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CHAPTER ONE​
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The titanium alloy door opened into the void. Weightless, Sub-lieutenant Cassiopeia Requin ventured out of the airlock and into the black vacuum of space. Her cruiser’s warp field generator was offline, and it was her job to figure out why.

Exposed, cold, vulnerable to whatever was waiting for her in this unexplored solar system, she followed her chief mechanic, Raddock, over the Red Twilight’s hull. The surface of the spacecraft was super-black, its mysterious coating so dark it was barely visible even under her helmet’s floodlights. She inched her way forward, carefully feeling for handhold grips along the hull with fingers that were unsteady, nervous, and traumatized from the loss of so many crewmates on a mission that should have ended weeks ago.

Raddock climbed around the generator’s housing hub, mounted under the Red Twilight’s bow. He pulled himself around to the far side, grunting over the radio. One of his arms was injured, wrapped in a sling inside his hard-shell suit. When Cassi caught up to him, he turned his floodlights onto the hub.

The warp field generator had a hole in it large enough to crawl through.

“See what I was sayin’ ma’am? Something must have punched right through the housing.”

Cassi squeezed her head and shoulders into the hole. “The damage is extensive. The hub’s outer shell is compromised.” She spoke into her tracker, a mobile communication and interface device that all Fleet astronauts carried.

“Well? What do you think?” Raddock asked her.

“I don’t think anything went in.”

“Nothing hit us?” The mechanic sounded confused.

Cassi pulled her helmet out of the hole. “It looks like that last jump was more than the warp field generator could handle. We blew out the negative matter warp field conversion matrix.”

“Oh.” Raddock studied her. “That look on your face says we ain’t got no spare on board.”

Cassi shook her head.

“Great. Just when we think we’re out of the hole, the galaxy comes along and says, ‘Oh no. Here’s another one for yous.’”

Cassi locked her boots to the hull. The sudden clunk sent a bolt of pain through her right leg. Her tibia was currently being held together with emergency surgical pins. She needed a round in the trauma tank, but there were only two tanks on board the Red Twilight and the lineup was long. Her leg was stable enough for the moment.

Clenching her teeth, she connected her tracker to what was left of the generator and ran a diagnostic scan. “Breathe, Raddock. This is just another problem to solve.”

“Yeah, I know. But why can’t we for once get an easy problem, like a faulty relay? Something that’s straightforward to fix?”

“Because I’m the senior engineering officer on this spacecraft, and you’re my chief mechanic. You chose the wrong career if you wanted easy problems.”

Her tracker chirped with a call from the bridge.

“Requin?” It was Lieutenant Hazgor, second in command on the Red Twilight. “How soon can we transit?”

She closed her eyes. “The warp field generator is down, sir.”

“I didn’t ask about the problem details. I need a time estimate.”

“Indefinite, sir.”

The radio channel squelched.

“Requin, we’ve uh... got a situation here. The capacitors for the jump are almost charged, aren’t they?”

She checked a virtual window, projected by her tracker that displayed the dashboard information for the warp field generation system. “They’re at seventy four percent, Lieutenant.”

“That’s good. We can make a jump with that, can’t we?”

“Well, yes, we could... if we had an operational warp field generator. But we don’t.”

Hazgor hesitated. “How long is that gonna take to fix?”

Cassi rolled her eyes. “We have to fabricate a new negative matter warp field conversion matrix.”

“How long, Requin?”

Cassi looked back inside. The matrix wasn’t just broken... its core was gone. The matrix core was constructed out of gold, and lots of it. It wasn’t the kind of thing that they could just order up on a fabrication platform.

“Requin?” Hazgor prompted her. “Are we talking minutes, or hours?”

“Um...weeks, sir,” Cassi replied. “At least.”

“Say again. It sounded like you said, ‘weeks.’”

“I did. And we’ll need raw materials... stuff we don’t have on board.”

The radio crackled. Then, “The CO wants you on the bridge.”

“I need a little more time on the spacewalk,” she said. “Could he give me another ten minutes?”

“Negative. There’s an unknown spacecraft closing in on us.”
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Back in full gravity, Cassi limped into the commotion on the Red Twilight’s bridge. Fleet officers and crew members, Cassi’s friends and allies, manned the command stations of the space cruiser, the soft glow of terminal screens lighting their faces amid the lingering damage from the hostile takeover. Moving to her station, Cassi climbed over the remains of the giant plant-like life form strewn through the bridge. Amid exposed circuitry and damaged bulkheads, vines intertwined with cables, fibrous tissue and stocks webbed the ceiling and deck. It all leaked a sticky sap-like life blood that clung to surfaces and pooled on the floor. And in the center, a six-foot diameter nerve bundle, the alien intelligence they had taken the Red Twilight from. While it had a technical designation, most of the crew were calling it the Brain.

The vessel that Cassi and the rest of the Fleet members had originally embarked on, the AEFS Steadfast, was currently plummeting toward the core of a black hole in another galaxy. Now, the survivors who had made it onto the Red Twilight were still trying to figure out this spacecraft’s idiosyncrasies.

