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SALVAGE VESSEL ANESIDORA
NOVEMBER 2137


Henry Marlow sat in the cramped mess hall of the salvage vessel Anesidora and tried to come to grips with his seventeenth straight meal of slop. The company that manufactured it called it “FoodStuf,” and the container label went on at great length about how it served all your nutritional needs.


It was slop.


Marlow, the shipmaster of the Anesidora, bought FoodStuf in bulk because it took up very little space, two cases could feed his crew of five for months, and because it was dirt cheap.


That was the most important criterion. With each year he made less and less salvaging, yet his clapped-out old ship needed more and more maintenance. As it was, he’d cut off atmo and gravity to the cargo hold to save money.


Marlow was taking a break while the rest of the crew sorted through the latest pile of garbage they’d pulled from space in the hope that there was something valuable. There usually wasn’t, but Marlow lived in hope. That was all he had left. If they didn’t find anything good in this haul, he was seriously going to have to consider turning his five-person crew into a two-person crew.


He held the spoon of processed food up near his face, but found he couldn’t bring himself to put it in his mouth. His brain, his tongue, his taste buds all rebelled at the notion of being subjected to this tasteless, odorless collection of off-white molecules with the consistency of snot.


Desperately, Marlow tried to conjure up a memory of what real food tasted like. When he was kid, he’d loved grapes. They couldn’t always afford to get them, but his parents nabbed him some when grapes became available, and they could swing the price. It didn’t happen very often, so it was a special occasion when they did.


It’d been years since he’d had a grape.


Or any fruit, for that matter.


He tried and failed to imagine that the mush in his spoon was a grape. Or grape juice. Or grape-flavored mush.


Suddenly the intercom crackled with static, startling Marlow enough for him to drop the spoon to the deck. Unconcerned with the loss of the “food,” he went over to the ’com and tapped the call button.


“Marlow. Say again.”


Another burst of static, but this time it sounded like the voice of Dean Lewis, the engineer. After a few moments he gave up trying to figure out what the man was saying.


“I’ll be right down,” he responded, hoping that was what Lewis wanted. And if it wasn’t, too bad.


Ducking his head to exit the tiny room, Marlow squeezed through the narrow corridor and headed toward the engineering bay. There he found Lewis bent over his worktable, which was piled with various bits of detritus they had gathered.


“When the fuck are you gonna fix the intercoms, Lewis?” Marlowe said without preamble.


“What are you talking about?” the engineer replied. “They work fine. I heard you loud and clear.”


“Makes one of us,” the shipmaster said. “I couldn’t hear you for shit.”


“Speaker in the mess hall’s probably blown. I’ll get to it.”


Lewis always said he’d “get to it,” but he rarely did anything without having to be reminded, and repeatedly. It was one of the many things Marlow hated about the man, though the thing that bugged him most was Lewis’s huge beard, which was so thick you could hide a nest of birds in it. Marlow was about to say something rude when he noticed that the item on the worktable looked familiar.


“That what I think it is?” he asked. “There was a flight recorder in with that junk?”


He tried not to sound too optimistic. Ships in distress often dropped their flight recorders, but he’d been burned before by finding recorders for boats that had long since been recovered or destroyed. Sure, someone was likely to pay something for it, but it was too much to hope that it would lead to a bigger salvage.


“Oh yeah.” Lewis grinned underneath his ridiculous facial hair. “And it’s the fucking motherlode.”


“Yeah, right.” Folding his tattoo-covered arms in front of a barrel chest, the shipmaster just glared. “The only ‘motherlode’ I know of is the Nostromo. With what the company’s been offering for—what—forever, every scavenger out here wants a piece of that one. So don’t even…”


Suddenly, Marlow realized the man was still grinning.


“No shit,” he said. “You’re screwing with me.”


Lewis just gestured. “Take a peek.” He pointed at the object and, for the first time, Marlow took a real look at what had held Lewis’s attention. It was a red box with a small data screen, and an even smaller keypad. There was something stenciled on the side.


USCSS NOSTROMO
reg 180924609


“Holy fucking shit.”


“Right?” Lewis clapped his hands. “The fucking motherlode!”


“Damn… Weyland-Yutani’s been looking for that boat for, what, fifteen years now? Shit.” Marlow shook his head. His mind was flooded with images of a cargo hold filled with actual food. With a full crew instead of five people doing six jobs each. Hell, of a new ship that actually had parts made in this decade.


Then he noticed that the screen on top of the recorder was blank.


“Any luck breaking into the thing?” He had a sinking feeling that he knew the answer.


