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“Yo, Sven! Missed you at the game last night.”

Sven turned and saw two of his fellow prison guard’s walking down the hallway, Gary and Megan. They passed under a flickering overhead light and caught up with him. “Yeah, I had to clean out and inventory the shipping bay before the supply drop today.”

“Oh man, that job sucks,” Megan said.

“Could have used your height, man. The cons had all their best players last night. We got to make sure they get busted for infractions before the games.”

“That’s on you guys,” Sven said. “I don’t even get to go near the cell blocks.”

“Too much green behind them ears,” Megan teased him. “You’ll get there.”

Sven huffed and shook his head. Two months on the job and he was still the freshest meat. Odds are it’d be at least four more months before the company assigned anyone else to the Vidarr penal colony. AKA the last stop before hell for anybody consigned to a prison cell here.

“Who knows,” Gary teased, “Maybe today's supply drop will have somebody new in it?”

“After me showing up two months back? Yeah, right!”

The two more senior guards looked at each other, shrugged, and then laughed. “Aww,” Meg said. “Well, if it’s a little one stow it fast and I’ll save you a spot at the breakfast table.”

“Now that I can look forward to!” Sven said and flashed her a grin.

Her eyes widened a little and her cheeks darkened. She coughed and looked away from Gary to make sure he didn’t catch it. The last thing she needed was any of the old timers knowing she had a thing for the new guy. The tall, young, muscular new guy.

“Didn’t say we’d save you any food though,” Gary heckled him.

Sven laughed with them and waved them off. “Go on, I’ll get there when I can.”

“Don’t worry, I’m sure you can eat something,” Megan offered and then clapped a hand over her mouth.

Gary howled with laughter and turned his teasing on her as they turned away and headed towards the mess hall the guards used.

Sven was still chuckling in spite of the work he had to do. It wouldn’t be too much work to join them, he just had to secure the supply drop and then jog down the hallway to get to them. Okay, maybe not jog. He was still getting used to the extra gravity on Fenrir – 2. But at least the mess hall they used was still near the surface. The prisoner’s mess was two levels down and blocked off by a lot of doors. All the lifts had been disabled except for one, and that one only operated on the warden’s command for special circumstances.

Fortunately for him, the supply drops were usually big enough to warrant a special circumstance.

Sven turned off the hallway and hopped into the mag rail cart that would take him down to the docks. Fenrir – 2 had an actual landing pad for starships, but nobody ever used it. Instead reusable pods were used to launch and drop both personnel and supplies. The electromagnetic catapult was one of the coolest things he’d seen in his life. He couldn’t wait to be reassigned somewhere else just so he could experience being accelerated to escape velocity off a two thousand meter rail. The pods had inertial damping built into them or nobody could survive the experience, but even so he’d been told it was a rush he’d never forget.

The cart stopped after the kilometer long ride and he hopped out and went through the process of logging his time and engaging the locks on it. He’d go through it again on his way back, complete with a load of whatever had come in. Used to be the carts would go down below too, to the foundry where the ore from the mines was brought up, but that had been blocked off for years now too. The mine had been played out and sold off cheap to the company to turn into a prison for Terrans that the universe wanted to quietly disappear and never hear from again. Executions brought to much of a spotlight. A couple hundred year sentence in Vidarr, on the other hand, wasn’t even a headline.

It wasn’t all bad for the prisoners either. Well sure, they’d never leave or be able to enjoy freedom again, but security was pretty lax on the prison levels. As long as the convicts cleaned up their messes and didn’t stab, rape, or poison anybody else they were allowed to do what they wanted. Unless one of them had to come above the prison levels, that is. Then security was tighter than an airlock door.

Even so, there was no way off the planet other than the electro-mag launcher. The surface of the Fenrir – 2 had an atmosphere, but it wasn’t the sort Terrans could breathe. There was virtually no natural water on the planet, and that meant almost no breathable oxygen. Lots of lava and distant eruptions and earthquakes, but it stayed too hot and miserable for any of the oxygen to find hydrogen and turn into something wet and friendly.

