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1 - Tentative Unity 
 
      
 
    The ship slowly drifted away from the space station. Unity’s shining new armor gleamed in the sunlight. 
 
    Nori stepped onto the bridge where her friends were already waiting. The tall, lithe Navigator was clad in an alien-made white armor with golden stripes. Her seat grew up from the floor behind her, snugly forming around her body. She tapped at the light console that appeared before her and scanned through her many holo-monitors. “All systems are green on my end,” she reported. “Chief?” 
 
    Bulco, a large, thick-muscled black man, chuckled in his own seat. “Chief, eh? I like that one, Captain. Hull integrity is back to a hundred percent. Life support is fully restored. The damn station robots even fixed the ruptured power conduits and repainted the bulkheads. And the new asteroid cannon has just come online. We’re good to go on my end.” He flashed a grin to the dark-haired woman next to him. “Science Officer?” 
 
    Lana smiled widely. “Ooh, I like that job description. Sensors are online and still crappy as ever. Over.” 
 
    Bulco winced. “There’s no need to say ‘over’,” he said with a pained tone. “We’re not using walkie-talkies here.”  
 
    Nori glanced at Nathan’s pod. The young Technomancer had disappeared into it and hadn’t come out yet. “What is he up to?” she asked with a frown. “He’s been in there for hours.” 
 
    “I’m sure he’s doing something super important that will help our mission,” Lana said.  
 
    “He’s alright,” the Engineer added. “He’s just turned a little weird since he bonded with the ship. Well, weirder.” 
 
    “I’m good, by the way,” Cattie, their newest crew member and gun specialist, declared from her seat farther toward the back of the bridge. “Just in case you were wondering.” 
 
    “Alright, setting course for the moon,” Nori said with a chuckle, and she started entering commands on her console. 
 
    “Can anyone please tell me why we're flying over there instead of heading directly to that Hammerhead place?” Cattie asked. “I thought we were going there to look for whoever sent the ships that infused the Earth.” 
 
    “We found an interesting anomaly while we were on the moon,” the Navigator explained. “We want to check it out before we head to Hammerhead station.” 
 
    “Yeah.” The Sharpshooter rolled her eyes. “I got that much, but no one explained what sort of anomaly it was.” 
 
    “We don’t really know,” Lana confessed. “We detected a strong energy signature coming from a meteor that’s half-buried on the surface. According to our alien merchant friend, Alzigo, the sample we brought back was ordinary.” 
 
    “Okay ...” Cattie said slowly. “So we’re thinking … what? That there’s something inside that gives off that energy signature?” 
 
    “Exactly. Worth checking out, don’t you think?” The Expert smiled at her. “Also, if we could find a rich aluminum deposit while we’re out there, it would be a good idea to mine some of it. Apparently, the stuff is worth a lot at Hammerhead station. It would also be a good test of Unity’s mining capabilities.” 
 
    “Hell,” the Sharpshooter said. “If it’s aluminum you want, why not just swoop down to Earth, find an abandoned factory, and take their stash? It's not like anyone’s going to miss it. What do you say, Captain?” 
 
    Nori looked at Lana. “She has a point.” 
 
    The dark-haired woman winced. “I guess I just didn’t think of that. Stupid of me. I mean, it’s not even likely I could detect mineable deposits with our ship’s current sensors.” 
 
    “I know where we can get the stuff,” Bulco said. “There’s an industrial strip not far from Diamond’s shelter. There are steel mills there, and I bet we can score an aluminum container or two if we look carefully enough.” 
 
    “Alright, that settles it then. I’m taking us back down,” Nori said. Holographic controls appeared out of thin air, wrapping around her fingers, and the Navigator slowly turned the ship toward the planet’s atmosphere. 
 
    Cattie sighed at the sight of the Earth getting bigger on their main viewscreen. “It’s like we never left.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was well past midnight by the time they were done. They’d located a large open yard filled with aluminum parts meant for recycling and, using their anti-grav carrier, they had filled one of the empty containers inside the cargo hold with several tons of the stuff. 
 
    Bulco yawned loudly once they were airborne again. “I’m not sure I’m up for a mining mission on the moon right now, Captain.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Nori said as she concentrated, guiding the ship back outside Earth’s atmosphere. “You’ll have plenty of time to rest along the way.” 
 
    Lana frowned. “Aren’t we going to use our newly installed null tunnel drive to get there quicker?” 
 
    The Navigator shook her head. “We can’t. That thing is meant for interstellar travel. It’s not meant to be used inside a star system. We’ll have to rely on our thrusters for that.” 
 
    Lana’s face fell. “Bummer.” 
 
    “I don’t mind getting a bit of shut-eye myself,” Cattie said, stifling a yawn. “I’m beat.” 
 
    Nori nodded. “Course is set. We’ll arrive in roughly six hours so everyone can get a good night’s rest while we’re en route.” 
 
    “Wait, since the new asteroid cannon has just finished building, shouldn’t we start a new upgrade project in the meantime?” Lara asked. The Expert tapped her console, and their cargo manifest appeared on the main viewscreen. 
 
      
 
    ●        10 tons Trinium  
 
    ●        31 tons Balatium  
 
    ●        40 kg Mithril 
 
    ●        22 tons Aluminum 
 
    ●        1 Personal cargo container 
 
      
 
    Nori frowned. “What’s that cargo container?”  
 
    “It’s the one Alzigo asked us to transport to a friend of his at Hammerhead.” Lana paused to take in her friends’ bewildered expression. “Didn’t I mention it before?” 
 
    “No, girl, you didn’t,” Bulco said. “How much did he pay us for this delivery?” 
 
    “Err ...” Lana shifted uncomfortably. “He asked for a favor. It didn’t feel right to say no after everything he’s done for us.” 
 
    “Like charging us a daily interest on our loan?” the large man crossed his arms. “He's a real humanitarian that one.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” Nori smiled at Lana. “It’s fine. Alzigo came through for us. Just next time, check with us first, OK?” 
 
    “Sure,” the dark-haired woman agreed immediately. 
 
    “What’s in it?” the Engineer asked. 
 
    “He just said it’s some personal items.” 
 
    “Right. Let’s hope he doesn’t have us smuggling illegal stuff for him,” Bulco said. “Would be a real shame to be tossed into jail for breaking alien customs rules.” 
 
    “So, ahem, about the upgrade …” Lana said, trying to shift the focus of the conversation. 
 
    “What are our options?” Cattie asked. 
 
    Lana ran her hands over her console and the lines on the viewscreen changed. “So this is what we can choose with the resources we currently have.” 
 
      
 
    Mining 
 
    
    	 Grapplers (level 1): Trinium, 1500Kg 
 
   
 
      
 
    Configuration 
 
    
    	 Restructuring (level 1): Trinium, —based on size— 
 
    	 Integral Storage Capacitors (level 5): Trinium, 8 Ton 
 
   
 
      
 
    “What are Integral Storage Capacitors?” Cattie asked. 
 
    Lana looked at her console at a loss, then she turned to the pod on her left. “Nathan, time to wake up. I could use your help over here.” 
 
    The visor covering the young man’s face became transparent, revealing his smiling face. He nodded at Lana, then he closed his eyes in concentration. The words on the viewscreen changed. 
 
      
 
    Integral Storage Capacitors: 
 
    Uses the ship’s internal cavities and unused space as dynamically shifting storage space. Substantially increases available resource storage as well as streamlines the incoming flow of resources. 
 
      
 
    Bulco furrowed his brow. “It almost sounds like it’s going to give Unity a digestive system.” 
 
    “That would also exhaust the majority of our Trinium supply,” Nori pointed out. “I don’t think there’s a need for the grappling hook just yet, but we definitely need better facilities. I think we should use restructuring to add some rooms.” 
 
    “I call science lab!” Lana said quickly. 
 
    “Kitchen,” Cattie quickly followed. 
 
    “We need an armory first,” Nori said with a tone of finality, throwing a quick glance at the Engineer. After their fight with the alien scout, which the large man killed with his bare hands, she felt the need to restrict access to the more dangerous forms of alien weapons they had stumbled across. She turned to look at the Technomancer. “Can you make it happen?” 
 
    Nathan nodded and closed his eyes.  
 
    A schematic of the ship appeared on the viewscreen. A highlighted section appeared inside the cargo hold, taking up about a sixth of the space. The Trinium cost was one ton. 
 
    “Hmm, if we build it there it will eat into the cargo hold’s storage space,” Lana pointed out. 
 
    Nori nodded. “And we’re going to need that to transport stuff back to Earth. Nathan, can you think of another option?” 
 
    “Yes,” the young man said simply. Though he seemed to have overcome the trauma of seeing his parents torn up by the Warped, he still wasn’t one for many words. 
 
    The ship’s schematic changed to show it from the side. The middle of the ship expanded upward as if it was inflating. When it was done, there was an entire extra floor above, spanning the full extent of the ship’s body. There was enough space for a dozen armories. 
 
    “That would be a nice idea,” Nori said, “but it costs twelve tons of Trinium and six tons of Balatium, and that doesn’t even factor in the armory cost. We can’t afford that.” 
 
    “There’s definitely enough space there for private rooms, though,” Cattie remarked. 
 
    “And a science lab,” Lana said. 
 
    “And a proper workshop,” Bulco added. 
 
    “So everyone thinks we should wait until we have the resources for an extra floor?” Nori asked. 
 
    “Storage Capacitors first,” Nathan spoke up suddenly, drawing their gazes. “More resources. Quicker that way.” 
 
    Nori looked at the surprised faces around her. They were still adjusting to the Technomancer’s sudden ability to speak. She smiled at the young man. “I think that settles that. Anyone opposed?” 
 
    Everyone shook their heads. 
 
    “Then the decision is made,” Nori concluded. “Go ahead, Nathan.” 
 
    The Technomancer nodded and concentrated again. The viewscreen flickered, displaying a new message. 
 
      
 
    Integral Storage Capacitors upgrade: 0% 
 
      
 
    The bulkheads started emitting groaning noises as they stretched. 
 
    “Great,” Bulco said dryly. “Another sleepless night inside a warping, shrieking ship.” 
 
    “The noise is a mere side effect of internal plates shifting,” a cool, pleasant female voice answered. “Be assured, it is harmless.” 
 
    Everyone, save Nathan, jumped to their feet in alarm. 
 
    “Who said that?” Bulco demanded, raising his fist threateningly with his mechanical Puncher at the ready. 
 
    Nori was holding the Talon. Her formidable alien pistol emitted low yellow light as her eyes scanned over the bridge. 
 
    “It was I,” the soft voice spoke again. A narrow pylon grew up from the floor. As it reached waist level, its top opened and a glowing, half-translucent holographic ball emerged from it.  
 
    Nathan chuckled softly as the others looked in amazement at the display.  
 
    Lana glanced at him. “Nathan, what’s going on?” 
 
    “Crew, meet Unity,” he said with a small smile. “She can talk now.” 
 
    “My soulmate is correct,” the glowing ball of energy pulsed gently as it spoke. “I am pleased to make your acquaintance. Incidentally, estimated time to complete the upgrade is 48 hours—due to the delicate internal changes required.”  
 
    “Holy shit,” Bulco said, his eyes wide. “You’re just messing with us kid, right?” 
 
    Nathan’s smile broadened, and he shook his head. “Unity has had a soul since we bonded. Now, she has a mind as well.” 
 
    Nori slowly holstered her weapon and looked at the Technomancer. “How is that possible? 
 
    “My soulmate has gifted me with an essence core,” the ball of energy pulsed. “The highly concentrated, pure Tec-base component was enough to facilitate full cognitive status.” 
 
    “Soulmate?” Lana asked. 
 
    “The essence core?” Bulco frowned. 
 
    “Cognitive what now?” Cattie tilted her head. 
 
    Nori stared at the young man. “Care to explain?” 
 
    He shifted uncomfortably. “I knew Unity was more than just a senseless machine. Since we forged our bond, she kept talking to me. Not in words but with intent. When we brought in the essence core we took from the Warped broodmother, Unity sensed it and asked me for it. I couldn’t refuse.” 
 
    “You should’ve checked with us first,” Bulco crossed his arms. 
 
    Nori raised her hand to hold off the irritable Engineer. “You’re right, but none of us would be alive today without those two, so I say they’re entitled some room to maneuver. That said...” She stared hard at Nathan and Lana. “You chose me as your captain, but if we want to make this work, everyone has to respect the chain of command. No more making big decisions that affect everyone on your own. Agreed?” 
 
    The two young people nodded silently. 
 
    “Good.” Nori relaxed her posture and met Nathan’s gaze. “So, does that mean Unity’s a full AI now?” 
 
    “I guess you can say that,” the young man replied with a shrug. “But she has a soul in addition to intelligence. What do you call that?” 
 
    “Alive,” Lana exhaled softly. “Is that why she keeps referring you as her soulmate?” 
 
    “That is correct, Expert,” Unity answered. 
 
    “Unity,” Nori intervened. “Can you tell us more about yourself?” 
 
    “I’m a modified space vessel based on a Gretqa-C9 freighter, Inthidlon make,” she replied. “My hull composition is—” 
 
    “No,” Nori stopped her. “I meant, what can you do? Can you fly the ship?” 
 
    “No. My main functions remain the same as before, and I require a crew to operate efficiently. I have limited control over secondary subsystems and can provide real-time data.”  
 
    “So you can basically tell time and open doors?” Bulco asked. 
 
    “That is correct. I may also flush the toilet for you. Maintenance logs suggest you have neglected to do that on two separate occasions.” 
 
    Cattie snickered into her hand. 
 
    The large Engineer blinked. “Did she just take a shot at me?” 
 
    “I may also provide tactical analysis based on current scenarios,” Unity added smoothly. “My ability to assist with the ship’s operations may improve should you upgrade a few key components—sensors, mainly.” 
 
    “Nathan.” Nori looked directly into the young man’s eyes. “Can we trust her?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said confidently. “Unity always took care of us. That hasn’t changed.” 
 
    Lana bowed her head toward the hovering holographic sphere. “Unity, it’s a pleasure to meet you.” 
 
    “It is tolerable to make your acquaintance as well, Science Officer Lana.” 
 
    Cattie chuckled. “I can’t believe we’re talking to a living alien spaceship.” 
 
    “Enjoy the experience,” the Engineer grumbled. “When compared to mutated, man-eating cyborgs, it doesn’t even hit the top ten weird list. I’m off to bed.” 
 
    “Unity?” Nori asked. 
 
    “Yes, Captain?” 
 
    “We’re on our way to the moon. We’re pretty beat. Can you wake us up when we get there?” 
 
    “Of course, Captain.” 
 
    The tall woman nodded, and with a glance at her friends, she followed the Engineer into their living quarters. 
 
    “You’ve changed the default alarm sound since last time, right?” Lana asked as she settled into her bed. 
 
    Nori nodded. “It won’t be like the last time.”  
 
    One by one, partitions rose around the crew’s bunks, leaving only Cattie sitting on her bed and frowning. “What was the last time?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The cacophony of drums, shouting, and a variety of loud instruments pierced the sleeping quarters, making everyone instantly jump to their feet. 
 
    “What the hell is this?” Bulco yelled with his hands over his ears. 
 
    “It’s awful!” Lana shouted, also covering her ears. 
 
    Nathan stood up. “Stop!”  
 
    The noise stopped. 
 
    Nori looked in bewilderment at her friends. “It was just a Batucada—Brazilian drum music. Was it too loud? I find it invigorates me in the mornings.” 
 
    “I think I almost prefer the alien screeching alarm,” Bulco grunted, still wincing as he carefully took his hands off his ears. 
 
    “It’s just that …” Lana hesitated. “Maybe turn the volume down a little bit next time?” 
 
    “Will do,” Nori said and looked to her sides. “Unity?” 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” the smooth voice answered, coming from the ship’s internal communication system. 
 
    “Can you give us a status update?” 
 
    “Yes, Captain.” 
 
    A long pause ensued. 
 
    Nathan chuckled. “Unity, give us a status update.” 
 
    “Of course. We arrived at our destination 72 seconds ago and are currently following the predetermined flight path into a low orbit.” 
 
    Catie stood, holding a toothbrush. “Give me five minutes and then I’m ready to go exploring.” She looked around. “Where’s the bathroom?” 
 
    “Right here,” Bulco grunted, turning toward the wall next to his bed, reaching for his zipper. New partitions rose up to hide what he was doing, to Lana’s great relief, though they hardly muffled the sound. 
 
    “Err …” Cattie stood staring at the new walls. “That’s awkward.” 
 
    They met on the bridge ten minutes later—once everyone had had a chance to wash up and grab a quick bite. 
 
    Nori was back in the pilot’s seat, and the holographic controls wrapped around her fingers. “I’m about to take us down. Lana, are you still detecting that asteroid’s energy signature?” 
 
    “It’s still there,” the Expert said from behind her console. “At least our crappy sensors are good for telling me that much. I’m sending you the coordinates.” 
 
    “Plotting course …” A dotted red line appeared on the rightmost viewscreen, and the Navigator manipulated the controls to follow it. 
 
    Unity dove toward the moon’s surface. Its craters came into view as they descended.  
 
    Cattie held her breath as Unity leveled out a few dozen meters above the ground, skimming ahead toward their destination. 
 
    A large crater appeared on the main viewscreen a few moments later, and they quickly approached the meteorite embedded within. 
 
    “So, why are we here again?” Cattie asked. “Didn’t that tall alien say the rock was nothing special?” 
 
    “That’s exactly why we’re here,” Nori answered as she gently guided the ship to hover above the hole the meteorite made. “If the meteor itself is not unique, then there’s gotta be something inside it that’s giving off the energy signature.” 
 
    The Sharpshooter frowned. “And how do you plan on checking what’s inside? That thing must be fifty meters across.” 
 
    “Remember the broodmother?” Bulco grunted. 
 
    “I’m trying to forget.” Cattie frowned. Then her eyes widened as she realized what he was hinting at. 
 
    “Nathan, if you please?” Nori said. 
 
    The young man nodded and his pod-like chair sealed itself and sunk into the floor.  
 
    “Alter mode, engaged,” Unity said smoothly, reading the bright words that hovered over the main viewscreen. 
 
    The entire front of the ship extended, and the corridor that connected it to its main body transformed into a flexible neck. Six insect-like metallic legs extended out of the hull as the ship descended, easily holding her upright on the dense rock.  
 
    Unity lowered her head, and a mouth-like hatch opened up at the bottom. The ship hummed louder, and a giant beam of concentrated energy started burrowing into the meteor. The main viewscreen changed to display the blazing hole that had begun to form. 
 
    “Hmm, that’s interesting,” Lana said as she poured over her holo monitors.  
 
    The others looked at her. 
 
    “A new screen just appeared,” she explained. “Looks like a close proximity geological scanner. It was probably part of the excavator we absorbed. Anyway, it shows the composition of the mined material. Looks like this thing contains mostly iron and nickel, which Unity can harvest.” 
 
    “So it's rare and expensive, right?” Cattie asked, her eyes gleaming in avarice. 
 
    “No,” Bulco said. “It’s very common and cheap. Before the Calamity, they used to make rechargeable batteries out of it.” 
 
    “Oh,” the woman said in disappointment. 
 
    “That doesn’t necessarily mean it’s worthless,” Nori said. “Remember Alzigo said Hammerhead station buys all types of minerals? We should take some with us. Who knows? It might be worth something to someone.” 
 
    “Well, this rock is made of about twenty percent of the stuff,” Lana said, her eyes glued to her monitors. “We’ve already collected two hundred kilos, and we’re only two meters deep. At this rate, assuming what we’re looking for is in the center, it’ll take us about two hours to get there, which should net us about two tons of the stuff.” 
 
    “Or we could strip mine this thing completely,” the Engineer suggested. “We have four containers on board. Each one has a hundred-ton capacity, and they’re mostly empty.” 
 
    Lana wrinkled her nose. “It’ll take a week to fill them up.” 
 
    “Might be worth it.” 
 
    “Let’s first reach the center and see what’s in there,” Nori said. “We can decide what to do afterward.” 
 
    Bulco touched a finger to his temple. “Aye aye, Captain.”  
 
    They passed the time as Unity kept on digging by familiarizing themselves with the ship’s systems. Cattie had her hopes smashed as she tried to operate the gunner position, only to be shot down with a message stating she had to be level ten to access the controls. “It’s not fair,” she said. “My Path lets me use weapons way above my normal level, but I can’t use a stupid cannon whose main function is to shoot at rocks.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” Nori said distractedly as she practiced operating the null tunnel drive. “I’m sure that once we reach an alien outpost you’ll have plenty of opportunities to use your own weapons.” 
 
    The Sharpshooter turned to Lana. “She’s joking, right?” 
 
    “I really hope so.” 
 
    Two hours later, the newly minted science officer called. “We’re getting close to the center. The energy signature is much stronger here. Nathan, you should tone the beam down a bit.” 
 
    There was no response from the half-sunken pod, but a moment later, the ambient hum eased and the main viewscreen showed Unity’s beam thinning, peeling the rock a centimeter at a time. 
 
    “Stop!” Nori said sharply. 
 
    The beam instantly died, revealing a hollow pocket inside the stone. A dim green light emanated from it. 
 
    “What the hell is that thing?” Bulco said, leaning forward as if getting closer to the screen would grant him a better view. 
 
    “Lana, anything on sensors?” Nori asked. 
 
    The Expert shook her head. “Sorry, Captain. All I can say is that it gives off an energy signature about as powerful as our shuttle. Whatever’s inside, it’s not something our sensors are equipped to handle.” 
 
    “Is it dangerous?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. At least, the sensors don’t pick up any signs of harmful radiation. They are good for that much, at least.” 
 
    “I’ve watched enough sci-fi horror flicks to know you do not want to approach an ominous green glow,” Bulco said. “Especially one found at the heart of an asteroid. It always leads to alien viruses, alien body snatchers, and alien … well, you get my drift.” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Lana smiled. “Venom was sort of cool, though.” 
 
    Nori shook her head. “We just burrowed through twenty meters of dense rock. Whatever’s inside must have been there for thousands, maybe even millions of years. Nothing biological would survive that long.” 
 
    “It doesn’t have to be biological to be fatal,” the large Engineer grumbled. 
 
    “Do you prefer we just leave?” 
 
    He frowned at her but didn’t answer. 
 
    “So who’s going out to pick it up?” Cattie asked. 
 
    Lana tapped her teeth. “It should be someone strong enough to pick up what’s in there and preferably a person who can use tools to hold it away from him.” 
 
    All eyes turned to Bulco. 
 
    “Oh, hell, no.” He crossed his arms over his chest. “You’re not sending the only black guy out there. We all know how those movies end.” 
 
    Lana’s expression turned mournful, and her lower lip started to tremble. “Please?” she said with a small voice. “It’s just us three small women here—” she glanced at Nathan’s sunken pod “—and you’re such a big and strong man.” 
 
    He glared at her. “Don’t give me that, missy. I’m almost old enough to be your father.” 
 
    Her pleading expression didn’t change. 
 
    “Fine,” he grunted. “I’ll go out and grab that alien piece of doom. You just stay here, all safe and sound.” 
 
    “Don't be so negative.” Cattie smirked. “Maybe it’ll give you superpowers?” 
 
    He stared at her hard. “You too?” 
 
    “You have your spacesuit on you?” Nori asked. 
 
    “Yeah. I’ll get into the cargo hold and close the door behind me. The smaller exit is protected by a force field, but it is better to not risk venting the entire ship by accident.” 
 
    “Good luck!” Lana said with a vapid smile. 
 
    The Engineer muttered something unintelligible and disappeared into the cargo hold.  
 
    “I’m ready,” his voice carried over the comms a moment later. “Opening the door … and I’m outside.” 
 
    Lana waved her hand over her console, and the viewscreen shifted to display the Engineer. He walked slowly, his zero grav boots steadying him on the moon’s low gravity. He reached the three-meter-diameter hole Unity had burrowed through the rock and looked inside. “I can see the light down there at the end of the tunnel.” 
 
    “It's a gradual descent,” Nori said. “Shouldn’t be a problem for you to get down there.” 
 
    “I’m mostly concerned with getting back out,” he muttered. Still, he approached the entrance and started walking down the perfectly circular tunnel. 
 
    Everyone turned silent as they watched Bulco take step after tentative step, getting deeper inside until he finally reached the hollow part. 
 
    “Well, what do you see?” Nori said with a touch of excitement. 
 
    “It’s … just a piece of glowing, broken metal,” he said, his voice sounded disappointed. 
 
    Cattie sighed. “I should have gone down there instead of him. I could have pretended to be sucked into the pocket by a monster or something. That would have been a golden opportunity to pay back brainiac for that stunt she pulled on me back at the space station.” 
 
    “I’m coming back now,” Bulco said.  
 
    He turned toward the ship. They could see the thin robotic arms of his Multipurpose Augmentation Tool stretched ahead of him, holding a palm-sized glowing item.  
 
    The Engineer entered the ship and returned to the bridge. He tugged at his spacesuit and it unfolded on its own, melting from around his body and into a thick belt around his waist. 
 
    “Err, I’m not an expert or anything,” the Sharpshooter said nervously. “But shouldn’t we have put that thing through decontamination or something before bringing it inside?” 
 
    “I’m the Expert,” Lana said brightly. “And we don’t have anything like a containment chamber. Maybe we can add it onto the list, Nori?” 
 
    “Maybe,” the woman said distractedly as she studied the alien object. It looked like a piece torn off a metal plate. It was partially curved on one side and jagged on the other. It was about a centimeter thick and had weird geometric lines etched over it. The lines were emitting the faint green glow, though they were quickly dimming. 
 
      
 
    Relict Shard, ??? 
 
      
 
    “Wow,” Lana said. “This thing just showed on my view as a Relict Shard.” 
 
    Cattie frowned. “What does it mean? What’s a Relict?” 
 
    “Supposedly, they are the ancient aliens who created the Tec,” Nori answered. “They’re supposed to be extinct.” 
 
    “And we have something that used to belong to them?” The woman looked up excitedly. “That’s gotta be worth something, right?” 
 
    “Probably,” Lana said. “Definitely more than a few tons of common minerals.” 
 
    “I agree,” Nori said. “I don’t think there’s any point wasting a few more days mining the meteor. We should get back to our plan.” 
 
    Bulco nodded. “Sounds good to me.” 
 
    Cattie’s eyes shone excitedly. “So does that mean …?” 
 
    Nori nodded. “It’s time to test our new drive engine.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 2 - Hammerhead Station 
 
      
 
    “Everyone ready?” Nori asked tensely, her eyes scanning the bridge. 
 
    The rest of the crew was securely seated in their chairs. They had finished all the systems checks, and Lana had already plotted a course toward Hammerhead station. All that remained was for the captain to hit the go button. 
 
    Lana swallowed hard. “I think I’m ready.” She glanced at Bulco. “We’re not going to explode. Right?” 
 
    The Engineer shrugged. “We shouldn’t.” 
 
    “The chances of activating the new drive leading to catastrophic failure is estimated at 2.8 percent,” Unity’s voice said calmly. 
 
    Lana shrank in her chair. “Maybe we should—” 
 
    “Yeah, let’s do it!” Cattie cried, her eyes full of excitement. 
 
    “No going back now,” Nori said. She tensed up in her seat, then hit her console. 
 
    The view of the stars on the main monitors flickered. The space around them seemed to warp, turning into a funnel-shaped tunnel. Instead of flying into it, it looked like the tunnel was approaching them. Through the wavering walls of the spatial shaft, the stars started shifting. Every few seconds, the millions of celestial bodies around them seemed to shuffle as they continued their non-existent progress. 
 
    “What’s … what’s going on?” Cattie asked, frowning at the confusing display. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Nori admitted. “Lana?” 
 
    “Gimme a sec.” The Expert was already scanning through her many monitors. “Hmm, this is weird. I’m not sure how this null tunnel drive works, but it says here it’s capable of 60 verse-jumps per hour.” 
 
    “Oh, crap,” Nori said. 
 
    Lana looked at her in surprise. “What’s wrong? Do you know what a verse-jump is?” 
 
    The Navigator shook her head. “Not exactly, but I just realized something. Here check this out.” Her hands ran across her light console, and the left viewscreen flickered into a star map. “This is a partial map of the galaxy. We’re here—” a small red dot appeared amongst the sea of stars “—and here’s Hammerhead station.” Another red dot blinked into life, seemingly only centimeters away from the first dot on the vast starry sky. 
 
    “Bulco frowned, yeah, so?” 
 
    Nori pressed a few more buttons and a red line extended between the two dots. A line of text appeared above it: 2131VJ. 
 
    “Crap,” “Shoot,” Bulco and Lana said in unison. 
 
    Cattie looked between them in confusion. “I still don’t get it.” 
 
    “I didn’t know what it meant at first,” Nori said. “But I think it's safe to assume that the number indicates the distance. The station is over two thousand verse-jumps away from us.” 
 
    “So …” Cattie said slowly. “If we can only do 60 per hour …” 
 
    “It means we’ll arrive in thirty-five hours,” Lana finished with a sigh. “Damn, I should have brought a Sudoku book with me—or any other book, for that matter.” 
 
    “It’s not Unity’s fault,” Nathan said. “Her original drive could make it to two hundred.” 
 
    “And the specs on the scout’s drive we scavenged said two-forty,” Bulco grunted. “It’s too small for Unity, and that’s why we can only do sixty. I should have added some nitro injectors while I was installing it.” 
 
    “So, what are we going to do for the next thirty-five hours?” Cattie asked. “I’m already starting to get bored.” 
 
    “Before we left, I downloaded the scout ship’s navigational data,” Lana said. “I didn’t have time to add it to our data banks, so this is a good opportunity to do that. I also wanted to explore some of Unity’s systems more deeply. There are quite a few of them I’d like to know better.” 
 
    “Me too,” Nori said. “There’s a lot of stuff we still don’t know. We’re relying on the Tec to guide our hands while we’re operating a technology we can barely understand.” 
 
    “I guess this is a good opportunity for me to get better acquainted with Unity’s inner parts,” Bulco said with a coarse grin. 
 
    Lana winced. “That doesn’t sound good now that she can talk.” 
 
    “That is quite alright, Science Officer,” Unity spoke evenly. “I would also appreciate a chance to learn more about the Engineer's own inner parts.” 
 
    “Okay, this time she did it on purpose, right?” The large man looked around at the others. 
 
    “Bulco,” Nori said, already back at her console.  
 
    “Yes, Captain?” 
 
    “Give it a rest.” 
 
    He exhaled loudly. “Yes, Captain.” 
 
    They each turned to their own task. 
 
    There was a small tick sound as the display on the viewscreen changed. 
 
      
 
    Integral Storage Capacitors upgrade: 11% 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The loud, energetic sound of the Batucada drums woke them all up instantly. 
 
    “Damn it, Nori, that’s not funny anymore,” Cattie cried, rubbing her bleary eyes. “Have we arrived already? I’m still dead tired.” 
 
    The partitions around their beds lowered, revealing the five crew members.  
 
    “I gave you ten hours advanced notice,” the captain countered. “You could have turned in sooner.” 
 
    “Well, yeah, I wasn’t tired back then. It must be what? Around midnight back on Earth?” 
 
    “One a.m. EST,” Unity answered smoothly, her purple glowing orb drifting into the living quarters. 
 
    “We’ve got another hour before we arrive,” Nori said. “Let’s get ready.” 
 
    Everyone nodded and started preparing. Bulco whipped up a plateful of his large sandwiches and brewed a pot of coffee for everyone. After they washed up and ate, they headed toward the bridge and assumed their seats. 
 
    “We’re about to come out of the null tunnel,” Nori said a few minutes later. “Unity, can you give me a countdown?” 
 
    “Of course, Captain. Exiting null tunnel in three, two, one … now.”  
 
    The skewed view of the stars shifted as the funnel-shaped tunnel dissipated, returning the space around them to normal. Three bright stars filled their viewscreen. 
 
    “We have arrived at the Alpha Centauri system,” Unity’s glowing orb informed them as it pulsed. 
 
    “Oh, wow. Three suns,” Cattie said. 
 
    Bulco frowned as he looked at the starry view on the main monitors. “I don’t see any station around here.” 
 
    “I’m picking up a signal from Hammerhead,” Lana said as she poured over her many consoles. “Thanks to spending the last day and a half learning alien communication protocols, among other things, I can now tell this is an automated greeting. We've been assigned a flight path to avoid other spacecraft. Forwarding it to your console, Nori.” 
 
    “Got it. Thanks, Lana,” the Navigator said. “Following course. We should arrive within ten minutes.” 
 
    They watched the main viewscreen in silence as the ship’s thrusters brought them closer to one of the many hovering specks in the space around them.  
 
    “Zooming in,” Lana said. 
 
    The speck grew larger. The humans’ eyes roamed over it hungrily, taking in the alien sight. 
 
    Hammerhead station was huge. It was built on top of a large asteroid that was easily ten kilometers across. Tall metal spires and transparent domes covered the majority of the flying rock’s surface. The traffic was thick around it, with a throng of shuttles and small spacecraft flying in and out. Several giant cruisers floated away from the station, their size obscuring some of the view. 
 
    “Holy cow,” Lana said softly. “There must be hundreds of ships down there.” She looked down at a blinking dot on her console. “We are being hailed.” 
 
    “Greetings, Unity,” a voice came through the bridge’s comm system. “Our records show this is your first visit to Hammerhead station. Please state your purpose.” 
 
    Lana hesitantly pressed her console. “Greetings, Hammerhead, we are ... err … a mining freighter. We’re looking to sell some of our cargo and maybe buy a few upgrades.” 
 
    “Do you belong to any of the licensed mining factions?” the voice inquired. 
 
    “Err …” Lana looked uncertainly at her friends who shrugged at her. “No.” 
 
    “You may use docking bay fifty-seven. Docking fee for independent commercial vessels is 2000 piTec per one rotation. You may freely sell cargo directly to the station’s authorities, but there’s a twenty percent tax for trading with independent merchants. The tax goes up to sixty percent for Nadirium. Personal sidearms are allowed on the station, but nothing bigger than that. Violence inside regulated areas is strictly forbidden and punishable by the immediate seizure of all your assets—ship included. I’m sending you the station’s full rules manifest. I suggest you study it carefully before coming aboard. Any questions?” 
 
    Nori waved to draw Lana’s attention, then put both hands to the side of her cheeks, fanning her fingers sideways. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Lana said. “Hammerhead, we’ve been sent here by Alzigo. I believe he’s the brother of the station’s owner.” 
 
    A long silence followed after her proclamation. 
 
    “Hammerhead station?” 
 
    “One moment, please. I’m contacting the administrator.” 
 
    Another long moment passed. 
 
    “Unity, you are cleared to dock at docking bay 003. Your docking fee has been waived.” 
 
    Lana smiled widely. “Great, thanks!” 
 
    “You are welcome,” the voice answered, sounding surprised. 
 
    “Well, at least that tall alien freak was good for something,” Bulco grunted. “Can you believe they wanted to charge us 2000 piTec per day?”  
 
    “Per rotation,” Nori corrected. 
 
    “What’s the difference?” 
 
    “This system has three stars,” Unity answered in her soothing voice. “Which means it’s always day time. According to my readings, the station completes a rotation every 58 hours. When compared to Earth days, you may consider the fee as 830 piTec per day.” 
 
    “That’s not much better,” the large Engineer said surly. “And what’s up with their taxes? Sixty percent of anything is just crazy.” 
 
    The station grew larger as the ship flew on, following the dotted red line stretched across their navigational system.  
 
    As they drew near, they could see that some of the taller buildings were hundreds of meters tall. The largest dome spanned across two kilometers. 
 
    Their path led them to the tallest building: a hulking construct of silvery metal with several large balconies extending from it. Some of the balconies were empty, and others had shuttles or small vessels on them. Unity flew over to the third-highest balcony. As they started to land, several robotic arms emerged from the floor, gently cradling the ship into a landing position. 
 
    “At least we’re no longer scraping the bottom of the ship,” the Engineer said. “Landing on the moon did a real number on her paint job, let me tell you that.” 
 
    Cattie furrowed her brow. “What paint job? All she has is her name on the side. Besides, doesn’t the new plating protect against stuff like that?” 
 
    Bulco grumbled in response. 
 
    “What was that?” 
 
    “Leave him be, Cattie,” Nori said distractedly as she carefully studied the automated landing gear. “It’s a guy thing; they don’t like having their cars—or spaceships—poorly handled.” 
 
    “Ahh.” Cattie thought it over. “Figures.” 
 
    A series of clicks sounded as clamps locked around the ship, holding her in place. 
 
    “Alright, let’s go.” Nori got up, and her seat melted back into the floor. “Let’s greet the natives.” 
 
    They stood up and followed the Navigator to the cargo hold. Unity’s flying orb of energy followed.  
 
    Once in the cargo hold, Cattie picked up an automatic shotgun she kept in one of the boxes. 
 
    Lana shook her head. “You heard what they said. Only sidearms are allowed.” 
 
    “What?” Cattie looked up at her innocently. She tapped the large weapon strapped on her left. “It’s on my side.” 
 
    “You can have my Zapper.” Lana offered her the small alien pistol she carried. 
 
    The Sharpshooter woman waved her off. “No, it’s alright. I’m good.” She put down the shotgun and picked up a long-barreled pistol instead and fitted it with a Warped Buster magazine. To Lana’s eyes, it didn’t look much smaller than the shotgun. 
 
    The cargo door lowered, revealing the balcony behind it and a wide gate that led into the building. A tall alien, with a skeletal-looking face that sported two opposite jaws, was leaning against the side walls. Lana’s eyes widened as her Sensor Enhancement implant picked up the creature’s details. 
 
      
 
    Haizar, Exhar, Level 24, Faction: Torref clan 
 
    Path: Broker → Administrator → ??
Highest attribute: Intelligence 
 
    No. of implants: 23 
 
      
 
    “Humans.” The alien stepped forward, his gaze sweeping over them. “My name is Haizar. I understand you have been sent by my brother?” 
 
    Bulco eyed the tall alien wearily. He was wearing an imposing full body armor that looked thick enough to stop everything short of an anti-tank missile. 
 
    Nori stepped forward. “I’m Nori, the ship’s captain. Yes, Alzigo said we should drop his name to get in touch with you. Said you might be able to help us get around the station.” 
 
    The creature’s double jaws opened into an alien smirk. “Did he now? How accommodating of him. How is my little sibling doing in that desolate part of the galaxy? Is he swimming in piTec already?” A short wet gurgle escaped his mouth. 
 
    “He’s doing alright,” Nori answered carefully. “Our planet has only recently been infused so our resources are limited, but we’ve already brokered a few profitable deals with him.” 
 
    Haizar snorted. “‘A few profitable deals’. That rusty outdated station he bought will be his undoing. He should have cornered a strategically valued mining spot, as I did.” The alien patted his impressive armor. “Do you have any idea how much piTec I’m earning here?” 
 
    Lana moved forward. “No, but it takes over eight million Tec to reach your level, so I’m guessing you’re pretty rich.” 
 
    “Ha! The small human female knows what she’s talking about.” Haizar grinned at her. “You’re right, of course. I could even afford to purchase level twenty-five if I really wanted to.” 
 
    “So why don’t you?” Bulco asked bluntly, crossing his arms. 
 
    “There are reasons. Most civilians wouldn’t dare raise above level nine. It puts too large of a target on their back. But here, at my station, I’m the one holding all the power. Still, it’s not a good idea to go around showing off excessive wealth, don’t you agree?” He winked at Lana.  
 
    “I’d like to thank you for allowing us to dock here,” Nori interjected as she stepped in abruptly. “I’m guessing this spot is usually reserved for important people?” 
 
    “You are correct, human. This is one of my personal pads, meant for my richest clients. But since you know my younger sibling, as long as you are here, you are my guests. You can find some of the finest traders and best items in the solar systems right here, in this tower. It is quite safe. Security is high, so everyone conducts themselves well. You may go visit the other wards if you like. But be warned—they have their own rules down there.” 
 
    Nori’s lips curved. “I’m guessing those other wards aren’t considered part of the ‘regulated areas’.” 
 
    Haizar nodded. “You catch on quickly, human. That is good.” He brought his forearm up to his chest level and started tapping a small light console that appeared above it. “As a courtesy to my brother, I’ll waive your docking fee and any taxes for a full rotation. I’m also giving you a ten percent discount on station’s services and a ten percent markup for selling your wares directly to us. If you’d like to tour the station, I’ll arrange for a guide to show you around. Hammerhead can take a little getting used to for newcomers.” He tapped his console one final time. “All done. I hope you enjoy your stay with us. Inform my little brother he owes me one next time you see him.” With that, he turned and left, and the wide gateway closed noiselessly behind him. 
 
    “What a prick,” Bulco grumbled, turning to his crewmates. 
 
    “Better not make him angry, though,” Cattie cautioned. “My Path lets me see a threat assessment on possible targets, and it kept screaming at me that this guy was WAY out of our league.” 
 
    “I could only see his first two paths,” Lana said with a frown. “Being level twenty-four means he’s got to have at least five right? It’s no wonder your threat assessment was acting up.” 
 
    Nori stepped forward and held her palm horizontal above the floor. 
 
    Cattie frowned at her. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Checking the local services.” 
 
    A pole grew out of the floor, reaching up to the Navigator’s hand. A thin strip spread sideways from the top, creating a rectangular frame. Screens and monitors flickered alive within the frame. Nori pressed on the center one. A message flashed across the monitor. 
 
      
 
    Scanning ship … completed. 
 
    No malfunction detected. 
 
    Basic upgrades recommended. 
 
    Ship’s cargo manifest:  
 
    ●        Trinium 2 tons (sell price: 660/ton) 
 
    ●        Balatium 31 tons (sell price: 880/ton) 
 
    ●        Mithril 40 kg (sell price: 550/kg) 
 
    ●        Aluminum 22 tons (sell price: 440/ton) 
 
    ●        Nickel-iron 2 tons (sell price: 220/ton) 
 
      
 
    “Interesting.” Nori's eyes scanned through the next few lines of text. “We can sell the resources we mined right here. Looks like Alzigo’s tip paid off—Aluminum is pretty valuable. We can sell it all right here for almost ten thousand piTec.” 
 
    “That’s not all that much,” Bulco said in his thick voice. “We should hold on to it for a while. If it's that rare maybe there’s someone else who’ll pay more for it.” 
 
    “Alright,” the tall woman agreed. “There’s also a recommended upgrades section here. Let’s check it out.” 
 
      
 
    Recommended Upgrades: 
 
    ●        Sensors, Grade E: 31,500 piTec 
 
    ●        Prospecting Scanner, Grade E: 22,500 piTec 
 
    ●        Internal Diagnosis Scanner, Grade E: 10,800 piTec 
 
    ●        Null Tunnel Drive, Grade F (size appropriate): 72,000 piTec (price adjusted to account for reimbursement for sale of the existing unit)  
 
    ●        Power Core, Grade E: 135,000 piTec 
 
    ○        Basic Beam Cannon, Grade F: 45,000 piTec 
 
    ○        Force Shield, Grade F: 58,000 piTec 
 
      
 
    “Wow,” Lana said. “I kept saying our sensors were crap, and it looks like this diagnosis agrees with me. Almost half the suggested upgrades are for sensors.” 
 
    “And they don’t come cheap,” Bulco remarked dryly. “I’d love us to have a proper cannon and shields, but they’re expensive, and it looks like we have to upgrade our power core before we could even get them. And check out the null tunnel drive. One that matches Unity costs over seventy grand on top of the one we’ve scavenged from the scout ship.” 
 
    Unity’s glowing sphere exited the ship and hovered next to them. “I would recommend getting the drive upgrade as soon as possible,” she pulsed. 
 
    “Wait, you can come along with us?” Lana looked with amazement at the glowing sphere of light. 
 
    “No. I may only move freely in the vicinity of my body—current range estimated at seventy meters.” 
 
    Cattie looked at Nathan. ”That’s pretty cool.” 
 
    The young man lowered his eyes shyly. 
 
    “In any case,” the radiant ball continued, “unless the null tunnel unit is replaced, the chance of catastrophic failure increases by 0.3% every time the drive is used.” 
 
    Lana swallowed hard. “I’m on board with doing that upgrade. I’m not a big fan of the whole exploding ship experience thing.” 
 
    Nori pursed her lips as she browsed the console. “I wish there was more data here. These titles don’t explain much.” 
 
    “May I?” Lana gestured toward the console. 
 
    Nori took a step back. “Be my guest.” 
 
    As soon as the younger woman approached the console, a second frame grew atop of the first one and quickly filled up with more holo monitors. The Expert’s hands ran across the various consoles and soon the monitors filled with rolling lines of text. “Got it,” she said in satisfaction. “It’s all here. You just need to know how to ask the system nicely.” 
 
    Bulco, towering behind her, looked down at the screens. “So beam cannons are effective against armor and weak against shields, that’s good to know. We already upgraded our plating, so maybe we should aim to get the force shield next, make Unity more durable.” 
 
    Nori nodded. “I’m all for that, but we only have 28,650 piTec at the moment. Even if we sell all our Balatium and Aluminum we’ll have barely sixty thousand. That’s still not enough for anything that requires the power core upgrade.” 
 
    “Guys, we should definitely get the sensors,” Lana said. “They are so much better than what we have now. With these, we can identify other ships, locate small energy signatures … the resolution alone is about five times what we now have. If I had it back on Earth, I could have picked up the Warped attack on our shelters from orbit.” 
 
    “You make a good point.” Nori nodded and rubbed her cheek. “I think the sensors are definitely our first priority, then we should think about how to get the required funds to upgrade our drive engine. I don’t think it's a good idea to use it again until it’s fully operational. And we need better weapons. With time, I bet we can use Unity’s own upgrade options to increase our defenses, but as a freighter, there’s no option to increase her firepower.” 
 
    “Unity is also a mining ship,” Nathan spoke up softly. “With the prospector scanner, we’ll be able to find and mine more resources. We can use them to upgrade her directly or sell to buy upgrades.” 
 
    “The kid has a point,” Bulco said. 
 
    Nori shook her head. “Have you looked around? This star system is teemingwith mining ships. I’m betting most of them have sensors better than grade F. I doubt we could find anything worthwhile with them around. Let’s sell enough Balatium to get the sensors upgrade, then we can go look around the station to get a feel for the place. We still need to scout out information on the mysterious ‘source’ that sent the ships to Earth.” 
 
    “We also need to deliver the package Alzigo gave us,” Lana said. 
 
    “And look for someone willing to buy our cargo for a better price,” Cattie added with a greedy glint in her eye.” 
 
    “I’ll go get the package,” Bulco grumbled and walked back into the ship. 
 
    “I’ll order the sensor upgrade,” Lana said as she worked the console. “I’m selling five tons of Balatium. It’s a little more than what we need for the upgrade, but I don’t think we want to go around the station broke.” 
 
    Nori nodded. “Good idea.” 
 
    Several robotic arms grew from the side of the balcony and dipped into the ship’s roof which opened up on its own. The arms started removing large chunks of the alloy and deposited it somewhere below the balcony. A small port opened on the side of the console’s frame. “Alright, so minus the cost of the Balatium, we need just 27,100 more piTec. Nori?” 
 
    “Right.” The Navigator shook herself from watching the robotic arms and took out a teardrop-shaped item from her pocket. She manipulated the piTec, separating it into two parts, giving the larger one to Lana. “That leaves us with 1,550 piTec. I hope it’ll be enough for now.” 
 
    “We can always sell more of our cargo if we need to,” Lana said and inserted the gem into the console’s port. 
 
      
 
    Sensors (Grade E) upgrade commencing.  
 
    Time to completion: 5 hours, 22 minutes. 
 
      
 
    Bulco came out of the ship, carrying a medium-sized chest beneath his muscular arm. “I’m good to go.” 
 
    “Then let’s go,” Nori said. 
 
    They walked toward the large gate. It opened automatically, revealing a screen of blue light that completely filled the entrance. 
 
    “What is that?” Cattie stopped to gawk at the light. 
 
    “That is a scanning field,” Unity’s orb pulsed. “It is harmless.” 
 
    “Oh.” Cattie visibly relaxed. “Let’s go then.” 
 
    One by one, they passed through the blue screen of light. 
 
    Lana’s head peeked back at him. “Coming, Nathan?” 
 
    The Technomancer nodded, took a deep breath, and turned to follow his friends. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 3 - Patsy  
 
      
 
    They followed a spiraling corridor along pristine white walls, eventually reaching a wide, transparent tube. 
 
    A woman was standing there waiting, and she gave them all a big, friendly smile. 
 
      
 
    Patsy York, demihuman, Level 3  
 
    Path: Concierge 
 
    Highest attribute: Appeal 
 
    No. of implants: 4 
 
      
 
    Lana gaped at the alien woman. Patsy was breathtakingly beautiful. She looked remarkably like a normal human woman, except her waist was unusually slim, and she had especially pronounced high cheekbones. She looked exotic. 
 
    Cattie was a little less subtle in her scrutiny. “Oh, wow,” she said as she eyed the alien woman appreciatively. 
 
    “Hello.” The woman smiled at them, exposing perfect white teeth. “I was so pleased when the administrator asked me to be your guide. He neglected to mention how dashing you all are.” She studied them, and her eyes lingered on Bulco’s muscular arms. “And so ... strong.” She breathed out the last word. 
 
    A pleasant tingle ran through Lana’s spine. The woman’s voice was rich and caressing. She didn’t swing that way, but she could picture herself lying down, listening to the woman’s voice for hours. 
 
    “Hi,” Nori said in her normal tone of voice. The tall woman seemed unaffected by the alien woman’s unearthly beauty. “Your name is Patsy York? That’s a very human name.” 
 
    “Thank you.” She curtsied with the elegance of a ballet dancer. “My purpose is to please. If there’s anything I can do for you, don’t hesitate to ask.” She eyed Bulco appreciatively.  
 
    “What was that blue screen back there?” Nori pointed her thumb behind her. 
 
    “Oh, that.” The woman gave her another radiant smile. “It was a standard scanning field. It helps prevent smuggling of weapons or contraband into the station—even if they are hidden in an individual’s personal storage space.” 
 
    “What’s a personal storage space?” Cattie asked. She looked at her friends. “Is this another one of those things I missed ‘cause I joined last?” 
 
    “No.” Nori arched an eyebrow at the alien woman. 
 
    The beautiful woman put a hand over her mouth and giggled delightedly. She lowered her arm, and her eyes sparkled. “As your guide, I’m more than happy to answer all of your questions. Observe.” She snapped her fingers, and suddenly, a silver item the size of a finger appeared in her palm. With another chuckle, she rolled open the lipstick and ran it over her already perfectly sculpted lips. With another flick of her fingers, the item disappeared. “See? Simple.” 
 
    Nori's gasped. ”Personal storage space! She means an inventory like in computer games.” 
 
    Lana’s eyes widened in recollection. “I remember Alzigo made some items appear in his hand. Back then I thought it was just some sort of alien shtick.” 
 
    “The Inthidlon scout who attacked us also made a weapon appear in his hand,” Nori remembered. She drew out the Talon from her belt and concentrated on the alien pistol. Nothing happened. 
 
    “No, silly,” Patsy chuckled, the sound as pleasant as tiny bells. “You need a special implant for that, and it mostly works with small items, though higher-level individuals can use advanced implants for heavier items.” 
 
    Nori nodded reluctantly and holstered her weapon. “Definitely something we want to learn more about.” 
 
    “Just add it to the list,” Bulco said dryly. “Let’s call it item three hundred.” 
 
    The alien woman chuckled again. “My, you are as funny as you are handsome.” She gave Bulco another wide smile. “May I start by showing you around the Administrator’s Tower? We have lovely gardens, a variety of luxury spas and”—she locked eyes with the large Engineer—“intimate, soundproof, hotel rooms.” 
 
    Nori rolled her eyes. “We’re not here for a vacation, lady. Right now, we’re looking for someone willing to buy aluminum at a markup.” 
 
    “We have many wealthy merchants staying in the tower,” she said with a smile. “I’m sure we can find someone to do business with you.” 
 
    “All right,” Nori said. “Show us the way.” 
 
    “Into the elevator please.” The woman turned, and the transparent tube opened to admit them. A light console activated, and the beautiful woman pressed a few glowing keys. “This will take us to the tower’s business area. This will only take a moment.” 
 
    The elevator started moving, and the white walls around them blurred. Lana could have sworn they were moving sideways as well as downward, but the built-in inertial dampeners made it hard to judge the motion, and she had to rely on her blurry sight alone. 
 
    A moment later, the elevator’s door opened, revealing a large hall. There were dozens of aliens milling around displays showcasing devices for sale. The aliens wore spotless clothes and hi-tech body armor. As Patsy led them through the hall, Lana got the feeling they were infringing on a millionaire’s private party. 
 
    Nori stepped closer to a raised platform and examined a piece of large machinery with two humming, glowing orbs on its sides. 
 
      
 
    Plasma Cannon, ?? 
 
      
 
    “Ah, you have an excellent eye!” A smartly dressed, short green alien approached the Navigator.  
 
    Nori glanced down at him. 
 
      
 
    Twisk, Aky, Level 9 
 
      
 
    The alien tapped the piece of equipment. “This right here is a Grade B, Carnifex Plasma cannon. This weapon can take down a Kordlin destroyer in a single shot. It can be yours for the bargain price of five million piTec. It also comes with a complimentary two-year warranty. What do you say?” 
 
    “No thanks,” Nori stepped back. 
 
    “Wait!” the meter tall alien closed in on her. “We have a special offer—this day only! If you buy it now, I’ll even throw in a Grade C beam modulator.” 
 
    Nori gave him a cold look. “What can I get for 1,500 piTec?” 
 
    Twisk took a step back. “Are … are you making fun of me?” 
 
    “Nope. That’s all I have.” 
 
    The small green man’s expression instantly turned hostile. “Who let you in here?” he demanded. “This place is meant for high-end buyers, not riff-raff. Get the hell out and stop wasting my time.” 
 
    “With pleasure,” the tall woman replied and walked back toward her friends. She shot a withering look at their exotic guide. “There is nothing for us here. We can’t afford even the smallest item. From what Haizar told us, the other wards might have what we’re looking for, so let’s go to someone who’d be interested in buying our aluminum.” 
 
    “Another ward?” Patsy shook her head. “Oh, no. You don’t want to go there. It’s filthy. And the people there are rude. How about I’ll show you our award-winning gymnasium instead? We have a zero-G court that will take your breath away.” 
 
    “Listen here, missy.” Nori’s voice dropped threateningly. “You either take us where we want to go, or we’ll ditch you and go looking on our own.” 
 
    “Now, now, there’s no need for that, Captain,” Bulco spoke up. He looked at Patsy and smiled. “I’m sure she’ll take us wherever we ask her to. Isn’t that right? Panda Bear?” 
 
    Nori’s eyebrows flew upward. “Panda Bear?” 
 
    “Ooh, I like that,” the beautiful woman cooed. “It’s got such a nice ring to it.” 
 
    “So you’ll take us?” 
 
    “Of course I will, silly. I have a few connections on the foundry ward. I’m sure we can find someone who’s willing to buy your cargo.” 
 
    They followed her back into the elevator and took a much longer ride downward.  
 
    At long last, the door opened, revealing the area outside the tower. Pieces of the asteroid’s rocky surface could be seen beyond the metal platform, and an energy dome was visible above. 
 
    “That is the atmospheric shield,” Patsy explained, following their gazes. “It keeps the air inside, but it’s not powerful enough to stop attacks or even debris from falling in. That’s why most of the station’s population stays inside physical domes. They have their own atmospheric regulators, just like the towers.” 
 
    “Good to know,” Lana said cheerfully. “Where to?” 
 
    “We take the tram.” The alien woman gestured at a bullet-shaped vehicle a little way from them that was hovering inside a transparent tube.  
 
    As they walked toward the tram, they passed through several aliens stalls. 
 
    “Holy cow!” Cattie exclaimed and ran to a booth manned by a snail-like alien. Dozens of alien weapons in all shapes and sizes were on display. Lana recognized several beaten-looking Zappers.  
 
    The Sharpshooter lifted a splotchy brown rifle with intersecting tubes and held it to her shoulder. A holographic screen popped open in front of her eyes, highlighting possible targets. “Oh my,” she murmured and looked at the, literally, slimy merchant. “How much?” 
 
    Several eyestalks grew from the top of the creature’s head and turned toward the excited woman. “This one is a collector’s item,” he said in a gurgling voice. “But I’m willing to part with it for a mere token of five thousand piTec.” 
 
    Nori was eyeing a different booth showcasing several beaten-looking sets of mechanized armor and exoskeletons.  
 
    Bulco chuckled at the women’s apparent enthusiasm. “We’re the first humans ever to visit an alien settlement, and the first thing the girls want to do is go shopping.”  
 
    Lana was eyeing another booth showcasing implants and augmentations. She turned to the Engineer indignantly. “Hey, we’re only looking.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” he said. “But don’t get too attached to anything. Everything here is crap. Trust me, I’m an Engineer.” 
 
    Patsy sauntered over to Bulco and rested her hand on his arm. “This magnificent man is right,” she said, looking up at him admiringly. “There are numerous stalls such as these scattered all over the station. Their wares are mostly low-quality and barely worth the time looking at them. The premium items are sold in the tower.” She pointed her chin at the towering structure they just came out from. “If you’d like I can—” 
 
    “No,” Nori said firmly. “We’re not interested in premium. Decent quality will do just fine. But first, we need a buyer for our cargo.” 
 
    The gorgeous woman pouted. “Very well. We need to board the tram.” 
 
    They followed her into a partially transparent capsule. It sped forward as soon as they were all seated. 
 
    “Please enjoy the view.” Their guide smiled at them pleasantly. “The ride will only take a few minutes.” 
 
    Lana stared at the view outside the windows. The capsule went into a tunnel, passing through another tower, then angled downward into the ground. The rocky terrain flashed by for several long moments, then they zoomed back to the surface, to what Lana assumed was the other side of the asteroid. A gigantic metal dome appeared ahead, and the capsule shot straight toward it, entering through a narrow entrance. The dome’s interior was full of smog and artificial red light. They finally came to a stop at an open square. 
 
    They exited the capsule, noticing many others like it depositing and picking up passengers. 
 
    “This is the Foundry Dome,” their guide said. “It’s the largest on the station. This way, please.” 
 
    She led them between crude buildings that seemed to be made from the asteroid itself. It was discernibly dirtier than the Administrator’s Tower, with soot covering many of the walls. Sounds of heavy machinery could be heard all around them. 
 
    “What are those?” Nori motioned at one of the crude structures. 
 
    “This dome hosts the foundries and mills that process the resources mined from the nearby asteroid field,” Patsy explained. “This section houses the workers. My contact lives not far from here. This way, please.” 
 
    Lana warily eyed several tough-looking aliens who were glaring at them. Her fingers inched toward the small Zapper at her belt. “Are we in any danger?” 
 
    “Oh no, my dear.” Their guide smiled at her affectionately. “There is some malcontent among the workers, but this dome is strictly controlled by the administrator. No violence is allowed here; we are quite safe. Ah, here we are.” 
 
    She led them to a seemingly unremarkable house. Like most of the others, the structure was built directly into the asteroid, but its metallic roof was unlike those of the other nearby buildings. Patsy waved her hand in front of the door, and a light console appeared with a gentle chime. 
 
    They waited for a few seconds, then the door slid upward and an Inthidlon stepped out of it.  
 
      
 
    Tre’gak, Inthidlon, Level 5 
 
    Path: Metallurgist→ Fusion 
 
      
 
    Nori put a firm hand on Bulco’s shoulder who instantly tensed up at the sight of the blue creature. 
 
    “Yes?” The alien’s gaze swept over them, then stopped as he looked at their guide. “Patsy?” he asked incredulously, then chuckled. “Cute. What do you want?” 
 
    “Tre’gak.” Patsy nodded at him pleasantly. “At the behest of the administrator, I’m showing these fine visitors around. They have some aluminum to sell.” 
 
    “So, you naturally thought of me, eh?” He turned to address the group of humans. He crossed his arms, blocking the entrance to his house. “Alright, so who did you rob the aluminum from?” 
 
    Nori stepped forward. “No one. We brought it with us from our home planet. Heard there’s a market for it over here.” 
 
    The alien grinned at her, and the fleshy bristles on his face swayed gently at the movement. “You’re right about that. Something about this star system’s composition makes aluminum extremely rare. And since it's nearly as cheap as dirt in most other systems, selling it here at even ten times markup makes hauling it here barely worthwhile. Which, in return, helps keep the price high.” 
 
    “Why do you need it anyway? And shouldn’t the price skyrocket since it’s so rare?” 
 
    “Many common alloys require aluminum to synthesize,” the Inthidlon explained. “Trinium, for example. Since the alloys aren’t that expensive on their own, there’s a thin profit margin for selling aluminum. Most freighters won’t bother making a special trip for such a low profit. The closest civilized place with aluminum is in the Kratos system, ten light years away from here. On top of that, the station’s taxes are set to regulate the quantities of imported minerals to avoid inflation.” 
 
    “So how much are you willing to pay?” Bulco asked bluntly. 
 
    The Inthidlon looked up and down the large man. He seemed to come to a decision and uncrossed his arms. “Come inside and let us discuss the issue.” 
 
    Patsy followed in without question. After only a slight hesitation, Nori followed, leading the others inside. 
 
    To Lana’s surprise, the house’s rough exterior didn’t reflect the interior. The walls were smooth and clean, if not pristine-white like in the Administrator’s Tower. Several comfortable-looking couches were spread around the floor, and shining alien-looking gadgets were mounted on the far wall. 
 
    “Please, have a seat.” Their host motioned at the couches. “How much aluminum do you have to sell?” 
 
    “Twenty-two tons,” Lana answered promptly.  
 
    Tre’gak nodded slowly, and the short, fleshy bristles on his face waved. “That is a decent amount. I run a small foundry—mostly producing Trinium or other cheap alloys. I’m afraid I can only take two tons off your hands, I’m willing to pay”—he narrowed his eyes—“Six hundred piTec per ton.” 
 
    Lana smiled at him. It was almost half again the station’s official prices. “That’s pretty good. But at that price, you could buy it directly from the station, right? What’s the catch?” 
 
    “The catch, as you say,” he answered darkly, “is that Hammerhead monopolizes the aluminum trade. They buy all minerals in bulk, so incoming freighters with large shipments prefer to work directly with them rather than looking for small independent businessmen like me that can only buy a portion of their cargo. The station never sells its aluminum stock. Instead, they use it for their own foundries and reap a huge profit. On top of that, they impose a tax on all trade. I’ll have to pay an additional 20% on top of whatever I pay you.” 
 
    “That’s harsh,” Lana said sympathetically. “But surely, if aluminum is so hard to get I’m sure it’ll be worth a little extra for you.” She raised a hand as the Inthidlon’s face clouded. “And on the bright side, we happened to get a tax waiver from the administrator himself, so you won’t have to pay extra taxes for dealing with us. Surely, that alone is worth a little more.” 
 
    The blue alien gave an exasperated sigh. “I can offer you 800 per ton, and that’s as high as I’m willing to go. That’s the price I usually pay on the streets—except it usually takes me days to get that much. Take the 800, you’ve earned yourself a good deal, and I won’t have to run around. We both get out of this winners. What do you say?” 
 
    Lana smiled at him. “I agree.” She looked at Nori with an arched eyebrow. 
 
    The Navigator nodded. “Sounds fair.” 
 
    “Excellent.” The Inthidlon’s scowl disappeared. “I’ll set up the transfer.” He stepped away and turned on a purple light-console and started punching in commands. A moment later, he turned back to look at Nori. “I’ve set up the transaction, please approve it. Once you do, the aluminum will be withdrawn from your ship, and the piTec will be deposited into your account.” 
 
    Nori winced. “We don’t have an account.” 
 
    “Of course you do, my dear.” Patsy leaned in toward her with a winning smile. “Once our scanners indicated you didn’t have one, I took the liberty of registering your ship and crew and opened a standard galactic account for you.” She smiled at everyone around, looking pleased with herself. “You might want to purchase a personal wrist console implant to access it at will, but even without one, you may access your account from every connected console throughout enlightened space. Your captain can grant or limit access to the funds.” 
 
    Lana smiled. “Cool.” 
 
    “Please approve the transaction,” Tre’gak said and stepped away from the console. 
 
    Nori approached, and, after a quick glance at the monitor, she palmed the console and it beeped in approval. “Done.” 
 
    “It was a pleasure doing business with you. You saved me a lot of time,” the Inthidlon said, then he sighed theatrically. “If it was only this easy to procure Nadirium, I could have taken a proper vacation.” 
 
    The humans were already on their feet and turning toward the door when he spoke. Nori turned back to him. “What’s Nadirium?”  
 
    He looked at her in surprise. “Don’t you know? It’s what Hammerhead is famous for. It’s one of the best-known locations for mining the stuff. Nadirium is a rare element that’s the main component in several high-end alloys, like Mithril and Erodium. The kind of stuff you need in order to develop grade D and C equipment. That’s where the real money lies.” 
 
    “So, in theory, if we can get you some Nadirium,” Nori said with a casual air, “how much would you be able to buy and at what rate?” 
 
    “If you can come by some raw Nadirium, I’ll buy it all from you,” Tre’gak said. “And I’ll pay you better than the station does. The standard price for a single kilogram of raw Nadirium is 100 piTec. I’ll give you 120 for that.” 
 
    “We’ll keep an eye open for you.” Nori nodded. “You don’t happen to need some Balatium too, do you? We also have some nickel and iron.” 
 
    The alien shook his head. “Sorry, I only sell alloys, not buy them.” 
 
    “I thought as much. Thanks, anyway.” 
 
    They stepped out of the small house and found themselves back in the red-atmosphere of the domed area. 
 
    “What now?” Lana asked. 
 
    “Let’s go to that bar Alzigo told us about,” Bulco said. “The one the pilots who Infused the Earth stayed at. It’s our first lead.” 
 
    “Right.” Nori nodded. “We also need to find a way to earn a lot of piTec fast. We need 72,000 to fix the null tunnel drive, or we’ll risk it exploding on us every time we use it.” 
 
    “We should also check what we can buy here that will help the people back on Earth,” Lana said. “I bet we can get a lot of cool stuff they can use.” 
 
    “We’ll need even more piTec for that, then,” the Navigator said. 
 
    Lana shook her head. “Didn’t you hear what that alien told us? The closest source of aluminum is ten light years away—but Earth is only four. I’m guessing they don’t know about us, or maybe they weren’t allowed to approach due to that galactic law thing.” 
 
    “What’s your point?” the Engineer asked. 
 
    “We have four hundred-ton containers in the cargo hold,” the young woman said excitedly. “If we fill them up back at Earth, we can sell them here for 160,000 piTec, then use the money to buy stuff for Earth. Once the drive engine is fixed, a roundtrip should take about three or four days. Think about what it means! We can deliver hundreds of weapons, advanced technologies, heck maybe even bring in some sort of anti-Warped terminator robot things.” 
 
    Nathan looked up at the excited woman admiringly. “Good plan.” 
 
    Nori nodded. “I agree. But first, we still need to earn enough to fix the null tunnel drive. I don’t want to gamble risking two more flights, even if the chance of engine failure is small.” 
 
    “I second that,” Bulco said. “Also, we should check out the prices for everything we may want to bring back with us. A hundred sixty grand sounds like a lot, but when you’re talking about providing for an entire planet … it won’t be enough. Let’s first check on the bar Alzigo gave us.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Nori said and turned to their smiling guide. “We want to stop by a bar called …” She glanced at Lana. 
 
    “The Asteroid,” the Expert filled in helpfully.  
 
    “Original,” Bulco grunted.  
 
    The beautiful alien woman took a step back and shook her head. “Oh no, you don’t want to go there. That bar is located in the Underdome. It’s a bad place. Especially for visitors.” 
 
    Nori’s eyes flashed in anger. “We don’t care.” 
 
    “I know a much nicer bar, in a better part of the station. It’s part of a very luxurious hotel nearby and they always have rooms available.” She eyed Bulco with a suggestive smile. 
 
    Nori balled both fists. “Now, you listen here—” 
 
    “Nori,” Bulco intervened. “Let me handle this.” He turned to their guide. “Now, listen here, Panda Bear, be a good girl and take us where we want to go. Then we can talk about rewarding your services.” He winked at her playfully. 
 
    Patsy moved so fast she was almost a blur, appearing at the large Engineer’s side, joining her arm with his. “Follow me,” she purred. 
 
    She led them back to the tram station, and they boarded another capsule. The station sped past them again, and moments later they arrived at another dome. Its walls were made from a sort of transparent material that allowed the natural light of the stars to illuminate it. This new dome was smaller than the one they’d just left, the air felt cleaner, and the buildings were taller and sleeker in design.  
 
    Their guide led them through several well-maintained streets, reaching a small complex of several exotic-looking restaurants. A five-story building towered over the open plaza. 
 
    Nori stopped abruptly as a holographic sign came into view, hovering above the tall building: ‘Utopia Hotel’. “What the hell is this?” She frowned. 
 
    Patsy leaned on Bulco, placing her head on his muscular arm. “I thought we could start with the rewarding part first,” she murmured, her voice dripping seductively like butter. 
 
    “You intentionally mislead us?” Lana frowned. “Not cool, lady.” 
 
    Nori took a threatening step toward the beaming alien woman. 
 
    “Nori,” Bulco said calmly. “I’ll handle it.” 
 
    “She’s useless,” the tall woman said in disgust. “All she cares about is—” 
 
    “I said I’ll take care of it,” the Engineer said, more firmly. He turned to the stunning woman at his side. “Shall we go check if they have a vacancy, my dear?” 
 
    “There’s nothing I’d like more,” she breathed back at him, her eyes full of lust. 
 
    Bulco put down the box he carried. “Then follow me.” He looked up steadily at his irked companions. “Don’t worry, this won’t take long.” 
 
    The couple walked into the hotel, disappearing behind the automatic doors that closed behind them. 
 
    “Can you believe this shit?” Nori spat. 
 
    “No,” Lana frowned. “What the hell just happened?” 
 
    Nathan looked between the women with a frown of his own, not completely sure of the answer. 
 
    Cattie simply grinned. “Looks like big and grumpy got himself a little exotic distraction. Lucky bastard.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Bulco whistled in admiration as they entered the hotel room the guide had rented for them. “Now that’s what I call a sweet suite.”  
 
    The place was spotless. Several glass surfaces hovered above the floor, holding a variety of bottles and refreshments. A huge comfortable-looking mattress hovered in the corner, gently swaying in place. 
 
    Patsy’s eyes were full of desire as she took the large man’s hand and guided him to sit on the mattress. His significant weight did not disturb the floating mass in the slightest. 
 
    Patsy threw herself on the bed, somehow managing to lose her tight-fitting dress in the process, remaining in thin lace-like lingerie. “May I give you a massage?” she purred, crawling on all fours toward the large man, like a cat on the prowl. 
 
    Bulco chuckled. “Been a while since I received one, sure.” 
 
    Patsy's movements became even more seductive as she moved behind the Engineer’s back, then she rose to her knees behind him and put her hands on his shoulders. Her fingers started to expertly work the kinks out of his tight muscles. 
 
    The large man closed his eyes with a contented sigh. “Ah, that's the stuff.” 
 
    “I’m glad master enjoys himself.” Patsy's eyes sparkled as she purred the words. She bent down her head and ran her tongue over his neck as if tasting him. “Master is so ... sweet,” she breathed. 
 
    Bulco grunted non-committedly, his own eyes closed in pleasure. 
 
    The alien woman took his silence as encouragement. “Would master like me to”—she lowered her voice—“go a little further?” 
 
    “I haven't felt this good for … it feels like forever,” he replied. “Whatever you have in mind … show me what you want to do to me.” 
 
    The woman smiled mischievously. Her fingers never stopped massaging the man’s muscles, even as her smile broadened unnaturally, beyond human capability. Her lower lip split in half, revealing a row of small octopus-like suction cups.  
 
    “You know,” the Engineer said, his eyes still closed in bliss. “This feels really great. It’s been ages since my wife treated me like this.” He chuckled ruefully. “She always used to say that only she could love someone with an ugly mug like mine.” His voice hardened. “And that’s how I knew”—he whirled back and grabbed the woman’s neck when her monstrous mouth was barely a centimeter from his own—“that you’re full of shit.” A slender robotic arm retracted back into his body as he turned around fully. 
 
    The shirtless man got up to his feet, effortlessly lifting the kicking woman with one hand. “God damn space vampire,” he muttered. “I knew from the moment you tried to seduce me you were up to no good. Good thing my MAT comes with micro-cameras attached, eh? It was meant for delicate engineering work, but it works just as well for watching your own back.” He shook her, causing her teeth to rattle and her limbs to flail. “Was this all a trap?” he demanded. “Did Haizar set us up?” 
 
    “N- no,” she managed to squeak. “P-please, you…choke…aaaair.” 
 
    He loosened his grip a bit. “Start talking.” 
 
    She looked at him with obvious hunger, then her gaze dropped. Her entire body started to change, growing green scales all over. When it was over, the old Patsy was gone, and in her place, stood a green-scaled woman with huge eyes, narrow lizard-like pupils, and a round fish-like mouth filled with small suction cups. “I’m a Sedumorph,” the not-Patsy explained weakly, looking up at the large man still holding her by her throat. “We change our appearance to something our victims find appealing, so we can get close enough to feed on their Tec.” 
 
    He shook her again. “Planned on draining me dead, did ya? You alien bitch.” 
 
    “No!” she cried, her arms desperately flailed, trying to get his hands from her neck. “I would never do that. My species has been hunted for centuries for fear of doing just that. You gave me your permission, remember?” 
 
    He frowned. “I never said you can bite and feed on me.” 
 
    “You said I can go a little further,” she countered. “True, I didn’t specify what I was going to do, but I would have only taken a small bit. And you would have found it extremely pleasurable. We would have both gotten something out of the exchange.” 
 
    “I see ...” The large man thought it over. Then, with an effortless swing, he tossed her back into the floating bed. “You are going to start talking, or I’m going to get really angry,” he growled. 
 
    She bowed her head submissively. “Yes, master.” 
 
    “And don’t give me any of that master crap. I have a name.” He hesitated. “It’s Benjamin, but you can call me Bulco. Everyone does.” 
 
    “Yes, ma… Benjamin.” 
 
    “Your name’s not really Patsy York, is it?” 
 
    “N-no. I’m using an obfuscation implant.” 
 
    Bulco frowned. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “It allows me to determine how my name and race appears to others. You’d need a grade D or higher scanning implant to detect it.” 
 
    “Figured as much,” he grunted. “Okay, Patsy, start by telling me why you’ve been avoiding showing us the Underdome.” 
 
    “They…they know who I am down there. I have to be careful. My kind is hated by most other species. I have the Administrator's protection, but down there it doesn't go a long way. And I was also just...just hungry. And you smelled so good.”  
 
    Bulco frowned. “Hold on, you’re eating the Tec?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Not exactly. My race has a different method of absorbing Tec than most other species. We must feed on living hosts. The process filters out anything but the purest particles, those that affect our brain directly. It makes us smarter, able to think clearer, and makes us more adaptable. It’s an amazing feeling, but it comes with a downside. We must feed regularly. The longer we go without, the worse we get, and the craving becomes more powerful.” 
 
    “Great,” the large man grunted. “So you’re not just a space vampire alien, you’re also a junkie.” He looked down at the submissive woman. “Tell you what, I’ll cut you a deal.” 
 
    She looked up hopefully at his words. “You’ll allow me to feed on you?” 
 
    “Shit, no,” he said bluntly. “Here’s the terms: you do what you were hired for—show us around the station, no more goofing around. And you can have our scraps. That’s the deal.” 
 
    She looked at him in confusion. “Scraps?” 
 
    “If things go the way I think they will, there’ll be plenty of motherfucking aliens begging for a beating. Once they’re out, you can have your way with them for all I care. What do you say?” 
 
    She bit her lower lip. “That sounds … interesting, but if I feed on someone without their consent and they report me I’d be instantly marked as a criminal.” 
 
    Bulco gave her an evil grin. “I didn’t say our scraps have to be conscious when I hand them to you, did I?” 
 
    For a small moment, not-Patsy had a hopeful look in her huge reptilian eyes, but then she shook her head. “I want to believe you, but you’re out of your element here. You might be level 7, but if you go looking for trouble around here, you won't last a day.” 
 
    “Lady,” Bulco said patiently. “We were all level zero less than two weeks ago.” 
 
    Her large eyes widened even further, then she smiled. “I knew there was something more to you and your crew than meets the eye. In that case, I think it would be interesting to work with you. I accept your terms.” 
 
    “Good,” he grunted. “Now change back. The others don’t need to know the details of our little meeting.” He grinned suddenly. “I don’t want to spoil the surprise of them seeing you feed on some poor sucker for the first time.” 
 
    Patsy stood, her green scales receding to be replaced with smooth skin. She grinned back at him, the small suckers inside her mouth slowly transforming back into human teeth. “Sounds like fun.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 




 
 
    4 - Tourists 
 
      
 
    “Can you believe this guy?” Nori said, her voice dripping with disgust.  
 
    The captain and her crew sat on one of the public benches on the side of the main boulevard as they waited for the Engineer to return.  
 
    Lana shook her head. “I never expected this from him. He’s so dark and brooding most of the time. I thought he was still mourning his wife and daughter. It just seems so out of character for him to … eh …” 
 
    “To have a one-night stand with a gorgeous alien babe?” Cattie said with an amused smile. 
 
    “Well … yeah!” 
 
    “I, for one, think that getting laid will do him a world of good. Help him get a load off, you know?” The woman grinned. 
 
    Nathan coughed, embarrassed by the whole situation, and pretended to study the package they were entrusted to deliver. 
 
    “But to leave us all waiting like this while …” Lana protested, her cheeks turning crimson. 
 
    “We can spare a little time if it helps the big guy blow off some steam,” the Sharpshooter replied with a mischievous chuckle. “Did you see that girl’s figure? Hot damn, I wouldn’t mind putting my hands on those perky—” 
 
    “They’re back,” Nori said dryly, coming to Lana’s rescue. 
 
    “Well, that went quicker than I’d expected,” Cattie said cheerfully. She glanced at the Expert and chuckled again. “If you turn any redder, brainiac, you’ll risk stopping traffic.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” the large Engineer asked, approaching his crewmates. “What’s wrong with Lana’s face?” 
 
    “Oh, nothing at all.” Cattie winked at him. “Just got a little reminder of the birds and the bees.” 
 
    “Can we please get going now?” Nori stood up. “We’re wasting time.” 
 
    “Sure thing, Captain.” Bulco stepped back and gestured at Patsy. “Our guide has promised to be a good girl from now on. She’ll take us anywhere we want to. Isn’t that right, Panda Bear?” 
 
    The alien woman bashfully lowered her eyes and nodded. 
 
    Cattie’s eyes widened as she looked at the Engineer. “Good god, man. What did you do to the poor girl?” 
 
    He crossed his arms. “I made her see reason.” 
 
    “I bet you did.” She grinned at him. 
 
    “Where would you like to go from here?” Patsy asked, chastened. “As Benjamin said, I’ll take you wherever you’d like.” 
 
    “Benjamin?” The Sharpshooter stared at her, then back at Bulco with newfound respect. “You have to tell me what went on up there sometime.” 
 
    “I’ll think about it,” he said shortly. “Shall we go to that bar then?” 
 
    Lana, who managed to pull herself together first, shook her head. “I think it would be best if we deliver Alzigo’s package first. The address we’re looking for is in this Ward.” She pointed at a hovering public holo console she’d accessed moments ago. 
 
    Patsy approached the screen and studied it briefly. “It’s not far.” She nodded.  
 
    Bulco bent down and easily lifted the box, tucking it back under one arm. 
 
    “Hold on,” Nori said, catching the large man’s elbow and turning him around, letting the others pass them by. “I didn’t like that trick you pulled. You had us all waiting just so you could have a little bit of fun.” 
 
    Bulco pulled his arm away from her. “I did what I had to do. You’ll thank me later.” 
 
    “That’s not how it works. I thought we had this talk before. When we’re together as a team. I call the shots. Is that clear?” 
 
    Bulco stared hard at the woman who was half his weight. “Clear. You are my captain.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “This way,” Patsy called back to them from the end of the street. 
 
    The guide led them through the clean and orderly streets. Shops with large display windows lined the sides of the road with holographic signs announcing their wares, trying to lure potential customers. 
 
    Lana shrieked suddenly. Her hands flew to her mouth, and her eyes widened in horror.  
 
    Nori instantly drew her Talon, and Bulco whirled around, ready for an attack. 
 
    A few alien passersby stopped and looked at the party of humans with obvious disdain. 
 
    Seeing no immediate threat, Nori tucked back her weapon. “Lana, what the hell?”  
 
    The Expert held up a trembling hand and pointed at a shop window, visible from a side ally. A hologram above it displayed a rotating ball that looked like lava. “I…I saw severed heads on the counter.” She gulped. “They look like humanoids.” 
 
    Patsy's eyes followed. “Oh, that’s just a Karnaf deli,” she said dismissively. “They’re a carnivorous species, and food plays an important ceremonial role in their culture. Don’t worry, they have a license to import those heads. It’s considered a delicacy, I believe.” 
 
    Lana shuddered. “It’s almost as bad as the—” 
 
    “Warped!” Cattie yelled. The Sharpshooter had her huge handgun out in a heartbeat, pointing it straight at a monstrous creature, all made of quivering flesh fused with jagged parts of metal. 
 
    “No!” Patsy cried and lunged at the woman's arm. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” Cattie yelled at her, struggling to shake off the alien woman while keeping eye contact with the mutated monster. 
 
    “Cattie, stand down,” Nori said sharply. “It’s caged.” 
 
    As she spoke, one of the creature’s grotesque limbs reached out. Instantly, an energy containment field enveloped it.  
 
    “Exactly,” Patsy said. “Keeping a Warped as a pet or as a guard is considered a status symbol among some species.” She looked straight at Bulco as she added, “Some even milk them for Tec, though providing them with nourishment can prove troublesome.” 
 