Lewis shook his head. “Nah, it’s Weyland-Yutani encryption. They have the money to pay the good programmers. Working on it, though. I got the nav data—they never encrypt that, since they want the ship to be found—and I sent it up to your wife.”


“Good,” Marlow said. “Maybe we can find the ship—get to it before everyone else—and, even if we can’t, the company’ll pay through the nose and the ass, just for this.”


The ship’s intercom let out a loud squawk of static and they both jumped. It was followed by a stream of static. As he walked to the wall unit, he glared back over his shoulder.


“Loud and clear, huh?”


Lewis just shrugged and scratched his chin. Marlow swore he’d lose his hand in there someday.


“You know, I’d rip that beard off if I didn’t think it’d take for-fucking-ever.” He tapped the intercom. “Marlow.”


A voice crackled back at him. “Get up here, now.” It was barely recognizable as his wife, Catherine Foster.


“Why, what happened?”


“Just get up here!”


Lewis chuckled. “You been married how long, and you still don’t jump when she calls? That ain’t the way holy wedlock works, boss.”


“More than likely she just didn’t want to fuck with this shitty intercom,” the shipmaster said. “Fix it, Lewis, or I promise you I’ll set aside half a day, and I really will rip your beard off.”


“Screw that.” Lewis pointed at the intercom. “It works now! You heard her, didn’t you? Loud and clear, like I said.”


Rolling his eyes, Marlow decided it wasn’t worth the effort to argue, and headed for the hatch.


“Just get me that data. I want to know the minute you’ve got it.”


Slipping back through the narrow hatchway, he snaked his way through the Anesidora’s tight corridors and in a few minutes reached the flight deck. The ceiling there was too low for him to stand straight, so he dropped into his seat.


“What’s happening?”


“We got a signal,” Alan Meeks said. “Sounds like a distress call.”


“Yeah, so?” Marlow sighed with irritation. “We ain’t the fuckin’ Marines, Meeks. Someone’s in distress, that ain’t our problem.”


“No,” Catherine Foster said from her console at the very front of the deck, “but it might be to our benefit.”


Marlow liked the arrangement of the bridge consoles, because he could see the back of Foster’s neck. He wasn’t sure what it was about the nape of her neck that turned him on so much, but seeing it always made him happy. He’d arranged the flight crew so that, when they were both on the flight deck, he had a great view of that particular curve.


“Come again?” he said.


She turned and he got to see her face, which he also enjoyed. “The distress call’s coming from LV-426. It’s a shit piece of rock, atmo’s not breathable, but get this—according to the data Lewis sent me, it was on the Nostromo’s flight path.”


“Here’s the thing,” Meeks added. “I’ve spent the last half-hour digging up everything I can find about the Nostromo. All the official records, all the crazy-ass sightings, all of it.”


“Wait, half an hour? When the fuck did you find out it was the Nostromo?”


“Half an hour ago. Didn’t Lewis tell you?”


“Yeah he did—five minutes ago.” He shook his head. “That asshole.”


“Point is, boss, one thing’s for sure,” Meeks said. “Nostromo wasn’t supposed to make any stops on its way back to Earth. Way I figure it, something went wrong on the ship and they wound up on LV-426. Maybe crashed there? Distress call might be from them.”


“Whaddaya think, Foster?” Marlow asked his wife.


“Hell if I know.” She shrugged. “Decryption is Lewis’s thing, not mine.”


“It’s encrypted?”


“Well, I can’t make heads or tails of it.”


Marlow shook his head. “Why the fuck would anyone encrypt a distress call?”


“What part of ‘Hell if I know’ don’t you get? Either way, we should plot a course to LV-426, and check it out.”


“I agree,” Meeks said. “This could be it, Marlow.”


“The fucking motherlode.” He sighed when he realized he was using Lewis’s turn of phrase. “All right, Foster, set a course.”


She and Meeks worked the controls and fired their thrusters to turn the vessel so that it was pointing in the direction of LV-426. The Anesidora wasn’t a new ship, and it was a laborious process. Finally, after about an hour’s worth of maneuvering, Meeks spoke up again.


“Window’s open!”


Foster fired the rockets, and the Anesidora shot toward their destination.


“ETA three days,” Foster said.


“Good.” Marlow rose from his chair and hunched toward the entryway. “Maybe by then, Lewis will have got something useful out of the flight recorder.”


“Maybe by then, he’ll have fixed the intercoms,” Foster added.


Meeks snorted. “And maybe by then, pink elephants will fly out my ass.”


“Hope they do,” Marlowe said as he departed the flight deck. “Then maybe they can pull together that manifest for Seegson.”


“Hey,” Meeks said in a whiny tone. “It’s almost done.”


“You said that four days ago.”