Taking the engineering control station, Cassi had to turn her back on the Brain. Covered in a translucent gel-filled membrane, a faint bioluminescent glow radiated from within it. She felt watched. During the fighting, Cassi had severed it from its corpus, isolating it from the spacecraft and its subsystems. The Brain had no control anymore.

Cassi tied her red hair up in a quick pair of double buns to keep it out of her face and turned her attention to the operational situation. “I have an update on the warp field generator, when you’re ready, sir.”

Commander Mantha, the effective skipper on the Red Twilight, sat hunched over in the command chair, fingers in his beard, elbows on his knees, staring at the hologram at the bridge’s forward focal point. The hologram mapped the local star system and the Red Twilight’s position in it. He glanced at Cassi with heavy, bloodshot eyes, but otherwise ignored her.

“The approaching vessel will be in ion cannon range in fifteen minutes, sir,” Ensign Emica Junko reported. On the surface Emica was calm and professional, but she was Cassi’s closest friend, and underneath, the tension in her voice and the quick glances at Cassi suggested Emica was nervous.

“Are you reading a beacon yet, Ms. Sankova?” Mantha asked.

The signals officer shook her head. “No, sir.”

At the weapons station, Duschene swore. “Pirates.”

“We don’t know that,” Quinton said. He was the sole surviving Spacemobile Marine officer on board. Quinton projected a cool, level-headed confidence now that he’d never had when he’d been a Fleet cadet with Cassi.

“Every spacecraft is required to emit a beacon,” Duschene explained. “The ones that don’t are always pirates. I’d bet my last tube of toothpaste on it.”

Ensign Pelly, the fifteen-year-old, purple-haired intelligence officer, looked up from his terminal. “We’re not getting any signal from it at all, other than the ion wash from its maneuvers, sir.”

A translucent blue cloud flickered on the hologram, and next to it a small text label: unknown. ATHENA, the on-board artificial intelligence, couldn’t pinpoint the other spacecraft’s precise location. All it could offer from the data it had was a guess... that it was somewhere in the cloud hundreds of kilometers across.

“Can’t ATHENA get a better fix on it?” Hazgor asked. “We can’t lock the ion cannons on that.”

“It must have stealth technology,” Pelly concluded. “Similar to the Red Twilight, sir.”

Bauer, the Rhino pilot who’d taken over as the helm officer, turned back to Mantha. “Do you want me to maintain our current heading, sir?” 

Mantha stared at the hologram, watching a small blue icon as it drifted closer. He turned back and looked at the Brain, light gently pulsing from within its membrane, and then back at the hologram.

“Sir?” Hazgor asked after a minute of silence from the CO. “We need to start making some decisions, here.”

“I know that.” Mantha shifted uneasily in his chair, like it was hurting him. He turned to Sankova at the signals station. “Hail it.”

“Aye, sir.”

Collectively, they waited for a response. The radio signal could only travel at the speed of light and given the vast distances between them communication was like sending notes via carrier pigeon.

Time ticked by. Cassi tried again to explain the situation with the warp field generator, but Mantha held up his hand.

Sankova marked the transit time for the radio signal to reach the vessel and return back. No response.

Mantha shook his head. “I don’t like this. We’re damaged. We’re flying in a spacecraft we have no experience operating. We’re in no position for a hostile engagement. Requin? Tell me you have a transit solution.”

Now he wanted the update. “We only have sub-light propulsion, sir.”

“Sub-light?” The commanding officer’s brow furrowed.

Cassi explained. “Sir, we blew a hole in our warp field generator—right through the field conversion matrix. It will take us weeks to fix that, if it can be done at all. And even if it can, we burned through nearly all of our negative triphasic xenon sustaining the warp field that got us here.” NTPX was the negative matter that enabled the faster than light transit maneuvers.

“So, what you’re saying is that our engine’s broke and we’re out of space gas?” Bauer shook his head. “Awesome.”

Mantha’s nostrils flared. He shifted about in his seat again, stood up, stared at the hologram and pulled at his collar. The man had wanted command for so long. He’d obsessed over it when Cassi worked directly for him. Now that he finally had it, he seemed lost.

Mantha looked around the bridge, at everyone looking at him, waiting for orders.

The Brain shifted color, turning a deep green, darkening the ambient light in the room.

“Well, we have to move. We have to get out of here. This isn’t our system. We have no tactical advantages. We need to move. But we can’t move.” He balled up his fingers so tight his skin turned white.

“Hold on... we’re just drifting.” He pointed at one of the command terminals. “How are they even seeing us? Aren’t we invisible?” 

The Red Twilight’s hull was covered in Samaranite plating, an alien material that masked thermal radiation. It effectively rendered the spacecraft invisible, so long as it was drifting.

“Our hull is invisible, sir,” Cassi answered. “They must have detected the wave front from our warp field when we arrived.”

Duschene shook his head. “They’re heading straight for us, Requin. If it was just a wave front, that would only let them know something arrived somewhere. That thing’s on a direct intercept course.”

“We are venting atmosphere,” Emica said. “They might be picking that up.”

Hazgor looked at the readings. “Yeah. That’s what I thought, but these are slow leaks. I doubt they would result in enough of a signal to be picked up at that range.”