He smirked at his play on words. Wet and friendly might describe Megan too, considering how she’d looked at him. He wouldn’t mind a little something nice like that to help him pass the time. His contract ran for two years, with an option to resign for a bonus after that. Or, if he worked hard and got noticed he might be offered a position somewhere else. The company ran a few prisons in different places, as well as security services. After his stint in the Navy it was good money and one of the few jobs he could find where they didn’t care about how he'd been one of the survivors from a scuttled light cruiser at the battle in the Duplid system.

He shook the memories away before they took root and soured his mood. Criknids boarding the ship and trying to stop the Terrans from securing engineering and the bridge were on thing, but watching his best friend blown out into space and tearing his suit on a fluke broken bulkhead had been the end for him. The hole in his soul from watching Amandeep go like that ended his childhood dreams of being a military hero. He’d made it to an escape pod with some others and they punched out, only to be collected after thirty two hours of floating weightless in their defenseless life raft amongst all the other wreckage.

“Fuck,” he growled. So much for not thinking about it. He stomped his way forward and into the mag rail catcher’s mitt. It wasn’t a mitt, really, but the name had stuck because of the invisible electromagnetic net it threw out that guided the falling pod into it and cushioned it’s descent until it was dropped onto the landing pad.

That much Sven had been through and it had been fun. Terrifying, but still fun. A lot of people threw up on the way down but not Sven. He’d always had strong stomach and he loved being weightless. Even after being stranded waiting for the Navy to pick him and five others up, he still felt right at home in space.

Yet here he was on a planet with nearly twice the mass of Earth. Gravity was so strong he’d barely been able to move the first couple of days. Now he could move freely, more or less, but it still seemed impossible to think he’d ever leave the planet’s surface again.

Sven opened the door into the dock’s office and powered up the control systems. He checked the radar first and had to wait while the system’s AI interpreted the atmospheric interference and ruled it out. Once he had a clear picture – or as clear a picture as he was going to get – he opened up the communications line to penal colony’s headquarters.

“HQ, this is Sven at the shipping dock, do you copy?”

“Loud and clear, Greenhorn,” a woman, probably Magda, responded.

“Ha ha,” he said. “I’ve got the supply drop inbound. Should catch it in three minutes.”

“Sounds good, save me a steak,” Magda said.

Sven grinned. Magda was cute. Short, but compared to him most people were. Still, she was feisty and fun and totally out of his league. Lucky for him, most of the guys on Fenrir were losers she wouldn’t be caught dead with. He was new enough he still stood a chance.

“You want my meat you’re going to have to learn to say please,” he said.

Sven waited a few seconds and began to sweat when she didn’t respond. The line clicked active and he smiled, only to have his smile wiped clean an instant later.

“Guard Wojciechowski, keep the lines clear for important communications, please.” It was a woman’s voice, but it wasn’t Magda’s.

“Copy that, Captain Ingram,” Sven replied right away.

Sven was all by himself but he had a good imagination. Good enough could hear the laughter from anyone with a radio turned on. He shook his head and swore at his bad timing and bad luck.

Or maybe it wasn’t bad luck? Maybe it was him being stupid? He really should be more careful. His dad always said there was no such thing as luck, just factors people didn’t bother looking up and thinking about. Without doing that, they might as well be praying for something good to happen and then flipping a coin.

He sucked in a deep breath and let it out. He’d kick his own ass later. For now he had a job to do. Captain Ingram would appreciate that. Or if she didn’t, at least she’d appreciate him not screwing it up worse.

Returning his attention to the automated system he watched the supply pod drop down on the optimal path. Fins stabilized and guided it through the turbulence until the edges of the electro-magnetic fields caught it and brought it into line and began to decelerate it. It happened in a matter of seconds, seeming almost magical as the magnetic field slowed it with bone crushing force and brough it to an almost gentle rest on the pad.

The conveyor activated immediately, pulling the pod across the pad and then into the open outer air lock doors. They shut and a decontamination process ran, spraying it down and bombarding it with ultraviolet light intense enough to kill any nasty little bugs that might survive the hell storm of re-entry into the sulfuric atmosphere.