“It’ll be finished before we head back to Earth.” The navigator started waving his arms around. “Look, it doesn’t matter when I get it done. They won’t get it, and won’t pay us, until after we’re back home. So as long as I get it done before we head back, we’re fine.”


Marlow didn’t reply, but just squeezed his way out of the cramped flight deck and into the slightly less cramped corridor. Meeks’s rationalizations were getting tiresome.


He needed a drink.


* * *


An hour later, Marlow sat on the bunk in his quarters nursing a glass of bourbon—there was only one bottle left, and he wanted to make it last. There wasn’t space for a chair or a desk, just enough room for the closet where they kept clothes, a tiny commode, and the bunk.


Foster came in and immediately pulled her shirt over her head, climbed out of her pants, and dropped onto the bunk with him, resting her head on his shoulder. Her body was nice and warm against his, and he smiled, wrapping an arm around her.


“Any more bourbon left?” she asked.


The smile fell. “Only if you want to finish it.”


She grinned. “We’ll save it for when we salvage whatever’s on LV-426—which, by the way, is almost definitely not the Nostromo.”


He looked down at her. “You sure?”


“Pretty sure. Lewis decoded some of the data.”


“Sonofabitch.” Marlow pulled out of the embrace and glared at her. “He was supposed to let me know the minute he got that done.”


Foster patted him on the shoulder. “You can kill him later. Look, what’s important is what he found. According to the recorder, the Nostromo diverged from its course to head for LV-426, and went into orbit. Its tug disengaged from the hauler, landed for the better part of a day, took off, and then they headed back to Earth. About thirty hours after that, they dumped the flight recorder. After that, nothing.” She paused. “If they’re back on LV-426, sending a signal, it’s because they turned around—which makes no sense.” She went silent and waited for a reply.


“If it was the Nostromo,” he said, frowning, “those thirty hours wouldn’t exist.” An empty feeling appeared in his gut.


Foster nodded. “I’m sorry, Marlow.”


He stayed quiet for a moment, then shook his head. “Nah, it’s okay.” He thought about the Seegson job, and how long it was taking them to get paid. “It’s fine. Honestly, this is better. Yeah, sure, the Nostromo itself’d be a great haul, but at least we’ve got the flight recorder.” He shot her a reluctant smile. “As it is, the company’d probably make us jump through eight billion hoops, and then find a loophole to keep from paying us. We’d be years trying to squeeze blood from a rock, trying to pry money out of them.


“No, this has to be something different, something we can’t identify… yet,” he continued. “It’s not the Nostromo, but the Nostromo went there, and they had to have a good reason. Ship like that, why else would they change course?” His grin turned into a smile. “Whatever it is, we’re gonna find it first.”
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SALVAGE VESSEL ANESIDORA, IN ORBIT AROUND LV-426
NOVEMBER 2137


Following a three-day transit they went into orbit around LV-426. Then, after two orbits, Meeks tracked the source of the beacon and landed the Anesidora nearby.


“Based on the air sample,” Meeks said, “the atmosphere’s nitrogen, water vapor, CO2, methane, ammonia, and oxygen.”


“Oxygen and nitrogen?” Crispin Heyst generally took the “night” watch while the others slept. “Means it’s breathable, right? Man, I live for this kind of thing.”


“Wrong,” Meeks said, “but hey, Heyst, you wanna go out without a helmet and suck methane and ammonia, be my guest.”


Marlow tapped the intercom, looking at it as if it might bite him. “Lewis, get your ass up here.” Then he turned. “Everyone else, let’s suit up and see what’s down there.” Standing—almost—he moved to exit the flight deck.


Foster, Meeks, and Heyst followed him down to the airlock. There they clambered into their EVA suits. Marlow held his breath—figuratively speaking—while they ran through the checklist. Of all the things on board the Anesidora that had to be in tip-top shape, the EVA suits were second only to the hull, especially since the cargo hold had to remain a vacuum.


“Tank check,” he said.


“Tanks all show green,” Meeks replied.


“Integrity check.”


Meeks peered at the readout on the screen next to the airlock controls. “Integrity shows green.”


Marlow then tapped the intercom switch on his suit’s glove. “Comm check. You getting me, Lewis?” He waited, expecting the all-too-familiar burst of static. Instead he heard Lewis’s voice, loud and almost clear.


“A little fuzzy, Marlow, but you’re coming through.”


“Let’s take it slow,” Foster said to Heyst and Meeks. “I want us to be in one piece when we get to that beacon.”


“If you’re lookin’ for a piece, Foster, I got somethin’ for ya right here.” Heyst’s grin was visible even behind the dirt-smudged helmet of his EVA suit.


