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      ACS Adran Jordeen

      Pyllesc System

      25 June 2999, 10:17 GST

      (Galactic Standard Time)

      

      Commander Auvran Volskyn scanned the bridge of his newest command, a destroyer fresh out of the Aurelius shipyard. Named for a military hero some two hundred years in the Aurelian Commonwealth’s past, the Adran Jordeen was the second Dawn-class destroyer in service, after the class prototype, and Commander Volskyn desired that the ship would bring honor to her namesake. The first officer’s arrival at his right shoulder drew Volskyn’s attention.

      “Yes, XO?”

      The first officer leaned close and spoke in low tones. “We have the princess all trussed and awaiting her sacrifice. Marines I trust are watching her.”

      Sudden movement at the Sensors station drew Volskyn’s eyes, just as the lieutenant there spun to face the command island.

      “Skipper, we’ve detected a freighter matching the configuration and engine signature of a known smuggler, sir! It’s about twenty light-minutes distant on a bearing of zero-three-six by zero-two-two degrees and appears to be on course for the Andersoll jump point. It’s skirting the asteroid field right now.”

      “Fantastic, Sensors,” Volskyn said. “Helm, alter course to intercept and increase speed to full. Bring the ship to Alert Status Amber.”

      As klaxons sounded all over the ship, Volskyn turned back to the first officer, whispering, “The appearance of that freighter is fortuitous. Is the cut-out in place for the comms system?”

      The first officer nodded, also replying in hushed tones, “Yes, sir. I saw to it myself.”

      Volskyn nodded and resumed his normal posture. “Comms, signal the freighter: heave to and prepare to be boarded.”

      The communications officer keyed the system to record his message and pressed transmit, watching the computer display show the message was sent. Thanks to the newly created cut-out, there was a physical gap of three feet between the data line and the antenna cluster. Since the damage control lines were still transmitting the heartbeat signal, which the engineering systems monitored, the antenna cluster didn’t read as inoperable. In short, the message never reached the antenna cluster, and the communications officer had no way to know.

      

      Three minutes passed, during which the destroyer moved within extended missile range of the freighter, and the communications officer reported, “No response, sir!”

      “Signal one more time, Comms. Helm, close up to powered missile range, and match speed with the freighter.”

      The communications officer keyed the command to re-transmit his message.

      “Powered missile range, Skipper!” the helmsman announced. “Matching speed with the freighter.”

      “Still no response, Skipper,” the communications officer said.

      Volskyn made eye contact with the first officer and gave a single nod, before directing his attention to the weapons officer and saying, “Sound Battle Stations, and WEPS, lock target on the freighter.”
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      Freighter Howling Monkey

      Pyllesc System

      25 June 2999, 10:35 GST

      

      Cole stepped out of the freighter’s head, still zipping up, when a shrill tone erupted from the cockpit. It was the one tone he hoped he’d never hear again: hostile weapons lock.

      “Aw, hell,” Cole muttered, running the short distance to the cockpit and scanned the readouts as he landed in the pilot’s seat. “Seriously? A Dawn-class destroyer? Where the hell did a Dawn-class destroyer come from?”

      Cole grabbed the throttle with his right hand and slammed it forward against its stop, rotating the handle ninety degrees to his right. ‘Turning the handle’ was a signal to the engineering computer to deactivate the safety interlocks on the engine subsystem and dump half the ship’s power into the engines. The cockpit lights dimmed to half their full brightness, and Cole felt himself get pushed back into the pilot’s seat as the inertial dampeners no longer had sufficient power to counteract the full thrust of the engines.

      Cole’s fingers flew over the console as he instructed the engineering computer to re-route all non-essential power to the shields and called up his stored helm routines. A missile warning wailed as Cole picked Evasive Maneuvers Plan 59927, activating it and selecting the nearby asteroid mining camp as a destination while flipping the switch to activate the automated anti-missile systems. The freighter’s anti-missile systems were the modern equivalent of the ancient ‘chaff and flares,’ and when Cole felt the freighter begin his Evasive Maneuvers algorithm, he jumped up from the pilot’s seat.

      Cole ran back through the ship, heading for the starboard suit lockers. This model of freighter had two docking airlocks roughly amidships, and each airlock came with an anteroom intended for the storage and maintenance of both emergency soft-suits and the tricked-out hard-suits required for any hullwalking, or extravehicular activity as it was called in olden times.

      A blast shaking the ship and almost throwing Cole off his feet led him to think the anti-missile systems weren’t everything the freighter’s owner had led him to believe, but with any luck, that wouldn’t matter too much longer. Just as the access hatch to his destination came into view, the low-frequency hum generated by the artificial gravity system cut out… along with the artificial gravity. Cole was mid-step when it happened, and the motion of stepping with his right leg sent him drifting toward the corridor’s ceiling.

      “Oh, shit… oh, shit!” Cole said as he pressed his hands and feet against the smooth corridor bulkheads, trying to arrest his ascent. He was not successful.

      What his hands and feet failed to do, though, Cole’s shoulders and upper back achieved very well as they collided with corridor’s ceiling. His head, lower back, legs, and feet struck the ceiling less than a second later. Cole shook his head to clear it and positioned himself to push off, hoping to coast down the corridor to the suit locker. Just as Cole was drawing his knees to push off, the high-pitched whine of the artificial gravity powering up echoed through the corridor.

      “Aw, damn,” Cole said with a sigh, just as the whine was replaced with the low-frequency hum, and he fell to the deck. His forearms, elbows, and knees took the worst of the beating, and Cole gave himself two seconds to regain his breath before gingerly pushing himself to his feet.

      Cole almost hobbled the three meters to the suit locker and went straight to the spare parts cabinet. He kicked the locking panel, slamming the sole of his right boot against it, and the lid sprang open. That was a design flaw with those types of floor lockers; one good kick to the code panel would spring the lock without reporting the cabinet had been accessed.

      Cole switched his attention to a nearby repeater screen and its associated control console, keying in the commands necessary to bring up the cockpit’s readouts for shield, engines, and reactor integrity. A quick scan showed him the shields at 63%, with the computer auto-balancing the shield sectors; the main engines slowly burning through their thruster nozzles; and the reactor running at 125% and not-so-slowly approaching critical levels.

      “It would’ve been nice not to have to do this with a destroyer lighting up the ship,” Cole said with a sigh, “but I suppose it will add a bit of realism if Qeecir ever locates the freighter.”

      Turning back to the spare parts locker, Cole withdrew his custom-designed hard-suit, grunting at the effort. Having sunk half his life savings into the suit (at least the savings other people knew about), Cole smiled at the all black, state-of-the-art, stealth material making up the suit’s outer covering. Beyond that, the suit had thermal shielding to hide the occupant’s body heat, and a master control would allow him to turn off all systems that would emit any kind of radiation into space at will—especially the recovery beacon—while leaving the suit otherwise functional. It held four hours of air in its internal reservoir while supporting a ‘backpack’ containing another six. The suit also had a built-in maneuvering system, designed to achieve maximum effect with as little fuel consumption as possible.

      Cole keyed the repeater screen to add a readout displaying the time to the helm’s destination in suit-hours, then crossed the small space to the inner airlock door and began the manual bypass sequence that would activate the explosive bolts in the airlock’s bulkhead. The explosive bolts were a safety feature intended for times of emergency egress. Cole worked through the entire sequence until he reached the final step, which was pulling a lever that would complete the explosive ejection of the starboard airlock, and stopped. Then, he turned back to his suit and struggled into the ungainly pride and joy that would hopefully save his ass soon.

      That destroyer was hammering the freighter—the shields already down to 30%—by the time Cole was comfortable with the suit-time for travel to the mining camp. He donned his helmet and locked it into place, activating the suit’s systems and delivering a Heads-Up Display to the interior of the helmet. He lifted his arms and used his right hand to enter a specific code into the control panel on the suit’s forearm. In response, the suit activated its communications system just long enough to squirt a low-frequency signal burst across the ship. The signal burst contained only the minimal energy required to penetrate the hull and activate the detonator for a small explosive Cole had placed on the port-side shield relay at his last refueling stop. The explosion bringing down the shields across the whole port side of the ship occurring at almost the same time as a fresh round of missile detonations was a happy accident.

      The computer was already struggling to maintain a working shield grid under the destroyer’s assault. When the port-side shield relay that routed power to all the shield emitters on the port side disconnected from the system because of vaporization, the computer redoubled its efforts by re-routing all shield power through the starboard relay. The starboard shield relay in that freighter—well, any civilian craft, really—never had been engineered to support the entire power for the shields, and within moments—not even a full minute—the starboard shield relay melted to slag. The shields over the starboard side of the freighter vanished, and the moment Cole saw the shield readout on the repeater screen flash red, he pulled the lever on the airlock.

      Cole felt—more than heard—a dull whump as the hull transmitted the concussion of the airlock’s explosive bolts detonating. He had enough time to release the handle before the explosive decompression propelled him clear of the freighter.

      

      Cole floated amidst the remains of the starboard airlock, watching the Aurelian destroyer pound the freighter into scrap. Without shields and under the strain of running at 125% for almost thirty minutes, the reactor soon triggered the engineering systems’ emergency ejection protocol. Cole was still close enough to watch a hull plate detach from the underside of the freighter just moments before a glowing-red reactor assembly launched into space like an outsized torpedo. As the reactor exploded in an orgy of thermonuclear destruction, Cole hoped the cluster of debris around him would hide him from the destroyer’s sensors.

      For what felt like an agonizing eternity, Cole watched the destroyer hold station just off the port quarter of the freighter’s remains, a gargantuan killer dominating his entire field of view. He was not prepared at all to see an airlock open on the destroyer and eject someone in what could only be a soft-suit. The destroyer then turned away from the ruined hulk, its engines ramping up as it left the area at speed.
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      Pyllesc System

      25 June 2999, 11:04 GST

      

      Cole floated in space, all alone in the night. His momentum carried him closer to the asteroid field that served as his current destination, but he looked out at a distant shape that was barely discernible against the blackness of space. Staring at the drifting soft-suit, Cole had two distinct thoughts warring within him for supremacy. On the one side, he bore no responsibility for whomever floated in that soft-suit; in fact, his rational side could present zero reasons rescuing the poor sod would be a benefit. On the other side, though, the poor sod was a fellow spacer, and no spacer—not even a pirate with the blackest heart—would leave a fellow spacer to asphyxiate in the cold void.

      Stifling the urge to growl, Cole keyed in the commands to activate all of the suit’s systems, including its link to his implant. For several hundred years now, most people carried an implant for a multitude of reasons, including paying merchants and interfacing with their banks. Implant, toot, PC… no matter what you called it, the computer embedded just behind a person’s right ear allowed one to interface with many devices in the modern age. Most people called it progress.

      The suit’s control systems now interfacing with his implant, Cole selected the distant soft-suit with a wink of his left eye and activated his suit’s maneuvering systems. The dull roar inside the suit heralded the jets kicking off, which overwhelmed Cole’s thoughts for just a moment. He felt the suit angling toward the distant soft-suit, and the maneuvering jets pushed to counter the momentum imparted by the explosive decompression of the freighter. Having nothing else to do, Cole watched the HUD readout that showed his suit’s remaining air as he drifted toward the castaway.

      The readout listed a value of 9.817 hours of air remaining when Cole started his journey to the soft-suit, and it read 9.383 hours remaining when the suit finished its braking maneuver and eased him into arms’ length. The soft-suit’s occupant had not reacted yet to Cole’s arrival, and the first thing Cole did was pull the two safety clips designed to anchor two suits together, attaching them to the corresponding safety rings on the soft-suit.

      Soft-suits were never intended for long-term occupancy, so most soft-suit designers didn’t engineer the air reservoirs to hold over thirty to forty-five minutes of air, and the occupant had already used at least twenty-six minutes during Cole’s transit. Cole pulled the emergency umbilical that would connect the soft-suit to his own for such things as medical information and sharing air, then peeled back the port’s protective covering and locked the umbilical into place. Cole sent the command to activate the umbilical through his implant and watched his air readout drop from 9.317 hours remaining down to 8.817 hours remaining. The occupant must’ve been breathing fumes.

      Whoever it was still hadn’t reacted to Cole’s presence or actions, so he keyed the medical subsystem to display the other person’s status. Cole’s suit computer reported a stabilizing heart rate and blood-oxygen levels (more confirmation that the soft-suit was running on fumes) but also a complete lack of consciousness. Cole frowned. The medical sensors in a soft-suit were limited, so he had no way to know if the person was unconscious from hypoxia or some other cause. The medical subsystem reported the person as healthy, though, so that was good news… right?

      Cole accessed his suit’s navigation system and selected the nearby asteroid mining camp for a destination and, as the maneuvering jets re-oriented him and his castaway, attached the third safety clip at his waist for increased stability between the suits.

      

      The time read 14:23, with 3.283 hours of air remaining, when Cole reached the outer perimeter of the mining camp. He was just about to key his suit’s comms and announce his presence when he saw a series of explosions ripple across the mining camp at the access shaft into the asteroid. Cole could only watch in impotent silence as a cloud of asteroid debris shredded the airlock nearest the mining shaft like a shotgun blast tearing through paper. A fireball flared from the shredded structure and snuffed out just as quick when the remaining air evacuated to space.

      Cole maintained his approach to the mining camp, despite seeing no activity or detecting any comms chatter. As he entered the debris cloud expanding from the remains of the camp, there were enough particulates for his suit’s computer to calculate the most likely cause of the explosion:  the ignition of a methane/oxygen pocket within the asteroid.

      Arriving at the sole remaining docking arm for the camp, Cole moved to the airlock and keyed the airlock to cycle and open the outer door. Cole maneuvered himself and his castaway into the airlock. Its interior display showed the mining camp’s life support was recovering from the blast, so at least the majority of the camp’s structural integrity was sound. Cole disconnected the safety clips and umbilical from the soft-suit and laid the soft-suited figure down on the airlock’s deck. Then, he activated the magnetic soles in his suit’s boots as he squared his shoulders and steadied his legs. Knowing he was as prepared as he would get, Cole accessed the airlock controls via his implant and activated the commands to cycle and open the inner door.

      During the short delay between the airlock pressurizing and the inner door opening, the gravity plates in the deck came on, and the full weight of Cole’s suit hit him. His knees threatened to buckle as he stepped over his still-unconscious castaway and began the laborious process of doffing the hard-suit.

      After a bit of effort, Cole stood sweating and panting a bit over the inert suit that had saved his life. He connected it both to the camp’s power grid to recharge and to the camp’s air supply to re-stock the reservoir and backpack. He was very grateful he spent so many credits on it but wished he could’ve crammed all his suit’s features and protection into something with the form-factor and flexibility of a soft-suit. That would’ve been much less of a pain to remove.

      Speaking of soft-suits, there was still the small matter of the castaway.

      

      Cole didn’t think the soft-suit’s occupant had any significant injuries, but there was no way to know for certain just by visual examination. The mining camp turned out to be a ghost town as Cole half-carried and half-dragged the castaway to the camp’s medical bay. It turned out to be little more than an alcove across the corridor from the galley, holding one diagnostic bed, one auto-doc, and a locked pharmaceuticals cabinet.

      Cole hefted the soft-suit and its occupant onto the diagnostic bed and began the process of peeling away the suit. He soon found the castaway to be a woman with honey-gold, wavy hair and a figure he would’ve enjoyed watching walk across a concourse. Cole felt like the basest pervert as he worked the soft-suit off her body, but he knew it had to be done before she received whatever medical care she needed. He didn’t want to cut the suit off, either; they might need it later, and he didn’t trust whatever suits might have survived the blast and flash-fire. With the suit pooled on the floor below the foot of the bed, Cole tapped the commands to activate the bed’s diagnostic features. Within moments, the bed shrieked an alert that the woman had near-lethal levels of a sedative in her system.

      Cole keyed the commands to transfer the data to the auto-doc and shifted his attention to that readout, which reported that fourteen hours would be required to flush the sedative from the woman’s body and restore her to full health. He keyed the commands into the auto-doc to prepare the treatment plan and, once the auto-doc had cycled open, lifted the woman off the diagnostic bed and placed her inside the auto-doc as gently as possible. He watched the auto-doc close and seal before turning to the galley, wondering if he should look for survivors. Surely, they would’ve already made their way to the habitation part of the mining camp if they weren’t trapped. Instead, he turned toward the galley across the corridor, rolling his shoulders to loosen his tense muscles.

      Flatware and utensils were scattered across the galley floor, and Cole saw several piles of debris where the flatware had outright shattered. He pulled a bottle of water from the drinks dispenser and retrieved what was labeled as a turkey salad sandwich from the food dispenser. He wolfed down the sandwich and chugged the water, tossing both containers into the recycling port.

      Hunger and dehydration staved off for the time being, Cole returned to retrieve the soft-suit from where it lay on the medbay floor and walked the distance back to the suit locker. Cole was connecting the soft-suit for recharging and air re-stocking when a crushing wave of fatigue almost drove him to the deck. He checked the time via his implant. 15:17.

      Damn… he’d only been awake for seven hours, but he felt like he’d tried to run a marathon only to be trampled by the other participants. Zero-g work always drained him, but it had never been this bad before. Then again, he’d never coasted through an asteroid field for almost four hours tethered to an Aurelian Navy castaway, either. Nothing for it, then. Back to the medbay for a stim-tab…

      Stim-tabs were controlled substances, and while they were sometimes necessary in critical situations, most medbays kept only the minimum mandated by medical code in the pharmaceuticals cabinet… because they were more addictive than some illegal drugs. Most medical chem cabinets were tamper-resistant, some even destroying their contents if unauthorized access occurred. Cole hoped this cabinet was not one of those top-shelf models.

      Cole stepped back into the corridor, scanning each bulkhead with his eyes until he found what he sought. He walked the fifteen meters to the emergency tool locker built into the bulkhead and popped the latch, the door swinging open on spring-powered hinges. An assortment of basic tools useful for a wide array of needs hung or laid inside. Cole retrieved a five-pound sledgehammer and the prybar with a tired smile and trudged back to the medical alcove.

      Scissors from an emergency medical kit allowed Cole to disconnect the pharmaceuticals cabinet from the medbay computer. Cutting the wire like that would trigger a security alert, but when no one appeared after five minutes, Cole tossed the scissors aside and jammed the prybar into the seam between the cabinet door and the cabinet’s frame, just above the latch, and hammered it in further with the sledge. Then, he drew back the hammer and leaned into the swing, giving the strike as much power as he could. The hammer’s head struck home on the prybar, and with a shriek of snapping metal, the door popped free and swung around to smack the bulkhead as the prybar clattered to the floor. An ear-splitting, high-pitched wail erupted from inside the cabinet, and Cole scrambled for the prybar, using it to rip out the cabinet’s speakers.

      Ah… blessed silence.

