only to become heavier after losing Mom, but seeing this catastrophe sent a fiery harpoon through it. I craved to kill those who’d done this. I gripped my armrest as fury began to fester deep inside.

Samantha muttered something in Hindi under her breath.

“The bastards hit Ens,” Jess practically spat the words.

“Uh, Commander, I think it’s safe to say that I speak for all of us when I say that I’m glad we took a detour to swap nav sensors,” Sam said.

“OTIS, run scans for any Raptors in the sector, and when you’re done, keep running them until you are one hundred percent sure the Raptors have moved on,” Commander Chen said.

“I can never be one hundred percent with this amount of debris, Commander,” OTIS replied.

“Then you just keep on running them. While you’re at it, scan for life. If there’s anyone out there who needs saving, we’ll get to them. Sam, I want you on the pulse lasers. Be ready to target the nanosecond something moves funny,” Chen ordered.

“On it, boss,” Sam said.

I found it hard to believe that anyone could still be alive in orbit or on the surface. The Raptors had likely kept shooting until they were sure they slaughtered everyone. Enceladus was a graveyard.

“We can’t stick around here. We’ll have to figure out a plan B,” Jess said.

“If they hit Ens, then we have to assume they hit Titan too. In fact, I have a feeling no Space Corps base is safe. We need to find out where the Space Corps is regrouping,” Chen said.

“We need to go down there to look for survivors,” Samantha said.

“The structure looks unstable,” Chen said, then added, “But I agree; we need to go down there. Rescue who we can. And I hope to find some answers in the comm center.”

“Commander, I have identified no fewer than fourteen destroyed Stork ships in this sector. There are no functional Stork-class ships in the sector as well as in the surrounding sectors,” OTIS said.

“Good but I want you to scan every ten minutes. I could see them sending a Stork back here to pick off any latecomers like us,” Chen said.

“If they don’t come back for us, you can guarantee a Stork or two will come to scavenge. This is prime scavenging space,” Sam said.

“I agree, which means we don’t want to linger on the surface. I’ll lead the away team,” Chen said. “Sam, you’ll stay at the controls up here. The instant there’s a potential threat coming this way, I want to know, and we’ll bug out fast and hard. That means you need to have a few different exit paths programmed in and ready to go depending on where trouble comes from.”

“You can count on me,” Sam said.

Chen turned to Samantha. “I need you to stay on the ship and be ready to intake any survivors.”

Samantha was already shaking her head before he finished speaking. “No, I’m coming with you. Someone may need first aid.”

“It’s going to be dangerous down there. Losing our only medical specialist is not a risk I’m willing to take,” he said.

“You mean, losing me is not a risk you’re willing to take,” she snapped.

“You’re staying.”

She flinched as his words hit her like a hammer. She stood stiffly. “Fine. I’ll be in the med-lab, prepping for intake. Notify me of any injuries.” She didn’t wait for his answer and instead strode from the flight deck.

Silence fell heavy across the flight deck

“I can suit up to go,” Jason said finally.

Chen considered and then shook his head. “No, I’ll take Jess.”

She jerked around to face him. “I’m not going.”

“I’m going down there to access comms, and you’re the best we’ve got on the crew.”

She gulped. “But if I see a dead person, I’ll puke, I know it.”

Chen pursed his lips. “You can hold it.”

“No, I can’t,” Jess said.

“I can go,” I said. “I’m pretty good with comms software from my video updates, and Jess can help coach me from here, if need be.”

“I can coach her,” Jess said quickly.

Chen didn’t look very happy, but he said. “All right. Jess, I’ll notify you of how many passengers we’re taking on, so you can prep. Liv, you suit up. And Jason, you’re coming too. Bring cutting tools and anything else you think we could use to get through. Suit up and meet me at the shuttle. And hustle.”

We both took off running to our pods and donned our suits. Since Jason hadn’t put on his helmet, I didn’t. He also had a blaster strapped to his thigh and was carrying a duffel bag.

I reached for my tool bag, and he said, “Leave it. I got anything we need.”

I left it, but instead opted to grab my headset and slipped it on. Jason noticed but he didn’t say anything as he slung the handles of the duffel over each shoulder to make it a backpack, then we ran toward the aft of the ship, out of the cabin, through module three.

“I didn’t know we had a shuttle,” I said as we ran.

“Yeah, all ships have shuttles. They keep them attached to the backside—not the best design in my opinion since it takes us freaking ten minutes to get to it,” he said.

We reached the shuttle to find the door already standing open and Chen inside and at the controls. I thought Jason and I moved fast—I don’t know how Chen beat us, and he wasn’t even breathing heavy.

He glanced at us. “Strap in. I don’t expect this to be a gentle flight.”

It wasn’t gentle, but I wouldn’t have called it rough. It reminded me of the tilt-a-whirl ride when it was slowing down to let off the riders. Chen piloted the shuttle around debris and wreckage and downward toward the docks. Small pieces hit the windshield, making small thumps upon impact.

“I’m going for dock C2. It looks like it has the least damage,” he said.

Jason pointed. “But look at the corridor. Completely collapsed.”

“Good catch. All right, let’s see… that one… no… okay, I’m going for A4. It doesn’t look too bad and is closer to the tunnels to Ens.”

They all looked bad to me, so I kept my mouth shut. As we weaved around wreckage and debris, I winced when I noticed bodies floating inside the flight deck of a defender which was floating separately from the rest of the ship.

“All right, Liv,” Chen said. “There might be only the moon’s natural gravity left down there, so be sure to keep your mag-boots on the metal walkways.”

I nodded. “Okay.”

“Just stay by me, and walk where I walk, and it’ll be okay, I promise,” he said.

“Okay,” I said, feeling more than a little nervous and wondering if I looked as scared as I felt.

“I’ll be there too, which means you’ve got two manly men looking after you,” Jason chimed in.

I belted out a laugh, and that was all I needed to snap the rubber band that had been holding my nerves taut. “Gee, thanks. What would a girl do without menly men there to protect her?”

Jason grinned. I couldn’t see Chen’s face since he was looking straight ahead and focused on flying the shuttle.

“The nuclear reactors blew,” Chen said, and I wasn’t sure if he’d meant to say it aloud.

“Can we still land? Won’t there be too much radiation?” I asked.

“The reactors are housed on the surface. Without an atmosphere, the radiation would dissipate pretty quickly. It shouldn’t be anything to worry about, but I’ll keep an eye on the readings to be safe. I’m more worried that the reactor explosion took out the station’s backup generators. Without that, the survivors would have a limited atmosphere,” Chen said. “All right, helmets on. I’m initiating the landing sequence.”

I tapped my headset to begin recording before securing my helmet. My HUD automatically booted up and in under ten seconds, data began populating on my HUD. I could hear my breathing—it was faster than usual—and I closed my eyes and focused on calming myself. My mom had done yoga every day, and she was the least stressed person I’d ever known. I wished now that I’d joined her in her yoga sessions.

By the time I opened my eyes, Chen was descending through a rupture in the space station itself rather than into the docks. Without the benefit of docking clamps, Chen extended the shuttle’s landing gear and landed in the middle of what would’ve been a loading bay leading to the dock. The shuttle settled onto the surface with a sudden lurch that caused me to gasp and grab at the wall next to me.

“Sorry about that. Haven’t landed something in a few years. I admit, I’m not exactly current on shuttle flying,” Chen said sheepishly.

“We’re alive and this thing can fly again, so I think, you call that a successful landing,” I said after letting out my breath.

“Truer words have never been spoken. Remind me to tell you sometime about my first solo flight out of Mars Station. That landing would’ve put that theory to the test.” Chen sobered. “All right, let’s get this over with.”

He led the way while Jason and I were happy to follow. The shuttle door opened, and I felt myself be pulled to the doorway as the shuttle’s atmosphere was sucked out.

Chen closed the shuttle door behind us and put the shuttle into lockdown mode, though I would’ve been surprised if there was anyone still alive in the station to steal it. The space around the shuttle was relatively clear except for broken glass scattered along the floor from the ruptured dome overhead. Walls were pocked with bullet holes, which I hadn’t expected to see. I’d thought only energy weapons were used within pressurized colonies—projectile weapons were too dangerous. There were several bodies, frosty with ice, in the area, but not nearly as many as I expected to see.

“They must’ve had some warning,” I murmured.

“The station would’ve picked up Raptors as soon as they entered the sector,” Chen said, and I noticed he’d unholstered his blaster. “That would’ve given them a good twenty minutes to seek shelter in the tunnels, but not enough time to evacuate the moon.”

“Is it safe to take the tunnels?” I asked.

“The tunnels should be the safest place on this moon. Besides, they’re the only way to reach the base from here,” Chen said. “Everyone should’ve hidden in the tunnels. We should be able to find someone who can tell us more about the Raptor attacks. But now that I see the Raptors have sent in landing parties, our odds of finding survivors just went down.”

“How do you know the Raptors landed?” I asked.

He pointed to a far wall. I didn’t see beyond the pile of rubble at first. But then a shape formed in my vision. It was a body too large to be a human. Its green suit that seemed painted onto its body and wings contained dozens of holes from blasters. Its reptilian blood had leaked out, only to freeze before reaching the floor. Inside a helmet at least three feet long, its beak had slackened, and its beady eyes had become opaque.

“Raptors sure like to get up close and personal in their fights, don’t they,” Jason quipped.

I walked over to the dead Raptor. I’d seen them on the news before but had never seen one in real life. The helmet wasn’t tinted, so I could clearly see the reptilian bird’s head. If God was going to design the ultimate predator, the Raptor was it. Serrated teeth meant to shred flesh glinted from a beak that was well-known for crushing bones. Its black eyes could see far better than a human, and the iridescent scales on its body blended into any environment so well that scientists had first thought they could change colors like a chameleon. Forced to wear pressurized suits at least took away that feature.

The suits also covered the alien’s six-inch-long talons with gloves tipped in some sort of silver metal. Its wings attached to all four legs, and while they usually walked on all fours, they could stand and walk on their back feet, too. And, of course, they preferred flight to walking.

Raptors looked so much like pterodactyls that I wondered if the Raptors’ ancestors hadn’t colonized Earth at some point during the time of dinosaurs. I wasn’t the only one who thought so. There were all sorts of conspiracies on that, and even some theories that Raptors originated on Earth before emigrating to other worlds. Some even went so far as calling the aliens pterodactyls, but the name didn’t stick. “Raptors” is a lot easier to say and spell. And, since birds are technically reptiles, the name works.

“Tastes like chicken,” Jason said.

I jumped, not realizing he’d come up behind me. I smacked him in the arm. “Don’t do that. You scared the beejeezus out of me.”

“Beejeezus? How old are you? My granny’s ancient and she’s too cool to use ‘beejeezus,’” he said.

I ignored him and turned to find Chen waiting for us by a hallway. The sign above it was blank—without power, all the signs would be blank.

“The tunnel’s this way,” the commander said.

“How do you know?” Jason blurted.

“I’ve been here a few times. Just about anyone coming through the station would be headed for the tunnels. FOB Ens is the only reason anyone lives here. Now, keep alert. I doubt there are any Raptors left down here, but anyone we come across could be mighty desperate. And we can’t trust these floors or ceilings.”

He led us into the hallway, and our helmets’ lights providing enough illumination. There were no bodies in this hallway or the next, and both were relatively free of debris. They simply looked like someone had turned off the lights before leaving.

When we reached the entrance to the tunnels, that was a different story. All hallways from the various docks opened to a large atrium with a ramp leading downward to the tunnel. Restaurants and shops lined the outer walls. Tables and chairs were flipped over, and there were bodies everywhere… human and Raptor alike. The battle for the station had been fought here. Most of the human bodies wore station security suits, but there were some bodies not even in suits—people who either didn’t have spacesuits or didn’t have time to put on suits. I tried not to look at any of them, but that seemed to cause me to look even more. A young woman, probably a teenager, in a fast-food uniform, leaned against a counter where she’d frozen in death, still clutching a bullet wound to her stomach. Her features were now a stone memorial to the pain she’d suffered as she died.

“The Raptors invaded the station before the atmosphere was gone,” I said when I realized she’d been shot before she’d frozen to death.

“They clearly planned out their offensive, and we very clearly underestimated their abilities,” Chen said. “We assumed they were wild beasts that enjoyed hunting. If we’d known they were capable of forming armies and had the intelligence to plan out operations like this one and what they did on Earth, well, I imagine the Space Corps would’ve handled things differently.”

I wanted to ask him how since it seemed like the Space Corps had already thrown everything they had against the aliens. But something on the floor twenty feet away caught my attention.

Chen and Jason continued walking toward the ramp, and I said, “Hold up a minute.”

I hustled over and picked up the blaster. I looked it over. It looked brand new and the charge on it read full—it couldn’t have been fired more than a few times. I held it as I caught back up.

Jason gave me a dubious look. “You even know how to shoot that thing?”

“I’m from Wyoming. Of course I know how to shoot.”
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The thick airlock door to the tunnel system looked like someone had shot it with a missile. It lay askew and busted open.

Chen made a small sound deep in his throat, like he tried to tamp down a curse. “Well, I was afraid of that. The Raptors breached the tunnels,” he said.

“Does that mean there are no survivors?” I asked.

“All the emergency shelters are separate rooms attached to the tunnels. As long as the shelters haven’t been breached, there should still be survivors,” he replied, then scowled. “But without backup power… we’d better hurry.”

That was easier said than done. I thought the atrium was a warzone, but here, there were bodies everywhere. For every Raptor carcass, there were at least fifty human bodies—most looked to have died from exposure from when the Raptors blasted the door. Enceladus had likely killed more people than the Raptors had.

“Good thing Jess didn’t come,” Jason said. “She definitely would’ve puked by now.”

Surprisingly, I wasn’t the least bit nauseous. The frozen slaughterhouse was so insane that it didn’t feel real, though I imagined I’d have nightmares for years to come. As we continued through the massive tunnel, we passed the shelters. Each door had been opened, some didn’t even look damaged, and I wondered if the Raptors opened the doors and stood in the doorways just to watch the people inside die from the elements… because every shelter contained corpses. The bodies nearest the doors showed signs of being slashed by Raptor claws which supported my theory. Bile rose in my throat when I visualized the sadistic way the Raptors had slaughtered innocents.

“You okay?” Jason asked.

I turned. “Yeah. I just hate Raptors. They didn’t need to kill these people.”

“They likely see it as vengeance. Blood for blood. We’ve destroyed their nests, chicks and all,” Chen said.

I swallowed back the bile and then kept walking. “I think they’ve gotten their vengeance and then some.”

We continued walking, maneuvering around bodies. We passed another door that had been perforated with bullet holes. I glanced through the small round window as we walked, stumbling to a halt. Inside, eyes peered back at me, reflecting my light.

“Commander, here!” I motioned, and he and Jason hustled over.

The survivors—there must’ve been a dozen of them—sat huddled together, shivering. There was a body off to the side—a woman with gunshot wounds to her chest. She must’ve been standing in front of the door when the Raptors fired. Why the Raptors didn’t finish killing these people was beyond me—maybe reinforcements from the base arrived; maybe they decided breaching the door would be enough.

I noticed plastic and bits of cloth were stuffed through the bullet holes and was surprised that was enough to maintain the pressure inside.

Upon seeing the light, the people pulled themselves to their feet. They moved slowly as their bodies were racked with shivers.

“Help us!” a white-haired, bearded man yelled, though his voice was a bare whisper through my helmet’s speaker.

Chen stood in front of the window. “Do you have suits?”

The man shook his head. “You have to help. The power went out. It’s cold, and the air’s getting thin! You have to get the power back on!”

“We’ll try, but that might not be an option,” Chen said. “Do you know where the suits are stored?”

A young man stepped forward. He was wearing the Space Corps uniform. “All supplies are stored on level two. Everything’s marked in paint. But you can’t get the suits to us. You open that door, and we’re dead.”

“We can build a temporary airlock,” Jason said.

“Whatever you do, you gotta hurry. We’re freezing in here!” the old man said.

“We’ll hurry back as quickly as we can.” Chen motioned to Jason and me, and we picked up the pace toward the base.

“Getting the power back on won’t be of much help to them unless we can also shut the tunnel entrance at the station,” I said and glanced at Jason as we speed walked. “Were you serious that you could build an airlock?”

“Yeah, shouldn’t even have to build anything. Every emergency supply room should have an airlock kit. Of course, that’s assuming there still are supplies rooms after the Raptors went through here.”

I cringed as I thought of the survivors. “They looked awfully cold. We’re going to have to find this stuff fast.”

“We’re moving as fast as we can. Any faster and we increase the risk of falling and damaging our own suits,” Chen said.

We had to slow down as we reached the doorway to the base. The Army had fended off their attackers at the tunnel doorway. There were dozens of Raptor bodies and at least a hundred dead corpsmen in spacesuits. Explosives had been used, and there was an abundance of body parts that I couldn’t tell which parts belonged to what bodies.

“Looks like the Raptors landed at the station and used the tunnel to reach the base,” Chen said. “And the base held them off until the Raptors managed to breach the base door.”

The doorway was so congested, we had to step on bodies to get through. I’d expected them to be squishy, but it was more like climbing rocks. Once through, we all searched for signs.

“Over here.” Jason hurried to what looked like a secondary set of airlocks. These opened manually, leading to a stairway next to a large elevator.

“This area’s definitely been compromised,” Chen said. “Looks like air and pressure are both down to under twenty percent.”

“Not enough for anyone to survive without a suit,” Jason said.

“Not enough,” Chen echoed.

Jason opened the stairway door without any effort and began climbing the flight of stairs up one level. The stairway, too small for a Raptor’s body, was clear of violence, and I wondered if anyone had hidden in here until the aliens had left.

When we emerged on the next level, there were more bodies—not as many as at the tunnel entrance but enough to show the Corps had made the Raptors work for every inch. Seeing the bodies in spacesuits, I wondered if anyone was injured and still alive, but if their suit had been compromised, they would’ve died from exposure before dying from their injuries.

Jason didn’t slow down, even when he slipped on a cracked tablet and nearly fell.

“Careful. We can’t help them if we need to get you back to the ship,” Chen said.

Jason ignored the comment. “I see the inventory list up here.”

He stopped before a long white chart filled with small text and numbers, and he began running his finger down each column. I always thought printed signs were a waste in today’s electronic world. I didn’t think that anymore. Above the white board was a blank screen. I was beginning to appreciate the Space Corps’s obsession with redundancy.

“I found it. 32-16-1.” Jason hustled down the corridor. The first door was open and showed signs of being rummaged through, but I couldn’t tell if Raptors or humans had done it.

He stopped at the third door down and opened the door. Air whooshed out. “Lucky for us, systems auto-unlock any supply rooms deemed crucial for emergencies. Otherwise, good luck getting in here without authorization.”

We entered the large storage room that looked like it went on for two hundred feet. Four rows contained racks of suits, all untouched.

“We need eleven suits. I didn’t see any children, so go larger on sizes,” Chen said.

We each started grabbing suits off the rack when Sam’s voice came through our speakers.

“We’ve got some bad, bad news. There’s a Stork that was docked onto a defender, likely some vultures doing some raiding. The Stork’s engines were shut down, so the scans didn’t pick it up. Anyway, they’ve just broken off and are landing on the surface next to the base as we speak. Get back here if you can.”

“If they’re touching down, it’s already too late. Power down engines and play opossum. We’ll hide here until they’re gone. Any idea of how many Raptors we’re dealing with?” Chen said.

“Give me a minute; we’ll be able see them as soon they leave their ship,” Sam said.

“Let’s hope the Raptors don’t discover Terry,” Jason said, sounded very nervous.

“Hope is all we can do at the moment,” Chen said.

“All right. Looks like nineteen Raptors, and they’re entering the base’s main entrance as we speak,” Sam said. “Find the best damn hidey-hole you can find.”

