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​Chapter One
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Location Unknown

Harlan opened his eyes. He was adrift in space, twisting and turning slowly, barely able to move with his suit power levels down to bare minimums. The vastness of the cosmos stretched before him in all directions, with no nearby stars, planets, or moons anywhere he could see. He was alone in the silence, surrounded by the beauty of the Universe.

Well, if he had to die, there were worse places to do so. He configured a portion of his remaining power to keep him in suspended animation. It would last a specified amount of time, and then he would simply die, lost and alone. The rest of his power went toward a beacon. It would be dim compared to the brightness of the firmament, quiet compared to the background hiss of trillions of stars, but it would at least serve as a tombstone, a marker to show that in the end, he had mattered.

He shivered as the armor plunged his body temperature and his last thought before his eyes froze over was of Penny.

* * *
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Harlan’s consciousness swam through murky darkness and his first thought was that he should be dead. Perhaps he was, he thought wryly, for he had no prior experience with dying. But his skeptic’s mind told him otherwise, and he gradually became aware of an environment providing warmth and breathable air. The typical response for a person awakening in an unknown environment would have been to open one’s eyes and sit up in surprise.

Harlan was hardly typical.

He took stock of what he could detect without sight. The air was warmer than he would have expected, and was dry as an American Southwestern desert. It carried a peculiar mélange of scents he didn’t recognize and had neither the experience nor the vocabulary to describe. No light filtered through his eyelids. Gravity held him upon a hard, concave surface. He was not wearing his armor; only the simple bodysuit he wore beneath it. That much was to be expected, as his power level had reached critical levels. Critical levels weren’t quite the same as total failure, though, and he mentally requested a status update from the cyberassistant node ensconced at the base of his skull.

No response.

No voice in his inner ear, no scrolling data in the corner of his vision. At that sobering bit of information, he did open his eyes and sit up.

A shadow with giant glittering eyes reared up in the near darkness. Harlan reacted in what was for him a predictable way. He raised a hand to fire an energy blast at the thing. Instead of his nanotech creating a nearly instantaneous weapon barrel and spitting forth a destructive particle beam, dust swirled around him. Even in the dim lighting, he saw more dust falling away from his arm. Thousands of dead nanites leached from his pores. He frowned. Even without power, his nanotech should have simply gone inert. Why was it leaving his body altogether? More dust shifted around him and sloughed away from his skin, making him look like he’d fallen into a vat of photocopier toner. He looked around the room. It was roughly cubical, with a high ceiling and tall doors—much taller than the creature in the room with him, which appeared to be roughly the size and shape of a four-foot-tall bear.

The creature chattered and squalled like a giant rodent, making clicking sounds he assumed were its teeth. Clearly, he’d been rescued, although nothing indicated that he was safe.

Without nanotech, his options were limited. He wasn’t a great hand-to-hand fighter. He wasn’t even a good one. He was . . . old. Other strategies were in order, and he cleared his throat.

His beastly companion stopped making noise instantly. Was it a dumb animal, or an intelligent being? It certainly wasn’t a Hind. He’d spent enough time among the centaurian predators to recognize them. Perhaps one of the races they’d conquered, then? He recalled seeing information about it in their systems when he’d hacked them, but without his cyberassistant, he could neither access nor review that data.

“Hello,” he said. “My name is Harlan Washington. Can you understand me?”

The creature made no immediate noise, nor any immediately threatening moves, but it did reach a thick, furred appendage out to touch a control panel. So, not a pet or guard animal, then. It chattered and clicked its teeth, and received a growling response from an unseen speaker. Whoever was in charge now knew Harlan was awake. The creature waiting in the room with him made no other sounds or movements, so Harlan took the opportunity to glean more information about his surroundings. He couldn’t tell if he was in a cell or a medical bay or something else. The walls clearly contained both electronic and mechanical devices and there were cabinets or drawers with recognizable handles. The platform upon which he’d been placed was slightly concave, which meant he was resting in a sooty puddle of dead nanites. An arrhythmic, nearly subsonic thrum permeated the room, just enough to make Harlan feel like it would probably give him a headache. He wondered if it was the vessel’s engine, and if so, why was it so irregular in its pulsations?

The door slid open and a dinosaur walked into the room.

Of course, it wasn’t an actual dinosaur, but it had a narrow head atop a long neck, a long tail to balance itself out, and walked on two slender, muscular legs with clever four-digited hands at the end of its arms. It was clearly reptilian from what Harlan could see. It didn’t appear to wear any clothing beyond a harness to which devices and tools were attached. Its scaly skin had an oily sheen even in the dim lighting. Its eyes were protected by a bony ridge extending to a point at the back of its head. It spoke with a hissing buzz and the bear-thing responded in its chittering tongue. They seemed to understand each other despite clearly speaking different languages. The Hind had translation technology. Perhaps these races did as well. That could make communication with them much simpler if their device could learn from Harlan.