The outer atmosphere was sucked out of the room and expelled and then fresh, cool air from inside pumped in. Of course fresh was a relative statement considering everything smelled like old farts and cleaning solution no matter where he went in the prison.

Sven waited while the pressure equalized and the all clear signal was given. He keyed open the comm line again and said, “Supply pod acquired successfully. Proceeding to unload and return now.”

“Copy that,” Magda replied. “Happy hunting.”

He chuckled and thought that maybe he should slip aside a steak for Captain Ingram instead of Megan. He had no chance with her, but it wouldn’t hurt to try and get on her good side.

Then again, Ingram had struck him as being very by the books. Would she view his actions as company theft or something even worse? He grimaced and hurried over to the doors to the receiving bay airlock. His best bet was to just move on and never mention it again... unless she confronted him. Then he’d own up to it, apologize, and tow the line the way she wanted it.

Yes, that might not be the fastest way to a promotion, but then again it might. It was the safest, at least.

The pod wasn’t glowing with heat from the reentry anymore but he could feel the added warmth radiating from it as the doors opened. He pulled in a few deep breaths and then moved into the air lock to reach the double doors on the back. He tapped his code into the scanner in his hand and held it up next to the lock on the doors. It chirped and clicked, releasing the lock.

Sven stepped back and let the doors pop open. Fresh steam or some sort of white mist poured out of the opening, causing him to hesitate.

“What’s that?” he asked himself while he watched the fog drop out and spread out along the floor. His ankles tingled with chill as the mist enveloped them and moved on and away. “Brr!”

A single large supply crate was waiting inside. It had bene secured to the floor but there was plenty of room around it for other supplies or even people in the empty seats ahead of the crate.

Sven frowned. This was his third time receiving supplies, and his second doing it solo. The other times the supply drops had been substantial. There were over thirty prisoners, a dozen full time guards, and another part time guards with technical or leadership primary roles. They needed more supplies than a single box would give them to survive a month.

Sven stepped into the back of the supply pod and felt immediate relief from the heat. In fact, it was almost cool in here. It would be chilly, if the heat wasn’t warming it up already. Well, at least that meant the food would be fresh. He passed his scanner over the lock on the crate and heard it chirp and unlock as it verified his code.

Sven pulled the doors open on the crate and cried out as a fresh bank of fog rolled over his waist and legs. He stumbled back a half step and then caught himself. His entire lower body was chilled now. It smelled funny too. Not like anything in particular, just... different. Clean, maybe? Yeah, that was it! For a moment he hadn’t smelled the stink of stale sweat and chemicals.

His relief at the mystery of the fog was short lived. He stared at the contents of the crate and blinked his eyes as he tried to make sense of it. He expected stacked boxes or bins or... something. Instead there was just one thing, a one meter tall cylinder or a spool of... no—no, it wasn’t like that at all. It was a dark color, maybe some kind of muddy brown or green. It was resting on something that looked... biological? Organic. Alive. Or maybe not alive anymore. A molting? The rest of it was... yeah, it was egg shaped. Lying on one end and sticking up. The goop at the bottom held it in place so it didn’t fall over.

“What the fuck?” he breathed as he stared at it.

The egg moved and Sven jumped.

It wasn’t a big move, but it definitely twitched a little. A second later it did it again, but it was a bulge on the left side, near the top. The bulge softened but didn’t quite flatten all the way back down.

Sven stared, mouth hanging open in slack-jawed shock at what he was seeing. It was definitely an egg and something was inside of it. Something... something was hatching. He leaned forward a little and then took a half step to keep from overbalancing.

The egg jerked to the left again. The surface bulged and the split at the peak. It was too quick to make sense of what had happened, but the malformed bulge didn’t recede this time.

Sven’s mind spun with possibilities and actions. Should he call for help? Should he shut the crate? Should he... wait, was this a prank? Was he being hazed again?

The egg bulged again and this time something off white pierced it and split it. The entire egg began to shift and deform. Cracks spread along the leathery surface and they peeled back as whatever was inside pushed through.