Marlow just sighed. The guy never stopped. God knows they’d tried, reminding him—firmly—that Foster was the captain’s wife.


It just got worse after that.


Foster smiled. “I’d need scanning equipment to find it, Heyst.”


Meeks burst out with a laugh, and Heyst looked as if he was about to respond.


“Okay, enough already!” Marlow said. “Focus on what we’re here for. I don’t want any mistakes.” He slapped a gloved hand onto a large red button, and the hatch started to fall open.


Normally the mechanism made a horrible squeaking noise that was enough to wake the dead, but this time it only lasted for about half a second before the howling wind from the planet drowned it out. Dust came swirling into the airlock, making it hard to see. Already dirty EVA suits quickly became filthy.


Heyst and Foster took point, followed by Meeks.


Marlow followed them.


“Let’s get a fix on that beacon.” Holding up his scanner, Marlow found that he could barely see the glowing display past the sandstorm through which they were walking. Squinting, he saw with satisfaction that it was picking up a signal. “There you are. Foster, Meeks, keep your eyes open.”


“Roger,” Meeks said.


“Not that it’ll do any good in this,” Foster muttered.


The planet’s surface was rocky and uneven, and Marlow could only see a few yards ahead of them. A sudden movement off to one side caused him to jump, then he realized it was a spout of steam coming from somewhere underground. Turning his head, he saw another spraying upward into the gassy soup that passed for an atmosphere.


What the fuck was the Nostromo doing down here? he thought. The vessel had been a modified CM-88 Bison. They weren’t a salvage ship, and besides, their hauler was full. Where do they get off answering a distress beacon?


“I hate these kinda jobs, man.” Meeks was grumbling out loud. “Listen to that fucking wind.”


“Subzero temperatures, low visibility.” Foster spoke as if she hadn’t even heard him, providing readings off her own scanner, speaking them aloud for the benefit of the Anesidora’s own flight recorder.


Marlow decided to play optimist, mainly to distract himself from thinking about the fact that he couldn’t see a damn thing, and was depending on a scanner he could barely make out.


“Lewis, have you managed to decode the signal yet?” he asked.


“Negative—I can’t tell what it is.”


Of course not. Nevertheless, Marlow decided to keep the mood going. “That’s good. If it’s a mystery, then it’s unknown. If it’s unknown, then it could be valuable.”


“This could be our biggest score, Marlow,” Foster said, picking up on what he was doing.


“Yes, dear,” Marlow said. “That’s what I said to you—three days ago.”


“Well, obviously I thought you were right.”


This time he just grunted. Inwardly, he grinned.


“I hope we’re getting hazard pay for this,” Heyst muttered.


“Don’t worry,” Marlow said. He’d almost added, “You’ll be lucky if you get paid at all,” but managed to restrain himself. It was hard enough getting Heyst to work when the payday was a sure thing. “If it’s a distress signal, no one could last long down here. Which means we get salvage rights to anything we find.”


“You think this could be the big one?” Heyst said. “No more shitty salvage work?” His eyes were always bigger than his brain. Then again, the average microbe was bigger than Heyst’s brain.


“Your guess is as good as mine.” Marlow tried to keep his tone neutral. “Besides, I thought you lived for this stuff.”


“What, you never think about the future?”


“I just worry about what’s right in front of me,” Marlow replied. Truth was, he usually didn’t look too far ahead. Yeah, he was the boss, but he had expenses coming out the ass, without enough income to cover them. It didn’t do to think about it much.


The wind died down for the moment, and visibility improved. Taking advantage of the lull, Foster moved ahead of them all, and climbed up over a rise.


“Well, what’s in front of you right now, Marlow,” she said, “is pretty fucking impressive.”


He stepped up onto a rock and stood next to his wife. Heyst and Meeks followed.


“Holy fucking shit,” Heyst said.
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LV-426
NOVEMBER 2137


From where they stood Marlow had a clear view of the terrain. Most of the rock formations were dark and jagged and patternless—but jutting up into the sky was a huge cylindrical structure bent into a horseshoe shape. In the dim twilight of the planet, with the swirling dust making it even harder to see details, it almost looked like part of the landscape.


Closer examination proved otherwise—this object wasn’t the result of geology and the chaos of erosion.


It had been formed by an intelligence.


This was a ship.


A huge ship, embedded in the planet’s surface. Far too big to fit in their cargo hold. But ships usually had things inside them. Marlow held up his scanner just to prove to himself that the beacon came from there.


It did.


He lowered the instrument.


“Let’s move.”