Quinton scratched the back of his neck. “It might not be the Red Twilight at all,” he said. “Requin and Raddock were just outside for the damage assessment EVA."

“So?” Duschene asked.

“Hard-shell suits don’t have any Samaranite,” Quinton explained. He turned to Cassi. “They probably picked up thermal radiation from your bodies.”

“Is that your way of saying Requin’s hot?” Bauer asked.

“What? Bauer, no...” the marine fumbled for words.

“So, you don’t think she’s hot?” 

“Bauer!” Emica snapped. “Unprofessional!”

The helm officer lifted his hands off his control station as if to proclaim his innocence.

Mantha rubbed his beard, fixated on the image of the approaching spacecraft projected on the hologram in the center of the bridge. “Why were you even out there, Requin?”

“The warp field generator, sir. It went offline. I couldn’t establish a remote connection, so we had to inspect it manually.”

“Couldn’t you have been more discrete?”

Cassi didn’t answer that. At this point the questions were coming out of the man’s frustration. She’d served with Mantha for almost a standard year and a half now and had some experience in navigating his emotions.

“I’m getting a signal, sir,” the signals officer reported. “I think it’s a response.”

Mantha continued staring at the hologram, he didn’t even acknowledge the communications officer.

“Sir?”

Lieutenant Hazgor put his hands on his hips. He’d been promoted into the position as the spacecraft’s operations officer and since Mantha hadn’t slotted anyone into the direct number two position of executive officer, Hazgor was it. He was an ape of a man, deltoid musculature warping the neck of his uniform. “Well, put it up then.”

“I uh...” Sankova struggled.

“On the main view screen,” Hazgor insisted.

When she put it up, the screen displayed a wall of chromakeyed alphanumeric garbage.

“What is that?”

“That’s the problem,” Sankova explained. “ATHENA can’t make any sense of the signal.” 

Pelly spoke up. “No. Of course not.”

“Explain, Ensign,” Hazgor said.

“Sir, we’re in another galaxy. There’s no record of humans exploring this far out. Ever.”

The crew on the bridge looked at Mantha and Hazgor.

“What exactly are you saying, Mr. Pelly?” Hazgor asked.

Pelly cleared his throat. “We need to prepare a First Contact plan, sir. Whatever is on that approaching spacecraft... it’s not human.”
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The unidentified spacecraft was quickly closing in on the Red Twilight. ATHENA estimated it would reach weapons range in about fifteen minutes, assuming its weaponry was similar in nature to that on human spacecraft.

Hazgor stooped over Sankova and stared at her communications terminal.

“What exactly came back, Ensign?”

Sankova shook her head as she poured over the data. She was stumped.

“Mr. Pelly? Ms. Requin?” Hazgor asked. “We need some answers.”

“There’s not enough data here to build a language model, sir.” Pelly paused to think, rubbing the bridge of his nose. “From their point of view, we’re an unknown entity that’s appeared in their space. It’s likely the message is either a greeting or a warning.”

Bauer faced Mantha. “Sir, if it’s a warning, maybe we could just turn around? You know... show them we’re not a threat, show them we don’t mean to encroach on their territory.”

Mantha nodded faintly. “Yes. Okay. Let’s try that.”

It wasn’t exactly the decisive voice any of them were used to from a commanding officer, but Bauer took it as an order. “Coming about,” he said.

The helm officer steered the old space cruiser into a tight turn. In doing so he also added some velocity. Now that they were traveling away from it rather than toward it, they had some time before the alien spacecraft could close into weapons range. But their maneuver also gave the other spacecraft exhaust to measure, and from that, the ability to calculate the Red Twilight’s precise position.

Everyone on the bridge watched the hologram for a reaction.

“ATHENA has detected a vector adjustment,” Emica said, her voice calm, professional. “They are continuing pursuit, sir.”

Duschene rubbed at his thin mustache. “What do we do now, sir?” 

Mantha stared at the hologram, silent. Cassi couldn’t help but wonder if some part of him hadn’t quite completed the transit to this system.

“Increasing velocity with another burn,” Bauer said. No one told him to execute. No one objected to his decision either. “Hold on.”

The Red Twilight rumbled as the gravitational nodes compensated for the crushing acceleration. The spacecraft cast out a massive gravitational wake as a consequence, but it allowed the humans inside to survive through a burn that would have otherwise turned them into pancakes.

The gap between the two vessels increased.

Cassi closed her eyes. At least this would give them some time to figure out their next move.

But then the alien spacecraft accelerated. The ion wash allowed ATHENA to render a much better estimate of its position, a position that was getting closer.

Cassi checked the Red Twilight’s power core. It was at eighty-two percent of its heating capacity. She’d wanted to keep it under eighty. When it reached one hundred percent, it would trigger a runaway reaction and a core breach. Having barely survived two power core breaches so far in her career, she had no desire to risk a third.

That meant she had to cut the power draw. But where?

If this thing was in fact hostile, they would need the zipper drives to maneuver.

They would absolutely need shields to defend themselves.

And they would need the ion cannons to fight back.