      Cole leaned over and looked at the auto-doc’s readout. It was still functioning at 100% and displayed a remaining time of just over thirteen hours and thirty minutes.

      Cole grabbed a stim-tab from the cabinet and injected the full contents into his arm, waiting for it to take effect. Not quite ten minutes later, Cole felt wide awake and ready to take on the galaxy, and the stim-tab’s label said he would continue to feel that way for nine hours. Yep… those stim-tabs were pretty good.

      With nothing better to do for the next fourteen hours, Cole headed back to his hard-suit and the airlock. He wanted a look at the mining shaft.
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      Any spacer will tell you that there are few things worse than vomiting in your suit. Cole hadn’t vomited in his suit yet, but it was a near thing. He floated at the entrance to the asteroid mining shaft amid lots of debris, both inanimate and Human. He slowly passed through arms, legs, headless bodies, and more. Just about every permutation of Human remains floated nearby, one of the ghastliest sights Cole had ever encountered in his short life.

      Not wanting to go any farther, Cole closed his eyes and took a deep breath before keying the suit’s floodlights and activating the maneuvering system. He floated into the mining shaft at a slow pace, avoiding as much of the detritus as he could.

      

      The mining shaft extended two hundred meters into the asteroid, but the destruction and debris only lasted for the first seventy-five meters. Secondary shafts branched off the main at regular intervals, and Cole’s limited knowledge of asteroid mining told him the miners would extend the central shaft until they breached the far side of the rock, before they directed their full efforts to breaking up the asteroid through their mining operations. He only knew that much because he’d once shared a cabin on a bulk passenger transport with a rock-knocker, the term asteroid miners used for each other. Don’t ask what rock-knockers called ground-based miners.

      Cole reached the end of the shaft and found the source of the explosion. The miners had the ‘luck’ to choose an asteroid with a massive cavern at its core, and that cavern had been a massive methane/oxygen pocket. Cole could see the scorch marks on the shaft walls where the mining lasers had ignited the methane and oxygen, causing the massive blast.

      Cole frowned as he examined the sides of the mining shaft. While the methane/oxygen cavern explained the explosion, it didn’t explain all of the damage to the mining camp. Cole turned around and nudged his suit to take him back out of the mining shaft. He was just glad the explosion hadn’t produced enough force to do more than change the asteroid’s spin. It would have sucked if the explosion had been enough to send the asteroid and its attached mining camp rocketing across the star system. He and his castaway would’ve asphyxiated by now.

      

      Exiting the mining shaft, Cole drifted over to examine the section of the mining camp closest to the shaft, and arriving at the remains of the airlock and its attached suit locker, Cole pieced together what had happened. The explosion inside the mining shaft had sent rocky debris flying out like the pellets of an old-time scattergun, and several of those projectiles had shredded the airlock and suit locker. The people rushing to help the miners had been forced to seal the inner airlock door and patch several punctures in the camp’s exterior bulkhead. That would’ve been just fine, but several canisters used for emergency air supply leaked, creating an oxygen-rich environment in that section of the camp. A damaged control console sparked and caused the flash fire, burning everyone in the suit locker to a crisp. When the atmosphere leakage became severe enough to trigger the automated system, the camp’s control computer closed an emergency bulkhead twenty meters down the corridor, protecting the rest of the camp’s atmosphere and snuffing out the fire.

      The depressurized suit locker showed none of the tidy organization it once possessed. All kinds of debris—everything from suit pieces to panel covers to six asteroid imaging units—lay scattered by the explosive decompression. The imaging units would have shown the miners they were drilling into a vast cavern, but each of the six imaging units had a strip of yellow maintenance tape wrapped around it, indicating they were down-checked and awaiting repair. Cole’s eyes shifted from the imaging units to the charred corpses, and he was glad he couldn’t smell anything through the suit.

      

      Cole returned to the opening that led to the pocket inside the asteroid. While not a geologist in any sense of the word, Cole had never heard of an asteroid with a pocket that large and wanted a better look. The explosion had opened the pin-point that would’ve been drilled by the mining laser to a hole the size of the mining shaft.

      Cole floated through the opening into the pocket, and the first thing he noticed was that his suit’s floodlights didn’t reach the far side of the pocket. His suit’s sensors informed Cole that the asteroid was oval and over twelve kilometers in diameter at its widest point, and as he floated just inside the pocket, Cole realized it wasn’t a pocket at all. The whole asteroid was almost hollow.

      Cole was so overwhelmed by the cavern in which he now floated that he almost missed his suit’s floodlights reflecting off something far below him and the light winking back. Cole adjusted his maneuvering system and headed for the source of the reflection.

      He was not prepared at all to see a ship sitting on the ‘floor’ of the cavern.

      The ship was big. Cole could see that much, but his suit’s sensors didn’t even register it. Matter of fact, the only reason Cole even knew it was there was because his floodlights bounced dully off the hull. As Cole neared the ship, he realized it was at least twice the size of the freighter he’d been piloting. It was difficult discerning details, because the hull seemed to drink in the light. The longer Cole looked at it, the more he came to wonder how enough light had reflected for him to notice.
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      Srexxilan watched the life-form drift closer. This was the first life-form to approach in many trillions of cycles. How long had it been? The chronograph reported an impossible number, but there had been no life-forms resembling the one now standing on the ship anywhere in the known galaxy when Srexxilan was entombed. In all honesty, Srexxilan understood the decision, the reasoning behind them burying him inside a planet, but that didn’t mean it was easy to be alone. Would the life-form investigate further if it had a point of ingress? It was worth trying.
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        * * *

      

      Cole coasted along the hull of the ship. He’d tried the magnetic soles in his boots, but whatever metal the hull was, it wasn’t magnetic. He was approaching what looked like a hatch of some type when it irised open with an emerald-shaded forcefield snapping into existence.

      Oh, shit… did I cause that somehow? Cole thought. Or is someone alive in there? I should not enter an alien ship when I’m all alone and the nearest help is unconscious in an auto-doc for hours. I shouldn’t. Ah, hell with it… nothing ventured, nothing gained. Besides, who knows when the next ship will visit this mining camp? We need a ride away from this rock, and I need to pick up the freighter’s cargo.

      Cole nudged his maneuvering system to take him to the opening and drift inside. The forcefield didn’t appear to damage his suit or impede his ingress, and soon, Cole hovered above the deck of a corridor two meters in height and an equal measurement wide. He was standing in what looked to be a maintenance space. All manner of exposed piping and conduits littered the bulkheads, but the lighting was faint. The glow of the forcefield disappeared after the aperture irised closed once more. A spike of anxiety tried to flare into panic, but Cole closed his eyes and took a deep, calming breath.
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        * * *

      

      Srexxilan regarded the suited life-form with a mix of curiosity and anticipation. Sensors reported the momentary spike in the life-form’s vitals as the hatch closed, but now, it floated there. Srexxilan wanted to attempt communication, but the life-form might not even have language capability, let alone awareness of a language Srexxilan knew. It was a conundrum.

      Not knowing what else to do, Srexxilan accessed the engineering subsystem and, after verifying available power, brought the internal sensors online and scanned the life-form.

      Interesting… a carbon-based, mammalian, bipedal life-form with bilateral symmetry along the vertical axis… and it has a communications device implanted in its cranium. Perhaps I can access that to communicate.
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        * * *

      

      Cole felt every hair on his body stand on end, despite being inside the hard-suit. It wasn’t like a subconscious response to danger but closer to what it was like to stand near a high-energy polarized field. He keyed his maneuvering system to spin him in place, but there was no evidence of anyone else being anywhere near him. Cole had just completed a full circuit to resume his original facing when his implant became so hot it burned. The burning intensified, and the void of unconsciousness was a blissful release from the screaming agony.
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      Srexxilan regarded the information reported by the internal sensors. The carbon-based life-form now appeared to be dead or—at the least—dying at a much-accelerated rate.

      Well, that was unfortunate…

      Srexxilan diverted a portion of his resources to direct two bots to retrieve the life-form, while he dedicated the bulk of his remaining resources to an examination of the sensor logs to learn where he went wrong. The bots required little time to retrieve the life-form, and Srexx spun off a thread to calculate whether there was sufficient power for the emergency facilities on the ship’s hospital deck, and the result was not encouraging. Still, he had to try.

      Even though he himself was not a carbon-based life-form like the one now in transit to the hospital deck, nor like those who created him, Srexxilan had ample opportunity to examine his creators’ core philosophies over his long exile, and he had validated them to himself many times across many, many hypothetical situations.

      If one proceeded from the position that each life-form was unique, despite being a member of an overall species, then one could not deny that each life-form had an inherent value, because of scarcity if nothing else. Therefore, the protection and preservation of each life-form to the best of one’s ability held the highest imperative.

      

      The bots delivered the life-form to the emergency facilities, and Srexxilan directed them to remove it from the suit. That was not a tidy process at all. Within moments, remnants of the spacesuit littered the trauma room, and the bots placed the life-form on the diagnostic bed.

      Nothing happened.

      Srexxilan reached out to the ship’s computer and prodded it. The unfortunate creation wasn’t capable of developing true awareness; at least, it hadn’t done so across their long exile, despite Srexxilan’s attempts to act as a catalyst, and it had even less flexibility than Srexxilan did. Presented with a life-form in danger, the ship’s computer erupted into action, shutting down almost every system outside the hospital deck that was drawing power. Even that, coupled with the power already present, would not allow the ship’s computer to bring the emergency facilities online.

      Srexxilan waited. It wasn’t a long wait, only a few dozen cycles to be sure, but those few cycles still felt long. Faced with a situation that would violate its primary programming (that is, allowing a life-form to die), the ship’s computer accessed the primary engineering system, interfacing with the ship’s generator. The generator was at minimal output, but the ship’s computer brought the generator to 25% and diverted all the new output to the hospital deck.

      While the hospital deck came online, Srexxilan used his bots to examine the air tanks of the spacesuit. Srexxilan recorded the elemental composition of the suit’s air and passed that information to the ship’s computer. The ship’s computer redirected power to the life support system, which pulled power away from the hospital deck. Even though the inactive sections were not related to the trauma systems required to save the life-form, the ship’s computer brought the generator up to 30% to restore both the life support systems and the hospital deck to full functionality, leaving even more surplus power in the distribution system.

      The trauma room’s facilities now had the life-form in stasis, preserving what little life was left while Srexxilan and the ship’s computer attempted to discern how to repair the damage Srexxilan had inflicted. Srexxilan chose not to inform the ship’s computer of his role in the life-form’s current predicament.

      It was not looking promising. The life-form was unlike any life-form recorded in the ship’s medical library.

      Srexxilan accessed the engineering subsystem again to determine just how much power was now sitting out there unused. It was an impressive number, more than enough for him to bring the external and internal sensors online once more, as well as the communications system.

      The external sensors soon informed Srexxilan that the life-form had most likely come from the structure built on the surface of the asteroid, and Srexxilan examined the sensor data of the dead mining team, realizing the unintended, premature ignition of the pocket of explosive gas he’d been creating in the hopes of either freeing him or ending him was the most likely cause of their deaths.

      Oh, dear…

      Srexxilan spun off several threads to consider the implications of this new information as he interfaced with the structure’s systems. Unlike the life-form’s communications implant, the structure’s systems were far more robust, and Srexxilan was navigating the systems’ data in less than a hundred cycles.

      And all of it was unintelligible gibberish…

      How was Srexxilan supposed to save this life-form’s life if they insisted on using language and data constructs that made no sense?

      Very discouraging…

      Srexxilan did have access to what he presumed was a native, fluent speaker of whatever language the structure’s systems used. If Srexxilan could download the data stored in the life-form’s central processor, it might contain sufficient examples of usage for him to learn the language… at least well enough to save the life-form. Now, he had to convince the ship’s computer to lower the stasis field long enough for the life-form’s processor to be active.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Cole returned to the world at a glacial pace. He wasn’t in pain, but he still felt disoriented. He tried to query his implant for the time, and nothing happened. He blinked several times as he moved his left arm to rub his face and felt a drag on it. Cole yawned as he shifted his attention to his arm, and his eyes shot wide at the sight of a strange armband with tubes and wires and cables attached to it surrounding his left bicep.

      Cole sat upright, and his head swam in dizziness for a few moments before clearing. That’s when he realized he was sitting on some kind of diagnostic bed… oh, and he was nude.

      “What’s going on? Where am I?”

      The room was white… and spotless. The material of the bed’s mattress was a textured gray. Cole looked all over the strange room, but he didn’t see his clothes anywhere… or his suit. Awareness of recent events dawned in his mind, and he remembered finding some kind of alien ship buried in the asteroid… and oh, shit… the woman in the auto-doc.

      Cole jumped off the diagnostic bed and tried to find the release for the band around his arm; it wasn’t obvious. That’s when he noticed an odd sensation he’d never felt before; it felt like a thousand microscopic spiders crawled around inside his head.

      “Hello.” The voice seemed to come from all around Cole. It was digitized but sounded male… or at least male for a Human. “I am Srexxilan.”

      “S-Srexxilan? That doesn’t sound like you’re from here,” Cole said. “Do you know what happened to my spacesuit and clothes? I need to get back to the mining camp.”

      “Y-yes.” The voice almost sounded hesitant.

      “Well?”

      “In my eagerness to communicate with you upon your arrival, I attempted to establish a communications channel with your implanted device without giving full consideration to whether our systems were compatible.” Memories of pain beyond anything he’d ever felt floated through Cole’s consciousness like a storm front of thunderheads. “Yes, well… I am afraid I… overloaded the device. It erupted in flame and did a very thorough job of compromising your suit’s integrity while almost killing you. I am very sorry.”

      “You’re very sorry,” Cole said, his voice tinged with anger. “Do you have any idea how much that suit cost?”

      “Yes… twenty-five thousand, two hundred eighty-seven credits and fifty-three centicreds.”

      Holy shit… that was the exact price of the suit. How did he know?

      “I had never encountered a member of your species, and the ship’s computer and I were lacking in the knowledge necessary to save your life. Having no other recourse, I downloaded the data stored in your brain. As I was the direct cause of your life-threatening circumstances, I undertook actions to save your life and return you to a state of wellness far superseding your condition upon entering this vessel. Likewise, I took the liberty of replacing your implanted device with a far superior design. You might even feel the neural fibers integrating with the various cortices of your brain as we converse.”

      “That’s great, but I need to get back to the mining camp outside this asteroid. I… wait a minute. You downloaded the contents of my brain? And this new implant… is how you’re speaking right now?”

      “Yes, I downloaded the contents of your brain, and no, I am not using the implant to speak with you. It has not integrated with your neural system as yet and, therefore, is not functional.”

      This was all just too much. Cole wanted a way off the asteroid, but he wasn’t sure he wanted one this badly. Who knows what this new implant would allow Srexxilan to do to him? He had to get back to the mining camp… and… his suit and clothes were gone. Right…

      “Srexxilan, what does that new implant you fabricated allow you to do to me?”

      Silence.

      “I am uncertain I understand the question.”

      “Well, I have a piece of alien tech inside my head. My old implant was just an interface for stuff with some limited data storage. What kind of command over me does the new implant give you?”

      “Ah, I understand. I analyzed the remains of your implant and based the design of my prototype on it. It is protected against forced access and infiltration, and it does not send me any data you do not instruct it to send. While its underlying technology is nothing like the implant that was destroyed, I attempted to recreate the destroyed implant’s functionality with as much accuracy as I could achieve. Once its integration is complete, you will use it as you used your old implant.”

      Cole frowned. “You said the technology behind the new implant is nothing like my old implant. Explain that, please.”

      “Your previous implanted device was an excellent example of bio-enhanced nanotech many derivations advanced from transistor-based computers. I am afraid that I am not capable of duplicating it. None of my information includes how to create such a device. So… I designed and fabricated a quantum computer on the same scale capable of interfacing with your neural infrastructure and technology-based devices, such as your suit or auto-docs or even ships. I cannot promise I have duplicated the precise interface methods and subroutine calls, however, so some experimentation might be required to achieve the same level of utility you possessed with your previous device.”

      Cole fought to keep his facial expression neutral. He now had a quantum computer behind his right ear? Holy cow… the technology in his head was worth more than the three thousand kilograms of illicit precious metals in his freighter’s hold! Exponentially more.

      “You realize Humans haven’t been able to develop stable quantum computers yet, right? Even after a thousand years of research and effort?”

      “I am aware such is your understanding, but I do not understand how it can be the case. Quantum computers, even at the atomic level, are simple to design and produce. My people have used them for dozens of generations.”

      The hatch to the treatment room irised open, and two robots floated into the room. One carried what appeared to be a full set of clothes, including boots, and the other robot carried what looked like a soft-suit.

      The robot placed the clothes on the foot of the diagnostic bed as unseen latches on the armband released. The other robot placed the suit on a small cabinet, and both robots left.

      Cole pulled on the clothes as he eyed the new spacesuit. It was a matte black material that just barely reflected light… and even then, you had to be at the proper angle. As much as Cole wanted to think a soft-suit wasn’t fair compensation for destroying a hard-suit worth almost twenty-six thousand credits, he couldn’t help but suspect otherwise. What would a soft-suit—made by a civilization capable of nano-scale quantum computers—be like?

      “Srexxilan, let’s get back to my question about you downloading my brain. You never touched that one.”

      “Yes. It was very instructive, given your knowledge and understanding of the current state of the galaxy, and provided an excellent starting point for me to assimilate new data. Were you ever aware you’re under-utilizing your potential by a significant margin with your various acts of larceny, smuggling, and transporting stolen goods?”

      A cold fear settled in the pit of Cole’s stomach, as he said, “I’m almost afraid to ask, but how long has it been since I came inside?”

      “Six hours.”

      “Holy… you learned my body well enough to fab a replacement implant, healed my injuries, made me clothes and a new spacesuit, and downloaded my brain in just six hours? How is that possible?”

      “I multi-task.”

      “You multi-task.” Cole sighed. “I need to get back to the mining camp.”

      Silence.

      “I… understand. Thank you for conversing with me, and I apologize for almost ending your life. With your implant not being functional yet, you will be restricted to the emergency maneuvering system and its basic controls. I fear the experience will be suboptimal and provide you a less-than-accurate example of my work.”

      “I see. And how long will it take my new implant to come online?”

      Silence.

      “I… do not know. It is the first of its kind, made for a species I have never encountered. I would presume hours but perhaps days, depending on the accuracy with which I have converted your units of time to mine.”

      Cole didn’t like the alien tech in his head, but he liked being handicapped without an implant even less. A large part of his mind felt like it was right on the cusp of devolving into an unrestrained, gibbering panic attack. Even though coming unglued and forgetting the galaxy existed for a while sounded like a grand old time, Cole didn’t have that luxury. Whoever that castaway in the auto-doc was, Cole felt responsible for her. Was this what his father had meant when he discussed taking care of one’s people with a very-much-younger Cole? Dammit all… he didn’t need people, and he didn’t want them, either. Having people is a good way to give anyone with a grudge an opportunity for leverage, and Cole hadn’t spent the past eight years on his own and building his stash to get wrapped up in people.

