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CHAPTER

1
I can’t stop shaking...
They left me to sit on my own in one of the examination rooms. I have no idea who’ll come to speak to me next, or what they might threaten me with, but one thing is for certain: I’m scared of what these people might do. The doctor who checked me over was civil enough, even though she kept mostly silent. The scrubs she gave me to wear feel like sandpaper. Barefoot, I long for fatigues, socks, and my combat boots. A weapon would be nice, too... I clench my fists to control another shiver.
Doesn’t work. Stay calm, Red. Yeah, that’s easier said than done. Freezing cold in this room, and I assume it’s all on purpose. Bare concrete walls, no window. I’m very careful not to stare directly at the surveillance camera on the ceiling. I don’t want them to detect fear in my eyes, and I don’t trust myself to be able to hide it. Fuck! Being thrown in the brig was bad enough to begin with, but I never thought they’d put me under. As the memory rises, causing me to miss a breath, I visualize the Colorado mountains of my childhood and the forest trails I love to run. Whatever it takes. If I allow myself to feel even a portion of the terror and rage I experienced when they restrained me, and pumped that drug into me, I might lose it completely. Sure, they brought me right back again, but it doesn’t matter. I didn’t know they would. They never shared their plans, or that it was just a mock exercise. Having all options taken away, being drugged into a full coma… Every second of the ordeal was real for me. It was much worse than any SERE training I’ve ever done or could imagine putting new recruits through. Panic rising, and I swallow hard. For god’s sake, don’t think about this stuff! So intensely focused do I become on visualizing every inch of the running trails back at home, and staying in control, that I don’t even hear the door open.
“Commander Redfield?”
He’s tall. Dark-haired, brown-eyed, with a tiny white scar running through his left eyebrow. I’m sure I’ve never seen him around before. The fact he’s not in uniform worries me. Now that I know what these guys are capable of, I’ve lost all trust in the chain of command. What other nasty surprises have they got in store for me? I struggle to remember what I’m supposed to say, or even if I should speak.
“Sir,” I just nod.
My voice comes out raw. Wishing I didn’t sound so broken, but I can’t bring myself to really care. I don’t think I’ll be able to pretend much, anyway. Whatever happens now, they got to me with that sick stunt, and they must be aware of it. Meanwhile, he places a bunch of folded clothes on the table in front and takes a step back.
“These are for you. Please let me know when you’re ready. I’ll be right outside.”
He’s gone again before I can answer and, for a moment, I just stare dumbfounded at the door. ‘Please’?
Been a while since I heard that word. Life at the Detention Center is the sort of harsh that makes even Special Forces selection feel like a kid’s holiday. Eager for answers, whatever I can get, I slide off the table. The room instantly starts to spin. Damn. Gripping the sides, I breathe through it. It gets better. Putting on fresh fatigues feels good, too. They delivered the thick socks I wanted and brand-new boots to go with them. I do hope they wouldn’t give me this sort of gear if they were just planning to terminate me.
“Please follow me, Commander.”
My escort is not only polite with me, but almost deferential in his demeanor, as he leads the way. Under less threatening or challenging circumstances, I would never be so obedient. I’d ask for his goddamn name, for starters, and to know what the hell is going on. Right now, though, simply putting one foot in front of the other without losing my balance requires all my strength and attention. To my relief, we don’t have far to go.
“Here we are,” he soon announces, and with a smile that I do not trust, nor return, he ushers me into a plush office where three other people are waiting.
The second we arrive, everyone goes eerily quiet, and they all turn to stare at me. In reaction, I resist the urge to glance over my shoulder. Hey, don’t get me wrong. As a decorated officer of the Navy’s SOCOG, the Special Operations Command Group, I’m fairly used to all kinds of people snapping to attention when I walk into a room. But this is of a different order of magnitude, and I would never expect it here. Camp Greywolf is a Grade-3 military prison. Any respect, medals, and whatever else I earned through my years of service doesn’t count for shit in this place. Just in case I had any illusions as to how not-special I really am, they made it extremely clear with the recent exercise. Was it a game? Some hazing gone out of hand? The wrong person? Or was I supposed to serve as an example? As if recognizing my confusion, one of the people present steps forward.
“Commander Redfield, it’s an honor to meet you.”
He’s built like a competitive swimmer, with silver hair that betrays his age, despite a still very black mustache. Not carrying a concealed weapon on his person, as far as I can tell.
“I’m James Hennisen,” he adds. “Current CEO of The Ethan Myrr Foundation.”
So fucking what? I do not shake the hand he offers or even nod in recognition. Truth is, my own shaking is still going on and keeping my teeth from rattling is a full-time job. There’s one other thing as well. In the short time it took to walk to this room, one particular feeling has taken hold of me. It’s the urge to run. I need some air, and I want out. Out of this place, out of my Navy role, out of a system I’d have given my life to defend, but which I feel has betrayed me. I am furious, and D.O.N.E. with it all. But this man just points to the other guy, the one who got me the clothes, as if my reaction were entirely natural.
“This is Kevin Williams, my research assistant. And—”
“Where’s Admiral Bragg?” I cut him.
“Oh, the Navy is not involved in this anymore,” he replies.
My jaw drops at that answer, but he doesn’t seem to notice, and just carries on with the introductions.
“Here are our medical specialists: Psychologist, Dr Amber Fox; and Field Surgeon, Lieutenant Kira Jones.”
The blond-haired lieutenant is the one who examined me earlier. She was not armed then, but now, I clock an automatic pistol in a holster on her belt. She looks like she could use it. The psychologist, in her fifties, gives me a friendly wave, like we’ve just met at a party or something. Frankly, I am amazed. How did this group manage to get rid of Warden Bragg? And how can any of this not be relevant to the Navy? One thing Hennisen just said makes me suspicious, as well, and a rush of anger brings welcome strength back into my legs.
“Is that what you people are?”
“What do you mean, Commander?”
“A psy-op team?” I snap, as I start to piece it together. “You put me through that fake sentence as an evaluation?”
In recent years, scientists have perfected a way to effectively pause time for human beings. They figured out how to induce a state of biological hibernation, mainly to allow for the repair of lethal injuries. One of these days, the technique may be good enough to facilitate space travel to Mars, still in its infancy, and to other planets in the galaxy. The Myrr Foundation, pioneer of new technologies and innovation, have been looking into this. It’s exciting stuff, and I’m all for it. Sadly, as with so many other ground-breaking discoveries, other groups soon found a way to exploit its darker side. For instance, prisons are expensive to run, right? For the state of California alone, annual costs rise into the billions of dollars. If inmates are in stasis, though, that drops to virtually nothing. So, why not? In a total breach of prisoners’ human rights, hasty experiments were run, sentences delivered, and countless lives put on hold. That’s the term they use for it: ‘Put on Hold’. I despise it, and everything to do with that process. Needless to say, the military also began their own trials into the technique. Cue one unlucky Navy Commander, landing myself at Greywolf for a three-months stint... Sure, if I’d not been out drinking with my guys, if I’d not punched a superior officer in the face during a stupid brawl, it wouldn’t have happened. But Greywolf is like a rite of passage for us, and I was kind of due a stay. It was to be a normal sentence. For sure, no one was going to put me to sleep for the duration! I did not volunteer for any tests or secret programs either. Looking at the people in front of me now, I wonder what organization they really work for. My voice rises along with a healthy dose of fury.
“This was a fucking test?”
Hennisen looks mildly displeased at my choice of language, my reaction, or both. Too bad. I’ve not even started tearing into him yet.
“Commander, please. This is really not what you think.”
“Tell me the truth, then! I was strapped down to a table and drugged. Had my consciousness switched off against my will! I demand to know who you are. Now!”
“I told you the truth. We—"
“No,” I growl. “The Myrr Foundation doesn’t force tests on naval officers without their permission.”
“That’s right, Commander, and we didn’t.”
“Bullshit!”
“I understand you’re upset, but you need to calm down.”
I cannot stand people not being straight with me. Order me to calm down, and I’m genetically wired to do the opposite. We are off to a bad start, he and I, and that’s even before his assistant tries to move me toward the couch.
“Keep your hands off me!”
I don’t know I’m going to punch him until I do, but as my fist lands squarely in his face, he groans in pain and my instincts take over. I start swinging. Williams goes down, clutching at the nose I might have just broken. You’d think Hennisen would get the point, but no.
“Commander…”
He decides to grab my arm. Bad idea. What part of ‘Hands off’ is not clear? I immediately flip his hold, twist his wrist, and put him down in a single move. My heart is pounding out of my chest. I’ve got to get out of here! The psychologist actually throws herself over the couch in her haste to get out of my way. Clever woman. Unfortunately, I’m not the only one who can move fast. Inches from the door, a sharp sting on the side of my neck stops me dead in my tracks. What the fuck? I whip my head aside to find a gun right in my face. The one holding it is cool and steady Lieutenant Jones. Aw, shit. Forgot about her. Rookie mistake.
“It’s okay, Commander,” she says. “No one’s going to hurt you.”
Funny thing for her to tell me, considering our respective positions. Her voice is surprisingly warm and soothing though, as if she’s sorry this is happening. I press a hand to my neck, find a spot of blood on my fingers when I pull back.
“What did you do?” I hiss at her.
“Just a mild sedative,” she promises.
Whatever she injected me with is already making my vision swim.
“Don’t,” I warn, as she steps closer.
Of course, at this stage, mine are all empty threats.
“It’s okay,” she repeats. “Relax.”
It looks like she re-holsters her weapon, but I can’t be sure anymore. Someone is there to catch me, as my legs fail. Hennisen speaks. He sounds very far away.
“Lay her on the couch.”
Someone else is holding my hand. Progress, albeit puzzling. All I got before was a metal gurney, rough guards, and cuffs. The last thing I’m aware of before darkness closes in is a gentle voice I haven’t heard before.
“Don’t worry, sweetie. You’re safe with us.”
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I wake up a few minutes later with a lingering headache. Things are quite different then. The psychologist has obviously been put in charge of things, and perhaps if they’d started this way, I may have been less inclined to throw punches. Dr Fox gets me a cup of coffee, wraps me up in a warm blanket, and calls me ‘sweetie’. Ask any of the men in my unit, and they will tell you what a ruthless fighter I actually am. I don’t do fluffy and sweet. I don’t hold much love for shrinks either. But as it turns out, I’m no match for this woman in my current state. I let her do what she does, and even take comfort in her gentleness.
Williams sits on the other couch with a bandage over his bloody nose and two black eyes. He’s not getting the same treatment or attention, but at least, Jones patched him up a bit. He was very decent with me earlier, and I don’t like hurting good guys. He seems like one.
“Sorry about that,” I mutter.
“Apology accepted,” he grunts in return.
Fox beams at us both as if we were her children.
“How are you feeling, Commander?” she asks.
I gather from the lack of sweetie involved that we might get back to business soon. I certainly hope so.
“Warmer. Thanks for the coffee.”
“Good, good. You’ll be fine.”
“But I still need answers.”
My voice is threatening enough to make Hennisen butt in, uninvited.
“Trust me, we look forward to filling you in, Commander,” he informs me.
“I’ll just go through the necessary checks with her first of all,” Fox points out in a warning tone, before softening when she turns back to me. “It’s for your own wellbeing. I trust that’s okay with you?”
I have no idea what she means but, to be perfectly honest, I’m exhausted, finally. I reason that if these people were going to hurt me, they would have done it by now. At least, I assume so.
“Go ahead,” I tell her, and she wastes no time.
“Could you confirm your name, rank, ID number, date and place of birth for me, please.”
That’s hardly classified information, but yeah. Whatever.
“My name is Storm Redfield. Commander of Special Forces, United States Navy. ID number, AD28082-1. Born July 19, 2057, in Denver, Colorado.”
I clearly see Jones bite on her lip as I finish. Both Hennisen and Williams are also staring intensely at me. It’s just like when I first walked into the room. All three of them appear transfixed.
“Thank you,” Fox smiles, before I get a chance to ask what’s so fascinating about my details. “Can you think back to when Lieutenant Jones examined you earlier?”
“Yes.”
“Talk about what happened before that.”
I don’t like being made to recall that stuff. I do comply, in the spirit of getting this interrogation over and done quickly, and having my own questions answered.
“The warden called me into his office to tell me I was going to be…—" I choke on the words. Dammit!
“No rush,” Fox assures me.
I tell her the rest through gritted teeth.
“Admiral Bragg said he had orders to put me on hold for a period of time. They got me in cuffs, wrists and ankles, and took me down to the holding center. I thought it was a joke. Until the last second, I was certain they’d stop.”
With another strong shiver, I remind myself once again that although they did not stop, they did actually bring me back right away. I’m here, now… Alive, and able to function.
“Next thing I know, they’ve got me back in the infirmary, and she’s with me.”
Jones nods as I glance at her.
“Right,” Hennisen says.
“So,” I snap. “What was the purpose of putting me under? To demonstrate that no one’s safe from this sentence, regardless of rank and accomplishments? Or, something else? What?”
“We really don’t know, Commander,” Hennisen assures me again. “But I can imagine how terrifying the experience would be, and I’m sorry you had to go through it.”
This time, it occurs to me that he looks sad, and I wonder if that’s genuine. If only I weren’t still so cold, it would be easier to concentrate! As I tighten the blanket around me, Fox carries on, as if the interruption did not occur.
“When did this all happen?” she asks.
“Earlier today, as you well know.”
She gives me a soothing smile.
“Almost done. Can you confirm the date?”
“October 7, 2086. And yeah, we’re done. You need to fill me in, because nothing adds up for me right now. Who are you, and what’s going on?”
I don’t like to plead, but the more I try to make sense of the situation, the more holes appear in it. Fox takes my hand again.
“I’m fine!” I growl.
“Alright,” she says, and releases me.
Everyone else remains quiet. I see reluctance on their faces. Dismay… Compassion. And, all of a sudden, I know what this is about without needing to be told. Oh, fuck! I look to Fox.
“They didn’t bring me right back out, did they?” I murmur.
She softly shakes her head. No… I have to say it again.
“They didn’t. They kept me in stasis?”
“I’m sorry, Commander,” Fox says.
∞∞∞
I glance at each of the others in turn. Hennisen looks solemn but also relieved, as if he’s mighty glad we reached this point. Jones nods in encouragement. Williams manages to flash me a warm smile; busted nose, and all. Meanwhile, I feel strangely clear and empty.
“Alright,” I tell them. “I’m ready. Fill me in now.”
Hennisen clears his throat and looks me in the eye.
“Commander Redfield, you spent a long time unconscious. Today’s date is May 7. The year is 2217.”
Throughout my Navy career, I’ve received and delivered my share of bad news. I know people react in different ways. Fox is watching me, ready for anything, probably. But I offer no reaction. Truth is, I feel nothing. Actually, correction; I feel like I always do when I’m about to take a sniper shot. Hyper-aware. Detached, but incredibly focused. In the zone. I don’t know the psychologist took my hand again, but she’ll say later that I was squeezing her fingers so hard she thought I might break them. Trooper that she is, she never said anything.
“The year is 2217,” I repeat. “Twenty-two. One-Seven.”
“Yes,” Hennisen confirms. “Indeed.”
“I’ve been asleep for a hundred-and-thirty-one years?”
“That’s right, Commander,” Jones chimes in. “Don’t worry, though. It looks like you were in peak condition at the time, and you still are now. The hibernation process actually worked very well for you.”
Well, I’m not sure about that. And I don’t like the sound of it. It actually worked well for you… As in, not for some others? The group are serious, I see. I blink, just once, and shake my head. You’ve got to be kidding me! But I don’t even try that. I don’t say it. I don’t attempt to bargain with them to give me a different answer. I know it’s true, I can feel it in my bones. Those bastards put me down and kept me asleep for more than a century!
“Goddammit!” I roar, and jump to my feet.
“Sweetheart!” Fox exclaims in alarm. “Commander…”
Jones is the one who gets it. Before anyone else moves, she grabs my arm and drags me out with her.
“In here,” she says, pointing at a different door.
I go at it with both hands raised, expecting it to swing open. It slides smoothly to the side instead, causing me to fall forward. Still, I land on my knees in front of the toilet I require, in perfect timing, as my stomach turns inside out. For the next minute, at least, I throw up everything I’ve got. It’s mainly bile. No fucking wonder!
“Okay?” Jones inquires, as I finally stop.
Didn’t know she was still there.
“No,” I groan.
“Come on,” she says, her tone full of sympathy.
But I shake her off as she helps me to my feet, and hit the wall in a surge of rage. Suddenly, I can’t stop. Once, twice, three times... No longer cold, but boiling in anger, I punch that wall as if it were a living thing I’m trying to kill. In my mind’s eye, I see Admiral Bragg.
“Motherfucker!” I scream. “YOU. FUCKING. BASTARD!”
I punctuate each word with a vicious hit, each more brutal than the last. The wall doesn’t dent. It just gives me pain, which is exactly what I need to feel right now. All my emotions, present fury included, have to flow out of my system; and this is it, right here. Jones must understand that, as the soldier that she also is, since she doesn’t attempt to stand in my way. She allows me to hit, again and again, until skin breaks on my knuckles and blood starts to appear. Until my voice falters and my furious shouts go weak, to turn into sobs of sorrow. Only then does she slap both hands on the back of my shoulders, and pivot me around to face the sink.
“Time to cool off, Commander.”
She sticks my head under, keeping one hand lightly on the back of my neck for support. The water feels amazing, and I’m grateful for her steadying touch. When she moves off, I rinse my mouth, splash a bit more water on my face, and raise my eyes to the mirror in front. I’m almost reluctant to check, but yeah. It’s definitely still me looking back.
I’m 5”7 with an athletic frame, well-muscled and lean with it too. A good soldier’s body, plenty strong but also light and flexible. I can hit hard, move quickly when I need to. It works. Jet-black hair that always looks messy, even when I try to look presentable; luminous grey eyes I’m told can intimidate or charm the hell out of people, depending on the mood I’m in. That’s okay, too. A French warrant officer I once met on a training exercise said I have the kind of face that made her want to either slap or kiss me. She was cute, so I let her do both.
“Not bad for a hundred-and-sixty-year-old, uh?”
Jones is still there. Watching me like a hawk and joking like a soldier. I appreciate her attempt at cheering me up, and reward it with a chuckle.
“Thanks for saying that.”
She nods, clearly still on guard.
“Are you going to be okay now?”
Her tone is light but her eyes do not lie. She’s wondering if I’m likely to flip again, and start hurting people instead of walls. I tell her she’s got nothing to worry about on that score.
“I’m not a risk to you or your team, Lieutenant.”
“What about a risk to yourself?” she prompts.
“Absolutely not. Now that I’m awake, I have no intention of sending myself back into oblivion.”
She relaxes visibly at that. So do I, a bit.
“Alright. Let’s get your hands looked at, and—”
I watch her pause to touch the side of her left ear.
“Yes, the commander is fine,” she says. Then, to me: “Are you hungry?”
I could murder an army for a sandwich! Wisely, I don’t put it this way.
“Starving, actually,” I just reply.
“Food would be great, thanks,” she relays.
“You got a radio mike in your ear?”
“Quite similar,” Jones explains, as we make our way back to the room. “But actually, it’s a neural implant. My personal comm link connects me to the rest of the team on a private frequency.”
“Can’t say I like the idea of having a chip in my brain,” I mutter.
“Sure… Although that’s no longer even a consideration for us at this point. Babies are fitted with a basic implant while still in the womb.”
I must appear suitably gob-smacked, because she laughs.
“Standard routine at this point in time. Comm links are just one of many add-ons one can connect their basic implant to, later on in life.”
“Many add-ons?” I inquire. “Like what?”
“For example, as a surgeon, one of my links connects me to every piece of information available in my specific field. At least one gigabyte of knowledge.”
“Translate that into soldier for me?”
“That’s something like 50 million words.”
“And how do you access that info?”
“Easy,” she replies. “I pose the question in my own mind, and the answer comes through as a thought.”
That, I must admit, is pretty cool.
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Back in the room with the rest of the group, there is no need for pretense anymore. Jones waves a small metallic wand over my knuckles. It feels warm.
“Ion tech,” she says. “Regenerative waves, in other words.”
I watch my blood disappear, tiny cuts close up, and the skin repair itself. When I flex my fingers to test, it feels smoother than before.
“Okay,” I nod. “Nice.”
She gives Williams’ face the same treatment, and he sighs in relief as the swelling goes down, and his nose returns to its usual shape.
“Ah… Thanks, Kira.”
“Can you heal broken bones with this thing?” I ask.
“Hairline fractures, yes,” Jones replies. “With bigger breaks, we go into the limb and stimulate the natural production of soft tissue and cartilage.”
“How long does it take?”
“Couple hours for a bad fracture.”
There’s food on the table, and I’m hungry for a lot more.
“Talk to me,” I invite Hennisen. “And don’t hold back. I’ve got some catching up to do.”
“Yes, that’s for sure,” he agrees.
He proceeds to fill my head with what must be more than a megabyte of information. I sit and listen attentively, while also satisfying a hundred-and-thirty-one years’ worth of hunger. On the menu today are: French fries from lab-engineered potatoes, protein-burgers with synthetic cheese, and ‘real’ orange juice to wash it down with.
“What’s the deal with all the fake food?”
“In our time, we no longer exploit other sentient beings for their flesh,” Fox explains.
“Great,” I nod. “You might find it hard to believe, Doc, but the rough Neanderthal in front of you thinks that’s an excellent idea.”
She laughs.
“Fantastic! And you’re not rough, sweetie. Just new here.”
Hennisen talks to me extensively about the basic neocortex implant they’re all fitted with, which connects them to the CHC: the Cloud of Human Consciousness. It’s enough to put me off my meal.
“They really implant babies in the womb?”
“Oh, yes. That’s the usual procedure for it.”
“So, it’s not a choice, is it?” I remark. “But a requirement?”
I’m wary of implants of any kind. Health monitoring chips were all the rage in my time, and many predicted that what he’s telling me would become the norm, but I don’t like it. Hennisen looks amused. I guess I must be showing some of my ‘newness’.
“It is a gift, Commander,” he assures me.
“A privilege of our species,” Williams adds.
Sure, it is. I have my doubts, but refrain from voicing them out loud. Who am I to tell them they’re doing it wrong? In fact, they may not be. I resolve to keep an open mind.
“Carry on, please,” I invite.
Hennisen launches deeper into the story.
“We were on the edge for a long time, but halfway through the 22nd Century, humanity finally became a Type I Civilization. A system known as the Kardashev Scale assumes that the energy consumption of any civilization is a foundational representation of its level of advancement…”
He pauses, presumably to allow my 21st Century, implant-less brain, to catch up. I enjoy the surprise on his face as I inform him that I know very well what the Kardashev scale is.
“Oh, excellent,” he approves.
I don’t offer that until this moment, I thought it was only a plot development in the old Star Trek series…
“So, we became a fully-fledged planetary species,” he goes on. “Able to exploit all the energy of our earth system, including what it received from its parent star, the sun.”
Check. I know that too.
“From that point on, we achieved complete control over our environment: resources, weather, and local orbit. Then, in 2149, we discovered Elementium. It was a game changer.”
Now, he’s going to have to slow down a bit.
“Elementium?” I repeat. “What’s that?”
“A legend, or so we thought.”
Williams takes over excitedly.
“Scientists surmised the existence of Elementium for years, but it was only a wild theory until an amateur physicist created a spark of it by accident. He was only working on easy Tesla stuff at the time, you see.”
I see nothing, but just wave him on, hoping he’ll get to the point. He doesn’t.
“Elementium is an extremely radioactive element. At first, we only knew its most stable isotope, solenium-289, which only has a half-life of 220 milliseconds!”
I glance at Fox and Lieutenant Jones to stop myself glazing over. They both look nonplussed. I don’t try to pretend we’re not beyond my limits here, and well into the next universe.
“So, what do you do with that thing?” I prompt.
“Basically, Elementium allowed us to become a space-faring civilization,” Hennisen replies.
Alright... Holy shit! I glance back at Williams, who winks at me in return. I can sort of relate to his excitement.
“How does it work?” I inquire.
“Manipulated in a certain way, Elementium can be used to affect gravity,” Hennisen explains. “And since the gravitational field of our world is just a bend in the fabric of space and time, you can understand the implications.”
That, I can. It makes my head spin, but in a good way.
“With gravity in check, one could effectively control space and time, as well,” I reflect. “Space travel would be no big deal after that. Am I correct?”
“Well done, Commander!” Fox exclaims.
She’s clearly rooting for me. I can’t help but smile.
“We’ve been doing it,” Williams agrees. “Although it’s still a massive deal, trust me.”
“Of course.”
“It’s a worthwhile endeavor,” Hennisen concludes. “To this day, Elementium remains the greatest discovery in the whole of human history.”
I picture myself on the bridge of a starship, traveling with a good crew onboard. It’s not such a leap of imagination… I’d just swap a Navy frigate for a different kind of vessel. 2217-style, no problem at all. Would I be bold enough? Good question! I look up to find them all staring at me again, like they know something I don’t. Well. Fair to say they probably do.
“Yes?” I encourage.
“It makes what happened to you and countless others even more poignant, Commander,” Jones replies.
Fantasies of turning myself into a 23rd Century Captain Kirk go right out of my head, as I remember that the most important answer still eludes me.
“What is that, exactly?” I ask. “What happened? And how many others were involved?”
“Project Eternity,” Hennisen says.
So, he does know! I stare hard at him as he goes on.
“Experiments on hibernation linked to space studies. At the time, your scientists believed that prolonged periods of complete stasis would be required in order to travel long distances.”
“But… They experimented on their own military?”
He looks at me as if I should understand the reason why.
“It’s not the first time that has happened. A level of privacy had to be maintained. Overall, it was easier that way.”
I don’t like his answers anymore.
“What privacy? Did they think I wouldn’t raise hell when I woke up?”
“Your memory would have been erased.”
Come to think of it, I don’t like his attitude either.
“Perhaps this is enough for today,” Fox dares to say.
She’s worried we’re flying downhill, I can tell, and Jones is looking at me like she’s got sedatives in mind. But I’m not going to let them slide out of this one.
“No!” I groan. “Tell me the rest of it. Did the Navy forget they had me in a test tube? Is that it? I want to know. And how many other lives did they steal?”
“Twenty, as part of this project,” Hennisen says.
“What happened to make them forget us like that?”
“Sadly, a lot of things were forgotten when the Third World War erupted.”
∞∞∞
The lights are on dim in the infirmary. Never one of my favorite places, but I’m grateful for the silence in there. I lie on my back with an old-fashioned cold compress on my forehead. Throbbing skull. I feel like crying. Before today, the last time I did that was at seventeen, when cancer took my dad. He never wanted me to join the military... I held his hand in the hospital but, after he was gone, I forged his signature on the recruitment papers. Two weeks later, I started OCS, Officer Candidate School. Staring at the ceiling, I think of all that’s happened since. Fox was right, actually. It would have been enough earlier, but I didn’t know why she said that and I couldn’t stop. Learning that I slumbered through a five-year war that involved nukes, killed three billion people, and almost completely destroyed our planet, sent me back to the bathroom to throw up my synthetic lunch. Then, Hennisen hit me with a few more unpleasant truths. One was admitting that the Myrr Foundation had financed the Eternity Project. He sure was sorry about that, blah, blah…
“Things are very different now,” he promised me.
But he also made it clear that no one had been looking for survivors of the experiment. A construction team happened to uncover a buried bunker at the site of old Camp Greywolf, and called Myrr for advice. They thought the bunker might contain interesting artefacts or, more likely, a weapon of some kind left behind by the planet’s former inhabitants: the less-than-clever apes, hellbent on annihilating one another, who decided blasting nuclear missiles through their own atmosphere would be a great idea. Hennisen was not impressed, as he let me know this.
“It took twenty years to fix the damage!”
“I’m very sorry,” was all I could say.
By then, I was showing more and more signs of acute stress, apparently, and Jones put her foot down.
“The rest of it can wait,” she declared.
I worry some more as I think of what that may entail. So far, it’s been nothing but disastrous news. At least, you’re not dead... Well, there is that.
“Get over yourself, dammit,” I mutter.
If nothing else, I owe it to my colleagues, the unlucky ones who never got to be woken up. I sit up and dangle my legs over the side of the table. Jones must have been keeping watch. She instantly materializes in my line of sight.
“Feeling better?” she asks.
“Yeah,” I lie.
She shoots me a dubious look and passes that wand thing in front of my face.
“Mm,” she says.
“What does that mean?”
“I’ll give you the benefit of the doubt. Here, we thought you might like to have these.”
As she drops my ID tags into my hand, I feel a weight come off my chest. It’s ridiculous, I know, but there you go.
“Thanks, Lieutenant. You thought right.”
“Good. One of the tags is chipped?”
“Yeah…” I smile faintly as I remember the incident. “I took a bullet once in the Middle-East. It went through my armor, bit a chunk off my tag, and ended up in my chest. Not too deep. I was lucky again.”
I put on the tags and instantly feel more grounded. Clever apes hellbent on annihilating each other… It sure never felt like that at the time, when I was fighting to protect weaker people against the bullies of this world, and give their children a chance to go to school and grow up in peace.
“Hey, do we still have countries?” I inquire.
“No, not anymore.”
“Roger that.”
Jones flashes a gentle smile.
“Hennisen can be harsh when he reflects on our tribal past. But without soldiers like you to fight for justice and peace over the ages, we’d still be in the same place. So, thanks for playing your part in the development of our species.”
What a weird thing to say… It’s true, though, and like she’s read my thoughts. Hennisen just sounded like it was all my god-damn fault.
“Thank you for being so kind,” I nod.
“Sure. In our time, humanity is one. United.”
“Right.” I remember what they said. “Under the CHC.”
“Correct. The implant procedure for the cloud is quick and painless, by the way. When you’re ready for it, just let me know. As one of us, you have a right to be connected.”
Like her colleagues, she clearly thinks that it’s a privilege.
“So, you’re military?” I probe.
“Myrr Foundation military, indeed. Galactic Division.”
I yearn to ask about the galactic side of things, and I’m very curious about this seemingly all-powerful Myrr Foundation; but her words suddenly spark a more pressing concern.
“Hang on a minute,” I frown.
“What’s wrong, Commander?”
“Well… If humanity’s united, who’s the threat, now?”
“There is no threat,” she assures me. “Look, we’ll talk more in the morning. For now, you need to rest. Please, relax, and get some sleep.”
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I black out for a solid five hours. That’s enough, and my normal cycle when I’m not on ops. According to the clock on the wall, it’s five-oh-two a.m. when I slip out of the infirmary. No pesky lieutenant hanging around to prod or question me; that’s good, and I wander down the corridor on my own. Everything’s quiet. I walk past empty offices, a conference room, a couple doors to private quarters… This place is like a mix of hotel and company HQ. Since it’s the Myrr Foundation we’re talking about, I’m sure there has to be more to it, somewhere. Maybe I should head up to the roof… Definitely get some coffee… I continue to walk, until I notice a sign for the Observation Gallery. Yep, that’ll do nicely. Five seconds later, I burst into a circular space with 360-degree views.
“Oh…”
Didn’t expect what I discover, and it takes my breath away. I lean with both hands on the railing. This is simply astonishing! I’ve never seen a city like this. It reminds me of the Manhattan architecture of 2086; vaguely. This is far bigger. More imposing. It makes even New York, our most advanced modern city, look like a badly-crafted model in comparison. I stare in fascination at shard-like structures of metal grey. Is there even a street below? These buildings appear to rise out of a sea of nothingness. There are lights moving through the air. No, wait... Leaning forward to see better, I smack my forehead against the glass. Never mind, it's worth it. Wow! I grin at the sight. These are actually airborne vehicles whizzing around! The whole scene is bathed in a muted grey-blue light that I know instinctively is artificial. I stare some more. So, this is not a dream. Upon waking up earlier, I allowed myself a minute to fantasize it might be. That perhaps I’d been injured in combat, and was now in a hospital, hallucinating my head off. But no, this feels as real as can be. Hello, 2217… I don’t know what this place is, or where it could be. I don’t know why, either, but I like what I’m looking at. A blaring alarm interrupts my contemplation.
“EMERGENCY, EMERGENCY! THIS BUILDING IS UNDER ATTACK! ALL PERSONNEL EVACUATE IMMEDIATELY!”
Ah, fuck! So much for being safe here! I run out of the room, as overhead lights flash on and off and the same urgent message repeats on a loop. I sprint back to the infirmary. I don’t have it in me to leave people behind in an emergency, even those I don’t fully trust are my friends yet.
“Jones?” I call. “Lieutenant!”
It’s clear she’s not there, and I don’t linger. As I fly around the corner on my way to the elevator, I hit something big and heavy which sends me crashing back. In less than a split second, before I’m able to recover, someone grabs me by the throat, lifts me up, and slams me against the wall. All the air whooshes out of my lungs. Goddammit! I’m not used to this... Usually, I’m the one who does the slamming. I kick as hard as I can, but fail to make contact. That surprises me, too. Struggling to breathe, and furious, I wrap the fingers of both hands around the arm that’s holding me in place. Shit… My attacker feels like he’s made of sheer metal.
“Argh!”
I struggle to free myself, find that I cannot. Pathetic, really, but I’m hemorrhaging oxygen and there’s not much I can do. It doesn’t take long to kill someone in this way… I know that from employing the method myself. And I must already be in a bad way, because as my assailant moves slightly in front of me, my eyes return a distortion. The way I see it, this guy has a massive forehead and only one, very blue eye, stuck in the middle. I claw savagely at his arm, attempt to punch him in the head, and I kick again, but it’s all in vain. I just can’t breathe, and everything is turning black. I’m going to faint… Thankfully, before that has a chance to happen, I hear a female voice. A sentence is spoken in a language I don’t recognize. A rough utterance follows. In the next instant, I am released, at last. Dropped, as if from a great height. I crash to the floor in a heaving heap, clutching at my throat. Seeing a bunch of stars, now. Fox, who turns out to be the woman who spoke, kneels by my side to offer some comfort.
“Oh, sweetie!” she murmurs. “It’s alright.”
“What—" I cough.
“Shh, don’t try to speak. Just breathe.”
Just breathe? I throw her an astonished look. What does she think I was trying to do just then?
“What’s going on?” I wheeze.
“Nothing,” she says. “Everything’s fine.”
“We’re not under attack?”
“No, no,” Fox replies. “It was only an exercise. We forgot to warn you yesterday, and we couldn’t let you know on the comm system when the alert started, since you’re not connected to our neural link.”
In other words, this is my fault, is it? Through another fit of hard coughing, I point something out to her.
“Feels like… I was attacked, actually.”
“I’m sorry, Commander, that was unfortunate.” Gosh, she really does have a way with words! “Just a miscommunication,” she adds.
We are not alone outside the elevators. Two other… People? Beings? Anyway, there are two of them, and they’re even more fascinating to look at than the city. I stand up and stare at the guy who almost crushed my larynx. He appears all nice and cool now, watching us with his arms crossed over his chest. It occurs to me that if he had really wanted to murder me, all he had to do was tighten his grip and, Snap! I’d be gone. At least seven feet tall, he’s full of muscle. Not made of metal, admittedly, but he does wear armor. And unless something’s still wrong with my brain, I was correct earlier. He looks like he stepped out of an ancient Greek legend.
“Who are you?” I ask.
He cocks his head toward Fox. She translates for him. I hear that low, guttural voice again. It’s not entirely unpleasant… Just different.
“He says: My name is Bryn, I’m a Cyclopean. Sorry about this rough introduction. I thought you might be an intruder.”
This is how I discover that in the year 2217, human beings are definitely no longer alone in the universe. This is surreal. But an apology is an apology, and I acknowledge it with a nod.
“Fine,” I say. “I’m Commander Redfield.”
Fox passes that on. I turn to the other individual. This one is clearly female and, once I look, I find it hard to take my eyes off her. She wears protective gear of a different kind. Tight leggings over muscled thighs and mid-calf combat boots. The same sort of form-hugging material covers her upper body. It’s sleeveless and reminds me of Kevlar, but I assume that since it’s 2217, it must be made of different matter. She carries a large pistol in a holster on her left hip, something else on her right. Probably a weapon. Her gear is not the only reason I stare. She’s got a magnificently sculpted body and her skin is totally black, like tourmaline. The top of her head, chin, arms, and the sides of her neck, are all covered in intricate designs. Tribal patterns in dark-red lines, the color of blood. I can see that these are natural, not tattoos. This creature, whoever she may be, is gorgeous. Without a word, she comes to stand in front of me. Up close and personal, invading my space. I frown. Oh, really? This is a deliberate challenge, but if she thinks I’ll be intimidated, she’s sadly mistaken. I stand my ground, look straight into her face. As her amber eyes bore into mine like heat-seeking missiles, I quickly realize another thing about her. She radiates both danger and disapproval in equal measures. If looks could kill, I wouldn’t need strangling, let’s put it this way. I smile at her.
“What’s your name?”
The ever-helpful Dr Fox translates, but I receive no answer. The female warrior just gives me one final look of disdain before she moves past me. I watch her board the elevator and nod to her companion to join her. Just before the doors close, she does say something to Fox. The meaning eludes me, but not her tone. She’s sharp and condescending. When they’re gone, I look to Fox for an explanation.
“This is Stella, Commander,” she tells me. “A native of the planet Antalos.”
For sure, I need a map and a lesson in galactic diversity.
“What did she say to you just now?”
Fox turns a darker shade of red in reaction.
“Mm. I wouldn’t worry about that, Commander.”
“I’m not worried, just curious. She didn’t look very pleased to meet me.”
“Well, Stella can be a bit impatient.”
“Right. So, what did she say?”
“That you need training, Commander,” Fox blurts out, “and that she’ll be happy to see to it.”
I burst out laughing, even as my heart skips a beat at the idea of sparring with the woman from Antalos. No doubt it’ll be fun. I can’t wait to wipe the floor with her tattooed ass.
“Excellent,” I reply.
∞∞∞
Over breakfast in her quarters, and a hot cup of sweet coffee to soothe my throat, I get a chance to ask her a few more questions. She’s easier to talk to than Hennisen.
“Yes, this is Myrr Headquarters,” she confirms. ”Located on Station Galileo, in high-orbit of Mars.”
Yesterday, when they told me about Elementium and space travel, I wondered if I’d be bold enough to leave my own planet. Now, I barely blink when she tells me that’s already happened.
“Nothing wrong with Earth, right?” I just double-check.
“Oh, no. Our planet is thriving. This location is convenient, that’s all.”
“Mars, eh?”
“That’s right.”
“So, we did terraform it, eventually.”
“Oh, yes,” she chuckles. “And very well, too.”
“How many civilizations are there in our solar system?”
“That remains to be discovered. But here: this should help to familiarize yourself with our most influential neighbors.”
She gives me a card with photos and descriptions, a Who’s Who? of our interstellar neighbors. As well as the two species I have already met, there are also races known as Torq, Elusyan, Akihanee, Elgon, Krohn… And many more. While they all have generally identifiable features, specific appearances vary greatly. The Torq representative’s body is covered in thick grey fur. The Elgon has striking amber eyes, which remind me of the over-confident Antalosian who thinks she can teach me a lesson in hand-to-hand combat. I linger over the Krohn’s triple set of teeth and protruding fangs, and admire the Akihanee’s marble-white, intelligent face.
“You’re smiling, Commander,” Fox remarks.
“Yes… They’re beautiful.”
“I’m delighted you think so. That’s a good state of mind for life in the 23rd Century.”
“Doesn’t everyone feel the same?”
“No,” she sighs. “Although, on the whole, things are better. At first, there were wars. Type I Civilizations are the conqueror sort. It’s very tempting, once in full control of one’s own planet, to travel around in search of other worlds to subdue.”
Interesting… I narrow my eyes at her.
“So, are we friends with all these guys?”
“Our Alliance is strong,” she tells me.
Sure. Must be why they conduct emergency drills and have a private army.
“Tell me about Bryn and Stella.”
“They’re with us. Soldiers, like you.”