Each was a substantial power draw, but they couldn’t have all three.

“It’s closing again, sir,” Emica reported.

“I can see that, Ensign.” Mantha said. He crossed his legs, his arms, and hunched forward, but didn’t say anything else.

Hazgor stepped in. “Ensign Sankova, I believe... the skipper wants to sound action stations.”

“Aye, sir. Action stations.” Sankova triggered ATHENA. Instantly klaxons began ringing across the spacecraft. It was a different sound to the one the crew was used to. They were trained based on Fleet protocol, but the Red Twilight was a civilian spacecraft. Even worse than the strange sound, half the surviving crew didn’t have designated action stations yet. On a Fleet vessel, they would have specific places to go, specific jobs to do to prepare for potential decompressions, fires, or other emergencies.

For the time being anyone without a specific job had to strap in and shelter in place.

“It’s eight minutes out,” Emica reported.

“Weps?” Hazgor asked. “Our CO needs a tactical assessment. Where do we stand against this guy?”

Duschene’s brow furrowed. “I don’t know.”

“It’s your job to know,” Hazgor growled.

“We just got on board this spacecraft, sir. We’re barely holding it together. That Plant Thing didn’t exactly keep updated maintenance reports on the weapon systems. We have asteroid damage, battle damage, and I don’t know what all those biosplice connections have done to the targeting systems.”

Hazgor ran his fingers through his short hair. “Can we fight or not?”

Duschene shook his head. “I don’t know. Uh... I can’t even tell if these readings are giving me the capacity we need for an ion cannon volley... I just don’t know.”

“The ion cannon batteries are operational, but several of our capacitors are damaged, Mr. Hazgor,” Cassi said. She didn’t like speaking over Duschene. He had his job. She had hers. But the guy was blubbering, and they needed solutions. “We have the capacity for a single ion volley, but recharging the capacitors we have too quickly will push our reactor outside its heating tolerance. I recommend we keep what power we have for maneuvering and shields.”

“One volley,” Hazgor repeated. Then he swore. “That doesn’t give us a lot of options.”

“Maybe it’s not hostile,” Emica suggested. “Maybe it’s just curious. I mean, we must be some kind of enigma to it.”

“I thought you said it was hostile,” Hazgor turned back to Pelly.

“I said the communication was either a greeting or a warning,” Pelly responded.

Quinton had been looking over Pelly’s shoulder. When the klaxons sounded, he’d strapped himself into one of the rearmost passenger stations, out of the way, but still close enough to observe the action. In his tactical light exoskeleton, his TACLEX armor, he looked like an adult trying to sit at a kid’s desk in primary school. “First Contact doctrine is to try to establish peaceful relations.”

Hazgor stared at him. The two had never gotten along well. “That’s not a very marine thing to say.”

Quinton frowned. “Even marines know you don’t fight unless you have to.”

“He’s right,” Cassi said. “We are first and foremost an expeditionary fleet, sir. First contact is what we signed up for.”

Hazgor crossed his arms. “Doctrine is to engage from a position of superior firepower.”

Cassi looked back at the Brain in the corner. Its bioluminescence shifted again, green to blue, then back to green. Tendril tubes ran into a thick, rope-like cord that Cassi had slashed through to sever it from the rest of the network of bio-matter that sprawled throughout the spacecraft. The wound exposed a fiber-optic fray of speckled light that pulsed with liquid lava colors.

“What is it, Cassi?” Quinton asked.

She shook her head. “Nothing.”

The marine studied the alien nerve cluster, his eyes narrowed. “Looks like the Brain is giving us a light show. You think it’s trying to tell us something?”

“Focus on the problem at hand,” Hazgor ordered. “Engineering, given we have no faster-than-light capabilities, what are the chances we can outrun that thing at sub-light?”

Cassi shook her head. Hazgor was right. She had to stay in the game. “Based on their ion wash, I’d say there’s a good chance their sub-light drive system is similar to our zipper drives. I’d give it fifty-fifty odds at this point.”

The lieutenant grimaced. He looked over at Mantha.

Recognizing they had some time, the commanding officer ordered the action stations call downgraded to a closed quarters condition... people could unbuckle, get up and move around, but were supposed to stay within thirty seconds of an action station or decompression gear. Mantha himself stood up and walked to the hologram, glaring, holding his own elbows. He seemed afraid to look away from the three-dimensional luminous model, as if doing anything, making any decision at all, would just make their situation worse.

Then the pressure door to the Red Twilight’s bridge swung open.

The man at the threshold was lean, with deeply set round eyes and white teeth that looked too large for his mouth. His hair was trimmed short on the sides, but long and swept back on top. A tattoo of outstretched wings poked over his high collar on a neck that was so recently shaved the razor burn was still bloody. He wore a Red Twilight crew uniform and carried a Pfigor pistol, holding it comfortably, index finger resting on the trigger guard.

Three others in similar uniforms flanked him. A woman on his right wore yellow-tinted targeting goggles, but they did nothing to hide the ice-cold glare in her eyes. A grizzly mechanic with a thick bronze beard stood on the leader’s right. The mechanic smiled, showing off a missing front tooth. He looked to Cassi like the kind of guy who collected knives. All of them were armed.