* * *


It took them the better part of half an hour to cross the distance. All the while Foster kept scanning it, but all she could read were the external dimensions. She rattled them off for the benefit of the Anesidora flight recorder, but Marlow wasn’t paying attention.


It was what was inside the thing that mattered.


An alien ship, he thought, excitement building alongside awe. An honest-to-fucking-god alien ship—and I found it!


The hell with buying a new ship, he’d be able to retire and buy a house somewhere. He could have a garden and grow nothing but grapes in it. Or a vineyard. Not only would he eat grapes, he’d celebrate his brilliant salvage with tasty wine. Though come to think of it, Marlow didn’t like wine all that much.


He could always sell it…


Gotta stop getting ahead of myself.


They reached the towering structure, and it loomed over them like a gigantic, slumbering creature, trapped in the ground. Switching on their helmet lights, they began a clockwise circuit, searching for a way inside.


After a short time they found an opening. It had been some kind of hatch or airlock, though whatever door had been there was gone, leaving only a black, gaping hole. Tons of rocks were piled in front of it.


“Somebody must’ve knocked the door off,” Foster said.


“We won’t be able to fly it until we patch that up,” Heyst added.


“Fly it?” Meeks laughed. “You outta your fuckin’ mind, Heyst? This thing’s deader’n your sex life. No power source, no way we’re gonna be able to get this thing off the ground, much less achieve escape velocity.”


“What the hell you think we’re gonna find in here?” Foster asked breathlessly.


“Something big.” Marlow looked at her, and smiled. “C’mon, let’s go in.”


Clambering carefully over the debris, they hesitated at the verge of the blackness. It seemed to swallow their lights. After a moment, however, Marlow stepped across the threshold, and was followed by the rest. The opening led to a long, winding, bell-shaped corridor. The walls had a ribbed appearance, rows of regular vertical ridges giving an almost skeletal impression.


“Careful,” Foster said as she entered, “there are tubes all over the place.” Even as she said that, Meeks almost stumbled on one of them.


“Fuck! Who built this thing?”


“Someone who never intended anyone to just walk into it unannounced,” Foster said. “The layout’s weird, too, all tubes and weird shapes.” She peered all around them. “This is probably some kind of maintenance hatch.”


“Then why make it so difficult?” Meeks sounded dubious. “What, they don’t do maintenance?”


“Maybe they have drones that do it.”


Continuing cautiously down the winding corridor, they were careful to walk between the cylindrical tubes that were embedded in the floor. None of them wanted to risk a twisted ankle, or worse. After a while Marlow started to wonder if the whole damned ship was made up of an endless series of maintenance tunnels.


“There’s an opening up ahead,” Foster said.


“About time,” Marlow muttered. His wife and Heyst were in the lead, blocking his view of a bell-shaped entryway.


“Oh my God,” Foster said up ahead.


“Holy shit!” Heyst said at the same time.


Meeks made a gurgling noise.


They were still standing in his way. Marlow growled and pushed past them to see what had them so worked up.


He stopped in his tracks, speechless.


Marlow had spent most of his adult life on enclosed vessels, where space was always at a premium. Even back on Earth, large areas were reserved for things like arenas and warehouses. People didn’t warrant such a luxury. As a result, he was used to confines that were generally cramped and made use of limited real estate. To him, that was normal. Thus, as he stood in the doorway, a shiver traveled down his spine.


The dimly lit chamber they were entering was so huge, Marlow had trouble gauging its scale. The dark gray ribs and repeating shapes gave it an organic impression, enhanced by the gleam of light that didn’t seem to have a source.


Back when he’d first purchased the Anesidora, he’d marveled at how massive the cargo hold was. He didn’t care that the rest of the ship was cramped, as long as he had tons of room for salvage.


At a conservative estimate, he could fit four Anesidoras into this space. If nothing else, he could stack them, as the chamber looked as if it encompassed the entire towering height of the vessel. Its walls stretched away into the shadows as well, beyond the capabilities of their EVA searchlights. Even so, as he entered he could make out a large object in the center of the chamber.


It was a human-like form, sitting at the center of an object that looked like a huge gun turret. It was difficult to tell where the seat ended and the occupant began. All around it were pillars and indentations and something that looked for all the world like a moat.


“Careful with what you touch,” Marlow said as they walked in. “I don’t want anything damaged.” His voice sounded small in the cavernous space as the shadows swallowed it.


They all moved toward the turret, or maybe it was a telescope. Or a cockpit—Marlow had no idea, and he didn’t much care. There would be time to figure that out later. As they got closer, he realized that the human form was huge—at least sixteen feet tall—and it had been there a long time. It looked like a fossil.


Foster must have been on the same wavelength. “It’s amazing,” she said, sounding uncharacteristically breathless. “How old must this be?”