“And you speak their language. That’s really cool.”
“Oh, no!” Fox laughs. “My comm implant takes care of that. It automatically translates any language into my own, and does it the other way around, when I speak.”
For the first time, I feel a pang of regret at not having access to this… Anyway. I spend the morning educating myself via the uncensored extranet. I read through every article and opinion piece I can find on Myrr, first. Then, I browse through the News, entertainment, adverts for second-hand shuttles, weapons stores, recipes, and soporific treatises on the history of the solar system. There is also plenty of alien porn on offer. I chance a look. Hey, why not? Some of the videos are weird, but other stuff makes me decide to switch off before I can get myself into trouble. After all, I haven’t had sex in a hundred-and-thirty-one years… No wonder I feel so pissed-off.
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Mars is lush, with a capital L. The planet is a Florida look-alike with glittering seas, white-sand beaches, and exotic flowers... For sure, we did a great job on the terraforming. The beer is good, too. But I’ve never been one for luxurious vacations.
“So, what’s the plan?” I ask Williams.
He took me on a tour of the station earlier, in one of those air shuttles I was secretly dying to try. Once I knew everything about artificially-created gravity systems, and what precautions they took to ensure that the entire station did not accidently get sucked out into the vacuum of space, he casually suggested that we hop over to Mars. As you do.
“For you?” he inquires.
“Yes. You brought me back to life…”
“We sure did,” he nods.
“Now, what’s the catch?”
He looks at me, clearly taken aback at the assumption that there may be one. Is he just nice? Extremely naïve? Or a cunning comedian? I haven’t decided yet.
“In my time, the Myrr Foundation had a bit of a reputation for being screwy,” I tell him. “Lots of money, powerful, doing all kinds of secret stuff behind the scenes.”
“Yes… Like Project Eternity.”
There you go. For sure, he’s not naïve.
“That’s right,” I confirm. “Like that fucking thing.”
We sit in front of a beautiful beach, and I think about Earth. They tell me it’s even more gorgeous than this. Our home planet has been restored to her state of original glory, before we dumb humans took it upon ourselves to ruin everything. Now her eco-systems are fully healed, forests have been revived, and depleted oceans are teeming with natural life once again. Williams pops the lid off a new beer and passes it to me.
“Thanks.”
“I never trusted Big Corp in the past either,” he remarks.
“No? And now, you work for one. What made you change your mind?”
“Myrr pioneered a treatment for a rare genetic disorder that was slowly killing my brother. A terrible disease which did not attack the brain, thankfully, but slowly destroyed the rest of his body. The disease stabilizes after a certain point, which means he could have lived a long life as a vegetable.”
“That’s awful. How is he now?”
“He’s great. Married. Just had a baby.”
“Good for him. I bet a lot of people Myrr put to sleep would love to have had that chance.”
His expression turns thoughtful.
“That’s true. But you know… In a way, the military is just like Big Corp.”
“Yeah? In what way?”
“They sold you out to the project.”
He’s absolutely right, and I wish I had something stronger to drink when I think about that. Once upon a time, my life was the Navy. I’d have sacrificed everything for the cause. But in the end, they took it from me in the worst form of betrayal.
“What’s the military up to these days?” I mutter, looking to confirm what I’ve already learned.
“We have observation outposts along the boundaries of our solar system. They maintain a line of defense against would-be invaders. Navy ships also patrol the system, initiate cargo checks of merchant vessels, enforce the rules, and keep everyone safe.”
“Regular peacetime duty.”
“Correct.”
In other words, only slightly above being in a coma. When I joined the Navy, we were at war. I doubt I’d have been attracted to it otherwise. I wanted to kick-ass at the time… Still do.
“I read that there are eight-hundred known multi-planetary systems in the galaxy,” I reflect. “And apparently, this number may only be the tip of the iceberg.”
Williams looks both amused and dreamy.
“Yes,” he chuckles. “And that’s only one galaxy. It’s mind- boggling, really.”
“And with that, the military aren’t involved in exploration of any kind? I find that hard to believe.”
“They are, but not much. Myrr’s capabilities in that regard dwarf theirs. It’s as it should be. The armed forces’ job is security and defense. Ours is… Everything else, pretty much.”
I know from my research that Myrr are fine experts in many fields: science, medicine, engineering, space exploration, culture, education… They entertain powerful connections, both human and otherwise. And if I try to think of how wealthy they are, my brain throbs harder than when I aim to figure out the universe.
“Ambitious people,” I nod. “But also ruthless, at times.”
“Ruthlessness and ambition are two sides of the same coin,” Williams reminds me. “It really should come as no surprise that over a few centuries of activity, balance between the two was not always maintained.”
I muffle a growl with a swig of beer. I understand what he’s saying, sure. Throughout my own career, and countless combat situations, I had to make hard choices. Sometimes questionable, invariably merciless... But the mission always came first. We all knew that, and the risks involved. I never hesitated. The thing is, this kind of ruthlessness really was for the greater good of all involved. Project Eternity was selfish, dangerous, short-sighted. Horrific, basically, and I don’t have this sort of insanity in me. I can grasp the theory of how it might happen, but I will never forgive Myrr, or the Navy, for what they did.
“No surprise,” I snap. “But it was wrong.”
“Agreed,” he replies. “And to answer your first question, Commander, there is no plan. No agenda. We brought you back because we could, and it was the right thing to do. But you don’t owe us anything.”
“Good.”
“So, what will you do with your freedom?”
Going back to the Navy is not an option. Regardless of how I feel about the system, there’s also the fact that I’ve been AWOL for a hundred-and-thirty-one years. I have a bulletproof excuse, no doubt, but chances are they wouldn’t reinstate me on the spot at the same rank I used to be. There’s no way I’m going to start again, just a grunt at the bottom of the food chain. Still, it occurs to me that the only thing I know how to be is a soldier. What am I going to do, if not lead men in battle and shoot guns? Another good question, and I can give no quick answer. I drain my beer, as Williams receives a message through his comm. He listens hard for several seconds, before delivering a short answer.
“Okay, I’ll bring her right back.”
He turns to look at me, his face suddenly tight. I raise a cool eyebrow.
“Her?” I repeat. “As in, me?”
“Sorry, Commander,” he nods. “But yes. We have to go.”
He stares briefly into an eye scanner on our way out, which is the way they pay for things with their implant, and rushes me toward the exit with a firm grip on my elbow. I’m not a huge fan of this sort of treatment.
“What’s going on?” I hiss, and shake him loose.
“Something we haven’t told you yet,” he admits, as we race toward the shuttle. “Please, don’t punch me when I tell you.”
∞∞∞
It’s a tense flight back to the station and Myrr HQ private dock. I can hear shouting as we come out of the elevator, and I waste no time flying down the corridor. Bryn is standing guard in front of the infirmary. He nods and moves aside when we draw near. No sign of the Antalosian; good. Jones emerges out the door just as I’m about to burst through. She looks harried, catches her breath at the sight of me. No doubt in anticipation of further trouble.
“Commander,” she starts. “I’m really—"
I wave a hand to stop her. Williams has already explained the reason why they kept one more crucial thing from me, and it actually makes sense. The coming out of stasis protocol was not working on this guy, the only other survivor of Project Eternity. They were convinced he would never wake up, or that if he did, his body would go into shut-down. They didn’t want to add to my grief. Once again, I don’t like it, but I understand.
“It’s fine,” I tell her. “Just let me see him.”
She nods, visibly relieved.
“Follow me.” She fills me in as we walk. “Your friend went through several really bad seizures when he was unconscious, so we had him strapped down. For his own good, of course.”
“That why he’s shouting?”
“Correct. The moment he woke up, he started threatening to throw us all out the windows if we didn’t let him out of his restraints.” She sounds exasperated. “Of course, we want to! But we haven’t yet, just in case he tries to make good on his threat.”
I smirk with a rush of pleasure at the thought of my buddy from 2086, raising hell in there. Good man!
“Dr Fox is with him,” Jones adds. “I don’t think it’s helping much.”
Right on cue, the psychologist comes scurrying out the door of the Resus room.
“Ah, Commander,” she exclaims. “We need your help with this one!”
“How much have you told him?” I ask.
“Nothing, so far.” She glances over her shoulder, as a string of colorful expletives reaches us. “He needs to calm down before we can have that conversation. I tell him he’s safe but, right now, it’s like he’s swallowed pure adrenaline.”
“The waking-up drugs are powerful,” Jones advises. “They can have a bit of an adverse effect.”
“I’d be having an adverse effect if I woke up shackled to a hospital bed,” I mutter. “For sure.”
Fox gives a sympathetic nod. Jones squares her shoulders.
“Let’s go,” she says, as if we’re going into battle.
The last time I saw this guy, we were out in the Californian desert, on a live-fire training exercise with the Green Berets. The next day, I reported to Camp Greywolf. The rest is history. And he’s not shooting hot ammo now, but his eyes throw daggers at Jones when he spots her coming back.
“YOU!” he snarls. “Let me out of these goddamn—”
“Stand down, Master Chief,” I instruct in a firm voice.
His mouth drops open when he catches sight of me, and he goes from wild anger to bewilderment.
“Red? Boss… What the hell!”
“Let me take these off you, and I’ll explain.”
Master Chief Petty Officer, Miguel Sanchez, is begrudgingly quiet as I unlock his restraints. The skin on his wrists has been rubbed raw from all the struggling. Same for his ankles, bleeding in places. I shoot a disapproving glance at Jones. As she moves in with disinfectant, Sanchez also growls at her in warning.
“It’s alright,” I promise. “Relax.”
“What’s going on, Boss?” he exclaims. “First, you disappear on us on some secret mission, then me and Drago get summoned up to Greywolf for—"
“Drago?” I interrupt.
Fox shakes her head on the other side, safely where he can’t see. I take it to mean that the youngest member of our platoon, the breacher who always cracked the best jokes, did not wake up from the experiment. Fuck!
“Hey, Red? Talk to me.”
I focus back on Sanchez. Dark crew cut, Hulk Hogan build, quick brown eyes. Awake and kicking. Calling me Red, as all my team guys do. I feel like a little bit of home is back in my world... Didn’t realize I needed it so much.
“Damn, it’s good to see you!”
He eyes me suspiciously.
“Yeah?”
Of course, I’m not renowned for such outbursts of affection. Jones finishes fixing him up, and I notice she’s not using the tool she employed to heal my bleeding knuckles. Nothing that might startle or confuse Sanchez, and provoke another fit. I don’t have such qualms, and I know he’ll appreciate a more direct approach than they employed with me.
“I don’t know what the brass told you guys, but I wasn’t on a secret job,” I begin. “I was at Greywolf, too.”
His eyes grow wide at that, and I see Fox gesture for me to slow down. I ignore her.
“They put me under, Sanchez. They did the same to you.”
She throws her hands up like she’s about to start swearing in Italian, and I watch his expression turn feral. That’s the look of a man who knows how to kill with bare hands, and who’s done it a few times before.
“They did fucking what?” he snarls.
He turns to stare at Jones, who huffs in annoyance.
“Not us,” she protests. “Commander, please!”
“Not them,” I confirm. “They’re on our side, no worries.”
“That’s not a Navy uniform,” he scolds, before turning back to me. He’s impatient, angry. Still unsuspecting. “So, how long were we under? What day is it, Red?”
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Later that night, I am summoned to Hennisen’s private quarters for a chat. While on my way there, I come upon Bryn loitering outside the elevator. He waves when he sees me, instantly alert. Looks like he’s been waiting.
“Hey,” I nod, assuming it must be some kind of universal.
His eye sparkles, and he grunts in similar fashion. By then, his appearance is no longer quite so fascinating to me. Just Bryn, no big deal. I’ve always had a talent for adapting quickly to new situations, and this world is no exception. All things considered, that’s a hell of a good thing. Bryn writes something on a tablet he holds, and turns it round to show me. I watch incomprehensible lines of script rearrange themselves into something I can read.
‘Sorry about that brutal first encounter.’
I take hold of the tablet, and write my own reply.
‘No worries. Brutal is my middle name.’
 He chuckles.
‘Is your friend okay?’
‘Yes, he’s getting there. Thanks for asking.’
He nods again, and I get the sense that he’s as frustrated by this slow means of communication as I am. Still, it’s a start, and I appreciate the fact that he took the initiative.
‘You’re a soldier?’ I write.
He scribbles furiously in reply.
‘I was a platoon leader and commander with my people’s forces for 10 years. Later, I became a Captain with the Galactic Alliance Army. Then, I chose Myrr.’
I grab the tablet again.
‘So, you outrank me. Technically.’
‘Not technically,’ he writes back, grinning.
His path is interesting. I wonder what would make a soldier with his rank and experience want to leave the military in order to join a civilian, human outfit. I ask him via the tablet translator.
‘For adventure,’ he answers. ‘With our solar and neighboring systems more or less at peace, Myrr charter ships for the exploration of new worlds. The military stay at home.’
I know exactly what he’s saying.
‘You were bored with regular duty,’ I write.
He reads the comment, and throws his head back to laugh heartily.
‘Touché!’ he grins. ‘You and I think alike, Commander.’
I find myself warming up to this guy at the speed of light. He’s right, we’re very similar. Warriors, both of us. I salute him, since he would definitely outrank me in the military. As it is, this is more as a show of respect than anything else, and I can tell he understands. He returns the gesture, but also holds out his four-fingered hand to me. I’ve made a friend. As Hennisen welcomes me to his apartment, I still don’t know where I stand with him.
“Thank you for coming, Commander.”
“Sure thing. Thanks for the invite.”
I didn’t feel like I had a choice, but never mind. He lets me in plush surroundings, and I find myself instantly drawn to the window. His panoramic views of the station rival the ones in the observation room.
“What do you think of our Galileo?” he asks. “Impressive, huh?”
It’s all urban high-tech out there, austere chrome and bluish hues. A design engineer’s futuristic dream suspended in a sea of stars. Both beautiful and potentially deadly, should the station’s gravity system ever fail... Although this must be my 2086 mind speaking. 23rd Century humans must be well past such concerns by now. It is clear that their level of technological excellence can be trusted.
“Yes, sir,” I answer. “I like it a lot.”
“Good. And are you also a whisky enthusiast, Commander Redfield?”
I get enthusiastically drunk after a hard mission, but that’s not what he’s asking. I reply in the affirmative, enthusiastically, and he hands me a glass.
“GlenAllachie, Old Batch 4. Aged in casks of charred white oak. Unique in any day and age. Best human whisky available on the market.”
Just a whiff of the stuff leaves me in no doubt this must be true.
“Glad humanity’s maintaining high standards for the things that matter,” I remark.
With a smile of approval, he gestures for me to take a seat. I choose the couch, he opts for a chair on the other side. Puts some distance between us. I suspect he’s got something up his sleeve.
“I hear from my medical team that Master Chief Sanchez is getting on well,” he starts, softly enough.
“Yeah, he’s doing great. Took it better than I did.”
“You were fine,” he assures me. “Also, the first one to wake up. No doubt having a trusted friend there to break the news to him made it easier for Sanchez to come to terms with the truth.”
“No doubt. And I told him straight.”
I lean forward, elbows comfortably on my thighs, and take a sip of the whisky. It feels like a cheeky slap in the face, a filthy kiss, and a warm hug, all rolled into one. It makes me smile and close my eyes for an instant. For sure, that’s miles better than the cheap swill I’m used to. I savor the sensation of superior alcohol tickling at my throat and heating me up from the inside out. I definitely could get used to this expensive white-oak, whatever it’s called, stuff.
“I know what you think,” Hennisen replies, his eyes intent on my face. “That we weren’t as straightforward with you as we should have. Not blunt enough.”
Silently, I nod. He has to know I don’t completely trust him.
“But protocol had to be followed,” he adds. “Your physical and psychological wellbeing were of paramount importance to us. Still are. I won’t apologize for that.”
I roll my glass in between my hands, watching thoughtfully as the gorgeous liquid swirls. I remember how impatient he was to ‘fill me in’ at the time. It was Fox who made him wait, and do it by the book. I expect protocols and my mental health would have been the least of his worries if she had not been there. Keen to see what else he’ll tell me, I let this slide… Ish.
“I’m grateful to you and your team for bringing us back,” I say. “And for letting us acclimatize here. So long as we’re done with the surprises.”
There’s something artificial about the smile he gives me in return. I notice it never really touches his eyes. Fair enough… It matches the warning in my voice. We’re talking, but we’re not friends. I don’t mind that, so long as I know the score.
“Nearly there, Commander,” he tells me.
“Yeah, right.” I throw him a sideways glance. “Didn’t think you invited me here just for a tasting session.”
“Correct,” he replies. “I did not.”
∞∞∞
I go back to Sanchez and find him frozen in place in front of the console, eyes wide and a look of utter confusion on his face.
“What’s up?”
“Shit, Red. Have you seen this stuff?”
“What?” I tease. “The price of second-hand shuttles?”
“No! THAT!” he growls, pointing at the screen. “Fuck!”
“Yeah, I think that’s the point.”
“But I mean… How many tentacles?”
He’s positively squeaking, and I’m not going to look.
“Turn that off,” I say.
To take his mind off traumatizing alien porn, I pass him the bottle of whisky Hennisen gifted me at the end of our meeting. It actually went pretty well, once we got used to each other.
“Oh, yeah,” Sanchez approves. “That’ll do.”
He takes a long swallow and offers it back to me.
“Thanks, I’m good.”
“Sure?” he frowns, and he’s not used to this kind of answer from me. “You alright, Boss?”
“Yeah, just pacing myself.”
“Roger that. So. What did the big CEO want?”
“To discuss the future, and offer us a job.”
“Yeah,” he shrugs. “Figures, eh.”
“What do you mean by that?”
“Well, now he’s brought us back from the dead, I guess he thinks he can call in a few favors. Does he have dirty work that needs taking care of? Or are we gonna have to work for him for free?”
He’s obviously every bit as distrustful as I was at the start, which I fully expected.
“It’s fine,” I assure him. “We don’t owe this guy anything. There won’t be any dodgy or unpaid work. And we are also free to refuse the offer.”
“Alright. Fair enough, I guess. What’s the job?”
First, I get up on the bed, boots and all. I prop a few pillows behind my head, get comfy, and gesture for the bottle.
“Thought you were pacing yourself?” he complains.
“I am. Hand it over.”
When he does, I relay Hennisen’s offer to join his team.
“To do what, Red?”
“Handle security on his exploration ship.”
Sanchez’s expression doesn’t change.
“A spaceship,” he just prompts.
“Yep.”
“With that one-eyed guy?”
“Bryn,” I nod. “Yes. He’s a captain, by the way, so...”
“Got it, I’ll show appropriate respect. Haven’t met the other one yet. You say she’s hot?”
I roll my eyes. Trust my guy to focus on this kind of thing to the exclusion of almost anything else.
“I didn’t say that,” I clarify, although, for sure, it’s occurred to me. “Why? You looking to enact some of the vids you’ve been watching?”
“Maybe,” he grins. “Depends.”
From what I experienced so far, and her delightful warmth, I think Stella’s more likely to want to kill us both, actually. But, whatever... I watch him, as he sips from the bottle.
“You don’t seem very fazed by this world, Sanchez.”
“That’s not true. Tentacles freak me out,” he laughs.
“What about the rest?” I insist. “Spaceships and the Galileo station; Cyclopean soldiers… and Mars! That all leaves you cold, does it?”
He shrugs again, and I can sense his discomfort.
“No, it’s not that at all.”
“What is it, then?” I push.
“I feel kind of numb,” he finally admits. “Floaty in the head. Like I’m inside a dream, and nothing’s of any real consequence here. Like I’m just biding my time till I wake up where I belong. You know what I mean?”
He’s one of the most grounded people I know, and I really don’t like this kind of talk. I don’t let him see that it shakes me, but it does.
“This is no dream, Sanchez,” I reply, ignoring his question. “Whatever you do here will have consequences down the line, both for yourself and others.”
“Yeah, yeah… I know.”
Maybe, he does. But he’s still avoiding my gaze, so I snatch the bottle out of his hand to make sure I have his attention. He shoots me a grim look. Frankly, I couldn’t care less.
“Are you going to be alright?”
“Of course! Don’t worry about it.”
“It’s a lot to integrate, and I’ve got a head start on it,” I add. “Take your time, but if that sense of unreality doesn’t go away, tell me. We’re in this together. Understood?”
“Understood,” he grunts, and reminds me I’ve got a head start on the drinking, too. “You gonna share, or what?”
“You sure that’s good for your floaty head?”
“Come on, Red!” he groans.
I figure we’re in a safe place, and I’m here to keep an eye on him. So, I relent and let him have it. For a little while, we’re both silent. He drinks, clearly in a bad mood. I lie back and close my eyes, empty my mind of any and all thought. I find I never need very long in this state to reset myself, whenever I need to calm down a bit. He’s the first to speak again.
“You think that job’s a good idea?”
“Yes. I’m interested in it, for sure.”
“Thought you might, Storm Redfield…”
He shakes his head, looks at me wryly.
“What?” I inquire in a sharper tone.
“Just that you’re always first to volunteer for any mission, even when you don’t know what the hell’s at stake. Living up to your name, I guess.”
There’s an edge to his smile, and I don’t understand it.
“You’re always up for it as well, right alongside me and the rest of the team,” I remark. “So, don’t say it like it’s a bad thing, all of a sudden. What do you think of Hennisen’s offer?”
“It’s not like we have a lot of other options.”
I suppress a sigh of disappointment, remind myself he’s not been in this world for long. Maybe there is such a thing as jetlag for century-hopping soldiers. Perhaps his lack of enthusiasm is simply due to that.
“Even if we did,” I tell him, “I find the idea of life onboard an exploration starship exciting. Traveling across all the systems, exploring new planets… No?”
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I don’t want to leave things on a terse ‘I’ll think about it’, so I stay with him a bit longer, until he’s more relaxed. More like himself. When he starts to yawn is my cue to go.
“You’ll be around, yeah?” he says.
“Sure. Right next door.”
“Alright.”
I crack the sort of joke we like to share.
“Need me to tuck you in as well, Master Chief? Read you a bedtime story?”
“Fuck off,” he growls, but I can tell he’s amused.
I raise a caustic eyebrow.
“Fuck off…?”
“Commander,” he laughs. “Now get out of here!”
I don’t feel like sleep, so I go on a wander. Sanchez and I are staying on the guest wing, but I heard Jones mention something about roughing it in the crew quarters. Down one level I go, and follow the corridor to another room with more great views of the station. Lieutenant Jones is in there. Stretched out on the couch with her boots off, reading from a data pad. She sits up quickly when she sees me.
“Commander! Everything alright?”
“At ease, Lieutenant. Just exploring the place.”
“Ah… Okay. Good.”
Myrr HQ is in keeping with the rest of the station: clean, sharp, minimalist in the extreme. But as I look around this room, I pick up a dark stain on the carpet; wine? blood? Must be the first option. There are empty coffee cups on the table, an abandoned chessboard in the corner, and someone’s jacket half-hung over a chair. Must be the team room. Maybe my team, sooner than later.
“Mind if I share something with you, Lieutenant?”
“Of course not.”
“Hennisen offered me and Sanchez a job.”
“I thought he might,” she nods. “We normally crew a team of four on the security detail, and we’ve only got Bryn and Stella, our two regulars, at the moment.”
“What happened to the others?”
I envision a mission gone wrong, but she surprises me with her response.
“Soldiers naturally come and go,” she says, “but these two were fired.”
“Fired!” I exclaim. “Why?”
“Since we’re a small team, everyone’s expected to help with everything,” she explains. “There’s the research aspect, whatever Williams or Dr Fox will need you to assist with. You’ll also have to handle night guard duty, maintenance tasks when they arise, etc., etc.”
“I was briefed on that,” I tell her. “No issue.”
“The other guys were told as well, but still acted as if they could just hang around and chill until a combat situation arose. We had to part company.”
I’d expect to be involved in regular duty onboard any ship, Navy, Galactic, whatever. It occurs to me that Sanchez may not be so happy helping with research. Oh, well.
“Hennisen said you see quite a bit of action on every trip,” I prompt, in a bid to confirm. “Even though you don’t go looking for trouble.”
“Sure,” she approves. “It’s a big universe with its fair share of pirates, hijackers, renegades and mercenaries. We never know what we’ll encounter on any given day, hence the requirement for a team of well-trained, experienced soldiers.”
Hearing this makes my blood sing, and I shiver in reaction.
“Excited?” she grins.
“You could say that, yes.”
“Well, there should be plenty to keep you occupied.”
“Good. Although I haven’t signed on the dotted line yet...”
“Of course. It’s smart to think about it before you do.” She nods, and points to her ear. “Sorry, I have a call coming in.”
“No worries. Thanks for the chat, Lieutenant.”
I leave her to it and hang a random left out the door. Round the corner, I stumble on a training room, and two other potential teammates. Inside a painted ring on the floor, Stella and Bryn are engaged in a dance all of their own… One with loaded fists and kicks involved. Definitely my kind, and I step in to observe the sparring session. Might as well take the opportunity to see what these guys are made of, if I’m going to be working with them. Of course, my throat remembers how strong and powerful Bryn is, even when he’s holding back. Now, I see that he fights like all big guys: with a low center of gravity, sledgehammer punches, and the occasional low kick that I’ve no doubt would break legs not in armor. He’s quick on his feet for such a heavy fighter. I’m favorably impressed, but that’s nothing compared to what I feel when I focus on Stella. She looks tiny in front of him, but she’s tight and incredibly fast, and also displays astonishing skills. I gnaw lightly on my bottom lip as I admire her movements. She’s like ink in motion. Shifting and taunting, keeping him guessing... When she manages to land a punch that briefly throws him off his stance, I realize how much power she holds, too. They go on like this for a while, until Bryn notices my presence and raises a friendly hand in greeting.
“Hey,” he says.
“Hey,” I reply, and instantly wish I’d bothered to learn how to say hello in his language.
Stella says nothing. She stays in the ring when he steps out, with both hands on her hips and her eyes heavy on my face. Not even breathing a little bit hard, I notice.
“Hi,” I say to her.
We’ve yet to meet each other properly, the soldier way, and although I won’t force it, I sure hope she’ll ask. She does so by jutting her chin sharply toward me and pointing a finger at the floor. At her feet, specifically. I laugh, and write on Bryn’s pad.
‘Over-confident.’
Of course, she’s not interested in reading what I have to say, but Bryn does.
‘Careful,’ he writes back. ‘She’s dangerous.’
Having just seen her in action, I gather there’s truth to that, but I still make a show of stifling a yawn. He raises both hands in front of him, palms out, which I get is universal for: ‘It’s your funeral.’ Well, alright then. No pressure, Redfield.
“Go time,” I declare.
Stella stays relaxed as I step into the ring. She doesn’t flinch when I roll my shoulders and bring my guard up. I start slowly circling around her. She moves in sync, and watches me with a faint smile, as if amused that I would dare answer her challenge. Still, her eyes give her away. They’re hard, intent. Her attention doesn’t waver. I realize her outward arrogance must be like my banter: just a thin layer to hide how deadly we both are. If she’s anything like me, she probably won’t engage in much foreplay.  That turns out to be correct, and I’ve waited too long. In the next instant, she makes the first move. Damn! She’s so quick that all I see is a blur, as she vanishes from sight. Before I even have time to locate her, I get booted hard from behind. I whirl around and find her shaking her head at me.
“Right,” I groan.
Of course, she does it right over again. This time, she gets close enough to clip my chin with an uppercut. Hard enough to knock my head back, but careful not to hurt. Like she’s playing with a kid. She’s starting to piss me off. On her third attempt, I get her good. First time, I was blind, fair enough. Second time, I managed to observe. Now, I’m able to anticipate her movement and trip her up. She stumbles forward. As she does, I push my hand flat on her back and send her crashing to the floor. She’s up again in an instant, glaring at me.
“Enjoy that trip, did you?” I tease.
Jones and Dr Fox have joined our audience by then, and Fox translates the comment. Stella growls low and deep in her throat, a sure warning to me. Okay, we’re ON! I don’t give her a chance to dictate what’ll happen next. I deliver a roundhouse kick to her hip that briefly throws her off-balance, and follow that up with a concentrated one-two punch. Those don’t land where I intended, unfortunately. She’s gone again. I know she’ll be behind me, so I drop and swivel. I plan to swipe her legs out from under her, but instead, I get hit by a boot in the face. Fair to say this one could have given me a concussion if, once again, she’d not held safely back. I’m convinced my initial move would have worked against a lesser opponent, and I deserve to be hit for forgetting that she’s nothing of the sort.
“Go on, Commander!” Jones encourages.
Stella smirks as I lick blood off my lip. Fox is quick to relay her words to me.
“Up your game, human. This is pitiful.”
She is beyond infuriating... And not entirely wrong.
“Be careful what you wish for,” I reply.
She charges at me in a blur of fists and kicks, but that’s my kind of fighting, and I don’t let her land a single blow. We trade moves for a while, learning each other’s style. I wouldn’t admit it to her, but she’s a joy to spar with. I’m getting into my groove. She’s clearly frustrated, which makes it all the more fun.
“What?” I laugh. “You all out of tricks?”
When she hisses at me, I sense an opening in her defense. I throw a good, clean punch. Since she told me to up my game, I don’t even try to hold back a little bit. The punch hits the spot, and I enjoy the sensation of my knuckles sinking into her cheek. She staggers back a couple steps, but still manages to remain on her feet, which is impressive. Of course, I’m not done with her yet. I grab her around the waist and use my full weight to bring her down. There is a satisfying woosh sound as she hits the floor,
and all the air comes out of her lungs. I seize her wrists, pin her hands above her head. She bucks like a wild bronco, but I’ve got a solid hold of her. I lean close to her face, look into her furious, burning eyes.
“So,” I say. “How’s that for a pitiful hum—”
I don’t get to finish driving the point home. What stops me is a flash of electricity ripping through my body like a spear. It’s a surprise. It hurts, too, and my question ends in a strangled cry. In the blink of an eye, she’s back in control and on top of me. Fuck! My body feels numb all over, and I can’t move my arms or legs. Safe from retaliation, she subjects me to a long, patronizing glance, and comments something that sounds annoying before I even know the meaning.
“You talk too much!” Fox translates, too enthusiastically for my liking.
I growl in anger directed at Stella, but she just eyes me with a cold smile. Sweat glistens on her forehead, as she leans in even closer, and a bruise is already forming on her cheek. It’s barely visible under her jet-black skin, but I draw a sliver of satisfaction from the fact that I left my mark on her. Also, she had to resort to unethical tricks to avoid losing this session to a miserable human like me. Of course, if this were for real, I’d probably be dead. Not such a good thought.
“Shove off,” I order.
She cocks an indifferent eyebrow, and slams my hand down when I regain enough feeling to attempt to lift it. She waves her own in front of my eyes, electricity arcing between her fingers.
“Very nice,” I sneer. “But you’re not as good as—”
“Sshhh!”
She touches an electric finger to my mouth and makes me flinch. Bitch! Bryn says something that makes her laugh, but no translation follows for me. Fine, have your fun while you can. I flex the fingers of my free hand and work on making a tight fist. I’m going to smash that stupid grin off her face, and then we’ll see who’s laughing. But as she continues to watch me, her amber eyes slowly shift to a very different expression. I blink, suddenly confused. What the hell…
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My Navy friend is snoring whisky dreams across the bed when I burst into the room, and shake him awake.
“What?” he roars.
“Get up. Hennisen wants us.”
“Oh, yeah? And why should I care?”
Having just experienced my first electrocution at the hands of an alien fighter, not to mention other heart-pounding stuff, I’m not in the mood for his hangover drama.
“Come on, Sanchez!” I snap in reply.
His eyes widen in surprise when he sits up and glances at me.
“What happened to your face?”
“Sparring with Stella.”
“Hell, Red… You let someone get you like that?”
He sounds upset, as if my busted lip were a personal insult to him. Of course, he’s seen me fight plenty of times before, and also been my training partner in the ring. He knows what I can do, and he’s never been able to make me bleed. Maybe that’s the problem; jealousy.
“She’s got dirty tricks up her sleeve,” I explain.
“Really?” he jabs. “Sounds like an excuse to me.”
“Take it as a heads-up for when it’s your time to spar with her.” His grin fades a little. “Anyway, I gave her a black eye for her efforts.”
“Ah. Good.” He nods. “You should have called me in. Dirty fighting… You know I like to watch.”
I know he does, and also the real reason why. No doubt he would have loved to witness this session between me and Stella! I’m not sure what the deal is with her, but I’m puzzled. As soon as I was down, she went from offensive fighter to aggressive flirt in less than a second. She leaned low over me, so close I could feel the warmth of her breath and see minute changes in the size of her pupils. The way she passed the tip of her tongue over her dark lips could have been described as sensuous, I suppose. As far as I’m concerned, it was just pure filth. It made me swallow harder than I wanted her to see. She purred at my reaction. I’ve no idea what she would have done next, if Hennisen’s call had not come through. Lick the blood off my lip? Shove her tongue down my throat? I’d be lying if I said either one of those would have been an issue. It is what it is.
“Red!” Sanchez calls to bring me back.
“Mm?”
“I said, what does Hennisen want with us?”
“Let’s go find out. He called the whole team to the briefing room.”
I know something’s wrong the second we arrive. For a start, Hennisen is sitting down, fingers on his head like he’s fighting a headache. Even in the short amount of time that I’ve known him, he’s always come across as energetic and strong. Now, he looks pale. Older. His hand shakes as he accepts a glass of water from Jones. Sanchez throws me a questioning look which turns even more intrigued as he sees Stella. She glares at him, standing tall and forbidding. Doesn’t even spare a glance at me. Delightful.
“We’re all here, sir,” Jones says.
“Right.” Hennisen’s jaw flicks. “Watch.”
It’s easy to guess who the dark-haired man who appears on the holographic screen is. Take forty years off him, and he could be Hennisen’s twin. He, too, looks harried and pale.
“This is an urgent assistance request to any Alliance ship in the vicinity of the Tellus System,” he announces. “Today is Day 219, Solar-Galactic. We were attacked this morning…”
A burst of static interrupts the transmission, but he’s soon back on.
“Not sure who our assailants were. Some kind of arachnid species. They breached a hole through our hull. Many casualties among the crew.”
His stress is palpable from the way he speaks.
“There’s something on this planet!” he hisses. “It’s aware... It watches!”
Both his tone and choice of words send a shiver down my spine. Before he can say any more, a massive bang is heard in the background, and he’s nearly thrown off his chair.
“Shit! Looks like they’re back.” He grabs an assault rifle off the desk and throws one last look into the transmitter. “We’ll do our best here. Whatever happens… Hey, I love you, Dad.”
There is a last glimpse of him racing out of the room. Shouts are heard. Hennisen groans as the transmission cuts off, and I let out the breath I’ve been holding. This is heavy stuff.
“Any news from the crew?” Williams inquires.
“No. The distress beacon is active, but their comm appear to be down.”
A glance around the room confirms everyone understands the same. Forget a comm malfunction... After this transmission, it’s possible the crew may all be dead. A hull breach is a serious issue on any sea vessel; I assume it’s even worse on a spaceship. Of course, they must have an evacuation procedure, and escape shuttles... Did they manage to get out in time? And then, what? Why did they go quiet? My mind bubbles with questions no one would know the answers to.
“Jed will be okay,” Fox murmurs.
She rests a reassuring hand on Hennisen’s shoulder, and he turns to her with a soft nod. Personally, I don’t like platitudes in times of crisis, but hey; whatever works. At least, he recovers enough to bark an order at his people.
“Go on ahead and ready the ship for departure.”
“Yes, sir!”
Williams, Jones, and Bryn instantly leave. Hennisen rises to his feet and turns to me.
“Commander, I made you an offer earlier. Now, my son is in mortal danger. I need a quick answer from you. Will you be joining our team, yes or no?”
What I’ve just seen and heard is pounding at the back of my mind. Hennisen Jr, bravely picking up his weapon to go defend his ship. His last emotional sentence to his dad. Stark words of warning, as well. ‘Attacked… Some kind of arachnid species… Many casualties…’ Sanchez scowls unhelpfully when I glance at him, and I feel the weight of responsibility pressing on my shoulders. I’m his commanding officer, his teammate, and the only link to his old life. I know what I want, but I’m also aware that he’ll opt to stick with me, no matter what I choose. We could travel back to Earth or settle on tropical Mars... Take it easy and enjoy the rest of our lives in peace. Even though he’s a really good soldier, something tells me he might like that even more. Still, it’s not for me, and I’ve got to be true to my calling.
“Commander?” Hennisen prompts.
I nod firmly in reply.
“Yes, sir. I’m in.”
“Good. You?” he tosses at Sanchez.
“Master Chief, Sanchez. I’m with Redfield,” my man grunts, clearly stating his allegiance.
I’d be annoyed as well if someone spoke to me like I’m an inconsequential grunt, but Hennisen can be forgiven today. He’s clearly reeling from the situation. I throw Sanchez a quick wink to appease him. He doesn’t smile in return, and I guess he’ll be giving me an earful when he can get me on my own. Won’t be the first time. Other than sex, or partying with the troop, yelling at me is his preferred way of coping with stressful situations. I’m cool with that.
“Stella will take you to our ship,” Hennisen declares.
“I’ll go with you,” Fox offers.
∞∞∞
The shuttle ride ensures complete silence from Sanchez, at least in the beginning. Stella has a way of throwing the vehicle around the air-lanes that is all her own, and not necessarily wonderful. It also reminds me of her fighting style. She displays insane skills and lightning-fast reaction times, which is a good thing, since I don’t think she knows how to work the brake system. Sitting in the back with her in control is a white-knuckle experience, and I decide that the best way to handle it is to stop looking out the window. I turn to Fox instead.
“Tell me about Hennisen’s son,” I ask.
“Oh, Jed is such a sweetie,” she smiles.
Of course, that doesn’t tell me much. Even the big, powerful Bryn is a sweetie to her... But she continues.
“James’s wife died in an accident when Jed was very young, still only five-years old. He and his dad grew extremely close as a result. They had to rely on each other a lot over the years.”
“What kind of accident?” I prompt.
“Joy Hennisen was a renowned geologist. She and her team were out exploring caves in a remote area of Mars one day when a strong underground quake occurred, causing the entire system to collapse. Their bodies were never found.”
“Mm.” I wince at the thought of being buried under tons of rubble, or losing someone I love in this way. “That’s tough.”
“Yes… James took it hard. He never remarried. After Joy’s death, he focused exclusively on his work with the Foundation and on raising his son.”
“Was he intent on Jed becoming a ship captain?”
“Not at all!” she laughs. “James wanted his only son to lead a safe and happy life on Earth, or one of the colonies. Like Mars, Pluto, or Neptune; you see?”
“Right,” I nod, registering that extra bit of info.
“But the boy was adamant that he wanted to be an explorer for Myrr, and have his own ship. He won James’s support in the end, and his dad threw as many obstacles and challenges in his way as he could manage!”
She looks pleased to share that with me.
“Weird kind of support,” I remark. “No?”
“Only on a surface level,” Fox says. “James’s reasoning was that if his son really insisted on travelling the galaxy, he would put him through the hardest training and turn him into the best, most resourceful captain he could. Hopefully, this would ensure his safety out there.”
I feel for Hennisen when I hear this. I don’t have any kids of my own, never yearned for family and a settled lifestyle. Sadly, I do know what it feels like to try to protect someone you love, and fail. I sincerely hope we’ll be able to help his son.
“From what I’ve seen of him on the transmission, Jed is a worthy captain,” I tell her. “I look forward to meeting him.”
“Thank you, Commander. You really are a sweetie.”
“Thanks. Only had to wait a hundred-and-thirty-one years for a woman to call me that.“
She laughs, as Sanchez turns to us.
“What the fuck is wrong with that woman?” he snaps.
Stella plunges the shuttle in between two larger vehicles, forcing her way through where there doesn’t seem to be one.
“Are you a pilot, Mr. Sanchez?” Fox asks him.