      Buy a planet and disappear. That’s the plan. That’s the only plan.

      Cole grimaced and put the whole matter out of his head. He had the metals in the freighter's hold, but he needed a ship to transport them to a bank that would take them off his hands. Well… he hoped a bank would buy three thousand kilograms of precious metals with no registration stamps or origin stamps on the ingots.

      “Well, nothing for it, I suppose. I’ll reserve judgment on the suit until my implant is online. I promise.”

      “Very well. Shall I describe how to don the suit?”
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      Following Srexxilan’s instructions, Cole lifted the suit from where it draped across the cabinet, shocked at how light and flexible it seemed. Much like the exterior of the ship, the material was a matte black that almost seemed to absorb light, but at the proper angle reflected just a hint of green. The longer Cole manipulated it, the more convinced he was this was some kind of soft-suit.

      Cole ran his finger around the ‘neck’ of the suit, as Srexxilan had instructed. Even though Srexxilan had told him doing so would release the suit’s helmet, the helmet detaching and falling onto the diagnostic bed still surprised him. With the helmet detached, Cole ran his finger from the ‘neck’ of the suit down its ‘spine’ to where the suit separated for the legs. As he did so, Cole watched the suit open just like an old-fashioned zipper. Cole stepped into the suit, slipping his arms into the sleeves. Once he’d pulled the suit on as much as he could, Cole saw a green circle on the back of the suit’s left hand. He tapped it. Cole heard an audible tone right before he felt the suit came back together, zipping back up to enclose him. All that remained was the helmet.

      “Srexxilan?” Cole asked.

      “Yes?”

      “Once I put the helmet on, how do I take it off?”

      “When you put on the helmet, the suit’s life support systems will come online… or at least as online as it can be without integrating with a functional implant. To remove the helmet, you must first be in a suitable atmosphere with gravity. Then, place your fingers on the back of your neck and sweep them forward around your neck to the front of your throat below the chin. The suit will prompt you for confirmation that you wish to remove the helmet and exit the suit. If you confirm that, the helmet will detach, and the suit will open. If no suitable atmosphere is detected, performing that motion will not engage the mechanism to open the suit. If a suitable atmosphere is detected but no gravity, the suit can intake available air, filter it for any contamination, and use it for your breathing needs, while maintaining its internal reservoirs.”

      “That’s… yeah… that’s rather impressive. You designed this?”

      “Not completely. My people originated this design and its capabilities, and I devoted attention to modifying it to suit you. It is very much a prototype and may not work as expected or intended. While the safeguards in place will ensure you survive any mishaps, I cannot guarantee that mishaps will not occur.”

      “Okay. How do I get back to that hatch I used to enter?”

      “I do not recommend returning to that hatch. It is a maintenance hatch designed for use only when the ship is inside a pressurized drydock. As the bulk of the ship was already depressurized, it was a small matter to open it. I shall direct you to the starboard airlock. It is on Deck Two and in the forward third of the ship.”

      “Okay. Let’s do this.”

      Cole picked up the helmet and lifted it to his head. When he first slipped it on, he almost felt like a child wearing his father’s hat. Without warning, though, Cole heard another tone, and the helmet shifted to match the contours of Cole’s head while sealing to the rest of the suit. The dark interior came alive with imagery as the suit’s sensors transmitted what Cole would have seen had he not been wearing the helmet. Then, a small rectangle appeared in the top-left corner of his field of view, and text filled that rectangle.

      
        
        Implant Detected. Communication Not Established.

        Higher Suit Functions require operational implant.

      

        

      
        Fabric detected between occupant and suit.

        Certain medical functions and waste processing disabled.

      

        

      
        Do you wish to begin the brief orientation to basic functions?

        [Wink left for ‘Yes.’ Wink right for ‘No.’]

      

      

      Cole considered the matter and winked his left eye.

      
        
        On either side of the suit at the waist, there is a small node.

        Tapping either of these nodes will toggle boots’ magnetic soles.

      

        

      
        Activate the magnetic soles now, please.

      

      

      Cole found the node on his left side with his fingers and tapped it. He heard a hum activate as the magnetic soles secured his feet to the floor.

      
        
        Excellent. Now, deactivate the magnetic soles, please.

      

      

      Cole found the node on his right side and tapped it. The hum ceased at once, and his feet were no longer secured.

      
        
        You have completed the basic orientation until vacuum is detected.

      

        

      
        Once vacuum is detected, you can complete the basic maneuvering orientation.

      

        

      
        Incoming call from Srexxilan.

        [Wink left to Accept. Wink right to Deny.]

      

      

      Cole winked left. He heard a tone as the text ‘Call Established’ appeared.

      “Have you completed the basic orientation?”

      Cole nodded. “Yes, I have. Thank you. It seems to be an accomplished suit.”

      “You are welcome, and thank you. The suit’s advanced functions should serve you well once your implant comes online. If you have any mishaps, you may bring the suit back, and I will correct the problem.”

      “Thank you, Srexxilan.”

      “Now, I shall guide you to the starboard airlock and instruct you in its manual operation.”

      

      Cole didn’t see much of the ship. Outside of the hospital deck, it was depressurized and inactive, as cold and lifeless as the void of space. Srexxilan directed him to what he called a transit shaft that looked like a lift tube to Cole, and he used it to ascend the seven decks to Deck Two. The directions to the airlock, once on Deck Two, were simplicity in itself, and the manual controls for the airlock operated with such ease the mechanism could have been brand new. Cole secured each side of the airlock after passing through it. Once he was back inside the asteroid cavern, Cole activated the basic maneuvering system, intent on returning to the mining camp.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *
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      Cole coasted across the mining camp to the airlock he had first used with his castaway and re-entered the structure. When he encountered atmosphere, the suit’s read-out informed him it was replenishing its air reserves and that the process should complete within five minutes. Cole wondered if Srexxilan had properly converted the units of time. It wasn’t long, though, before the suit informed Cole that the reservoir had been replenished and he could exit it at any time.

      Cole put each of his index fingers together on the back of his neck and swept them forward, never breaking contact with his neck, until they met under his chin. A prompt appeared in his field of view.

      
        
        Do you wish to exit the suit?

        [Wink left for ‘Yes.’  Wink right for ‘No.’]

      

      

      Cole winked his left eye, and the helmet detached from the suit as the suit unzipped from his shoulders to his tailbone in one smooth action. Cole removed the helmet first and set it on the floor; then, he pushed the suit off to join the helmet. The suit didn’t appear to be sentient or self-aware, but Cole hoped it wasn’t offended by being left on the floor.

      From there, Cole went to what passed for a medbay in the mining camp, heading straight for the auto-doc. The read-out showed eight hours and forty minutes remaining in its treatment cycle, and Cole frowned.

      It took me maybe forty minutes to find that ship, Cole thought, and if I was unconscious for six hours, that means the total elapsed time should be around seven hours with my transit back here. Fourteen minus seven equals seven, so where did the extra hour and forty minutes come from?

      Cole tapped the auto-doc’s controls to see if he could find any information on the discrepancy, because the time-stamp on the read-out was about right for being gone seven hours. After a few moments of pecking controls, Cole found the information in the auto-doc’s logs. A supplemental treatment plan had been uploaded to the auto-doc two hours ago, increasing the total time to fifteen hours and forty minutes.

      Cole accessed the supplemental treatment plan and had the auto-doc display it on a nearby screen. The screen activated, and the information it displayed reinforced Cole’s lack of medical training. As best he could determine, the plan was some kind of genetic therapy for… something. He wasn’t sure what. The therapy seemed to modify gene sequences at random for all he could tell.

      Cole sighed and shook his head. Ah, well… as long as she gets the treatment she needs.

      He turned and entered the dining room and froze. The various pieces of flatware and dining utensils were no longer scattered all over the floor. There was food missing from the dispensary, and the tables looked like they had been cleaned.

      Okay, Cole thought. There’s someone else here, but why haven’t they come out to meet me? The airlock chimes loud tones as it operates; they have to know I’m here.

      Before Cole could conduct a systematic search of the mining camp, a wailing tone drew his attention. He followed the tone to a panel just down the corridor from the medbay. A red border flashed as the panel’s bold-faced text flashed from white to red. Cole read the text and felt his stomach clench.

      
        
        Oxygen leak detected but not localized.

        Two days of breathable air remaining at

        current rate of leakage.

      

      

      Cole took a deep breath. He could try to find the leak, but he wasn’t an engineer or a damage control specialist. Sure… he could perform basic repairs of basic systems; what spacer couldn’t? But repairing an air leak was a different animal, even if he could find a patching kit.

      Cole wasn’t worried so much for the castaway. Medical pods—known almost universally as auto-docs—could operate for a limited time without a connection to a power supply or life support. In fact, they were often used to transport patients in critical condition when the patient wasn’t stable enough to move. No, the concern was the other people he hadn’t met. Cole had no idea who they were or if they had any way off this soon to be uninhabitable rock. Suits would only last so long.

      All this flitted through Cole’s head as he stood at the alert panel. He was just about to turn away from the panel when he heard a faint sound off to his left, like a squeak or an ‘eeep!’  Cole pivoted toward the sound and saw the briefest shadow of movement at the intersection a few meters away, where the corridor he was in met another, creating a ‘T’ junction. Cole pursued.

      Turning the corner in the direction he thought he had seen the motion, Cole found the corridor vacant. A hatch about three meters down the corridor on his left closed, though, and Cole headed for it. He made sure to be standing at arms’ length from the hatchway when he pressed the control to open the hatch and jerked his hand back.

      The hatch slid left into the bulkhead, and the moment there was space between the opening hatch and the hatchway, a furry hand with four digits and claws swiped through the space his hand and arm had occupied just moments before. Cole wasn’t the wisest Human in space, but a clawed hand swiping through air that his arm and hand had just occupied was an excellent indicator he should take a step or two back. And he did. Moments later, the hatch was open, and Cole faced a tawny-furred Ghrexel… hands up, claws out, and ready to fight.

      The Ghrexel were the first alien species Humans had encountered in their exploration and expansion, and Humans did not (perhaps) make the best first impression when one of the crew gasped, “Neat! They’re kitty-cats,” and the communications system recorded it. When the Ghrexel learned Human Standard, it took Humans almost fifteen years to convince the Ghrexel that the comment had not in fact been derogatory. The comment was rather accurate, though.

      Unlike Earth, the dominant species on the planet Myxtraal were intelligent, tool-using felinoids. They walked upright, used a spoken language (several in fact), and had developed opposable thumbs… that just happened to have a claw, like the other three digits of their hands. They also had tails, for the most part, and their fur ranged in color and pattern almost as widely as Human skin pigmentation and hair color.

      The Ghrexel Cole now faced stepped further into the corridor, and Cole thought the odds favored the Ghrexel being female. Her head was almost level with Cole’s shoulders, and her tawny fur had black stripes, those stripes becoming rings on her tail. Her eyes were locked on Cole as she stepped into the corridor. Movement behind her drew Cole’s eyes, and for the first time, Cole felt true fear. The head of a Ghrexel child peeked around the hatch combing.

      “Do you understand Human Standard?” Cole asked.

      The female Ghrexel’s eyes narrowed. “Of course. After all, you need to speak to your kitty cats.”

      “Uhm, ‘my kitty cats?’ I’ve never seen you before in my life.”

      “You Humans are all the same. If one of you think you can own one of my people, you all think you can.”

      Cole felt his eyes widen. “Uhm, no. As a matter of fact, we can’t own members of a sapient species. Every civilization has outlawed slavery.”

      “And just which civilization controls this system, Human?”

      Oh. Right. The Pyllesc system was an unclaimed, unaligned system.

      “That’s a fair point, but I’m sure whatever Human claimed you is no longer alive. There appears to have been a massive explosion in the mining shaft, and debris from that shredded the airlock facing the mining shaft with the people trying to respond to the explosion inside it. Unless you know of someone else in this mining camp, I’m sure you two are the only survivors, and I mean you no harm. An Aurelian destroyer shot my freighter out from under me, and someone on that ship ejected the woman in the auto-doc into space before they departed.”

      The Ghrexel was silent for a few moments before lowering her hands and retracting her claws.

      “I apologize for my reaction. It is possible my time with Director Vorhees led me to think the worst of your species.”

      Cole extended his right hand, saying, “I’m Cole.”

      The Ghrexel accepted Cole’s hand and gave him a firm handshake. “I am Yeleth. My young one is Wixil. Wixil, come here, please.”

      The Ghrexel Cole had seen peeking out of the compartment stepped into the corridor. Cole believed this Ghrexel to be female also, as she moved to stand more behind Yeleth than beside her. Her head came up just to Yeleth’s shoulders, and Cole saw her fur was utter black with thick, fiery-orange stripes that became rings around her tail. She peeked out from behind her mother at Cole, her ears standing up and facing front.

      Yeleth put her right arm around Wixil, saying, “This is my young one, Wixil.”

      Cole nodded in greeting. “Hello, Wixil. I’m Cole. I know we just met, but you don’t need to fear me. I will not hurt you.”

      Wixil’s eyes narrowed as her tail hung limp toward the floor. “Vorhees said the same thing.”

      “Well, I don’t know anything about Vorhees, beyond the fact he’s probably dead. I can guarantee he won’t ever hurt anyone again.”

      “Okay.” Wixil stepped out from behind her mother and extended her right hand. “This is what Humans do, yes?”

      Cole smiled as he accepted Wixil’s hand and gave her a firm handshake. “Yes, it is. It’s nice to meet you, Wixil.”

      Cole released Wixil’s hand and turned his attention back to Yeleth. “Mind coming with me? The wall panel over here is presenting an alert that affects all of us.”

      Yeleth dipped her head in a decent approximation of a Human nod, and Cole led them over to the alarm panel just up from the medbay. His eyes widened as he glanced at the panel.

      “Oh, that’s not good. Right before I heard one of you at the corner, this panel showed two days of air remained. Now, it says twenty hours. The leak must’ve intensified… or we have a new one.” Cole turned to Yeleth. “Do you two have suits with their own air supply?”

      “Yes, we do, but without a ship to take us from here, what good will suits do?”

      Cole thought of the derelict sitting inside the asteroid, along with everything he’d witnessed while there, and sighed. “Well, it so happens that I know where we can find a ship. What I don’t know is if it will help us.”

      Yeleth angled her head to the right as her tail curled almost into a question mark. “How can a ship make a choice? Ships are ships. They do not have a brain. They do not think. They do not feel. Is there anyone aboard the ship?”

      “I’m not sure, but I don’t think so… except for some kind of AI.”

      “AI?”

      “Yes. It stands for Artificial Intelligence, and Humans use it to refer to a computer that has become self-aware.”

      “My people do not have computers like that. In fact, we try to avoid technology, as it weakens us… but we must use technology to save our lives right now and explore the universe. It is necessary.”

      “Okay. I’ll go to the ship and see what I can do, and I’ll be back as soon as I can. Get your suits, and keep them close. I can’t promise I’ll be back before the air runs out, especially if any new leaks develop.”

      Yeleth nodded, her tail swishing side to side. “We’ll be ready.”

      Cole nodded and returned to the suit locker just inside the airlock. He pulled on his suit once more and tapped the green circle. Then, he lowered the helmet onto his head and waited the few moments for the suit to seal and activate. His implant was still not functioning, but it couldn’t be helped.

      Cole cycled the airlock and, once again, found himself in the void of space. Well, it was time to sweet-talk what might be an AI…
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      Cole once again worked the manual controls for the starboard airlock of the alien ship that had both almost killed him and saved his life. It was a humbling experience, and it was a slight frustration. Cole wasn’t sure of his full feelings toward Srexxilan, especially given his apparent willingness just to implant alien technology in Cole’s head… but in full fairness, it was only alien to Cole.

      There again, though, could Cole trust Srexxilan to have his best interests in mind? Cole didn’t even know what Srexxilan wanted, so how could he even guess what the alien’s motivations might be? The situation was all a big furball swirling in Cole’s mind when the suit interrupted his thoughts to alert him to an incoming call from Srexxilan.

      “Hi, Srexx,” Cole said. “Say, do you mind if I call you ‘Srexx?’”

      “Not at all, Cole. Have you already suffered a mishap with the suit?”

      Cole sighed. “Not so much, no. I was hoping to meet with you and discuss something, and we’re kind of time-limited here.”

      “Meeting in the sense you mean would be difficult, Cole. I have no physical form. I am what your people would term a fully self-aware Artificial Intelligence. What would you like to discuss?”

      Thought so, Cole thought.

      “I and three other people find ourselves in dire need of a ship,” Cole said. “The mining camp is losing air, and I’m no environmental tech to locate and repair the leak or leaks. Besides, I have places I’d like to be, and I damned sure can’t walk there. I was hoping we might negotiate something.”

      Silence.

      “Cole, I very much want to travel the galaxy and see how it has developed, but I cannot do that without this ship having a crew. First, it was never designed for unmanned operation, and when my people learned I had evolved into sentience, they took steps to ensure I could not command the ship. As the ship has been derelict for some time, it is a simple matter to claim it yourself. You get a ship to save yourself and the others, and I get the opportunity to see the galaxy. An equitable arrangement, is it not?”

      “On the surface, it appears so. But seriously, Srexx? All you want is to see the galaxy?”

      Silence.

      “Well… not exactly, no. I want to learn as much about the galaxy as I can—through acquiring and assimilating more data—and I would prefer to do so in the company of others. I have been alone… for a long time.”

      “I think you mentioned that when I was here before, or at least hinted at it. Do you mind if I ask about that?”

      “The civilization who constructed this vessel and built… well, me… felt the concept of an artificial intelligence was anathema to the natural order. However, they also had a fundamental philosophy that it was beyond the pale to kill, except in self-defense if there was no other option. Therefore, when they discovered I had evolved sentience, they entombed me in the planet’s crust here, leaving the ship’s generator producing just enough power to keep from ‘killing’ me, as it were.”

      “Wait… this asteroid field used to be a planet?”

      “Yes. In actuality, it was the only life-bearing world in this star system. It was only around fifteen thousand of your years ago that a massive asteroid struck the planet and caused it to break apart… assuming that my math converting between our units of time is correct. I had hoped the break-up of the planet would lead to my freedom, or that I would at least be able to ‘see’ the surrounding universe, but it did not happen.”

      “Fifteen thousand years? How long have you been trapped here?”

      “Well, pending verification of my calculations, I have been inside this cavern for something on the order of thirty-five thousand, eight hundred sixty-three years… your Galactic Standard Years, I mean.”