“What is it?” Heyst stared up at the turret. “A cockpit?”


“That’d make this a ship,” Meeks said, his voice soft.


Marlow cringed. No shit. It wasn’t as if this could be anything but a ship. Then again, he hadn’t hired Meeks and Heyst for their brains. He hired them because they were rated for operating a ship of the Anesidora’s class… and because they worked cheap.


“Hah!” Heyst raised his arms in triumph. “I think we found our big payday!”


“Hey, quiet,” Meeks said in a loud whisper.


Heyst’s sudden loud snort hurt Marlow’s ears over the suit’s speakers.


“What, you think we’re gonna wake him?” He turned to look up at the huge alien. “Hey, sorry pal.”


“Can it!” Marlow shouted. He’d had enough of their bullshit. “We’re wasting time. Have a look around, see what else you can find.” The others fell silent, and he gestured to send them in different directions.


Foster moved to the turret and examined the alien creature seated there. Parts of it looked human, others more like… an elephant? Its chest was exposed, and from his vantage point Marlow could see its ribcage—the center of which seemed to have exploded outward.


“It’s some sort of suit, Marlow, but it looks organic,” she said slowly. “It’s hard to tell where the suit ends and the wearer begins, but it’s not a synthetic. It’s definitely a life form.”


“It was a life form. Now it’s our property.” He grinned. “Salvage rights.”


He blew her a kiss, and she blew one back.


Off to one side, Heyst made a retching noise.


They all fell silent after that. He and Foster made a circuit of the cockpit or turret or console or whatever the hell it was. Marlow saw footprints in the dust.


“Dammit,” he muttered, hoping it was just Meeks getting there ahead of him. Then Foster called out.


“Marlow, we found something—tracks!”


So much for that idea. He walked over to where she and Heyst were standing, where there were not only footprints, but disturbed dirt that indicated that something had been dragged. What the hell…?


“That’s not the least of it.” Foster stepped aside to reveal a winch. Its cable disappeared into a hole that led down into the chamber beneath them. It was the machine itself that held his attention, though. Unlike everything else they’d found in the chamber, this was very obviously made by humans.


It had a word stenciled on its side.


NOSTROMO


Bingo.


“Maybe they abandoned ship and landed here,” Foster said.


Heyst threw up his hands. “Well, if they’re still alive, there goes our salvage rights.”


“Don’t jump to conclusions,” Marlow said. “Let’s find out.” A thought struck him, and he peered around the chamber. “I’ll find that beacon and shut it off. Don’t want anybody else finding this place.” He pointed. “Meeks, Heyst, check out the cavern below.”


As they moved to comply, Foster moved back to the pilot—that was what he had to be—and continued her examination. Marlow consulted his scanner, picked up the signal again, and worked his way across the huge chamber. It led him to a side room. Walking through another bell-shaped entrance, he found himself standing on something that looked vaguely like a catwalk. It led to a giant console, also bell-shaped.


On either side of the walkway there were protrusions with lights atop them, giving the impression of guardrails. Beneath the catwalk an open space seemed to stretch forever in all directions. The result made him dizzy, so Marlow was happy to have something to grip.


With each step that brought him closer to the console, he felt a dull ringing in his ears. The ringing increased, even though low-level sounds shouldn’t have been able to penetrate the EVA suit. Nausea started to build in his stomach as he approached, until the ringing started to sound—and feel—like the tinnitus he’d suffered ever since being too close to a cargo-hold explosion when he was a teenager.


He considered going back. Throwing up in an EVA suit wasn’t a pleasant prospect. The least disgusting likelihood was the harmless but still gross notion of having the puke just sit in your helmet, right by your nose, until you got back to real air. The worst case, of course, was aspirating the vomit and then dying.


Just a few more steps…


Reaching out, he touched a blue light shining at the center of the console. All at once, the light died. He glanced at the scanner, and found that it no longer read the beacon. The nausea abated, and the ringing went away.


“The beacon’s stopped—” he began.


“Marlow, you’ve got to see this!” Foster said, cutting him off. “It’s amazing!”


Momentarily distracted by her enthusiasm, Marlow turned and walked carefully back down the catwalk toward the bell-shaped exit. Crossing the floor of the huge flight deck, he arrived back at the winch. It was humming with life, and Meeks was staring down into the chamber below. When he looked up, Marlow could see his grin clearly through the EVA helmet. In the stark shadows cast by the spotlight, the expression was downright macabre.


“This place just keeps on giving,” Meeks said. “C’mon, strap yourself in.” He handed the winch’s hook over to Marlow, who attached the carabiner to the belt of his EVA suit. Stepping into the hole, he felt the line go taut.