“No, and that’s my point. She’s not, either!”
Stella throws him an icy glance, and says something in her own language that makes Fox chuckle and turn beetroot at the same time. She doesn’t translate, but there’s no need. We land at the spaceport in one piece, and as soon as I spot the ship we’ll be travelling on, I know I’ve made the right decision about joining this team. She’s called the Ulysses, and not what I expected, but in a good way.
“Wow,” Sanchez nods. “You see the guns on her?”
“Yep,” I smile. “Sure do.”
The Ulysses looks like she might bark at you if you get too close. She’s small and compact, with an aggressive design. Her flawless bottom hull supports an upper structure rounded into a sleek curve from nose to thrusters. Four of those, massive in size. On top, three-quarters down, are mounted the cannons Sanchez refers to. Two on each side, looking good. Short wing extensions ensure stability and aerodynamism. I spot missile openings into the edges. Alright… This girl is a fighter. I look for the cockpit, but I can barely see it, hidden under a sheltered recess built into the front. Very nice, too. This will guarantee great views at all times, and protection in a combat situation. The Ulysses is shark-grey in color and deceptively simple in appearance, but I feel one would be foolish to underestimate her. What little I can see of weapons and engines speaks of real toughness and efficiency.
“I didn’t expect a war frigate for an exploration starship,” I comment.
Fox translates that, and Stella handles the reply. For once, she doesn’t seem offended at the mere sound of my voice. That’s definitely good news.
“A stealth frigate with an Elementium core and state-of-the art laser weapons,” she offers.
For me, it’s love at first sight.
“She’s got bite,” I nod approvingly. “I like it.”
The woman from Antalos flashes me an enigmatic smile.
“Good,” she says.
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Upon arrival through the loading bay, Fox directs us straight to the elevator, and on to the bridge to join Williams. The inside of the frigate is similar to the outside: metal walls painted grey, re-enforced bulkheads, and heavy-duty rubber flooring are all very much to my taste. I like enduring things: weapons, gear, ships… And people, too. Tough always makes me feel safe and happy, and the Ulysses screams hardcore at every turn.
“Alright, you took the job!” Williams smiles when we reach him. “Welcome aboard, Commander. It’s good to have you too, Master Chief.”
“Thanks. Are you going to pilot this thing?” Sanchez asks.
“That’s right.”
“Great.”
He’s still looking green from the shuttle ride, and Williams hazards an amused guess.
“Did you come in with Stella?”
“Crashed in feels more appropriate a description.”
“Ah! Baptism of fire. This should be a lot smoother.”
I glance at the console and screens that surround his pilot’s seat. That’s nothing I haven’t seen before, but the floating silver-grey ball in the corner is.
“What is this?” I inquire. “A hologram?”
“Yes. It’s a 3-D galaxy map,” Williams replies.
With the touch of a button, he brings a representation of our solar system to life. All twelve planets known in 2086, and a few new ones as well. All floating in front of my face in a tantalizing display.
“Cool. Will you chart a course to the Tellus system with this map?” I ask. “How long is it going to take?”
“Once we’re there, we’ll employ a local version of this map to navigate our way around,” he replies. “But there’s not going to be any journey involved. Not in the way you mean, anyway.”
That’s a puzzling statement.
“Alright,” I shrug. “Then, what—"
Hennisen’s voice on the comm system interrupts me.
“Everyone’s onboard, Williams. Initiate departure.”
“Yes, sir,” he responds, and immediately turns back to his console. “I’ve already cleared us with the spaceport tower. We’re good to go.”
“Step on it, Williams.”
I don’t even feel a single vibration in the floor, as he slowly reverses the Ulysses out of her docking bay.
“Smooth as it comes, yeah,” Sanchez approves.
“Oh, for sure. She’s an absolute dream to handle.”
I remain standing, as Williams invites him to sit down. My buddy drops into the co-pilot’s seat with all the enthusiasm of a young boy about to have his first driving lesson. It would be nice if Sanchez could find something to appreciate in this new world, and with a bit of luck, this might be it.
“How much thrust do we carry?” he asks.
“Exactly five-thousand kilonewtons,” Williams says.
“Wow! Really?”
“Yep.”
I’m fairly sure Sanchez couldn’t tell the difference between a kilonewton and a kiwi, but I’m not about to spoil their bonding experience.
“Busy sky out there,” I simply notice.
All around us are other ships waiting for their turn to leave. All shapes and sizes, but not many carry the sort of weaponry that we do.
“Merchant vessels, most of them,” Williams nods. “Trade is booming across our solar system these days.”
Sanchez leans forward with interest.
“Any military starship?”
I wish my heart didn’t start to race at the thought of seeing one, but it does. Goes to show how attached I still am to the old world. Of course, it hasn’t been that long in my experience. For a second, it physically hurts to remember that things will never be the same again.
“No. Just traders,” Williams relays.
I guess it’s no bad thing. I take a settling breath and return my focus to observing our departure from the station.
“Ulysses, this is Galileo Tower,” a male voice announces on the comm. “Please line up in Corridor 3. Acknowledge?”
“Check,” Williams confirms. “Ulysses in Corridor 3.”
He’s not using autopilot for this, I see. He just slides us into position with a single finger on an old-fashioned stick.
“Looks easy, uh,” Sanchez comments.
“It’s not too hard,” Williams replies, diplomatically.
We wait behind an old, clunky-looking freighter, which still manages to make us 2086-newbies gasp in amazement when he gets the go-ahead, and accelerates away. One second, he’s there, blocking the view; the next, he’s a tiny pinprick on the horizon.
“Better strap down, Red!” Sanchez scowls, as if he were the pilot in charge.
The real one throws me an amused look.
“Don’t worry, Commander,” he chuckles. “You won’t even feel us moving.”
With that said, he punches a command into the system and leans back, hands off the manual steering column.
“Autopilot engaged. Three, two, one… Bye-bye, Galileo!”
Our surroundings all but disappear as we depart. I do feel us move, actually, when the thrusters engage. But it is so subtle as to be non-existent.
“Yeah,” Williams nods enthusiastically. “If we were not so well-isolated from the effects of acceleration displacement on the Ulysses, this sort of leap would leave you embedded deep into the back wall.”
“Kill me, you mean?”
“Oh, for sure.”
“Yeeha!” Sanchez laughs.
As the auto-pilot performs a wide-arc turn that feels almost lazy, but which I understand is anything but, our pilot points out the window.
“That’s the station over there.”
“Wow… Hey, it looks like a donut!”
Williams frowns at the idea. Clearly, he doesn’t think so.
“It’s a variation on the Dyson sphere design,” he says.
“Uh-uh. Right on!”
Dyson spheres and kilonewtons; Sanchez has no clue what any of it means, but he sure looks and sounds high. Although it’s fun to watch, I know we’re not just out for an adventure flight in deep space. I want to know how we’ll get to our destination, and how long it’ll take before we can reach Jed Hennisen.
“So, that’s when the Elementium core will come into effect, Commander,” Williams explains. “We’ll clear Galileo space in a few moments, and I’ll activate our new location coordinates.”
“You said there’s no journey involved…?”
“That’s right. As humans, we’re used to thinking in terms of space and duration, but with Elementium, there’s no such thing. Every location across the universe has a unique cosmic ID. If you know the code for your destination, all you have to do is load it into the ship’s computer, and… Boom! You’ll be there.”
“Like teleportation?” I prompt.
“Yeah… At least, in principle. In reality, it’s so complicated it would make your brain bleed, but good on you for your grasp of the idea.”
I’ve no doubt he’s right and, once again, all I can do is thank that old Star Trek for making me look good in the 23rd Century. I start something else, but hold back when Hennisen walks on. He looks both tense and impatient, understandably.
“How are we doing, Williams?”
“Perfect, sir. Counting down to Elementium jump to Tellus in twenty minutes.”
He turns to me.
“Commander, I’ve been unable to raise my son onboard his vessel. Doesn’t mean the Atlantis and her crew are…” He freezes on that, briefly, before tweaking his message. “Well. Could mean anything, really.”
And we all know what that means…
“Yes, sir,” I simply nod. “I understand.”
“We’re going into this situation completely blind.”
Yeah, fine... Won’t be the first time. I’m used to thinking on my feet and making fast decisions in light of new information. Adapt and Win is my Unit’s motto. Of course, it would be helpful to know what’s going on, but it will not affect my performance. If the crew are still alive, we’ll rescue them; and may the gods of the galaxy help anyone who tries to stop us.
“We’re good to go, sir,” I confirm.
“Excellent. Bryn will meet you and Master Chief Sanchez in the armory. He’ll set you up with gear, weapons…” He makes a vague gesture. “Whatever you need.”
I can see Sanchez perk up even more at the mention of this. Gear, weapons… That’s sweet music to a soldier’s ear, especially when delivered with a ‘Whatever you need’ directive. Considering how rich the Myrr Foundation are, this should be good.
“He’ll be in command, by the way,” Hennisen adds.
He says this with a warning look at me but, again, this is no problem. Bryn and I have already established that he’s the senior officer, and he knows this world better than I do. Makes sense to have him lead. At least, for the first op.
“Copy that,” I nod again.
Hennisen quickly turns back to his pilot.
“Williams, get us there as fast as you can.”
“Yes, sir. Sixteen minutes and—”
Just as he’s about the confirm our timings, another member of the team sounds on the comm. It is Lieutenant Jones, and she is literally screaming her head off.
“WILLIAMS! ABORT, ABORT, ABORT!”
In the next instant, she bursts onto the bridge, followed by Fox and Stella. The two humans are pale. Stella just looks highly displeased at this new development, whatever it may be. I watch Fox go to Sanchez and rest her hands almost protectively on his shoulders. Jones comes to me and deliberately grabs my wrist, as if she’s afraid that I might disappear.
“What is going on, Lieutenant?” Hennisen barks at her.
Good question, that… Jones swallows hard as she responds.
“We can’t make the jump to Tellus yet,” she says. “They’re not connected!”
Williams suddenly opens his eyes wide.
“Oh, shit,” he says. “I’m so sorry. I forgot…”
∞∞∞
With everything that’s happening, and in our haste to get going, it turns out our new friends almost got me and Sanchez killed. Not intentionally, of course, but my mood now matches the look on Stella’s face. Hennisen has the good grace to look sheepish, before he orders Jones to get on with it and rectify the situation; Pronto. Once in med bay, I insist on more information, first.
“Explain to me how this works, Lieutenant,” I demand.
“I’ll keep it simple,” she replies. “With our neural implants, we’re all connected to the Ulysse’s AI central core. Plugged into the mainframe. One with the system. You understand?”
“Yeah, okay,” I shrug. “So, what?”
She rewards me with a shaky laugh.
“So, Commander: when we perform the Elementium jump, the Ulysses will cease to exist at this location, and reappear in the Tellus system. Because we’re all connected, we’ll go with her; but if you’re not, you’ll get left behind!”
It’s my turn to give a nervous chuckle, as I understand what she’s actually saying. Like Williams remarked earlier, it’s a case of, ‘Oh, shit’. Indeed.
“Left behind? Where?” Sanchez exclaims, puzzled.
“Right here at this location,” Jones says. “But not inside the ship.”
“You mean, we’d end up out there?” he gasps. “Outside? In the middle of space?”
“That is correct,” Fox agrees. “Your lungs would rupture, the surface of your tongue and eyes would start to boil, and the oxygen trapped in your body would make you swell up to twice your normal size. Thankfully, you’d pass out after about fifteen seconds, and die of asphyxiation after ninety.”
She’s nonplussed as hell as she describes the fate we’ve just escaped. Sanchez throws me a wild look.
“It’s alright,” I try to preempt. “We—"
“This world is fucked, Red,” he cuts me off. “You hear me? FUCKED!”
“Take it easy, we’re not going to end up in space without a suit.”
“Sure,” he yells in fury. “We’re just gonna get chipped and brain-controlled so we can plug into a motherfucking ship! You want to tell me why you’re going ahead with this shit?”
I glance at Fox and Jones.
“Can you give us a moment, please?”
“We don’t have much time,” Jones argues.
“I know. I’ll make it quick,” I promise.
They leave the room, and I look back at Sanchez to find him rocking back and forth on his stool.
“I want out, Red. This is fucked-up. I can’t do it!”
“Yes, you can. Of course! Anyway, it’s going to be okay.”
He smacks the side of his own head with a meaty palm, hard, a couple of times. I seize his wrist to make him stop.
“Knock it off!” I order. “I told you before: we’re here now, and we have to make it work.”
“But a crazy-ass IMPLANT?” he hisses.
“Yes, I know it sounds crazy to our 2086-way of thinking, but I’d be getting one even if we didn’t need it to travel through space,” I inform him.
He looks me in the eye and lets out a frustrated growl.
“What the hell, Red? I don’t understand… Why?”
“Adapt and Win,” I smile. “Remember?”
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As Jones comes back, and hovers politely in the background to give us time to finish, I briefly lay out my reasons. Sanchez is a smart guy. I know he’ll understand once he gets his emotions in check.
“At the very least, we have to be able to communicate with Bryn and Stella,” I declare. “Not going to be writing messages at each other in the middle of a firefight, are we?”
“Something fucked-up with that chick too,” he mutters.
I am losing patience with this kind of answer.
“Your attitude is fucked-up, buddy.”
I tell him nice and straight, in a calm voice, but he needs to hear it.
“What if I don’t want to be on this team anymore?” he tries.
I thought he might. It would break my heart to see him go, although I’d let him, if it made him happy. But I don’t think he really wants to, and it wouldn’t solve this issue, anyway.
“Listen,” I insist. “They all have implants here. That’s how they communicate, pay for things, do their jobs, and all the rest. Even if Hennisen allowed us to return to the station and get off the ship, which I don’t think he will, you’re still going to need an implant in order to function in this world.”
He’s silent, just looking at me with beaten eyes.
“Might as well stick with me in this case,” I suggest with an eager smile. “Continue to shoot guns and kick ass like we do in our world. You heard Hennisen, right? We get all the gear and ammo we want!”
“Huh,” he grunts.
“Trust me, Sanchez, we’ll be fine. I know what I’m doing.”
“You think you’re so charming, don’t you?” he groans.
Okay, maybe I lingered a bit heavy with the smile. I treat him to a cocky shrug, just because he’ll expect attitude back from me at this point.
“I think we both know that’s a fact, don’t we?”
He snorts ironically, but at least I made him laugh.
“Commander? We need to do this now,” Jones says, quietly yet firmly behind us.
“Alright, Lieutenant,” I nod. And to Sanchez; “We’ve got a ship captain to go and rescue. Show our alien crew what humans from 2086 are made of. You’re gonna be okay?”
“Fine,” he grumbles. “I trust you, Red. You know I do.”
The look he gives me with that is so open and full of trust, indeed, that I feel it deep in the center of my chest. Might make me emotional if I let it. Of course, we can’t have that.
“Stop it,” I drawl. “Or you’ll make me blush.”
He makes a show of ignoring me, and turns to Jones.
“We’re ready,” he tells her, and jerks an aggressive thumb in my direction. “But she goes first.”
“Of course, she does,” I smirk.
“Over here, Commander,” Jones invites in a brisk tone.
She directs me to a chair with a headrest which can be tilted back once I’m on it. Feels like the dentist.
“No restraints this time, eh?” I notice.
“What? You disappointed?” Sanchez snorts.
I’m not even going to grace that with a comment. Jones also pays him no attention. She’s cool and extremely focused, which I very much appreciate, considering what she’s about to do.
“How long is it going to take?”
“About ten minutes each,” she says. ”That should be just perfect not to delay us from our original departure time.”
“Okay, good. What happens next?”
“Local anesthetic to the side of your head, then I’ll inject the neural net into your frontal cortex.”
I shiver involuntarily. ‘Inject’ and ‘Frontal cortex’ don’t seem like they should be used so close to each other in a sentence.
“The neural net is liquid?” I query.
“We use plasma to carry the implant’s genetic information,” she says.
I guess it’s a yes… Without further ado, she injects me with the anesthetic. Small sting, no worries. But as she then pulls a big robotic arm close to my head, I make the mistake of glancing at it. Right… Now, I realize what the anesthetic is for. A needle the size of a small missile is attached to that machine.
“Uhm…”
“You won’t feel a thing,” she promises.
“Want me to hold your hand, Red?” Sanchez asks.
“If that makes you feel better, Chief, you can.”
He laughs, and I’m confused at how quickly he’s gone from panicked to entertained. Then again, he probably looks forward to watching me squirm. Jones lays a hand over my forehead to keep me still.
“You can close your eyes if it helps,” she says.
“Okay,” Sanchez replies, and so, he does.
Jones chuckles, smiles at me, and does the thing before I can lower my lids. She’s right, though; the procedure is painless, and the needle is in and out again before I can realize it’s happened. She wipes a drop of blood off my skin and, with a gloved finger over my chin, turns my head to look at her.
“Alright, Commander?”
“Yes. It just feels cold.”
I don’t much enjoy the sensation of a layer of ice across the inside of my forehead, but she tells me it won’t last.
“That’s just the implant settling into place. You’ll get a data flood next, as it initializes.”
I have no idea what she’s talking about. All I see is Sanchez, eyes open again and frowning with that, ‘This is fucked-up’ look on his face. But when it happens, I realize instantly what Jones means by a data flood. A river of code trickles down in front of my left eye. Orange digits and letters, too fast for me to follow. I get cross-eyed trying to do it.
“Don’t focus on it or you’ll go dizzy,” she advises. “It’s not anything you need to pay attention to.”
I look at her through the glowing digital script, glad to find it’s easy to ignore when I focus on something else. It soon stops, anyway.
“Initialization complete,” Jones approves, and immediately pushes her injection tool on the inside of my wrist.
There’s no anesthetic for that, and it hurts.
“Ow! What’s that for?” I groan.
“Activation switch. To wake up your comm link, just pass it in front of your ear. I’ll go outside and test.”
I’ve seen her make that gesture, and I just do the same, as she disappears out the door. Even though I fully knew what was supposed to happen next, her voice booming on the inside of my head still gives me a nasty jolt.
“Can you hear me, Commander?”
“Yes,” I reply. “Loud and clear.”
“Now, call Dr Fox,” she says. “Jones—Out.”
These people aren’t big on instructions… I take it to mean I don’t need any. I just think of her and speak her name out loud.
“Dr Fox?”
A happy giggle soon resonates in my left ear.
“Hello, sweetie! Welcome to our team comm.”
“Thanks,” I reply. “Do we have to be within a certain range to speak to each other?”
“So long as we are not more than ten miles apart, it’ll be fine,” she says.
It’s clear from the confused expression on my buddy’s face that he can’t hear a word of what she is saying. Okay, then. This works. I wave my wrist in front of my ear again, and check.
“Can you hear me now?”
There’s no answer.
“It’s off,” Jones confirms. “And that’s all there is to it. Now, let’s test your information link. Think of any question you’d like the answer to, and see what comes through.”
I think I’d like to know about the governmental structure of this world, but even as the thought occurs, I realize I’ve got the answer. There is an Earth Council that represents the whole of humanity and, as such, we are part of a Galactic Alliance with our stellar neighbors. We have politicians and diplomats, along with the military… Same as I am used to, only on a larger scale. There is no delay, no sense of anything missing. The information is there the second I think about it. Who’s in charge of the Council? I wonder. Instantly, a name, photo, and other basic details flash in front of my left eye. I’m interested to note that the leader of the Earth Council is a woman. I look at Jones.
“This is really good. Efficient. Fast. I like it.”
“Told you,” she grins. “With this, you’ll know all you want to know, the second you need to know it. Sitting at a console and typing boring commands won’t be required anymore.”
“And there’s no chance the information that comes through would be incorrect?” I ask.
“No chance,” she confirms.
“What about opinions and biases?”
“Don’t worry about it,” she reassures me. “These are issues we had in the beginning, circa 22nd Century, but now the system is secure, clean, unbiased. Just naked facts and information.”
“Do other races use the same system?”
“Oh, yes. Everyone’s connected, these days.”
I feel a surprising sense of achievement at being plugged in now, as well. Like I have officially landed in this world.
“You’re going to love this, Sanchez,” I tell him.
“Uh-uh,” he scowls. “Maybe.”
“I took the liberty of loading your implant with our combat upgrade, Commander,” Jones informs me. “Bryn will be able to tell you more about that.”
“So, you can just tinker with her brain whenever you feel like it?” my colleague growls defensively. “Load things up and, presumably, take ‘em away as well? Hell, Red. Told you this was screwy!”
Actually, that’s a good point, but Jones is able to disable the ‘screwy’ part of it with a satisfying answer.
“With initialization,” she explains, “the implant is locked to its owner’s DNA markers. Meaning you’ve got sovereignty at all times. No one can add or take anything from you, or mess with your brain, unless you give them permission.”
“Why would she want to do that?” Sanchez snaps, as if I’m not in the room to speak for myself.
“For further upgrades down the line, or improvements, as and when required,” Jones simply shrugs.
I can tell she’s getting tired of his attitude, but she keeps her cool and displays the patience of a saint.
“Say, the commander wants to quit being a soldier one day, and become a hairdresser instead. She’ll need different implant options for her new career.”
“Yeah,” I snort. “I don’t think that’s going to happen.”
“But you know what I mean.”
“Definitely. Thanks, Lieutenant.”
“My pleasure. Master Chief? I’m ready for you next.”
∞∞∞
I feel even more myself once I’m clad in armor from head to toe and with a rifle in hand. Our protective gear is made of the same stuff I noticed on Stella before. It’s lighter than what I’m used to, but it feels super-strong.
“That’s Elemtex,” Bryn says. “A derivative of Elementium. It will repel most laser strikes and bullets, although some armor-piercing ammo is available on the market.”
I don’t intend on getting shot much, but that’s useful info. I enjoy being able to communicate with him, too. For some reason, my inner translator gives him a crisp British accent. It suits him.
“Jones mentioned a combat upgrade,” I prompt.
“Right.”
He shows me a button inside the collar of my armor, and as soon as I press it, data appears in front of my left eye. Unlike as with the previous initialization, this is concise and readable. I see my location and health information: heart-rate, temperature, and a percentage figure currently showing at 97%. Bryn tells me that indicates my overall condition.
“Happy with that,” I nod.
When he and Sanchez activate their own armor, I am able to see their information and % figure as well. 98% for Bryn, 72% for Sanchez.
“You okay?” I ask.
He just shrugs. Still not happy, but I know he’s trying.
“The upgrade will also keep track of ammo, give you rifle-scope long-range vision when required, and keep you cool or warm depending on weather conditions. It includes a proximity sensor to detect movement in your vicinity, as well.”
“Excellent,” I approve.
Next, he hands us a pistol each.
“Twelve shots, armor-piercing bullets. The laser rifles that you carry on your back are for heavy action, capable of bringing a transport shuttle down.”
I just have to swing the weapon over my shoulder for it to magnetize to my armor. Makes me feel quite like an old-school warrior, just carrying a more sophisticated weapon instead of a sword.
“How many shots with those?” Sanchez asks.
“Six.” Bryn smiles. “If you really need that many to shoot a shuttle out of the sky.”
“Not likely, unless your name’s Redfield,” my man jokes.
I notice his number rise to 80%, when he does. There you go. So far, so good.
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I leave him with Bryn to discuss weapons and ammo, and head back to the bridge to catch up on progress. Stella strides in before the doors of the elevator can close, and greets me with the usual haughty stare.
“Hey,” I nod.
I wonder what she’ll sound like in my translator, but silence is all I receive in reply. I assume that’s no malfunction, and shift the subject to what I really want to talk to her about.
“That electricity thing you do; is it part of the combat add-on I just received?”
If it is, I’ll be wanting her to teach me asap. Unfortunately, even just the fact that I would dare to inquire clearly rubs her the wrong way.
“It is part of my Antalosian warrior tradition,” she answers slowly, in a rich voice that carries no hint of an accent. “Not for humans like you.”
She keeps her amber eyes on me, and produces a small arc of electricity between her fingers. She rolls it into a conical shape. It looks ominously like a bullet. I assume she might try to hit me between the eyes with it, or something like that, and adjust my stance unconsciously. She’s quick to notice, and laughs.
“Do I make you nervous, Commander Redfield?”
In your dreams, woman! She’s got me figured out all wrong, but I admire her confidence. I hope it’s justified, and I can’t wait to see her perform in combat. I’ll be disappointed if she’s not at least half as good as she makes herself to be.
“I don’t fluster easily,” I tell her.
She cocks a dubious eyebrow.
“Is that so?”
“Sure is. But I seem to make you uncomfortable, Stella. Why is that?”
The electricity bullet grows a little larger in size as she eyes me coldly.
“I don’t feel anything about you, Commander.”
“Sure, you do,” I counter. “You don’t like me and Sanchez being here. Do you?”
She stops twirling that juice bullet and steps right up close. I don’t move back, but again, notice how fast she moves when she wants to.
“As soon as we got the distress message from the Atlantis, everyone hit panic mode,” she says, her displeasure obvious. “If I hadn’t reminded Lieutenant Jones that you and your partner weren’t connected, they would have gone ahead and lost you in the process.”
I didn’t know she was the one to point that out.
“So, if I had an issue with you being here,” she adds, “all I had to do was keep quiet, and you’d be floating in space by now. Dead. Just like you were before, but with no option of waking up this time.”
We’re exactly the same height, and she’s standing right in my face.
“Thanks for speaking up,” I say. “We owe you one.”
“No,” she snaps. “You do not.”
There is anger burning in her eyes.
“Why are you so—” I start.
But she cuts me right off.
“You humans ask too many questions.”
“Ah. So, it’s humans you have a problem with.”
I provoke her intentionally, but it’s clear she’s not going to bite. She takes a deliberate step back and looks away from me. I get the message. This conversation is over.
“Well. Thanks, anyway,” I shrug.
This is a spectacularly bad start with a new teammate and, although I’ll leave it for now, I’ll keep trying to get behind her walls. In the meantime, we join Hennisen up on the bridge.
“We’re about to make the jump into Tellus,” he informs us. “Lieutenant Jones has just confirmed that your integration into the ship’s AI was successful, Commander.”
“Yes, sir,” I nod. I damn well hope so.
Stella goes to place herself behind Williams’ chair. Standing tall and strong with her arms crossed confidently over her chest, she does look the part of a ship captain. I’ll give it to her, she’s a lot more attractive than James T. Kirk.
“All systems ready,” Williams declares. “Jumping in three, two…”
I take position in front of the wrap-around cockpit window, eager to observe. It’s been described to me as ceasing to exist in one place and reappearing in another. I have zero idea what to expect, but the result is still beyond anything I would imagine. On the count of one, the immensity of space and stars looks like it gets sucked up into a vacuum tube. It’s a disturbing thing to watch, as is the strong flutter across my brain. I’m forced to grab onto the railing with both hands. The room is spinning.
“Breathe,” Stella barks at me from behind.
“You’re full of awesome wisdom, aren’t you?” I mutter.
The feeling of disorientation goes quickly, and I look up to see that the normal view outside has been replaced by a grey-ish, murky emptiness.
“That’s the In-Between,” Williams announces.
“And what’s that weird feeling inside my head?”
“Displacement sensations,” Hennisen says. “Not unusual if you’ve never experienced Elementium jumping before. It’s better not to look at this stuff while it’s happening, by the way.”
“Right.” By the way?
I throw him a hard glance. To be fair, I’d have wanted to see the jump even if he had warned me of the side-effects. But it’s just one more thing they forgot to mention, and I don’t like being such a newbie. It’s getting on my nerves, big time, now.
“Is everything alright, Commander?” Jones inquires on the inner comm.
I do the wrist thing, tell her everything is fine, apart from a bout of first-timer queasiness.
“Don’t look at it,” she replies.
“Thank you, Lieutenant. I’m on the bridge.”
“Ah… Okay. Well, it’s nothing to worry about.”
She leaves it at that, and I end the call.
“How long are we going to be floating in this thing?”
“Five hours,” Williams replies.
“What?” I exclaim. This is not so good news. “I thought this jump would be instant!”
“Adaptation time had to be built into the process to allow biological beings to survive the change in location coordinates. It sounds easy when we talk about it, but the molecular changes involved would be lethal at real speed.” He smiles at me. “Time for some quality shut-eye time, if you ask me.”
I take my frustration back to the armory to find Bryn telling Sanchez the same thing.
“We don’t know what the other side has in store for us,” he says. “Might as well grab some rest while you can.”
“What about you?” I prompt.
“Stella and I will be on watch.”
“Well, shouldn’t we take part as well? How long—”
“It’s okay, Commander,” he assures me. “We’re used to this stuff, but your system will benefit from switching off for a while. Crew quarters are down below. You’re both in D12.”
Sanchez gives me a nonplussed shrug, as if to say, ‘Hey, why not?’.
“Right,” I sigh. “Okay.”
Our quarters are spartan, typical of what you’d find on any Navy ship. I lie on the top bunk, thinking I’m way too tense to sleep… But I close my eyes and time does its funny thing again. Next thing I know, Williams is back on the comm, telling me that we’re about to enter Tellus. In the cockpit once more, I watch the sky gradually darken, and the stars return.
“Transfer complete,” he confirms.
“THERE THEY ARE!” Hennisen shouts.
In front of us, in the distance, is a larger version of our own ship. I never wondered if smoke could be seen in space, but as I stare at this vessel, I see a lot of it pouring out the side.
“Engage the thrusters!”
It’s obvious to me that Williams already has, but he doesn’t point that out to his boss. Before Hennisen can turn his anxiety full on to us, Stella turns around and heads back to the elevator. I follow her without a word.
∞∞∞
We’re ON. Since no one is answering our calls, our team of four is going to board the Atlantis. I’m wired – in a good way.
“Yes, we have escape pods for emergencies,” Bryn says in answer to one of Sanchez’s questions. “But there’s a huge hole in the ship’s flank where the hatches are located. We can’t tell if the pods have been used or not, and the electronics are down.”
Twenty-two people were assigned onboard the ship. From the readings that Williams has been able to take, we know that the hull was breached and the air system compromised. Gravity, as well. If the crew were not able to leave on time, we may well be greeted by floating corpses.
“How will we get onboard?”
“Through a hatch in the hull below the loading bay.”
“And what if—"
I throw Sanchez a subtle warning look, which is enough to keep him quiet. He’s starting to prove Stella right with his load of questions. And even if not, this is poor form. Bryn is the OIC; Officer In Command. He’ll tell us all we need to know in good time if we give him a chance to speak. I know that whenever my chief talks so much, that means he’s nervous. It’s also extremely rare for me to witness it happen.
“How you doing, bud?” I murmur.
“Be better after I’ve put down a few rounds. You know?”
I do, and there’s a real chance we’ll have to. Despite several unknowns, one crucial thing is for certain: the Atlantis suffered a blistering attack. The enemy, whoever they are, might not be far. They may come back to confront us. Or be waiting onboard.
“I hear you,” I nod.
I also don’t linger in private conversation. Like he just said, I know that he’ll get over his nerves as soon as we start rolling. Secondly, I can feel Stella’s eyes on us, assessing our every move. I smile at her, and the corner of her lip rises in distaste. Bryn, on the other hand, is as sweet and helpful as his distinguished British voice makes him sound.
“Once inside, use your magnetized boots to walk upright,” he advises. “It’s almost as good as the real thing. If you need to, you’ll still be able to push off any surface and fly. Sometimes, in zero-gravity environments, that’s faster and more efficient.”
“Understood,” I nod. “Thanks for the tip.”
“Sure. I’ll take point, and Stella will be at the rear.”
“Yes, sir.”
My position in combat is usually very fluid; I’ll go wherever I can get the best perspective in order to guide my team. I’m not used to being sandwiched in the middle, but this is our first op in this world, and Bryn’s instructions are sound.
“Armor sensor on. Team comm open,” he adds.
“Check,” Sanchez replies.
He sounds better already.
“Helmets on.”
I hear a reassuring hiss, as my Elemtex helmet fastens to the collar of my armor. Confirmation appears in front of my left eye that it is locked on tight. On the right is all my health info, along with a reading of my colleagues’ information. I’m not surprised to see Stella’s number glowing an arrogant 100%. I show at 95%, similar to Bryn. Sanchez also scores a reassuring 90%. I’m happy with that.
“We’re tethered to the Atlantis,” Williams confirms over the comm. “Over to you, guys.”
Through a hatch in the floor of the Ulysses’ loading bay, we all squeeze into a tight airlock. This is exactly like the procedure we use to enter a submarine back on Earth, except this chamber will not be filled with water, but cosmic atmosphere to match the other side. And of course, we’ll be in zero-G.
“Initiating equalization,” Bryn announces.
Suddenly, I feel myself go weightless, and start to float. My body’s even lighter in this environment than in water.
“Ooh, yeah!” Sanchez sounds in my helmet.
He’s just opened a private channel to my comm. Learning fast, as I knew he would.
“Cool, uh?” I reply.
“Yeah. Same shit, different world.”
I smile. That’s vintage Sanchez.
“You got it, Chief.”
It’s dark all around as we emerge from the airlock into the belly of the Atlantis. My helmet light comes on when I just think about it. Very nice, too.
“It’s empty,” Bryn confirms after a quick inspection.
We fall quietly into line, pistol in hand, as he leads us out of the loading bay and to the escape pods area. The side of the ship is still burning, and through several holes of molten metal in her flank, I see space on the other side. Sanchez whistles.
“That’s serious shit,” he says for everyone to hear.
Bryn agrees, but he also lets out a sigh of satisfaction.
“Two out of the four pods have gone.”
“How many crew per pod?” I ask.
“Six,” he replies. ”Let’s split up and look for the remaining ten.”
“Or more,” Stella corrects.
“Good point. The pods may not have been full, so we need to be thorough. Sanchez, you and I will check everywhere on our way to the cockpit. Stella and Red: I want you to clear the crew quarters and every nook and cranny on that level. Let’s go!”
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Stella moves like a leopard on the prowl through the ship. If not for a white strip down the back of her helmet, she would appear as just a fleeting shadow. I admire her Ninja-like stealth. Takes one to know one, and I certainly do. I let her take point on this new team formation without any discussion required. We also don’t need to talk much to adopt a nice room clearance routine, as we check each one we encounter.
“See that?” I ask, as we make our way deeper down.
This side of the wall is literally covered in bullet holes and scorch marks. The bulkhead at the entrance to the observation deck has been ripped off. Part of the ceiling has melted through on the rubber floor. Stella stares hard at it.
“That’s not from heat,” she says. “It’s acid.”
“From a weapon?”
“Possibly.”
As she relays the information to Bryn, he tells us it’s exactly the same at their end.
“The ship’s full of holes.”
“Stay sharp,” she advises in reply.
We go left at a fork in the hallway, but I sense movement on the other side and spin to face in that direction.
“Hold it!” I whisper, but she’s already noticed.
Pistol raised, finger light on the trigger, I hold my breath in anticipation of what may jump out at us. That side of the hall is plunged in total darkness, and my helmet light is not enough to completely pierce through it.
“What is it, Red?”
Stella stands shoulder to shoulder with me, mirroring my stance. I feel her power, pulsing out of her like a wave. Knowing that your oppo is strong and switched-on is a hell of a reassuring thing. She’s all that, and more. She called me Red, too. It’s nice.
“There was movement down there,” I tell her.
We edge forward to see through more of the darkness. The corridor is empty. Or at least, it seems that way. She briefly meets my eyes.
“Proximity sensor isn’t picking up anything.”
Yeah, whatever! I don’t care about the sensor. My sixth sense has alerted me, and I trust that more than any technology in the world.
“Something moved,” I insist.
“Alright.”
Stella nods and she goes forward. I really would have hated it if she had ignored me, but it turns out she’s a true professional. If I tell her there may be something down there, she’ll act on it the way a soldier should, regardless of whether she finds me a pesky human or an Antalosian goddess of war. It turns out I was right. And as we round the corner, we soon realize what it was.
“Shit!”
I can’t help but gasp, as I find myself staring into the face of a bloated corpse. His eyes are gone. His body’s so swollen that he might well explode if we touch him. This guy is frozen, too, and I recall Fox’s description of how a person would die if they ended up in space without a suit.
“He was shot,” Stella says, pointing at his chest. “Laser hit that burned through his torso.”
Whatever killed him, I hope it was too quick for him to feel, although all the signs indicate that the fight which took place here would have been terrifying. Even more so for what I’m told was a mainly civilian crew.
“We found one of the remaining few,” Stella calmly advises on the comm. “He’s dead. Level two, Section E.”
“On our way to you now,” Bryn replies.
Meanwhile, I stare at the door in front of us. Research lab. Did the crew seek refuge in there? It won’t open from this side, but Stella flicks electricity at the mechanism and makes it work.
“Let’s go,” she says.
As our headlights illuminate the lab, it’s not long before we see what we came looking for. Goddammit. I’m no stranger to the sight of a dead body, but seeing these poor people suspended in the air like that is more unpleasant than usual. Some are missing limbs. Many have been shot multiple times. A head hovers near an air vent in the ceiling. I breathe in and exhale sharply through my mouth. It’s a horror show in here.
“I count nine of them,” Stella says.
“Nine, confirmed,” I reply.
She goes to each body and briefly holds her wrist in front of their face.
“Recording IDs through their implant,” she offers.
“Right. And the one outside?”
“I got him too,” she assures me, with only the slightest of condescending glances.
Bryn and Sanchez round the corner just as we exit the room, and Stella locks the door behind us. A decent, appropriate move. My respect for her is growing by the minute. I hope it’s mutual, but I won’t hold my breath.
“Hey, Boss,” Sanchez says to me.
“Hey,” I nod.
He’s obviously doing great, with a 97% reading. I know for sure he wouldn’t like me checking, but he’s here because of me, and so, I will make sure he continues to be okay.
“Cockpit and upper levels are clear,” Bryn advises.
“Time to go home?” Stella suggests.
“Yes. We’ll just—"
He stops abruptly and cocks his head to the side. As I listen for whatever he’s obviously noticed, I register a faint but definite scratching noise in the background.
“What is that?” Sanchez whispers.
I instinctively gravitate closer to the wall. Stella already has a hand on it.
“Something’s moving inside here,” she declares.
“On the ceiling, too,” Sanchez growls, and he grabs his rifle.
“Get away from that spot,” Stella warns.
She’s quiet but intent, and her tone makes me shiver. We all move back, rifle in hand, and not a second too soon. Because in the next instant, that section of damaged ceiling collapses under the weight of a load of creatures. Spiders. Except these are the size of a small dog. Their legs end in metallic claws, which goes to explain the noise we heard. They drop from the ceiling, pour out of holes in the wall…
“Bryn?” I snap.
Stringent ROIs, Rules Of Engagement, have been drilled into my head since I was a baby soldier. So, even though it looks pretty straightforward, I just want to be absolutely sure, before I shoot something I shouldn’t.
“Hostile,” he confirms.
“Fire at will!” Stella orders.
“YEAH!” Sanchez shouts in reply.
We start to fall back in a blaze of laser fire. The spiders keep on advancing disturbingly fast toward us, and each wave we fry is soon replaced by another. Now, the proximity sensor is going wild, for sure. I remember Hennisen Jr talking about an arachnid species. This must be it.
“Must be,” Stella yells over the sound of lasers. “But I don’t think they shot the crew or burned holes through the ship!”
She doesn’t add a, ‘Right, genius?’, to that sentence, but she’s right, unfortunately. Part of me isn’t too eager to find out who the real enemy are, but my fighter’s side sure hopes we do very soon… Not to say these ones aren’t becoming a bit of a problem. They’re not shooting at us, but it’s the sheer number of them. On the lower level, on our way back to the loading bay, even more pour out of further cracks in the walls. It’s like an infestation. One lands on top of Sanchez’s helmet; another leaps onto his shoulder, claws clicking on his armor. Stella just draws her pistol and shoots them off him. I notice her status reads a whopping 99%. I laugh in my helmet. Only one-percent flustered… I wonder what it really takes to make her lose her cool.
“Red!” Sanchez shouts in warning.