Mantha stepped back. He stumbled into the main hologram in the center of the bridge. Lasers bathed him in bright blues and greens, the tactical 3D image of the solar system and their position in it disrupted. “Who gave you permission to come onto the bridge?”

“I was about to ask you the same thing,” the man said.

They were the surviving members of the Red Twilight’s original crew, taken prisoner by the Brain and held in a chemically induced state of suspended animation as the sentient plant slowly and systematically explored their bodies and minds.

Quinton stepped between Mantha and the armed intruders. With his helmet pulled on, the TACLEX armor was impervious to small arms fire. He spoke through a speaker, his voice electro-mechanically filtered with a metallic undertone that enhanced its authoritative presence. It resonated across the bridge, as if disembodied, non-local. “Put down your weapons.”

To emphasize the point, Quinton’s K111 weapon system sprung up on its robotic mount from his back and deployed over his right shoulder like a floating bazooka. “Security Team to the bridge,” he called into his tracker.

The Red Twilight’s original crew members stared at the marine. Quinton’s face was gone, covered with a blank faceplate.

“Stand down, marine,” the leader of the originals said.

“Who are you?” Hazgor demanded. “This is a secure space. You can’t just walk onto the bridge.”

“Yes, he can, sir,” Pelly said.

Hazgor glanced sidelong at the young intelligence officer.

“This is Miggs Rigel,” Pelly explained. “Captain of the Red Twilight.”
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“But I’m the Captain of the Twilight,” Mantha said, stepping out of the hologram.

Pelly explained. “Sir, this light cruiser was a private spacecraft, prior to the Brain taking it over. Its home port was registered as Spaceport Orthe. ATHENA identifies this man as Captain Rigel, the commanding officer of the Red Twilight. The woman with him is Daxia Lim, the first officer. The others are members of his crew.”

“The ones we rescued from the sentient megaflora?” Mantha asked. “But I thought you were incapacitated.”

Rigel and Lim exchanged glances. “We were sedated,” Rigel explained. “We recovered. Now, report. Why did you sound action stations?”

At first no one responded. Sijani, their acting chief medical officer, had suggested the surviving members of the original crew and anyone who’d been sedated for more than a week would need long term rehabilitation. But then, that had been a guess. And Sijani was just an ensign, a student medical officer with no experience in this kind of scenario.

In an effort to placate the uncomfortable silence, Pelly offered a summary of their situation, telling the newcomers how, in escaping the black hole’s accretion disk, they were shot all the way into another galaxy. And now they had an unknown spacecraft bearing down on them. They couldn’t communicate with it. They had no means to generate a warp field for an FTL transit maneuver to escape, and barely enough capacity for a single ion cannon volley.

It was a lot of information to take in. Cassi couldn’t tell how much Rigel, or any of them, understood. But despite looking like they barely had the strength to stand, they still held their Pfigor pistols steady enough.

The Pfigors were old weapons. They didn’t link into any master control, like standard issue Fleet weapons. Quinton couldn’t lock them out.

Lim leaned over to her captain. “What is that Thing doing here?” She pointed at the Brain with her weapon. “We should kill it. Now.”

Rigel turned his gun on the Brain.

The massive nerve cluster shifted color from green to a murky yellow with patches of orange.

Quinton stepped into the line of fire. “Stand down Captain Rigel.”

Rigel stood his ground. “This is my spacecraft, son. I give the orders.”

Mantha put his hands up in a placating motion. “Gentlemen, please.” He looked to Rigel. “Surely, we can figure this all out without firearms. We’ve been through enough of that already.”

“The Red Twilight has been re-captured by the Galactic Alliance Expeditionary Fleet,” Quinton stated. His commanding tone left no room for argument. “You have no authority here. Check your weapons, Captain Rigel. I will not ask again.”

Rigel’s eyes narrowed.

“Sir, the other spacecraft is now about twenty minutes out,” Emica reported.

“One problem at a time,” Mantha said.

“That Thing killed members of my crew,” Rigel said. “And it held us captive for months.”

Cassi watched Rigel closely. She could see the restrained fury beneath the surface, the cold calculations. He and his crew could take their shots, probably kill the Brain in doing so. And he was wondering if Quinton really would fire back on them.

Rigel could roll the dice. Quinton was the only person in TACLEX armor. Everyone else on the bridge could be shot.

Or would the marine’s K111 neutralize all of Rigel’s crew before they could even get a shot off?

The tension weighed on her, on all of them. If this turned into a shooting gallery, no one would win.

Cassi put up her hands, palms forward and made a placating gesture, signaling Rigel and his crew to calm down. “We all have our issues with this nerve cluster too. Our senior officers, half our Fleet crew, a lot of good marines... have all died because of it.” Cassi had severed the Brain from its body, and she could have killed it then. The urge to do so lingered even now, if she was bluntly honest with herself. “I understand.”

––––––––
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“WE CAN REMOVE IT,” Pelly suggested.

“I just need a clear shot,” one of Rigel’s men, the bearded mechanic, grumbled. “Let me take it out.”