Chen grimaced. “We can’t take on nineteen.” He looked around. “This place is as good as any. Raptors have no use for human spacesuits. Hide in the racks and let’s hope they aren’t using heat sensors. Each of you, pick a different row. If they find one of us, the other two can make a run for it. Now, get yourselves comfortable; they’ll likely be skulking around for a while, but their suits usually don’t last more than a couple of hours between recharges.”

Jason said, “But the survivors⁠—”

“Will have to hold on a little longer,” Chen cut him off. “We can’t help them if we’re dead. Now, hide. Radio silence from here on out until Sam confirms they’re gone.”

That wasn’t the most reassuring plan.


TWENTY-TWO


I sat between two racks of spacesuits roughly halfway down the centermost row. Basically, I chose the most middle-of-the-road spot I could find, which was hopefully a spot too boring for any Raptor to check. I had no military training and no clue on how to hide from an alien predator, let alone an entire freaking flock of them. Jason had found his hiding place near the back end of the room near a corner, while Commander Chen was closer to the door, a row down—my guess was that he could get off a few shots should the Raptors come in, guns blazing. I held the blaster on my lap, safety off.

And we waited, my breathing was the only sound I could hear. My butt had gone numb, and the cold numbness was slithering down my left leg. I went to stretch it out when I heard something and froze. That I could even hear anything meant that it was close. With the reduced atmosphere, each sound was muted, like it was smothered by a pillow.

It was a series of clicks. I didn’t dare breathe. Another series of clicks replied to the first. I’d heard sound clips of Raptors communicating with one another. This was that sound but terrifyingly close, like it was coming from the doorway. A part of me wanted to look, but fortunately, my body was completely paralyzed in fear. The numbness didn’t even register in my mind anymore.

There were more clicks and underneath that sound was the scratching of metal-tipped claw feet against the polished stone floor. I had no doubt—the Raptors were inside the room. I began racking my brain if we’d done something that would draw attention. The door was open, but so were other doors. This room had only spacesuits within, so it didn’t make sense Raptors would even bother checking it out. There would be far more valuable rooms, like ones that held battery stores.

In the distance, a human scream was followed by a Raptor’s screech. The clawed footsteps spun out before hustling from the room. They’d found prey—Raptors loved hunting prey. I took long deep breaths, and I slumped forward, relaxing my tense muscles. The screams I heard next curdled my blood. The Raptors had caught their prey and were taking their time. I felt bad for the poor sucker they’d tracked, and I hated that I felt relieved that the Raptors had found someone else because that meant it wasn’t me.

Before Aegis Group grabbed me, I’d always envisioned myself as a fighter—that I’d shoot any Raptor that was unfortunate enough to land in my hometown. But now, in the same zip code as a Raptor, I realized that I was no braver than the schmucks who’d run at the first sign of trouble.

After cranking up my helmet’s external microphone to max and hearing nothing, I did end up moving my leg as quietly as I could, and the numbness became needles stabbing at me. The needles were mostly gone by the time Sam reported in, “Coast is all clear, folks. Tell me you’re still alive down there.”

“We’re alive. I can’t speak for a survivor they found,” Chen said. “All right, Jason, Liv, grab some suits. We’d better hustle.”

I crawled out from the rack and grabbed the nearest four bulky suits, which made it a challenge to see where I was going. When I reached Chen and Jason, each carrying four suits as well, Chen nodded in my direction. “You can leave one. We only need eleven.”

I didn’t hesitate in obliging. Spacesuits are weird in that they’re big and awkward but shrink to fit once the helmet seal is in place. Gotta love A-gen technology. With one fewer suit, I could actually see where I was walking.

Commander Chen led the way, and he was serious about hustling. He stopped at the room that had been rummaged through, setting down the suits he carried before disappearing inside for a minute. He returned with a rectangular vinyl package that was imprinted EMERGENCY AIRLOCK. He slung it over his shoulder, reclaimed the spacesuits, and continued.

Near the stairs, we saw fresh blood splattered across the wall and red smears along the floor paved the path where someone had been dragged while bleeding profusely. None of us wanted to see where those smears ended.

With my arms full, I nearly fell going down the stairs, but managed to catch myself before bonking my helmet against the wall. Images of a cracked helmet flashed through my mind, and I was more careful where I walked after that as it’d be a might embarrassing to die from exposure wearing a spacesuit and carrying three more.

We had to slow around the tunnel entrance as it was harder to walk over all the corpses while carrying suits. Once we were clear of the space, Chen took off at a jog. I tried, but I was too clumsy with my magnetized boots to pull it off. Jason passed me and was pounding on the door by the time I caught up.

“Wake up! We’ve got suits!” Jason exclaimed.

Chen set down the suits and emergency airlock kit and took a few steps back until he could rest against the wall. “We’re too late.”

“No.” I joined Jason at the door and peered in through the window. The survivors remained huddled together, just like how we’d left them. They looked asleep even with the frost on their hair and eyelashes. I was convinced they were only sleeping until I realized that no one was shivering anymore.

“We should go in and check them to be sure,” Jason said.

“You open that door, and anyone who’s not dead will be,” I said glumly and dropped the suits I’d been carrying.

Lights flickered. At first, I thought it was my helmet light until I realized it was the overhead lights. We all looked upward as the lights flickered again.

“Someone’s trying to get the power back on,” Chen said. “Let’s go.”

He led the way once again. The lights continued flickering. One time they stayed on for several seconds before going dark again. Once we reentered the base, we had to stop and read signs several times. The flickering lights didn’t make it easier to read, and the flashing was giving me a headache. The lights stayed on by the time we tracked down the Base Utilities wing. Breach alarms sounded and red lights flashed overhead, both more annoying than the flickering lights. Digital signs and wall screens were coming back online.

“The power could save pockets of survivors, at least until first responders arrive, but unfortunately, the power will also draw Raptors like moths to a flame,” Chen said as he paused to peer through each door. With the base power back on, door locks became functional, so we could only look through the small windows. Finally, Chen stopped at a door and started pounding at it. “I’m Commander Michael Chen of the Space Corps Tereshkova transport.”

I couldn’t see through the window—it was too small, and Chen’s helmet blocked any view, so I waited to see if my helmet’s microphone would pick up someone’s voice. After several seconds, the door opened, and Chen rushed inside.

Jason and I followed.

A woman in a spacesuit was slumped over a desk.

Chen gently helped her onto the floor, and I saw the wound. What looked like a claw had slashed her chest from collarbone to hip. She’d sprayed sealant on the suit, but the blood loss was evident.

“We have you,” Chen said and looked at Jason. “Grab the first aid kit.”

“No need,” she said weakly. “Can’t take off my suit until the rooms repressurize and warm up. By then, it’ll be too late.”

“Let me decide when it’ll be too late,” Chen said. Jason had brought over a kit that was hanging on the wall, but Chen didn’t open it. “What’s your name?”

“Captain Zara Bharat,” she replied with words stilted by pain.

“Captain, my ship’s waiting for us above the station. You just need to hold on until we get you there. Can you do that for me?”

She winced and then nodded weakly. “I sprayed enough sealant that I think it slowed the bleeding, but it hurts like a bitch.”

“I bet. That sealant is potent stuff.” Chen switched his comm channel. “Samantha, we have one wounded. Severe laceration to the chest. We’re at the base and heading back to the shuttle.”

“I’ll be ready,” Samantha replied.

Chen then motioned for Jason, and the pair lifted Zara. She cried out, but there was no way to carry her that didn’t jostle her injury.

“Liv, you take the lead,” Chen said.

As we walked, Chen asked, “Captain, can you tell us what happened here?”

Her voice was weak, and I struggled to hear her. “Raptors—a whole mess of them—came in flying two lines. Scans picked up just a pair with some noise, which would be no problem at all for a defender. But then they showed up and flew every which way. Some used pulse cannons. We’d never seen that before. They hit us so fast that no one had any time to prepare. Some of their Storks attacked the base while the others were still fighting in the air. They say they hit all the bases at the same time. It was just too fast, too much. Too much…”

She faded off, and I don’t know if she passed out or if she just had nothing more to say. Chen paused to check her vitals on her armlet before giving Jason a solemn, small shake of his head. The pair set her on the floor.

Jason clenched his fists and cursed. “There’s gotta be a survivor around here somewhere.”

None of us spoke the rest of the way through the tunnels. Like Jason, I was feeling angsty. We’d come down here and accomplished nothing besides nearly getting ourselves killed. Chen remained stoic, but I had to think he was frustrated too.

The tunnel doors were trying to automatically close due to the station breach, but there were two bodies in the way.

“Here, Liv, gimme a hand,” Jason said.

We moved the bodies—other than their weight, they didn’t really seem like bodies since they were frozen solid. The door closed, and I wondered if the door to the base was also trying to close. There were a lot more bodies to move there, and I just wanted to get as far from Enceladus as I could.

As we walked through the atrium, Chen paused, then turned to his right. “This way.”

Jason pointed to the left. “The shuttle’s that way.”

“But I remember the station’s offices are this way.”

It meant we had to walk through most of the atrium to reach a corridor that had a digital sign overhead: STATION STAFF ONLY.

We walked under it and an alarm sounded followed by an automated voice: “Station staff only beyond this point. Please return to the food court.”

Chen ignored it and continued forward.

We reached an elevator that only descended, and Chen walked past it to take the stairs, pausing to read the directory on the wall. “Only one level down,” he said, and we followed him down the stairs to a level that contained a corridor of offices to our right and left.

Unlike the base, these rooms were labeled with a generic numbering system: 1A, 1B, and so on. Chen opened the first door and peeked inside before shutting it and looking at us. “I’m looking for the communications room. It should have several computer screens along with a high-quality microphones and headsets. You both check those rooms.” He pointed to the corridor that ran to the left of the elevator and stairs. “I’ll continue down this hallway. If you find it, let me know right away. I don’t want to stay down here longer than we have to.”

“I agree with you one hundred and ten percent,” Jason said.

Chen continued checking rooms, and Jason and I headed in the opposite direction. “You want that side or this side?” He pointed right, then left.

“That side.” I opened the first door. The door to the stairway hadn’t been locked either, which meant the station’s security was only half-serious about these levels being open to station staff only. The room looked like some sort of security room since one wall was filled with screens playing live feeds from throughout the station. I didn’t see any movement on any feed, so I moved on.

The next door opened to a conference room, and another conference room through the door after that. The fourth room was filled with cubicles and computer screens, and I checked it out further to make sure it wasn’t the station’s communications center. As I checked rooms, I was relieved to not find any bodies and, surprisingly, no signs of Raptor activity. Evidently, the station staff had enough time to evacuate to a safe room somewhere inside the station.

“Found it,” Jason called out, and I crossed the hall to meet him.

He stood in a doorway, holding out his arm so we could easily see him. Chen hustled down the corridor, and Jason held the door for the commander to enter first. This room was similar to the room I’d just left. There were cubicles, but every cubicle had a headset. There was also a curved desk with three chairs set up in front of a wall of screens.

Nearly all the screens were locked except two screens were displaying general base update feeds from the other bases. One screen displayed all the alerts sent out across Enceladus while the other feed displayed all posts between the Space Corps bases. Chen reversed both feeds to just before the attacks. We each stood in silence as we read. Enceladus, Titan, Mars, and Luna were hit at precisely 0300 Earth time—a time where most would be asleep or off-duty. The Raptors had planned their D-Day event perfectly down to the minute.

The data feeds became a timetable of ships as they were destroyed and bases as they were overtaken. The feeds brought to life the panic felt at every base when they cried for help and there was no one left. Updates were posting every second, then, slowly, one by one, bases stopped posting. The Raptors won the war in one fell swoop. We’d never even stood a glimpse of a chance. They must’ve been planning this operation for months, if not years.

I frowned. “How can there be so many Raptor fleets in this system and no one picked up any noise?”

Chen shook his head. “Maybe they have a comms tech that we don’t scan for.”

“But our scans still should’ve picked up their ships. We’re talking about hundreds, if not thousands, of Storks in this system.”

“That is odd,” Chen agreed as he continued scrolling through the feed.

Jason spoke. “I’m not seeing anyone telling us anything we didn’t know already.”

Chen paused at one line that looked like gibberish, like someone typed in a hurry but their fingers were sitting on the wrong keys. “Ah, good. There it is.”

“What is it?”

He pointed at the screen. “That is the code to access the emergency feeds. OTIS, take a snapshot of that code and get it to Sam and Jess.”

“Completed,” OTIS replied. I’d forgotten that our helmets had cameras built into them, and good ol’ OTIS was always listening and watching.

“There must be some Space Corps forces that didn’t get taken out in the attacks. That data feed should provide us with a rendezvous point,” Chen said.

“And if it doesn’t?” Jason asked.

“Then we’ll figure out our next steps on our own. The fact stands that we have a ship full of people in cryosleep, and if we don’t wake them soon, we’re going to start having problems,” Chen said as he finished scrolling through the feed. “OTIS, did you scan the full feed?”

“Yes,” OTIS replied.

Chen rubbed his gloved hands together. “All right, then I think we’re all done here.”

On our way out of the room, Jason noticed a computer that wasn’t locked. He tsked. “Someone’s going to get a reprimand for that.”

Chen cocked his head and then took a seat at the console. He pulled up a menu and selected FULL STATION/BASE BROADCAST.

It took several seconds before a READY message displayed. He unplugged the headphones so the sound would play through the computer, and he thumbed the transmit button on the microphone. “Attention, Enceladus. This is Commander Michael Chen of the Space Corps Tereshkova. We are searching for survivors. If you can access a comm panel, let us know. We have a shuttle and will take you onboard. We will remain at the comm center for ten minutes.”

He leaned back. “If there are any survivors, we’ll know. Every room should have comm access by the door.”

“What if we can’t get to them?” Jason asked.

“We’ll get to them if they need help,” Chen said.

We waited impatiently for ten minutes, and Chen sighed.

“We can wait another ten minutes,” I offered.

He shook his head as he pushed off from the desk. “More Raptor vultures will come around to pick over the base, and after them, the human vultures will show up next.”

Not everyone was tied to the Space Corps or one of the private military companies. There were plenty of other people in space. Miners, construction workers, and other space travelers, many of whom chose to never return to Earth. They chose instead to fly the system, working contracts as needed, but usually just being vultures. Through the last few years, there were plenty of abandoned stations, camps, and ships to loot no thanks to the alien invasion.

We turned to leave when a woman’s voice came through the computer. “Help! There’s four of us in the tunnel. We have suits, but the charges are getting low. Help us!”

Chen lunged for the microphone. “We hear you. Can you reach the station?”

There was a pause. “Yes, we can get to the station. You can get us out of here?”

“Yes, you have my word. Meet us at the food court entrance to the A docks. We’ll be waiting for you,” Chen said.

“Oh, thank God. We’ll hurry. Don’t leave without us!” She sounded frantic.

“We won’t, you have my word,” Chen said.

The comm channel went dead, and Chen said, “Looks like we found us some survivors.”

We hustled up to the atrium, and by the time we reached the entrance to the A docks, the survivors were jogging toward us. That they could jog in spacesuits showed they’d had a lot more training than I had wearing one. They were breathing hard by the time they reached us. The survivors—three men and one woman—looked surprisingly unharmed, let alone dirty or scuffed up. But the rifles they carried were all depleted partially, so they’d done some shooting.

“I’m Commander Chen. What are your names?” Chen asked.

The woman spoke. “I’m Private Thompson. This is Private Wright, Private Jiggs, and Private Singh. And we’re so thankful you showed up when you did. We scoured the base and station and couldn’t find a ship, and then those Raptors showed up… well, we thought we were goners, for sure. They caught Jonesy.”

That must’ve been the screams we’d heard.

“We’d better get you to my shuttle before they decide to show up again,” Chen said.

“You won’t have to ask us twice, sir,” Private Wright said.

“Are any of you injured?” Chen asked.

“We lucked out,” Thompson said.

“Commander, it’s not luck that they’re not injured,” OTIS said through our crew channel.

“Glad to hear it,” Chen said to the four survivors, showing no recognition that he’d heard OTIS, before adding, “Let me alert my crew to prep for four additional passengers.”

He turned away and spoke quietly through the crew channel. “What do you mean, OTIS?”

“I’ve been watching the base’s video feed once the power was reestablished. While the power went out earlier in the attack, I did run a search on these four corpsmen, and they did not stay and fight. They killed six people when they took over an officers’ safe room at the lowest level. These are not good people, Commander. I advise against allowing them on the ship.”

“Good to know.” Chen turned back to the survivors. “All right. We’re all set. We’ll be off station in no time. I have the shuttle locked down, so it’ll take just a few minutes for me to unlock and prep it. It’s my first time down here, so it might take us a while to get to the shuttle.”

Wright waved his hand in the air. “Psh. I’ve been through these docks a hundred times. I know this station like I know the back of my hand. Where’s your shuttle at?”

“Dock A4,” Chen answered.

“A4? Yeah, that ain’t far from here at all,” Wright said.

Chen gestured. “Then lead the way.”

I noticed that Chen and Jason kept their blasters in hand, so I did the same as we followed the four soldiers, wondering if I was about to shoot another human being in the back.
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The four soldiers led the way, holding their rifles at the ready, while we followed. Since they walked in front of us, they either figured we assumed anyone in the Corps was worth rescuing or they were confident they had the situation in hand if things went south. If what OTIS had said was true—and I believe OTIS since he’d watched video proof—these people were murderers, and I sure hoped Chen had no intention of bringing them onboard Tereshkova, let alone the shuttle.

Private Wright had set a quick pace before veering us off the main corridor and through a narrow hallway. As soon as we broke away from the primary corridor, I gripped my blaster tighter, wondering if they were about to spring some type of trap. They needed Chen to unlock the shuttle, but they also would know that Jason and I were unnecessary, and the faster they got rid of us, the easier it would be to train all their weapons on Chen. Right now, our biggest benefit was that we were walking behind them. If one of them turned their rifle on us, I knew I needed to fire… but could I shoot someone in cold blood like that? If one of them turned, I really hoped Chen or Jason would shoot first.

Thompson glanced over her shoulder. She had to twist at the waist to see us through her helmet. “So, what brought you down to the surface? I have to say, I’m not sure I’d want to come down here after knowing the Raptors had been here already.”

“We were looking for survivors, along with any other intel we could gather on the attacks,” Chen said.

“Intel? The only intel down here is fodder for a war documentary,” Private Singh said.

Wasn’t that the truth.

“We need to find out where the remaining fleet has moved. As you’re probably already aware, comms have been unstable for a time now,” Chen replied.

“No kidding,” Jiggs said. “If comms were working right, maybe we would’ve had some warning that the Raptors were in this sector rather than getting blindsided by them.”

“We underestimated them,” Chen said.

“Understatement of the century,” Jiggs added drily.

“Why would you reconnect with the fleet? With all the bases down, I’d assume the war is over. We lost. It’s each man for himself,” Singh said.

“The war isn’t over as long as we still have a single defender in the fleet remaining,” Chen said.

“Your ship might be the only defender left,” Thompson said.

“The Tereshkova is a transport, not a defender,” Chen corrected.

Thompson’s pace hitched. “Seriously, you’re just a transport and you’re still trying to get to the fleet? Why in the worlds would you want to do that?”

“We have a ship full of conscripts in cryosleep. We’ve got to get them somewhere,” Chen replied.

“Well, I’d get them as far from this war as I could,” Thompson said. “Find a nice quiet bit of space in this system and ride out the Raptor invasion.”

“It sounds like you’d rather go AWOL than back to the fleet,” Chen said.

She shrugged. “We’re already presumed dead. I wouldn’t mind one bit if no one ever found out otherwise. The only thing anyone would find by hooking back up with the fleet is death. As for me, I’d sure like to live to the age of twenty-five.”

Wright opened a door, and we emerged into the boarding area of dock A4, a bare hundred feet from the shuttle.

“What’d I tell ya, do I know this station or what?” Wright bragged.

“Good, now let’s get off this godforsaken rock,” Thompson said.

Wright walked over to the shuttle and checked to see that it was locked. He turned to face Chen. “Looks like you weren’t kidding about locking down your shuttle.”