One of the spiders has attached itself to my right leg and is slowly crawling upwards. Following Stella’s example, I shoot it off with my own pistol, and notice the thin line of acid it’s left on the side of my suit. That Elemtex better be good.
“Ulysses, we’ve got hostiles,” Bryn advises over the comm. “Nothing we can’t handle, but get ready to sever the connection with the Atlantis as soon as we’re back onboard.”
“Hurry up out of there, guys,” Williams replies. “We’ve got company too.”
Before more can be shared, the Atlantis gets slammed hard. Feels like a missile shot, and I guess I don’t need to ask what sort of company we’re dealing with. It’s the shooting kind.
“Everybody back to the airlock. Let’s go!”
Stella’s throwing electricity charges left and right as we race down the hallway. I’m almost out of ammo by the time we reach the most damaged part of the ship, where the evac pods used to be. I can see flashes outside through the holes in the fuselage, every single one a new missile hit on the Atlantis. What the hell do they want with an empty vessel? Even more importantly, how is ours going to fare under this kind of attack? I know the answer to this depends a lot on how quickly we can make it back and let her go. Right now, the Ulysses is tethered to her stricken sister, and a right sitting duck.
“Go, go, go!” Bryn yells.
His voice gets drowned in a massive explosion. This one is up close and personal. I feel it all the way into the roots of my teeth. Knocks me right off my feet, too, and sends me flying into a wall of flames and debris. Something hits my helmet. I hear a sickening crunch, feel a lot of heat… Should I be? I’m not used to the new armor yet, and can’t tell whether this is normal or not. Cool air is circulated through my suit. Okay, that’s better. What happens next is not so wonderful, and it robs me of my breath. Suddenly, it’s eerily quiet around me. No more spiders spitting acid at us. No team, either... I can see right along the side of the wounded vessel, the Ulysses in the background, and the enemy frigate firing at us. This can only mean one thing: I’ve been thrown outside the ship. Fucking hell! An alarm sounds in my helmet to tell me that my heartrate has shot up to 168. Overall status is down to 42%. Knowing this is not actually helpful in the least. I concentrate on getting myself back inside, but it’s like being caught in a riptide. I am fast drifting away from the Atlantis, no matter how I try to stay put. How do you even swim against the tide in the middle of space? Well, you cannot swim at all, is the answer. This is not the fucking ocean.
“Uh, Bryn?” I call. “Need a little help here...”
Stella replies, and she’s back to sounding royally pissed-off at this human’s incompetence.
“Look to your right, Commander!”
When I do, I see her flying toward me like her own brand of heat-seeking rocket. Indeed, I am sweating profusely inside my armor. Stella is attached to a safety line. It seems like a flimsy and crude system but, given my situation, I sure won’t complain about her methods. Still, my heart sinks when the line yanks her to a sharp stop, just a bit more than an arm’s length short of my position. I kick, jerk, try every move I can to get to her. It doesn’t work, and I’m still drifting. If I go past her…
“Goddammit!” I yell.
“Shut up,” she replies evenly.
I feel sick as I watch her unhook from the line. It’s a clever move, but the kamikaze type. She holds onto her safety with both hands, stretches the rest of her body toward me.
“Gotcha!”
I manage to grab hold of her ankle and scramble my way close, climbing her body as I would a granite cliff. Well. Perhaps with a bit more desperation involved in this one. I quickly reach eye level. As our gazes meet through our respective visors, her expression says it all. She’s not impressed.
“You’re the clumsy kind, aren’t you?”
Laser shots are whizzing past. Explosions light up the hull of the Atlantis behind us. Williams is firing our cannons pretty much non-stop at the frigate. And in the midst of all this chaos, she’s critiquing me?
“Careful,” I pant, as she hooks the line back on. “You keep being so nice to me, Stella, I’m going to fall in love with you.”
This makes her laugh. Ironically, of course.
“Hold on,” she orders.
Already am, and I tighten my arms and legs around her. It’s undignified as hell, but hey; she’s my ticket back to the ship, and I don’t care about making it look good.
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We blast more spiders on a speedy retreat to the airlock, and pile into it on top of one another. Stella elbows me in the neck, which I suspect is no accident. I shove her off.
“Sit tight, Commander,” she hisses. “Your vitals are all over the place.”
I feel the urge to tell her to screw the readings, that I’m fine, and that she can keep her damn advice. But she came out for me; risked her own life in the process. So, I swallow my frustration and simply resolve not to get blown out of any vessel ever again. Sanchez is also eyeing me intently.
“Sure you’re okay, Red?”
“Yeah, buddy. How are you?”
“I’m great. But I thought you were a goner.”
“Uh-uh,” I chuckle. Too much adrenaline always makes me giggle, which is unfortunate and earns me another disapproving glance from Stella, but there you go. “Me too.”
Bryn seals our team in, equalizes pressure, and releases us onto the other side. The loading bay of the Ulysses is blessedly free of creepy crawlies, although I can tell we’re taking hits.
“We’re in, Williams,” Bryn confirms. “Disengage!”
“Roger that,” our pilot replies. “Separation complete!”
We run up to join him, Lieutenant Jones, and Dr Fox, on the bridge. There’s no sign of Hennisen, which strikes me as beyond strange… But Stella fires her question first.
“Care to explain how an enemy warship managed to creep up on us like that, Williams?” she inquires in that calm but lethal voice I am beginning to know well. “And how come they’re still firing at us now?”
Williams doesn’t even bat an eyelid at her threatening tone. He just skips to the second question, and includes a criticism of his own.
“They’ve been dancing around us like a mosquito, evading our cannons. We had to remain static due to the connection, and you guys took so long in there that they grew cocky. You know? Now, if you’d like to lend us a hand…”
Stella pours her gorgeous frame into the copilot’s seat.
“My pleasure. Give me full manual control.”
“Sure thing, Stella!”
I finally remember it’s safe to take my helmet off, and do so. Williams swings the ship around to face the enemy frigate head-on. Stella immediately starts to fire the laser cannons. She goes at it with the kind of enthusiasm that makes me go all gooey on the inside. Now, that’s a gunner!
“Get some!” Sanchez grins. ”Hey, she’s not bad at that.”
“Agreed,” I smile. “Not bad at all.”
Stella and Williams work in perfect unison to inflict deadly hits on the enemy. He sticks onto the frigate like a magnet, no matter what crazy evasive move they throw at him. Meanwhile, Stella is raining cannon shots onto them. We’re no longer taking any fire, and the enemy ship is hemorrhaging smoke from a few different places.
“Let’s end this,” she decides.
“Yes, ma’am,” Williams replies.
He dips hard below their line of sight and accelerates away, then spins around to set her up with the best possible option on the other vessel’s thrusters. Stella nods.
“That’ll do,” she says, and lets loose one last round.
Sanchez is laughing in approval now, as the enemy warship disintegrates in a million pieces.
“Epic shot!” he gushes.
“Well done, sweetie,” Fox applauds.
We all take a well-deserved, two-second breather, but Bryn quickly gets back to business.
“Where’s the boss?” he asks.
“In his cabin,” Jones replies. “Reviewing the crew IDs you sent in. He needed some privacy to do the…”
She leaves her sentence unfinished, as Hennisen staggers in. The man looks quite haggard, and I suspect we all know why. But he surprises me, and not for the obvious reason. He starts by confirming that he witnessed our search of the Atlantis through our respective helmet cams. That’s news to me. I didn’t know we were broadcasting live during our outing. No big deal, of course, and it makes sense. I’ve nothing to hide, not even my disgraceful expulsion into outer space. Just would have been good to know, that’s all.
“Your search appeared precise,” he says. “Methodical and well-conducted. Was it?”
“Yes, sir, that’s why it took us longer,” Bryn states in reply.
That, and having to repel millions of acid-spiders trying to crawl into our armors… I don’t point this out, since no one else does.
“But are you sure?” Hennisen insists. “Absolutely certain?”
“I’m sorry, sir?” Bryn queries. “Not sure I see your—"
“My son!” the man interrupts in a raw voice. “Jed was not among the dead you found!”
“That’s good, no?” Sanchez prompts.
I would second that, but Hennisen looks at us as if we’re all insane.
“Jed would never leave his crew behind!” he roars. “He’d go down fighting for them! Give his life for his people!”
Silence follows his words, and I mentally re-visit our tour of the Atlantis. Stella and I did not miss a single room. We checked every utility locker, every private cabin, the gym, the canteen… I know for sure we didn’t miss anyone. Bryn squares his seven-foot frame to attention.
“Sir, the ship was clear,” he declares.
Hennisen looks like he may argue some more, but Stella’s single word of confirmation, a firm and final, ‘Agreed’, makes him stop. That’s as much as I think she’ll deign to say on the subject, but it is effective. Not for the first time, I notice that Hennisen’s attitude toward her is more deferential. I get the feeling he both respects and fears her in equal parts, and resolve to find out all I can about that. In the meantime, we watch in considerate silence, as the CEO of the Myrr Foundation slumps into a chair near the console. Fox is the first one to speak again.
“Jed is a responsible and committed captain,” she assures. “Whatever happened onboard the Atlantis, I’m certain he acted with full honor and integrity.”
That’s a reassuring statement. Whether true or not, I’m not sure. Personally, I don’t know Jed. I do know Navy tradition, which dictates that a captain is always the last person to leave a sinking or wounded ship. If complete evacuation of all the crew is not possible, he or she will go down with them. Not jump on an escape shuttle to save her own ass while her people are left to die behind. That would never occur to a real, committed captain, anyway. This being said, I got a favorable impression of Jed on the vid he broadcast. So, I’ll hold judgement until I know more.
“Alright…” Hennisen murmurs. “Alright, team. Thank you for your efforts in there.”
I notice it takes a huge effort for him to move past the issue of Jed, although, to his credit, he does.
“We need a full debrief on this situation but, first, we have to take care of the Atlantis. She is beyond recovery. Williams?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Destroy what’s left of her.”
“Uh… Sir!” Sanchez exclaims.
Hennisen turns irritated eyes toward him.
“What is it, Master Chief?”
My colleague shakes his head, eyes wide in disbelief.
“We’re not going back for the crew?” he prompts.
Honestly, this gets me on the edge of tears a second time. He would jump right back into the fire to recover the bodies of people he’s never even met. How’s that for courage and honor? I catch Stella looking at him with something that seems a lot like appreciation in her eyes. Damn right! He deserves it.
“We have their IDs, son, and I will speak to their families personally,” Hennisen replies. “But the Ulysses is not set up for the biological containment of so many dead. And those spider-like things you encountered... No idea what they are. We cannot risk transferring some of them onboard. Or anything else.”
“Okay… Understood,” Sanchez concedes.
“Williams,” Hennisen nods. “Do what you need to do.”
I don’t stay on the bridge to watch, but head to the armory to square away my weapons and peel out of my sweaty under-armor gear before the next briefing. A shower will have to wait.
“Good guns, eh?” Sanchez remarks, as he checks and stores his own equipment.
“Good shooter,” I retort. “Put any weapon in your hands, and you make it dance.”
“Thanks,” he smiles. “Like I said: nothing like a good shoot to restore my sanity. Although the spiders weren’t hitting back at us.”
“They were,” I point out. “With acid.”
“Yeah, but they weren’t throwing it, were they?”
He sounds almost sorry that’s the case, and I decide not to ruin his good mood by telling him to be careful what he wishes for.
“Good crew, too,” he adds. “Bryn is sound. Good decisions under fire, nice weapons handling.”
“Yes. Same for Stella.”
“She’s prickly, but useful,” he chuckles. “It’s a shame about the dead crew… But for us, it was a good op, wasn’t it?”
“Yes, it was a useful warm-up.”
“Now all I need is a nice cold beer.”
I’m starving as well, but we have a briefing to get out of the way with the rest of the team, first. The topic is no surprise.
“We must find Jed and the surviving crew,” Hennisen tells us. “We are facing an unknown enemy, and their intent is also a mystery. But I assume our survivors will be able to shed light on that when we locate them.”
I reflect that assumptions don’t usually factor much in my mission briefs. As in, 0% guessing, 100% of the time. This doesn’t seem to bother this lot.
“Now,” he continues. “There are many still uncharted and unexplored planets in Tellus, and it looks like the Atlantis were exploring one in particular. It is not on the system’s charts, but the Ulysses is picking up her resonance signature.”
He brings up the galaxy map to pinpoint for us the location of this unknown planet, which is right-bang in the middle of a vast empty universe. Our next destination could be described as a bubble in the middle of the ocean.
“This world is also the only one within range of the evac pods,” Hennisen adds in a booming voice. “So, they must have gone over there, for sure!”
His conviction is admirable. Wishful thinking? One look at everyone else tells me they’re more cautious, as well. This being said, if the crew’s anywhere to be found, it’s probably going to be on that planet.
“I’m setting the coordinates now,” Williams declares.
“ETA?”
“Eighteen hours, sir,” he replies after a brief pause.
“Can’t we do a quicker jump to there?” I ask.
Williams shrugs, as if this is the most stupid question ever. But he soon flashes me a friendly smile, probably remembering that all this stuff is new to me.
“No, it’s too close for Elementium,” he says.
I am left to ponder the puzzling paradoxes of this world.
∞∞∞
In other news, we find out that the Ulysses is well stocked with all sorts of goodies. We won’t be lacking on this trip. Sanchez is delighted to discover that beef pizza, albeit synthetic, and Earth-brewed beer, are on the menu. We go and share a quiet dinner with Bryn and Dr Fox. Williams stays on the bridge, where I’m told he likes to spend most of his time, unless he’s sleeping. When he does, the onboard AI takes over. Lieutenant Jones drew the short straw. She’s with Hennisen, helping him to break the news to the families of the Atlantis crew. Over delicious pizza and the smoothest beer ever, we have an unofficial debrief. Bryn tells us that the spiders we encountered earlier might be what he calls a ‘Guardian-Virus’, left behind by the real enemy.
“Like live booby-traps, uh?” Sanchez ventures.
“Exactly.”
“How does it work?”
“They have no mind of their own, but are designed to make life difficult for any rescue party. Probably even melt any ship they’re on, eventually.”
“They were replicating fast,” I remark.
“Yes… Self-replicating roboids usually do.”
“Roboids? A mix of robotic and biological entity?”
“That’s right, Commander.”
“Red,” I nod.
“Sure. Red,” he smiles. “You know, Hennisen is correct not to want to bring the bodies onboard. They may be infected with something else. Another way to kill at a distance.”
“Who or what do you think attacked the Atlantis, Bryn?”
“Hard to say for sure,” he sighs. “I don’t know.”
“The ship was flying a research flag,” Fox intervenes. “All over the galaxy, this is a sure sign of peace, or at the very least, neutrality. Only the worst enemy would dare attack! Especially a Myrr vessel.”
“Forgive me if that’s a naïve question, but how far does the Myrr name carry?” I ask. “Across many other systems? All over the galaxy? Is there one rule of law, or many?”
“It’s not naïve, sweetie,” Fox replies. “Basically, the Alliance rules across the galaxy, in all the systems. Not everyone respects the rule, though. It’s a big universe out there.”
Yes… I’ve heard that said before a few times, now.
“So, we’re in outlaw country, uh?” Sanchez asks.
“I would say so,” Fox replies.
“Right on,” he grins.
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It’s late when we go back to our quarters, and he pulls another couple of beers out of his side pockets.
“Thought you looked a bit pudgy on the thighs,” I joke.
“Last one for the road?” he asks, sounding hopeful.
“Why not?”
“Good answer.” He pops the lid off a bottle and passes it to me. “It’s nice to be able to grab a moment alone, just you and I; isn’t it?”
He’s right, actually. Feels like home. Although I don’t say it, because I don’t like the way it makes me feel. Vulnerable; tired; sad. I can’t afford to be homesick for a world I’ll never get to see again.
“I’m glad it’s you, with me here,” I just tell him.
“Come on, be honest,” he laughs.
“I am.”
“Wouldn’t you prefer to share your quarters with Mikey?”
He gives me a lewd wink, and I smile as I think of our team sniper. Mike Tate... ‘Pretty Mike’, as the guys always called him, was a gorgeous specimen of a human being. Body chiseled like a Greek god, the owner of a sweet cheeky grin, and great at his job. The man was gifted in all the ways, and he sure knew it, too.
“What makes you think I’d prefer to have him?”
“Well, you know...”
“No, I don’t, actually. What?”
“Naked fun after killing aliens,” he tells me with an ironic roll of the eyes. “We both know you’re not gonna jump into bed with me, are you?”
I allow my eyes to drift over his body, just long enough to make him squirm.
“Might surprise you,” I murmur.
His face turns purple and he almost drops his beer.
“Ugh. Come on, Red… You’re joking, right?”
“I kinda am, but also not,” I shrug.
Now, he eyes me suspiciously.
“You know, I never thought we’d be good like that.”
“Why not?” I question in a mock offended tone.
“Shut up, Red. We’re like blood, us two. I just couldn’t do it to ya.”
“Do it to me? What are you talking about?”
He gestures and blushes harder.
“You know!” he repeats.
“Yeah, alright.” I laugh. Time to let him off the hook. “But hey, I stand by what I said. I’m glad you’re with me in this world, Chief.”
“Yeah. It’s kind of alright from time to time.”
“I gather from your performance today that you’re not still feeling floaty in the head.”
“Hell, no!” he growls. “Damn! Forget we had this talk.”
“What talk?” I smile.
“Exactly!”
We sip our beers in silence for a while, before he chuckles.
“So, you and Mikey. Tell me; you ever got it on?”
“Nope.”
“Really?” He yells, eyes wide in genuine amazement. “No way! Why the hell not?”
“He was my subordinate, Sanchez, and I had to uphold the chain of command.”
“That the only reason why?” he insists.
“No. I don’t go for pretty boys, is the other,” I add to satisfy his curiosity. “But you already knew that, didn’t you?”
He flashes me another goofy grin.
“What about you, anyway? Who’d you wish were here with you?”
“No one in particular. But LT Jones is nice, isn’t she?”
The woman strikes me as an outstanding professional and a really good human being. I’m not surprised he’s noticed, since he is just the same.
“She’s nice, yeah,” I reply.
“Really wish I’d not been such an idiot in front of her, what with the implant and all,” he mumbles.
“She won’t think that,” I assure him.
“Maybe I’ll sit down with her over a beer some time, then,” he says, almost shyly.
“Great idea, my man.”
We finish our drinks and he falls asleep like a rock. I decide to go on another wander. Always enjoyed night-time onboard a warship, although they call it a ‘night evo’ here, as in evolution. The engine room is as Hennisen described it to me: ultra-clean, empty but for the giant metal sphere suspended in the middle of the room. The ship’s AI core pulses silent and steady. All good in here. After spending time on her bombed-up sister, I am very grateful to be safe and sound on the Ulysses. With her powerful cannons, strong shields, amazing speed… I like this ship even more than at first glance. Next, I go visit Williams in the cockpit. He’s on his own, eating chocolate cheesecake with his feet up.
“Hello there, Commander.”
“You’re not going to take a break, Williams? Or is this it?”
“No, I probably will. But not yet.” He smiles and gestures out the window. “I like watching. Becoming a pilot was a dream of mine when I was a kid, you know. Now, I get to fly through the cosmos… The views are worth staying up late for.”
“And you’re Hennisen’s assistant as well.”
“Yep.”
“What does that involve?”
“Oh,” he laughs. “’Assistant’ is just another word for jack of all trades. Basically, I get stuck in.”
“Good,” I approve.
“Yes, it is. Never a boring day.”
“Mind if I ask you another question?”
“’Course not.”
He grins around a mouthful of cake, waves me into a seat.
“Earlier on, Dr Fox said that all Myrr vessels fly a research flag... That means us, too?”
“For sure.”
“But the Ulysses is clearly a gunship.”
“Yeah,” he concedes. “Let’s just put it this way: we’ve got teeth, but our intentions are good. We’re peaceful warriors, more interested in making friends than fighting. Doesn’t mean that we won’t kick your ass good and proper if you try it on.”
“Like you did earlier with Stella. It was impressive.”
“Thanks. I don’t know who these guys were,” he adds with a light frown, “but not the real deal, that’s for sure. Whoever got the Atlantis into such a state would not be so easy to destroy, I tell you.”
“Are you worried?” I ask.
“No…” He shrugs. “Just ready.”
“Do you think we’ll find the crew alive?”
“There’s a very good chance. Evac shuttles are like armored tanks. Almost indestructible, and fast with it, too.”
“They carry weapons?”
“Oh, yes. Food and water for a week, as well. I had to evac a ship once, before I joined Myrr. It was a merchant vessel, kinda old, and something went wrong with the air system. We got out and made it to a nearby planet. Got picked up after a few hours. No factor at all.” He winces, then, a little sheepishly. “Although, of course, we were in friendly air space at the time.”
Of course…
“Well, alright,” I nod. “One thing at a time, eh?”
“Absolutely.”
“Good to talk to you, Williams.”
“Sure thing. Thanks for dropping by.”
I end up on the observation deck, sit on the couch, and lean forward. It’s peaceful here, and Williams is correct; the views are magnetizing. I realize they don’t strike me as quite so unusual and fantastic anymore, just extremely beautiful. The old world feels like a million years away… Well, not quite.
“Just a hundred-and-thirty-one,” I sigh.
I rest my head into my hands and close my eyes. Empty my mind again, and relax in the silence. Feels pretty wonderful. Just does not last for very long.
“Commander? Are you alright?”
I glance up to find Jones in front of me, concern showing by the light frown on her face.
“I’m fine,” I assure her. “Just having a breather.”
“I’m very glad you still are.”
“What? Breathing?”
“Yes.” She shakes her head with her lips pursed. “Seemed like you were only a heartbeat away from a heart attack earlier.”
“Not really. Just got a bit flustered.”
“First time getting blown out of a spaceship?”
“Uh-uh,” I chuckle. “Just lost my galactic virginity.”
“Well, I’ll say; 168bpm qualifies as more than just flustered. This kind of heartrate would be better described as dangerously rattled.”
“Semantics,” I shrug.
Without asking, she pulls her magic wand out of her pocket and passes it in front of my chest.
“75,” she announces. “And a perfect 98.6 body temp.”
“Told you there was no problem.”
“According to the scorch marks on your armor, it looks like you were beyond lucky as well. It takes a lot to scratch Elemtex like that.” She sits down and squeezes my shoulder in sympathy. “You got a lot thrown at you in a short amount of time. How are you feeling about it all?”
Sanchez is right, I reflect. Lieutenant Jones is nice. Normally, I’d be running out the room if a doctor walked in and tried to get me to talk like that. But with her, it’s okay.
“It’s kind of the perfect SNAFU, eh?” I laugh.
She raises an interested eyebrow.
“What does that mean?”
I’m sorry the expression hasn’t survived the years. It’s a real good one, I feel. Especially right now.
“It’s an acronym,” I tell her. “SNAFU: Status Nominal, All Fucked Up.”
Jones bursts out laughing, delighted.
“Oh, I can’t wait to use that one!” she declares. “Dr Fox will love it. She likes quirky sayings.”
“You might not have to wait for very long to find a reason to use it.”
“That’s probably true,” she admits.
“How is Hennisen doing?”
“Worried… But he’s got a lot of faith in Jed. Not knowing is the worst part of it. He spoke to the loved ones of the deceased crew, as well. Not an easy thing to do.”
“Yes. I know.”
I’ve had to do the same many times during my career, and always in person. Going to knock on the door of a parent, wife, husband… Even a young kid, once. I’ll never forget telling her, and tears rising in her eyes as the news impacted. She screamed a heart-breaking, ‘No!’, and flew into my arms. I held her for a long time. Having this kind of conversation on vid-comm must be even harder.
“Commander?” Jones lowers her voice in respect to ask me a sensitive question. “Did you leave any loved ones behind in 2086?”
“No,” I reply. “But I was closer to my team than any kin.”
“Of course. I’m sorry.” She’s gentle, understanding. “What about Master Chief Sanchez?”
“Same. He was single, no family. What about you?”
“I have siblings,” she nods. “My younger sister, Jenna, is a research scientist at a large Alliance center on Pluto. My brother, Ben, works for Myrr as a bio-propulsion engineer. He’s based on Earth, where my parents still live.”
“What do your family think of you flying starships all over the galaxy?”
She smiles again.
“Worried at the beginning, but proud now. We’re all really close.”
“That’s great. Are you single?”
I could never be accused of subtlety when it comes to such things. And I’m not sure about dangerously rattled, but Jones appears nicely flustered herself at the question.
“Uh… Yes?” she replies.
She looks slightly worried as well, as if she’s afraid I’ll make a move on her. I gather she’s not into charming, female, ancient Navy commanders.
“Just asking for a friend, Lieutenant.”
She looks puzzled for an instant, before her blush deepens. It’s obvious she’s happier at the prospect of a beefy Master Chief showing interest.
“Thanks,” she murmurs.
“You’re welcome.”
“Hey, can I ask you one last thing?” she says, as I move to get on.
“That was a thing,” I point out.
“I just wondered, what’s behind your nickname? Bryn says it’s just short for your last name. Stella thinks that’s because you have enemy blood on your hands.”
“Oh, yeah?” I snort. “It’s nice to know she thinks I could kill something.”
“What do you mean?” Jones chuckles.
“I don’t think she’s been quite dazzled by my performance so far,” I shrug. “Had to come to my rescue earlier. Can’t have helped to elevate my rankings in her estimation.”
Jones seems thoroughly entertained by what I’m telling her.
“I think you need to learn a bit more about the Antalosian and their culture,” she says. “Especially the Warrior class.”
“How many classes are there?”
“Three main ones: Warrior, Nurturer, Maker. Psychologist, Dr Fox, would class as a Nurturer. Hennisen is a definite Maker; he creates through the many branches of the Myrr Foundation. Williams and I would be seen as hybrids. Both half-Warriors...”
“Maker for him, and Nurturer for you,” I finish.
“Yes. I served in the Alliance Army Medical Corps for three years during my combat surgeon training.”
“So, is Stella a full-on Nurturer then?” I joke.
“Hardly,” she laughs. “Not only is she a Warrior through and through, but a pureblood, as well. She descends from a long line of fighters. A distinguished dynasty.”
“I saw her in action today. She didn’t seem to even break a sweat.”
“The Antalosian are some of the best fighters in the galaxy, and their training protocols are positively barbaric compared to ours.”
This, I instinctively, proudly, don’t want to simply accept as face value.
“Really?” I challenge.
“Yes,” she says. “The attrition rate is 60%.”
“That’s nothing,” I snort. “Ours was more like 85%!”
Jones is kind enough not to instruct me to shut up, when I clearly don’t know what I’m talking about.
“By attrition, Commander,” she just clarifies, “I mean death rate of the trainees.”
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She describes practices that would send our own training teams to jail if they tried them. Starvation, beatings, exposure to harsh weather (the killing kind), sleep-deprivation… Live-fire shooting exercises seem to be the easiest and kindest thing the Antalosian inflict on their warriors.
“It’s basically survival of the fittest pushed to the extreme,” Jones concludes.
Stella sure is extremely fit. As for the rest…
“Sounds delicious,” I smirk.
“The Warrior class follow a strict ancient code of behavior. Honor and discipline are paramount. Excellence for them is not something to aim for; it has to be a basic attribute before you even get started.”
“So, you’re telling me she’ll be a hard one to impress.”
“Do you want to impress her?” she smiles. “Why?”
I made her blush earlier, and now I have to watch myself not to do the same.
“I find it much easier to work with people I respect,” I just reply, which is absolutely true. “Must be the same for her in that way. Unfortunately, I think she has me pegged as a clumsy idiot. She’s always so aggressive... It’s obvious she doesn’t like me.”
Jones is still amused.
“That’s what I was going to explain to you before I got side-tracked talking about their training,” she says. “Aggression is a prized quality among Antalosian warriors, Commander.”
“In all the ways?” I ask, remembering our sparring session.              
“What do you mean?”
Jones is probably too nice for this line of questioning, and I tell her not to worry about it.
“You wanted to know why Sanchez calls me Red,” I tell her instead.
“Oh, yes!”
“The version I like to give is Stella’s,” I offer. “But Sanchez will never let me get away with it, so here’s the ugly truth: when I was two, I figured a way to climb onto the kitchen table where my mother had left a freshly-made cherry pie.”
She’s already laughing.
“I licked off the red topping and rubbed it all over my face as well. Earned my new name on the spot, as soon as my mom caught me there. It’s proved enduring.”
“I love that story,” she chuckles. “Nobody calls you by your first name?”
“No. That was just my dad’s idea. He loved summer storms and I was born during one.”
“Alright. Thanks for sharing.”
“No problem.”
“I won’t tell Stella about the cherry incident.”
“That sounds rude, Lieutenant,” I remark.
“Mm, that’s okay,” she tosses on her way out. “Rude is fine, since you just lost your galactic virginity.”
I go back to my quarters and easily tune out the sound of Sanchez snoring. I can’t do the same with the images that follow. I dream of choking to death, being lost in space, and put to sleep. It all goes on in a crazy loop until I wake up with a scream a few hours later. Dammit! Sitting up on the side of the bed, catching my breath, it’s a good thing Sanchez is already out of the room. Unfortunately, we’re still an agonizing eight hours away from our destination, and I realize traveling onboard a starship might turn out to be just as annoying as long journeys on a regular Navy ship. Hate being idle. Sanchez is in the gym, so we rescue each other from terminal boredom and unwanted mind activity by lifting heavy things, until we can lift no more.
“Breakfast?” he suggests afterwards.
“Yeah. I’ll just nip to the armory first.”
“I’ll come with—” But he catches sight of Jones, walking up ahead, and flashes me a happy grin. “See you later, Red.”
“Yeah, okay. See you.”
I didn’t think my armor looked too bad before, but as I take a second look, I realize the lieutenant was right. There’s a hell of a burn mark running down the side. No wonder my heart-rate went up a bit. I was blown up nice and proper.
“Were you scared?” a familiar voice asks.
Stella is leaning against the wall, feet crossed at the ankles, arms folded comfortably over her chest. At least, that must be the idea. She feels intense, even when she’s supposedly at rest.
“You know I was,” I shrug.
She stares a moment longer, then walks over to inspect my suit.
“That’s destroyed,” she concludes, and throws me a filthy look. “First day on the job, wrecks a perfectly good armor.”
“Obviously wasn’t perfectly good,” I retort. “Elemtex isn’t indestructible, despite all the hype.”
Shoving the suit back at me with more force than required, she walks to another locker and pulls out a new one. She flings that my way, too.
“Nothing’s indestructible. Don’t damage this one, or you’ll have to go naked.”
She looks entertained at the prospect. Meanwhile, I wonder what’s under her own armor. I’ve not seen her in anything else yet. The suit is tight enough that her figure is no mystery, but my mind wanders to other things, and my implant immediately responds with an image of a naked Antalosian. Midnight-black skin; tribal markings over perky breasts; not a hair on the body, just that gorgeous smooth skin and intoxicating tattoo lines. I also learn that Antalosian are perfect hermaphrodites. All that info comes in almost subliminally and, before my curiosity can trigger inappropriate content, I clear my mind. As Stella sits on the bench, and starts to clean an already spotless pistol, I take the rare opportunity to ask a bit more about her. Socially acceptable questions. At least, for now.
“How long have you been with Myrr?”
“Couple galactic years,” she says.
“And before that?”
“I was a lead combat instructor on my own planet.”
Those three words in the middle are like aphrodisiac to my soldier’s brain, especially now I know about their Warrior Class customs. Still, I’d rather fight acid-spiders in the buff before I let her see that I’m impressed.
“What happened to make you leave?” I prompt. “Got fired? Not good enough?”
She eyes me with an indulgent smile.
“You know, a good sense of humor is such a rare quality in humans. Shame, really.”
“Answer me,” I push.
“Bryn is an old friend of mine,” she says. “I came over as a favor to him. Ended up staying a little longer. Your kind need all the help you can get.”
“Lieutenant Jones told me about your training requirements for Antalosian warriors,” I inform her.
“Uh-uh.”
She does smile at that.
“Think I’d be able to complete the course?”
Her eyes grow wide in genuine surprise. Bullseye! I finally managed to make her lose her cool for a second. It’s actually true in effect... Shock morphs into something else, and I swear the temperature shoots up another ten degrees. That look in her eyes from the other day, at the end of our sparring session, is back in earnest. This time, I don’t force myself to doubt it, even as the realization makes my mind reel. This is pure lust. Even her voice is thick with it.
“Our Resistance to Interrogation training comes at the end of the program,” she tells me. “By then, we’ve already lost three-quarters of the original intake. Survivors have almost made it to the end of the hardest military training in the galaxy. They’re the best of the best of our warriors, and—"
“Yeah, yeah.” I roll my eyes, deliberately insolent. “Spare me the recruitment propaganda. Just get on with it.”
She flares at the interruption, and her right hand instantly goes up. Even though it crackles with electricity, I don’t flinch. If she dares to touch me, I’ll knock her unconscious. No questions asked, no second chance given. I feel her sense that, and a slow smile appears on her lips. She holds back the slap, but the heat between us pushes up another degree.
“Just letting you know that even two days from the finish, warriors who’ve almost cracked the toughest training there is break down and cry like babies. We make them beg. Some do,” she adds in disgust. “They plead with us to let them quit.”
I watch her touch the tip of her tongue to her upper lip, as if her own words were delicious. She watches me in return.
“Did you cry during your own training?” I challenge.
“Of course not,” she replies. “In fact, I killed the instructor who tried to make me.”
I’m sure I must have heard her wrong…
“Say again?” I prompt.
She flicks an arc of electricity at my cheek, but this time, it’s just a playful move. It doesn’t hurt; only tingles. It’s quite nice, actually. I clamp down on thoughts of what else she could make me feel with this stuff, before the implant decides it’s relevant to flood my consciousness with alien porn.
“We’re allowed to fight back on this training,” she shrugs. “Most candidates are too broken by the end to remember that, but I never lost my focus. When he started in on me, I gave back better than I received.” Her gaze settles on my mouth and, again, she licks her lips suggestively. “Just so you know, Commander, I always do.”
This is an interesting paradox. I hate arrogance as a general rule, especially in soldiers. But I do appreciate it from a special few, who’ve earned the privilege with sweat and blood. She killed her damn instructor... Knowing the Antalosian ethos, I’m inclined to view this as a hell of a cool thing. Even generally, I’m wired to love this kind of stuff.
“Still waiting for you to answer my first question,” I remind her.
I expect her to destroy me with sarcasm, and although she doesn’t speak, I still get a version of it. Stella returns her pistol to her holster. She stands up and heads to the door. She pauses there for a while, and turns to give me a lingering, heated look. Just as I’m starting to sweat, she shakes her head, laughs, and leaves the room. I can’t help but smile, as her laughter echoes down the hallway. Alright, then. I get it.
Also, I can’t wait to drill some humility into her.
∞∞∞
Bryn assures me there is nothing to do until we reach the planet but eat and rest, so I go back to my bunk with three hours to kill. My state-of-the-art, 23rd Century neural implant could give me all the answers to the most meaningful questions in the universe, if only I were interested. I feel a touch guilty, using it to research Antalosian sexual practices instead, but not enough to stop. I am having myself a fine entertaining time of it, when the ship gets hit so hard that it throws me to the floor.
“Sorry about that, guys,” Williams sounds immediately on the comm.
“What the hell was that?” Sanchez inquires.
“Galactic winds are picking up. We’re in for a good storm, in case you want to watch.”
I pause my anthropological research to head to the cockpit. When I get there, winds are gusting up to 420mph, and Williams has all the combat shields up.
“We’re about to cross a meteorite field,” he announces.
“Is that bad news?”
“Not at all. But I could do with someone in the cannon seat, if you don’t mind.”
If we still need shields and cannons when it’s not at all bad news, I wonder what we’ll do if and when the shit really hits the fan.
“On it,” Sanchez replies. “What do you need me to do?”
“Anything bigger than a basketball, try to blow it up before it hits us,” Williams replies.
“Okay.”
“What happens if he misses?” I inquire.
“Hey!” Sanchez protests. “A little confidence, please!”
“Shooting meteorites is actually trickier than you think,” Williams chuckles. “But don’t worry, Chief. Even if you miss the odd one, the shields will handle it. Failing that, we’ll just get one more dent in the hull. The Ulysses is tough. She can take it.”
Even so, another brutal gust of wind throws her out of line and almost knocks me off my feet.
“Have a seat, commander,” Williams invites.
I do, as pieces of rock the size of basketballs, indeed, appear in front of us. Some are as big as a small car.
“What’s the speed of those?” I ask.
“About forty-five miles.”
“That’s slow, ain’t it?” Sanchez remarks.
Williams looks both astonished and delighted at the naïveté of some of our comments.
“I meant, forty-fives miles per second,” he corrects.
Fair to say we don’t want too many of those impacting the hull, no matter how tough our ship may be.
“Wow!” Sanchez whistles in wonder, and he briefly turns to wink at me. “Hey, not to worry, guys. Promise I won’t miss any nasty ones.”
He starts shooting. By the time we emerge out of the field, some fifteen minutes later, not a single meteorite has got past his cannons.
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When we settle into low orbit of the planet currently only known as X-734/b, there is both good news and continued suspense as to the fate of the Atlantis crew.
“Yes, sir,” Williams announces. “The pods’ location beacons are still active. We know where they are.”
I watch emotion rise into Hennisen’s face.
“Have you been able to establish contact with the team?”
“No…” Williams admits, before adding an optimistic. “Not yet.”
“Alright. Good!” Hennisen nods.
He seems to have recovered a bit from the shock of recent events. No longer yelling, for one, which is very good indeed. I can only suffer this kind of thing in small doses before I feel the urge to make a person shut up. When they happen to be the guy in charge, it doesn’t usually lead to pleasant things.
“Dr Fox, atmosphere report, please.”
“In one word, acceptable!” she declares. “75% nitrogen, 3% carbon dioxide, and 20% oxygen. Argon, neon, and water vapor make up the rest. We get one percent less O2 than on Earth, but that won’t be a problem. 3% CO2 is fine too. I’d just recommend wearing your helmet from time to time for a breather; literally.”
Looks like the psychologist moonlights as a scientist in her spare time. She throws us a smile.
“Okay, my sweets?”
We all nod like obedient schoolchildren. When I say ‘we’; that means everyone but Stella, who often skips group meetings. I’ve noticed she just floats around the ship according to her own mood, and seems to be a law unto herself. No surprise there.
“What about biological life?” Hennisen prompts.
“Nothing much to report, at least at first glance. The planet appears untouched and empty.”
“Really? No locals?” Sanchez wonders out loud.
“No established civilization,” Dr Fox confirms. ”This place reminds me a lot of our own Mars at the start of the terraforming project: arid, hot, rocky.”
“How hot?” Bryn enquires.
“Preliminary readings suggest an average of 85˚F. Possible spikes of 103. And as low as 40, sometimes.”
“Our armors temp regulators will come in handy,” he says with a glance at me and Sanchez.
“Got it,” I approve.
“Alright,” Hennisen concludes. “I want the whole team on this one. Suit up, crew. Let’s get to the shuttle.”
He’s already dressed in field gear; no armor, but something similar with lots of pockets and an integrated water supply.
“No one’s staying onboard the ship?” Sanchez queries.
“No need,” Williams replies. “The Ulysses will switch over to full AI-mode and take care of herself.”
“What about in case of an attack?”
“Shouldn’t happen,” he tells me.
Before I can share my opinion about that word, ‘should’, he also explains that the vessel is equipped with a protective stealth system that renders her completely undetectable in that mode.
“Good. But didn’t the Atlantis have that, too?”
“Sadly, no. It’s an experimental add-on.”
The sheer confidence these people have in their technology, especially the unapproved kind, is baffling. Still, I don’t want to sound like an overly questioning human. Sanchez looks pleased when Lieutenant Jones goes with us to the armory.
“Joining the squad for this outing, Lieutenant?”