The dinosaur—he wasn’t going to think of it as anything else until he learned differently—stepped close to him and hissed some more. Harlan made himself sit still. His death had been all but guaranteed, but somehow this vessel had found and rescued him. As much as he tended to dislike people, he recognized he was alive at their sufferance, and could stand to show a little gratitude. 

“I don’t understand you,” he said. Try as he might, he couldn’t remember any of the Hind language his cyberassistant had downloaded when he’d hacked into their systems.

The dinosaur stepped back quickly and lowered its head until it was at the same height as Harlan’s. Its gaze met his and he stared back, unblinking. He imagined what he saw in its eyes was intelligence and curiosity. Perhaps he was anthropomorphizing, but surely he was as much a curiosity to it as it was to him. It spoke again, and he saw a lengthy, forked tongue vibrating between the sharp teeth of a carnivore. Despite its hunched posture, Harlan could tell it was probably eight or nine feet tall when standing erect. It was slender, built for running instead of fighting, although the wicked claws on its toes gave indication to how it probably hunted.

With another garbled hiss, the dinosaur spoke to its companion. As Harlan’s eyes adjusted to the dim lighting, he had a better sense of the smaller creature. With buck teeth, jowls, and a broad nose, he immediately thought of a guinea pig. How an animal clearly not an apex predator had evolved to sapience was unclear, but the evidence stood before him. In spite of his avowed dislike of people, he was curious about these beings. The aliens presented a new mystery, with new technology to learn and exploit.

And if there was one thing Harlan was good at, it was exploiting technology.

A clomping in the corridor beyond made him turn away from the rodent and dinosaur, wondering what new creature would arrive to investigate their human guest—or captive, he supposed, not wanting to leap to conclusions. The vehicle that entered the room was so far from anything he might have imagined that he could only stare in wonder.

It entered the room on four jointed legs, operated by hydraulics so simple Harlan could have improved them in his sleep. The legs supported a transparent tank of material that wasn’t quite plastic, wasn’t quite glass. In Harlan’s estimation, it was probably a natural secretion, perhaps created by the creature inside the water contained within the tank.

It was a squid. Or at least, it had ten tentacles and an arrow-shaped body. A hole at the top of the arrow flexed regularly, drawing in the fluid and expelling it. Two of the squid’s tentacles wrapped around a pair of levers built into the base. Harlan almost laughed. A sapient squid? The Universe was turning into a stranger place than even he could imagine.

The walking squid bottle approached the table upon which Harlan sat. He remained still, deciding this was not a threatening act. He couldn’t do much in his current state anyway. Instead he waited and observed, learning what he could about the aliens and his surroundings as the squid stopped adjacent to him. It slid open a port in the top of the tank and slowly but deliberately extended one tentacle toward Harlan, stopping short of physical contact. It held the tentacle where he could see it and waited, perhaps to see if he would touch it. Unlike earthly squid and octopi, the alien’s tentacles didn’t have suckers on its underside. Instead, it had a series of overlapping muscle bands with serrated tips of harder material like fingernails.

Aware that all eyes in the room were watching him, Harlan slowly raised one hand toward the tentacle, stopping before he touched it. He spread his fingers to see what the squid might do. It flattened its tentacle, spreading out the muscle bands until the end of the tentacle was broad and flat like a paddle. It twisted the tentacle so the serrated side faced up. It was showing him its palm and that it was empty. 

“Okay, I guess we’re doing this,” he said, and touched his fingers against the tentacle.

The squid’s skin was warm, suggesting either it was warm-blooded or retained heat from the tank. The texture reminded Harlan of the skin on the roof of his mouth. What he thought had been fingernail equivalents were instead toughened skin, like calluses. The squid gently curled its tentacle pad around Harlan’s fingers, and in turn, he closed his thumb atop the tentacle in the most unlikely handshake in human history.

Greetings, sea-brother tool-user. This is safe water.

The strange voice echoed inside Harlan’s head and he jerked back in surprise. It wasn’t his first experience with telepathy, but coming from an alien was startling.

Understand this sea-brother tool-user?

The second telepathic contact came without physical touch. The damn squid was in his head! Harlan bristled at the intrusion of his privacy, followed almost immediately by realization and wonder. The squid—an alien being evolved on a completely different world from Harlan—had managed to speak to him and he had understood. It had called him sea-brother tool-user. The first certainly felt like a peaceful overture and the second an understanding that Harlan was an evolved creature, not a dumb animal. How should he respond? He was no telepath, and hadn’t the slightest idea how to send a thought message. Well, the squid had made itself understood, so perhaps that understanding worked both ways. “Yes, I understand you,” Harlan said aloud.

The dinosaur murmured something to the gopher and somehow, even though Harlan clearly heard breathy hisses and guttural moans, he understood it. “It speaks.”

“Do you understand us as well?” The gopher gestured toward itself and the dinosaur. Both were staring intently at Harlan.