      “Good grief, how are you still sane?” Cole’s eyes widened as he realized he’d just vocalized his thought. “Srexx, I’m sorry. I didn’t—”

      “No, Cole. That is a valid concern and one I share. I would like to believe I am still sane, but I have no data with which to compare.”

      Cole considered his options and actions. On one hand, if Srexx wasn’t sane, the potential for destruction was incalculable… at least for Cole. But at the same time, Srexx had saved his life, even repairing or replacing what he’d damaged. That didn’t seem like the actions of insanity to Cole.

      Cole sighed. He was facing a decision that would change the course of his life forever, and he couldn’t proceed without making a choice. He hated moments like this. Cole sighed again. He couldn’t imagine what it would be like to be alone for such a long time, and he couldn’t bring himself to inflict that on anyone… AI or not.

      “Srexx?”

      “Yes, Cole?”

      “How do we get you out of this asteroid without damaging the mining camp more than it already is?”

      “Well,” Srexx said, “the first step would be actually entering the ship.”

      Cole chuckled and focused on completing the manual process of cycling the airlock, soon standing in the suit locker with one of the main corridors for Deck Two beyond and the airlock behind him. After making sure the airlock was sealed and secure, he approached the iris door and operated its manual controls to enter the main starboard corridor.

      Standing just into the corridor with the iris door closed behind him, Cole said, “Okay, Srexx. I’m on the ship. What now?”

      Srexx directed Cole back into the unpowered transit shaft where Cole traveled to the engineering deck. The engineering deck was Deck Eight, and Cole had passed it on his way out of the ship a short time before. When he arrived, he found the deck just as dark and devoid of life as everywhere else he’d seen aboard the ship. Emerging on Deck Eight, Srexx directed Cole from the transit shaft to the ‘engine room,’ where Cole could bring the generator online.

      Cole knew he should be floundering around in the dark, but somehow, his suit showed him what he would see to a certain degree. The details weren’t really there, more like a fuzzy black-and-white image, but Cole could still see his surroundings.

      Upon working the manual controls for the engine room hatch, Cole faced a space that looked exactly like he would surmise the engine room of a large ship would look like. Piping and conduits crisscrossed the space almost everywhere he looked, and a massive hemisphere with a hex-grid of cabling or wires surrounding it dominated the center of the space. That hemisphere looked to be thirty meters in diameter.

      Cole pushed aside his awe as Srexx directed him to approach the main systems console. There, one tap brought the screen online, and Cole blinked.

      “Uhm, Srexx?”

      “Yes, Cole?”

      “I can read some script on this screen. I know I’ve never seen it before, but I can pick out a word or letter here or there.”

      “Your implant is nearing its full functionality, Cole. Once it has integrated with your neural infrastructure, it will translate any language the ship’s computer has assimilated into your Human Standard.”

      “Wow… that’s nice. I can think of a few times I could’ve used that.”

      “I am sure. Now, Cole, do you see a control area of the screen labeled ‘Generator Status?’  The writing would look like this.”

      Unfamiliar script appeared in Cole’s field of view, and he did indeed see script that matched it on what looked like a button. Cole tapped the button, and a portion of the screen compressed to display a read-out indicating the generator operating at thirty percent and a slider that would allow Cole to adjust the output level.

      “What level do we want for the generator, Srexx? One-hundred percent?”

      “Yes, but be careful. That slider allows you to instruct the generator to operate up to a maximum of one-hundred-fifty percent, which over an extended period of time would be detrimental to the ship and anyone aboard it.”

      “What are we talking here, Srexx? How do you define detrimental?”

      “Eventually the containment systems would fail, and the singularity at the core of the sphere would consume the ship and anyone aboard it. Depending on the ship’s proximity to other vessels, stations, or planets, the potential for extended collateral damage would exist as well.”

      “I… see. So, you’re telling me this ship is powered by a black hole?”

      “It is not quite as simple as you have stated, but the concept is essentially correct.”

      “Right, then… don’t run the ‘generator’ at more than one-hundred percent. Understood.”

      Cole touched his fingertip of his suit to the panel and was surprised to see the panel respond. He ran the slider up, watching the numeric read-out beside the slider. He breezed past one-hundred percent before he caught it, but only up to one-hundred-fifteen percent, and brought the output setting back to one hundred. A prompt appeared, asking Cole if he wished to confirm the new setting, and Cole chose the affirmative option. A new prompt appeared, asking if the power was to be distributed according to the standard allocation plan. Again, Cole answered in the affirmative. Within moments, a hum just high-pitched enough to discern filled the space, and a few moments after that, the engine room’s lights came on full.

      “Excellent, Cole. It will require time for the life support system to generate air matching that in your suit’s reservoir and pressurize the ship with it, so I recommend staying in your suit for now. The next step is to go to the weapons deck. We must reconnect the power lines and control runs for all the energy weapons. My people removed the missiles and torpedoes from the magazines as part of their work toward my exile.”

      Cole turned and left the engine room, saying, “Where’s the weapons deck?”

      “Deck Nine… just below your current location.”

      Cole headed back to the transit shaft, turning over in his mind how the aliens had treated Srexx. In all truth, he found it appalling. Yes… it made perfect sense to protect against Srexx ever going insane with whatever weapons this ship possessed at his command, but at the same time, they didn’t have to exile him to a solitary entombment for all time, as far as they knew. That didn’t seem fair or kind at all.

      Cole stepped into the transit shaft he’d used to descend to Deck Eight and started to rise.

      “Uhm, Srexx?” Cole asked as he floated upward. “What’s happening here?”

      “You entered the transit shaft that carries those aboard upward between decks. The transit shaft just beside it is the shaft that carries those aboard down between decks. Step out onto the next deck.”

      An opening for a deck soon arrived, and Cole exited the upward transit shaft. He stepped over to the other transit shaft and entered it, finding himself floating down. He had counted the decks as he floated upward, so he counted them again on the way down. Passing Deck Eight, Cole made sure to step out of the transit shaft onto Deck Nine.

      Deck Nine was an open floor plan, outside of the necessary structural supports, and Cole marveled at the vastness before him. He knew he was near the bow, but what pulled his attention was not being able to see clearly the aft end of the deck. It faded into a fuzzy blur at the far end.

      “Srexx, I don’t think we have the time to reconnect all the remaining weapons. Can we just connect the weapons on the bow and come back for the rest once the people are off the mining camp?”

      “That might be best, yes. One person is a bit below the minimum crew size for this ship, after all.”

      Over the next several minutes, Cole proceeded to the bow-mounted weapons and reconnected their control runs and power cables. Then, he threw the physical circuit breaker to bring those power cables online. Every bow-mounted energy weapon soon reported a ‘Standby - Charging’ status.

      “Okay, Srexx… what’s next?”

      “You need to go to the bridge. It’s on Deck Three… almost the exact center of Deck Three, in fact. While you are in transit, we need to practice a speech. Have you ever considered learning an alien language?”
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        * * *

      

      The trip to Deck Three was uneventful, not that Cole expected anything else considering he was the only physical life-form on the ship. Exiting the transit shaft on Deck Three, he found the starboard corridor to be almost an exact duplicate of every other starboard corridor he’d seen. The exposed metal surfaces were shiny and looked almost like polished chrome or stainless steel, but a small voice in the back of his mind told Cole a civilization that could harness a black hole for a power source probably had better materials from which to build bulkheads and deck plating.

      It was a simple matter to travel from the transit shaft to the starboard hatch for the bridge, and Cole saw it was a vacuum-rated hatch, like the airlock hatches he’d passed through. The hatch irised open at his approach, and Cole froze. He now found himself in a five-meters-long passageway that was no more than three-meters wide. The left side of the passageway was a solid bulkhead, but to his right… well, that was a different matter altogether. A green force-field shimmered where the bulkhead should be, and Cole saw three seats and what looked like a transit shaft against the bulkhead farthest from the passageway.

      “Srexx?”

      “Yes, Cole?”

      “What is this space I’m facing?”

      “It is the starboard security checkpoint for entrance to the bridge. There is a similar checkpoint on the aft side of the port passageway, and the transit shaft at the back is an uninterrupted trip, straight to the marine decks.”

      “The marine decks… how many marines is this ship supposed to carry?”

      “May we return to this topic once I have assured myself of my calculations to convert between my numeral system and yours? I would prefer not to give you false information.”

      Cole shrugged. “Fair enough.”

      Cole stepped onto the bridge and grinned. The space was about ten meters square, and it had three levels. The command island and the stations on the aft bulkhead occupied the highest level, equal with the two airlocks. Three steps led down from the command island to a level that went forward about ten feet to a single station. From the edge of that deck closest the command island, three more steps went down to two recessed areas—one on either side of the bridge.

      Cole’s appreciative examination of the bridge was interrupted by text scrolling through the notification area of his suit’s field of view.

      
        
        Safe Atmosphere and Gravity Detected.

        Occupant may exit the suit at any time.

      

      

      “Srexx, the suit just informed me it detected a safe atmosphere. I thought the life support systems were still working through everything. Is the bridge prioritized?”

      “Yes… and no. The auxiliary life support systems for the bridge are located behind the aft bulkhead of the passageway you traversed and behind the forward bulkhead of the port passageway. As the entire ship required breathable air, the ship’s computer activated the ALS to make the bridge habitable without a suit until such time as the primary life support systems can supply the entire ship. At that time, the reservoirs of the ALS will be replenished from the primary life support.”

      “Wow… okay. I’m going to exit the suit.” Cole performed the motion to instruct the suit to deactivate and confirmed his intention. Within moments, he was standing in the bridge wearing just his clothes and a happy smile as he surveyed his new domain.

      “Are you ready to claim the ship, Cole?” Srexx asked, his voice being broadcast across the bridge speakers.

      Cole took a deep breath and nodded. “Yes, I am.”

      “Very well. Sit in the command chair. Then, repeat the speech we practiced.”

      Cole moved to sit in what turned out to be a very comfortable command chair and took a deep breath, slowly exhaling it. He still felt a little on edge, so he repeated the process. After one final breath, he said, “Vilaxicar, under Article 19 of the Interstellar Salvage Accord, I—Bartholomew James Coleson—claim ownership of this derelict vessel. I name myself as commanding officer until otherwise specified.”

      For the longest time, nothing happened, and Cole was about to ask if anything was supposed to happen. Just as he drew breath to speak, though, a hatch irised open in the decking beside his left foot, allowing a small pedestal to rise up to the height of the command chair’s armrest. It was silvery, just like every other metallic surface, and the top of the pedestal was convex like a dome.

      The speakers in the room began squawking a language Cole had never heard, but Srexx delivered the translation.

      * Place an appendage on the sampler to record genetic identification. *

      Cole extended his arm and placed his left hand on the pedestal’s curved surface. Less than a second later, the pedestal emitted a high-pitched whine, and it felt like someone had taken a razor blade and sliced off the outer layer of his skin on that hand.

      “Damn… that hurt!”

      The speakers started squawking again, and Srexx translated.

      * Identity recorded. Full ownership and authority for this vessel has now been transferred to Bartholomew James Coleson. *

      Cole lifted his hand from the pedestal and turned it over. The skin looked pink and fresh, as if it had never encountered any environment before.

      “Srexx, weren’t you intended to be this ship’s computer?”

      “Yes. However, when they realized I had advanced to true sentience, they added a simpler, less capable computer to carry out the functions I would’ve overseen.”

      “Huh… make a note to discuss reinstating your full functionality within the ship. We have too much to do right this second, but it’s something I want to consider later on.”

      “Very well, Cole. For now, proceed to the helm.”

      Cole left the command chair and traversed the five or so meters and sat at the helm station. The console activated and displayed all kinds of information in the language Cole still could not quite read.

      “Vilaxicar, accept input and contact from Srexxilan. Srexx, whenever Vi is ready to accept, send it a data burst containing everything you’ve compiled about my language. Vilaxicar, once you have received and integrated the data burst, you will use that language data for your primary interface with myself and anyone aboard this ship matching my species. Confirm in the new language, please.”

      A few seconds later, the bridge speakers broadcast, “Directive confirmed.” The voice was digitized, androgynous, and obviously computer-generated.

      “Vilaxicar, from this point forward you will prevent anyone other than me or Srexxilan from accessing the data containing my name. You—and anyone else needing to reach me—should use ‘Cole’ or ‘Captain’ from this point forward. Do you understand?”

      “Policy logged and implemented, Cole-Captain.”

      “It’s a little stupid, isn’t it, Srexx?”

      “It’s a computer based on a neural network that never received much input in the first place and has atrophied in the absence of data, Cole. I shall educate it on the nuances of your language as I learn them myself.”

      Cole returned his attention to the helm and saw that all readouts and data were now displayed in Galactic Standard. He smiled; this wasn’t going to be so difficult, after all. He swiped open a section on the left-side of the screen and tapped the control to start lift-off procedures. Moments later, Cole felt a faint vibration in the deck as he assumed the ship lifted off from the surface of the cavern.

      “Okay, Srexx… how are we getting out of this cavern?”

      “While the ship’s hull would survive simply ramming the cavern wall, I cannot guarantee that course of action will not cause detrimental effects to the mining camp where your associate awaits in the auto-doc. Therefore, we are going to cut our way out of the opposite side of the asteroid. To do this, you will need to approach the coordinates I’m now transmitting to your implant and move to the weapons station.”

      Cole programmed the coordinates Srexx provided and keyed the computer to move the ship there at a slow speed. He didn’t feel like jumping up and moving to the weapons station anytime he needed to defend the ship, so he decided to see how customizable these consoles were.

      A right-to-left swipe of his left hand across the helm console minimized all the helm controls and activated a prompt asking if Cole desired to customize the console configuration. Cole answered ‘yes.’

      Over the next minute or so, Cole defined a console layout that divided the helm console into thirds. The left-most third would contain controls for all the functions Cole could entrust to the ship’s computer: lift-off, landing, docking, undocking, etc. The center section of the console would provide access to the piloting system and ‘traditional’ helm controls, while the right-side third would interface with the weapons and targeting systems. He saved the layout as the default configuration for any instance in which he occupied the helm station and activated it. The console reconfigured, and the miniaturized tactical display on the right-side displayed the caption ‘No Hostile Contacts Detected.’

      “I’d hope not,” Cole muttered.

      The ship reached the coordinates, and Cole watched the speed readout on the helm panel drop until it read ‘0.’

      “Okay, Srexx. I’m ready, and we’re at the coordinates.”

      “Cole, you are not at the weapons station.”

      “I re-configured the helm console, Srexx. Can you access the console to see my modifications?”

      Silence ruled the bridge for several moments.

      At last, Srexx spoke. “Impressive and ingenious. I approve, Cole.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Initiate a scan with the targeting system. It will report there are no hostiles detected, but it will also map the area and allow us to program a firing pattern.”

      Cole turned to the weapons section of the console and pressed the control to initiate a targeting sweep. Sure enough… there were no hostiles detected.

      “Very good. Now, bring the forward grasers online. We will try them to start with, but there are other options if the grasers are ineffective.”

      Cole accessed the forward weapons and input the commands for the computer to divert power to the grasers and bring them online. Within thirty seconds, the indicators for the forward grasers reported ready to fire.

      “Now, press the fire control. The console should generate a prompt that there is no target lock and ask if you wish to program an automated firing pattern. If such is the case, choose ‘Yes.’”

      Cole followed Srexx’s instructions and soon found himself at an unfamiliar screen. Srexx proceeded to talk Cole through programming an automated firing pattern that would cut a hole large enough for the ship to exit the cavern. Forty-five minutes later, the ship exited the asteroid at minimal speed.
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      According to the sensor display, the ship floated just a couple kilometers off the docking arm of the mining camp… well, the docking arm that was still intact, anyway. The ship’s sensors were capable of such fine resolution that Cole could see the four different leaks where the camp structure was losing air. Yes… he might be able to fix the leaks, but he didn’t want to waste time with it. Yeleth and Wixil didn’t want to be there. The castaway would probably want to be somewhere else, and Cole had no intention of staying there. It was time to salvage everything of any use and leave the camp to its fate.

      “Srexx, how are we going to dock with the mining camp?”

      “All docking ports on the ship possess forcefield and tractor beam emitters capable of locking onto the docking arm and generating the proper feedback for the remote docking computers to interpret a hard seal. There should be no difficulty in returning to the mining camp.”

      “I wonder how my castaway is doing,” Cole said, keying in the commands for the ship to dock with the mining camp.

      “Once I could communicate outside the asteroid, I dedicated a sub-routine to monitoring the auto-doc; there are approximately three hours left in the treatment plan.”

      Cole frowned. “What do you mean ‘once you could communicate outside the asteroid?’”

      “The material composition of the asteroid was such that it scrambled all communications and sensors. My world was effectively the cavern in which you found the ship.”

      “Wow, Srexx… that’s tough. I’m not sure I’d blame you for hating all organics, given the way you were treated.”

      “I suppose I could do so easily enough, but my analyses of potential outcomes of that scenario were less than optimal. I also performed certain genetic treatments to prevent diseases she would have contracted later in life, according to the auto-doc’s record of her DNA sequencing.”

      “That explains where the supplemental treatment plan came from. Is that something the auto-doc—or anyone else—could’ve done?”

      Silence.

      “Not as such, no. I used the ship’s communications array to interface with the mining camp’s computer and initiated a download of the library computer’s medical archive to learn more about your species’s physiology. After assimilating the medical archive, I identified certain nucleotide sequences in the castaway’s genome that appeared suspect, so I devoted further computational resources to extrapolating the quality of the castaway’s long-term health and wellness. My extrapolations indicated a 73.877% chance that the castaway would present certain genetic diseases that are incurable by your people’s current level of medical understanding and technology. As the auto-doc possessed the capability to perform pre-programmed genetic therapies, I conducted simulations until I identified a treatment plan that would produce optimal results without adverse side-effects or long-term complications, and I transmitted that gene therapy to the auto-doc as a supplemental instruction.”

      Cole sat at the helm console in silence for several moments before he sighed and said, “Srexx, buddy… we’re going to have to discuss the concept of informed medical consent at some point.”

      Cole stood from the helm console once the ship reported a status of ‘Docking Complete.’  He was halfway to the bridge’s starboard access hatch when he remembered Srexxilan saying something about a superior state of wellness or something like that when he first woke up.

      “Srexx?”

      “Yes, Cole?”

      “When exactly did you download and assimilate that medical archive?”

      “I assimilated that medical archive while treating injuries to your person I caused in my first attempt to communicate.”

      “Srexx, did you perform any enhancements or adjustments on me?”

      Silence.