I noticed the other three soldiers had split out somewhat so that they weren’t tight together. All bore their rifles with the barrels pointed slightly downward, but they were facing us rather than the shuttle.

“I’ve seen enough catastrophes in my day to know that people will do desperate things when the normal rules are gone,” Chen said.

“How about you unlock this shuttle so we can get out of here?” Wright said.

“You put down those rifles first. Only my crew carries weapons on my transport,” Chen said.

Instead, Wright raised his rifle to point it at the commander. “I don’t think so.” The other three raised theirs. Thompson had her rifle also on the Commander, Jiggs aimed his at Jason, and Singh aimed his rifle at me. We’d each raised our blasters, and I made sure my blaster had Singh dead to rights. Inside, my heart pounded.

“We have rifles, and you have spark-shooters. Put yours down, and we’ll let you live,’ Wright said.

“At this distance, rifles and pistols make no difference,” Chen countered.

“Listen, we’re getting out of here, and we’re taking your shuttle. Your crew still onboard can send another one for you. So, just drop your weapons, and you’ll live. We live, and everything turns out just fine,” Thompson said.

“If you steal an Aegis Group shuttle, you will be listed as criminals on the Space Corps roster,” Chen said.

“Only if they know it’s us, and they’re not going to find out it’s us,” Wright said.

“They’ll surely find out if you catch a ride on an Aegis ship. You won’t be able to enter my shuttle without my shipboard computer scanning and verifying your identities,” Chen said. “Not to mention that shuttles can be auto disabled if nonauthorized personnel are at the controls.”

“Bullshit,” Jiggs said.

Chen cocked his head. “You don’t work for a PMC; otherwise, you wouldn’t be the least bit surprised that Aegis Group would have that level of control.”

Wright tightened his rifle grip. “Then you’ll be at the controls and will fly us to a nonmilitary station.”

“No,” Chen said simply.

“These punks don’t realize that they’re already on camera, do they,” Jason said.

“I don’t believe they do, no,” Chen said. “Otherwise, they wouldn’t have been so blatant about threatening a superior officer.”

“Threaten?” Jiggs scoffed. “We’ve done a hell of a lot worse than threaten. If you knew, you’d drop that blaster and be begging us to save your life.”

“You mean those officers you killed during the attack? Yes, that, too, was caught on video. The Space Corps not only knows you’re alive, but they know that you’ve committed the greatest offense a soldier can commit: you’ve taken an officer’s life,” Chen said, then said in a voice too low for the others to hear, “OTIS, code zero.”

The shuttle’s lights began flashing and alarms blared. It was enough to surprise the soldiers who all instinctively turned to look behind them. It’d surprised me too, but I’d had a full view of the shuttle the entire time and had heard Chen’s command through my helmet. Jason and Chen began shooting first, but I fired a split second later as Jiggs was snapping back to me. My shot hit him in the side, and I fired a second shot into his chest. He collapsed to his knees, a shocked expression crossing his features before he fell face forward.

I swung my blaster, toward Thompson and Wright. Wright was already down—a shot through his faceplate. Thompson had dropped her rifle and raised her hands. “Don’t shoot. I surrender.”

Chen kept his blaster aimed at her. I glanced at Jason to find him uninjured and watching Thompson. He must’ve assumed Singh was dead because he wasn’t paying the slumped man any attention, but my eye caught the soldier slowly raise his rifle.

I fired twice, hitting Singh in the chest and head. Jason snapped his attention back to Singh and then at me. He gulped. “Thanks.”

I meant to say, “no problem,” but my throat was too constricted by adrenaline to say anything.

“OTIS, unlock the shuttle. Jason, Liv, get yourselves boarded,” Chen said.

We hustled around him and toward the shuttle. Jason holstered his blaster the moment the door opened, and he rushed inside. I stood in the doorway, keeping my blaster leveled on Thompson to back up Chen. He noticed and approached Thompson to kick her and Wright’s rifles several feet away. I didn’t step inside until he reached the shuttle, and I needed to give him room to enter.

There was a shrill in Thompson’s voice. “Wait! You can’t leave me here. The Raptors will be back.”

“You should’ve thought of that before attacking the people who were here to help you.” Chen pressed the keypad next to the door.

Thompson cried out, “Please! We were just desperate! I just want to live!” as the shuttle door whooshed closed.

“You know, you could’ve brought her onboard and stuck her in a hi-pod with the others,” Jason offered.

“The Space Corps has more to worry about than court-martials right now. I don’t have any time for someone who puts my crew in danger,” Chen replied curtly as he took the pilot’s seat.

I sat down and sighed deeply. I had no holster for my blaster, so I set the safety and stuck it in my thigh pocket. It took a couple of attempts because my hands had started shaking. Same with buckling my seatbelt. The adrenaline high was coming down. I tried to calm myself—it didn’t do a lot of good.

Outside the shuttle’s window, Thompson stood, frantically waving her arms. I couldn’t blame her for the desperation. I didn’t want to spend one more second on Enceladus. As the shuttle began its vertical lift, Thompson ran over and grabbed a rifle.

“She’s got a gun,” I exclaimed.

“Blaster fire can’t damage a ship. Hulls built to withstand space debris which carries a lot more force than a low-powered laser beam,” Jason said.

“Good.” I leaned back in my seat, and I closed my eyes so I didn’t have to look at the human being we were leaving behind.
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Following the day’s drills, I used the computer terminal in the crew lounge to edit the video taken through my headset camera I’d worn to Enceladus last week. We’d been down there for nearly four hours, and I trimmed the video down to twenty minutes. After that, I gave it to OTIS to compile and smooth everything into a seamless ten-minute video with sound removed.

I didn’t make the Enceladus video for a Livia Live update. I made it because I figured the disaster needed to be documented. When the one soldier mentioned that the only reason to be down on Enceladus was to make a war documentary, he was right. What happened on that moon deserved to be remembered.

Once I watched the combined video, I uploaded it to Aegis Group. Maybe, assuming they were still using my avatar, they’d post an update. Or maybe they’d just stick it in an archival somewhere. Heck, for all I knew, their PR arm had been blasted to bits by the Raptors already and I was uploading the video to a dead account. Still, I didn’t regret doing it. Making and uploading the video felt like I was doing something, however small, to help humanity stay updated on the war.

I leaned back in my chair and cracked my knuckles as I watched the clock on the upload. An estimated ninety-two minutes remaining. I groaned.

“Liv, Commander Chen has just announced an all-crew meeting to begin in five minutes. He requested you to join them,” OTIS said.

“Me? Do you know why he wants me there?”

“I could ask him,” the computer offered.

“No, that’s okay. I’ll go. Hey, OTIS. Can you let me know when this video is accepted by Aegis Group?”

“Certainly.”

“Thanks.” I stood and turned to leave when I paused. “Wait, where’s the meeting?”

“Where they always are. In the commander’s lounge.”

“Oh.” I realized I’d never been to Commander Chen’s quarters before, even though I’d walked by his door a hundred times at least.

I hustled to the ladder and met Jason there.

“Where’re you going?” he asked.

“To the meeting,” I replied.

“Oh. Cool.” I followed him up the ladder. “Do you know why he’s having an all-crew meeting?”

“Nope. Though, he likes having meetings almost as much as he likes having us do drills. I think it’s a habit he picked up during his days onboard a defender. Today’s meeting could be something big, like we beat the Raptors, or it could be to go through status reports. I keep hoping it’s going to be a surprise ice cream social. I haven’t had ice cream in years.” He paused. “Dang, we really should’ve looked for some ice cream when we were down on Ens.”

“And now I have a craving for a banana float that I can’t get filled. Thanks for that,” I said drily as he opened the commander’s door.

We stepped into an empty lounge that had two large sofas and two padded chairs arranged in a rectangle around a coffee table. There was a door behind the lounge area and another door to the right, and I didn’t know which one (or both) led to Chen’s sleeping quarters. Seeing how comfortable his lounge was, I kind of wanted to see the rest of his quarters. He clearly didn’t sleep in a pod like the rest of the crew.

Jason plopped on one sofa that faced the door. I glanced across the seating options and frowned. “Uh, does it matter where I sit?”

He patted the cushion next to him. “Sit next to me. Everyone has a spot more out of habit than anything, but this spot’s free.”

Because it had been David’s. My heart gave a pang. I trudged over and took a seat, clasping my hands to keep from fidgeting.

A few seconds later, Sam and Jess arrived, and I realized they’d likely come from the flight deck next door.

Jason checked his armlet. “Four o’clock on the dot. You haven’t lost your touch.”

Jess chortled. “If I wasn’t watching the time, Sam would still be playing Minecrafters.”

The pair took a seat on the sofa across from us.

Sam cocked his head at me. “What’re you doing here?”

I shrugged.

The door behind us opened, and Commander Chen and Samantha entered. They were chatting in an almost-intimate matter, and she was smiling, though both quieted as they emerged.

Chen nodded at me. “I’m glad you could join us, Liv.”

Samantha took the chair to my left and Chen took the chair to Jason’s right.

“I won’t keep you long,” Chen began. “I’ve received new information that I wanted to share with you.” His lips thinned. “As you are aware, the Raptors have, by all manners of measurement, won the war, though there has been no official surrender. In fact, we don’t even know if the Raptors accept surrender—we suspect that idea is foreign to them. What we do know is that there is no more Space Corps. The Raptors had taken their time and did their surveillance, and we never made any attempt to hide any of our bases. That was our hubris, believing we were smarter than them. There is not a single Space Corps base still functioning, though Mars Station—being deep underground—has fared better than most. Unfortunately, the Raptors are now hunting down remaining Space Corps ships.”

“That means they’ll hunt us, doesn’t it, even though we’re an Aegis ship?” I asked.

“The Tereshkova is owned by Aegis Group but is contracted to the Space Corps, so yes, we’re considered a Space Corps ship,” Chen replied.

“It’s not like it’s any different than any other day for us. Raptors have been going after transports for the past couple of years,” Jess said.

“Yes, but they’re hunting more aggressively now, and there aren’t enough defenders to patrol the routes,” Chen said. “I should also add that I learned of this information via the secondary Space Corps data feed we obtained the codes for down on Enceladus. I learned this information a week ago, within hours of leaving Enceladus.”

“What?” Sam scoffed. “Why didn’t you tell us before? I mean, I knew we were screwed, but it would’ve been nice to know for sure that the Space Corps is officially gone.”

“I chose to wait until I had further information and a new comm network was established. I felt this information would serve this crew no good until we had go-forward options. As you are quite aware, we have a ship full of conscripts who we can’t wake because we don’t have enough resources and we can’t leave them in hibernation much longer without having them begin to lose extremities to cryofrost.”

“Okay, so we just dump them at the nearest colony that’s equipped to take them,” Jess said.

“We are not dumping conscripts, and as medical specialist, what I say goes when it comes to the conscripts,” Samantha said curtly.

“I’d say they’re refugees instead of conscripts if the war’s over,” I said.

“Perhaps, but we’re not dumping them because there’s no safe place to dump them,” Samantha said.

“All right, we’re not dumping them, but what are we doing now? I mean, if we’ve already lost, what are we doing out here?” Jess asked.

“Because we still fight for humanity’s sake,” Chen said. “The Raptors struck the Space Corps, but they seem unaware of the PMCs. The offices of Aegis Group, Eclipse Security, and Horizon Defense Solutions have all come through relatively unscathed. With that said, many PMC ships have been destroyed, and we’ve lost over ninety percent of conscripts, but we still have a working leadership system.”

“Great,” Jason drawled. “We might not have anybody left to fight, but we’ve still got the guys who give the orders.”

“There are still corpsmen, and the PMCs have established five stations in the asteroid belt for all ships to convene for a counteroffensive. They have activated an old pre A-gen comm network, one we believe the Raptors can’t hack since they use the same A-gen types of technologies that we do. Leadership estimates that over half of the Raptors fleet was wiped out in their attacks, but that means they still have more ships than us,” Chen said.

“But if we all gather at some station, won’t we just be lining ourselves up to be destroyed like the Space Corps bases?” Jess asked.

“That is a possibility, but the Raptors seem focused on hunting ships rather than any other base attacks. We believe the Raptors think they’ve won and are just cleaning up remnants now. We plan to show them otherwise. Leadership has selected stations with long-range scanning capabilities and PMC-grade defense weapons that can fend off any Raptor attacks short of a full fighter group. Plus, we now know the formations Raptors use to launch attacks. We also know that Raptors have been tracking ships by their QuSR comms and lidar—basically A-gen tech, so we know now how to stay off their radar. They won’t catch us off-guard again.” Chen paused before continuing. “We were hired to transport conscripts to the front lines, and I intend to deliver them to where they need to be. However, once we reach the destination, transports may be needed to bring troops directly to the Raptor nests.”

“But the defenders always take them from there,” Sam said.

“There are not enough defenders remaining,” Chen said quietly, then spoke louder. “I intend to support the war effort as long as I am able. The PMCs are all that stands between Earth and the Raptors. If you have a problem with playing a more active role in the war, I want you to speak up now.”

Sam harrumphed. “My problem’s with the Raptors. You know me, I follow you wherever you go, Captain My Captain.”

Chen looked at Jess, and she shrugged. “We’re long riders. We do our job, and we don’t complain.”

He glanced at Jason.

“So, where are we headed?” Jason asked.

“The nearest station to us is Orbita Station,” Chen said.

Jess wrinkled her nose. “Orbita Station? That’s a Horizon station.”

“It is. Do you have a problem with that?”

“Horizon’s a bunch of douchewads,” Jess said.

“I gotta agree with Jess on that one. Horizon crews are dicks,” Sam said.

I’d never met anyone who worked for Horizon Defense Solutions. Where Aegis Group was the largest, Horizon was the first private military company and known to be the most elite. Their motto, “first and finest,” said it all.

“I’m sure you can handle working with them, being the consummate professionals you are,” Chen said, and I could see a hint of a smirk. He sobered quickly and eyed Samantha. “You’ve been quiet.”

She shrugged, raising her hands. “There’s not much to say. I hate how many souls have been lost needlessly to an alien species that seems to only care about killing. But my hate doesn’t solve anything. I go wherever I can best help people, and I imagine where we’re going needs all the help it can get.”

He tilted his head in acknowledgement of her, then glanced at everyone. “All right. Sam, set course to Orbita Station and let us know how long it’ll take us.”

Everyone got up to leave. I noticed that Chen hadn’t asked for my opinion, not that I’d really expected him to.

I started following the others out when Chen said, “Liv, if you’ll please stay.”

I turned, saw that he’d retaken his seat and motioned to the sofa. I sat.

Once the door closed, he said, “Aegis Group has given orders to deliver conscripts with haste. When we reach Orbita Station, they will be wakened and processed for the front lines.”

“So, I need to be ready to go with them,” I said in a monotone voice, though I felt heavy with dread.

“That is one option, yes,” he said. “They need every conscript they can get, and I imagine your role would change from war correspondent to soldier during processing.”

I gave a small nod. “I figured as much too.”

“We are desperately short on corpsmen, but we’re also desperately short on crews. As you’re aware, I’m a crewmember short, and I know that I will not receive a replacement for a medical assistant.”

“Any replacement you get wouldn’t be as good as David,” I said quietly.

He gave a thoughtful expression. “No, they wouldn’t be.” He paused for a moment before continuing. “But I don’t need a replacement for a medical assistant since Tereshkova’s role changed from transporting conscripts to the bases to transporting them, fully awake, to the front lines. That means the conscripts will no longer be in hi-pods for a medical assistant to monitor. I will be in desperate need of a crew member to help ‘herd cats’ if you will.”

I frowned. “You’re looking for a flight attendant?”

He considered for a moment. “In a way, I suppose the role would be that of a steward. Aegis Group generically calls it ‘support specialist,’ even though the responsibilities are distinct from Jason’s role under the same title. I see the role more as oversight and control, ensuring the passengers do what they’re supposed to do and remain in the modules where they’re supposed to stay.”

“Ah, so herding cats.”

He smiled faintly. “Yes, it’s very much a ‘herding cats’ specialist.”

I raised my brow. “And you have someone in mind for that job?”

His smile grew. “Why, you, of course. That is, if you’d rather stay on this ship as a formal member of the crew rather than join the conscripts.”

“Yes,” I said before he even finished speaking. “I mean, I’d prefer to be part of the crew, if you can get Aegis Group to sign off on it.”

“They will not only allow sign off on it, but they’ve already authorized every transport commander to install an additional support specialist to handle the increased workload on the crew. I have seen you get along well with the rest of the crew, and I believe you’d make a valuable team member. I must warn you, though, you will be exceptionally busy once we board non-hibernating conscripts for travel.”

“I can handle it,” I said and meant it.


TWENTY-FIVE


Jason held out his hand while he kept his head deep in the open cabinet. “Grab me that wrench.”

“You can’t boss me around. I’m a support specialist too, now,” I said jokingly as I handed him a wrench.

“Ah, yes, the glamorous life of a space janitor,” he said.

“More like a flight attendant from what the commander said. What’s more glamorous: a space janitor or a flight attendant?”

“Both basically do the grunt work, so I’d say they’re equally glamorous, and by that, I mean we’re the bottom of the totem pole when it comes to flight crews.”

“Evidently, ‘support specialist’ is the most generic job title Aegis Group has,” I said.

“Yup. It comes in handy sometimes, like when someone tells me to do something, and I can tell them it’s not in my job description. But then I still go ahead and do it, because being a support specialist means pretty much everything’s in the job description. You’re going to find that out for yourself soon enough.”

“No matter what I have to do, I figure it’s still better than being a conscript,” I said.

“Amen to that.” Jason stepped back, flipped a switch, and something beeped. He nodded to himself and handed me the wrench. “Damn, I’m good.”

“You need help patting yourself on the back?” I asked.

“Nah, I got it.” And he patted himself on the back. “And that should wrap up today’s projects. My goal is to get everything in the modules ready before we reach Orbita Station and have to deal with conscripts that aren’t actually asleep for once.”

I shivered visibly. “I don’t even like people very much. How in the world am I supposed to make sure they all behave without killing anyone?”

“Who said you can’t kill anyone?” He had a twinkle in his eye. “I mean, you haven’t killed Sam yet, so that proves you can handle difficult people.”

I shrugged. “I might’ve told him off when I first met him.”

He chuckled. “We all told Sam off when we first met him. He’s a great pilot and he knows it. He’s a dick because he always wanted to be a fighter pilot and he got stuck flying transports instead. But at least he’s our dick. How many pilots can fly a ship off dead reckoning anymore? Heck, I don’t even know what dead reckoning is.”

I smirked. “He’s our dick?”

“Wait, I didn’t mean for it to come out like that.”

“I’m going to tell him you’re talking about his dick.”

“Please don’t. Just knowing people are talking about him would just make him even cockier than he is now.”

“Hm. Good point.” I checked my armlet. “Looks like we’ve got an hour before dinner. I’m going to hit the zero-G room.”

“See ya later.”

I’d been going to the zero-G room twice a day after Enceladus. Before that day, my dreams were filled with loss—memories of David and Mom. After that day, my dreams had been replaced with nightmares. The zero-G room brought me the peace I couldn’t find anywhere else.

My armlet chimed, and I saw a notification that OTIS had identified a new radio broadcast from Max Hilleson on the Horizon Space Platform. He posted new updates every day around the same time even if he had nothing new to update. I found I always listened in—it was the closest replacement to following news updates on the net. I looked forward to the updates—they brought continuity when I constantly felt out of balance from the constant stress and threats outside our hull. I wondered if my Livia Live updates had made my followers feel a similar connection. I hope so.

“All crew, report to the flight deck immediately,” OTIS announced through the ship speakers.

“What’s going on?” I asked as I pivoted and jogged toward the nearest ladder.

“Sam has picked up a distress call from within this sector,” OTIS replied.

I began climbing, taking two rungs at a time. It was amazing how when you used a ladder twenty times a day how good you got at it. I could slide down the ladder like a fireman and climb faster than I could take stairs. I never would’ve guessed that I’d get in good shape flying in space, but I was in far better shape—especially my thighs—than I ever was back on Earth.