Somehow, the squid must have used its telepathy to give them all understanding of each others’ languages. It was different than the Hind-based translation technology. This was a linguistic triumph. None of them had to speak in alien tongues to be understood. In the space of a few seconds, Harlan realized he had suddenly become quadrolingual. “I do,” Harlan said, speaking slowly even though he suspected he wouldn’t need to. “Who are you, and where am I?”

“I am Skarst, first officer of this vessel,” the dinosaur said, and then indicated the rodent to its left. “This is Tchkit, a medical doctor.” Finally, it swept one of its forearms toward the squid in the tank. “This Prodoni has a name that cannot be pronounced by those who breathe air. We call him Bubble. You are aboard our ship, the Yamar.”

Harlan nodded, then considered the gesture might be unrecognizable to the others. The way he understood the dinosaur’s language was stiff and formal. He wondered if that was the way the creature spoke or awkwardness in understanding the language. “My name is Harlan. I’m . . . grateful you rescued me. How did you find me?”

“It was not our intent. An unknown event pulled the Yamar from the skiplane and damaged our engine. The captain is attempting to repair it. Our sensors detected you adrift and you were brought aboard.”

“You are fortunate,” Doctor Tchkit chittered. For the first time, Harlan realized the doctor had a device mounted upon its nose that incongruously resembled a set of pince-nez glasses. Flickers of what Harlan presumed was data flickered across the lenses, which sat low enough on the creature’s face to provide information without interfering with the field of view. Harlan had accomplished the same thing with his nanotech, except the information was displayed around the edges of his eyes. “Your life support was failing and your vacuum suit dissolved around you. If I were not experienced with the physiology of other races besides my own, you might not have survived.”

“The event that interfered with your . . . skiplane. What was it?” Harlan had a great many other questions. He knew he would eventually get his answers, but as a guest—or perhaps prisoner—it would be best for him to try to be tactful. No point in annoying his rescuers until they decided they’d be better off if he was breathing vacuum.

“It was some sort of subspace energy surge,” Skarst said. “It burned out several components of the skip drive. What do you know about it?”

Skarst wasn’t one to be tactful or polite. Harlan appreciated the directness. He didn’t like playing games either. “I may have caused it. My homeworld was under attack by . . .” He paused. Should he mention the Hind? Did these new species know of the centaurian aggressors who’d attacked New York? What if they were allies? That would make Harlan complicit in what could conceivably be a war crime. No, better he kept that off the table for the moment. “. . . an expeditionary force. I used antimatter technology to destroy the attackers and it seems the resultant energies catapulted me through subspace.” He would have shrugged if the gesture would have meant anything to the other sapients in the chamber. “I don’t know where I am. I don’t know if I’m even in the same time. I could have been catapulted anywhere, at potentially any time.” He spread his hands wide. “I . . . apologize for any harm I may have caused.”

Apologizing for himself was something new, something he wouldn’t have done as a younger man. He had always stood by his decisions, right or wrong. Perhaps getting older was making him weaker. Or perhaps his recent experiences with Mustang Sally and Penny Lane had made him soft.

“Is that possible?” Tchkit asked Skarst.

The dinosaur looked at the gopher. “I do not know. Krastins may know.”

“You should ask him when his tail is no longer wrapped around the engines.” Tchkit made an untranslatable sound that Harlan interpreted as laughter.

Skarst returned its attention to Harlan. “We will speak to Krastins later. In the meantime, do you require anything? Tchkit has investigated your physiology and determined our atmosphere is compatible with your biology. We do not know if our food will be edible, dangerous, or merely unpleasant to you. Do you consume liquid water?”

“I do, and I am thirsty,” Harlan said. “I can digest a variety of raw or prepared nutrients.” His stomach rumbled. “And I’m game to try whatever you have.”

“Doctor Tchkit and Bubble will monitor you,” Skarst said, then turned to the gopher. “Take the visitor to the galley. I will go speak to Krastins.” Skarst disappeared through the door.

Tchkit waved to the door. “Come, Harlan. I will take you to get water and possible nourishment.”

Harlan slipped off the table, testing the strength of his legs. The gravity seemed weaker than Earth’s, though higher than that of the Moon. He wondered how these aliens created their artificial gravity. He had so many technical questions that he didn’t know where to begin. A cloud of dead nanites swirled around him as he moved. He suspected he was leaving stains everywhere he moved, but it was still dark enough inside the Yamar that he couldn’t tell. Perhaps the other species saw in different wavelengths than he did? 

“I’m finding it difficult to see. I’m used to much brighter light. Do you have a portable light source I could borrow?”

Tchkit rummaged through a supply closet packed full of so much intriguing equipment it made Harlan’s fingers itch. The gopher returned with a device resembling an Earthly flashlight so much it was disappointing. “This switch activates the beam, and this dial adjusts brightness along the spectrum.”

Harlan played with the controls until he had a beam of yellow light clearly showing the floor. “This will work for me. Do your species see longer wavelengths?”