“We can’t let you do that,” Cassi said. “It’s sentient and it’s in the custody of the AEF.”

“You’re keeping it as a prisoner of war?” Rigel asked. His face twisted into an expression of disgust.

“Something like that.” Cassi didn’t want to get into semantics. “Regardless of our personal feelings, we’re obliged under AEF standing orders to keep it alive and provide it with the necessities of life.”

“You don’t have any necessities of life to provide it with,” Lim said. “Everything on this spacecraft is ours. And we’re taking it back.”

The pressure doors opened again, and a squad of Spacemobile Marines stormed onto the bridge. They leveled their weapons against Rigel and his crew, shifting the stalemate into massively overwhelming odds.

Rigel pressed his lips together. Cassi thought he might fire. But then with a casual flick of his wrist he twirled his sidearm and slid it back into the holster on his hip, smooth and practiced, like a wild west gunslinger.

Lim and the others holstered their weapons as well.

“Stand down, marines,” Quinton ordered. His weapon system fell back over his shoulder and locked into place on his back. He opened his helmet, the faceplate slid up over his head.

The other marines followed suit.

Cassi’s heart raced. There was nothing to suggest that Rigel wouldn’t just whip up his pistol again and start shooting. But Quinton had to show some good faith too. He kept his eyes on Rigel, his glare cold.

They needed to step forward somehow, to demonstrate decent intentions, at least for the time being. Cassi spoke. “Sir, perhaps Mr. Quinton and the marines could remove the Brain from the bridge. We can create a quarantine zone in stowage Bay Three and move it there.”

Not only would that address the point of contention, but Cassi wasn’t exactly comfortable with the Brain behind her. Even though it didn’t have eyes, she still felt like it was watching her. Cassi focused her attention on Rigel. “We will move it off the bridge and isolate it. No one in your crew needs to come into contact with it.”

She hoped he’d see that as a reasonable compromise.

Mantha looked like he was still processing everything that happened, like he was trying to catch up, and didn’t reply.

Hazgor stepped in. “Okay, do it.”

“Aye, sir,” Quinton said.

As Quinton’s marines got to work, Rigel turned his attention to the hologram, the Fleet crew members at the different stations, the open panels and the battle damage. He ran his fingers over the bullet hole perforations that had yet to be repaired. “What have you done to my baby?”

Perhaps the question was rhetorical, but Cassi took it as an opportunity to shift the focus of the conversation from the marines as they loaded the Brain onto a cart. “The Red Twilight took quite a beating, Mr. Rigel. The Brain has made a number of major modifications. The hull is now fitted with Samaranite, for example. It blocks black body radiation, effectively making the spacecraft invisible. I’m sure Commander Mantha will be happy to release the engineering assessment for your review.”

“Samaranite?” Rigel looked annoyed. “You have a chief engineer I could speak to?”

“This is our chief engineer,” Hazgor said, “Sub-lieutenant Cassiopeia Requin.”

“Sub-lieutenant, and already a chief engineer?”

“We’re a crew of survivors,” Hazgor explained.

Mantha spoke up, clearing his throat. “Most of our senior staff... perished... on the Steadfast.”

Rigel nodded. “Well, I’m sorry for your loss, Commander.” He turned back to the hologram and pointed at the mystery spacecraft. “Alright. For the moment, this is priority one.” You said something about Samaranite?”

Mantha looked at Pelly, and he promptly explained. “The Brain covered the spacecraft with Samaranite plating that prevents the escape of any blackbody radiation, effectively making the Red Twilight invisible.”

“So, they don’t know where we are?”

“Not exactly, sir,” Bauer answered. “The Samaranite only shields us if we’re not using the zipper drives. But they’ve seen us maneuver. We believe they can calculate our exact position.”

“Let me see that technical report, Sub-lieutenant.”

With Mantha’s permission Cassi transferred it to Rigel, who examined it closely.

“Five minutes to engagement range,” Emica called out.

“Make ready for evasive maneuvers,” Hazgor told Bauer.

Rigel checked the hologram again and then strode across the bridge, checking physical readouts. He examined Duschene’s ion cannons and looked over Bauer’s shoulder at the telemetry data. “Alright Requin, I want you to arm the coupling joints on zipper drives six and one and be ready to blow them on my command.”

“What?” Duschene asked.

“That will rip out two of our zipper drives,” Hazgor protested.

Cassi glanced at Pelly, and then Quinton. Both of them nodded.

Then she caught onto Rigel’s plan.

She overrode the safety interlocks and armed the explosive bolts that connected the massive engines to the spacecraft. One of her mechanics lost an arm when similar drives hadn’t been mounted properly on the Steadfast. These were mounted properly, but Rigel wanted to blast them free of the fuselage.

“Who’s in charge of the aft shuttle bay?” Rigel asked.

“That would be me,” Emica said. “Ensign Junko.”

“Ensign?” Rigel shook his head. “Were you guys out on a high school field trip or something?”

Mantha didn’t offer any explanation.

“Okay Junko, lock down any dropships and equipment you don’t want to lose. Have the flight crew evacuate the bay. That’s where you’ve been collecting the scrap equipment? The damaged scaffolding, cryo-capacitors, excess biomaterial from this... Brain?”