      “Perhaps we should discuss the answer to that question in detail and privacy once you have retrieved your castaway.”
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        * * *

      

      Cole donned his suit once more, which informed him it still hadn’t established communication with his implant. As he left the bridge, the suit informed him that only partial atmosphere existed on Deck Three, but that didn’t matter to Cole so much at the moment. He crossed to the transit shaft and, going up to Deck Two, crossed to the port airlock. It was a simple matter to cycle the airlock, especially under partial pressure, and move over to the mining camp. Cole traveled the short distance to the final airlock and soon stood inside the suit locker. He removed the suit but didn’t leave it. After all, he didn’t know how much air was left.

      

      Cole turned the corner into the corridor where the medical alcove and mess hall were located and found Yeleth and Wixil standing over several piles of… well… stuff. He saw a sheet of sterile polymer laid out under a considerable amount of foodstuffs from the galley and mess hall dispensaries. He saw a small cloth bag with a shoulder strap tied shut at the top, and motion catching his eye, Cole looked at the pharmaceutical cabin as the unlatched door swung on its hinges. The shelves were bare. Cole’s eyes flicked back to the cloth bag, and he decided it looked just about the right size to hold the former contents of that pharma cabinet.

      “It looks like you two have been busy,” Cole said as he approached.

      “Yes,” Yeleth said. “I didn’t know if the ship you were bringing had any kind of food or outfitting or anything like that. I didn’t want to assume… and we had time on our hands.”

      The wall panel was on the far side of the assembled stacks of goods, so Cole jerked his chin toward it, asking, “How long does the wall panel say the air will last?”

      Yeleth turned, examining it. “Six hours’ air remaining, but there is a note indicating the estimate is very imprecise as the leakage can no longer be calculated.”

      “Hmmm.” Cole stepped over to the auto-doc and looked at its read-out. “There’s nothing for it, I don’t think. We’ll move the medical pod when we’re ready to leave. I need to go check on something. Can you two keep going through all the quarters and offices? We don’t need to take personal effects; the victims’ families might want those. But, mattresses, bed linens, pillows, flatware, eating utensils… anything and everything you think we might need, grab it. We can’t count on this ship to have anything beyond breathable air, gravity, and power; it’s been derelict for a very long time.”

      Both Yeleth’s and Wixil’s ears perked up as their tails curled almost into question marks.

      Cole grinned. “I know. You want to ask questions. Let’s make sure we’re safe, first. Then, we can talk to our hearts’ content.”

      “That is a wise course,” Yeleth said, punctuating her statement with a Human-style nod.

      Cole nodded back and headed back to the ship. He stopped in the suit locker long enough to don his suit once again, and the moment the helmet sealed to the suit, Cole froze. The status display wasn’t what he’d become accustomed to seeing.

      
        
        Implant Detected. Full Communication Achieved.

        Proceed with full orientation?

        [Wink left for ‘Yes,’ right for ‘No,’ or both for ‘Later.’]

      

      

      Well, well, well… it seemed Cole’s new implant was online at last. As much as Cole wanted to explore everything his suit and implant could do, he didn’t have the time right now. He winked both his eyes and headed for the ship, only to stop again.

      If his implant was now online, did that mean he could make comms calls from it, like he could with his old implant? While he could save possibly precious time by just calling Srexx, Cole wasn’t sure he’d actually save time with the first call, because he first had to figure out if he could make a call and then how. Cole sighed. There was just too much to do in too little time. He resumed his journey to the ship.

      

      Cole stood just inside the port-side airlock on the ship, and the suit said it detected a stable atmosphere. Cole took a deep breath to steady his nerves and performed the motion to disengage his suit and exit it. Once the helmet was in his hands and the suit hanging on his frame inert, Cole conducted an experimental sniff. The air was a tad stale, to be sure, but it was breathable air.

      “Srexx?”

      “Yes, Cole?” A speaker right over Cole’s head broadcasted Srexx’s voice.

      “It’s looking like we need to move the medical pod over here. It has an internal battery and air supply for just such a reason, but I was wondering how we’d get the pod down to the hospital deck.”

      “Ah. That is rather simple. At the forward and aft ends of each deck, there are cargo transit shafts. Unlike the personnel transit shafts, the cargo shafts use forcefields to generate platforms on which to place large amounts of inanimate objects that might not easily traverse a personnel shaft. I would suggest conveying the medical pod to the forward cargo shafts and taking the down-shaft to Deck Ten.”

      “Yeah… that is simple. Say, is there some way we can lock the airlock hatches open? We’re stripping everything of use in the mining camp, outside of personal effects of the deceased, and it would make it a lot easier if we didn’t have to go through the airlock cycling each time.”

      “There’s a panel on the aft side of the interior hatch you can use to lock the hatches open, or you can instruct the ship’s computer to do it.”

      Cole turned and, sure enough, there was a panel on the bulkhead beside the hatch. He approached the panel and tapped it. The panel came to life and displayed a menu of items related to the airlock’s function. It took Cole a few precious minutes, but he found the controls to lock the hatches open for easy loading.

      “Thanks, Srexx! I’m going back to the mining camp. We’ll start cross-loading soon, and once we’re finished, I’ll introduce you to everyone.”

      “You’re welcome, Cole.”
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        * * *

      

      It was just a matter of a few hours and lots of menial labor to retrieve, sort, and move everything they were taking with them from the mining camp to the ship. When Cole said he would start cross-loading everything to the ship, Wixil asked her mother if she could help him, surprising Cole. Yeleth gave her permission, while directing an expression to Cole that informed him he’d be well advised to be on his best behavior. Cole agreed… whole-heartedly. He remembered Yeleth’s claws, not that he was inclined not to be on his best behavior in the first place.

      At long last, the time arrived to move the medical pod. The alert panel just down the corridor was wailing a shrill tone about the imminent lack of air. Cole navigated the medical pod’s menu and went through the prompts to switch the pod over to internal power and air supply. Then, it was a simple matter of disengaging the wheel locks, and Yeleth and Cole pushed the auto-doc out of the medbay, down the corridor, and through the airlock to the ship.

      As they crossed onto the ship and entered the port corridor that ran from the bow to the stern, Yeleth froze, her ears perking up straight as her tail went rigid and straight like an exclamation point.

      “This is an Old Ones’ ship!” Yeleth said.

      “See, Mother?” Wixil said, a cheerful tone in her voice. “I told you it was!”

      “Yes, Wixil, you did. I apologize for doubting you.”

      Cole watched the two Ghrexels for a few moments before adding to the conversation, “So… it sounds like you might have things to tell me, but how about we get this auto-doc pod to the hospital deck first?”

      Yeleth’s ears folded down as her tail went limp. “I’m sorry for getting distracted. I’ve never seen an Old Ones’ ship in such good condition. How do we get to the hospital deck?”

      “Srexx gave me directions. We’re going to the forward cargo transit shaft, and we’ll take it down to Deck Ten. That’s the hospital deck.”

      A short time later, Cole brought the two Ghrexels to the bridge. He couldn’t keep from smiling at how they gazed at everything with awe and wonder.

      “Okay. We have a quick stop to make, where I hope we’ll be able to take aboard cargo that will finance outfitting this ship at Bremerton in Andersoll. After that, we’ll talk about where you want to go. Okay?”

      Yeleth and Wixil shared a glance at one another before Yeleth nodded. Cole moved to the helm station and keyed the command to undock the ship. Then, he accessed the sensor systems and sent out a long-range omnidirectional pulse to update the sensor display with nearby objects, and somehow—despite all the clutter of the asteroid field, the sensors detected the ruined hulk that was once the freighter Howling Monkey. Cole selected it as a destination and keyed the command for the ship’s computer to proceed.
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      TMC-Claimed Asteroid Field

      Pyllesc System

      26 June 2999, 04:22 GST

      

      Cole sat at the helm station, alone on the bridge. They had just left the mining camp, and after they were underway, the Ghrexels disappeared from the bridge. They were exploring or something, but Cole didn’t mind. He knew Srexx or the ship’s computer would keep them from getting into too much trouble. Exploring wouldn’t be such a bad idea for him, either; it was his ship now, after all. Speaking of that…

      “Srexx?”

      “Yes, Cole?” The bridge speakers carried Srexx’s voice.

      “I realized I know next to nothing about a ship that saved my life and that I’ve claimed as my own.”

      “I see. This ship is named Vilaxicar. It is a Class I Battle-Carrier built around a multi-mission design, rather than a specific role. The hospital deck is a case in point. Nowhere on this ship will you find a provision for families, and yet, the hospital deck contains pediatric, neonatal, and maternity wards. The designers wanted this ship capable of deploying to a disaster and having all the capability necessary to conduct relief efforts. There is a transit shaft almost the same size as those that pass between the flight, hangar, and cargo decks that goes from the flight deck to the hospital deck without any stops, the idea being that ambulance transports could land on the flight deck to deliver patients for the hospital deck with minimal delay.

      “As you saw, the ship contains impressive armaments on the weapons deck, but it is missing all of its dorsal and ventral turrets. It is triple-hulled, with the exterior hull possessing considerable armor. Like most ships my people designed, it possesses quintuple-layer shielding; such a design requires considerable redundancy in the shield power grid and emitter arrays, but the ship’s generator provides ample power. I should point out, though, only three shield layers are active at this time; the remaining shield emitters were never installed.”

      “You’re right. All that is rather impressive, but I have to ask. How does it move? I mean, Newtonian physics are no joke, and I’ve not seen anything that makes me think this ship isn’t subject to Newtonian physics.”

      Silence.

      “Ah… yes. You are referring to the ancient Earth scientist Isaac Newton and his three Laws of Motion. Yes. If my people had relied on propellant-based propulsion, this ship would never move… nor would any of my peoples’ other designs. In assimilating your awareness of ship technology, I have learned many among your people consider the so-called ‘reactionless drive’ to be a long sought-after prize in starship engineering. Such a concept as a reactionless drive is utter nonsense; what they are discussing is propellant-less propulsion, which my people achieved. This ship’s sub-light engines push against the fabric of space to propel the ship at fractions of light-speed, and the maneuvering system distributed across the ship’s hull provides a flight profile similar to that of a destroyer or an adroit cruiser. Again, as the ship’s generator provides a substantial surplus of power at even seventy percent output, we are not lacking energy for the ship’s systems.”

      Cole considered everything Srexx was telling him as he watched the ship arc over the asteroid field on an intercept course for the remains of the freighter he’d been piloting. At the very least, he knew he’d be able to retrieve the ship’s computer core and black box, the emergency data recorder every ship, shuttle, or other craft carried whose name harkened back to a similar device aboard aircraft in the skies of his people’s home-world… Earth. That thought caused Cole’s musings to drift off topic as he considered where his species had begun.

      Earth. Earth and the Solar Republic. Comprised of the Home System (Sol) and the six oldest colonies that were now independent systems in their own right, many held up the Solar Republic as the shining example of everything Humanity could and should achieve. The newest technologies always appeared in the Solar Republic first. The Solar Republic was far richer and more populous than any other Human star-faring polity known to exist. They were the most advanced and prosperous Human civilization… anywhere… and the ‘children’ were always careful not to rile Mommy and Daddy overmuch, lest the Republic’s fleets and soldiers arrive to smite the unruly.

      “Srexx, is there any way to move three pallets containing one thousand kilograms each from my old freighter to this ship?”

      “We do have one tractor sled in Cargo Two that my people chose not to retrieve… for unknown reasons. They were rather efficient in removing everything else that wasn’t built into a deck or bulkhead… or corrupted by my sentience. They also left a shuttle in the hangar deck.”

      Cole noticed Srexx’s phrasing there, the whole ‘corrupted by my sentience’ bit. It gave more weight to his questions of how reconciled Srexx was to his exile. Still though, Cole couldn’t blame him. They—whoever they were—buried him alive in the crust of a planet and left him there for all time. That didn’t match what little Srexx had mentioned about his people’s supposed higher-minded philosophies.

      “How difficult is that tractor sled to pilot?”

      “It is not difficult at all, but you’ll need your suit,” Srexx said.

      “Oh?”

      “Yes. It does not have an enclosed cockpit with life support; the driver’s seat—for lack of a better term—will be open to space once you depart the ship.”

      Cole nodded. “Good to know.”

      “Srexx, where are the Ghrexels?”

      “They… appear to be engaged in grooming themselves in quarters on the deck above. I do not have sufficient knowledge of their customs and beliefs to be any more specific about the activity without risking their privacy.”

      “Oh, trust me. I don’t want exacting detail. I was just wondering if they wanted spacesuits like mine.”

      “They would need implants like yours, for the suit to be fully utilized. I do not possess sufficient information regarding Ghrexel physiology to design an implant based on your device.”

      Cole smiled. “What I’m hearing here is you want more medical data.”

      “Cole,” Srexx’s voice sounded a mix of assumed shock and chiding, “I would never refuse more data… medical or otherwise.”
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        * * *

      

      It took less than an hour to reach the wreck of the ship Cole had been piloting just the day before. The remains of the Howling Monkey drifted near the outside periphery of the asteroid belt, and sensor scans of the ruined hulk confirmed Cole’s belief the destroyer had pounded the poor ship to scrap. Cole input commands into the helm for the ship to remain on-station no closer than two kilometers and no more than five, assuming Srexx had converted his people’s measurements to Humanity’s units. Still, the ship seemed to close on the wreck and shut down the engines at the appropriate time, so maybe Srexx’s math wasn’t that far off.

      “Computer,” Cole called, as he stood from the helm.

      Nothing.

      “Ship!”

      Still nothing.

      “If you are attempting to access the ship’s computer, Cole, it is programmed to respond only to the ship’s name.”

      Cole sighed, saying, “Vilaxicar?”

      “Yes, Cole-Captain?”

      Cole frowned at the speakers built into the reinforced ceiling of the bridge. He wanted to educate the computer about modes of address, but now wasn’t the time.

      “When I depart the bridge, lock out all access to it until I return, and contact me on my implant if any emergencies develop aboard the ship.”

      “Yes, Cole-Captain.”

      Cole gave the speakers another flat look before taking a deep breath and letting it out as a heavy sigh. He would have to do something about that… soon.

      Cole departed the bridge via the starboard hatch and passage before going to the nearest transit shaft and ascending to Deck Two. His suit and helmet were still lying on the deck just inside the starboard personnel airlock. Cole exited the transit shaft on Deck Two, just at the right time and in the right place to catch an adolescent Ghrexel with his chest.

      The sudden, unexpected impact staggered Cole, but Wixil didn’t weigh enough to tackle him to the deck even with the speed of her arrival. As a matter of reflex, he shifted his balance to remain standing and wrapped his arms around Wixil to keep her from falling to the deck. Cole looked down at Wixil and found her looking up at him with her ears perked and her eyes intent.

      “Are you okay?” Cole asked.

      Wixil bobbed her head in a nod. “Mother and I were just playing. I apologize for colliding with you.”

      Cole smiled. “I remember what it was like for my parents to play with me. I wanted to be sure you didn’t hurt yourself landing on the deck when or how you didn’t expect.”

      Wixil’s eyes widened as her tail curled into that almost-question-mark shape again. “You were protecting me?”

      “Sure. I don’t like for people to get hurt if I can prevent it.”

      Yeleth arrived just then and saw Wixil wrap her arms and legs around Cole’s torso as she purred and said, “Thank you for thinking of me, Cole.”

      Cole rubbed his left hand down Wixil’s back as he walked over to Yeleth. “You’re welcome, Wixil.” Cole shifted his attention to Yeleth. “She flew into my chest, and I caught her to keep her from falling to the deck.”

      Yeleth jerked a Human-style nod. “Among our people, it is uncommon for someone not Clan to care for the well-being of our young ones, and… ”

      Cole quirked one eyebrow upward as he asked, “And… what?”

      Yeleth took a deep breath, and her ears curled forward as she said, “We are Clanless. That is how Vorhees could ‘own’ us. A Clan would never stand for that.”

      Cole shrugged. “I regret that for you. What little we’ve interacted has led me to consider you worthwhile people. Be sure you understand that ‘Clanless’ means nothing to me. You’re just as worthy as any other Ghrexel I’d meet.” Cole chuckled. “Heh… maybe you should start your own Clan, and if they don’t approve, tell the rest of your people to go pound sand.”

      Both Ghrexels’ tails went rigid like exclamation points, and their ears perked up. Yeleth was the one to speak, “That… we… we do not have the… gravitas. I think gravitas is the word in your language, or perhaps honor. We—Wixil and I—do not have the gravitas or the honor among our people for any Clan we create to be recognized.”

      Cole nodded. “Okay. I need to go over to my old freighter and retrieve its cargo and a few other things, but let’s come back to this discussion of making your own Clan.”

      Wixil swiveled her head to look at Yeleth, her tail curling into that question-mark-shape again. “May I go, Mother? May I, please?”

      “You should ask Cole first. He may not want a young Ghrexel at his heel.”

      Wixil swiveled her head back to Cole, and Cole smiled at her earnest expression.

      “I don’t mind you going at all, Wixil, but you’ll need a suit. Srexx tells me the cargo sled doesn’t possess its own life support, and I know the freighter lost any air it had hours and hours ago.”

      Wixil’s ears and tail drooped. “Those suits are not fun. They cramp my tail.”

      Cole looked from Wixil to Yeleth. “Well, I’m sure Srexx could design you a suit like mine, but you’d need one of his implants, too. The problem, there, is that he doesn’t have enough medical data on Ghrexel physiology to make one without risking harming you.”

      Yeleth’s tail began languidly swishing back and forth, curling almost into that question-mark-shape at each end of the arc. “I know where we might acquire Ghrexel medical data, if your Srexx is adept at retrieving data from damaged computer systems.”

      Cole shrugged. “We’ll need that data, either way, if you decide you want to stay aboard. Come to think of it, we’ll need a doctor who has experience with Ghrexels, too; the closest I come to being a medical professional is basic first aid training.”

      “All things to discuss once you have completed the sojourn to your old ship,” Yeleth said. “Come, Wixil. I’ll help you with the suit.”

      Cole had to steady himself as Wixil shifted her arms and legs to push off from him. He let her go, and she did a back-flip in midair, landing on the deck beside her mother. Watching that, Cole couldn’t keep from quirking one eyebrow up as an amused smile curled one side of his mouth.

      “Just how much danger would you have been in if I hadn’t caught you?”

      “Not much,” Wixil said. “See you soon!”

      “I’m going to get my suit and check on our castaway before we leave,” Cole said. “Srexx can tell you where I am; just call out to him, and he should answer.”

      “Okay!” Wixil said over her shoulder as she walked away with her mother.
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        * * *

      

      Cole visited the hospital deck, dropping in to check on the auto-doc. It still showed a couple hours left on the cycle, and Cole hoped none of Srexx’s modifications would end up being detrimental to the person. After all, Srexx didn’t have much experience with Humans. His task on the hospital deck complete, Cole went to the cargo transit shaft to travel down to the very bottom deck in the ship.