Tchkit blew air into its cheeks for a moment, distorting its face like a squirrel with a mouthful of nuts. Harlan decided that was a shrug. “My species is called the Jemmar. Singular Jemra. We are an underground species and see heat more easily than light. The Prodoni are oceanic and likewise see better in low light conditions.”

“How about Skarst?”

“Skarst is an Aski Shantar. Her home planet orbits a small red star. The Yamar is lit to our comfort level.”

“Skarst is female. I am male. Are you and Bubble from binary-sex species as well?” Harlan asked.

“I am male, and yes, Jemmar are primarily dimorphic. Prodoni are a tri-sex species. They do not have analogues to male or female, and their species require genetic material from all three sexes to reproduce.”

Tchkit led Harlan through the corridors of the Yamar. He couldn’t get much of a sense of the vessel’s size. The interior corridor was tall and broad, either to accommodate larger species or cargo or equipment. “What type of vessel is the Yamar? Military? Exploratory?” Harlan knew he was peppering Tchkit with questions, but it was rare for him to find himself in an entirely unfamiliar situation, and the breadth of the unknown made him feel thirty years younger.

Tchkit didn’t answer immediately. Was it an error in translation or was the furry alien coming up with a suitable lie? “The Yamar is a cargo ship,” Tchkit said at last. “Here we are.”

The galley was recognizable as such, with counter spaces and containers labeled in unreadable alien text. Tall cabinets built into the bulkhead might have been pantries, refrigerators, or freezers. Harlan spotted something he thought might have been a water dispenser and felt vindicated when Tchkit went to it and paused, staring back at Harlan. “How do you consume water and food?”

Harlan almost laughed. It was such a basic question that he wouldn’t have thought to ask. He explained how humans ingested their nutrients, and that led into a frank discussion on elimination processes. Tchkit was a doctor, and curious about such things, and sooner or later Harlan would have to address that metabolic function and didn’t want to inadvertently offend.

He was given water in a shallow bowl and drank it gratefully, not realizing how thirsty he was until given the opportunity to slake it. The water had a flat, reconstituted taste, reminding him of what was available in his secret Moonbase. It reminded him of home and made his surroundings less alien.

The food was more challenging. He was omnivorous and not picky; he often forgot to eat when immersed in a project and ate whatever was available and convenient. Food held little joy for him beyond fuel to keep his body going. When nanites had infused his body, they took power using miniaturized atomic reactions. They could absorb material from the surrounding environment and convert it into nutrient chains to feed Harlan’s cells. Sometimes he didn’t have to eat for days at a time.

Doctor Tchkit put a selection of foods on a table before Harlan, his glasses sparkling with data. The table had chairs, but they were designed for creatures with tails who were either much taller or much shorter than Harlan, so he stood.

“I don’t think these will be poisonous to you based upon what of your physiology I’ve scanned,” the Jemra motioned to the foods. “These are basic ingredients, unprepared. They may be . . . unappetizing, and for that I apologize. Perhaps if some of them are not too awful, you can help us determine what will improve them. Aski Shantar are carnivorous. Jemmar like myself are herbivores and insectivores. Prodoni subsist upon other forms of sea life.”

Harlan selected a small cube that was unquestionably raw meat. “Humans can eat raw meat, but we often cook it and season it to improve the taste and kill dangerous bacteria.”

“I assure you, this meat is free from bacteria.” Although the psychic translation was largely emotionless, Harlan thought he detected a slight peevishness in the tone.

Harlan popped the piece into his mouth and rolled it around before chewing. It had a distinctive gamy flavor, verging on unpleasant, like lamb that was nearly spoiled. The texture was striated and juicy, like beef. He swallowed and grimaced at the aftertaste. “Yummy. I think it would be better cooked over open flame with the addition of salt and other spices.”

Doctor Tchkit made notes on a tablet computer.

The first meat cube was the best of the trio the doctor offered. The second had such a strong flavor that Harlan nearly spat it out. He was no chef and couldn’t think of any way to improve upon it. The final piece was more like meat-flavored mush than anything else. The texture was so awful he gagged upon it. “That one is no good.”

Tchkit chittered a giggle. “Skarst agrees with you, but Krastins is particular about it.”

The Prodoni seafood was quite a bit better, one reminding Harlan of tuna and another of scallops, but the last he tried had such a metallic taste that he did have to spit it out. “I cannot eat that one at all.”

Tchkit swept it into a hole in the center of the table. “No concern. This is all experimentation. I have to say, I’m enjoying the experience of meeting a brand new species.”

“How many—no, let’s continue this first. I am hungry and it’s going to be important to know what I can eat since I don’t know how long I will be here.”

He found several edible items among the Jemmar food, from vegetables with flavors and textures that he felt he could tolerate, to a grainy cake-like item that was sour to the taste but felt substantial. The insects offered were so similar looking to grasshoppers he nearly balked, but their shells crumbled under his teeth and their gooey insides were almost sweet, making it seem like he was eating a cookie. He smiled. Bugs for dessert.