I arrived in the flight deck where Commander Chen, Sam, and Jess were already in their seats. I wondered if Sam and Jess’s cushions had permanent butt imprints with how many hours they’d each spent here. When Chen noticed me, he motioned to David’s vacant workstation. I blinked at it. He gave a small nod. I gulped and crossed the deck and took a seat. It was a lot more comfortable than the jump seat I’d always sat in. It also felt really weird, like I was stealing someone else’s seat, even though David was never coming back.

I noticed Sam watching me since his workstation was just to the right of David’s, er, mine. I bristled. “What? You got a problem with me taking this workstation?”

He shook his head. “Nope. You’re crew; you got the right to it, and you deserve it. Besides, it’s not like you could do worse than any crappy replacement Aegis would send us.”

“Thanks, I think?”

Samantha had arrived and barely gave a glance in my direction. As Chen’s lover, I imagine she knew most of Chen’s decisions before he announced them. Heck, it might’ve even been her idea to give me David’s workstation. When Jason arrived, he gave me a thumbs up before taking his seat at his own workstation.

“Now that we’re all here,” Chen began, “Sam picked up an automated distress call from a commercial hauler in this sector. Since it’s too risky to use QuSR comms, we’ve been waiting to see if they broadcast a distress message that we could at least listen to without putting ourselves in danger.”

“Do you believe they were hit by Raptors?” Samantha asked.

“I don’t know. They could’ve had a malfunction,” Chen replied. “The greater challenge is how much risk we want to take to assist another vessel. Their distress call provides their coordinates, so we don’t need to turn on our lidar to track it. But without communicating with it, we have no idea if the crew is still viable or not. It’s still four hours from our present location, and I’ve had Sam adjust course to intercept.”

“Are you sure that’s a good idea? If Raptors hit them, they’re all dead. If they had a malfunction and Raptors found them, they’re all dead,” Jess said.

“But they could be alive,” Samantha said.

“Coulda woulda shoulda,” Sam muttered.

“We’re on an intercept course. At three hours out, I’ll activate lidar for one minute to scan the area. If there are any Raptors still near the hauler, we should have plenty of time to modify course and leave before they pick up the signal,” Chen said.

“I’m worried that they’re running lidar constantly and already have us on their scanners. We already know they use the same A-gen tech,” Sam said.

“If that’s the case, they would’ve tracked us the moment we entered this sector and before we picked up the distress call, and—likely—would have already come after us,” Chen said.

“So we have one hour to wait,” Jason said.

“Yes,” the commander verified.

Jason stood. “All right, I’ll be back in an hour. I was in the middle of cleaning a carbon filter.”

Samantha also stood. “I think I’ll run a quick inventory to make sure we’re ready to intake any injured.”

They left and the rest of us focused on our screens. I tapped the screen, and it scanned my face before displaying the text, “Welcome Specialist Reyes.” A menu of options then displayed. Since I already had full access to everything my role needed access to, Chen had clearly planned on me both accepting a role on the crew and taking David’s workstation.

I scanned through the options—most looked to be what I expected all the crew to have access to; the only difference was that I had view-only access to menus that were role-specific, such as Flight Operations or Medical Management. Over the next hour, I familiarized myself over the data available. As a support specialist, I had full access to all information pertaining to the ship, module, supplies, down to environmental stats. It was impressive, really, though I assumed Chen would get a notification for any change I made. As commander, he seemed to know anything and everything that went on with the ship and crew.

I would’ve stayed focused on my menu options, except Jess mentioned the distress call hadn’t changed yet, and I noticed she must’ve been listening to it with the headset attached to her workstation. I went to Flight Operations and accessed the call and slid on my headset.

It was a standard, computerized data feed: This is a wide-array broadcast distress call. Astronautics Innovations has a shipping vessel under duress in this sector. Coordinates: Quadrant 2956887, Sector 1484376275, Plot 157983.4981. Please provide assistance immediately. Compensation will be provided.

The data repeated itself every ten seconds. After staring at it for a few minutes, I noticed something weird. Not only the timestamp of the data feed hadn’t changed, but the timestamp was several months old. All automated data feeds included timestamps for every broadcast. Even though the message hadn’t changed, the ship’s computer should’ve updated the data feed with every broadcast. The timestamp, like most timestamps, was in the tiniest font imaginable so it was easy to miss.

“Commander, take a look at the timestamp on the distress call,” I said.

He squinted. “My eyes aren’t as good as they used to be. What am I looking at?”

“The timestamp’s wonky. It never changes; plus, it’s five months old,” I replied.

He frowned. “That’s very odd.”

“You think the computer fluked?” I asked.

“Have you ever heard of a computer screwing up something like that?” Jess countered.

“Never,” I said.

Chen’s frown deepened. “I’ve heard of this only once before. Pirates will use faked distress calls to lure prey. Sam, reset our course. I don’t want to risk it.”

“Gladly.” Sam sounded relieved.

“I can’t believe there are still pirates out there with the Raptors coming out of the woodwork,” Jess said.

“Perfect time to pillage. Who’s gonna stop them?” Sam said.

“Good point,” Jess said.

“Sam, activate the lidar to make sure we haven’t been spotted,” Chen said.

“How long do you want me to run a scan?” Sam asked.

“Don’t go longer than thirty seconds even if the scan is incomplete.”

“All right. Putting a big flashing light on our ship right… now,” Sam said.

Twenty-three seconds later, OTIS reported before Sam could. “I’ve identified a Stork-class ship hiding on the opposite side of a disabled commercial transport from our last trajectory.”

My jaw slackened as the realization of the data feed hit me. The Raptors had sent the message, fishing for prey. That meant they could not only interpret human technology but mimic it.

“Disable lidar, Sam. OTIS, have they tracked us?” Chen asked.

“The ships seem to be in standby based on my scans,” OTIS replied.

“Devious bastards,” Sam said.

“There are Raptor pirates now?” Jess asked.

“Just Raptors using pirate tricks, idiot,” Sam said.

“Sam,” Chen admonished.

“Sorry, Jess,” Sam mumbled.

“I can’t believe the Raptors have figured out how to use our tech to draw in ships,” I said.

“I’m finding it hard to believe myself, but there doesn’t seem to be any other rational explanation,” Chen said. “Otis, is there enough distance between us that we can make Orbita Station?”

“Should they give pursuit, they will catch up to us two days before reaching Orbita Station,” OTIS answered.

“You think Orbita Station could send a defender to meet up with us?” Jess asked.

“Unfortunately, all defenders are being kept at the stations for the counteroffensive. They don’t want to risk losing another defender,” Chen said.

“But we have a ship full of conscripts,” she said.

“And, in their eyes, a single defender is worth more than a thousand conscripts,” Chen said. “I think it’s safe to say we’re on our own.”

“It’s safe to say we’re screwed, then,” Sam said. “If we make a run for it, they’ll spot us and chase. And playing opossum didn’t exactly work out so well for us last time.”

Chen considered for a moment. “I’d rather be caught doing something than wait for them to come to us, and we stand a chance against a single Stork. We know it and they know it. They might even decide to wait for something smaller. But I worry if they have a partner out there somewhere. Sam, let’s see what they’ll do. Set maximum speed to Orbita Station. Anything extra you can squeeze out of the engines, do it.”

“I’ll squeeze so hard I’ll make her squeal,” Sam said.

Chen fed an update to Jason and Samantha who weren’t on the flight deck. Once he finished, he said, “We’ll run lidar briefly tomorrow at the same time. We’ll know for sure then if they’re following or not. In the meantime, it’s business as usual, everyone. Back to your jobs,” Chen said.

Easier said than done.
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The Raptors were chasing us. The next three days’ lidar scans showed the Stork in pursuit plain as day. At least it was only a single Stork—its partner must’ve been destroyed in one of the attacks—but a Stork was still tougher than a transport.

I tried to pass the time going through the three operable modules and reviewing the changes that were going to be made once we reached Orbita Station, pretending that we were going to make it there, but we’d faced Raptors before, and both times, our survival involved luck and help. I wasn’t confident about the former and knew the latter wasn’t coming.

Since the Stork was tracking us, it would do no good to change course—it was far enough back that it’d adjust without losing much distance. Our first hope was that we’d come across a defender on the way to Orbita Station. We hadn’t picked up any third blip on the lidar, so our odds weren’t looking so good in that regard. Our second hope was that the Raptors would come across prey closer to them and give up the chase, but that was about as likely as the Raptors suddenly deciding to abandon our solar system.

Chen was working out his strategy for when the Stork caught up in eight days. He didn’t share the details with me, but he and Sam had been busy in discussions.

The Raptors hunting us were constantly on my mind. It was a change from having memories of my mom and David always on my mind. I think I preferred slow, thick grieving to the adrenaline-laced worry. Keeping busy helped me stay sane, and I’d studied my new job to the point that I felt pretty confident about handling a buttload of conscripts.

Everyone was keeping busier than normal, and our mealtimes grew longer as we talked about nothing important and anything mundane, like the weather this time of year in Cheyenne. Jason was talking about monkeys in Brazil. “They’re called marmosets, and you’ll find them everywhere. They’re cute as all get out, but you gotta watch out for them. They’re thieving little bastards. There was this one time, I’d just sat down with a scoop of ice cream. One of the little buggers popped down, looking all cute-like and trying for a treat. When I was tossing it a wafer, another came over and stole the whole damn scoop. They’re the real criminals in Brazil, let me tell you.”

“They sound adorable,” I said.

“Well they’re not⁠—”

And that’s when everything went pitch black. We couldn’t even see each other’s faces. Jason lit his flashlight first, and the rest of us quickly did the same.

“OTIS, what happened?” Chen asked, and there was no response.

“That’s weird for OTIS to go offline during regular flight,” Jess said.

“Could be ’cause I’m running the engines harder,” Sam said.

Something thumped against the ship.

Chen jumped to his feet.

I grabbed my seat. “What was that?”

“Get your suits on—and that includes weapons—and get to this level’s airbridge and to the rest of the ship. I think we were just hit by a EMP blast and are about to be boarded,” Chen announced quickly, already heading to the door.

“But the Stork’s still a week out,” Sam said.

“Obviously, there’s another one out there,” Jess said, running out of the lounge.

I hustled behind her. Our regular “ship” shoes had much smaller magnets in the heels compared to our spacesuits. These magnets were just enough to hold contact with the floor—I didn’t even notice them after the first day wearing them. By the time I reached my pod, there was another thump against the hull. It was distant and didn’t sound or feel like it had hit the main part of the ship, which meant the Stork—assuming it was a Stork and not pirates—was connecting to one of the modules. The modules, being mobile and interchangeable, had plenty of exterior brackets—they must’ve looked like a perfect connection point.

I put on my suit as fast as I could, but my fear made me too jittery, and I was the last to get dressed. The moment I reached the airbridge, Sam started to manually close the door behind me to seal the primary ship off from the modules.

“But ships are protected against EMPs,” I said while he worked. I remembered reading about it. Stars shot out radiation constantly, sometimes intense bursts, which meant ships needed to be shielded to both protect the electrical components from electromagnetic bursts and passengers from radiation.

“They are,” Sam said as he locked the latch. “But Raptors can cycle up their engine enough to spit out an intense burst that temporarily throws our systems offline. The bursts don’t do much against defenders, but they work on transports. They also drain the Stork’s engines, which means it needs a long time to recuperate, so they don’t use EMP bursts much. And the bursts only work when they’re up really close and personal. This Stork must’ve been breathing down our tailpipe. If we ran our lidar a little longer this morning, I bet we would’ve picked it up.”

“All right, team,” Chen announced. “Let’s assume these are Raptors, which in all likelihood, this is a Stork paired with the other Stork chasing us. That means we need to work fast to keep them from taking over the ship,” Chen said. “Sam, you go through and lock off every entry point to the main ship. To prevent Raptors from unlocking, set the admin code to 483. Then you head to the flight deck to start working at rebooting OTIS. That leaves closing off the airbridges in each module and to the engines. I’ll take the engines. Samantha, you seal off module one. Jason, you take module two; Jess, you take module three; and Liv, you take module four. Keep the crew updated on comms. If your module is the one they’ve breached, get out of there and let us know ASAP. Don’t try to face them on your own. Sam will blow that module before they get to the rest of the ship. My guess—and hope—is that they’ll go for two since it’s already compromised and doesn’t have any conscripts in it. When you’re finished—remember to not lock yourself in the module—take an emergency ladder down into the ship’s grid and take the maintenance corridor to reconnect with the crew near the main ship. Now, go and move as fast as you can. Every second counts.”

We ran.

The boot magnets in my spacesuit were a lot stronger, but I pushed myself to run. Adrenaline-filled terror helped. With four levels to each module, that meant I had eight airbridge doors to lock. Each module also had an exterior airlock like the one I’d entered when I first boarded Tereshkova back at Luna Station, but I wondered if those could be manually unlocked when the ship was offline. Assuming the Raptors would enter through an airlock, I started on that level, closing and locking the airbridge behind me as I entered the module. I was surprised at how heavy the door was, and I grunted as I closed it. The override code was a simple padlock-style interface. I ran my gloved thumb over each of the three cylinders to turn the numbers to 4-8-3. As soon as I set the last number, I heard a heavy lock fall into place.

“You’re right, Commander. They breached module two. They’re entering level four right now. I won’t be able to get those doors locked,” Jason reported through our helmet speakers.

With module two running alongside module four, Raptors could’ve been standing a scant few feet from me with only a pair of thin walls between us. But at least they weren’t in my module.

Chen responded, “Get out of there. Sam, eject module two the instant Jason reports he’s clear.”

“On it, boss,” Sam replied.

I wasn’t sure how Sam could eject modules when the power was out, but the flight deck seemed to have solutions for everything. But I was ecstatic to hear that the Raptors weren’t trying to get in through my assigned module.

I spun and ran through the module. It’s eerily quiet—all the pods are dark, without any juice to keep their occupants alive. They have maybe an hour left of life if we don’t find a way to repel the Raptors and get the power grid back online. I paused at the airlock to make sure it was indeed locked. Through the window, all I could see was black space, which made sense since the Raptors were entering on the opposite side of the ship.

“I’m clear. Blow the sucker,” Jason reported.

“Ejecting module two now,” Sam said.

There was a thump followed by sounds of hydraulics popping. My module rocked hard enough that I was sent tumbling, my boots breaking free from the floor. I reached out and pushed down from the ceiling until I righted myself and took off running again.

“Module two is ejected,” Sam said. “If we’re lucky, it blew off into the Stork and got them all.”

“Until we know for sure, everyone, continue your jobs as ordered,” Chen said.

I rushed to the far end and locked that airbridge and then locked the other airbridges. I was out of breath by the time I stepped from module four to lock the last airbridge. But as I turned to do so, the flexible casing of the airbridge, a few inches from my head, exploded outward. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a Raptor climbing up the ladder, its beady black eyes focused on me, as it tried to shimmy its large body up the ladder. It had shot while climbing which must’ve thrown off its aim in my favor. I drew my blaster and fired nonstop, hitting it with one of my first shots, but I didn’t stop shooting it until floated lifelessly from the ladder.

“Uh, guys, I just shot a Raptor in the space between three and four at level four. The airbridge’s breached too,” I announced.

“They must’ve gotten out of two before Sam ejected it,” Chen said. “Be careful. Hur⁠—”

I quit listening because I glimpsed another Raptor climbing the ladder. I miraculously managed to reach module four and yank the door closed just as the Raptor began firing its projectile gun. I set the blaster down long enough to manually crank the door closed. As soon as I was done, I grabbed the blaster and held it desperately with both hands as if it were my salvation.

“There’re more Raptors! I’m in four and they’re shooting at me!” I leaned against the door until a bullet blew a hole through the door near me, and I jumped to the side. Air whistled as it was sucked through.

“We’re coming to you, Liv. Hang tight,” Chen said. He sounded like he was running.

I tried to do that, but finding cover wasn’t exactly easy when the Raptors could shoot through doors, which were by far the thickest part of the entire module. I ended up squeezing between two hi-pods, clutching my blaster. I was surprised I wasn’t shaking.

I’d changed more than I realized.

Fighting against Raptors looked effortless in the vids, but shooting the first one down before it killed me was pure luck. If I hadn’t turned at the last second, its first shot would’ve been right through my face shield.

Lights flickered, which meant the power would be coming back online within a few minutes. Unfortunately, I didn’t have that long.

Something banged into the door, it bent inward, fracturing the mesh-like composite material not built to withstand such force. I didn’t feel the breeze, but I knew the module had to be losing air. I wondered how much longer the hi-pods had before the occupants froze to death. I glanced at the pods around me before taking in a big breath and facing the door. If I was going to die today, at least I’d have plenty of company.
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There was more pounding against the door until a portion broke inward. A Raptor leaned inward, its wings tucked tight against its back as it used its clawed fingers to pry open the door. As it struggled through, I aimed carefully and fired. It seemed surprised—it must’ve assumed that I would’ve run and hid rather than stay and fight. It took two direct chest shots to kill it.

Glints of laser fire made a lightshow in the airbridge beyond. Many long seconds later, Chen announced, “All clear.”

I ran to the door with trepidation, pushing the dead Raptor away with the tip of my blaster. Through the broken door, I saw Chen and Jess, blasters still in hand, and three Raptors floating lifelessly in zero-G.

“Is it clear?”

“We believe the ship’s clear,” Chen answered. “But we’ve still got a Stork attached to us to deal with.”

I glanced at the door. “We need to get this level sealed before we lose the hi-pods.”

Chen tried to open the door, to no avail. He said, “You’ll have to seal it from your side. There should be a shiny silver blanket along with some sealant in the emergency locker.”

The lights came on and stayed on.

“Oh, thank God,” Jess said.

“OTIS, are there any other Raptors onboard?” Chen asked.

“There are no other Raptors onboard. However, the Stork-class ship has drones repairing its outer airlock. I believe they intend to send more over here as soon as they can open their door,” the computer said.

“Sam, shoot that Stork,” Chen ordered.

“The range is too tight for the lasers. I could try flak,” Sam said.

“Do it.” Then Chen’s features tightened. “We’re going after the Raptors. After their attacks, the remaining fleet wants every bit of intel we can gather.”

“They should’ve done that before the Raptors killed everyone,” Jess said.

“They did, but the Raptors use the same A-gen tech as we do. I don’t think they found much to learn, and Raptors have a tendency to self-destruct their ships if they know they’re losing,” Chen replied. “Which means when we board them, we need to make sure we’re out of there before they blow their ship. Samantha, you’ve got the controls. Everyone else, head to airlock 2D and be ready to board a Stork.” He glanced at me as he spoke. “I’m going to put your zero-G training to the test.”

I’d helped Jason with enough patches that I worked with relative ease, despite the breach being a good twenty times bigger than any breach I’d worked on before. The silver breach blanket made the process even easier than using sealant alone. And it took a bare minute once I grabbed the supplies from the emergency locker by the door before I was done and running to the nearest ladder to descend a floor and exit module four. I hustled to the airlock in module two. Luckily, the door at that level had been unlocked, so I didn’t need to waste time unlocking it.

Commander Chen, Jason, Jess, and Sam stood by the airlock. The moment I reached them, Jason handed out a clear plastic shield to each of us. “I came across these on one of our trips through Luna Station. These are bulletproof, so tuck in as tight as you can behind them.”

I hefted the plastic and found it almost weightless. It slid over my left arm and fastened onto my suit so that it didn’t move around, freeing up both hands.

Chen said, “All right, the flak damaged the ship and knocked all the drones on their hull out of commission, but they’re not giving up. They have a Raptor working on their airlock and there are more inside. A full crew is ten, which means there are still up to seven inside, not counting the one in the airlock. If we don’t take them out now, they’re going to keep coming. Raptors don’t give up. I know you’re not trained to fight hand-to-hand combat, but we’ve done enough drills, I feel confident in you. Liv, you’ve had less training, but I’ve seen you in zero-G and have seen you shoot. You’re there to help provide cover fire because we need all the firepower that we can get over there. Sam and I will use the air-mines to pop the airlock and clear inside, so everyone needs to stay behind us. Be ready to move fast. The moment we open the airlock, they’ll know we’re coming.”