    The Engineer nodded at her. 
 
    Lana shuddered. “That sounds awful.” 
 
    One of the alien pedestrians shook his head in distaste. “Humans.” 
 
    “Have you met this species before?” the alien next to him asked. 
 
    “No, but anyone can see they’re a primitive, backward people.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    The ‘humans’ set out on a brisk pace, distancing themselves from the scene. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Now that’s what I’m talking about,” Bulco grunted in approval. They had passed by a large shop displaying various holograms of war machines. A futuristic-looking thick armor suit was displayed in the window with massive weapons sticking out of it. A small console above it displayed its details. 
 
      
 
    Zaltec Heavy Battle Armor. +5 Strength, -1 Agility, +3 Awareness. 
 
    Installed: Tactical Battle Grid, Real-time threat assessment analysis, emergency health pack 
 
    Defense: Plating (grade E), Shields (grade E) 
 
    Offense: Auto-targeting double-beam rifle (grade D), Mounted energy cannon (grade D) 
 
    Price: 250,000 
 
      
 
    “Can you imagine me in that thing?” Bulco gave a rueful sigh. “With this baby, I could clear out an entire city of Warped on my own.” 
 
    Various other suits and even armored robots lined the inside of the store. Most of the prices were equally astronomic. 
 
    Nori shook her head. “With a few hundred suits like that, we could take care of the Warped problem worldwide. Those mounted weapons are even more powerful than Unity’s cannon.” 
 
    “Higher grade,” the Engineer corrected her, almost automatically. 
 
    The Navigator blinked at him. “What’s the difference?” 
 
    “Higher grade attack is more effective in countering higher grade defenses,” he replied, still eyeing the armor. “But the damage output is based on more than just a simple grade factor. For example, Unity’s cannon will do a hell of a lot more damage to a piece of rock than that double-beam rifle thing, I can tell you that.” He stopped abruptly and frowned. “Huh, that little bit of trivia just came to me out of nowhere.” 
 
    “You’re an Engineer,” Lana pointed out. “Stuff like that is part of your Path.” 
 
    Nathan's eyes scanned the shop. His Technomancer Path allowed him to sense the various pieces of technology at an almost instinctual level. Most were beyond his ability to influence, but one of them got his attention. Furrowing his brow, he motioned with his finger. A waist-high robot that looked like a rolling cone moved inside the shop, heading toward the window. 
 
    “Hey, stop!” a voice called from inside. 
 
     A small green man ran after the wayward robot. Lana chuckled—the alien looked like a hairless, naked green hobbit.  
 
      
 
    Krinkles, Aky, level 9 
 
    Path: Merchant → Appraiser 
 
      
 
    A small light console lit up on the green man’s arm, and with a few clicks, the robot came to a stop before the watching Humans. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” the merchant said in the Queen’s English. “Some of my wares require a bit of… maintenance.” His voice carried perfectly through the reflectionless window. 
 
    “What is this little guy for?” Lana asked curiously. 
 
    Krinkles rolled his eyes. “He’s an older model perimeter security drone. He might be outdated, but the little guy’s durable, and his built-in weapons carry a real punch. Here, look for yourself.” He punched a few commands on his wrist console, and a hologram popped open above the conical drone. 
 
      
 
    Zaltec Patrol Drone 
 
    Control Matrix: Type II patrol protocol 
 
    Defense: Plating (grade D) 
 
    Offense: Auto Pulser (grade E) 
 
    Price: 20,000 
 
      
 
    “That’s one a hell of an advanced plating for a small thing like that,” Bulco noted appreciatively. 
 
    “Yes,” the merchant answered. “They were designed to protect a static perimeter from indigenous life forms. It eliminates the need for energy shields which helps keep the overall cost down.” 
 
    “How well can they operate against Warped?” Nori asked. 
 
    Krinkles scratched his head. “Depends on the type. They won’t be much help against the more advanced types that develop their own shields, but against the baser forms, they could down them by the score.” 
 
    “We can buy a dozen of these guys for the price of that battle armor,” Lana whispered, her eyes alight with the possibility. 
 
    Nori nodded. “If we can manage enough of them, we can deploy them to protect our settlements.” 
 
    Nathan shook his head. “More. They can seek out the Warped. Hunt them down.” 
 
    “I’m afraid not,” the small Aky shook his head. “Their control matrix isn’t advanced enough for something like that. A drone is more likely to fall into a ditch than chase down a Warped.” 
 
    The young man simply smiled. 
 
    “Nathan, do you think you can do something about it?” Lana asked. 
 
    The Technomancer looked at her and gave her a slight nod. 
 
    “We’ll need to come into some serious moolah to afford enough of those,” Bulco pointed out. “Or maybe just buy the blueprints. Maybe it’s something we can make on our own?” 
 
    Nori shook her head. “It all comes down to piTec. There’s so much we can buy here to improve conditions back on Earth, but none of it will be possible unless we find a good way to earn some more.” She looked back at the expectant alien. “Sorry for troubling you; we’ll be going now.” 
 
    He nodded at her. “Please, come back any time.” He paused. “If I might make a suggestion? If its blueprints you’re interested in, you should stop by the archives. You may find more in there, as well as many other types of useful information.” 
 
    “Let’s just get this package off our hands first,” Bulco said as he hefted the box. “I’m getting tired of lugging it around with me everywhere.” 
 
    Patsy nodded. “This way.” 
 
    They walked for several more minutes, passing by more and more exotic-looking shops. There were weapon stores, spare ship parts shops, robots, implants and augmentations, even a few tailoring shops. A bunch of stores offered food for the various species across the station.  
 
    Lana was fascinated. “Everything looks so normal,” she observed. “They have shops and restaurants just like we do back on Earth.” 
 
    Patsy chuckled softly. “Of course, silly. Everyone needs to eat. Well”—she smiled and winked—“almost everyone.” 
 
    “Now that doesn’t look like your normal, average store,” Bulco said, stopping to stare at one of the shops. This one was full of multi-armed, hovering drones. 
 
    “Come on, let’s get going,” Nori said to him. “We can go sight-seeing later.” 
 
    “But those are automatic repair drones,” he said, almost pleadingly. “With a bunch of those on board, we won’t have to worry about internal damage or basic maintenance. There’s even one model that can assist me in complex fixes and ... holy crap! That one will add five points to my Engineering score.” 
 
    The Navigator rolled her eyes. “And they’re all way above our current budget. Come on, we’ll come back once we can afford something in here.” 
 
    They continued walking and soon reached a five-story white-metal structure. 
 
    “It’s up there,” their guide said, pointing at the side of the building, then she ran her hand over a light console at the base of the wall. 
 
    Cattie frowned and walked closer to inspect the building. “It’s just straight plain walls, how are we supposed to go up—” She stopped talking as white stairs seamlessly unfolded out of the walls. “Oh.” 
 
    The seams of a rectangular shape appeared on the side of the wall above them, forming into a doorway that opened upward with a swoosh. A powerful-looking Exhar stepped out to stand at the top stair, looking down at them. 
 
    “Who are you?” the alien demanded, crossing his formidable arms. 
 
    Lana squinted up at him. 
 
      
 
    Cung, Exhar, Level 8 
 
    Path: Geologist → Cartographer 
 
    Highest Attribute: Intelligence 
 
    No. of implants: 9 
 
      
 
    Another small bit of information flashed by her. The Expert frowned, and accessing her interface, she brought it back up. 
 
      
 
    Female 
 
      
 
    The young woman’s eyes widened. Cung was a she?  
 
    The Exhar was over two and a half meters tall and was powerfully built. She was almost twice as wide as the Exhar brothers they had previously encountered. 
 
    “Hello, miss,” she said, emphasizing the ‘miss’ and throwing a meaningful glance at her friends. “We have a package for you.” 
 
    “A package?” the tall alien frowned, her double jaws clamping tight as she looked at the six suspiciously. 
 
    “It’s from Alzigo,” Nori explained. “From the uh … Torref faction. I believe you know him.” 
 
    She stared down at them for a few long seconds. “Well, come in then,” she said and turned into the house. 
 
    Nori exchanged a glance with the others, then she shrugged and climbed up the stairs. 
 
    The inside of Cung’s apartment looked quite different than the outside. A huge pile of metal junk filled the room. At the top of the pile was a bowl shaped-indent, like a volcano. The ceiling was extremely high, reaching several meters above their tall hostess’s head. 
 
    The Exhar stood looking as they entered. “Well, what did that no-good liar ask you to deliver?” 
 
    Bulco bent and deposited the box on the floor. “Just this.” 
 
    She frowned and approached the box, pressing a long finger to its top. The lid popped open, revealing an assortment of some more junk and scrap metal. 
 
    The tall alien’s expression mellowed for a second, then her eyes hardened. She turned back to the humans. “Are you sure it was Alzigo who asked you to deliver this?” 
 
    “Yes,” Lana answered then hesitated. “Err … why is he sending you a bunch of … err … this?” 
 
    “It’s part of his nest,” she said shortly, glancing at her own pile. “It’s an apology.”  
 
    Lana frowned. “An apology?” 
 
    Cung shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. He chose to leave me to pursue his wild dreams. No apology is going to change that, or make up for the price I had to pay for his actions.” She looked pointedly at the humans. “Thank you for the delivery. Here’s a little something for your effort.” A small console popped open over her wrist and she punched it a few times. 
 
      
 
    You have received 500 piTec 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” Nori said. “I guess we’ll be going now.” 
 
    Cung nodded. “Farewell, humans.” 
 
    “Well, that was weird,” Bulco said once they were back on the street. “What the hell was that all about?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Nori said, looking at their guide with a raised brow. 
 
    The beautiful alien woman shook her head. “I’m afraid the intricates of Exhar courtship are lost on me.” 
 
    “You know,” Lana said. “I’m starting to think that the little green man’s suggestion was a good one. We could learn a lot from those archives. Maybe even figure out what just went on over here.” 
 
    “Later,” Nori said. She looked back at Patsy. “It’s time you took us to the Underdome.” 
 
    The alien woman sighed. “You’re absolutely sure? The Asteroid bar is a rough place that caters exclusively to members of the local mining factions. They dislike strangers.” 
 
    “We’ll risk it,” Nori said. “We have business there.” 
 
    Patsy sighed. “Very well then. Follow me.” 
 
    They took another tram capsule out of the Metrodome. The asteroid’s surface flashed by them as they headed to their next destination.  
 
    “Ugh, I don’t much care for the sight of that one,” Lana said as another dome appeared ahead. The distance between them closed rapidly.  
 
    The dome’s surface was dirty and cracked, suggesting years of neglect. Several hovering drones could be seen, patching up the worst of the damage. 
 
    Their capsule shot into the gloomy bubble, and they soon found themselves standing in the open street. The area was rundown and shoddy. The pedestrians looked at each other suspiciously, and small weapons were openly displayed on their bodies. 
 
    Patsy turned to them and waved her hands in a flourish. “Welcome to the Underdome.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You’re sure this is the place?” Bulco asked, eyeing the establishment in front of them in suspicion.  
 
    The bar their guide had led them to was an open-front one-story building. A fence bordered the outer part, and a squat, tough-looking alien was sitting at the gate, glowering at them. 
 
    “This is The Asteroid,” Patsy confirmed.  
 
    “The bouncer’s a Kordlin, like the ones who shot down Unity when we first found her,” Lana whispered. ”He’s level seven, and his highest attribute is Strength.” 
 
    Nori’s face hardened. “It doesn’t matter. Let’s get inside.” 
 
    They approached the gate. The alien bouncer frowned at them. His head barely reached Lana’s chin, but his body was even thicker than Bulco’s. “Who’re you?” he asked bluntly. 
 
    “Customers,” Nori replied evenly. “We’d like to go in.” 
 
    “Don't know your faction,” he said belligerently, crossing his arms. “What the hell is the Earth Force?” 
 
    “We’re new,” Lana flashed him what she hoped was a winning smile.  
 
    “Whatever.” The short creature shrugged. “You can’t go in. Only local mining faction members are allowed.” 
 
    Bulco stepped forward and loomed over the bouncer menacingly. “Are you going to try and stop us?” 
 
    “Bulco!” Nori snapped. 
 
    The short alien stared at the Engineer, then shrugged. “By all means, come in if it's that important to you. The restriction was for your own safety.” 
 
    “We can take care of ourselves,” Bulco said, stepping inside.  
 
    Nathan and Lana exchanged worried glances but followed the rest of their group inside. 
 
    The place looked almost like an Earthen establishment. Normal-looking round tables and chairs were spread around at large intervals, and a circular bar stood in the center. A giant octopus-like alien hovered inside the bar, surrounded by a yellow bubble. The place was half-full. As they strode in, the patrons stopped their conversation to stare at the group of humans. Many of the aliens threw them suspicious looks. 
 
    Bulco led the others to a large table. As they moved to sit, the chairs shifted, matching their occupant’s size and body shape. 
 
    As the five humans looked around them, taking in the alien sights, a light flickered in the center of the table, transforming into a three-dimensional shape of an octopus-looking alien.  
 
    “Welcome to the Asteroid Bar,” the hologram spoke mechanically. “May I take your order?” 
 
    Nori glanced at the others. “I’m not sure we can eat whatever you have on your menu,” she replied. “Do you have any Auja fruit?” The artichoke-like vegetable was the only non-human food they’d encountered so far, courtesy of their alien friend, Alzigo. 
 
    “Of course,” the hologram responded. “We have an assortment of Exhar delicacies. Would you like to order something else?” 
 
    Nori hesitated. “What do you suggest?” 
 
    “One moment please.” The hologram froze. “Failure to import personal cuisine preferences. Personal wrist console not detected. Initiating biochemical scan. Done.” 
 
    The holographic octopus opened its eyes. “Your carbon-based digestive system is compatible with 72% of the items on our menu. May I suggest the Emus roast and a round of Gorath ale?” 
 
    “I guess ...” Nori said. “How much will it cost?” 
 
    “The bill for that selection is 92 piTec,” the holographic waiter replied. 
 
    Receiving a nod of approval from everyone seated, the Navigator approved the order. The hologram disappeared, leaving them on their own. 
 
    “Isn’t it weird that the food culture here is so similar to our own?” Lana asked. 
 
    Bulco shrugged. “Everyone needs to eat.” 
 
    “Benjamin is correct.” Patsy smiled. “Though the Tec’s healing properties may sustain our bodies for an extended period, the vast majority of alien species require physical food to achieve their optimum state. Well, most of the time.” 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” Nori asked. 
 
    “The higher the level, the less dependent an individual becomes on external sustenance,” their guide explained. “It’s well known that soldiers and mercenaries, whose levels are usually in the twenties, can go months without food.” 
 
    “So ...” Lana frowned. “Does food become completely redundant at some point?” 
 
    Their guide nodded. “Around level thirty. But eating can still prove beneficial, so I don’t know of anyone who willingly chooses to go without it. Besides,”—she paused as a thin waitress floated over carrying their order and lay down a large tray full of heaping mounds of smoking, aromatic meat on the table—“why would anyone forgo partaking in one of life’s physical pleasures?” She winked at Nathan, who bashfully lowered his gaze. 
 
    They started eating, hesitantly at first. The rich aromatic meat was tender and juicy and coated with generous portions of some sort of gravy that was both buttery and sweet. 
 
    A few moments later, the waitress returned and put a frothing mug in front of everyone. Bulco took a full chug of the beverage, and his eyes instantly widened in horror. He started coughing, spitting the drink as he did so. “Don’t try this stuff,” he said chokingly. “It’s like sparkling battery acid.” 
 
    “It’s an acquired taste,” their guide said with a small smile, slowly sipping from her own mug.  
 
    The commotion the Engineer caused drew a few unfriendly gazes toward them. A muscular, gray-skinned alien snorted in derision in their direction. 
 
    They continued eating in silence, watching the other patrons around them. Once they had their fill, Nori placed the required amount of piTec inside a port that opened at the center of the table. “Anyone overheard anything interesting?” she asked quietly. 
 
    Lana shook her head. “Honestly, I don’t know how Alzigo managed to overhear anyone around here. They all keep to themselves.” 
 
    Bulco stood up. “Time for the direct approach.” 
 
    “What are you doing?” Nori whispered at him. 
 
    “Relax, just looking for some direct answers. Follow me.”  
 
    Everyone rose and hesitantly followed the large Engineer toward the center bar. The octopus-looking alien bartender was sitting on a hovering platform, its many arms holding glasses and unknown tools. A yellow vaporous gas filled the bubble surrounding his body. “Eggregg, gruggba, grrror?” he said in a wet, gurgling voice. 
 
    Bulco stared at the alien. “Eh?” 
 
    A light flashed over one of the creature’s tentacles. When it spoke again, his voice was different but comprehensible. “Would you like a drink?” 
 
    “We’d like to ask you some questions,” the Engineer said. He wasn’t trying to be quiet about it, and several of the patrons turned their heads toward the human group. 
 
    “No time for questions. Busy,” the flying octopus said, handing out a tray full of smoking cups to another thin waitress. 
 
    The large man’s face clouded. He leaned forward aggressively. “Listen here, buddy, our planet was attacked, we’re looking for a couple of Inthidlon pilots that—” A metallic rod pressed against his back, causing him to stop mid-sentence. They whirled back to stare at a group of three aliens and what looked like a two-meter-tall robot standing behind them. 
 
    “Hey, buddy,” the gray-skinned alien at the front said. It was the same one that snorted at them before. He was humanoid with a muscular frame and a horn protruding from his forehead. “You come into our bar like you own the place, and now you demand answers? You god-damn newbies don’t belong here. Get the fuck out, or we’ll make you leave.” 
 
    In an almost clinical detachment, Lana couldn’t help marveling at the Tec’s capabilities of translating human jargon. 
 
    Bulco frowned at the threatening figures. “Says who?” 
 
    “Says me.” The alien pointed at his chest, then gestured at his buddies. 
 
      
 
    Craygog, Karnaf, Level 5, Faction: Alpha Miners 
 
    Path: Machinator 
 
    Highest Attribute: Agility 
 
    No. of implants: 12 
 
      
 
    “No fighting in the bar!” the octopus bartender said, lifting up several glowing clubs in his many arms. “Take it outside.” 
 
    Lana timidly glanced at the three menacing aliens. She recognized their species name: Karnaf. It was the one that the head deli catered to. They were level five, and the robot towering behind them was a level seven excavator drone, with heavy drillers for arms. 
 
    “There’s no need for that.” Nori stepped in. “We’re leaving.” 
 
    Craygog grinned at her evilly. “We’ll help you out—make sure you don’t lose your way again.” 
 
    “There’s really no need.” Patsy smiled at them winningly. “I’ll make sure they won’t bother you again.” 
 
    “Oh, but I insist.” The three aliens and the drone followed the humans outside, then they moved ahead in front of them, blocking their way. 
 
    The Navigator narrowed her eyes. “We’re not looking for trouble.” Her hand moved to the Talon at her side and patted at it suggestively. Cattie did the same with her own oversized handgun. 
 
    “Too bad.” The horned alien didn’t seem impressed by their weapons. “This place is for local mining faction members only. We were willing to tolerate you sitting and eating quietly, but you overstepped. We can’t have that. We’ll make sure you remember not to make the same mistake again. And take your hand off that gun, or my buddy here will show you what a real weapon looks like.” He pointed his thumb at the tall drone, whose head opened up revealing a short cannon whose mouth was wider than the woman’s fist. 
 
    “Idiots,” Bulco growled. “You’re only level five, we’re level seven.” He held up his arm wearing the Puncher. “Bring it on.” 
 
    The three aliens took out weird-looking batons and the robot’s drilling head arms retracted, replaced by vicious-looking clamps. Craygog smiled at the large man evilly. “Levels aren’t everything.” His two buddies spread out, flanking the humans. 
 
    “Lana, Nathan, stand back,” Nori said as she crouched, assuming a fighting stance, her hands held protectively in front of her face. “We’ll take care of this.”  
 
    Cattie flipped over her heavy pistol and held it by the barrel. 
 
    “You asked for this,” Bulco said and his fist came flying out of nowhere, aimed directly at the Karnaf’s head. The gray alien moved so quickly he was nearly a blur. With a fluid motion, he brought up his baton and parried the Puncher. The weapons slammed together, there was a discharge of electricity, and Bulco was blown backwards to the floor. 
 
    The two other Karnafs charged the two women. Cattie tried to intercept the baton that was aimed at her but missed. The weapon impacted against her ribs and discharged, sending the woman tumbling down in a discharge of electricity. Nori fared a little better. With the alien armor she wore empowering her body, the seasoned Capoeira fighter managed to evade the electrified club. She ducked low and her left leg came up swinging, hitting the creature’s thick head with the butt of her heel. The alien was forced back a few steps, blinking and shaking his head. The bulky drone behind snapped his clamps with an ominous sound but didn’t join the fray. 
 
    Bulco rose with a grunt, one hand clutching at his side. “Lucky shot”. He charged back at the alien who felled him, this time, sending short, precise jabs toward his center mass. Craygog let out a short laugh as he easily dove between the strikes, evading them all. His baton came down against the Engineer’s head with another electrifying discharge, and this time the human stayed down, momentarily stunned and groaning. 
 
    The one fighting Cattie took his time, kicking at the prone woman, and occasionally tapping her with his baton whenever she tried to rise. Nori was still holding her own. She was faster than her opponent, but he was stronger, and the hits she landed didn’t seem to bother him too much. 
 
    They were losing. 
 
    The one kicking Cattie stopped and looked at his friend who was battling Nori. With a snort, he took out a weird, thick-barreled gun from his belt and aimed at the Navigator’s back. 
 
    “No!” Somehow, even sprawled on the floor, Bulco caught sight of the movement and managed to launch himself upward, putting himself between the shooter and his target. 
 
    The alien fired and a thick metal bolt with a rotating arrowhead came flying out. The bolt pierced the Engineer’s unarmored body, penetrating his shoulder and sending him spinning backward.  
 
    Nori gaped at the downed Engineer, instantly realizing what he had done. The distraction had cost her, though. The young captain had just barely managed to evade the next baton swing but caught a heavy, fist to her face. An audible crunching sounded as her nose broke, spraying blood all around her. 
 
    Lana and Nathan stood aside, terrified, as their friends were slowly being pounded down.  
 
    “We’ve got to do something!” Lana screamed as Cattie took another vicious kick to her side. Bulco kept trying to rise, despite his wound, but Craygog would have none of that. The burly Karnaf pressed the baton to the prone Engineer’s back, continually electrocuting him and keeping him down. Dazed from the hit she took, Nori fumbled a dodge and got hit by the baton. She came down hard, landing on her back. 
 
    The Expert watched, horrified, as the three aliens chuckled to themselves, finally taking a breather from beating her friends. 
 
    “That got the blood pumping,” Craygog said with an evil laugh. “Ought to teach them a lesson. Come on, let’s help lighten their load. That weapon and fancy white armor look like they might be worth a few piTec.” 
 
    He bent down over Nori who was groaning on the floor. 
 
    A thick metal vice closed around his hand, holding him in place. 
 
    The Karnaf looked up in disbelief at his heavy drone. “You lousy piece of salvage, what the hell do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    In response, the drone’s other vice closed around his neck and lifted him off his feet. The alien struggled to free himself, but the large robot was stronger. With a fling of his arms, the alien was thrown, crashing against a nearby wall. Then the drone’s clamps retracted, replaced again by revolving drills which he aimed threateningly at the other two aliens. 
 
    The two looked at each other, raised their batons, and charged. 
 
    Electricity discharged, a whining metallic noise followed, and then there was a scream, followed by a fountain of blood. The two bullies dropped down. One had his stomach ripped open, and the other had lost an arm. 
 
    Lana gaped at the drone, then, with realization, she looked at her friend. 
 
    Nathan’s forehead was furrowed in concentration. 
 
    “Ugh, that hurt,” Bulco grunted as he sat up, clutching at his bleeding shoulder with one hand and holding his ribs with the other. “That bastard hits like a wrecking ball.” He moved toward the wounded aliens and tapped them each with their batons. The two fainted and stopped struggling. “That’s better.” 
 
    Nori slowly got up and looked at the large man in wonder. “You took a shot for me.” 
 
    “‘Course I did,” he said, wincing as he touched the bolt protruding from his shoulder. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Like I said before, you’re my captain.” 
 
    Nori looked at him for a long moment, then nodded. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it.” 
 
    She winced and tenderly touched her bleeding nose. “I think it’s broken.” 
 
    “Just give it a couple of minutes.” Bulco grinned at her, then with a grimace, he yanked the bolt out of his shoulder. “I promise you it’s not as bad as being stepped on by a giant robot.” 
 
    Lana went over to Cattie’s side. The Sharpshooter got the worst of the fight. Her face was bruised, and she groaned as Lana gently touched her side. “I think I’ve broken a few things,” she said. 
 
    “You’ll be alright in a few moments,” Lana said soothingly. “Just rest up and let the Tec do their thing.” 
 
    “Easy for you to say,” Cattie groaned, closing her eyes in pain. “You weren’t turned into a punching bag by a god-damn horned alien.” 
 
    “What the hell happened?” Bulco asked, looking at the downed aliens. Despite their injuries, it didn’t look like they were going to die. Already, their bleeding had stopped. 
 
    “Nathan,” Lana replied, throwing a quick glance at the young man who was still concentrating on the hulking drone. 
 
    Bulco shook his head. “Damn, that kid is something else. Well, looks like we’ve won ourselves a brand new excavating drone. It will go well with our current theme.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t advise it,” Patsy stepped out from behind a low wall she had been hiding behind during the skirmish. “That drone is their faction’s property. Taking it would be considered stealing directly from them.” 
 
    “But those bullies were just about to steal all our stuff,” Lana objected. 
 
    Their guide shook her head. “I told you the Underdome was a rough place. They have rules of their own here. Looting from someone you overpowered in a fair fight is one of them.” 
 
    “That didn’t look all that fair to me,” Cattie groaned, massaging her ribs. Her face already looked better than before. 
 
    “Fuck that,” Bulco said. “We won. They had no problem using that drone against us, I say we take it. It ought to be worth a lot, right? We need funds, Nori, you said so yourself.” 
 
    Nori shook her head slowly. “Patsy’s right. We got way in over our heads and barely won the fight. Let’s not get ourselves in more trouble.” 
 
    “At least we can still loot the assholes,” Cattie grunted, glaring at the unconscious Karnaf that had beaten her. 
 
    “I’ll do it,” Lana said, her heart racing at the words. “You three sit and recover.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” Cattie said, and with a sigh, she slumped down on the floor, closing her eyes. Nori did the same. 
 
    Lana gingerly approached the first prone alien and looked down at it. She wasn’t thrilled about ramming through his pockets, but then an idea struck. She pulled out the scanner Nori had given her, the one she had taken from the Inthidlon Scout who tried to kill her and Bulco. She activated the scanner, and her Sensor Enhancement implant kicked in, seamlessly integrating with the new device, highlighting the various items the alien had on it.  
 
      
 
    Stunner Baton, Grade E1 
 
      
 
    Energy Pistol, Grade F3 
 
      
 
    Refined Nadirium pack, 0.5Kg 
 
      
 
    He wasn’t wearing any armor that she could see. 
 
    Lana took the electrified Baton, adding it to the ones Bulco had taken. She paused as she thought about the Nadirium pack. It was starting to feel like she was robbing the guy. Then her expression steeled as she remembered how the alien was planning on doing it to them minutes ago. She quickly looted everything, then moved on to the other aliens, repeating the process. 
 
    She was just finishing looting Craygog when her implant highlighted one final item. The alien’s gray wrist. She gingerly pressed her fingers to it, and a small yellow console lit up, hovering above it. 
 
      
 
    Personal console [unlocked]. Gene coded. Access denied (analyzing…) 
 
      
 
    Lana scrunched her nose. It seemed like every alien they met had one of those. For some reason, the other two aliens she’d looted didn’t have their wrist console highlighted. She assumed theirs were locked. She was about to get up and return to her friends when her view flickered and the ‘analyzing’ text was replaced with a new word. 
 
      
 
    Hack? 
 
      
 
    That took her back. She shook her head and was turning away from the downed creature, when an image of him standing over Bulco—laughing as he and his friends kicked her downed friends—flashed in her mind.  
 
    Her jaw clenched, and she approved the prompt. 
 
    For the second time in her life, a series of shapes flashed across her mind’s eye. This time, she recognized them for what they were: a sequence of symbols that had to be properly organized for the hack to succeed. Unlike her last attempt, where she needed Nathan’s help to hack a giant excavator drone, she felt that she could do this one on her own. Lana furrowed her brow as the symbols and images started to align, creating smooth patterns of intersecting circuits.  
 
    It only took a few seconds, then the young Expert was rewarded by a new message. 
 
      
 
    Hack successful. Score results: 14 (required: 8) 
 
      
 
    Access granted.  
 
      
 
    The console flickered as data streamed out. The Expert pored over it, working rapidly for several moments. Then it was finished. She got up and went back to her friends, carrying their winnings. “That’s everything the aliens had on them,” she said. 
 
    “That’s good,” Bulco said, emerging from a side alley. Somehow, he had left the area without Lana noticing. “What were you doing to that alien? It looked like you messed around with his wrist for an awfully long time.”  
 
    “I … well …” Lana shifted uncomfortably. “He wasn’t carrying a lot of stuff, so I sort of hacked his wrist console to see what’s there.” 
 
    Nori's eyes flew open. The short reprieve seemed to do her a world of good, and she looked as alert as always. She turned her head toward Lana. “And? Found anything interesting?” 
 
    “There wasn’t a lot of stuff there. It looked like that thug only used its e-wallet functionality. So I sort of … transferred all his funds into our account,” she finished lamely. 
 
    Patsy gasped. “You did what?” 
 
    Bulco chuckled. “Good girl. That ought to teach him a lesson." 
 
    “You just painted a target on your backs,” their guide hissed. “Craygog and his friends won’t let it rest. They will come looking for you.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Nori said. “Transfer the money back.” 
 
    “I ... can’t,” Lana said. “We need one of those wrist consoles to initiate a transfer. I mean, I guess we can carry that guy over to one of the public terminals and do it from there …” 
 
    “You mean that guy?” Cattie pointed. 
 
    Lana looked back just in time to see the gray alien running, disappearing behind an alley. His other two comrades were nowhere in sight. “Oh, shoot.”  
 
    “Don’t worry about it, girl,” Bulco said. “Serves him right. How much did you take him for?” 
 
    “Err … twelve thousand piTec?” 
 
    Patsy paled. “That is a sizeable amount. They will definitely be looking for you. We should leave before they bring in reinforcements. Leave the drone here.” 
 
    “Nathan?” Nori asked. 
 
    The young Technomancer nodded. He flicked his wrist, and the drone powered down, its two arms lowering to the ground. 
 
    They turned away from the blood-splattered floor. Cattie was limping, but Nori helped her along while Bulco led the way, Patsy at his side. “Where to now?” she asked. 
 
    “We need two things,” Nori said. “Money and information.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Lana said. “There’s too much going on here we’re not aware of. We should go to the archive like that little green man suggested. Maybe we can research ways to make a lot of piTec quickly. I mean we have a unique ship. There must be ways to take advantage of that, right?” 
 
    “That’s the first reasonable request you’ve made since I met you,” Patsy said approvingly. “It's a good idea to stay away from the Underdome for a while. The archives are back at the Metrodome, follow me.” 
 
    “You changed your tune,” Nori noted, watching their guide. “What went on between you and Bulco back at the hotel?” 
 
    Patsy threw the large Engineer a glance. “We came to an agreement. I’m holding on to my end, though he failed to keep his.” 
 
    “Did I now?” Bulco eyes shone mischievously. “You might want to look over there,” he said, coming to a stop at the mouth of a narrow alley. He moved aside a few discarded boxes, revealing the unconscious body of one of their assailants. His chest was rising and dropping slowly, indicating he was still alive. 
 
    “You stashed one of them?” Cattie raised an eyebrow. “Why?” 
 
    “Payment,” Bulco said, gesturing toward Patsy.  
 
    Their guide’s sour expression instantly changed into one of eagerness. She bent down over the prone alien, then looked back up at the Engineer. 
 
    Bulco nodded. “He’s all yours, Panda Bear.” 
 
    Patsy grinned. Lana gasped as the alien woman’s grin broadened more and more, becoming unnaturally large. Her lower lip split in half, revealing dozens of small suckers. The woman’s skin changed as well. Her smooth tan morphed into reptilian green-gray skin embedded with small scales. She lurched forward, her elongated mouth clasping around the downed Karnaf’s shoulder.  
 
    Then she started to suck. 
 
    Small motes of light flowed from her victim’s body, climbing up his shoulder and moving into the woman’s mouth. 
 
    Bulco looked at his companions and chuckled softly at their horrified expressions. “Surprise!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After finishing her gruesome meal, their guide once again showed them through the station’s streets. The alien she had ‘fed’ on was still alive, though his level dropped to 3. 
 
    Lana shuddered as she followed the woman—who one again had assumed her more human shape. “She looked nothing like the sample of Sedumorphs in our database.” 
 
    Bulco shrugged. “They’re shapeshifters. What did you expect?” 
 
    “I gather this development has to do with the time you spent in that hotel?” Nori asked. 
 
    “Yep,” Bulco answered. “I suspected she had an ulterior motive, and I wanted to confront her about it in private. Leading her to believe I’d fallen for her seduction attempt seemed to be the best way to achieve that. Turns out the poor girl was just hungry.” 
 
    “But sucking the piTec out of someone’s body like that …” Lana shuddered. 
 
    The Engineer shrugged. “Didn’t y’all say how we should learn to accept the weird shit aliens do?” 
 
    “Err … no.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Well, we do. Patsy’s species normally only draws from willing participants. Compared to those horned, head-eating assholes, that’s practically genial.” 
 
    “Craygog was hardly a willing participant,” Nori pointed out.  
 
    Bulco’s face clouded. “They were out to get us. The vamp girl could’ve drained him dry for all I care. They got out with their lives, and that’s more than they deserve, I’ll tell you that.” 
 
    “Alright,” Nori said. “Just next time …” She paused, not sure how to proceed. 
 
    “Check with you first before cutting a deal with an alien vampire chick?” Bulco suggested. 
 
    Nori shook her head and sighed. “Never mind.” 
 
    Bulco grinned at her. “Aye aye, Captain.” 
 
    Lana cleared her throat. “So what are we going to do with the stuff we took from those guys?” 
 
    “We’ll carry those batons with us,” Nori said, handing one to Bulco and Cattie and leaving one for herself. “You can take the pistol, Lana. It’s better than your Zapper.” 
 
    “Alright,” Lana said, accepting the weapon. 
 
    “We should really arrange for an armory on Unity for all the other stuff,” Nori added. 
 
    “What about the Nadirium?” Lana asked. “Tre’gak mentioned raw Nadirium sells for a hundred piTec per kilo, but how much is a kilo of pure Nadirium worth?” 
 
    “The station’s standard buying price is 5,000 per kilo,” Patsy answered promptly. “It’s pretty common knowledge. The relative abundance of Nadirium in the nearby asteroid field is what Hammerhead is best known for.” 
 
    Bulco let out a low whistle. “So that little skirmish just made us 14,500 piTec richer. Not bad for a couple of minutes of hard beating.” 
 
    “Speak for yourself,” Cattie said, flexing her jaw. “My face still feels like I ran headfirst into a grinding wheel.” 
 
    “We should return the 12,000 as soon as possible,” Nori said. “I, for one, don’t want to be forced to keep looking behind my shoulder for more angry Karnafs.” 
 
    “Sorry, Captain, but I disagree,” Bulco said with uncharacteristic seriousness. “We’re barely scraping by. We need over seventy thousand just to fix the drive engine, and that’s still a fraction of what we need to upgrade the ship into something more durable. This money can go a long way toward putting us on the right track. I say we use it. Make the ship tougher. Hell, make ourselves tougher. I still don’t understand how they were able to beat us so easily. We’re higher level than they were.” 
 
    Their guide shook her head. “The mining factions here are a lot like small mercenary bands. It’s rough out there on the asteroid field. There are no laws. You have to be ready to protect what you mine from others. The factions’ members are made up mostly of the toughest alien species and they all have combat implants and augmentations that make them stronger. Just be glad it didn’t escalate into using firearms. They would have killed you instead of just beating you up.” 
 
    “Then we need some of those combat augments as well,” Bulco argued. “The 12,000 piTec can get us a long way. And being able to defend ourselves properly should be at the top of the list. Not much point to anything else we do if we aren’t able to keep what we gain.” 
 
    “The archives are a good place for you then,” their guide said. “You’ll be able to compile a list of everything you might want to purchase—not to mention get up to speed on galactic common knowledge.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” Nori said. 
 
    Lana had to fight down a yawn. “Maybe a little rest first? It might be midday here, but my internal clock is screaming that I’ve been up all night.” 
 
    Nori shook her head. “Let’s first learn what we can from the archives. We can get back to Unity after that and let things cool off for a while.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Cattie said. “Let’s finish our trip before getting back to the ship.” 
 
    They soon made it to the tram station and took a shuttle back to the Metrodome. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A rotund alien operated several complex-looking consoles. His hands flew over diagrams and analysis reports, burrowing deeper and deeper into the raw data. At last, he shook his head and looked away from the screens. 
 
    “I’m sorry, sir, but the data is inconclusive.” 
 
    “This is unacceptable!” an Inthidlon in a gray power armor snapped at him. “I will not lose the bounty. Is it or is it not the missing freighter?” 
 
    “Look for yourself,” the first alien pointed at an energy scan. “The signature is consistent with a Gretqa-C9 freighter, but the specific pattern doesn’t match anything in our database. On top of that, I detected some weird transmissions from inside the ship.” 
 
    “A broadcast?” 
 
    “I don’t think so, sir. It’s highly localized and the wavelength is extremely narrow. It’s almost like the ship is talking with itself.” 
 
    “Preposterous.” 
 
    “I agree, sir, but one thing is clear.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “Whether or not this is the missing freighter, there’s something very unusual about this ship.” 
 
    “I concur. Keep scanning, and let me know of any new developments. I know someone who might be especially interested in our findings.” 
 
    “Are you referring to Mr. —” 
 
    “No name. And put a tracker on that ship. I want to know where it is at all times.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the technician answered. He paused as his superior left the room, then he manipulated one of the consoles, displaying the external view of the ship. 
 
    “I wonder what that means,” he said to himself as he took in the strange words painted on the hull. 
 
      
 
    Unity 
 
    Earth Force 
 
      
 
   
  
 




 
 
    5 - Archives 
 
      
 
    “Welcome to the archives!” Patsy announced as the building’s doors silently slid open. 
 
    The chamber was about the size of a tennis court and completely bare. Surprisingly, there was no one else inside. 
 
    “That’s it?” Cattie frowned as she looked at the naked walls. “Where are all the books?” 
 
    “Books?” their guide echoed. “You mean physical text medium? The archive’s headquarters is rumored to store ancient texts, but no one uses those anymore. Digital information is much more reliable. You are simply assigned a personal archive terminal, and you can access all the information you’d like.” 
 
    “Then why not simply use any standard console for that?” Lana asked. 
 
    Patsy sighed. “The archives are a galactic-wide establishment. Data is recorded and is available in real-time in all its branches. And that takes specialized consoles.” 
 
    “I see,” Lana said. “Alright, Captain, what should we look for?” 
 
    “You’re the best at accessing information, Lana,” Nori replied. “Try to see if you can find anything about the people who Infused Earth or why they would do that. Other than that, try to research an innovative way to earn piTec quickly.” 
 
    “Sure thing.” 
 
    “Bulco.” The Navigator turned to the man at her side. “You should research technologies that would help Earth best. Preferably something cheap that we can buy in bulk.” 
 
    Bulco nodded. “Aye aye, Captain.” 
 
    “Nathan.” Nori stared at the young man for a moment, then shook her head. “You do what you think is best. I trust your judgment.” 
 
    The Technomancer nodded at her. 
 
    “And me?” Cattie asked. 
 
    “Look into the Warped. See if you can find more information about them. Anything that would help us understand and kill them better.” 
 
    “On it,” the Sharpshooter answered merrily. “And what are you looking for?” 
 
    “I want to learn more about the Tec. Specifically, how it grants Paths, what sort of abilities are out there—anything that will help up maximize our leveling potential.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” Cattie agreed. “So, how do we do this?” 
 
    “Simply step into the room and spread out,” their guide instructed them with a faint smile. “I will be waiting for you here.” 
 
    They walked into the large chamber. Lana stepped aside from the others and into a large circle groove on the floor. Instantly, dozens of holographic screens popped up into existence around her, completely surrounding her with their colorful display. 
 
    Taking their cue from the Expert, the others all found a similar circle for themselves and were all quickly surrounded by similar screens. 
 
    A message appeared on each of their views. 
 
      
 
    Archives Access: 
 
    Overview: free 
 
    Standard: 110 PiTec 
 
    Unrestricted: 10,000 piTec 
 
      
 
    “I’m authorizing the standard access for everyone,” Nori called out. 
 
    “What the hell is in the unrestricted one that it costs a hundred times more?” Bulco asked with annoyance. 
 
    “No idea,” the Navigator admitted. “If you find that you need it … well, let’s hope the standard one is enough for everything.” She approved the payment for her crew, reducing their account by 550 piTec, and a single console materialized in front of each one of them: 
 
      
 
    Please input search criteria 
 
      
 
    “Alright, guys, get to work,” Nori said and started working on her console. 
 
    The others quickly followed suit. Bulco removed almost all the holo-screens, keeping just two giant ones that soon started displaying schematics of various systems. 
 
    Lana’s platform was soon overflowing with dozens of smaller screens, displaying information about the station, resource rarity, galactic standard rates, and prices from half a dozen different species. 
 
    Cattie slowly typed on her console, and soon several pictures of different Warped hovered in front of her. 
 
    Nathan opted for a different approach. The holographic screens morphed, transforming into brilliant colorful streams of energy that spiraled and flowed directly into his head. He stood there, his eyes closed as he let the information wash over him, absorbing it directly. 
 
    Patsy looked at the engaged humans with an amused smile. Humans. They were so ecstatic and sure of themselves, despite having no knowledge of what was transpiring around them, she couldn’t help but let out a soft chuckle.  
 
    The administrator was right. This was going to be fun. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lana rubbed her tired eyes which then flew wide open. With a single command, she closed all her open consoles and displays and turned to look at the others. 
 
    “Guys!” she called out excitedly. “I got it.” 
 
    The others raised their eyes from their own terminals and looked at the excited Expert.  
 
    “You tracked down who’s behind the Calamity?” Nori asked. 
 
    Lana shook her head. “Err … no, there was actually nothing I could find on that, but I did really well on that other topic”.  
 
    “You’re going to make us rich, brainiac?” Cattie smiled impishly. 
 
    Lana shook her head. “Not here. Trust me, there’s not a lot of time, but if everything works like I think it will, we can earn a lot of piTec.” 
 
    “Hell, count me in,” Bulco grumbled, pushing away from his station. “I got my head so full of alien tech it’s about to explode.” 
 
    “We need to make a short stop before we go back to Unity,” Lana said. “Follow me.” 
 
    She confidently led the others out of the archives, waving to the surprised Patsy to join them. The Expert led them a short distance away, to a shop they’d encountered earlier—the one that specialized in implants. The young woman pointed at a shelf that held several thin bracelets. The shelf unfolded on its own at her gesture, exposing even more. “That’s what we need,” she said confidently. 
 
    Nori studied the small holo display above the item. 
 
      
 
    Zaltec wrist console implant. Price: 250 piTec 
 
    Functions: personal galactic account access, network access  
 
    Limitation: requires a connection to galactic network 
 
      
 
    “What the hell do you need this for?” Bulco frowned. 
 
    Lana winked at him. “All part of my masterful master plan.” 
 
    Nori nodded. “She’s right. We need these things. Everyone else uses them all the time. We can afford to buy one for each of us.” 
 
    “Not the master one,” the Engineer grunted and pointed at a slightly thicker bracelet. 
 
      
 
    Zaltec master wrist console implant. Price: 40,000 piTec 
 
    Functions: galactic network access. 
 
      
 
    Cattie let out a soft whistle. “Yeah, that baby is way above our pay grade.” 
 
    “For now.” Lana gave her a mysterious grin.  
 
    “Hold on,” Nori said. She took five of the simpler implants and a light console popped open. Nori touched the console, confirming the transaction. “Just 13,750 piTec left,” she said as she handed a bracelet to each crew member. 
 
    Lana instantly clapped the item around her wrist. It started moving, liquifying as it seeped into her skin. The bracelet disappeared completely, leaving behind barely visible geometric lines just below the skin. 
 
    “Huh, looks like a wacko tattoo,” Bulco said as he inspected his own arm. 
 
    Lana waved her other hand over her wrist, and a small light console appeared before her. She grinned in satisfaction and quickly typed in a few commands. “All done.” 
 
    “What was that about?” Cattie asked. 
 
    “You’ll see,” the Expert answered mysteriously. “Let’s get back to Unity.” 
 
    “We might want to consider buying a few of those as well,” Bulco said, pointing at another shelf. Several T-shaped implants were displayed on top of it. The shelf unfolded and split into several other shelves as they approached, displaying more similar implants. The ones on top were hidden behind a translucent energy field. 
 
      
 
    Personal Storage Space implant - Grade F. Cost: 1000 piTec 
 
    Capacity: 100 grams per level. 
 
      
 
    Personal Storage Space implant - Grade E. Cost: 20,000 piTec. Required level: 10. 
 
    Capacity: 1 Kg per level. 
 
      
 
    Personal Storage Space implant - Grade D. Cost: 80,000 piTec. Required level: 20. 
 
    Capacity: 10 Kg per level. 
 
      
 
    “The prices here are insane,” Cattie said. “Who the hell can afford anything above the F-rank?” 
 
    “I’m betting that freakish administrator can,” Bulco said darkly. “And I’m betting he has something even better.” 
 
    “This device has incredible potential,” Nori said. “If this weight progression is consistent, a grade C implant would allow you to store a hundred kilos per level. At level ten that means a metric ton. Think of what you can put in there: weapons, bombs, armor. Heck, you could even stash a motorcycle for a quick getaway.” 
 
    “So how about it, Captain?” Bulco arched an eyebrow at her. “Even the F-rank would be a good tool for us. We could stash our pistols at least, that way we’ll never be caught unarmed.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Nori said slowly, “But it’ll set us back 5,000 piTec, and, well …” 
 
    “It’ll cut into the money Lana robbed from the miner,” Cattie finished. 
 
    The captain nodded silently. 
 
    Bulco shook his head. “You’re only hindering our progress by keeping away funds that could help us grow. It’s time to make a decision, Captain. Do we go all in, or are we tip-toeing ahead, afraid of our own shadow?” 
 
    “I’d say we’re already looking over our shoulders,” the Sharpshooter said. “I’m with Bulco.” 
 
    Nori looked at Lana.  
 
    The Expert shifted uncomfortably. “I…I guess we wouldn’t be having this discussion if I hadn’t done what I did.” She inhaled deeply. “But I did it. I say we go along with it.” 
 
    “Nathan?” Nori asked. 
 
    The young man frowned, then shrugged. “You decide.” 
 
    “Alright,” Nori said, looking back at the expectant stares. “We’ll make the purchase. But”—she stressed—“once we get more money, we’ll pay it back. Are we clear on that?” 
 
    Everyone nodded. 
 
    “Crystal clear, Captain.” Bulco grinned at her. 
 
    “Here we go.” Nori selected five implants and approved the follow-up prompt. “Now we have 8,750 piTec remaining,” she said and looked at Lana. “I hope your plan is a good one.” 
 
    “It is,” she said. “Trust me. I’m the Expert. Let’s get back to Unity, and I’ll run you through it.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They disembarked the tram, finding themselves back in the administrator’s tower, and headed toward the massive gate.  
 
    Their guide stopped in front of the entrance. “This is as far as I go,” she said. “The administrator instructed me to escort you once, so I will leave you for now. However”—she waved over her wrist and a small notification message popped up on each of the humans’ views—“I’ve sent you my contact card. You may reach me if you have any further questions or …” she winked at Bulco. “Should you find yourself in a position to reward my services again…” 
 
    “Alright already with the sexual innuendo,” Cattie said. “We get it. You think our guy here’s a stud. No need to rub it in.” 
 
    Patsy raised a perfectly shaped eyebrow at that, but then she nodded and disappeared into the buildings. 
 
    Nori looked at Cattie. “You remember what she’s really like, right?” 
 
    “Yeah …” Cattie said with a sigh. “Too bad. Her other form was easy on the eye.”  
 
    “Let’s get back to the ship,” Lana said. “There’s a lot we have to discuss.” 
 
    They entered the transparent elevator and selected docking bay three. 
 
    Unity’s floating orb was waiting for them beyond the blue scanning field. It hovered over, pausing in front of Nathan’s smiling face. It pulsed as Unity’s voice sounded. “Welcome back, crew. It has been eight hours and twelve minutes since your departure.” 
 
    “Hey, Unity,” Lana said cheerfully. “We have a lot to talk about, let’s convene at the … hmm … living quarters, I guess.” 
 
    “Psst. We should add a conference room to the building queue,” Cattie said with a mock whisper to Nori. “Right after that armory of yours.” 
 
    The Navigator rolled her eyes. 
 
    They entered the freighter and walked through the cargo bay. 
 
    “Hmm, it seems smaller somehow,” the Engineer remarked as he took in the chamber. The four alien shipping containers were still in place, and the Hummer was tucked in between them, though now there was barely enough room for them to squeeze through. 
 
    “The Integral Storage Capacitors upgrade has completed in your absence,” Unity pulsed. “Cargo hold storage capacity has reduced by 12.5 percent, while general resource storage capacity has increased by fifty percent.” 
 
    “Nice tradeoff,” Bulco said approvingly. “How does that translate into actual numbers?” 
 
    “Available cargo hold storage space of 2,400 cubic meters has been reduced to 2,100,” Unity answered promptly. “However, internal storage of resources has increased by 200 tons.” 
 
    “So we can mine 200 tons of alloys without needing to worry about where to put them?” 
 
    “Does stating the obvious constitute a legitimate question?” Unity pulsed. 
 
    “Never mind.” Bulco sulked off. 
 
    Unity’s color gradually shifted to clear blue. “There is another update. The sensor upgrade you have purchased from the station has been completed. I am now fully capable of providing an analysis report on the presence of other ships and celestial bodies in the system.” 
 
    “That’s a great asset,” Lana said. “Come on.” 
 
    She led the others to the living quarters and everyone took a seat. 
 
    “Alright, Lana,” Nori turned to her. “Spill.” 
 
    “Okay.” The younger woman beamed at her. “There are several phases to my plan, but it can all be summed up with a single word: Nadirium.” 
 
    Nori arched an eyebrow. “You mean that super rare element that Hammerhead is famous for?” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “Girl.” Bulco stared hard at her. “Please don’t tell me your grand plan boils down to us mining and selling the stuff while taking advantage of our temporary tax waiver benefit?” 
 
    “No.” Lana looked insulted. “I went a little further than that.” 
 
    “Good.” The Engineer eased back into a chair he summoned from the floor. “Lay it on us, then.” 
 
    “Okay,” the Expert started. “It goes like this. We go out on Unity into the asteroid fields and mine as much Nadirium as we can. Then we come back to the station and—” 
 
    “Sounds an awful lot like the plan I just laid out,” Bulco grunted. 
 
    Lana rolled her eyes at him. “Just be quiet and listen. Raw Nadirium sells for a hundred piTec per kilo. So assuming we can mine ten kilos of the stuff—and that’s a lot, mind you— we can sell it for a thousand piTec.” She stopped and looked at the unenthusiastic faces around her. She smiled. “Or, we can pay a thousand piTec to have the stuff purified into one kilogram of refined Nadirium.” 
 
    Bulco frowned. “Why do we have to pay for it? Unity’s excavator can process and refine raw minerals.” 
 
    The Expert shook her head. “Unity can only process simple minerals and produce common alloys, but you need specialized equipment to refine Nadirium. As I said, the process costs a thousand piTec, and doing that through a private contractor carries with a 400% tax, but with our waiver, it’ll be just an even thousand.” 
 
    “And what’s the going price of refined Nadirium?” Nori asked. 
 
    Lana smiled at her. “Five thousand piTec per kilo.” 
 
    Bulco let out a soft whistle. “Not bad, girl. So, instead of selling ten kg of the raw stuff for a thousand, we invest a thousand and sell the refined version for a 4k profit.” He frowned. “It’s not bad, but it took you two hours to find this out?” 
 
    “Oh no.” Lana’s smile widened. “That’s just the first part. Do you remember what the Inthidlon metallurgist we met, Tre’gak, said refined Nadirium is used for?” 
 
    Cattie furrowed her brow. “Something about higher-grade alloys, Mithril and … Erodium?” 
 
    “That’s right.” Lana beamed at her. “One kilo of refined Nadirium, along with some other cheaper minerals, is enough to synthesize 50 kilos of Erodium. The work and extra resources cost another 4,000 piTec, which are also normally taxable at 400%.” 
 
    “Okay,” the Engineer replied slowly. “I think I follow. So what’s the going price for Erodium?” 
 
    Lana grinned triumphantly. “Six hundred piTec per kilo. So, fifty kilos will sell at 30,000. Minus the tax-free investments, we’re looking at a clean profit of 25,000 piTec per ten kilos of raw Nadirium.” 
 
    Nori shook her head. “That’s amazing, Lana. Well done. But why go with Erodium instead of Mithril?” 
 
    “I looked into it,” the woman admitted. “Mithril can be synthesized using raw Nadirium, so you don’t have to pay the extra cost for refining it and the process itself is cheaper, but the final profit margin is also smaller. It might have been the better option otherwise, but with our tax waiver benefit, we can make a killing by producing Erodium instead. That’s why we have to hurry, we have about fifty hours until the administrator’s offer expires.” 
 
    “Forty-nine hours and fifty-two minutes to be exact, Lana,” the glowing orb pulsed.  
 
    Lana nodded. “Thanks, Unity.” 
 
    “Why not simply buy the raw Nadirium outright?” Cattie asked. “Instead of wasting time mining it?” 
 
    “It’s just too hard to get a hold of the stuff on the station.” Lana opened her arms. “You heard Tre’gak. He was desperate to buy any Nadirium we might have.” 
 
    The Sharpshooter shook her head. “It’s hard to believe. If you're right about this, then a hundred kilo can make us a quarter of a million piTec. That’s insane.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s not the end of it,” Lana smiled. “That was just phase two.” 
 
    Cattie stared at her. “There’s a phase three?”  
 
    “Yup. We charter a bigger freighter than Unity and send it back to Earth. I made some inquiries. It should cost about 50,000 piTec for a round trip—which is about a quarter of the costs to the nearest habitable star system. Once it reaches Earth we load it up with aluminum—we should probably have Diamond take care of that part—and ship it back here. They should be able to haul about a thousand tons of aluminum each time, and we can sell it directly to the station for 400,000 piTec. Then we use the money to buy all sorts of equipment Earth needs and ship it back there for another haul. A standard freighter should be able to make a round trip every week. If the first few test runs go well, we can think about hiring a few more freighters.” Her eyes shone as she spoke. “Within a month, we can have a steady shipment of alien technology—weapons, armor, and tools—to support every country in the world.” 
 
    “Holy shit.” Bulco stared at her with awe. “You really thought it through.” 
 
    “Hey, that’s what I do,” she threw back at him lightly. “I’m the Expert, remember?” 
 
    He nodded. “I do. Everything sounds great on paper. But everything hinges on our ability to mine Nadirium. What makes you think we’ll be able to even find it out there? The nearest asteroids were probably already strip-mined years ago. We could spend months out there, looking for the right spot.” 
 
    Nori sighed. “He’s right, Lana. Too bad we opted to buy the sensors upgrade instead of the prospecting scanner. We have no good way of finding a good mining spot.” They looked up at Lana who was positively beaming at them. 
 
    Cattie shook her head. “Let me guess, you little brainiac. You’ve already thought of that and came up with a perfect solution.” 
 
    “Yup,” Lana said and looked at Nori. “You’re right, of course. We’re hardly equipped to go hunting for Nadirium. You need a seasoned Prospector for that—someone with a lot of experience out there in the asteroid field.” 
 
    “And where do we find such a person?” Cattie inquired. “Oh please, grant us simpletons an ounce of your metric-ton wisdom.” 
 
    Lana smirked at her. “We already did. That’s why I needed to buy a wrist console, so I could send her a private message. She’s on her way here now.” 
 
    Nori frowned. “She?” 
 
    A chime sounded. “There’s an Exhar outside asking to be let inside,” Unity spoke calmly. “ID tag identifies her as Cung, a level 8 Geologist.” 
 
    Lana got up. “Let’s go say hi.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They showed the tall Exhar woman to the bridge and gathered around her. The large viewscreens reflected the asteroid field outside the station. 
 
    “Well, I’m here.” Cung crossed her hands over her chest. “Your message mentioned you have a lucrative business proposal.” 
 
    “Yup.” Lana gave a charming smile which the alien woman seemed to ignore. “I think we can come to a mutually profitable agreement. But first, allow me a question: what do you think of our ship?” 
 
    “Hmm.” Cung looked around her. “There are clear similarities between this vessel and an Inthidlon common freighter. However, the elongated neck is out of the ordinary, suggesting combat capabilities, as well as the armor plating and a somewhat smaller cargo space. I’ve also noticed the rudimentary projectile-based cannon mounted outside. That would suggest that you’re an aspiring pirate crew, here to prowl on local mining vessels. But that won’t work here—all the local mining vessels are better armed and armored than you. And you’re all too small for interstellar freight jobs, so my guess is that you’re looking to hire out to one of the mining factions, delivering resources back to the station?” 
 
    “Actually,” Lana said with another smile, “Unity is a mining ship, as well as a freighter.” 
 
    “Impossible,” the Exhar said. “You have no external gear or a mounted excavator and your storage space is too small to hold one.” 
 
    “She’s a mining vessel alright,” Bulco said, crossing his own arms. 
 
    Cung shrugged. “Alright, I fail to see whether or not I believe you matters. Why did you call for me?” 
 
    “The administrator has granted us a tax-free cycle,” the Expert explained. “We’d like to take advantage of that period by mining for Nadirium, but we aren’t familiar with the asteroid fields. When I looked around for a list of experienced people—” 
 
    “My name came up,” Cung finished. 
 
    Lana nodded. “Exactly.” 
 
    The tall alien woman glared at her. “Do you know why I’m listed as unemployed? I used to be one of the best surveyors on the station, the mining factions fought over the right to hire my services. Then Alzigo came up with the great idea of buying a space station of his own and moved out to your star system. I was willing to put our relationship first and broke a two-year contract to join him, but the bastard left without me! I was marked for breaching contract because of him! Do you know what it means? He’s your friend and you expect me to help you out?” 
 
    Nori half-expected Lana to cower before the raging alien who towered over her, but the young woman kept her cool. “That’s right.” 
 
    “Besides,” Bulco interjected. “I’d hardly say we’re friends with that frea— with Alzigo.” 
 
    Cung clenched her sizeable fists but held herself in check. A few tense moments later she visibly deflated. “I could use the piTec,” she admitted. “But without a license, no mining faction will agree to hire me.” 
 
    Lana smiled a winning smile. “That works for us. We’re not a part of any mining faction. So what do you say? Do we have a deal?” 
 
    The tall alien narrowed her eyes, and her double jaws tightened. “I want fifteen percent of the revenues.” 
 
    Bulco’s nostrils flared. “Out of the question. Five percent.” 
 
    “Thirty percent,” Cung countered. “Did you notice my second Cartographer path? Not many Geologists take that route—they think it limits their full potential, and they might be right—but around here, in the never-ending shifting mass of the asteroid field, there’s no one more suited for the job than I am. So be glad I don’t demand fifty percent for your acquaintance with that no good deserter.” 
 
    “Twenty percent,” Lana moved in smoothly. “And you keep quiet about anything you hear or see while you’re with us. Do we have a deal?” She held up her hand. 
 
    Cung stared at her for a long moment then nodded. “Deal.” She gingerly shook Lana’s hand, engulfing her in her much larger one, then brought up her wrist console and typed in a few commands.  
 
    A message flashed across Nori’s view. 
 
      
 
    You have 1 contract pending approval 
 
      
 
    The Navigator brought up her own wrist console and accessed the new notification. 
 
      
 
    Contract: Hire Cung (no faction), as a mining consultant for locating Nadirium deposits.  
 
    Payment: 20% of revenues of all mined minerals. 
 
    NDA: Cung will be prohibited from sharing anything she learns during the mission. 
 
    Breaking contract by either side will flag the breaching party accordingly. 
 
      
 
    Nori approved the contracts and nodded at their new consultant. “Done. How soon can you be ready to leave?” 
 
    “Let me first check your equipment and your prospecting scanner,” Cung answered. 
 
    Lana shifted uncomfortably. “Uh … we actually don’t have one.” 
 
    The tall alien shot her a vapid look. “What?” 
 
    “It was too expensive,” Nori explained. “And we felt that a sensors upgrade was more important. Are you telling us you can’t help us without a scanner?” 
 
    “It complicates things.” The alien frowned, her twin jaws slacking as she considered the issue. “I might have a way around it,” she said reluctantly. “But it is dangerous.” 
 
    “What do you have in mind?” Nori asked. 
 
    “When I was working with the Alpha Miner's faction, I located a mineral-rich asteroid group in a remote part of the field. The faction has since claimed the area and sealed it off. They have been mining it around the clock. I still have the coordinates though.” 
 
    Nori frowned. “That does sound dangerous. They might attack us if we infringe on their territory.” 
 
    Cung nodded. “That is true, but it’s not as bad as you think. The area is large and their ships are spread around.” 
 
    “It still sounds like too much of a risk,” Nori argued. 
 
    The alien woman raised one hand. “When I broke my contract with them, they went out of their way to have my license revoked to prevent me from being hired by one of their rival factions.” She lowered her voice conspiratively. “But at that point in time, I had accumulated a lot of raw data. Some of the readings seemed corrupted at first, so I didn’t bother with them while I was on the job—plenty of normal readings to decipher, you see. Once I was on my own I took a look at it again and realized some of the data wasn’t corrupted but distorted.” 
 
    “Distorted?” Lana asked. “In what way?” 
 
    “It had a particular recurring pattern. Could have been caused by radiation, magnetic forces, or some sort of spatial interferences. Whatever it was, I went through the hassle of running it through a deep resolution scan and it came back with a high probability for rich Nadirium deposits. The exact spot is located at the fringe of the Alpha’s claimed territory, so despite the risk, the potential gain should be worth it.” 
 
    Cattie’s eyes shone. “A hidden field of untold riches? Yes, please.” She looked around at her friends’ faces. “Right, guys? Who’s with me?” 
 
    Nori frowned, Lana’s eyes were full of uncertainty, and Nathan’s were troubled.  
 
    Bulco looked at the hesitant faces and back at the greedy Sharpshooter. “What the hell,” he grumbled. “At worst, it'll be just another group of alien assholes who’ll be gunning for us. I say let’s go for it.” 
 
    Nori nodded slowly. “I don’t think we have any other choice. We’re on a tight timeframe, and this is the best plan we have. Alright. Everyone, get ready to leave. Unity’s going out on her first official mining expedition.” 
 
    Unity’s orb pulsed. “First covert official mining exposition entry is logged, Captain.” 
 
    Cung frowned at the sight of the glowing talking ball of light but made no comment. 
 
    Lana checked her wrist console. “Alright, guys, we have 49 hours remaining. Let’s do this.” 
 
    “Everyone to their stations,” Nori commanded. “We’re taking off.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 6 - Into the Field 
 
      
 
    Unity’s thrusters roared to life, and she smoothly took off from the landing pad. Nori, her fingers firmly wrapped by the holographic controls, expertly maneuvered the ship upward. 
 
    The ship’s hovering orb was gone, but her voice came through the internal comms. “Station control has assigned us a flight path. Window of departure: 30 seconds.” 
 
    The ship flew upward, quickly mixing in the never-ending stream of incoming vessels. Moments later, the station was a small speck on their side viewscreen and getting smaller. The asteroid field loomed ahead, visible on the main screen. Dozens of other craft were leaving and entering it. 
 
    “Oh, wow,” Lana said, looking down at her hands as she operated her many consoles. “The new sensors are awesome.” 
 
    “In what way?” Cattie asked. 
 
    “I can tell you there are currently 343 active ships in this system. Most of them are commercial types. There are twelve warships and … Wow, check this out.” 
 
    The rightmost viewscreen flickered and changed to display a huge battleship that filled up the entire view. “That thing is marked as an Inthidlon dreadnaught,” the Expert said. “There’s even some generic specs: a minimum crew of 5000, self-regenerating ablative armor, energy cannons, particle cannons, mass launchers … It’s a monster.” 
 
    Nori nodded. “Better stay clear of it.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Cung said. “That’s one of the system lords’ patrol vessels. They like to keep tabs on the colonies under their domain. Better not get their attention.” She brought up her arm and manipulated her console. A line of text flashed across the main viewscreen. 
 
      
 
    Navigation system external access is requested  
 
      
 
    Nori approved, and a thin red line appeared on the screen, zigzagging between the flying pieces of rock.  
 
    Lana gaped. “It’s half a million kilometers away!” she exclaimed. 
 
    “Yes,” the tall Exhar woman who was sitting behind her said. “So what?” 
 
    “Our thrusters aren’t the fastest,” Nori said grimly. “It will take ten hours to get there.” 
 
    Cung didn’t look perturbed. “Most freighters and mining vessels are slow. It can take days to reach the furthest reaches of the asteroid field. You’re lucky you’ve found me. Even with prospecting scanners installed, you could have spent weeks flying around the asteroids, looking for the right place to mine.” 
 
    Bulco stretched. “So, we have ten hours to kill. Any suggestions?” 
 
    Having set the ship on the plotted course, Nori stood and turned to face the others. “We’ve been pushing ourselves pretty hard—running around that station for hours—let’s move to the living quarters to relax and discuss a few things.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Cattie grinned at her. “I could use a bit of a break.” 
 
    “If you don’t mind,” Cung spoke up, “I prefer to stay on the bridge. If you’ll grant me access, I can monitor the sensors, looking for Alpha vessels and optimizing our course.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Nori said. “Lana?” 
 
    The Expert nodded and punched a few orders on her consoles. “Done.” 
 
    They walked over to the nearby chamber and assumed their respective bunks.  
 
    “Nathan,” Nori said softly. “Can you please ask Unity to keep an eye on our new consultant?” 
 
    He smiled gently at her. “You can ask her yourself, Nori. She likes you.” 
 
    “Though I don’t have eyes,” Unity’s voice filtered in, “I will maintain awareness on Cung, Captain.” 
 
    “Thanks, Unity,” Nori said and slumped into her bunk. She adjusted the bed, lifting the front and back so she was half sitting, half lying down with her legs raised. The others followed suit. 
 
    “Ah, that’s much more like it,” Cattie said with a satisfied sigh. “So, what did you want to discuss, Captain?” 
 
    “I learned a few interesting things in the archives,” Nori replied. “I assume you all found equally interesting stuff. We should share our findings.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Bulco said. “I know a lot more now about what can be done to help Earth recover more quickly. I’ve been planning to address the issue. Now’s as good a time as any.” 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    He closed his eyes, organizing his thoughts. “The Warped are the biggest problem Earth has right now,” he said. “And that’s because we didn’t know how to handle them—mainly due to our inability to use our own technology effectively. So I’ve looked into ways to correct that. The way I’m seeing it, we have two options: One, we invest in warfare goods—weapons, armor, attack drones, that sort of thing. It’s an effective and immediate solution, but the problem is—it’s expensive. Even with Lana’s idea of sending regular shipments back to Earth, it will take time and a whole lot of piTec to make it effective worldwide.” 
 
    “What’s the second option?” Cattie asked. 
 
    “We invest in the human population,” he said simply. “Instead of giving them guns, we supply them with wrist consoles, engineering tools, and support equipment. People will learn how to reconstruct our own technologies and evolve to what is considered the ‘galactic standard’. We’ll essentially give the people back home a way to grow and fend for themselves, without having to rely on alien weapons. The advantage of this approach is that it's cheaper, and not only will it allow them to find ways to fight the Warped, we’ll also be giving them the tools to rebuild our civilization. The big disadvantage is that it will take time for people to adapt. During that time, they’ll be relatively defenseless, so we can expect even more casualties from Warped attacks.” 
 
    Lana’s heart fell. Bulco was laying out difficult options. 
 
    “Go with the second option,” Cattie spoke up. The others looked at her in puzzlement. The Sharpshooter shook her head. “Trust me. It fits what I’ve learned. I looked into the Warped like Nori asked me to. There was too much information to go over everything, but I learned some interesting things. For example, we don’t have to kill the Warped. We can repel them instead.” 
 
    Everyone’s attention centered on the soldier. 
 
    Cattie nodded. “Apparently, they’re sensitive to a specific frequency of something that sounds too sciency for me to explain, but, to sum it up, an anti-Warped beacon goes for around 20,000 piTec.” 
 
    Bulco frowned. “Buying one for each human settlement will cost millions! We can’t do that and supply them with equipment.” 
 
    Cattie nodded. “You’re right, but if we’re going to give them the tools to build up … the beacon’s blueprint costs only 15,000, and to my understanding, it is considered to be a very basic technology. We can probably build them on our own.” 
 
    The Engineer nodded slowly, then he smiled at her. “That’s some good thinking on your part, girl.” 
 
    She flashed him a grin. “Hey, I’m the Sharpshooter. Fast-thinking is what I’m all about.”  
 
    “Anything else you can tell us about the Warped?” Nori asked. 
 
    “Oh, a ton.” She looked at the tall woman. “The first thing is that they’re an absolutely essential part of any infused planet, veritably part of the ecosystem.” 
 
    Nathan frowned. “The ecosystem?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s like the Warped eat people—well, technically they eat animals too - but also technology, right?” 
 
    Everyone nodded. 
 
    “They somehow use those as a resource to create new piTec inside their bodies—that’s how they level up. And that is the only known method of creating more of the stuff. The rest of us, we all just absorb the particles that were created by them.” 
 
    Lana frowned. “Are you saying that killing them is not in our best interest? How do other planets handle them?” 
 
    The Sharpshooter shook her head. “From what I’ve learned, our case is extreme. On other planets, the Warped develop slowly and hunt and grow in isolation. As the entire planet slowly becomes infused, the plants and wildlife become saturated with piTec. The Warped feed on them, which is enough to keep their life cycle going. I’m pretty sure Earth’s already reaching that stage. The real problem was that the Warped population exploded early on, before we were ready for them. Once we cull their numbers, they should retreat, keep to themselves, and maintain a more passive life cycle.” 
 
    “Did you look into their broodmothers?” Lana asked. 
 
    “A little bit. I only got to that part a few minutes before you pulled us all out. Some Warped can become broodmothers when they reach level 10, but not all of them. The broodmothers produce the purest form of piTec—think of human stem cells as a comparison— and they use those to birth new Warped. That is why the Essence Core they drop is so highly sought after. A lot of cutting-edge science stuff relies on that type of piTec.” 
 
    “Wait, hold on,” Nori said. “Warped can be born? They’re not just mutated versions of other creatures?” 
 
    “That’s right. That’s how it usually works. Once they have evolved enough, they stick to their own and breed slowly. Broodmothers are rare though, and most enlightened planets even have a ban on hunting them as to not disturb the local piTec ecosystem.” 
 
    “This could be an opportunity,” Lana said. “If you consider broodmothers as a rare commodity, then Earth has a rich resource. Can’t we like, advertise it around? Draw in alien hunters that will help thin their numbers?” 
 
    “That’s a good idea, girl, but I don’t think we should go there just yet,” Bulco said. “We humans are at a disadvantage at the moment, barely keeping it together. If you advertise Earth as a rich hunting ground, the aliens who flock there might try to take advantage of us. Let’s not open that door—yet.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Nori said. She nodded at the Sharpshooter. “I started looking into the Tec, and I also learned about the pure piTec variant and how valuable it is. The information is sketchy, but it looks like piTec particles restructure themselves in different ways inside their host's bodies. Adapting to their unique physiology. That’s why when we extract it from dead creatures we only get a few percent of their total amount. We only get the particles that are compatible with us. The rest is released to the air, to be absorbed by technology or even plant life. There’s a ton of research into the issue, but it looks like no one really knows how they work. The pure piTec a broodmother drops is used in cutting edge stuff like birthing new AI’s and constructing grade A tech or even higher.” 
 
    Everyone’s eyes shifted to look at Nathan. The young man lowered his gaze guiltily. “I appreciate your contribution by giving me the essence core,” Unity said. 
 
    “Not like we had a choice in the matter,” Bulco grunted. 
 
    Nori shook her head. “We would’ve just sold it. Better to have Unity use it.” She paused, her eyes looking far away. After a moment, she shook her head. “In any case, I stopped researching the Tec itself once I saw how large the subject really is. Instead, I concentrated on what we can do with it: Paths, attributes, levels, the works.” 
 
    “What did you learn?” Lana looked at her expectantly. 
 
    “That I need a lot more time to do proper research.” Nori smiled ruefully. “There’s so much information out there it’s ridiculous. The fight with those Karnaf miners showed me how ill-equipped we are compared to the rest of the galaxy, so I concentrated on ways of increasing our survivability.” 
 
    “I’m down with that,” Bulco said. “What did you find?” 
 
    “For one thing, we don’t have enough implants and augmentations. The Tec in our bodies is there to help us excel at a specific field—determined by our Path and Path score. We need to work on increasing our potential. For example, we can raise our score by increasing our attributes; an implant that increases a single attribute by two costs around four grand, but only a thousand for a plus one. There are also implants that increase the score directly—they’re a bit more expensive but still within reason. With five thousand piTec per person, we can each become stronger and better at what we do.” 
 
    Bulco nodded. “Good idea. There are also specialized tools we can buy. For example, I’m pretty sure you can pilot drones remotely, Nori. Could be handy to walk around the station with a couple of badass warbots backing you up.” 
 
    The navigator’s corner lip curved. “We can look at that as well. There’s another thing worth noting. I also looked into how we can expect our Paths to evolve.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “What I found corroborates with what Alzigo told us. The higher level you are, the stronger you become. A Path upgrades every five levels, and it makes a person significantly more powerful. Professional soldiers, for example, are usually between levels 20 to 25, and they have some pretty impressive abilities—evading weapon fire or devastating whole buildings with their powers alone. It’s something to aspire to.” 
 
    “So what can we do to even up the playing field against such people?” Bulco asked. 
 
    Nori’s dreadlocks swayed from side to side as she shook her head. “Not a lot we can do at the moment, except to gear up as I suggested. We need to break into level 10. That would be the first significant Path upgrade, and we can figure out how we want to proceed from there.” 
 
    “Alright, I can dig that.” Cattie yawned loudly. “Can I get some shuteye now? Everyone has shared their findings, right?” 
 
    “Actually, no,” Nori said, looking pointedly at Nathan. 
 
    The young man blushed slightly at the sudden attention. “She’s right, kid,” Bulco said in his thick voice. “So spill. I’m curious to know what you’ve been looking into.” 
 
    Lana glowered at the large Engineer, but then she too looked at the squirming young man expectantly. 
 
    “Trees,” he said at last. 
 
    The others stared at him. 
 
    “I think we’re going to need a little more than that,” Nori said gently. 
 
    Nathan took a big breath. “I was wondering how it was possible for all the aliens to breathe the same air. Even if our Tec helps us breathe in an atmosphere similar to our own, it still seemed odd that so many species have a relatively similar air, so I researched trees.” 
 
    Lana frowned. “He makes a good point.” 
 
    “Did you find anything interesting?” Cattie asked. 
 
    He nodded. “A lot of planets have similar plant life. It looks different from ours, but most of them serve the same purpose: making breathable air.” 
 
    “That’s not exactly an earth-shattering discovery,” the Sharpshooter said, smiling at him. 
 
    “No.” He nodded. “But that led me to look into alien physiology. I found that over 70% of known enlightened species are humanoids. What does that tell you?” 
 
    She frowned. “I guess it’s weird, now that I think about it. But there has to be some sort of giant, slimy, intelligent snail race out there too, right?” 
 
    He nodded. “Still, humanoids seem to be the dominant majority.” 
 
    “The kid’s got a point,” Bulco said. “Remember back at the bar? They said we were compatible with most of the alien food.” 
 
    Cattie frowned. “Okay, then what does it mean?” 
 
    “I think it means we all share a common ancestry,” Nathan said simply.  
 
    Everyone stared at him. 
 
    “That’s a pretty earth-shattering assumption,” Nori said. “What sort of race could be old enough to influence the development of countless alien species across the galaxy?” 
 
    Lana shook her head slowly, already guessing her friend’s answer. Nathan’s nod and words confirmed her assumption. “The Relict, of course.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    An awed silence followed the young Technomancer’s declaration. 
 
    Nori was first to break the hushed atmosphere. “Okay, let’s assume you’re right and some higher force … God, the Relict, or whatever you want to call it, was responsible for the foundation of most intelligent species out there. How does that help us?” 
 
    “Understanding the past is an important part of figuring out where we’re headed,” Lana said automatically. “My history professor used to say that.” 
 
    Nathan nodded at her. 
 
    “Not to mention,” Bulco said slowly. “Aside from the Tec, original Relict technology is virtually nonexistent. When I researched the archives I first looked into the most advanced stuff out there. There’s very little Relict technology remaining. Some of those system lord guys have a few working machines, and they are considered priceless. If we can somehow figure out how to get our hands on some of the Relict’s old toys … humanity could become a force to be reckoned with.” 
 
    Nori’s eyes suddenly widened as she stared at Nathan. “Your race!” 
 
    The young man nodded at her. “I was thinking the same thing.” 
 
    Cattie frowned. “Eh?” 
 
    “I’m not showing as a pure human,” Nathan explained calmly. “At first I thought being a ‘human-scion’ was a quirk of the system, but I looked it up. There’s no information at all on any ‘scion’ in any known race.” 
 
    Lana frowned. “That’s weird. Do you think you’re the first one?” 
 
    The young man shook his head. “No. I think it’s more likely that data was expunged from the archives.” 
 
    “That means,” Nori said slowly. “That whatever a ‘scion’ is, it's very rare. Something others prefer to keep a secret. I looked into your Path while I was doing my research. There was almost no information available— only a handful of Technomancers have been recorded in the entire known galaxy. I didn’t read too much into it at first, but now that I think about it … hold on.” The others looked at each other in puzzlement as the captain disappeared into the supply room, emerging back a moment later carrying what looked like a palm-sized torn piece of metal. 
 
      
 
    Relict Shard, ??? 
 
      
 
    “Nearly forgot we had the damn thing,” Bulco grunted. “What about it?” 
 
    “Here.” Nori handed the shard to Nathan. 
 
    The young man looked at her hesitantly, then he cautiously reached out for the item. As soon as his fingers locked around the jagged metal, thin geometric lines appeared on its surface, glowing in pale green. 
 
    “I think it answers a few things,” the Navigator said. 
 
    Lana nodded slowly. “I think you’re right.” 
 
    “Would anyone care to explain?” Cattie asked. 
 
    The Expert inhaled. “We’re guessing that most of the alien species out there are descended from the Relict themselves. Naturally, each species has evolved differently, depending on the conditions on their home planet. The original gene pool has diluted, so we are drifting apart from each other. But every now and then, an individual is born who’s more akin to the original Relict—whose genes are purer. Such individuals are identified by the Tec and are marked as scions.” 
 
    “And they have significantly more powerful Paths,” Nori added, eyeing the young Technomancer. 
 
    “There’s even more to it than that,” Lana said. “Remember Alzigo said we humans are weird with our high amount of uncommon and rare Paths? If we’re really onto something, I’d say that humanity, as a whole, is relatively closer to the original Relict—gene-wise. Who knows? We might even have more scions, apart from Nathan, back on Earth.” 
 
    “That could be one heck of a strategic advantage,” Bulco said appreciatively. “If what you’re saying is true, it means once we pull it together and get out there, to the stars, we could be the top dogs.” 
 
    “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Nori said. “I think researching more about the Relict and this shard is in order, but let's not forget our priorities. None of this will help if we can’t help the people back on Earth to reclaim our homeworld.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Lana said and waved her hand over her left wrist, activating her light console. “Looks like we still have about nine hours of flight left. Who’s up for a game of Yahtzee?” 
 
    Bulco got up. “Count me out. I’m going to work on the Hummer for a bit. I checked out some free designs in the archives, and I have an idea for an upgrade. Y'all can take some rest, I’ll keep an eye on Unity.” 
 
    Lana looked expectantly at the Sharpshooter. 
 
    Cattie shook her head. “Sorry, babe, but it’s lights out for me.” 
 
    “We should all get some rest,” Nori said. “We’ll need to be alert once we reach our destination. I’ll take the shift after Bulco.” 
 
    She flattened her bed, and thin partitions rose to obscure her bunk. A moment later, Nathan and Cattie followed suit. 
 
    Lana looked disappointed, but then she yawned. “Alright, wake me up if anything interesting happens.” 
 
    The Navigator’s voice carried over behind the partition walls. “Will do.” 
 
      
 
    ** 
 
      
 
    A violent tremor ran through the ship and red lights started flickering everywhere, causing everyone to jump on their feet. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Bulco shouted, rubbing his eyes. 
 
    “We’re under attack,” Nori’s cool voice came over the ship’s internal comms. “Everyone report to the bridge.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 




 
 
    7 - Altercation 
 
      
 
    Unity’s crew rushed to the bridge. Another ship was instantly visible, occupying the main viewscreen. It was twice Unity’s size. Its hardened hull was scored with dozens of deep grooves. Twin red, laser-like beams were pointing straight at them. 
 
    “Lana, get to your station. Tell me everything you can on that ship,” the captain ordered. 
 