Skarst—or an Aski Shantar he assumed was Skarst—joined him in the galley. She had another Aski Shantar with her whose scales were smeared with a glowing greasy substance. The new Aski Shantar took a cloth from one of the cabinets and began wiping the substance away.

“Harlan, this is Krastins, captain of the Yamar.”

“Captain—” Harlan began, but the new Aski Shantar interrupted him.

“I ought to space you right now, alien.”
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Harlan didn’t respond to the provocation, but only because he knew he had nothing to protect himself. His armor was in ruins, a pile of dust in a storeroom. He was unarmed, undefended, fragile. He hated that feeling of being weak. It reminded him of the time Just Cause had peeled him out of his first battlesuit, all those years ago, and destroyed it out of pure spite. Oh, he’d gotten his revenge upon them later, but he’d sworn never again to let himself be that weak.

And now here he was, with nothing but his words when his entire life had been spoken through deeds of violence.

“Captain, I’m sorry for the damage to your ship. I had no idea it would happen.”

“How could you not know?” Krastins hissed, leaning down to glare into Harlan’s face. Seen up close, the Aski Shantar looked even stranger. His head was narrow, like a greyhound’s, and his teeth weren’t just pointed, but forked. Harlan guessed the lizard couldn’t have bitten off his head—at least not literally—but could leave his face a ruin.

Still, he wasn’t going to let the Aski Shantar’s attack go without a response. “Because, Captain . . . shit happens.”

A surprised burble came from Bubble’s tank, followed by laughter from Doctor Tchkit as the psychic translation imparted itself into his mind.

Skarst sat on the deck with a sudden whump, her tongue flickering out of her mouth up and down like a ribbon in the breeze.

“Why . . . why would you say that? Of course it does. It is a natural . . .” Krastins stopped as Doctor Tchkit reached a furry paw out to pat his side.

“Shit happens,” Tchkit repeated. “That . . .” He chittered again. “That is wonderful. Next time a job goes awry, and I have to heal your wounds, I will tell you shit happens.”

Skarst’s tongue flickered even faster.

Krastins snarled at Harlan and Harlan tensed, expecting an attack. He had no weapon to defend himself but the tray upon which Tchkit had set the various sample foods for him to try. He closed his fingers around the edge, not liking his odds against the tall lizard with the razor-sharp teeth lining his jaws. Then the Aski Shantar whirled on his heel and stalked away, tail lashing like an angry cat’s.

“I think he likes you,” Tchkit chittered.

Harlan snorted. The psionic translation was growing less stilted and formal. He assumed that meant his mind was beginning to understand not just the words but the underlying meanings and idioms. “I’d space me, too,” he said. “Space travel is dangerous enough without unexpected visitors.”

Skarst coiled her tail underneath her like a cushion and sat back upon it with her knees raised and her feet resting upon the floor. She cleaned her eyes with her tongue. “Krastins will get over it. I’ll see to that. Once we get the skipdrive repaired and can make planetfall, I’ll try to set you off in the right direction to find your home.”

“You’ve probably never heard of my homeworld. We’re not spacefarers.”

“You seem well-versed in the notion,” Dr Tchkit said. “And you were in a pressurized suit when we found you. Well, barely pressurized.”

“I’m the exception to the rule.” Harlan wondered if he was about to make a serious mistake, but it was the best chance he saw to find his way back to Earth. Did he want to return to Earth? His homeworld was an unpleasant place for him, full of unfortunate memories. When he’d relocated to the Moon, he’d done so without looking back. Something still dragged at him, tugging him back toward that small blue island in the deep black ocean. Something . . . or perhaps someone. Dammit, why was he obsessing over her, anyway?

“You’ve spent time in space, then?” Skarst asked. “You’re an astronaut? Engineer?”

“Yes, on both accounts. And a warrior. I fought to defend the Earth from invaders. Destroying them is how I came to be here.”

“You’ve mentioned these invaders twice,” Doctor Tchkit said. “But you haven’t described them nor have you given us any additional information.” He paused. “Are they us? I mean, do they resemble any of our species? To my knowledge, none of our species have attacked other sapients, but that doesn’t mean it couldn’t have been a fringe group, or will happen sometime in the future. You did say you’d been transported through space and possibly through time as well. You don’t know if you are in your past, your future, or your present.”

“No, it wasn’t any of you. It was a species who called themselves the Hind.” Harlan watched the others to see if the name triggered any kind of reaction.

He wasn’t disappointed.

Skarst looked sharply at Doctor Tchkit, whose cheeks puffed out, perhaps an expression of surprise. Bubble thrashed back and forth in its tank, suddenly agitated.

“I take it you know them.”

“We do know the Hind,” Skarst said. “We are at war with them.”

The chill of a familiar enemy made its way down Harlan’s back. “Tell me more.”

“We don’t know where they came from. They use a different technology for faster-than-light travel than we do. They just appear in a system and launch their attacks.”

Harlan nodded. “That was how they attacked us. They sent five ships loaded with troops and threatened to destroy one of our largest cities.”