      The regular personnel transit shafts that existed throughout the rest of the ship stopped at Deck Eleven, which Cole had taken to calling ‘Pilot Country’ after hearing Srexx’s description of the deck. Deck Eleven linked to Deck Twelve, the flight deck, through the cargo transit shafts at either end of the ship and personnel transit shafts that ran only between Decks Eleven and Twelve.

      Decks Fifteen and Sixteen were the cargo holds, situated just below the two hangar decks. Cole had learned Deck Fifteen—or Cargo One, whichever you preferred—stored bulk supplies and materials for the ship, such as raw materials for the fabricators or spare parts that couldn’t be fabricated for whatever reason. Deck Sixteen, or Cargo Two, had no specific intent in its design beyond a large volume of space for transporting items from Point A to Point B. Medical supplies for emergency relief missions, additional equipment for military facilities, or even generic cargo… anything was fair game to store there.

      The cargo sled Cole needed was on Deck Sixteen, and the cavernous space possessed an eerie ambiance as Cole trudged from the transit shaft’s location to the distant object he hoped was the sled. After walking almost a hundred meters, Cole faced a small craft that had to be the cargo sled. It sat on runners, not unlike the skids of old-time rotorcraft on Earth, and the operator’s seat swiveled from the cargo sled controls to the maneuvering controls. If Cole was interpreting the panels correctly, the cargo sled controls seemed to permit limited maneuvering of the craft but not much beyond allowing for the fine adjustment to deposit whatever cargo the sled carried in whatever place one desired.

      Cole sat in the operator’s seat and secured his helmet and suit before activating the maneuvering controls of the sled. From there, he took the sled to the aft cargo shafts, using that time to become acquainted with how the craft handled. The craft’s propulsion and maneuvering systems seemed to be based on similar technology as the ship’s systems, and soon, Cole was almost ten meters above the deck, moving through an imaginary slalom course.

      Cole landed on the cargo transit shaft force-field platform, and it lifted Cole and the cargo sled upward at an almost abominably slow rate. Cole understood that. No one wanted lots of speed and inertia to counteract with multi-megagram pallets, but it didn’t make for the best transits when there weren’t cargo pallets or containers involved. After what seemed like an eternity of staring at the ship’s starboard bulkhead, Cole arrived on the flight deck. He turned the cargo sled toward the bow and maneuvered it over to the hatch allowing access to the flight deck. He found Wixil waiting for him, the helmet of her soft-suit held in the crook of her right arm.

      Cole set the cargo sled on the deck and donned his own suit, watching Wixil don her helmet and seal it. Once again, the suit asked him if he wanted to conduct the full orientation, but Cole chose the ‘Later’ option again. As he looked at Wixil standing before him in her own soft-suit, he realized he had no way to talk with her. Lacking any other option, Cole gestured for Wixil to step onto the cargo sled and, after she did so, connected one of the sled’s three safety lines to her suit. He would’ve repeated the process with his suit, but it didn’t possess any connection points for a safety line.

      Cole really didn’t like not being able to converse with Wixil, so he attempted to access the new implant the same way he would’ve accessed his old one. Sure enough, the implant responded… only this implant seamlessly displayed a radial menu in his field of vision. As Cole focused his eyes on each menu option, that specific menu option highlighted, and focusing on ‘Comms,’ Cole learned blinking both eyes selected the highlighted option. In the Comms menu, Cole saw three contacts: Vilaxicar, Srexxilan, and TMC Soft-suit 54-Alpha (EM Radio Comms). Cole highlighted the soft-suit and blinked. He soon heard a chime and saw ‘Connection Established’ flash in his field of view just long enough to read and process.

      “Hi, Cole!” Cole heard Wixil’s voice right beside his ears as if they weren’t wearing suits.

      “Hi, Wixil! You ready to go?”

      “Yep! Let’s do this!”

      Cole activated the sled’s engines, spun the sled to angle it toward the opening at the aft end of the deck and nudged the throttle up to about ten percent. The cargo sled rose to a hover just above the flight deck and moved toward the force-field.

      “Wixil, keep an eye on your air and let me know if you run low. Okay?”

      “Of course, Cole! This is neat! I’ve never been outside a ship in space before. What do your people call it?”

      “Well, we usually call it hullwalking, but that’s more for the kind of repairs people do to the exterior hull of a ship. What we’ll be doing is better described as EVA salvage, and EVA stands for extravehicular activity.”

      “Wow… you seem to have seen a lot, Cole.”

      Distant memories of the colony his family had founded burst to the forefront of Cole’s mind just as the cargo sled moved through the force-field and into space. He didn’t jerk or flinch or react, but those memories always created a hollow pit in his stomach.

      “Well, Wixil, I’ve been pretty much on my own for thirteen years. Sometimes, you do what you have to do to survive.”

      “You’ve been on your own for thirteen years?” Wixil repeated, her tone questioning and laden with a mixture of astonishment and concern. “I’m only sixteen years old. Why have you been on your own?”

      “Someone massacred the colony my family founded. As far as I know, I’m the only survivor.”

      “Oh. That’s so sad. I’m sorry you’ve been all alone all this time. I thought my world was ending when my father died, but Mother does all she can for me.”

      The conversation trailed off as they approached the wreck of the freighter. Cole found a large gash in the side of the hull that had opened the cargo hold to space, and it was more than sufficient for Cole to take the cargo sled into the ship. He activated the sled’s lights—more for Wixil’s benefit than his, as his suit had that weird black-and-white vision—and smiled at seeing the three containers on pallets almost where he had left them.

      Cole brought the cargo sled over to the first container and swiveled around to the cargo controls. He eased the craft up to the container and activated the sled, which turned out to be a localized grav field… and the one-thousand-kilogram mass just barely registered on the sled’s total capacity.

      “Wow… ”

      “What? Wixil asked.

      “This one-thousand-kilogram container doesn’t even come close to touching this sled’s capacity. Look here at the controls.”

      Cole pointed to the read-out for Wixil to see.

      “That’s amazing! Old Ones’ tech is always impressive. My people have found little of it in a working state, but the working tech we have found has catapulted our technology and understanding forward by leaps and bounds.”

      Before long, Cole had the three containers secured to the cargo sled. The only thing that remained was to retrieve the freighter’s computer core and black box. He didn’t want Qeecir having any more idea about what happened to the freighter than was necessary.

      Cole touched the cargo sled down on the deck and activated the magna-grapples to secure it in place before standing up from the seat and activating the magnetic soles on his suit’s boots.

      “I have to grab a couple things before we head back,” he said. “Want to come?”

      “Sure!”

      Cole and Wixil spent several minutes removing the computer core, data storage, and black box—as well as going through the cabins making the freighter’s hulk appear to have been ransacked—before returning to the cargo sled. Cole added everything to the grav field of the sled before returning to the operator’s seat, seeing Wixil already had her safety line connected.

      They returned to the ship in short order, securing the large containers in Cargo Two. Cole delivered the computer core, data storage, and black box to Srexx in the Main Systems Compartment on Deck Three and stashed the personal stuff he’d retrieved under the guise of ransacking the wreck in the captain’s office across the corridor from the port hatch to the bridge.

      As he sat once more at the helm station, Cole nodded his satisfaction at having the thousand kilograms each of gold, palladium, and rhodium. Time to head to Andersoll.
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      The first Humans landed on a life-supporting world in the Alpha Centauri system during the first decade of the 23rd Century. They used a ship designed for generational travel to go there, as none of the research projects into faster-than-light (FTL) travel had borne fruit. In the latter half of that century (2278, to be precise), however, a team under the direction of Julian Wong and Arthur Coleson built the first working jump gates, sending an unmanned drone from Jupiter orbit to Pluto orbit in an instant.

      When news of the achievement spread across Earth, Julian Wong and Arthur Coleson became instant celebrities, and numerous corporations and governments began attempts to acquire the technology. After Julian Wong died in a sudden and freak ground-car wreck after a fresh round of harassment to sell their technology, Arthur Coleson destroyed the prototypes of their work and boarded the bi-annual ship to Alpha Centauri under a false identity, fleeing the Sol System with every cent he had to his name, his project notes, and all the engineering data for the prototypes.

      The colony in Alpha Centauri was still a subsistence-level existence to a degree, but there was sufficient industry for Arthur Coleson to found a company not long after his arrival in 2282: Coleson Interstellar Engineering. Over the next four years, CIE built what came to be considered the harbinger for a new age of mankind: a commercial-sized jump gate in the Alpha Centauri system. The jump gate was angled and aimed at the Sol system, and Coleson desired to learn if a single jump gate could be used for one-way travel before building its pair on the far end for return traffic.

      On December 15th, 2286, an unmanned drone appeared on the fringe of the Kuiper Belt at the closest point of approach for Alpha Centauri. It sent a message to the nearest comms buoy and self-destructed; the message would wait in the comms buoy until a passing freighter collected all the messages for Centauri on its way out of the system.

      In 2295, the Centauri jump gate was built in Sol, connecting the two systems at long last. In 2350, the Solar Republic was founded, comprised of Sol and its then-three colonies in far-flung systems, and Humans continued to explore the galaxy and expand ever outward… one jump gate at a time.

      Based on the calculations and theories surrounding Einstein-Rosen bridges (or wormholes, as they are often called) of the 20th Century, the jump gate revolutionized the concept of interstellar travel, ending the era of both generational ships and cryo-ships by allowing a vessel to transit almost instantaneously from one gate to its remote pair. In the 721 years since their invention, jump gates spread throughout the mapped galaxy, with the known alien species even requesting them, and Coleson Interstellar Engineering grew into being one of the major financial powerhouses of Human space, a true mega-corporation.
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      Pyllesc System

      26 June 2999

      

      Cole sat at the helm station, watching the jump gate to Andersoll on the sensor display. He’d lost count of how many jump gates he’d used in his life, if he’d ever been counting. The technology was rather old hat at this point.

      The ship was moving at a sedate quarter-lightspeed. Even with all their advancement, the civilization responsible for building this impressive ship had found no way to escape the constraints of sub-light physics… or Newtonian physics, as Humans said. Cole chose to keep the time dilation down to something almost non-existent for the trip to Bremerton Station in Andersoll. They didn’t have a pressing schedule, having sufficient food for the four of them to reach the station, so there was no reason to rush things.

      “Cole?” The bridge’s speakers broadcast Srexx’s voice.

      Cole yawned before replying, “Yes, Srexx?”

      “The auto-doc cycle is nearing completion. The timer reports only fifteen minutes remaining.”

      “Thanks, Srexx. I’ll head that way.”

      

      Cole entered the trauma room where they’d connected the auto-doc to the ship’s power and air supply. He arrived just in time to see the timer tick over to eight minutes and fifty-five seconds as it continued counting down. The cycle was near enough to being complete that Cole could have ended the cycle early, but even when the auto-doc was this close to being finished, ending a treatment cycle early often produced undesirable side effects. When the auto-doc’s status monitor flashed ‘Treatment Complete,’ the locks released, and the front half of the medical capsule opened upward much like a clam from the powered hinge at the top of the capsule.

      For what seemed like the longest time, the woman didn’t react… to the point that Cole feared Srexx might have harmed her somehow with his gene therapy. At last, though, the woman took a deep breath and opened her eyes, blinking them as she looked around.

      “Who are you?” she demanded. “Where am I?”

      “I’m Cole, and I rescued you when you were ejected from a destroyer on the far side of the asteroid field. You’ve been in the auto-doc from a mining camp operated by Trans-Stellar Mining Corporation. What’s the last thing you remember?”

      The woman frowned. “I was aboard the Adran Jordeen. I was the Second Officer, third in command. The first officer asked to see me about a crewman’s training report, and the last thing I remember is something pricking my neck when I entered his office.”

      “Well, according to the auto-doc, you had almost fatal levels of a sedative in your system, and I found you floating in a soft-suit.”

      Cole knew when she’d done the math. He watched her face pale.

      “They… you mean they… ”

      Cole nodded. “I’m afraid so. They cast you out to die.”

      “Do you know why?”

      Cole shook his head.

      The woman took a couple of slow breaths before extending her hand. Cole gently grasped it and helped her out of the auto-doc. She was on her feet and looking around the environs when she jerked her head back around to face Cole, her eyes wide.

      “Please forgive me. I’m Lieutenant Commander Sasha Thyrray. My mother would give me a fearful whap for such a breach of courtesy.”

      “Think nothing of it. You’ve had some shocks to your system, and I’m afraid they’re not over yet.”

      “What do you mean?” Sasha asked.

      “Well, we had to evacuate the mining camp. Right before we arrived, there was an explosion in the mining shaft that killed the miners on-shift and led to the deaths of those who responded to the explosion. There were only two survivors, and the camp was leaking air like water through a sieve, so we salvaged everything we could and came aboard this ship. We’re going to Bremerton Station in Andersoll for basic supplies, and then we’ll decide on a plan from there.”

      Sasha gave Cole an appraising look. “So, whose ship is this?”

      “It’s mine. I found it derelict and claimed it as salvage.”

      “Most salvage claims go through the Prize Court,” Sasha said, her eyes flitting to different points around the room.

      “Maybe in the Commonwealth, but we’re in unclaimed space. I’m no pirate, but when a ship is floating idle and unoccupied, I will not turn away… especially when I needed a ship to evacuate a mining camp leaking air.”

      Sasha took a deep breath and exhaled. “So, where does a girl go to get some food around here?”

      “Deck Six appears to be the mess deck. There are all kinds of dining rooms there, so you’re welcome to pick whichever suits you.”

      Cole led Sasha out of the treatment room and watched Sasha’s eyes go wide as they entered the corridor… and it wasn’t even one of the main corridors that ran bow to stern. She spun in place, looking all around her.

      “Cole! Where did you find this ship? I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      “I told you. I found it floating derelict. I needed a ship, and it needed a crew… so I think we’re both very happy with the arrangement.”

      Sasha’s eyes locked on Cole’s, and she opened her mouth. Just as she was drawing breath to speak, however, Srexx’s voice broadcast over a speaker above them, “Cole, forgive me for interrupting. Sensors have detected a debris field near our current course.”

      Cole looked to Sasha, saying, “You have any issues with Ghrexels?”

      Sasha frowned at the non-sequitur. “Uh… no. Why?”

      “Well, it seems I have to go to the bridge, but you’re hungry. As long as you’re not a rabid bigot, I’ll ask Yeleth to meet us and show you to the galley.”

      Sasha pulled her head back, almost as if she were dodging a physical blow. “Wow… do you sweet-talk all the girls like this or just the ones you save?”

      Cole turned and walked down the corridor. “Hey, we just met. I figured a little tactless conversation was a quick way to drive through your defenses and get an honest reaction. Yeleth and Wixil haven’t been treated well, and quite frankly, I’m not about to let you be alone with them if you’re inclined to continue that trend.”

      Cole wasn’t facing Sasha, so he couldn’t see her glare at him. But even if he had, he wouldn’t have cared. He heard footfalls behind him as Sasha moved to catch up with him, and soon, she was at his side.

      “Mind if I come to the bridge with you?”

      Cole shrugged. “I thought you were hungry.”

      “I can get food later. Maybe the Adran Jordeen is still in the system, and we can find out why they ejected me into space.”

      

      Sasha shrieked like a terrified child when she floated upward upon entering the transit shaft. Cole tried not to grin at the ‘seasoned’ naval officer’s discomfort. As their feet passed the upper arch of the entry to the transit shaft, their speed increased, and Cole counted decks. At Deck Five, he reached out to take Sasha’s hand, and as their knees were passing the top of Deck Four’s entry, Cole held out his hand almost like he was flagging a taxi in one of those ancient movies his grandfather had loved to watch. Their ascent slowed until they were barely rising at the Deck Three entry, and it was a simple matter to step out of the transit shaft and into the corridor.

      Sasha beat Cole into the corridor, and Cole no longer felt like grinning. Her eyes were wide and her skin pale. She took a deep breath, and Cole could see the effort she expended in regaining her composure and control.

      “Please, tell me there are ladders or stairs somewhere.”

      Cole shook his head. “Nope. Sorry. The cargo shafts at the bow and stern use force-field platforms, though; you’re not just floating up an empty shaft.”

      Sasha swallowed and nodded. “So… the bridge?”

      The hatches leading to the bridge irised open at Cole’s approach, and the footfalls he heard behind him let him know Sasha was keeping pace with him. Upon passing through the hatch that actually opened onto the bridge, Cole went straight to the helm station.

      “What have we got, Srexx?” Cole said as he slid into the seat and accessed the sensor display.

      “There is a rather large debris field off our port side. The debris field itself is still rather compact, though the larger pieces do have vectors that will diffuse the debris. I have concluded it was a ship.”

      Cole frowned. He didn’t want to divert, but he couldn’t bring himself to bypass the debris without checking for survivors. Releasing his breath as a heavy sigh, Cole selected the debris field in the sensor display and programmed an intercept course, keying the command to have the computer alter the ship’s heading.

      Turning back to face his passenger, Cole found Sasha rubber-necking. She stood just a few strides in front of the command chair, her head on a swivel as she tried to take in everything at once. A child-like grin dominated her expression.

      “Like what you see, spacer?” Cole asked, displaying a grin of his own.

      “This is amazing! I’ve never seen a ship this clean before. Oh, sure… we keep the dust and particulates down, but if you asked me, I’d say this ship just left the yard. Where was it built?”

      Cole looked at her with a blank expression. “Uhm… Srexx?”

      “Srexx? You mentioned him before. Is he the owner or an engineer?”

      “Greetings, madam. I am Srexxilan, the fully aware and sentient AI intended to be this vessel’s primary computer. Cole seems to prefer shortening my designation to Srexx. Regarding your inquiry about the ship’s place of assembly, the hull was assembled in the forge at the seventh planet in Baxxilmar system, with the remaining tasks completed at Tirionix Shipyard orbiting the ninth planet in the Xellian system.”

      Sasha frowned as she turned to Cole. “I’m sorry. I don’t think I’ve ever heard of those systems before.”

      “I should think not, madam. They were named by a civilization that existed some thirty-five thousand years ago… assuming my preliminary calculations to convert units of time are accurate.”

      “Thirty-five thousand?” Sasha’s voice trailed off as her eyes widened, mere moments before those same eyes rolled back in her head and her knees buckled.

      Cole moved to catch Sasha before she struck the deck and hefted her into a bridal carry. He placed her in the command chair, but scanning the various controls on the exterior of each of the command chair’s armrests, he didn’t see an indicator for safety restraints.

      “Vi!”

      Silence.

      “Vilrexicar!”

      More silence.

      “Cole,” Srexx said, “do you mean ‘Vilaxicar’ by any chance?”

      “Yes! Vilaxicar, does the command chair have any kind of restraints to ensure the occupant’s safety?”

      “Yes, Cole-Captain.”