I’d never seen an air-mine used before, but Jason had shown me one once. They looked like hockey pucks and were designed to combust a ton of air quickly. They were used to purge ships of contaminants and were only used as measures of last resort. They have as much pressure force as a grenade, so ships had to have all their airlocks open or else risk a breach when a mine went off. They weren’t intended to be used as weapons, but that was exactly how we were going to use them.

Sam grinned. “Ooyeahrah.” His excitement was palpable, and he held an air-mine in his hand rather than a blaster.

“I think it’s ‘oorah,’ or something like that,” Jess said. Her nervousness was just as palpable.

“It’s ‘hooah,’” I said before swallowing my fear. I was ready, or at least that’s what I’d keep telling myself. But another part kept reminding me that I was a journalist and had no business holding a blaster and ready to go after Raptors.

Jason opened the inner airlock, and I noticed there was no outer airlock door—the Raptors had blown it off. The Stork’s outer airlock had been badly damaged when Sam blew module two. The door and part of the hull was bent inward as though a large cable had snapped across the door and hull. A Raptor leaned out as much as it could—exposing its head and arms—as it worked with a laser cutter.

Chen leaned against the door frame, raised his rifle, and fired, shattering the Raptor’s helmet. The Raptor went limp and released the laser cutter, which would’ve floated away except for a line kept it tethered to something inside the airlock.

“Go, go, go!” Chen ordered.

Sam pushed energetically from the airlock first and flew easily toward the Stork that loomed roughly two hundred feet away. Flak had perforated its hull. Its rail gun sat on top, but it was still aimed straight ahead, and I wondered if their rail guns could even be adjusted or if the ship had to change course to fire.

“I wonder why it didn’t shoot us before docking,” I mused.

“Might be out of ammo from the attacks,” Jess said. “Or maybe they wanted at least one of us alive for intel. They obviously learned about all our bases somehow.”

I cringed inwardly at the thought of being a Raptor’s captive. I’d rather die.

Flying through space was just like the zero-G room except there were no walls. I thought I would’ve struggled more, but I think I was too nervous about going into battle than to stress about something as little as a spacewalk. Chen mentioned that he’d seen me in zero-G, which meant he’d watched me in the zero-G room. I’d always assumed he kept eyes on his crew—he seemed to always know what was going on—but that confirmed it. I wondered what other times he watched me, and what he’d learned.

Sam reached the airlock first, and he popped the air-mine through the opening before twisting to the side, holding onto the side of the ship. “Fire in the hole,” he announced.

A few seconds later, a bright light flashed, and the door flew outward, narrowly missing Jess. She scowled but used a shot of suit propulsion to continue to the ship. The inner airlock had blown inward, but it looked like the Raptors inside were smart enough to wear suits, so blasting their airlock open only killed the one standing guard on the other side of the door.

That meant there could be six still inside.

In zero-G, Sam effortlessly grabbed the Raptor that was easily twice his size and tossed it out of the way. Mist from the air-mine was quickly pulled from the ship, and I could see movement inside. I hit the hull harder than intended and skittered across it several feet before grabbing a handhold. Since Raptors were larger than humans, the handholds were larger, making it easier to grab.

I used it to push myself toward the airlock where Chen and Sam were inside and firing through the inner doorway. I’d reached the ship before Jason and Jess, but they’d quickly caught up and we were now around the edges of the airlock. If the Raptors used an air-mine, we’d be screwed. But an air-mine could cause a lot of damage to a sealed ship, so I figured they’d have to be really desperate to use one.

Chen and Sam had begun shooting through the doorway. Bright flashes zipped through the dark space as the Raptors returned fire, trying to hit the two hiding on either side of the doorway. The smoke from their guns wisping out through the airlock. Raptor ships must’ve been built better than modules because the wall stopped the bullets. Instead of staying on the hull and peeking around, I entered the airlock and set up to fire dead-center through the doorway, figuring no shots could hit me unless I could see the Raptor shooting.

Jess and then Jason followed me in, though each stayed near the outer edge of the airlock.

Sam pulled out two more air-mines and tossed one down each corridor on the other side of the airlock. “Air-mine!” he called out.

Explosions in space are pretty anticlimactic, but there was enough atmosphere in the ship that I could hear the explosions. The ship rattled around me, and flames and smoke billowed through the airlock. I raised my hands to protect myself against the flames, but they were sucked outside past me and fizzled out nearly instantly.

“We’re going in!” Chen announced.

Sam took the right, and Chen took the left. I was nearest Sam, so I followed him, while Jess and Jason both followed Chen. The corridors were easily twice as high and wide as any corridor on our ship to account for Raptors’ size, and I was surprised that the ship still had power after three air-mine blasts.

Up ahead was a closed door. On this side of it was a Raptor with a severe suit breach by the air-mine. The alien reminded me of a piece of roadkill, if that roadkill weighed three hundred pounds.

“I’ve got another down up here,” Chen said.

“And we’ve got one down here,” Sam said.

Four to go.

I went to approach the door, but Sam held me back. “Let them come to us.”

“You think they will?” I asked.

He chuckled. “Oh, they will all right.”

Right after he’d spoken, the door opened and a Raptor came flying through, its metal-tipped talons spread out before it. We didn’t have time to fire. If it wasn’t for our shields, it would’ve sliced right through our suits. As it was, it barreled into us, knocking us on our backs, its talons scraping against our shields. The air was knocked from my lungs, and my HUD displayed warnings. The weight was too much for me to even push back with the shield, and it was smothering me. With the thin plastic between us, the Raptor tried to get at us with its beak, but its helmet prevented contact, and it shrieked in bloodthirst. Sam had managed to move his blaster enough to point it at the Raptor, and he fired several shots point-blank into its chest.

It became deadweight—I still wasn’t strong enough to roll it off, but with Sam’s help, we managed.

He grinned. “Three to go.”

“I can’t believe you’re enjoying this,” I said.

“I’m enjoying payback,” he said.

“We have another down. Jess has a suit breach but otherwise, we’re okay. Jason is patching her up now,” Chen reported.

Two left.

We continued through the doorway, with Sam (thankfully) taking the lead. The corridor opened to a huge room containing a nest in the center. Along the walls were artificial tree limbs where I imagined the Raptors lounged since their wings ruled out chairs like the ones we used. The room must’ve filled the entire width and height of the ship. I looked up and up and saw the Raptor divebombing us.

“Sam!” I dove, keeping my shield between it and me as I raised my blaster and shot at it without aiming. It swooped over me and divebombed Sam, its four talons extended. Sam couldn’t get away in time. I shot nonstop, killing it just before it struck Sam.

“Agh!” Sam called out, and I hustled to get the Raptor off him.

“Bastard got my suit.” I noticed blood seeping from a thigh wound.

I reported in. “Another Raptor’s down. Sam’s suit was cut, and he’s got a leg wound.”

“Does he need evacced?” Chen asked.

“No, I’m fine,” Sam muttered as he pulled out his emergency kit and sprayed the sealant over his suit. “Suit’s fixed already, and Samantha can put a band-aid on my owie when I get back to the ship.”

“All right. But Samantha is going to look at you as soon as we get back,” Chen said.

“So we’re down to one Raptor to go,” Jason said.

I scanned the area. “This room’s clear and there’s nothing beyond it.” I looked down at Sam. “Are you okay to walk?”

He grumbled something under his breath. “Just help me up, will ya?”

I held out my hand and he nearly pulled me down. Once he was on his feet, he limped toward the flight deck.

I took one last view of the nest area. It looked almost cozy… until I noticed the food on their table. Various small animals in cages that I’d bet were all alive up until the moment we depressurized their ship.

Movement caught my eye, and I saw a metal-tipped talon slide under the nest. I began firing at the fluffy material and the final Raptor burst out of it. Its suit was punctured—I’d hit it at least twice. But instead of flying at me, it flew in the opposite direction, landing at a screen on the far wall.

They always self-destruct…

“No!” I ran around the nest toward it, firing nonstop. I struck it several times in its back, and it slumped to the floor. But by the time I reached the screen, it had a flashing red light and what I presumed was a countdown in their odd language of all straight lines. There were no curved letters; the letters varied by where lines intersected. But the screen layouts were similar—they even displayed similar shapes, though the colors varied. Clearly A-gen tech.

“The last one’s down, but I think it kicked off a self-destruct sequence,” I said.

“Everyone, abandon ship,” Chen said.

“OTIS, can you help shut down this sequence?” I asked.

“I cannot read their language,” OTIS replied.

But the system was so like ours. Even though I hadn’t spent much time on Tereshkova’s screens, nearly all computers used A-gen technology anymore.

“Well, crap,” Sam said, and I noticed he’d limped over to me.

I ignored him and instead focused on the interface. The keyboards were completely different. Where our keyboards involved pressing buttons, theirs involved pulling tabs with their talons. The screen looked thicker than what I was used to—maybe even thick enough for a talon to tap it without scratching it, so I tapped it. Nothing happened. I tapped it harder, and a menu in the Raptor language appeared. The menu structure across A-gen was universal, so I ignored their language—it was just computer code I didn’t yet understand—and I recalled the menu system from the vid games I’d played. Self-destruct was always set up to easily cancel. I went to the last menu row and selected it. There was what I assumed to be a question, and below it was two button icons. I clicked the one that felt like “cancel” to me. Yeah, I was guessing, but I figured the worst that would happen would be that I didn’t cancel the self-destruct.

The menu beeped, and the blinking red light and countdown timer disappeared. I sighed. “I think it’s turned off.”

“How’d you do that?” Sam asked.

“I guessed.”

“If you guessed wrong, you could’ve made the countdown go to zero,” he said.

“Oh, I guess I hadn’t thought of that.”

Chen walked up to the screen. “Are you sure you got it?”

I shrugged. “As sure as I can be.”

He examined the screen for a couple of seconds before he was convinced. “Good job, Liv.”

I glanced toward where my helmet cam was. “Oh, and thanks for nothing, OTIS.”

“All right, everyone to the flight deck. Let’s see what we can learn,” Chen said.

The flight deck layout was like ours except that the ceilings were twice as high, and instead of chairs there were weird nest-like pods with computer screens. The commander sat in the same spot where Chen sat in our flight deck. We each naturally went to the stations that corresponded to where we sat back on Tereshkova.

As I pulled up the screen at my station, Jason said, “You know, we got really lucky that their corridors only allow one of those guys through at a time. It wouldn’t have been much fun dealing with a few of them at once.”

“No, it wouldn’t have been fun at all,” I agreed.

Chen stood at the commander’s “nest.” “OTIS, can you download the data on these systems?”

“Not wirelessly. We use incompatible networks,” OTIS replied.

“But it’s all A-gen,” Jason said.

I offered an idea. “If not wireless, maybe we can do it through manual transfer. The systems are really similar. I should’ve brought a spare data card, but we could use our armlets’ portable data cards in a pinch.”

“But I don’t see a card interface,” Chen said.

I pointed to a black surface next to the “keyboard.” “If I had to guess, I’d say that’s it.”

Chen dropped his shield to the floor and opened his armlet and removed the data card, which was roughly the size of a credit card. He set it on the surface. “Let’s hope this isn’t how Raptors hack our systems. Okay, now what?”

“Navigate the menus to select data downloads. It may require everyone’s data cards to downloads the ship’s full data stores,” OTIS replied. “However, as I cannot read their language, I am of little assistance. Downloading data would be a far more complicated process than Liv canceling the currently running routine.”

“Thanks,” I said drily, frowning as I considered the options. “But OTIS, they use A-gen tech too, so assume the GUIs are roughly the same. I mean, we didn’t make many changes to the A-gen tech because it’s too complicated to change the code. The Raptors aren’t any smarter than us. So, ignore the language—that’s what I did—and guide Commander Chen through the menus as if all the menus and commands are set up in the same way.”

OTIS did. On the third attempt, the data card showed that it was receiving data.

Chen said, “I knew there was something familiar about these screens, but I was too focused trying to decipher the language. I couldn’t see the forest for the trees, if you will.”

“It’s all basically the same tech, so I figured it must work much the same,” I said. “And if they’ve managed to steal our data, I figured we should be able to steal theirs.”

After a moment, he pulled the card and reinserted it behind his armlet. “All right, this card’s full. Give me another.”

We each gave him our data cards, and the process continued for another ten minutes until all four cards were full. “Hopefully, we pulled some data they can use at Orbita Station. Let’s cut their tethers and get out of here.”

“Uh, we better go sooner rather than later,” Sam said without looking up from the screen he stood at. “Because if I’m reading this sector scan right, there are a buttload more Raptor ships entering this sector, and they’re headed this way. It looks like these guys managed to squeeze off a distress call.”
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We reached Orbita Station with five Storks breathing up our tailpipes. The Raptors must’ve assumed Orbita Station was still just a repair station and all the ships around it defunct, because they followed us into the Orbita sector without slowing down. Five Storks were no match for the twelve defenders on standby at the station. Only one Stork managed to get off a shot that had done nothing but scrape the paint on a defender’s hull.

I think we breathed a collective sigh of relief the moment we docked at Orbita station. None of us had a semblance of safety in months, and it felt good to be around other humans for a change.

Chen held up the data cube to which Jess had transferred all the data from the portable data cards. “All right, I need to deliver this to Admiral Thomas. Samantha, you’re in charge of the crew. Have them help you with whatever you need in thawing the passengers.”

She nodded. “I will.” She then turned to us. “We have two hundred and thirty-five conscripts to thaw and escort to processing. They generally wake up easily enough, but there are often side effects.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah, grab the puke buckets. I remember,” Jason grumbled.

She gave a sly smile. “It’s your lucky day. I’ve already set out everything by the airbridge to module one, so let’s get started, shall we?”

In total, we delivered slightly over half of the conscripts who boarded at Luna Station, no thanks to the various Raptor attacks, including thirteen lost just this week when the Raptors boarded Tereshkova and compromised several hi-pods in the attack. Percentagewise, the odds have been even worse for the crew since they’d lost the entire Bravo crew in the first attack and then David in the gravity glitch. There’d be no crew replacements unless there were leftover crew members from disabled ships, but realistically, if a ship was disabled enough that it could no longer fly, then its crew was likely already dead. Ships were built tougher than humans.

Sam and Jess got stuck with dead duty. They oversaw transport of the dead passengers, still in their hi-pods, to a cold-storage module set up in a docking bay on the other side of the station. From what they said, the module had been full already by the time they got there. It was nice that Horizon Defense Solutions, the PMC running Orbita Station, at least put on a show that they were respecting the dead, but I think we all knew that module was going to be “misplaced” sometime when someone wasn’t looking.

I didn’t mind getting puke duty with Jason—it was better than getting dead duty. I wasn’t sure about Jason, though. He had a sensitive gag reflex and had to use the puke bucket more than once himself.

The conscripts moved like zombies or hungover college students heading to an 8:00 a.m. class. It made it easy to shuffle them to the trams waiting to deliver them to processing. All in all, it took us only four hours to empty all the hi-pods. Samantha then turned over the ship to the dockmaster.

Sam stretched. “I’m ready for some real food. Let’s go see what they’ve got on this station.”

The dockmaster, who looked like he’d skipped his last fifty meals, shook his head. “Nope. Everyone has to go through processing.”

Sam chortled. “Dude, we’re crew. We’re not conscripts. We fly them where they need to go.”

“That’s not how it works, dude, at least not anymore,” the dockmaster said. “Everyone goes through processing because we’re all in the fight now. So, go and get yourselves processed. If you don’t, you’ll end up in the brig, and that’s getting awfully full. Once the brig’s full, they’re going to start sending lawbreakers out of the airlocks.”

“You gotta be kidding me,” Jess said, then sighed.

“Let’s go,” Samantha said. “We can discuss it with the commander later.”

A tram delivered us across the station to where they’d converted a repair bay to a processing unit. Well over a hundred conscripts we’d awakened were still standing in line, and we went over to join them when Jess pointed. “Look. They got a separate line for crews.”

Sam blew out a breath. “Oh hey, it’s nice being special so we don’t have to wait in line with the riffraff.”

“They probably have a separate line for crews because we’re more apt to misbehave,” Jason joked.

“No, only Sam,” I corrected.

“It’s because crew members have already had a lot of training. Duh. At least all of us except you, Liv,” Sam said, not getting the joke.

We entered the smaller room to find it set up like a lounge with an inventory table set up before the refreshments line. A few people stood in line ahead of us. I recognized the man in front of us, but it took me awhile to place him since he was wearing an Aegis uniform. As soon as I remembered him, I blurted, “You’re Boomer Lee.”

“Who?” Jason asked.

“He’s one of the biggest rugby players in the game,” I said without looking away.

Boomer turned and checked me out. It’d been a while since a man had checked me out like that. Usually, it annoyed me, but this was Boomer Lee. I wasn’t complaining. “I’m one of your biggest fans,” I said.

He smiled. “Oh yeah? That’s cool. Wait, I recognize you. How do I know you.”

I pointed at a screen that was currently playing a Livia Live update.

He grinned. “Yeah, that’s you.”

“Next,” a clerk called out, motioning for Boomer.

Boomer turned back to me. “Hey, how about we hook up for a drink later.”

I shrugged. “Sure, why not?”

He pulled up his pod address and then held his armlet near mine. “See ya later.”

When he moved forward, Sam said in a low voice, “You do realize that he just wants to hook up for a booty call, right?”

I smirked. “Oh, I realize that all right. It doesn’t mean he’ll get it.”

Sam looked around and frowned. “There are hardly any women here. I’m going to check out the other processing room.”

“Careful, or else you might end up a corpsman,” Jason said.

“Next.” The clerk waved for us. “Take one of each.”

Spread out on the table were armored jackets, helmets, rifles, and utility belts packed with whatever they packed utility belts with. I picked up a rifle that looked a little less scuffed than most. But when I noticed the blood stains on it, I set it down and grabbed another rifle.

The helmets were generically sized and looked like they’d been beaten up. I grabbed one that didn’t look too gross. The jackets also looked worn, and I picked out one that looked stain-free. The only problem was it was two sizes too big.

“Here, swap ya.” Jason held out a smaller jacket that looked to be in relatively good condition, and we traded.

At least the utility belts looked new. I hefted everything in my arms and stepped away. It all felt heavy, but that might’ve been my heart. Why were we fighting a war against impossible odds? Oh yeah, to save humanity. Still, I couldn’t help but think we were just wasting our final days trying to stop the inevitable.

Samantha took the longest in picking out her gear as she was very selective. Once she was done, we had some juice and biscuits that were no fresher than anything onboard Tereshkova, so we made our way back to the ship to hang out and eat since the restaurants were packed with conscripts and no station pods were available to rent.

The problem was, when we reached the docks, Tereshkova was looking a lot different. The row of docks we were in all contained transports, and all the transports looked like they were getting loaded with supplies and deterrents, like flares and flak packets. Carts stacked high with EMUs were being loaded onto the transport one dock over. Tereshkova, on the other hand, was being stripped. Its remaining modules had been removed, and a crane was in the process of removing the platform grid used for connecting modules to the ship.

“Whoa, whoa, whoa. What the hell’s going on?” Jason asked aloud.

Samantha had looked to the side, and I turned my eyes to see Commander Chen walking toward us.

“I see they provided you with gear. I’ll see if I can’t find you something better,” he said as he approached.

“What’s going on, Michael?” Samantha asked.

“Our mission’s a little different than the others,” he replied. “Come with me. Admiral Thomas would like to talk with all of you.”

Confused, I dumbly followed, glancing back now and then at the ship being stripped down to just its primary components.

“Why’re they taking the modules, Commander? How’re we going to transport the conscripts?” Jess asked.

“Admiral Thomas will explain everything,” he said, and that was all he said until we reached an office deep in the station’s command level.