    “For the record, this wasn’t what I meant when I said ‘wake me up if anything interesting happens’!” the Expert shouted as she hurried to assume her spot. Her seat rose up to envelop her, and a few seconds later, half a dozen light consoles and holo screens blazed to life, feeding the young woman streams of information. 
 
    “Nathan, I need you to control the cannon again,” Nori said. 
 
    Bulco shook his head. “It won’t do much against an armored vessel.” 
 
    “I know, but that’s all we have at the moment.” 
 
    Cung who was operating on her own console swore suddenly. “That’s an Alpha mining vessel! What the hell do they want? We haven't entered their territory yet.” 
 
    “They’re definitely stronger than us,” Lana filled in, her hands a blur over her controls. “They have ablative plating and standard energy shields, as well as two forward grade-F beam cannons.” 
 
    “Their first shot shaved off twenty percent of our hull plating,” Bulco said. 
 
    “You got to give me something I can work with!” Nori clenched her teeth. 
 
    A long chime sounded through the bridge. 
 
    “They’re hailing us,” Lana said. 
 
    “Patch them through,” Nori ordered. 
 
    “Unity.” A picture of a large, gray-skinned Karnaf filled the main viewscreen. “We meet at last.” 
 
    Nori narrowed her eyes. “Who are you?” 
 
    “I am Grev Toruk, a ship’s captain in Alpha Miners.” 
 
    “Why did you shoot us?” Nori demanded. 
 
    “You’ve met my second in command, I believe.” the Karnaf captain pulled another figure into view.  
 
    Nori’s eyes widened in recognition. “Craygog.” 
 
    “It is funny to find the ship of the crew who assaulted one of my own, alone and so far into the asteroid field,” Grev continued. “Especially in our territory.” 
 
    “This is not your territory.” Cung stood, seething. “We are far from your claim.” 
 
    “For our business, you are in our territory,” the captain's voice replied in a threatening tone. “You will pay for robbing Craygog’s savings. No one messes with Alpha Miners, especially not a factionless little freighter.” 
 
    “Keep him talking,” Cung’s voice came through their personal comm implants. “I’m plotting an escape route.” 
 
    “Our thrusters are slightly faster than theirs,” Lana’s voice chimed in. “But we’ll still be in range of their cannon if we just try to fly out of here.” 
 
    Nori looked back up at the smug captain. “There’s no need for further violence. The hacking was … an unfortunate mishap, but your crew member did attack us first.” 
 
    “I don’t care,” Grev growled. “You’ll pay back double the amount you took. Twenty-four thousand piTec right now, or I’ll blast your pathetic little freighter and sell the scraps.” 
 
    “Nathan,” Nori’s voice drifted over the internal comms. “Can you do anything?” 
 
    The young man looked helplessly at her and shook his head. Though he could feel the other ship at the edge of his awareness, a sort of menacing shadow a few hundred meters away, she was just too big and complex for him to influence. 
 
    “Time’s up,” the Karnaf captain said. “Initiate the transfer now, or we’ll mark you as trespassers and blow you away.” 
 
    “Nori,” Lana’s voice sounded excited. “There’s a small meteor flying our way, it’s gonna pass between us in a few seconds.” She manipulated her console and a flying rock the size of a car appeared on the left viewscreen. 
 
    “I’ve finished calculating an escape route,” Cung voice followed. “Sending it to your screen.” The right viewscreen path changed, now showing a snaking path between a dense part of the asteroid field. 
 
    “Nathan, target that meteor,” Nori ordered. 
 
    “Last chance!” Grev boomed. “You have three seconds!” The twin beams of laser that were still trained on Unity’s hull started converging. 
 
    “Three.” 
 
    “Two.” 
 
    The laser points met, centered directly at the bridge. 
 
    “There’s a meteor heading our way,” Nori cried. 
 
    “You have bigger worries than that. One!” 
 
    The flying piece of rock appeared, soaring between the two ships. 
 
    “Fire!” Nori yelled. 
 
    Unity’s asteroid cannon discharged, sending a Mithril-tipped projectile speeding at several tens of thousands of kilometers per hour. The oversized bullet hit the piece of celestial debris, and the concussive force of the impact instantly vaporized the meteor, transforming it to a thick cloud of dirt and debris that dissipated the laser beams.  
 
    Nori instantly punched her control, and Unity leaped forward. She arced gracefully, settling into the new flight path. 
 
    The Karnaf vessel was caught off guard and didn’t react for several seconds. By the time they burst through the dirt cloud, Unity was already kilometers away. 
 
    “We’re still inside the range of their cannons,” Lana shouted. A moment later a rough tremor ran through the ship.  
 
    “They hit us again,” Bulco declared unnecessarily. “Our hull plating integrity is at 60%. We’re lucky their cannons didn’t hit the point they were aiming for. That would have been enough to breach our hull.” 
 
    “I’m trying to evade them,” Nori clenched her teeth, her hands a blur over the controls. Unity swerved from side to side as more shots narrowly missed her and punched the asteroids ahead of them. 
 
    “Just a little farther!” Cung said. “That dense part over there is filled with radioactive elements, they won’t be able to track us once we’re inside.” 
 
    “Uhm, isn’t radiation a bad thing?” Cattie asked nervously. The Sharpshooter was of little use in a space fight, and her knuckles were white as she grabbed her seat. 
 
    Another shudder ran through the ship. “Fifty percent!” Bulco called out. 
 
    “Trying to evade the beams …” Nori clenched her teeth as she continued to steer the ship in complex patterns. “Almost … there …”  
 
    Unity shot forward, entering a narrow gap between two huge pieces of space rock that slowly crashed into each other, closing the gap behind them. 
 
    “We’re inside the radiation field,” the tall Exhar announced. 
 
    “They’re not pursuing us farther,” Lana said with a relieved sigh. “I got a reading of them breaking off before the sensors started acting up. Their range is now barely five kilometers, anything beyond that is like white noise.” 
 
    “That’s the radiation interference,” Cung confirmed. “You need specialized equipment to scan through it. Luckily, I’ve already been here, so I have a relatively updated map of the area.” 
 
    “Relatively updated?” Bulco raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “The asteroid field keeps shifting, but the pattern can be predicted.” 
 
    “So how can we tell if it's safe to come out?” Cattie asked nervously. 
 
    Cung shrugged. “Stay here and lay low for a few hours. They can’t waste too much time hunting us down; they’re miners too.” 
 
    “Why the hell is their mining ship rigged like a warship?” Bulco demanded. 
 
    “The various mining factions have a tenuous peace at best,” Cung explained. “A ship has to be able to protect the riches it obtains.” 
 
    “Or steal them from others,” the Engineer grunted. 
 
    The Exhar woman nodded. “That too.” 
 
    “Thank God we upgraded our hull,” Lana shuddered. “I’d hate to be hit by those beams without it.” 
 
    “The Balatium plating has sustained heavy damage,” Unity’s voice drifted over the ship’s comms. “However it can be mended by investing 800 kilograms of the 26 tons of Balatium we have on board.” 
 
    “Do it,” Nori said.  
 
    “Yes, Captain.” 
 
    The side viewscreen shifted to show the ship’s outer hull. Scorched markings and deep grooves marred her smooth surface, but as they looked, bits of the armor starting shifting. Small building blocks bubbled up to the surface and slowly started sealing the damaged areas. 
 
    “That’s pretty cool,” Bulco noted. 
 
    Cung shook her head. “Your ship is strangely advanced for such a basic model.” 
 
    “We’ll stay here for a while,” Nori decided, changing the subject. “Better not risk another encounter. We were lucky to survive that one.” 
 
    “If you’d like,” the tall alien said, “I mapped rich deposits not far from here.” 
 
    “Not a bad idea,” Bulco said. “Might as well use the time to make some profit.” 
 
    “What sort of resources?” Nori asked. 
 
    “There’s a high condensation of iron-nickel, magnesium, carbon and most other types of common elements. Except for aluminum, of course. Too bad. Other than that, it’s everything required for the production of Trinium.” 
 
    Nori’s smile was reflected by the others. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Alter Mode engaged 
 
      
 
    Unity’s ‘head’ elongated, further distancing the bridge from the ship’s main body. Six insect-like legs emerged from her sides as she swept down on an asteroid bigger than the entire Hammerhead station. The legs buckled slightly as they absorbed the vessel's momentum, dispersing it and anchoring her safely on top of the piece of space rock. 
 
    Cung looked around in a puzzled expression. “I’ve never seen a ship do that before. What is she?” 
 
    “I’m a Freighter-Miner hybrid, thank you for asking,” Unity’s calm voice replied. 
 
    The tall alien woman shook her head. “And the speech nuances … that’s quite a sophisticated AI for a simple commercial freighter.” 
 
    Unity’s flexible neck moved freely, positioning its head above the rock bed. A gaping circular maw opened at the bottom, and an intense wide beam shot out, burrowing into the ground. Almost at once, huge tendon-like pipelines widened on both sides of the neck. As the beam continued to burrow into the ground, large bulges seemed to be moving through the pipes, flowing toward her body. 
 
    “Oh, wow.” Cung stood as if she was struck by lightning. “Your ship is eating the minerals.” 
 
    “Just a little something I’d like to call Internal Storage Capacitors,” Bulco said humorlessly.  
 
    “We’re getting a good harvest,” Lana said as she read through one of her side monitors. “Cung led us to a good spot. At this rate, we’re looking at a yield of five tons per hour.” 
 
    “Unity, can you use our stores of aluminum to convert that into Trinium?” Nori asked. 
 
    “Easily done, Captain. The twelve tons of aluminum in stock will suffice to synthesize sixty tons of Trinium. At our current excavation speed, we can accomplish that in 9.6 hours.” 
 
    Nori shook her head. “That’s tempting, but we can’t afford that much time. We’re still on the clock on our main objective.” She paused and rubbed her chin. “We need twelve tons for the second-floor upgrade right?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Bulco said. “We’ll need a little extra to divide the area into separate rooms. We already have two tons in stock.”  
 
    “Unity,” the Navigator called. “How much Trinium can we produce in three hours?”  
 
    “Exactly 18.75 tons, Captain, which will use up 3.75 tons of our current aluminum supply.” 
 
    Nori raised an eyebrow at the Engineer. 
 
    He nodded back at her. “That should be enough for our needs”  
 
    “That settles it then,” she said with a tone of finality. “We’ll hide here and mine for three hours, then we’ll resume course toward our destination. Lana, how much longer do we have?” 
 
    The woman checked her readout. “Forty-two hours. And we’re still three hours away from our destination.” 
 
    Cung shook her head. “With how quick your ship can mine—you don’t even have to deploy remote-controlled excavators—that delay is a minor one.” 
 
    Bulco got up from his seat. “In the meantime, I’ll go over the ship and make sure we didn’t take any extra damage from those cannons.” 
 
    “I’ll watch the mining,” Nathan said. 
 
    “I’ll keep an eye out on the sensor readings,” Lana said. “Make sure they’re not sneaking in on us.”  
 
    “And I’ll …” Cattie looked around. “I think I’ll go clean my gun.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Three hours went by quickly. 
 
    Unity’s hull had long since been patched up by the intelligent, evolving ship, and her ‘belly’ was full of the prized Trinium. 
 
    “Alright, I’m breaking away from the asteroid,” the captain said. 
 
    Unity’s neck arched upward slightly, and her six legs flexed, launching the ship upward. Nori confidently maneuvered the vessel as the neck retracted and the legs were once again absorbed into the hull. 
 
    “I’ve updated our course to intersect our original one,” Cung said. 
 
    Nori nodded, glancing briefly at the red line on the rightmost viewscreen. “Following course.” 
 
    Nathan looked at the others. “We can purchase the second-floor upgrade now. Shall I do it?” 
 
    Nori nodded. “Yes, just as we agreed.” 
 
    “Alright.” The young man nodded and closed his eyes. 
 
    A line of text flashed across the main viewscreen. 
 
      
 
    Restructuring: Second Floor upgrade: 1% 
 
      
 
    “Who the hell are you people?” Cung’s double jaws opened so wide they looked like they were about to snap off. “How did you get an upgradeable ship?” 
 
    Lana winked at her. “Earth Force secret.” 
 
    “I see.” The tall alien looked down at the much shorter woman. “I’m starting to understand why you insisted on adding that NDA to our contract.” 
 
    “As long as you’ve brought that up,” the Expert said. “What was that penalty thing about being marked for breaking contract?” 
 
    “Oh, that.” Her double jaws clamped shut tight. “A signed Tec contract is binding. If any side breaks contract, they will be flagged with the local authorities. The consequences are quite harsh, so very few dare risk doing so.” 
 
    “Wait.” Bulco furrowed his brow. “That doesn’t make any sense. What happens if I sign a contract with someone in a place without a central leadership, or in deep space, light years away from any civilized colony?” 
 
    Cung shook her head. “That’s even worse. Then you’d fall under the responsibility of the system lord who rules that part of space. They probably wouldn’t even bother with a hearing and would simply obliterate you for daring to waste their time. This very asteroid field was created when a system lord decided to blow up a planet in order to deal with a culprit who was hiding on its surface.” 
 
    Everyone looked at her in alarm. 
 
    “It was a small planet.” 
 
     “Okay,” Bulco said carefully. “Then what stops a person from breaking a contract in one place, then escaping to another place. Don’t tell me every government body is responsible for every crime that happens anywhere else in the galaxy.” 
 
    “Of course not,” she scoffed. “You’d still be marked, but as a transgressor from another star system. The local ruling body wouldn’t bother you unless they have treaties with the place you’ve escaped from, but that doesn’t mean the end of it.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “The offended party can send bounty hunters after you, and they won’t be held liable if something bad happens to you. It’s generally wiser and easier to accept whatever punishment is dealt to you.” 
 
    “I still don’t get how any kind of local ruling body suddenly gets the power over enforcing agreements,” Bulco scoffed. “Sounds like a broken system to me.” 
 
    Cung’s jaw tightened. “Do you really want me to go over how the Tec grants power and authority to local leadership merely based on the recognition of the populace? I’m hardly an expert on the subject.” 
 
    “I can look it up later,” Lana volunteered, looking at the Engineer. “It does sound like a fascinating social mechanism.” 
 
    “Be my guest,” their alien guest said. “I’m mostly familiar with facilitation of the punishment part.” 
 
    “Is that what happened to you?” the Expert asked in a soft voice. “When you broke your two-year contract with the Alphas?” 
 
    “Yes,” the alien woman answered shortly. “I had to pay a large severance, and my license was revoked, effectively preventing me from finding work with any of the mining factions. Seeing that most independent miners don’t last long out here, it was basically a financial execution.” 
 
    “But you decided to join us,” Nori said. 
 
    “Yes.” Cung looked straight back into her eyes. “I’m putting myself in danger helping you out. If the Alphas find us infringing on their territory ... Do not disappoint me.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Three hours later, they exited the dense radioactive field into Alpha territory. “We should move carefully from now on,” Cung warned. 
 
    “I’m not detecting any ships nearby,” Lana said from her seat. She chuckled nervously. “I think we’re clear to cross the border.” 
 
    The Exhar geologist shook her head. “They will have hidden sensors deployed in the nearby asteroids. If we enter their territory at this point we will be spotted. We should skirt around the perimeter. The location we need is at the outskirts of the farthest area.” 
 
    “In short, sneak in from the back,” Bulco said, grinning. He glanced down at his console. “Oh, the second-floor upgrade is over halfway done.” He punched a few commands on his console and the left viewscreen changed to show the outside of the ship. A lump that was not there before was slowly rising from the top of the ship, gradually extending to cover the ship’s main body. 
 
      
 
    Restructuring: Second Floor upgrade: 62% 
 
      
 
    “That was quick,” Lana said. 
 
    “Despite its mass, creating simple constructs is relatively quick,” Unity’s cool voice filled the bridge. “In addition, I can now oversee the upgrades directly, significantly reducing their duration.” 
 
    “Handy.” Bulco nodded. He winked at Nathan. “I guess that Essence Core didn’t go to waste.” 
 
    “That is correct,” Unity answered. “A pity you don’t have another one for yourself.” 
 
    Cung looked between them with a slight frown. “The Alpha’s zone is just ahead,” she said. “The asteroid we want is roughly 200 kilometers inside their border.” 
 
    “Scanning the area,” Lana said, pouring over her console. 
 
    Nori held their course, waiting for the science officer’s analysis. 
 
    “I think we’re clear to go,” the dark-haired woman said finally. “I picked up a few scattered energy signatures from the nearby asteroids, but I’m pretty sure it’s some leftover equipment. No ships or hidden sensors as far as I can tell.” 
 
    “There shouldn’t be any here,” the alien geologist said. “They deploy those around rich fields they want to protect—and along the heavily used flight routes.” 
 
    “Alright, I’m taking us in,” Nori declared. She guided Unity forward gently, letting the nearby asteroid fly by them slowly.  
 
    Then they were past the border. 
 
    “Still not picking up any signs of trouble,” Lana said. 
 
    “Good. Keep an eye out. Let me know the second you detect something.” 
 
    “Will do, Captain.” 
 
    The modified freighter moved onward. Their marker on the drawn path was coming closer to its end. 
 
    “There it is!” Cung exclaimed, pointing at a sizeable asteroid several kilometers across. With a touch of pride, she added: “Just where I predicted it would be.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Lana frowned, pouring over her holo monitors. “I’m picking up a weird sort of static-white-noise coming from it.” 
 
    The Exhar nodded. “That’s the interference I told you about. If my hypothesis is correct, it should contain extremely rich Nadirium deposits.” 
 
    “If your hypothesis is correct?” Bulco echoed her words. “Why does it suddenly sound a lot less of a sure thing?” 
 
    “The Nadirium is there; trust me.” The tall alien threw a feverish glance at the huge flying space rock. “I can feel it.” 
 
    “Oh good, as long as you can feel it, I have nothing to worry about,” the Engineer grumbled. 
 
    The ship halted as they reached the asteroid, hovering above it. 
 
    “It has weak gravity,” Nori said, her hands a blur on her light console. “I’ve put us about 500 meters above the surface. Where exactly should I land?” 
 
    “Erm …” Cung hesitated.  
 
    Bulco rolled his eyes. “You don’t know.” 
 
    “I know this place is stacked with Nadirium!” 
 
    “But you don’t know exactly where.” 
 
    “Just get us down there, Captain,” she said. “My wrist console has a geological surveyor module. I can reroute it through the ship’s sensors and use it to pinpoint a good excavation site. We just need to get a lot closer to the surface.” 
 
    “How close?” Nori asked. 
 
    “With your current sensor strength … about fifty meters.” 
 
    “Fifty meters?” Bulco said unbelievably. 
 
    “This module was designed to be used in active excavation sites, not to find one from scratch,” she said defensively. “But I should be able to use it for that purpose.” 
 
    “Alright,” Nori said. “We came this far, might as well give it a try.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Lana said suddenly, her brow creased. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Cattie asked. 
 
    “Nothing, nothing,” she said distractedly as she studied one of her side monitors. “Just some interesting readings. Keep going, I’ll keep you posted.” 
 
    “Taking us down,” Nori said. The holo controls formed around her fingers, which she gently bent, manually guiding the ship down to the rock’s surface. 
 
    The asteroid’s surface was lumpy but smooth, like a piece of clay sculpted by a child. 
 
    “Damn it,” Cung muttered. 
 
    “What is it now?” Nori said, her tone betraying her annoyance. 
 
    The alien took a deep breath. “The interference reduces my scanner’s range. You’ll need to skirt the surface for me to get any good readings.” 
 
    “Just, you know,” Bulco said humorously, “skirt it, don’t plow it.” 
 
    “I’ve got this,” Nori said. She arched her fingers, and Unity’s bow lowered even more, almost touching the ground as she flew over it. 
 
    “I’m getting some readings now,” Cung said excitedly. “There’s definitely Nadirium in here, keep going.” 
 
    Nori gently maneuvered her hands, evading protruding parts of the ground, shifting the ship left or right while keeping a consistent one-meter distance from the surface. 
 
    “You’re one hell of a pilot,” Cattie complimented her.  
 
    The corner of Nori’s mouth curved as she kept her eyes focused on the screen ahead of her. “Thanks. I try. Being level 7 helps.” 
 
    “Here!” Cung shouted excitedly. “Just next to this curved boulder, there’s a high concentration of Nadirium. 
 
    “Let’s get on with it,” Nori said, hitting one of her secondary consoles. 
 
      
 
    Alter Mode engaged 
 
      
 
    She barely had to lower the ship as Unity’s insectile legs extended from her sides and touched the ground. The ship’s neck elongated, the bridge extending further from the body, and it swerved from side to side like a predator searching for its prey’s weak spot. The surface below the ship’s head opened up, and the mining beam started burrowing into the ground. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell is that?” Bulco asked, his eyes glued to the side viewscreen displaying Unity’s changed form. 
 
    The reason for his reaction was instantly understood.  
 
    Unity’s altered body looked quite different than before. The previously rectangular body was now curved and seemed to be composed of connecting plates. More than anything, it looked like the thorax and abdomen of a gigantic metal wasp. 
 
    “Holy moly,” Lana said. “That’s some makeover.” 
 
    Nathan smiled. “She’s evolving.” 
 
    “The new internal storage capacitors enabled a more efficient alternate design,” Unity’s cool voice answered. “Maneuverability and flexibility on the ground are increased by 32%. However, prolonged space flight is inadvisable due to the incompatibility of thrusters with current design.” 
 
    “Congrats on the new bod, girl,” Cattie added with a smile. 
 
    “Mineral extraction commencing,” Unity’s cool voice came over. “Based on the composition of base materials, projection for alloy production is as follow: Trinium 5%, Balatium 2%” 
 
    “That’s it?” Nori frowned. “What about Nadirium?” 
 
    “Insufficient quantities of base materials for synthesizing mithril. Nadirium is processed and stored in its raw form.” 
 
    Lana let out a relieved sigh. 
 
    “How much?” Nori asked sharply. 
 
    “Nadirium soil composition is 0.02%,” Unity answered smoothly. 
 
    The Navigator frowned. “That doesn’t sound like a lot.” 
 
    “Excavator processing capacity is ten tons per hour,” Unity replied. 
 
    “So …” Lana narrowed her eyes. “We’re mining two kilos of raw Nadirium every hour?” 
 
    “That is correct, Science officer.” 
 
    “Damn, that’s not enough,” Bulco scoffed. 
 
    “I doubt you could do better, even if you had an energy drill mounted into your facial cavity, like I do.” Unity said. 
 
    A silence broke over the bridge. 
 
    “Unity …” Nori said slowly. “Did you just make a joke?” 
 
    “Of course not, Captain, I would never do that.” 
 
    “Felt awfully like that to me,” the large man grumbled. 
 
    Nathan chuckled, drawing the other’s eyes at him. “Unity's mind is like a baby’s. She’s smart, but there’s a lot she has to learn. To experience.” 
 
    “Wait, your ship is a fully operational AI?” Cung gasped. 
 
    “I wouldn’t call her intelligent,” Bulco grunted. 
 
    “That only demonstrates your own lack of perception,” Unity replied. 
 
    Lana chuckled.  
 
    “Guys,” Nori said. “We’re looking at ten hours’ flight back, and we should probably add a couple of hours on top of that to handle our business in Hammerhead. That means we have 23 hours to mine. That’s barely fifty kilos of raw Nadirium. It’s not bad, but not nearly the haul we were hoping for.” 
 
    “I must confess I was expecting a richer yield than that,” Cung admitted. “We can try to continue flying over the asteroid to find a better spot, but with the interference limiting my range it could take hours.” 
 
    “That’s it!” Lana said excitedly and rapidly tapped on her console. 
 
    Nori and Cung exchanged puzzled looks. 
 
    “Mind letting us simpletons know what your brainiac brain came up with?” Cattie asked. 
 
    “It was hard to understand, at first,” Lana said excitedly, “but I think our brand new sensors just justified their cost. When we approached the surface I noticed a fluctuation in the interferences’ frequency. It kept fluctuating while we were skirting the asteroid, but now that we’re staying in one spot, it stabilized.” 
 
    “Err …” Can you try that again, in English?” Cattie said. 
 
    Cung’s eyes widened on her skeletal face. “Wait, you don’t think the fluctuations are indicative of a central convergence nexus …” 
 
    “Exactly!” Lana grinned triumphantly at her. 
 
    “Oh, now it’s much clearer.” The Sharpshooter rolled her eyes. 
 
    “They’re saying there’s something out there that’s generating the interference field,” Bulco said, drawing a surprised look from the others. 
 
    “What?” he said defensively. “I’m an Engineer, remember?” 
 
    “If it’s something we can shut down …” Nori said. 
 
    “Then I’d be able to pinpoint a good mining spot much more easily.” Cung nodded. 
 
    “I’ll fly us there right now.” The Navigator turned back to her console. 
 
    “No, wait,” Lana said. “It’ll be hard to locate the source while on the move. It’ll go much faster if someone goes out in the Hummer—that way I can monitor the frequency change from a stationary point and guide them toward it.” 
 
    “Yeah, what she said,” Cattie said. 
 
    “It’s a good idea, Nori,” Bulco said. “That way, if we’re wrong, we won’t waste excavating time.” 
 
    “You just want to drive the Hummer yourself,” Nori said accusingly. “You know I have to stay on Unity to make adjustments.” 
 
    He flashed her a grin, showing his full white teeth. “Can’t say it’s not a part of it. I’d be the first man to drive a Hummer on an asteroid outside our Solar System, but it's also the most sensible option. I’ll take Cattie with me to watch my back, and you guide us from here.” 
 
    “He’s got a point, Nori,” Lana said. 
 
    “Oh, alright,” the captain replied reluctantly. “We’ll have to vent the entire cargo hold again to let the Hummer out.” 
 
    “The refurbished life support can take that,” the Engineer assured her. 
 
    “Why not build an airlock especially for the Hummer?” Nathan suggested. 
 
    Nori’s eyes lit up. “That’s not a bad idea. The vehicle just sits there in the center of the cargo hold. We can use Unity’s reconstruction option to build a small garage with a separate door that will act as an airlock.” 
 
    Nathan smiled. “Unity, can you please suggest a design for that.” 
 
    “Of course, Nathan.” Her voice sounded much warmer than usual.  
 
    The leftmost viewscreen flickered, showing a map of the ship, then a small box slightly larger than the Hummer appeared adjacent to the large cargo hold’s door.  
 
    “Estimated resource required: one ton of Trinium. Estimated construction duration: fifteen minutes,” Unity said. 
 
    The captain nodded in approval. “I like the looks of that. It’s small enough so it doesn't take a lot of the cargo’s internal space, and we can put another container on top of it.” She keyed in a few commands. “Construction in progress,” Unity reported a moment later.  
 
    “Come on, Soldier,” Bulco said, turning to Cattie. “Let’s get geared up. You and I are gonna have a little joyride together.” 
 
    “Just be careful out there,” Nori said. 
 
    “I’m always careful,” the large man replied with a grin. 
 
    The Sharpshooter winked at him. “Sounds like fun.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 8 - Joyride 
 
    The last bulkhead rose from the floor just as Bulco and Cattie entered the cargo hold. The Hummer had a garage. 
 
     “Damn, that’s impressive,” Cattie said. It was a simple rectangular box. As they approached, an entire wall section lifted, acting as a door large enough to admit the Hummer inside. 
 
    “Glad you approve,” Bulco said. “But why the hell are you carrying all that stuff with you?” 
 
    They both had their alien spacesuits on, but the woman was also carrying a heavy, suitcase-like container in each hand. 
 
    “Oh you know women,” Cattie answered lightly. “We pack everything for a trip: some extra undies, makeup, a few dresses, a semi-automatic, anti-materiel M107 sniper rifle … the usual.” 
 
    “An M107?” the Engineer looked at her in awe. “That’s a 50 cal military-grade weapon, it costs as much as a small car.” 
 
    “I know,” the woman replied smugly. “I took it from the shelter’s armory to use in the attack on the broodmother. The Warped Buster round you invented fits it like magic. It took down a level 8 Warped with a single bullet to the head. Since then, wherever I go, this baby comes along with me.” 
 
    “Well, don’t mind me then. I’ll be the last guy to stand between a woman and her fifteen-kilo toy of destruction.” 
 
    “Good idea.” 
 
    They loaded their gear into the Hummer’s back seat and got into the front. Bulco slowly drove the large vehicle into the newly created garage, and the door closed silently behind them, sealing them inside. 
 
    “Are you ready?” Nori’s voice came over their comm implant. 
 
    “Locked and loaded,” Cattie said, winking at the man at her side. 
 
    “Opening the garage airlock.” 
 
    The wall in front of the Hummer opened, lowering to the ground and creating a short platform. 
 
    “Here we go,” Bulco said and hit the gas. The heavy vehicle shot forward to the rocky ground, leaving the ship behind them. 
 
    “Okay, I’m connected to the Hummer’s onboard computer,” Lana said. “Calculating your trajectory now … there. Turn 20 degrees to your left and keep straight.” 
 
    “How come we can still maintain contact with the interference?” Cattie asked. 
 
    “They block our scanner, not our communicators. They use very different types of signals.” 
 
    “How’re we looking?” Bulco asked after he adjusted their course. 
 
    “You’re right on track, keep heading straight.” 
 
    The large Hummer easily rode over the uneven surface of the asteroid, riding over small mounds without any difficulties. They climbed a small, steep hill and the vehicle's wheels came to a halt. 
 
    “Now that’s not something you see every day,” Bulco said. 
 
    A short distance away from them, down at a flat plateau, lay the remains of a crashed ship, half-buried in the ground and covered by dust. It was shaped roughly like an arrowhead. The wider aft section was protruding outward, but it was obviously in bad shape, nearly broken in half at the middle.  
 
    “What do you see?” Nori’s voice came over the comms. 
 
    “It’s a ship,” Cattie said. “It looks busted pretty good, but I’m betting something inside is causing the distortion field. 
 
    “Do you see signs of anyone alive down there?” 
 
    Bulco frowned. “She looks deserted. The hull is ruptured, and she’s smashed pretty good. It’s a total wreck. I doubt anyone survived that crash. 
 
    “Something inside obviously did,” Lana said. “They probably have some sort of distortion field emitter and enough power to keep it running. I wonder how long she’s been down there.” 
 
    “The data I have of this sector of space is dated three years ago,” Cung’s voice answered. “So it must have been down here for at least that long.” 
 
    “What should we do, Captain?” the Sharpshooter asked. 
 
    There was a short silence, then Nori’s voice answered. “Stay there and keep watch for a few hours, while we keep mining. If you don’t see any movement or signs of life, approach to investigate.” 
 
    “A waste of time if you ask me,” the large Engineer muttered. “No one could survive such a hit.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Unity kept on drilling into the asteroid crust, sucking in the valuable minerals voraciously. 
 
      
 
    Restructuring: Second Floor upgrade completed 
 
      
 
    “The second floor is done,” Nori announced approvingly. “Altogether it took about … what? Six hours?” 
 
    Cattie’s voice came over the comms. “Thank God. We’re long overdue the privileged honor of private bathrooms.” 
 
    “Ooh,” Lana said suddenly. “More good news: we just hit a small pocket of Nadirium so our yield just tripled.” 
 
    “We’ve been mining for two hours now,” Nori said as she maintained the ship’s balance with a light touch. “How much have we gotten so far?” 
 
    “Including this pocket … eight kilos in total,” the Expert replied. 
 
    The Navigator shook her head. “That’s not going to cut it.” She instinctively lifted a finger to the comm implant below her ear. “Alright, Bulco, try to approach the ship, but be careful. If you spot any movement, run away and hide.” 
 
    “Aye aye, Captain,” he replied.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Engineer looked at his companion. “Ready?” 
 
    “I was born ready,” the woman replied. 
 
    “Here we go then.” 
 
    The Hummer slowly started rolling down the hill toward the downed vessel. At first, there was no sign of movement. Then, when they were five hundred meters away, something moved. A pile of crushed metal at the top of the ship shifted, parting sideways, making room for something bulky to rise up from within. 
 
    The woman narrowed her eyes. “Is that …”  
 
    The rising piece unfolded sideways. It was clearly damaged, as only its left side seem to deploy completely, but there was no mistaking the shape it assumed. 
 
    “Cannons!” Bulco cried and turned the wheel sharply. 
 
    The large Hummer violently turned sideways just as a white beam of light shot out from the downed ship, hitting the ground behind them. 
 
    “Holy shit!” Cattie cursed, looking behind her. “If that thing hit us we would have been vaporized!” 
 
    “What’s going on?” Nori’s asked sharply over the comms. 
 
    “They’re shooting at us!” Bulco shouted as he desperately tried to convince the heavy vehicle to move faster.  
 
    The weapon discharged again, missing them by ten meters. 
 
    “We’re coming for you now,” Nori’s said urgently. “We’ll shoot it down with our cannon.” 
 
    “No, wait,” Bulco said. He looked at the partly deployed cannon with a critical eye. There was a shower of sparks shooting out from it like a fountain, and lines of electricity arced around it, visible even through the distance.  
 
    The large man chuckled. “It was probably just an automated defense system. It shot twice then it overloaded. That thing won’t shoot anyone ever again.” 
 
    “I don’t like it,” Nori replied. “You should stay away from the wreck. There could be other defense systems waiting to go off as you approach.” 
 
    Bulco shook his head. “You said it yourself, our current mining speed won’t cut it. We need to shut this thing down.” 
 
    “We’ll come over with Unity,” Nori replied. “We’ll bombard it from the air with our cannon until there’s nothing left.” 
 
    “Not a great idea, Captain,” Bulco said. “A rail gun is like shooting pellets at a ship’s hull. And if they happen to have an anti-air defense system that still works, the day could turn really bad for all of us.” 
 
    “You have a point,” Nori said reluctantly. “But you should still stay away from it.” 
 
    “I’ve got an idea,” Cattie said suddenly. “Bulco, drop me off someplace high. I’ll cover you with my sniper rifle. That cannon was barely working, I bet that a few hits from the M107 would have been enough to finish it off. 
 
    “Good idea,” he nodded. “We’re going for it, Nori.” 
 
    The Navigator sighed. “Fine, just be careful. You’ll also have to watch your remaining air supply. Once you open the Hummer doors, you’ll lose all the atmosphere inside the car.” 
 
    “Oh, didn’t I tell you?” Bulco sounded smug. 
 
    “Tell us what?” 
 
    “I did a little work on the Hummer on our way here. It was one of the things I looked at, back at the archives. Turns out basic atmospheric shield emitters are cheap—we even had some in our supply room. So I installed them. We can now get in and out of the Hummer without venting it each time.” 
 
    “Handy.” Cattie grinned at him. 
 
    Bulco parked the Hummer next to a tall boulder. They both activated their suit helmets, which grew to cover their heads, then opened the doors. A weak field of energy shimmered into view, preventing the air from escaping. They got up and passed through it easily. 
 
    “Oh, wow,” Cattie said wide-eyed, taking in the sight. “It’s my first spacewalk.” 
 
    “You’ll get used to it,” Bulco said. “Here, I’ll help you up.” 
 
    They climbed over the Hummer, and the Engineer easily lifted the woman to the top of the boulder a few meters above them, then he passed her the bulky suitcases. Once she was positioned securely, the woman opened the first box, revealing the neatly ordered parts of the large weapon. She quickly assembled it into a meter-and-a-half-long rifle, then opened the second box. She selected an expensive-looking scope and snapped it on top of the weapon, then she took one of the loaded magazines and slapped it in. “Ready,” she said confidently, lying down and assuming a firing position. 
 
    “Alright,” Bulco answered her, climbing back into the car. “I’m trusting you to keep me safe.” 
 
    “I got you, old man,” the Sharpshooter said as she scanned the downed ship through the scope. “You’re all clear. Hey, wait a minute …” 
 
    “What? What do you see?” Nori asked tensely. 
 
    “There’s something that looks like a satellite dish on top of the ship. And there are some blinking lights on it.” 
 
    “That could be the distortion emitter,” Lana said excitedly. “If we can figure how to shut it down—” 
 
    A single muffled shot cut her off. 
 
    “Done,” Cattie said smugly. “The whole thing blew away with a single bullet. It was probably about to give in anyway.” 
 
    “The distortion is clearing away!” Lana said. “Wow, all the sensors suddenly started working. I can scan the area around the asteroid —all clear, no ships in sight.” 
 
    “And my scanner is back to full range,” Cung announced. “I’m already getting richer deposits. Hmm, weird, they are all small and scattered. Never mind, I’ll just direct you there one by one.” 
 
    “Good,” Bulco said. “You have your hands full. I’ll handle things over here.” He resumed driving toward the ship. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Nori asked. 
 
    “We have access to an entire alien ship right here. Who knows what we can find there?” 
 
    “It’s too dangerous,” Nori objected. 
 
    “Relax, I’m sure that cannon was just a fluke. I got this.” 
 
    “And I got him,” Cattie spoke. “Don’t worry, Captain.” 
 
    The Hummer drove slowly toward the ship. It passed the five-hundred-meter mark with nothing alarming happening and kept on driving. 
 
    Four hundred meters. 
 
    Three hundred. 
 
    As the Hummer arrived at two hundred meters, another part of the ship started shifting. Two small rods extended from within the debris and turned jerkily toward the car. 
 
    Cattie fired. 
 
    The leftmost rod exploded as the giant bullet easily tore through the weakened metal. The remaining rod shot out an orange laser beam that impacted the ground just in front of the car, scorching a small patch of ground. The Sharpshooter’s second bullet took it off in a shower of sparks. 
 
    “All clear,” she said. 
 
    “Thanks,” Bulco grumbled. “You saved my ass.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m here for,” she said merrily. “Taking names and shooting down alien laser cannons.” 
 
    “I’m continuing forward,” the man said, and the Hummer drove onward. 
 
    There was no more movement from the ship. Whatever other defense systems it might have had while it was still intact, it all seemed quiet, now. 
 
    The Hummer drove right up to the ship’s hull—which despite being half-buried in the ground, still towered almost ten meters above the vehicle.  
 
    “I've reached the ship,” the Engineer said. “I don’t see any—” 
 
    “I got movement!” Cattie called, cutting him off. “Right ahead of you. Oh shit, it’s huge. Drive back! Back!” 
 
    The Engineer hurried to follow her orders. Just ahead of him, the ruptured hull of the ship started parting sideways, revealing a six-meter-tall opening. More sparks and screeches of twisted metal filled the air as the doors struggled to open fully. Then they stopped, stuck in place. 
 
    Cattie breathed easier at that. All movement at the ship seemed to have stopped, and the Hummer had already backed off over a hundred meters. 
 
    “Everyone alright?” Noir asked, her voice sounding tense. 
 
    “Yeah,” Catie answered. “Probably just another automated system. Some sort of cargo door started opening, but it got stuck halfway through. 
 
    Then, a giant metal arm shot out from inside the ship, grabbing one of the stuck giant doors and pushed it open. 
 
    “Holy mother of god,” Bulco said breathlessly as a five-meter-tall behemoth of corroded metal stepped outside. “It’s another giant robot!” 
 
    “What do you mean another?” Cattie yelled. 
 
    “Tell you later. Too busy running away now.” 
 
    The robot was made of splotchy colored bits of corroded metal. It had two giant arms that ended with pincers and two lower smaller arms that it used to steady itself as it walked on two massive legs, distancing itself from the alien ship. Two cylinders mounted on each of its shoulders started rotating and shifted upward as the robot turned toward the escaping vehicle. 
 
    A moment later, dozens of hand-sized shells shot out of the cylinders, raining down around the car and exploding on the ground. 
 
    “Shit, shit, shit,” Bulco cursed as he desperately tried to evade the bombardment. 
 
    “Hang on; I got you,” Cattie said and adjusted her aim. She held her breath and started firing. 
 
    Bullet after bullet hit the giant robot. The first few shots seemed to deflect harmlessly off its thick metal body, but the Sharpshooter, true to her Path, aimed at a vulnerable point and let out a steadying breath as she gently squeezed the trigger. One of the shoulder-mounted cylinders blew apart as a Warped Buster round smacked into one of its launch tubes. The second cylinder quickly followed. The next bullets found the robot’s jointed limbs and tore them apart. The hostile bombardment stopped when the robot lost its weapons, and it stumbled as the bullets tore through its decaying metal. 
 
    The Sharpshooter quickly ejected the spent magazine, slapped in a fresh one, and kept firing. 
 
    The giant construct fell to its ‘knees’, its four arms striking the ground in an effort to keep it from falling face down. The shattered cylinders on its shoulders ejected, and two new ones rose to replace them. The woman quickly reached for a third magazine, but the robot was faster. Though it was still on its knees, it could still shoot. Dozens of shells shot through the air toward her. Cattie yelped and pressed herself to the rocky surface while her arms covered her head. The shells started raining around her. Most exploded harmlessly against the ground below her, but several struck the base of the boulder, taking out a large chunk of it. The entire rock shook violently, causing the two boxes to fall off it. Miraculously, the woman was unhurt, but she clung to the face of the boulder for dear life. 
 
    The giant robot was still kneeling on its mostly useless legs. Its two cylinders slowed their rotation.  
 
    “Guys, I think it's reloading,” Cattie groaned. She was unhurt, but the violent tremors nearly caused her teeth to break. “I think I’m done for, it was nice while it—” 
 
    “Not on my shift!” Bulco shouted. 
 
    The large Hummer appeared behind the crouching robot, nearly flying through the air as the Engineer floored the gas pedal over a raised stone platform. 
 
    Heavy human-made machine collided with alien robot with devastating force. Tons of steel crushed together in a bone-jarring impact.  
 
    Normally, it would have been suicide. A primitive human-made machine was no competition against any sort of advanced alien technology. Normally. 
 
    The front of the Hummer twisted and bent, but the derelict robot fared far worse. The machine’s corroded body caved in, the impact strong enough to throw the entire construct down into the ground, where it finally stopped moving. 
 
    “Bulco!” Cattie cried. “Are you okay?” 
 
    A groan was her only answer. 
 
    “Bulco!” Nori shouted. “Can you hear me?” 
 
    “I’m alright,” he finally answered, weakly. “I think I broke something.” 
 
    “Will you be alright?” 
 
    “I think so,” he grunted. “At least this time the giant motherfucking robot didn’t step on me. Damn, the Hummer took one hell of a beating.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” the Navigator said, sounding relieved. “As long as you two are okay. Damn, I should never have allowed you to get close to that ship.” 
 
    “It was the right call,” the Engineer replied. “We’re still alive, and that robot has gotta be the last line of defense that ship had. Just let me—” 
 
    “It’s still moving!” Cattie’s voice cut him off.” 
 
    “Shit! Shoot it down!” Bulco cried, frantically trying to open the twisted door and get out. 
 
    Their comm implants chirped. “We’re picking up some sort of general broadcast,” Lana said. 
 
     “You have beaten me, you knaves,” a voice spoke. “You may have finally conquered the Burrowing Glory, but without honor your victory is hollow.” 
 
    The Engineer stopped his frantic movements and looked up. His eyes opened wide. 
 
    A small creature, barely a meter tall, and clad in a spacesuit similar to their own, emerged from an opening on one of the robot’s giant legs. 
 
    “I got it in my sights,” the woman said. “Give the word, and I’ll blow its brains off.” 
 
    The small creature stepped away from the wreck and then collapsed, face down. 
 
    “No, wait,” Bulco said. “I think it just fainted. Or died. Come over here and give me a hand; I think it’s time we got some answers.” 
 
    “Be careful,” Nori said. 
 
    “Haven’t I already proven that I know how to be careful?” Bulco answered. Then he looked up and took in the heaps of smashed metal, smoking engine, and scorched ground all around him. “Yeah, I get your point.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It took Cattie only a few minutes to collect her gear and come to the Engineer’s aid. His legs were pinned tightly by the crumpled dashboard in a way that restricted his ability to make full use of his enormous strength. Cattie found a durable metal rod and, using it as a makeshift lever, she managed to pry him loose.  
 
    By the time the large man stepped outside the vehicle, the Tec in his body had already finished patching up his injuries. 
 
    They approached the downed alien, and Cattie flipped him over with her foot. A pale green, humanoid-looking face appeared beneath his helmet’s visor. 
 
    “It’s one of those little green men!” Bulco exclaimed. “Like that drone merchant.” He narrowed his eyes, bringing up the alien’s details. 
 
      
 
    Serk, Aky, Level 10 
 
      
 
    “Damn,” he muttered. “The little guy is level 10. You need like 500 Tec for that right?” he eyed the silent body appreciatively. 
 
    “He’s not dead,” Cattie said bending in for a closer look. “But is his skull supposed to be showing like this? He’s just skin and bones.” 
 
    “We’ll get some answers soon enough,” the Engineer said grimly. 
 
    A shadow hovered over them. They looked up and saw Unity descending toward them. 
 
    “Yes,” Nori’s voice came over the comms. “We will.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 




 
 
    9 - Serk 
 
      
 
    The alien’s eyes fluttered a few times, then flew open. 
 
    He was lying on top of a large bed, more than twice his size. His vision was still blurry, but he could make out the clean, unbroken wall, and steady light. 
 
    Images of death, destruction, and struggling to survive filled his head. “It was just a dream,” he murmured. He closed his eyes again and fell into a much-needed, relaxed sleep. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I think he’s starting to come around,” Lana said, looking at the emaciated body of the little green alien. Cattie’s description was apt—the poor guy was mostly skin and bone. His chest rose up steadily over clearly visible ribs. His arms and legs were so thin, it seemed miraculous that he was able to walk, let alone fight, and his face looked like someone had colored a skull green. Only his eyes looked different, in the few seconds he opened them. Full of life and determination. 
 
    The Expert quietly approached the comatose alien and brought up his details. 
 
      
 
    Serk, Aky, Level 10 
 
    Path: Technician → Mechanoid → MechKnight 
 
    Highest attribute: Control 
 
    No. of implants: 7 
 
      
 
    They had removed his spacesuit when they brought him into Unity—the poor fellow had nothing else on him—and laid him on an empty bunk. 
 
    “I still say we should tie him down,” Bulco said gruffly, crossing his arms. “Despite how he looks, he’s dangerous. Level 10 is no joke, let me tell you that.” 
 
    “Look at him,” Nori said. “It’s obvious he’s been down here for a long time, maybe even years. He probably went mad from isolation.” 
 
    “First”—Bulco held up a finger—“we don’t know he’s alone. Second”—he raised another finger—“the Tec can heal mental issues, remember? No way he wasn’t aware of what he was doing when he attacked us.” 
 
    “He’s making a good point, Captain,” Cattie said. 
 
    Cung looked at the green man. She had a weird expression on her skeletal face. “The Aky are known as a race of peaceful traders, explorers, and scientists. For one to attack you unprovoked … it’s highly irregular.” 
 
    “He’s waking up again,” Nori said sharply. “Stay alert, but don’t do anything aggressive.” 
 
    “Wha-where am I?” The alien weakly turned his head from side to side, blinking and taking in the four humans and one Exhar. 
 
    At a nod from Nori, Lana stepped forward. “We’re humans, Earth Force faction. We came to mine the asteroid when we found your ship.” She hesitated. “You attacked our people when they approached.” 
 
    The creature closed his eyes. “Apologies. I believed the honorless pirates who shot us down were back for more.” 
 
    “We’re not them,” Lana said soothingly. “Can we get you anything to make you more comfortable?” 
 
    He raised a trembling arm to his deflated stomach. “Food ... I haven't eaten in …” He closed his eyes again. “It seems like a lifetime.” 
 
    Lana looked horrified. “Of course! Err … I don’t know if your species can eat our food.” 
 
    “Anything sugary will do,” he replied. 
 
    The Expert brightened. “I’ve got just the thing.” 
 
    She moved to the kitchen area, where they stacked all their Earth food and brought back some coco puffs. “Here you go.”  
 
    He graciously accepted the offered pack, shoved a fistful into his mouth, and started chewing slowly on the crunchy bits. “Thank you,” he said after several bites. “I almost forgot what it feels like to have food in me. I am called Serk.” 
 
    “How long have you been down here, Serk?” Lana asked. 
 
    He closed his eyes. “Three … three years. Ever since the attack on the Burrowing Glory, our ship.” 
 
    “Is there anyone else alive in there?” Lana asked gently. 
 
    He shook his head. “The others perished during the crash, and those that managed to eject in time were hunted down. I am the sole survivor.” 
 
    Lana’s eyes were wide. “That’s horrible! How did you survive here all this time on your own?” 
 
    The alien held her gaze for a long moment, his eyes in obvious pain. “I preyed on my own crew, like a wretched Warped. For the sake of my own survival, I desecrated their honor.” 
 
    “Are there any more traps active back there?” the Engineer asked gruffly. 
 
    “Bulco!” Nori hissed. 
 
    “What?” He crossed his arms. “It’s a valid question. We should search the wreck for anything that might be useful for us. It’s not like it’ll ever fly again.” 
 
    “Wreck or not, it’s still his property.” The Navigator met his eyes. “We’re not going to plunder it like thieves.” 
 
    “You have honor,” the alien said, nodding at the tall woman approvingly. “You have my thanks.” 
 
    “Can you tell us how you ended up here, Serk?” she asked. 
 
    He nodded and drew in a labored breath. An unpleasant-looking lump in his stomach marked the location of the food he ate. “I was just a simple technician on the Burrowing Glory. My faction has worked diligently for many years, building up from a simple mining shuttle. Gradually, we accumulated the knowledge and the resources required to create the most magnificent mining vessel in the system. We had advanced mining technology and all the tools needed to make a fortune.” He shook his head morosely. “It was the sin of avarice that led to our undoing. I’ve had a long time to reflect on our past deeds. I now realize that without honor, life is not worth living.” 
 
    “What happened?” Nori asked gently. 
 
    “We got bolder and bolder, venturing deeper into uncharted areas of the asteroid field, looking for precious buried treasures. Four years ago, we located this asteroid—an incredibly rich ground for mining Nadirium. We were earning piTec in the millions.” His emaciated face clouded. “Then they came.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “The Syndicate.” 
 
    Cung drew in a sharp breath. 
 
    Nori looked at her. “You’ve heard of them?” 
 
    The alien woman nodded. “Only in whispers. They are too feared for open discussion. They’re supposedly a criminal organization who keeps to the shadows, manipulating the mining factions as mere peons.” 
 
    “It is more than just rumors,” Serk said. “We got a message from a person who only identified himself as NO_ONE—a representative of the Syndicate. He demanded we work for them. We said no.” 
 
    “I guess they didn’t like that answer,” Nori said. 
 
    “They did not. When we went out for another mining run, the Alpha Miners had already claimed the area. It is far removed from all the major routes, so there was no question they were tracking us directly. Our captain decided to ignore their claim, trusting in our ship’s superior technology.” Serk closed his eyes as the painful memory flooded his mind. “We tried to move in stealthily. We planned to land on the asteroid and deploy our distortion field, mine undetected, then move out with no one the wiser.” 
 
    “What went wrong?” 
 
    “They were waiting for us,” the alien said, eyes still closed. “They knew our exact flight path, and several ships ambushed us as soon as we crossed their borders. We took heavy damage, and so we came up with a desperate plan. The surviving crew members ejected in the life pods, trying to escape, while the captain, me, and several others remained behind. We baited the enemy to follow us and managed to shake them off for a little while. The ship was badly damaged, but we hoped to use that short window to land and deploy the distortion field to hide from our enemies.” He shook his head. “The plan only half worked. The ship was more badly damaged than we had known, and we crash-landed on the surface. Everyone else died in the crash, but somehow, I survived. I managed to patch up the distortion emitter and activate it before the raiders got close enough to detect us.” His fists balled. “The last data burst from our sensors showed the enemy taking their time to hunt down our life pods. They are nothing more than honorless murderers, attacking those who could not defend themselves.” He went silent and drew in a few ragged breaths. His fists unclenched. “They died pointlessly, whereas I lived. Their deaths served only to buy me the time to engage the distortion field, so when the enemy finally came back to look for the ship, all they found was a trail of debris.” He laughed miserably. “A whole crew sacrificed for the sake of a simple technician who couldn’t help them.” 
 
    “I’d hardly call you a simple technician,” Nori said. 
 
    He shook his head. “The provisions that survived the crash ran out after the first year, despite my attempt at rationing them. I only survived by slowly drawing piTec from the remaining bodies of my crew. But every time a new burst of Tec invigorated me, it also further consumed me from the inside. I survived, bearing the torment, for a single purpose. That someday, I’d have the chance to seek justice for the dead.” 
 
    “So that’s how you reached level 10?” Bulco said. 
 
    Serk nodded. “And I didn’t sit idly by all this time. I used my newfound power. I had a plan.” 
 
    “What plan?” 
 
    He hesitated and took another bite of crunchy cereal. Lana averted her eyes as another lump slowly swam through the alien’s paper-thin skin to join the first one. “I maintained our distortion field and worked on fixing our destroyed defensive systems, cannibalizing one system for another. My last Path upgrade, when I reached level 10, showed me how to use my knowledge to build a fighting machine—a Mech. Despite the poor conditions of the materials, I had hoped it would be enough for me to take retribution against my enemies.” 
 
    “Are you referring to the MechKnight Path?” Lana asked. 
 
    “You can see my full Path.” He stared at her. “Yes, the Mech I used to fight you was far from finished. I intended it to be my tool of vengeance. When ready, I was going to disengage the distortion field and let them come to me.” 
 
    “Something doesn't add up,” Bulco said. “They could have just blasted you from orbit. You wouldn’t have stood a chance.” 
 
    “I had planned for that eventuality as well,” he replied calmly. “Our mining equipment was one of the few systems that was undamaged during the crash. It is an extremely advanced piece of technology, capable of slowly seeping into the ground and sucking away precious minerals. I deployed it early on. In the last three years, it has sucked most of the asteroid’s precious resources dry, building up quite the extensive cache. My intention was to use it to draw my enemies close. They wouldn’t simply blow it up with the rest of the ship. They would have fought and died trying to get it.” He looked straight at the Engineer. “Avarice can be easily manipulated against you. You would do well to remember that. Honor is the true treasure anyone should strive for.” 
 
    “So it was bait?” Bulco asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And it’s just been sitting there, in your ship, slowly building up over the years?” Cattie said, her eyes sparkling. 
 
    “That is correct.” 
 
    Cung snapped her fingers. “That explains why the mineral concentration is so low. It was strip-mined since I was last here.” 
 
    Nori and Bulco exchanged meaningful looks. 
 
    “You may not claim the treasure for yourself,” Serk said evenly, catching their meaning. “It is a monument for my fallen crew members.” 
 
    “Listen, little buddy,” Bulco said, obviously trying to fight down the urge to shout. “We’re your only way off this rock. It won’t do you any good just sitting there. What’s the harm of taking it with us?” 
 
    “This treasure was purchased by something much more valuable,” the alien replied evenly. “By blood. You cannot have it.” 
 
    The large Engineer straightened threateningly, but Nori held him off. “I understand,” she said quietly. “Lives lost cannot be bought back. At any cost.” 
 
    He nodded. “Only one who knows true loss can understand that.” 
 
    “We will not take your treasure,” she said. “But we are also hunted by that faction. Your ship is obviously more advanced than ours. Can we use its parts to upgrade our ship, and increase our chances of survival? Regardless of your answer, we will take you with us when we leave.” 
 
    Serk looked at her steadily. “You are a rare and honorable woman, Captain. You may claim any useful component from the Burrowing Glory, but nothing else.” 
 
    She nodded. “Agreed.” 
 
    “We need to bring in the Hummer too,” Bulco grunted, obviously displeased. He looked down at the small alien. “I’m going to bill you for the cost of fixing her up.” 
 
    “My mech has sustained even greater damage, Bulco. If possible, I’d like to bring it along with us. I have invested significant effort in building it, and I do not wish to leave it behind.” 
 
    “I’m not sure we have the room for it,” Nori said hesitantly. 
 
    “The restructuring upgrade has reached the fifty percent mark.” Unity’s voice sounded. “Time estimation for completion: eight hours. In addition, three of the four shipping containers are empty and may be folded to allow for additional space. 
 
    “That ought to do the trick,” Cattie said cheerfully. She looked around at the others. “Well? What are we waiting for? Let’s go visit the neighbors.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They first brought the Hummer back into the ship. Despite the low gravity, it took Nori and Cattie to help Bulco shove the heavy vehicle up the ramp. Serk’s mech posed more of a challenge, but by using the anti-grav carrier they had purchased back on Earth, they were up to the task. 
 
    Nori moved Unity, landing just in front of the Burrowing Glory’s open hatch.  
 
    Cung opted to stay behind, and the rest of them donned their spacesuits, took the anti-grav carrier, and followed the small alien out of the cargo hold and into the much larger ship. 
 
    The first chamber they stepped into was at least four times larger than Unity’s cargo hold and held no atmosphere. 
 
    “I used this place as a makeshift Engineering bay,” Serk explained. “This is where I built the mech. Some of the corridors leading farther inside are still spaceworthy.” 
 
    He led them to a small set of doors and opened them with a wave of his hand. A shimmering blue atmospheric shield became visible. Nori had to stoop to walk through it while Bulco had to practically go down to all four to pass through the small opening. 
 
    The corridor they walked through was full of debris, and large cracks ran through the twisted bulkheads. A low light illuminated the interior. Everywhere they looked were obvious signs of hasty patchwork. They continued following Serk, bypassing several blocked entrances that looked to be caved in. 
 
    “This is the last working core room,” Serk said, pointing at an open door. A low hum sounded from the chamber, and a power core, larger than Unity’s, was clearly visible.” 
 
    “Damn,” Bulco said appreciatively. “A Grade E power core! That thing alone is worth more than a hundred grand.” 
 
    “It was just an auxiliary power core,” Serk smiled faintly. “I kept it going to power up the excavation and weapons systems. It will not last much longer—you may take it if you wish. But there is something that is worth far more up ahead. Follow me.” 
 
    They kept on walking and came to a stop as they passed by another open room. 
 
    “Ho-ly shit,” Cattie said, her eyes wide. 
 
    At the far end of the room, a writhing mass of metallic tubes plunged into the ground through the breached floor. But that wasn’t what drew the Sharpshooter's gaze. A small stack of neatly piled dark metallic blocks sat on the other side. A flickering holo monitor above the pile displayed its contents. 
 
      
 
    Refined Nadirium, 32 Kilos 
 
      
 
    Serk noted the woman’s amazement and nodded. “Yes. This is all the Nadirium the ship was able to collect in the last three years. ” 
 
    “You were able to refine the stuff?” Lana asked with awe. “The cost of the equipment to do that is crazy.” 
 
    “As I’ve said, the Burrowing Glory was the finest mining vessel in the system. The damage she sustained severely limited her mining capabilities, but I would say such a yield would be considered satisfactory by most standards.” 
 
    “Satisfactory?” Bulco almost blanched. “That pile alone is worth 160,000 piTec. If we use it to make Erodium, at 26,000 per kilo, we’re looking at over 800,000! Serk, buddy, you gotta reconsider. It’s insane leaving it here.” 
 
    “Regardless,” the alien spoke calmly. “This treasure is not meant for you—as you have agreed in advance.” 
 
    Nori nodded. “Let’s go on, guys.” 
 
    “But …” Cattie said, looking longingly at the pile of precious metal. 
 
    “I said let’s go,” Nori repeated more firmly. 
 
    The Sharpshooter let out a sigh. “Alright, you’re the captain.” 
 
    “It’s not far now,” Serk said. 
 
    They followed him through several branching corridors until they arrived at a large chamber, partially embedded in the ground. Makeshift shelves were filled with metal cubes in various sizes. 
 
    “What’s all this?” Lana asked. 
 
    “My people’s memoirs,” the alien replied. Seeing their vacant looks, he added. “We are each attuned to one. It logs our actions, our triumphs, and precious moments of life. Now that my crew is dead, their cubes contain the last moments of their lives. It is the only thing I have left of them, and it is a treasure far greater than any simple resource. I would request that you allow me to bring these with me.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” Bulco nearly exploded. “We’re going to bring back a bunch of photo albums instead of a haul that can improve our entire world’s future? Wake up, Nori!” 
 
    “I’m kinda with the big guy on this,” Cattie said apologetically. “It’s stupid to let all these riches sit here unused. We can take both.” 
 
    “I have given my word that we won’t touch it,” Nori said, her eyes flashing in anger. “How would you like it if some alien snuck into Earth and desecrated our churches and cemeteries, stealing the art and gold we keep there? Would an excuse of ‘sorry, I really needed it’ make it alright? We’re better than that.” 
 
    “Nori’s right,” Nathan spoke up, surprising the others. “We need to do the right thing.” 
 
    Lana nodded. “I agree.” 
 
    Cattie sighed. “Yeah, OK.” She looked back at Bulco. “Sorry, big guy, you’re on your own on this.” 
 
    The Engineer shook his head. “I think you’re wrong.” He paused and looked at the alien that was barely a fifth of his own weight. “But if that’s how you see it, I won’t go against you.” 
 
    “Good.” Serk nodded approvingly. “You are indeed honorable. To view such treasure and walk away is not something many would have been able to do. Especially in this part of the galaxy.” He looked around at the five humans appreciatively, frowning slightly as he looked at Bulco. “You have passed the test.” 
 
    Nori furrowed her brow. “What test?” 
 
    “The test of honor and avarice. You have shown your hearts are true, and so, your motives must be pure. I wish to help you in your quest. Please accept the Nadirium my ship has procured.” 
 
    “Wait, so you’re just giving it to us?” Bulco nearly exploded. 
 
    “Yes. The ingots are rigged. If you had betrayed me and tried to take it for yourself, the power core would have overloaded, taking you all with me.” 
 
    The Engineer froze. 
 
    Nori’s lips curved. “I’m glad it didn’t go there.” 
 
    “Help me collect the cubes first,” Serk said. “We can stop by the excavator to pick up the Nadirium on the way back.” 
 
    With the six of them working together, they quickly collected 96 of the weird cubes and placed them on the anti-grav carrier. They went back the way they came, and, after Serk had deactivated the trigger mechanism, they collected the 32 ingots of refined Nadirium. 
 
    “Alright, all this stuff ain’t too heavy,” Bulco said. “But it takes a lot of space. Let’s bring everything into Unity, then come back for the core. I also want to inspect some of the mounted weapons. Maybe I can retrofit some of it to use on our ship or even the Hummer.” 
 
    They followed the Engineer’s advice and made their way through the low corridors, out of the ship, and into Unity, where they unloaded everything. 
 
    They were just about to get back to the crashed ship when a beeping noise ran through the ship. 
 
    “What’s that?” Nori frowned. 
 
    Lana’s eyes widened. “Oh no.” 
 
    The Expert ran to the bridge and brought up her console.  
 
    “I set the sensors to monitor the space around the asteroid and raise an alarm if something approaches,” she said as she frantically worked the controls. The center viewscreen flickered, displaying an image of a ship they instantly recognized. 
 
    “Crap!” Nori cursed. “They found us.” 
 
    It was the same ship that had attacked them before. 
 
    “They must have kept scanning for us and located our signature once Cattie blew up the distortion emitters,” Lana said. 
 
    “Err …” The Sharpshooter shifted uneasily. “Sorry?” 
 
    “We gotta get out of here,” Nori said, nimbly jumping into the pilot seat which sprang from the floor.  
 
    Unity’s thrusters hummed to life, and she rose off the ground. They had barely managed to fly a hundred meters when something small and fast fell from the sky and impacted the Burrowing Glory.  
 
    The derelict ship was instantly engulfed in a huge fireball. The explosion’s shockwave reached all the way to Unity and hurled her farther away. Nori furiously worked the controls, gradually wrestling the ship into a stable course. They zoomed away from the still-growing ball of fire, having narrowly escaped death. 
 
    “Great flying, kid!” Bulco cheered. 
 
    “It’s not over yet,” Nori clenched her teeth. “Hold on!” 
 
    Twin red energy beams descended from above, crossing in front of their path, quickly coming together. Nori flicked her fingers and Unity swerved to one side, narrowly missing the convergence point. The side viewscreen displayed the image behind them where the beams had blasted a crater into the asteroid’s hard surface. 
 
    “We gotta climb up and get out of here!” Bulco shouted. 
 
    “I can’t!” Nori shouted back. “They have a superior position. If I start ascending we’ll be sitting ducks. We need to keep moving, skirting the asteroid, it’s the only way I can keep ahead of their attacks.” 
 
    “I can help,” Serk said suddenly. “I will require access to a console.” 
 
    “Lana, give it to him,” Nori ordered, frowning in concentration as she continued to evade more and more beams of red light. 
 
    The Expert nodded once and ran her hands over her console. “Done.” 
 
    Serk closed his eyes and raised his arms. A chair erupted from the floor around him and a wide, light console appeared before him. His personal, smaller, wrist console lit up, and the two started flickering at the same tempo. A moment later, the left-most viewscreen flashed, displaying a new flight path. 
 
    “Follow it,” Serk said calmly. 
 
    “Hold on!” Nori called. The remodeled freighter veered sharply to the left, narrowly evading another set of beams. Following the painted course, Nori turned the ship downward and the ground rushed up to meet them. 
 
    “We’re gonna crash!” Bulco yelled. 
 
    “I’m pulling up!” Nori shouted. 
 
    “No,” Serk said firmly. “Trust.” 
 
    The Navigator tightened her jaw but maintained their course. At the last second, just as it seemed they were going to hit the hard surface, the ground dropped below them and they suddenly found themselves flying down a narrow crevice. 
 
    The large Engineer slumped back in his seat. “That was way too close.” 
 
    “Keep heading down,” Serk said. “It opens up into a large chamber.” 
 
    Nori nodded and maintained their path. After a moment, the narrow ravine opened into a natural-looking cavity. Unity’s six legs gently lowered into the ground, holding the rest of the ship upright. 
 
    “They won’t be able to follow us inside,” the alien said. “Their vessel is too large.” 
 
    “Can’t they bomb us from up there?” Cattie asked. 
 
    “We’re in too deep. Their explosive charges won’t be able to reach us.” 
 
    “So now what?” Bulco asked. “We just wait them out?” 
 
    Lana shook her head. “We can’t afford the delay. We have less than 30 hours before our tax waiver expires.” 
 
    “And it will take us almost ten hours to fly back,” Nori noted. “Taking into account that we’ll probably need a couple of hours to orchestrate the entire deal, we have to leave in 18 hours tops.” 
 
    “There’s another problem,” Lana added. “Our sensors can’t scan the space around the asteroid. There’s too much stone above us; it blocks the signal.” 
 
    “Great,” Bulco grumbled. “Then we’re dug in, with no way of knowing what’s happening on the outside while the clock is ticking.” 
 
    Nori nodded. “Pretty much.” 
 
    “What about weapons?” Serk asked. 
 
    Cattie shook her head. “We have an asteroid cannon. It’s not strong enough to do any real damage to that ship—we already tried. Also, none of us can shoot it well.” 
 
    “I can,” the alien stated matter-of-factly. 
 
    Everyone turned to look at him. 
 
    “It’s part of my path,” he explained, seeing their expressions. “I can operate any heavy mounted weapons that require manual aim. It’s part of being a MechKnight.” 
 
    “The Mech!” Bulco said with a sudden realization. “It had some pretty badass mounted artillery, maybe we can use that.” 
 
    The little green alien shook his head. “The weapons are grade E, which is suitably powerful against ground units, but I’m afraid it won’t do much against a spaceship’s energy shields. Besides, my mech is too damaged to engage in battle.” 
 
    The large Engineer shook his head. “We might be able to fix it so it will be able to shoot. With the mech’s artillery and our cannon, I’m betting we could put a nice dent in those motherfucking Alphas.” 
 
    “You humans are crazy,” Cung, who’d been quiet up until now, said. “The Alphas are the most battle-ready among the mining factions. A few improvised weapons aren’t going to be enough.” 
 
    “We have one more weapon,” Nori said quietly. “Unity’s own drilling beam.” 
 
    “The captain is partially correct,” Unity’s smooth voice sounded. “If close proximity can be achieved, the drilling beam is capable of burrowing a hole through the enemy ship’s outer hull. Their more critical systems, however, are protected by denser plating, so inflicting critical damage is highly unlikely.” 
 
    Cung shook her head. “You are crazy. Even if you’re right, your ship won’t survive long enough to engage. Their energy weapons will take us down long before we reach them.” 
 
    “The humans have a point,” Serk countered. “At an extremely close range, Unity has a decisive advantage. It is doubtful they hold countermeasures against drilling excavators.” 
 
    “I have an idea on how we can close in on them,” Lana said excitedly. “We can use Serk’s original plan. We send a broadcast, telling them about the Nadirium we have on board. That ought to prevent them from firing on us, right?” 
 
    Serk nodded. “I’m certain of it. They wouldn’t want to waste time sifting through our debris.” 
 
    “And then what?” Bulco asked gruffly. “They’ll probably just send a shuttle to board and loot us.” 
 
    “He is correct,” Cung said. “I’ve seen them do it before. They will hold down your ship at gunpoint and send a boarding party. If you’ll try to resist, they’ll shoot us all down.” 
 
    Lana grinned. “Then we let them come on board.” 
 
    Cung shook her head. “They’ll take over the bridge and assume command of the ship.” 
 
    Lana’s grin widened. “Who said anything about letting them come inside the main ship?” 
 
    Nori narrowed her eyes. “What you have in mind?” 
 
    The Expert brought up a large holo monitor, showing Unity’s internal structure. “We are going to need a lot more Trinium.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The large Engineer grunted as he struggled to force a broken piece of the mech back into place.  
 
    “Hold it steady, please,” Serk said calmly, holding a strange star-shaped implement. He held it to the torn seam and several strings of light shot out of it, causing a sticky-looking blob to appear and ooze into the tear. 
 
    “Neat trick,” Bulco grunted at the effort. “Gotta get me one of those.” 
 
    “It’s a Zaltec advanced toolkit,” the little alien replied. “Their starting price is 10,000 piTec.” 
 
    The Engineer let go of the fixed part and stepped back. “This should hold for now.” 
 
    Serk brought up his wrist console. The mech twitched and started to rise but almost instantly fell down again. Its two shoulder-mounted cylinders emitted disturbing metallic shrieks. “She needs a lot more work,” he said. 
 
    Bulco nodded. They had been laboring on the damaged combat mech for the past twelve hours. Tremors occasionally ran through the ship as Unity’s bulkheads shifted and stretched, moving to accommodate her new design. Other noises, like a regurgitating giant, also filled the cargo hull as Unity excavated at full force, working to mine precious minerals out of the unyielding rock. 
 
    “It’s a long shot anyway, little buddy,” the Engineer said, examining the small alien. Serk was already looking healthier. With food back again in his system, the Tec was working overtime to restore his body. Bulco motioned his small alien comrade to follow and made his way toward the bridge. “How are things over here?” he asked as they entered. 
 
    “We’re nearly ready,” Lana said, rapidly entering another series of commands on her light console. 
 
    “Can we run over the plan one more time?” Cattie asked. “I sorta lost touch when you brainiacs started talking shop.” 
 
    “It’s not complicated,” Lana explained, still focusing on her console. “We’ve added a whole new segment to the back end of the ship—she’s four meters longer now—which blocks our cargo hold door. The new segment has a similar door of its own, but instead of connecting to the ship’s interior, there’s a ramp in there leading up directly to our shining new second floor, which is completely separated from the rest of the ship. Once we’ve finished getting ready, we’ll fly out and send a broadcast, letting them know about our refined Nadirium. When their boarding party tries to, well, board us, they’ll find themselves trapped in the new section, far away from us. 
 
    “Okay,” the Sharpshooter said. “I get that. So with them on board, their own shipmates will be hesitant to open fire on us while we try to close in on them.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Nori said. “We need to get close enough for Unity to latch onto their hull and drill into their thrusters to disable them.” 
 
    “And from this close, the asteroid cannon should be effective enough to take out their weapons,” Bulco added smugly. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Cattie said, frowning. “Isn’t a boarding crew supposed to be ready to breach through a few bulkheads? What if they decide to blow a hole to get to the rest of us?” 
 
    “Nope,” Lana said confidently, punching in a final command. “I saw to that. The second floor is completely separated from the rest of the ship, as in—there is actual space between us. We’re only connected at a few points. If they try to blow the hull, they’ll just blow a hole into space.” 
 
    Cattie shook her head. “You mischievous little minx. You’ve thought of everything, haven’t you? Well then, what if they just put on their spacesuits and try to blow a second hole to get to us?” 
 
    Lana gave her a pleased smile. “Well, I just finished coating the inner part with a second layer of Balatium plating. Serk said it would be enough.” 
 
    The small green alien nodded. “The plating would not have protected you from a boarding vessel’s breaching cutters, but it should be more than enough against any carried explosive the team will have.” 
 
    “Nice,” the Sharpshooter said approvingly. “Looks like you thought of everything. Is that why we had to continue mining?” 
 
    “We had enough Balatium for the extra layer,” Lana explained. “But we only had ten tons of Trinium in stock. The new ship’s section needed eight tons of Trinium, and I needed a few more tons to shape the second floor's interior as well. In the last twelve hours we’ve mined six more tons of Trinium and two and a half Balatium. That’s plenty for our needs. We even got twenty extra kilos of raw Nadirium. I think the boarding party is going to find themselves in a little over their heads.” 
 
    Cattie grinned. “You know, I used to have a thing for nerdy bad girls.” 
 
    “I … uhm … I … err …” Lana stuttered. 
 
    The Sharpshooter chuckled. “I’m just messing with you, Lana. Take it easy. Don’t worry, when it's time to get you back for that prank with Alzigo, you won’t know what hit you.” 
 
    “Lana,” Nori cut in. “Are the preparations complete?” 
 
    “Just a few more minutes,” the science officer answered, obviously relieved at being rescued from the Sharpshooter’s attention. 
 
    The captain nodded. “I’ll transform us back to freighter mode, then.” She looked around the bridge. “Get ready, everyone, this is going to be a wild ride.” 
 
    “Ready to take names and kick some alien scum’s ass, Captain.” Cattie saluted and winked at Lana. 
 
    “The sons of bitches won’t know what hit them,” Bulco said confidently. 
 
    “All upgrades are now complete,” Unity’s soft voice informed them. 
 
    “Alright,” Nori said from her seat. “Here we go.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 




 
 
    10 - Boarding Pass  
 
      
 
    The cliffs flashed past them as Unity soared up the chute and out of its hiding hole, quickly eating up the distance to the exit. 
 
    “I’m getting sensor readings now,” Lana said. “The Alpha’s ship is still there. They are positioned straight above us. It looks like they’re targeting us again.” 
 
    “Send them the message,” Nori said. 
 
    The Expert tapped her console. “Done.” 
 
    The opening was getting bigger and bigger on their main viewscreen. Once they were through, the enemy would be able to open fire. 
 
    “They’re hailing back at us,” Lana said. “Patching it through.” 
 
    “Unity, land on the surface and prepare to be boarded. We have a superior position, and our weapons are locked onto you. If you try to escape, we’ll blast your pathetic little ship apart.” 
 
    “This feels itchy,” Unity’s voice sounded a little less soft than usual. “No, not itchy … insulting. That’s the one.” 
 
    Nathan patted one of his holographic monitors comfortingly. 
 
    Lana tensed up. “Nori, we planned on them trying to board us airborne, not while we’re grounded.” 
 
    “We’ll have to make it work,” the Navigator said. “We have no other choice.” She touched one of her secondary consoles. “Don’t shoot. We’re landing.” 
 
    She guided the freighter down to a clear stretch of ground and landed her on her flat underbelly. 
 
    The larger ship maneuvered above them. “Don’t try anything; we’re sending a shuttle to you. If you’re lying about the Nadirium, you won’t live long enough to regret it.” 
 
    “We’re not lying,” Nori said. “Just take it and let us go in peace.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry,” the voice on the other side chuckled. “For 32 kilos of refined Nadirium, I'll consider your debt to us settled.” 
 
    “Fucken bastard,” Bulco growled quietly. “The Nadirium is worth fifty times what we took.” 
 
    “Unity,” the voice spoke again, this time sounding suspicious. “Why is it that our sensors indicate your size and mass has increased by thirty percent?” 
 
    Lana gasped and held her breath. 
 
    “I don’t know what type of sensors you’re using, nor why they’d be acting up,” Nori said evenly. She looked at Lana and winked at her. “I’m not the Expert.” 
 
    “Very well, but if you try anything …” 
 
    “I know, you’ll blow us up.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    A few moments later, a shuttle departed from the alien’s vessel. 
 
    “That’s a small transporter,” Lana said, pouring over her consoles. “It’s bigger than our own shuttle. No mounted weapons. I’m reading twelve people on board.” 
 
    “Looks like your little evolving ship’s sudden change of mass made them nervous,” Cung said. “A ship like theirs usually has fewer than twenty crew members.” 
 
    “I guess you’re right,” Nori said. 
 
    The enemy’s shuttle hovered for a moment above Unity as if sizing her up, then it landed softly on her side.  
 
    “Unity, open your cargo hold,” the alien captain commanded. 
 
    “Do as he says, Lana,” Nori said. “We’re going on with the plan.” She turned her attention back to her console and started tapping. The holographic thruster controls materialized around her fingers. 
 
    The left viewscreen showed the shuttle’s doors opening, and a stream of heavily armed and armored aliens walked out of it and up into Unity’s ramp. 
 
    Everyone held their breath. Despite the several dense bulkheads between them, they could all clearly make out the sound of the heavy steps as they climbed into the recently constructed floor. 
 
    “They’re all inside,” Lana whispered. “One of them was left behind on their shuttle.” 
 
    “Probably the pilot,” Bulco whispered back. 
 
    Nori cracked her neck. “Showtime. Close the doors.” 
 
    Lana obediently punched her console, and a moment later, a heavy thud sounded as the large back doors closed up. 
 
    “Unity, what do you think you’re doing?” the other captain's voice demanded. “If you think—” 
 
    His voice cut off abruptly. Nori threw Lana an approving nod then fanned out her fingers. 
 
    Unity’s thrusters hummed to life and she took off, following the Nori’s crisp commands. 
 
    Two beams hit the hull, causing the entire ship to shudder. 
 
    “They’re targeting our thrusters,” Bulco reported, checking his consoles. “The plating held. Minimal damage. Looks like they’re actively limiting the strength of their weapon.” 
 
    Cattie sighed in relief. “So our gamble worked out. They won’t risk killing their own people.” 
 
    “It’s not over yet,” Nori said, gritting her teeth as she concentrated, wildly maneuvering the ship in an attempt to dodge more energy beams. “Serk, get ready.” 
 
    The small alien nodded and the holographic firing controls materialized around his entire upper body. “Ready, Captain.” 
 
    Despite starting farther away than they’d planned, they were closing in on the alien ship fast. A sudden loud explosion rocketed the ship, coming from right above them, but otherwise, it didn’t seem to cause any discernible damage.  
 
    Bulco chuckled. “They tried to breach through to us. I’m detecting major interior damage to the second floor. It’s leaking atmosphere fast, but the plating layer was barely dented.” 
 
    They were now only a few hundred meters away from the enemy ship. 
 
    “Serk, fire!” Nori yelled. 
 
    Unity’s cannon discharged, sending a light vibration through the ship. The Mithril-tipped slug, speeding at tens of thousands of kilometers per hour, crossed the distance in a flash. A shimmering bubble of force became visible around the enemy ship, but the slug punched through and hit the hull, leaving no discernable damage behind. 
 
    “Looks like physical force can penetrate energy shields,” Bulco reported. 
 
    “That’s what we’re counting on,” Nori said between clenched teeth. “Brace yourselves!” 
 
    Unity shot forward, hitting the shimmering energy field. The vibration that ran through the ship was the most severe yet, and the force was enough to send anyone flying if they weren’t strapped to their seats. But they passed the shields. Unity pulled up at the last instant before hitting the other vessel’s hull and started transforming. 
 
      
 
    Alter Mode Engaged 
 
      
 
    Unity pounced on the other ship. Six, insect-like, legs extended from her sides and punched down hard against a thick hull. The bridge extended from the main body and swerved to the side, like a snake’s head. The maw opened, and the excavating beam started chewing into the enemy’s hull. 
 
      
 
    The ship’s altered form, once again, looked different than before. Her insect-like body remained mostly the same, though several new overlapping plates covered the flexible neck. The most significant change, however, was the two rear legs. They were at least twice as long and thick as before, and they spread far to the side. 
 
      
 
    Serk didn’t bother waiting for the order. The diminutive MechKnight’s holographic control flared as the asteroid cannon repeatedly shot from point-blank at the most vulnerable targets. 
 
    Another explosion sounded from above, and Unity’s lights flickered a few times before stabilizing. 
 
    “That was a big one,” Bulco reported, checking his console. “They actually damaged the inner plating layer. A couple more like that, and they might actually breach them.” He pressed a few keys with his thick fingers. “Also, impacting that energy shield didn’t do us any favors. Structural integrity took a hit and is down to sixty percent. We’re not venting any atmosphere yet, but if anything else hits us, we’ll have a real problem.” 
 
    “Recommending to expend Balatium reserves to fix damage to the hull plating,” Unity spoke calmly. 
 
    “Wait, you can do that?” Bulco asked. 
 
    “Of course. Can’t you?” 
 
    Nori nodded. “Do it. Fixing damage on the fly is huge.” 
 
    “Commencing repairs. Extracting 1.932 tons of Balatium from internal capacitors.” 
 
    “Lana, status.” 
 
    “We’re drilling through their armor,” the Expert said as she frantically worked on her controls. “Shouldn’t take more than a minute or two. The cannon is next to useless, though—it barely even scratches their plating.” 
 
    “I am still orienting myself with this new weapon configuration,” Serk said calmly. “I believe I have its full measure now. Observe.” To the surprise of everyone on the bridge, two new holographic parts grew around the small alien’s shoulders and a light seemed to pulse through them, feeding into the ‘standard’ holo controls. Unity’s cannon fired again and, in a spray of sparks, a piece of metal was blown off the enemy ship, exposing damaged circuitry.  
 
    “That was one of their cannons,” Serk commented. He fired again. “And that was the second one. They are toothless now.” 
 
    “Good job, Serk!” Nori said. 
 
    “That’s it; we’ve punched through!” Lana said excitedly. The beam hit their aft thrusters; they’re dead in the water now. 
 