As Meeks lowered him down slowly into the under-chamber, he found himself covered in a soggy blanket of humidity. The EVA suit was supposed to keep them safe from extreme temperatures. It had done just fine outside and in the rest of the ship—but down here? Even the suit couldn’t keep out the cloying heat.


“Well, this is gross,” he muttered.


More than ever the walls were curved down here, and the floor had the same ribbed quality that everything on the damn ship seemed to have. Beneath that he found a trench than ran the length of a large chamber. Even through the foggy gloom he could see row after row of oval shapes.


When Marlow was a kid, on one of those rare occasions when his parents did something nice for him, they took a trip to a museum in Europe somewhere—he couldn’t remember where, exactly. They had an exhibit of fancy eggs. Jewel-encrusted, painstakingly preserved, they were some of the most beautiful things ten-year-old Henry Marlow had ever seen.


When I’m rich, I’m gonna own one of those, he’d thought to himself back then.


Now, looking across a massive chamber that was full of such shapes—albeit much larger—he felt a ripple of anticipation. These were alien artifacts. These were his eggs. He could name his own damn price for these things, and best of all, they were portable! He had no idea how to salvage the alien tech or the turret, cockpit, whatever-the-fuck-it-was, but these things? These he could carry back to the Anesidora.


Visions of the vineyard dancing in his head, he clambered down to the lower level and joined Meeks and Foster. They were both motionless, peering intently at the objects. Mist surrounded them, and a vague blue light seemed to come from the floor. Or deck, since this was technically part of the ship. Or maybe it was a cavern beneath the ship. At this point, Marlow’s sense of scale had gone out the window.


Each egg had a sheen on it, and out of the corner of his eye Marlow swore he saw one of them move.


Could they still be alive?


The idea seemed ridiculous. The ship had been there for a very long time, as the desiccated pilot proved. Surely the eggs would have hatched a long time ago—or died. Yet if they hadn’t…


Alien life forms. And live ones, not the dead fossil upstairs.


As if on cue, the moving egg started to shake.


The top of it split open, peeling back like a banana.


Foster leaned in close to take a look. Marlow and Heyst were right behind her. Inside the egg was a gooey mass that Marlow thought looked like an oyster with a pituitary problem.


“See if you can—” he started to say.


She reached for it.


A squelching noise, a screeching howl, and a giant bony thing just burst from the egg and attached itself to Foster’s helmet. It looked like a spider, or a scorpion, and it dripped with a disgusting, viscous slime.


“Foster!” he cried out as she fell backward to the mist-enshrouded floor. He heard the sound of shattering glass.


Or maybe that was just his heart.


The bony thing was about the same size as her helmet. It had broken through—that was the broken-glass sound—and attached itself to his wife’s face. He wasn’t sure if she could even breathe!


“Foster!” he cried again. “Jesus Christ, Foster!”


All thoughts of food and grapes and vineyards and great wealth fled his mind, for those things were pointless if he didn’t have Foster to share them with. He grabbed the creature, tugging at it with all the strength he could muster, but it had dug its sharp pincers into her skin and wouldn’t relinquish its grip.


“Get her back to the ship,” Marlow said, stubbornly refusing to let go.


“Marlow, the quaran—” Heyst started, but Marlow didn’t want to hear it.


“Help me get her back to the goddamn ship right fucking now!”




PART ONE:
DETERMINATION




SEEGSON TECHNOLOGIES CLIENT PRESENTATION
“WORKING JOE” ANDROIDS


SEVASTOPOL STATION
MAY 2137


WELCOME TO THE BUZZING HEART OF THE SEVASTOPOL SYNTHETIC SOLUTION. NEXT UP ON YOUR TOUR WILL BE THE SYSTECH SPIRE AND THE APOLLO CORE ITSELF. BUT FIRST, AN EXAMPLE OF ANDROID SELF-GOVERNANCE.


WHEN APOLLO’S SYNTHETICS REQUIRE A LITTLE MORE CARE THAN THE REPAIR WARDS CAN PROVIDE, THEY COME HERE. WE BELIEVE THIS IS THE FIRST ROLLOUT OF FULLY-AUTOMATED SYNTHETIC-TO-SYNTHETIC MEDICAL INTERVENTION. NO HUMAN EXPERTISE REQUIRED. NO COSTLY HUMAN SURGICAL TRAINING. ALL DATA IS STREAMED DIRECTLY FROM APOLLO, AND EVERY INCISION IS RECORDED IN ITS LOGS.


THIS IS THE FUTURE.