Two corpsmen standing at the doorway blocked our admittance.

Through the open door, Admiral Lauren Thomas, the highest ranking Space Corps officer at Orbita Station, possibly in the entire system, sat at a desk speaking to two crew members in Space Corps green uniforms like ours but wearing Horizon red utility vests.

“Still hate their colors,” Sam said.

“They look like Christmas,” Jess added.

When the admiral noticed us, she motioned us in, and the guards stepped aside.

The pair of Horizon crew left, and Commander Chen and Samantha took the chairs, leaving the rest of us standing behind them. Since neither saluted, I assumed things had become more casual in recent days.

“Admiral, this is my entire crew, as requested,” Chen said.

“Excellent.” She looked across our faces. “I wanted to meet you and thank you personally for acquiring the data from the Raptor ship that attacked you. That data has changed all our plans. We ran the data through our interpreters, and while much of it is the usual history of flights, food supplies, and what not, we came across a piece of data we’ve never seen before. You see, we’ve always wondered how the Raptors seemed to arrive in this system overnight. Our satellites in the Oort cloud, beyond Pluto, never picked up any traffic. Well, now we know, and the answer is so obvious that I’m surprised we never considered it before, especially knowing that their system is well over a million light-years away. You see, they have more A-gen technology than we have. One of those things is what we’ve interpreted as quantum tunneling technology.

“The Raptors entered our system through a quantum tunnel, what they call a wormway. This is not simple technology. In fact, to use it, they required a quantum tunnelling controller already stationed in this system which they used as essentially a beacon. Each of their ships carries a quantum reader, for lack of a better term. The controller helps them go from point A to point B, across galaxies, to put it simplistically. While we’d love to acquire the controller and a reader, the preservation of humanity must come first. And that leads me to our mission.”

She leaned over and filled her glass from a pitcher of water. She held it up. “Water, anyone?”

We shook our heads, and she took a drink before continuing.

“We are going to acquire the quantum tunnelling controller and use it to transfer it and every Raptor ship in this system to somewhere so far away, they’ll never be able to return. And, without a controller here, no other Raptors can reach our system. We’ll be cut off and safe from them forever. At least that is our hope. Should more arrive, they won’t be able to come en masse as they’ve done before because there won’t be a controller here for them to use.”

“What makes you think they won’t just send another controller?” I asked, then added, “Admiral.”

She gave a slight smile. “Because the controller isn’t Raptor technology. From what we understand, it’s A-gen technology that predates the Raptor species. We’ve always assumed A-gen tech came from the Raptors. We were wrong. We don’t know why the Raptors have more A-gen technologies than we do, but they do. And neither of our races has anything like the original A-gen tech. This quantum tunneling controller is, in fact, a ship that’s been in our system for untold millennia. Since it is still A-gen, we believe we can fly it. That’s why we have selected your flight crew to board that ship and fly it to an uninhabited system, pulling every Raptor ship with a reader to you.”

“Why us?” Jason asked.

“You’re our most experienced flight crew with all the skillsets we’ve identified as crucial for this mission,” she replied.

“There’s gotta be defender crews twice as experienced as us,” Jess said.

The admiral took another sip of water before answering. “Yes, we have several highly experience defender crews; however, I’ve chosen your crew for two reasons. The first is that you are not a defender crew, which means we can have all our remaining defenders working at optimal performance, eradicating Raptors around the control ship. Secondly, your crew has gathered more intel from a Stork than a decade’s worth of effort of those who’ve tried before. That is why I unequivocally believe you are the best crew for this mission.”

“And I agree,” Commander Chen said.

“The mission won’t be easy, but the fleet will get you to the control ship,” Admiral Thomas said. “From there, it’ll be up to you. We’ll provide you all the data we’ve translated about the quantum control ship and how we believe the wormways work. We’re also working on coordinates and calculations for you to feed the control ship to create a wormway. Unfortunately, the data is sparse in that regard. The Raptors know enough about the technology to have the readers on their ships and how to activate the controller to open a wormway from their system to ours, but that’s the extent of their knowledge. They haven’t been able to manipulate the technology enough to open a wormway to another system other than where the control ship sat. They haven’t even been able to enter a control ship, though that is likely a size issue as much as anything. We do know that they’ve transported a control ship from their system to another system and then sent an entire fleet to it for a war they waged to conquer another system.”

Sam frowned. “But, Admiral, you said the Raptors can’t get into the control ship. How can we?”

“Because if you cannot, we’ll have to destroy the control ship and then have a very bloody war against the Raptors remaining in this system,” she said. “And I don’t like our odds in that scenario.”

“Where’s the ship now?” Samantha asked.

She grimaced. “Unfortunately, the control ship currently rests in the middle of the largest Raptor nest we’ve ever seen. That’s why we’ll send everything we got at that nest, but we must be careful that we don’t destroy the prize in the process. The fleet’s mission is to clear the way for you to reach the control ship. You will then activate it and create a wormway that pulls both the control ship and the Raptors out of this system. After that, you will destroy the controller so that Raptors cannot return to our system.”

I gulped when I realized what she was implying.

“So, it’s a one-way ticket,” Sam bluntly voiced my thoughts.

“I won’t order any of you on this mission. You have to volunteer,” Chen said. “But if we accomplish this, we die knowing that we saved humanity from the greatest threat it’s ever known.”

“You believe we have a chance at success?” Samantha asked.

Chen nodded. “I believe that if anyone does, it’s us.”

“Of course I’m in,” Samantha said. I noticed she’d moved to grab his hand but stopped herself before the admiral noticed.

Chen turned around to look at us. “I’ve had the modules and grid stripped so Tereshkova’s as nimble as possible when we go into that nest. A smaller footprint also makes her a smaller target. Sam’s right: this is a one-way mission, which is why I won’t order you to go, but we’ve never seen a control ship like this before. It might take all of our expertise to fly it and power up a wormway.”

Sam rubbed his hands together. “There’s no way I’m missing the chance to fly some original A-gen ship.”

“Oh, what the hell. I’d love to get my hands on some authentic A-gen tech,” Jason said with less confidence.

“As a mission specialist, I don’t know what I’ll be able to do on the surface, but count me in,” Jess said.

The last to speak, I said, “I’m in.”

He gave a small nod before turning back to Admiral Thomas who smiled and said, “That’s good to hear. We’ll transfer all the data we have to you immediately and will continue to send over data as we translate it. The operation launches tomorrow at 0800. We want to reach the nest before the Raptors pick up any intel on our movement.”

We left the room. I felt a little numb and a lot overwhelmed at what we’d just learned and what we had to do. As I tapped out a message on my armlet, Jason spoke.

“So, just another day in the life of a long rider crew. Burn some fuel, kill a few Raptors, save the galaxy.”

“Pretty much,” Sam said.

“I need to get to my station to start planning out the mission for us,” Jess said, antsy.

My armlet chimed, and I read the message. “I’ll see you guys back at the ship in a couple of hours.”

“Where are you going?” Sam asked.

I winked at him. “I’m going to get a free drink.”
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The next morning (not that there’s a morning or night in space), the transports loaded up with conscripts. Since we didn’t have to carry any conscripts, it didn’t take us long to prepare for launch. Admiral Thomas had provided us with new spacesuits since several of our suits had been patched. These suits were nice—they had integrated air lines that ran through the suits so we didn’t need tanks. These suits weren’t quite as snug as our other ones, to accommodate the airflow, but it was a lot more convenient not having to deal with cables connected to ceilings or big tanks on our backs. She’d also given us hefty backpacks, each labeled with our name, to carry everything her experts deemed we might possibly need to get an ancient alien ship up and working.

I went through my bag to find it full of software and hardware parts and tools along with two tablets. Not surprisingly, there were no video headsets or microphones, leaving only our helmet cams to catch video feed. I assumed her people would make a news report of the event, if we were successful. And if we weren’t successful, I assumed no one on Earth would ever hear about this battle.

Jason received a variety of parts and tools, most of which he replaced with his own because his were finally “broken in.” Sam had a tablet and at least four different types of system interface devices, like a keyboard, finger sensor stickers, a touchpad, and a headset. Jess’s bag was filled with communications tools—evidently the admiral decided that’d be her role on this mission. I wondered if our bags had been mixed up but when I asked her, she simply said, “Nope. I handle mission comms.”

Samantha received a bag filled with medical supplies, which made sense. Commander Chen checked his bag but didn’t reveal its contents, and I wondered about what was in it for a full minute before it struck me. Explosives. Admiral Thomas said we had to destroy the controller, and I bet there was a variety of destructive things inside that bag.

Tereshkova’s comm channel broadcast an annoying beep followed by a man’s voice. “Commencing launch in one minute. All dock braces will be removed in one minute.”

“All right, everyone. Get ready for launch,” Chen said.

We were each buckled in at our stations. It would take us three days to reach the Raptor nest… three days to second-guess and triple-guess our gameplan. Since every nest had the same open layout, Jess had used that assumption when she built a plan for us to study on the way there. Chen had prepped us to do a combination of drills and mission planning ten hours a day for the next three days. Hopefully it would be enough, but I’m one of those pessimists who expects things to go south roughly two seconds after a plan is initiated.

A small shuttle shot out from the station.

“Where are they going?” I asked.

“They’re running,” Sam replied.

Several seconds later, a defender fired a single laser pulse, and the shuttle exploded.

“Fools,” Chen muttered.

“Desperate times call for desperate measures,” Samantha said sadly.

Several seconds after that, the station broadcast, “Launch commencing now. Good luck and may you whoop the Raptors’ collective ass.”

The dock brackets released Tereshkova with an audible clang, and Sam piloted the ship from Orbita Station. It was surreal seeing a dozen defenders and fifteen transports leave in the same direction at the same speed. The defenders were in the lead and at the center of them was Admiral Thomas’s ship, Awake, Iron! Knowing we weren’t hauling modules, I felt tiny in the fleet, which was weird since I felt like we were carrying the weight of the universe on our shoulders.

After the launch and once the fleet was in formation, Chen ran us through four hours of drills. I enjoyed drills. They were physically demanding and made me focus on the task at hand, so I couldn’t stress about the days ahead. And, for all our personality differences, the crew worked together well during drills. I think it was because we were all motivated to do well and tried our hardest. Even Samantha who clearly didn’t enjoy physical activities, worked hard. Sam and Jess sometimes snapped at each other because both had competitive streaks.

After the first round of drills, Jess spent two hours reviewing a Raptor nest with us.

“It’s a nest. They’re just wide-open spaces. What’s there to learn?” Jason asked.

“They could be hiding above your head, not just on the ground level,” she said, exasperated.

“Hopefully, there are plenty of corpsmen in there, shooting all the Raptors,” Sam said.

“And hopefully they don’t shoot us by mistake,” I added.

Sam considered and then nodded. “Yeah, considering ninety percent of those conscripts have never used a gun before, they’re probably a whole lot more dangerous than the Raptors.”

“That’s why we’ll carry the shields,” Samantha said.

“But our jackets are armored,” Jess said.

“And shields provide extra protection,” Samantha countered.

Jess pointed to the map she’d displayed on the screen. “So, once we’re inside, we walk around the outer edge until we see the control ship and then we head straight for it—once we make sure the coast is clear, of course.”

“Of course,” I echoed.

“Now, according to the data, this ship had no door, so we’ll split into two teams and each work a side to search for a way in,” she said.

“You’re assuming there’s a way in,” Jason said.

“It’s a ship. Of course there’s a way in,” she said.

Our armlet’s chimed, and we all glanced down to see more data trickle in from the admiral’s data experts.

“Looks like the experts are sending us more worthless intel,” Sam said as he scrolled.

“More bedtime reading, then,” Jason added. “Speaking of which, let’s eat so I can take a nap. All this stress is really making me tired.”

“Not until we walk through my plan all the way,” Jess said.

“Jess,” Sam began. “If we keep planning until everything is perfect, then we’re never going to be ready to go in and do it. So, let’s take a break, okay?”

She scowled. “Fine.”

“Eat, break, and then drills again,” Chen announced.

Jason groaned, but I don’t think he was really complaining.

Through the next few hours, we received two more data updates, and I wondered how much data the admiral’s team hadn’t even gotten to yet. What if the one piece of data we needed wasn’t even translated until an hour after battle? I hoped they worked faster. I looked outside a small window, at the ships flying in formation alongside us, and I realized in another two days, I’d never see another human-built ship again. Death was scary, but it was a nebulous enough concept that I could only focus on things I’d never see or do or even taste again. I splurged on snacks, even the lousy ones, and played songs that I loved, but I found I was too edgy to love them now.

On the second day of the flight, we were in the corridor running a drill when OTIS relayed the fleet broadcast, “Two Stork-class ships reported in the sector. Nightfire has changed course to respond to the threat.”

“What if they report the fleet to the nest?” Jess asked. “Admiral Thomas needs to be ready if the Raptors know we’re coming.”

“I imagine her planning team has taken that into consideration,” Chen said.

We all still worried into the third day when we reached the Jupiter sector where the nest—and more importantly, the quantum tunnel ship—sat on one of gas giant’s smaller moons.

“All right, everyone suit up and grab all your supplies, but don’t grab more than you can easily carry. You can and will likely have to run. The gravity will be low in the nest, but there’s still gravity. Since we’re not in the front line, no need for helmets on until the fleet makes contact,” Chen said.

Now that we were in the same sector, there’d be no doubt the Raptors could see us on their scans. That was a thing about space—you couldn’t exactly sneak up on someone when there are thousands of open miles around them.

After I put on my suit, I grabbed my bag. I’d been sent off-Earth without getting a chance to grab anything from home, and I regretted that. I craved to have a picture of Mom with me, and a picture of David too. But I had nothing. I stuffed in extra snacks and bags of water, knowing I wouldn’t need them, but there’s a difference between knowing that you’re going to die and preparing yourself to die.

Once we were all on the flight deck, Chen gave us all a once-over. He gave a smile. “I couldn’t be prouder of a long rider crew. We’ve been through a lot together, and what we’ll face today will be hard, to say the least. I couldn’t be more honored to carry out this mission with you at my side.”

“Ah, boss, don’t get all mushy. You’re gonna make my eyes leak,” Sam said.

Chen gave a crooked smile and took his seat.

It wasn’t much longer before Admiral Thomas gave her “go get ’em” speech from the flight deck of Awake, Iron!

“Today, we will face the enemy one final time. For this is the time we will eradicate the Raptors from our system once and for all. Be warned: we face an enemy that seeks to test our resolve and challenge our strength. But I know we will be victorious because humanity thrives in adversity. We know the risks and the dangers, but we also know the importance of our mission and the stakes of this battle. In this battle, we will save humanity from the Raptor threat once and for all.

“As we enter battle, remember the values that define us: courage, honor, loyalty. Trust in yourself and in each other. Together, we are an unstoppable force and a beacon of strength for humanity. We don’t fight for glory or fame, but for something far greater: for our loved ones, for the future generations yet to come, and for the survival of humanity. Our cause is just, our purpose is clear. So let us go forth with unwavering resolve, with our hearts filled with courage and our minds steeled with determination. Today, we make history. Today, we fight for all that we hold dear.

“For country, for Earth, for humanity!”

I envisioned the conscripts cheering on the transports and defenders, but I can say that none of our crew even cracked a smile. We were too focused on what lay ahead.
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Awake, Iron! fired the first shot, which I imagined was as much symbolic as anything, but it took out a Stork with that shot, making it the perfect way to start a battle.

“Helmets on, everyone, and make sure those belts are good and fastened,” Chen announced just before fastening his in place.

“I’m counting twenty-two more Storks incoming to hold us off,” Sam announced.

“How many more are at the nest?” Chen asked.

“There’s too much lidar noise over the nest. My guess is another twenty or so,” he replied.

I had the external video and map displayed on my screen, but we were tucked in behind a defender which blocked much of my view. But the fleet’s broadcast provided constant updates better than any visual. The twelve defenders had formed a wall of three rows of four ships each, with the transports—filled with corpsmen—tucked safely behind. For being in space, the formation was incredibly tight with a scant twenty miles between each ship. The intent was to keep Storks from trying to fly between the defenders and instead forcing them to fight head-on or try to escape around the battle group, hopefully, making it far easier for the defenders to blow them out of the black.

The map showed Storks as red icons, defenders as green icons, transports as yellow, and our own ship as an orange icon smack dab in the middle of the group. There were billions of human beings relying upon us (not to mention all of Earth’s critters), but Chen mentioned that we weren’t the only crew briefed and prepped to enter the A-gen ship. He said he knew of no fewer than three other commanders who’d been briefed as backups, each to be activated when the crew before them on the list was considered to have failed. He probably said it to take the load off us, but it just wanted me to succeed even more.

Admiral Thomas had looped in our helmet cams to her team. It was one thing having OTIS watch us all the time; it was another thing knowing we had a whole team of people watching our every move from the moment we secured our helmets. For all I knew, they were watching us through the ship’s onboard cameras too, and I wondered if they watched me hook up my suit’s catheters a few hours earlier. Probably, and that was just plain creepy.

Pulse laser cannons fired, and another red icon disappeared off the map, followed by another. One Stork made it through the barrage of laser fire and rammed the defender at our ten o’clock straight through its flight deck. The explosion caused me to squint, and the ship then tilted and sagged out of the fight. As soon as it did, another Stork flew through the opening.

“Fire!” Chen commanded, and Sam fired at the same time the transport to our left and the one above us also fired. The Stork was hit by all three blasts and was obliterated. Debris pelted our ship with tiny thumps, but no warning alarms sounded. Within three minutes, the remaining eight Storks were destroyed, and one transport was disabled, unable to fly to the nest.

As we closed in on the Raptor nest, Samantha said softly, “I’ve never seen a nest that big before.”

None of us had. This dark-metal nest was easily three times the size of any other nest. It was the same design: a massive donut encircling a flatter dome in the center optimized for flying Raptors.

“Nest, shmest.” Sam pointed. “Look at those cannons around the perimeter. I’ve never seen a nest with that many defense weapons before. And where’d those damn Storks go?”

Jess scrambled, tapping in quick succession on her screen. “I didn’t have those cannons in my plan.”

“I’d hate to see what they have inside that monstrosity,” Jason said.

Two of the cannons on the moon’s surface fired. I’d expected something to explode, but rather than being pulse lasers, the cannons had shot massive bags of flak that spread out over the nest. From around the moon’s horizon, at least twenty Storks shot out, all coming in high above the flak swamp and barreling down toward the fleet, striking from above where the human-built ships were least protected.

“Fire at will,” Chen said.

The Raptors attacked like a swarm of mosquitos rather than a flock of reptilian birds. Every ship in our fleet opened fire and decimated at least a half-dozen Storks in the first barrage. But two transports were taken out by Storks that made it through. A group of three Storks strafed the topside of a defender, causing explosions across the ship’s hull.

Corpsmen in EMUs began launching out of the transports. Most flew their armored suits like they’d done it before and expertly navigated the chaos. Some clearly hadn’t and they flew straight into flak. A Raptor flew through an area thick with paratroopers, killing several with its hull.

We still had more ships than the Raptors. But that was when the nest opened up its other cannons—and these were pulse lasers.

A defender to our upper right received a direct hit to the center of its starboard side, and an explosion broke the ship in two. The back half came toppling toward us.

“Evade!” Chen ordered.

“Evading, evading,” Sam said.

Tereshkova twisted and dove toward the nest, but another transport was below us, so we couldn’t keep diving.

Defenders fired at the cannons on the moon’s surface, taking out one gun and leaving a crater in the ground. The other cannon fired again at a transport near the left edge of the battle group, hitting one of its engines. My eyes went wide as the reactors glowed brighter and brighter.

I pointed. “Their reactors are going to blow!”

There was no time for anyone to evade before the reactors blew, sending a shockwave across the fleet and rocking our ship. I gripped my armrests, and my head banged the inside of my helmet. Alarms blared, and when we leveled out, it looked like every ship in the vicinity of that transport had been broken apart, including several Storks.