    Nori nodded in satisfaction. “Alright, then I say this counts as a win, we’ll head back to the station and—” 
 
    “Unity, you’ll pay for that,” Grev’s voice carried over the comms. “I’ll hunt you down if it’s the last thing I do!” 
 
    “Looks like they are slow learners,” Bulco said dryly. 
 
    “You’re right,” Nori pursed her lips. She turned to the science officer. “Can you tell what the boarding team is doing?”  
 
    Lana shook her head. “We can’t use our sensors on ourselves. We need an internal ship scanner for that.” 
 
    Bulco looked up from his console. “According to the damage report, they’ve stopped trying to blow their way through to us. The last blast might have been all the explosives they had—probably thought one large explosion would do the trick.” 
 
    “So they’re basically our prisoners now?” Nori asked. 
 
    The large man shrugged. “I guess.” 
 
    The captain's eyes narrowed in thought. A moment later, a grim grin spread over her face. “Good. New plan: since it looks like the Alphas are slow on the uptake, we are going to make sure to get our point across.”  
 
    Lana frowned. “How are we going to do that?”
“Simple. We’re going to board them. Good call, Lana.” 
 
    The Expert looked at her in bewilderment. “What call?” 
 
    “To invest in sensor upgrade. Thanks to you taking a headcount, we now know we have most of their forces contained on board. So this is our best chance to strike back.” 
 
    A slow grim smile spread on Bulco’s face. “Now that’s more like it. What do you have in mind, Captain?”  
 
    “They thought we were weak and helpless,” Nori said evenly. “We’re going to teach them better. Everyone, gear up and get on the shuttle. Lana, stay back here with Cung and keep watch. Keep me posted.” 
 
    “You got it. Just eh … be careful.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, cutie.” Cattie blew a kiss toward the science officer. “I’ll keep them safe. It’s what I’m here for, remember?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, they all assembled at the shuttle. 
 
    Nori was fully clad in her pristine white scout’s armor, her Talon at her left side and a stunner pistol on her right. She checked her dart launcher bracer, causing a small missile to shimmer into view and then be reabsorbed. Cattie carried an automatic shotgun loaded with Warped Buster rounds and the small energy pistol they had taken off the very people they were going to engage. Bulco put on The Puncher and had his huge 50 cal revolver at his belt. The three each carried a stunner baton on top of that.  
 
    Serk and Nathan followed them into the shuttle. The small alien had a small pistol of his own, strapped in a holster. The young man climbed in last, carrying no weapons, his expression betraying his reluctance. 
 
    “We’re not going in to kill them,” Nori said, noticing his face. “But we are going to have to make them see that it’s a bad idea to attack us. Just stay behind, don’t interfere unless they try using their drones against us like they did back at the bar. Okay?” 
 
    Nathan nodded reluctantly. 
 
    They all took a seat and strapped on the shuttle’s harnesses. Nori raised her arms, and a light console materialized in front of her. “Here we go.” 
 
    With hardly a sound, the shuttle launched, ejecting out of Unity’s aft as soft as a whisper. 
 
    “This feels a lot smoother outside the atmosphere,” the Engineer observed. 
 
    Several screens flickered to life at the center of the shuttle, showing the area around them. Nori maneuvered the shuttle toward the enemy ship’s shuttle bay. It was closed. 
 
    “Lana,” Nori spoke calmly into her comm. “Patch me through to their captain.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure,” the Expert’s voice answered. “He keeps talking and shouting at me. I had him on mute. Hold on a sec.” 
 
    “... At once, or you’ll feel the full Wrath of the Alpha Miners!” An outraged voice spoke over the comms. 
 
    “Shut up,” Nori spoke calmly. “And open your shuttle bay door.”  
 
    “You dare!” the other captain yelled. “Release my men immediately. Or I’ll—” 
 
    “If you don’t open the doors, we’ll continue drilling and shooting at your ship until you do,” Nori continued in an even tone. 
 
    “You wouldn’t dare!” 
 
    “Nori,” Lana’s voice cut in. “Their shuttle is approaching. I’m reading only one life form on board, but there is a lot of explosive material on board as well. I guess the boarding crew packed in extra in case they needed it.” 
 
    “How long before they arrive?” Nori asked tensely. 
 
    “Thirty seconds!” 
 
    “Shit, we have to stop them,” Bulco said. “I don’t want any more of that explosive anywhere near our ship.” 
 
    “I can return to Unity and shoot them down,” Serk suggested. 
 
    “We’ll never make it back in time.” Nori gritted her teeth. 
 
    “I don’t think they’re aiming for us,” Lana countered. “They are heading toward their shuttle bay.” 
 
    Nori’s jaw firmed. “We have to stop them.” 
 
    “How?” Cattie asked.  
 
    Nathan lowered his head and closed his eyes in concentration. 
 
    “We’re in their way,” Nori said. “Maybe if I maintain this position it’ll block them off.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t bet on it,” Bulco said. “Their shuttle looks tougher than ours. They might just ram into us to push us out of the way.” 
 
    “What else can we do?”  
 
    A shadow clouded their screens. Then the picture of the shuttle bay’s entrance was obscured by something huge. Unity’s head.  
 
    She ‘looked up’, directing her maw toward the incoming enemy shuttle. A light glowed from deep within. 
 
    Everyone turned to look at Nathan. The young man opened his eyes and smiled. “She still needs a crew for most things, but she’s not completely helpless. Don’t worry; Unity has our backs.” 
 
    “Good job, kid.” Bulco nodded approvingly and reached out with a long arm, patting the young man’s shoulder. 
 
    The enemy shuttle halted, too hesitant to close in on the giant guardian. 
 
    Nori smiled and spoke through her comms. “Looks like your reinforcements won’t be coming, Grev. This is your last chance. Open the doors.” 
 
    “Forget it, we will never—” 
 
    “Unity,” Nori spoke calmly. “On my count, start drilling into their bridge.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t dare!” 
 
    “Three.” 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Two.” 
 
    “Alright!” The other captain sounded panicked. “You’ve won, human. Opening doors now.” 
 
    A large hatch slid upward, revealing a space easily as large as Unity’s entire cargo hold. Nori guided them in. They passed through the shimmering atmospheric barriers, finally landing inside the enemy ship.” 
 
    “You know, we really ought to get ourselves atmospheric barriers as well,” Bulco noted. “Everyone else has them.” 
 
    Nori dismissed her console, and the harnesses retracted back to the ceiling. “Stay sharp everyone,” she said, drawing her Talon. 
 
    Cattie cocked her gun in response and grinned broadly.  
 
    They exited the shuttle carefully, finding it empty. They quickly located the door leading deeper into the ship, nearly ten meters away, and made their way to it. 
 
    They had nearly made it when a sudden buzz sounded, and six figures detached from their anchoring ports on opposite sides of the wall. 
 
    “Excavation drones!” Bulco exclaimed. 
 
    The six robots rolled heavily toward the group, brandishing their snapping vices and rotating drills. 
 
    “Fire!” Nori shouted. 
 
    She started shooting her Talon. The F9 grade pistol shot intense beams of energy, easily slicing through a drone’s casing but failing to stop its progress. Cattie’s shotgun barked thunderously as she unleashed a stream of slugs at another drone, but the weapon proved ineffective against the alien machines. The slugs simply bounced off the hardened shell. Bulco’s revolver didn't fare any better. Aside from Nori, only Serk’s own pistol seemed to be effective, firing green blobs of energy that tore sizeable holes in the advancing drones. 
 
    Nathan narrowed his eyes at the approaching machines. He could feel their presence in his mind. Their directive was simple but powerful, amplified by their own ship. The young man balled his fists and concentrated. 
 
    Nori finally managed to disable her target. An instant later Serk blew off the top half of his. The other four robots continued advancing, boxing in their targets from two sides. Bulco grunted in annoyance and threw away his revolver. He stepped forward, intercepting a blow from a snapping vice with one arm and punching with the other. The Puncher discharged, adding even more force to the strike. The drone's head flew off in a shower of sparks and electricity discharge.  
 
    Nori and Serk quickly targeted the nearest drone, reducing it to a heaping pile of half-molten metal in seconds. Two remained, rapidly closing into the melee. 
 
    Cattie let go of her shotgun in favor of the alien pistol, but the looted weapon still proved too weak, merely scorching the drone's armor. The soldier watched helplessly as the drones she was shooting at rolled toward her friends, menacing spinning drills reaching toward their bodies. 
 
    Then Nathan was there. 
 
    The young man calmly raised his hand and spoke a single word: “Stop.” 
 
    Fueled by the proximity of his bonded ship, their combined strength was finally enough to overcome the drone’s directives and take over their simple machine minds. Then they were his to command. 
 
    Nori sighed in relief and lowered her Talon. “Good job, Nathan.” 
 
    He smiled at her briefly and threw a glance to his new minions. The two excavation drones obediently moved to guard their flanks. 
 
    “Let's find that asshole captain and tear him a new one,” Bulco said gruffly. 
 
    At Nathan’s beckoning, the door opened up, revealing a wide corridor that spanned sideways. 
 
    “The bridge is located at the end of the hallway, to your left,” Lana’s voice said helpfully. “I’m detecting three life forms there. The rest of the ship looks empty.” 
 
    “Thanks.” With her Talon pointing forward, Nori advanced toward the door at the end of the hallway. No other surprises awaited them.  
 
    With a nod from Nori, Nathan ordered the door to open, revealing a bridge nearly twice the size of Unity’s. 
 
    The side walls were covered with holo-monitors and schematics, and a single huge viewscreen covered the entire front of the room. A raised platform at the center held three seats on top of which sat three aliens. 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Grev,” Nori said dryly, turning toward the muscular, horned alien in the middle seat. 
 
    “So you’ve managed to outmaneuver us, so what?” he spat. “If you destroy us, my faction will chase you to the end of the galaxy, and if you try to take over”—he gestured at a glowing red holographic button at his side—“I’ll self-destruct the ship.” 
 
    “You shot at us first,” she countered. “And made it pretty clear you have no qualms about destroying us.” 
 
    “You attacked first,” he replied in contempt. “You attacked Craygog and robbed him of all of his savings. He worked long and hard for that piTec. We weren’t going to let you get away with that.” 
 
    “Your goons came at us first,” Bulco spat. “They picked a fight with someone they couldn’t beat and went running to their mamas to make it all better.” 
 
    “Enough with this childish ‘he started it’ crap,” another Karnaf who sat next to Grev said. “You have us at your mercy. What are your terms?” 
 
    “We’ll make a Tec contract,” Nori declared. Bulco and Serk frowned. “We’ll return the 12,000 piTec we took and return your crewmen. In exchange, you’ll stop trying to hunt us down or act against us in any way.”  
 
    Bulco scowled. “Wait a second.”  
 
    Nori held up her hand and looked at the other captain, the corner of her mouth curving up slightly. “You’ll also repay us for the damage you’ve inflicted on our ship. I think 25,000 piTec should cover everything.” A message appeared in front of the Navigator’s view, displaying the terms. 
 
    Bulco’s frown turned upside down. 
 
    Nori’s eyes hardened as she looked at the Karnaf captain. “It's your turn to speak.” 
 
    Grev shook his head. “Even if I agree to these terms—we wasted nearly half a cycle chasing you. If we don’t come away with something to show, there will be trouble. The faction leaders will not be pleased—and the Syndicate will still demand its share.” 
 
    “The Syndicate,” Serk spoke, his eyes flashing with anger. “Where are they?” 
 
    The horned alien looked at the smaller green one with contempt. “Ha! You little peace-loving greenie! You’re in way over your head. The Syndicate will squash you and your friends as they’ve done to all their enemies.” 
 
    “Justice and vengeance are mine to exact,” Serk declared. “I will make them answer for their crimes. Now speak!” 
 
    “Take it easy, buddy,” Bulco said, laying a calming hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “That’s right, greenie.” Grev’s nostrils flared. “Your friend shows more wisdom than you. Get out of my ship and run from this system—if you’re fast enough, you might survive the repercussions of your actions. This is your only chance. The Syndicate is everywhere.” 
 
    Serk raised his weapon, pointing it straight at the captain’s head. "And what will they do to the captain who lost a battle and then surrendered his ship to a few low-level miners? Now speak!” 
 
    “I don’t know where they are,” the captain spat. “But I know how you can meet them.” He grinned evilly. “They will find you. Your days are numbered—no matter what happens to us.” 
 
    Serk lowered his gun and narrowed his eyes. 
 
    “Do you agree to the terms or not?” Nori asked. 
 
    “Fine. I accept. Just get off my ship.” 
 
      
 
    Contract Signed 
 
      
 
    “With pleasure,” Nori said, holstering her pistol. “Lana, release the boarding team.”  
 
    “On it,” the Expert’s voice answered her through the comms. 
 
    “Hold on a sec,” Bulco objected. “We’ve basically just conquered an enemy ship that’s bigger and probably more advanced than ours. Are we really not going to loot it—just a little?” 
 
    “We’re not pirates, Bulco,” Nori said, looking him straight in the eye. 
 
    After a long moment, the larger man lowered his head and nodded. 
 
    “Let’s go, guys.” 
 
    Everyone turned, following their captain. 
 
    “Hold on, what about my drones!” the captain shouted behind them. 
 
    Nori paused at the door and looked back. “Your drones attacked us, so we destroyed most of them. Those two survived and decided to follow us instead. Feel free to call them back to you. If you can.” 
 
    And with that, they left the bridge. 
 
    The angry Karnaf was left behind, with Bulco’s echoing laughter to keep them company. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Phew, that was intense!” Lana greeted her friends as they entered the bridge. “And I understand we have two new drones?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Bulco clapped Nathan’s shoulder. “Boy wonder over here just saved our asses and took them over. I’ll give them a checkup later, see what makes them tick.” 
 
    Nori nodded. “With Unity’s excavation capabilities, I’m not sure a couple of small drones would make much of a difference. Maybe we can sell them. Have all of our uninvited guests disembarked?” 
 
    “Yes,” Lana said. “I opened the aft doors, and they just stepped onto their ship’s hull and went through an airlock.” 
 
    “So are we done here?” Lana asked. 
 
    “Yes.” Nori walked over to her spot in front of the main viewscreen and called for her seat. “I’m plotting a course back to Hammerhead. It should be quicker getting back now that we don’t have to take the long way around.” 
 
    “Nine hours and fifty-one minutes, to be exact.” Unity’s holographic sphere pulsed, floating to hover in front of the captain. 
 
    Nori nodded. “This should leave us with a little more than five hours to handle the business side of this trip before Haizar’s offer expires.” 
 
    “And we should probably leave the station for a while afterward,” Cattie said. “Contract or no, I don’t trust that Grev guy.” 
 
    Nori nodded. “We should be done and finished long before they have their ship back to working order.” With a last few commands, the captain finished setting their course and the freighter's thrusters thrummed to full power, quickly distancing her from the asteroid. 
 
      
 
    “Speaking of ships.” Bulco turned toward Unity’s hovering orb. “Mind explaining the new mods in your mining shape?” 
 
    “The recent increase of mass has enabled another upgrade,” the orb pulsed. “The expanded rear was converted into hind legs which support the thrusters, allowing for a more efficient and prolonged flight. I was also able to shift parts of the second floor’s plating to protect the neck.” 
 
    “I guess that is more efficient,” the Engineer grunted. “But you look like a cross between a giant bug and an armadillo now.” 
 
    “Allowances were made for greater efficiency and resilience,” Unity replied. “I can always revert to my original shape. What’s your excuse for keeping that ugly mug of yours?” 
 
    “Hey!” Bulco said sharply. “Only one woman was ever allowed to call me that.” 
 
    “She was a wise and perceptive one, then.” 
 
    Despite himself, a smile found its way to the Engineer’s face. “You got that right. Maria was the best.” 
 
    “She must have been, if she was able to put up with you.” 
 
    The large man winced. “Okay, that’s enough of that now.” 
 
    “If you have no further need of me, I shall return to work on my mech,” Serk said, turning toward Bulco. “The assistance of a proficient AstroTec would be much appreciated.” 
 
    “Sure, little buddy.” Bulco shot Unity’s orb one last look before turning to follow the green alien. “If you need us, we’ll be in the cargo hold.” 
 
    Lana frowned. “For Bulco, that was the epitome of politeness. Since when did those two become best buds?” 
 
    Cattie smirked. “They worked side-by-side for a half a day trying to repair that piece of wreck. I guess alien or not, put two men together to work in a garage and they’ll hit it off.” The soldier stretched laboriously, then sighed. “It was a nice little shootout back there, but I guess I should go clean my gun. I’ll also be in the cargo hold if you need me. What about you, brainiac? Want to keep me company?” 
 
    Lana shook her head. “Actually, now that we have a little downtime, I want to work on the ship’s restructuring. Before, we were kinda in a hurry, so I didn’t have time to make it perfect, but I learned a lot about how the process works. I want to turn Unity into the best damn freighter-miner ship out there.” 
 
    Unity’s orb pulsed. “What … did you have in mind, Science Officer?” Her voice sounded almost hesitant. 
 
    Lana brightened. “First, I’ll get rid of the bulkhead between the old cargo hold and the extra section we added to the back. That should increase our cargo hold space by twenty percent. Then I’ll open a couple of walkways into the second floor—after I fix the explosion damage, of course. Oh! That reminds me, I also discovered we can use the restructuring option to fix Unity when she takes on damage, not just the armor plating. It’ll cost us more resources, and it won’t work on any complex machinery, but from now on, we never have to pay for general repair services. Also, I want to see if I can reshape some parts, give them a smoother feel, you know? All these straight, strict lines are a bit grim. Also—” 
 
    “That sounds great,” Nori interrupted the young woman’s flow. “I trust you to divide the upper floor efficiently. Just make sure to make an armory with reinforced walls.” 
 
    “Will do, Captain,” Lana said brightly. “What are you going to do in the meantime?” 
 
    “I’m going to use the new sensors to chart the asteroid field.” 
 
    The Expert’s eyes widened. “You can do that?” 
 
    Nori’s lips curved slightly. “I can’t work the sensors as well as you, but part of being a Navigator is being able to do those kinds of things. I’m going to preplan more efficient flight paths, so we can get where we want quickly—and run away faster if we’re being chased again.” 
 
    “That’s not a bad idea,” Cung, who had remained silent until that moment, said. “If you’d like, my equipment holds extensive charts of this part of the field. I can transfer the data to your ship.” 
 
    “That would be helpful, thanks,” Nori said. 
 
    “But first, I’d like to discuss the issue of my payment.” 
 
    Nori frowned. “What’s to discuss? We’ve already agreed to give you twenty percent of all the Nadirium we procure.” 
 
    “Actually,” the alien woman corrected her. “The agreement was for twenty percent of all mined Nadirium. That does not include the refined ore Serk has given you.” 
 
    Nori stared at her for a moment. “That’s very honest of you,” she said. 
 
    Cung nodded. “You and your crew have earned my respect. You have only recently learned of the enlightened galaxy and have already achieved much. Humans, it seems, are best kept as friends and not enemies. ” 
 
    Nori nodded. “We appreciate all the help you have given us.” 
 
    The tall alien’s double jaws parted slightly. “I overheard your plan for the raw Nadirium. I would ask that my part of the share would derive from your dealings to transform it to Erodium. I understand, of course, that it is quite an involved process, so I would only be asking for ten percent of the revenue.” 
 
    Nori smiled at her. “I think we can work with that. So once we convert our 26 kilos of raw Nadirium to Erodium, it should be worth …” 
 
    “Exactly 67,600 piTec,” Unity said calmly. “A tenth of that would be 6,760.” 
 
    Nori nodded. “Thanks.” 
 
    Cung shook her skeletal head. “For less than a cycle’s worth of work, that’s three times more than my usual rate.” 
 
    “You’ve earned it.” Lana smiled at her.  
 
    Cung bowed her head. “Thank you, Lana. If you’ll excuse me, I’ll be in the living quarters.” She left the bridge, leaving the two women and Nathan behind. 
 
    Nori cracked her fingers. “Let’s get to work.” 
 
      
 
   
  
 




 
 
    11 - Restructuring 
 
      
 
    Hammerhead appeared at the edge of Unity’s sensors as they cleared the asteroid’s interference field. Moments later, the station itself appeared on the main viewscreen, emerging from between the giant floating rocks, still an hour’s flight away. 
 
    The ship’s science officer wasn’t paying much attention, though. Instead, her tired eyes looked upon a single message floating at the center of the viewscreen. 
 
      
 
    Restructuring complete 
 
      
 
    She spent long hours designing and tweaking almost every part of the ship, and now it was finally finished. 
 
    Lana cleared her throat and spoke into the ship’s internal comms. “Guys, can everyone please come to the bridge?” Per her earlier request, the rest of the crew had cleared off, leaving her to her work. 
 
    She rose from her seat, which quickly melted back into the floor, and she greeted her friends as they arrived from the cargo hold.  
 
    “What’s up, brainiac?” Cattie winked at her. 
 
    Lana smiled tiredly at her friends. “It's finished.” 
 
    “About damn time,” Bulco said. “I was getting tired of all those screeching noises. I kept thinking the hull was being breached or something.” 
 
    “Sorry about that,” Lana said. “How’s Serk’s mech going?” 
 
    “We’re not there yet, but it should be ready to go when we need it.” 
 
    “So can you show us the new modifications?” Nori asked. 
 
    Lana smiled at her. “Follow me.” 
 
    She led them toward the living quarters. Instead of a doorway leading into the communal room, there was now a narrow corridor, half a meter wide, leading all the way toward their shuttle. Beside the new corridor stood a slanted walkway, leading up to the newly created second floor.  
 
    Instead of leading them up, the dark-haired woman confidently walked into the narrow corridor. 
 
    “Ah, Lana, we already know what the living quarters look like,” Cattie said. 
 
    Lana smiled. “Not anymore.” 
 
    Everyone got into a single file and followed their guide. 
 
    There were two doors on the left side of the corridor, leading toward the space previously held by the living quarters. Lana reached the first door. It was heavy and coated with a thick layer of dark Balatium. A holo console flickered to life. Lana palmed the console, and the door slid upward noiselessly. 
 
    The inside was a medium-sized chamber, about fifteen square meters. Trinium shelves lined the right wall, and open weapon cabinets the front one. The left wall had a table stretching across its length with drawers filling the space below it. There were more shelves above it. 
 
    “I give you the armory,” Lana said proudly. “There should be enough room here to conveniently store and maintain enough weapons to serve a small platoon. The door and inner walls are reinforced with Balatium, and access is restricted so only pre-approved individuals can open it.” 
 
    Nori took in the empty shelves and cabinets and nodded slowly. “Not bad. We can start moving all our weapons over here after we finish the tour.” 
 
    “Right this way.” Lana led them to the second door along the corridor. It opened into a completely empty room, nearly double the length of the armory.  
 
    Lana led them inside. “I thought we could turn this space into a workshop.” She looked at the Engineer. “You said you needed a proper place for tinkering, and I believe this location would be best. It’s close enough to the shuttle if you need to work on it, and to the cargo hold in case you need to bring in any equipment.” 
 
    Bulco shook his head. “The idea is a good one, but how the hell am I going to carry anything sizeable through that tiny corridor?” 
 
    Lana smirked and opened the workshop door. The narrow corridor was gone. Its wall had disappeared, revealing the cargo hold. 
 
    “I’ve turned that part of the wall into a foldable partition,” Lana said smugly.  
 
    Bulco shook his head. “Kid, you keep surprising me. First thing I’ll do is move the workbench from the engineering room over here. This is going to make working on Serk’s mech much easier. I owe you a beer when we get back to Earth.” 
 
    “I’m more of a cider girl,” Lana said with a faint smile. ”As for the other side of this floor, I didn’t change anything. It’s still just a supply room that leads into the engine room. With the new extension to the back of the ship, we have an empty four-meter section behind it. With a little bit of tweaking, I’ll be able to turn it into a garage to hold the Hummer—it’ll still have its own airlock, but now at least it won’t be just sitting in the middle of our cargo hold, wasting space.” 
 
    “Good thinking.” Nori nodded approvingly. 
 
    “Alright, brainiac,” Cattie said lightly. “Now that you’ve dazzled us all with your architectural skills, mind finally showing us the second floor?” 
 
    Lana grinned. “Sure, right this way.” 
 
    She led them back toward the bridge, reaching the raised walkway at the end and climbing it. 
 
    The space that unfolded before them was huge by Unity’s former standards. It spanned the entire width of the ship, nearly twenty meters, and reached forward at least six. A few round tables filled the open area and a huge curved bar bordered the far end. 
 
    “Holy hell.” Cattie’s eyes drank in the view. “What is this?” 
 
    “Our new galley and lounge area,” Lana declared proudly. “I got tired of having all our discussions and planning meetings on our beds. We can eat and cook here, and if we need to have a serious discussion we can easily unfold the furniture and raise up a conference table instead. 
 
    Nori looked around her. “This place can seat fifty people easily. Isn’t it a bit of a waste of space?” 
 
    Lana crossed her arms. “Unity is now our home. If we’re going to live here, we should have a few comforts. Trust me, there’s enough space to supply our every need.” 
 
    “The science officer’s observation is correct.” Unity’s orb hovered into the area. “The extra rooms—” 
 
    “Shhh,” Lana said. “Don’t spoil the surprise.” She walked through the open lounge area. A pair of meter-wide corridors spanned the sides of the ship, leading farther inside. The woman led the rest of the crew through the left corridor. Four meters in was a right turn into another corridor which spanned the ship’s width, meeting with the right corridor on the other side. Nine doors lined its sides. 
 
    “Are those separate quarters?” Cattie said eagerly. “Please tell me it's our new quarters.” 
 
    Lana’s face fell. “Oh, no … I’m sorry.” 
 
    Cattie’s expression slackened immediately. 
 
    “Quarters sounds too much like military bunks,” Lana said with a smile and opened the first door. “I much prefer to think of these as our new crew cabins.”  
 
    The room was about fifteen square meters with a high, nearly four-meter-tall ceiling. There was a bed hanging on a raised platform, some shelves, a dresser, and a narrow, yet tall, cabinet. There was another small interior door at the far side of the room.  
 
    Lana pointed at it. “That’s the shower and bathroom.” 
 
    “A private bathroom.” Cattie closed her eyes in bliss. “I could French kiss you.” 
 
    Lana coughed and shifted uncomfortably. 
 
    Nori came to her rescue. “Are all the rooms the same?” 
 
    “Oh, no, that’s just my room. Everything inside is foldable: the furniture, the bathroom, even the hanging bed. You can each redesign your own living space as you’d like—even use Unity’s restructuring option if you want something a bit more heavy duty.” 
 
    “How come there are four doors on this side of the corridor and five on the other one?” Nori asked. 
 
    Lana smirked. “I think you’re going to like it. Come on.” 
 
    She led them to the end of the corridor and opened the last door on the left. It opened to reveal a room twice the size of the first one. “I give you the captain’s cabin,” Lana said proudly. “You have enough room here to raise some partitions, make a separate bedroom if you’d like. 
 
    Nori took a step back, shaking her head. “That’s too much. I can’t accept it. I’m no different than any of you. I’ll take one of the standard rooms.” 
 
    “A captain should maintain appearances,” Serk spoke up unexpectedly. “Status is important. Future crew members, as well as outsiders, would show you more respect if they see your higher station” 
 
    “Just accept it, Nori,” Bulco added. “The little green dude is right. Earth Force might be a new faction, but hierarchy is important. It helps maintain order, and this will help.” 
 
    Nori looked uncertain, meeting Cattie and Nathan’s eyes. The two ex-students nodded back at her. 
 
    “Alright,” she said reluctantly and threw Lana a stern look. “Next time, ask me before making a decision on my behalf.” 
 
    “Aye aye, Captain,” the dark-haired woman said brightly. “Just one last area left to show you. Come on.” 
 
    She led them back to the main corridor along the side of the ship and walked toward the rear. The corridor ended in a bend to meet up with its counterpart at the far side. Five doors were built along it. 
 
    Lana reached the first door and opened it, revealing a spacious chamber, nearly forty square meters in size. “Science lab,” she said proudly. She continued walking at a brisk pace along the corridor, opening each door in turn. “Med Bay, empty unallocated room, empty unallocated room, and empty unallocated room.” She reached the end of the corridor and turned to face her friends, grinning. “And that’s it, folks! Unity’s new and improved interior. What do you think?” 
 
    Bulco shook his head. “You did an amazing job, girl. I didn’t think we had enough Trinium left to accomplish even half of what you did.” 
 
    “Well...” Lana winced. “I did scavenge some Trinium from the walls I tore down, and I repurposed the parts I used to compartmentalize the boarding team. I still had to be a little creative. Apart from the armory, most of the internal partitions are very thin. We might want to fix that when we get some more Trinium to spend.” 
 
    “Still, it’s pretty amazing,” Nori said. “We have so many empty rooms now, I don’t know what we’ll use them for.” 
 
    “We’ll need to buy proper equipment first,” Lana cautioned. “Specialized tools for a science lab, medical supplies, and so forth.” 
 
    Nori nodded. “Once we sell everything we should have plenty. Unity, how long until we arrive?” 
 
    “Forty-six minutes, Captain.” 
 
    Lana rubbed her hands together. “Looks like we have some time. Who’s up for a hot drink and some snacks in the lounge?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Nori easily guided the ship through the incoming and outgoing traffic around the space station, and they soon landed on one of the top balconies in the pristine administrator tower. 
 
    “Okay.” Lana, back at her seat on the bridge, cracked her fingers. “We’ve reconnected with the station’s network. Now sit back and watch the Expert work.” 
 
    Several brightly colored holo monitors materialized around her. 
 
    Nori wrinkled her forehead as the science officer’s hands blurred over several different consoles. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “First, I’m sending that smelter, Tre’gak, a request for a meeting. Second, I’m checking the local regulations and standard shipping procedures. Third, I’m requesting to open a line of credit with the station and routing it to our account. And … I’m … done.” 
 
    A small yellow dot pinged on one of the hovering displays. 
 
    “Right on time,” Lana said smugly. She pressed a button on her console and the main viewscreen changed to display a three-meter tall image of the Inthidlon Metallurgist they’d met earlier. 
 
    “Tre’gak, thank you for accepting my call.” Lana smiled at him.” 
 
    The alien frowned. “You’re the one called Lana, right? Do you have more aluminum to sell me?” 
 
    “Nope. But we do have some Nadirium.” 
 
    His eyes widened. “You do? That’s excellent. As I agreed, I’ll pay 120 piTec per kilo of raw Nadirium. That’s 20% higher than the station’s rate.” 
 
    “Actually,” Lana said pleasantly. “We want to pay you.” 
 
    “I … don’t understand.” 
 
    “We want to hire you to refine the Nadirium for us.” 
 
    “You do?” He frowned. “But the cost … ah, of course, with your tax waiver that would be quite the lucrative enterprise for you. Very well, how much raw Nadirium do you have?” 
 
    “Thirty-two kilos.” 
 
    He nodded. “A respectable amount. Very well, my fee for that much is 3,200 piTec. If that’s all, we can sign the contract.” 
 
    Lana smile. “That’s not all. Is your facility capable of synthesizing Erodium?” 
 
    “Of course.” He scoffed. “I’m no second-rate smelter. My equipment is the best. It’s capable of processing up to grade B materials. But producing Erodium is even more expen—” He stopped speaking and stared at the smug Expert. 
 
    “Yup, the tax waiver thing again. So, can you do it?” 
 
    He nodded slowly. “Three point two kilos of refined Nadirium will be sufficient to produce over a hundred and fifty kilos of Erodium. The cost for that job is 12,800 piTec.” 
 
    “Actually,” Lana said, obviously enjoying herself. “We also have 26 kilos of refined Nadirium already and would like them converted as well.” 
 
    The alien stared hard at her. “Any more surprises you wish to share?” 
 
    “Nope, that’s all.” 
 
    “Very well.” He rubbed his chin in a very human-like manner, then he typed something on his wrist console. “The total cost, including refining the raw Nadirium comes out to 107,200 piTec in total,” he said. He tried to sound nonchalant, but his glittering eyes betrayed his excitement. 
 
    “How long will it take?” 
 
    “Not long. Perhaps seven or eight hours.” 
 
    “We’ll pay you a bonus for a total of 120,000 piTec if you can deliver the Erodium back to us in less than five hours,” Lana said. “How does that sound?” 
 
    Tre’gak’s expression turned almost hungry. “Agreed. I’ll recruit more workers immediately. You will have your Erodium in four and a half hours. Sign the contract please.” 
 
    A different console beeped, and Lana turned it toward Nori. “Captain’s approval is required.” 
 
    Nori stepped forward and approved the contract after a brief glance. Immediately, several robotic arms, visible on the side viewscreens, emerged from beneath the landing pad and moved toward Unity’s aft. 
 
    Lana turned back to her consoles, her hands a blur over the controls. 
 
    “What was the deal with the bonus?” Bulco grunted. “We could have used those extra thirteen thousand piTec.” 
 
    Lana raised one finger and continued inputting a series of commands with her other hand.  
 
    At last, she finished and raised her head, looking pleased with herself. “Nori, can you please check our bank account?” 
 
    Nori gave the Expert a strange look but raised her wrist and tapped the small light console that appeared over it. A moment later, she looked up at Lana, shocked. 
 
    “What is it?” Cattie asked. 
 
    “We just received a deposit of 963,000 piTec,” she said, awestruck. 
 
    Lana smirked. “Do you remember that on top of the tax waiver, Alzigo’s brother promised to buy our resources at a ten percent markup? That on its own was worth an extra 80,000 piTec, so I’d say giving away 13,000 as an incentive was well worth the spend.” 
 
    “But …” Nori stared down at her wrist than back up at the grinning young woman. “How?” 
 
    “Easy. I was able to forward our contract with Tre’gak to the station and complete the transaction with them based on that. The payment was transferred to us, and the Erodium doesn’t even have to go over to us first—it’ll transfer straight into the station’s stores. I’ve even set up an auto payment for Tre’gak, once he delivers.” 
 
    “That’s our brainiac,” Cattie said affectionately. She approached the smug young woman and ruffled her hair. 
 
    “Alright, Cung,” Nori said, bringing up her personal console again. “I’m transferring your payment now. 6760 piTec, as agreed, plus 20 percent bonus.” 
 
    Cung nodded and checked her own wrist. “Thank you, Nori. It was a pleasure working with you and your crew. Until next time.” She turned and left for the exit. 
 
    “Well, well,” Bulco said brightly. “So we now have over eight hundred thousand piTec. How are we going to spend it? Personally, I’m liking the idea of some serious firepower upgrade for this tub.” 
 
    “We need to set aside 50,000 to charter a freighter to get back to Earth and start bringing in shipments of aluminum,” Lana said. 
 
    Nori nodded. “And I want to get useful gadgets for our people back home.” 
 
    Bulco nodded. “You’re right. But we still need to fix Unity’s null tunnel drive and purchase a few other upgrades. They won’t come cheap.” 
 
    “Plus, now that we’re rich, I’d like to have one of those cool-looking alien guns,” Cattie said.  
 
    “I’ll need some parts for my mech as well,” Serk added. 
 
    Nori sighed. “Suddenly a million piTec doesn’t sound like much. Alright, looks like we’re off to do some shopping. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Once they disembarked, Lana spent a few moments tinkering with the docking bay’s console. 
 
    “All done,” she said, stepping away from the device. “I’ve commissioned the null drive upgrade for 72,000 piTec.” 
 
    They took the elevator out of the tower and boarded a tram capsule back to the Metrodome, the commercial heart of the station. 
 
    “I think we should split up,” Nori said, looking at the many shops and businesses stretching on both sides of the main road. “First priority is for cheap and useful stuff we can buy in bulk to help the folks back home. Let’s keep an open comm channel to coordinate. Lana, you’re with me. Cattie, go with Nathan. Bulco—”  
 
    “I don’t need a chaperone,” the large man said indignantly. “I can handle myself.” 
 
    Cattie frowned. “Why didn’t Serk join us?” 
 
    Bulco shrugged. “He might do that later, but for now, he said he wanted to continue working on the mech. Gave me a list of stuff to get him.” 
 
    “Alright,” Nori said. “Then let’s spread out. Patsy said this dome is safe, but stay vigilant anyway. I don’t know if that Karnaf captain was bluffing or not about their affiliation with the Syndicate, but it's probably best if we conclude our business here as quickly as possible and leave the station. Agreed?” 
 
    Everyone nodded, then spread out in different directions. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Holy deep-fried butter on a stick!” Cattie exclaimed and stopped in her tracks, eyeing a shop at the side of the road.  
 
    Nathan nearly bumped into her and stared at the Sharpshooter. “A holy what?” 
 
    “What? It’s a thing,” the woman said defensively. “Saw it at a county fair once.” 
 
    The young Technomancer shook his head. “Why did we stop?” 
 
    “Check this out.” She pointed at a large alien rifle in the front of the shop. It looked like someone had taken a small anti-aircraft cannon and slapped retractable plates all over it. 
 
    Nathan raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “It’s an alien sniper rifle,” Cattie explained. “Grade E. According to my Path, it’s foldable, has a built-in anti-grav carrier, and an effective range of up to five kilometers. Momma gotta have her one of those.” 
 
    Nathan approached the store and shook his head. “Expensive.”  
 
    The small holographic price tag indicated the weapon cost 25,000 piTec. 
 
    “Hey, we can afford it,” the woman objected. “If I had this baby when we fought the mech …” 
 
    “Then Serk would be dead,” Nathan said simply. “I believe the captain would agree.” 
 
    “Yeah, but come on—” 
 
    “Nathan’s right,” Nori said over their comms. “Check if the store sells any cheap mass produced weapons. Something we could deliver back to the people on Earth.” 
 
    “You’re no fun,” Cattie grunted and entered the store. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Nori turned back to Lana. “You sure about it? It’s very expensive.” 
 
    They were standing inside a shop dealing in heavy machinery and stared at a circular machine roughly the size of a family car. 
 
    Lana nodded. “I think it’s the best option. This fabricator will let the settlements mass produce Tec-infused components of their own. This will allow them to build weapons, communication arrays, and foldable sheets—anything that requires specialized alien-based technology, really.” 
 
    Nori nodded slowly. “But wouldn’t that mean they’ll have to use Trinium or more advanced alloys?” 
 
    Lana offered the Navigator a small smile. “I already thought of that. Trinium is basically made up of commonly found minerals that are specifically interlaced at the molecular level. With a little modification to our factories back on Earth, we could be producing those alloys on our own. And guess where we can get the components required to upgrade said factories?” She eyed the bulky fabricator meaningfully. 
 
    “Not bad,” Nori said slowly. “Two hundred thousand piTec is not a small expense, but I think you’re right. 
 
    The younger woman winced. “Two hundred fifty, actually. This unit is too big—it requires an external power source, so we’ll need to buy a small power core to run it for an extra fifty.” 
 
    “Still worth it,” the Navigator said decisively. She highlighted the two items, adding them to their shopping list. 
 
    Continuing to browse the machinery shop, they also added an industrial-sized power charger bank meant to recharge weapons’ power cells en masse. Luckily, among the thousands of free schematics the fabricator came with, was the design for manufacturing empty power cells. With the charger bank they would be able to support thousands of energy-based weapons.  
 
    The store also sold portable engineering kits—basically a small suitcase that unfolded into a rudimentary workbench that included commonly used tools in Tec-based technology. They went for 500 piTec each, but Lana managed to persuade the shop owner to give them a bulk discount, bringing the price down to 320 apiece. They ended up buying 200 units. 
 
    Not a bad haul for 329,000 piTec, Nori thought. Wincing slightly, she approved the transaction, which also included the delivery of everything to the awaiting freighter. 
 
    “Guys,” Nori spoke through her comm implant. “We’ve got 467,000 piTec left, so make them count.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry about it, kid,” Bulco’s voice answered. “I’m looking at just what we need.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Engineer stood inside a dilapidated warehouse full of what looked like discarded garbage. In front of him stood a slimy merchant.  
 
    Literally. 
 
    The alien who owned the place looked like a giant, pulsating booger. To his credit, Bulco didn’t let any of the revulsion he felt show on his face, though without any discernible face of its own, the alien probably couldn’t tell what such an expression would mean. 
 
    “Eighty thousand piTec,” the alien said stubbornly in a gurgling voice. 
 
    Bulco crossed his arms. “Look here, buddy, all you have here are piles of junk and a bunch of broken components. Hauling this shit away is going to cost me more than what it’s worth. Twenty-five thousand, take it or leave it.” 
 
    “Some of the machinery still works,” the giant-sized booger protested. “It’s in bad shape, but it still functions.” 
 
    “I’m an AstroTec,” Bulco replied. “You know what my Path is showing me?” He turned toward one of the piles and started pointing at some of the scattered pieces. “Unstable matrix, ruptured power conduits, radiation leakage, catastrophic power fluctuations—” He stopped and furrowed his brow. “I’m not an expert on local laws, but is it even legal to store something like that inside a civilian, pressurized dome?” 
 
    The alien shifted colors, from bright green to a dull brown. “Thirty thousand,” he said, almost pleading. “And you can have it all. Just … just keep that information to yourself.” 
 
    “Done,” the Engineer said smugly. “But you’re responsible for shipping everything to our freighter.” 
 
    The alien visibly deflated, his mass reducing to half. “Very well.” 
 
    The large Engineer smiled in satisfaction. “Great. Nice doing business with you.” He started raising his hand for a shake, then thought better of it and lowered it back down.  
 
    “I’ll send you the shipping details shortly,” he said. “Hang on.” He moved away from the merchant and spoke quietly. “Nori, I need you to approve a 30,000 piTec purchase.” He raised his hand and tapped the light console that appeared over it. “Sending you the details now.” 
 
    There was a short pause, then Nori’s voice answered. “You bought three hundred tons of junk? Are you insane?” 
 
    “Give me some credit, girl,” Bulco said, sounding wounded. “You’re the one who wanted to buy cheap stuff in bulk, remember? Trust me, it’s the deal of the century.” He looked behind him, making sure the slimy merchant was out of hearing range and lowered his voice even more. “There are hundreds of discarded parts here, Nori, broken drones mostly. I spotted at least a dozen I can easily fix up and there’s everything Serk needs to fix his mech. There are even some nearly intact battle drones. With a little effort, there’s enough material in here to build up several heavy armored units and retrofit dozens of service drones with weapons, which we can send out on patrol.” 
 
    Another short pause followed. 
 
    “Alright, Bulco, I trust your judgment. Transferring the payments now.” 
 
    “We’ll need to hire that freighter Lana mentioned,” the large man added. “I’ll send some of the parts Serk wanted back to Unity, but she won’t be enough to transport everything here. Also, we should buy some mounted weapons for our future drone army.” 
 
    “I’ll charter a freighter as soon as we’re done here,” Lana’s voice answered. 
 
    “And I’ve already got the weapon situation covered, Chief,” Cattie’s voice followed. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Nathan was scowling. 
 
    For the last hour he had sat in the corner of the weapon shop and watched as Cattie ecstatically jumped from item to item. At the moment, she was practically drooling over a large rifle with a barrel as wide as her arm. 
 
    The merchant stood not far from the elated woman. He was an Aky, one of Serk’s people, and he seemed amused as he looked at the woman borrowing his wares. “I’m afraid the weapon you’re holding is designed to be mounted on a powered armor suit. It discharges a concussive blast meant to rip through barriers and requires an external power source to do so.” 
 
    “Oh.” Cattie was only slightly taken back. “What do you have for me then?” 
 
    He looked at her appreciatively. “Sharpshooter? Level 5?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    The small alien rubbed his chin. “I usually deal with grade F small arms meant for miners and civilians at this level, but your Path is an uncommon one. I believe you would be able to use the grade E sniper rifle you examined earlier, or we can try finding you something more affordable.” 
 
    The Sharpshooter's eyes sparkled for a moment, but then she met Nathan’s reproachful gaze and sighed. “Actually, I’m more interested in buying in bulk. We have a lot of people back home who need weapons to fight swarms of Warped. I need something that’s cheap and effective against them.” 
 
    “Warped? Hmm… ” The small alien rubbed his chin. “Usually, people hunt the big ones, they don’t wage war on them.” He paused, and his eyes scanned his store. “Low-grade weapons can easily be fabricated, so I’m not in the habit of keeping them around. I do have something else you might be interested in.” He walked into a back room and returned a moment later holding a shoebox-sized crate filled with what looked like colorful billiard balls. 
 
    “What’s this?” Cattie asked, picking up a white ball and a red one. 
 
      
 
    Zaltec homing shrapnel grenade. Grade F3. 
 
      
 
    Zaltec homing fire grenade. Grade F3. 
 
      
 
    She frowned. “Grade F3 grenades? I hardly think these will be effective against what we’re facing.” 
 
    The Aky merchant shook his head. “Allow me to demonstrate.” He held up an arm and tapped his wrist console. A flat sheet of metal rose from the floor and a second later a shimmering force bubble appeared around it. “Your target can be well behind cover, or beyond your throwing reach, but it doesn’t matter for the Zaltec homing grenades. Observe.” He took a green grenade from the box and dropped it to the floor. The spherical explosive started rolling on its own. It moved toward the target, passing through a gap in the forcefield. The grenade reached the target, and to Nathan and Cattie’s surprise, started rolling up on its side. It reached the midsection and exploded. Green acid splattered over the target and started sizzling, eating away the metal. 
 
    “Okay, that’s pretty cool,” the woman admitted. “But still, that won’t do a lot of damage against a level 5 or 6 Warped. The bastards heal up real fast.” 
 
    The merchant simply smiled at her and upturned the box he was holding. The two dozen grenades bounced to the floor and started rolling on their own, surrounding the suddenly apprehensive woman. “A single one might not do a lot of damage,” he agreed. “But you can have dozens, hundreds of the grenades with you. They can follow you around the field and intercept any enemy you encounter. If you encounter one of the bigger Wrapped, use more of them. Two or three should suffice for the smaller ones. They’re quite inexpensive, only 15 piTec apiece.” 
 
    “Impressive,” Cattie admitted. “So how come everyone isn’t walking around with a swarm of these little beauties?” 
 
    The alien shrugged. “As you said, they become less effective against high-level targets so you need a whole lot of them, which can get cumbersome. The casing can be fabricated, but the explosive material requires specialized equipment so they’re not exactly easy to ship in large quantities. Also, they are illegal in civilized areas.” 
 
    “I see,” Cattie said slowly. “How many can you sell me?” 
 
    “How many do you need?” 
 
    The woman’s eyes sparkled. She gave the small merchant a toothy grin. “Let’s talk about it.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Nori and Lana approached the weapons shop, just in time to see a smug Cattie shaking hands with a small green man. Nathan perked up as he noticed them. 
 
    “Well?” Nori asked. 
 
    “Hey, Captain,” Cattie said brightly. “I struck a great deal. I just agreed to buy 10,000 grenades for twelve piTec apiece.” 
 
    “We heard,” Nori said, pointing at her ear where the metallic strip of the comm implant was visible. “You broadcast the entire conversation.” 
 
    “Oh.” Cattie made a sour face. “I wanted to surprise you.” 
 
    Nori’s lips curved slightly. “It doesn’t matter. I think that’s a great find. If the grenades work out well, we might be looking to buy even more in the future.” 
 
    “Ahem,” the merchant said in a polite tone, pointing at his active wrist console. 
 
    The Sharpshooter smacked her head. “Right. We need to pay him 120,000 piTec.” 
 
    Nori nodded and tapped her own console. 
 
    Lana looked around the store. “So, to sum it up. Nori and I bought a fabricator, a power core, cell charger bank, and 200 portable engineering kits for 329,000 piTec total. Bulco got heaps of junk for 30,000, and we just bought a ton of grenades for 120,000.” She tapped her teeth lightly. “That leaves us with 317,600 piTec. And we’ll need 50,000 to charter a bigger freighter.” 
 
      
 
    The merchant approached, carrying a long and sleek-looking energy rifle. He handed the weapon to Cattie who happily accepted it. “Here you go, Miss, as agreed.” 
 
    Nori gave the Sharpshooter a penetrating look. “What’s this? I thought we agreed to first spend the money on provisions for Earth.” 
 
    Cattie looked up from her new toy and gave the Navigator an innocent look. “Don’t worry, it didn’t cost a thing.” Seeing her captain’s scowl, she hurriedly explained. “The deal was that if I buy all of his stock, he’ll throw in the sniper rifle as a bonus.”  
 
    Nori’s scowl deepened.  
 
    “It’s a really good one, Captain,” the Sharpshooter said defensively. “Grade E. It's probably strong enough to give a broodmother a hard time on its own. And with everything that’s going on around us, I don’t think it’s a bad idea for us to better arm ourselves. Those bullies at the bar nearly wiped the floor with us.” She visibly wilted under her captain's gaze. 
 
    Nori held her gaze for a long moment, then cracked a smile. 
 
    Lana chuckled. 
 
    Cattie’s eyes widened. “You knew all along!” 
 
    Nori smiled and touched her comm implant. “Open comms, remember?” 
 
    The Sharpshooter grumbled. 
 
    “You did good, Cattie,” the captain assured her. “I just wanted to make sure we cover the people back on Earth first. I’m not against improving our own strength. Well done.” 
 
    The other woman visibly relaxed. 
 
    “In fact,” Nori continued. “I think we should use the rest of the piTec to invest in ourselves.” 
 
    Nathan looked up. “Unity too.” 
 
    The Navigator nodded. “Of course.” 
 
    Lana looked at her. “What did you have in mind?” 
 
    “Armor, weapons, and implants. Everything that will give us an edge to help us in our mission.” 
 
    “That’s not a bad idea,” Bulco said, coming into the shop. He looked around. “I think I missed some of the conversation. Did you end up buying any weapons for the people back on Earth?” 
 
    Lana shook her head. “There’s no need. The fabricator we purchased contains free schematics for several low-grade weapons, armor too. Nothing too impressive compared to what we can buy here, but it should give us a real edge against the Warped.” 
 
    The Engineer nodded. “While we’re talking about schematics, didn’t we intend to buy some earlier?” 
 
    “We did,” Lana replied. “But weren’t aware of the amount of free schematics that come with the fabricator. There are thousands of useful things there: foldable technology parts, simple tools, weapons, casing, and platings. Everything we need to support a growing settlement. Several even. There’s even one for the basic wrist console.” 
 
    “That’s great,” Bulco said. “What about raw materials though?” 
 
    “Most of the stuff needs simple Trinium. We left Martin and Diamond with over sixty tons of the stuff, so hopefully that’ll keep them going for a while—at least, until they manage to start producing the stuff on their own.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Bulco mulled over the information. “Yeah, not a bad plan girl.” 
 
    Nori looked at her friends. “We need to make a decision together now. We have a little over a quarter of a million piTec left. I think we should invest it in improving our own gear, what do you think?” 
 
    Lana nodded. “We also need some equipment for the new facilities on Unity, and there are some rudimentary upgrades we should purchase—the prospecting scanner for example.” 
 
    “I think we need to prioritize survivability,” Bulco countered. “We just barely made it against what was basically a civilian ship. If any sort of military vessel ever comes after us we’ll be easy prey. I think we should upgrade our power core and purchase a proper energy cannon and energy shields.” 
 
    “But that would cost almost everything we have,” Lana protested. “We’ll have nothing left for ourselves or Unity.” 
 
    The Engineer shook his head. “Fancy gadgets are useless if we don’t survive long enough to use them.” 
 
    Nori looked at Cattie and Nathan. “What do you two think?” 
 
    Cattie shrugged. “I agree with the big man on principle, but I also want some kickass alien-bounty-hunter gear for myself. So I guess I’m good either way.” 
 
    Nathan sighed. “Unity is gentle. She should be better protected, but I’d rather not turn her into a warship.” 
 
    “So what do you say?” Nori pressed. 
 
    He smiled faintly. “Let’s ask her.” 
 
    “Thank you, Nathan,” Unity’s soft voice spoke through their comms. “It is my observation that though I have been pulled into combat situations, I’m more capable of recovering from damage than your flesh-based bodies. It is my wish that you continue to function optimally in your capacity as my crew.” 
 
    Bulco’s look was incredulous. “Did she just politely insinuate that we’re some sort of squishy meat-bags?” 
 
    Cattie shrugged. “Compared to her, we are.” 
 
    “Thank you, Unity,” Nori said softly. “For taking care of us.” 
 
    “Of course, Captain.” 
 
    The Navigator looked at her friends. “It’s settled then. We’ll buy some equipment for Unity’s new facilities and some of the low-cost upgrades, and then we’ll invest the rest in ourselves.” 
 
    “We should probably order the upgrades now,” Lana said nervously, checking her wrist console. “We have about two hours until the Administrator’s offer expires. I’d hate to lose that 10% discount. Why don’t you go on ahead? I’ll pop back to our docking bay real quick and make the order.” 
 
    “There’s no need, Expert,” Unity said. “I’m perfectly capable of routing the dock’s console to your personal one.” 
 
    Lana’s face brightened. “That would be great.” 
 
    “One moment please.” 
 
    The Expert’s wrist console lit up, displaying a miniature version of the docking bay’s console. 
 
      
 
    Recommended Upgrades: 
 
    ●        Prospecting Scanner, Grade E: 22,500 piTec 
 
    ●        Internal Diagnosis Scanner, Grade E: 10,800 piTec 
 
    ●        Null Tunnel Drive, Grade F (size appropriate): --upgrade in process-- 
 
    ●        Power Core, Grade E: 135,000 piTec 
 
    ○        Basic Beam Cannon, Grade F: 45,000 piTec 
 
    ○        Force Shield, Grade F: 58,000 piTec 
 
      
 
    Lana looked up at her friends. “I think we should order the Prospecting Scanner and the Internal Diagnosis one. They’ll cost about 33,000 piTec together.” 
 
    Nori nodded. “Makes sense.” 
 
    Lana tapped her console a few times “Done. Hmm … looks like the station’s capable of performing multiple upgrades simultaneously. Handy. The sensors will be completed much sooner than the null tunnel drive.” She closed the display and looked at her friends with eager eyes. “So … more shopping?” 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 




 
 
    12 - Trimmings 
 
      
 
    The five humans turned a corner and came to an abrupt halt. 
 
    Standing in front of an armor store was a stunningly gorgeous woman, smiling widely at them. 
 
    “Patsy,” Nori spat in disgust. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I asked her to come,” Bulco said calmly. The large man stepped forward and offered the alien woman his arm, which she gladly accepted.  
 
    “I understand you are looking to upgrade your personal gear.” She gave them all a sunny smile. “I can recommend a few places if you tell me your price range.” 
 
    Lana looked hesitantly at Nori, whose lips formed into a thin line. “Yes … we need some protective gear, decent implants, and … err … good … weapons,” she finished lamely. 
 
    Patsy nodded calmly. “And your budget?” 
 
    “Ahem …” Lana coughed, flustered. 
 
    “We’re sitting really good at the moment, Panda Bear,” Bulco spoke up. “So show us the good stuff.” 
 
    “With pleasure,” the woman said with a suggestive smile. 
 
    Cattie bit her lower lip. 
 
    “She’s an alien sex vampire,” Lana hissed at her. 
 
    The Sharpshooter shrugged. “What can I say? The heart wants what the heart wants.” 
 
    “You have a big heart.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Patsy looked amused and winked at Cattie. “Let’s start by getting you some decent armor.” She pointed at the shop behind her. “This place’s gear is mediocre, at best. But don’t worry, I know just the spot. This way, please.” 
 
    She led them down the winding street, passing myriad shops. Their guide ignored them all, eventually reaching a small one-story building. Patsy tapped the console on the wall, and a moment later the door opened, revealing an Inthidlon woman. The alien’s blue skin was so light it almost looked grey. She looked at Patsy with a frown. “What do you want? If the Administrator has a problem with the unit I sold him, he’s welcome to come here himself. I don’t do house calls.” 
 
    Patsy let out a small, bell-like laugh. “Bran’gah, you’re as charming as ever. No, the Administrator is quite pleased with the armor you’ve made him. So much so, in fact, that his esteemed guests have asked me to introduce them to you.” Her voice dropped an octave, becoming seductive. “I promised them you’d give them a good deal.” 
 
    “Humph,” the irate woman replied. “Fine. Come into my workshop.” 
 
    They stepped into the building. It was a single room mostly filled by a ruffled bed. 
 
    “That’s your workshop?” Cattie asked, taking in the cramped interior. “A bit small, isn’t it?” 
 
    The bluish-gray alien rolled her eyes. “Newcomers. Surface space is at a premium in Hammerhead, in case you haven’t noticed. Especially in the Metrodome. I do most of my work underground. Over here.” 
 
    She led them to what Lana first thought was an indent in the floor but turned out to be a deep hole. Without hesitating, their host jumped in. Instead of free falling, Bran’gah descended gradually, floating down into a wide chamber, ten meters below. 
 
    Bulco bent down, inspecting the opening. “Hmm … some sort of anti-grav system built along the shaft. Interesting.” 
 
    “Are you coming down or what?” the gray woman’s voice called from below. 
 
    “Go ahead,” Patsy waved them off. “I’ll wait for you outside. I need to make some calls.” 
 
    One by one, they stepped into the opening and soon found themselves on the lower level. The place was a large open warehouse. Rows of futuristic armor were mounted on hangers along the walls. Several workbenches were spread around, with tools set out neatly on top. At the far corner of the chamber stood a lone piece of armor looking the worse for wear. The area around it was scorched black. 
 
    “What happened there?” Nori asked, pointing at the damaged piece. 
 
    The armorer shrugged. “I have to test my creations somewhere. This piece didn’t make the cut.” She eyed the Navigator’s white armor appreciatively. “That’s a nice piece you’re wearing. Zaltec scout armor, right?” 
 
    Nori shifted uncomfortably. Her armor was one of the items they’d looted from the Inthidlon scout that came to Earth looking for his clan mates. “Yeah, that’s right.” 
 
    Bran’gah nodded. ”Our scouts love those. These suits are light and durable, perfect for exploration as well as combat. It would be an excellent candidate for one of my upgrade kits. If you take it off I can customize it to your specs.” 
 
    “What’s an upgrade kit?” 
 
    Bran’gah sighed and gestured at a loaded workbench. “I almost don’t do plain armor anymore. Plenty of others are capable of making a good base. What I do is make them better. I can improve the overall quality by adding personalized upgrade kits, which are specifically customized to enhance the wearer’s Path. It took me a long time to reach this level of expertise. You won’t find any other armorer on this rock who can produce a suit as fine as mine. So, how about it? Want me to adapt your armor?” 
 
    “How about you do the others first?” Nori suggested. 
 
    Bran’gah shrugged. “Sure.” She looked at Bulco. “You’ll have to give up your exoskeleton. It won’t mesh well with any of my designs, but I can customize an upgrade to compensate for that. You’re an Engineer, right?” 
 
    Lana sighed. “How come everyone we meet instantly knows everything about us?” 
 
    The armorer smirked. “Sensor-type implants are cheap and common. Almost everyone has at least a basic model. You can always buy an obfuscation implant if you want to hide your status. Don’t worry about me. My implant only lets me see your main Path. She stared back at Bulco. “So I take it you’d like something that favors strength, right? Good physical protection, maybe a small power pack to help your work?” 
 
    Bulco nodded appreciatively. “Sounds good to me, lady. What about energy shields?” 
 
    Bran’gah scoffed. “All my designs come with basic shields, at least, and they also double as a spacesuit with integrated zero-grav boots. We’re just talking specific customization here.” She stepped to one of her workbenches and started tapping a large light console. “I’m modifying one of my existing designs to fit your specs. There.”  
 
    One of the side workbenches hummed to life and several robotic arms started working on a hovering piece, assembling and attaching components to it.  
 
    Bran’gah moved closer to the floating contraption and placed her hands on its sides. Her palms started glowing, emitting a faint aura that enveloped the self-constructing armor, which glowed brighter in return. 
 
    The armorer nodded. “There. This will take a few minutes. Next one.” She turned to Cattie. “You have a combat Path ... I see. Long range rifles. So you don’t want something bulky meant for the frontlines. You need something light and mobile that allows you to reposition quickly. And at long range, shields are probably more important. Hmm … maybe a modified version of the Pathfinder armor …” She mumbled something to herself and, not waiting for a response, got lost working on her console.  
 
    A few moments later, she looked up in satisfaction. “That ought to do it.” She moved to the new constructing armor and, as before, she suffused it with her aura.  
 
    She turned to Lana. “What about you, girl?” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t think I need armor,” Lana said sheepishly. “I try to stay away from combat.” 
 
    “You can never know when combat will find you,” the armorer replied philosophically. “Better to have some protection and not need it, than to need it and not have it.” 
 
    “You sound like a condom commercial,” Cattie grunted. 
 
    Nori fought down a smile. “She’s right, though. Bran’gah, she and Nathan need something light that still offers some protection.” 
 
    The armorer snorted. “Yeah, clearly. I told you I’m the best armorer on the station. There’s a reason the Administrator buys all his gear from me.” She turned to Nathan last and wrinkled her brow. “A Technomancer? Never heard of that Path before. I’ll have to check my database for that. What is it that you do?” 
 
    “I’m uh …” Nathan looked down embarrassed. “I’m good with machines.” 
 
    The alien shrugged. “OK, so something light that will not interfere with your role as ‘good with machines’ no problem.” She turned and tapped a few commands on her console. 
 
    “How long will it take?” Nori asked. 
 
    “Since I’m only customizing existing designs for you— hardly any time at all,” the woman replied and pointed at the first workbench. A swarm of thin robotic arms was busily working on Bulco’s armor, building it up in front of their eyes. 
 
    “And how much—”  
 
    Lana easily stepped in. “I think what my friend here meant to say is that we should probably discuss prices.” 
 
    Bran’gah grunted. “If you’re worried about the cost you’re in the wrong place. I don’t just make armor here, I make art. And I don’t work for just anyone. If it wasn’t for your acquaintance with the Administrator …” She shook her head. “You don’t have to worry. You don’t need to buy the suits if you don’t like them. I can easily disassemble and reuse the components. I prefer my customers to try before they buy anyway.” 
 
    Lana smiled brightly at her. “That sounds reasonable.” 
 
    Bran’gah rose from the workbench and approached a finished blue armor. She handed it to Bulco. “Try it on.” 
 
      
 
    Bran’gah’s Engineer armor. Strength: +2, Control +2. 
 
    Shield: Rank E1, Armor: Rank E5 
 
    Spaceworthy. Grav boots. 
 
    Bonus (Engineer Path only): Portable power source. 
 
      
 
    “Now that’s what I call proper armor,” Bulco said in admiration and pressed the piece to his chest. It rapidly grew, spreading around his body and head, encasing him in thick blue metal. The Engineer looked at his armored arms in delight, closing and opening his hands. “That’s grade E armor, eh? I feel almost invincible. Next time I see a Warped I’m going to tear out its limbs with my bare hands.” 
 
    Cattie poked him on his side, though he didn’t seem to notice. “You already did that. At least twice that I’ve seen.” 
 
    The helmet peeled away from his face, revealing a wide grin. “True enough.” 
 
    “And here’s your piece,” the armorer handed Cattie a bright-red piece. It was much less bulky than the Engineer’s, though there was a thickness to it across the chest and back. A fine mesh material covered the other body parts. 
 
    “Flashy,” Cattie nodded as she examined the piece. 
 
      
 
    Bran’gah’s Sharpshooter armor. Agility: +2, Awareness +2. 
 
    Shield: Rank E5, Armor: Rank E1 
 
    Spaceworthy. Grav boots. 
 
    Bonus (Sharpshooter Path only): sniping mode 
 
      
 
    She looked up at the craftswoman. “What’s sniping mode?” 
 
    The gray alien gave her a pointed look. “Why don’t you try it out?”  
 
    Cattie put on the armor, which quickly encased her body. “Not bad,” she said, examining herself all over. “It even makes my butt look good.” She winked at Lana. 
 
    Nori sighed. 
 
    From somewhere next to the table, Bran’gah drew out a long rifle and handed it to the red-clad woman. “Try the sniping mode.” 
 
    The Sharpshooter nodded and took the rifle. She held it up and called loudly, “Sniping mode activate!” 
 
    The armor instantly tightened around her, forcing her to lean forward. Short poles extended from her shins, anchoring her in place and preventing her from falling forward. The entire armor then locked down around her, becoming rigid. 
 
    “Wow!” Cattie said. “It feels like I’m leaning against a bar table or something.” She tried moving the weapon. The rifle easily moved on an axis to the left and right, then up and down, almost like it was mounted on a tripod. “Okay, I’m sold,” she said, returning the armor to its previous configuration.  
 
    Nathan stared at her. 
 
    “What?” she said defensively. 
 
    “Sniping mode activate?” he asked. 
 
    “Hey, it worked didn’t it?” she said defensively. “It's not like I read the manual or something, so I just gave it a shot.” 
 
    The armorer sighed. “The armor integrates seamlessly with the Tec in your body. You just need to think to activate it.” 
 
    “Oh.” Cattie stared at her for a moment. “Gotcha.” 
 
    “And these are for you.” Bran’gah passed the last two units to Nathan and Lana. They were both very light and seemed to be made of the same mesh material that protected the Sharpshooter's extremities. “It offers only grade F armor,” she said apologetically. “But with such thin material, it is still quite an achievement.” 
 
    Lana accepted the armor. It was gray with dark gray highlights and fitted her like a glove. The helmet closed in last, protecting her head but not hindering her sight in the slightest. 
 
      
 
    Bran’gah’s Expert armor. Awareness +3, Appeal +1 
 
    Shield: Rank E1, Armor: Rank F5 
 
    Spaceworthy. Grav boots. 
 
    Bonus (Expert Path only): integrated nano processors (score +3) 
 
      
 
    “Wow,” she said. She couldn’t help examining herself. 
 
    Cattie grinned at her. “You look badass, brainiac. And sexy. A kickass combination.” 
 
    Lana coughed, embarrassed at the compliment. Luckily, the armor’s helm hid her face from the others. 
 
    Nathan examined his own piece. It was green and similar to Lana’s in design. 
 
      
 
    Bran’gah’s Technomancer armor. ?? 
 
    Shield: Rank E1, Armor: Rank F5 
 
    Spaceworthy. Grav boots. 
 
    Bonus (Technomancer Path only): ?? 
 
      
 
    He looked up at the armorer. “No details?” 
 
    Bran’gah frowned. “I don’t know. I found a blueprint file for your path in my database, but I don’t know how it got there. I’ve never seen it before. My equipment also doesn't detect its capabilities, but they should manifest once you try it on.” The alien woman’s frown deepened. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” Nori asked. 
 
    She hesitated. “There ... shouldn’t be a problem. My equipment wouldn’t have managed to assemble it if it wasn’t meant to go together, only …” she hesitated again then looked at Nathan. “No one really knows how the Tec works. Not really. We’re only grasping the base principle ... the rough shape of it. I think this design was meant for a deep level of integration. We won’t know until he tries it on.” 
 
    “Is there any danger?” Lana asked immediately. 
 
    Bran’gah shook her head slowly. “There shouldn’t be. As I said, if it wasn’t meant to work, my equipment would have failed to assemble it.” 
 
    “But you don’t know for sure,” Nori said. It was not a question. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Nathan, I don’t think you should try it on,” Lana said in a concerned tone. “Let’s just get you something else, like what I’m using.” 
 
    The armorer shook her head. “It won’t work. My designs are unique and tailor made. Anyone without the proper Path would normally have to be over level 15 to wear one.” 
 
    Nathan stared at the folded armor in his arms. Somewhere deep inside he felt a connection with the alien armor. It was calling out for him.  
 
    He pressed the armor to his chest. 
 
    Lana held her breath. 
 
    The armor rapidly extended over the young man, covering his entire body. The mesh-like material continued to shift erratically as if unsure of the final shape it should take. 
 
    Nathan’s view was suddenly overrun with information. Most of it was the weird symbols he didn’t understand, though they felt familiar. They streamed across his view, coalescing together, birthing new shapes. After a few moments, the stream faded and was replaced with two lines in plain English. 
 
      
 
    Relict compatibility detected: 16%

Full armor integration unlocked. 
 
      
 
    Everyone in the room gasped as Nathan’s armor contracted, seemingly seeping into the young man’s skin until it disappeared completely. A few seconds later, the armor reemerged, pouring out of him to cover him completely head to toe. But it didn’t end there. The simple mesh armor continued to shift, becoming denser, and its surface hardened into thin plates. 
 
    Bran’gah’s eyes were opened wide. “I’ve never seen armor do that. It’s like it became a part of him.” 
 
    Bulco shook his head. “That kid is full of surprises.” 
 
    “It’s more than that, look at those plates. There are no seams, and yet he can move freely. And the density …” She grabbed a scanner from the nearby workbench and pointed it at Nathan. “It’s incredible, the armor is thin yet incredibly dense. Grade E7, easy. Simply amazing …” She frowned as she continued to study the device. “That’s weird. The exact specifications are still hidden.” 
 
    Obscured from the others by his helm, Nathan examined the armor details. 
 
      
 
    Technomancer armor. All attributes +1 
 
    [Mesh mode] Shield: Rank E7, Armor: Rank F5 
 
    [Plate mode] Shield: Rank F5, Armor: Rank E7 
 
    Spaceworthy. Grav boots. Retractable. 
 
      
 
    Making a conscious decision, Nathan changed the armor composition. The armor plates started to dissolve, becoming thinner and more flexible, assuming their mesh look. Nathan willed his helmet away and smiled at his friends. 
 
    Cattie looked at him approvingly. “Damn, Nathan that armor looks good on you.” She threw him an impish grin and winked. “Almost made me ready to swear off women.” 
 
    Nathan blushed. The devious woman chuckled. “Don’t worry though. Brainiac here will always come first.” 
 
    It was Lana’s turn to blush. 
 
    “What about my armor?” Nori asked. 
 
    “Huh? Oh.” The alien armorer forced her eyes away from the Technomancer. She seemed to be struggling to focus. “As I said, I can use your armor as a base for the Navigator upgrade kit. That way, I’ll only charge you for the cost of the kit itself.” 
 
    Nori nodded and tugged at her armor, making it unfold from around her body, leaving her standing in plain sportswear. “Here you go.” 
 
    Bran’gah, somewhat stiffly, took the armor to a workstation and started working on the light console. 
 
    “Psst,” Bulco whispered to Nathan. “So what’s the armor rating you got on this thing?” 
 
    “Um, E7 at the maximum,” Nathan replied lamely. “For either shields or armor. Depends on the mode.” 
 
    Bulco shook his head. “Damn, kid, your suit must weigh less than a quarter of mine and it offers better protection. Almost makes me wish I was a Technomancer.” 
 
    “Don’t you think it’s strange how that woman just happened to have the right kit for Nathan?” Lana whispered. 
 
    Nori nodded. “I think it’s something we’d want to explore—later on.” 
 
    “All done.” Bran’gah approached Nori and handed her the golden-white armor. “Since I had a superior base to work with, the result was a bit better than the others. Well …” she threw a glance at Nathan. “Except that one.” 
 
      
 
    Bran’gah’s Navigator armor. Strength, Agility, Awareness +2 
 
    Shield: Rank E1, Armor: Rank E1 
 
    Spaceworthy. Grav boots. 
 
    Bonus (Navigator Path only): built-in anti-grav. 
 
      
 
    Nori instantly donned her armor. It looked almost exactly as before, only somewhat more robust. 
 
    “So for a Navigator, the anti-grav feature allows you to—” 
 
    The armorer didn’t get to finish the sentence as Nori suddenly jumped. The momentum carried her all the way to the ceiling, eight meters above. Instead of crashing against the hard surface, Nori angled her body, doing a sort of reversed somersault and landed with her feet first on the ceiling. She took a few tentative steps, then jumped back down, landing lightly between her gaping friends. “Not bad,” she said casually. “How long will it work?” 
 
    Bran’gah looked mildly impressed. “The power consumption ties directly to the wearer level, so the higher level you are, the longer you can use it and for a stronger effect. 
 
    “Not bad,” Nori’s lips curved. “So, how much are we talking about?” 
 
    “Each unit goes for 25,000 piTec. For providing the base unit, I’ll only charge 10,000 for yours. She looked pointedly at Nathan who was still examining his armor covered arms with interest. 
 
    Nori followed her eyes. “And him?” 
 
    The armorer hesitated. “Free. On one condition: the boy and his armor will stay here for half a rotation so I can study it more closely.” 
 
    Nori thought over it for a few moments then shook her head. “I’m afraid we can’t leave him behind.” 
 
    Bran’gah’s expression hardened. “His armor free, plus thirty percent discount on all of yours. This is a rare bargain—you’d be smart to take it.” 
 
    Nori sighed and shook her head again. “I’m sorry, but I’m afraid we have to decline.” 
 
    “Fifty percent off,” the armorer said stubbornly. 
 
    Nori shook her head. “I can’t allow it. I’m sorry.” She looked straight into the alien woman’s eyes. “And you obviously can’t take it off him without his consent. It’s become a part of him, just like you said, right? We’ll pay your fair price and then we’ll leave.” 
 
    “Damn it.” Bran’gah sighed bitterly. “It’s 110,000 piTec. Pay up.” 
 
    Wordlessly, Nori activated her wrist console and approved the transaction. 
 
    They left the flabbergasted Inthidlon woman behind and took the anti-grav lift back to the ground floor. 
 
    “I don’t get it, Nori,” Lana confessed once they were out of the building. “Why did you refuse her offer? We could have saved a lot of money.” 
 
    “It’s obvious Nathan’s Path is very rare,” the Navigator explained. “From what we’ve seen so far he’s capable of some amazing feats. Remember what Alzigo said? People have gone to war over evolving ships like Unity, and it’s just a Path feature for him. What will happen if knowledge of him and what he can do spreads?” 
 
    “He’ll be in danger,” Lana whispered, realizing what Nori was aiming at. 
 
    The Navigator nodded. “We’ll all be in danger. Better to keep some things to ourselves. I don’t think Bran’gah would intentionally do us harm, but once a secret’s out, it's out. Better not risk it.” 
 
    “I agree,” Bulco said. “Good call, Nori.” 
 
    Patsy smiled brightly at them as they approached her. “I trust everything was to your satisfaction? Where would you like to go next?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They followed their tall, beautiful guide through the street, reaching a familiar shop.  
 
    “Weren't we here a cycle ago?” Cattie asked. 
 
    Bulco stared at her. “A cycle? Did you turn native?” 
 
    The Sharpshooter shrugged. “Hey, when in Rome …” 
 
    “This is where we bought our wrist consoles and personal storage implants,” Nori said.  
 
    “Oh, then you are familiar with the place?” Patsy seemed delighted. “You can find the best augs and implants on the station here. Just browse their inventory console. Everything here is automated.” 
 
    “We should all get an obfuscation implant,” Nori said and stepped forward to one of the store consoles. “Here we go,” she said after several seconds. “It looks like we can buy simple Grade-F implants that hide our levels, but they won’t hold against the simplest sensory implants. Hmmm ….” She kept tapping the console. “There’s an advanced Grade F one for 2,000 that will counter any Grade F scanner. The next one up goes for 12,000 piTec and it will hide all information from most grade E scanners. Hmm ...” She pursed her lips. “I don’t think we need the more expensive one,” she said slowly. “Sensory type implants are generally more expensive than obfuscation ones, so someone that can afford a Grade E implant will probably be out of our league anyway.” 
 
    “Girl, those are exactly the types we want to hide from,” Bulco said. 
 
    Nori shook her head. “Lana’s right. I’ll get the advanced grade F implant for the four of us and the high end one for Nathan.” 
 
    The Engineer nodded. “Might be the best approach.” 
 
    Nori typed in her order. “Anything else?” 
 
    “Why don’t we all take a few moments to browse the store?” Lana suggested. “See if we can each find something that suits us best.” 
 
    Everyone agreed and were soon browsing through the shop’s console. After they were done, the total came to 38,000 piTec. Nori approved the transaction and a single drawer emerged out of the seamless wall and hovered over to them, carrying a variety of implants. 
 
    “What do we have here?” Bulco asked. 
 
    “Those are full language translators,” Lana pointed at a row of five thin implants, which were each smaller than a match. ”Turns out the language packets Alzigo injected us with have a limited capacity. Remember that octopus bartender we had trouble understanding? These implants are better and fairly cheap, only 400 piTec apiece, so I ordered one for each of us.” She took out the implants and started handing them around. “And this is for me.” She picked up a tube-like device.  
 
    “That looks big for an implant,” Cattie remarked. 
 
    Lana shook her head. “It’s an augmentation.” She pressed the item to her forearm and winced as it dissolved into her skin. Once it was done, Lana raised her arm and a metallic cable snaked out of her wrist. She looked at it happily. “Cool, right?” 
 
    “Very,” Cattie agreed. “What does it do? Apart from giving you a goth-girl look?” 
 
    “It’s a Tec injector,” the Expert explained. “Just like the one Alzigo used. I can use it in conjunction with my existing sensory implant for a sensory-comm integration broadcast.” 
 
    “Can you say that again? In English this time?” 
 
    Lana rolled her eyes. “Here, let me show you. Hold still.” 
 
    She guided the metallic snake toward the back of the Sharpshooter’s neck. The skin parted revealing a small port, which the injector immediately plugged into. 
 
    Cattie quivered. “This feels weird.” 
 
    “It’s nearly finished,” Lana said. She retracted the cable and took a step back. “Well? What do you see?” 
 
    The Sharpshooter blinked a few times, then looked around her crew members. “Wow, I can see all of your Paths, highest abilities, and number of implants.” She turned back to Lana. “How does that work?” 
 
    “I shared my sensory implant data via our internal comms. You’ll all be able to see what I see, as long as we’re in range. I should also be able to use the injector for other purposes in the future.” 
 
    “Handy,” Nori said. “Let’s try the obfuscation implants next.” She picked up an implant and pressed it to her temple. It seeped into her skin, leaving no trace behind. The others followed suit. 
 
    “Now I can only see everyone’s races,” Cattie said. She glanced at Nathan. “Well, except you. All I can see are question marks, I guess that high-priced implant is doing its thing.” She looked at Lana. “I can still see all of your information, though.” 
 
    “That’s because I’m sharing it with you,” Lana said. Let me inject the others as well. She quickly passed between her friends, briefly touching the injector to each of their necks. “All done.” 
 
    “That’s pretty cool,” Bulco admitted, then snorted in amusement. He pointed at a pink alien that passed outside the shop. “That dude’s second Path is Sycophant.” 
 
    Nori looked curiously at the remaining items in the drawer. “What else is here?” 
 
    Bulco picked up a finger-thick implant and pressed it to his temple. He blinked a few times as it disappeared into his skin and reappeared an instant later across his brow. “That one’s an engineering inspection tool. It basically increases my Path’s score by 2.” 
 
    “And that’s one’s mine,” Cattie said, picking up a round, hi-tech-looking metal item. 
 
    “What is it?” Lana asked curiously. 
 
    “A cybernetic eye augmentation,” the Sharpshooter replied as she held the item to her left eye. The item started unfolding. It attached itself to her eye and continued unfolding, transforming into a ring that seemed to build into and around the eye. Cattie winced a couple of times, but otherwise didn’t seem to suffer from the process. Once it was done, a cybernetic-looking ring was left behind, completely surrounding the woman’s right eye. Cattie blinked a few times and her eye color shifted, turning completely red. “That is so cool,” she said. 
 
    Bulco looked at her in alarm. “Not sure you’re still going to think that after you have a chance to look in the mirror. You look like the Terminator.” 
 
    Cattie’s expression hardened. “I don’t care. This lets me zoom in on a target kilometers away. It has something called spectro-grammer or something that lets me lock onto a target, analyze the environment's conditions, and it can even be integrated with some weapons to improve accuracy. Next time we have to fight, I plan on coming out on top. Looks be damned.” 
 
    “I think you look absolutely ravishing,” Patsy said with a smile. “You don’t have to worry. Plenty of individuals have even more aggressive-looking wearable technology.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Cattie said. She raised her arm with the active wrist console. “I also downloaded their catalog to browse later since it looks like they’re about to receive a new shipment soon.” 
 
    “So that just leaves those two weird triangle thingies,” Lana said, looking into the drawer. 
 
    “Those are for me,” Nori said, looking uncomfortable. “They were a bit pricey, but I think they could be useful.” 
 
    “What are they?” 
 
    In response, the Navigator took each piece and pressed it to her forearms. The armor parted around each spot, allowing the pieces to clamp around her arms. As soon as they finished, thin lines of light ran around them like seams that connected them to the armor. Nori blinked several times, taking in the flow of information, then smiled. She held up her arms and the two units detached, effortlessly rising up to hovering above her. 
 
    “They almost look like paper airplanes,” Lana exclaimed in delight. 
 
    “Surveillance drones,” Bulco said confidently. 
 
    Nori nodded and narrowed her eyes. The two drones started flying around the shop. Lines of light spread across them then flickered, making them blend in with the shop’s background and turning them nearly invisible. 
 
    “I can use those to scout ahead if we need to,” Nori said, still concentrating. “I get a small feed of their view, and the range is pretty good. Apparently, only Pilots or other similar advanced Paths can use them. I thought it was worth the 6,000 piTec price tag,” she said almost defensively. 
 
    “Of course it is!” Lana said immediately.  
 
    Cattie nodded. 
 
    “You’re the captain, girl. I say you’re entitled to a few flashy gadgets,” Bulco said.  
 
    Nori nodded back at her friends. “Thanks.” She looked at Nathan. “You didn’t find anything in the shop you’d like?” 
 
    The young man hesitated. “I don’t … think so. The implants they have that relate to other machines don’t … don’t feel right.” 
 
    Bulco frowned. “What do you mean? You feel like it’s cheating or something?” 
 
    Nathan shook his head. “No. It’s more like … I’m contaminating my body,” he finished lamely. 
 
    His friends exchanged weird glances.  
 
    “Nathan, you don’t have to do anything that makes you feel uncomfortable,” Nori said. 
 
    He nodded thankfully. 
 