Skarst’s nose wrinkled in a snarl. “Five. That’s less than even a standard attack squadron for them. And you defeated them?”

“I think so. I’m assuming the antimatter bombs were effective in either destroying or removing them from our star system as they did to me.”

“Perhaps it is because they thought you a primitive species,” Doctor Tchkit said. “They have tended towards overconfidence when dealing with low-tech species. We have been fortunate that we were sufficiently advanced to repel their initial assault.”

Harlan shook his head. He was a genius, and even he could only barely begin to comprehend the logistics, the strategy, the sheer expense of waging an interstellar war. “Tell me what—”

Before he could finish his question, yellow lights began flashing in the corners of the room and a wail like a grinder peeling paint off steel filled the air.

Skarst leaped to her feet and raced from the room, her tail slapping against the hatch frame on her way through. Bubble clanked after her, the mobile tank moving with an unexpectedly rapid gait.

“What is it?” Harlan didn’t doubt it was an emergency alert from the suddenness of its appearance and Skarst’s reaction.

“Shit is happening,” Dr Tchkit said. “You had better come with me, Harlan. I will be needed on the bridge and it will be the safest place aboard the Yamar.”

Harlan followed the Jemra from the galley down a short corridor that ascended against the Yamar’s internal gravity. They passed through a heavy hatch in a bulkhead and wound up in a roughly rectangular room with a ceiling that would have been cramped for an Aski Shantar standing at full height but didn’t come close to Harlan’s head. It was wide enough for three duty stations side by side, each with their own odd-looking seat or harness and banks of controls within easy reach. Perhaps five meters from port to starboard bulkhead and equally as deep front to aft, a meter-high pane of clear material wrapping around the bridge above the control panels gave Harlan an unobstructed view of the stars beyond.

Skarst was seated in the center in the middle, her hands wrapped around recognizable control yokes. Bubble’s tank was clamped against the aft bulkhead, its legs withdrawn and a thick cable plugged into a stained port that looked like it had been jury-rigged into place with sloppy welds and exposed wiring around it. Harlan nearly tsked at the unprofessional workmanship, but it was not the time or place.

Doctor Tchkit motioned Harlan toward a seat to Skarst’s left. It was clearly built for Aski Shantar physiology, with a bifurcated back to allow for a tail and a ring-shaped seat that frankly reminded Harlan of a toilet. “Sit. I will do my best to strap you in securely, Harlan.”

Harlan made himself as comfortable as possible as the Jemra fussed with adjusting restraints around him. The air of the bridge had a peculiar funk about it that hadn’t been noticeable elsewhere in the ship. It might have been stress hormones or sweat, although Harlan couldn’t see how either the Aski Shantar or Jemra was built for sweating. “How big is the Yamar?” Harlan asked. “How many more crew beyond those I’ve met?”

Tchkit finished tightening the straps around Harlan and flung himself into the seat opposite Skarst. “This is all of us. The Yamar is not a large vessel.”

“And they shouldn’t have found us,” Skarst added as she wiped a panel of controls with her palm, activating numerous lights and indicators.

“Who are they?”

A voice crackled over hidden cabin speakers. “Yamar, this is the ASN Iskafari. Shut down your engines and prepare to be boarded.”

“Molting bastards,” Skarst hissed. “Krastins, I need skipdrive right away or we’re a footnote.”

“Stall them,” Krastins called back over the cabin speakers. “I’ve only got one tail.”

“Are they pirates?” Harlan asked.

“Worse,” Skarst said. “It’s the Navy.”

It didn’t take Harlan long to put two and two together from Skarst’s angry outburst about the boarding threat. “You’re smugglers.”

“We are . . . independent traders,” Doctor Tchkit began.

“. . . Who smuggle,” Skarst finished. “Krastins?”

“I’m working on it.”

Harlan leaned back to look past Skarst at Doctor Tchkit. “How bad is it if they board us?”

Tchkit’s fur rippled from the top of his head down his sides and back. A Jemmar shrug, perhaps, different than the air-puffed cheeks? “They probably won’t space us. Probably. I hear they need conscripts for the war and laborers for the camps. How’s your racial capacity for working until you drop?”

Harlan frowned. Suddenly he was feeling himself in far more familiar territory. After he’d escaped juvenile hall at fourteen, he’d spent several years in Philadelphia, working his way up the chain of gangs until he was running a narcotics distribution network with a large side of violence. He’d had more run-ins with the law than he could remember.

And he could remember quite a bit.

“Let me go help the Captain,” Harlan urged. “I’m an engineer. I understand technology.”

“No,” Skarst said. “We don’t know enough about you.” She pulled an auxiliary console down from overhead and began operating controls on it with one hand while keeping her other busy upon the primary controls. She seemed to be dividing her attention equally between both. Her level of focus and concentration impressed Harlan. Her work seemed equivalent to typing different information one-handed on two different keyboards at the same time. Harlan couldn’t have done it and said as much to Doctor Tchkit.