“I’m reading damage to levels seven and eight, Jess announced.

“Get us down to the surface,” Chen said.

“I’m working on it. There’s shit everywhere,” Sam said.

“Evasive maneuvers!” Chen yelled.

My video feed showed a Stork coming straight for us. It looked like it wanted to play a game of chicken until it opened fire with its railgun. Loud thumps hit the hull everywhere around me and small detonations blew throughout the flight deck.

My workstation fizzed with electricity and the screen shattered. I hastily unbuckled from my seat and jumped away just before my workstation erupted in flames. Around me, the entire flight deck had gone dark except for small fires that were being extinguished by the vacuum of space. I felt lighter and realized the gravity was gone, my boots keeping me on the floor. I flicked on my headlamp to reveal the crew moving around and abandoning their workstations as well. Near the front of the room was a gaping hole in the hull while the rest of the hull was perforated with six-inch holes.

“Prepare to abandon ship. Looks like we’ll have to take the shuttle to the surface,” Chen ordered. “Everyone, report in.”

“I’m all right,” Samantha said. “Just a little shaken.”

“Stupid Raptor,” Sam said.

“I’m okay,” Jason said.

“I’m okay too,” I said.

“Jess?” Chen asked.

She didn’t respond. We all looked in her direction, our headlamps toward her workstation where she hung limply in her seat. Her helmet had been fractured, but I couldn’t see her face because the glass was splattered with blood. One of her arms had been torn clean off by a round from the railgun. Samantha had hustled over to her, but it’d only taken her a second before she announced, “She’s gone.”

“Aw, for fuck’s sake, Jess.” Sam walked over and checked for himself. “C’mon, Jess. You can’t die.”

“Grab your gear. We need to get to the shuttle. There will be time to mourn after,” Chen said.

Through the hole in the ship, I saw the Stork lining up for another strafing run. I pointed. “It’s coming back!”

We ran from the flight deck, but we lost a couple of seconds as Jason manually opened the door. We’d barely made it off the flight deck when the Stork opened fire. The first shots hit the flight deck again, but then a defender’s laser blew the Stork into a million pieces, saving our lives in the process.

I stared.

“Let’s go,” Chen said and led the way to the shuttle that was attached to the bottom of the ship.

We all followed him down the ladders. Four levels had been breached, but the infrastructure was still in place for us to climb all the way down to the shuttle.

“Whose stupid idea was it to put the escape shuttle as far from the flight deck as possible?” Sam asked.

“Some paper-pushing analyst who’s never left Earth,” Jason muttered.

Jess had always been the quietest of the crew, but her absence was an echoing silence in my ears. I’d known this mission would be dangerous—and be our last—but I’d assume we’d all be together until the very end. Very naïve on my part. I think I would’ve missed Jess more given the time, but running for our lives gave my brain little time to dwell on losing a friend.

The shuttle’s lights automatically came on as we entered it.

“At least this is still in one piece,” Sam said.

“That’s why they keep the shuttle on the opposite side of the ship. If one is damaged, the other should hopefully still be functional,” Chen said as he took the pilot’s seat. “Secure the door, Sam.”

The moment Sam did, Chen released the shuttle from its docking braces. None of us were even buckled in yet. As the shuttle broke away, we all looked at the dark, battered shape of Tereshkova looming overhead.

“She was a good ship,” Jason said.

“A damn good ship,” Chen said.

“OTIS, are you still with us?” Sam asked.

No computer replied.

“I guess the Raptors got him too,” Sam said sadly.

I still held my backpack on my lap and realization hit. “We left Jess’s bag behind. That held all the comms equipment.”

“We know what to do. If the admiral loses connection with our helmet cams, she’ll likely send in the next team, so let’s do what we need to do and do it fast.”

Before us sat the Raptor nest, a menacing station of dark metal that was heavily dented and blown open in several places. The cannons had all been destroyed by the defenders’ high-powered pulse lasers. Corpsmen in EMUs were still descending to the surface, though I couldn’t tell who was alive and who was simply deadweight dropping to the low-gravity surface. Two Storks remained against four defenders—the battle of the sky looked to be winding down.

That meant the battle on the ground was about to begin.
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Commander Chen landed next to two other shuttles that had made it to the surface. The gravity was far lower than Earth’s, but enough that we could stand on the rocky surface without floating away.

With the number of corpsmen pouring out of the other shuttles, it must’ve been standing-room-only in each vessel. Their commanders led them toward a large door that had been blasted open with some sort of explosive. Bodies lay to either side, and the flashes of laser fire and guns lit up the darkness on the other side.

We went to follow, but Chen pointed to a large breach in the nest’s outer wall. “We’ll go in there.”

“Shouldn’t we be sticking with the troops, you know, the whole safety in numbers thing?” Jason asked.

“The Raptors will focus on the greater threat. I’d prefer to take a quieter route,” Chen replied.

The five of us jogged toward the hole. With each footfall, we covered twice the usual distance in the lower gravity. When we reached the hole, Chen held up his hand to stop us as he peeked through the opening. He motioned us forward. “Turn off your headlamps and move quietly. Do nothing to draw attention to us.”

We did as instructed, and Chen led the way through the opening. The metal had been scorched, and the edges looked sharp, so I was careful not to touch it as I stepped through. Inside, the nest resembled the layout Jess had walked us through, only on a larger scale. Raptors didn’t like enclosed spaces, so the nest was basically a massive, open auditorium three miles wide. Above us were horizontal beams and posts for Raptors to perch upon. There were pods for cleaning up, preparing food, and what not, but even those weren’t fully enclosed. It was like the entire species was claustrophobic. The center was filled with dozens of “family” nests made of the same soft, gray material I’d seen on the Stork we’d boarded. At the very heart of the nest sat our mission: a silvery gray disc-shaped ship that looked nothing like anything around it.

“It’s a freaking UFO,” Sam said.

“Well, they had to get the idea of UFOs from somewhere,” I quipped.

“Quiet,” Chen snapped in a low voice. “We want to get to that without drawing any attention.”

He led us around the inside of the wall as he figured out our plan. The challenge was that the open layout didn’t offer a lot of concealment, though he’d been right that the Raptors focused on the soldiers. A battle waged inside the door as corpsmen, some in EMUs, fought against an entire brigade of armed Raptors. The birds wore armor over their spacesuits, and lasers bounced easily off their chests, putting the humans at a disadvantage. While the armored jackets over our suits blocked bullets, getting shot still hurt like hell, if the groans and fallen soldiers were any indicator.

“This way,” Chen said softly, and he brought us between two pods that were filled with computer workstations. The Raptors inside were already dead along with three corpsmen. We didn’t linger. Once clear of the pods, Chen ducked and jogged as fast as he could in that position to the lower center section containing the nests and our objective.

There were more Raptors dead around the nests, most of which hadn’t donned suits before the atmosphere inside was sucked out. We weaved through nests, but Chen froze at one nest, and we saw why. A baby Raptor, in a bubble-like spacesuit that evidently was what they used for their youth, sat watching us from its dead mother’s (or father’s) arms. Chen had his rifle aimed, but he didn’t fire. After a moment, his features tightened, and he lowered his blaster.

He motioned us to continue.

Just as we passed the baby Raptor, it let out a squawk that made my ears ring. A Raptor that had been shooting at the throng of corpsmen from a perch high above cranked its head a hundred and eighty degrees to turn beady eyes on us.

“Damn it,” Chen said. “Run.”

The Raptor adjusted its position to aim its rifle at us, and we ran toward the next nest for cover. As we ran, Chen and Sam fired up at the Raptor, but their aim was off trying to run and shoot at the same time. The Raptor didn’t have that problem and fired its automatic rifle. Chen spun and fell. Sam kept firing. As soon as I reached the nest, I got down on a knee and aimed, firing several shots at the Raptor. The shots deflected off its armor, but then one of us managed to get a shot to its head and it fell thirty feet to the floor below.

I turned around to see Samantha leaning over Chen, fervently working an abdominal wound.

“No,” I said, rushing to kneel by him.

“Damned Raptors,” Chen muttered, a trickle of blood at the corner of his mouth.

“Sh, save your strength, Michael,” Samantha said softly as she squeezed a quick-clot gel over his wound. The bleeding stopped nearly instantly, and she then grabbed an emergency suit patch kit from her thigh pocket. “You’ll be all right. I promise you.”

Seeing his injury, I wasn’t so sure about that.

She turned to us. “We need to get him to an evac shuttle.”

“No, we have to get to the A-gen ship,” Chen said. He held out a hand. “Help me up.”

Sam reached for Chen’s hand, and Samantha slapped it away. “If you move, that gel will rub off and you’ll start bleeding again, and that’s only your external bleeding. You clearly have internal bleeding as well,” she said.

Chen then tried to sit up and cried out in pain, falling on his back. “Damn it.” He looked at each of us. “You—got to go without me.”

“I’m not leaving you,” Samantha said.

He hissed in pain. “By now, Thomas has activated the next crew. You need to get to the ship before them. You’ll need to get the job done. They won’t.”

Samantha shook her head. “We’re not leaving⁠—”

Bullets struck the ground around us, and Samantha toppled face-forward. We ducked and searched for the source. A pair of Raptors were flying toward us, shooting. We fired back, causing them to change course right into the volley of a squad of corpsmen on the ground directly below them. The Raptors were obliterated by gunfire from the ground.

I spun and grabbed Samantha, but she had two rounds through the center of her chest. She was unconscious if not dead already. I bit back my shock, knowing if I started crying, I’d lose my vision since I couldn’t wipe my eyes.

“Aw, Jesus,” Sam muttered.

“Samantha.” Chen reached out for Samantha, and I helped place her so he could wrap his right arm around her. “My sweet,” he said softly.

Jason looked frantic and he waved down a squad. “Medic! We need a medic over here!”

Sam and I knelt by Chen who looked reluctantly from Samantha to us. “Sam, take my bag. You know what to do. Liv, figure out the tech. Jason, fix whatever needs fixing on that ship. You can make any ship power up. I believe in you. Now, go.”

I didn’t want to, but Sam grabbed Chen’s backpack and dragged me to my feet and motioned to Jason. “C’mon, Jason,” he said coldly.

He didn’t wait, still pulling me along and trusting Jason to follow. I glanced back to make sure Jason was behind us, and he was, though he seemed to be jogging on autopilot. We made it the final two hundred feet without incident and stopped at the gray ship, placing our hands against it as though verifying it was real.

Sam turned to me, and I saw the tears craving to come to those red eyes. “Let’s finish this.”
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The A-gen ship was a perfectly shaped silvery gray disc except for a ten-foot-long angled protrusion on the edge above us. I saw no engines and no weapons, let alone a door.

Jason started feeling across the surface, and I did the same, going in the opposite direction. The surface was smooth. There were no lines of where metal was connected to metal. There weren’t even windows. It was as if the ship has been formed from a single piece of a medium-gray alloy. I didn’t waste any time in taking in the amazing structure since the battle still waged around us. Instead, I kept feeling the surface, searching for the slightest indention. The ship was tiny—less than forty feet across—so it was quick to cover. I met back up with Jason and Sam at the halfway mark.

“Maybe the door’s on top or bottom,” Jason said.

Sam pointed at the protrusion on the opposite side. “My gut tells me that’s the cockpit. Maybe the door’s below or above that.”

Jason dropped his rifle and pressed his hands against the surface. “There’s gotta be a door somewhere.” The metal parted suddenly, and Jason tumbled inside a small, well-lit airlock. “Whoa!”

He climbed to his feet and looked around, open-mouthed.

“How’d you do that?” I asked.

“No idea,” he said, then grinned. “Look, it’s got power. That means we might be able to get it up and going.”

Sam went to enter, but the door swooshed closed. “What the flying fuck?”

I slung my rifle over my shoulder and pressed my hands in the general area where Jason had, but nothing happened.

“Great. Now, the fate of humanity is in the hands of a space janitor,” Sam said.

Baffled, I concentrated as I looked at the smooth surface. Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Jason’s rifle on the ground. Curious, I set down my rifle and pressed my hands against the hull again. This time, the door opened.

I stepped inside the airlock and turned to Sam. “It doesn’t allow weapons onboard. Drop your gun.”

He did. Then he looked at Chen’s bag and grimaced at it and then looked at the doorway. A Raptor squawked overhead, and he dropped the bag without hesitation and followed me inside. We completely filled the small airlock. The door closed, trapping us inside.

A line of red light flashed across us, but it didn’t burn.

“Umm, what’s that?” Jason asked.

“I think it’s scanning us,” I said.

“As long as it doesn’t fry us,” Sam said.

After the red light disappeared, nothing happened.

“All right, this is… underwhelming,” Jason said.

I suddenly felt heavier.

“My HUD says the gravity in here just shifted to 1G. This ship must have some kind of artificial gravity system,” Sam said.

Then the inner airlock opened, and the rest of the interior lit up an open round space slightly smaller than the full size of the ship. Built into the wall on each side of the airlock was a vertical pod of some sort.

“There we go,” Sam said, taking the lead inside.

The ship was basically a big empty room about a shuttle length in diameter with a large black machine of some kind placed in the center. The only workstation, if it could even be called that, was on the far side, which corresponded with the protrusion I’d seen on the outer hull. The walls were bare, deep shelves with the lower parts of the walls being storage containers. It reminded me of a research lab with a bunch of collection containers.

“This isn’t like any ship I’ve ever seen before,” Jason said.

His voice came through muffled, and I realized that was because it was coming through my helmet’s external microphone rather than through our team comm channel.

“Our comms are dead,” I said, then noticed something else. “Listen.”

Jason shrugged. “I don’t hear anything.”

“Exactly. This ship has completely closed us off from everything happening out there.”

“It must be like a Faraday cage in here. No outside electronics can get in. At least our suits are still working,” Sam said. “Weird. My HUD readings are all in the green for air, pressure, even contaminants. It matches Earth’s stats perfectly, only it’s a lot cleaner in here. What’s yours read?”

“The same,” I said.

“Mine too, but why would it be set up for humans?” Jason asked.

I shrugged. “Maybe that’s why it scanned us before letting us in? To adjust everything inside?”

“It’d take a lot longer than a few seconds to pressurize a ship and pump in breathable air,” Jason countered.

“Then it was set up for humans already,” I said. “And that seems even weirder since it was sitting in the middle of a Raptor nest. You’d think it’d be set up for their air and pressure levels.”

Sam twisted off his helmet and inhaled deeply. “The air’s a little dry but fresh.” He tucked his helmet under his arm before striding across the floor to the controls. “I told you that was the cockpit.”

I hustled behind him. The cockpit had no seats—there were no seats in the entire ship—and inside had only a three-foot-wide circular portion of floor that sat an inch higher than the rest of the floor. Before it was a column of roughly the same size that rose about four feet from the floor. The floor and the top of the column were both a flat-black material.

Sam stood on the black circle. “All right. Let’s get this sucker flying.”

He tapped the black surface on the column before him and nothing happened. He tapped harder before placing his hand on it. Still nothing. He cursed. “The damn thing’s busted.”

I removed my helmet and set it on the floor, so I could better examine the cockpit. But I couldn’t find any screens or computers anywhere. The only things that could possibly interface with the ship was where Sam was standing, the machine in the center of the ship, and the power pods near the airlock.

I crossed the ship again, passing Jason who’d also removed his helmet and was busy examining the large black machine, and inspected the pods. They were large enough to accommodate a human but looked more like charging stations than hibernation pods. There were several round input devices which looked like wireless charging ports. If these were hibernation pods, the aliens who flew this ship couldn’t have been biological in nature.

I slipped off my backpack and stepped inside and turned so that my back was against the ports. Nothing happened, and I just felt silly standing there. I stepped out and walked over to Jason. He had his bag of tools open and was tapping along the machine.

“Any luck?” I asked.

“The nearest I can tell it’s a big black box with a door of some sort on this side. I’ve tried opening the door and it wouldn’t budge,” he said.

I pointed at one side. “It’s got the same flat-black pad on it that’s up there in the cockpit, not that we’re sure it’s even a cockpit.”

“It’s a cockpit,” Sam called back.

“Did you get that cockpit to work yet?” I asked him.

He didn’t answer which was answer enough. I left Jason and returned to Sam. He’d opened his bag and had placed a tablet on the console and was repeatedly tapping the screen. The rest of his gear was strewn on the floor by the column. “I got nothing. This old relic probably crashed on this moon, and the crew hitched a ride with some buddies.”

But the ship still clearly had power and fully functioning environmental systems, assuming it even was a ship. For all I knew, it was just some module ejected from an actual ship. I watched him for a few more seconds before getting annoyed. “Here, let me try.”

“Fine. Have at it.” He stepped aside.

I stepped on the black circle and found it cushioned, like rubber on the soles of my boots. I pulled off my gloves and pressed my hands on the pad before me and looked around. Nothing happened.

“Told you it was dead,” Sam said.

I ignored him. If this was a wireless interface pad of some sort, it needed input. Contact obviously wasn’t enough to activate it. Did it need mechanical gloves or something else? But the ship looked completely empty inside. If it required something, the crew had either hidden it or had taken it with them.

“C’mon, c’mon.” I wished for it to start and felt a niggle in my mind, like the pad had the smallest surge of static electricity.

“There’s something… I think.” I furrowed my brow as I concentrated, trying to will the ship to power up, but the electrical feeling hadn’t changed. Willing it to do something wasn’t working, but I still felt like this had to be an interface of some sort. In all likelihood, it didn’t understand humans. I sighed and let my mind relax for a minute, to soothe the headache forming from too much adrenaline and way too much stress. As I relaxed, I began to feel something. It was so faint, I was surprised I didn’t miss it. I could’ve sworn it was asking for a connection. It didn’t use words—it was more like I just knew what it wanted, and I wondered if the ship could simply know what I wanted too. Whatever tech powered this craft was clearly A-gen far beyond OTIS and what the Tereshkova were built with.

I gave in to the joining, conveying that I accepted the connection. In response, energy tickled my fingers. I felt the pad vibrating and softening, and my hands sinking into the pad as it morphed from a solid state to a gel.

“Uh, something’s happening. Liv, what’s happening?” Sam said.

“Sh.” I didn’t open my eyes because the connection was so fragile, but my hands had become fully enveloped inside the soft black surface. The pad stilled a split second before needles shot into my palms. I cried out and tried to pull my hands free, but they were stuck.

“Liv!” Jason called out.

The needles retracted, and the pain disappeared.

“I’m okay,” I said even though I wasn’t so sure about that.

Silver began to bleed into my mind, like the liquid in a lava lamp. It began morphing into smaller blobs and shapes, but nothing that resembled anything I recognized.

I felt hands on my shoulders—I couldn’t tell if it was Sam or Jason—they tugged at me, but I shook my head. “It’s okay. I think it’s interfacing with me.” Or it infected me. I couldn’t tell.

I couldn’t see—I didn’t even know if my eyes were open or closed. All I could see was silver “goo” that settled into what I’d call a rippling 3D screen, but it was more than 3D—it felt like I was a part of it, much more than simply seeing it. And I felt like it was waiting for me to do something.

“Uh, Liv? Your eyes got all weird,” Sam said.

I guess my eyes were open. If the ship was doing something to me, it didn’t hurt. I felt fine except that I had no freaking clue what I was doing. I took a deep breath and started to think through our mission: 1) figure out how to power up the gray ship, 2) create a wormway, and 3) take the gray ship and all the Raptor ships out of Sol once and for all, saving humanity.

Waves formed in the shimmery gray pond inside my head, morphing into a black sky filled with galaxies before zooming into a spiral galaxy. I didn’t recognize any of the constellations, but then again, I didn’t know anything beyond the big dipper and the southern star. The galaxy continued zooming in until I was looking at a particular star system. A wavering window appeared there, which I could only hope was a wormway, and I concentrated at imagining, if that was the wormway, to pull the gray ship and all the Storks there. The window became almost corporeal in my mind, the wavering smoothing into a mirrorlike surface.

Then the images disappeared, and my hands were lifted as the gel that had enveloped them solidified into the black pad again. I noticed I could see again and found Jason and Sam watching me, wide-eyed.