“Yes,” Emica answered.

“Good.”

“Hold on,” Mantha said. “What exactly are you planning?”

“Do you want me to save our skin, or explain how it should have been saved?”

“I... well... um...” Mantha stammered.

“One minute out,” Emica said.

Rigel opened an internal channel. “All hands, action stations. Brace for impact.”

“But they haven’t fired on us yet,” Duschene said.

“By the time we detect them, it will be too late, kid.” Rigel climbed into the captain’s chair and locked himself into the restraints.

Mantha looked ready to voice his objection, but as everyone else locked into their station restraints he stayed the argument and got into one of the secondary stations.

“Cut out any radio communications,” Rigel ordered. “Weapons, ready a long-range ion cannon burst. Use all available batteries. Target that hostile spacecraft.”

“Aye, sir,” came the replies.

“Engineering, initiate a power flush to zippers one and six. Get those drives as hot as you can get them. Shut down two through five. We need to sell this.”

Cassi obeyed. With the power flush, capacitors within the zipper drive engines would run through a decaying stabilization cycle, keeping the engines hot for several hours. They wouldn’t produce any thrust, but they didn’t need to. They just needed to glow.

“What exactly do we need to sell?” Mantha asked.

“Helm, plot a three second burn that will point us into high orbit around that planet,” he pointed to the one planet in the system that so far looked like it had conditions to support human life. “Can you do that?”

“Yes, sir,” Bauer replied. He toggled physical switches on his terminal while his fingers flew through code on a virtual window. “Got it.”

“Engineering, Helm, Flight, ready on my command.” Rigel held up three fingers. “Weps... not you. Hold fast.”

“Incoming!” Pelly reported. “Three... two... one...”

BANG!

The shield energy surged as the system actively blocked the incoming ion beam. A pulse of green Cerenkov radiation flared. The Red Twilight’s frame shuddered like thunder in the machine.

“Now,” Rigel ordered.

Cassi triggered the explosive bolts. They blew off zipper drives one and six. The massive engines tumbled away from the spacecraft. Their glowing exhaust ports flew off, relatively straight, flaring, as Bauer burned through a small repositioning correction that curved their trajectory toward the target planet.

Emica opened the bay doors and switched off the artificial gravity. Alarms rang as the spacecraft blew out any inventory not nailed down. A severely damaged Starscape United Dragonfly spacecraft, torn up scaffolding, defunct capacitors the size of pickup trucks, chunks of scrap metal... all tumbled outward and smashed into the loose zipper drives. The debris expanded into a cloud of warm materials and gases.

The course correction kicked them hard, pushing them through a small arc that created a massive ripple in spacetime.

“Cutting the nodes,” Cassi said. That turned off the artificial gravity and removed the wake it generated.

The Red Twilight drifted away from the sight of impact, away from the debris field.

They waited.

Everyone on the bridge watched the hologram and the main viewing screen in silence, staring at the mysterious alien spacecraft.

Now that it was closer, even with their passive systems, they caught a faint glimpse of it, optical readings that barely registered, largely visible only as it blotted out other stars. The spacecraft was larger than the Steadfast had been, shaped like a sting-ray with teardrop blister nacelles that housed the sources of its ion wash sub-light propulsion.

The Red Twilight drifted away from its own debris field and toward the one planet that might be able to support life in this system.

Which would the predatory spacecraft go after, the Red Twilight or the junk?

“I’ve detected an ion wash indicating a course adjustment burn,” Pelly reported. “Calculating...”

Rigel sat back in the chair, cool and confident.

The sinew along Mantha’s jaw line flexed as he wiped sweat from his brow on the back of his sleeve.

“It’s going for the debris field,” Pelly said.

Cassi closed her eyes and relaxed. She leaned her head back against her seat. Her pulse throbbed in her neck, in her fingers.

Like it or not, Rigel saved them. At least for the moment.

While they were still alive and now had a moment to breathe, they still had a pile of problems to deal with... limited food, a damaged warp field generator and barely enough NTPX for a single jump in this galaxy. And a predatory spacecraft that clearly wanted to destroy them. 
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They had a few days before the Red Twilight fell into the planet’s orbit. It was time they desperately needed to finish critical repairs and take stock of their situation.

Cassi finally got her turn in the trauma tank. She emerged from the warm gel to find Sijani hovering over her. “The microsurgery is complete,” the medical officer explained as Cassi pulled on her borrowed clothing. “The tank accelerated the bone knit and repaired your damaged muscle and nerve tissue.”

Cassi pulled on her pants and stood, then stumbled. The nerves in the leg tingled like it was still asleep.

“Easy Cassi,” Sijani placed a hand under her elbow. “The tank doesn’t do all the work. You still have some healing and rehabilitation to do.”

Cassi nodded as she scanned through the list of reports and notes on her tracker. She didn’t have time for rehabilitation.

Sijani placed a hand on the tracker and stepped into her personal space. “Cassi.”

“Sorry.”

“I know the Red Twilight is in dire need of repairs. But you’re the glue that holds it all together. I’ve added a list of standard exercises to your tracker. Work through them.”