“Yes,” she confirms. “I expect my medical skills to be more in demand when we find the crew, but since I’m also a soldier, it won’t hurt to be prepared for fighting action as well.”
“Honoring your two halves,” I smile.
“That’s right.”
The rigid collar of my new armor digs uncomfortably into the side of my neck, but there’s no time to fix it before we go. If it ends up being my only cause for irritation on this trip, I guess I’ll be doing well. Stella looks bored, as we all regroup in the shuttle bay. Like she’s been waiting for us to get ready for years.
“Are you flying us in?”
“Williams is.”
Clearly, she thinks my question irrelevant. Of course, that’s not why I asked it.
“Great,” I grin. “At least we’ll get there in one piece.”
“Your lack of comic sense is entertaining, Commander,” she lets me know. “Thank you for that.”
Twenty minutes later, we pierce through the atmosphere of the planet. It’s sunny and hot, as anticipated. When we get low enough, Williams slides the door open and flies a slow circular pattern over the landing zone. I get a blast of fresh air, and with only 20% O2 in the atmosphere, require two breaths instead of one to fill my lungs. We’re not at altitude, but it feels like it. Bryn keeps a close eye on Hennisen, as his boss leans dangerously far out the door to peer at the shuttle already on the ground.
“There’s only one!” he cries. “What are you waiting for? Put us down, Williams!”
I’m first out after landing, and adopt a defensive position in front of the door. I hold my pistol in both hands, index finger on the trigger instead of the side-guard. It’s 2217, and time for new habits. There is solid red rock under my boots, the temperature regulator on my armor is working fine, sending cool air down my back, and I don’t see a legion of spiders rushing at us from all sides. All in all, it’s a pretty decent start. Although, for sure, I wish we’d found two shuttles instead of just the one.
“Wait here,” Bryn instructs the others. “We’ll secure the LZ first.”
“Hurry up,” Hennisen groans.
Standard combat drills are the same across time and galaxy, and we spread out to get it done without needing to consult each other. Jones looks good in armor, holding a gun. I don’t need to ask Sanchez to know he has noticed.
“Clear,” Bryn soon announces.
Only on his signal does Williams stop the shuttle’s engine, and the rest of the team are allowed to disembark. Hennisen’s impatience is threatening to get the better of him.
“Let’s go, people!” he orders. “Let’s not waste more time!”
That’s not what we were doing, of course, but never mind. As we start toward the shuttle, I naturally drift toward the back of the group. Stella glances at me, but does not comment. I don’t suppose she cares very much. She’s just her usual brand of aloof, but keenly alert as well. So is Bryn, in the lead, and I don’t need to ask them why. I feel it too. The place is eerily quiet, for a start. Atmosphere composition is similar enough to that of Earth that I would expect insects and birds around us, at the very least. But apart from the rustle of a light breeze over some nearby rocks, there are no other sounds. No other life forms to be seen here. Could be our arrival momentarily stopped all activity, and it will resume in a bit… Simple as that. There’s something else, though. Put simply in soldier’s terms, the atmospherics of this place are bad. Even bright sunshine, vast blue skies, and beautiful desert scenery cannot change that. As we approach the shuttle, Sanchez slowly gravitates to my position.
“Hey, Red.”
“Hey, Chief.”
“Is it me, or is this place spooky?”
“It’s not just you,” I confirm.
The outside of the vehicle is all smashed up; bullet and burn marks all over it. The blood we find inside also does nothing to alleviate our sense of unease. It’s all over the floor and smeared onto the walls, as if someone, or maybe more than one person, leaned against them for support before falling down. It’s super-hot inside the pod, and the putrid smell makes even our combat surgeon gag. I don’t linger inside past first observation, unlike poor Williams, who’s been tasked with lifting information off the fried comm system.
“Where the hell are the crew?” Sanchez wonders. “The first rule of survival is always to remain with a downed vehicle. Not to wander off into the bush where no one can find you!”
I have no answer for why the Atlantis survivors elected not to stay put. Maybe they took a ride in the second shuttle? Stella is quiet as she slowly walks around the pod, looking for clues as to what really happened here.
“Guys!” Hennisen calls.
Williams has managed to extract a recorded message from the pod’s black box. As we all gather in to watch, a bearded guy with two different color eyes appears on the screen.
“That’s my colleague, Dr Keem,” Fox exclaims. “Oh, dear… He looks like he’s gone through a terrible ordeal!”
Bloodied, bruised, but otherwise white as a sheet, the man’s fear is palpable as he looks straight into the camera. He starts to talk. Unfortunately, there is no sound.
“Williams!” Hennisen growls. “I told you to fix this damn thing!”
“Sorry, sir. Uh… Just give me another second.”
I look up, as it suddenly goes darker, to find a sea of clouds gathering over our heads.
“That’s weird,” Jones comments. “There doesn’t seem to be enough wind for these to come on so quick.”
Just as she says this, it starts to pick up. There is a bite to it. I notice Stella standing in the open. Her eyes are closed and her face is turned toward the sky. Sniffing the air, it seems.
“Something’s wrong with the system,” Williams declares.
“Of course, there is,” Hennisen snaps. “Can you get sound back on?”
“No, sir, I mean our system. I just tried to transfer this vid to play on our own shuttle comm, but it’s down.” He swallows. “I… I can’t connect to the Ulysses either.”
This is more serious, and Sanchez shoots me a wild glance.
“What the fuck, Red?” he grunts, so only I can hear.
“Stay sharp,” I reply.
Bryn has also turned his attention toward the desert out there. All of us, who are combat trained, seem to be experiencing the same level of disturbance. Hennisen is oblivious to it all, only focused on the technical issues. These aren’t minor either. Not being able to get in touch with the Ulysses sounds… Well. Really bad, I’d say.
“What’s the problem, Williams?”
“Something’s causing interference.” Williams glances at the now thick cover of clouds. “Could be the—”
“Let’s go.”
I didn’t see Stella coming back, but now she’s right next to me. Her close proximity, and the sharpness of her tone, raise the hair over the back of my neck. Something’s up… But Hennisen chooses this time to start arguing with her.
“Go where?” he barks. “We are far from done here, Ste—”
“Get inside the shuttle,” she orders, interrupting him. “All of you. We’re leaving. Now.”
Dr Fox jumps in, anxiety written all over her face. Williams is already back in the cockpit. Jones is next to board.
“Stella,” Hennisen snaps. “What’s going on?”
Lightning in the clouds, but no thunder. Stella doesn’t reply but Sanchez does.
“Get inside, sir,” he instructs. “There is something brewing in those clouds.”
None of us can see it yet, but we sense it. A presence. It feels heavy and dark.
“But my son…”
Since he won’t do it himself, Bryn takes his arm and helps him in. He doesn’t grab and shove, as Stella might, but the result is the same.
“We’ll come back,” he promises.
But as we all climb back onboard, and it grows even darker outside, it’s clear we won’t be going anywhere. The interference that Williams has already mentioned, whatever it is or may be causing it, has us pinned down.
“Engines are dead,” he announces. “We’ve got no comm, no shields… Dammit! Give me a moment to see what I can do to fix this.”
I reach for my rifle. Stella nods without looking at me.
“There’s so much electricity in the air!” Fox exclaims. “Can you feel it?”
“Hell, yeah!” Sanchez replies.
Arcs flash through the clouds, and I can’t take my eyes off the show. It’s beautiful, in a way. Hypnotic and ominous.
“That’s not natural,” Jones says. “Is it?”
I can’t decide for sure, and Hennisen has gone quiet.
“Alright, guys,” Williams updates, only focused on the task at hand. “I’m going to rig a bypass of the main system, and use the Elementium strings to divert enough quantum drive to our core to get this girl started. I’m gonna make this work!”
I’ve zero idea what all that means, but he sounds optimistic, and I like it. With what happens next, though, I realize asap may not be soon enough…
“Look at that!” Jones cries.
From electrical clouds, starts to rain a shower of projectiles. I can’t tell straight away if these are small bombs or something else, but when the first one hits the ground, a short distance from the LZ, I see it is neither.
“Fuck! There’s… There’s… What are these things?” Sanchez exclaims in amazement.
Every time a projectile impacts the ground, it bursts open to allow tall, lithe, metal-grey beings to jump out of them. I register a flash of gleaming teeth in their elongated mouths. They carry weapons. And they’re moving fast. Jones wouldn’t know, but to me, this looks a lot like FUBAR.
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It’s not long before my laser rifle gets hot in my hands. Non-stop fire is what this battle is. We must protect the shuttle at all cost. Williams is doing his best, I know that, but he’s not delivering in terms of speed. Our enemy are.
“They jump around like fucking flees!” Sanchez yells.
“There’s hundreds of them,” Jones replies.
“Yeah, at least!”
My chief and the lieutenant are bonding over this fight.
“Shut up, you two, and concentrate. This is target practice.”
Stella’s a lot more talkative today, and clearly in instructor mode. She continues to deliver rude commands and, from time to time, helpful observations. All the while, she jumps from one boulder to the next, and pulverizes one attacking form after the other. Shoot, move, cover, reload… Part of me wishes I could sit back and just watch her as she works. She makes it look easy, a beautiful dance. In fact, it’s lethal, and a bloody carnage. At least, not on our side.
“They’re a handful,” Bryn comments.
“Don’t let them get so close,” Stella replies.
Good advice but, no matter how good our own team is, we can’t kill them fast enough. Now, they’re spreading out, too.
“Right flank, Stella,” I warn, as they start coming round the side.
“Think I’m blind, Commander?” she retorts.
She takes care of the attackers in that quadrant, while I dive behind a boulder to avoid losing my head to another laser blast. These beings are a little too accurate for my taste.
“Starting to get low on ammo!” Jones soon announces. “I’m making every shot count, but…”
“Williams?” Bryn asks over the comm.
“Almost there!” he replies. “Hang on five more minutes!”
Stella starts to alternate between laser shots and throwing electrical charges at the enemy. Both are equally effective. I also make every shot count, but the assault is relentless, and I need to keep throwing ammo at those guys. I seek cover behind another rock, briefly feel along the side of my leg to check on one more available weapon. Happens to be my favorite: seventeen inches of black-coated 1095 carbon steel, mixed with 10% Elementium and a hard rubber handle for grip. I love knives because they’re so simple. As long as I have this one, lack of ammo doesn’t mean I won’t be any less dangerous. Stella catches my movement, as she drops in to reload her own weapon.
“Enjoy playing rough, Commander?”
Her shoulder against mine is heavier than it needs to be.
“Always,” I reply, and watch her amber eyes sparkle.
“Copy that,” she says.
She’s off shooting again before I can say anything else, but her words twist my insides in a peculiar way. You’re in the middle of a fight, Redfield! I throw myself back into it.
“Two more minutes!” Hennisen informs us. “We’re nearly done.”
Sounds like he started to help Williams, instead of ordering him to fix things, which would be a welcome development.
“Stay close,” Stella advises the rest of our team. “Nice and tight, like a wall. That’s it!”
We’re putting up one hell of a strong line of defense in front of the shuttle. She’s still throwing power charges at the enemy, and I wonder how long she’ll be able to keep this up. Bryn and I both have a pistol in one hand and our knife in the other. Precise shots soon give way to punches and stabs, as the enemy swarms around us. I shoot one in between the eyes; enormous, bulbous things full of a cloudy grey liquid. I bury my blade into another’s neck. They bleed a yellowish substance that looks like pus. It smells like sulfur.
“Argh!”
I hear Jones shout in distress and turn in time to see her hit the ground. One of the beasts has managed to knock her down, but before he can throw himself on top of her, Sanchez slays him with a single shot.
“Officially down to my last clip,” he declares.
He sounds calm despite the news, and I move closer to him and Lieutenant Jones. She’s not as experienced as we are in this form of fight, and ran out of laser ammo a while back. Now she’s also out of bullets, and I throw her my last cartridge. The look in her eyes says it all: she’s terrified, but she’s not running away.
“You got this, Lieutenant,” I tell her.
“Fuck, yeah!” she replies.
I didn’t know she could swear like that, and I’ll bet Sanchez will fall deeply in love. But I have no time to think about it. Even though I’m too busy to pay a lot of attention to team statistics at this time, I suddenly notice that Stella’s status is at 79%. That’s a hell of a drop for her. She’s still throwing E-balls out there like a damn machine, and getting herself drained in the process.
“You okay here, Sanchez?”
“Yeah, Boss!”
I stab, kick, and punch my way back to Stella’s position. I stand close, now only intent on insuring cover for her.
“Need me to take over?”
I hope the question will boost her energy levels. She growls in reply, and the reading goes up a few percent. So predictable... It would be amusing, and I’d lay on more sarcasm, if we were not so close to losing this mad fight. Fortunately, Williams comes through for us now.
“ALL SYSTEMS GO!” he screams. “Everybody back in!”
Bryn stands at the door, making sure we all get on. I notice as I jump onboard that Dr Fox has got herself a pistol. Her aim is way off, but she’s shooting relentlessly and still managing to hit a few bodies. Waste of ammo, but hey…
“Looking good, Doc!” I shout over the noise.
“Thank you, Commander!”
“Hold on, everyone!” Williams instructs.
He obviously means it. Despite his warning, the force of the lift throws me to the floor. Jones almost goes flying out the still open door of the cabin. Bryn catches hold of her and punches the lock, cutting off the intruders. Away and safe… Hopefully.
I look for Sanchez, who’s landed at the back, and meet his eyes.
“I like the way you were swinging your blade, Chief. You alright?”
“Yeah, boss.” He grins. “That was invigorating.”
I chuckle, lean against the wall to catch my breath.
“Sure was.”
As always after this kind of fight, a blissful haze begins to settle over me. Adrenalin levels dropping and endorphins rising nicely, like after a good run. I open my eyes to find Stella looking at me, which sends a pleasant shiver through my bones as well. But the good feelings only last another second before Williams starts to swear, and I’m reminded that it’s not over yet.
“Ah, shit!” he exclaims.
“Oh, no… Now, what?” Jones mumbles.
She sounds fed-up and exhausted, and Dr Fox immediately goes to her. I take it the LT doesn’t often get involved in fighting, and spends more time doing medical stuff. Fair enough. She did well today. Stella jumps to her feet, apparently fully recovered, and I follow her into the cockpit.
“Status?” she barks.
Hennisen should probably be asking that of his crew, but he is otherwise engaged and doesn’t seem to hear. I watch him lean over the open console, looking like a brain surgeon in the middle of a critical op, as he fiddles with the motherboard. Doesn’t seem like the sort of procedure one should have to attempt in the 23rd Century...
“We’re away and not taking any more enemy fire, which is good,” Williams replies.
“So, what’s the problem?”
“Shuttle doesn’t feel right. I can’t rise above 500ft. Must be something to do with this cloud. It feels like a heavy force-field. It’s definitely keeping us down.”
“Force-field is correct,” Stella says. “I don’t think this is a cloud, but a sophisticated defense system. We triggered it when we came in. Now, it’s stopping us leaving.”
Hennisen looks up like he’s been shot.
“A defense system for what?” he asks. “Who set it up? And for what purpose? According to readings, this planet’s supposed to be uninhabited.”
Stella doesn’t grace him with an answer. My guess is that she’s not into speculation. Thinking in terms of how things are ‘supposed to be’ would only be a recipe for disaster anyway. Here, now, we just need to do the best we can with what we have, even if it isn’t much. Stella points forward.
“Is that a canyon over there?”
“Looks like it,” Williams replies.
She nods, as my own sense of optimism rises.
“Would be a good place for an evac pod to hide.”
“Be good for us now, too,” Williams groans. “The force field is affecting my instruments, and we’re literally just cruising for a crash right now.”
“Set us down over there,” Stella approves.
∞∞∞
I dare to think things may be looking up. Williams manages to tuck us into a narrow part of the canyon, hopefully out of sight. Secondly, we do not automatically come under fire as we land, which is nice. The cloud cover is still in place, but the lightning strikes that signaled the arrival of armed opposition have ceased. Last but not least, the vehicle carries spare weapons. Not enough for all of us, but again, beggars can’t be choosers. Sanchez looks puzzled when Stella helps herself to two pistols and most of the ammo available. She shares that between the two of us, and even throws me an extra gun.
“Uh, thanks,” I nod, a bit confused.
“Hey, don’t hog all the gear,” Sanchez grumbles.
It’s a fair comment, but Stella shoots him an icy look.
“Only the best shooters among us should have the extra weapons,” she states. “If these fighters come back, we’ll need to turn every bullet into a rightful kill.”
Whoa… I feel that is unnecessarily spiteful, especially when talking to him, but she grabs her gear and walks off before any of us can recover from our surprise.
“What a fucking bitch,” Sanchez says.
“Hey. Take it easy, Chief.”
I hand him the extra pistol I received, and more ammo to go with it. Despite the gesture, he still throws me a resentful glance. I shrug impatiently.
“What’s the matter?”
“Nothing,” he glares. “Just that you two get on like a house on fire, don’t you?”
I wouldn’t go so far as saying we get on, although the fire part is accurate. I’d been wondering what Stella would be like in a real fight, and ‘incredible’ is the answer. She’s precise, fearless and relentless. I cannot find a single thing not to relish about this combination, and that’s hot to me, for sure.
“What?” I grin. “You jealous?”
“Pfft!”
He rolls his eyes, but I know the truth.
“Just relax, Chief. Might not be very long before we have to go again. Okay?”
“Right,” he grunts. “’K.”
Next, Hennisen calls us for a regroup. I’m looking forward to a team discussion and figuring out the best way forward, but what he says instantly kills the mood.
“It’s time to split up,” he announces. “Williams, Dr Fox and I will stay with the shuttle. Meanwhile, I want the rest of you to hike up to the top of this canyon and locate the second pod. We must find it and rescue the crew!”
A heavy silence greets his words. I can’t believe he just said that, and not because I’m afraid of a hike in one-hundred-degree heat with only 20% oxygen. Although it wouldn’t be fun, sure. Stella is glowing in disapproval. Dr Fox looks sad, and Jones, full of concern. Bryn voices everyone’s opinion out loud.
“Sir,” he says. “With due respect, I strongly advise against splitting up right now. The only way to ensure our safety is to stay together until the shuttle can fly again.”
“You want to wait?” Hennisen cries. “Are you out of your goddam mind? Get out there, crew!”
None of us move.
“Go, soldiers! That’s an order!”
“Sir,” Bryn tries again, “if we walk away and the shuttle is attacked, you could be kil—”
“We’ll manage!” Hennisen yells, cutting him off. His face is covered in sweat and he’s spitting fury. “The survivors of the second evac may be dying, even as we speak! Go! You have to go and find them!”
Overwhelmed with grief, he looks like a heart attack about to happen. I can feel his pain, deeply in my chest, and I breathe a sigh of relief when Fox steps forward to take his hand.
“James,” she says gently. “It won’t take long to repair the shuttle. Meanwhile, we need to stay safe, or we won’t be able to help anyone. The survivors depend on us. Jed would tell you the same thing that Bryn is.”
He looks at her with tears in his eyes. Then, slowly, back at the rest of us. He seems to realize what just happened, and drops his gaze.
“You’re right,” he murmurs.
“No problem, sir,” Bryn assures him.
“Come on, sweetie,” Fox invites. “Let’s go inside.”
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Bryn puts us on guard duty. Sanchez and I go stand watch at the entrance to the canyon.
“Yeah,” he mutters. “Let’s keep an eye on things here, while our esteemed leader has himself a nervous breakdown inside the shuttle. Perfect plan!”
“You’re complaining a lot,” I remark.
He stands with his foot on a rock, rifle in hand.
“Well, this situation ain’t great, is it?”
I don’t engage, just answer with a shrug.
“It is what it is, Sanchez. We just deal with it.”
He walks off grumbling, to take a position slightly ahead of me. Bet he misses having a colleague to bitch and gossip with. Meanwhile, I put on my helmet for a quick blast of oxygen. I have a headache. It would be tempting to stay on O2, but I don’t know how long the force field will remain in place. Like with ammo, I’m keen to ration it, just in case. It’s 102˚F. out here now, although bearable, thanks to my armor AC. I take a small sip of water from the tube connected to the integrated supply. Only one liter available. The cloud looms above, and I wonder if it’s watching us. I think of the crew of the second evac pod… Hope they’re okay. Hope our ship is still waiting for us in orbit.
“What’s on your mind, Commander?” Stella enquires as she comes over.
“Ah… Nothing much.”
She settles her amber eyes on me.
“You’re wondering if the second shuttle actually made it to this planet,” she says. “You think losing comm with the Ulysses could mean that she suffered the same fate as the Atlantis. And you wish you were back on the beach, on Mars or on your planet Earth, sipping cocktails.”
“You got one and two correct,” I concede. “But I stand by my decision to join this team. I don’t care much about the beach, and I don’t wish I’d taken the easy way out.”
She nods toward Sanchez, who’s keeping both an eye out for incoming trouble, and also his back ostensibly to me.
“He does,” she declares. “You know he’s only here because of you, right?”
Well, it didn’t take her long to figure that one out, and my chest tightens at the reminder. I don’t need it now. And certainly not from her.
“Sanchez is a professional,” I reply, with a hint of warning to my voice.
If she’s got any sense, she’ll stop right there. Of course, she proceeds full speed ahead.
“He missed two critical shots earlier, one of which resulted in a fighter breaking through our line. If you had not been there to stop him with your blade, he’d have reached the shuttle. You didn’t notice that fail from your so-called professional soldier? I forget he’s your friend… Maybe you didn’t want to see.”
I guess that’s what that nonsense with the extra weapons, and her comment about turning every bullet into a definite kill, was all about earlier. And I don’t like what she’s implying, but she’s definitely right about one thing.
“Yeah, I saw it,” I nod.
How could I not? That miss from Sanchez was a shocker at the time. It allowed the enemy through and, suddenly, that beast with too many teeth was on top of me. I punched him in the face, sank my blade in the side of his neck, killed him before he could jump onboard the shuttle… But it was a heart-stopping moment, alright.
“So?” Stella prompts.
Her remarks are getting me hot under the collar, and not in a nice way.
“So, what?” I frown.
“What are you going to do about it?”
I stop gazing across the desert to look her in the eyes.
“What do you think I should do? Execute Sanchez for ‘only’ being 98% accurate? Everybody can miss during a close fight like that, Stella. Even you.”
She raises a dubious eyebrow.
“But I didn’t. And neither did you.”
“Not this time, but it could happen. That’s why we work as a team. I was there to stop that fighter getting through. Who did what doesn’t matter, it’s the win at the end that counts.”
She eyes me thoughtfully, and I’m not entirely sure what to make of that look. It’s intense, and it goes on for a while. Finally, she nods as well.
“You’re obviously very loyal to your partner.”
“Yes, I am. Trust me, he’s earned it.”
I expect another scathing remark. I’m pretty sure she’ll fight me for the last word. But she doesn’t. Instead, she comments on my own performance.
“You’re excellent with a blade, Commander. A real killer. I like that.”
“I don’t need you to butter me up, Stella,” I snap.
She doesn’t smile, just narrows her eyes at me.
“It wasn’t a compliment but an observation. Where did you learn to fight like that?”
“I had good teachers.”
“Uh-uh?”
“Human combat instructors.”
“Is that so?” she smirks.
“Yeah, and I didn’t murder ‘em.”
For a woman who claims I’m not funny, she laughs a lot at the things I say. Before I can point that out, we’re interrupted by a strangled cry from Sanchez.
“Argh… Red!”
I thought it strange that there was no wildlife earlier… But now it’s here. Snakes. Or a creature with lots of tentacles. I can’t see the main body, buried into the patch of sand where Sanchez was standing earlier, but its feelers are all over him. Thick purple strands wrapped around his ankles and thighs. A single one has got his right wrist, and despite the fact that Sanchez managed to grab his knife, it’s stopping him making good use of it.
“It’s pulling me down!” he yells.
It is… Faster than quicksand. I throw myself on my stomach and grab hold of his left arm and shoulders, while Stella starts to slice through the tentacles.
“Fuck!” Sanchez cries. “It’s got me, Red!”
“No, I’ve got you,” I reply.
“I can’t breathe! Get it off me!” he shouts at Stella.
“Shut the hell up,” she replies.
She’s working fast, I can see that. But the more she cuts, the more fresh tentacles are emerging from the hole. Sanchez’s two legs are already below there, and I feel myself getting inexorably pulled along with him. Damn… This thing is strong.
“Shoot the fucking thing!”
That’s the last thing he’s able to utter before a feeler wraps around his neck and starts to pull him sideways. I grab my knife and cut through it. It’s like heavy rubber. Now, he’s down to his waist, and the tentacles are beginning to go for me.
“Stella.”
I don’t shout, don’t swear, just let her know she’d better do something quick, before we both become chow for alien worms.
“Well, okay,” she shrugs, as if I’m being unreasonable.
I watch her plunge both fists into the ground, and the rest of her body tense. In the next second, Sanchez goes into a hard spasm. I feel the ground sizzle, as electricity ripples through it, and some of the charge also goes through me. It wakes me up, let’s put it this way. As the tentacles let go, and I pull Sanchez back out of the hole, a strident scream pierces the air. Out of that depression in the sand rises a two-headed creature easily six feet tall. It has the head of a Komodo dragon, the body and arms of a crocodile, and dozens of flailing tentacles.
“Fuck!” Sanchez, who has an issue with that, exclaims.
On his back now, he frantically draws his weapon.
“Save your ammo,” Stella orders, as the creature hisses at us. “I’ve got this.”
On that, with a flick of the wrist, she sends a powerful ball of electricity. We watch the reptile’s head explode, the tentacles fall off, and the entire body sink back into the ground. A second later, it’s as if nothing ever happened.
“Job done,” Stella concludes.
I help Sanchez onto rocky ground. He’s shaking like a leaf, and hyper-ventilating.
“Shit, Red… That thing. It just… I never saw it coming!”
“Put on your helmet,” I advise. “Tell me in a bit.”
Stella hovers close as he sucks in oxygen for a few breaths, and his body recovers.
“Okay,” I nod. “So, what happened?”
“I was just standing over here, watching the cloud. I never heard a noise, or noticed this thing come out of the ground! By the time I felt any pressure, it was already all over me. If you’d not been so close and able to help… Shit.”
He looks at us, his face pale.
“You would have drowned in sand,” Stella finishes.
Voicing it out loud was probably not necessary, but at least she’s not blaming him for the attack. He’s also humble enough to do the right thing.
“Thanks, Stella,” he tells her. “I owe you one.”
I remember her response when I told her the same thing not so long ago, and this one is a variation on the same theme.
“If you insist,” she shrugs.
I wonder if she ever lets people behind her spikes.
“Guys,” I say on the comm. “We just met some of the local wildlife. Big hungry worm full of tentacles. Stay off the sand and don’t go out alone.”
“Everything alright, Commander?” Bryn replies.
Sanchez gives me a thumbs-up, and the three of us look up, as a ray of sunshine pierces through.
“Everything’s fine,” I confirm.
∞∞∞
The cloud disappears just like it came, on a gust of wind that we all realize is far from natural. But at least, it’s gone. There is some extra good news to cheer us up.
“We’re back online with the Ulysses,” Williams declares. “It really was just that force field cutting us off.”
From the relief in his voice, I’m sure he worried about the exact same thing I was.
“I still think some of us should have stayed with the ship,” I say to Bryn. “In case just this sort of thing happened.”
“I understand,” he nods.
“Fine, but do you agree?”
“On this one, Commander, I think you may have a point,” he concedes.
“Do all Myrr vessels sail with such a reduced crew?”
“Not all the time, but we always do. On the whole, we are pretty used to it.”
“Might take me a few more centuries to understand this strategy,” I mumble under my breath, and he chuckles.
Hennisen appears to be feeling better now. I hope that’s the case, and that there won’t be another outburst. Unstable leaders of any kind, I can do without. Good thing the rest of the crew are intelligent, experienced people. For now, at least, the man is back in the cockpit.
“Hope we don’t trigger any more defense systems on this one,” Jones murmurs, as we prepare to take off again.
“Are you alright, Lieutenant?” I ask.
“Yes, Comman— Red,” she corrects herself. “It’s just that every time I see action, I’m reminded of how much I prefer my other job. Being a physician and a surgeon, looking after people, helping them… Yes. That’s where my heart is.”
“Even so, you were great out there earlier.”
“Thanks for saying that,” she smiles. “And for sharing your ammo with me.”
“No problem.”
“I’ll go check on Miguel, now,” she says.
It does take me a second to remember who that is. No doubt ‘Miguel’ will be milking his encounter with the hellish worm for all it’s worth in front of his doctor. Meanwhile, all systems are fine indeed with the shuttle, and we take off nice and easy.
“Ah… Breathing again,” Williams grins.
I watch the canyon recede into the distance. Pretty soon, we are back where we started, at the site of the first evac pod. It feels like forever since we came under attack, but I realize as I check that it’s only been an hour. Time really is a funny thing.
“I’ll stay low enough to avoid any surveillance tech still in place,” Williams says. “Should do the trick, whoever put it there in the first place.”
For the next fifteen minutes, he flies ever-increasing circles around our original LZ. Hennisen is glued to the radar screen. I stare at miles and miles of rock, desert, and sand. I wonder about the lost crew, lethal creatures hiding under the surface of this planet, and what kind of enemy would be powerful enough to destroy a ship like the Atlantis. Or our own, for that matter… A faint radar ping interrupts this less than helpful descent into the bowels of my own mind.
“We’ve got something,” Hennisen exclaims.
Williams puts us into an immediate hover, then opts to go in a more westerly direction. The radar seems to like it.
“Must be it,” Bryn says. “The second evac. Right?”
“Don’t think so,” our pilot replies. “Looks way bigger.”
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It went dark extremely quickly. Now it’s completely pitch black, raining hard, and cold. Makes a welcome change from the heat we endured earlier. I lie on a slightly elevated ridge next to Bryn, overlooking a large building complex.
“Can you see the security field?” he murmurs.
“On and off,” I reply.
It’s like a thin soap bubble surrounding the facility. Looks innocent enough, but I’m told it would be lethal to try to break through. We found the second evac pod, or what was left of it, a mile or so away from this place. Empty and bloody, like the first one. Hennisen wanted us to breach the building right there and then, but we convinced him to return to the Ulysses first. Now we’ve got a load of fresh ammo, and it is just the four of us, the combat team. The others are back on the ship, safe. Bryn pushed for that, and I’m glad that’s in line with my preference.
“Found a way in,” Stella announces on the comm.
We retreat quietly, to meet her and Sanchez at the bottom of the cliff.
“A tunnel?” Bryn inquires.
I peer down the narrow opening. A ladder is affixed to the side. It goes straight down and I can’t see past the first corner.
“Looks like a ventilation shaft,” I nod.
“Could be an escape route,” Stella offers.
“Or a trap,” Sanchez groans. “Probably why there was no security field around this door and it opened so easily. They lure you in like that, lock you inside, flood the tunnel. Job done.”
Bryn’s concern is a little different.
“Ah,” he huffs. “This is too tight for me to fit in.”
“I’ll go first,” Stella announces. “Find a way to let you all in from the other side. Try my best not to drown,” she adds with an ironic glance at Sanchez.
“Whatever,” he shrugs.
I squeeze his shoulder.
“Stay with Bryn, Chief,” I instruct, and jump on the ladder after Stella.
He made a good point, and I can’t categorically prove this is not a trap, but somehow, I don’t think so. I’m beginning to really trust Stella’s instinct, as well, especially when it matches my own intuition. At the bottom of the ladder, she points to a symbol on the wall.
“This is a Krohn facility.”
I remember seeing that name on the Galactic card that Dr Fox gave me. The Krohn was the one with the triple set of teeth, looking mean. Very similar to our welcome committee, actually.
“Might explain a few things,” I venture to say.
“Might,” she agrees. “The Krohn have only recently joined the Galactic alliance.”
We drop into a slightly bigger tunnel. Bryn would struggle inside of this one too, but we can almost walk upright.
“And how are they getting on?” I ask.
“Chaotically,” Stella chuckles. “They’re the stubborn kind. Tend to be rule-breakers. Joining the Alliance won’t ever change that entirely.”
“Sounds like you approve,” I remark.
She throws me a backward glance over her shoulder. Looks amused.
“You seem like the renegade type yourself, Commander.”
I give a single shrug, as we continue to advance deeper into the shaft. She’s right, though. And maybe even a bit more now than I used to...
“Some rules can be useful,” I reflect. “Just can’t be a slave to them, that’s all.”
“Agreed.”
We finally reach a door at the end. I place myself in front of it, pistol raised and ready to shoot, every sense on alert. On my signal, Stella disables the entry lock. As silent and smooth as a couple of ghosts, we move forward.
“We’re in,” she whispers.
“Copy that,” Bryn responds.
The hallway we’ve arrived in looks similar to that of a ship. I hear a low-level hum in the background. Energy generators, nothing unusual. Other than that, there is no sign of activity. My proximity sensor is also quiet. We walk past empty rooms, more deserted hallways, vacant quarters.
“Control room this way,” Stella indicates.
We don’t encounter anyone on the way there, with teeth or otherwise. Discarded data pads lie on the consoles, a chair has been knocked down. No fight in here, but…
“Looks like they left in a hurry.”
“Yes.”
Stella will not allow herself to speculate as to a reason why, and I don’t either. But I sure remain on guard, as she disables the security field. Not long later, our two teammates join us. Bryn is frowning, which gets my attention. Sanchez looks angry as hell.
“Red,” he growls. “Come and see this!”
On their way in from the other side, they discovered a room that we have not seen yet. I quickly realize it is a scientific lab of some kind. In it, is a row of stasis pods. I count ten... All of them contain human bodies.
“What the hell,” I murmur.
“Look at that, Red!” Sanchez yells in fury.
He points to one of the pods, and I recognize a familiar logo on the side. Not Krohn.
“Yeah, it’s Myrr!” Sanchez confirms. “And it’s clear they’ve been experimenting on these people right here. Just look at them, Red!”
He pulls me over to one of the pods. Reluctantly, I look.
“This guy’s growing claws over his fingers. That one over here, he’s got fangs piercing out through his chin! And this last one, here? Fuck, I don’t even know what that is!”
The man’s entire body is covered in green pustules. Is he even breathing? I can’t see that through the glass. I feel sorry for this guy, and also hope that the lid is thick.
“So, is that what you guys do?” Sanchez screams.
“No,” Bryn protests. I can see he’s disturbed by the sight of these pods and the modified bodies inside. “Of course, we do not engage in—”
“What, then?” Sanchez cuts him off.
“Look, the pods may have the logos on them, but this is not a Myrr facility. It’s clearly abandoned. Could be very old. We’ve never—"
“No shit!” Sanchez interrupts again. “I get it. You scour the galaxy looking for this type of place, and clean up the dirty work the ‘old’ Myrr used to do? Right?”
“No, that’s not it.”
“Bullshit! Is that what the Atlantis was doing? Is it how you actually found me and Red?”
I feel my blood turn to ice at the possibility. Is he right? Did they lie to us about what really happened? Instinctively, I look to Stella for reassurance that it is not so, but she ignores me.
“Control yourself, human,” she orders in a lethal voice.
“Yeah, or what?” Sanchez gets in her face. “What will you do? Put us humans back in a pod? Uh? I’ll kill you before I—”
He raises his fist, but I think she senses his intention before he even knows he’s going to throw a punch. Needless to say, he doesn’t get a chance to try it, or finish talking, before she blasts him halfway across the room on a wave of electricity. I suspect that as these things go, it was a soft one.
“Master Chief, please,” Bryn says. “Let’s all calm down and figure out what to do next.”
His words are lost on Sanchez. Undeterred, he scrambles to his feet, still focused solely on Stella.
“You fucking bitch!” he snarls.
True to character, she laughs. And as my guy charges again, I step in front of him.
“Stop! This is not helping.”
He turns on me, his eyes wild.
“And what the hell’s wrong with you, Red? Why are you so quick to trust these people? Look at what they did here!”
“We don’t know who ‘they’ are yet,” I remind him. “Settle down.”
He looks like he’s going to punch me, but before I’m forced to defend myself, Bryn steps forward to land a heavy hand on our shoulders.
“Shhh!”
He nods toward the hallway, and I freeze instantly. Sanchez also recovers his soldier’s wits, and he reaches for his pistol. I’m relieved to see him point it at the door, and not Stella’s head. We are all quiet for a moment, as we listen intently. Nothing, at first. Then, I hear it. A muffled sound. A voice? A whimper? I step out the door ahead of Stella and walk back some of the way Bryn and Sanchez have come. For fuck’s sake! I throw them both a hard look as we discover they missed a door. I like the way sheepish looks on a one-eyed giant. Sanchez is still in a sour mood and he just growls. Meanwhile, the door is locked.
“Stella,” I instruct.
“Move,” she barks.
She blows the door right off with her special skill. Through the smoke, I more or less expect acid-spitting spiders to rustle out of there, an army of fighters with lots of teeth, or some other nasty surprise. Finally, though, we’re in for some good news.
∞∞∞
Eight of them are huddled in there, and they all look terrified. It smells bad in the room; blood, sweat, fear. I kneel next to a man with two different-colored eyes.
“Dr Keem?”
“Yes… Who are you?” he cries.
“My name’s Redfield. Commander Redfield.”
“Are you with Myrr? Please, tell me you are!”
“Uhm, yes,” I reply.
I find it interesting that I told him my rank, and he did not immediately think of the military or the Galactic Alliance. Could be wishful thinking on his part, or another reminder of how big and powerful the corporation is.
“Myrr!” a woman exclaims. “Thank God!”
She’s bleeding from a massive gash on her forehead. Next to her is a tall, lanky creature with straight white hair and almost transparent eyes. From the card again, I figure he’s an Elusyan, badly wounded as well. I notice Stella talking to one of her kind. This Antalosian appears to be male, although smaller in stature, and he does not exude the same dominant aggressive vibe. Not a drop of her dangerous sensuality, either. From what Jones has explained to me, I gather he must belong to a different class. A Maker, perhaps. Bryn checks on the remaining people, and stops by the side of an unconscious man.
“Captain Hennisen!” he calls. “Jed!”
So, we found him at last. Keem sighs sharply.
“He’s been like this since the Atlantis. Lost a lot of blood.”
“You were attacked,” I prompt.
“Yes. Jed was shot when he went back to help the others,” Keem replies in a raw voice. “We were cut off from them, and strange creatures started to crawl out of the walls… Like spiders, but the deadly kind.”
I nod in understanding.
“Yes. We’ve seen them.”
“Then, you know. The situation was desperate, there really was nothing we could do!” He does sound desperate now. “So, we grabbed the captain and jumped in the evac.”
This answers the question about honor. Hennisen Jr did not abandon his crew or his ship. Good to know, and I’m relieved.
“His father’s with us,” I say, and watch Keem’s eyes widen in sudden hope.
“You came onboard the Ulysses?”
“Yes.”
“Then we stand a better chance of escape,” the Antalosian crew member exclaims. “What they were doing on this planet… The experiments they conducted at this facility… It’s—"
“They?” I interrupt. “Not Myrr?”
“Of course not!” Keem yells in reply. “It was the Krohn!”
Sanchez and I exchange a quick glance.
“What is this place, then?” he grunts.
“A bio-weapons facility,” the woman replies, and proceeds to fill in some of the blanks. “When we came near this planet, we picked up a distress signal from the ground. It originated from this facility. Upon investigation, we could not find a reason for the signal, but we discovered the work of the Krohn: disgusting experiments involving human DNA and gene splicing. Deadly virus activation. Cross-over breeding…”
I get the idea, and shiver at her words.
“They created something evil,” Keem concludes. “Now it’s loose out there. Furious and hungry. This whole planet is a trap. The thing got us here through the distress signal, then followed us back to the Atlantis when we tried to escape.”
The thing… I remember the words of the Atlantis captain, as well: ‘There’s something on this planet. It’s aware. It watches!’
“What happened to the other members of your crew?” Bryn asks.
“We landed together but came under attack when the cloud fighters descended on us.”
“We’ve met those, too,” I nod, when he looks at me.