The thing inside of it pushed out through the left side until it was off balance and toppled the broken pieces of egg and itself out onto the thick mass that had been holding the egg upright. It twisted and moved, limbs flopping and brownish green flesh slipping in the moist afterbirth.

Sven stepped forward again and knelt down to get a better look. Whatever it was, it was freshly born... or hatched. He’d never heard of anything like this though. Some giant chicken or a a massive baby bird? Except, there were no feathers, just slippery looking skin.

The baby turned and he saw small black eyes on the front of its head. They looked right at him while it twisted its head left and right. He didn’t see any ears, but there were small fins on its head and the small tusk on the tip of its snout. The same tusk that he realized had broken through the shell.

So what was this thi—

The baby let loose a piercing shriek and threw itself at Sven. He tried to raise his arms and lean back at the same time. The baby, still slick and slippery, was already between his arms. Sharp need-like claws ripped the skin on his arms and shredded the fabric of his uniform. Sven cried out as he fell onto his back. The baby was biting him. It wasn’t a sharp bite and then release either, it was biting, holding, and tearing.

He tried to grab it and pull it free but it used its rear legs to dig into his belly and thighs. Its tail, something he hadn’t even noticed yet, slapped against him. Sven grabbed and punched and flailed and howled as his thumb was bitten and the flesh, muscle, and tendon stripped off. He jerked his hand back and that gave the baby the opening it needed.

Hind talons dug into his belly, giving it the leverage it needed to lunge forward. The tusk hit his chin, burying in the hollow just under it and forcing his head up and back into the floor. He felt the wet thud of his head striking the floor at the same time he felt the burning agony of teeth sinking into his throat. Then the fire of flesh ripping and tearing. Heat bathed his face and chest. The heat of his blood spurting onto him.

Sven stared up at the dingy ceiling of the shipping bay, his pain fading rapidly to a dull, warm ache. Then a shape filled his vision. A face with a long snout, sharp teeth, beady black eyes, and a tusk where a nose should be. A tongue slipped out and licked the air, tasting it. The mouth opened again, stretching wide, and the last thing he saw was the darkness inside.
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“Captain,” Magda called over to the prison’s operations manager.

Evangeline heard her and finished reviewing a report one of the techs had given her. She tapped on the display and then turned and walked over to her. “Any luck getting that steak?” she asked.

Magda grinned. “I almost feel sorry for the guy. I swear he sounded like he shit himself after you said that!”

Evangeline laughed. “He’ll fit in good by the time we get done with him. Now what’s up?”

Magda nodded and then said, “Well, I hope so. I’m not getting any response from him now and the supply drop was secured over an hour ago.”

Eva frowned. “You’ve tried contacting him?”

“Both on station and his multicalc. Nothing.”

“He’s not responding?”

“No, I mean, nothing. I can’t even get a connection on his multicalc.”

Eva frowned. “Did he think I was going to punish him or something? Has he flipped on us?”

Magda shook her head and lifted her shoulders in a shrug.

“All right, let’s send someone to check up on him,” the captain said. She turned and looked at the people in the admin office and frowned. The guard who’d just brought a report to her had already left and everyone else was busy. “Call up someone off duty to check. Preferably someone he bunks with.”

“Yeah, sure... I think he’s got a quad with Gary Oswald and I know he’s got the morning shift off,” she said and turned to confirm the housing roster on her station. Satisfied, she keyed up his multicalc and sent an alert for him to check in with ops.

Less than a minute later her station flashed with an incoming call. She answered with a tap to her headset and said, “Hey Gary, sorry to bother you off-shift but I need you to check on the supply drop.”

She waited a moment for him to respond and then continued, “I know, Sven was there but we lost contact. Probably an equipment failure—”

She stopped as Gary interrupted her to offer some advice.

“Yes, we’ll send her if that turns out to be the case. Captain Ingram wants you to go and see if it’s warranted,” she said with an edge of frustration in her voice. She only had to wait a second for his answer though and then thanked him.
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