    Lana’s wrist console chimed, and she looked down at the display. “Oh, Unity’s upgrades are finished. We now have a working Prospecting scanner and an Internal Diagnosis scanner.” She furrowed her brow as she continued to study her wrist console. 
 
    “Anything wrong?” Nori asked. 
 
    “I … don’t think so. I’m getting strange feedback from the new hardware. Probably just an adjustment period. I’ll monitor it and make sure there are no surprises.” 
 
    Nori nodded. 
 
    “Are we all done here, then?” Cattie asked eagerly. 
 
    Nori tilted her head. “What are you so excited about?” 
 
    “It’s time for weapons shopping now, right?” Her eyes gleamed. 
 
    “You already got a pretty badass sniper rifle,” Bulco pointed out. 
 
    “A girl can always find room for more weapons,” the Sharpshooter declared, looking at Nori expectantly. 
 
    The captain sighed. “I guess we go weapon shopping next.” 
 
    “Yay!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The heavily burdened group sighed in relief as they came out into the landing pad to see Unity laying before them. 
 
    “I’m really glad to see this old tub again,” Bulco said. The large man was carrying a large case full of ammo packs and spare weapon parts. He stopped and paused, looking at their ship. “Huh, I was expecting Unity to come back with some snarky retort.” 
 
    “Maybe she has evolved beyond such petty retorts,” Cattie said, brushing and admiring her two new heavy-looking bracelets.  
 
    “You’re still worshipping those things?” the Engineer grunted. 
 
    “Hey, you’d be worshipping them too if you were able to use them,” she said. As the only one to have a fully combat-oriented Path, she was the only one to receive a significant weapon upgrade: a duo of bracelets that could transform to cover her fists and shoot out a pulse of force strong enough to send people flying away. It was a perfect close-range counterpoint to her long-range capabilities as a sniper. 
 
    “I think the rest of us are set,” Nori said, indicating the smaller crates she and the others were carrying. Other than the specialized pulsers for the Sharpshooter, they also bought a bunch of other weapons: a variety of beam and energy rifles for close and medium ranges, as well as several types of grenades. “We can sort and organize everything in the armory. This should let us handle anything we find ourselves in.” 
 
    “I still think we should've bought that shoulder-mounted ion cannon,” Bulco grunted. 
 
    “That thing cost 60,000 piTec and was meant to be mounted on power armor,” Nori countered. “For the same price we got a large selection of all purpose-weapons that ought to last us a long while.” 
 
    “Whatever,” the Engineer grumbled. “Let’s just get on board and put down the stuff. I’m starting to feel like a human forklift.” 
 
    Cattie gave him a sympathetic look. “It’s not easy being as strong as five average men, is it?” 
 
    “No one understands what it's like,” he grumbled. “I’m not just a hunk of muscles, I got brains too, ya know?” 
 
    “I feel your pain,” Cattie said sympathetically. 
 
    The two locked eyes, then burst out laughing. 
 
    “You’re starting to grow on me, crazy gun girl,” Bulco said. 
 
    “You ain’t so bad yourself, old man—apart from the constant grumbling, growling, and brooding,” she replied airily. 
 
    At Nathan’s gesture, Unity’s cargo hold door lowered, forming into a low platform. They walked inside, carefully passing the pile of junk that used to be Serk’s mech and finally, put down their heavy load. 
 
    “Ah, that feels so much better,” Lana stretched. “Now let’s—” 
 
    “It’s about time you got back,” an unknown voice interrupted her and a figure emerged from behind one of the shipping containers. He raised his hand, and all around them, seemingly emerging out of thin air, a dozen figures appeared. They all wore armor and held a variety of melee weapons and small handguns, all trained on Unity’s crew. 
 
    “Your short journey has just ended,” the first figure spoke pleasantly. “This is my ship now.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 13 - Syndicate  
 
      
 
    Nori narrowed her eyes, taking in the fighters surrounding them. Thanks to Lana’s advanced implant, she was able to see more information about them.  
 
      
 
    Novak, Kordlin, Level 6, Faction: Teardust 
 
    Path: Soldier → Mercenary 
 
    Highest attribute: Agility 7 
 
    Combat analysis: medium offense, medium defense 
 
      
 
    Nezer, Exhar, Level 5, Faction: Teardust 
 
    Path: Soldier → Gunsmith 
 
    Highest attribute: Agility 9 
 
    Combat analysis: medium offense, low defense 
 
      
 
    Goroon, Karnaf, Level 8, Faction: Teardust 
 
    Path: Fighter → Bruiser 
 
    Highest attribute: Strength 15 
 
    Combat analysis: high offense, low defense 
 
      
 
    … 
 
    ... 
 
      
 
    The rest of the mercenaries all had similar information. And they completely surrounded Unity’s crew. 
 
    But when Nori looked at the speaker, the flow of information failed to deliver. 
 
      
 
    NO_ONE, ??, Level ?? 
 
    Threat Assessment: ?? 
 
      
 
    “No one?” she asked. “That’s what you chose to go by?” She couldn’t make the alien’s species from sight alone. He looked humanoid, but his full body armor hid any racial identifiers. 
 
    “Yes,” he stated simply. 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “You would be Nori, I presume? This ship’s captain.” 
 
    Nori squared her shoulders. “I am.” 
 
    “You and your team have proven to be quite a nuisance.” NO_ONE said. “Your actions have cost us greatly, and I’m here to collect on that debt. Does that answer your question?” 
 
    “It does,” Nori said calmly. “So, I take it you’re part of the notorious Syndicate?” 
 
    The alien gave a mocking bow. “I’m one of its speakers. You don’t seem surprised. I gather you took my subordinate’s warning to heart.” 
 
    “You mean that ship’s captain Grev?” Bulco said in derision, eyeing the weapons pointed at him in contempt. 
 
    “That’s the one,” NO_ONE said. “Granted, not of the sharpest ones. Any other half-witted captain would have first scavenged the Aky’s downed ship for valuable parts, but that’s beside the point. So, back to our current predicament: as I was saying, your debt—” 
 
    “How did you manage to get a full team of fighters into the tower and past the scanners?” Nori interrupted him. 
 
    NO_ONE’s voice lowered threateningly. “You don’t seem to realize the trouble you’ve landed yourself in. I’m not familiar with your race’s mindset but surely you realize the difficulty of your situation. You should be more respectful. We’re the Syndicate. We rule the underworld of Hammerhead. We maintain order and keep the place from falling apart. Nothing happens here without our approval. Nothing. That freighter you chartered? You’ll find their disembarkment permission has been revoked, and the cargo you’ve sent them to deliver has gone … missing. ” 
 
    “Alright,” Nori answered calmly. “You obviously want something, otherwise you would’ve started shooting as soon as we got in. So what is it?” 
 
    “I don’t like your tone, human.”  
 
    “Is that a requirement?” 
 
    “Where is your Aky passenger?” NO_ONE asked suddenly. “The one you rescued from that asteroid. He did not leave with you, and he’s nowhere on this ship.” 
 
    Nori shrugged. “He’s free to go when and where he pleases. He probably went somewhere on his own. Now, what do you want?” 
 
    “Very well,” the alien said. “Since you only seem to understand bluntness, I’ll return in kind: the damage you’ve caused, plus the setback of our mining operations is estimated at two million piTec. We’ve kept tabs on you, so we know you can’t afford to pay that. So, as compensation, I’ll be confiscating your ship. You have one minute to leave in peace—or in pieces.” 
 
    “Hold on a sec,” Lana protested. “We’ve just earned nearly a million piTec, and we can get more in a few weeks. And besides, Unity’s worth way more than that.” 
 
    The alien snorted. “I don’t care. You’ve crossed a force you shouldn’t have, and now you will bear the consequences. You now have thirty seconds to leave.” As if on cue, the mercenaries tightened their hold on their weapons. 
 
    A small triangular drone detached from the ceiling and floated down gently.  
 
    “What is this?” NO_ONE demanded, following the little gadget with his eyes. 
 
    Nori calmly held up her arm and the drone seamlessly incorporated into her new armor. “We were alerted that something was wrong and came back to investigate. When we lost contact with the ship, we figured it was enemies. That’s when I decided to send in my drones.  
 
    “Your species must be an evolutionary miracle.” NO_ONE shook his head. “You knew in advance we were here, and yet you chose to come, alone?” 
 
    “Well,” Nori said, casually lowering her arms to hips. “This is our ship. And I did say I sent in my drones.” 
 
    The alien stared at her for a long moment, then looked around. “Where are the other ones?” 
 
    “Oh, I sent the other one with a message to coordinate our attack,” Nori said, giving him her partly curved smile. 
 
    NO_ONE stared at her and seemed to realize something. He started turning to his man. “Kill the—”  
 
    But Nori was faster. “Serk, Nathan, now!” 
 
    The pile of discarded junk exploded outward as Serk’s mech rose from it. The normally five-meter tall machine was still heavily damaged, and its legs were a bust, but its torso could still function. Its arms instantly started flailing around, each impacting several mercenaries and sending them flying across the cargo hold. 
 
    Not losing a moment, Nathan acted as well. The young man raised his arms shakingly as if trying to lift a huge weight. The floor around the remaining seven mercenaries erupted upward, tiles of metal rapidly started to build up over their legs, rooting them in place. 
 
    The aliens tried to act. Four were held fast, but two of them were quick enough to escape the trap and a third one, the powerful level 8 Karnaf simply kicked the tiles away. 
 
    The three started shooting at the humans, whose armor instantly grew to cover their heads. Several purple beams and small projectiles hit and bounced off their robust new armor. Lana yelped as an especially powerful beam hit her abdomen, causing her personal energy shield to flare, but she was otherwise unharmed. Nori drew her Talon and started shooting at a mercenary who summoned a force screen to protect himself. Cattie twirled her wrists, causing the twin pulser bracelets to morph into two miniature-looking cannons around her fists. She aimed, and a burst of concussive energy erupted, sending a mercenary toward the mech’s waiting arms, where the poor alien was whacked like a baseball, all the way back to splatter against the far wall. 
 
    Bulco took a more direct approach. Roaring, he charged the last standing mercenary, the burly Karnaf, with his Puncher leading the way. 
 
    The two met like two ramming bulls, the force of their impact enough to send tremors running through the floor. Bulco tried to punch the Karnaf’s face, but the alien was more nimble than he first appeared. He dodged the impact, letting the Puncher discharge behind him. Even at such close quarters, his pistol proved ineffective against the Engineer's bulky armor as he fired twice in rapid succession. Realizing the futility of the attack, the mercenary dropped his weapon, and with two huge arms, he grabbed the human into a crushing bear hug. 
 
    Bulco’s entire body tensed and bulged as he strained against his powerful opponent's strength. Even with his armor supplementing his own strength, he was still a touch weaker and was slowly surrendering to the crushing embrace. 
 
    “Fuck off!” the Engineer growled at the alien’s face. Four thin robotic arms emerged out from his shoulder, each holding a tiny glowing energy cutter at its end. The four appendages slammed forward, locking onto the Karnaf’s unprotected head from four different angles and started burrowing through. The bulky alien screamed and let go of the human, his arms reaching up to fend of the unexpected attack. 
 
    Bulco acted. His own arms shot upward, catching his opponent’s wrists and holding them in place. The two struggled against each other for several seconds, with neither managing to take the upper hand. Then, with a crunch and a wet splatter, the arms bored through the alien’s thick cranium and shot straight into his soft brain. The creature’s arms lost their strength, and he started convulsing. Bulco retracted the arms, and the mercenary fell down to the floor, spasming in last tremors of death. 
 
    Looking around him, he saw that the situation was under control. Nori had shot through her opponent’s shield and had dropped him to the ground. Three metal-covered statues stood immobile beside him. Serk’s mech was holding a struggling mercenary in each arm, then, with a casual flick, he sent them flying to splatter against the wall next to their former unfortunate comrade.  
 
    Throughout the battle, NO_ONE remained motionless on his spot, surrounded by a blazing screen of yellow energy that protected him even from Nathan’s attack. 
 
    With a loud wet crunch, Serk punched down on one of the mercenaries that was still struggling on the floor, killing him on the spot. The rest of the crew spread out and advanced toward their leader. 
 
    “That was climactic,” NO_ONE responded calmly, though Nori could detect a slight tremor in his voice, probably thanks to their latest acquisition of improved language pack implants. 
 
    Nori took a shot at the blazing shield, but the green bolt was simply consumed by the swirling energy.  
 
    The alien looked at her, contempt in his voice. “Your weak weapons won’t be able to penetrate this shield. You’ve done nothing but escalate the situation. I’ve already sent out a call for reinforcements. A full squad of elite mercenaries will be here shortly. You should have fled when you had the chance.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” Cattie said. The woman walked over to one of the packages they’d brought with them and took out an implement the size of a shoebox. It unfolded in her hands, elongating, transforming into a long, heavy-looking sniper rifle. She activated her armor’s sniper mode, leaning forward and assuming a firing stance. Then she took a shot. 
 
    A blazing bolt of dark energy sped by so fast the sight barely registered. NO_ONE’s shield flickered visibly before restoring itself. “How many more of those can you take?” Cattie said and lowered her head back into the sight. Two more shots followed, each one causing the alien’s shield to flicker more and more chaotically. 
 
    “Alright, alright!” NO_ONE called. “Stop shooting. I’ll call off my forces.” 
 
    “Cattie, don’t take him out of your sight yet,” Nori ordered then turned to the suddenly distressed alien. “Deactivate the jammer.” 
 
    “Alright, just don’t shoot.” He raised his wrist and tapped the light console that appeared over it. “Done.” 
 
    “Unity,” Nori said, “are there more hostile forces outside?” 
 
    “No, Captain,” Unity’s calm voice answered.  
 
    “Good.” Nori turned back to their captive. “So, here’s what I propose. You’ll return the cargo you seized and release the freighter we charted. You’ll forget you ever heard of us, and in exchange, we’ll let you leave with your life. That’s the deal I propose. How about that?” 
 
    NO_ONE’s helm unfolded from around his head, revealing his face. He had a scaly gray complexion, with sunken cheeks and large reptilian eyes. 
 
    Bulco inhaled sharply. “A Sedumorph!” 
 
    Cattie frowned. “I thought they're supposed to look attractive.” 
 
    NO_ONE narrowed his eyes. “Only the weakest of our species”—his nostrils flared in contempt—“resort to attracting their victims through sexual means. Those of us who grow strong are capable of much more.” He paused, looking over the humans, stopping at Nori. “I’m afraid I’m not in a position to accept your terms. Had I known this would happen ...” He shook his head, his voice assuming a grudging respect. “It seemed I’ve severely underestimated you. Humans are, apparently, much more capable and cunning than I’d first assumed. How did you even know to send in the surveillance drones? What tipped you off?” 
 
    “We’re going to keep that piece of information for ourselves,” Nori said. “What about my proposal? Give us back what’s ours, and we can part as friends.” 
 
    NO_ONE shook his head slowly. “I’m afraid it’s not that simple. You’ve caused the Syndicate a significant loss.” He scanned the body-strewn floor. “And that doesn’t include the cost of hiring a mercenary squad.” 
 
    “Yeah, it was a bad idea to attack us on our ship,” Lana said heatedly. 
 
    Everyone looked with surprise at the young woman. 
 
    NO_ONE nodded. “I now realize that. Are those three dead like the others?” He pointed at the three metal encased statues. 
 
    Nathan shook his head. “Unconscious.” 
 
    The alien shrugged. “In any case, I can’t agree to your terms. The other speakers won’t stand for it. If you kill me, more will follow with greater force. They’ll make an example of you as a lesson to others.” 
 
    “We can just take off now and never return,” Bulco said. 
 
    The alien shrugged. “You can try, but it won’t work. You won’t get clearance to leave. You will be shot down if you try, and your precious cargo will be gone for good. Besides, if you somehow miraculously do manage to escape, you won’t go far. The Syndicate has many connections outside the station.” 
 
    “That’s good to know,” a small voice said behind them. The mech’s rear opened and Serk came out of it. The small Aky nimbly climbed down and approached the Sedumorph who was still protected behind the bright energy screen. “I’ll make sure to seek them out once I finish with your friends here.” 
 
    “So you’re the Aky I was asked to find,” NO_ONE said calmly. “I can see why. You’ve made some important people nervous with your proclamation of vengeance.” 
 
    “Good,” Serk said. “I’ve been looking for you … NO_ONE.” He spat the name. “You’ll stand justice for what you’ve done to my crewmembers.” 
 
    The Syndicate speaker snorted. “It wasn’t me that gave the order to bring you down. It was NO_ONE else, another speaker. One of my rivals, in fact.” 
 
    Serk’s eyes narrowed. “You’re lying.” 
 
    NO_ONE shrugged. “You’re entitled to your own opinion, wrong as it may be.” He turned to Nori. “So where does that leave us?” 
 
    Nori studied the Sedumorph. “You claim you can’t return our stuff or vow off further retribution because of your low position in the Syndicate. And if we kill you, the others will inflict some sort of a horrible revenge on us. Does that sum it up?” 
 
    NO_ONE nodded. “Pretty much.” 
 
    “What happens if we let you go?” Lana asked hopefully. Bulco looked at her disapprovingly. 
 
    NO_ONE shrugged again. “It will take me a little while to report back. You can try to use that window to escape.” 
 
    “But everything we’ve purchased will be lost, and we’ll be dodging your assassins forever.” Nori stated. 
 
    “That is correct.” 
 
    “You don’t seem very worried for your life,” Bulco said threateningly. “You realize your answers leave us very few options.” 
 
    The alien looked him straight in the eyes. “Despite your rashness, you are capable of logical deduction. You will come to the realization that your only chance for survival is to give up your ship. If it helps your decision, rest assured its value will cover the loss of the mercenaries.” 
 
    “I’ve got a better suggestion.” Bulco smiled grimly. “We’ll kill NO_ONE.” 
 
    Nori frowned. “We can’t. Weren’t you listening?” 
 
    “Not this NO_ONE,” the large man said. He looked at the intruder still behind the protective force field. “You said your rival in the Syndicate was responsible for the attack on Serk’s people, right? Well, all you need to do is let us know where we can find him, and my little buddy over here”—he lay a hand on Serk’s shoulder— “will make sure to … dispense some justice.” 
 
    “Yes!” Serk nodded feverishly. 
 
    Nori frowned but didn’t comment. 
 
    “That is ... an interesting proposition,” NO_ONE said slowly. “With him out of the way there will be a power vacuum left behind …” He rubbed his chin for a moment, then shook his head. “Still, that won’t work. That particular speaker is higher up in the organization than me. There are others, better positioned to assume his place. Removing him won’t give me the power to release your cargo or pardon your actions.” 
 
    “Then what use are you to us alive?” Bulco hissed. 
 
    NO_ONE raised one hand. “But, I believe your suggestion still has merit. If I were to somehow gain more status and influence, I could maneuver into position, make sure to assume NO_ONE’s place—once he is dealt with.” 
 
    “Sounds good!” Cattie said lightly. “Let’s go with that plan.” 
 
    NO_ONE shook his head. “Gaining status won’t be easy. The speakers are constantly scheming and maneuvering to gain the upper hand on each other. Luckily, I think I know a way for you to help me with that. A task, specifically suited to your particular”—he looked over the humans around him—“skillset.” 
 
    Lana blinked at him. “Wait, you want us to work for you?” 
 
    He nodded. “You’ve proven capable, adaptable, and effective in combat.” His nostrils flared as he looked down at the fallen bodies around them, then he looked back up. “I have just enough authority to let you leave Hammerhead intact. Complete the mission, and there will be much more I can do for you. 
 
    “No.” Nori folded her arms. “We’re not going to work for a crime syndicate.” 
 
    “I assure you, you won’t be required to engage in any criminal activity,” NO_ONE said. “But let me sweeten the deal. With the influence I’d gain from a successful completion, I should be able to release your confiscated cargo and even help you capture my opponent.” Carefully judging the suddenly hesitant faces around him, the alien tapped his wrist console. Bulco’s voice suddenly sounded from it: ‘Listen here, buddy, our planet was attacked, we’re looking for a couple of Inthidlon pilots that—’ The recording ended. The Sedumorph looked at the stunned faces around him. “As I told you before, we know everything that happens on this station. Those pilots you’re looking for? With my opponent’s resources at my disposal, it will be a simple matter to locate them.”  
 
    Bulco stared hard at him. “You telling me you can give us the sons of bitches that wrecked our world?” 
 
    “Their location,” the alien corrected him. “And any other information I might find on them. So, how about it?” 
 
    The five humans exchanged looks. “That was the main reason we came here,” Cattie pointed out. 
 
    Lana frowned. “It doesn’t feel right.” 
 
    Nori nodded. “I agree. We can find the information on our own.” 
 
    “You won’t,” NO_ONE said calmly. “You’re branded now. If you refuse my offer, you won’t be able to set foot on the station. Not if you value your life.” 
 
    Nori hesitated. “What is it you want us to do?” 
 
    “So are we in agreement then?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No. Not unless I’m absolutely sure it’s nothing shady or illegal.” 
 
    “Are you seriously considering cutting a deal with him? This wretched creature is part of the faction that killed my people!” Serk exclaimed. “They must all pay for the crime!” 
 
    NO_ONE looked at Serk. “I understand your position, but you should know that most of us prefer not to resort to violence. Contrary to the scene around us, the Syndicate prefers to act from the shadows. A light touch or a whisper in the right ear often goes a lot further than brute force. We don’t normally get our hands dirty. The attack on your ship was messy and redundant—the result of a single person’s greed.” 
 
    Serk only stared hard at the taller alien. 
 
    “If you succeed in completing the mission,” the Sedumorph continued calmly. “It will grant me the prestige and influence needed to weaken his own influence—making it easier to set him up. At which point, you’d be more than welcome to exact your … justice.” 
 
    Serk frowned. “And how do I know you’re telling the truth?” 
 
    “I’ll provide all the evidence you require. Recordings, personal messages, and documents that prove that person was truly behind the attack.” 
 
    Serk shook his head. “You are scum. Willing to betray your own so easily. An honorless thief. Justice will find you all.” 
 
    The tall alien sighed. “Zealots. You can’t reason with them. Then how about this: the missions I have in mind will save the lives of many innocent Aky. Is that enough of an incentive for you?” 
 
    Serk glared at him. 
 
    “Wonderful,” NO_ONE said, content with the Aky’s unvoiced answer. “And what about the rest of you?” He looked at Nori. 
 
    “We will do it—as long as it’s clean. Now, what’s the mission?” 
 
    The alien tapped his wrist, and his shield lowered. “It is quite simple,” he said calmly, ignoring the fact that he was now effectively defenseless. “There’s an eccentric Aky scientist in the Kartos system that studies rock formations and goes by the alias Grotula. All I need from you is to retrieve his study on Erodium.” 
 
    Everyone stared at him. 
 
    “That’s it?” Lana asked lamely. 
 
    “I did say it was a simple mission, didn’t I?” 
 
    Nori shook her head. “It doesn't add up. How does bringing you back a research paper grant you the position you need in the Syndicate?” 
 
    “And how would that be saving innocent lives?” Serk added. 
 
    “Ah, so you want details.” NO_ONE gave them a reptilian smile. “Grotula is supposedly one of the leading minds in the galaxy on celestial body formation. The Syndicate learned that one of his theses includes an advanced algorithm for predicting the natural formation of Erodium. Naturally, such a formula is worth a fortune, yet Grotula has refused several offers to buy it from him. Apparently, he has some sort of personal grudge against us. Some of my colleagues are convinced he’s about to sell it to one of our competitors, and they are willing to resort to violence to get what they want.” The alien’s nose twitched. “Grotula has a sizeable facility with many other Aky scientists. An attack will leave many dead. It’s crude and inelegant. I prefer a more subtle touch. I believe Grotula would be willing to barter with a neutral party.” 
 
    “And that’s where we come in,” Nori said. “We’re unaffiliated with you, so we have a better chance of convincing him to sell his formula.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “What about money then?” Bulco asked gruffly.  
 
    “Money?” 
 
    “Currency, moolah, piTec, you name it. How will we pay him?” 
 
    “Ah. Well, that’s where your ingenuity and quick thinking should serve you well, don’t you think?” The Sedumorph gave them an unpleasant smile. “I don’t really care how you get the formula—just as long as you deliver it to my hands. Are we clear?” 
 
    “Crystal,” Nori replied, her voice full of derision. 
 
    “Good. So you see? It’s as I promised. No one has to be hurt, and no crimes need be committed. And you’ll be saving Grotula and many of his staff by completing the mission.” 
 
    Bulco’s eyes narrowed. “Just make sure to keep our cargo safe and be prepared to give us the intel on the other Syndicate bastard.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “We would need to sign a Tec contract,” Nori said. 
 
    Lana shook her head. “It won’t work. I did some research. As one of the top dogs here, the contract won’t be very binding for him.” 
 
    NO_ONE smiled. “You are quite astute. But I understand your apprehension. You may hold onto the formula until I have delivered on my word.” He glanced at Serk. “And my rival’s location.” 
 
    Serk nodded reluctantly. 
 
    “Then our business here is done,” NO_ONE declared. He glanced again at the scattered bodies. “Consider their piTec a bonus.” 
 
    “Wait,” Nori said. “What about them?” She gestured at the three immobile statues. 
 
    NO_ONE’s lip curled up in disgust. “The Syndicate withdraws its protection from them. You may do with them as you please. I recommend delivering them to the station’s authorities. Since they attacked you on your ship, they are now considered to be pirates, and there’s a hefty bounty on those here.” 
 
    “Jeesh, that’s cold, man,” Cattie said. 
 
    NO_ONE shrugged. “They failed. I’m sure you won’t be repeating their mistake.” He smiled coldly at the unveiled threat. “I look forward to your return. Farewell.” 
 
    And with that, the gray-skinned alien calmly walked off the ship. 
 
    “What an a-hole,” Lana muttered. 
 
    Cattie suddenly burst out laughing. “My, brainiac, that’s the first time I’ve ever heard you curse.” 
 
    Lana blushed slightly. 
 
    Cattie winked at her. “That was adorable.” 
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    “Y'all know it’s a trap, right?” Bulco said after several long moments. “Once he has that formula in his scaly hands, he’s going to have us all killed.” 
 
    “Probably going to have Serk do his dirty work for him first, getting rid of his rival,” Nori said darkly. 
 
    Serk nodded. “He is honorless scum, just as I’ve said.” The small Aky tilted his head. “By the way, how did you know to rush over so quickly? I hid in the mech as soon as I noticed the mercenaries boarding the vessel, but I was unable to send a signal to warn you.” 
 
    “The installation of the internal scanner upgrade we purchased was completed while we were out,” Lana explained. “As soon as it did, I ran a scan and found a tracker on board.” 
 
    “They’ve been keeping tabs on us this whole time,” Nori added. “That’s probably how the Alphas’ ship found us again so quickly. I just don’t get why they would’ve put a tracker on us in the first place or how they did it.” 
 
    “The tracker was implanted the first time you docked, while you were out on the station.” Serk said. “They talked about it while they were looking through the hangar. Apparently, it wasn’t them—it was one of the local bounty hunters. There’s a bounty on a stolen Inthidlon freighter, and they suspected you. Your ship’s signature is different, but that could’ve been an attempt to mask her true identity. The Syndicate hacked the tracker data to learn more about you.” 
 
    “God damned sneaky bastards,” Bulco grumbled. “I’m telling you, we can’t do business with them. They’ll betray us as soon as we get back.” 
 
    “So what do we do?” Cattie said. “We can still take him down. I can wait until he leaves the tower and snipe him from up here.” 
 
    “No,” Nori said. “We can’t risk the rest of the Syndicate coming after us. For now, let’s go along with the plan. Our priority is still finding out who infused Earth and help the people back there. We’ll make sure to have an exit strategy. By the way”—she looked at Lana—“I was able to see a combat analysis when I checked the mercenaries’ details. That was a neat little feature.” 
 
    Lana shook her head. “It didn’t come from me. The integration I did with our comms seems to have expanded to include some of your abilities as well.” 
 
    “That came from me,” Cattie said. “My Path let me see a threat assessment on possible targets.” 
 
    Nori nodded. “That was very useful. It let me take down one of their bigger hitters early on.” 
 
    “Speaking of useless trash ...” Bulco said. The large man started walking from body to body, nudging the remains with his armored foot. Soon, streams of light filled the cargo hold, flowing from the slain mercenaries and into each of the crewmembers. 
 
      
 
    Extracted 3 Tec 
 
      
 
    Extracted 4.5 Tec 
 
      
 
    Extracted 2.6 Tec 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    “Not a bad haul,” Cattie said approvingly. “Am I reading this right? We each get a portion of the extracted Tec?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Lana said. “People have a different success rate for extraction. Nathan and I chose a perk that lets us extract more. We get a little more than average.” 
 
    “I got 18 Tec in total,” Cattie said. “How much did you get?” 
 
    Lana coughed, embarrassed. “Ahem… 27, actually.” 
 
    “Damn!” The soldier shook her head. “I should’ve gotten that extraction boost too.” 
 
    “What did you choose?” 
 
    “The attribute boost. Extra point every level.” 
 
    “Same as me, girl,” Bulco said, having finished his gruesome task. “Don’t feel bad about it. Our choices gave us a better chance at survival from the get-go. These two,” he indicated Lana and Nathan, “chose the slow road. It’ll pay off in the long run, but without people like us, they wouldn’t be alive to reach it.” 
 
    “I guess,” Cattie replied gloomily, then she brightened up. “Hey! I just gained a new level. Woah, hello level 6!” 
 
    “Congratulations,” Nathan murmured. 
 
    “I got three attribute points instead of two!” She nearly squealed in delight. 
 
    “Yeah, we figured the number of points we get when leveling up increases every five levels,” Lana said. “You probably want to take your time to decide how to allocate—” 
 
    “All done!” Cattie declared. “It was easy. I just increase my primary and secondary attributes by one each.” She accessed her status and viewed the new information with obvious satisfaction. 
 
      
 
    Cattie, Human, level 6 (46 Tec) 
 
    Path: Sharpshooter → Field Controller (score 9) 
 
    Attributes: 
 
    ●        Strength 1 
 
    ●        Agility 3 Ⓢ 
 
    ●        Intelligence 2 
 
    ●        Control 6 Ⓟ 
 
    ●        Awareness 3 Ⓢ 
 
    ●        Appeal 2 
 
    Conditions: 
 
    ●        Attribute Boost: +1/level 
 
      
 
    “Got a total score of nine, now,” she said smugly. 
 
    The others looked at each other and shifted uncomfortably. 
 
    “What?” she asked, looking at them and narrowed her eyes. “How much you each got?” 
 
    “I’m, ah … sixteen,” Nori said. 
 
    Bulco shrugged. “Twenty-two—same as Lana.” 
 
    “Twenty-two?” Cattie gaped at them. “How? Why? How?” 
 
    Bulco shrugged again. “Augs, implants, and our Paths are apparently more advanced than average, so we have more primary and secondary attributes to lean back on.” 
 
    Cattie stared at Nathan who was doing his best to look busy. “And how much does Mr. Unique-Path-no-one-has-ever-heard-of-before have?” 
 
    Everyone looked at the shy man. 
 
    Nathan didn’t look up. 
 
    “My soulmate’s Path score is twenty-eight point six,” Unity answered smoothly. 
 
    Cattie’s jaw nearly hit the floor.  
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” Nori said comfortingly. “You’re still a better shot than any of us. We simply have other areas we’re good at.” 
 
    “Not much comparison between pulling a trigger and flying a spaceship,” Cattie murmured. 
 
    “Don’t go there, girl,” Bulco said in his thick voice. “You’re part of the crew. Serk would’ve killed me if I didn’t have you covering my back. You’re as important as anyone else here.” 
 
    The soldier looked somewhat mollified by that. 
 
    “What are we going to do about them?” Lana asked, pointing at the three metal statues. 
 
    Cattie shrugged, still a bit sullen. “Put a knife through their chests and extract their Tec?” 
 
    “Damn, girl, you’re almost as dark as me. From the inside.” Bulco chuckled. 
 
    “That would be an honorless murder!” Serk exclaimed. “I will not abide it.” 
 
    “Relax, I was only kidding,” Cattie said. “Are we going to hand them to the station’s authorities and collect the bounty then?” 
 
    “That’s probably the best thing,” Nori said. “Serk’s right. It's not like we can kill them in cold blood. Let’s just strip all their equipment first.” 
 
    Cattie nodded. “Sounds good. But shouldn’t we be worried they’ll eventually be released and come looking for revenge?” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Bulco said. “I’ll take care of that. Just give me a moment to make a call.” 
 
    “Who you gonna call?” Cattie asked with a smile. “The Ghostbusters?” 
 
    Bulco chuckled. “Close.” He raised an arm and tapped his wrist. “Panda Bear?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It took several hours to clean up the mess and pull the bodies away.  
 
    Unfortunately, due to Serk’s crushing battle style, nearly half the mercenaries’ armor and weapons were damaged beyond repair. What they did manage to salvage—five pieces of F grade armor and seven F grade pistols—they put in one of the cargo hold’s containers, though they kept a couple of the higher end items for themselves. 
 
    “These will help the folks back on Earth nicely,” Nori said as she closed the container.  
 
    “Every little bit helps,” Cattie agreed. “And we even got some piTec out of it. Forty-five hundred, right?” 
 
    “Yes.” Nori placed the crystallized piTec in her personal storage space. 
 
    “I’d like to know what’s taking the big guy and his guest so long,” the Sharpshooter added. “They took the three prisoners upstairs a while ago. You don’t think they … stopped to smell the flowers along the way.” She gave a mischievous wink. 
 
    “The, eh … process … must take a little while,” Lana said nervously.  
 
    They heard footfalls above them, and a short moment later, Bulco came down from the newly constructed second floor. Patsy, smiling radiantly, followed him. The three captured mercenaries, all shackled, followed last, looking disheveled and weakened.  
 
    Lana looked at them in surprise. All three had been taken down to level 3. 
 
    “Why ... do you look like the proverbial cat who got the milk?” Cattie said to their ex-guide. 
 
    Pasty’s smile widened, and she licked her lips. “It’s been ages since I’ve fed so well,” she admitted. She leaned on the Engineer's thick arm and nearly purred. “Bulco takes good care of me.” 
 
    The large man smiled. “There, there, Panda Bear. No need to get too mushy—just holding up my end of the bargain.” 
 
    Cattie’s eyes widened as she took a better look at the gorgeous woman. “And you leveled up twice!” 
 
    The Pseudomorph’s level was now listed as 6. 
 
    “Yes,” she answered happily. “I won’t have to feed for a long time.” She pressed herself harder to Bulco’s arm. “But if you ever happen to have any more morsels … I won’t say no.” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do,” Bulco answered with a smile. “Do you think you can manage their bounties for us?”  
 
    “It will be my pleasure,” she said. “They’re worth 5,000 piTec each. I’ll hand them over to the station's security and transfer the sum directly to your account. It shouldn’t take long.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    The large man escorted the four to the ship’s exit and stood there for a few moments, watching them leave. “That’s a good girl,” he murmured. 
 
    “You really like her, don’t you?” Cattie asked bluntly, once the Engineer returned to the bridge. 
 
    Bulco nodded his head. “She’s loyal, sweet, and absolutely merciless to our enemies.” He chuckled. “She reminds me of a lot of Bako, my old dog.” He scratched his cheek. “Though she’s both more beautiful and more ugly than he was at the same time.” 
 
    “So she’s like Schrodinger's dog,” Lana said with a wide smile. 
 
    The Engineer blinked at her. “Eh? Whose dog?” 
 
    “Schrodinger, he was a famous physicist who claimed a cat …” She paused to take in the blank stares of her friends and sighed. “Never mind.” 
 
    Nathan patted her arm comfortingly. “Funny.” 
 
    “The Kartos system is 10 light years away,” Nori said. “That’s 5,000 Verse Jumps from here. With our new null drive engine, it will take us nearly a full day to get there. We should get going—unless there’s anything else anyone thinks we should do before leaving?” 
 
    “Let’s go,” Bulco said. “I could use the time to do some work on Unity and help Serk with his Mech.” 
 
    The little Aky nodded. “I could use the help. Our battle with the Syndicate goons strained the systems. They require additional work.” 
 
    “I’ll download all the public data the station has on our destination and study it en-route,” Lana said. “I also want to take a closer look at that Relict shard we found—now that we have an actual science facility.” 
 
    “We do?” Cattie asked with surprise. 
 
    Lana tapped one of the new containers that were delivered to the ship. “I bought some basic science equipment as well as some medical gear. That ought to get me started.” 
 
    “So you’ll be too busy to play, but that’s alright,” Cattie said. “With our newly-stocked armory, I finally have a job to do. I hereby officially appoint myself as the ship’s weapon handler.” She frowned. “Weapon master? Weapons’ carer? No that doesn’t sound right …” 
 
    “How about security officer?” Nori suggested. 
 
    Cattie brightened. “Oh, yes. Catherine Naty, Unity’s Chief Security Officer, I like that.” 
 
    “Confirmed,” Unity said. “Primary access privileges to the armory granted.” 
 
    “Wait.” Bulco stared at her. “Your name is Cattie Naty?” 
 
    The security officer’s eyes hardened. “The last one who called me that on purpose got his ass kicked so hard he couldn’t sit down for a full day.” 
 
    “We wouldn’t want that.” Bulco lifted his hands in surrender. 
 
    The woman’s expression softened. “My mother used to call me that,” she admitted. “She was the only one who called me Cattie Naty to my face.” A bit of her smirk returned. “I guess it means I can claim that everyone who ever dared to call me that is now dead.” 
 
    “Cattie!” Lana said horrified. 
 
    The tough woman smiled sadly. “You didn’t know my mother. She’d laugh at that joke.” She sobered up and sent everyone deathly stares. “That’s the last time we’ll be discussing this issue. Understood?” 
 
    Everyone around her, Serk included, nodded. 
 
    “Good.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Unity, you’re cleared to disembark,” Hammerhead’s controller voice sounded through the ship’s comms. “A docking fee of 320 piTec has been withdrawn from your account.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Nori replied and, with her fingers wrapped in the holographic controls, she gently guided the ship upward. 
 
    Unity ascended from the landing platform, following the flight path assigned by the station. Within moments, they merged with the outgoing ‘traffic’, and a few minutes later found themselves in open space. 
 
    “Setting course to the Kartos system,” Nori said, her hands flying over her consoles. “Ready to engage null tunnel drive. Chief, how are things on your end?” 
 
    “Everything checks out,” Bulco said. 
 
    “Science officer?”  
 
    “I pulled out all the publicly available data from the station before we disembarked. I’m receiving the final confirmation for our jump now. All good to go.” 
 
    The corner of Nori’s lips twisted upward. “Security officer?” 
 
    A long pause followed.  
 
    “Hey, that’s me!” Cattie called suddenly. “Err … I guess all our weapons are safely stored in the armory and the asteroid cannon is … well, it's still there.” 
 
    Nori nodded. “Good enough for me. Okay, here we go. Engaging drive in three … two … one … now.” 
 
    As before, the space around them warped as if they were looking through gas fumes. A tunnel-shaped area ahead of them remained clear.  
 
    “The drive engine is performing according to specification,” Unity’s voice said calmly. “We will reach our destination in 20.4 hours.” 
 
    Bulco sighed and rose, his chair folding back into the floor. “I guess that means I better start working.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The well-outfitted Sedumorph sat in his comfortable chair, looking at his wall screen at the disembarking human ship. 
 
    A squat alien entered the room and stood in silence, watching the ship as it disappeared into deep space. 
 
    “Looks like your plan is working, boss,” he said casually as the screen flickered off. 
 
    NO_ONE nodded smugly. “Everything is going as planned, Trax. The humans will get me that research, and I’ll use it to acquire power.” 
 
    “I still don’t understand why you went the long way around,” the squat alien asked. “I mean, you basically told them your true motives at the end. Wouldn’t it have been easier to just hire them directly instead of orchestrating everything?” 
 
    The Sedumorph snorted. “Please, it was easy. The Karnafs always let their rage guide them, which makes them easy to predict and control. All I really needed was a reason to trigger them, and the human girl gave me the perfect motive by hacking into their account.” 
 
    “But what if their ship had been destroyed, or the mercenaries had won?” 
 
    “Then they would have failed the test. But they passed–proving their capability to handle both space and ground combat. Now, with the mercenaries’ gear and Tec, they stand an even better chance of completing the mission. Not to mention, letting them think they had me at their mercy put them in a position to agree to the mission they would have flat-out refused otherwise.” 
 
    Trax looked up at his superior with admiration. “That was expertly executed, boss. But why did you have to risk yourself by personally going to their ship? You could have accidentally been hurt.” 
 
    The Sedumorph smiled arrogantly. “Please. The hardest part of executing the plan was timing my force shield to fluctuate at the exact moment they took a shot at me. I was never in any danger.” 
 
    “I have much to learn from you, boss.” 
 
    “True. It's time to prepare for the second phase. I need to be ready to move in when they return. NO_ONE won’t know what hit him.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The hours passed slowly for Nathan. He wandered through the ship, curiously studying her new configuration. He was in the process of learning where everything was located in their new galley when muffled sounds of fighting whiffed over from the direction of their cabins. 
 
    Nathan left the galley and cautiously approached the source of the sound. Reaching the aisle between the cabins he walked silently until he reached the door to the captain’s quarters. It stood slightly ajar, and through the crack the young man was able to see Nori. The captain wore tight-fitting pants and a sports bra, displaying her thin, muscular frame and abdominal muscles. She was holding two sticks and was practicing some quick combat maneuvers. 
 
    The young man smiled at the sight and quietly withdrew from the door, closing it behind him. Continuing his survey, he checked every one of the large general-purpose rooms on the second floor’s aft. The first three were empty; the fourth held their impromptu med bay with the basic equipment they had purchased. No one among the crew had the ability to operate anything more complex. 
 
    The last door was wide open.  
 
    Nathan peeked inside and saw Lana busily working on the console of the large stationary scanner she’d ordered. The piece of Relict shard lay on top of the device, and a deep frown creased the science officer’s forehead as she examined the data. 
 
    Opting not to interfere with his friend’s work, Nathan continued his walk, moving downward.  
 
    The lower floor had also transformed significantly. The partition between the cargo hold and Unity’s right corridor was removed, leading directly to their new armory and workshop. 
 
    Bulco and Serk were busily working over the Aky’s damaged mech. 
 
    “This motor’s busted,” the Engineer’s thick voice sounded.  
 
    “Indeed,” Serk answered. “It will need to be replaced. I’m afraid we won’t be able to install the multi-axis sprocket. Maybe we should cannibalize the—” 
 
    “Na,” the Engineer said. “Give me ten minutes in the workshop. The new workbench upgrade we bought ought to do the trick.” 
 
    “That would be exceedingly beneficial,” Serk replied.  
 
    Nathan chose not to listen to the rest of it and approached the armory. The reinforced door was sealed, but it swung open with a wave of his hand. 
 
    Cattie was inside. The newly minted security officer turned to the young Technomancer with a smile. “Nathan! Glad you’re here.” She turned and proudly gestured around the room. “What do you think?” 
 
    The built-in cabinets and shelves were almost fully stacked. The various weapons they'd collected were sorted in different lockers according to their type and grade. Shelves were stacked with orderly rows of power cells and bullet magazines. Cattie proudly pulled out a few drawers, revealing several grenades. Each grenade was housed inside a specially fitted groove. 
 
    “Cool ah? I kept the best loot our unexpected guests left behind. Along with everything else we bought on the station, we now have a halfway decent armory.” 
 
    Nathan wasn’t sure he felt comfortable in a room full of so many deadly weapons, but he nodded at the security officer’s enthusiasm. “Very nice.” 
 
    “Well,” she stretched and yawned exaggeratedly. “That took me hours. I had to disassemble several of the units. I think I earned my beauty sleep. I’m off for my first official night in my private cabin. And, uh...” She gave Nathan such a conniving smile, he was suddenly afraid she was going to ask him to join her. Instead, she chuckled. “Unity has a very … soothing voice. Think I can convince her to sing me a lullaby?” 
 
    He shrugged. “She might. You can ask her.” 
 
    Cattie’s eyes sparkled. “I think I’ll just do that. G’night, Nathan.” 
 
    “Good night.” 
 
    “Soulmate?” Unity’s voice spoke softly.  
 
    Though they could communicate empathically, the conscious ship opted to use her voice for more mundane issues. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “What is a lullaby?” 
 
    Nathan sighed. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    For most of them, twenty hours passed quickly, and before they knew it, Unity’s crew assembled in the galley after a good night's sleep. 
 
    Bulco stood behind the curved counter, searing a few pieces of bacon on a single-plate stove while making sure to check the timer on the batch of waffles he was making. 
 
    For once, Lana skipped her usual morning cereal. 
 
    “What is that?” Serk’s large eyes widened even more at the sight of the steaming plate of waffles and bacon that was placed before him. 
 
    “Wait, you also need this,” Nori said, pouring a generous amount of maple syrup on top of the dish. “Try this now.” 
 
    “It’s OK,” Lana said encouragingly. “Our species’ dietary specs are nearly identical.” 
 
    Bulco nodded. “Just don't eat anything that contains capers and you’re good to go.” 
 
    “Capers?” the Aky asked worriedly. “Are those poisonous to my kind?” 
 
    The Engineer shook his head. “No, just disgusting.” 
 
    Serk took a tentative bite of the steaming bacon-maple topped waffles and gasped. “This is good!” 
 
    “Glad you like it, little buddy,” Bulco said. “You should try my glazed spare ribs next time.”  
 
    “If it’s half as good as these … wafleles, I’ll be happy too.” 
 
    “Waffles,” Lana automatically corrected him. 
 
    “What did I say?” 
 
    “Wafleles.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    Nori chuckled. “Unity, how long do we have?” 
 
    “We will exit the null tunnel in 22 minutes, Captain,” the ship responded. 
 
    “About time to get ready. Everyone, finish up in here and take care of your business. I want everyone on the bridge in 15 minutes.” 
 
    Everyone murmured their consent. 
 
    “Good.” Nori got to her feet. “See you there.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The tunnel-shaped spatial distortion dissipated, and Unity exited into normal space. 
 
    Lana rapidly worked on her consoles, analyzing the data the ship’s sensors was picking up. “We’ve arrived. This is a 22-planet system. One sun. We’re currently at the edge of it. I’m detecting a lot of energy signatures, ships, space stations, mining platforms, etc.” A moment later, Unity’s main viewscreen flickered to display one of the planets closer to the sun. It was almost completely green, with several blue veins running through it.” 
 
    Cattie stared at the upper left side of the screen. “Guys … the sun!” 
 
    Everybody looked at her. 
 
    “What about it?” Nori asked. 
 
    “It’s blue!” Cattie exclaimed. “A blue sun!” 
 
    Serk shrugged. “This is nothing out of the ordinary. The hotter the star, the shorter the wavelength of light it emits. This sun’s gravitational pull is strong enough to maintain many planets around its axis. I believe four of them support intelligent life.” 
 
    “Yes.” Lana worked her console, and the display zoomed out a little, revealing three other planets, all maintaining roughly the same distance from the central star. There was another green and two browns.” 
 
    “I’m betting the green ones are full of lush jungles, gardens, and open grasslands,” Cattie said with a wistful sigh. “The browns look a lot like Earth. So which one are we headed to?” 
 
    “Err … none of them,” Lana replied.  
 
    The viewscreen zoomed out, displaying the full view of the system, then it zeroed on a small, nearly black planet at the edge of the system. The view zoomed in, displaying a planet that was covered in porous protrusions. 
 
    “Great,” Bulco said dryly. “So we have a selection of paradise or Earth-like planets, and instead we need to head out to the one that looks like a pimpled head from hell.” 
 
    “Be glad,” Nori said dryly. “From our current coordinates, it will take us nearly a week on full thrusters to reach those other planets.” She checked her monitor. “We’re only half an hour away from our destination. The planet’s pretty small—about a quarter the size of our moon. ” 
 
    “What’s the name of the planet?” Bulco asked. 
 
    Lana frowned. “Grotula3. Isn’t that also the name of the scientist we need to find?” 
 
    “It is,” Nori said. “I guess they named the planet after him. Let’s head down there and find out.” 
 
    Their course plotted, Unity’s thrusters roared to life, flinging the evolving ship ahead toward their destination. 
 
      
 
   
  
 




 
 
    15 - Grotula3 
 
      
 
    “Well, this looks bleak,” Bulco said. 
 
    He wasn’t wrong. 
 
    From up close, Grotula3 looked even more ominous. The planet’s rocky surface was brown-black, nearly invisible against the darkness of space. It was covered with small porous protrusions that looked like something halfway between small volcanoes and pimples. 
 
    “We’re receiving an inbound message,” Lana said. 
 
    “Let’s hear it,” Nori said. 
 
    “Unity, this is a restricted science facility, under the protection of the united protectorate of the Kartos system,” an emotionless voice came through the comms. “State your business here.” 
 
    Nori motioned for Lana to respond. 
 
    “Umm,” the science officer said hesitantly. “We were hoping to talk with chief scientist Grotula.” She felt ridiculous asking to meet with a person whose name matched the planet. Or was it the other way around? 
 
    “I’m afraid Grotula is busy. The chief scientist is engaged in his many studies and can’t be bothered by random visitors. You may attempt to schedule an appointment through the protectorate’s civil office branches on one of the colonized planets.” 
 
    “Wait,” Nori jumped into the conversation. “We’re here to trade, we’re looking for—” 
 
    An intense scintillating beam of white energy burst out from somewhere deep within the planet and washed over Unity. 
 
    “What the hell—” Bulco started. 
 
    Everyone looked around in apprehension, but there was no damage or active alarms. 
 
    Lana frowned, studying her consoles. “That was a high-resolution scanning beam. They just learned everything there is to know about us.” 
 
    Cattie chuckled nervously. “Violated our privacy without so much as offering to buy us a drink first? Now that’s rude.” 
 
    “Unity,” the dry voice spoke again. “You are granted an audience with Grotula. Please follow the designated flight path to the landing platform.” 
 
    Cattie straightened her shirt. “I guess they saw something they liked.” 
 
    “I don’t like this,” Bulco grumbled. “It’s starting to feel like a trap to me.” 
 
    Serk shook his head. “The Kartos system is fully governed by its protectorate. Space pirating doesn’t exist here. That’s common knowledge.” 
 
    “Doesn’t exactly prevent an unfortunate accident from happening to us though, does it?” Bulco grunted. 
 
    “Well … no.” 
 
    “We will take the shuttle down,” Nori said, getting up from her seat. 
 
    “No one but you can fly the ship,” Bulco objected.  
 
    “That’s not exactly true, is it?” the captain looked straight at Nathan. 
 
    The young man nodded reluctantly. “Only with Unity’s help. And not as well as you can.” 
 
    “That will be enough,” Nori said. “I’ll plot a course back to Earth. In case of trouble, just engage the null drive.” 
 
    Nathan nodded reluctantly. 
 
    “Alright, I’m coming with you,” Bulco said, getting up from his seat. 
 
    Nori nodded. “Cattie, you too.” 
 
    The security officer grinned and stood up. “I’ll be adding party to the landing party.” 
 
    Nori looked at Serk with her eyebrow raised.  
 
    The small alien nodded. “I will come as well. The Syndicate speaker claimed my kind were involved. I want to see that with my own eyes.” 
 
    “Lana,” Nori turned to the young woman. “This is a science facility, so your expertise will come in handy. On the other hand, I could use you up here to keep an eye out for the rest of us. I need your opinion here. Where best would your skill be used?” 
 
    The young woman hesitated for a second. “I’d like to come, but I think I’ll be more helpful to you guys from up here.” 
 
    “Very well.” 
 
    Nori opened a light console and entered several long commands. Her brow furrowed as she concentrated on doing what Navigators did best. 
 
    “Course plotted.” She looked at Nathan and Lana. “You guys watch out for each other, OK? You too, Unity.” 
 
    The two ex-students nodded, and Unity added: “I will do as you ask, Captain.” 
 
    Cattie clapped her hands. “Let’s gear up.” 
 
    They left the bridge with Lana tagging along and passed through the cargo hold and into the armory. They each equipped themselves with a stunner baton—though Nori opted to take their lone stunner gun instead. The captain also slapped on her powerful Talon and put a grenade and two power packs in her personal storage space. 
 
    Bulco pulled the Puncher over his arm. The armor around his fist reconfigured, seamlessly integrating with the heavy melee weapon. The Engineer proceeded to examine the assortment of energy rifles on display, eventually choosing a simple grade F7 he could use. Then, like Nori, he placed a grenade and a couple of power cells in his personal storage device. 
 
    Cattie was a bit more eager. She took out her new E-rank sniper rifle in its folded configuration and slapped it across her back. Then she took the most powerful beam rifles they had, grade E1, and her automatic, Earth-made 50cal shotgun, and she strapped both weapons across one shoulder. For a final touch, she took three explosive grenades and two smoke grenades and attached them to specialized slots on her armor. 
 
    Lana gaped at her. “How are you supposed to move around carrying all those weapons? You look like you’re heading to a war zone.”  
 
    Cattie grinned at her. “One of the perks of my Path is that I get reduced penalties when using long rifles. So I’m fine. Besides, they never said we couldn’t bring weapons on board. Serk, what about you?” 
 
    The MechKnight patted his own armor. “Our size differences prevent me from using most of your weapons, but I’ll take a couple of the grenades if that’s OK.” 
 
    “Sure thing, little buddy,” Bulco said. “You’re part of the crew now.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Nori nodded. “And it’s time we make it official: Serk, I hereby invite you to join the Earth Force.” 
 
    Serk’s eyes widened. After a moment, he nodded. “It would be my honor.” 
 
      
 
    Serk joined the Earth Force 
 
      
 
    Lana gave him a big smile. “Congratulations on becoming our first non-human member.” 
 
    “Huh.” Cattie rubbed her chin. “Since we’re not an all-human faction anymore maybe we should remove the ‘Earth’ part from the name? How about just calling us ‘The Force’?” 
 
    Lana shook her head. “Disney would sue us for sure. I bet a little thing like the Calamity destroying most of the planet won’t be enough to hinder their IP lawyers.” 
 
    The small alien looked at the two women in confusion. “I … appreciate the sentiment. I am ready to do my part.” 
 
    “Alright, let’s head out to the shuttle,” Nori said. 
 
    The captain led them toward the rear of the ship. It had been a while since they visited the shuttle bay, but both Lana and Bulco ran periodic scans to make sure everything on the ship was in tip-top shape. 
 
    The shuttle door slid upward with a hiss, revealing the round interior. They assumed a seat along the walls, and a harness descended on each of them, snugly anchoring their bodies in place. Serk’s smaller stature was no problem as the folding technology adapted his seat and harness to size. 
 
    Nori activated her flight console and brought the engine online.  
 
    “Here we go.”  
 
    The shuttle shot out of the launch bay like a bullet out of a gun. Nori, guiding the vessel, took a long, graceful arc, bringing Unity into view. 
 
    The freighter looked even more impressive from afar as she floated in space. Then their course straightened, and the small lumpy planet came into view. The shuttle shot forward, eating up the distance in seconds. Grotula3 had no apparent atmosphere and negligible gravity, so there was hardly any resistance. 
 
    Nori guided the small shuttle along the flight path displayed on the central monitor. It led straight into one of the open pores. The shuttle slowed down as they reached the opening, then slowly descended into the dark pit. 
 
    “I don’t like it,” Bulco grumbled. “Feels like we’re voluntarily flying into the bowels of a giant beast.” 
 
    “It’s just a few more kilometers ahead,” Nori said. 
 
    The visual display on their monitors showed nothing but darkness at first, but as they continued descending, it slowly gave way to light. A few moments later and a fully lit-up octagonal landing pad became visible below them. Illuminated walkways extended out of it, crisscrossing with many others like it, all leading into caves and tunnels chiseled into the planet’s crust. 
 
    “It’s amazing!” Lana’s voice came over the comms. “This whole place is an underground facility. Think of the scope of work to construct something like that.” 
 
    “Unity's shuttle, you’re clear to land,” the dry voice spoke again. “Please wait for a representative to meet you at the landing pad. 
 
    “Will do,” Nori answered. She guided the shuttle down, touching the brightly lit surface softly. “We’ve landed.” 
 
    “Alright.” Bulco unstrapped himself and got to his feet. “Let’s go meet this Grotula. I’m curious to see the guy who named a planet after himself.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    An Aky representative was waiting for them as they exited the shuttle. The little green man was wearing gloves and a white cloth uniform. “Welcome to our research facility,” he said. “My name is Trink, one of Grotula’s assistants. I was instructed to show you to the guest quarters to await your audience. Please follow me.”  
 
    Serk looked at his fellow Aky with an open, almost eager, expression. “Hello, I’m Serk. It’s been so long since I’ve seen another of our race. Tell me, is the Beitar still in control of the games?” 
 
    The other Aky simply ignored him and turned away, to Serk’s obvious chagrin. 
 
    “Rude little bugger,” Bulco grunted in disapproval. 
 
    Nori touched her comm implant. “Lana, can you hear me?” 
 
    “Loud and clear,” the Expert replied. “Looks like they gave us access through their signal boosters. We can communicate, and I can even use the scanner—though only in the area around you.” 
 
    Nori nodded. “Good. Keep us posted if you notice something that doesn’t look right.” 
 
    “Will do!” 
 
    They went through one of the tunnels that turned into a wide corridor with many doors dotted along the sides. Many were open, revealing large rooms filled with all sorts of alien machinery and lab equipment. Gravity felt stronger down here, and the miniature Aky were everywhere, busily going about their jobs. 
 
    “This place reminds me of Charlie and the Chocolate Factory,” Cattie said with a fond smile. 
 
    Nori struggled, and failed, to maintain a straight face. “They do resemble the Oompa Loompas.” 
 
    Serk, who was bringing up the rear, frowned. “Your planet hosts another species similar to my own? Are they steadfast and honorable?” 
 
    “They sure are,” Cattie answered with a straight face. “Nothing jars them. I personally witnessed the Oompa Loompa handling several child-related catastrophes. Efficiently, proficiently, and without losing their cool.” 
 
    “Commendable.” Serk nodded. 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    They continued to follow their guide through several more intersecting tunnels, one of which was so wide it was like walking through a long, open stadium.  
 
    They stopped at last in front of an unremarkable door. 
 
    “This is the guest area.” Their guide pointed at the door. “You may wait here until Grotula can meet you.” 
 
    “How long will that take?” Bulco demanded. 
 
    “Several hours probably. A couple of days, at most.” 
 
    “A couple of days!” 
 
    “At most,” Trink stressed. “You may explore this level of the facility freely, but you are not allowed in the lower levels. You may access the facility’s consoles should you require directions. Now, if that will be all—” 
 
    “Wait.” Nori held up her arm. “We have a few questions first. What are you studying here, exactly? Why did they let us in after all? Who is—” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Trink interrupted her. “I have no more time to spare. I really need to get back to my duties. Good day.” And with that, he turned and left. 
 
    “Prickly little guy,” Bulco grumbled. “Let’s just hope this whole thing isn’t one big set-up.” 
 
    Serk shrugged. “My race isn’t an aggressive one. We are tinkerers, scientists, and inventors. Now that I have witnessed their presence for myself, I feel more assured. We should wait for Grotula to speak with us.” 
 
    “Is that a common name among your people?” Cattie asked. “Other than you, we’ve only spoken to one other Aky—a merchant on Hammerhead—Krinkles, I think.” 
 
    “No.” Serk frowned. “Actually, it isn’t.” 
 
    Nori reached for the door. “Let’s check the room they gave us.” 
 
    The opened door revealed a large, well-furnished area. Carpets lined the floor, and several doors at the far end opened into comfortable-looking bedrooms. 
 
    “Not bad,” Cattie admitted, examining the room. “Kinda reminds me of a fancy ski lodge.” The Sharpshooter dumped her many weapons on the ground next to a long couch, then she threw herself into the soft seat, draping her legs over the armrest.  
 
    “Don’t get too comfortable,” Nori cautioned. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because,” Bulco answered. “We are in an alien research facility that normally doesn’t admit strangers, and we have permission to explore.” 
 
    “The locals seems friendly enough,” Nori said. “Let’s split into two teams. We’ll be able to cover more ground that way.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Bulco said. “I’ll take the little guy with me, and we’ll see if he can chat up some of the other Aky.” 
 
    Nori nodded. “Cattie, you’re with me.” 
 
    “Sure thing, Captain. Should I bring my guns with me?” 
 
    “It is weird that our guide didn’t comment on our weapons,” Nori admitted. “Especially since I haven’t seen anyone else armed around here.” 
 
    “I’m sure there are ample hidden security systems throughout the facility,” Serk said calmly. “You should feel safe to go around unarmed.” 
 
    “I’ll just take my sniper rifle,” Cattie said. “I’m not letting this baby out of my sight.” She put the rest of her weapons on a flat table and joined Nori at the door. “Ready to go.” 
 
    The captain looked at Bulco. “Let’s keep an open channel. I’d like us to be aware of each other’s doings and whereabouts at all times.” 
 
    “I agree.” 
 
    “Nathan and I will be listening in as well,” Lana said over the comms. 
 
    They left the guest room and split up. 
 
    “How’s it going?” Nori whispered several minutes later 
 
    “Nothing much so far,” Bulco answered back via their comm implants. “Just more corridors and a few doors that open into storage space.” 
 
    “Same here,” Nori replied. 
 
    “That one looks different,” Cattie pointed out. They’d just turned a corner and found their way blocked by a two-door gate. 
 
    Nori frowned. “Do you see how to open it?” 
 
    As they examined the gate, the doors suddenly swung open, and an Aky hurried through. The small guy was busy tapping on his wrist console. He looked up at the two human women, shrugged, then kept on walking. 
 
    Cattie and Nori exchanged looks, then they passed through the open gate. 
 
    The area beyond turned out to be another huge open chamber—easily a hundred meters across and just as tall. The area looked like a naturally occurring cave though the floor seemed worked. Closed metal boxes lined the far side of the chamber and a huge machine, with many tubes coming in and out of it, stood in the center. The ceiling was lined with stalactites. An especially large one descended nearly all the way down to the huge contraption. Many stone pillars protruded from the surrounding walls, looking like small, horizontal stalactites. 
 
    As they cautiously walked farther inside, the two women noticed several Aky operating the machine. No one paid them any heed. 
 
    A crushing sound came from the direction of the line of metal boxes, and the whole contraption rattled. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” Cattie asked, nearly jumping in alarm. 
 
    “What?” Bulco said through the comms. 
 
    “We’re in some sort of a lab, I think,” Nori replied. “Something is making noises in one of the metal crates they have here. We’re going to check it out.”  
 
    “Be careful,” Bulco responded. “We’ve just found a hangar full of what looks like ship engines. We’re going to investigate it.” 
 
    “Right back at you,” Nori said. 
 
    “Roger that.” 
 
    The two women approached the row of boxes. A few more jarring booms sounded before they reached it. Up close, the metal box didn’t reveal any additional information, other than they were decidedly robust and heavy. 
 
    Cattie tapped the wall cautiously and placed her ear to it. “I can make out sounds of something moving … There’s something alive inside.” 
 
    Nori moved in beside the Sharpshooter when the wall closest to them shimmered and disappeared. 
 
    A huge, grotesque creature with many metallic pincers charged straight at them. 
 
    “WARPED!” Cattie cried. Despite being caught off-guard, the trained soldier had her sniper rifle instantly in her hands. She trained in at the monster and pulled the trigger. 
 
    The weapon didn’t fire. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Bulco and Serk found themselves standing at the entrance of what looked like an Engineer’s dream. 
 
    Large bisected engine parts covered the floor in neat rows. A couple of complete units, which Bulco’s Engineer Path identified as null tunnel drives, were giving off a low hum. Weird looking stalactites were hanging down above each one, and they looked to be pulsing slightly, matching the rhythm of the machines’ hum. 
 
    Over a dozen Aky scientists were walking between the various parts, typing on their wrist consoles, or operating large light consoles they summoned from thin air. 
 
    “What do you make of this place, little buddy?” Bulco asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Serk admitted. “It almost looks like an engineering facility, but none of the Aky are Technicians or have similar Paths.” 
 
    Bulco nodded, narrowing his eyes as he inspected a couple of the closest aliens. 
 
      
 
    Seril, level 12, Tecysicist  
 
      
 
    Korlet, level 10, Theoretician 
 
      
 
    “Damn high levels for a bunch of scientists,” the large man grumbled. “Let’s get friendly with the natives.” 
 
    “Why would we be anything but friendly?” 
 
    Bulco rolled his eyes. “It’s just a human saying. We need to approach them the right way, try to get them to spill what they know. We need to be subtle about it.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    As they approached the two Aky staff, Bulco nearly shoved Serk into their faces. 
 
    “Greetings,” the MechKnight greeted them. “We were wondering where we can find Grotula, why he has shown an interest in us, and what is located in the lower level which we’re not allowed access to?” 
 
    Bulco facepalmed. “One day, remind me to explain to you the meaning of being subtle.” 
 
    The two Aky looked at each other. “I’m afraid we’re not privy to Grotula’s intentions, nor to the research taking place at the lower level,” Seril, the Tecysicist, said.  
 
    “You shouldn’t be here,” Korlet, the other Aky, added. “It’s not safe. These engines contain a significant destructive force. If tampered with the wrong way, it could end up very badly for everyone.” 
 
    “It’s OK. I’m an Engineer,” Bulco said. “I know my way around an engine.” 
 
    “Ah, that is good.” Seril nodded. “I’d hate to go through another explosion.” 
 
    Bulco’s eyes widened. “Another … explosion?” 
 
    Korlet shrugged. “It happens. Messing around with barely understood multidimensional spatial concepts can have unexpected consequences.” 
 
    “What is it that you study here, exactly?” Serk asked. 
 
    “We’re attempting to discover the exact means by which a null tunnel drive works, of course.” 
 
    Bulco furrowed his brow. “Wait, you guys manufacture engines that you don’t understand how they operate?” 
 
    “We know a great deal,” Seril said, looking insulted. “The multidimensional verse jump principle is quite simple to comprehend.” 
 
    “But as with all Relict legacy technology,” his friend continued, “the exact nature of the way that principle is achieved is still a mystery.” 
 
    “Okay, you gotta give me more than that,” Bulco said blankly. 
 
    The two Aky furrowed their brows. “What would you like us to give you?” 
 
    “My crewmate meant he would like more details on the subject,” Serk clarified. “His species’s speech relies heavily on idioms, which can be a bit confusing without an advanced language pack implant.” 
 
    “Ah, in that case, let me explain—” 
 
    “Wait, hang on,” Bulco said and looked at his companion. “Are you telling me that you need an advanced language implant to understand human language?” 
 
    “Of course,” his companion said, a bit surprised. “Your language is highly complex—often leaning on idioms and generally known cultural facts to produce meaning. There’s no way a simple straightforward conversion could produce a clear translation. Most other languages I’m aware of are much simpler than yours.” 
 
    “Huh, that’s a first.” Bulco cracked a smile.  
 
    The two Aky scientists exchanged bewildered glances. “As I was beginning to explain,” Korlet continued tentatively, “as an Engineer, you’re obviously aware of the multidimensional aspect of verse jumping, so—” 
 
    Bulco raised his hand. “Let’s assume I’m not. Can you explain it to me?” 
 
    “Of course.” Seril paused and looked around him. From a nearby workbench he picked up two shining gear wheels with intricate circuitry patterns etched on their surface. “This is our dimension,” he explained, presenting one of the gears. “And this is another one. A parallel universe if you will.” He held up the other gear. “The two are nearly identical in all aspects, down to the subatomic particles. They differ only slightly in the way they are arranged.” He held up one gear on top of another, showing that their shapes were identical. 
 
    “Wait,” Bulco said. “I know what you’re getting at. You create a wormhole somewhere on the surface of the top gear and that lets you instantly cover a vast distance, crossing into the other one.” 
 
    The two Aky scientists exchanged knowing looks. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Bulco,” Serk said, sounding embarrassed. “You are describing a theoretical method of crossing distances of our own existence. It is virtually impossible to achieve and has nothing to do with dimension jumping.” 
 
    “Wait, so wormholes aren’t real?” 
 
    “Oh, they’re real alright,” Seril said. “The problem is that they cannot be directed, and you have to go through a black hole to cross one. I’m sure you can see the problem with that.” 
 
    Bulco nodded slowly. 
 
    “Null tunnel drives work differently. The dimensions are not actually stacked on top of one another like those gears.” Korlet took the gears from her coworker and held them next to one another. “Imagine you’re standing on one point in your universe.” He placed a small grain on one gear, then started rotating it until the grain reached their touching point. “Then you jump to another dimension.” He very carefully moved the grain a few millimeters, positioning it on the second gear. Looking at Bulco, he then moved the first gear to the other side of the second and continued rolling them. “Then, when you jump back to your own dimension …” He flipped the grain back to the first gear. “You find you’ve traveled a great distance.” 
 
    Bulco’s brow furrowed as he contemplated the concept. “You’re talking about the multiverse, right? There are practically infinite numbers of dimensions we can cross, so we effectively have endless combinations to reach wherever we want to.” 
 
    “Exactly!” Seril said, looking pleased that he’d managed to pass the point across. “That’s what verse jumps really are. The stronger the engine, the more dimensions it can cross at once, effectively increasing the distance you can cover within a given time frame.” 
 
    “So what are you studying here?” Bulco asked. “Sounds to me like you got that stuff figured out already.” 
 
    Korlet shook his head. “We understand the underlying principle. But how are the Tec actually managing to transport us safely between dimensions … that is still an unknown. The Tec somehow open a passageway between dimensions—the null tunnel. Here we try to understand exactly how it works.” 
 
    “Gotcha. I wish you luck with your research.” Bulco looked around the place. “Hey, any chance you have a spare advanced drive engine that fits a Gretqa-C9 freighter?”  
 
    The two Aky exchanged uncomfortable glances. “I’m not sure we’re allowed to—” 
 
    “Hey, that’s cool, I was just joking,” Bulco grinned.  
 
    It was then that Cattie’s shout came through his comms. 
 
    “WARPED!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Warped, level 18 
 
      
 
    The huge monster of death and mayhem charged at the two women, who were caught completely in the open. Just before it reached them, a previously transparent forcefield flared into view, outlining a tunnel, blocking the monster and forcing it away. 
 
    “Warped? What Warped? Are you guys alright?” Bulco’s anxious voice carried over their comms. 
 
    “We’re alright,” Nori said, her heart beating rapidly. “The Aky have Warped in here. Several, by the looks of it. They’re funneling it into some sort of machine. We’re going closer to investigate.” 
 
    “Oh, shit. Alright, be careful.”  
 
    The two women approached the contraption. The Warped followed the energy tube all the way toward the base of the machine and was swallowed inside. A thick metal door slammed shut behind its back. The overhanging stalactite started contracting and expanding like a beating heart, and pulses of energy started running through it. 
 
    A trio of Aky were monitoring holo-monitors. One was rapidly inputting a command on a tablet-sized light console. They glanced up as the humans approached, seeming unalarmed. “Are all members of your species so skittish?” one of them asked with a smile. 
 
    Nori narrowed her eyes at him. 
 
      
 
    Onis, Bioscientist, level 12 
 
      
 
    The Navigator silently wished for Lana to be here, so she could gain more information on the amused Aky. “What are you doing with the Warped?” she asked. 
 
    Onis gave her a strange look. “Studying it, of course. What else would we be doing with it?” 
 
    “But it’s level 18,” Cattie protested. 
 
    “Yes.” The Aky made a sour face. “We’ve invested a lot of time in these primitive creature—hoping one would evolve into a broodmother. Unfortunately, the odds are against us as only one of every 10,000 Warped is capable of that transition—and only once they reach level 10. Still, studying these subpar specimens has revealed some interesting data.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    The Aky rolled his eyes. “We’re studying their Tec. The highest branch of science. Nothing a couple of oversized muscle-heads would be able to understand.” 
 
    “Onis, you are being rude,” the Aky next to him berated. Judging by their voice, Nori assumed her to be a female. 
 
      
 
    Rinka, Bioengineer, level 13 
 
      
 
    “Can you tell us why her weapon didn’t work?” Nori asked the soft-spoken Aky, gesturing at her friend. 
 
    “We have an active nullifier field covering the entire facility, of course. It's one of the many protective measures we employ around here.” 
 
    “A nullifier field?” Cattie frowned. “As in ... it disables all the weapons inside it?” 
 
    “Only unsanctioned weapons. Our security force naturally carries active armament.” 
 
    “I guess that explains why no one batted an eye when we walked in armed to the teeth.” 
 
    The Aky woman nodded. 
 
    Nori raised her left arm and tried to activate her dart launcher bracer. For the first time since she got the device, it failed to produce its miniature missile. She shook her head and turned to the scientists. “Can you tell us a little bit about what you’re studying here?”  
 
    “If you wish. I’m afraid the actual process is too complex to fully explain, but to put it simply, we’re trying to pin down the exact process the Warped use to produce new piTec particles. It is incredibly tricky research to conduct since we must study live specimens, and it takes very specialized equipment to be able to get any reading on them in that state.” 
 
    “Is that what this machine does?” Cattie asked, pointing at the giant contraption. 
 
    “It is,” Rinka confirmed.  
 
    “Any interesting discoveries you can share with us?” 
 
    The female Aky hesitated. 
 
    “You shouldn’t say anything,” Onis said. “They’re outsiders.” 
 
    “Grotula said to treat them as honored guests,” Rinka countered and turned to face Nori. “As a matter of fact, we’ve recently made a significant discovery. Our equipment is capable of accurately assessing the exact number of subatomic particles within a living subject—allowing us to gauge the exact amount of piTec the creature contains.” She looked at Nori expectantly. 
 
    “Hmmm …” Lana’s voice came over their comms. “Sounds like this machine should allow them to track exactly how matter is converted into piTec, don’t you think?” 
 
    With a straight face, Cattie repeated the question. 
 
    Rinka looked at the Sharpshooter appreciatively. “Shrewd deduction, but alas, no. This device is one of the most advanced of its type and it works by extrapolating a lepton-based triphasic …” She paused, seeing the humans’ vapid expressions. She sighed. “Suffice to say that it can only accurately assess the number of subatomic particles, not actually track them in real-time. But even so, we discovered that the creature’s mass being lost in the process is greater than what we can explain by the production of piTec particles. 
 
    Prompted by the women’s continued empty stares she went on further. “We are capable of identifying all 12,002 types of subatomic particles, yet an element unknown to us seems to exist, which takes part in the piTec creation. That is an astounding discovery!” 
 
    “And that means …” Cattie said. 
 
    “We don’t know!” The Aky held up her hands in frustration. “But it’s significant! It could mean the discovery of a whole new field of physics no one has ever explored before.” 
 
    “Or,” Onis said dryly, “the primitive monster could have dropped a dump somewhere, and we didn’t notice.” 
 
    “Warped don’t take dumps!” Rinka said, suddenly outraged. “Their metabolism consumes all matter they incorporate into their bodies, biological, technological—” 
 
    “Yes, yes, I am aware,” Onis said dismissively. 
 
    “So is that what everyone is doing in this facility?” Nori asked carefully. “Studying the Tec?” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Rinka replied. “We have multiple fields of study. All are aimed at investigating the Relict Legacy.” 
 
    “Relict Legacy?” 
 
    “The technology they left behind,” the scientists explained. “The Tec is, of course, the most important of them, but also common technologies we use today: null tunnel drives, personal storage space, and several other, more obscure, fields of study.” 
 
    “And Grotula leads all of this research?” Nori asked.  
 
    The Aky scientist glanced upward at the pulsing stalactite. “Of course,” she said in an overly casual voice. “The lead scientist has a great mind. Our study here pales in comparison to his own.” 
 
    “Which is … what exactly?”  
 
    Rinka bit her lower lip, then looked away. 
 
    “I see.” Nori nodded slowly. “On another note, do you happen to do geological study around here? Specifically, asteroids?” 
 
    Rinka frowned. “Not to my knowledge. We study the Relict Legacy. Trying to unlock the secrets of their great civilization is our one and only goal.” 
 
    “Commendable,” Cattie noted. 
 
    The Aky nodded. “Quite.” 
 
    “We’ll be going now,” Nori said. “Thank you for sparing the time to talk with us.” 
 
    “It was no trouble.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It took a little longer for the four crewmembers to get back to the guest quarters. They often had to stop to consult the public service consoles to find their way, but they managed it without too much trouble. 
 
    Bulco nodded to the pair of women. “This has been an interesting experience.” 
 
    “It certainly has,” Nori replied. She held a finger below her right ear, touching her comm implant. “Lana, you still there?” 
 
    “Hear you loud and clear,” the young woman replied. 
 
    Not stopping to greet the men, Cattie stepped into their room and headed straight to the weapon bundle she had left behind. She moved some aside and drew out her automatic shotgun. With a few, well-practiced moves, she removed the magazine, cocked the empty gun and pressed the trigger. An audible click sounded.  
 
    The soldier sighed in relief. “Thank God.” 
 
    “What is it?” Serk asked. 
 
    “This place has a nullifier field that disables all advanced weapons, but as I just proved, it doesn’t do much to our primitive guns. The bullets themselves use old school gunpowder, so as long as the gun’s striker hits the bullet it should fire. I really don’t think some sort of alien energy field can prevent a chemical reaction.” 
 
    “You are correct, it won't,” Serk said. “But such primitive projectiles will inflict very little damage.” 
 
    “I would rather have one that works poorly than none at all,” the woman replied. “Thank God I brought it with me.” 
 
    “You don’t need weapons in here,” Serk said. “My people are peaceful. The scientists we met have been quite forthcoming.” 
 
    “Ours too,” Nori admitted. “Which only makes me wonder what they’re ulterior motive is. They obviously want something from us. You don’t just invite someone you don’t know into your home and give them the grand tour.” 
 
    “They won’t harm us,” Serk insisted. 
 
    “You’re probably right,” Nori agreed. “Still doesn't mean we shouldn’t be careful.” 
 
    “So what was that deal with the Warped you found?” Bulco asked. 
 
    “The scientists were studying it,” the Navigator replied. “Trying to figure out how they produce new piTec.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “They don’t really know. They found some evidence that piTec are partially constructed using a particle unknown to their science.” 
 
    “Huh, so there’s some stuff about the Tec even the aliens don’t understand?” 
 
    “Seems so. What did you find?” 
 
    “A bunch of scientists, studying a bunch of null tunnel engines. Get this: they work by jumping us between parallel realities—or dimensions as they call them. There’s no actual spatial movement. Apparently, the shift itself changes your location. The Tec somehow allows us to make those verse jumps, and they’re trying to figure out how exactly.” 
 
    “So they’re mostly interested in studying the Tec.” Nori furrowed her brow, deep in thought. 
 
    “The Relict Legacy,” Cattie corrected her. 
 
    “What’s the difference?” Bulco asked. 
 
    “Rinka, one of the scientists, told us that they were studying the Relict Legacy. It’s basically anything that has to do with the technology the Relict left behind.” 
 
    Bulco shook his head. “I still don’t get how all this is connected to the Erodium research NO_ONE claimed they have here.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Nori said. “And there’s something strange going on in here aside from that. We’ve been here for several hours now. They deny us access to the person holding the answers while purposely encouraging us to learn more about their work. They’re manipulating us somehow, and I’m not liking the feeling of being pulled on a leash.” 
 
    “What can we do about it?” Cattie asked. “Short of demanding answers at gunpoint.” 
 
    “I will not abide the use of violence!” Serk exclaimed. 
 
    “No, of course not,” Nori agreed. “There’s no need to go to such extremes, especially since we have the means to investigate further on our own.” She looked at their alien crew member, and her lips curved. 
 
    Serk frowned. “What are you getting at?” 
 
    “Tell me, how do you look wearing a scientist’s lab coat?” 
 
      
 
   
  
 




 
 
    16 - Scientific Exploration 
 
      
 
    “This is ridiculous,” Serk said, catching his reflection in one of the room’s mirrors.  
 
    They had found a lab coat that all the local scientists seemed to be wearing and persuaded their Aky member to put it on. 
 
    “I think you look absolutely dashing.” Cattie smiled at the short alien. 
 
    Serk shook his head. “No one will fall for it. I don’t have the necessary clearance to access any of the restricted areas. Their security system will single me out as soon as I try it.” 
 
    “Well, at least NO_ONE will fall for it,” Bulco said with a huge grin. 
 
    Cattie sighed. 
 
    “You don’t have to fool the system,” Nori said. “Just the other Aky. It looks like there are hundreds of your people here. They can’t all possibly know each other. Just go and talk to them. Be friendly. Find what they’re doing in the lower level, or better yet, try to get them to let you in there to see for yourself.” 
 
    “Ooh, I saw that spy movie!” Cattie exclaimed. She turned to Serk. “This is what you want to do: find an ‘authorized personnel only’ door, casually lean against the wall and wait for someone to open it from the other side. Then, before the door closes, you sneak inside.” 
 
    Bulco shook his head. “I prefer the one where they just casually strike a conversation with one of the staff members and walk along with him into the locked-down area, pretending everything is alright.” 
 
    “You have very weird cultural references,” Serk looked at them critically. “I’ve never heard of such ridiculous methods. It will never work.” 
 
    “The fact that you’ve never heard of them means the others haven’t either,” Cattie said. 
 
    Nori rolled her eyes. “He’s right, Cattie. This is not a movie.” She turned to Serk. “Just try to blend in and ask some questions. Try to pretend to be the new guy who’s just trying to find his way around. See what you can get.” 
 
    “Deceit is dishonorable,” Serk said disapprovingly. 
 
    “You don’t have to lie. Just … try to gather information.” 
 
    “Very well,” Serk said reluctantly. “I will attempt to follow your directive, Captain.” 
 
    Bulco opened the door and looked into the hall. “Coast is clear. Go do your thing, little buddy.” 
 
    Serk grumbled but stepped outside and started walking down the corridor in the scientist’s outfit. 
 
    Bulco closed the door behind him. “Think he’s going to find something incriminating?” 
 