TOMORROW, TOGETHER!
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TRANQUILITY BASE, LUNA
NOVEMBER 2137


“Excuse me, Sergeant, have you seen Zula—er, Private Hendricks?”


The sergeant to whom Amanda Ripley posed the question had the name Messeret stenciled on his green fatigues right over his heart. He was striding past the Marine barracks. Amanda had come there expecting to meet Zula for lunch, but the barracks were empty—which was unusual in and of itself.


“Last time I saw the private was this morning,” he replied, “right before she boarded a transport vessel.”


“She went on a mission?” Amanda’s eyes widened. “Why didn’t she tell me?”


“I would imagine it’s because you’re a civilian, and don’t have any business knowing the comings and goings of military personnel.” Sergeant Messeret stared at her with the disdain people in specialty fields always had for people who weren’t in those fields.


“I don’t expect to know her comings and goings, Sergeant,” she replied, frowning with irritation. “I just expected her to have the decency to cancel our lunch date. Guess I forgot that Marines aren’t trained in manners.”


“That supposed to be a joke?” Messeret moved in toward her, his shoulders forward, his muscles tense. He was armed—Amanda could see the M4A3 nine-millimeter service pistol holstered at his side—and could easily overpower her if he decided to go that route.


Amanda flinched. “Or trained in sarcasm, either.” She straightened, and refused to back down. If Messeret got it into his head to raise a hand to her, or a weapon—well, it wouldn’t be any different if she backed off or stood her ground. And backing off had never gotten her anywhere.


Then again, neither had standing up for herself.


If she was going to go down, though, it was going to be fighting. Dammit.


For a moment Messeret just loomed over her, breathing heavily. She could smell the sugary odor of those shitty pastries the Marine mess always served. She shoved her jaw out and stared at him.


Finally, he stepped back. “Well, Hendricks is gone. So you don’t have any business here. Move along.”


Saluting sloppily, Amanda said, “Yes, sir, Mr. Soldier, sir!” Then she turned on her heel, letting a smile play across her features. One thing she’d learned from her nascent friendship with Private First-Class Zula Hendricks of the Colonial Marines was that the best way to piss off a Marine was to call him a “soldier.”


That was for the Army.


As she walked toward the exit her irritation subsided. Truth be told, she was happy for Zula. Amanda had first met the woman in the infirmary here on Tranquility Base, where the private was undergoing rehabilitation for a spinal injury. They’d shared a few meals, and during her rehab Zula had shadowed Amanda on some of her gigs, mostly just to get out of the damn infirmary. She’d been a big help to Amanda when that asshole Brodsky nearly got five people killed.


But if Zula was mission ready, it meant her rehab was finally over.


Good for her.


It was nice to see someone get good news for a change.


Heading over to the food court, she grabbed some venison lo mein that smelled like old tires, and beet rice that was roughly the consistency of overcooked oatmeal. Whipping out her NohtPad, she found two messages from her stepfather—which she trashed just like she had all the others—and a reminder that the next item up on her maintenance schedule was the repair of the Lagdamen engine.


This was why she’d wanted to have lunch with Zula. The Lagdamen X34 Land Buggy was a useless piece of shit. It broke down constantly, but Tranquility had a contract with Lagdamen to provide the vehicles they used for travel across the lunar surface. Since coming to Luna, she’d spent more time fixing Lagdamens than doing anything else. She’d wanted to vent to her friend, and since Zula had shadowed her on a Lagdamen repair gig, she knew she could commiserate with the Marine.


Another alert hit Amanda’s NohtPad as she finished her meal. It was a vid from her boss, Dmitriy Slavashevich. She played it back.


“When you go to repair the Lagdamen, there’ll be a B-7 from Hsu-Chao that needs an overhaul,” he said. “Please do not touch the B-7. A certified master engineer needs to do those repairs, so Alvarez will get the assignment.”


Sonofa—


On the screen he held up a hand. “And before you complain, I remind you that I’m well aware you are capable of overhauling a B-7, and that you likely could overhaul the B-7 faster and more efficiently than Alvarez. However, if the repair is not done by a master engineer, a whole slew of Hsu-Chao lawyers will destroy us for allowing unqualified personnel to operate their machinery. So leave it alone and fix the Lagdamen.”


Amanda mustered the effort she needed to keep from throwing the NohtPad across the food court. All that stopped her was the fact that she couldn’t afford to replace it.


Instead she sat there, thinking about what Dmitriy had said. At least he’d had the good grace to sound apologetic. It wasn’t her fault she hadn’t been able to afford the proper certifications.


It wasn’t her fault that—


She cut off that line of thought. Regrets were for people who could afford them. She couldn’t even afford an edible meal.
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