“It’s a peculiarity of Aski Shantar evolution,” the doctor said. “They have two brains, one at each end of the spinal column. It allows them to concentrate fully on two tasks independently.” He paused, perhaps wistful. “I wish I could do that.”

“Yamar, this is the ASN Iskafari. We will not repeat ourselves a third time. Shut down your engines and prepare to be boarded or we will open fire.” The distorted voice blared through the ship’s speakers, making Skarst hiss in frustration.

“Krastins, it’s now or never,” she said, her eyes fixed upon her controls.

“I know,” retorted the ship’s captain from the engine room.

“If they board us, we’ll be eating space before supper,” Doctor Tchkit added.

“I know!” Krastins shouted.

A previously darkened panel flickered to life, limned first in yellow light, then red.

Skarst crowed in wordless triumph, snapped a round switch ninety degrees to the left, and the world turned inside out—or at least, Harlan’s stomach felt like that’s what happened.

The skipdrive seemed to live up to its name. Harlan felt like he was riding a flat stone flung across water, except the ship bounced in and out of an alternate dimension. Outside the Yamar, the cosmos flickered like a poorly-synchronized film, stars appearing to double and flex back and forth. To distract himself from the discomfort, he theorized how it might work differently than the hyperspace that the Hind seemed to use.

Krastins burst onto the bridge from engineering, his scales marred by grease and burns. He moved to where Harlan was sitting and stopped, clearly not expecting the human to be occupying what was probably his seat. Harlan reached for his straps. “I’ll move.”

“No, Harlan,” Doctor Tchkit said. “We don’t have anywhere else to put you.”

Krastins yanked a mechanical fold-down seat from the bulkhead and threw himself into it, tail between his legs in the gap. The tip twitched like an angry cat’s. As he tightened his straps with one hand, he pulled a display panel on an armature toward him and angled it so he could see what was happening. Harlan craned his head over to see if he could learn anything.

“Are they in pursuit?” the captain asked.

“Of course,” Skarst grumbled. “We’re keeping apace for now, but it won’t be long until they catch up to us. That cruiser has long legs.”

“And sharp fangs,” added Krastins. “We need to lose them before they get our range.”

“Working on it,” Skarst said.

“What the hell kind of contraband are you carrying?” Harlan asked Doctor Tchkit. “Weapons? Narcotics? Something else?”

“Something else,” the doctor said. “It’s an Osi Fain egg.”

“What’s that, some kind of rare delicacy?”

“Living starship,” Skarst said as she lashed fingers across the controls. “Captain, I’ve got a system with a skiplane terminus at extreme sensor range.”

Krastins worked his own controls. “I see it. No data from the beacon. Is it a dead node?”

Skarst slapped her tail against the deck. “It can’t be a dead node or we wouldn’t read the terminus at all. I’m trying to get any kind of navigational fix but it’s completely dead out there.”

“Can’t be completely dead,” Krastins retorted. “The Navy found us.”

“Did they?” Harlan asked suddenly. “Or could they have fallen victim to the same energy surge that brought me here and damaged the Yamar?”

“That could be,” Krastins said. “But the only way they would have wound up near us would be if they were already in the same skiplane.”

“If they were, maybe they were already tracking you,” Harlan said.

Skarst stamped a foot on the deck, her claws making a clicking sound against the metal. “Damn it. We were set up. Somebody talked.”

“It doesn’t have to be that,” Doctor Tchkit began.

“No, but it’s the most likely outcome, thanks to one of those stillborn bastards on Sto Shantu. We were probably heading into an ambush,” Krastins said. “Maybe your appearance was more lucky for us than we knew.”

“Maybe the way I interfered with your skiplane interfered with theirs too. Are you . . . already wanted for something else?” Harlan asked.

“Oh, we’re dangerous criminals, we are,” Doctor Tchkit said. “With a storied past to share among the roots—”

“Stow it, Doctor,” Krastins said. “Skarst?”

Skarst’s display screen changed from yellow to red. “Systems have rebooted. We can jump, but I wouldn’t push it past that system out there.”

Krastins drew patterns on two different screens, swaying his head back and forth as he considered information from each. “Do it. If we burn out the drive, at least we have a head start. Maybe there’s somewhere in that system we can hunker down for repairs.”

Harlan leaned back to speak to Doctor Tchkit so he wouldn’t distract the Aski Shantar, even though he was learning they were quite capable of focusing on two things at once. “Doc, what’s the difference between a skip and a jump? Distance?”

The Jemra blew air into his cheeks. “I’m a doctor, not an engineer.”

Harlan nearly laughed. “Well, that’s one thing they got right,” he murmured. “A layman’s knowledge, then.”

Doctor Tchkit held up a hand and counted off on his digits in a very human gesture. “There are three aspects of superluminal drive. Skipdrive involves brief transitions into a different dimension, which is the pulsating sensation you feel. It allows us to travel within star systems at speeds approaching lightspeed but never exceeding it.” He closed down a finger. “Skiplanes are natural interdimensional connections between stars. When a ship triggers its skipdrive within the skiplane nexus, it is catapulted along the skiplane to emerge at the far end.”