Even as cadets, Cassi had never gotten along well with Sijani, but she was right. Cassi looked through the program. It would adapt and change as she got stronger. “Aye, ma’am.”

Two of her mechanics, Kimura and Zurbling, were just outside the bay waiting for her when she limped out. Their faces were ashen.

Zurbling was a wide-eyed kid. Kimura came into the Fleet with more life experience, though for both this was their first mission. Already, Kimura had lost an arm on the Steadfast. She’d had it completely regrown in a trauma tank, and was slowly getting back to full function with it, although now she had a tattoo of only the hind end of a panther.

Cassi considered making some kind of joke that maybe between the two of them they could build another astronaut out of their spare parts, but that kind of humor was Bauer’s territory.

Kimura spoke first. “Ma’am, Zurbling and I went over the Red Twilight’s old negative matter warp field conversion matrix, like you asked.”

Cassi dried her hair from the gel as she listened.

“The basic linkage manifold is salvageable, I think,” Zurbling explained. “But the matrix took a lot of damage.”

Cassi had suspected as much. The Brain sent its drones in to rip the matrix out of the Steadfast, and then used it to replace the one on the Red Twilight.

“Is there anything we can use?” Cassi asked.

“It was pancaked, ma’am,” Kimura reported.

Cassi stopped with one bun up on the right side of her head, the rest of her hair draped over her left shoulder.

“What about raw materials? Can we at least extract the gold?”

Zurbling glanced over his shoulder, as if to make sure no one was watching or listening. Then he shook his head.

“We checked,” Kimura said. “There are some trace amounts... maybe a few grams in total. But the bulk of it was lost.”

Cassi nodded. On the inside, her gut clenched. A negative matter warp field conversion matrix was a highly specialized component. Entire companies focused on building them exclusively. They weren’t exactly easy to come by under optimal conditions.

“An operational matrix is our only way home,” Zurbling said. He stared at Cassi, his eyes full of dread.

Kimura lowered her voice. “And besides that, we’re nearly out of NTPX. We’re not going to find an orbital accelerator out here that produces it. What are we going to do?”

Cassi copied Kimura’s report onto a virtual window of her own and skimmed through it.

“Ma’am?”

“Give me some time to think, Kimura.”

“What’s there to think about? This is it. If we can’t get back, we’re stuck out here... until we starve to death.”

Cassi put a hand on the mechanic’s shoulder and looked into her eyes. “Time to think.”

The mechanic looked about to argue the point, but chose not to. “Aye, ma’am.”

Cassi went back to tying up her hair. “For now, I want you and Zurbling back with Raddock on damage repair. We’re still venting from a spot near the water recycling plant. If that gets worse, we could have a freeze-thaw resonance and... well, best get on it.”

“Aye, ma’am.”

Cassi needed to think this problem through. And her body needed time to repair itself.

She commandeered the reactor control room as an engineering hub, and went through the exercises Sijani assigned her. She monitored and directed repairs, prioritizing the most critical jobs and those that would have the most significant impact on operational efficiency. The list of work orders was long, while the available parts and raw materials were short, but she did what she could with what she had, and it was enough to keep the Red Twilight functional.

The next day, as Cassi was studying the warp field matrix design, Raddock stormed into the reactor control room. He threw a wrench down onto the steel floor with a heavy clank.

“I can’t deal with this!”

She looked up from a half dozen virtual windows.

The master astronaut shook his head. He huffed through his nostrils, the way some people did when they were biting back a string of curses.

She glared at him.

“Apologies. Ma’am,” he said.

“What’s wrong?”

“It’s these gun-slinging cowboys,” Raddock answered. He picked up the wrench. “You’d think if this was their boat, they’d lend a hand or something. But I spent half the mornin’ getting that infusion relay in cell twenty-six back up. Then along comes one of Rigel’s crew and he tears it out. The guy thinks he can re-wire the thing but ends up blowing the modulator... and I mean he fries it. Then he just shrugs and walks away... like I’m supposed to clean up after him. I tell you, ma’am, I can’t take it.”

Cassi stood up, spine straight, face stern. Her leg was stronger, even after a day, but still not where it quite needed to be.

“Yeah. You’re right,” he held up a hand, like he knew exactly what she was going to say. “I didn’t just come out of a plant prison to find my home taken over. But still...”

Cassi stared at him.

He pointed at her. “I got some dignity to maintain here. We can’t make mistakes like this. I don’t know when a modulator like that is going to make the difference between shutting a cell down or keeping us all alive.”

He shook his head again. “Yeah. I know. I gotta tell them that. But if you’re an astronaut, even a civie astronaut, you gotta have some basic respect for the machine.”

He took a deep breath. “Fine. I’m the master astronaut here. I’m the example.” He looked out at the pressure door. “Don’t worry ma’am. Sorry to bother you. I just.... needed to vent, I guess. If there’s anyone who can keep this boat floating, it’s this guy.”

Just as Raddock was about to leave, Cassi walked over to him and placed a hand on his shoulder. “Is there anything specific you want me to address with Mantha?”
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