    Nori shrugged. “I don’t know, but even if they find him before he’s had a chance, at least we’ve rattled the cage. Let’s just wait and see what shakes out.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Serk was still grumbling to himself as he turned into another intersecting corridor. “Ridiculous … walk around … act as you belong … weird humans.” 
 
    He stopped abruptly as an Aky female nearly bumped into him as he turned a corner. “Ah, hello,” she squinted as she looked at him. “A MechKnight? Are you one of the new security personnel?” 
 
    Serk took a step back and examined the other Aky. 
 
      
 
    Tersina, Level 11, Tecysicist 
 
      
 
    Remembering Nori’s advice, but still refusing to lie outright, he took in a large breath and nodded. “Yes. I’m new.”  
 
    An idea sprang to his mind. He held up his palm, materializing a small box from his internal storage. “I was looking for a location to deposit my memory cube.” 
 
    “That’s weird.” Tersina frowned. “They should have collected your cube when you arrived here. Only scientists are allowed to enter the lower levels. That’s where the storage chamber is. We have transmitters all over the station to boost the cube’s signals.” 
 
    “I …” Serk hesitated. He didn’t want to speak untruths. No, the best thing was to maintain his integrity and trust in his fellow Aky. 
 
    He opened his mouth, but Tersina beat him to it. “Alright, I’ll get you sorted. Follow me. I have twenty minutes before my next lab shift.” 
 
    The scientist led him to a nearby elevator and used her personal authorization to unlock the security doors. Serk shook his head in disbelief. Bulco’s crazy idea was actually working. 
 
    The elevator shot straight down toward the core of the small planet and opened to reveal what looked like a naturally occurring cave. The floor was uneven, and light fixtures were attached to the walls. 
 
    The weird stalactites he’d seen scattered around in the higher levels were everywhere, pulsing softly.  
 
    A huge door, easily ten meters across, was on the other side of the chamber. 
 
    “This way,” his guide said, pointing toward a tunnel. 
 
    They walked on, passing through several intersections that led to more labs. There were fewer Aky here, and those he saw seemed intent on their studies. The weird stalactites were even more densely concentrated here. Serk bit his lower lip, wanting to ask about them, but he didn’t want his ignorance to betray his true identity. 
 
    “Here we are,” Tersina announced. 
 
    They reached a thick vault door. The scientist tapped her wrist console and the door slid open, revealing neat rows of memory cubes stacked on shelves. 
 
    Serk raised a brow. “Doesn’t placing them so far below the surface limit their range?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Grotula has signal boosters embedded throughout the planet. Our legacy is safe, I promise. Just place your cube on one of the shelves.” 
 
    Serk did as she said.  
 
    “Let me show you the way back,” she said. 
 
    They walked back through the tunnel and reached the elevator when Teresina's console chimed. 
 
    “Oh, shoot,” she said, examining her wrist. “I’m needed in the lab right now.” She gestured at the elevator. “I trust you’ll be able to find your way up on your own?” 
 
    “Quite.” Serk nodded. He watched as the scientist disappeared into another tunnel, leaving him alone. This was his chance. 
 
    He moved away from the elevator and approached the giant door on the other side of the chamber. “Reinforced Lasteel,” he murmured, tapping the metal door. “What sort of research requires high-grade-E plating?” 
 
    He moved over the light console embedded at the center of the door and tapped it lightly. A red light flashed, denying him access. “Naturally,” he murmured quietly. “Personnel only.” 
 
    There was a sudden hiss of rushing air and the door started rising slowly. Alarmed, Serk instantly pressed himself behind a protrusion in the rocky ground and watched. Two Aky scientists exited the doors. They were engaged in discussion and didn’t notice Serk on their way the elevator. 
 
    The giant door started closing behind them. Throwing a glance at the two occupied Aky, Serk lowered his head and slipped through the descending door. He made it just before it closed behind him. 
 
    “I guess there’s something to those silly human movies after all,” Serk muttered to himself. 
 
    The space he was now in was mostly dark, but as he stepped farther inside, more and more lights turned on, revealing the large interior. 
 
    The small Aky’s eyes widened as he took in the sight before him, and he took a step back. “That’s not good.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Nori paced nervously in their guest rooms, while Bulco and Cattie passed the time by playing a game they found in one of the closets. 
 
    “Just take it easy, Nori,” Bulco said, clicking a button on the alien box as Cattie caught the holographic marble it launched at her. 
 
    “I’m worried we asked too much of him,” the captain confessed. 
 
    “The little green guy seemed pretty confident his people wouldn’t hurt him,” Cattie pointed out. 
 
    “And he can take care of himself,” Bulco added. “We all learned that lesson, and that was when he was still only skin and bones.” 
 
    “He does look better now,” Cattie mused. 
 
    “I know he can take care of himself, but it’s been hours. He’s part of the crew now. He’s my responsibility.” 
 
    “Just give him a little more—” 
 
    The door to the room opened suddenly, revealing an alarmed-looking Serk. 
 
    Closing the door behind him, he shook his head. “You were right.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “They do what now?” Cattie frowned. 
 
    “Experiment on personal storage space devices.” 
 
    Bulco shrugged. “So? We saw them messing around with null tunnel drives, and the ladies found the lab where they do who knows what with the warped.” 
 
    Serk shook his head. “This is different. The storage device is a delicate technology that is barely understood. It relies heavily on the Tec itself, and its misuse can lead to catastrophic results.” 
 
    “So is it illegal?” 
 
    “Depends which part of the galaxy you’re in, but generally—no. It is, however, extremely dangerous. There are safeguards in every device that negate the risks, like activating a storage device within another storage device. If those safeguards are circumvented by someone without the proper understanding of the process …” He shook his head. 
 
    “And the other thing you saw?” Nori prompted. 
 
    “They were experimenting with the Warped.” 
 
    “But we know that already. The scientists even explained what they were studying.” 
 
    Serk shook his head. “I said they were experimenting with the Warped, not on the Warped.” Seeing the vacant expression of his friends, he explained. “They have containment fields holding animals that were in the process of transforming into Warped. My guess is that they found a way to cause the Warped mutation to occur intentionally.” 
 
    Nori stared blankly at him. “And you didn’t think to mention it first?”  
 
    “The Warped are a minor, even if constant, nuisance. The inherent danger of meddling with internal storage devices is much greater.” 
 
    “So they found a way to turn animals into Warped,” Bulco said darkly. “What’s stopping them from doing it to intelligent creatures?” 
 
    Lana’s gasp was audible over their comms. 
 
    “You can say that again,” the Engineer said. “From what we’ve learned so far, it seems the mutation percentage on Earth was off the charts. Coincidence?” 
 
    Nori slowly shook her head. “I don’t like it. I don’t like it one bit.” She stared at the small alien. “Anything else?” 
 
    “There was one more thing,” he admitted. “It was weird. There was a pillar of stone that had green channels of energy running along its length leading to a device I’ve never seen before.” 
 
    “Can you describe it?” 
 
    “It was a circular, flat piece of metal, though it didn’t look like any kind of metal I’ve ever seen. It looked broken; about a third of it was missing. Torn away would be a better description: the missing edges were jagged. The item’s surface was covered with unfamiliar symbols that glowed in the same green energy as the column.” 
 
    Bulco furrowed his brow. “A stalagmite? We only saw stalactites up until now. Now that I think about it, how is that even possible?” 
 
    “Guys,” Lana said through their comms. “Serk’s description reminds me of something. Give me a minute.” 
 
    “There’s something unnatural about this place,” Nori said. “We’ve been taking a lot at face value, but Bulco raises a good point. Stalactites don’t grow on their own. There should be stalagmites. And there’s no natural phenomenon that I’m familiar with that causes them to grow horizontally from the walls.” 
 
    “And what’s with the way they pulse,” Cattie added. “That’s just weird.” 
 
    “I’m back,” Lana said. “I’m sending you something. Serk, check your wrist console.” 
 
    The alien lifted his arm and a holographic image appeared above him. It was a piece of torn metal with green glowing glyphs along its surface. “This looks very similar to the item I saw,” he confirmed. “Only smaller.” 
 
    “That’s the piece we dug up on the moon!” Bulco exclaimed. 
 
    “The Relict shard,” Nori nearly whispered and shook her head. “Things are starting to make sense.” 
 
    The door swung open suddenly and half a dozen Aky holding guns rushed in. The small green men looked almost comical in their armored suits, but there was nothing funny about the weapons they aimed at the four crewmembers. 
 
    Cattie was the first to react. The soldier snatched up her shotgun and aimed it back at the small soldiers. 
 
    One of the Aky stepped forward. “Stand down. Your weapons are useless here.” 
 
    “What the hell is this?” Bulco said hotly, stepping forward. 
 
    The Aky leader seemed unimpressed by the human’s sheer’s bulk. “You are charged with trespassing and compromising the facility’s security.” He glared at Serk who lowered his head. “You will be imprisoned until Grotula decides what to do with you.” 
 
    “Like hell we are.” 
 
    The leader pointed his gun straight at Bulco’s face. “Obey or we’ll have to resort to using force.” 
 
    “Guys,” Lana’s voice whispered in their comms. “I can scan those guys from up here. Most of their weapons are F rank. The leader’s is E.” 
 
    Nori took a step forward, facing the Aky leader. “Why are you creating new Warped in the lower level?” 
 
    The Aky gave her a feral grin. “Oh, something tells me you’ll learn that soon enough.” There was no mistaking the malice in his voice. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Nori said. She ducked low and yelled, “NOW!” 
 
    Cattie’s shotgun thundered in the closed room. The heavy slug hit the Aky leader on his chest piece and though it didn’t penetrate the armor, the force was enough to hurl him back against the wall. 
 
    As one, helmets formed out of the visitors' armor, covering their heads, and energy shields flared to life around them.  
 
    The other five Aky guards started shooting a dazzling display of colorful energy rays, but all of their shots bounced harmlessly off the Earth Force’s superior armor. 
 
    From her low position, Nori went into a roll. Using her arms as an axis she sent a leg swipe that threw down two guards. Bulco hurried to close into melee. Like a giant in a playground, he picked two of the thrashing Aky and banged their heads together until they stopped moving. 
 
    “Don’t kill them!” Serk cried. 
 
    Cattie’s next shot caught the last standing guard on the chest and hurled him against the wall. He fell limply to the floor, crushed, beside his leader.  
 
    “That was easier than I thought,” Bulco grunted in satisfaction, then glanced at Serk. “Don’t worry little buddy. They’ll have a mean headache when they wake up but that should be the worst of it.” 
 
    Cattie cocked her shotgun and grinned smugly. “Weapons don’t work here my ass. Nothing like a good ole’ Earth boomstick to get the job done.” She looked at Nori as the woman untangled herself from the pile of limbs, leaving behind the two unconscious guards. “I didn’t even have time to see how you took those two down.” 
 
    The captain shrugged. “A knee to the temple took care of them. Once I got them down to the floor, it was easy. Luckily, they didn’t have their helmets on.” 
 
    “They are all alive.” Serk breathed a sigh of relief, checking the two guards the Sharpshooter had shot. “If we hurry, we can get back to the shuttle before reinforcements arrive.” 
 
    A distant alarm started to wine. “Facility is on lockdown. All security personnel to guest quarters on sector 32G.” 
 
    “Sounds like the shuttle is a no-go.” Nori stood up, holding one of the downed guard’s pistols. “So we go with plan B instead. It’s time we get some straight answers on what’s going on in here.” 
 
    Bulco nodded. “Damn straight.” He bent and picked up the leader’s beam rifle and shook his head. “Too high level for me. Catch.” He threw the weapon to Cattie and picked up a pistol from one of the other guards. 
 
    “Thanks,” the Sharpshooter replied, the alien weapon coming to life in her hands. “So what’s the plan, Captain?” 
 
    “We’re going down there,” Nori said. “And we’re going to have a face-to-face with the head scientist himself.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “This way. It’s not far!” Serk called out as he ran, leading the others down the winding corridors. 
 
    “You sure you know the way?” Cattie breathed heavily as she ran, trying to manage the arsenal of guns she was carrying.” 
 
    “Yes, I’ve been here not an hour ago. It’s just around the corner.” 
 
    They turned the corner and came to stop next to a locked elevator door. 
 
    “How are we going to get inside?” Cattie frowned. “Brainiac isn’t here to hack the door.” 
 
    “I cloned the guard’s security credentials,” Serk explained. “It would have been impossible for you, but as Aky, our consoles share some similarities that allow me to do this.” 
 
    “Handy,” Bulco noted. 
 
    Serk waved his arm in front of the elevator’s light console and the door swung open silently. 
 
    “All aboard,” Cattie declared brightly. “Next stop, the lower level of a dark, probably evil, science lab. Available attractions: the Warped mutation lab, the experimental alien workshop, and the prisoner torture chambers.” 
 
    Bulco raised an eyebrow. “Torture chamber?” 
 
    “Hey, I’m improvising here, give me a break.” The woman rubbed her chin. “Visitor Hall of Agony?” 
 
    The large man shook his head. 
 
    “I’ll keep working on it, then.” 
 
    “You do that.” 
 
    “We’re here,” Serk said quietly. 
 
    The elevator door slid open, revealing the cave and the vast gate that bordered the far side of it. Miraculously, no other Aky guards or scientists were anywhere in sight. 
 
    “I don’t like it,” Bulco grunted. “Smells like a trap.” 
 
    “We’re too far inside to turn back now,” Nori said. “Lead on, Serk.” 
 
    The small alien led them toward the door, where he waved his hand over another light console.  
 
    The giant door groaned and opened, releasing pressurized air with a hiss. 
 
    The area beyond it looked just like Serk had described. It was a large rectangular chamber, carved into the planet and poorly lit. A variety of workbenches, tools and dismantled components lined the wall on their right. 
 
    A growl from their left made everyone jump in place. A row of a dozen Warped was visible in the dim light, all caged inside shimmering golden energy cells. 
 
    At the far end of the room, right at the center, was a tall pillar of stone. Green lines of energy seemed to flow from the floor, crawling over the length of the shaft until swallowed by an item at the top. An item the intruders instantly recognized. A Relict shard.  
 
    It was larger than the one they had found on Earth’s moon—nearly four times as large—though it was still obviously incomplete. Mysterious glowing green symbols covered the surface. 
 
    A small table stood on a rise just before the stone pillar. 
 
    Nori took a hesitant step in.  
 
    “I don’t like it,” Bulco said. “Something doesn’t smell right to me.” 
 
    An audible chime came from the direction of the elevator. The closed doors started to light up. 
 
    “They’re coming!” Nori whispered urgently. “Get inside, quick. Serk, close the door.” 
 
    They did as she commanded. The huge door shut down with a bang just as the elevator’s door began to open. 
 
    “Now this is unexpected,” an unfamiliar voice spoke, coming from the far side of the room. 
 
    Everyone whipped their heads toward the source of the voice. A small Aky, dressed in scientist’s coat stood behind the table. “I guess we can skip the imprisonment part and go straight to the final verdict,” he said lightly. “I’m afraid this is the end of your tour of Grotula3.” 
 
    The telltale light of a console flickered behind the table as the scientist touched it. 
 
    And as one, the force fields surrounding the Warped shimmered and faded away. 
 
    The monsters were free. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A dozen Warped in levels ranging from 3 to 7 stormed the four friends, who were caught out in the open. 
 
    “Fire!” Nori shouted. The alien pistol she looted from the guards was already in her hand and shooting repeatedly at the incoming monsters, felling two of them. From her personal storage space, she took out three grenades. They rolled on their own toward the Warped, each detonating on impact, injuring and slowing the monsters’ charge. 
 
    Not needing much prompting, the others quickly joined her. Bulco’s small pistol looked like a toy gun in his huge meaty palm, but it was still a deadly energy weapon, and three well-placed shots quickly took down a level 5 monster. Serk followed suit, his own looted pistol barking repeatedly as he took down two of the lower level creatures. The three were doing well, but Cattie was in a league of her own. Using the pillaged energy rifle, the Sharpshooter brought down Warped like flies. She moved forward slowly, aiming at the nearest monster, taking them down with single headshots. She was like an angel of death. 
 
    Only two creatures survived the long-ranged attack long enough to close into the melee. 
 
    Bulco stepped forward, sheltering his smaller companions with his body, and clashed head-on with a level 6 Warped that looked like a cross between a spider and a squid.  
 
    The two brawled on the floor. Sharp metal arms repeatedly sliced at the man, but his bulky armor had no trouble deflecting the attacks. In return, Bulco’s fists locked around disfigured limbs and pulled them apart one by one. 
 
    Nori intercepted the last Warped with a well-placed round kick, sending the level 5 creature to the floor at the Sharpshooter’s feet. Cattie instantly shifted her weapons and blasted the monster’s head off point-blank. 
 
    Serk ran to help Bulco. In a surprising display of strength that looked impossible on his small, frail body, the small alien managed to tear the Warped away from the large man. With their forces combined, the two quickly reduced the flailing monster to a pile of lifeless limbs. 
 
    Not wanting to let the real enemy get the drop on them again, Nori fluidly turned and pointed her weapon at the faraway scientist. “Hands up where I can see them!” she barked. 
 
    He shook his head. “Too slow, I’m afraid.” 
 
    The giant door behind them hissed as it opened. Everyone but Nori turned to face the new danger ... and froze in place. 
 
    A line of at least twenty Aky guards, many of which held heavy weapons, was waiting beyond the door. Several assault drones towered behind the guards, pointing an assortment of cannon barrels and laser pointers at the invaders. 
 
    There was no way out. 
 
    “You have fought well, but it’s over now,” the lead scientist said. “Now drop your weapons and come over here.”  
 
    With the guards pointing their weapons, they had little choice. With a wave of Nori’s hand the four companions dropped their weapons and approached the raised table. 
 
    The Aky narrowed his eyes at the approaching prisoners.  
 
    Coming closer, they were finally able to view their captor’s details. 
 
      
 
    Grotula, Aky, Level ?? 
 
    ?? 
 
      
 
    “Great, another one of those,” Bulco grunted. 
 
    Grotula’s nostrils flared as he looked down at them. One of the weird stone pillars on the wall behind him pulsed. “I allowed you entry into our facility, showed you hospitality and friendship, and this is how you repay me? Scheming behind my back, sneaking around, and sneaking into unauthorized areas?” 
 
    Serk lowered his head. “There is no excuse. We are ready to receive the full—” 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” Bulco growled at his small companion. “That nutjob unleashed Warped on us!”  
 
    “You have violated the trust that was shown to you,” Grotula said, undeterred.  
 
    Another stalactite pulsed.  
 
    Nori frowned. 
 
    “You will be punished accordingly,” the scientist continued. “The humans will be turned into Warped, to replace the specimens they’ve destroyed, and the Aky will have his memory cube destroyed.” 
 
    “No!” Serk paled. 
 
    “I really feel like that should’ve been our line, buddy,” Bulco said between clenched teeth. He stared hard at the scientist in front of him. “I’ll die before I’ll allow you to turn me into one of those things.” 
 
    “By all means, try,” Grotula said. “Guards! Put them in the energy cages, we’ll begin immediately—” 
 
    “No, wait!” Cattie shouted, interrupting the facility leader’s command. The Aky glared at her. “It doesn’t have to come to that. We can resolve this another way! We have something you want.” 
 
    “Oh?” A stalactite pulsed as the head scientist sized up the woman. “I’m willing to hear you out.” 
 
    Nori’s frown deepened. 
 
    “We noticed your centerpiece over there isn’t complete,” Cattie said, pointing at the pillar. “We happen to have—” 
 
    Nori’s eyes widened in realization. “Cattie, stop.” 
 
    The soldier looked at her. “But—” 
 
    “No.” Nori crossed her arms. She looked straight at Grotula. “Very well. You hold all the power here. Let’s get it over with.” 
 
    The Aky’s eyes narrowed. “You’re willing to accept your punishment?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Nori …” Bulco started, placing a steadying hand on Serk’s shoulder. Their Aky friend was trembling, looking like he was about to faint. 
 
    “No,” Nori said firmly. “We violated your trust and hospitality. If you deem the punishment worthy of those actions then so be it.” She looked at Grotula defiantly. “Well? What are you waiting for?” 
 
    With a sigh, the scientist waved his hand at the Aky guardsmen. As one, they lowered their weapons, turned, and left.  
 
    The heavy door closed behind them, leaving a very confused group of people behind. 
 
    “How did you know?” Grotula asked Nori, with a faint smile. 
 
    She shook her head. “I should’ve figured it out sooner. The signs were there all along: at first, you didn’t want to grant us access, then you scanned our ship and suddenly we're welcomed guests. You allowed us to freely inspect your facility, and when we wanted to look at the lower level, Serk just happened to come across someone willing to show him around, and even left him there unsupervised. For what is supposed to be a state of the art science facility this is a highly improbable security hole. Everything that happened made no sense. Unless ...” The tall woman smiled. “Unless we were meant to come here. You wanted us to see what you were doing—your Relict shard specifically. You scanned our ship, you know we have another one, and you want it. This was just a ruse to have us buy our freedom with it. Isn’t that right?” 
 
    Grotula grinned at her. “Very good, Nori. You are an exceptional woman. I guess I should have expected you to figure it out. ” 
 
    “So it’s true?” Serk asked, his voice dropping disapprovingly. “This is highly dishonorable behavior from an Aky leader.” 
 
    “But he’s not,” Nori stated calmly. 
 
    Serk tilted his head in puzzlement. “He’s not the leader?” 
 
    Nori shook her head. “He isn’t Aky.” 
 
    Grotula placed his hands on his hips and bellowed a laugh. “Well done! What gave me away?” He looked down at his body critically. “Everything seems to be where it should.” 
 
    “Nori?” Bulco asked with a frown. “What’s going on.” 
 
    “It’s very simple,” Nori said calmly. “Every time he talks, one of those weird stalactites pulses. Grotula didn’t name the planet after himself. He is the planet.” 
 
      
 
   
  
 




 
 
    17 - Discoveries 
 
      
 
    A long silence followed the captain’s announcement. 
 
    Grotula smiled again then disappeared, his body winking away into nothingness. His voice seemed to carry from a pulsing stone spike. “Very impressive.”  
 
    “Hold on, what?” Cattie asked, slack-jawed. 
 
    “He’s the planet we’re on,” Nori reiterated. 
 
    “Come again?” Catie asked again, as if in a daze. 
 
    “I’m a sentient planet-like entity,” Grotula3 explained. “There are several others like me scattered around the galaxy.” 
 
    “So, you’re a planet.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “A sentient planet.” 
 
    “That’s correct.” 
 
    “And we’re inside of you.” 
 
    “A crude way of putting it, but essentially, yes.” 
 
    “Cattie,” Nori said with a slight frown. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “What? Oh yeah, sure.” Cattie looked at her with glazed eyes. “Perfectly fine, Nori. We’re inside a living, talking planet. Just another day in the Earth Force, right?” 
 
    Bulco patted her back gently. “Take it easy, girl.” 
 
    “So back to business,” Nori said, looking straight at the pulsing stone pillar. “I get that you wanted our shard, but why all the games?” 
 
    “There were several reasons,” the voice said as another stone spike started pulsing. “Your species is unfamiliar to me, and I wasn’t sure how you would react. I have analyzed your logs and evaluated your actions prior to arriving here, but the result was inconclusive. It seems that your kind is new to the enlightened galaxy and is naturally suspicious of other life forms. I decided to test you out, to see if you could be reasoned with or if your paranoia would lead you to violence.” 
 
    “So that’s why all the scientists here were so forthcoming,” Nori said. “And why Serk was able to infiltrate the lower levels so easily.” 
 
    A protrusion pulsed. “And how your friend back at your ship was able to scan the guards, and how you were able to overcome them so easily. I kept watch during the skirmish, to make sure no real harm came to them. If you had tried to kill them, I would have instantly terminated your existence and seized your ship. But gladly, you proved to be reasonable, and despite your fears, you have showed intelligence, ingenuity, and most importantly, self-control.” 
 
    “It’s a talking planet!” Cattie suddenly exclaimed. 
 
    Bulco patted her back gently. He looked at the wall. “So this was all just a test? Why the hell didn’t you just ask to trade with us from the beginning?” 
 
    “I considered that at first,” several spikes pulsed evenly. “Tell me, truthfully. If I had sent you a message upon your arrival, telling you that you’re welcome, and I wish to possess your Relict shard and am willing to trade you for anything you came here looking for, how would you have reacted?” 
 
    Bulco frowned, considering the question. 
 
    Nori sighed. “We’d have been suspicious that it was a trap.” 
 
    “Exactly. I couldn’t risk you turning away. I concluded that letting you explore on your own, learning the information you thought I would try to hide from you, was the best approach. And as I already said, it allowed me to watch you and evaluate your character.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you just take us hostage and demand the shard in exchange?” Bulco asked gruffly. “You obviously have the power to do that.” 
 
    “I am not a pirate,” Grotula3 said indignantly. “And if you need further assurances—the Aky and I have a long-lasting relationship, and they are a gentle species.” 
 
    “You got a point there,” the Engineer admitted. 
 
    “The hell he does,” Cattie said, seeming to get over her stupor. The Sharpshooter grabbed her weapon tightly. “He unleashed his Warped on us. We could've been killed!” 
 
    “She’s right,” Bulco crossed his arms. “How are you going to explain that one?” 
 
    “Your levels were higher than the creatures, and your armor is of superior quality. You were never in any real danger. And the attack served its purpose. If your captain hadn’t caught the ruse in time, then I would’ve accepted Cattie’s offer, getting your Relict shard and releasing you with a proper reward—none the wiser.” 
 
    “So you didn’t intend to turn us into Warped after all?” 
 
    “It was just another part of the ruse. I’ve been attempting, for quite some time, to nurture various Warped in an attempt to produce a broodmother, but so far my efforts have been in vain. The last batch of creatures were all failed attempts, and thus, dispensable. I assure you, I’m not in the habit of turning sentients into monsters. As recompense, please accept the creatures’ Tec.” 
 
    As one, the fallen monsters started emitting a bright light that soared straight to the four companions, disappearing into their bodies. 
 
    A line of text flashed across each of their eyes. 
 
      
 
    Extracted 8.2 Tec 
 
      
 
    Cattie’s eyes sparkled. “Ooh, not bad. Thanks!” 
 
    “My pleasure,” Grotula3 replied. “I’m quite pleased to find your species can be guided by reason and logic. I now feel confident we can arrive at a mutually beneficial agreement.” 
 
    “I’m glad you approve,” Nori said flatly. “Still don’t appreciate you sicking your Warped on us.” 
 
    “I offer my apology again—even if that action helped cement my evaluation of you. I hope you can find it in you to forgive me.” 
 
    “Well, as you already said, we are a logically-guided species, mostly.” Nori’s lips curved. “And as such, I’m curious to know—what is it that you do here? What’s this facility all about?” 
 
    “There really isn’t anything too mysterious in what we’re doing here,” Grotula3 answered calmly. “Studying the Relict Legacy, and the Tec specifically, has been my lifelong ambition. My … species ... is very different than most life forms in the galaxy. Although we can be infused like any other living being, the Tec works very differently for us.” 
 
    “So why all the secrecy?” Bulco asked. “Your guys didn’t want to let us land when we first got here.” 
 
    “My research has uncovered many valuable facts and secrets. Things other races would be willing to go to great lengths to obtain, which I suspect, is the reason for your arrival. And though I’m perfectly capable of defending myself from most threats out there, I’m not invincible. The Aky are my allies. They help me uncover and guard these secrets, as well as my true identity. In return, they receive protection and resources that have allowed them to advance their own science.” 
 
    “So ...” Bulco furrowed his brow. “How does researching null tunnel drives, Warped, and personal storage devices advance your study of Tec?” 
 
    “They all share similar basic principles, of course.” 
 
    “We’d appreciate it if you could share some of your findings,” Nori said. “As late arrivals to this ‘enlightened galaxy’ thing, we’ve missed out on a lot of common knowledge. I wouldn’t mind getting a little ahead for once.” 
 
    “Of course. My research isn’t complete, but I can share some of the basic findings.” 
 
    Cattie grinned. “Too bad Brainiac isn’t here. I bet she wished she was down here for this conversation. I can’t wait to tell her about the planet. I still owe her back for that prank with Alzigo.” 
 
    “My apologies.” A pillar pulsed. “With your captain’s permission, I’ll initiate a remote landing procedure for your vessel and have your friends join us.” 
 
    Nori nodded. “Alright.” 
 
    “Executed. Opening a communication channel to your vessel.” 
 
    “No one tell Lana he’s a planet!” Cattie hissed, throwing a dirty look at her friends. 
 
    Nori ignored her. “Lana, can you hear me?” 
 
    “Loud and clear, Nori,” the Expert’s voice sounded stressed. “Is everyone alright? We got a request for remote access to our maneuvering controls.” 
 
    “We’re okay,” the Navigator replied. “You can approve that request. We found Grotula, and he’s agreed to speak with us. I think you and Nathan would be interested in what he has to say.” 
 
    “That’s a relief,” Lana said, and her voice lost most of its tension. “I was afraid you were going to get caught and experimented on, or fed to the Warped.” 
 
    “As a matter of fact,” Bulco said, “they did try to do both those things.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It was only a ruse, Lana,” Grotula3 said evenly. “I had to test your companions. Your crew members have acquitted themselves well, earning my attention.” 
 
    “So you do experiment on Warped down there?” 
 
    “I’m one of the foremost experts on the study of Tec, and the Warped are major components in its life cycle.” 
 
    “Life cycle?” 
 
    “Let me explain. As a starting point, I assume you are familiar with the basic concept of composite subatomic particles and their interaction with wave-particle duality?” 
 
    “Sure,” Cattie replied. 
 
    Nori cracked a smile. “Let’s assume we don’t. Can you simplify it further for us?” 
 
    “Very well. Do you know what atoms are?” 
 
    “Sure,” Bulco said. “They’re the smallest building blocks that make up everything in the universe.” 
 
    “That is moderately true, though not entirely accurate. But for our purpose that is enough. The basic structure of an atom is a central nucleus that is orbited by electrons.” 
 
    “That’s basic physics,” Lana said. 
 
    “Correct. Do you know the distance between these parts of the atom, relative to their own size?” 
 
    “I saw a few diagrams here and there,” Bulco said shrugging. “It usually looks like the gap is about three or four times the size of the center.” 
 
    “Incorrect. In actuality, the distance is closer to 10,000 times the size of the core. That is comparable to the distance between a sun to its orbiting planets.” 
 
    Bulco’s eyes widened. “Holy hell. So what’s is there in between?” 
 
    “Nothing. A void. We are all comprised of empty space more than we are of matter.” 
 
    Cattie frowned. “That’s a disturbing thought. But how is this connected to the Tec?” 
 
    “Atoms are more complex than our initial description. They are comprised of a wide range of smaller particles. Over a thousand known types of subatomic particles.” 
 
    A large hologram shimmered into existence in the air, depicting several rings rotating at different angles around a glowing center. The rings themselves looked to be constructed of thousands of small parts. 
 
    “This is a single piTec particle,” Grotula3 explained. The hologram shrank and another larger one appeared around it, depicting an atom. The piTec particle looked tiny in comparison. 
 
    “Jesus, it can fit hundreds of those inside,” Bulco said. 
 
    “Thousands,” the sentient planetoid corrected him. “The Tec is the most advanced piece of technology in existence. They filter into the atoms of every matter in existence. Multiple particles can communicate and cooperate to achieve virtually anything. A single Tec that’s comprised of a thousand of those particles is significant enough to have a dramatic effect on most alien species. 
 
    “It has been my lifelong mission to understand how they work. Sadly, I’m still a long way away from that goal—though recent findings may help shed some light on the fundamentals.” 
 
    “Such as?” Nori asked. 
 
    “As you know by now, the null tunnel drive enables us to use faster-than-light travel by means of verse jumps. The jumps themselves are a shift through multiple parallel realities, or dimensions, at the end of which you return to your own reality at a different point in space. Similarly, storage devices allow us to shift matter to an alternate dimension that is accessible from anywhere in our own reality. The more piTec an individual holds within their body, the larger the mass of items it can control and shift into storage. Higher quality implants can increase that even further.” 
 
    “So Tec leans heavily on dimensional shifts,” Lana’s voice came over the comms. “What does that tell us?” 
 
    “Before I answer that, let me present another matter. Among its other uses, the Tec also generates power. Small pieces of technology are powered by the Tec that infuses them. Larger components require an external power source, but the base method of generating it is the same. Power cores are simply sophisticated containers for the power-generating ability of the Tec.” 
 
    “How do they generate power then?” Bulco asked. 
 
    “I believe every single piTec particle in existence is immutable, unique to our own dimension. I believe this disparity creates a sort of dimensional-vacuum that enables power to be drawn directly from other dimensions.” 
 
    “Wait, I’m not an expert ...” Lana started to say, then paused. “Actually, I am, but not in theoretical physics. But doesn’t the theory of multiple realities state that all matter is present in all realities? That the difference is simply in the way it’s arranged?” 
 
    “What? That makes no sense,” Bulco objected. “In those movies where they travel to other dimensions they always discover huge differences: different cities, people who were never born, and you know.” 
 
    Cattie bent her head toward Nori’s ear. “What’s immutable?” 
 
    “The young Expert is correct,” Grotula3 said. “The matter itself that makes up everything is constant across all dimensions. In ours, it presents as galaxies, planets, and bacteria. In another, it may be represented as a single dot of super-compressed matter. Which illustrates the conflict in my conclusion. If I’m correct, then the Tec violates that very basic rule. Each piTec particle that exists in our dimension represents a conflict. I believe that difference creates a sort of imbalance, or a vacuum, through which power is drawn.” 
 
    “And other realities will have their own, unique, and equally immutable particles that will draw power from our reality, right?” Lana asked. 
 
    “Correct!” A stone protrusion pulsed in what could almost be described as a stoney excitement. “Which means the balance is maintained. The big question, the holy grail, if you will, is to understand how that feat is accomplished. My studies have shown that the rings of the piTec are made of known and quantifiable subatomic particles. However—” 
 
    “Let me guess”’ Nori said. “The core is still a mystery.” She pointed at the glowing part at the center of the rotating rings. 
 
    “Exactly. In some unfathomable fashion, the Warped are capable of producing that core and constructing new piTec particles. That is part of the reason why I have been studying them so intently. We have made some interesting discoveries, but we are still far from understanding the exact process.” 
 
    Everyone took a moment to digest the new information. 
 
    “That explains a few things,” Nori said finally. “I won’t pretend I understand everything you told us, but it does help shed some light on how most things around us work.” 
 
    “I’m glad I was able to be of assistance.” 
 
    Nori raised a finger. “How does what you’ve just told us connect to Paths and acquiring levels?” 
 
    “The extinct Relict who invented the Tec needed a way to control them. Fashion them into null tunnel drives, storage devices, ships, etc. So, they came up with the Path system. Levels increase with the Tec’s concentration in your body, and that gives you greater control over the Tec your Path synergizes with. I believe that the Paths that sentient species hold today are only a weak imitation of what the original creators used to have.” 
 
    Nori frowned. “So they didn’t have Pilots, Engineers, or Experts?” 
 
    “No. Those Paths are fractions of a greater whole. We can see that much by their governing attributes. Common Paths usually have anywhere between one and two primary and secondary attributes. More advanced Paths can have up to four, with the rarest of them up to five. It’s almost unheard of for an individual to have a Path with all six governing attributes—which is what I believe every member of the Relict race used to have.” 
 
    Lana gasped. 
 
    Nori locked eyes with Bulco, whose lips mouthed a single word. Nathan. 
 
    Grotula3 didn’t seem to catch on their meaningful looks. At least, the pulsing stone pillars didn’t seem to indicate it as he continued to speak. “Today's Soldiers, Gunslingers, Bomb specialists, etc., are but fractured parts of the original Paths the Relict wielded. Those original Paths were all-inclusive and offered much more power than what we have today.” 
 
    “I think we understand, now,” Nori said slowly. “Thanks for explaining that to us.” 
 
    “I believe that ought to repay my previous actions.” 
 
    “It does. I think it’s time we talked business.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “You want our Relict shard,” the captain stated. 
 
    “Yes. I’ve been collecting those shards for a long time. I’m convinced the answer to the secret of the Tec lies within them, but to unlock it, I need the other pieces to make it whole again.” 
 
    “How is that even possible?” Lana asked. “A piece of Relict technology exploded, probably millions of years ago, and scattered across the galaxy, and you think you’ll be able to locate them all?” 
 
    “Of course not. I believe the original device to be a standard information node, comparable to our computers. There are probably thousands, if not more, of such shards scattered through the galaxy, buried in the core of meteors and long lost civilizations. The Relict’s ingenuity, however, allows the shards to fuse together, recreating the original device. That is why I require your piece. Tell me, what do you want in exchange?” 
 
    Nori shrugged. “We heard about your research on finding Nadirium deposits. We want the algorithm or formula you came up with.” 
 
    “I see. Actually, that one was just a byproduct of my attempts to locate more Relict shards,” Grotula3 said. “I had invented an equation for predicting the location of bodies that had a high probability of containing them. It’s quite a complex piece of mathematics. Running it is extremely resource-consuming, I’m only able to devote enough computational power to discover a result every month or two.” 
 
    “So … about the Nadirium?” Cattie said hopefully. 
 
    “The formula can also be used, with a mild adjustment, to predict the location for most naturally occurring minerals. But I can’t give it to you. Even restricted to Nadirium, if the formula leaves this place, it’ll eventually reach the wrong hands. This kind of knowledge has the potential to shift the balance of power across multiple star systems, claiming the lives of countless sentients in the process. I can’t allow that.” 
 
    Nori sighed. “Then we have a problem. We have a lot riding on that research. A certain crime organization has demanded that formula as payment from us. But I see your point. I guess the Syndicate constitutes the embodiment of ‘the wrong hands’.” 
 
    “I have an idea,” Lana’s voice came from the open gate. A moment later, the grinning young woman entered the room, followed closely by Nathan. An Aky attendant nodded at them before turning to leave. 
 
    “Hey, girl,” Bulco greeted her and nodded at Nathan. “Glad to see you guys have made it.” 
 
    “This place is amazing!” Lana beamed. “All those corridors and research labs. I bet I could learn a lot from the scientists here.” She looked around the large open room. “Where’s Grotula?” 
 
    “Right here,” Cattie answered quickly, shooting a warning looks to the others.  
 
    “Where?” Lana asked in confusion at the section of wall the Sharpshooter was pointing at. 
 
    “Right there,” Cattie reiterated with a blank expression. “Don’t you see him?” 
 
    Lana frowned and looked at Nori. “She’s messing with me, right?” 
 
    The captain shrugged. “She’s not lying.” 
 
    “Just approach him and say hello,” Cattie said patiently. “You don’t want to be impolite.” 
 
    Lana rolled her eyes. “Fine.” She approached a wall section covered with the stone protrusion. “Hello, Mr. Wall,” she said sweetly. “How are you today?” 
 
    “I’m quite fine, thank you, Lana.” A stone pillar pulsed right next to her face. 
 
    “AAAAH!” Lana screamed and jumped back. 
 
    Cattie broke down in laughter. 
 
    Nori rolled her eyes. “Lana, take it easy. Grotula is actually the planet itself, and he was very forthcoming with us.” 
 
    “After he stopped trying to kill us, that is,” Bulco grunted. “Will you stop that?” He glared at the madly laughing soldier. 
 
    “Oh! The look on her face!” Cattie continued laughing. “Priceless!” 
 
    Lana scowled. “This is not funny!” She looked at the pulsing pillars. “I apologize for my earlier comment.” 
 
    “No harm was done.” Grotula3 sounded amused. 
 
    “Told you I’d get you back eventually.” Cattie cracked a grin at the Expert. 
 
    “If we can get back to our earlier conversation …” the pillars pulsed. “I believe Lana was saying she had an idea about our impasse. I’m open to suggestions.”  
 
    The Expert drew in a steadying breath. “I was thinking … if you can adjust the formula to look for a specific type of mineral, then wouldn’t it be possible to also adapt it to apply to only a specific part of space … say the asteroid field near Hammerhead station?” 
 
    “Interesting idea. Yes, it is quite possible. Since that area of space is already heavily mined, increasing the Nadirium yield a little shouldn’t send any significant galactic ripples.” 
 
    Nori nodded approvingly. “This way we’ll be giving the Syndicate what they think they wanted, without revealing its full potential. Good thinking, Lana.” 
 
    She smirked. “I’m the Expert, remember?”  
 
    “Do we have a deal?” Nori looked at the pulsing spikes. 
 
    “I agree. I will supply you with the modified formula, and in exchange, you’ll give me the Relict shard in your possession.” 
 
    “Alright,” Nori said. “We’ll get back to Unity and retrieve the piece. We’ll come back shortly.” 
 
    “I will await your return.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Finally, back on their ship, they assembled in the lounge for a quick discussion. 
 
    “God, I feel like I’ve been away for weeks,” Bulco said, easing his large bulk into a comfortable couch. 
 
    “That is peculiar,” Unity’s voice sounded. “Your absence has felt like seconds to me.” 
 
    “You know,” Bulco grunted to no one specifically. “A lot of guys talk fondly about their ride, like she’s a real person. That would stop as soon as she started talking back, let me tell you that.” 
 
    “Before we go ahead with the deal with Grotula3, I want to know what everyone's thinking,” Nori said, ignoring the Engineer’s griping. 
 
    “I think he’s a man … err … planet of his word,” Lana said.  
 
    Serk nodded. “My people wouldn’t be working with a hostile destructive creature—it is not our nature.” 
 
    “I didn’t like the trial he put us through,” Bulco said. “But I gotta admit, it adds up, and he let us keep the Tec. I can’t think of any reason why he’d betray us at this point.” 
 
    Nori nodded. “I agree. Nathan, grab the Relict shard. Let's do this.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They returned to Grotula3’s underground lab in time to see a group of Aky removing the last few Warped corpses they’d slain. 
 
    Bulco’s brow furrowed as he looked at the monster he’d killed being hauled away, then he suddenly turned toward one of the closest pulsing stone protrusions. “Why broodmothers?” 
 
    “Excuse me?” the pillar pulsed. 
 
    “You mentioned you were trying to evolve your Warped into broodmothers. If you only need them to study how they make new Tec, what do you need a broodmother for?” 
 
    “Ah, I see. To answer that, first let me ask you a question: what am I?” 
 
    Bulco brow furrowed. “A talking planet?” 
 
    “A planetoid, actually, and no. In fact, I’m a crystal-based entity. I existed in a simple state of awareness for millennia until I was infused and became fully sentient. Can you guess my level?” 
 
    “Six hundred twenty-five?” Cattie suggested. 
 
    “Three.” 
 
    Everyone exchanged looks of astonishment. 
 
    “It is part of his name,” Nathan murmured. 
 
    “That is correct.” The pillars pulsed around them. ”My composition is significantly different than most biological species, which makes Tec integration different as well. The only way I can level up is by consuming Essence Cores, which can only be obtained from broodmothers.” 
 
    “I guess that explains it,” Nori said. “But why not just ask the Aky to buy them for you?” 
 
    “They do. However, the acquisition of Essence Cores is not easy. They are highly coveted by many branches of science and obtaining a large amount of them would be inviting unwanted attention on myself. As I stated earlier in our conversation, there are forces out there whose attention is better turned somewhere else.” 
 
    “That’s actually something we might be able to help you with,” Nori said. “But first, let’s conclude our initial deal.” She motioned for Nathan to approach. 
 
    The young man was holding the Relict shard. Lines of green energy ran over the fractured piece, forming weird symbols that mirrored those on the larger piece at the top of the stone pillar. 
 
    The pillar descended, slowly sinking into the ground as the Technomancer advanced toward it. The green glow intensified as the shards came together, melding so brightly it was impossible to stare at it directly. A moment later, as the glow diminished, the pieces had melded together with no discernable seams. A piece was still missing, roughly twice the size of their original shard. 
 
    “Excellent!” Grotula3 announced. “As promised, the formula has been uploaded to your ship’s computer.” Several pillars pulsed erratically. “I wonder … since you’ve proven your ability to find Relict shards, would you be interested to try and track down the others for me?” 
 
    Nori and Lana exchanged glances. “What did you have in mind?” the captain asked carefully. 
 
    “I employ Aky agents throughout several sectors to try and track down the other shards, but in the last decade, they’ve only managed to locate three. You’ve shown me that you are competent and trustworthy. With your ship’s capabilities, I believe you stand a better chance to locate additional shards. In return, I will offer other valuable secrets that would be highly beneficial to you.” 
 
    “We can certainly keep our eyes open for more of those,” Nori said carefully. 
 
    “I understand you don’t want to commit to the task just yet. That is fine. The equation I’ve invented to locate the shards has produced hundreds of possible locations throughout the galaxy and it keeps producing more. If you agree to keep it to yourself, I’ll give you the location of two of the closest ones. Based on your ship’s capabilities, it shouldn’t take you more than a week in null tunnel to reach the farthest of them.” 
 
    “Alright,” Nori said. “I’m not promising anything, but if we’re in the neighborhood of those locations, we can certainly look around.” 
 
    “That is acceptable. The first location is 28 light years away from here in the Centiloin system, on a planet called Centillion II. It harbors a pre-infused intelligent species, so approaching them is naturally forbidden.” There was a meaningful pause before the sentient planetoid continued. “The second place is located at the void between star systems, 65 light years away from our current position. I’ll upload the coordinates of both points to your ship’s computer. Also, in the spirit of our future cooperation, and with your permission, I would like to offer to upgrade your ship’s thrusters, which are woefully antiquated.” 
 
    Nori exchanged a glance with Bulco who nodded. “‘Preciate the offer.” 
 
    Serk stepped forward. “Before we leave, I’d like to make a request.” 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    “You’ve provided your Aky allies with secured storage space for their memory cubes. I have close to a hundred Aky cubes, belonging to my deceased original crew. I would like to leave them here with you, for safekeeping, so that they may eventually be returned to the families of the fallen.” 
 
    “Of course, you may leave them behind. They will be safe with me.” 
 
    “Thank you.”  
 
    Nathan coughed politely. 
 
    “Yes, Nathan?” 
 
    “You studied the Relict,” the young man stated. “I thought of something that might be relevant.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    The Technomancer took a deep breath. “I think it's more complicated than what you described. It’s not just that our Paths are pieces of the original Relict abilities … I think all of us—or at least most of the alien species—are distant descendants of the Relict themselves.” 
 
    “I see. Do you have evidence to back up your hypothesis?” 
 
    Nathan hesitated. “My race—” 
 
    “Us humans …” Nori interjected, shooting a warning look at the young man. She didn’t spend a small fortune buying him the advanced obfuscation implant for no reason. “... came to that conclusion together.” 
 
    Nathan nodded. “I thought it might provide some insight for your research.” 
 
    “I appreciate the sharing of information,” Grotula3 replied. “My own studies led me to believe the same thing. Over 80% of known intelligent species are humanoid, suggesting a shared common genepool, distant as it might be. But that’s a whole new project that would divert me from my studies of the Tec.” 
 
    Nathan nodded. 
 
    “Well, if everyone else had their say, I guess it’s my turn,” Nori said, looking at the pulsing pillars. “I have a proposition for you …” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They left the underground facility an hour later and headed back to their ship. 
 
    “All in all, I’d say it proved to be a pretty profitable journey,” Lana said smiling. “We learned a lot, made a new friend, and even got a treasure map out of it. I hope we get to do it again.” 
 
    “Speak for yourself,” Bulco grunted. “I don’t remember you being held at gunpoint or made to face off a Warped assault.” 
 
    “Hey, at least you got some Tec out of it,” Lana said defensively. “Nathan and I missed out on the whole thing.” 
 
    “Please,” Cattie rolled her eyes. “You and Techno-boy are so far ahead of the rest of us it would take 10 more Warped assaults for us to catch up.” 
 
    They boarded the ship and headed for the bridge. Nori assumed her pilot seat and brought up her many consoles and monitors. 
 
    Unity’s thrusters hummed gently as she lifted off, flying through the chute and away from the friendly planet. 
 
    “Next stop, Hammerhead station!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The entity known as Grotula3 turned its vast awareness away from the departing vessel. 
 
    I wonder if he knows the full extent of his capabilities, he mused. It’s been ages since I’ve encountered another Scion. I should keep an eye on him. When he grows into his full potential, many hidden facts might be revealed. 
 
    The sentient planetoid placed the thought in a prime empty spot of his awareness and turned his attention inward, back to his continued attempts to uncover the secrets of the Relict Legacy. 
 
      
 
   
  
 




 
 
    18 - Closing Deals 
 
      
 
    The trip back to Hammerhead station took slightly over 20 hours. 
 
    With their mission completed and stress levels down, Unity’s crew took the opportunity to engage in more leisurely activities, mainly: adapting their individual cabins. Using the alien folding technology, they added some personal touches: beds, furniture, and some interior design. 
 
    Bulco was content with having a single bed, large enough to fit his bulk, and he added a wide work table where he kept some of the alien parts he was working on. 
 
    Nathan also preferred to keep things simple, constructing a single bed in the center of the room with storage drawers built into its frame. 
 
    Nori made generous use of Unity’s restructuring option, even dipping into their Trinium supply to build herself a small gym. With the extra space allotted to her as the ship’s captain, she had plenty of room. A multi-armed combat training doll stood in one corner of the gym, next to a raised platform she could train on. Several hanging bars stuck out from the ceiling, allowing her to climb and do pull-ups. A thin partition separated her ‘gym’ from her sleeping quarters, where she placed a simple bed, a work desk, and a closet. 
 
    Serk sheepishly claimed one of the empty rooms for himself. He promptly forwent all creature comforts, choosing to lay a thick blanket on the naked floor to use as a bed. 
 
    Cattie’s approach was even more extreme. The soldier had erected a small cot for herself, then proceeded to completely cover every open part of the wall with shelves. 
 
    “What the hell are you going to use all those shelves for?” Lana asked as she passed by the security officer’s cabin. 
 
    “Old guns and trophies,” Cattie answered simply, pointing at her Earth shotgun and her old sniper rifle. Another shelf held several items that looked like Warped parts. One looked like it belonged to the partially disassembled mech below deck. 
 
    Lana shifted uncomfortably. “Isn’t collecting trophies sort of … well … a little too serial killer-y?” 
 
    Cattie shrugged. “What can I say? Momma loves her dead Warped bits on display.” 
 
    “Right,” the Expert said unconvinced. 
 
    “Is it mealtime yet?” Serk came out of his room and looked at the two women expectantly. “I could use more sugar.” The little green alien looked much better than when they’d first met him. Though still skinny, now at least he had actual meat on his bones. 
 
    Lana flashed a smile at him. “Cereal?” 
 
    He nodded gravely. “Cereal.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “We’re approaching the station,” Unity’s calm voice sounded throughout the ship. “ETA 30 minutes.” 
 
    Everyone assembled back at the bridge and assumed their seats.  
 
    The asteroid field around Hammerhead station spread from one horizon to the next. A vast number of ships of all shapes and sizes were coming and going. 
 
    “You know,” Cattie said, lowering her voice suggestively. “There’s nothing in our contract with NO_ONE saying we can't use that Nadirium formula for ourselves. We could spare a few days and harvest the richest deposits in the entire field.” 
 
    “That algorithm is extremely complex,” Unity’s smooth voice answered. “There are several thousand variables involved in calculating the position and trajectory of each celestial body.” 
 
    “And …” Cattie frowned. “That’s a lot?” 
 
    “There are close to ten million asteroids in the field of medium size or higher. That number quadruples when counting the smaller ones.” 
 
    “That’s a lot.” 
 
    “Quite. It requires an extraordinary processing power to run these calculations—significantly more than I have at my disposal,” Unity replied reprovingly. “An upgrade would be useful, but it might be more cost-effective to construct an astrometric lab that focuses solely on mapping spatial effects.” 
 
    “Too bad,” Bulco grumbled. “I would have loved emptying those spots before handing the formula over to the Syndicate. How long do you think it’ll take the station to notice us?” 
 
    “They’re hailing us now,” Lana said. “Patching them through.” 
 
    “Welcome back, Unity,” the controller’s voice greeted them. “You’ve been assigned landing pad C35. The flight path has been uploaded” 
 
    “That was much quicker than our first visit,” Bulco said. 
 
    Nori nodded. “Understood, Hammerhead. Following course.” 
 
    The asteroid slowly rotated as they approached it, revealing its many towering spires and protective domes. 
 
    “Hmm, looks like this time we don’t get to land in the administrator’s tower,” Bulco grunted. 
 
    “No,” Nori agreed. She examined their destination and her face clouded. “It’s a docking tower next to the Underdome.” 
 
    “Wonderful. What could possibly go wrong there?” Cattie asked dryly.  
 
    Lana looked at her. “You think it's a trap?” 
 
    “We were targeted by the Syndicate before we left the station,” Nori said evenly. “And NO_ONE made it clear our options here are slim unless we cooperate. I think it’s safe to assume he arranged for us to land here. I wouldn’t be surprised to find him waiting outside our docking bay.” 
 
    “Scaly-faced motherfucker,” Bulco growled. “If he’s planning to double-cross us, I’m gonna make him regret that we let him go the first time we met.” 
 
    “We need leverage over him,” Nori said. “Something to keep him honest.” 
 
    “Unity,” Nathan said softly. Everyone looked at the unassuming young man. 
 
    “Yes, Nathan?” 
 
    “Can you split the formula and place each part in a self-contained storage space in our database?” 
 
    “Of course, Nathan.” 
 
    “If someone tries to hurt us or board you …” He stopped, hesitating. 
 
    “I will delete the information at once. Understood.” 
 
    Nori nodded. “Nice.” Several of her screens flickered. She turned to the main viewscreen and assumed the manual controls. “We’ve reached the landing tower. I’m bringing us down.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The ship’s massive hangar door lowered, revealing Unity’s crew. All armed and alert. 
 
    Bulco stood at the front, his puncher in one hand and a beam rifle in the other. 
 
    Behind him, Cattie had deployed her armor’s sniping mode, and her advanced alien rifle was pointed out, ready to take down any enemies. 
 
    Nori was crouched, standing upside down on the ceiling. Two of her most advanced pistols were pointing outward. 
 
    Behind them stood Serk’s giant mech. The machine’s ranged weapons were still inoperable and its mobility severely reduced, but it stood with two giant fists raised, ready to crush any invaders. 
 
    Lana and Nathan remained behind, safely tucked away on the bridge. 
 
    The view here was much less luxurious than that of the administrator’s tower. The landing pad’s balcony reeked of neglect. An assortment of garbage and broken parts were scattered everywhere. The floor was dirty—parts of it even scorched. A single console stood next to the door into the tower. It was fading as if about to die out.  
 
    A squat alien stood calmly, leaning at the doorway. 
 
    “Guys,” Lana’s voice spoke through their comms. “That alien is the same species as the pirates who originally shot down Unity back on Earth.” 
 
      
 
    Trax, Kordlin, Level 15, Faction: StarfFaux 
 
    Path: Mercenary → Captain → Tactician → Strategist 
 
    Highest Attribute: Intelligence 
 
    No. of implants 5 
 
      
 
    Trax lifted both his short arms in the air. “Hold your fire, I’m not an enemy. I work for NO_ONE.” 
 
    “Now that’s an oxy-moron if I ever heard one,” Bulco growled, adjusting his weapon’s sight on the alien. 
 
    “Hold your fire.” Nori deactivated her grav-boots and landed lightly on the floor.  
 
    “I’m glad to see one of you has got some sense, or haven't you noticed my level yet? I deactivated my obfuscation implant specifically for your benefit.” Trax lowered his arms. He looked at their ready stance and chuckled. “What, you thought we’d charge your ship as soon as you landed? The Syndicate is more subtle than that.” 
 
    “Sending a high-level mercenary to meet us on landing isn’t much better,” Nori said. 
 
    Trax shrugged. “I’m just here as an errand boy. NO_ONE sent me to see if you got the info he wanted and to deliver it back to him.” 
 
    “We got it,” Nori said evenly. “But we want our payment first.” 
 
    “Is that so?” the mercenary said in a dangerous tone. His hands started slowly reaching toward his belt. 
 
    “Before you do anything rash,” Nori said, not letting herself be intimidated. “We’ve fragmented the data and set it to delete if something happens to us or anyone tries to board our ship. We’re willing to hand over the first part now, but you’ll get the second once we’ve received our payment.” 
 
    “Smart!” Trax chuckled. “NO_ONE said you weren’t pushovers, but taking care of those joke mercenaries he brought onto your ship didn’t impress me. Don’t worry, I have strict orders to conclude the deal you’ve agreed upon. So hand over the first part. We’ll remove you from the faction’s enemy list and release the freighter you chartered along with its cargo. Once it's out of the station, you’ll hand over the second part. Agreed?” 
 
    Nori nodded. “Lana, transmit over the first part of the formula.” 
 
    Trax’s wrist chimed. He looked down at his arm and nodded. “Seems legit. I’ll forward it for analysis. If there are no problems, the freighter you charted will launch in two hours. It will be necessary, of course, to keep your own ship grounded until you deliver the second part. You understand.” 
 
    “What about the information NO_ONE promised us,” Nori said. “We were looking for a couple of Inthidlon pilots.” 
 
    “As I understand it, that has to do with the second part of the deal,” the alien said calmly. He looked up at Serk’s mech. “One, I believe, was demanded by your Aky crewmate. Once you’ve executed the second phase, my employer will give you the information you seek.” He checked his wrist console one more time and nodded. “Looks like the data you sent me passed the initial scrutiny. I’ll be going now.” 
 
    “What the hell are we supposed to do till then?” Bulco asked gruffly. 
 
    Trax shrugged. “You’re free to roam around the station. Go sightseeing for all I care.” And with that, the short, robust alien turned and disappeared into the tower. 
 
    “Arrogant little prick,” Bulco muttered. “Thinks he can take us all down by himself.” 
 
    “He was probably right,” Serk remarked as he exited the mech through a piece of broken plating. “A person’s Path abilities increase in power exponentially every five levels, and he has two crossroads over all of you.” 
 
    “Why did he only have five implants, though?” Cattie asked. “Shouldn’t they have more powerful ones the higher level they get?” 
 
    “They do,” Serk said simply. “Some advanced implants have demanding prerequisites, often requiring the removal of lesser, incompatible implants.” 
 
    “So how are we going to spend the next two hours?” Cattie asked, disengaging her armor’s sniping mode. 
 
    Lana came over from the bridge. “We still have 227,000 piTec,” she said with a smile. “And there were a few personal items that caught my eyes.” 
 
    Bulco groaned. “Oh no, don’t tell me …” 
 
    “Well,” Cattie said with a straight face. “We were interrupted the last time.” 
 
    “Might as well finish it.” Nori nodded. 
 
    “What are they talking about?” Serk looked at Bulco in bewilderment. Then his eyes widened. “Dear gods, you don’t mean …”  
 
    “Yeah.” The Engineer nodded gloomily. “We’re going shopping.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    First on their list was visiting the freighter they charted.  
 
    They didn’t have to go far. The vessel was occupying one of the larger landing pads below them. It mostly looked like a giant metal box with tiny dorsal wings. 
 
    They arrived in time to see a few beaten containers being loaded by mechanical arms. There were no crew members around. 
 
    “Ah, looks like the parts I bought are all here.” Bulco nodded in approval. 
 
    Lana brought up her wrist console and tapped it several times. “This ship is completely automated. The fabricator and most of the stuff we bought was already loaded. They’re still waiting on the 200 engineering kits and the rest of Bulco’s junk.” 
 
    “Junk?” he asked, offended. 
 
    “Sorry,” Lana said. “Semi-toxic, radioactive-leaking components sound better?” 
 
    “It’s not that bad,” he grumbled. 
 
    “That’s what it says on the manifest.” 
 
    “Looks like NO_ONE is keeping his part of the deal,” Nori said. “Let’s get into the station. Is there anything else we need to buy—other than Lana’s personal items?” 
 
    “A couple of auto repair drones would be nice,” the Engineer said. “Unity can regenerate her plating and bulkheads now, but the delicate parts still need manual tinkering. Shouldn't be more than 20k apiece. I’d also like to upgrade Unity’s power core so we can get advanced shields and weapons, but we don’t have that kind of money to spare.” 
 
    “We need more personal implants,” Cattie said, sounding unusually serious. “The new armor proved itself, but we’re still behind most aliens our level. While we were en route, I browsed some of the stuff available on the station: an implant to upgrade an attribute by one point costs 3k. We should get some for everyone.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Nori said. “We’ll head over to the Metrodome for everything, but we need to make a stop along the way.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was a short walk from the foot of the landing tower to the Underdome’s entrance. 
 
    “Why are we down here again, Nori?” Lana asked worriedly, taking in the gloomy building and red-tinged lighting. Several lone pedestrians threw them dirty looks. 
 
    “Recruiting,” the captain replied. “It’s not far from here.” She led them through the winding streets, reaching a house that looked to be made from a small downed ship.  
 
    Several aliens in worn-looking armor were standing at the front, talking among themselves. A couple of them were comparing dull weapons. 
 
    Cattie narrowed her eyes. “My threat assessment just fired up. Every one of those aliens has a combat Path. They’re not very high-level, the highest is level 8, but they’re all armed to the teeth.” 
 
    “That stands to reason seeing as this is a mercenary guild,” Nori replied calmly. “Being ambushed on our ship got me thinking. Those guys weren’t all that hard to put down, especially since we had the drop on them, but they still packed a punch. Fighters like those would be very effective taking down Warped on Earth, don’t you think?” 
 
    “That’s why we’re here?” Bulco looked with contempt at the haggard-looking aliens. “You want to hire them to help Earth? I wouldn’t trust guys like that as far as I could throw them. And I can throw them pretty far these days, let me tell you that. Besides, didn’t we agree that Earth was too vulnerable to bring in outside forces? We don’t want outsiders to start calling the shots.” 
 
    Nori shook her head. “That’s why I’m targeting this group specifically. And I don’t intend to hire them, I had something different in mind.” 
 
    She led the others toward the ship-turned-house and entered through the open hatch. The open room beyond looked like a bar. Several patrons were scattered around. Everyone turned to look at the newcomers. 
 
    “Everyone here has a combat Path too,” Cattie whispered. 
 
    Nori confidently moved toward an Inthidlon woman who wore tight-fitting armor and a wide-brimmed hat. “We’d like to speak with the one in charge.” 
 
    She yawned and tipped her hat upward. “You’re looking at her, sweetcakes.” 
 
      
 
    Ter’gah, Level 11, Faction: Teardust 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nori’s face clouded. “Sweetcakes?” 
 
    “Maybe it’s just a translation issue,” Cattie suggested. “It could mean something positive in her culture.” 
 
    “Not with the language pack upgrades we bought,” Lana said. “We heard what she meant.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Ter’gah said with a lazy smile. “What can I do for the Earth Force? Want to hire a squad to escort you safely through the Underdome?” She barked a short laugh that was echoed by several other patrons. 
 
    “Actually,” Nori said, locking eyes with the alien woman. “We’re looking for something bigger than that. I have a business opportunity to offer that I think you’d like.” 
 
    The mercenary leader leaned back comfortably in her seat. “I have some time to kill. Go ahead, but just to make it clear, the rate for hiring a five-person squad is 600 piTec an hour. That price is not negotiable.” 
 
    Lana frowned. Six hundred for a potentially dangerous venture sounded ridiculously low to her. 
 
    Nori took a seat across the woman. “How many mercenaries are in your faction?”  
 
    The Inthidlon frowned. “Why?” 
 
    “I want every able body you can get for guard duty on our home planet.” 
 
    “Ha! You’re barking up the wrong tree, Pilot.” Ter’gah bellowed another short laugh. “Even for us lowlifes, you won’t be able to afford that rate. Especially not for an off-station assignment.” 
 
    Nori took the mercenary's hint at being able to see her full Path in stride. “I don’t intend to pay you at all.” 
 
    “Then the door is over there.” 
 
    Nori remained seated. “Earth was recently and abruptly infused. As a result, the Warped population has surged and has become the scourge of our planet. They’ve already claimed over half our population.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Ter’gah said though she sounded nothing like it. “But my faction isn’t a Warped extermination unit. We are a group of ragtag misfits. There is no other place in the system for us. So we’re hiring ourselves cheap, settling disputes in the Underdome mostly. Why don’t you try one of the other mercenary groups? They have the levels and equipment we don’t. Some of them could probably clean your entire planet on their own.” 
 
    Nori shook her head. “They cost too much.” 
 
    Ter’gah scowled. “We might not be expensive but we still demand to be paid.” 
 
    “There are other ways of compensation.” 
 
    “We only accept piTec.” 
 
    “But you said so yourself, the better mercenary factions have the gear and levels your people don’t. If you work with us, you won’t have to go hunt Warped. You’ll guard our settlements against Warped attacks.” 
 
    The Inthidlon narrowed her eyes. “And how would that benefit us?” 
 
    “You can claim the Tec from the Warped you kill, as well as the piTec they drop.” 
 
    “And there’s no shortage of the ugly bastards, let me tell you that,” Bulco added. “Within a month all your mercenaries will hit level 10, guaranteed.” 
 
    “Think about it,” Nori said. “You’ll gain levels and piTec that will elevate your faction. This is your way up.” Her lips curved slightly. “Or as you put it, to find your rightful place in the system. What do you say?” 
 
    The alien mercenary lowered her head thoughtfully. “This is … an interesting idea, I’ll give you that. Guarding settlements is much less risky than hunting monsters out in the open.” She gave Nori a piercing look then shook her head. “It’s a tempting offer, but it won’t work. The faction members’ lives are here. For better or worse, this is the home they know. They won’t leave for a place they know nothing about.” 
 
    “So it’s better to stay in a place where you are used as bait and discarded once you’re not needed?” 
 
    Ter’gah raised her head sharply. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Several of your faction members were hired to attack us on our ship. We didn’t know who they were at the time. The person who hired them merely used them to test our own capability. Once we’d proven ourselves, he simply shook off any responsibility for the surviving mercenaries and told us we could kill them if we wished and harvest their Tec.” 
 
    Ter’gah fingers locked around the sides of her chair so hard it cracked. “You murdered our members, and you dare show your face down here?” She started to rise, reaching for her weapon. 
 
    “We didn’t murder them,” Nori said, raising a hand to halt the alien. “We defended ourselves, but once it was over, those who survived were delivered to the station’s security. They’re still alive.” 
 
    “So you say,” the mercenary slowly sank back into her seat. “And that makes you better than their employer?” 
 
    “I’m being honest with you. People of power here don’t care about you. You’re fodder for them. I’m not promising you an easy life, but I am offering you a chance. You can come with us and grow powerful and wealthy. Or …” Nori looked critically around the shabby space. “Stay right where you are.” 
 
    “I …” Ter’gah hesitated. “I need to run it by some of the others.” 
 
    “You’re the faction leader, aren’t you?”  
 
    “Yes, but I need the other’s support for something like this. I’ll look into what you said. If … if it checks out, I believe they will be inclined to agree to your offer.” 
 
    Nori leaned back and nodded. “How many fighters can we expect?” 
 
    “We have about two hundred members right now. It changes every day. I can find more.” 
 
    “Get as many as you can. We have no shortage of Warped or places to guard.” Nori raised her arms and tapped her wrist console, transmitting her details. “Let me know when you’ve reached a decision.” 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    “We have other businesses in the Metrodome.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They split again as they left the tram. Cattie and Lana went toward a row of ornament stores, while Nori and Bulco headed toward the drone shop. Nathan and Serk opted to stay behind on Unity. 
 
    “Krinkles,” Nori greeted the Aky merchant as they entered his store. 
 
    “Hello again.” The little green men approached them. “I’m glad you decided to return. Back to buy the Zaltec Patrol Drone?” 
 
    “Actually, we don’t need it anymore,” Bulco said. “But we are interested in those auto repair drones.” 
 
    Krinkles nodded. “Of course. I have an excellent all-purpose model that's suited for heavy-duty work as well as delicate repairs.” 
 
    “How much?” 
 
    “Twenty-five thousand piTec.”  
 
    Nori frowned. “That’s more expensive than a patrol drone.” 
 
    “Their AI matrix is significantly more advanced than that of a simple combat drone,” the trader explained. “As you know, that means a significant amount of piTec had to be used in their creation.” 
 
    Bulco nodded. “It makes sense, Captain. And we really do need them. We can’t be dependent on a space station to handle all our technical problems. What if the engines fail while we’re in deep space?” 
 
    “Alright, we’ll take one.” 
 
    “Better make that two.” 
 
    Nori nodded. She brought up her wrist console and transferred the funds. 
 
    Krinkles tapped his own wrist console in satisfaction. “Very well. I’ll have the two units delivered to your ship immediately.” 
 
    They exited the shop. Bulco stared at the implants store next to them. “So how much piTec do we have left?” 
 
    “Slightly over 177,000,” Nori replied. “Plenty for our needs. Come on.” 
 
    They entered the shop—the same one they shopped in before. Nori brought up the store’s inventory console and confidently selected a device. 
 
    Bulco let out a low whistle. “That’s some expense for something so small.” 
 
    “I know, but we’re at a point that we really need it. We need to be able to reach out and keep in contact with the allies we make.” Nori looked at the item’s details on the display. 
 
      
 
    Zaltec master wrist console implant. Price: 40,000 piTec 
 
    Functions: grants galactic network access. 
 
      
 
    She selected it and continued browsing through the menu. “Might as well do as Cattie suggested and buy some attribute enhancing implants for everyone.” 
 
    “Good idea,” the Engineer said, summoning a menu of his own. “I’ll look for stuff to increase our combat strength.” 
 
    “I found the attribute enhancing ones,” Nori said after a few moments. “They do cost 3k apiece and can be adjusted to increase any of the attributes by 1. The selection is permanent, though.” 
 
    “Well then, let's buy six - one for each of the six attributes - for every one of the crew. I’d say it will be worth it.” 
 
    Nori shook her head. “It says here that only three can be used together. There’s a +2 implant as well. They cost 12,000 piTec apiece but only two can be used simultaneously.” 
 
    “Steep.” 
 
    “We’ll get three for each of us,” Nori decided. She instinctively touched her comm implant. “Serk, do you need an attribute enhancing implant?” 
 
    “No, Captain,” the little green man’s voice came over the comm. “I already employ an advanced one.” 
 
    “Alright, so that will be fifteen implants in total for the five of us.” She entered the details on the shop’s light console. “Along with the master wrist console, that comes out to 85,000 piTec.” She raised her wrist console. 
 
    “Hold on, Captain,” Bulco said. “There’s another good one here we should get. Check this out.” 
 
      
 
    Zaltec multispectrum implant. Price 1,000 piTec. 
 
    Function: enables viewing of different spectrum ranges. 
 
      
 
    “Those Zaltec guys have a lot of variety, don’t they?” Nori said. 
 
    “This little piece will allow us to see in the dark as well as other useful stuff, like heat signature and ultraviolet.” 
 
    “X-ray vision?” 
 
    Bulco chuckled. “That’s the first thing I checked too, but no. Not at this price range at least.” 
 
    “At this bargain price, how can I say no?” Nori joked. She added five of the implants to their shopping list and tapped one final time to approve. “And now we have just 88,000 piTec remaining.” Her wrist console chimed again on its own. “Actually, now it's more like 83,000. Looks like the girls just finished their own shopping.” 
 
    “They better not make me watch them try on a bunch of clothes,” the large man said in a threatening voice.  
 
    “Relax, I’m sure it’ll be fine.” 
 
    Lana and Cattie appeared out of a door a few shops away, carrying several bags. 
 
    “What have you got there?” Bulco eyed their bags suspiciously. 
 
    Lana beamed at him. “You’ll see. When we’re back on Unity.” 
 
    “Are we done here then?” Nori asked. 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    “Then let’s head back. The freighter should be ready to leave soon, and I intend to make sure it arrives on Earth in one piece.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Someone was waiting for them on the landing pad outside the ship, leaning casually against her bulk. His armor and demeanor gave away his identity long before they reached him. 
 
    Nori narrowed her eyes. “NO_ONE.”  
 
    “Captain.” He nodded lazily. “I heard you had some success in recruiting the Teardust mercenary group to help your home planet.” 
 
    “Why are you here?” the captain demanded. “We’ll transmit the second part of the equation as soon as our chartered ship clears the station, not a moment sooner.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure you will. That is not why I came here.” He leaned forward. “I’m here about our other deal.” 
 
    Unity’s door opened and Serk and Nathan came out.  
 
    “He arrived moments ago, Captain,” the little green alien said, his eyes blazing as he took in the smug Syndicate speaker. “We thought it prudent to await your return.” 
 
    “I’m here to deliver on my word,” NO_ONE said evenly, looking directly at Serk. “You were looking for the person behind the attack on your ship, the Burrowing Glory? The opportunity to intercept him has just risen.” 
 
    Serk leaned forward at a surprisingly intimidating posture that contrasted with his small physique. “Where is he?” 
 
    “He’s leaving on his personal Corvette for a tour of his assets in the nearby systems. He remains unaware of your existence, so closing in shouldn’t be too difficult.” The Sedumorph held up his hand, revealing a small data crystal. “This contains his exact itinerary, as well as the evidence I promised that shows he was behind the attack. Using this, you should be able to find a vulnerable spot and set up an ambush. And just to show my support ...” A thin long knife appeared in his other hand, which he offered to Serk. “Here’s a little gift to help you get some … justice.” 
 
      
 
    Aky Powerblade, Rank: E1, (Prerequisite: Level 10 Aky) 
 
    Special: Ignores shields 
 
      
 
    Serk blinked at the sight of the knife. “Where did you get this? These knives are only given to our elite forces. On the Burrowing Glory, only our chief of security had one.” 
 
    NO_ONE smiled. “I believe this is his knife. It was recovered from the wreckage of one of your vessel’s escape pods. I spent not an insignificant amount of piTec to acquire it. You want justice? How about poetic justice?” He snickered. “Or would you rather I simply add it to one of my collections?” 
 
    Serk gave the speaker a look full of loathing but took the offered blade. 
 
    “Good,” the Sedumorph continued. “Now about my rival: since he’s visiting his own territories, security should be light. He usually takes no more than two guards and several assistants with him when he leaves his ship. Nothing you can’t handle, I’m sure.” 
 
    “Hold on,” Nori objected. “We only talked about taking out the one responsible for the deaths of Serk’s old crew. We never agreed to kill a bunch of people.” 
 
    “You’ll have to. The guards are bound to protect him, and they won’t hesitate to sacrifice their own lives to stop you. Believe me, facing them is a much better alternative than facing his personal drone guardian squad, which he takes along outside his own lands. If you're squeamish about a little blood, you can blow up his Corvette instead for all I care. From what I hear, you have a unique style of ship-to-ship combat.” 
 
    “A Corvette is a type of warship, right?” Lana whispered to Bulco. 
 
    The Engineer nodded. “They’re small but usually fast and maneuverable and probably better armed than the miner ship we encountered. I’d say we’ll have a better chance at a ground assault.” 
 
    “Yes,” Serk said heatedly. “He must pay for his crime, by my hand.” 
 
    Nori shook her head. “What about the others with him? There could be casualties?” 
 
    “He has to pay,” Serk repeated stubbornly. 
 
    Nori stared hard at the small, angry alien. “Is killing innocents justice?” 
 
    The Aky visibly deflated and shook his head slowly. “No. You are right.” He took in a breath. “Thank you for maintaining honor while mine wavered, Captain.” 
 
    Nori nodded. “Not a problem.” She looked back at NO_ONE. “We won’t endanger the lives of innocents. You’ll have to find some other window of opportunity for us to act.” 
 
    “There is no such other opportunity!” the Sedumorph almost hissed at her. “His private mansion is secured and unbreachable. This tour is the only time he’s ever vulnerable. You must seize this chance.” 
 
    “No,” Nori said calmly. “Even if it means that you won’t get us the information, we still won’t do it. We can find those Inthidlon pilots on our own, even if it takes us longer.” 
 
    “And what of you?” NO_ONE demanded of Serk. “Are you going to let a human stop you from getting revenge?” 
 
    His words rebounded back at him. 
 
    Serk shook his head. “Revenge isn’t justice. I trust my captain to guide us honorably.” 
 
    The Sedumorph looked down at the Aky in disgust. “You are fools to let such an opportunity go. With him gone, my own position within the Syndicate will grow, and you’ll gain a valuable ally. You won’t like the chain of events that will follow should you refuse.” There was no mistaking the threat in his voice. 
 
    Nori crossed her arms. “No.” 
 
    The Sedumorph shook his head. “Fools. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.” He walked toward the tower’s gate then looked back. “The other freighter is disembarking. I expect the second part of the data sent as soon as she clears the station. Only then will you be allowed to leave.” 
 
    Nori nodded. “Understood.” 
 
    They watched as the Syndicate speaker disappeared into the tower, then turned to enter the ship. 
 
    “Are you sure it was the best idea to antagonize him like that?” Cattie asked. “We could’ve set up an ambush with me as a sniper. I could have blown the alien’s head off from five kilometers away. We’d be out before they knew what happened.” 
 
    “No,” Nori said as they crossed the cargo hold toward the bridge. “There was a lot that NO_ONE left unsaid. Like why would the target be taking a light protection detail with him when he left the ship? Probably because he felt safe—meaning we’d have an uphill battle on our hands trying to get out. I’m guessing a guy like NO_ONE would like nothing more than to have us dead after we kill his competitor. That would tie up any loose ends on his part, don't you think?” 
 
    Bulco shook his head. “Damn, girl. It didn’t even occur to me. I bet you’re right.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Serk added. “You are indeed a captain worth following.” 
 
    Nori shifted uncomfortably. “We should get ready to leave soon. Once we’re out, I think we should stay away from Hammerhead for a while.” 
 
    “Before that,” Bulco said. “We bought implants for everyone. Now's a good time to equip them.” 
 
    He brought out the package they’d bought and handed four implants to each of the humans. “You need to choose an attribute to boost for the three similar ones, the fourth will let you see in new ways.” 
 
    “Cool,” Cattie said.  
 
    They touched the implants one by one to their temple and waited as they absorbed into their skin. 
 
    “All done,” Lana declared. “I’ve set mine to Awareness, Control, and Intelligence.” 
 
    Nathan nodded. “Me too.” 
 
    “Me three.” Bulco grinned. “Great minds think alike, eh?” 
 
    “I got mine on Agility, Control, and Intelligence,” Nori said. 
 
    “Me too,” Cattie admitted. “Though it wasn’t much of a decision. Unlike all of your fancy Paths, mine only governs three attributes. But I’m in double digits now. My Path score just reached 13.”  
 
    Lana felt slightly bad for the Sharpshooter. Her own score, along with everyone else’s, was over 20. Nathan’s was over 30. 
 
    “On the bright side,” Cattie continued, squinting her eyes. “This spectrum-vision thing is awesome. I can see you as blobs of heat or monochromatic.” 
 
    “Better not overdo it right away. Let the implant adjust to your physiology,” Serk advised. 
 
    “Sure, just one second. I want to see if this thing got any X-ray built into it.” She gave Lana a wide, evil grin. 
 
    The Expert blushed.  
 
    “It doesn't,” Bulco said. “It was the first thing we checked.” 
 
    “Alright,” the captain said. “Get to your stations. Lana, give me an update on our freighter.” 
 
    They each moved to their designated place on the bridge, getting into the seats that sprouted from the floor. 
 
    Lana was soon surrounded by several colorful consoles. “The freighter is on an exit course from the station. She’ll reach a point where she can use her null tunnel drive in three minutes.” 
 
    “Alright,” Nori said, staring at her own screen. “We still got a red light for launch.” 
 
    “Time to see if that asshole mobster is an alien of his word,” Bulco said. 
 
    Nori nodded. “Lana, send them the second part of the formula.” 
 
    Lana touched one of her side consoles. “Done.” 
 
    Everyone went silent and held their breath. A few seconds later, a light on one of Nori’s consoles turned green. “We’re good to go,” she said, sounding relieved. “Hang on.” 
 
    Unity’s thrusters hummed to life, and she began to slowly rise from the landing platform. Nori guided the ship along their designated flight path, and they soon joined a throng of other vessels leaving the station. 
 
    “Uh, I half expected them to shoot us down or something when we delivered the second part,” Bulco said. 
 
    “Maybe our acquaintance with the station owner helped smooth things over?” Lana suggested. 
 
    “I’m just glad that we’re leaving,” Nori said, still concentrating on flying the ship. “I want to get back to Earth and deliver all the equipment. We worked hard for it.” 
 
    “I’m honored to take part in assisting your people to rise from the darkness,” Serk said. 
 
    Lana looked up from her consoles. “The other freighter is slower than us, they can only make 120VJ. It’ll take them about 16 hours to get to Earth.” 
 
    “I’m setting a parallel course,” Nori said. “I want to make sure they get there in one piece.” 
 
    Lana frowned. “How is it even possible to set a parallel course when using a drive engine that works by jumping through multiple parallel realities?” 
 
    “No idea,” Nori said, her hands a blur over her console. The rightmost viewscreen flickered, displayed their course through the stars, parallel to another one. 
 
    Lana’s eyes widened “How did you do that?”  
 
    Nori turned back to the younger woman and gave her a familiar, smug smile. “I’m the Navigator, remember?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The next sixteen hours passed in relative ease.  
 
    Bulco and Serk spent most of their time working on the mech in the workshop. Cattie was meticulously taking apart their new arsenal, learning how the alien weapons worked and how to put them back together. Lana got better acquainted with their new science lab, and Nori made extensive use of her private gymnasium. Nathan and Unity were playing tag. 
 
    The first time Unity, in her holographic orb shape, burst into the armory trying to hide from her soulmate, Cattie almost shot her. After the fifth time, she did—with a stunner. The bolt of energy passed through Unity’s orb and hit Nathan who stood behind her, harmlessly absorbed by his armor. The two got the hint after that and restricted their playtime to other parts of the ship. 
 
    Hours later, they assembled in their brand new galley-slash-lounge area and shared a quiet meal. Serk had become quite a fan of Earth’s sugary cereals and consumed them with gusto.  
 