“What happened?” Sam asked.

“I’m not entirely sure. I think I asked it to create a wormway.” I stepped off the black pad. A wave of dizziness hit me, and both Sam and Jason held me steady.

“Whoa, I got ya,” Jason said.

“What happened?” Sam asked.

Right then, the ship began to vibrate, and the angled cockpit wall came to life with lines of silver light. A portion of the wall then lightened into what seemed to be a window, though it was clearly an enhanced video of the nest outside because the display contained data in a language that seemed comprised of silver dots, and the image was more detailed than we could’ve seen with our own eyes—we could see through the nest wall to the space outside. Everyone within the nest—human and Raptor alike—stopped and stared at the gray ship.

The vibrations grew. There was nothing to hold onto, and we all fell to the floor. The ship lifted from the ground. The vibrations leveled out until they disappeared. The ship fired a pulse laser that burned a hole through the nest’s outer wall, big enough for the ship to fly through. There was no sensation of thrust our launch. The ship climbed from the moon so smoothly, I had a hard time believing that we were actually flying and wondered if the ship was displaying a false video. As it climbed, the remaining ships quit shooting. It was as if a tiny, single A-gen ship was enough to stop an interplanetary war.

Before us, space shimmered in that same wavering window I’d seen in my mind. As it solidified into a dark mirror, I said, “That’s the wormway… I think.”

Another mirror had solidified near a Stork that was still flying, and hope squeezed my heart.

The gray ship was pulled faster and faster toward the mirror. Near us, Storks—those still flying and those not completely destroyed—were being wrenched through mirrors too. The flight deck was all that remained of one Stork, and it, too, was pulled through a mirror.

“I wish Chen could’ve seen this,” Sam said.

“And Jess and Samantha,” Jason added.

“And David,” I added. “I can’t believe it’s working.”

Just before we entered the mirror, Jason said, “We still don’t know what’s happening.”

As we entered, the ship was jerked through, like someone yanking a dog on a chain. If we weren’t already on the floor, we would’ve been tossed backward. As it was, we still slid halfway across the floor. Our helmets bounced off the far back wall, while the contents of our backpacks were strewn everywhere. The screen at the bow of the ship displayed only blackness interrupted with streaks of bright light.

The flight smoothed out, but there was still a high-pitched whine around us, and I could feel a rumbling in the floor. Sam was sitting against the black machine and scooted over to a wall to grab hold of the cage around an empty container. Jason tried to stand only to sit down again, and he grabbed a spot at the wall near me.

Sam stared in awe at the screen. “This goes so far beyond any redline I’ve ever flown before.”

“You think this is a wormway?” I asked.

“If it’s not, we’re flying a whole lot faster than light speed for the hell of it,” Sam said.

“How’re we not dead?” Jason asked. “I thought it was a physical impossibility to fly at light speed.”

“It is. I think we’re flying regular speed in a quantum tunnel that’s moving faster than light speed,” Sam said. “Then again, this is obviously a pretty advanced ship, so who knows what’s going on right now.” He turned to me. “How’d you do it? How’d you tell the ship to do this?”

I shrugged. “I kind of just opened myself up for a connection, like I gave it my approval to link. That’s when it took over and did something to my hands. I glanced at my palms to see a circle of silver dots on each hand. I held one up for them to see. “It poked me. Maybe it injected me with something?” I suddenly felt itchy.

Jason nodded. “Oh, it did something to you, all right, because your eyes turned solid silver when you were talking to the ship.”

My eyes widened. “No way. Really?”

“Yup. It was creepy,” Sam said.

Jason leaned closer, squinting at me. “You know, you still got flecks of silver in there. I hope it didn’t inject you with something poisonous.”

“I hope so too,” I said. “I feel fine, so I don’t think so? Anyway, I never talked to the ship or anything. It’s like it set up an interface in my head and I just kinda wished for what I wanted, and it did the rest.”

“Are you saying this ship’s basically a genie in a bottle?” Sam asked.

Jason looked around. “If it’s a genie, then we’re in its bottle with it.”

We were thrown back again as the ship popped through another mirror and the whine and rumbling disappeared the moment we passed through. Everything stilled and it looked like we were just hanging in space. Around us, hundreds of Storks were popping out of their own mirrors.

“I think it worked.” Sam pointed to the pair of suns before us.

Wherever we were, it sure wasn’t Sol.


THIRTY-THREE


“So, I guess that means our job’s done,” Jason said. “Earth’s safe.”

I smiled. A part of me had never thought we could do it, but the realization hit me. We’d just worked the impossible mission.

“Not quite. We’re supposed to destroy the controller so the Raptors can’t use it to get back to our system,” Sam said.

“The ship is the controller. That means it has to be destroyed,” Jason said.

Sadness fell over me as I looked at the one-of-a-kind ship. The need for self-preservation subsumed the sadness. “You kill the ship; you kill us.”

His lips thinned. “I know, but look around us. We’ve got no food, no water. How many days will it be before we die from dehydration, and then the Raptors will come in like vultures and reclaim their prize?”

Outside, the Storks were assembling, and it looked like they were surrounding us.

“We don’t need to destroy it,” I said. “The Raptors could never get inside, remember?”

“Yet. The Raptors hadn’t figured out how to get inside yet. One of them probably saw us enter the ship, and it won’t take them long to come at us and try the same thing. Look how many Raptors are out there. You think one ship can stand against a hundred Storks? Listen, we got them out of our system, but we still need to make sure they can’t get back.”

“Then we take this ship through another wormway,” Jason said. “Sure, the Raptors can continue to follow. And I’d say let ’em as long as we don’t end back up in Sol.”

Sam shrugged. “The first wormway was a fluke. Liv, you said it yourself, you guessed your way through. What if the second wormway brings us right back to Sol?” He stood slowly as if he carried the world on his shoulders. “I’ll do it.”

He grabbed Jason’s biggest wrench that lay on the floor and trudged to the control station. I sat there, feeling hopeless. I wanted to live, and I didn’t want to see this incredible ship destroyed, but Sam was right. Saving Earth had to come before all else. He held the wrench above the column, ready to swing. He hesitated and then swung. I cringed upon the sound of impact. He swung again, and then chortled. “Not even a scratch. Dang, whoever built this, built it tough. Looks like I’ll have to try plan B.”

“What’s plan B?” Jason asked.

“I’m going to connect with the ship and try to convince it to fly into one of those suns out there.” He stood on the black circle and pressed his hands on the pad.

I stared out at the star system we were currently in—a system no human had ever been before—thinking of how incredible this moment was. There was a planet nearby—maybe a half-million miles away. While it didn’t look like Earth, it had a lot of the same vibrant colors, only more green than blue, and several moons.

“Hey, Liv, it’s not working,” Sam said.

I pushed to my feet and walked over to him. “You have to relax and basically let go. You should feel it ask for a connection. When you do, let it.”

He rolled his neck, closed his eyes, and tried again. I turned back to the planet and wondered if it had plant life that made it green. Then I noticed tiny dots of light on the planet’s horizon. I squinted.

“I think it’s working. My hands are sinking. It’s like tar. Yeow!” Sam said.

I twisted around. “Wait! Don’t send us into the sun. That planet’s inhabited!”

He opened his eyes. Already, tiny veins of silver were entering the whites. “What are you talking about?”

“Look at the dark side. They have lights down there. We can’t leave the Raptors in this system. They’ll kill everyone on that planet.”

Sam looked outside and then wrinkled his features. “Aw, damn it.” He closed his eyes.

“Sam, you can’t do it,” I pleaded.

When he opened his eyes again, they were solid silver. He was fully interfaced.

“Sam?” I asked, but he didn’t answer.

Jason had joined me and watched Sam with concern. “Sam, you’re not going to do something stupid, are you?”

“Me? Never.”

He stared ahead, and I knew what he was looking at had nothing to do with the view Jason and I currently had. I dreaded what Sam was doing. Was he telling the ship to fly into a sun? Was he telling it to self-destruct? Or was he doing something to help the people in this system?

After interminably long minutes, he closed his eyes and relaxed, and his hands emerged from the control pad. He stepped off the circle and looked at his palms, revealing the same circles of silver dots I had on mine.

“That hurt like a bugger. But weird how it only hurt for a second or two,” he said. “But that’s one slick flight control system. I think I could have a lot of fun once I get the hang of it.”

“What’d you do, Sam?” I asked.

He gave me a wry look. “Relax. I told it to open up a new wormway to a system that I know isn’t inhabited. I don’t want to die any more than you do if I can help it.”

Jason sighed and clutched his chest. “Oh, thank God. I thought we were about to fly into a sun.”

Sam winced. “Well… where we’re going ain’t much better.”

We both turned to him.

“Where are we going?” Jason asked.

Familiar lines of light ran across the viewscreen. He rubbed his neck and then pointed at the mirrors forming outside. “Trust me, it’s probably better if you see for yourselves.”

He took a seat on the floor with his back against the control column. Jason and I sat, leaning against the wall, just before the vibrations started and we were into the wormway. Sam—or the ship—had chosen a much closer system this time because we were in the wormway for under a minute before getting spit out. Only this time, the ship continued to vibrate and rumble. The system through the viewscreen was darker than anything I’d seen before. I stood and let my mouth gape as I stared outside. As Storks popped through their own mirrors, they were sucked into the gravity pull of a massive blackhole that filled the viewscreen before us.

“Uh, Sam?” Jason asked.

“I figured the best way to keep the Raptors from getting back to our system is to kill them,” Sam said.

“Yeah, but you’re going to kill us too,” I said.

He winced. “Yeah, well, I didn’t see a way around that one.”

I jumped on the black circle. “We need to open a wormway for us and get out of here.”

“We don’t have time.” Sam pointed. “We’re already getting pulled closer. Sorry, guys. I did what I thought would be best.”

“You did the right thing,” I said softly, but knowing what I said was true and convincing the ball of terror in my gut was two different things.

The lines of light flashed across the viewscreen and wall, and a mirror formed before the ship much closer and faster than either of the two before. We didn’t have time to grab anything before it was sucked through, and we found ourselves in the third wormway in under an hour.

“Did you do this, Sam?” Jason asked.

“Don’t look at me. I only picked out the black hole,” he replied.

“The ship did this. It saved itself,” I said.

We traveled a distance farther than before, riding the wormway for over twenty minutes. With how much the ship rumbled and whined, I feared it would break apart, but we emerged without anything breaking apart. I stood and looked outside. It was a system with a red sun, much darker and smaller than ours, with several gas giants in orbit. But the best part of the view was there were no Storks.

I let out a breath. “The Raptors are gone.”

“That means Earth’s hopefully safe from them forever,” Jason said.

Sam patted the control column. “All thanks to this A-gen ship.”

“Where are we?” I asked.

Sam squinted at the viewscreen and shrugged. “Wherever we are, it’s a long, long ways from home. I’ve studied the charts, and this doesn’t look like anything I’ve ever seen. For all I know, we’re not even in the Milky Way any longer.”
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I glanced at my armlet to find it completely dead. I stared outside at the unknown star system for another minute before turning away and removing my suit. Sam and Jason did the same, and we spent the next few minutes picking up everything that had been knocked around during the back-to-back wormway flights.

I pulled out a bag of water from my backpack, took a few sips, and then handed it to Jason, who drank, before handing it to Sam.

Jason stretched. “I think we should find a planet that has food and water because I’d really rather not die from thirst or starvation.”

“Water’s easy. Food’s another story. The chances of finding something might be lower than riding a purple unicorn around Venus,” Sam said.

“This ship’s smart. It might be able to help us,” I said.

“Yeah, but it might think that to help us is to bring us back to our own system,” Sam said. “Remember OTIS? Smart computer but no common sense.”

Jason groaned. “I’m not looking forward to starving to death. I get hangry if I miss one meal.”

“I know; I’ve seen you,” I said.

Something beeped, and we all spun around. The big black machine started making a sound—it reminded me of a microwave running. Then the side door that Jason had tried to open before—opened on its own. We walked cautiously over to find three square black bars. Sam picked one up first, and then we each did. The bar was denser than it looked, and it reminded me of a protein bar without texture and the wrong color.

Sam sniffed the bar he held twice, then licked it, and then took a bite. He chewed slowly, considering, before swallowing. “It’s not bad. Reminds me a bit of smoked jerky but the texture’s smooth and heavy, like a really thick fruit rollup.”

“Are you sure you’re supposed to eat it?” Jason asked.

Sam shrugged. “We were talking about food, and these magically appear. What do you think it is?”

I nibbled at my bar. It was certainly edible—it wasn’t pizza by any means, but it’d fill me up and hopefully keep me alive.

After Jason finished his, he patted his stomach. “That was filling.” His gaze jerked around then. “Uh-oh. We got a problem.”

“We got a lot of problems. You’re going to have to be more specific,” Sam said.

“No toilets. We just ate alien food that is really likely going to disagree with our tummies, and we got nowhere to poo,” Jason said.

Both Sam and I blanched.

“Yeah, that is a problem,” I said. I didn’t finish my bar.

Sam finished eating his bar in one big bite and then drank some more water. “Screw it. I’m hooking my caths back up and calling it a night. I don’t know about you two, but this was a shit-long day.”

I couldn’t deny that and realized just how exhausted I was once he brought it up. I’d been running on adrenaline ever since the battle started, and it drained away, along with the last of my energy.

Since the ship had no bathroom, we put our suits back on, sans helmets, and slept on the floor, all close together. Fortunately, my body didn’t reject the food bar, and I fell asleep within minutes. I tend to only be able to sleep under blankets, but I was tired enough and the suit was warm enough that I basically passed out, ignoring Sam’s snoring.

I woke up the next morning with Jason nudging me. “Wake up, guys. You gotta see this.”

I rubbed my eyes. Sometime during the night, Sam had thrown an arm over me, and I knocked it away. He mumbled something and rolled over. I sat up with a groan—my muscles were stiff and sore. “What, is it my turn to make breakfast?” I joked sleepily.

“Sam, wake up,” Jason said.

That Jason hadn’t joked back caused me to come fully awake faster. “What is it? What happened?”

Jason pointed to the wall across from us, but the black box was in between us. I climbed to my feet and looked, blinking. “What is that?”

“It’s a toilet. And there’s a water dispenser there.” He pointed.

Sam’s eyes darted between the two additions. “How did we not wake during that?”

“I don’t know. Maybe the silver stuff zonked us out harder?” I asked.

“But I don’t have any of it in me, and I didn’t hear anything,” Jason said.

I glanced at my dead armlet, wishing it was still active, so I could see the time. “How long were we out?”

They both checked their armlets out of habit too, and I walked over to examine the ship’s new facilities.

“This is creepy. It’s like the ship is helping us get what we need to survive. Why does it care that we live?” Jason asked.

“Don’t be an idiot. Ships don’t care if people live or die. It’s programmed to keep its crew alive, just like OTIS was, plain and simple,” Sam said.

“OTIS never went to this extent to help us,” Jason countered.

“OTIS also couldn’t open a wormway,” Sam said.

“I hope it sees us as its crew and not like goldfish or something,” Jason said.

“Goldfish? Why would it see us as goldfish?” Sam asked.

“You know, like its pets,” Jason said.

“It doesn’t,” Sam said.

“How do you know?”

“It just doesn’t. Ships aren’t like that.”

I returned to face them. “Right now, it doesn’t matter why the ship’s helping us. What matters is that we’re still alive, and the ship’s helping us stay that way.”

Jason shrugged. “Sure, we’re still alive, but it’s not like we can go back home. No matter what, we can’t bring this ship back to Sol.”

I gestured to the viewscreen at the front of the ship. “Sure, we can’t go back home, but we’ve got an entire universe out there to explore and the means to do it.”

Sam considered my idea and smiled. “I like it.” He sobered. “But we still have the problem of the Raptors knowing how to use wormways by using this ship as a waypoint.”

“Then we stay away from inhabited systems and take any Storks that follow us to a blackhole. That shouldn’t be so hard, right?”

Sam stiffened and approached the front area.

“Sam?” I asked.

“We’ve been flying toward the center of this system. I noticed it last night but didn’t think anything of it,” he said.

“Is that a problem?” I asked as I followed him.

“No, but we weren’t just flying… we were flying somewhere,” he said.

“What do you mean?” Jason asked.

The three of us stood before the viewscreen. I hadn’t noticed it before, but now that we were closer, I couldn’t help but notice it. We were flying toward the red sun, but that wasn’t all. A massive, artificial orb enclosed the star. Large gaps in the orb permitted enough light through that we hadn’t noticed it before now.

“What is that?” I asked.

“That’s called a Dyson sphere,” Sam answered. “And up until this moment, they were considered theoretical.”

“Looks like it’s not theoretical anymore,” Jason said.

“But why’s the ship bringing us toward it?” I asked.

“My guess? Whoever made that sphere made this ship,” Sam said. “And we’re about to meet them.”
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An elite soldier. A new armored weapon. The invading aliens have finally met their match. First Lieutenant Mike Sandhurst led an elite infantry platoon on a rescue mission to Tycho-3. Wearing state-of-the-art ATLAS powered armor, Sandhurst’s unit faced down a relentless, wasp-like enemy who tore through them and left Sandhurst for dead. Rescued by ground forces, Sandhurst gets reassigned as humanity races to war against aliens they call Buzzers. To fight the Buzzers, humanity turns to the modernized Centurion main battle-tank. Sandhurst must quickly learn the lexicon of “shoot, move, communicate” and lead his fast, self-sustained, and very lethal armored forces. When the Buzzers appear again to threaten colonized worlds, Sandhurst’s regiment moves forward to hold the planet Heske by force. But they aren’t alone. The orbital carrier Yorktown and its space-capable wing dominate the skies while tanks take the fight and put Steel on Target. Join the fight against the Buzzers in this new rollicking Science Fiction thrill ride from Kevin Ikenberry. With realistic military action, space and ground battles, and a vicious bug alien invasion, it's perfect for fans of Starship Troopers, Hell Divers 2, and Rick Partlow's Drop Trooper!
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Fleet Officer by day. Smuggler by night. Only he can save Saturn Station. A junior intelligence officer in the Martian Combined Fleet, Radrick Siegn supplements his meager pay by smuggling contraband from Saturn to Mars. Someday, he’ll buy his own ship and escape the Fleet forever. But his captain has other plans for him. A tanker pilot has been murdered on Saturn Station. It’s up to Siegn to salvage the honor of the Fleet by finding the killer … before they kill again. The investigation plunges Siegn into the seedy underworld of Saturn Station, where he learns this was no ordinary killing. Malevolent powers are plotting a future for Mars that will not involve humanity. They think no one can stop them, but they never counted on facing an agent like Siegn. He knows the dark side of the solar system as well as they do and can put a cyborg in a rear, naked choke hold. Oh, and he plays Chopin beautifully. Experience this pulse-pounding science fiction thriller from Felix R Savage, NYT Bestseller author of Eighth Continent and Earth's Last Gambit. Filled with mystery, realistic action, detailed world building and Savage's patented wit, it's perfect for fans of JN Chaney, John Scalzi, and David Weber!
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The galaxy's deadliest man never planned to be a savior... Meet Vesuvius: the galaxy's most feared bounty hunter with a blood-soaked past. His mission? Protect a kid. But he’s not just any kid—Adam is the prophesied savior. Vesuvius’s contract mandates safe delivery to the religious sect that believes this, navigating a perilous universe where every faction seeks to exploit the boy. There are enemies at each corner and a betrayal from within his own order. Vesuvius must outwit foes. Ensure Adam's survival. All while wrestling with a past that he thought he'd killed. Stakes have never been higher. If he fails in delivering Adam, the universe is sure to plunge into chaos. If he succeeds, perhaps he can find redemption. Will this unexpected hero deliver salvation or destruction? Find out in Shadow Contract by bestseller David Beers, the start of a rollicking science fiction adventure steeped in danger, loyalty, and a flicker of hope for the future.


Get Shadow Contract Now!
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