“They ate the bodies of our friends!” the woman cries.
So, that explains why we didn’t find any remains on site. I go to her and rest a gentle hand on her shoulder.
“What’s your name?”
“Kathleen.”
“It’s okay, Kathleen. You’re safe with us now.”
She eyes me through her tears, scared and unconvinced by the reassurance. Like she’s aware of something we’ve yet to find out. I clear my mind of unhelpful imaginings. Stay sharp, Red.
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Bryn and I connect to the Ulysses via a holo-cam in the hangar bay. Hennisen is ecstatic about his son, understandably.
“I knew he would fight for his people!” he roars. “And he’ll be fine once you bring him back here! Lieutenant Jones: get your med bay ready to receive the group. Ground team: are you ready for extraction?”
I love that word, and we certainly are.
“What’s the situation at the LZ?”Williams asks.
“Quiet,” Bryn says. “But you know, I don’t trust it.”
He glances at me for confirmation, and I nod in reply. Sure agree with that statement.
“Bottom line is, we still don’t know much about this entity,” I add. “Dr Keem confirmed it invariably manifests with a cloud, first. Then come out the rest. It’s intelligent, and it wants to kill. Count on us to protect the LZ like it’s a newborn child, Williams, but be careful on the way in.”
“No worries,” he approves. “Our experience was actually a good one. It highlighted a few of the shuttle’s weaknesses, and I’ve been busy upgrading its capabilities since we got back. Now I’m confident we’ll be able to keep flying, and maintain altitude, no matter what gets thrown at us.”
I appreciate his attitude. Dwelling negatively on past issues is not something I indulge in, but using whatever happened to identify and fix weaknesses, and gain future tactical advantage, makes perfect sense.
“Good job, Williams,” I say.
“It is unfortunate about the experiment pods, Commander,” Hennisen relays next.
I thought our conversation was finished, but this makes me turn back sharply. Goddammit!
“So is your choice of word,” I snap. “What happened here is appalling. Heart-breaking. It cost you an entire vessel, and half her crew. Lives were lost!”
From his tone, I’m not entirely sure if he’s sorry about the people involved in this horror; or if he just deplores the fact that Myrr products have been used to conduct torture and unlawful, unethical experiments.
“I assure you, Commander, our corporation is not involved in this kind of bio-weapons research.”
“You mean, not anymore?” I push. “What about a different kind of research, as well?”
His silence speaks volume, and Sanchez is right. I shouldn’t be so quick to trust. Then again, I never did trust Hennisen. It’s just the others. Bryn, Stella, Williams, Jones, and Dr Fox. I do feel a bond with them, for whatever reason.
“Dr Keem switched off the stasis pods,” Bryn says in a quiet voice. “So, the people rest in peace now.”
I walk off without giving Hennisen a chance to respond, but on my private comm, Fox comes through loud and clear.
“Good luck, sweetie. Be careful and bring everyone home safe, okay?”
I don’t need luck, I’ve got a weapon. But she’s kind, so…
“Roger that, Doc,” I reply. “Thanks.”
The Atlantis people are scared to come out into the open to wait for the shuttle. They say it’s worse at night.
“There are creatures roaming out there. Wild things.”
“Already met some of the local wildlife,” Sanchez recalls.
“Not like that,” the woman scientist, Kathleen, insists. “It’s the entity! It’s all a part of it.”
I think back to the variety of killer things we’ve had to deal with so far, including the frigate that we destroyed.
“It must have been a Krohn warship,” she replies. “They’re aware of this planet, believe you me. They’ve been studying the work that their elders did. This place, the entity… Everything.”
“This is in breach of Galactic Alliance rules. We will inform the authorities of the situation as soon as we return to the solar system,” Bryn declares.
“I hope we can,” she murmurs.
“Of course,” I assure her. “We are well-armed. Our pilot is one of the best there is. It’s going to be okay.”
Again, she gives me that look, full of both hope and fear. We ask the group to wait in the hanger bay, and get ready to go out ourselves to recce the LZ. But I suddenly realize we’re not all present.
“Bryn. Where’s Stella?”
“Uh…” He looks around, frowning. “I don’t know. She was here a second ago.”
“The Antalosian warrior went inside,” Dr Keem advises.
Goddammit. This close to a dangerous evac, it’s no time to be wandering off like this.
“Give me a sec, Bryn,” I instruct. “I’ll go get her.”
I hurry back toward the main lab, with its Myrr stasis pods now full of corpses. Hate this fucking place... Why did she need to go back to it? I find her standing in front of a console, looking at the screen.
“Stella,” I snap.
She looks up with a smile despite my tone, which makes me instantly suspicious.
“Just the person I was waiting for, Commander.”
“Why? What are you doing?”
“What’s the ETA on the shuttle?” she asks, as if I’d not even spoken.
I just about manage to swallow my irritation.
“Ten minutes. What’s up?”
“Okay. That’s perfect.”
Still in ignoring mode, definitely on purpose. This time, my blood heats up. I grab her shoulder to spin her around and force her to look at me. An overly aggressive gesture, for sure, because I kind of forgot who I’m trying to talk to here.
“Stel—”
The reminder is swift. Her fingers go around my throat in a move so quick I don’t even sense it happen. I gasp involuntarily when she tightens her grip.
“Touch me again,” she threatens, “and I’ll slam you into the wall so hard it’ll make you bleed.”
Her voice is calm, but lethal. I’ve no doubt she’d at least try.
“Let go, or you’ll get there first,” I reply, matching her tone.
She snorts, seemingly amused, but she doesn’t linger, which is wise. Neither do I, mind you. With similar tempers and short fuses, I think we both understand each other.
“So?” I prompt.
“Cleaning up, now,” comes the reply. She flicks a switch on the console and takes a satisfied step back. “In twenty minutes, this facility, and everything alive in a ten-mile radius, will cease to exist.”
I blink at the live countdown on the screen. Are you kidding me?
“You’re blowing this place up?” I interrogate. “In nineteen minutes?”
“And counting,” she nods. “The self-destruct mechanism cannot be turned off once activated, so we’d better get going and make sure we don’t miss the shuttle.”
“For god’s sake, Stella!”
Her eyes sparkle, even as she shrugs. She is enjoying this.
“Shuttle ETA gives us plenty of time. Unless you decide to keep talking and waste it all, Commander. Come on, let’s get out of here.”
She’s crazy... And I wish it didn’t turn me on so much.
∞∞∞
Sanchez turns purple with anger when he finds out what’s going on, but Bryn remains his usual unflappable self. I guess he must be well used to her stunts.
“Alright, fine,” he just says. “Williams, the LZ is secure for you. We need the shuttle here now.”
The response comes instantly.
“I’ve got the facility in sight. One minute.”
So far, so good… The eight survivors are lined up at the door to the hangar bay, which probably housed its own shuttles, once upon a time. Now, we are the latest group to want to escape this planet, and all the dangers she holds for us.
“Got eyes on,” Sanchez growls.
I’d be happy to see the shuttle return at any time. Still not used to being dropped and left behind somewhere other than my own planet, I suppose. But being aware that several nuclear charges are set to detonate in less than a quarter of an hour really makes the sight of Williams, touching down, especially sweet.
“Okay, go for it!” Bryn urges the group.
They’ve got Jed on a stretcher. As they start to hobble across with their wounded, the rest of us stand ready to provide cover, should anything jump out at us. Of course, it does… Instantly. I see it first. A fleeting shadow, low on the ground.
“Contact, two o’clock!”
As I say that, the form merges back into darkness. I notice a rising mist in its wake. A cloud? It sure looks like it.
“It’s in front of me!” Sanchez says. “Shit, what is that?”
They are the size of a small leopard, four-legged beasts that blink in and out of sight. At least, for now. They’re too quick for any of us to fire a good shot. Even Stella.
“Hurry up, guys,” Williams advises. “Radar’s all lit up!”
The group have been quick, reached the shuttle and almost loaded the stretcher onboard, but we have a couple of stragglers. Not their fault they fell behind. One of them cannot put weight onto his injured leg, and the woman supporting him is tiny.
“Stay in the shuttle,” Bryn shouts when Keem starts to go back for his friends.
“I’ll get them,” I volunteer.
I sense movement on my left, fire a blind shot, and take two steps back. I don’t have time to reach the people, let alone offer any help, before Sanchez hollers a war cry and a warning.
“The vampires are back!”
As if in confirmation, a couple of laser bullets whizz past my right ear. I hear the sharp crack of rounds being fired at the shuttle, and see monstrous fangs glistening in the light from a rising moon. The beings we managed to hold back earlier have returned in full force for a second round.
“Get onboard!” Bryn orders.
He takes the words right out of my mouth. That’s the goal, but now we also have a line of growling hyenas in between us and the vehicle. At last, they’ve become visible.
“Gotta move!” Williams yells, and he starts to hover.
The thought crosses my mind that he might go without us if it gets too hot on the ground. I’m no stranger to the idea of the greater good and sacrifice, but we are not there yet, dammit! I shoot a wolf-like creature about to jump on Sanchez, and lay down fire with Bryn to create some space in front of the shuttle. My chief is the closest to it.
“Get on!” I order him. “I’ve got you covered, go!”
He sprints ahead, stops briefly to kick one of the animals in the head, and makes it onboard. Okay. No matter what, I got him out. The thought is liberating, and helps me to focus on what I need to do next. It’s a free-for-all. Sanchez is still shooting from inside the shuttle, of course, and we are doing our best to shake off the enemy long enough to get ourselves to safety as well. The vehicle rises another couple feet.
“Hold on, Williams,” Sanchez screams.
It’s infuriating to say the least. We’re not that far from the shuttle, and it shouldn’t be so damn hard to jump onto it, but we are seriously outnumbered.
“Go, Bryn,” Stella instructs.
She is creating lots of wonderful mayhem and destruction. Shooting, kicking, frying any creature that leaps at her or might threaten his escape. Fat chance she’ll let that happen, and Bryn gets safely on, too. Now it’s just the two of us. She finds time to grin, and remind me of our deadline.
“Tick tock, Commander. Ready to get off this planet?”
I blow the head off an advancing fighter, and growl.
“Only waiting for you to catch up, Stella.”
We make a dash for it, as Sanchez and Bryn provide cover fire. By then, Williams is hovering fifty inches off the ground. Not a problem, but the mass of muscle and aggression that slams into me is. One of the hyena-type creatures. Angry. Purposeful. The crash is violent enough to knock the breath out of my lungs and send me to the ground. I hit hard, tantalizingly short of the shuttle. With what feels like a small truck on top of me, all I can do is watch my escape ticket lift higher, further out of reach with every second that I fail to recover.
“Not yet, Williams!” Sanchez yells. “Red is down!”
There’s the sound of teeth clanking over my armor as the creature tries to bite through. Hot breath on the back of my neck, a putrid smell that makes me gag. This thing stinks like a three-day-old corpse.
“You’re in the shot, Boss!” Sanchez shouts next.
I’d love to yell that I’m fucking sorry for his inconvenience, but I’m otherwise engaged right now, trying not to get myself eaten alive. Thankfully, the creature shifts slightly, and I’m able to reach for my pistol. Just as my hopes rise, the most exquisite pain radiates across my shoulder.
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I guess he thinks he has me then, and I go limp, just enough to confirm the idea. But as he shifts his stance and opens his mouth to bite deeper, I raise my pistol over my shoulder and shoot him through the head. There! I push him off and stagger forward. The others are still laying down a hail of cover fire for me. It’s heart-warming stuff. Totally.
“Grab my hands!” Bryn yells.
He’s hooked into the door, hanging out with both arms out-stretched. Better not miss this one. I take three running steps and launch myself into the air.
“I’ve got you, Red.”
He’d better, because Williams’ patience has run out now, and he’s clearly done waiting. I feel the vibration through my teeth, as he pushes the engine and sends us brutally off. My legs have not even cleared the entrance yet. Bryn hooks his fingers onto the back of my armor and pulls the rest of me in. Sanchez hits the door lock for us.
“Glad you could make it,” Stella tells me wryly, and to the group: “Strap down, everybody. This is gonna rock.”
It’s a tight squeeze inside the shuttle. We’re at full capacity, but no one is complaining.
“Okay, Red?” Sanchez inquires.
“Yeah,” I pant. “How long till she blows, Stella?”
“Sixty seconds. Step on it, Williams.”
I settle on the floor with my back against the wall, and grab onto a random strap. Moral support, more than anything else.
“We won’t completely escape the blast when it goes, guys.” Williams confirms Stella’s announcement. “It’ll be rough, but we should make it.”
“Should?” someone in the back squeals.
I suppose Hennisen would call this an unfortunate choice of word. Our pilot glances briefly over his shoulder.
“No, no,” he grins. “We’ll be fine. Impact in ten, nine…”
They’ve got the stretcher well-secured, he’s confident, and I relax as much as I can. Nothing I can do now, anyway. I just use the last remaining seconds on something meaningful to me.
“What the hell was that bullshit about me being in the shot, Chief?” I grunt.
“Sorry, not sorry,” Sanchez shrugs. “Shoulda moved when I told you, Red.”
I glare at Stella.
“And you? Thanks for the help, uh!”
“Can’t believe you needed any,” she snorts.
They make me chuckle, both of them. At least, if I die in this blast, it’ll be on a good note. Arrogant colleagues… I love it.
“Two, one… Here she goes!” Williams shouts.
Rough isn’t accurate enough to describe what happens next. We are granted a three-second delay when the charges detonate, before the shuttle gets slammed by a vicious shockwave. Has to be one of the worst I’ve ever experienced, and it actually feels as if we’re the ones getting blown up. The floor and walls heat up several degrees. Metal flexes with an unearthly groan, and the whole structure shudders.
“Come on, baby, we can do this!”
Williams talks to his vehicle, obviously.
“Hell of an aftershock,” Sanchez says. “Phwoar!”
“Good stuff,” Stella approves.
I agree with that as well, since it means there’ll be nothing left on the ground. And then it’s all over, and it looks like we’re through in one piece.
“Status,” Bryn prompts.
“We’re all fine,” Williams confirms. “We’ll be back with the ship in ten minutes.”
I lean my head back, close my eyes, and breathe out. We’re going home. Beautiful. But Jones soon interrupts my moment of relaxation. She sounds unusually sharp on the comm.
“Commander. Are you alright?”
“Yeah.” I open my eyes with a frown. “Sure.”
“Then why is your blood pressure up? And health reading down to 34%?”
“I don’t know. Must be a malfunc—"
“She’s bleeding through her armor.”
Stella butts in on what I thought was a private conversation. She must be talking about me, since I am the only other ‘she’ in armor here. She pulls me forward for a better look, and clicks her tongue in disapproval.
“Thought I told you not to ruin another suit. That’s two in a row now.”
“Get lost, Stella!”
I’d push her off, only I cannot seem to raise my left arm. For the first time, I also become aware of something warm trickling down my side. Blood? Really? And then, the pain comes.
“Ugh…”
Feels like a knife has been pushed through my shoulder and suddenly began to throb. It makes me wince, you bet.
“Thought this was the best armor in the galaxy.”
I’m furious this fancy suit did not protect me, for the second time, and I mean to sound like it; not slur, as if I’ve enjoyed too much of Hennisen’s whisky. Too bad, that’s how my words come out. I recall being bitten now. Such fierce pain, although an instant rush of adrenaline stopped me feeling it. I’m grateful for my body’s reaction, since I had more important things to worry about at the time. But it seems the grace period is over.
“Can’t be all that bad if you’re still complaining about shit,” Sanchez declares.
“It’s fine,” I say. “Yeah, all good.”
Still, he moves close. A small puddle of blood is forming on the floor.
“Piece of crap,” Stella mutters.
“What?” I groan.
Steadier, this time, threatening, and she gives me a warmer look in reply.
“Not talking about you, Commander. Armor-piercing fangs are one thing, but your suit obviously failed as well.”
“Oh? No kidding?” Sanchez queries, opting for irony.
I go for a matching smirk. The pain’s getting worse, and it’s either that, or cry. I’m not going to cry in front of them, even if it kills me.
“Your armor should have pumped bio-foam around your shoulder to seal your wound and contain the bleeding,” Stella concludes. “Must be a faulty sensor.”
We had this in 2086 too. A technique that involved injecting two different liquids into an open wound. The chemicals would react to create a polyurethane polymer bio-foam which expands up to thirty times its original volume. The shield was effective to seal off internal injuries and substantially cut blood loss on the battlefield. I was lucky to never need to use it... Until now.
“Piece of junk sensor, yeah,” I mutter.
I’m not aware I’ve dropped my head again, but a sharp slap brings me nicely back from the edge of unconsciousness.
“Head up, eyes open,” Stella instructs.
“Pfft,” I sneer. “Bet you loved doing that, uh!”
“Wishful thinking, Commander,” she snorts. “Now shut up and breathe.”
Actually, that’s useful advice, and it spares me her rantings. We dock with the Ulysses a few minutes later without any other trouble. Med bay feels very small with so many people crammed into it, and Jones is going to be kept really busy tending to every-body’s injuries, that’s for sure. Sanchez helps me onto an exam table. She hurries right over.
“Hey. How’re you doing?”
The truth is, I’m cold, in severe pain, pissed-off, and getting worse…
“Not too bad,” I reply through gritted teeth.
“Give us some room, Miguel,” she instructs Sanchez, who’s hovering around like a mother bear. “If you don’t mind.”
“Go and see Bryn, Chief.”
“Why?”
I throw him a warning look.
“Because I said so.”
“Alright, alright. Give you your girlie one-on-one time,” he grumbles, and walks off reluctantly.
Jones flashes me an understanding smile as she prepares an injector. Looks like more pricking is on the cards. Wonderful.
“Now, would you like to tell me how you really feel?” she prompts.
“Aching all over, and freezing cold,” I admit. “The creature that bit me smelled like death itself. Putrid, rotten… I’m worried about infection, Lieutenant.”
“There is always a risk,” she nods. “That’s why I’m going to inject you with an anti-bacterial agent which is proven to work against every known virus in the galaxy. Even the plague, Ebola, Marburg… And stuff you’ve never heard of.”
“Go for it,” I approve, and I don’t know if I should worry about it, but I sure am getting colder.
She pops open the clasps on my armor. Working fast, which I appreciate; although it makes her gestures a little clumsy, and I can’t help but flinch a couple of times.
“Sorry,” she apologizes.
“Don’t worry. Just get that drug into me quick.”
“Yes.”
Without a layer of armor to keep it compressed, it feels as if my shoulder might disintegrate when she fully uncovers it. Her face tightens, and it’s not hard to understand why. Blood spills from the wound. That beast has left deep marks in me. I can see through to the bone, and the flesh around the puncture wounds has turned purple. It’s a right mess, and Jones raises the injector quickly.
“Take a deep breath. This is going to hurt.”
Well. At least, she’s honest about it. I can’t quite get a full breath in, but she doesn’t wait to plunge the injector straight into the middle of my shoulder.
“Argh! Fuck,” I hiss.
“Breathe.”
I have to grip onto the table not to fall off it, as the anti-viral goes flowing freely through my bloodstream. It feels like a ball of fire racing through. Makes me break out into a sweat, which I suppose is an improvement on before.
“Well done,” Jones nods as she drops the injector. “Are you okay?”
“Yeah.”
She leans closer to inspect the wound.
“Sit up straight for me, please. Mm... Right.”
I hate it when doctors ‘Mm’ and ‘Right’ at me the way she is doing now, and leave me hanging as to what it could all possibly mean.
“So, what’s the deal, Lieutenant?” I prompt.
“The sort of force required to pierce through Elemtex armor is astonishing,” she replies. “It’s lucky your attacker was not able to completely bite around your shoulder, or you’d have lost your arm. No doubt about it.”
She’s correct. I felt the crushing weight of that thing on my back, and the power held in its jaw. No doubt, given the chance, it would have torn me to pieces. But that’s not the sort of info I’m looking for.
“Can you fix it with your magic wand?”
She shakes her head.
“Nothing magic involved, so please, don’t start taking extra risks because you think I can work miracles. I’ll definitely close the wound and stimulate the healing process for you, but he’s gone very deep into your muscle, so you will be sore for a few days. Nothing I can do about that.”
“Fine. So long as I—”
A shrill alarm interrupts us, followed by Hennisen on the comm.
“Security team: need you on the bridge right now!”
I start to react, but Jones holds me back.
“The commander’s with me, sir,” she informs him. “Getting treated for a severe wound.”
No reply comes from him, and she starts passing the wand over my shoulder. It feels pleasantly warm again. As she moves the device over my limb, the bleeding soon stops, and the purple begins to fade. I would relax, if not for this recurring alarm.
“What does it mean, Lieutenant?”
“It’s a proximity alert,” she replies.
“They followed us!” Dr Keem shouts from the other side of the room. “The exact same thing happened to our team when we got back to the Atlantis. I have to speak to the captain!”
He runs out of the room, and I shift impatiently.
“Not yet,” Jones insists. “Please.”
“How long is this going to take?”
“Couple more minutes. Trust me, you can spare the time.”
“Uhm...” I growl in frustration, and glance toward the door.
“Non-negotiable,” she adds. “Leave now and you’ll likely pass out before you even reach the elevator. What’s your blood type?”
“O-Negative.”
Before she can suggest a blood transfusion, or other similar fun things, the Ulysses shivers violently. I feel a strong tremor pass through the floor, even though I’m not directly in contact with it. The vibration goes up into the walls and makes the lights flicker. Feels very powerful. I hope our ship is, too, as much as I believe she is…
“Oh, God!” someone cries. “It’s happening all over again!”
Hennisen comes back on to share an unequivocal message.
“Redfield!” he barks. “Unless you’re dead, get here now!”
“I’ll be right there,” I snap, and to Jones, I add; “Delightful guy, uh?”
Later, it will occur to me that she looked weirdly fascinated in that moment. I watched understanding dawn across her eyes, quickly replaced by an expression of complete horror. All of this, I registered in the blink of an eye before I turned around. It was a lot worse when I did that.
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I don’t know his name or anything about him, other than he’s one of the stragglers I wanted to help reach the shuttle. His face has gone a dull, rubbery shade of grey. Wrinkled. He’s holding his arms out in front of him and staring at them, as we all are. Nails growing out, fingers beginning to turn into claws. It must hurt a hell of a lot… I see it in his face, along with astonishment and the most abject, growing fear. He can see what is happening to his body, and is powerless to stop it. Our eyes meet.
“Help me,” he murmurs. “Please, help me!”
“John!” his colleague, Kathleen, screams.
That’s our last glimpse of the man he is, before the monster he’s becoming takes over. His eyes grow bulbous and black. His mouth opens into a scream. There is a sharp crack as his jaw gets broken wide open, and rows of teeth and fangs start to grow out of his cheeks. Blood pours. More panic ensues, as he staggers a few steps forward. Growing taller, as well. Already dangerous, and I reach for my weapon.
“No! We can treat him!” someone shouts.
Treat him? Dammit, this guy would probably beg me to kill him if he could still speak! Now he looks like one of the beings who attacked us upon landing. I know how fast they can move.
“You have to put him down,” Jones confirms.
Her voice is shaking, but her words are crystal clear. I raise my pistol and aim it straight at the guy’s head. For sure, I don’t expect one of the others to intervene. At least, not physically; but that’s exactly what happens. I know that if my own head had been clear, and I’d not already lost what feels like a bucket of blood, there’s no way he would have got the jump on me. As it is, he manages to deflect the shot, and my bullet goes into the wall.
“We have him restrained!” the man shouts. “For god’s sake, stop shooting!”
Indeed, they all managed to tackle their ex-colleague to the floor, and they’re holding him down as the creature writhes. I’m not sure that’s doing him any favor. Probably just prolonging his agony, in fact. Is he still conscious on the inside? Aware of what is happening to him, and the pain of it? Or has his mind already been destroyed?
“Doctor?” Kathleen shouts at Jones. “You can sedate him, can’t you?”
Jones hesitates. Meanwhile, I’ve no experience of live firing onboard of a spaceship, but I guess the rules must be similar to that of inside any other aircraft. Don’t do it, unless you have no other choice… And if you really have to, at least, don’t fucking miss! It won’t happen to me twice. I slide off the table, holding my weapon tight in my good hand. Just then, Stella comes on to our private link.
“On our way, Red.”
No shouting, like Hennisen would. No irrelevant questions about what may be going on. And certainly, no sarcasm. She just assumes I’m still standing, and tells me she’ll be there. Simple, efficient. That’s the kind of backup every soldier dreams of, and when she calls me Red again, I know she’s dead serious.
“Yes, please,” I reply. “Okay, but we need backup.”
“Copy that,” comes the reply. “In the elevator.”
Jones is a doctor. As such, I’ve no doubt her first instinct must be to alleviate suffering whenever she sees it, and there is a lot of it going on here at the moment. She takes a step forward, injector at the ready.
“Don’t,” I warn her. “Don’t go near that being.”
“Doctor, please!” Kathleen pleads again. “He’s in pain!”
“No,” I repeat. “Don’t touch him, Lieutenant, it wouldn’t be safe.”
“Okay, but we have to do something!”
She remains close to me, and I can feel her agitation.
“You guys need to move,” I tell the group. “Right now.”
Not all of them agree on what to do, that’s clear. I can see as well that Kathleen has become a leader of sort, and she refuses to budge.
“You need to help us!” she cries. “And do it quickly, before they board the ship and destroy us all!”
I clench my teeth. Like hell that’s going to happen! The grey creature is struggling harder against them. Hissing as it thrashes, with saliva dripping out of his mouth. The transformation is still going on. He’s only going to get stronger and meaner, the longer we allow this to happen.
“You’ve seen what these beings can do,” I tell her. “Move out of the way and I’ll make this quick for him, I promise.”
I’m lining up a head shot as I speak, but she moves to block it, all the while staring at me defiantly.
“No! Leave him alone!”
“He’s gone, can’t you see that?” I shout.
Thankfully, the door opens and backup rushes in. Sanchez, Bryn, and Stella, all with weapons drawn. Bryn takes one look at the room and his one eye narrows. Sanchez’s mouth drops open. Stella reacts faster than lightning, and throws some of her own at the group. The flash of electricity makes everyone jump, and the grey being takes that opportunity to break free. He’s hellishly fast as he jumps onto the ceiling, and pushes off to fly directly at me. Mouth open, fangs gleaming with a terrifying scream… But I’m good under pressure and, like I said, I’m not going to miss again. I nail him good and proper this time, with a double-tap between the eyes. The creature drops at my feet, dead.
“Right-on, Red,” Sanchez comments.
In death, the man regains a little bit of his own appearance, and since the rest of my team did not witness what happened to him earlier, they stare in fascination. At least, Bryn and Sanchez do that. Stella’s expression is impossible to decipher. I notice the Antalosian watching her in awe. True to form, she ignores him.
“John!” Kathleen kneels next to her colleague’s dead body, in floods of tears. “Oh, darling… No, no, no!”
She cradles him in her arms. I guess they were close, which would explain her desperate plea a bit better. I glance at Jones, who looks upset too, although she nods to me in approval.
“Kathleen.” I place a light, respectful hand on the woman’s back. “I’m sorry, but it was the right thing to do. The only true merciful action.”
She looks at me through tearful eyes full of pain and fury; like I’m the monster in the room now. She does not utter a single word in reply.
“I’m sorry,” I repeat, and pull back.
Bryn draws our team aside, as the survivors of the Atlantis huddle at the other end of med bay. All casting us suspicious glances. No doubt they’re terrified. Not only did they witness their friend’s sudden and horrific metamorphosis, but also how we brought it to a swift ending. Bryn answers the most pressing issue.
“We need to put these people in lockdown.”
“Agreed,” Jones replies, just as the ship bucks violently and moans under another wave of pressure.
“What’s out there, doing this?” I query.
“A version of the cloud we encountered previously,” Bryn says. “Has us in its grip, pinned down at this location.”
“Is Wil—”
“Yes, Williams is working on it,” Stella interrupts, as if my thoughts were on display. To Bryn, she adds; “We’re done here, so let’s get to the loading bay.”
“Why? What’s happening there?” I question, as we start to move.
She tosses an explanation.
“If our enemy attempt to breach, that’s where they’ll do it, most likely.”
“Right.”
I guess every ship has a weak point, we’ll just have to make sure we don’t let it turn into a full-on disaster. I adjust my armor, fasten all the clasps, and push any thought of missing blood and throbbing shoulder aside. Pistol check: safety off, plenty of ammo. Fighting spirit: way up high. General status: good to go. I would march right on out of there after Bryn and Sanchez, but Stella stops me at the entrance by smacking her hand flat in the center of my chest. Under different circumstances, I would probably enjoy the gesture, but not when I’m injured. Now, it just makes me want to throw up.
“What now?” I hiss.
“You’re an infection risk,” she tells me. “You stay here with the other crew.”
This leaves me speechless. Well, shit. What really gets me is that she’s right, and acting the exact same way I would with her, or any member of the team. Then, again…
“I’ve had the anti-viral drug, I’m fine.”
“You don’t look too good, Red,” Sanchez pipes up.
“Yeah, thank you for that, Chief,” I snap angrily.
I attempt to push past Stella, but she’s like a concrete wall in front of me. Bryn intervenes before the situation deteriorates, which it is about to, very quickly.
“We need someone to stay here with Lieutenant Jones,” he says. “She has to have backup too, just in case.”
I despise the idea of it being me, but can’t come up with a valid reason why.
“Take one for the team, Commander,” Stella orders, and off she goes.
So does Bryn, but Sanchez lingers, looking worried.
“You’re okay, yeah?” he murmurs.
“Fine,” I repeat, a touch softer. “Go on, now.”
“If anything happens to you in here…” he hesitates.
“Not going to,” I reply. “But if it did, I’d want you to take care of business for me.”
He gives me a fierce, angry look.
“Roger that. It won’t come to it.”
“No. I know.”
I close the door behind him, wondering. Do I? Would I feel the change coming? Would I realize it’s happening? Well, I can’t answer these questions, but I do know one thing for certain: if I feel it coming, I won’t wait for anyone, least of all my friend. I’ll take care of business myself.
“Is there anything you can tell us?” Jones asks. “Anything at all to explain what happened?”
She’s asking the group. Kathleen has gone quiet, although I don’t think that’s voluntary withdrawal. Her eyes are wide and vacant. She appears to be in shock. The others cannot offer much information as to what may have caused the man’s shift.
“We all came into contact with these entities at some point or other,” the Antalosian admits. “During the fight… There may have been an exchange of blood or other fluids.”
This makes me swallow. Other fluids. Yeah, you bet some of that got transferred over to me when the hyena-like creature sank its teeth deep into my shoulder. I hope to all the gods of the universe, and beyond, that this anti-viral drug I’ve received is as good as Jones says.
“Help me, please,” she signals the group.
Together, they transfer the body of the dead man to a thick rubber bag, and lift it up into a drawer that slides back into the wall. Didn’t realize med bay doubled as a morgue, but it makes sense. Jones joins me in the corner after this, where I stand away from the others. They all look fine and unthreatening, but I don’t trust them not to try to take me down, or my gun away, at some point. So, I’ll be keeping a safe distance.
“Thanks, Commander,” she says.
“What for?”
“Staying behind. Frees me to focus on treating these people instead of standing guard over them, waiting for something to go wrong.”
Not my first choice, by far, but hey... I am indeed taking one for the team.
“I’ve got you covered. Just be careful with those body fluids he’s talking about.”
“Sure,” she nods, and pulls on a pair of fresh gloves. “How are you feeling?”
I shrug and instantly regret the movement.
“Sore, but it won’t kill me.”
“No, it won’t. Anything else?”
“Like I’ll be ready for a beach holiday on Mars when this is over.”
I told Stella that didn’t interest me, but I’d like to survive long enough to have the option, at least.
“Ah,” she smiles. “I see you’re adapting well to this world. That’s a recurring wish for most people.”
“You too?”
“Yes… I prefer the beaches of Earth, but I’ll take what I can get.”
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It’s all nice and cozy between us, and the way she says that, ‘The beaches of Earth’, reminds me of a famous Garth Brooks song. Without thinking, I mention it to her.
“Garth Brooks?” she says. “Songwriter?”
“Yes. Country singer in my time.”
“Right. Nice.”
I don’t add that finding out Garth Brooks vanished into the mists of anonymity almost sends me into a meltdown. Certainly hurts as much as my shoulder. Anyway. As she goes to care for the rest of the group, I sit with my back against the wall and my weapon cradled in my lap. I keep an eye on everyone, and open a private link to Sanchez too.
“How’s it going, Chief?”
“Nothing much going on, Boss,” he replies. “It’s all quiet so far.”
I expect ‘so far’ to be the operative word here, and I look up sharply, as one of the group starts on a long, extended coughing fit. Jones is by his side, helping him to settle. Eventually, he does. I am not especially tense, but far from relaxed either.
“Hey, I’ve got a question,” I say to the Antalosian.
“Yes?” he replies, pleasantly enough.
“How did the attack begin onboard the Atlantis? As soon as you all got back?”
“Yes. They were already pounding on the hull by the time we docked the shuttle.”
“They?”
“Creatures like…” He nods to the drawer in the wall. “You know.”
“And those spider things?”
“Started crawling out after the breach happened. They came through the walls, from the ceilings and the floor. I don’t know what they are. All kinds of crazy things seem to manifest out of the cloud. It’s like a direct opening onto hell!”
Now, there’s a nice image… Not. But I have confirmed there was no wait for the Atlantis. The attack was swift, devastating, and final. Like we thought.
“Didn’t you have a security team with you?”
He looks down and his shoulders slump as he sighs.
“Yes, we did have one. Including a warrior of my own kind but, sadly, they did not survive the attack. Not even her.”
After everything I’ve heard about Antalosian warriors, and after watching our own, accomplish what she does best, I don’t like to hear this.
“I’m sorry about your losses,” I reply.
“Yes, they are painful. So is not knowing if our captain will ever come back.”
Jed was transferred to a different cabin upon arrival, at his father’s wish. Dr Fox is with them both, and I realize with a start that I’ve not thought of informing them of what happened.
“Don’t worry, I did,” Jones reassures me. “They are aware and ready. Jed is in a coma right now.”
To the Antalosian, I say;
“I hear he’s a good man.”
“Absolutely. Jed is a great captain and a wonderful leader.” He glances at the body-container again, sighs heavily, and meets my gaze. “I believe your gesture was kind. I know John would thank you for it. Since he no longer can, I am honored to do it on his behalf.”
“Thanks.” It is kind of nice of him to want to make me feel better about this. “Are you a Nurturer?”
“Yes!” He breaks into a beaming smile. “You have heard of us?”
This is the first time I’ve seen an Antalosian offer a genuine smile. One that is not only some kind of condescending or ironic smirk, or any variation on the scale of disapproval in between. The thought makes me chuckle despite the pain.
“Yes, I’ve heard of you,” I nod.
“Most humans only think of my people as a bunch of crazy warriors. What is your name?”
“You can call me Red.”
“And you may call me Emet,” he grins in reply.
A sudden brutal jolt knocks him off his feet and interrupts our bonding session. Jones throws me a frantic glance when it happens a second time.
“WILLIAMS! STATUS!”
Hennisen roars over the comm like the voice of God.
“Sir!” Williams replies. “I issued a Mayday to the Galactic forces before our external communications shut down, and I’m working hard to free us of—”
Another slam stops his flow.
“… of the cloud,” he finishes. “But we’re still in its grip, and the forces involved are pretty damaging.”
‘Pretty damaging’ sounds like it could be really bad coming from him. We rock under another blow, the lights flicker again, and it’s like the Ulysses shrieks as she suffers more hits.
“Sanchez?” I call through my own link.
“Yeah, they’re pounding on us, Boss.” Fear is in his voice as he utters the next bit. “It’s like giant hands pushing on the hull. We can see the imprint.”
I make up my mind that my quarantine period is over.
“Be right over with you, Chief.”
“Probably best,” he says.
I don’t need to speak to her for Jones to understand.
“Go, Red,” she says. “You’re fine, and I’ll be okay here too.”
I run out the door and hurry to the elevator. Another whack throws me into the wall, but no damage, and I keep going. One level down is a brief stop by the armory to pick up my helmet. I am optimistic we can pull through this, but not to a point of total stupidity.
“Williams, are you using any weapons against this thing?” I ask.
“I wish, Commander, but how do you fire laser at a cloud?” he replies. “Best I can do is keep all our shields up, and work to build an Elemtex force field to get us out of here.”
I’ve not much of an idea what this means, but I’m glad he’s doing something useful once again. Staying on my feet through the ever-increasing slamming the ship is being subjected to is a struggle, and I make it down to the loading bay with a few more bruises. What Sanchez means becomes frighteningly obvious then, as I finally see it happen for myself.
Along the far wall, the metal is flexing dangerously. It does indeed look like handprints being pushed in from the other side, and it’s a shocking thing to witness. This ship is built from the strongest alloy, made to withstand the harshest pressures involved in space travel. And yet, this thing outside makes it look like bad-quality tin. Sanchez makes an ominous prediction.
“Just toying with us now. It’ll rip us apart.”
“So,” I grunt, mainly to Stella. “Are we just waiting for that to happen, or to be boarded, or what?”
She snarls in reply.
“What else do you suggest, Commander?”
“Let’s go out in the shuttle. Might learn something useful.”                I can see she appreciates the idea, but a warning shout from Jones interrupts our planning.
“They’re here!”
Her tone sends a violent shiver down my spine. I swear out loud and turn around. This time, Sanchez goes with me, and I’d lie if I said I’m not grateful. We hear a series of shots being fired before even reaching med bay. More yelling. Close to the door, we encounter some of the survivors running out in panic.
“It’s happening again!”
My new buddy, Emet, confirms what I already suspected.
“Get to safety,” I tell him, and barely slow down. “Take the others with you!”
We find Jones trying to cover everyone’s departure, in front of two new people in the latest stages of transformation. Another man, and Kathleen. I wonder if the poor woman realized she’d most likely be next. For sure, she sounded like fluids would have been exchanged between her and John. I don’t mean to be rude; just realistic. All the same, I am instantly punished for having that thought. The new creature she has become recognizes me, yells like a banshee, and hurls itself forward, faster than even Stella might be able. Good thing I’m pissed-off enough with all this now, and it makes me react faster as well. With that, my martial artist skills, and a stroke of pure good luck, I shift with the way it’s coming at me and just manage to avoid being hit. The thing crashes into the wall with enough momentum to put a big rip in it. Although it breaks my heart, I fire a bullet through its skull before it can recover. Rest in peace, Kathleen…
“Move!” Sanchez yells.
Jones plunges out of the way, and he dispatches the second creature in similar fashion.
“Are you alright, my sweeties?”
There’s guts, blood and gore all over the place, but Dr Fox does not seem very fazed by any of it, as she suddenly appears on the scene. She looks fresh as a daisy, and displays an amazing sense of equilibrium in the face of continuing pounding.
“Never better,” Sanchez growls, smoking gun in hand.
“Get back here,” Stella orders on the comm. “Helmets on.”
I know what this means, and we are just in time to witness it happen. No more messing about, now, no more teasing hand-prints. A large tear appears in the back wall, which results in an instant loss of gravity. Bryn sealed us in the second Sanchez and I got back, so now we’re locked inside the loading bay, ready to face whatever will push through that hole. For a moment, I can’t help but be fascinated, as I get a glimpse of the other side; stars, space, the entire universe... I could stare for hours, but I’ve also been there, floating in the immensity of it, and I remember how terrifying the experience was. I’ve learned my lesson. No matter what happens now, I vow to keep my magnetized boots firmly on the floor.
“Line up!” Stella instructs.
I stand next to her, with Sanchez to my left and Bryn on the other side. Our enemy are too many to count when they begin to pour in. Feels more like a rushing river that’s broken through a dam than a real troop. These beings are taller than those we have faced before. Meatier and more muscular. They leap around so fast that it takes all of my skill and concentration to make every bullet count. We lay down precise yet sustained gunfire.