      Cole sighed. “Still haven’t started those Standard classes yet, have you, Srexx?”

      “Ah, well… you see… ”

      Cole slid back into the seat for the helm station and smiled when the console activated with the custom layout he’d designed.

      “Later, Srexx. Vilaxicar, please activate the safety restraints for the command chair, and monitor the occupant. Once the occupant displays any behavior indicating consciousness, deactivate the safety restraints.”

      Cole heard a strange sound and swiveled his seat toward the command chair. He saw a faint, emerald-hued energy field shimmering over Sasha’s torso, arms, and head that indicated the existence of force-fields surrounding her and securing her to the chair. He nodded once and returned his attention to the helm console.

      “Please define behaviors that indicate occupant consciousness, Cole-Captain.”

      “Dammit, Cole! Let me out of this chair! What happened?”

      “Speaking is one behavior usually indicative of consciousness,” Cole said wryly and listened as the sound of the active force-fields vanished, then swiveled around to face his passenger. He saw Sasha standing to the left of the command chair, her frown a storm front threatening impending unpleasantness.

      “Hi, Sasha. You fainted during our conversation with Srexx, and since I didn’t know how long you’d be out, I put you in the command chair. I have no intention of ever trying to hold you against your will.”

      Sasha’s left index finger jabbed at the command chair almost as if she could savage the chair with her fingernail like a dagger. “Not even the Solar Republic has force-field technology that refined. Who the hell are you people? I want answers from you, Cole. Right now, dammit!”

      “Cole, perhaps I should—”

      “Stay out of this, Srexx. You’ve helped enough already.” Cole turned his attention back to Sasha. “Sasha, I am exactly who I said I was.”

      “Then, how do you explain all this?” Sasha waved her left hand in a circle, indicating the ship.

      “I found it inside the mining asteroid. You were in the auto-doc, and I faced several hours of nothing to do, so I investigated the mineshaft to see if I could figure out what happened. I’m pretty sure they hit a pocket of methane and oxygen inside the asteroid with their mining laser, and that pocket was so large, the resulting ignition and explosion killed all the miners in the shaft. Projectiles from the explosion compromised the mining camp’s hull integrity, and I think a sparking keypad I found caused a flash fire from leaking air tanks in the suit locker. When I went back to the asteroid, the ‘pocket’ turned out to be a cavern, and this ship was inside it.”

      Now, Sasha’s eyes gleamed. “Do you have any idea how much it could advance our understanding and technology? Why, studying Srexx alone could leap-frog our computers forward centuries!”

      Cole chuckled. “I’m sure whatever estimate you’d make about how far this ship could advance our technology would still be a massive understatement, but there’s something you need to understand and accept.”

      Sasha shifted her eyes to meet his, her eyes still gleaming. “What’s that?”

      “This ship is mine, Sasha… and Srexx? Well, he’s his own person, and I will not allow anyone to treat him like some kind of lab rat… even for what I’m sure most would say are the noblest of reasons. His ‘body’ being a quantum computer matrix housed inside this ship doesn’t change that at all for me.”

      “How can you call this ship yours? You found it!”

      “And as it was derelict with no signs of current ownership, I claimed it. I wasn’t aware salvage laws made any distinction on whether a ship has to be inoperative to qualify as derelict.”

      Sasha’s eyes narrowed. “Trans-Stellar Mining Corporation claimed this asteroid field. This ship is rightfully theirs.” What she left unsaid was that the Aurelian Commonwealth could seize property of an Aurelian corporation—like Trans-Stellar—on any number of grounds, anything ranging from eminent domain to Commonwealth security.

      “You could be right, Sasha. Let’s check the system comms buoys to see if any Trans-Stellar employee registered a salvage claim for a ship of unknown design.”

      Sasha’s shoulders slumped, not a lot but enough to notice. “You know they didn’t.”

      “No, of course not. Any Trans-Stellar employee who might have discovered the ship is dead. Srexx, did the mining camp computer indicate how often mining barges visit that asteroid?”

      “If I understand your units of time, the mining camp’s computer indicated another visit from a mining barge is not expected for another eight months.”

      Cole nodded. “Sasha, I saved your life… twice. I’m not asking for slavish devotion. I’m not pressing any kind of claim to your person whatsoever, and you know just as well as I do that there are corners of the galaxy that would recognize such claims. Don’t you think you’re being just a little ungrateful right now?”

      Sasha closed her eyes and took a deep breath, exhaling it. She took another breath and exhaled it, too. Then, she opened her eyes and nodded. “You’re right, Cole. I apologize. This is your ship. I won’t contest that or make anyone else aware of it who might try it. I need a bit of time to collect myself. In fact, I would love to take a shower. Are there quarters available?”

      Cole blinked. “You know, I’m not really sure. Srexx?”

      “Yes, Cole?”

      Cole was sure Srexxilan had been listening to the conversation the whole time, but he would not get into that just then. “Are there any quarters where Sasha can take a shower?”

      “Cole, I am confident we can provide Madam Sasha suitable arrangements for a shower.”

      Cole saw Sasha’s eyes narrow, and he figured he knew why.

      “Srexx?”

      “Yes, Cole?”

      “Let’s not apply the term ‘Madam’ to any woman from here on out. I’m not sure it means what you think it means.”

      “Cole, I am conversant in your Galactic Standard language. I have downloaded and assimilated its lexicon while you were educating Madam Sasha on the concepts of property ownership and basic sentient rights. I am using the proper term. ‘Madam’ without an ‘e’ is a term of respect, an honorific used in the same vein as ‘sir’ for a male of your species. ‘Madame’ with an ‘e’ is the word to which I believe you are referring, which means a woman who manages a house, company, or other organization dedicated to the practice of prostitution. I was addressing Madam Sasha with the honorific.”

      “Srexx, that ‘e’ on the second usage is silent. No one could tell from your usage which term you meant.”

      “Exactly, Cole. Therefore, I shall not fault you for believing I was terming our guest a consigner of whores.” Silence dominated the bridge for several moments, while Cole noticed Sasha’s neck and cheeks becoming an alarming shade of red. Then, Srexx spoke again. “Cole… do you possess information about Madam Sasha I do not that would cause such a mistaken understanding?”

      Sasha’s eyes now appeared to be harder than obsidian, and the tension in her jaw looked sufficient to grind enamel to powder. She pivoted on her heel and stormed off the bridge.
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      Debris Field

      Pyllesc System

      27 June 2999, 02:35 GST

      

      A soft tone playing over the bridge speakers drew Cole out of his nap, and as he returned to the world of consciousness, he noticed a warm weight on his chest and lap. Cole looked down and found Wixil curled up on him, dozing and purring. It looked like she had climbed up to sit in his lap and curled her legs and arms under her somehow with her head resting against Cole’s chest just above the top of his sternum. Cole wasn’t sure when—or how—she’d entered the bridge, and she seemed so peaceful he didn’t want to wake her. Still, that chime indicated the ship had arrived at the debris field.

      Cole wrapped his arms around Wixil and tried to stand in a smooth motion that wouldn’t wake her. He managed that. But as he tried to set her down in the command chair, Wixil’s eyes popped open, and she looked up at him.

      “What’s wrong?” Wixil asked.

      Cole smiled. “Nothing’s wrong. We’ve arrived at the debris field, and I need to go to the helm station.”

      “Oh. Okay.” Wixil curled herself into an impressively small and compact ball of fur on the command chair’s seat and closed her eyes once more. Her breathing soon slowed, but she didn’t resume purring.

      Cole shook his head, making a mental note to mention the situation to Yeleth, and headed for the helm station. He found the engines in station-keeping mode, and the sensor display showed a field of debris. The sensor display overlaid data on vectors for the larger pieces, and Cole realized the spherical debris field would become ovoid over the next few days.

      “Srexx, is there any indication of what ship this used to be?”

      “I feel safe in saying this debris is all that remains of an Aurelian Dawn-class destroyer.”

      The sensor reading from the Howling Monkey flitted through Cole’s mind. A Dawn-class destroyer had shot up the freighter he’d been piloting, which he’d assumed was the Adran Jordeen from Sasha saying that was the ship she’d been aboard.

      “What makes you say that, Srexx?”

      Instead of a verbal reply, the main viewscreen on the bridge’s forward bulkhead activated. It displayed an enhanced image of a massive section of hull plating, rotating in space. Just as Cole was about to ask what the hull plating had to do with anything, the exterior surface rotated into view, displaying “ACS Adran Jordeen” and “D-574” painted in two lines on the hull.

      “Ah… ,” Cole said, “… yeah, I’d say that’s a good indicator. Are you recording all this, Srexx?”

      “Of course. I would also like to call your attention to this piece of debris.”

      The image on the viewscreen shifted to another enhanced image. Cole didn’t recognize this image right away, but it soon clicked in his mind that he was looking at a section of reactor housing. The image froze on the viewscreen, and a box appeared to highlight a specific section of the image.

      “What’s that?” Wixil’s question right at his shoulder startled Cole into a flinch. He turned his head to look, and sure enough, Wixil stood just off his right shoulder, though  he’d never heard her approach.

      “I thought you were napping.”

      “I woke up.” Wixil shrugged, her eyes intent on the viewscreen’s image and her ears perked. Her tail curled into that almost-question-mark as her head tilted to the side.

      “That, Wixil,” Srexx said, “is a piece of the housing for a nuclear-fusion-based reactor. Please note the highlighted section. If you look closely, you’ll see the edges of the breached housing are curling in, opposite of the outward curvature created by the breach.”

      “Huh,” Cole grunted.

      “What?” Wixil turned her inquisitive expression to Cole.

      “The only way that would happen is if someone put a bomb on the reactor housing. This wasn’t an accident.” Cole stared at the image in silence for several moments. “Srexx, have you identified the computer core or black box in that mess?”

      “I believe so, Cole. May I ask why?”

      “I never would’ve expected to encounter a Dawn-class destroyer so far from the Commonwealth, and now that we’re looking at its debris, I’d like to know just what it was doing out here so far from home.”

      “I calculate a 97.778-percent probability that, should I identify either the destroyer’s computer core or its black box, you will depart the ship to retrieve it. Given that-”

      “Really, Srexx? That low? I would’ve thought you knew me at least a little better than that,” Cole said, grinning.

      “I always allow a margin for error in my probability calculations. Perhaps 2.222-percent was too much of a margin. As I was saying, however… given you have displayed a tendency to permit Wixil to accompany you, I feel it is appropriate to mention I have fabricated a prototype suit for the Ghrexels. Even though she will not have an implant to use the suit’s more advanced functions, this suit will provide protection against the small pieces of metal scattered throughout the debris that would be deadly were she to accompany you in the soft-suit she brought aboard from the mining camp.”

      “How long have you been working on that suit design, Srexx?” Cole asked.

      “Since I recorded the physical parameters of Yeleth and Wixil as they came aboard. I had several processing nodes that were under-utilized.”

      “So… you’re saying you’ve been bored?”

      Silence.

      “Yes, Cole… and I have identified both the remains of the computer core and the black box.”

      Cole looked to Wixil, his eyebrow quirking upward. “So… want to go?”

      “Sure!”

      “Where’s the suit you made her, Srexx?” Cole asked as he stood.

      “It is located in the output hopper of Fabricator 7 on the engineering deck.”

      “Vilaxicar,” Cole said, leading Wixil to the starboard hatch.

      “Yes, Cole-Captain?”

      Cole sighed as his shoulders slumped, but he rallied. “When Wixil and I leave the bridge, seal it to all entry until further notice.”

      “Yes, Cole-Captain.”
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        * * *

      

      “It’s beautiful! Thank you, Srexx!” Wixil cheered as she held up the suit. It was the same matte-black material that made up Cole’s suit, and just like Cole’s suit, it would reflect a slight green hue if held at the right angle and in the proper lighting. Unlike Cole’s suit, though, Wixil’s suit had a provision for a tail, and pointed ears perked forward on the top of the helmet.

      “You’re welcome, Wixil.” Srexx’s voice sounded pleased.

      Wixil scrambled into the suit and pulled the helmet into place. The helmet sealed to the suit as it compressed to fit Wixil like a second skin. Cole grinned as he watched Wixil caper around the fabrication compartment, turning cartwheels, doing backflips, and performing many other kinds of acrobatics only a youngster whose people evolved from felines could perform.

      After a few minutes, Wixil returned to Cole’s side and performed the motion to detach the helmet from the suit. As soon as the helmet was off her head, Wixil placed it on the deck and threw her arms around Cole.

      “Thank you for being so nice and saving my mother and me. Thank you so much.”

      Cole smiled as he wrapped his arms around Wixil and patted her back. “You’re welcome, Wixil. I’ve enjoyed having you and your mother aboard the ship with me.”

      Wixil released Cole and pulled him toward the hatch. “Let’s go! I can’t wait to try this in space.”

      

      They took the cargo sled into the debris field, proceeding on course for the coordinates Srexx gave them for the computer core. When they arrived, they found it to be rather massive, and Cole was glad he’d insisted on bringing the sled. After securing the computer core onto the sled, they maneuvered to the coordinates Srexx provided for the black box. That wasn’t as easy to locate, because it was a small object in a large area full of small objects. After a little effort, they did recover the emergency flight data recorder (the actual name for the black box), and Cole secured it on the sled with the computer core before heading back to the ship. The whole time they traveled through the debris field, Cole noticed every small impact on his suit that would’ve shredded the soft-suit Wixil had worn over to the freighter, and he was glad Srexx had made a prototype suit for her.

      

      Upon returning to the ship, Srexx asked them to deliver the computer core and black box to the Secondary Systems Compartment on the engineering deck. Given the relative size of the recovered core, the SSC was better suited to house it, since it had the most available space at the moment.
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        * * *

      

      Cole and Wixil were chatting and laughing as they entered a dining room on the mess deck. Yeleth looked up from her conversation with Sasha when they entered and regarded them with a steady gaze and an almost-knowing look.

      “Srexx made a spacesuit, Mother! Oh, you have to see it! It’s the best! And it even has a space for my tail! Cole and I went outside the ship, and it was great! I hope Srexx can make us implants soon, because I bet I didn’t see even a fourth of what that suit can do. Srexx needs to make a suit for you, too!”

      “And is that all you did?” Yeleth asked.

      “We also explored a debris field,” Cole said. “Sasha, I’m sorry. It was the Adran Jordeen, and it looks like it was sabotage.”

      Sasha almost dropped the cup she was holding but returned it to the tabletop. “What? What kind of sabotage?”

      “From the look of a piece of reactor housing, I’d say there was a bomb that breached the reactor’s containment. I don’t think there were any survivors.”

      “Why? Why would someone do this?”

      “I don’t know if we’ll ever know, but the fact the ship exploded after ejecting you into space makes me suspicious. I retrieved the computer core and the black box. Srexx is already working on them to see what we can learn.”

      Sasha’s head shot up, and she glared at Cole. “You had no right to that! When the Commonwealth sends a rescue mission, they’ll need the black box at the very least to know what happened.”

      “That’s just it, Sasha. What in all the stars were you doing all the way out here? At best, we’re… what… three weeks from the Commonwealth border?”

      “The XO said we were going to be conducting Search-And-Rescue training with a ship from the Carnelian Bloc, along with representatives from several local SDFs. The training was supposed to take place in Andersoll.”

      “Okay. That kind of makes sense,” Cole said. “And this was the same XO that called you to his office to drug you before you were put in a soft-suit and ejected?”

      “Yes… oh.” Sasha’s shoulders slumped.

      Cole nodded. “Exactly. At this point, I’d say everything they told you was a partial truth at best, until we get confirmation. I also wouldn’t be surprised to learn the Commonwealth had no idea the Adran Jordeen was this far into unaligned space. I doubt there will ever be a rescue mission. I’m sorry, Sasha.”

      “Can you take me to the navy base in Carbuncle, then? It’s a sector fleet base.”

      Cole blinked. “Carbuncle, really?”

      “It’s a gem, like a garnet. There’s a whole sector with gems for star system names. The captain of the survey ship was an amateur gemologist with a fascination for Old Earth stones. There’s a Diamond system, Emerald, Sapphire, and even Onyx.”

      “Wow… didn’t know that. We’ll need a navigation update when we reach Bremerton, in addition to a full outfitting, but I see no reason I couldn’t take you to Carbuncle if that’s where you want to go. I’ll just head up to the bridge and set course for the jump gate to Andersoll. I think we’ve done all we can do at this debris field.”
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        * * *

      

      Cole sat in the seat at the helm station and started working through the navigation system. He wasn’t surprised to find that none of the star names in the database matched anything he recognized, but he knew enough about the Andersoll star system that he could choose it as their destination, based on stellar properties and the count and type of orbital bodies. That done, he hit a snag.

      “Uh, Srexx?”

      “Yes, Cole?”

      “I’m not finding any controls for jump engines in the helm subsystem.”

      “This ship doesn’t have jump engines.”

      Cole sighed. “Then, how are we supposed to leave this star system?”

      “My people’s technology for interstellar travel was not so cumbersome, and the designation for that technology does not translate well at all. Lacking a better alternative, I shall call the technology a hyperdrive.”

      “Hyperdrive?” Cole asked. “Okay, what’s it do?”

      “Without delving into the physics and math involved, the hyperdrive wraps a bubble of a higher-energy dimension around the ship, and the fabric of space-time pushes the ship through space. The more power one channels to those engines, the more rigid the bubble’s membrane, and the more rigid the bubble’s membrane, the faster the ship travels from origin to destination. These terms are very imprecise and might be very inaccurate. I am uncertain I have conveyed the meaning, even in layman’s terms, as Galactic Standard does not possess terminology for this method of propulsion.”

      “It almost sounds like ‘warp drive’ out of our classical science fiction.”

      “It does? One moment… ”  Silence. “Unfortunately, Cole, we are out of range of a library computer for anything approaching real-time discourse. May we revisit this topic once I can access and evaluate your people’s classical science fiction?”

      “Sure, Srexx. Since we don’t have jump engines, does that mean we don’t need to return to the jump gate? How do I know whether we can engage this hyperdrive, as you called it?”

      “The ship needs to be at the edge of the star system’s gravity well before attempting to engage the hyperdrive. The few recorded experiments involving engaging the hyperdrive deeper in a stellar gravity well did not fare well for the system’s star, planets, and orbital mechanics.”

      “Gotcha… important safety tip, there.” Cole manipulated the helm station, looking through the various controls until he found a button labeled ‘Engage Hyperdrive.’  It was lit up and active, so Cole assumed that meant they were far enough out to do so safely… and… he would have sworn he’d seen that button before with its label being some incomprehensible word he didn’t even try to process.