“Like a wormhole,” Harlan suggested.

Doctor Tchkit blew out his cheeks. “I don’t recognize the term as you have used it. Maybe it’s specific to your species and has no translation into Jemmar. Worms are pests.”

“So a jump is . . . something else?” Harlan asked.

“A jump is when you overcharge your skipdrive in an attempt to cover a significant distance without using a skiplane to do so,” Skarst said without looking back. “It’s dangerous and causes extensive—and expensive—damage to propulsion systems. It’s an emergency act.” She raised a control panel back to the ceiling and glanced at Krastins. “And it’s ready.”

Something Harlan identified as a new alarm began a rhythmic hooting that made him feel like his ears were being driven deep into his skull. Yamar shuddered and a section of controls went dark.

“Iskafari is firing on us!” Krastins shouted over the din. “Do it now!”

Skarst lashed out a thumb and stabbed it so hard against a shielded control that she shattered the cover and cracked the button.

The Universe turned upside down and inside out at the same time. Harlan felt like he was being drawn through a hole far too small for him. Pain wracked his body from head to toe. His organs flip-flopped within his abdomen and his brain spun around in his skull. He retched, helpless, and struggled to retain control of his body.

At least he wasn’t the only one suffering. Skarst and Krastins both thrashed about, clawing at their heads and tails, while Doctor Tchkit made untranslatable sounds. In its tank, Bubble’s skin rippled and shuffled through a kaleidoscope of colors.

All the lights on the bridge flickered and went out, leaving the bridge bathed in white light reflecting from a ringed gas giant off to the port side. It traversed across the windows as the Yamar drifted, powerless.
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Krastins was already out of his temporary seat and racing back down toward the engine room before Harlan’s head stopped spinning.

“Doctor, go after him,” Skarst ordered. “I’m reading elevated radiation levels and an increasing static charge in the engine room. The drive is leaking.”

“I’ll dose him,” the Doctor said, and scurried after the Aski Shantar.

“What can I do to help?” Harlan asked. He wasn’t an altruist by nature, but even a selfish bastard could understand the implications of a starship with a failing engine.

“Bubble, Harlan needs orthography. Can you help him out with that?” Skarst popped open a wall panel and slid a rack of components out, examining each.

The Prodoni slid open the top of its tank and extended a tentacle toward Harlan. Harlan didn’t hesitate and reached out to clasp the end of it. Orthography meant written language, and if he could read, he could learn without having to wait for Doctor Tchkit’s admittedly poor explanations.

Greetings, sea-brother tool-user, came the telepathic contact. Information flowed into Harlan’s brain. Symbols and written language data dumped into Harlan’s language centers like someone had turned on a fire hose. His head grew hot like he had a fever. Like he was burning out a hard drive. His stomach lurched and his tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth, paralyzed. The Prodoni broke contact and Harlan fell back against his seat, eyes watering, struggling to draw breath.

Skarst slid the panel back into the wall and spun around to pull a different one free, using the tip of her tail to dog shut the one she’d closed. “Do you see the display to the left of my station, to your right?”

Harlan drew a shaking, ragged breath. “Y-yes.” He was suffering the mental equivalent of trying to run across an icy lake surface. “I . . .” He realized he could understand what he saw. He was looking at the Aski Shantar written language, which read right to left and utilized a complex script of pictogram characters representing entire words instead of phonetic sounds. “I can read it.”

“Good. Do you know how to operate a display?”

“Is it operated by touch?”

“Yes.”

“I can figure it out. What do you need me to do?”

Skarst slammed the panel back into the wall a little harder than necessary. “None of these are bad. I’ve got one more to check but it’s the junction in the corridor. Listen for me and report on what I ask.”

Harlan nodded, then said “Yes,” realizing translation didn’t extend to physiological responses.

Skarst left the bridge, leaving Harlan alone but for the Prodoni, who offered no judgment or communication of its own. Unsupervised, in a room full of advanced technology . . . he might as well have been a sugar addict turned lose in a candy factory.

Harlan explored the Yamar’s systems through the display Skarst had indicated. It was organized in a way he considered both intuitive and intelligent, and found navigating the file system so easy he soon became thoroughly absorbed in the layout. He called up the ship’s navigation systems and was dismayed to learn they were offline. He began rerouting paths, enjoying the old-school methods of making physical changes to a system instead of doing so with the aid of his nanotechnology. His parahuman ability to control electrical and mechanical systems helped, but in the end, it was more about his intuition and dawning comprehension of the Yamar’s technology.

Primary power on the bridge flickered to life momentarily then went dark again. Harlan glanced up, irritated with the interruption.

“Anything?” Skarst called from down the corridor.

“Only for a moment,” Harlan said. “I believe I have determined where we are.”
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