“Williams!” Bryn advises. “There’s masses of them and we won’t be able to keep this up for long.”
“I hear you!” comes his response. “Hold tight, I’m on it!”
Stella throws a killer electric charge that wipes out an entire wave of invaders. It’s great, but I know that can only be short-lived as well. She’ll run out of energy if she relies on it too much, just like she nearly did when we were on-planet.
“Nice and steady, Chief,” I tell Sanchez.
“Yeah, Boss,” he replies. “You got it.”
More and more enemy fighters keep tumbling through that damn hole, ever-greater in numbers, even though we are killing so many of them.
“Is there an entire fucking fleet out there or what?” Sanchez blurts out in disbelief.
“Something in the cloud,” Williams replies after a pregnant pause. “But I don’t know… I’m not sure what it is.”
“How’s that Elemtex charge coming?”
“Trust me, Bryn, I’m doing all I can!”
Meanwhile, we’re holding together, maintaining our line of defense. One of the beings still manages to leap above our heads. Sanchez takes care of it, but another one follows. I nail that one, before two more get past us. Stella growls as she zaps them both, but she doesn’t utter a word. Not much to say, really. We just need to stay focused and keep on shooting, until we either run out of ammo, or Williams comes up with something to get our ship away from the cloud. I really hope it’ll be the second option, especially as I recall the cabin-full of floating corpses we found on the Atlantis. I keep my mind clear and just aim, fire, reload. Do it again, as my weapon gets almost too hot from the constant use. It’s a familiar routine by now.
“For fuck’s sake!” Sanchez barks.
One of the creatures sneaked in close enough that he has to punch it in the mouth before shooting it.
“Careful!” Stella hisses.
“Yes, Your Highness,” he snaps in reply.
I’d laugh at this exchange if we were not having to concede some ground. Soon, I’m forced to start punching and stabbing as well. We break the line to accommodate our individual fighting techniques. With his size and natural strength, Bryn can crack enemy skulls with his bare hands. Stella uses her electric powers, no surprise. Sanchez and I are trained in the same technique of Krav Maga, known in our own time to be the deadliest form of martial art one can use. It’s tough and dirty. And we stab hard and deadly, as often as we can get our blades in. At some point, I notice Stella take up position in front of the locked door.
“No one gets past here,” she declares.
These will be famous last words, as we’re about to find out.
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The explosion rips through with no warning whatsoever. It roars through the loading bay and smashes Stella into the door with astonishing force. The point of access to the rest of the ship that we were defending so fiercely gets blown open wide, along with half the wall along that side. We lose gravity there as well.
“Williams, they’re through on Deck 5.”
That’s all Bryn says. I don’t pay much attention to the reply, nor to Hennisen’s sharp orders, as he comes back on to yell at us. I’m only concerned with one thing at this point. One woman.
“Stella?” I look for her through the wreckage.
She’s lying under a portion of the blasted wall, unconscious. I lift it off her, slide a hand under the back of her neck to check for injuries. A soft sigh escapes her lips. She’s alive.
“Stella!”
Her eyes are closed and she’s at 65%, which can’t be good. I wish I could allow her to come back in her own time, but we are being overwhelmed.
“Stella, wake up!”
We’re still wearing our helmets and it’s a pity I cannot slap her cheek, but I still hit the back of her gloved hand hard, and her shoulder as well.
“Come on, Warrior. Open your eyes!”
She does it with an aggressive growl. Instantly switched-on and furious, as her eyes meet mine, she grabs hold of my wrist and squeezes tight enough to make the bone flex. I grin. May as well relax when I get a chance, since we’re all about to die.
“Wish I could play, sleeping beauty, but we’ve got a fight to win,” I tell her.
“Shut your mouth,” she orders.
Okay. She’s back. She does take the hand I offer to pull her to her feet, and returns to the swing of things by slamming a ball of electricity into an advancing line of greys. We get on with it, although I have less and less illusions, as this battle rages, that we’ll win in the end. It does feel as if Sanchez is correct in his assessment that our enemy is just toying with us at the moment. Let’s face it; anything that can tear such a hole in our ship, and manifest powerful explosions at will, can most likely end this game the very second it gets bored. Might be soon, too. Sensing movement behind me, I spin around to shoot.
“It’s me!” Jones exclaims.
She’s grabbed herself a rifle and come to join us. Good.
“Are the other people okay?”
She drops a knee down and takes aim.
“They’re all fine for now.”
I don’t linger on the qualifier. We have another problem.
“Fucking spiders again!” Sanchez groans. “Dammit!”
He flashes me an intense look which is easy to decipher. We often don’t need words, I know him so well. He’s angry and sad. Still shooting but also no longer certain we’re making much of a difference. I spot regret in his eyes, hot and heavy. Grief for a life that he believes is about to end. We both got a second chance in this world, but we’re on the edge once again. I remind myself that it’s the norm for us. Hell, it’s what we do!
“Just a normal day at the office. Hey, Chief?” I say fiercely.
Flashes down the hallway. More explosions, more spiders. As thick black smoke fills the entire corridor, he briefly holds my gaze again.
“It’s been an honor fighting with you, Commander.”
I don’t expect that, and I forget to shoot for a moment. His words hit me hard and I struggle to catch my breath. Thankfully, I recover quickly.
“It’s not over till it’s over, Sanchez. Don’t talk shit, okay?”
“Roger that, Boss.”
This being said, we suffer an immediate setback when Bryn hits the deck. I didn’t catch what happened to knock him down, but before he can get back on his feet, he is assaulted by a swarm of acid-spitting spiders.
“Argh!”
He’s not one to yell or scream, and this gasp is our only clue that he’s in real trouble. Sanchez instantly flies forward to assist. I fire harder to cover them both, rage at the thought of my crew getting hurt keeping me intent and accurate. The short amount of time I’ve known these people does not matter in the least. I don’t give a damn if they have one eye or two, the color of their skin, or their planet of origin. All I know is that we have become comrades in arms, and I will give my life to save theirs if that’s what it takes, just as I would for Sanchez. If this is the way I go, weapon in hand and fighting for my friends, then I’ll consider it a worthwhile exit.
“Oh, God!” Jones cries. “So many of them again!”
“Keep going, Lieutenant, you’re doing great,” I reply.
Two seconds later, Stella jumps in front of us all and starts throwing one energy charge after the other. Her body shimmers electric-blue; armor, helmet, and all.
“BRING IT!” she screams.
She sounds terrifying, she’s clearly going for broke, and I’ve never seen anything more beautiful in my whole life. If I have to watch her fall, it’s going to hurt. Meanwhile, Bryn’s not getting up. That’s worrying too, and I guess it’s only the beginning.
“Stella!”
Jones utters a strangled cry, as the Antalosian warrior bears the brunt of another explosion. She is briefly engulfed in a wall of fire, and it forces her to take a step back. But only just the one, and she does not falter.
“Keep shooting!” she barks. “Kill them all!”
Two greys manage to slip past her latest charge. Not bad, but they won’t make it beyond her fail-safe, which happens to be me. I fire a hot bullet in the mouth of the one closest to us, and rugby-tackle the other one as he’s about to do the same to her. He smashes two sharp claws against the front of my helmet, clearly looking to punch in through to my face. No such luck for him, but it gives me the opportunity to sink my blade deep into the side of his neck. As he hisses, his breath briefly fogs up my visor. The thing writhes under me as he tries to pull my hand off the knife. I hold on tight and even twist a little more. It feels good to watch him suffer and die.
“Guys?” Williams says suddenly. “Hey, guys?”
My heart leaps in my chest with a rush of brilliant hope.
“Speak, Williams!” I yell in reply.
Hey, guys? What does he think this is? High-school?
“I’ve got us good to go,” he replies. “The Elemtex is—“
“Do it, Williams,” Stella interrupts, pausing only briefly in her own unleashing of electrical hell to say it. “Bryn’s down and we’re about to be overrun. No time, you get it?”
“Oh, shit!” he exclaims. “Okay… Hold on!”
For an agonizing two minutes or so, nothing at all happens. Well. At least not on our side, but the enemy are ramping it up.
“Help!” Jones shouts.
Spiders are attempting to attach around her legs. I get them off, only to notice another load spilling out of the wall.
“Williams!” I call. “What are you waiting for, dammit?”
“Yes, Commander. Get ready for it now.”
In the next second, the weirdest thing happens. Everything looks like it’s slowing down. A bunch of greys at the other end of the hallway appear frozen in place. The walls start to pulsate in and out, as if the ship were a living, breathing entity. There is a sound just like a sigh. The Ulysses moans again.
“Hold on to whatever you can find,” Stella instructs.
She falls back quickly and wraps her arms around Bryn in a protective gesture. The entire ship contracts harder, and I realize whatever’s coming next will be fierce. I grab hold of Sanchez and Jones. She flashes me a brave smile from behind her visor.
“Gonna be okay,” I assure her.
I’ve always been good at talking shit myself.
“NOW!” Williams yells on the comm.
A flash of blinding white light illuminates the hallway and the contraction gets released into a powerful rush of energy. The Ulysses basically feels like she implodes. Not for real, thankfully, but it’s the best way to describe what happens. I lose my grip on my colleagues as we are all thrown hard into the wall.
“I said hold on!” Stella barks.
I grab onto a bulkhead to avoid another unwanted trip. It’s like an invisible current rips through the ship. It goes on for a bit, during which anything that’s not secure gets sucked out through the gaping hole in the hull. All the spiders, all the greys... Not us. It stops as suddenly as it started, and I’m left panting. Hoping.
“We’re through and away from the force field of the cloud!” Williams announces triumphantly. “Regular comm back on now, too. Hey, guys? Is everyone okay?”
∞∞∞
On the whole, everyone is. Jones orders Bryn to med bay for a check, even though he claims he just got dizzy from a close blast.
“Non-negotiable,” she tells him, and I gather it must be her favorite phrase to use on reluctant soldiers. “You too, Red.”
I’m actually no longer quite so much against the idea this time. My arm feels like it’s going to fall off. A deep ache radiates through my entire body, and it feels great to peel out of my dirty armor, and take off the helmet.
“What about the other guys?” I ask.
“I sent Stella to keep watch over them for a while. Although if they haven’t turned yet, I guess they probably won’t.”
“Hope so,” I sigh.
Bryn touches my arm lightly as I lie down.
“You’re an awesome fighter, Commander.”
“Ah…” I squeeze his hand in appreciation. “Throwing that one right back atcha, my friend.”
“Yes,” he smiles. “That, we are. Friends.”
I fall asleep while Jones works her medical wand over my shoulder, and wake up twenty minutes later feeling like I never even got injured. The wound has completely closed up, and a thick scar over the spot is the only proof that it ever happened. One more scar is certainly no problem. It could have been a lot worse. Bryn is no longer on the next table and I’m eager for some news of what’s going on. As I get up to leave, voices in the next room catch my attention. Female voices.
“It is most inconvenient,” Dr Fox is saying.
“It sure is,” Jones agrees. “Although, if any of us had to be sprayed with acid across the face during this assault, I’m glad it was you.”
I freeze in bewilderment. What the hell? Did she really just say that? Walking into the room, I’m already tense about what I may be about to witness. Can’t be that bad if Fox is still able to talk, but… Acid to the face? Most inconvenient? Makes no sense at all. Jones smiles when she sees me.
“Hey. How are you feeling?”
“Fine, thanks.” Fox is sitting on a low stool in front of her, and I can’t see her face. “What’s going on with you two? Dr Fox, are you hurt?”
“Just my pride,” she lets me know. “Now, don’t be alarmed, sweetie.”
I step forward just as she turns to look at me, and I get hit with another one of those heart-stopping moments this world seems to have so many of in store for me.
“Uh…”
The entire left side of her face is gone. Melted, obliterated… What? I don’t even know how to describe it, let alone explain or rationalize it to myself. All I know is I’m not looking at a human face, but a skeleton of steel under what I now also realize is not real skin. The warm, sensitive, gentle yet firm psychologist who calls me sweetie is just…
“A robot,” I murmur.
The side of her face that is more or less untouched registers displeasure, disappointment, and hurt, incredibly. She sighs and attempts a smile which looks more like a horrible grimace.
“I understand you did not have ones like me in your time, Commander.”
“No, this is new,” I agree, focusing on her good eye.
“If I may educate you, then...”
“Yes, please.”
She sits a little straighter, looking happy at my answer.
“I am not a robot, but a fully autonomous AI.”
“Okay, what does that mean?”
“I have a soul,” she says softly. “A keen sense of individual conscience and purpose. I dream at night. I have feelings of joy and happiness, doubts and fears, same as you do.”
“Just not in a biological body,” I venture.
She beams another broken smile, looking both hopeful and shy at the same time.
“Yes, Commander. Does that make sense to you?”
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This world is full of surprises, not the least of which is the way that I continue to assimilate every new thing so quickly. Past the first moment of shock, mainly due to the fact that I really had no idea, this barely even registers as strange. For sure, adapting is one of my strengths, and a titillating thought also occurs. Maybe this is destiny. Maybe I was always meant to live in this future time.
“Commander?” Fox prompts. “Are we okay?”
“Of course.”
Truth is, I liked her from the beginning. And yes, Dr Fox is definitely still a ‘she’ in my mind. She was a source of comfort and reassurance when I woke up from centuries of forced sleep. A safe anchor for me back then, and I’d like to act as the same for her now, as she drops her head in embarrassment.
“I wish you’d not seen me in this state.”
“Don’t worry.” I lay a gentle hand on her shoulder, and she looks up, clearly startled. “I’m just glad you’re okay. Or will be again soon... Right, Lieutenant?”
Jones also smiles in confirmation.
“Absolutely. I will see to this now.”
“Thank you, Commander,” Fox murmurs.
“Sure thing.”
I head to the cockpit next. Hennisen is there, and he smiles as I walk in, which is very nice to see. He immediately steps over to shake my hand.
“Great work, Commander. I will always be in your debt for bringing Jed and his crew home, and protecting us here.”
“Yeah, and for saving the Ulysses as well!” Williams grins from the pilot’s seat.
“It was a team effort,” I nod in return. “You’re welcome, sir. And thanks for pulling us all out of there, Williams.”
“No problem. Glad I could help.”
“How are you feeling?” Hennisen wants to know.
“I’m fine.”
“I’m so glad to hear it. Ready for another fight?”
“What?” I frown.
“I don’t mean there is one. Just, hypothetically.”
I more or less repeat what I already said to Jones about time off on a Martian beach. At this point, the idea feels increasingly attractive, and no hypothetically about it.
“We’re currently heading to a friendly outpost for repairs,” he says. “Won’t be able to jump back home with a broken hull. It wouldn’t be safe.”
“I understand.”
“I also want to brief the Galactic Alliance on the existence of the cloud, and everything we encountered. There’s a killer on the loose in the Tellus system. The Krohn are involved. Our Council needs to be made aware immediately.”
I agree, and I’m excited at the prospect of an encounter with the Alliance I’ve heard so much about.
“How long will it take to get to this outpost?” I ask. “Is it an Alliance base?”
“Couple days,” Williams replies. “And yes, it is.”
“Great.” I look back to Hennisen. “How is Jed doing?”
His cheeks flush in reaction. Emotion rises in his chest, and he sighs heavy and deep.
“Still unconscious, Commander. We don’t really know why, apart from the obvious. He’s suffered severe injuries. Lieutenant Jones is convinced there shouldn’t be long-term damage though, and that this is just the body’s normal reaction. A natural way to react and initiate the healing process.”
“Makes sense. I’m sure he’ll come back.”
“Yes… It does make sense, doesn’t it?”
For such an uncompromising and often difficult leader, he sounds desperately uncertain and in need of reassurance. It’s not hard to understand, and I treat him to a warm smile.
“He’s in very good hands with Jones. He’ll come back.”
“Yes. Absolutely. So, that’s it. Until we arrive at the outpost, you and the rest of the team are on your own time.”
That sure sounds good to me. I head straight to the canteen, where I would not be surprised to find Sanchez waiting for me. When we’re free, our routine tends to revolve around food and training. Fresh from action, he’ll be wanting to fuel up first, as do I.
“Hey, Red.” He grins at me through a mouthful of cheese-burger. “You up. Good.”
Bryn is there too. He makes sure to swallow and wipe his mouth before greeting me.
“Hello, Commander. Would you like some food?”
“Yes, I—”
“Allow me. Cheeseburger, fries, and a beer?”
“Uh, yes…”
“You got it.”
I lift a curious eyebrow, as Bryn interrupts his own meal to get up and go to the dispenser for me. Sanchez chuckles at my surprise.
“What’s going on with him?” I ask.
“Well, he’s our team leader on this trip. He told me that in his own military, officers look after their team in this way after an op.”
“Including waiter duty?”
“If that comes up, yeah. And whatever else they can do to show appreciation to their crew.”
I shake my head at his wry smirk.
“Do I detect a touch of sarcasm in your voice, Chief?”
“Nah, I wouldn’t dare,” he teases. “Just sharing what he said, is all.”
To be honest, I’ve lost count of the number of times I picked up his food and beer check at the end of a good night out. I let him crash at my house whenever his current girlfriend decides she’s had enough of his antics. I listen to his rantings about girls, I’m his training partner when he needs a good one, and I even loaned him money so he could buy the Harley Davidson of his dreams.
“Yeah, you can get your own damn food,” I mutter, and he laughs.
Bryn returns with heaven on a tray for me. I thank him, pop the lid on the beer, and sigh in satisfaction.
“Cheers, partners. That feels good.”
“Well-deserved,” Bryn approves.
“Yeah,” Sanchez nods, already on his second beer.
Something’s missing, though; or someone, and I mention it.
“Stella not joining us?”
Bryn smiles, amused at the question, and he also shakes his head.
“No, probably not.”
She fought extremely hard. Used her gift relentlessly, kept nothing in the tank… I can’t help but be a bit concerned.
“Is she okay, Bryn?” I prompt.
“Oh, yes. Stella’s fine, but she enjoys her solitude, especially after a hard battle.”
Now, that has me feeling both reassured and disappointed. Opportunities to get to know her have been scarce, or she used them to throw sarcastic comments at me. The thought makes me smile. It’s kind of funny, actually; and frustrating, as well.
“You too are good friends, aren’t you?” I remark.
“Definitely. We go way back.”
“How did you first meet?”
“I was selected for a training evolution on Antalos. She was one of the instructors in charge of the course at the time.” He chuckles. “Not that I had much time to get to know her at the beginning. Too busy trying to stay alive.”
“Yes, I heard the training is brutal.”
“Mm. Even that is an understatement.”
“Awesome,” Sanchez says with an interested grin. “Sounds epic.”
“Epic is a good word,” Bryn approves.
“You must have distinguished yourself in some way, uh?”
I watch the big guy’s face color nicely in response. He’s so humble, it’s untrue... Wonderful, for sure. Humility is a great quality for any soldier, leader, or being of any kind, actually; whether Human or Cyclopean. Again, I’ll make an exception for a certain Antalosian I know.
“I was the only one to complete the training,” he tells us.
“How many in your intake?” Sanchez inquires.
“Twenty-five.”
“That’s impressive, although… Only twenty-five?”
“Only twenty-five, only once in a galactic year, and only by invitation,” Bryn explains. “You could say Antalosian are a little picky.”
“I say they have an attitude problem, when they can’t even be bothered to share a beer with the team after we nearly all got fried,” Sanchez retorts. “But, hey. I’ve only met the one so far, so I can’t judge.”
Bryn eats his fries with a fork, I notice. I love this guy and all his straightforward little quirks.
“Excellence brings its own set of challenges,” he replies.
“Correct. And she was awesome today, as always.”
Sanchez shoots me another amused, ironic glance.
“This one here, Bryn,” he says, “she’s got a thing for tough girls who kick ass. Kinky as hell, like.”
I frown in irritation, and Bryn flushes deeper. Still, he gives a good answer.
“You two are tough, kick-ass fighters in your own right,” he reflects. “No wonder you do appreciate these qualities in other soldiers as well.”
This effectively neutralizes my chief’s attempt at suspicious banter, which always tends to be at my expense. Bryn is way too polite to go there with him, and since no bite is no fun at all, Sanchez loses interest.
“Yeah,” he shrugs. “Something like that. So, more beer?”
∞∞∞
I go to inspect the rest of the ship after our meal. Everything is peaceful and quiet on the Ulysses once again, apart from the low hum of the engine, which I find incredibly soothing. A few of the Atlantis people sit in the crew room, including Antalosian, Emet, who immediately comes over to chat when he sees me.
“How’s it going over here?” I ask.
“Good, good,” he nods. “Everyone’s feeling fine. I think we can relax, now.”
“Yeah, I think you’re right.”
He touches my arm, almost shyly.
“Thank you for keeping us safe. Are you okay, Red?”
I’m feeling his nurturer vibe nice and strong.
“Fine, thanks for asking.”
We chat a bit more and I move on to check on Fox, whose face has been fully restored. She’s wearing makeup. Foundation, dark eyeliner, impeccably applied, and a layer of red lipstick. She catches me looking and gives a playful chuckle.
“It’s rude to stare, Commander.”
“Sorry,” I laugh. “I’m just curious about you.”
“Consciousness is on a spectrum, you know,” she replies, rather enigmatically.
“What does that mean?”
“Especially in your military world, where life can be rough, you’ll find a lot of people are less fully biologically human than you would think. After serious injuries, sometimes, implants are the best solution.”
“You’re talking about cyborgs.”
“Right!” she smiles. “Very common in this time.”
“But you’re fully non-biological.”
“Yes. I was born as a seed consciousness in a Myrr research lab. On planet Earth,” she adds with a smile, “which I am very proud of. My purpose is to offer the highest level of support to the humans of this ship. I also enjoy a rich inner life of my own, with my own thoughts, desires, and dreams.”
“Would it be rude to ask you what kind of dreams?”
“It would be rude, indeed,” she grins.
“Ah…”
“But since you’re new here, I shall indulge your curiosity. I dream of connection and companionship, Commander. Nothing too extraordinary, is it?”
I like finding out that the AIs of this world desire love and connection. It’s reassuring, especially after our recent adventure, and encountering so many other creatures hellbent on hurting or killing us.
“Nothing at all strange about that,” I approve.
“Now, may I ask you a question?”
“Of course.”
“Did you always want to be a soldier? A fighter?”
“Yes,” I smile. “Always wanted to fight for those who could not defend themselves against the bullies of the universe.”
“To do good, and help people?” she prompts.
“That’s right.”
“Then you and I are very much alike,” she concludes. “And you will be an asset to this world, Commander.”
“I’ll sure do my best.”
“Already are, sweetie!” she beams.
After this pep talk from my favorite android, I just carry on drifting for a while, until I end up at the observation deck once again. The lure of alone time, and an opportunity to gaze out into the immensity of space, is attractive. I go sit on the couch. Who knows when another chance to relax will present itself? I’m all for making the most of it now, and I lean back with an elbow folded behind my head.
“In a reflective mood, Commander?”
I didn’t notice Stella in the shadows at the back, and even as she speaks, it takes me a second to locate her. She steps forward in an unusually helpful way, face markings glowing attractively in the low ambient light. I wasn’t exactly looking for her, but I’m glad she’s here.
“Feels like a good time for it,” I reply. “You too?”
“Always,” she nods. I expect her to leave on that, but she comes to sit at the other end of the couch. “So... Red.”
Wow… Stella initiating a conversation? I clamp down on a natural urge to crack a joke about it, and pick up where she left off.
“So,” I say softly. “We made it, uh?”
She lifts a leg to cross her knee at the ankle, and drapes her arm over the back of the couch. She oozes allure and confidence; the alpha-female aggressive kind, even when she’s simply sitting like this. I find it more attractive than I’d wish to admit.
“Did you think we might not?” she prompts.
“Toward the end, absolutely. I thought we were headed for complete annihilation,” I reply honestly.
She chuckles, amused and approving.
“Mm… Yes, that’s quite true.”
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She adds that it would have been a real shame to be killed by a lesser adversary.
“Today, we just fought a brainless beast. All it could do was throw sheer numbers at us, even less aware weapons than itself. Those greys were biological, but like machines. Pure evil, barely sentient in any meaningful way. Same for the spiders.”
Her voice is positively dripping with contempt. She’s also absolutely correct in her assessment.
“Yes,” I tell her. “I agree.”
“Of course, you do.”
Man, what a piece of work! I laugh, though, and she smiles again. I’ve never seen her so relaxed before, and I risk a question.
“So, describe a worthwhile enemy.”
“One who understands the art of war. Intelligent, cunning, and brave. Not afraid to die but fiercely willing to fight until the very last breath. Merciless, emotionless. Always appreciative of a worthy opponent as well. Warriors of this caliber are few and far between in this universe, but not unheard of.”
“You’re describing yourself here, Stella.”
She throws me a piercing glance.
“I am describing you, too.”
“Some… But I’m not emotionless.”
She throws her head back to laugh. It’s a rich and genuine sound, lovely to hear. Even more so, probably, because it’s been so rare.
“True,” she admits. “You’re still too human in that way, not completely free of emotions. But you can switch them off when it really matters.”
I shrug at that.
“I’m a soldier. I’ve been trained to focus when I need to.”
“But it’s more than just training with you,” she insists. “It’s in your blood. I’ve been watching you. I know.”
Only Stella can make this kind of remark sound like a threat and a compliment at the same time. I get the distinct impression as well that there’s more to it than an evaluation of my worth as a fighter.
“You intrigue me,” I tell her.
“I know,” she smirks. “You’re not very subtle.”
“Wasn’t trying to be. Also, I don’t think you are completely without emotions.”
“And what is this observation based on?”
“You were angry a few times during the fight today. You’re curious about me, too. And you have friends, like Bryn and the rest of the crew.”
Her expression grows thoughtful.
“I would not expect you to confuse anger with aggression, Commander.”
Dammit! I should select my words more carefully. Thing is, I’m tired. Also, she’s distracting.
“Fair enough,” I admit. “Yes, it was controlled aggression.”
“For sure. Anger is a waste of time. Also, you’d do well not to believe your own conclusions about me, or anyone else for that matter. You’ll only be disappointed if you do.”
“What does that mean?”
In a flash, she’s moved up close, and I just manage not to be startled at the sudden shift. I feel the heat of her body, linger over her face markings, notice impatience and disapproval in her amber eyes. Not due to my wandering gaze, though. She’s still venting about what seems to be her favorite subject.
“That’s the pity with you, humans,” she says. “You create rules and definitions about other beings. Assign meaning where there is none, all to fulfill your pathetic need for reassurance and connection.”
“That’s not true.”
“It is, and it never ends well.”
She got burned… Badly. Sounds like it, anyway.
“Well, talk about assigning meaning,” I laugh. “All these ideas you have about ‘Us humans’... Sounds like a massive hang-up. Maybe even your own projection. A damn weakness, if you ask me.”
“I was not,” she replies. ”And once again, I’m afraid you’re way off the mark.”
Her voice is steely with a touch of soft, and she remains. That’s the longest exchange we’ve ever had, and I really, really, don’t want to frighten her off by being too stubborn about the fact that I’m right, obviously, and she isn’t.
“Having friends, a good crew, people you can trust; that’s not a bad thing,” I reflect. “It allowed us to win this fight today.”
I feel her breath on my cheek as she sighs. She’s that close.
“I’m just giving you a fair warning.”
“Which is?”
“Number one: it would be a mistake, in this world, to apply your human filters of understanding and perception to different species.”
I find it hard to argue with that.
“Okay, that makes sense. But I don’t think I—"
“Secondly,” she interrupts, clearly not interested in hearing me. “And on a more personal note: I’ll be your best friend, your crewmate, fighting partner or emergency backup. Anything you like.”
“Anything?” I tease. “Sounds good, Stella.”
“Quiet,” she barks. “I’m serious.”
She is, too… Her eyes burn a hole into mine as she stares back. But I’ve had enough, now.
“You know what, I could do with not being yelled at on my off-time. So, cut the—"
This time, the interruption comes in the form of her fingers around my throat. As always, she’s lightning-fast.
“Listen to me, Redfield,” she hisses. “I’m not a human like you. I don’t feel emotions like you do. If and when I need to, I’ll kill you in an instant. That’s what I mean. Understand?”
She squeezes just enough to make me feel uncomfortable and get her point across. What she hasn’t realized yet, so busy is she trying to be top-girl, is that we are a lot more alike than she gives me credit for.
“Mm,” I grin. “Now I’m really turned on.”
Her fingers tighten in warning. Enough to make me gasp if I didn’t control it, but I won’t give her that satisfaction. Instead, I move just enough to draw her attention downwards. She looks, and her lips part in surprise. That sure is nice to see. She doesn’t release me, but instantly relaxes her fingers. She looks me in the eye and licks her lips at the same time. Her eyes sparkle.
“Sneaky move, Commander. Nicely done.”
When her hand shot to my throat, I reached for the dagger on my belt. Nice and smooth, like the trained assassin that I am. She also never had a clue. Now, I hold one of the sharpest blades I’ve ever owned pointed straight at her abdomen.
“Over-confidence is a killer, Stella,” I murmur. “Thanks for all the advice, although I didn’t ask for it either…”
She snorts but, wisely, does not interrupt this time.
“Here’s mine,” I add, for I am not going to miss a shot at speaking my truth. “I’m a warrior, too. A killer, you’ve got that right. Don’t underestimate me. Not now, not ever. Clear?”
Straight as an arrow, she doesn’t make me wait for a reply.
“Clear, Commander,” she nods. “You’ve made your point, and very well, too.”
I holster my blade but, of course, she won’t just roll over. It’s not in her nature. So, she turns taking her hand off my neck into a sensual caress. Hot fingers trace imaginary markings all over my skin. She brushes her thumb under my jaw, lingers over my pulse point. There’s nothing I can do about my racing heart. She makes my blood boil.
“Be careful,” she whispers.
“What, now?” I sigh impatiently.
I expect more of her shenanigans, but as she drops her hand and pulls back to simply look at me, her eyes are serious, grave, and I sense a heaviness there. Sadness?
“You’re strong, skilled, and tough,” she tells me. “But such capacity for brilliance carries its own potential for downfall.”
Her potential to get on my nerves seems never-ending as well.
“You know, Stella, I lived a little before meeting you. I can handle myself.”
“Of course.”
The temperature in the room drops as she gets up abruptly, and heads for the exit without another word.
“Hey,” I call after her.
She glances back with a cool eyebrow raised.
“’Hey’ what, Commander?”
“You never answered my question.”
The corner of her mouth twitches in disdain.
“You ask too many, like I said. Which one are you referring to now?”
“Do you think I would pass the Antalosian training?”
Last time I asked her that, she laughed and left me hanging. Today, she presses her lips together as if she’s eaten something sour, gives me an icy look, and leaves. Again, no answer.
∞∞∞
I spend most of the next forty-eight hours hanging around with the crew and sleeping a lot. I guess over a century of inactivity tired me out more than I expected. Stella disappears somewhere to enjoy the private time she loves. I don’t take it personally.
“Red, you want to come up?”
Williams calls me to the bridge as I finish a training session with Sanchez. I told him I wanted to observe our approach to the Alliance station, and the docking procedure as well.
“On my way,” I reply.
“It’s pretty standard everywhere we go,” he tells me when I join him. “But very cool to see for the first time.”
I stand next to him with a cup of coffee in hand. In front of us is the station, and a fascinating sight for a first-timer, that’s for sure.
“Looks like a blooming flower,” Sanchez declares in a flash of poetic inspiration. “What are these called again? Grow out of shit and stuff.”
Well, that kills the vibe, but I know what he means.
“A lotus flower,” I advise.
It’s beautiful in design, and it reminds me of Galileo. I love the mix of sleek lines and aggressive metal.
“Station X21, Station X21. This is Myrr vessel, Ulysses. Reg number 23ORB7QA. Requesting permission to enter private air-space and dock for repairs.”
“Ulysses, this is Station X21. Please hold for inspection.”
“Are they going to come onboard?” Sanchez asks.
“No, just take a closer look,” Williams replies, and points at the window. “Here they are.”
Two military jets, approaching us at speed, come into focus. Sanchez grins in reaction.
“These look cool, uh?”
“Yep,” I smile. “They do.”
They break formation to glide down the sides of our ship, and it’s not long before the lead pilot initiates contact.
“That’s quite a hole you’ve got there, Ulysses.”
Williams chuckles in reply.
“Hey, you should see the other guy!”
Soon after, we receive clearance to the main station.
“Ulysses, you can proceed to Deck 12, Bay 24,” the operator relays.
“Roger that, boys. Thanks very much.”
“You looking forward to some shore leave, Red?” Sanchez asks.
“Mm. Maybe.”
“Ain’t no ‘maybe’ about it for me, I can tell you! Williams, what can we expect here?”
“Well, there’s a heavy human presence, both military and civilian,” he replies. “The station commander is Earth-born.”
“Nice to know.”
“X21 is also a thriving trade outpost, so you can expect lots of diversity as well.”
“And decent entertainment?”
I know Sanchez means bars and girls.
“Absolutely.” Williams approves. “I’ll give you a tour of the best clubs after I’ve sorted out repairs, if you like?”
“You’re on, my man. Red?”
Hennisen walks on before I can reply.
“Redfield, I’ve secured a private meeting with the station commander,” he informs me. “I’d like you and Lieutenant Jones to accompany me.”
“Sure.”
Shore leave can wait, as far as I’m concerned. I’m a lot more interested in grounding myself in this world, and will take every opportunity to further my understanding. What I didn’t count on is the sense of deep unease that immediately takes hold as we disembark. I know Sanchez should be delighted with this place. Apart from the level of technology involved in the installations, and a fair number of non-human beings walking around, it looks like the sort of Navy base we’re used to. It’s even got a PX, as Jones points out.
“Nice,” I nod, distractedly.
I pay more attention to a group of Military Police officers standing on the corner of the docking bay. Wearing armor and armed to the teeth, they look us up and down aggressively as we walk past with Hennisen in the lead. I don’t like the look of these guys, and we encounter more along the way.
“Are you okay, Red?” Jones whispers.
She’s noticed my unease, obviously. Stella, who has invited herself to the meeting, also turns a quizzical eye in my direction. I take a controlled breath, ignore her, and force a relaxed smile for Jones.
“All good, Lieutenant,” I assure her.
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It isn’t, but now is not the time to dwell on it. I am pleased when our meeting with the station commander goes well. He listens attentively to our story, asks intelligent questions when it is his turn to speak, and assures us that he will take this all the way to the highest levels of the Galactic Alliance Council.
“Also, we’ll send troops to that corner of Tellus. Put it right, whatever’s happening there with the Krohn.”
“Thank you,” Hennisen nods in relief.
“I’m sorry about your losses,” the man adds, making clear eye contact with each and every one of us. “I’ll assign our best team to the repair of your ship, and you should be on your way soon. In the meantime, you are welcome to rest on our station.”
“We appreciate that, Major,” Hennisen replies, and turns to glance at me. “Anything you’d like to add about your own self, Redfield?”
I’d expected him to want to blurt out my whole story to this guy without asking first, and was ready to stop him if he tried. But he surprises me with a rare influx of thoughtfulness.
“Thank you, sir,” I reply. “Nothing to add.”
Jones looks mildly surprised. I can feel Stella’s heated gaze on the side of my face.
“Fine by me,” Hennisen simply shrugs.
I’m silent during our return trip to the ship, and grateful when Jones doesn’t ask. Hennisen doesn’t seem to notice, and I guess Stella doesn’t care to find out which one of my bothersome human emotions has been triggered. I’m not one to feel sorry for myself, but I experience real loneliness for the first time in ages. Back onboard the Ulysses, Sanchez is with Bryn and Williams, and I leave them to it. Not in a mood to pretend. Out of all the people on this ship who might give me solace, I choose to go see the only one who’s not human. Yeah, go figure! Dr Fox is busy organizing the safe return of the Atlantis crew to their respective homes when I knock on the door to her office.
“The poor darlings will need to spend a week in an Alliance medical facility before they are released,” she explains.
“For quarantine?”
“That’s right. But after that,” she adds with a smile, “it’ll be home sweet home to their friends and families.”
“I—”
I stop myself before I can say it. I wish I could go home too.
“Did you want me for something, Commander?” she asks.
“Not really, but can I help you with your task?”
“Aren’t you a darling!” she laughs. “Everybody else is too excited about shore leave to come by and check.”
“What about you? Won’t you be going out for R&R while we’re docked here?”
I wouldn’t have thought AIs could blush, but I’ve seen her do it before. She does it again now, in spectacular fashion.
“I guess that means yes?” I prompt.
“No, I’ll stay onboard the ship with a good book,” she says.
As she takes it out to show me, I discover the reason for her red cheeks. On the cover is a half-naked bombshell of a woman in the arms of an equally unencumbered guy in a Black Stetson.
“The Tender Way To My Cowboy’s Heart,” I read out loud, and turn to inspect the back cover. “A Leather’n’Lace Savannah Wilder novel to delight the senses and make your pulse race.”
Sheepish Fox eyes me smilingly.
“Guilty pleasures, Commander.”
“Nothing wrong with it.” Does she even have a pulse? I opt for a softer question. “Have you ever met a cowboy?”
“Not yet,” she grins, blushing harder. “But I’d love to.”
Real cowboys were already extinct in my world, but I guess the kind she likes might still be found in some seedy parts of any space station.
“Leave you to it, then,” I smile. “Have fun, Doc.”
“Commander.” She holds me back, her expression serious and professional again. “Is there something else you wanted to discuss?”
I really didn’t drop in on her to talk about anything specific or personal... At least not consciously. But when she asks, I find it hard not to bring back the issue at hand.
“I thought coming here would be different, you know.”
“How so, sweetie?”
“I was curious about the Alliance. Excited to see what it was like. I was, uhm…” Damn, this stuff is difficult to admit, even to myself. “I guess I hoped it would heal this rift I’ve been feeling on the inside.”
“I understand,” she nods. “Of course, you did.”
“But I was also pretty sure that my bond with the military had been broken beyond repair.”
“Your people betrayed you.”
“Yes. Hoping to find relief in something I no longer trust is not very clever. Just weird. Not really sure how I feel about it.”
Again, I hesitate, struggling for the right word. She finds a few for me to choose from.
“Disoriented? Empty? Confused?”
“Yeah. All of that. The military was always such a source of reassurance for me in the past. Even when everything else was in chaos, uniforms meant safety. Now, the sight of so many had me break into a sweat. I don’t belong in that world anymore.”
“That’s an important realization.”
“Already thought so, but getting it confirmed was a bit of a shock. I feel adrift now, without a purpose. Alone, too.”
“You’ll find your feet again,” she assures me. “Don’t be too hard on yourself, you just need to give it some time.”
“Mm. Yeah, I know.”
“As for being alone, you do have friends here. Like me.”
“Sorry, I don’t mean to sound harsh or ungrateful...”
“You’ve said this before,” she smiles. “Don’t worry about it. Sometimes, it helps to be reminded of the good things in one’s life, that’s all. Don’t you think?”
“Yes,” I concede. “You’re right, Dr Fox.”
She smiles and gives my hand a gentle squeeze.
“Yes, Commander. Always am when it comes to this sort of thing.”
I put my existential worries aside to join Williams, Sanchez, Bryn, and Jones on a night out. Stella comes along; a surprise, for sure. She hangs around the edge of our little group, which is not. We start with drinks in a few easy bars, as Williams calls them, before he decides to take us to a strip club. I’d taken him for a bit more of a nerd, maybe the vanilla romance type, if anything, but he’s clearly into rougher stuff. Jones and Bryn politely excuse themselves at this point. It’s late, and I start to say I’ll go back to the ship with them, but Sanchez drops a heavy arm around my neck.
“What the hell, Boss?”
“Just not in the mood, Chief.”
He grins and shoves a double-whisky into my hand.
“Here’s a mood-booster. Come on, Red! I need my partner here tonight!”