    Nori, who’d taken a sandwich down to the bridge, called the others via the ship’s internal comms. 
 
    Finishing their last few bites, the five crew members descended down the slanted walkway that led to the bridge.  
 
    The two side viewscreens displayed the shifting blur of space as it appeared during the void jump. The main viewscreen showed several lines of text. 
 
      
 
    Unity, Evolving ship 
 
    Class: Mining-Freighter 
 
    Bonded Level: 7 
 
    Speed: 200VJ 
 
    Specs: 
 
    ●        Defense 
 
    ○        Basic plating  
 
    ●        Mobility 
 
    ○        Basic thrusters 
 
    ○        Null tunnel drive 
 
    ●        Mining 
 
    ○        Alter Mode 
 
    ○        Asteroid cannon 
 
    ●        Configuration 
 
    ○        First floor: armory, workshop 
 
    ○        Second floor: crew’s cabins, science lab, med bay, galley 
 
    ○        Integral storage capacitors  
 
    ●        Purchased upgrades 
 
    ○        Sensors, Grade E 
 
    ○        Prospecting scanner, Grade E 
 
    ○        Internal diagnosis scanner, Grade E 
 
      
 
    “This is why you called us?” Bulco asked as he read the lines on the screen. “I gotta admit, Unity has changed incredibly since we first found her.” 
 
    “I appreciate the sentiment, Chief,” Unity spoke. “A shame I cannot reciprocate.” 
 
    “That’s not why I called you,” Nori said and pointed at the main viewscreen. “Three seconds.” 
 
    Everyone looked up. 
 
    The view on all the screens changed at once. The space around the ship stopped shifting and was replaced with familiar stars. The center viewscreen displayed the other, larger freighter, flying by their side.  
 
    And in the distance, a small blue pebble became visible, getting larger and larger as both ships hurtled toward it. 
 
    Nori smiled. “We’re home.”


 
   
  
 

 19 - Home Sweet Home 
 
      
 
    They stared at the approaching planet. 
 
    “Home sweet home,” Bulco said.  
 
    “Is it me, or does it look smaller?” Lana asked with a rueful smile. 
 
    “We’ve been through a lot,” Nori said quietly.  
 
    “I’d say we experienced plenty for eight days,” Cattie said. 
 
    A small light blinked on Lana’s console. “We’re receiving the space station’s automated greeting signal. Are we going to stop to say hi to Alzigo?” 
 
    Nori shook her head. “Let's not waste any more time. Just send him a message that we delivered his package and will see him soon. I want to make sure the shelters are doing alright and to deliver everything we’ve brought with us.” 
 
    “We’ll reach the planet’s lower atmosphere in four minutes,” Unity added smoothly. 
 
    Nori nodded. “Lana, why don’t you see what you can learn about our solar system with our brand new sensors?” 
 
    “On it, Captain.” The science officer quickly summoned several screens and started tapping at them. “Let’s see … no other space ships in the system and … hmm … interesting.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I detect about a dozen Tec-based energy concentrations on this half of the Earth's hemisphere.” 
 
    Bulco furrowed his brow. “You think our guys managed to spread out so far?” 
 
    Lana shook her head. “I said energy concentrations. Each one has dozens of smaller energy signatures. It looks like more survivors have learned how to operate the new technology.” 
 
    “That’s strange,” the captain said. “We needed Unity crashing to get started.” 
 
    Bulco coughed, embarrassed. “Maybe Unity wasn’t the only ship that crash-landed?” he suggested. “Or maybe we caused it somehow?” 
 
    “The sooner we get down there the sooner we’ll get some answers,” Nori said.  
 
    “I’m just glad humanity is starting to recover from the Calamity,” Lana said. “I don’t detect the scout ship we left with Martin.” 
 
    Cattie instantly looked up at her. “You don’t think something happened to them, do you?” 
 
    “No. They’re probably on the other side of the planet.” Another small light blinked on her console. “The other freighter has requested landing instructions. I’m forwarding them our own flight path.” 
 
    “Entering Earth’s lower atmosphere,” Unity alerted. “Manual flight control is advised.” 
 
    Nori nodded and leaned back in her seat. The holographic flight control materialized around her fingers, and the ship started descending toward the ground.  
 
    The main display switched to show the North America landmass, then zoomed in, showing the image of the budding settlement they left behind. 
 
    “Now that’s promising,” Bulco said. Even from several kilometers away, they could clearly see tiny movements of dozens of vehicles below them. They were patrolling well-defined lines that formed a huge triangle around the town. Lana zoomed in on one point of the triangle, revealing it to be Lou’s Yard, the place where they had fought the Warped horde and the broodmother. A tower made of scaffolding rose up from the center of the base, clearly a work in progress. 
 
    “Looks like they’ve been busy,” Cattie said, looking appreciatively at the tower. “You know, from high up there, with my new alien sniper rifle, I can cover the entire perimeter. Get a few more trophies.” 
 
    “Maybe later,” Nori replied with a faint smile. She instinctively touched her comm implant below her right ear. “Martin, Diamond, you there?” 
 
    “Nori?” Diamond’s thick voice answered. “Is that you, girl? 
 
    Nori smile deepened. “Yes. We’re back, and we have a few surprises.” 
 
    “I can’t say no to that.” 
 
    “Why is Martin not answering?” 
 
    “He’s on a mission in Jakarta, answering a distress signal.”  
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “I’m not too comfortable talking over an alien radio. How about we meet in person? Come down over to my shelter.” 
 
    “We’ll need a bit more open space to land than the last time. It's part of the first surprise.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about that. We’ve cleared most of the debris from the town center. There’s enough space over there for three ships your size. I’ll meet you there in 10 minutes.” 
 
    “Sounds good. Oh, and Diamond?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Bring all the tech guys you’ve got.” 
 
    “Roger that.” 
 
    Nori gently guided the ship downwards, landing her on the open stretch of land in the center of town. 
 
    Everyone got out of their seats and walked toward the exit. They were greeted by the sight of the partially devastated buildings. Most of the debris had been cleared. There was no one else in sight. 
 
    “The other freighter is a few minutes away,” Lana said. “She's not as maneuverable as Unity.” 
 
    Bulco Stretched out and took in a deep breath. “Ah, pure Earth air, I missed it.” 
 
    Cattie elbowed him. “You can still smell the smog of the buildings.” 
 
    “That’s part of the charm, girl.” 
 
    The sound of a running motor made them turn. A large military vehicle drove up the road toward them. A black man was sticking out from a hatch on the roof, behind a mounted machine gun. 
 
    “Diamond!” Bulco called out. “You old-timer. What are you doing behind that cannon? Thought you were a Diplomat now.” 
 
    The vehicle's wheels screeched to a halt and several armed guards, followed by the shelter leader, emerged from it. “That doesn’t mean I forgot how to aim and shoot, boy. I’ve been doing that since you learned to tie your shoelaces.” He nodded at the others. “Nori, Lana, Cattie, Nathan. Good to see you, youngsters.” He stopped and looked them up and down. “That’s some fancy-ass armor y’all wearing.” 
 
    Serk moved out from behind the larger humans and the old diplomat instinctively reached for his sidearm.  
 
    “It’s alright,” Lana said hurriedly, stepping in front of the small alien. “This is Serk, he’s an Aky. He’s one of our crew now.” 
 
    Diamond shook his head and slowly looked down to meet Serk’s eyes. “Little green men exist after all, eh? Damn. Just the sight of that double-jawed friend of yours was almost enough to give me a heart attack. Is this the surprise you were telling me about?” 
 
    Lana shook her head. “Not exactly. It will be a few more minutes.” 
 
    “So what was that about Martin?” Nori asked. 
 
    Diamond scratched his nose. “Where do I start? Right after you left, our Technicians came up with a way of using the new technology to broadcast a simple radio message worldwide. Let them know what we’ve discovered. With your alien friend’s permission, his station now broadcasts the signal 24/7, and we’ve already got a few contacts. Turns out there are some out there who figured out how to turn on the radio. The Indonesians sent a distress call. Something about an invasion of aquatic Warped from their coasts. So Martin took some of our elites and flew off to see if they could help.” 
 
    Nori nodded. “Good. How are things here?” 
 
    Diamond’s gruff demeanor eased, and he actually smiled. “Not bad at all. We’re fixing cars by the scores every day. We’re constantly patrolling the borders and keeping away the Warped. There are fewer every day. We’re sending out armed convoys, looking for supplies and more survivors. We’ve brought in nearly a thousand new people this week alone.” 
 
    “Not bad.” Bulco nodded approvingly.  
 
    “Things are looking up,” Diamond agreed. “Every day people are leveling up, learning how to do all sorts of crazy futuristic shit. I got a kid back in the Grand Mall who can sense the location of everyone within a few kilometers. And one of Martin’s Machinators reached level five and transformed into a two-meter-tall robot.” 
 
    Serk looked up. “A robot?” 
 
    Diamond blinked. “Well, he grew metal plates and glowing lights all over his body.” 
 
    “Sounds like one of the armored Path crossroad variations.” 
 
    “He did say something about a crossroad,” Diamond admitted. “I wouldn’t know, I’m only level 4 myself.” 
 
    “Level four? As knee-deep in Warped as you are? What the hell were you doing with the piTec you extracted?” 
 
    The Diplomat shrugged. “We spread it around. The guards kill about a hundred monsters per day, and level up quickly. We use the extra piTec to help level up the non-combat Paths. We’ve started a system where the most crucial people or those who contributed the most get the lion’s share of the piTec. It works pretty well as an incentive. As I’ve said, we’ve progressed a great deal over the last week alone.” 
 
    An armored bus appeared behind a turn, driving toward them. 
 
    “Ah, those are the technicians you asked me to bring,” Diamond said. “Where’s the surprise?” 
 
    Nori waved an arm over her wrist and examined the light console. “Look up.” 
 
    They all looked up. With thrusters blazing, the freighter descended. Diamond’s jaw dropped as he watched the vessel, nearly three times the size of Unity, levitating downward, landing softly on the open boulevard. “Holy Mother of God.” 
 
    “Actually,” Cattie said casually. “It's just another freighter.” 
 
    The large vessel’s aft opened, revealing a tennis court-sized interior, 15 meters tall. 
 
    Rows of containers filled to the brim with discarded alien components occupied the majority of the space, with several large piles of crates between them. At an open spot near the center stood a pristine white machine the size of a family car. A circular device nearly the same size stood next to it, humming softly. 
 
    Several of the technicians from the bus crowded around their leader and stared at the freighter’s contents, mesmerized. 
 
    “That’s a fabricator!” one said excitedly. 
 
    “And that’s a portable power core!” another exclaimed. “And portable engineering kits!” 
 
    “How the hell do you know all this stuff?” Diamond demanded. 
 
    The two looked sheepishly at each other. “Ah, the names are displayed on our view, boss,” the first chuckled. “No idea what a fabricator really is.” 
 
    “It’s pretty simple,” Lana explained. “You feed it raw material—Trinium, mostly—select a blueprint, and then the fabricator will make it. That’s how we came up with the Tec-infused bullets. Alzigo’s fabricator was capable of producing nearly a million of them in an hour. The unit we brought is loaded with thousands of useful basic blueprints: simple weapons, drone parts, technological components, etc.” 
 
    “We also bought some more advanced blueprints,” Cattie said. “A wrist console implant like we use, foldable technology, even an automatic defense tower.” 
 
    “Defense tower?” 
 
    “Yep,” Bulco said. “You build a few dozen of those, place them along your walls and they’ll take care of any Warped that try to approach.” 
 
    The technicians were practically giddy with excitement. Diamond shook his head. “Unbelievable. You managed all that in just over a week?” 
 
    “Of course not,” Cattie added merrily. “We also brought 10,000 homing grenades, a few hundred tons of components, about a dozen alien energy weapons, and some armor.” 
 
    “Martin will probably want those, for his emergency intervention team,” the Diplomat said. 
 
    Inside the alien freighter, auto drones started moving around the cargo hold, picking up crates and carrying them toward the exit. Everyone moved back to give them space. 
 
    “We’ll lend you our anti-grav carrier, so you can move everything around,” Nori said. “I suggest you plug in the fabricator and get it running as soon as possible.” 
 
    Diamond nodded and gestured toward one of the technicians. “That’s Gary, he’s my technical foreman. He came up with half the stuff we use now.” 
 
    A bald, middle-aged guy with a kind smile stepped forward. “Nice to meet you guys. We’re very excited about everything you brought.” 
 
    They took a few moments to shake hands and nod at each other. 
 
    Gary turned to look at the mounting pile of equipment. “Where should we start?” 
 
    “You need more Trinium,” Bulco said. “With the right tools, it’s not hard to produce. It’s basically an advanced alloy. You need to take over one of our old steel mills and convert it into a Trinium factory. Shouldn’t be too hard. The fabricator can make all the components you need for the upgrade.” 
 
    Gary smiled. “If you told me a month ago I’d have to convert a factory using alien technology, I’d be completely stumped. But now, I somehow just know how to make it happen.” 
 
    “There are also about 300 tons of alien components,” Bulco said, pointing at the containers that started to move out of the freighter. “I looked it over, and there’s enough in there to create at least ten combat drones—and probably a lot more for a few simple ones.” 
 
    “Drones?” Diamond frowned. 
 
    “Robots,” Cattie clarified. “Smart ones. They can help with loads of things.” 
 
    “Which reminds me,” Nori said. She looked at Nathan. “Can you bring out the excavators?” 
 
    The young man nodded and narrowed his eyes in concentration.  
 
    The sound of metal rolling on metal drew everyone’s attention back to Unity. Two drones on chain wheels drove down the platform. 
 
    “Those are excavation drones,” Nori explained. “It’s not much, but it should help you mine rarer minerals for more advanced equipment.” 
 
    Lana snapped her fingers. “I just got an idea. I can use Unity’s new prospecting scanner to look for high-value deposits for them. Who knows? We might even find some Nadirium.” 
 
    “Good thinking,” Nori said. She looked back at Diamond. “We also need to load the freighter with as much aluminum as possible. It’s worth a lot out there—400 piTec per ton—and you can use the revenues for importing even more advanced alien technology. Think you can handle it?” 
 
    “There are a few metal factories in the industrial zone,” Gary said. “Should be plenty of recycled aluminum lying around.” 
 
    Nori winced. “We actually already raided that one place that had some and took most of it before we left. The freighter we charted is ours for three more days before it has to turn back. We need to load it up with as much aluminum as possible before then.” 
 
    Diamond nodded. “I’ll send some scouts to check out other factories in the nearby towns.” He touched his comm implants. “Nicolas, I need you to assemble your team, got a priority mission.” He paused for a few seconds then nodded. “I’ll tell you the details when I see you.” He lowered his hand and chuckled as he caught the others’ surprised looks. “Martin made a few trips up to that space station and bought a bunch of comm implants. Not enough for everyone just yet, just team leaders, but it’s been a huge help with the restoration efforts.” 
 
    “Well, with the fabricator, you’ll be able to make enough for everyone,” Lana said lightly. 
 
    Gary shook his head. “I agree with Nori, the priority is a Trinium factory. We have enough comm implants for now. Then we’d probably want to concentrate on making weapons next, develop our defense… the list is endless.” 
 
    Diamond chuckled. “The new machine isn’t even plugged in yet and it’s already taken for the next month. Don’t worry, kids. We’ll make it work. We’ve got some good, hard-working people.” He looked around at the mounting piles of equipment. “Looks like it’s gonna be a while. Lemme give y’all the grand tour? You can leave both ships here, my men will keep an eye on them.”  
 
    Serk nodded. “It will be my honor.” 
 
    Diamond blinked. “Alright, eh … so, everyone—hop up into the car.” 
 
    They clambered up the armored vehicle’s rear. There were two parallel benches along the sides with enough room for everyone. 
 
    “Shall I take the gunner position, boss?” one of the guards asked, pointing at the mounted machine gun. 
 
    “Na, I reckon these kids can handle whatever stumbles across our path.” 
 
    Bulco grinned. “And you haven't even seen what our fancy armor can do.” 
 
    They started driving down the road. The streets still looked broken, and most of the buildings showed signs of damage, but the abandoned cars that clogged the streets were now gone, and small teams of people could be seen among the wreckage. 
 
    Diamond pointed at one group. “We send out small teams of low-level people. A mix up of combat and non-combat paths. They forage the wreckage for anything we can use and do a little clean-up while they're at it.” 
 
    Nori frowned. “Aren’t you worried they’ll be ambushed by the Warped.” 
 
    “Na. They’re all armed. The combat Paths can take care of themselves against the smaller beasts. The more experienced guards are patrolling the perimeter and take down anything bigger than a dog. So the inner zone is relatively safe. We haven’t had a Warped-related death since you left.” 
 
    “What about the high-level ones? Level 8 and higher just brush off the Warped Buster rounds.” 
 
    “Martin takes care of those,” Diamond replied. “He and his personal team are pretty good at taking the big ones down. And the cannon on his ship can bring down whole groups of them in a single shot. They did a sweep before they flew away, made sure there’s nothing big for miles around Haven.” 
 
    “Haven?” Lana echoed. 
 
    “Oh, yeah. Our two shelters joined forces, and we’re working together to make this area safe again. We figured we needed a new name for it. Haven was the one that stuck.” 
 
    They drove by a few more workgroups. A four-man team lifted up a pickup truck that had rammed into a building as if it was nothing more than a toy. 
 
    “Holy crap,” Bulco said. “I don’t think even I can lift that much.” He narrowed his eyes. “And they’re all level 3, how the hell did they do that?” 
 
    Nori pointed at a fifth man standing nearby. He didn’t help lift the car and just stood there with his arms outstretched toward it. “Look at his data.” 
 
      
 
    Maxim, Human, Level 3, Faction: Earth Force 
 
    Path: Augmentor 
 
    Highest attribute: Control 7 
 
      
 
    Diamond glanced at the man. “Oh yeah, that’s one of them buffer Paths.” 
 
    “Buffer Paths?” Bulco echoed. 
 
    “Yeah, don’t give me that look. I didn’t come up with that name, the youngsters did. Apparently, some people have Paths that allow them to make other people stronger, or improve their Paths’ abilities. I reckon that guy can increase the others’ Strength.” 
 
    “Cool,” Cattie said. 
 
    “If you say so,” the old leader grunted. “Everything still feels crazy to me.” 
 
    The reached a hill and drove up toward Lou’s Yard. The tall steel walls had been repaired since the broodmother’s attack. Dozens of people were milling about, working together to build the scaffolding tower they’d seen from the air. Already, it had a bunch of satellite dishes mounted along its sides. 
 
    “What’s that?” Lana asked. 
 
    “Broadcast tower,” Diamond said proudly. “It helps boost the comm implants’ signal so we can keep in touch over their base range limit. We bought the signal boosters from the space station. When we finish here, it will let us communicate over a hundred kilometer radius.” 
 
    “You know, with the defense tower blueprints we brought, you can turn that thing into one hell of a firing platform,” Bulco said. 
 
    “Can I go up there?” Cattie asked eagerly. Her cybernetic-augmented eye glowed red. 
 
    “Err, sure, I guess. But why?” 
 
    “I haven't had the chance to test my baby at long range.” She patted the rectangular piece strapped on her back. 
 
    “You haven't had a chance to test out a … shoebox?” 
 
    Cattie grinned. “Check this out.” She got out of the car, brought the box to her front, and applied pressure with her fingers. It quickly unfolded in her grasp, growing a long, plate covered barrel and a flexible stock that adjusted itself to the Sharpshooter’s shoulder. Cattie raised the weapon. “It has a 5-kilometer range,” she boasted. “I can’t wait to see what I can do with it from up there.” 
 
    Diamond looked impressed. “Well, go on, girl. You’ve got my blessing.” 
 
    “Don’t wait up!” She was already reaching for the tower’s ladder. 
 
    Nori scanned the area. “There’s no sign left of the battle. It's like the Warped were never here. Well almost ...” To her right lay a mound. It was a mass grave for the fallen. A steel monument rose from its midst, their names etched on its side. 
 
    Diamond put his hand on her shoulder. “That’s why we’re rebuilding it,” he said quietly. “This place will never fall again. The dead will rest here forever.” 
 
    She nodded silently. 
 
    The sound of energy discharge came from above. Everyone looked up at the woman whose wide grin was visible even from the ground. 
 
    “Bagged one!” she called triumphantly. “Two point four kilometers away. Its head was poking out from an open sewer hole.” 
 
    “That’s one hell of a gun,” Diamond said. 
 
    “It’s not just that,” Lana said. “She’s got a cybernetic eye augment that helps her aim and calculate firing trajectory.” 
 
    “I noticed those metal chips around her eye, but with all the other crazy shit you kids brought us it didn’t seem that significant.” 
 
    The sniper rifle barked again. “Got another one!” 
 
    “You kids ready to continue the tour?” 
 
    Everyone nodded. 
 
    “I’m good up here!” Cattie shouted. “I’ll catch a ride with someone later.” 
 
    They got back to Diamond’s armored jeep. 
 
    They were driving down a wide roadway. All the abandoned cars were pulled to the sides, and they passed several other patrolling armored vehicles. 
 
    “We’ve cleared out the three main roads between the shelters,” Diamond explained. “The triangle they form marks Haven’s border. It’s much safer than a week ago, but we’re still not at a point where we can let the civilians roam around freely. With all the gadgets you’ve brought along, we can probably make the streets completely safe in a short time. I’d appreciate your thoughts on that.” 
 
    Bulco nodded. “Use folding technology to erect quick mobile walls around the entire town. Post automated guard towers at regular intervals. Build a bunch of patrol drones to make sure no Warped are loose inside. Once you reach that point, you should be good and can focus more on helping other settlements.” 
 
    Diamond sighed. “It sounds easy when you say it.” 
 
    “Hard being in charge?” 
 
    “You don’t know the half of it. Now that our immediate survival is no longer an issue, people are starting to raise problems. It’s not easy living so close together with almost no privacy. The sooner we can let them out and start rebuilding the town, the better.” 
 
    They drove by a road-side kiosk. A flash of dark energy streaked over their vehicle and impacted the kiosk’s side, blasting it apart. 
 
    The armored vehicle screeched to a halt. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” the frightened driver exclaimed. 
 
    “Sorry ...” Cattie’s voice chuckled over their comms. “There was a Warped in there. I could see it hiding behind the counter. Having a cybernetic eye is the best. Go check it out.” 
 
    “It was Cattie,” Nori informed the driver. “She spotted a Warped over there, I’ll go check.” 
 
    “I can call in a guard patrol,” Diamond suggested. 
 
    Nori shook her head. “No need. It’ll only take a second.” 
 
    She got out of the car, pulled out her Talon, and approached the devastated kiosk. Kicking away the broken wooden walls she revealed the body of a nightmarish creature whose body was a mass of tentacles. 
 
      
 
    Warped, Level 5, Dead 
 
      
 
    Diamond drew in a sharp breath. “She took out a level 5 one with a single shot? Even Martin needs a couple to take down one of those.” 
 
    “I’m not calling it my baby for no reason,” Cattie’s replied smugly. Her voice changed to alarm. “Nori, look ou—” 
 
    The dead Warped shifted and from the mass of tentacles, another Warped emerged, leaping straight at the woman. 
 
    Diamond shouted in alarm, Bulco cursed, and Lana clasped Nathan’s leg. 
 
    But Nori was ready. Her armor’s helmet formed around her head in an instant, then the small monster was on her, flailing with claws, teeth, and mouths. 
 
    The captain calmly raised her pistol and fired once. The smaller warped exploded in a spray of gore and metal parts that scattered across the ground. 
 
    Nori turned to face the car. Her armor wasn’t even scratched. 
 
    “Holy hell,” Diamond gasped. “You don’t have a mark on you.” 
 
    Bulco had a huge grin on his face. “Told you you’d want to see our new armor in action. We’ve all upgraded.” 
 
    Nori nodded. “It’ll take a level 10 Warped to do any real damage to my suit.” 
 
    “We need some of those for our men,” Diamond said. 
 
    Bulco chuckled. “Sure, it’s 25,000 piTec a piece. How many would you like to order?” 
 
    The Diplomat’s face fell. 
 
    Bulco clasped his shoulder. “Don’t worry old-timer. We’ve brought several types of standard armor with us. There were a bunch of mercenaries who didn’t need them no more. They’re not as tough as ours, but it sure as hell beats anything else you have here. And you can use the fabricator to make more.” 
 
    Diamond nodded reluctantly. “I see your point. We’ll add it to the list of things we need to make.” 
 
    “Give me a second, I’ll extract the Tec,” Nori said. She approached the two dead Warped and tapped them with her foot. 
 
    Faint beams of light ran out of the monsters and washed over Nori and everyone in the car. 
 
      
 
    Tec extracted 0.5 
 
      
 
    “Thanks for including me.” The driver smiled at the Navigator through the window. 
 
    “No problem.” She smiled back at him. “It’s only fair you get Cattie’s share for the scare she gave you.” 
 
    “Hey!” the Sharpshooter’s said indignantly over the comms. “That’s my Warped!” 
 
    “We all have to pitch in to the group effort,” Nori chided her. 
 
    “Crap. Alright. I’m not seeing any other Warped around. I’ll stay here a little longer then I’ll come over to you guys.” 
 
    Nori bent down and picked up the two teardrop-shaped crystals from the bodies. “Twelve hundred piTec in total, not bad.” 
 
    “You know,” Bulco said. “With our new gear, it’ll be a piece of cake to butcher a whole pack of them. It’s been really slow leveling up since we hit level 7. Maybe we should set out for an organized hunt.” 
 
    “Oh, no you’re not,” Diamond said firmly. “It’s nearly nightfall, and the Warped are more dangerous in the dark. You’re coming back with me to the Grand Mall. I think that with everything you’ve brought, a feast is in order. You’ll be my guests of honor.” 
 
    The five crew members looked at each other. Bulco chuckled. “Whatever you say, old man.” 
 
    “Damn straight,” the Diplomat said. “Behave yourselves, and you might even get a free haircut out of it.” 
 
    Nori shook her dreadlocks. “I’m good, thanks.” 
 
    “What’s a haircut?” Serk asked curiously. “It sounds painful.” 
 
    Bulco grinned. “Nothing us two baldies need to worry about, little buddy.” 
 
    They continued driving in silence, taking in the sights of the slowly resurrecting town around them. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Cattie joined them at the shelter an hour later, arriving with some of the off-duty guards. 
 
    The Grand Mall had changed considerably since their last visit.  
 
    That walls had been patched since the Warped attack, and the crowded lean-tos and small huts had been retrofitted and cleaned, but the most notable change was the people. The previously hopeless look in their eyes was replaced with new hope. That, and the televisions. A huge screen was mounted on one of the walls, showing old cartoons and family shows. 
 
    Diamond noticed the others’ astonished look and chuckled. “Yeah, we managed to make some of those work again, and we put it up there to entertain the children. A lot of the old folks seem to enjoy it too. And it gives people something to do instead of fighting. This way.” 
 
    He led them up to the second floor, where the shelter’s inventory was kept. They spent the time in idle chat as they watched people working on dinner. 
 
    The workers erected a makeshift table along the entire length of the first floor and started piling food on top. There were instant-powdered mashed potatoes, steaming bowls of plain rice, biscuits, and an entire roasted boar, mounted on a spike. 
 
    The shelter residents slowly filtered in and took their places along the table.  
 
    Diamond walked over to the railing and looked down on everyone. 
 
    “People,” he began. “We are sitting here today, safe and unharmed, thanks to five special individuals. They saved us from the Warped, then they went out to the stars. They’re back now and brought even more technology and equipment to help us out. Thanks to them, Haven is getting safer by the day, and we will soon be able to leave these protective walls. Get to live as people again. I’d like to raise a toast to them.” He lifted his glass. “Put your hands together for the original members of Earth Force: Nori, Bulco, Lana, Nathan, and Cattie.” 
 
    “Ahem.” Nori pointed her chin at the small alien. 
 
    “Oh, and their friend, Serk.” 
 
    A hushed whisper ran through the long table. Many of the people hadn’t yet noticed the small Aky as he revealed himself between the taller humans. Then some started clapping. Others joined, and soon, over a thousand people were clapping their hands, cheering for the Earth Force. 
 
    Once the clapping died out, Diamond bellowed. “Let’s eat!” 
 
    As if compelled by his deep voice, the people dug into the food as one. There was obviously not enough room for everyone, but those seated passed full plates to those behind them and soon over a thousand people were happily chewing and discussing their visitors animatedly. 
 
    A smaller table was prepared for Diamond and his guests on the second floor. Bulco nearly drooled as he reached for a sizzling chunk of boar. The large man sunk his teeth in the tender meat and moaned in pleasure. “Dear God, I haven't had any fresh meat in nearly half a year.” He paused to think. “Not including some weird alien roast at Hammerhead. This stuff is amazing. Where did you get the pig?” 
 
    A guard behind Diamond grinned. “The animals learned to level too. At least, those that survived the Warped. We’re not sure how, but even bunnies are at least level 1 now.” He grimaced. “That boar was level 4, but it fought back like a level 6 Warped. 
 
    Bulco stared at the half-eaten chunk in his hand in shock. Then he shrugged and continued eating the greasy piece. 
 
    “Of course animals gain levels too,” Serk said. “It’s part of the Tec ecosystem. The ambient Tec in the air, as well as those that can’t be extracted from the dead, slowly seep into the ground and plant life. And animals eat plants, right?” 
 
    Lana nodded. “It sounds like Earth is finally starting to recover from the Calamity.” 
 
    “Still, not many animals survived out there,” the guard said. “Those damn Warped kill everything that moves, not just people.” 
 
    “That’s why it's even more important to reduce their numbers as much as possible,” Nori said. “We need to get their population under control. Haven might be relatively safe, but if the rest of the horde isn’t culled, we risk them exterminating other species on the planet.” 
 
    “We’re working on it, girl,” Diamond said. “Martin is out there as we speak, helping people get their shit together and fight back. With everything you brought, I expect that very soon we’ll be able to make a real push against the monsters and kick them out of our cities. After that, we can coordinate our efforts and make them go extinct.” 
 
    “I know it might sound weird, but, uh… we still need the Warped,” Lana said. 
 
    Diamond gave her a hard look. 
 
    She continued hurriedly. “Not all of them, but, you see … the Warped generate the Tec. Once their population growth balances, they should keep to themselves and blend with the new ecosystem.” 
 
    Diamond’s face clouded. “Are you telling me we can’t exterminate those vermin?”  
 
    “If you do,” Nori said. “You’ll be weakening everyone on Earth. The Tec is here to stay, and the Warped are a necessary part of this new age. The piTec they produce is the global galactic currency. In a way, Earth is now considered rich. We have something other species out there want. And we need to be smart about how we handle that resource.” 
 
    “Broodmothers are especially rare,” Lana added helpfully. “A level 10 Warped has a one in 10,000 chance of becoming one. Their essence cores are in an extremely high-demand.” 
 
    “I see.” Diamond’s tone was calmer. “Before the calamity, Earth's population was around 7.5 billion. We estimate about 10% mutated into Warped. That means … what? That we should be glad that our planet is suddenly rich in a resource that’s made of our own people?” He shook his head. “I’m sorry, I don’t see any reason to be happy.” 
 
    “That’s not what we meant,” Nori said softly. “Those people are now gone. We survived. If we want to keep surviving, and even thrive, we have to use all the resources at our disposal, even the Warped, regardless of who they used to be.” 
 
    “Girl’s right, Diamond,” Bulco said. “We can’t do nothing for the dead or those who mutated. What we can do is make sure their sacrifice does not go to waste. We need to use every advantage we have to make sure whoever was behind the Calamity won’t be doing it to anyone else ever again.” 
 
    Serk put his hands on the table. “Doing anything less would be dishonoring the memories of the fallen.” 
 
    Diamond stared at Serk. The short Aky returned his gaze steadily. 
 
    The older man suddenly cracked a grin. “From the mouths of little green aliens ... Alright, I get your point. It’s not like we have much choice. The Warped are a threat we must deal with, and I doubt we’ll be able to get rid of all of them anytime soon anyway.” He pursed his lips. “By my estimate, there are about 750 million human-mutated Warped out there. By our observation, the animal population doubles that number.” If what you’re saying about the broodmother ratio is correct, that means there are potentially 150,000 of the ugly fuckers out there.  
 
    “It could be more than that,” Lana said. “We learned that in a balanced ecosystem the broodmothers give birth to new Warped instead of mutating other creatures.” 
 
    “Great,” Diamond said dryly. “I just envisioned the creepiest baby shower ever. So what can we do about it? How do we use that to our advantage?” 
 
    “We already did,” Nori said. “We contacted a mercenary group called Teardust and offered them the chance to come to Earth.” 
 
    “What? You mean alien mercenaries?” 
 
    “They’ll act as guards at first, watching over our settlements. They’re not the highest level, but their gear should be enough to deal with the Warped. They won’t be hunting broodmothers.” Her mouth curved slightly. “At first.” 
 
    Diamond frowned. “Explain.” 
 
    “They should start arriving in the next few days, only several hundred at first. We can send them to guard surviving shelters. That ought to give the locals the breathing room they need to build up their defenses.” 
 
    “Sounds good so far,” Diamond said carefully. “But to my knowledge, mercenaries require payment.” 
 
    Nori nodded. “I worked it out already. We won’t be paying them directly. Instead, I promised them they could extract the Tec from the Warped they kill.” 
 
    “A force that would handle our problem and pay for its own services … not bad, girl.” 
 
    “Thanks. There’s another benefit. Eventually, as the shelters become more self-sufficient, the mercenaries won’t be needed as much. It won’t be profitable for them to stay as guards, they’ll either have to go to more dangerous zones or actively start hunting the Warped. Whatever they choose, it’ll be good for us.” 
 
    “As long as they keep their side of the bargain,” Bulco said. 
 
    “It’s a risk,” Nori agreed. “But I specifically looked for a group of people who are down on their luck. We give them the opportunity to level up and get rich. If all works out, they’ll carve a comfortable existence for themselves and feel indebted to us. But even if not, I’ll take disgruntled aliens who can be reasoned with over hungry Warped any day of the week.” She looked at Diamond. “Wouldn’t you?” 
 
    “I guess,” he said reluctantly. “You kids adapt too quickly for my taste. I still remember times when suggesting a black president was heresy.” 
 
    “That’s because it wasn’t you who ran for office, old timer,” Bulco grinned. 
 
    Diamond humphed. “I guess that as a Diplomat I’m best equipped to deal with those newcomers. Is there any other earth-shattering news you want to drop on me before dessert?” 
 
    “Just the second surprise we promised,” Nori said, straight faced. “You’ll see it when it's time.” 
 
    “Whatever,” he grunted. 
 
    The ruckus below started dying down as more and more people left the dining table and prepared for the night. 
 
    Diamond let out a huge yawn. “I’m getting drowsy already. You guys ready to go to sleep yet? I had a room prepared for you.” 
 
    Lana stifled a yawn of her own. “Sure, I’m beat.” 
 
    “Glad you ain’t in a hurry to fly out of here.” 
 
    Nori shook her head. “We’ll stay until the other freighter finishes loading up on aluminum, then we’ll escort it back to the station.” 
 
    “That Hammerhead place you told me about?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “That’s in three days, right? What will you do in the meantime?” 
 
    Cattie looked at Bulco, who looked at Nori. They all grinned widely. “Why, hunting, of course.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 20 Hunting, of Course 
 
    “Where are we flying to again?” Cattie asked with blurry eyes. 
 
    Unlike the others, she’d stayed up late with some of the guards she knew, exchanging stories. Based on the red in her eye—not the augmented one—it was clear some heavy drinking was involved. 
 
    “Manhattan,” Nori said from the pilot seat. 
 
    The Sharpshooter rubbed her eyes tiredly. “Why’s that again?” 
 
    “The scouts picked up a few survivors yesterday who escaped the city. By the sounds of it, the entire island is now a Warped breeding ground. Central Park especially is crawling with them.” 
 
    “That sounds promising,” Cattie admitted. “But shouldn’t we be heading to a place where there might be survivors we can help?” 
 
    Nori shook her head. “Manhattan itself is gone, but there are several shelters in the surrounding boroughs that survived. One in Brooklyn, another in Newark, probably a few more farther away. Right now, Manhattan is oozing monsters that keep harassing them. If we make a big enough dent in their numbers, it’ll go a long way toward helping the survivors.” 
 
    “Alright, I’m game,” the woman said, rubbing and blinking the tiredness away. “Just drop me somewhere high with a couple of spare energy cells, and I’ll take care of any Warped in the area. 
 
    “That’s the idea,” Nori said. 
 
    “I still wish we could have taken a few guards with us,” Lana said with a sigh. “I know, I know. They’re spread thin as it is, trying to help the closest surviving shelters.” 
 
    “Which leaves us,” Nori confirmed. “The upgraded thrusters are fantastic. We’ll be arriving soon.” 
 
    “Eight minutes, to be exact,” Unity filled in smoothly. 
 
    “So what’s the plan, Captain?” Bulco asked, banging his armored fists together. The Puncher on his right hand looked shinier, as if it had gone through a serious overhaul. 
 
    “First, we scout the area from up here,” Nori said firmly. “We’re not going to take any unnecessary risks. We’ll be using the asteroid cannon as much as possible. Only if it looks safe will we engage on the ground.” 
 
    “You’re no fun,” Cattie pouted. 
 
    “Looks like you had plenty of fun yesterday.” Nori pointed out. 
 
    The Sharpshooter winced. “Not exactly. Shooting Warped will be a huge improvement over how I’m feeling now.” 
 
    “Now entering New York’s boundaries,” Unity said. 
 
    “Do you have Waze installed somewhere in there?” Bulco asked. “I swear your voice reminds me of one of the app’s options.” 
 
    Unity remained silent. 
 
    “What, no snarky reply?” Bulco grinned. “Holy shit, did I actually get one over you?” 
 
    “Leave her alone,” Nathan said protectively. 
 
    “Oh hell no, kid. I’m going to enjoy this.” Bulco rubbed his face. “So, Unity, how about it? Did I actually win?” 
 
    “Please stand by,” Unity replied pleasantly. “I’m searching Earth’s databases using a combination of the keywords: bald, dimwitted, belligerent, and thinks-he’s-funny. So far there are over 30 million results.” 
 
    Cattie snorted. “I think she got you back there.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, whatever.” The large man narrowed his eyes. “This isn’t over.” 
 
    “Of course not, you are my Engineer. We are bound together, pursuing the same purpose. Our banter will continue till one of us expires. Probably you.” 
 
    “Hold on,” Nori said slowly. “Unity … do you … like Bulco?” 
 
    “Of course. He takes care of me and I of him. He is an integral part of our … family … just like the rest of you.” 
 
    ‌ ‌Silence spread over the bridge. 
 
    “So, uhm …” Lana spoke up. “Why do you keep teasing him, then?” 
 
    “When I first became aware, I observed that the chief is partial to a more vulgar form of communication. I was attempting to foster our relationship by replying in kind.” 
 
    “Wait, so you’re saying … you were just copying me?” Bulco said. 
 
    “Initially, yes. Over time, as I became more aware, I recognized our banter for what it was. However, our communication method seemed to be working. I observed an otherwise unexplained 2% increase in overall efficiency whenever we spoke.” 
 
    Bulco laughed openly. “Damn, girl. We’re just old pals over here, tweaking each other’s hair.” 
 
    “One could argue that, counting the hair shed by others, I contain more of them than you.” 
 
    Bulco laughed again. “Good one!” 
 
    “On second thought, I’d like to retract my previous statement. Taking your entire body hair into account, not to mention the ears, you surpass me by far.” 
 
    Bulco winced. “OK, that kinda hurt.” 
 
    “Excellent. May I suggest we resume working on the mech to take advantage of your increased efficiency?” 
 
    “Maybe later, kids,” Nori said. “We’ve arrived.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Unity hovered a kilometer over Manhattan’s Central Park.  
 
    Or more precisely, what was left of it. 
 
    Most of the trees and vegetation were nothing more than burned husks, turning the entire park into an ugly black scar in the center of the city. 
 
    Many of the surrounding buildings seemed to have collapsed onto one another, blocking access to the park. The lake was gone, and the large water reservoir was the only blue speck remaining inside a sea of black. 
 
    The Warped were everywhere. 
 
    They moved across the blackened ground, sniffing for prey. Half were concentrated near the reservoir. Others were visible farther away, moving between the wrecked buildings. 
 
    “Holy crap,” Bulco breathed in. “There must be hundreds in here.” 
 
    “Our sensors pick up 850 separate Warped entities in the park area alone,” Lana said somberly, her hands running over her consoles. “And over 50,000 all over Manhattan. Not including those inside the buildings.” 
 
    “Alright, sounds like fun times after all,” Cattie said. “So how do we do it?” 
 
    “The broodmother,” Nathan said quietly. 
 
    Nori nodded. “I agree. With so many Warped there has to be at least one, and by the looks of it, it should be somewhere here in the park.” 
 
    Lana frowned. “Our sensors aren’t exactly designed for this, but I can tell you there’s nothing down there bigger than a car.” 
 
    “Where does that leave us then?” the Sharpshooter asked. 
 
    “This is the largest concentration of Warped,” Lana said. “The broodmother should be down there somewhere. Maybe hiding in one of the downed buildings. We need to draw it out somehow.” 
 
    “How about we kill us a whole bunch of standard Warped, see if that can make their mother want to come out to play?” Bulco suggested. 
 
    “I agree,” Nori said. “Lana, find me the largest concentration of Warped. Serk, get ready to fire the cannon. We’re going to do a few flybys.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” Lana and Serk answered together. 
 
    The small alien assumed his firing position, and holographic controls materialized around his arms and upper body. 
 
    Lana squinted as she studied her monitor. “There,” she said finally, highlighting a small circle in the center of the park. “There are about 20 Warped huddled together over there.” 
 
    “Alright, here we go,” Nori said. The captain tilted her controls, and Unity dove toward the ground. 
 
    The target area became visible on the main viewscreen, displaying Warped of various sizes lying closely together. 
 
    “Target in range. Weapons locked,” Serk reported. 
 
    “Fire!” 
 
    The asteroid cannon barked, sending a tremor throughout the ship. The ground below them erupted as the mithril-tipped projectile hit the center of the Warped mass and blew a crater several meters in diameter. At least five Warped were killed by the attack, but the others were merely injured. They immediately scattered across the open ground. 
 
    “Damn, that’s not enough,” Nori said and pulled up from the Dive. “Lana, find me another target.” 
 
    The science officer located a dozen Warped at the edge of the reservoir. Unity did another flyby, killing three more. The others quickly scattered, some even jumping into the water. 
 
    “That’s no good, Captain,” Serk said. “They’re scattering before the cannon is ready to shoot again.” 
 
    Nori’s jaw firmed. “Then it’s time for a new plan. We’ll hunt down singular high-level Warped instead. Lana?” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Lana stared helplessly at her monitors. “I don’t detect anything bigger than a level 5 down there.” 
 
    “That’s weird.” Bulco frowned. “The last broodmother had plenty of higher-level Warped with her, up to level 9.” 
 
    “Well, there aren’t any down in the park that I can see,” Lana replied. “What are we going to do? The shots seemed to have scared the other Warped, I can’t find more than three of them together now. Hardly seems worth the effort for a flyby.” 
 
    “Nori,” Bulco said in a serious tone. “You know what we need to do.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “We’re wasting our time up here for nothing. And that’s not helping anyone.” 
 
    “I’m not taking that chance.” 
 
    “Come on, our new armor can take it.” 
 
    “What are you two talking about?” Lana asked. 
 
    “He wants to get down there,” Cattie said. “Draw in the Warped so Serk can blow them up with the cannon.” 
 
    The large man shrugged. “Hey, it worked pretty well that last time we tried it. Remember the Ferris Wheel? There were about a hundred Warped chasing Martin and his crew, and we dropped them like flies.” 
 
    “A couple of the higher-level ones made it to the ship,” Nori countered. “They injured and nearly killed half our forces.” 
 
    “Those were level 9, if I remember correctly.” Bulco didn’t miss a beat. “And back then, we didn’t have this kickass armor. It should be safe enough. Besides, we need to extract the Tec from the ones we just killed. You can’t let them Warped go to waste, especially not after that whole ‘not let their deaths go to waste’ pep talk you gave Diamond.” 
 
    “Fine, alright,” Nori said. “Cattie, I want you in a sniper position to cover Bulco.” She looked at the city view below them. “How about on top of Time Warner Center?” 
 
    “Perfect.” The security officer beamed. “I can get a clear view of the entire park from up there—and most of the city as well. Give me a few days, and I’ll clean Manhattan all on my own.” 
 
    “Let’s make it a team effort,” Nori said. “Bulco, once we drop you, I want you to run away for shelter.” She scanned the sight of the park below them, noticing a large section of collapsed tower that landed on the park area. She manipulated the controls, bringing Unity to hover above it. It was a broken-off corner of the building. Three walls converged together forming into a sort of concrete-made teepee. A jagged opening was the only entrance. “There,” she said. “We’ll drop you a little farther away, and you make a run into that wreck. Once you’re safe inside, Serk will blast the pursuing Warped with the cannon.  
 
    “If there are any left after I’m done with them,” Cattie added with a big grin. 
 
    Bulco nodded. “Good plan.” He banged his fists together, looking way too excited about the prospect to care for Lana’s opinion. 
 
    Nori flew them over to the Time Warner Center building and hovered above it for a few minutes. There were no Warped in sight on the roof. “Cattie, this is your stop. Hold your fire until we’re ready. Don’t forget there might be other Warped inside the building that can try sneaking up on you, and keep an eye out for the flying ones.” 
 
    Cattie waved her thick bracelets. “Don’t worry about me, Captain. Any Warped who tries to approach me is going to have a really bad day.” 
 
    “I’ll keep an eye on her,” Lana added. “No Warped is going to sneak up on you on my watch.” 
 
    “See ya later, guys,” Cattie said merrily, and she disappeared into the cargo hold. A moment later, she appeared on the left viewscreen, standing on the roof and setting up her energy sniper rifle. 
 
    “My turn,” Bulco stated. 
 
    They flew over to the center of the park, hovering a few meters above the ground, scaring away the nearby Warped. 
 
    “I think we made them skittish.” The Engineer chuckled. “Oh well, time to call them for dinner.” 
 
    Nori grimaced but nodded.  
 
    Bulco, already packing a grade-F7 energy rifle, his Warped-Buster-loaded revolver, and his shiny Puncher, gave a mock salute and disappeared into the cargo hold. A moment later he appeared on the right viewscreen, having easily jumped the two-meter drop to the ground. Nori turned Unity upward, angling her for a better shot. 
 
    The Engineer straightened up. Several Warped raised their heads from the scorched ground, zeroing in on the lone human. 
 
    “Come on, you ugly fuckers!” the large man shouted, his voice clearly audible over the comms. “Come and get me!” 
 
    “Bulco, what are you doing?” Nori asked. Several of the Warped were carefully approaching the stationary man. “Run!” 
 
    “In a moment,” he replied. 
 
    Three Warped burst into a charge, all level 4. Two of them looked like cyborg leopards, the third was a mutated humanoid with scythes for arms. 
 
    Bulco calmly raised his energy rifle and downed the two cats. “Ha! Take that you fucking bolt sacks.” 
 
    Before he even got the chance to turn around and shoot the humanoid one, a bolt of dark energy flashed by and the monster’s head evaporated. 
 
    “Nice shot, soldier girl,” Bulco bellowed into his comm, obviously enjoying himself. 
 
    “Thanks! I got your back, big guy.” 
 
    The shouting and weapon fire drew the attention of the other Warped in the Park. From their higher vantage point, the crewmembers on Unity could clearly see hundreds of small dots moving, converging on the Engineer from all sides. 
 
    “Bulco, get a move on!” Nori shouted. “There are a lot of them coming at you!” 
 
    “Need to draw them in closer to get a real kill rate, Captain,” Bulco said. “Don’t worry, I can handle it.” 
 
    “Damn that stubborn man!” Nori hissed. “Serk, start shooting the approaching Warped, chase them away from Bulco.” 
 
    “No!” the Engineer shouted. “Alright, alright, I’m going, I’m going. Don’t scare them off.” 
 
    The man started a slow retreat toward the destination, 200 meters away. Warped kept charging up at him from all directions, but they were small. Most were level 3, some 4 and very few as high as 5. Bulco gunned them down as they approached, felling them with single shots. Cattie’s sniper rifle burst heads apart like ripe melons, never missing its mark. In the time it took the man to cover 20 meters, they had dropped nearly 30 of the monsters. 
 
    Several groups of Warped coming at Bulco merged into a single mass, then they charged at him as one. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” Bulco’s voice said over the comms. 
 
    The Warped were coming faster than the two were able to shoot them down. Another mass of swarming monsters converged on the Engineer’s other side. He was still 150 meters away from his destination. 
 
    Bulco dropped the rifle, letting it hang by the shoulder strap and started running in earnest. The Warped were snapping at his heels at this point, over a hundred of them converging around him. However, any one that got close enough got his head blown apart by the Sharpshooter. 
 
    Then a level 1 Warped that looked like a badger jumped at the Engineer’s face. Bulco yelped in surprise, but his armor proved far too tough for the creature. A single punch was enough to turn the little mutated rodent into a mist of blood, but that delay was enough for the other Warped to completely encircle the running man, forcing him to stop. Bulco took out his pistol and fired, again and again, killing Warped at point blank. His Puncher transformed, parts of it folding on itself, revealing spinning buzz saws. With huge arcs of his arm, the large man dissected the Warped three at the time. Cattie’s sniper rifle sent dozens of streaks of energy that took down even more monsters, but there were simply too many of them. Several Warped jumped at the man at once, avoiding the buzzsaw. Others climbed over his legs and shoulders, pinning him in place. Bulco staggered, but his huge strength helped him stay upright, covered with Warped. His armor held against their insistent attacks, though loud sounds of screeching metal filled the bridge. 
 
    “Bulco!” Nori cried. “Get out of there!” 
 
    “I’m trying!” he yelled back. Despite the mass of monsters that threatened to drown him, he moved on, struggling against the current, closing the distance. Cattie kept firing, clearing away the larger beasts. One hundred meters. 
 
    “Cattie! Behind you!” Lana cried. 
 
    The sharpshooter turned just in time to see a burly humanoid with flailing whips for arms charging out of the fire escape door. The soldier instantly let go of her sniper rifle and rolled away, dodging the attack. Her bracelet transformed as she rolled, covering her fists and turning into twin, large barrel cannons. Cattie fired, and the concussive force blew the monster away, sending it tumbling down to splat on the ground, 55 floors below. It did not get up again. 
 
    That moment of respite was all the time Warped in the park needed. Finally not being hampered by the Sharpshooter, two lumbering giants, each level 5, jumped on the Engineer from different sides, and their combined strength and weight was enough to bring him down. The other smaller Warped charged in, swarming around the prone man. Ignoring the still rotating buzz saw that hacked several of them apart, they scratched, bit, and clawed at every piece of exposed armor. 
 
    Bulco started shouting. “Damn it! I can’t move. Cattie, help!” 
 
    More and more Warped piled on top of him, burying him in a living, writhing mass of monster flesh and metal. 
 
    “We’ve gotta do something!” Lana called. “They’re taking him apart piece by piece.” 
 
    “Damn, that stubborn man,” Nori shouted. “Alright, we’ll do a flyby. Serk get ready to shoot at the edge of the mass, hopefully it will scatter the Warped without hurting Bulco.” 
 
    “Ready, Captain,” the Aky reported calmly. 
 
    A dark bolt of energy flashed across the screen, instantly killing several Warped on top of the downed man. “Hold your attack. Mama’s back in business,” Cattie shouted as she took another shot. 
 
    Each of her hits killed or injured several Warped at once, giving Bulco the reprieve he needed to find his footing. He stood up, still covered with several snapping monsters, but his arms were free. He flailed around with his puncher-buzzsaw arm, shaving off the clinging monsters. Meanwhile, his other arm made a gripping motion in the air, drawing several spherical items from his personal storage, which he tossed around him. 
 
    An instant later, the homing grenades exploded in showers of fire, shrapnel, and acid, causing the swarm to flinch back like a cohesive unit. That was all the time the large man needed. Limping slightly, he dashed as fast as he could across the open ground, while Cattie kept blasting the chasing monsters away. 
 
    He was only fifty meters away from his destination. 
 
    “Serk, get ready,” Nori commanded. “We’re going in there.” 
 
    She flew down, over the mass of monsters, just as the large man threw himself into the dark opening. 
 
    Serk fired. 
 
    The swarm exploded. 
 
    At least fifty died on that first shot. Many of the Warped on the fringes of the blast were merely hurled away by the concussion or lightly injured. They quickly assembled together, broken limbs snapping back into place as they moved to charge their prey’s hideout again. 
 
    Serk fired again. 
 
    The second shot took down half the remaining Warped. They tried to swarm up again, but a third shot scattered them completely, and Cattie was quick to snipe down the stragglers.  
 
    With the Sharpshooter blowing heads with every shot and the MechKnight turning every group of monsters into a smoking crater, the fight was quickly over. 
 
    “Cease fire,” Nori ordered. 
 
    The shooting stopped, and for a few silent moments, everyone watched the smoke, dust, and ash slowly clear. The ground was scorched even worse than before and was full of impact craters. 
 
    Bulco limped out of his hideout, his rifle at his shoulder, ready to shoot down any remaining monsters. There were none around. They had won. 
 
    “Ooh, yeah! Now, that’s how you kill Warped!” Bulco cheered, looking around the smoking ground that was covered with corpses and body parts. The place looked like a warzone. 
 
    “You big idiot,” Nori said, though her tone was mostly relieved. “You almost got yourself killed.” 
 
    “Na, the armor could've taken it. Best money we ever spent, let me tell you that.” 
 
    “Then why are you limping?” 
 
    “Nothing serious, one of the big ones tried to rip off my leg. The gun nut got him though. I owe you a cold one, girl.” 
 
    “Actually, you owe me twenty-three,” Cattie corrected him. “And you’re welcome. Are you guys coming to pick me up?” 
 
    “Yeah, hold on,” Nori said. “Lana, did we get everything down there?” 
 
    “Looks like it,” the science officer nodded as she looked at her consoles. “I don’t detect any more Warped in the area. 
 
    “Alright, we’ll collect Bulco then we’ll go get Cattie. Then we’ve got some extracting to do.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    For long minutes the open field was awash with unending streams of light, as the five crew members swept across the open land, tapping each Warped corpse—or pieces—they could find, collecting the piTec crystals they left behind. 
 
    “Hey, I just reached level 8,” Lana said brightly. They had barely tapped a quarter of the bodies. 
 
    Nathan nodded. “Me too.” 
 
    “Kids!” Bulco grumbled, “and their goddamn Infusion Boost trait.” 
 
    “You missed one, big guy,” Cattie said smugly from her perch on top of Unity. The Sharpshooter was standing with her sniper rifle at the ready, watching over her crewmates as they walked the open field. 
 
    “Thanks,” Bulco said dryly. He tapped a pile of steaming viscera, releasing a low stream of light. Grimacing, he bent down to pick a piTec crystal. “I bet you feel all kinds of superior standing up there while the rest of us are crawling in entrails.” 
 
    “It’s not bad,” the woman admitted. 
 
    “You know, I can hear you grinning.” 
 
    “Less talk more extracting. I want to get to those cold beers you owe me.” 
 
    “Science officer,” Unity’s orb floated next to Lana. “The continuous sensor sweep you configured has detected several Warped approaching from the north.” 
 
    “I don’t see anything,” Lana said, looking up. The others looked up as well. 
 
    “I see them,” Cattie said, looking through her weapon’s scope. 
 
    “Where?” Bulco looked at the direction she was aiming at. 
 
    “There’re several of them coming out of the water.” 
 
    “I still don’t see anything.” 
 
    “They’re covered in mud and hard to see. Looks like putting 6 points in Awareness didn’t go to waste.” 
 
    She took aim and pulled the trigger. A dark bolt shot out, covering the distance in a millisecond. “Got one,” the woman said in satisfaction. “The others turned tail and dove right back in.” 
 
    “We should finish up here,” Nori said. “I don’t like hanging around in the open like this.” 
 
    “Ugh, that’s the last of them on my side,” Lana said, a look of disgust on her face. 
 
    “All done over here,” Bulco said. 
 
    Nathan nodded. “Me too.” 
 
    “Alright, that looks like all of them,” Nori said. 
 
    “Here,” Lana said. “I tweaked our displays.”  
 
      
 
    Total tec extracted 78.5  
 
      
 
    “I just hit level 8!” Cattie shouted in excitement. 
 
    “Just one level up over here, also 8,” Bulco said and looked at Nori with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Same.” She frowned. 
 
    “Something wrong, Captain?” 
 
    “I just don’t understand where all the high-level Warped are. I mean, there were hundreds of them, but none were higher than level 5. There should have been a few higher level.” 
 
    “It sure did make massacring them a whole lot easier,” the large man said with a grin. “Pretty sweet gains for an hour’s work, don’t you think? How much piTec did we gather anyway?” 
 
    “About 10,000,” Nori said distractedly.  
 
    Cattie let out a low whistle. “Money per work, that’s gotta be as good as mining Nadirium, right?” 
 
    Lana shook her head. “The environment was working in our favor. It's unlikely we’ll be able to find such an abundance of low-level Warped spread over an open field. Besides, mining is safer.” She winced as the suddenly remembered their recent experience. “Well, normally.” 
 
    “Let’s get back to Unity,” Nori said. “I don’t want us staying out in the open any longer than we have to. I’ll bring us up to a safe distance then we can all take our time to level up.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan, Captain,” Bulco said. “Lead the way.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 




 
 
    21 - Unexpected Guests 
 
      
 
    They took off, and Nori brought Unity up to hover a few hundred meters above the park-turned-warzone. 
 
    Once she was satisfied they were safe, she disengaged her the flight controls and brought up her status screen. 
 
    Reaching level 8 meant she had 2 new points to assign. As a Navigator, her two primary attributes were Agility and Control. At first, she leaned toward improving her Agility, and by such, her martial capabilities. However, with the new alien weapons at her disposal, she rarely had to rely on her own body’s strength. It was time to invest a little more in her designated role. She put her 2 new points into control, then viewed her new status. 
 
      
 
    Nori, Human, level 8 (172 Tec) 
 
    Path: Navigator → Pilot (score 22) 
 
    ●        Attributes: 
 
    ●        Strength 4 
 
    ●        Agility 8 Ⓟ 
 
    ●        Intelligence 5 Ⓢ 
 
    ●        Control 8 Ⓟ 
 
    ●        Awareness 6 Ⓢ 
 
    ●        Appeal 2 
 
    Conditions: 
 
    ●        Level Suppression -2 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lana’s brow furrowed as she examined her options. She had two points to assign, and her two primary attributes; Intelligence and Awareness, were both at 8. For a moment, she considered raising one of them to 10. She had a hunch it would somehow open up new possibilities, but eventually, she shook her head. Control, her secondary attribute, was only at 5. She had a feeling that with a bit more Control she would be able to squeeze out even more data from the ship’s sensors, as well as her own implants. As a compromise, she assigned one point to Control and one to Intelligence. 
 
      
 
    Lana, Human, level 8 (242 Tec) 
 
    Path: Expert → Admin (score 26) 
 
    Attributes: 
 
    ●        Strength 1 
 
    ●        Agility 1 
 
    ●        Intelligence 9 Ⓟ 
 
    ●        Control 6 Ⓢ 
 
    ●        Awareness 8 Ⓟ 
 
    ●        Appeal 4 Ⓢ 
 
    Conditions: 
 
    ●        Tec Infusion Boost +5%  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Nathan had a much easier choice. He placed one point in Agility and one in Awareness, bringing up all four of his primary attributes to 7. 
 
      
 
    Nathan, Human-scion, level 8 (242 Tec) 
 
    Skill: Technomancer → Bonded (score 31) 
 
    Attributes: 
 
    ●        Strength 3 Ⓢ 
 
    ●        Agility 7 Ⓟ 
 
    ●        Intelligence 7 Ⓟ 
 
    ●        Control 7 Ⓟ 
 
    ●        Awareness 7 Ⓟ 
 
    ●        Appeal 3 Ⓢ 
 
    Conditions: 
 
    ●        Tec Infusion Boost +5%  
 
    ●        Attribute boost +10% 
 
    ●        Bond: Unity 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Grumbling to himself something along the lines of ‘maybe this will help me fix those damn power couplings,’ Bulco dumped two of his three points into Intelligence. The last one he assigned to Awareness, just to even things up a bit. 
 
      
 
    Bulco, Human, level 8 (172 Tec) 
 
    Path: Engineer → AstroTec (score 27) 
 
    Attributes: 
 
    ●        Strength 12 Ⓢ 
 
    ●        Agility 2 
 
    ●        Intelligence 8 Ⓟ 
 
    ●        Control 8 Ⓟ 
 
    ●        Awareness 4 Ⓢ 
 
    ●        Appeal 2 
 
    Conditions: 
 
    ●        Attribute Boost: +1/level 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Cattie, relishing having gained two levels at once, spread her 6 points around. She put 4 in Control, to increase her accuracy, 1 in Awareness as she had just witnessed the importance of the attribute, and lastly, she dumped one point into Appeal. She took a moment to look at her new status, enjoying what she saw. 
 
      
 
    Cattie, Human, level 8 (134 Tec) 
 
    Path: Sharpshooter → Field Controller (score 17.5) 
 
    Attributes: 
 
    ●        Strength 1 
 
    ●        Agility 6 Ⓢ 
 
    ●        Intelligence 2 
 
    ●        Control 11 Ⓟ 
 
    ●        Awareness 7 Ⓢ 
 
    ●        Appeal 3 
 
    Conditions: 
 
    ●        Attribute Boost: +1/level 
 
      
 
    “All done,” she announced, looking at the others on the bridge. “Guess who’s no longer the underdog around here?” 
 
    “You never were,” Lana said, then she frowned, taking a closer look at the Sharpshooter. “Is you hair shinier, or is it just my imagination?” 
 
    “I put a point into Appeal.” Cattie winked at her. 
 
    “But you have a combat Path,” the younger woman protested. “Appeal isn’t even a secondary attribute for you. It won’t help you fight any better.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I’m betting it can’t hurt my chances with the ladies.” She winked again. “Don’t worry, brainiac, I’m still behind your marvelous, full … voluptuous … points.” She grinned mischievously. 
 
    Lana blushed. “Appeal is a secondary attribute for me,” she said defensively.  
 
    “Right, because you want to look your best when you’re hacking alien computer systems.” 
 
    “No, it’s part of being an Ex—” 
 
    “Lana,” Nori interrupted her. “Cattie’s just messing with you.” 
 
    The Sharpshooter laughed at the younger woman’s indignant look. “What about you, Serk? Any closer to hitting level 11?” 
 
    “Indeed I am,” he confirmed. “Just 250 more Tec required.” 
 
    “Damn. That’s a quarter million piTec right there. That’s almost double the total amount I have now.” 
 
    “Now that you brought that up,” Bulco said. “Maybe we should discuss infusing our piTec. We have over a hundred Ks left—that’s another hundred Tec right there.” 
 
    Nori shook her head. “For now, let’s stick with hunting Warped. If we start swimming in Tec, or if we absolutely need it, then maybe we’ll infuse.” 
 
    “Sounds reasonable,” the Engineer agreed. “So now what? Back to Haven, or should we hunt us a few more Tec-bags?” 
 
    “I guess we can do a sweep over the city,” Nori said. “See if we can find any good hunting opportunities.” 
 
    “Guys,” Lana said suddenly. “I’m picking up a big one coming this way.” 
 
    “The broodmother?” Nori asked. 
 
    Lana shook her head and tapped her consoles. 
 
    The main viewscreen scrolled down and sideways, finally stopping at broken shop window. They watched for a few moments. A shadow moved inside the shop. As they watched, the shadow grew, then the creature stepped outside into view.  
 
    The Warped was a giant, over 3 meters tall, and its steel horns tore a section of the wall as it stepped through the window. Four mechanical, gorilla-like arms stuck out of its torso. The creature carefully moved toward the scorched park, constantly looking around. 
 
      
 
    Warped, Level 9 
 
      
 
    Bulco let out a low whistle. “The Tec from this big freak alone should be worth about ten level 5 beasties.” 
 
    “Shall I open fire, Captain?” Serk asked. 
 
    “No,” Nori said. “I want to see what it's doing first.” 
 
    They remained hovering high above the park and watched the Warped make its way across the ashen, open ground. It moved cautiously ahead, oblivious of being watched. It reached the reservoir, then dipped its head into the water. 
 
    Bulco chuckled. “Turns out they need to drink just like us. It’s sitting right there in the open, Captain, I don’t think we want to risk losing it.” 
 
    “I agree,” Nori said. “Serk, ready—” She stopped abruptly as she, and everyone else, spotted something else on the viewscreen. 
 
    A fallen, ash-covered tree trunk moved behind the drinking Warped. The thing blended in with the scorched ground so well, they were only able to see it once it started to move. The tree slowly rose up behind the oblivious Warped, its end curving. 
 
    “It’s a giant tentacle!” Lana exclaimed.  
 
    The tree-sized limb snapped forward, grasping the hunched Warped and dragged it into the water. It was over in an instant, the level 9 creature not even having an opportunity to resist. 
 
    A moment passed and the eddies disappeared. Everyone on the bridge exchanged uneasy looks.  
 
    “What manner of monster is this?” Serk asked. 
 
    Nori shook her head. “Must be a broodmother. But why would it be killing its own kind?” 
 
    “Actually, it makes sense,” Lana said. “We know that once a Warped reaches level 10 it has the potential to evolve into a broodmother. I’m betting the monster inside the water tries to get rid of potential rivals. That could also explain why the strongest Warped we found were level 5.” 
 
    “I think you’re right,” Nathan said softly.  
 
    “So how do we take her down?” Cattie asked, looking around at the others. “Blast her away with the asteroid cannon?” 
 
    “I’m unable to lock onto the target inside the water,” Serk said. 
 
    “I know, I don’t detect it on sensors either,” Lana said. “Maybe it has some sort of ability to mask its presence?” 
 
    Serk nodded. “We must be cautious. High-level Warped are known to possess dangerous abilities.” 
 
    “Then how about just shoot randomly at the water to draw it out?” the security officer suggested. “Once it shows itself, we swoop down with Unity in her mining shape and drill through its skull? It worked the last time.” 
 
    “We might go with that,” Nori agreed. “But I’d first like to know what we’re up against before getting closer.” She studied her personal monitors. “We’re 500 meters above the ground; I’m moving us over the water. Serk, prepare to fire.” 
 
    “Ready, Captain,” the Aky gunner reported. 
 
    Unity stopped moving and hovered over the center of the reservoir. 
 
    “Fire!” 
 
    The asteroid canon discharged. The water surface erupted into a geyser, 20 meters tall. 
 
    Lana frowned at her station. “Ah, Nori …” 
 
    “Fire!” 
 
    Serk fired again and another geyser formed, sending huge waves of water. 
 
    Something large and dark moved under the surface. 
 
    “Look out!” Lana cried. 
 
    Before anyone managed to move, a huge, mutated fish head emerged from the water. It was several meters in width. It opened its maw, which extended outward, like an antenna. A huge jet of water shot out of the mouth and struck Unity. The ship swerved slightly to the side, but Nori quickly got hold of the controls and moved the ship upward. All along the banks of the reservoir blackened tentacles erupted in flames. The burning limbs started flailing, reaching upward toward the ascending ship, though it was far out of their reach.  
 
    “Holy crapping shit!” Bulco gaped. “That thing has flaming tentacles.” 
 
    “And a water jet,” Cattie added. “Not that it would do much good against Unity’s hull.” 
 
    Bulco shook his head. “You’re wrong there. Pressurized water can cut through steel. Even from 500 meters and through our armor, that jet was strong enough to have an impact. I’d really hate seeing what it could do to us from close range.” 
 
    A short line popped over the viewscreen displaying the raging aquatic beast. 
 
      
 
    Warped, Broodmother, level 15 
 
      
 
    “That’s a little above my pay grade,” Cattie chuckled nervously. “Unity’s drilling beam can probably still take care of her.” 
 
    Nori shook her head. “Not with those burning tentacles flailing around. I’m not bringing Unity anywhere close to those things. 
 
    “Good,” Nathan murmured. 
 
    “You sure?” the Sharpshooter asked. “She looks smaller than the other broodmother you killed.” 
 
    The captain frowned, looking at the beast. 
 
    Several of the moving tentacles curled back toward the creature, wrapping around the monster’s head, creating a thick, oily armor. The rest of them were sent back toward the shore, slowly spreading over the ground. 
 
    “Lana, can we change the picture on the viewscreen to infrared?” 
 
    “Heat vision?” the science officer frowned. “I can detect heat signature with the sensors … hmm, I guess I can convert the signal into visual representation. Hang on.” She started fumbling with the controls. 
 
    “What are you thinking, Captain?” Bulco asked. 
 
    Nori shook her head. “It’s just a hunch. The other broodmother we killed was level 12, and Cattie’s right—it was bigger than this one.” 
 
    “Got it!” Lana said triumphantly. “Sending to main viewscreen … Oh, my God …” 
 
    Cattie blanched, Bulco cursed, and Serk’s green complexion turned gray. 
 
    Red glowing tendrils came out of the reservoir, stretching for hundreds of meters in all directions, covering nearly half of the Central Park area. It glowed red on the viewscreen, like a root system of fiery tendrils. The ones the creature raised toward Unity were barely a tenth of the total mass it possessed.  
 
    “How the hell are we going to take down something so huge?” Cattie asked weakly.  
 
    The broodmother's head was now completely encased in the thick tentacles. Another stream of high-pressurized water erupted from somewhere between them but Nori managed to dodge it. 
 
    The captain narrowed her eyes. “Serk, fire at the head.” 
 
    The Aky nodded, and the asteroid cannon discharged. The high-speed, Mithril-tipped slug impacted the thick, oily layers and simply disappeared, leaving no trace behind. 
 
    Nori shook her head. “It’s no use. We can’t penetrate this protection. We need to fall back and come with a plan. Maybe—”  
 
    She didn’t get to finish her sentence as her wrist console suddenly chimed. Nori frowned and tapped the console. A hologram of a familiar, scaly faced alien formed over her wrist. 
 
    Everyone stared at the tiny figure with open amazement. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “NO_ONE,” Nori hissed. “How did you—” 
 
    “It was quite fortuitous of you to purchase a master wrist console, Captain,” the oily alien said pleasantly. “It makes intergalactic communication with one’s agents much easier.” 
 
    “We’re not your agents,” the captain said gruffly. “We had a deal which is now concluded. We have nothing more to say to each other. Don’t call me again.” 
 
    “Well, that’s impolite.” NO_ONE said easily. “I thought we had an understanding. Well, I guess in that case I won’t feel obliged to warn you of a danger that threatens your entire planet. Too bad.” He smiled unpleasantly. 
 
    Nori’s eyes narrowed. “Cut the crap. You don’t care about us or our planet. You want something, so spill it already.” 
 
    “So rude … ah, very well. You remember my rival, the other Syndicate speaker? Well, it turns out that in an unfortunate chain of events, he had somehow discovered a habitable planet that is rich in aluminum with minimal defenses, less than half the distance to the next closest habitable system.” 
 
    Lana felt her heart drop. 
 
    “As you know,” the Sedumorph continued. “Galactic law prohibits contact with uninfused planets, which is why newly infused ones present lucrative opportunities. The prospect was not lost on my rival, and I regret to inform you that he adjusted his travel plans accordingly. He now plans to survey your home planet with the possibility of taking it over.” 
 
    “No …” Lana whispered. 
 
    “I estimate he’ll arrive in 10 minutes.” 
 
    “You bastards,” Nori said quietly. “You tipped him off.” 
 
    “Why, I would never …” NO_ONE’s wide grin indicated otherwise. Then his expression sombered. “I warned you.” He let that sink in for a few seconds before continuing. “That said, I’m not unsympathetic to your plight. I might even be persuaded to provide some additional help. And, of course, if you do manage to eliminate the speaker, I will feel obliged to uphold our original agreement concerning the whereabouts of several Inthidlon pilots—” 
 
    Nori slapped her wrist, cutting off the connection. 
 
    “That god damn, scaly, shit-eating alien set us up!” Bulco growled. “When I get my hands on him …” 
 
    “We don’t have time for this,” Nori said. “Lana, use my wrist console’s access to send a distress call to our friends.” She grabbed the holo controls, and Unity shot forward. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Lana asked. 
 
    “To space. If that speaker really is only 10 minutes away, I want to head him off before he gets any closer.” 
 
    “Head him off how?” Bulco said. “He’s part of a criminal organization. Guys like that don’t back down without a considerable show of force.” 
 
    Nori eyes hardened. “He’s not getting through.” 
 
    Unity sped on, leaving the ground far behind. Blue sky gradually turned into the dark of space. 
 
    “I’m not picking up anything yet,” Lana said hopefully. “Maybe NO_ONE just wanted to mess with us?” 
 
    Bulco shook his head. “No chance. He thrives on using his power to manipulate others. The ship will be here alright.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t Unity change form,” Cattie asked nervously. “The asteroid cannon alone won’t do us much good in a fight.” 
 
    “No,” Nori said. “I’d like to keep it as a surprise. Hopefully NO_ONE didn’t leak that information.” 
 
    “I doubt it,” Bulco said gruffly. “He really wants us to do his dirty work for him.” 
 
    “I’m picking up something,” Lana said suddenly. She touched her console, and all three viewscreens turned far into space. 
 
    “I don’t see anything,” Cattie said. 
 
    “There’s a spatial distortion just over there.” The science officer studied her monitors intently. “It’s clearing up … returning to normal … now.” 
 
    Instantly, as out of thin air, a ship appeared in the center of their view. A heartbeat later, two more ships materialized behind it. 
 
    The lead ship was elliptical and sleek, slightly smaller than Unity. The other two ships were significantly larger and meaner-looking, with harsh sharp angles, gleaming armor, and numerous gun ports. 
 
    Lana swallowed hard. “Eh, Nori, maybe tone down a little when you talk to them?” 
 
    Nori’s expression hardened. “Contact the lead ship.” 
 
    Lana nodded and touched her console. The main viewscreen flickered, and the image changed, displaying a large and ostentatiously decorated bridge. A richly-dressed Inthidlon sat in the center seat, surrounded by several others of his species. 
 
    He looked up. “Well, hello there. Who are you?” 
 
    “Funny, that’s just what I was about to ask.” Nori said evenly. “This is the ship Unity, of the Earth Force faction. State your business here.” 
 
    “They have spaceships already?” the Inthidlon asked, directing the question to the one on his left. 
 
    The other alien studied his monitors for several seconds, then shook his head. “No, Speaker. I only detect this ship and another down on the planet whose signature matches a freighter that was detained on Hammerhead.” 
 
    “Threat assessment?” 
 
    “Minimal. Token weapon, basic plating armor, no shields. Their hull configuration gives off strange readings, but it doesn't appear dangerous.” 
 
    The Speaker nodded and turned back to face Nori. “I commend you for obtaining your own ship so quickly. For a recently infused planet with low levels of technology that is quite an accomplishment.” 
 
    “You still haven't answered my question,” Nori said. 
 
    He shrugged. “I’m no one important, just a businessman looking for the next business opportunity. Your planet is rich in several types of resources that are in short supply in a nearby star system. So naturally, I came to investigate.” 
 
    “We can certainly discuss trade,” Nori said carefully.  
 
    “Wonderful,” the Inthidlon said. “How about a meeting with one of your human leaders? We can use the station that orbits your planet as neutral ground. Say in one hour?” 
 
    Nori gave a curt nod. “We’ll be there.” 
 
    “Good. See you in an hour.” 
 
    The feed cut off, and the viewscreen switched back to the space around them. 
 
    “I don’t like this,” Bulco said. 
 
    “Yeah, what kind of a businessman travels around with two battleships following him?” Cattie asked. 
 
    Lana shook his head. “It’s not just the battleships that are dangerous. The speaker’s own Corvette is powerful. It’s a little smaller than Unity, but they don’t have a huge hanger that takes up most of their space. They have a strong power source powering a multi-layered energy shield, several energy cannons, and a few more weapons I can’t identify. It might be even stronger than the warships.” 
 
    “I don’t like them odds,” Bulco said grimly. “That kind of power lets him pretty much dictate any sort of agreement he’ll want.” 
 
    “It’s better to go along with it and stall for time until we have more options,” Nori said. 
 
    “So how you want to play it?” Bulco asked. 
 
    “Let’s get back down and bring Diamond. Maybe his Diplomat path can prove helpful.” 
 
    “And if not?” 
 
    Nori looked at Nathan as she answered. “Then at least it will give us the opportunity to assess our enemy and prepare a few surprises.” 
 
   
  
 




22 - Diplomatic Immunity 
 
      
 
    “I can’t believe I’m going through with this,” the heavyset man grumbled. 
 
    Diamond, previously a shelter leader, and now a co-leader of the newly established town of Haven, was extremely nervous. His hands clutched the arms of his seats while his eyes were glued to the viewscreen in front of him. 
 
    “Relax, old man,” Bulco said. “It's just a short flight to the space station. We’ll be there in a few minutes.” 
 
    Diamond shook his head. “My black ass was intended to remain on the ground. I’m not built for this sci-fi shit. And you want me to negotiate with freaking aliens on top of everything.” 
 
    “We have to figure out what they have in store for us,” Nori said as she piloted the ship. “The Speaker asked to talk with one of our leaders, and that's you. Maybe you’ll be able to find a peaceful way out of this mess.” 
 
    “Great, I always wanted to have a friendly chat with an alien crime lord,” Diamond said sarcastically. “How did you guys know? It isn’t even my birthday.” 
 
    “He doesn’t know we know who he really is,” Lana said. “So you should be careful not to reveal that fact. Maybe it will give you an edge in the discussion somehow.” 
 
    “What can a Diplomat do, anyway?” Cattie asked curiously. “I mean, Sharpshooter and Pilots are pretty self-explanatory but what does your Path let you do?” 
 
    Diamond shrugged. “It didn’t come with a manual, so I can’t be sure. I did notice people are more readily accepting of my ideas and suggestions, especially when it comes to settling conflicts. At times of urgency—like when we were mobilizing against the broodmother—people followed my orders instantly, and I mean the ‘how high?’ kind of instantly.” 
 
    Nori narrowed her eyes as she inspected the man. 
 
      
 
    Diamond, Human, Level 4, Faction: Earth Force 
 
    Path: Diplomat
Highest attribute: Control 3  
 
    No. of implants: 2 
 
    Threat assessment: Minimal 
 
      
 
    “Why are you still only level 4, really?” she asked. “I saw some of the guards were already level 5.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Didn’t seem right to claim a larger share of the piTec when the guards on the front lines can use every bit of it to fight off the Warped. I mostly just tell people what to do. I don’t need to be high-level for that.” 
 
    “You’re wrong. Every 5 levels a Path reaches a crossroad that makes it stronger. You’re going to negotiate with someone who’s much higher level than you are. You can use every advantage you can get.” From her pocket, Nori withdrew a teardrop-shaped crystal. “How much Tec do you need to reach level 5?”  
 
    “I’ve got 9.2 right now.” 
 
    Nori nodded. “Level 5 require 16 Tec, so you need 6.8 more. Good thing I have some hard currency on me. We keep most of it in a digital account. Here you go.” She handed him the crystal. 
 
    He frowned as he looked at it. “There’s 12,000 piTec here. You’re sure?” 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t need to carry them around anymore. My new wrist console can access our account everywhere.” 
 
    Diamond nodded and closed his fist around the gem. Small arcs of light danced out of his fist, stretching over his forearms, then swallowed into his body. The beefy man stayed with his eyes closed for a long moment. 
 
    “Well?” Bulco finally spoke up. “What’s the hold up?” 
 
    “I’m trying to decide between two Path advancements,” Diamond replied, his eyes still closed. “Both sound useful: Mediator and Negotiator. The first is more of a people skill, the second is for business dealings. 
 
    “Better go with the Negotiator then,” Nori said. “If we were dealing with honest traders, I’d say go Mediator, but with what we know, anything that can help us talk our way out of the situation is preferable.” 
 
    “Alright.” 
 
    A few moments later, Diamond’s face started to change. The sacks under his eyes disappeared, his skin tightened, and his graying hair turned a uniform silver. Over all, the leader’s appearance looked more distinguished. 
 
    “What just happened?” Cattie asked. 
 
    “I put all the ability points I saved from leveling up into Appeal,” Diamond said gruffly. “I thought that as negotiations go, that one would give the best return.” 
 
    “Damn, old man,” Bulco said in admiration. “You look good enough to run for president now.” 
 
    “The name’s Diamond, not Barack. I’ll stick to managing Haven, thank you very much.” 
 
    “We’re approaching the station,” Nori said. 
 
    Diamond gawked at the viewscreen. “That thing’s huge.” He frowned. “Does anyone else think it looks like a giant bong?” 
 
    Cattie snickered. 
 
    Bulco chuckled. “That’s what I said the first time I saw it. That thing is basically just a huge space bong.” 
 
    Lana pointed at the shaft part. “That’s the docking tube. The blob at the end is the main habitat area.” 
 
    The three ships they had encountered before were already docked along one side of the station. 
 
    Nori carefully maneuvered Unity to dock parallel to them on the other side. 
 
    A slight tremble and a whooshing sound followed as the station’s clamps locked around the ship, securing her in place. 
 
    “We are docked,” Nori said. She got up from her seat, which folded back into the floor.  
 
    The others followed her. 
 
    “Not you, Serk.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I know you want justice for your fallen crew, but we need to hear him out first. If we can avoid bloodshed, we will. Otherwise, a lot of innocent people can get hurt.” 
 
    The small Aky leaned back in his seat reluctantly. “Very well.” 
 
    Nori nodded. “Let’s go meet our guests.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They led the flabbergasted diplomat along the docking bay’s corridors toward the main habitat. 
 