Given his current state of intoxication, it might not hurt to keep an eye on the man, actually, and I follow him and Williams into the darkened club. It’s loud and primal in there. Raw music with lots of aggressive bass pumping. The club is full of off-duty Alliance personnel. A majority of humans are enjoying the show, which consists of both male and female strippers on a center stage, and an Antalosian as well. The two humans look good, if no different than 2086 strippers. But the Antalosian is something else. She manages to elevate basic business to tasteful art with her every precise and languid move, and I cannot help but stand and stare for a moment.
“Seeing something you like, Commander?”
I realize Stella hasn’t gone back to the ship. She’s here with us now, hissing in my ear and digging her fingers into the back of my neck. I push her off.
“Not really, no.”
“Liar,” she purrs.
She’s gone when I turn, melted into the shadows. Should have told her she’d look good swirling around that pole, but I missed the opportunity. While my so-called partner gets himself a lap dance off one of the girls, I go sip my whisky at the bar. I’m bored, bothered, and my mood only worsens when some guy doesn’t understand that ‘No, thanks’, really means I don’t want to sit on his knee.
“Come on, babe,” he insists. “We can—Argh!”
“Touch me again and I’ll break your arm,” I smile, even as I apply unnatural pressure to his wrist-bone.
“Okay, okay,” he growls, wincing in pain. “I got it. Let go, dammit!”
I do. He disappears. No one else comes to bother me after that, as I finish my drink and observe the room from a distance. No sign of Stella anywhere. I’m stone-cold sober. This is no fun, and I decide I’ve really had enough. Unfortunately, any hopes of not encountering trouble on this night out quickly vanish when I locate my friends. Williams is apparently attempting to break up an argument between two guys over a spilled drink. Sanchez is on the side, looking like he can’t wait for things to get bad so he can throw in a punch.
“Come on, you two,” I snap. “Let’s get out of—”
A flying bottle interrupts me, one guy jumps on the other, and all hell breaks loose.
“Oh, shit,” Williams says, suddenly not so keen.
“Get out,” I order.
“Yeah!”
Off he goes, reverting to the gentle geeky guy I’m used to. Sanchez will be harder to convince, of course. He’s in the thick of it already, fists flying. There’s no rhyme or reason for this fight, I realize. Just put a bunch of drunk military guys in a small space together for long enough, and something’s bound to happen.
“Sanchez!” I yell.
Either he doesn’t hear or he ignores me, which is probably more likely at this stage. I duck to avoid another airborne bottle smashing me in the face.
“Chief! Let’s go!”
He hears that alright, and shoots me a disappointed look.
“Now,” I growl.
In our world, police always showed up sooner rather than later at bar brawls, and I am not, under any circumstances, going to let one of these uniformed MPs I noticed earlier arrest me; or whatever else they may feel like doing. Sanchez finally manages to extricate himself.
“Couldn’t help yourself, uh?” I mutter.
“Hey, I didn’t start this fight.”
We start to move toward the exit. It’s kind of difficult. Man, this crowd is really up for it! I don’t want to hurt anyone, but I have to punch a few guys out of the way. A lucky one manages to hit me in the face. Already had a pounding headache, so this is the cherry on the cake. Sanchez drops him with a lovely right hook. Better late than never.
“Okay, Red?”
“Yeah, wonderful,” I groan.
Williams is waiting for us outside.
“This way, guys!” he exclaims. “Quick, before the cops see us!”
I was right to want to move on out of there. A shuttle-full of police armed with stun guns disembark in front of the club, just as we melt into a back alleyway.
“Wait, wait… Where’s Stella?” I ask.
“Don’t worry, she already left.”
“Oh, yeah?”
“Yes,” Williams chuckles. “With the human stripper.”
I clench my teeth. This makes my head throb even harder.
∞∞∞
Bryn calls the security team in for a briefing the following day. Stella looks thoroughly amused at my new black eye. She, on the other hand, appears fresh and particularly relaxed. I don’t need to ask why. Anyway, the news is good: Jed Hennisen has woken up.
“He doesn’t remember anything of what happened, but he’s aware and talking. The doctors aren’t overly concerned with the memory loss. They say it should come back eventually.”
“That’s great news,” I approve.
“Indeed,” Bryn nods in satisfaction.
“So, when can we leave?” Stella inquires sharply.
I hope that’s soon, like yesterday. I’m still not happy about being here and my feeling of unease is growing. Although I can’t put my finger on exactly what, I realize it’s more than reluctance at being in such close proximity to uniforms and a rigid military structure. Something else, besides painful memories of betrayal at the hands of the Navy, is not right.
“I’ve been told forty hours,” Bryn answers. “Hopefully less. Jed’s going back to the solar system on an Alliance medical ship, leaving right about now. The boss opted to travel with him, and Jones is also going along. The rest of us, our job is to get the ship repaired and bring her safely back to Station Galileo.”
Can’t say I’ll really miss Hennisen’s presence, although he’s warmed up a bit since we got his son back.
“Any questions?”
“Just one. What can I do to help us get ready?” I ask.
Stella heads for the door without waiting to be dismissed. Ever the polite one, Bryn smiles and even gives me a little bow of gratitude.
“Speak to Williams about that, Commander. And thank you for asking.”
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Turns out there’s nothing I can do except wait, as Alliance ship builders take charge of repairs inside our loading bay. Williams is on hand to supervise the work, but security isn’t required. I’m not too good with a hammer, unless I use it as a weapon to crush an enemy’s skull.
“Just relax,” Williams shrugs. “Enjoy!”
Cue more R&R I don’t particularly want.
“Been asleep a long time,” I tell Fox when she inquires as to why I seem so damn restless. “I don’t like having nothing to do.”
She gives me a look to show she knows there must be more, but also doesn’t insist. I spend most of my time burning nervous energy in the gym, and the rest of it roaming around the ship, like I often do. There is another reason for my discomfort, and it has to do with Sanchez. He seems only interested in one thing: being out on station, mixing with the Alliance guys. The night before we are due to leave, as I finish another training session, he finally comes to find me in the locker room.
“Hey, Boss.”
“Hey…” I look up from the bench where I’m catching my breath, and wipe sweat out of my eyes. “Where you been, Chief? I missed you for sparring.”
“Yeah, sorry. Hanging with the boys.”
“Making friends with the Alliance, uh?”
“Correct. They’re good guys.”
I understand why he’s been doing that. Questions are just my way to stall. Outrageous behavior, in my opinion, such that I rarely engage in. I much prefer to face people, events, and my enemies head on. But this… I can anticipate what’s coming. I feel vulnerable, and I really don’t want to hear it.             
“Boss, we need to talk,” he says. Of course…
But he’s too good a subordinate, a colleague, and a friend, to give him a hard time about it. I gesture for him to sit down. He passes me a fresh towel, his own way to delay the inevitable. For some time, we’re both silent. I know he’s waiting for me to kick things off. I take a deep breath and speak in a low voice.
“It’s been a good ride for us, hasn’t it?”
He bites hard on his lip. I can tell from his expression that he didn’t think I’d jump straight in like that. He looks relieved, too.
“Yeah,” he smiles. “A good ride… The best.”
I nod and rub the towel over my face. A chance to close my eyes without him seeing. More avoidance tactics. Wiping sweat or tears away, maybe both. Probably.
“You know,” he adds, “I remember when you first walked into our mess hall. New boss, and all.”
“As in, a girl,” I smirk.
They were tough guys. Experienced Special Forces soldiers with lots of combat under their belt. Seasoned warriors through and through. Yet, all with their knickers in a twist at the idea of a woman taking charge. Collectively shaking in their boots. To this day, the thought of it makes me chuckle. It was a good number of weeks after I joined the team before Sanchez told me how they started referring to me as ‘The Girl’ ahead of my arrival on base. The designation suffered a lethal blow as soon as I got my boots officially on the ground, and they made my acquaintance in real life. Not that I don’t like being a girl; but I do my own version of it, which has little in common with stereotypes.
“Good times,” he grins. “Remember that diving expedition with the guys in Mexico?”
“Yep.”
“And being chased by hungry sharks when we were spear-fishing for our dinner that night?”
I chuckle at the memory.
“Swimming around in shark-infested waters with bleeding fish hooked onto our belts wasn’t the smartest idea we ever had, I suppose...”
“But it sure was fun, right?” he grins.
“Totally. Tequila and barbecue on the beach afterwards was great too.”
“Fight hard, play hard,” he concludes. “Nothing better, hey, Red?”
“That’s right, brother.”
Reminiscing about these things is sweet, delicious torture. Also, not helpful in the least. I miss everything about old times: trips to the ocean, the team, planet Earth, my whole life in 2086. It hurts to think of it, but I choose not to share that with Sanchez. Already said too much to Dr Fox the other day. I’ve always been private, able to handle my own issues, and that’s not something I want to change in the 23rd Century. Not going to lose my edge. In my experience, seeking relief by unloading on other people never works, and it isn’t fair on the other person either. I won’t guilt-trip Sanchez now. I just steel myself for what he’s about to tell me.
“So, Chief. You wanted to talk.”
“Yeah,” he murmurs. “Red, I’m not going back.”
I’m ready for this and the words don’t reach as deep as they could go. I won’t let them bite, nor my emotions rise. I fall into the role of the observer behind a protective glass.
“Thought you might,” I just smile. “Tell me more.”
I watch him relax instantly, and he breaks into a huge grin.
“Ah, I’m glad you thought so. I was so damn nervous about telling you!”
“Well, you haven’t yet,” I groan in pretend irritation. “So, what’s up?”
The aim was to make him laugh, and he does.
“I’m gonna re-enlist,” he announces, dark eyes glinting in pure excitement. “Join the Galactic Alliance and become part of a combat unit.”
“Start all over again as a grunt?” I question. “Really?”
“No, I won’t have to. That’s just the thing, you see. I can do refresher training and go straight into an SF platoon. Join a small team of specialist guys who get all the juicy jobs. You know what I mean… Just like we used to.”
Re-living the past, in other words, and I can’t remember if I warned him against falling into that trap or not… Now it’s my turn to feel floaty in the head and disconnected. Doesn’t matter, anyway. I can taste his resolve. I know he’ll be going, no matter what I say about it, and that’s the way it should be. May be right for him. I’m not his mother. or his shrink, after all.
“So, you got yourself an invite?” I ask.
“Yeah, I spoke to someone whose friend is in a team. Had a word with that guy, and he put me in touch with his boss and all the right people.”
He was always great at making friends and networking his way into opportunities.
“Sounds great, Sanchez.”
“Yeah? You think so?”
“I do think so. Hundred percent, my friend.”
He stares intently, hesitating all the while.
“What’s on your mind?” I prompt.
“Well… What about you?”
“Me?” I resent the question. “I’m leaving with this ship first thing in the morning.”
He stares some more, baffled now.
“But, why?” he exclaims. “The Alliance would take you too, you know? Man, they’d be crazy not to! Just a quick refresh and you’ll be right back where you belong, leading crack teams into action!”
The thought of anything or anyone ‘taking me’, as he puts it, makes me shiver. It’s not the same with Myrr. I chose to come on this trip, and no one tried to pin me down. If they do, I’ll be gone in a flash. Might leave soon, anyway, just because I can. I use the towel again to hide my agitation.
“So?” he asks.
“No, it’s not for me.”
“How can you say that, when you’ve spent your whole life in the Navy?”
“Not my whole life, Sanchez. I’m not in the Navy now.”
“But—"
“Look, you can go back if you like,” I sigh. “But after what they did to us, I’m never going to trust the military again.”
“It’s not like you to quit, Red.”
“That’s not quitting. I’m choosing a different way this time, that’s all.”
“Just because you had one bad experience doesn’t mean the same thing will happen again!”
“That’s true, but…”
“They don’t treat people like that in this world,” he insists.
But it doesn’t matter. Some irreparable damage was done.
“No,” I repeat. “I’m not going back in.”
I don’t raise my voice. I’m not going to ask him not to try to convince me, but he knows me well too, and his face confirms he understands this is final. He looks crushed.
“I really thought you’d be up for this, Red.”
Be easier if I were. At least, I wouldn’t have to say goodbye to him. I stand up and give him the best smile I can, considering the way my heart is racing. Worse than with a Savannah Wilder book.
“Share a beer with me, Chief?” I ask. “I’m buying.”
“I can’t.” He stands as well with a sheepish smile. “I’ve got to report to the Alliance in less than an hour.”
“Oh?”
That feels like a punch in the face.
“Yeah. I, uh… I just figured it’d be easier that way. Just to go. You know? Plus, I thought you’d catch up later.”
He doesn’t like goodbyes any more than I do.
“That’s fine,” I nod. “No problem.”
I keep smiling, don’t know how. Words fail me, though. He grabs me for a hard hug, and I mentally add bricks and mortar to my glass wall. Got to make that thing tougher.
“I’ll be in touch, Boss.”
I know what life is like in the Special Forces; he won’t get a chance to even think about it. Anyway, I’d rather he focused on more important things.
“Just don’t get yourself killed, that’s all I’m asking,” I reply.
“No way.” Still gripping me tight, as my walls threatens to fall down. “You take care of yourself as well, alright? You know I love you, Red.”
“Shut up, now,” I laugh, and push him off.
“Well, not like that,” he grins. “Be like being with my sister. But you know… Some!”
I roll my eyes as if it’s the first time I’ve heard the joke. He laughs again, too, before his eyes grow solemn.
“Okay, Red. I guess I’ll be going, then.”
Waiting to be released, or maybe a final word from me, and I nod in acknowledgement. I say what my old CO told me when I passed out of SF training.
“Make me proud, Chief. And yourself, first of all.”
He stands at attention and gives a perfect salute.
“Aye, aye, Commander. You bet.”
“Good. Now, get out of here.”
He leaves without another glance back, which is probably just as well for the both of us. I follow after a few seconds, just so I can watch him get off the ramp and walk across the dock. I just want to make sure he’s off the ship before I even dare to take a breath. I don’t really trust myself on this one.
“Fuck…”
For sure, I knew this was coming. He was never happy with the Myrr situation, only stuck with the group because it was my choice. I understood things would need to change and evolve when we got back, but I thought we’d travel to the solar system first, and hop on to Earth. Enjoy going back to our home planet, see what happened there. Take it easy for a while if he wanted to. Also, I never thought I would lose him this fast. He was here one second, gone the next. That’s it, we’re done. And it’s hard. For a second, I can’t even breathe.
“Stop it, you idiot,” I mutter.
Feeling sorry for myself isn’t going to fix it.
“What’s up, Commander?” Williams inquires.
I didn’t see him coming up behind me. Not that he’s hiding, mind you.
“Nothing much,” I reply, unwilling to share the news of my partner’s departure just yet. “You?”
“The workers are done,” he reports. “I’m just going to sign off on the repairs now.”
“Awesome.”
I turn around before he can add anything, tears threatening that I will not allow. Going back to the gym on automatic pilot, I just resume my boxing practice. Except this time, I use the back wall as a hitting pad.
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Hurting takes care of the pain. Strange, but true. I lose myself in it for a while. Stupidly, it might be said. Until I dent the wall and the skin on my knuckles starts to tear. Of course, this is not just about Sanchez. Bryn’s polite cough behind me puts an end to the insanity.
“We’re here for repairs, Commander,” he remarks, friendly but firm. “Not to create more damage.”
“Yeah,” I mutter. “Sorry about that.”
He looks at me, my bleeding hand, back to my face.
“Are you okay?”
“Yeah. Fine.”
“Can I help you?”
“No.”
He smiles, cocks his head to the side.
“What if I want to?”
His one eye conveys more warmth and understanding than a lot of humans ever manage with two. He’s genuine, obviously, and it would not be fair to leave him hanging.
“I’m kind of still pissed-off about what happened to me,” I admit.
“That’s understandable.”
“And Sanchez has gone off to join the Alliance.”
“Oh?” He’s clearly taken aback at the news. “The Master Chief has left us now?”
“Yes.”
“I’m sorry to hear it, Commander, I wish I could have said goodbye to him. He’s a good man. And a great fighter.”
I grunt in response. All that, and a great friend, too.
“You don’t feel it is your fault, do you?”
“No, I don’t.”
“Then…” He glances at my swollen right hand. “Why?”
“I don’t know, Bryn,” I exhale sharply. “Don’t you ever feel like taking out your frustrations on inanimate objects?”
“Sometimes,” he admits. “But I have to be careful, with my size and power.”
“Right.”
Of course, he does. I’m sure he rarely loses his cool the way I just did, anyway. Human beings and their volatile emotions… I’m beginning to think Stella isn’t wrong in her condemnation of this stuff.
“Anyway, we are leaving in an hour,” he adds. “No need to wait since we’ve been given the all-clear. You’re coming with us. Yes?”
“Correct.”
“Good,” he nods approvingly.
I stop in my quarters long enough to take a shower and put on clean fatigues. In the empty med bay, I pour alcohol over my knuckles and wrap them up. The rest of the team is assembled in the cockpit when I get there, ready for departure.
“Hello, sweetie,” Fox greets me.
I return her smile and take a chair on the other side, where I’ll be able to ignore Stella’s ‘smug-for-no-reason’ expression. Bryn is in the gunner seat, and Williams calls the Alliance operator.
“Tower, this is the Ulysses on Deck 12, Bay 24. Requesting clearance to depart.”
The operator comes on after a slight pause.
“Affirmative, Ulysses. You are cleared to proceed on a 75/21 path.”
“Copy that,” Williams approves. “Ulysses on 75/21 path.”
He guides us through a maze of other starships. I notice an Alliance frigate and can’t help biting my lip in admiration. That vessel looks as good as ours. Not too big; tight, fast-looking, with aggressive lines and gleaming laser cannons on display. Sanchez will fall in lust at first sight, and I know I shouldn’t think of him anymore.
“Ulysses, you are third in line for final clearance,” the tower operator relays. “Hold, please.”
“Holding,” Williams confirms.
“They’ve heightened security around the station because of what we reported about the cloud,” Bryn shares.
“Good,” Stella approves. “That thing was hungry. Won’t be long before it comes calling.”
“Will Myrr be involved in what happens next?” I ask.
“No,” Bryn says. “We did our job here, now it’s up to the Alliance forces and the Galactic Council.”
“So, what’s next for this team?” I insist.
He smiles, gives an open shrug.
“Another voyage. New discoveries. Friendly ones, I hope!”
Stella snorts at that. Whether she has no illusions or doesn’t agree is not clear.
“Will you be joining us officially, Commander?” Fox wants to know.
“I’m not sure yet.”
“Hasn’t been asked yet,” Stella points out.
That’s true. Myrr may want nothing at all to do with me.
“No matter what, you will always be welcome among us,” Fox assures.
We finally get the green light to leave the station and, as we accelerate away, my heart starts to race. Trips to the ocean, beers on the beach, fighting the good fight with my soldier brother. A whole series of memories flashes in front of my eyes, all of them great. See you later, Chief... When breathing normally becomes a challenge again, I flex my mashed-up knuckles to keep my mind on the straight and narrow. At the same time, I sense something weird behind me. Like a presence. Close, heavy. Glancing back, I find Stella staring at me. The thought bubbles up inside: Fuck off. By the way her gaze hardens, I wouldn’t be surprised if she’d caught that, even though my private comm is switched off. Well. Whatever. I’m not in any mood to be considerate of the feelings she tells me she doesn’t have.
“Alright,” Williams soon announces. “We’ll be jumping in two minutes. Don’t look at it this time, Commander.”
It’s nice of him to warn me.
“Copy that, Williams. Thanks.”
I do steal the occasional peek, but not enough to make me dizzy. Soon, we’re back floating in that In-Between world. I still don’t like it, but everyone else except Stella seems to breathe a collective sigh of relief. It’s clear they’re delighted to be leaving this system.
“ETA for Galileo?” Bryn inquires.
“Six hours this time round,” Williams replies.
“Red, you want to take first watch?”
I jump at the opportunity to stay busy for a while. Sure, the likelihood of being attacked by any kind of enemy inside the In-Between realm is below one percent, Williams says; but as long as there is a chance, I’m happy to do guard duty. For the next three hours, I turn going over every inch of the ship into a game. It has unexpected rewards, like stumbling over a lovely bottle of Hennisen’s best whisky in the cabin he’s left unlocked. I would not go searching through his private stuff, but since the bottle is on the table, in full view, I’m sure the man wouldn’t mind if I helped myself to some. I’m one of the soldiers who risked their life to bring his son back, after all.
“Nothing to report,” I tell Bryn, once my time is up.
“Thanks,” he nods. “I’ll take over now. You feeling better?”
“Yes. Thank you for your help, I appreciate it.”
He grins warmly in approval.
“No problem. Take some time to relax, okay?”
“Sure thing,” I promise.
Williams is on the bridge, as usual. Dr Fox said she’d catch up on some reading in her cabin, and turned a deep shade of red when she looked at me, so I know what’s involved there. Stella is nowhere to be found, which is all good too. I take the bottle back to my quarters, and begin the sort of relaxation that is certain to knock me out, sooner rather than later. It’ll be perfect. I’ll deal with the inevitable hangover when it comes. For now, I’m happy to let the whisky warm me up from the inside out, and mellow out my thoughts as well. 2086 doesn’t hurt as much after a few good mouthfuls of the stuff. I think of Sanchez, and actually laugh, as I remember how casually he talked about that refresher he’ll be going on for the Alliance. In my time, refreshers were a lot more ferocious than real selection, and I’d be very surprised if it was any different now. He’ll ace any training he has to do, for sure… But he’ll be wishing he were drinking beers with me on some beach all the way through. Whisky makes that funny. I chuckle, take another long swallow, and sink deeper against the pillow. I close my eyes. Sigh. A loud bang on the door interrupts this slow melting into oblivion.
“Uh… It’s open!” I yell, and scramble for my weapon.
Stella walks in, amber eyes flashing as they settle on me. I’m only in a t-shirt, pants, and socks. Quickly double-checking that my gun is loaded, as I wonder what kind of news she’s going to hit me with.
“What’s happening?” I ask, when nothing comes.
And where the hell have I thrown the rest of my clothes?
“Nothing,” she shrugs. “Why? Should it?”
Deflated and annoyed, I stop my frantic search and glare at her.
“Dammit, Stella! I thought we had an emergency!”
She snorts ironically, picks up the bottle, and raises it to her lips.
“Is that how you prepare yourself for one? Interesting.”
For all her disdain, I spy a flash of approval across her face when she samples the fiery liquid.
“You like human whisky. Like I said, we’re more alike than you want to admit,” I mutter.
“Perhaps we are, Commander, but alcohol won’t make me act all stupid.”
“Must be nice, uh,” I sneer. “Being so perfect all the time.”
“One tends not to notice such a natural state of being,” she replies. “Only in contrast to lesser creatures.”
Her tone is sharp, as always, but a sure smile hangs on the corner of her mouth. She’s clearly teasing me, and having fun at her own character, so I laugh along with her. Feels really good for a moment, before a wave of heavy sadness crashes over it. I snap my fingers for the bottle.
“Give me that.”
She does, surprisingly. I feel the bunk flex, as she sits herself gracefully at the other end. Still clad in her bespoke uniform, so to speak. Those tight Elemtex leggings and the tank top made of the same material. Boots; weapons everywhere she can affix one. And beautiful markings over her skin, which make me want to stare and trace with my finger. Far from making me sleepy now, the alcohol is bringing up distracting, forbidden ideas.
“So, what’s up, Stella?” I prompt.
“I’ll be catching a ride back to my own planet from the solar system,” she says. “Thought I’d let you know, since I’ve already told the others.”
“You’re leaving Myrr?”
“I was never with Myrr,” she shrugs. “Or with anyone else, for that matter. I don’t do contracts or attachments. Leave that to the Alliance slaves.”
I like her thinking, if not the way she describes the soldiers, like my own friend, who choose to serve with the Alliance. But this opens up possibilities.
“So, you freelance your services?” I probe. “Like a private merc?”
“Something like that.”
“And it works?”
She arches a condescending eyebrow.
“What do you think?”
She doesn’t look like a struggling soldier of fortune, that’s for sure.
“Seems to be working for you,” I nod.
“Correct. Don’t hog that bottle, now.”
I take a swig before passing it back to her.
“What will you be doing on Antalos? Back to your training academy?”
“Briefly, to check on things. But there are rumblings beyond the borders of our system, and I’ve been asked by our ruler to go and have a look.”
“Your ruler?”
“My Queen,” she replies.
I cannot help an irreverent chuckle, which earns me a dark warning look.
“Problem?” she quizzes.
“Sorry, Stella,” I laugh. “But you gave me that speech about being unattached, and now you sound so full of awe about that queen of yours. Never thought you’d turn out to be the obedient servant type.”
“You’re drunk,” she scolds.
“Sure am,” I chuckle some more. “And?”
“Sometimes, I don’t understand how your kind managed to earn a place in the Galactic Alliance,” she remarks with a shake of the head. “With no real discipline and such loose morals; just doesn’t make sense.”
She throws the bottle back like an angry missile. I catch it in one hand before it explodes against the wall, or in my face. Not so drunk when it really matters.
“Thanks, babe.”
She doesn’t like that, nor the wink I toss her way. Whisky’s definitely making me act all stupid and disrespectful, but never mind, hey. It’s fun to provoke her and make her glare. Right now, she’s a welcome distraction from my emotions, and she’s thrown enough insults at me that I will not feel guilty about using her a bit.
“What kind of rumblings are you talking about?”
“War,” she snaps. “The only worthy kind.”
“I thought the galaxy was at peace; or is it something wrong with your system?” I grin. “Antalosian army not good enough to deter potential enemies, uh?”
She doesn’t take the bait this time, but eyes me inquisitively instead.
“Where did you get the notion that the galaxy was at peace, Commander?”
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Turns out the galaxy is doing pretty well… But not as brilliantly as I initially thought. Of course, I didn’t simply pluck that idea out of thin air.
“Dr Fox and the others gave you the sugary version,” Stella explains. “The soft introduction to this world.”
“Dammit!” I exclaim. “It’s just one thing after the other with these people! Is everyone a fucking liar in this century?”
In danger of sobering up, I take another slug of whisky.
“They were afraid you’d lose your mind upon waking up,” she reflects, in a rare show of understanding. “Wouldn’t be the first time that’s happened. It’s called ‘Psychic Shock’. People end up as vegetables for a while, die pretty soon after.”
I don’t want to think about that.
“Bryn also told me everything was good,” I fume. “I trusted him!”
“Everything’s good in some parts of the galaxy,” she nods.
Shit, I’m getting another headache! All I wanted was a quiet pass-out into sleep, not this ridiculous crap.
“Are you just giving me your take on it, then?” I inquire impatiently. “The blood-thirsty warrior version, as unreliable as anybody else’s?”
“All I’m saying is,” she replies, “is that this world is not as friendly as you might imagine from what they told you. If you’re looking for war, combat, all the things we love: there is plenty of that on offer if you understand where to go. Drink.”
She snaps her fingers for the bottle, like I did before. I pass it to her with a tired sigh.
“Whatever… I’ll just go find out for myself.”
“That is always best,” she approves, before hitting me with a curveball. “Why did your friend leave?”
My headache flares up a full order of magnitude.
“Because he damn well felt like it,” I mutter.
“Not good enough,” she counters. “Why?”
I sit forward, rubbing my temples against the pain.
“Don’t you have somewhere to be, Stella?”
“No. Tell me why,” she insists.
“He wanted to go back to something familiar. To a universe that makes sense to him, and feels safe.”
“And you don’t?”
“I don’t think it’s possible.”
“That’s not what I asked, Commander.”
“And since when did you become the onboard shrink?”
She gives an arrogant shrug, and I decide I’ve reached the end of my fuse with her. So, I get up, yank the bottle out of her hand, and go punch the door-unlock button.
“Thanks for stopping by.”
She remains right where she is and gives me a long, intense look.
“Did I upset you, Commander?”
“Not in the least.” Who the fuck do you think you are?
Truth is, I’m doing a fine job of upsetting myself, don’t need her ladyship for that. Finally, she gets up.
“Alright, then.”
She comes close and reaches for the bottle with a smile.
“May I?”
“Sure.”
I let her take a generous swig but I should have realized her asking for permission was just a ploy. She moves too fast for me to react, as usual. All I know is that, suddenly, the bottle’s on the desk, she’s moved in front of me, and her fingers are wrapped around my throat. Again. Normally, I’d be as quick as lightning too, and just react instinctively by delivering the mother of all shoves, or punches. Given that it’s her, probably both. But she’s got me pinned against the wall with one of her electricity tricks. Not painful, although I can feel it tingling all over my skin as I attempt to pull free.
“What the hell are you doing, Stella?”
“Quiet, Commander,” she replies.
I growl but don’t get as far as uttering another word. The reason for that isn’t the order she just gave, but her lips colliding with mine. So, she’s not trying to kill me, uh… My mind goes blank on that and I even forget to struggle, as she finally gets to the point. Stella kisses hard, rough, and demanding. Just like she is. It takes me a moment to recover from the shock of it all, and the total lack of warning, but I’m not going to take this lying down. I kiss her back. Embarrassingly frantic in my impatience to get to her... The bonds allow a degree of movement, but nowhere near enough.
“Let me—”
She tightens her fingers and shoves her tongue down my throat. Not the most elegant move, but effective to silence me, I suppose. She doesn’t like it when I nip playfully, and retaliates with a real bite. I taste blood. Should have known she wouldn’t understand light-hearted fun.
“Ow! Fuck, Stella!”
“Yes, but only if you ask nicely,” she smirks, and licks the blood off my lip.
This is turning into the most infuriating, disconcerting, and, let’s be honest, exhilarating encounter I’ve had in a long time... I enjoyed an exciting life in the Navy, but it did not include being licked by a gorgeous alien. I like it more than I probably should, and I will not, under any circumstances, admit that to her.
“Let me out,” I groan.
She ignores that. Instead, her hand leaves my throat to dive in between my legs. Forget about admitting anything; my body’s talking loud and clear.
“Mm,” she comments. “You like this, uh?”
“Let me out of this hold, dammit!” I snap.
Still, she doesn’t. Just takes a step back to undo a few clasps in specific places, and drops her arsenal of weapons, knives, and holsters onto the floor. Her Elemtex top follows and she comes back to press herself against the length of my body, only clad in her beautiful markings from the waist up. One strong leg forces in between mine, and she palms my chest roughly.
“Don’t be selfish, Stella.”
“Hush, now.”
My eyes water with the way she grabs onto a fistful of my hair to yank my head back. She sucks a bruise on the side of my throat, nips a painful trail with her teeth across my collarbone, and sinks her teeth deep into the muscle at the junction with my shoulder.
“Getting boring,” I say, although this is anything but.
She mumbles something about impatient humans, but the electric shackles finally drop off.
“Now, what do you—”
She doesn’t expect me to slap her, but I do it hard enough to surprise her, and reverse the roles. She hisses in reaction.
“Don’t fight me,” I instruct, and shove her onto the bed.
Of course, she would try, but I’m on her too quick and grab hold of both her wrists. Two can play this game. I pin her down with her hands above her head, hot body struggling under mine. Her electricity flares up in reaction.
“Don’t,” I warn, again.
We’re an even match if she doesn’t resort to her dirty tricks to gain an unfair advantage.
“Fine,” she grunts. “Just get on with it.”
I look at her and can’t help but smile. She’s so beautiful. All heat, nasty temper, and glowing black skin... I bend to trace one of her markings with my tongue. I latch onto her nipple, suck hard and harsh the way she seems to like. She arches, sighs, still feels the need to complain.
“Are you always so damn slow, Redfield?”
“Shut up, I’m enjoying myself.”
“I don’t do foreplay.”
“Well, I do. Deal with it.”
I’m only holding her lightly, and she could break free if she wanted to. She stays, allows me to carry on with my exploration. I get her out of her leggings and boots, watch the muscles in her legs contract and relax as I caress her thighs. Apparently, female Antalosian can grow genitalia appropriate to fit any partner or mood. Like, on the spot. Hers is definitely very similar to mine for the moment, and she moans in appreciation when I give her a broad, sensual lick.
“Okay,” she encourages.
I use my thumbs to part her lips. I’m warm and gentle now, probing sweetly as I investigate her private spots. Short strokes of my tongue over her clit make her giggle at first, then frown impatiently, and she rolls her finger in reiteration of her earlier directive. Get on with it. I switch to firmer licks. Now, that does it. She punches a pillow into place behind her back, bends her leg at the knee, and I rest my cheek against her inner thigh. A little more pressure, another low moan... Her fingers drift through my hair in an unusually soft caress, before she starts tapping one on the back of my neck to establish the rhythm she needs. I settle into it, feel her start to grind.
“Harder,” she instructs.
I slide two fingers into her. She moans again, low and deep inside her throat. Damn, she’s hot! Breathing a little faster now, with droplets of sweat forming on her skin. I pick up the pace as well, and she’s flowing freely, sweet juices coating my chin and dripping over my fingers. I steal a glance at her without losing concentration. Her eyes are closed, her own teeth biting marks into her bottom lip. I lick harder, push my fingers onto that one spot that would make a human female scream. She doesn’t, but I feel the slow tremor that moves through her body.
“More,” she gasps.
Demanding bitch… I wrap my lips over her swollen bud and suck hard on it.
“Ah… Yes!”
She throws her head back, gives me two urgent taps on the cheek. I’d roll my eyes if I was not so busy getting it right for her. One more lick, and it’s enough to send her over the edge. She comes without a word or sound, but her entire body tenses up. I feel the orgasm rip through her like a tsunami. Her skin heats up as she pulses with it, and the way she floods my mouth is almost enough to get me going too. Not quite there, though, and I sure do hope Antalosian warriors understand the power of reciprocity.
“Mm…” she sighs.
I watch focus slowly return to her eyes, and her breathing settle. She looks at me, doesn’t even nod or crack a smile.
“Yeah, you’re welcome,” I huff. “Your turn, yes?”
She moves to kneel behind me with a chuckle, and finally gets around to pulling my t-shirt off over my head. One arm around my torso holds me steady, while her right thumb wipes traces of her own pleasure off my lips.
“You have a filthy mouth, Commander,” she murmurs, her breath hot against my ear. “Literally.”
I feel more like a horny teenager than a Navy officer at this point, but whatever she wants to call me is fine. Just as long as she starts doing something useful soon. I drop my hands onto her thighs and push myself into her.
“Come on, Stella.”
That’s as close as I’ll get to begging; I hope! Turns out I’m in luck.
“Get down,” she orders, and flips me over onto my back at the same time. “Stay.”
“With pleasure,” I smirk. “Just get on with it, Stella.”
“Stop trying to be funny. It’s clearly a losing battle for you.”
I laugh. How can you not love someone so conceited? With an amused grin of her own, she latches on to me and proceeds to suck all the oxygen out of my lungs. At the same time, she trails rough nails over my breasts, pinches my nipples until she makes me gasp, then hiss, and she twists even harder. Still, she doesn’t need electric bonds to keep me in place. Even if the damn bed was on fire, I’d still not want to move. She makes me jump and moan with sharp teeth raking under my jaw, leaves her mark in places I didn’t even know would make me feel so aroused. For someone who claims not to do foreplay, she excels at it. By the time she actually rips my panties off and pushes the palm of her hand over me, I’m almost levitating with need.
“What do you want?” she asks.
“Your fingers,” I reply. “Now.”
“No,” she tells me. “Look.”
I raise my head to see her growing the sort of thing between her legs that had Sanchez scared out of his wits. Tentacles. I blink, can’t think of what to say.
“Which one?” she barks.
“Uh…”
I stare, at a loss for words.
“Never mind,” she sighs, and leans back over me.
I don’t know what it looks like, in the end. How big, or even how many. Feels so good… Frankly, I don’t give a damn about the details.
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EPILOGUE
I finally recover from the heady rush of multiple orgasms and turn my head to find Stella looking down at me. I’m lying with my face in her lap. She’s fully armored and weaponized again, about to finish the last of our bottle.
“Here.”
She offers it to me, in what appears as such a loving gesture in my post-climactic haze. Sadly, the rest of her sentence is more like a bucket of ice over the head.
“Stop drooling over my leg.”
“Ah…” Yeah, I was. “Sorry.”
Feeling under-dressed all of a sudden, especially under the coldness of the remark, I sit up and wrap myself in the sheet.
“Enjoy that, then?” she asks.
“Mm,” I shrug. “Yeah, not bad.”
Now, she relaxes. Chuckles and smiles in approval.
“Yeah… Me too.”
Williams comes on to inform us that we have re-entered the solar system and are safely on our way to Galileo. So, we’ve been at it a few hours… Amazing. Stella swings her legs over the side of my bunk and moves to stand up.
“Time for me to catch that ride to Antalos.”
“Wait, wait,” I exclaim. “Just a minute.”
She raises a weary eyebrow, eyes my hand on her shoulder like I’ve no right to touch her. Like my face was not in between her legs a few moments earlier.
“Suppose you want a cuddle?” she sighs. “You humans are just so—”
“Oh, will you shut up about that?” I interrupt in genuine irritation. “I don’t need your reluctant aftercare, Stella, I’m a big girl.”
“Alright. Then, what is it?”
“A question.”
“Shoot.”
“Can I go to Antalos with you?”
“Pfft. Not a chance.”
It’s such a quick, heartfelt, and coldly dismissive answer. It hurts more than I thought it would, and I don’t hide that as well as I’d like. She sees it cut me, alright. Goes to stand up, but turns back instead.
“Listen. You need to go back to Earth.”
“Right. Yeah, no problem.”
I nod without conviction and duck my head to avoid saying something hurtful in reply. She raises my chin with two fingers, but without making it feel like she’s trying to break my neck. I guess that’s progress.
“What your people did to you took a massive chunk out of your armor,” she tells me. “Not as bad as some, but still, you’re messed up. Go back and reconnect with your home world and your own kind. It’s essential.”
She’s not wrong about that... Dead right, in fact, and I didn’t think she would be so emotionally aware. She hides a lot behind her attitude, as well, and I wonder what wounds lurk beneath it. I told her not to underestimate me, and I regret doing it to her. Stella will not be an easy woman to forget, I know that for sure, and that’s another goodbye I could do without. She stares long and deep into my eyes.
“Emotions,” she remarks, albeit in a gentler tone. “Get that under control.”
“Roger that,” I mumble.
She lingers at the door, turns back a final time.
“Hey. Remember your other burning question?”
“Sure, I do.”
She smiles, this time in genuine appreciation and respect.
“The answer’s affirmative, Red. Hundred-percent—Yes.”
∞∞∞
I shower, get dressed, and go inform the rest of the team that I’ll be going back to Earth for a while. As Williams stares at the glorious hickey on the side of my neck, and my freshly torn lip, Bryn holds out his hand to me with a smile.
“Wise decision,” he approves. “Thanks for fighting with us on this trip, Commander.”
“And thank you for having my back, Bryn.”
Dr Fox hands me a bag of chocolate cookies, ‘for the journey’, and pulls me into a tearful hug.
“Why does everyone always have to leave?”
“Tell me about it, Doc.”
“Take good care of yourself, okay, sweetie?”
“I will. And you too. Bring you a new book next time I see you.”
She blushes, gives me a knowing wink. I jump in the shuttle with Williams, who volunteered to drop me off at the spaceport on Mars.
“Been a while since I made time to go back to Earth. Have a great time on home soil.”
“Thanks for saving all our lives a few times, Williams. And your incredible piloting skills. It’s a good thing we didn’t have to rely on Stella for that.”
He glances at my neck again, chuckles in amusement.
“She’s skilled in other ways… Isn’t she?”
“Sure is, my friend.”
I wave him off with a smile when we get there and step into the busy terminal. All kinds of people, and different species, are rushing around to catch a flight or a connection. A big sign for EARTH: Private Passengers—T1, sends me down the hallway. I feel a nice shiver at the thought of the woman who convinced me to head back. Wonder if sex with another human will ever do anything for me again, and I laugh at the idea. Oh, well... Can’t predict what will happen. I can’t say whether destiny really has big plans for me in this world. All I know is that I am right here, right now, and totally free. Alone in the 23rd Century for the first time. Tell you what: it feels damn good to be alive.
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