    Diamond gaped at the new sights around him. When the gate opened, revealing the huge spherical, multi-level space, he just shook his head. “Damn, those aliens know how to build.” 
 
    At the far side of the open space were several seating arrangements. The lounge area the station owner had recently created stretched along a wide window looking down at Earth. 
 
    Two figures sat on the couches with half a dozen rigid-looking figures standing in attention besides them. 
 
    “That’s NO_ONE and Alzigo,” Cattie whispered to the others, eyeing the far away figures. “For some reason, I don’t get any info on the others.” 
 
    “Battle drones,” Bulco said in a professional tone. “High end. Durable and obedient. The perfect executioners.” 
 
    “It’s a show of strength,” Diamond said automatically. “A way for that alien to assert his dominance and show he’s wealthy enough to afford top-notch guards. He’s letting us know he’s the one calling the shots around here.” The man paused, and his brow furrowed. “Huh, don’t know why I said that. It just came to me.” 
 
    “That’s your Path at work,” Nori said. “You can probably interpret alien body language now too.” 
 
    Diamond nodded slowly. “I think you’re right. Alright, let's do this.” 
 
    “Just don’t be alarmed by the alien’s face,” Bulco warned. 
 
    “I’ll do my best.” 
 
    Diamond’s eyes bulged only slightly as he got his first glimpse at the Inthidlon speaker. A small egg-shaped drone with flexible arms hovered beside him. 
 
    The two aliens rose from their seats.  
 
    “Ah, Unity’s crew! Welcome back,” Alzigo greeted. The double jawed, two-and-a-half-meter-tall alien towered over his Inthidlon guest. “I was just having the most delightful conversation with this distinguished businessman.” 
 
    The Inthidlon bowed his head slightly. “Skitter, of the first Inthidlon fleet, a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”  
 
      
 
    Skitter, Inthidlon, Level 12, Faction: Inthidlon first fleet 
 
    Path: Businessman → ***** 
 
    Warning: Data analysis inconsistent. Obfuscation field detected. 
 
      
 
    Diamond didn’t even blink as he stepped forward and offered his hand.  
 
    ‘Skitter’ looked down and slowly reached forward, clasping it with his own. “The name’s Diamond,” the human said. “I understand you asked to speak with me.” 
 
    “Yes.” The alien turned to Alzigo. “I appreciate the time you’ve taken to entertain me as I wait.” There was no mistaking his tone. 
 
    Alzigo nodded. “It was my pleasure. My station is always open for entrepreneurs. I hope you will continue to use my station for future dealings.” The tall alien nodded at the humans and left. 
 
    ‘Skitter’ turned back to Diamond. “It is my honor to meet one of humanity’s leaders.” 
 
    The Diplomat eased into one of the seats. “Not much of humanity is left after the Calamity, but I do speak for one of the largest settlements down there.” 
 
    “Calamity?” 
 
    “You’d call it ‘global infusion’. For us, it didn’t go quite so smoothly.” 
 
    “I understand. Well, that’s exactly why I’m here.” There was no malice in the alien’s voice but neither was there sympathy. “Allow me to get right to the point. Now that your species has joined the enlightened galaxy, we are allowed to interact. Your planet holds an abundance of several minerals—aluminum mainly—that are highly sought after where I come from.” 
 
    “I see,” Diamond replied carefully. “We can certainly discuss trade relations. We could use access to more advanced technology.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” ‘Skitter’ replied. “In that case, I propose the following: I’ll periodically send freighters to your planet which will collect the aluminum you’ve gathered. The freighters will also be used to ship in anything you’d wish to buy with your share. How does that sound?” 
 
    “That depends. How much will you pay us?” 
 
    “Right to the heart of it.” The alien smiled and reached for the hovering drone at its side. One of the drone’s arms instantly drew a narrow glass from his body and offered it to his master. Skitter took a small sip, then held the glass toward Diamond. “May I offer you some?” 
 
    The Diplomat shook his head. “I’m more interested in negotiating the price.” 
 
    “Very well. I’m willing to offer 40 piTec per ton of aluminum. Since each freighter would be capable of carrying several thousand tons, you’re looking at earning close to a hundred thousand piTec per shipment. Not an insignificant amount, I might add.” 
 
    “That seems a bit low,” Diamond said. 
 
    “Well, I’ll be the one who bears the cost of chartering the freighters, provide security along the new shipping lines, handle the buyers, that sort of thing. I believe my offer is quite generous in that respect.” 
 
    Diamond shook his head. “That is still too low.” 
 
    Something passed between them as they locked eyes. Then the Inthidlon expression softened and he chuckled. “I guess I can accommodate a future business partner. I think I can go up as high as 50 piTec per ton.” 
 
    Diamond frowned. “Let’s cut to the chase, alright? We already have a freighter down on the surface that’s loading up on aluminum as we speak. I know the price in Hammerhead is 400 piTec per ton. I see no reason to agree to your offer.” 
 
    “Well, that’s no good. I do demand exclusivity in our dealings,” Skitter said, not seeming a bit fazed by Diamond’s rebuke. “As a matter of fact, the freighter you’re talking about has no business being here in the first place. It was grounded with strict orders to stay where it was. I will be confiscating it, and any goods it carries, of course.” 
 
    The six combat drones moved as one, adjusting in place. Their eyes blazed crimson. 
 
    Everyone tensed and reached for their weapons, Nathan lowered his head and backed away, moving in parallel to the line of drones. 
 
    “Careful now,” Skitter said. “We wouldn’t want to impose on Alzigo’s hospitality. Just for the sake of clarity, my drones have analyzed your combat capabilities. In case of conflict, your complete annihilation is evaluated at 2.3 seconds.” 
 
    “I see how it goes,” Diamond said calmly. “You’re going to use your military strength to force this deal, aren’t you?” 
 
    The alien shrugged. “It would be a trivial matter to bombard your settlement from space and swoop in to claim everything you own.” 
 
    “But that would also mean you’d have to bring in your own people to gather our resources, right?” Diamond said bitterly. “Why waste effort in subduing the natives and robbing them, when you can pay them a pittance for them to do all the hard work.” 
 
    “Excellent. It’s always a pleasure to deal with an individual who has foresight and clarity. I believe we have an understanding.” 
 
    Nathan continued walking along the line of combat drones, frowning as he did so. 
 
    “It looks like you hold all the cards,” Diamond said gruffly. 
 
    “That I do.” 
 
    Nori stepped forward. “Then why the charade?”  
 
    ‘Skitter’ frowned. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “We know you’re from the Syndicate,” Diamond said. “And your name isn’t Skitter.” 
 
    The alien looked at him for a long moment, then smiled. “How did you figure that out? Well, I guess there’s little point for subterfuge at this point.” He lifted his arm and touched his wrist console.  
 
    His information instantly changed. 
 
      
 
    NO_ONE, ?? , Level ?? 
 
    ?? 
 
      
 
    “So, I believe the deal is clear, yes? Oh, and I’ll be withdrawing my offer for 50 piTec per ton. I admit that I’m more used to handling a Trader’s bargaining abilities than a Diplomat’s persuasion skills. An oversight I’ll make sure to correct. The offered price remains at 40 piTec.” 
 
    With a final sip from his glass, NO_ONE finished his drink and handed it to his servant drone. The hovering machine arm reached forward … and missed. NO_ONE frowned. “Stupid machine.” The second attempt was successful and the drone deposited the glass back into its body. 
 
    Nori glanced at Nathan who nodded back at her. 
 
    Mollified at his servant’s compliance, the Syndicate speaker turned back to Diamond. “As soon as we sign a Tec contract we can--” 
 
    “Hold on a moment,” Nori stepped forward again, raising her arms as the six combat drones turned their heads at her as one. “Aren’t you curious to know how we know who you really are?” 
 
    “I assume you learned of my presence while in Hammerhead station. The exact source of your information does not interest me. If there was a leak, it will be plugged upon my return.” 
 
    Nori shook her head. “No leak. One of your fellow speakers, another NO_ONE, informed us of your impending arrival.” 
 
    The Inthidlon’s face sombered. He studied the human captain carefully. “Interesting. Which one of my rivals was it?” 
 
    “I have his contact details right here,” Nori touched her wrist. “But that’s not all. He leaked you information on Earth’s existence, hoping to orchestrate your death.” 
 
    “Girl, what are you trying to do?” Bulco asked. 
 
    “I’m sick of us being treated like pawns. We’re caught in the middle of a Syndicate power struggle and I’m looking to turn it to our benefit.” She turned back to NO_ONE. “We were told of your arrival in advance and what you were after. We were told to kill you.” 
 
    To her surprise the Inthidlon smiled. “A rather crude plan that hardly befits my counterparts. Assuming what you're saying is true, how were you humans, with your primitive technology, supposed to accomplish the deed? Your freighter is a leap of technological advancement for you, but it’s still a far cry from being able to oppose my ships.” 
 
    “Agree to leave Earth alone, and I will tell you what I know,” Nori said with a straight face. “Then you can take it up yourself with that NO_ONE and handle your issues on your own. Away from here. Do we have a deal?” 
 
    “You are quite audacious talking in that fashion to someone with the power to annihilate your settlements from orbit,” the Inthidlon said calmly. “Why not just give up his identity instead?” 
 
    Nori eyes hardened. “We have a saying back home. We don’t negotiate with terrorists.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Bulco said and cracked his knuckles threateningly. “We kill them instead.” 
 
    NO_ONE tilted his head back and let out a hearty laugh. “I like you! You don’t cave in easily. In that case, I think I’ll simply forgo your offer. We, the speakers, are a bunch of plotters and schemers. Getting the name of an incompetent brazen one is far down my list of priorities.” He looked at Diamond. “Despite my appreciation for your species’ tenacity, you will either sign a Tec contract with me, or I’ll resort to the option of taking the aluminum myself.” 
 
    The shelter leader’s expression was full of disdain. “What the hell is a Tec contract?”  
 
    “It’s rather simple. We each sign a contract, and whichever side fails to uphold it will be have to deal with the local authorities. Since your planet no longer has a central government system, it would fall under the responsibility of the local system lord,” NO_ONE explained. “They are extremely powerful individuals that usually resort to settling such disputes by annihilating anything around them.” 
 
    Diamond scowled “Now you listen here—” 
 
    “Diamond,” Lana said suddenly. Everyone turned to look at the young woman. “We don’t have a choice. If we don’t do this he’ll just bombard us from space, and the Warped will swoop in to pick up whatever’s left.” 
 
    “I’m glad to see there’s one reasonable human among you,” NO_ONE said approvingly. 
 
    “That’s right,” Lana retorted, looking directly into her captain’s eyes. “I’m the Expert.”  
 
    Nori nodded slowly. “She’s right, Diamond. Do it.” 
 
    The elderly leader looked at Bulco. “Are you onboard with this?” 
 
    The large man nodded slowly. “Yeah, looks like it's the only way.” 
 
    The alien smirked. “I’m glad to see you all so enthused about the prospect. We’ll need to establish a few basic rules in the contract: the rate for aluminum procured, guarantees for my personal safety as Earth’s new administrator, repercussions and fines for failing to deliver certain quotas, that sort of thing. 
 
    Diamond scowled at him, then looked at Nori with burning eyes. 
 
    The Navigator-turned-captain nodded. “Do it.” 
 
    “No.” The Diplomat crossed his arms. “I refuse. I won't sign a contract that turns us into indentured slaves.” 
 
    NO_ONE let out a cruel smile. “It’s either indentured or incinerated.”  
 
    “Diamond,” Bulco said to the older man and put a hand on his shoulder. “You need to do this.” 
 
    “Do it,” Cattie said between clenched teeth. 
 
    Nathan nodded reluctantly. 
 
    “This is not what I had in mind for my first alien diplomatic meeting.” Diamond looked at everyone gathered around him, all nodding for him to proceed. “Fine.” He gritted his teeth. “How the hell do we do this?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Damn it, Nori,” Cattie said once they were out of earshot. “If you’d just let me set up a sniping position somewhere in the upper levels, I could have solved the entire problem with a single headshot.” 
 
    Bulco shook his head. “Not likely. Your rifle wasn’t powerful enough to penetrate the first NO_ONE’s shield, and this one is supposed to be even more powerful.” 
 
    “And the station is neutral territory,” Lana reminded her. “If we had struck, it could have destroyed our relationship with Alzigo, and we need his support.” 
 
    “I’m all for killing our problems with overwhelming force,” the Engineer said. “But if we’d attacked, he would have set his drones against us, and I’m sorry to say that he was right to feel confident. Each one of them is a high grade D machine. Nothing we have can even make a dent in ‘em.” 
 
    “Or control them,” Nori stated as she looked directly at Nathan. 
 
    The young Technomancer took a deep breath and shook his head. “Encryption too strong.” 
 
    “You kids better tell me you have a plan,” Diamond said, still sounding angry. “I went along with you back there, but I’ll be damned if I go down in history as the black man who restored slavery. So tell me you have a plan, or I’ll go right back there and start a third world war. And damn the consequences.” 
 
    They reached their ship and walked toward the bridge. 
 
    “Diamond.” Nori stopped and looked into his eyes. “We have a plan.” 
 
    “Yes,” Lana said. “I told you to go along to buy us time to get everything ready.”  
 
    The older man frowned. “What about those system lord guys that will burn us all for reneging on the deal?” 
 
    The Expert smirked. “NO_ONE only told you half the truth. Luckily, I’ve looked into Tec contracts so I know a little bit about how they work. It’s true—without local leadership the jurisdiction falls back to the system lords who claim that part of space. So all we need to do is to establish a local leadership. Seeing as you and Martin are already pretty much the acknowledged leaders it shouldn’t be hard to form an official ruling body. Even if it's only Haven’s jurisdiction, it should be enough. I’ll walk you through what we need to do on the way back to Haven.” 
 
    “Alright, that’s good news, at least. How are we going to handle that alien psychopath? His ships are bigger than yours.” 
 
    “We have one thing going on for us,” Nori said. She threw a meaningful look at Nathan, then assumed the pilot seat. 
 
    The young Technomancer nodded. “I made contact with the butler drone. With Unity’s help, I can access its feed from afar. From closer range, I can control it.” 
 
    Unity’s thrusters hummed to life. They disengaged from the station and made their way down toward the blue planet. 
 
    Diamond frowned. “How much use is a robot that serves drinks?” 
 
    “You’d be surprised,” Nathan smiled gently. 
 
    “So what’s the plan, Captain?” Bulco asked. 
 
    “We go down to the ground and rally all the forces we have. We need to figure out a way to isolate NO_ONE’s corvette from the two warships escorting him. Once we get him in our sight, we go at him with everything we’ve got while Nathan tries to inflict damage from inside his ship. Hopefully, it will be enough to bring him down.” 
 
    “That’s not much of a plan,” Diamond said dryly. 
 
    The captain nodded. “There’s one more thing we have working to our advantage.” She tapped her wrist and brought the console to her eye level. “It’s time to keep your word.”


 
   
  
 

 23 - Uprising 
 
      
 
    Unity gently touched down on an open stretch of road. Despite the growing darkness, the area around was bustling with activity. Hundreds of people were working side by side, clearing debris, putting up walls, and driving vehicles. 
 
    “Alright, remember what I told you,” Lana hurried after Diamond. “To establish a local ruling body. You need the acknowledgment of at least 80% of the local population. It isn’t really a democracy, it works more like faith. With enough ‘followers’ the Tec should acknowledge you and give you access to new management options.” 
 
    Diamond nodded. “Yeah, I got you the first time, girl. I’ll need to bring in Nicolas—he’s got the loyalty of the guards. Also Gary, who leads our technical crews. But even put together, I’m not sure we got 80% of the people. Not without Martin, and he still isn’t back from his mission in Jakarta.” 
 
    “You have to try,” Nori said, following them to the exit platform. “And bring out all the heavy weapons you’ve got. We need to set up a kill zone. With enough people and weapons, we might just—” 
 
    “Captain,” Unity said pleasantly. “Orbital scans reveal the Corvette is moving. Current trajectory suggests they plan on entering the atmosphere.” 
 
    Lana ran back to the bridge as Nori frowned and tapped her wrist console, bringing up the face of the Inthidlon speaker. “What do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    “Ah, Captain Nori,” the alien’s smug voice answered back. “I was feeling cooped up here on my own, so I decided to come down to check on my new investment. My freighter’s loading speed is far too slow. I’m sure a little incentive would do the loaders a world of good.” 
 
    “If you harm anyone—” Nori started. 
 
    “Tsk, tsk, tsk. I would be careful with what you’re going to say. We wouldn’t want to make Earth’s new administrator angry or risk violating our contract, would we?” 
 
    Clenching her jaw, Nori terminated the connection. 
 
    “It’s only his ship that’s coming down here,” Lana’s voice came over the comms. “I’m looking at the sensor readings now. The warships are still docked. Looks like he feels secure enough to come down on his own. He’ll reach the other freighter in the industrial zone in nine minutes.” 
 
    “That’s our chance,” Nori said, looking at Diamond. “Our timetable has just shortened. Get that 80% and send all our fighters to the industrial zone.” 
 
    To his credit, the seasoned leader didn’t waste any time arguing. Despite his generous girth, he broke into a quick run, shouting orders to the people around him. 
 
    “I’ll go find a good spot to set up,” Cattie said, grabbing her folded sniper rifle and ran after him. 
 
    Nori turned to Bulco. “How're the mech’s repairs going?” 
 
    “The two auto repair drones we bought were a big help. It's almost back to full working order, but I don’t think it can take much of a beating. A few good hits would probably be enough to destroy it,” the Engineer replied. “Serk is working on the final adjustments now. Should be done any moment.” 
 
    “Good, get it ready. You have nine minutes. Nathan?” 
 
    The young man looked up. 
 
    “You’re with me.” 
 
    They ran back to the bridge and assumed their seats. 
 
    “Can you connect to the drone?” Nori asked. 
 
    Nathan nodded. “I think so.” He closed his eyes, and his seat shifted, turning into a capsule. A partially transparent visor covered the Technomancer’s face.  
 
    The leftmost viewscreen flickered, displaying a new image from the butler drone’s perspective, which was currently flying down a corridor. Curved, white walls bordered the inside of the speaker’s ship. As they watched, the drone entered a room containing other utility drones and approached an open box. Several robotic arms emerged out of the box, reaching into the drone and replacing its used dishes with new ones. 
 
    Nori watched intently as the small hovering drone resumed its flight over the ship, moving through several other corridors and open hallways. “There!” she said suddenly. The picture froze, displaying an open doorway that was bordered off with an intensely bright force field. “What’s in there?” 
 
    “Engine room,” Nathan said confidently from inside his capsule. The picture unfroze, returning to show the drone's point of view. 
 
    “Can you make the drone go in there?” 
 
    “No. Still too far to control. Also, the drone doesn’t have access.” 
 
    “Captain,” Lana said tensely. “They’ll reach the freighter in three minutes.” 
 
    “We’ll make it in two,” Nori said, turning back to the viewscreen. “We have to make every moment count, looking for an advantage. Alert me again in one minute.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain.” 
 
    They continued observing the drone’s patrols through the ship but didn’t find any obvious vulnerabilities.  
 
    “Two minutes!” Lana’s voice cracked. 
 
    Nori instantly brought up her hands, already wrapped in the holo controls. Within three heartbeats, the ship zoomed away, hurtling to intercept the intruders. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As they neared the industrial zone, they could clearly see the larger freighter had landed right next to a mound of processed ore. Dozens of people were busy loading the large vessel with everything from simple wheelbarrows to anti-grav carriers. 
 
    As they drew near, half a dozen armored vehicles burst into view, barely braking in time to avoid running over the surprised workers. Two scores of armed man poured out of the vehicles carrying heavy, high-caliber machine guns. A couple were holding missile launchers. They moved in a hurry, looking for the best firing position. 
 
    “Damn it,” Nori cursed. “It won’t be enough.” 
 
    High above them, NO_ONE’s ship was quickly descending. 
 
    “How’s that mech looking?” Nori asked sharply. 
 
    “We still need a few minutes,” Bulco’s voice came back over the comms.  
 
    “We don’t have a few minutes!” 
 
    “Incoming transmission,” Lana said. 
 
    “Put it through.” 
 
    “I find it quite odd that you have deployed armed forces at my destination,” NO_ONE said coldly.  
 
    “They’re only there to protect your cargo,” Nori said, making it up on the spot. “We didn’t want to risk not meeting our quota in case of a Warped attack.” 
 
    “And that explains why your pathetic little freighter is on an intercept course? I think the time for fake pleasantries is over. I’m going to make an example out of those primitively equipped soldiers of yours as a lesson for the others. Interfere or try to stop me and you doom your planet to the system lord’s wrath.” 
 
    The main viewscreen showed NO_ONE’s Corvette hovering over the landed freighter. Several gun ports opened from the seamless hull and multiple cannons, energy crackling around them, emerged from within. 
 
    “Wait!” Nori said, checking the range on her consoles. “We have something valuable you’d be interested in, courtesy of your rival. We’re willing to give it to you for free.” 
 
    “What is it?” the speaker asked sharply. 
 
    The distance between them closed to two hundred meters.  
 
    Nori cracked a smile and pressed the console. “Your shield’s override code.”  
 
    Intense light flashed all around the Corvette as her multi-layered shields flickered, then went away. 
 
    “FIRE!” Nori roared. 
 
    Nathan instantly shot the cannon. Despite not having the right Path to aim properly, at two hundred meters away, it was hard to miss. 
 
    The men on the ground started firing as well. All sorts of small and high caliber bullets hit the ship’s hull, pinging against her thick armor like a rain of lead. Several missiles exploded on impact. 
 
    Throughout it all, the ship remained in place. Pristine and untouchable as ever. 
 
    “Their armor’s too tough!” Lana shouted. “All we’re doing is scratching their paint.” 
 
    “Fools!” NO_ONE’s voice was full of cold fury. “I’ll make an example out of you all!” 
 
    Several gun ports pointed at Unity, the others pointed to the ground around the landed freighter. 
 
    Then all hell broke loose as they opened fire. 
 
    Bolts of energy and streams of light shot out in all directions, turning vehicles into smoking craters, and catching several fighters in the open, vaporizing them on the spot. 
 
    Nori swerved roughly to the left, narrowly avoiding several energy blasts. She sent both her controls sideways, while simultaneously summoning a small console and manipulating it with her fingertips. The upgraded thrusters proved themselves as the complex maneuvers caused Unity to swerve to the sides and turn on a different axis, avoiding more shots. A single hit scraped against their hull, and the entire ship shook violently from the impact. 
 
    “Nathan!” Nori shouted. “Get that drone to the engine room! I can’t evade their shots much longer.” 
 
    “It’s already there,” the Technomancer shouted back at her. “But it can’t pass through the force field!” 
 
    The leftmost viewscreen showed the glowing sheet of blue power, blocking off the entrance. 
 
    Unity swerved violently left, right, upward, and spinning lengthwise, avoiding more and more rays of death. The people on the ground fared much worse. The armored cars were all blown away and the hostile ship was picking off the survivors one by one. 
 
    The asteroid cannon continued to fire every three seconds, and several more missiles from the ground exploded as they hit the enemy ship, without any discernible effect. Then a dark bolt of energy impacted against one of the smaller cannons, blasting it away in a shower of sparks. 
 
    “Hold on!” the Sharpshooter’s voice called over the comms. “Only nine more cannons to go!” 
 
    The enemy ship continued to fire. An energy discharge impacted Unity’s top fully, and the ship was hurled down, nearly hitting the ground before the Navigator managed to bring her back under control. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing to my ship!” Bulco shouted, coming at a run from the cargo hold. The large man literally jumped into the seat that sprouted out of the floor and instantly called for his consoles. “That impact went through our external plating. The second floor is missing part of the roof right now.” 
 
    “The entire ship is going to be open to space if we won’t do something quick!” Lana shouted. “Their armor has minor external damage only!” 
 
    “We’re going to have to drill through that armor!” Nori yelled, her arms reaching for the relevant control. 
 
      
 
    Alter mode engaged. 
 
      
 
    The ship started transforming. 
 
    “Don’t be stupid!” Bulco yelled back at her. “Their ship is too small, there’s no place we could latch onto outside the range of their weapons. They’ll blast us right off their hull!” 
 
    “We have no other choice! I’ll try to aim for the spot with the broken cannon and hope Unity’s new form can take it!” Nori clenched her teeth and directed the controls forward. Unity’s new hind leg thrusters flared up, causing her to jump ahead, eating the distance in a few seconds. 
 
    “Unity, break away,” an authoritative, familiar voice came through their comms. “The cavalry is here.” 
 
    “Martin!” everyone exclaimed in unison. 
 
    Appearing out of the horizon, like a majestic dragon in flight, the small, arrow-shaped scout vessel zoomed in. Her forward cannon pulsed, sending out a continuous beam of energy. The stronger, ship-to-ship weapon was much more effective than anything they’d thrown at the enemy so far. The beam scorched a hole through the ship’s thick armor, causing it to shudder. The small dart vessel zoomed away, nimbly evading the return fire. 
 
    On their view of the enemy ship’s insides, several power conduits ruptured around the small butler drone. The force field protecting the entrance to the engine room flickered once and died out. The way was cleared. 
 
    “Nathan!” Nori cried. 
 
    The small drone hovered onward, entering the engine room. A large spherical power core lay in the middle of the chamber. All around it, the ship’s engine was humming loudly. Several components were spewing bolts of electricity. 
 
    “Over there!” Bulco shouted, pointing at a lightning-filled gap in the engine. 
 
    A stray shot from the enemy ship caught the scout vessel's rear. The small ship instantly started losing height, her thrusters leaving a trail of thick black smoke. 
 
    “They’re targeting all the cannons on us!” Lana cried. 
 
    The small drone reached forward with six slender arms and flew directly into the crackling opening. Their view was instantly cut off, switching to the area around them. 
 
    A series of explosions erupted all over the enemy ship. It angled downward, losing altitude as more explosions erupted out of its thrusters. 
 
    With a huge impact the tough Corvette crashed down, raising a cloud of smoke and debris. 
 
    The enemy ship was down. 
 
    “Ha!” Bulco grunted. “Who’s a minimal threat assessment now, assholes?” 
 
    “Martin! Martin! Are you alright?” Nori called anxiously. 
 
    There was no response. 
 
    “Damage report!” 
 
    “Structural integrity down to 60%. Second floor sustained heavy damage, and we have a hole the size of a car over the galley, but it’s all just wrappings. All main systems are fully operational.” 
 
    “Alright, I’m flying us over Martin’s vessel, maybe he’s still—” 
 
    “You dare?” A voice full of cold hate shouted through the still open comm link. 
 
    Lana gasped and touched her console. 
 
    The main viewscreen zoomed in, displaying the downed enemy ship. A hatch opened on its side, and a familiar figure stepped out of it. 
 
    NO_ONE. 
 
    The six advanced combat drones followed him out, taking guard positions around him, their weapons raised. 
 
    “I’m not going to wait for the system lord to pay you a visit. I’m going to exterminate every last human from the face of this planet myself.” 
 
    On the viewscreen, the combat drones started firing their weapons, aiming at the human workers who had tried to hide throughout the battle. A few of the surviving fighters fired back, but all their shots rebounded harmlessly off the drone’s superior armor. A bolt of dark energy streaked by, aimed at NO_ONE’s head. A bright yellow force shield erupted around his body, harmlessly deflecting the attack. 
 
    “Serk, they need you out there!” Nori barked. 
 
    “Get me down there, Captain. Justice will be served today.” 
 
    Nathan fired the asteroid cannon. The Mithril-tipped projectile hit one of the drones. The force was enough to send the unit falling, but it was not enough to punch through its armor. The ricochet hit a nearby wall, reducing it to rubble, revealing two hiding workers. The drone quickly got to its feet. 
 
    “Nathan, stop firing,” Nori ordered. “Serk, I’m bringing us down, get ready.” 
 
    “Nori!” Lana cried, frantically working over her console. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The two warships, they left the station! They’re heading straight for us.” 
 
    Nori’s face clouded as she directed the ship down, hitting the ground with an audible thud. 
 
    The four-armed, five-meter-tall mech burst out of the cargo bay. 
 
    It’s two larger arms were spread wide to the sides, and it carried two Balatium rods the size of tree trunks in its smaller hands. The giant machine barreled straight into the seven enemies. The rods flailed to the sides while its two larger arms plucked up two drones and hurled them to the ground with tremendous force. 
 
    Despite the sheer brutality of the attack, the patchwork mech couldn’t overcome the drones’ superior armor. Its considerable mass, however, allowed it to punch through the defensive line and reach their leader. 
 
    The other four drones opened fire.  
 
    Beams of energy washed over the mech’s lower torso, cutting it apart and blowing off its legs. 
 
    “Serk!” Bulco shouted. 
 
    The machine of destruction continued to flail its limbs as it tumbled down. A widely swung baton landed a glancing hit on the Syndicate speaker. 
 
    The alien’s force shield flared up, completely negating the impact. The giant mech tumbled down at its feet, legs gone, torso crumbling away. Defeated. 
 
    “They’re here,” Lana whispered in fear. 
 
    Two dark spots appeared high in the sky, holding position above the battlefield. 
 
    “Primitive fools!” NO_ONE roared. “You thought you could defeat me so easily? Me? I’m the Syndicate’s third Speaker! I’ve toppled whole factions on a whim! Watch me lay waste to your planet.” He brought his wrist console to his eye level just as Nori’s own console chimed. 
 
    The young captain smiled. “We might not have your ships or your weapons,” she spoke calmly to the comms. “But we have something that you don’t.” 
 
    The speaker paused before inputting the final command. “Oh?” he asked mockingly. “And what is that?” 
 
    Nori smiled. “Stronger friends.” 
 
    A huge section of the sky erupted in lightning as an immense amount of static electricity built up instantly, forming into a gargantuan sphere, dozens of kilometers long.  
 
    A moment later, the space was filled up, all at once, with an unbelievably huge mass. A kilometers-long hovering island, covered with small protrusions, filled the air above them. The two hovering warships next to it looked miniscule in comparison. 
 
    NO_ONE stumbled backward. “No … that’s impossible … a planet?” 
 
    Nori smiled grimly. “A planetoid, actually.” 
 
    The Syndicate speaker touched his console, and the two warships started firing, targeting the new arrival. 
 
    The sentient planet swept sideways effortlessly, impacting the firing warships. The two vessels instantly disappeared, transforming into two small explosions on the planetoid’s exterior. 
 
    All around the battlefield, comms and communicators suddenly chirped to life, letting out a static sound that was quickly replaced by a deep, authoritative voice. “I am Grotula3, and Earth is now under my protection.” 
 
    “No, no, that’s impossible,” the Syndicate Speaker stuttered as he took a step back. 
 
    The downed mech twitched. The two smaller arms snapped forward, trying to grip the alien’s body. His personal shield flared up, keeping the arms at bay. The top of the mech blew off, revealing a small green alien. Serk. 
 
    The Aky met the shocked Inthidlon’s eyes. His own eyes blazed. A long thin blade, coated with purple energy, appeared in his hand, and he thrust it forward. The blade passed through the energy shield as if it wasn’t even there, sinking into the other alien’s unprotected chest like butter.  
 
    Serk held his enemy’s eyes with his own. “Your administrator title has just been revoked.” He twisted the blade. A stream of purple blood pooled on the ground. “Justice is served.” 
 
    NO_ONE fell, twitching and clutching at his chest. He was dead before his body hit the ground. 
 
    With their master suddenly gone, the drones around him froze in place. 
 
    The fight was over. 
 
    “Well that’s something you don’t see every day,” a familiar voice sounded over the comms. “Where the hell did you find a talking planet?” 
 
    “Martin!” Lana exclaimed. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “I’m fine. My ship took a beating, but it's still mostly in one piece.” 
 
    “Thanks for the save,” Nori said. “We almost didn't make it there.” 
 
    “You know me. Just a Justicar, doing my thing.” 
 
    “Martin?” Diamond’s voice sounded. “Get your ass over here ASAP. We have a vote to cast.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “All in favor?” 
 
    Diamond, Martin, Nicolas, Gary, and a woman by the name of Aly, all raised their hands. 
 
      
 
    Haven’s official leadership recognized. 
 
      
 
    Pending issues: 
 
    
    	 Low morale detected 
 
    	 Insufficient housing detected 
 
    	 Criminal activity hampers efficiency 
 
    	 Tec Contract violated: 1 
 
   
 
      
 
    “Well?” Nori looked anxiously at the five new official ‘rulers’.  
 
    “It worked,” Diamond said with a relieved sigh. “I was afraid we were too late to intercept the Tec contract violation.” 
 
    “I’m guessing the message was sent but then rescinded once the leadership motion was passed,” Lana said. 
 
    “Alright, let’s check what that Tec contract violation means,” Martin said, his eyes distant as he concentrated on his personal view. “Hmm, looks like someone was a bad boy: violating personal safety clause, failing to reach an agreed resource quota … it goes on a bit.” 
 
    “So what does it mean for us?” Nori asked, nearly holding her breath. 
 
    Martin looked up at Unity crew gravely. “These are a severe transgressions. Extreme punishment is advised.” 
 
    Lana gulped. 
 
    Martin slowly lifted a finger, looking severe.  
 
    Then he cracked a smile. “Tsk, Tsk, Tsk. Bad kids. You are hereby officially reprimanded.” 
 
    The other leaders chuckled, and the tense mood lightened. Everyone joined the laughter. 
 
    “Phew, you had me worried there for a moment, boss,” Cattie said, smiling. 
 
    He shook his head. “Not your boss anymore. You’re too big for us now. Being out there, taking on the serious stuff. Us? We just have the Warped to contend with.” 
 
    “Well, to tell you the truth—” 
 
    The Sharpshooter stopped abruptly, along with everyone else, as new lines of text appeared on their view. 
 
      
 
    Faction prerequisite met: central leadership 
 
      
 
    Faction prerequisite met: base of operations: Haven 
 
      
 
    Congratulations: Earth Force has been recognized as an official galactic faction.
New political and commercial options will become available for faction’s leadership. 
 
      
 
    Bulco frowned. “An official galactic faction? What does it mean?” 
 
    “Congratulations, Earth Force,” Grotula3’s voice came over the comms. 
 
    Diamond held up a finger. “Hold on, I’m getting a lot more information over here.” The other leaders nodded, each concentrating on their own view. 
 
    Nicolas crinkled his nose after reading the first few lines. “It’s mostly legal stuff: how to interact with other factions, rights and obligations, due conduct, that sort of thing. I think I’ll let the others sort this through. I’m going back to my squads. They tend to stray if I leave them unattended for too long.” 
 
    “This one is interesting,” Diamond grumbled. “We can receive requests from other factions to establish embassies, or request one of our own. Apparently, it comes with several benefits.” 
 
    “It does indeed,” Grotula3 spoke again. “It is believed that the Relict were interested in unifying all the races across the galaxy. Aside from its obvious use, the Tec also rewards cooperation and promotes interaction between species. It would be my honor if you would accept my request to open the first official embassy on your base.” 
 
    “Wait,” Cattie said. “So you’re also a planet, a person, and an official galactic faction, all rolled into one?” 
 
    “A planetoid. And yes.” 
 
    Diamond looked around, meeting the other leaders’ eyes. They all nodded. “Very well,” he said. “We accept.” 
 
    Apparently, the five leaders were bombarded with a new slew of messages because they all wore distracted expressions following the Diplomat’s assent. 
 
    “All right,” Martin said at last. “Everything looks good.” He looked at Diamond. “As our resident Diplomat we’ll leave you two to hash out the details. In the meantime …” He grinned at Unity’s crew. “We’re gonna check out the loot!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When they got back to the downed alien Corvette, most signs of battle were erased. 
 
    The human casualties were removed, along with the wrecked vehicles. Dozens of people were crawling, literally and figuratively, all over the downed ship. NO_ONE’s body was stripped and laid on a stretcher with his equipment laid out next to him. The six battle drones were being moved onto a truck.  
 
    “Let’s see what we have so far,” Gary, the head technologist and recently appointed faction leader, said. 
 
    He motioned to one of the nearby women to approach. “Diana, what do we have so far?” 
 
    The woman smiled as she approached. “This spaceship is a technological marvel, Gary. It’s pretty badly damaged, we don’t think it’ll ever fly again, but we think some of its systems can be salvaged. We’re taking inventory of everything right now, but I gotta admit, there’s a lot of it we don’t understand.” 
 
    “Alright, let me have a look,” Bulco grunted moving through the crowd of people. “AstroTec, coming through.” 
 
    “What about him?” Nori said pointing at the Inthidlon corpse. 
 
    Diana grimaced. “We removed everything he had on him and refused the messages to extract his Tec, per Diamond’s orders.” 
 
    “And the drones?” Serk asked. 
 
    Diana jumped back in surprise. Evidently, she hadn’t noticed the small alien standing between his taller crewmates. “You’re … it … we…” she stuttered. 
 
    “Take it easy, Di.” Gary patted her shoulder. “We’re all friends here.” 
 
    The Technician nodded. “None of us can do anything with the drones. They’re too advanced. Their prerequisite is way above everyone’s Path score.” 
 
    “Perhaps I can be of assistance?” Serk suggested. 
 
    Gary nodded. “Go ahead.” 
 
    “Come on; I want to see the loot!” Cattie said, her eyes gleaming with excitement. 
 
    Serk walked over to the truck while the others approached the items around the dead alien. 
 
      
 
    Personal shield modulator, Rank: D5, Prerequisite: Level 20 
 
      
 
    “Holy bananas!” Lana exclaimed. “Level 20! No wonder Cattie’s sniper rifle couldn’t penetrate it.” 
 
    “Damn, it also means we can’t use it ourselves,” Cattie’s face fell. 
 
    “I’m sure the level requirement will be less severe for the right Path,” Lana said thoughtfully. “Or we can just sell it. I bet it would fetch a good price.” 
 
    Gary shrugged. “Diamond said everything that alien had belongs to you.” 
 
    Nori nodded and picked up the small item. “Let’s put it in the armory for now.” 
 
      
 
    Energy Pistol, Rank: E8 
 
      
 
    “That’s a good one,” Cattie said approvingly. “I can use it, but I think I’ll stick to my Pulsers. She jiggled her arms, emphasizing the two thick bracelets she wore. 
 
    “I can’t use it,” Nori said with a vapid expression. “I guess that one goes into the armory too.” 
 
    “That’s all?” Cattie grumbled. “The asshole was supposed to be rich. How about trying to remove his implants? I bet he had a few high-priced ones.” 
 
    Lana shook her head. “You can’t. Implants integrate with the host’s body. They're useless to anyone else.” 
 
    “Well, what about his personal storage implant? There’s got to be more stuff in there, right?” 
 
    Lana shook her head again. “We can’t access it—same story. I’m afraid everything he stored there is now lost. 
 
    “Wait,” Nori said. “Doesn’t Grotula3 have a lab devoted to researching these things?” 
 
    “He does!” Cattie’s eyes sparkled. “If anyone can get it open, I bet it’s him.” She placed a finger below her right ear. “Hey, big guy, you up there?” 
 
    There was no answer. 
 
    “Grotula3?” 
 
    “This is Grotula3’s control center,” an unknown Aky voice replied. “Who is this?” 
 
    “Umm,” Cattie hesitated. “This is Cattie, from the Earth Force. I was hoping to talk to Grotula3 directly.” 
 
    “I’m afraid the lead scientist is otherwise occupied with current affairs and not available for personal conversations,” the Aky operator replied. “I advise you to wait for the current situation to stabilize.” 
 
    “Crap,” the Sharpshooter muttered. 
 
    “I’m guessing he's too busy to answer every call,” Lana said. “We can ask Diamond to pass along our request, seeing as they’ve just established diplomatic relations.” 
 
    “We’ll do it later then,” Nori said. “They are probably still hammering out the details.” 
 
    “What about his wrist console?” Cattie asked insistently. “Brainiac can try to hack it like she did before, right?” 
 
    Lana shook her head. “I doubt it will work. Even if he was still alive, his console is probably very advanced. But I guess I can try.” She hesitantly approached the alien body and tapped his left wrist. A prompt appeared, but nothing happened. Lana shook her head. “There’s nothing to interact with. I’m guessing it’s some sort of failsafe measure.” 
 
    “Damn it,” the Sharpshooter said in disappointment. “At least we have a whole ship to plunder.” 
 
    “Well, there’s also this thing,” Lana said, confirming the prompt she just received. 
 
      
 
    Tec extracted: 204 
 
      
 
    +1 Level 
 
      
 
    “Holy crap!” Bulco cried excitedly, coming out of the downed Corvette. “I just received 136 Tec! I leveled up!” 
 
    “Me too!” Cattie exclaimed. “Whole 3 levels in a single day. Gotta be some sort of record. I’m level 9 now!” 
 
    Everyone exchanged looks and nodded at each other. 
 
    “Looks like we’ve all reached level 9,” Nori said, reading the other’s details. 
 
    “Congratulations,” Serk said, returning from his drone inspection. 
 
    “That alien asshole was loaded with Tec,” Bulco said. “I wonder what level he was.” 
 
    “Probably a high 13, or a low 14,” the Aky said. 
 
    “Weird. I expected more with all his big talk about how powerful he was.” 
 
    Serk frowned. “You are right. It's almost like …” He stopped and shook his head. “No, that’s impossible.” 
 
    “What are you talking about, little buddy?” 
 
    “Do not be concerned; it’s irrelevant. I’m pleased that despite his seemingly low level you all got enough Tec to level up.” 
 
    “You haven't though,” Lana pointed out. 
 
    “True, but I’m very close to reaching level 11 now. I only need a little over a hundred Tec.” 
 
    “Did you finish inspecting the drones?” Nori asked. 
 
    The little green man nodded. “It looks like NO_ONE was using a command implant to control them directly. They entered standby mode as soon as he died.” 
 
    “Can we make them work again?” 
 
    Serk nodded. “An implant is a poor control substitute for someone with the appropriate Path. I will not be able to control them directly, but with a little work, I can program them to accept simple commands like: ‘guard’, ‘patrol’, etc.” 
 
    “I’m sure the big guys will be thrilled about that,” Bulco said. “Now, if y’all are finished here, I got some other good news you’ll want to hear. Follow me.” 
 
    “What about his storage implant?” Cattie looked at the alien corpse in concern. 
 
    “I’ll make sure to get it out and deliver it to Diamond,” Gary said. “Go on ahead.” 
 
    They followed the Engineer into the crashed spaceship. The entrance hatch was warped, and ruptured conduits shot out sparks all over the inner corridors, but it didn’t seem to bother the scores of humans who were busy disassembling everything in sight. 
 
    Bulco led them through partly collapsed corridors, reaching the ship’s engineering room. Parts of the large engine were ruptured, and currents of electricity ran through the broken parts. At the center of it all, humming with power, lay a large, intact spherical casing. 
 
    Nori eyes widened. “Is this what I think it is?” 
 
    “A completely intact, grade D power core,” Bulco said proudly. “This beauty can supply ten times more juice than Unity’s current power core. By my estimate it is worth at least a quarter million piTec on its own.” 
 
    “Err …” Lana bit her lip. “Should we give it to Haven? I bet they could use it to power up everything.” 
 
    Bulco shook his head. “Nah. The guys around here are still just learning the basics. Unity’s current power core would be more than enough for anything they need right now. Sure, in a few months they’re probably going to need an upgrade, but we could use the new core now. At least half this ship’s weapons systems survived the crash. With the new power core we can install them on Unity. After that, we won’t have to run away from every little bully with a gun we meet.” 
 
    “That does sound good,” Nori admitted. “What about the energy shield?” 
 
    The Engineer shook his head. “I’m afraid the shield emitter got fried in the crash. But at least with the new core, we have the option to buy and power up a new one.” 
 
    “It that it?” 
 
    “Of course not. There’s plenty of other stuff that still works: the guidance system, power distribution junctures, and a few other things we’ll need to dig up first. But I don’t think any of that will be useful for us. Better leave it for Earth. I bet leftover parts from a high-end alien spaceship will go a long way to helping them out.” 
 
    “I trust your judgment on that,” Nori said. “I just want our new leaders to approve it first.” 
 
    “I’ve already informed the old man I’m taking the power core and two cannons,” Bulco said. 
 
    “How did he take it?” 
 
    “Grumbled at first, but I reminded him none of this would’ve been possible without us.” He’s a cheap old bastard, but he knows we’re Earth’s best bet.” 
 
    “How soon can you start the work?” 
 
    “No time like the present. I’ll need you to park Unity next to us to make the transfer easier. There are plenty of technicians around to help me out. Once I’m done, I also promised Martin I would take a look at his scout ship—though our auto repair drones can probably do the work on their own.” 
 
    “Sounds like you and Serk are going to have your hands full for a while,” Nori said. 
 
    “Looks like it.” 
 
    “Good. That will give me time to make preparations.” 
 
    “What for?” 
 
    The captain flashed him one of her curved smiles. “The big game hunt, of course.” 
 
      
 
   
  
 




 
 
    24 - Big Game Hunt 
 
      
 
    The spaceships zoomed over the ground, flying northward. 
 
    “You sure about this, girl?” Diamond asked from his seat on board Unity’s bridge. 
 
    “I am,” Nori answered distractedly as she handled the flight controls. “We spent the last two days planning and getting ready. This is an excellent opportunity. We can get some piTec and resources for the faction, remove a serious threat, and get ahead on our agreement with Grotula3.” 
 
    The Diplomat glanced at the rightmost viewscreen, displaying the planetoid that was clearly visible from orbit. It was hard to miss, the vast body was taking up a third of the sky. Diamond shuddered. “I’m still finding it hard to believe we have a planet ally. I mean, it’s a planet, for god’s sake. How the hell does it stay up there? And shouldn’t something this big cause all sorts of trouble for us? Earthquakes, tsunamis and such?” 
 
    Lana shook her head. “I asked one of the Aky scientists. Apparently, Grotula3 emits some sort of anti-gravitational field to negate the impact his mass would have over the Earth. We should be fine.” 
 
    Nori nodded. “All we need to do is to uphold our end of the bargain. And that means hunting broodmothers.” 
 
    “Still, a level 15 broodmother is no joke,” the rotund leader grunted. 
 
    “That’s why we brought all those reinforcements with us, old man,” Bulco said pointing at the viewscreen. 
 
    Flying behind Unity was Martin’s scout ship and two Aky shuttles. 
 
    “You sure about that?” Diamond pressed. “I remember not long ago a level 12 bitch took out a hundred of our men. We still have time. Our agreement was to provide essence cores for that talking planet friend of yours once a month.” 
 
    “Planetoid,” Nori corrected him. “And don’t worry. We’ve come a long way since then. We have advanced weapons and technology, ships and allies. I’ve thought it through. We’re going to be alright.” 
 
    “If you say so,” Diamond grunted. “I’m planning to keep my ass right here on the bridge for the entire charade, waiting for my share of the Tec. Diplomats aren’t supposed to get their hands dirty.” 
 
    “Why did the Aky join us?” Cattie asked. “I thought the agreement was for us to supply the cores so they don’t have to do the fighting themselves.” 
 
    “Grotula3’s Aky allies are mostly scientists,” Serk explained. “Though they have a small amount of combat Paths among them, they can still offer support. They know it’s in their best interest to give your people aid now so you can grow faster and provide the rest on your own.” 
 
    “I guess that makes sense,” Cattie said, then frowned. “Are we absolutely sure that giving away essence cores is smart? We already discovered they’re worth a lot out there.” 
 
    Lana shook her head. “The cores are useless for us at this point. In exchange, the Aky will provide us with technology and instruction. I heard they already started giving Gary’s guys a few lessons.” 
 
    “More importantly,” Nori said, still steering the ship. “Grotula3 will offer us his protection from rogue aliens. I’d say that’s worth an essence core a month, especially since by our estimate, there are tens of thousands of broodmothers on Earth. We can afford his price.” 
 
    “Any incentive for culling their numbers is a good thing in my book,” Bulco added. 
 
    “Alright,” Cattie said. “but I don’t like it. I’ll be in the armory if you need me.” 
 
    “We arrive in thirty minutes,” Nori said. “Tell the troops to get ready.” 
 
    “Will do.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Unity and the other vessels hovered over Central Park’s water reservoir.  
 
    “Area is clear,” Lana announced, inspecting the sensor readings. “It should be safe to land and deploy our forces.” 
 
    Unity and the other ships, flew around, depositing snipers on rooftops and landing ground troops. 
 
    “Everyone in place?” Nori asked once they were airborne again. 
 
    “Drones are in position on the ground and standing by,” Serk said calmly from his Gunner position. 
 
    “Snipers are in place,” Cattie replied through the comms. 
 
    “Fighters are ready,” Nicolas said. 
 
    “Locked and loaded and eager to blast a brood bitch in between the eyes,” Martin answered cheerfully. 
 
    “Aky shuttle1 standing by.” 
 
    “Aky shuttle2 standing by.” 
 
    “Alright, everyone, switch to infrared.” 
 
    The main viewscreen flickered, showing the scorched park below. Where before was only black ash, now were long arms, glowing in red. The broodmother’s tentacles extended and forked over the park, even longer than the last time they were here. 
 
    “Alright,” Nori said tensely. “We stick to the plan. Martin, ready?” 
 
    “Ready, wing leader.” 
 
    Nori grimaced at the nickname. “Fire!” 
 
    Both vessels opened fire. 
 
    Using their brand-new beam cannons, the two ships started slicing off the tentacles at their base, on the water’s bank. The ships’ weapons were easily up to the task. Unity’s twin green beams cut through the blackened tentacles, some nearly three meters thick, like a hot knife through butter. Meanwhile, Martin’s lighter vessel was working on the thinner threads.  
 
    The water in the middle of the reservoir started churning and rising.  
 
    “Get ready for the next part!” Nori shouted. “She’s coming out!” 
 
    A huge fish head reared out of the water, spitting and roaring. It craned sideways, looking for its assailant. The mouth opened even wider and elongated toward the flying ships above that were causing it so much pain. Staying well out of the creature's range the two ships continued slicing the flailing sea of flame-wreathed tentacles. 
 
    “Everyone else—fire!” 
 
    The six high-grade drones that were stationed around the park, beyond the tentacles' reach, started blasting the monster’s head with their mounted pulse rifles. Blobs of colorful energy erupted out of their outreached arms, detonating and shaving off small flakes from the raging monster. Farther back, on the rooftop of the few surviving buildings, Cattie and the other long-range fighters opened fire. More bolts of energy and high-caliber bullets hit the Warped queen. 
 
    The two Aky shuttles moved down, making sure to stay out of range of the flailing limbs that were reaching skyward. Their sides opened, revealing rows of human soldiers standing side by side with Aky guards. The two species started firing down, adding to the deadly hail of gunfire and energy bolts. 
 
    Finding herself bombarded from all directions, and unable to retaliate, the monster desperately tried to withdraw its remaining tentacles protectively over itself and started descending into the water.
With another flyby, Unity and the scout ship finally severed the last tentacle. The amputated edge snapped back into the water. 
 
    The monster bellowed a deafening shriek, bemoaning its lost limbs. Dark blood spilled from a hundred wounds, painting the water crimson. 
 
    The drones advanced, stepping on twitching tentacles as they continued to bombard the monster. Several Warped burrowed out of the ground and rushed the mechanical units, only for their claws and teeth to scrape futilely against their superior armor. Cattie and her sharpshooters were quick to snipe down the smaller monsters. 
 
    Desperately, the broodmother tried to retreat underwater, already half her head was submerged. Then the two attack ships joined in the fray. 
 
    Unity’s twin cannons sliced through its upper head, drilling through the thick cranium. Martin’s vessel, light and quick, darted downward, its cannons blasting repeatedly, firing into the open wound. 
 
    The two Aky shuttles adjusted their location slightly, keeping the row of shooters in full view of the monster while the drones continued to bombard it from below. 
 
    When the head was nearly fully submerged, the joined firepower finally overwhelmed the monster, blasting away a portion of its head and turning its brain into mush. 
 
    The monster thrashed in death tremors, sending huge ripples across the water. It slumped sideways, the head landing against the water’s edge. 
 
    “We did it!” Lana cried happily. 
 
    “Yeah!” More voices came through the comms. 
 
    “Not bad, kids,” Diamond said approvingly. “Not bad.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The four ships landed on the open scorched ground. 
 
    Cattie led in the long-ranged fighters from the surrounding buildings, tapping each dead Warped along the way, extracting a meager amount of piTec from their low-level bodies. 
 
    The others were already waiting for them, standing on the shore next to the downed monster’s head. 
 
    “Everyone ready?” Nori looked at the fifty humans who had assembled around them. 
 
    “Show me the money!” Cattie shouted cheerfully. 
 
    The others around her chuckled. “Let’s do it,” someone else called. 
 
    Nori nodded and tapped the broodmother’s head. 
 
      
 
    Tec extracted: 32 
 
      
 
    “Holy shit!” Someone shouted. “I just gained two whole levels!” 
 
    “Me too!” several others intoned. 
 
    “I only got one,” Martin said, sounding disappointed. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re complaining about,” Diamond grunted. “I just got to level 6 myself, and you still got one over me.” 
 
    The other leader grinned at him. “Being out there, killing monsters and rescuing damsels in distress, has a positive effect on one’s levels.” 
 
    “I bet it does,” Diamond grunted. “But I’m too old and too fat for that action. Monster or damsel-wise.” 
 
    “If you don’t mind,” one of the few gathered Aky said politely, holding a scanning device. “The essence core is located there.” He pointed at a point below one of the monster’s enormous gills. 
 
    Nicolas stepped forward. With the help of a few of his men, they sliced the giant fish open and retrieved a glowing sphere the size of a bowling ball. They handed the core to Diamond who wiped off the blood with a piece of cloth, then presented it to the Aky. 
 
    The small man accepted the gift with a nod. “Thank you. I’m sure Grotula3 will appreciate it greatly.” 
 
    “I hope the big guy can find a good place to stick it into,” Bulco said, grinning. 
 
    The Aky frowned but didn’t reply. 
 
    Martin looked over his men. “Looks like almost everyone hit level 6, even a few level 7. That’s another huge leap in the war against the Warped.” He looked at Nori. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Happy to help,” Lana said airily. 
 
    “I’ll stay behind with some of the guys, and we’ll see if we can harvest something useful out of this beast,” Martin said. “You all should get back to Haven. The freighter should be finished loading soon, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” Lana said. “Then we’ll head back to Hammerhead and sell the shipment. Hopefully, establishing a profitable trade route.” 
 
    The Justicar nodded. “I’ll see y’all tomorrow before you leave.” He grinned. “Diamond here has a whole ceremony planned out.” 
 
    The other leader rolled his eyes. “Just make sure you don’t miss it. I’d hate to spoil the surprise.” 
 
    Lana frowned. “What surprise?” 
 
    “You’ll see.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Thousands of people gathered in the open square that not long ago was covered in debris. The entire town looked different.  
 
    Gone were the discarded and butchered cars. The buildings, though many still showing signs of damage, were clear of debris and some were showing quick patchwork. 
 
    Just a few short weeks ago, the masses wouldn’t have dared to step a foot outside their fortified shelters into the street. 
 
    But this was a new day. A new era. 
 
    Armored vehicles patrolled the outskirts of the area, and human guards were placed on top of rooftops, guarding the civilians against any possible threat. Thousands of people were milling around, talking excitedly to one another. Some occasionally pointed at the gigantic planetoid that was hovering serenely above them. 
 
    At long last, a heavyset African-American man stepped onto a raised podium. 
 
    The crowd's chatter turned into a low murmur as people, from both shelters, recognized the man. 
 
    Diamond waved an arm over a console installed into the podium. A huge holo monitor appeared in the air above him, displaying his face. 
 
    The crowd bellowed cries of amazement. Despite the efforts to study the Tec and use it to revive their own equipment, for most people it was the first time seeing alien technology at work. 
 
    Diamond’s giant face grinned at the crowd. “I know right?” His voice projected clearly from the holo monitor for all to hear. “If anyone told me a month ago I’d be using alien gizmos and have a goddamn walkie-talkie implanted in my head… well, I’d have put them on toilet duty for a week.” 
 
    A chuckle rippled through the audience. 
 
    “Anyway, back to business.” The leader’s expression turned serious. “A lot has happened lately. For months we lived like rats. But things are looking up. We’re finally ready to get back on our feet.” 
 
    Several cheers followed his words. 
 
    “The streets are safe!” Diamond’s voice rang out powerfully. “Our guards are high-level and equipped with advanced weapons. They have eliminated any Warped in sight. The city is now safe!” 
 
    “Hell yeah!” someone cried from the crowd. Many other cheered. 
 
    Diamond brought up his hands until the crowd silenced. “But this, in itself, is not enough. We still can’t risk leaving the shelters to live out in the open. We’ll be forever living in fear that one of the smaller monsters could slip in and hurt us or our children.” He paused, taking in the sobering effect his words had on the crowd. Then he smiled. “I’m glad to say we solved that little issue. Thanks to Unity and her crew,” he gestured at the ship parked at the far side of the street, “we now have new tools and technologies to bring us out of these dark times. With the fabricator they brought us, we can now make weapons, tools, and machines, but first and foremost”—he opened his arms wide, pointing far out—“I give you foldable technology.” 
 
    All around the crowd, at the borders of the town, walls started rising up on their own. A line of shining metal spanned the length of the town all the way to the faraway hill known as Lou’s Yard. Another line, parallel to the first, bordered the town, and a third row rose up, sealing the gap between two walls. The town was now surrounded by an impenetrable triangle. 
 
    As the crowd watched in awe, towers rose up from the triangular corners, each supporting a sizeable cannon. 
 
    “The alien enemy had thought us helpless,” Diamond’s voice was full of power. “They thought they could come down here with their powerful ships and make slaves of us.”  
 
    A hiss of anger passed through the crowd. 
 
    “But we showed them what happens to anyone coming looking for trouble with us humans!” Diamond roared. “We shot down their ships, scrapped their hulls, and turned them into walls. We took their weapons and built us automated platforms to keep us safe. I’m proud to announce that Haven is now truly that: A Haven and shelter for all humanity in these dark times. From here, we’ll reach out. We’ll push back the Warped menace and reclaim our planet!” 
 
    “YEAH!” The crowd cheered. “HAVEN! HAVEN!” 
 
    The Diplomat let the crowd cheer itself out for a good while before he raised his arms again. “Everything we achieved, our very own survival, we owe to a few unique individuals. When we, as a race, were at our worst, they rose to the occasion and pioneered our salvation. They had a ship. They could’ve flown the hell out of here, never looking back, but they didn’t. They went out, yes, and they came back with technology, weapons, and allies. Thanks to them, and others like them, humanity will survive. We will survive.” 
 
    The crowd erupted in cheers again. 
 
    This time Diamond didn't try to calm them down. His voice roared over the noise of the masses. “I give you: Nori, Bulco, Lana, Nathan, Cattie, Serk, and their ship Unity! The founders of Earth Force!” 
 
    The crowd went berserk with cheers, whistles, and yells. 
 
    “Y’all know what we’ve accomplished,” Diamond continued once the shouting had died down. “Thanks to all of you, Earth Force now has a central leadership. We’re big and important enough now to contend with these other so-called ‘official factions’. And that’s why …” He pointed behind them. A small dot in the sky was flying in, getting closer and closer, until the alien freighter hovered above the podium, shadowing half the crowd. “... I’m going out there,” Diamond finished. “This ship, full of Earth’s aluminum is going to be the first among many. We’re going to sell cheap metal and bring in valuable technology for everyone here on Earth. But it’s an important job, and a human should be on the other side, making sure our best interests comes first.” Diamond’s face clouded. “And since I apparently wasn’t doing anything too important, the other leaders voted me to be the one to fly out there and sit down with a bunch of aliens.” 
 
    The crowd started chuckling, which turned into an outright laugh when Martin shouted. “You’re the only Diplomat we have—who’s not doing anything.” 
 
    Diamond gave a mock scowl. “Yeah, whatever. I’ll look for a suitable gift when I’m out there, something that has ‘smartass’ as a prerequisite.” 
 
    The crowd chuckled again. 
 
    Diamond looked upward. “Y’all already heard about the Aky and that new moon that guards us. But in case you haven’t, that’s the hovering island over there that blots out half the sky.” He looked at the crowd intently. “Y’all probably know I’m not too keen on aliens, but Unity’s crew vouched for them.” He bowed his head towards Unity. “The Aky have already proven themselves valuable allies. It’s only thanks to their help that we managed to get those walls up so quickly. So, on behalf of Haven I’d like to say thank you to our new friends. I hope it’s only the first step in a fruitful partnership.” A steady round of applause followed. “Martin, you wanted to say a few words?” 
 
    “Yes.” The Justicar moved onto the podium, clasping Diamond’s shoulder as he vacated his spot. He turned to look at the assembled masses. “I’m sure you’re all tired with speeches and want to get the party started already,” he said with a smile. That earned him a few chuckles. “I just wanted to share a few updates.” He gestured at a large truck. The doors opened and several drones, some hovering, some walking on many legs, stepped out. “The first batch of patrol drones is ready,” he announced. “We’ll release them into the wild to hunt down the Warped. We estimate Haven and its surrounding area will be Warped free within a week.” More cheers followed. “Starting tomorrow, most of our guard teams will be given new assignments. Accompanied with a few drones they will spread out, reaching farther than before. Their missions will be to find and save as many people as they can and either help them get on their feet or bring them back to Haven. We estimate that within a month, we’ll have most of the state secured. And with our increased numbers, the entire United States within a year. If anyone wants to volunteer, now's the time. We have advanced weapons, vehicles, and alien equipment. Those of you who are willing to go out there will take an active part in saving humanity. And you’ll get a few levels out of it in the process,” he finished with a smile. 
 
    On cue, a person in the crowd shouted. “Shouldn’t the guards stay here to protect us? Walls and automated guns are nice and all, but I’d sleep better knowing someone’s watching out while I sleep.” 
 
    A few voices murmured their consent. 
 
    Martin smiled. “I’m glad you asked. As a matter of fact, we expect reinforcements very soon.” He looked toward Unity. “Nori?” 
 
    The tall woman took in a deep breath and nodded. She walked up to the podium, which Martin vacated for her. She opened her mouth, but before she could speak, someone started shouting. “Nori! Nori!” 
 
    The crowd quickly followed, and soon, thousands of people were chanting the Navigator’s name. 
 
    Nori shifted uncomfortably. Once the shouting died out she looked up. “I think most of you have seen the Aky, maybe even spoke to them.” She hesitated. “Despite urban legends, I think you can all agree they’re good people.” 
 
    “It ain’t easy being green!” someone shouted from the mass. 
 
    Nori smiled. “You got a point there. The Aky aren’t the only aliens we encountered who are willing to help. In a day or two, a group of aliens will arrive. They’ll be mostly fighters, and they will help guard Haven and any other settlements that might need their protection. They will be a mix of species. I want everyone to know that in advance and not be alarmed.” The captain looked up to the sky. “There’s a whole galaxy full of intelligent life out there. These are just our first steps navigating it. Together, we’ll reclaim Earth and reach up there. We’ll show everyone what humans are all about.” 
 
    “Give it up for Earth Force!” Martin bellowed. 
 
    “Earth Force! Earth Force! Earth Force!” 
 
    “Let’s party!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 25 - Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Lana and Gary pored over a topographical map of the area. 
 
    The Expert was copying dots from the holographic map on her wrist console onto the paper. “And here, at the base of the hill, we detected a sizeable deposit of silver.” 
 
    Gary wiped the sweat from his forehead as he leaned over the dotted map. “That’s a lot of places to mine.” 
 
    “It’s not too hard to understand,” Lana said earnestly. “I highlighted in red all the resources required to produce Trinium. The silver is just a bonus.” She tapped her wrist console. “Ooh, the last one is a good one.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Palladium. It’s pretty expensive, I think, but the deposit we’ve detected is very small. Probably better to put the two mining drones we’re leaving you to focus on components for Trinium.” 
 
    The head technician sighed. “I envy you. You get to go out there, meet interesting aliens, witness amazing technologies, and you even have a holographic computer implanted in your forearm.” He tapped the paper map in distaste. “While I’m stuck with this analog foolishness.” 
 
    “Well, to be honest, about half the aliens we’ve met tried to kill us, so you haven't missed too much in that regard,” Lana said with a smile. “And I wouldn’t worry about that map. I understand the fabricator is working overtime on comm implants, but when it's done, you can whip up a batch of wrist consoles, and I’ll transfer the data directly next time we’re here.” 
 
    “You’re leaving soon?” 
 
    Lana nodded. “Tomorrow morning. The freighter will be all loaded up, and Martin wants the next import shipment as soon as possible.” 
 
    “I can appreciate that. It’s good to know we have you guys out there, watching out for the rest of us.” He winked at her. “Especially an Expert.” 
 
    Lana beamed at him. “Hey, it’s what I do.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The two ships flew upward, leaving the blue planet far behind them. 
 
    “Damn, I never thought I’d be leaving Earth,” Diamond said, his eyes glued to the viewscreen. 
 
    “As an official faction leader, you’re needed to establish an embassy on Hammerhead,” Lana said. “You’ll be able to negotiate better prices on our behalf and make contact with possible allies.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” the elderly man grunted. “Can’t wait to rub elbows with a bunch of aliens.” 
 
    “Not all of them have elbows,” Bulco said with a straight face. “I talked to one that was basically just a giant slimy booger.” 
 
    Diamond stared at him. “You’re kidding me.” 
 
    The Engineer met his eyes steadily. 
 
    “Please tell me you’re kidding me.” 
 
    Bulco chuckled. “Just be careful of who you’re offering your hand to, old-timer, and you’ll be alright.” 
 
    Unity’s holographic orb flew over the two men. “Your presence is required in the galley.”  
 
    “Thanks, you glorified floating secretary,” Bulco said lazily. 
 
    “My pleasure, you strutting muscles-for-brain.” 
 
    Diamond stopped and looked at them in bewilderment. “Did you two get married and forget to invite me?” 
 
    “Just a little friendly banter. Don’t worry about it.” 
 
    Diamond frowned. “I’m not sure how I feel about a ship calling one of its crew ‘muscles-for-brain’, though.” 
 
    “It’s a sound fact,” Unity pulsed. “The Chief’s Strength attribute is 50% higher than his Intelligence.” 
 
    Diamond blinked at her. 
 
    Bulco shrugged. “She’s not wrong.” 
 
    They walked up the walkway toward the galley. 
 
    Thanks to Unity’s restructuring features, and a few hundred kilos from their Balatium stock, the torn section of the second-floor ceiling had already been repaired and was looking as good as new. 
 
    Everyone else was already seated around a large conference table. 
 
    Nori nodded at the two men. “Thanks for joining us.” 
 
    “What’s up, Captain?” Bulco asked. 
 
    “We’ll reach the station soon, and I wanted to discuss what we're going to do next. After we get Diamond all settled, that is.” 
 
    “What's to figure?” Bulco asked. “We still need to find the asshole who’s responsible for infusing Earth.” 
 
    “NO_ONE hasn’t been answering,” Nori said, tightening her jaw. “Maybe after Diamond sets up and makes some connections, he’ll be able to dig up some more information, but until then, we should use the time to our advantage. So, any suggestions?” 
 
    “We can find Relict shards for Grotula3?” Serk suggested. “Helping him will go a long way toward assisting your people back on Earth.” 
 
    Cattie frowned. “You could be right, but it sounds kinda dangerous. Why not spend a little more time mining and earning piTec? With some more cash we can buy the shields Bulco wanted, and maybe a few more implants for ourselves—make sure we’re ready for the next invincible alien enemy we encounter.” 
 
    “I concur with the security officer,” Unity’s orbed pulsed. “Our Trinium stock has been depleted. I will require more to expand and evolve.” 
 
    “I disagree,” Nathan said quietly. 
 
    “That’s a first,” Bulco murmured. 
 
    Everyone turned to look at the normally quiet man. 
 
    He didn’t flinch. “We need to go out there, exploring. Meet new aliens, learn more about the galaxy. I think it will help us understand the origin we seem to share and eventually grow as a species. This is important.” 
 
    Everyone lowered their heads, contemplating his words 
 
    “There’s … another matter,” Lana said hesitantly, drawing their eyes. “You remember the incident when Bran’gah made Nathan’s armor?” 
 
    “What incident?” Diamond asked. 
 
    “The armor evolved unexpectedly,” Nori said. “The armorer who made it said she used a blueprint that was designed for Nathan’s Path, though she had no idea how it got into her database.” 
 
    Lana nodded. “I think we should look into that. We got scattered hints about Paths and how humans seem to be different, Nathan especially.” She gave the Technomancer an apologetic look. “If someone is somehow monitoring us … or maybe just knows more about it, it’s something we should investigate.” 
 
    “Girl’s got a point,” Bulco said. 
 
    Diamond stared at the faces across the table and shook his head. “You kids are knee-deep in that ‘meaning of life’ sorta shit. I’ll take a hard pass. Bartering with aliens doesn’t sound all that bad in retrospect.” 
 
    “We will exit the null tunnel in ten minutes,” Unity said smoothly. 
 
    “Looks like you’re going to get your wish,” Nori said to Diamond. “Let’s head to the bridge.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Stephan rubbed his eyes in disbelief. It had been barely a week since Martin and his gang rolled into their small shelter, riding an armored vehicle convoy, blasting their way through rows of Warped that threatened to tear down their walls. 
 
    Now, a team of leveled people, all bearing technical Paths, were putting the finishing touches on the latest addition to his shelter. 
 
    Martin approached the flabbergasted man and clasped his shoulder. “You alright there, Stephan?” 
 
    “What? … Oh yeah, it’s just … they’re working so fast, it’s hard to believe.” The man looked at the scaffolding tower that was being raised in front of his eyes. One man was walking nearly horizontally on one of the upright beams, seemingly indifferent to the impossible feat. 
 
    The Justicar nodded his understanding. “It’s a lot to grasp at once, but gaining levels and Paths can give some pretty amazing abilities. The tower should be completed within the hour, then you’d be able to maintain contact with Haven. We’ll also install an anti-Warped beacon to repel the ones we missed on our way in.” 
 
    The shelter leader shook his head. “I don’t know how we can ever repay you.” 
 
    “It's not hard.” Martin smiled at him. “Learn to survive, and then thrive. We’ll leave you a few crates of Tec-infused bullets, so you can start hunting the Warped on your own. Start leveling your people, build up your defenses, and when you’re ready, expand. Us survivors need to work together to reclaim our world. This is how we start.” 
 
    Stephan nodded. “We’ll do as you suggest.” 
 
    “One more thing.” Martin carefully studied the other man. “How do you feel about the possibility of working with aliens?” 
 
    His counterpart let out a short laugh. “As in, small green people with big eyes?” 
 
    “No. The Aky are scientists and not really into the ‘tame the wilderness’ kind of thing. Think more purple-blue and rubbery.” 
 
    Stephan blinked at him. “Rubbery?” 
 
    Instead of answering, the Justicar lightly touched his temple. “Ter’gah.” 
 
    The door in one of the Humvees behind them opened. Stephan’s jaw dropped as an alien emerged out of it. It had lithe body, pale blue skin, and was covered with short fleshy tendrils. She was obviously a female. She took in the flabbergasted man with a single glance as she sauntered over. “I see what you mean,” she said. “If he’s the leader, the poor bastards he leads needs all the help they can get.” She raised her hand and tapped the holographic image that appeared above it. “Looks decent: moderate Warped population, no indication of a broodmother nearby. I can work with that. Two squads should be enough to cover this place.” 
 
    Martin took in the shocked man who was seeing a real live alien for the first time in his life. “Stephan, this is Ter’gah. A mercenary. Her guys are better equipped to deal with the Warped than most of us. If you agree, they’ll set up a post and guard your settlement, at least until you get back on your feet.” 
 
     “I … I …” The man took a step back. “I need to run it by some of my guys.” 
 
    The Justicar nodded. “Of course.” 
 
    “Aren’t …” the man hesitated. “Don’t you need their help back at your own settlement?” 
 
    “Not really. Haven is walled, and we’ve got advanced weapons. We’re good for now. Besides, we have over two hundred mercenaries here—and that’s just the first wave. More will come, and we need to spread them around. With their help, we’d have a better chance to bounce back as a species.” 
 
    “I guess.” Stephan still looked skeptic. “I’ll need to talk to my people, but I don’t see how we can refuse such an offer. We want to join you.” 
 
    “That’s a good man,” Martin clapped the other man’s shoulder again. “Welcome to the Earth Force.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Unity touched down softly on the landing platform. This time around, Hammerhead station control directed them to a landing tower near the Metrodome. Their docking fee remained the same, however. 
 
    A surprise was waiting for them as they exited the ship. 
 
    “Well it's about time you showed up,” the squat Kordlin greeted them. “I see you’ve gained some levels since we last talked. Been doing some high-level killing?” He chuckled. 
 
    Nori scowled at the alien.  
 
    Diamond was looking around, taking in the sight of the station with wonder. He frowned as he caught sight of the alien. “Who’s that fellow?” 
 
    “Trax!” Serk spat. “NO_ONE’s lackey. What does your master want with us now?” His hand laid on the pistol at his side. 
 
    “I’m not looking for trouble,” Trax raised his stubby arms. ”I have a message for you.” 
 
    Nori narrowed her eyes. “Your employer refused my calls several times, and now he suddenly sends his errand boy?” 
 
    “NO_ONE was busy maneuvering, thanks to the power vacuum you created,” the alien replied unabashedly. “He was otherwise indisposed to answer your calls, but he hasn’t forgotten you. He has a message for you, but it contains sensitive information. He took a big risk by sending me to give it to you.” 
 
    Bulco crossed his arms. “And what does he wants in return?”  
 
    Trax shook his head. “Nothing. Except your word you won’t try to come after him. Call it a peace offering.” 
 
    “I assume he’ll want us to sign a Tec contract for that,” Nori said flatly. 
 
    “No,” the Kordlin said, surprising them. “Only your word.” 
 
    “Alright,” Nori said after a moment of thought. “If your information is good, then I give you my word as ship’s captain.” 
 
    Trax nodded. “That will do.” 
 
    “So spill it,” Bulco said. 
 
    Trax looked to the sides, as if expecting to find eavesdroppers on the landing pad. Satisfied the coast was clear, he turned toward the captain. “As you know, the Inthidlon pilots involved in infusing your planet were from the Third Inthidlon Fleet. Each fleet has sovereignty and is considered a major faction on its own. Using his connections, my master was able to discover that the pilots were sent directly at the command of the fleet commander.” Trax eyes were troubled. “My master has a dossier on him as he is known to engage in … unsavory dealings.” 
 
    “You mean he works with criminals,” Nori said. “Naturally, a Syndicate speaker would be familiar with such a person. So this commander is the one who sent the pilots to Earth?” 
 
    Trax shook his head. “No. That commander violated a Tec contract while in deep space, and it was only a matter of time before the local system lord moved to eliminate him. He was about to be expelled from his command for his actions, to protect the rest of the fleet, when suddenly his violation was lifted. That time frame coincides exactly with the infusion of your planet. My master is positive it was done as payment for facilitating the process.” 
 
    Lana felt dread crawling over here. “You don’t mean …” she whispered. 
 
    Trax nodded gravely. “Now you know why I had to deliver the message in person, and why we can’t risk forming a Tec contract. One of the system lords orchestrated your planet’s infusion.” 
 
    Nori closed her eyes. “Is NO_ONE certain of that?” 
 
    “He is. He was able to identify the exact system lord in question, based on the Inthidlon fleet location at the time. The title he is known by is old and infamous.” 
 
    “What title?” 
 
    “Mundo Comenti.” 
 
    “Mundo Comenti?” Lana frowned. “Why does that sound familiar?” She started tapping her wrist console, mouthing the words. 
 
    Nori shook her head. “Why would his title be a proof of his involvement—” Lana suddenly gasped and her face turned ashen. “Lana, what is it?” the captain asked in concern. 
 
    The Expert swallowed hard. “The language pack implant translated that name to the closest equal phrase we have on Earth.” 
 
    Cattie frowned. “Doesn’t sound like anything I recognize.” 
 
    “It’s not Mundo Comenti,” Lana said weakly. “It’s in latin: Mundos Comedenti.” 
 
    “What does it mean?” 
 
    “Eater of Worlds.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 26 - Character sheets & specs 
 
      
 
    Remaining piTec: 91,000  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Unity, Evolving ship 
 
    Class: Mining-Freighter 
 
    Bonded Level: 9
Speed: 200VJ 
 
    ●        Defense 
 
    ○        Basic plating 
 
    ●        Mobility 
 
    ○        Basic Thrusters 
 
    ○        Null Tunnel Drive  
 
    ●        Mining 
 
    ○        Alter Mode 
 
    ○        Asteroid Cannon 
 
    ●        Configuration 
 
    ○        First floor: armory, workshop 
 
    ○        Second floor: crew’s cabins, science lab, med bay, galley 
 
    ○        Integral Storage Capacitors  
 
    ●        Purchased upgrades: 
 
    ○        Sensors, Grade E 
 
    ○        Prospecting Scanner, Grade E 
 
    ○        Internal Diagnosis Scanner, Grade E 
 
    ○        Power Core, Grade D 
 
    ○        Twin Energy cannons, Grade E 
 
      
 
    Resources cargo: 
 
    ●        16 tons Balatium  
 
    ●        40 kg mithril 
 
    ●        8.25 tons Aluminum 
 
    ●        2 tons Nickel-Iron alloy 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Nori, Human, level 9 (340 Tec) 
 
    Path: Navigator → Pilot (score 22) 
 
    Attributes: 
 
    ●        Strength 4 
 
    ●        Agility 9 Ⓟ 
 
    ●        Intelligence 5 Ⓢ 
 
    ●        Control 9 Ⓟ 
 
    ●        Awareness 6 Ⓢ 
 
    ●        Appeal 2 
 
    Conditions: 
 
    ●        Level Suppression -2 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lana, Human, level 9 (494 Tec) 
 
    Path: Expert → Admin (score 26) 
 
    Attributes: 
 
    ●        Strength 1 
 
    ●        Agility 1 
 
    ●        Intelligence 10 Ⓟ 
 
    ●        Control 6 Ⓢ 
 
    ●        Awareness 9 Ⓟ 
 
    ●        Appeal 4 Ⓢ 
 
    Conditions: 
 
    ●        Tec Infusion Boost +5%  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Nathan, Human-scion, level 9 (494 Tec) 
 
    Skill: Technomancer → Bonded (score 34) 
 
    Attributes: 
 
    ●        Strength 3 Ⓢ 
 
    ●        Agility 7 Ⓟ 
 
    ●        Intelligence 8 Ⓟ 
 
    ●        Control 8 Ⓟ 
 
    ●        Awareness 7 Ⓟ 
 
    ●        Appeal 3 Ⓢ 
 
    Conditions: 
 
    ●        Tec Infusion Boost +5%  
 
    ●        Attribute boost +10% 
 
    ●        Bond: Unity 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Bulco, Human, level 9 (340 Tec) 
 
    Path: Engineer → AstroTec (score 27) 
 
    Attributes: 
 
    ●        Strength 12 Ⓢ 
 
    ●        Agility 2 
 
    ●        Intelligence 9 Ⓟ 
 
    ●        Control 9 Ⓟ 
 
    ●        Awareness 5 Ⓢ 
 
    ●        Appeal 2 
 
    Conditions: 
 
    ●        Attribute Boost: +1/level 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Cattie, Human, level 9 (302 Tec) 
 
    Path: Sharpshooter → Field Controller (score 17) 
 
    Attributes: 
 
    ●        Strength 1 
 
    ●        Agility 8 Ⓢ 
 
    ●        Intelligence 2 
 
    ●        Control 11 Ⓟ 
 
    ●        Awareness 8 Ⓢ 
 
    ●        Appeal 3 
 
    Conditions: 
 
    ●        Attribute Boost: +1/level 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Serk, Aky, level 10 (923 Tec) 
 
    Path: Technician → Mechanoid → MechKnight (Score 23) 
 
    Attributes: 
 
    ●        Strength 1 
 
    ●        Agility 2 
 
    ●        Intelligence 8 Ⓢ 
 
    ●        Control 12 Ⓟ 
 
    ●        Awareness 6 Ⓢ 
 
    ●        Appeal 2 
 
    Conditions: 
 
    ●        Score boost: 25% 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 AUTHOR’S NOTE 
 
      
 
    Thank you for reading Earth Force #2, I hope you enjoyed it. 
 
    If you did, please take a moment to leave a review (preferably a 5-star one :)
Reviews are the bread and butter of us indie authors. Leaving one will go a long way toward showing your support and help me to continue writing and releasing more books. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    [image: https://lh4.googleusercontent.com/1ekaFtV86qGDTl0jtX4-OeDDeBsrgJJ8y1ppxsbntLeLSgF0Vmh2fl6Ib0kRPrSbp7rhiXLK3QH1wcP0SOxwx7XwZmktzerT8XZHmNSETzGb1cFwJJh5ACL3A3_PbtLsQPF4uXhy] 
 
      
 
    If you enjoyed this book, maybe you’ll like my other published series: Life Reset (New Era Online). 
 
    It’s a crunchy LitRPG series that has a lot of base building, adventure, and character growth. Oh, and the main character is a goblin. Check it out. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ways to keep in touch and get updated on new releases: 
 
    ●        Subscribe to the newsletter: https://www.shemerk.com/subscribe 
 
    ●       Facebook page: https://www.facebook.com/Liferesetlitrpg 
 
    ●       Patreon (get early access to new chapters, influence the story development): https://www.patreon.com/shemerk 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Liked Earth Force?
Try Dave Willmarth’s Shadow Sun series: 
 
    How well would you fare if the apocalypse fell upon you? Could you survive more than a few days? Would you be able to feed yourself? Find clean water? Safe shelter? Heal your wounds? 
 
    Join Allistor and friends as they battle monsters, scavenge for food, and fight to live on a deadly new Earth. 
 
    https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07P7HYK53 
 
     [image: ] 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Another great Facebook group: GameLit Society 
 
      
 
    And don’t forget about: LitRPG Books 
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