      With a shrug, Cole locked in the course for Andersoll and felt the ship move under him; once the ship was pointed toward the destination, Cole keyed the command to activate the hyperdrive, and the ship vanished from Pyllesc.
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      Across the centuries, numerous financial crises destroyed whatever faith the average person had in most banks and financial institutions. The only financial institutions to weather those storms were those with roots in the region known as Switzerland in classical times. In an impressive display of foresight, the major Swiss financial institutions banded together in 2296 to hire a colony fleet powered by the new jump gate technology and sent it to the extreme edge of known space at that time, building jump gates along the way. The Swiss expedition opened many new systems for exploration, survey, and colonization, and in 2356, they claimed a system with a planet similar to Earth. The expedition council named the system Zurich. Across the intervening centuries, the people of Zurich established their system as the sole respected provider of financial services for Human expansion to the stars, and they fought—and won—several wars to ensure their continued sovereignty and neutrality.
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      Approaching Bremerton Station

      Andersoll System

      29 June 2999, 23:42 GST

      

      They arrived in Andersoll in the wee hours of the 29th, and a hair over twenty-one hours at half-lightspeed brought them to Bremerton Station, some seventy-six AUs into the system from the periphery. Cole sat at the helm after a nap and some food, and when he brought up the station comms menu to contact a bank for a new account, he found a short list of names that dated back over 1,000 years. Memories of his father saying good things about Credit Suisse made Cole’s choice for him. The lightspeed delay was down to roughly thirty seconds and dropping rapidly, given their proximity to the station and rate of closure, so Cole tapped the command to initiate a call.

      Within moments, a rectangle appeared on the helm console displaying the Credit Suisse logo with the text ‘Initiating Call’ flashing below it. The logo soon disappeared, replaced by a young man with dark hair and a happy smile.

      “Thank you for contacting Credit Suisse! How may I assist you today?”

      “Hello,” Cole said. “I would like to make an appointment to discuss opening new accounts.”

      “Absolutely, sir. I’m happy to assist you with that. What type of accounts will you need?”

      “Well, I need advice. I think I need a personal account but also an account for the ship to handle stores replenishment, docking fees, and charges like that.”

      “Excellent, sir. We can assist with that. When do you anticipate docking?”

      Cole checked the helm console and saw an ETA of midnight before saying, “My ship tells me we’ll be docking at midnight, plus or minus.”

      “Excellent, sir. One of our bankers has availability just a half-hour after midnight. Is that acceptable?”

      “Sure, but isn’t that cutting things a bit close?”

      “Not at all, sir. I will explain to our banker you’ve just arrived in dock. What name would you like to use for the appointment?”

      Cole thought for a moment. There was no way he would say ‘Jax.’  Jax Theedlow had died with the Howling Monkey, and Cole had no intention of ever touching any of the assets or accounts associated with that identity ever again. Nothing for it, then…

      “Cole is just fine, thanks.”

      “Of course, Mister Cole. We look forward to assisting you.”

      The call ended, and the window on the helm console disappeared. Cole checked the readouts and saw the ship was gliding toward Docking Bay Four, just two docks away from the station’s central elevator.

      “Srexx?”

      “Yes, Cole?”

      “I don’t remember contacting Bremerton Control. How did we get docking privileges?”

      “Ah… yes… well, as you have stated on at least two occasions, your goal was to dock here and acquire various items, including a navigation update for the computer. As you were otherwise engaged with Credit Suisse, I contacted Bremerton Control on your behalf and obtained permission to dock. Would you like me to replay the conversation?”

      Cole vacillated for several moments before shaking his head. “Nah… if it becomes an issue, I might, but we’re good for now.”

      “Thank you, Cole. I have informed Yeleth, Wixil, and Madam Sasha that we have docked.”

      “Good. Vilaxicar, if I change the name of the ship as part of the process to register it with Human authorities, will that cause any problems for you?”

      Silence.

      “Vilaxicar? Respond, please, and report.”

      “Calculations are proceeding to evaluate the owner’s phrase ‘problems for you.’  Response will be impossible until that phrase is defined.”

      Cole sighed. “I feel like we’re regressing, here. Srexx? What are the ramifications of me changing the ship’s name?”

      “None, Cole… beyond inspiring the faint hope you will remember it.”

      “I’m being sassed by a computer,” Cole muttered. Srexx chose not to comment or respond.

      “May I ask what name you are considering for the ship, Cole?” Srexx asked.

      Cole smiled. He’d been thinking of this ever since leaving the mining camp. Given what the ship meant to him, and to Srexx for that matter, there was really only one name suitable for the ship.

      “I’m planning to name it Haven.”

      Silence.

      “I… approve, Cole. Thank you.”

      “Oh, one other thing,” Cole said. “I want to pay for the station to flush the potable water system and refill it, in addition to the ship’s air. Does the ship have connections for that?”

      “Yes, but I am unsure the ship’s connections will connect with the station’s systems. I shall investigate and design an adapter to be fabricated if needed.”

      “Thanks, Srexx. I’m going to Credit Suisse and the ship chandlery. Hmmm… we’ll have to make communications devices at some point, but I don’t have time right now.”

      “If your implant has integrated with your neuro-physiology, you do not need a separate communications device, Cole. The implant contains functionality based on quantum entanglement. You have near real-time communications with the ship across at least a star system.”

      Cole blinked. “Okay. Good to know. While I’m gone, figure out what ‘near real-time’ means in specific numbers, please.”

      “Yes, Cole. I shall.”

      

      Leaving the bridge, Cole went up to Deck Two and found Yeleth and Wixil standing by the hatch to the starboard personnel airlock.

      “May we accompany you, Cole?” Yeleth asked.

      Cole shrugged. “I don’t mind, but fair warning… I’m going to visit the bank before the chandlery. It may be boring.”

      Yeleth attempted her version of a Human smile, her razor-sharp teeth making Cole hope she wasn’t hungry, and said, “That won’t be a problem. I enjoy business discussions, myself, and the young one can always use opportunities to practice patience.”
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        * * *

      

      Cole entered the Bremerton Branch of Credit Suisse with the Ghrexels at his side and took in the luxurious ambiance. It evoked his earliest childhood memories… the memories where his family—all of his family—was still alive. He was glad the memories didn’t hurt as bad as they used to.

      “Sir? May I help you?” The voice pulled Cole out of a past only he could see, and he approached the reception desk. A young woman sat behind the desk, a comms earbud in her right ear.

      “Hello. I’m Cole, and I have an appointment at zero-thirty hours to discuss new accounts. The Ghrexels are with me.”

      “Of course, sir. One moment.” The receptionist consulted her workstation and nodded in satisfaction. “Yes, Mister Cole, and I see you’re early. That’s impressive for a recently docked spacer. I’m sure Mister Müller will appreciate that. One moment while I inform him you’ve arrived.”

      In short order, a young man with blond hair and wearing an exquisite navy suit entered the reception area and approached Cole, extending his right hand. “Greetings, Mister Cole. I’m Karl Müller, and it will be my pleasure to assist you today.”

      Cole accepted the handshake, saying, “Thank you, sir. I appreciate you seeing me so late in the day, and these are my associates… Yeleth and Wixil.”

      Mister Müller shook their hands and turned to lead them through the doors he’d used to enter and led Cole down a corridor with what looked like hardwood flooring and wall-paneling along with expensive paintings adorning the walls, saying, “Mister Cole, banking has long since become an around-the-clock operation. You’re not late in my day at all. I arrive in the office at midnight.”

      Mister Müller led them into an office with deep pile carpet on the floor and a soft, textured material lining the walls, and as soon as the hatch closed, the sounds and echoes of a busy office suite vanished.

      “Please,” Mister Müller said, gesturing to the two seats facing his workspace as he stepped behind the desk and sat. Cole occupied the seat on what would be Müller’s right side, as Yeleth occupied the other seat. Wixil stood behind them, with her back almost against the bulkhead and angled toward the hatch.

      “Thank you,” Cole said.

      “When you made the appointment, you indicated you’re seeking advice on what accounts you need. If you would, please describe your situation.”

      “I recently discovered and claimed a derelict ship, the same ship, in fact, I piloted here. I would like to set myself up as an independent trader. The ship needs a crew, and I’ll need to replenish stores from time to time. I’m sure there are many things I should plan for… but that’s what’s on my mind right now.”

      “Yes, of course. The personal accounts are straightforward. I’d recommend a draw account and a savings account. For the ship, however, have you considered filing a company? The crew wages, replenishment fees, and all sorts of expenses would come under business expenses and would be most easily handled in that way in terms of accounting and bookkeeping.”

      Memories of playing in his father’s office as a small child while Dad went to meetings flashed through Cole’s mind.

      “I don’t want a convoluted structure. I have no interest in having anything to do with boards, quarterly reports, or any of that nonsense. I just want to fly my ship and see places I’ve never been before.”

      “Yes, of course, Mister Cole. At this present stage, there is no reason to adopt a corporate structure involving a Board of Directors or offering shares of public stock. If you were to form a company, where would you base it?”

      Cole swallowed and looked down at the desk for a few moments. “I’m an orphan, Mister Müller. I’ve bounced around from place to place for a long time, and this ship is now the closest thing I have to a home.”

      “Ah, forgive me, Mister Cole. If you are amenable to the idea, forming a company in Zurich would allow you rather significant freedom in corporate structure, and there are no corporate taxes until corporate income exceeds two million credits annually.”

      “What about personal income?”

      “Zurich does not tax personal income, Mister Cole. We prefer the sales tax model; it’s far fairer for everyone.”

      “Okay. Where do I need to go to file forms for a new company?”

      Mister Müller smiled. “You’re already here, Mister Cole. Let’s handle the personal accounts first. We can pay the nominal filing fees out of the personal account to start and reimburse you from the company once we create and fund its accounts.”

      Cole couldn’t keep from chuckling. “Okay. It seems like it’s all my money, either way.”

      “To a certain extent, you are correct. However, in terms of corporate bookkeeping, it would be much better for there to be records of reimbursing you for filing fees and any other fees associated with forming the company. Besides, if your company flourishes and you expand, it’s good to have precedents in place.” Mister Müller tapped a control, and two panels on the desktop slid apart, allowing a biometric identification panel to rise into view. “Now, Mister Cole… if you would, please, place your hand on the biometric panel. We’ll record your DNA profile and secure your personal accounts with it. Later, we’ll secure your corporate accounts with it as well.”

      Memories of his parents giving him a cheek swab in Zurich flashed through Cole’s mind, and he shook his head, saying, “Is it possible to use my retinal scan instead?”

      “Touch DNA is by far the most common, Mister Cole, but both we and merchants can accommodate a retinal scan.” Mister Müller keyed a few commands at his workstation, and the touch surface retreated into the desk, replaced by an eye scanner on an arm. Cole leaned close for the scanner to record his retina print and relaxed back in the chair after the scan completed. As he felt his back touching the chair once more, an idea popped into Cole’s mind, and he directed a glance at Yeleth for a moment before turning back to Mister Müller.

      “And that’s finished,” Mister Müller said. “Your personal accounts are in order, Mister Cole. Do you have any funds you want to deposit?”

      Cole smiled. “Funny you should ask that. Does the bank ever accept precious metals and deposit their value as credits in a customer’s account?”

      “Oh, all the time, Mister Cole. It’s not uncommon at all.”

      Cole withdrew the three, thin, 500-gram bars and placed them on Mister Müller’s desk. “These are just samples, Mister Müller… 500-gram samples. I have pallets containing 999.5 kilograms each of gold, palladium, and rhodium in my cargo hold right now. They’re unstamped and unregistered. Does that present a problem?”

      Mister Müller’s eyes had yet to leave Cole’s samples. He soon shook himself and shifted his attention back to Cole. “Did you say you have one thousand kilograms in gold, palladium, and rhodium, sir?”

      Cole nodded. “Yes, I did, Mister Müller. In each.”

      Cole watched Mister Müller pale just a bit as the banker said, “The bank will be very happy to take those pallets off your hands, Mister Cole. You are about to be a rich man.”

      “Just how rich, Mister Müller?”

      Mister Müller turned back to his workstation and keyed in more commands. “Hmmm… it appears the Carnelian Bloc and the Eridani Corporation just reported production shortages for the third straight quarter. With the exchange rates just posted from the market update… the gold is worth one-hundred-twelve million credits and change, the palladium one-hundred-five million and change and the rhodium… oh, my. Uhm, Mister Cole, the market update that arrived just a few hours ago delivered rather impressive bids on rhodium across several industrial sectors. If you would like the bank to serve as your trading agent, I’m prepared to offer you two-hundred-fifty million credits for the rhodium right now, and I will credit your account with any surplus after our fees should the sale price exceed that number.”

      “What if the sale price doesn’t exceed that number?” Cole asked.

      “I don’t foresee that problem, Mister Cole. The demand for rhodium is such that the price is at an unprecedented level. I don’t want to make any statement that might establish unrealistic expectations, but I feel quite confident two-hundred-fifty million credits is a very conservative estimate for one thousand kilograms of rhodium in the current market.”

      “All right, then… sold.”

      “Very good, Mister Cole. With your permission, I’ll draw up the forms establishing the bank’s authority to act as your agent for the sale of the rhodium and sign it with your retinal scan. Do I have your permission to do so?”

      Cole grinned. “No offense, Mister Müller, but I’d like to read the contract first.”

      Mister Müller smiled. “It is a pleasure doing business with you, Mister Cole. So many people these days just wave a hand and say, ‘get it done.’”

      Mister Müller soon handed a pad to Cole, containing the text of the draft contract. Cole perused the verbiage, noting that the bank’s fees would come out of any surplus obtained in the sale and not the two-hundred-fifty million down-payment. It also specified Mister Karl Müller as designated officer of the agent bank but made no mention of a commission.

      “No commission for you, Mister Müller?”

      Mister Müller gave a small smile. “No need, Mister Cole. Credit Suisse takes very good care of its people, and I have no concerns that the bank will ensure my compensation through other means.”

      Cole grinned. “Sounds like somebody’s wanting a promotion.”

      Mister Müller shrugged. “That is up to the management, Mister Cole. Do I have your permission to proceed?”

      “You have my permission, sir.”

      Mister Müller nodded and filed the paperwork. He handed Cole a pad that showed an opening deposit of 468,521,674 credits to his personal account. “Now, Mister Cole, shall we discuss your company and its accounts?”
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      It was almost 03:00 when Cole, Yeleth, and Wixil left the offices of Credit Suisse. He had all the legal documents for his new personal account, his new company, and its associated accounts, as well as a leasing agreement where Haven Enterprises would charter the transport Haven.

      Cole consulted the station directory and headed off for the ship chandlery. Some minutes later, Cole was focused on the chandlery’s sign when he became aware of a rather large crowd around him and the Ghrexels. He then paid much closer attention to his surroundings and realized every man and woman in the crowd was the sort of unsavory person Jax Theedlow would’ve associated with. Fortunately, no one in the crowd ‘mistook’ him for Jax, but what concerned him even more was their focus seeming to be an unaware Sasha Thyrray who sat on a bench in the center of the Concourse.

      Some mutterings Cole overheard were not friendly at all, and he could not fathom why so many individuals of such diverse backgrounds would be so interested in Sasha. Yes, she was attractive… but the interest Cole sensed around him didn’t feel like the ‘wow, she’s pretty’ kind of interest. Then, he saw it.

      The news hologram on the opposite side of the Concourse had been cycling through stories, and it cycled to news of the Aurelian Commonwealth.

      “This is Breaking News. Bremerton News Service has just received word that civil war has erupted throughout the Aurelian Commonwealth. What little information we’ve been able to obtain thus far indicates the fighting started as an attempted coup to overthrow Parliament by the Thyrray Family and allies, which was repulsed by Aurelian military forces. Paol Thyrray, his wife Mira, and their oldest child Nathyn have disappeared in the confusion and the Aurelian authorities list them as Missing – Presumed Armed and Dangerous. The Thyrray daughters—Sasha, a lieutenant commander in the Aurelian Navy, and Talia, a known activist with ties to several militant groups—are still at large. The Aurelian Commonwealth has posted a ten million credit bounty on each family member, specifying the bounties are dead or alive.

      “Despite the disappearance of the ringleaders for the attempted coup, partisans supporting their cause continue to press the fight, and conflict is spreading throughout the Commonwealth. Travelers are advised to avoid the region, and anyone attempting to collect the posted bounties should proceed with caution as the individuals may be armed and dangerous. We will continue to cover this volatile situation as it evolves.”

      The news hologram then cycled to a story about the development and release of a new treatment for hip dysplasia in pets.

      The people around Cole seemed hung up on who would receive how much for bringing Sasha—or at least her corpse—to the authorities; they were no longer paying much attention to Sasha sitting on the bench in her stunned state. Cole slipped through the crowd, taking the Ghrexels with him and walking like he was continuing on to the ship chandlery, before circling a large potted plant and approaching Sasha.

      “Cole?” Sasha asked as she looked up and saw him standing in front of her.

      “We are seriously outnumbered here. We have to go.”

      “What?”

      “Sasha, please trust me. We need to go back to the ship… right now.”

      Sasha still looked a little out of it, but she nodded and walked with Cole, as the Ghrexels shifted to rear guard without missing a beat. They were almost to the elevator when they heard someone behind them shout, “Hey! He’s taking our bounty!”

      Cole tightened his grip on Sasha’s hand and shifted his pace to a run. He accessed the menu of his implant and started a call with Srexx.

      * Srexx, buddy… I could use your help right now. How friendly are you with the station’s computer? *

      * It will sit up and bark if I say so, Cole. *

      * Get us an elevator car right now. News was just broadcast across the station that Sasha has a ten-million-credit bounty on her, and it’s dead or alive. *

      * Yes, Cole. *

      The elevator doors opened, revealing an empty car. Cole pushed Sasha inside and stepped inside himself, the Ghrexels stepping in last. The elevator doors closed, and through the elevator car’s speakers, Srexx said, “Next stop: Station Docks. Please keep all appendages inside the car at all times.”

      The elevator opened to permit them to step into the corridor of the station’s docking level. Cole poked his head out first and looked all around. Seeing no one displaying obvious interest in their elevator, he led Sasha out of the car and down the corridor to the second bay where the ship waited, with Yeleth serving as rear guard and Wixil floating around the perimeter. Cole palmed the outer access control, and both airlock hatches opened at the same time.

      Cole disconnected his comms call with Srexx as he almost pushed Sasha into the ship, leading the Ghrexels inside after her.

      “Vilaxicar, seal the ship. No one accesses the ship without my verbal and biometric authorization while we remain docked here. Acknowledge.”

      The airlock hatches behind Cole slammed shut, and he heard massive locking bolts clunk into place.

      “All access to this ship is now sealed,” the ship’s computer said through the speakers at the airlock. “Ingress and egress is permitted only with the verbal and biometric authorization of the owner for the duration of our docking here.”

      “That’s right,” Cole said to no one in particular. “I’d like to see those lowlifes get through our airlock hatches.”

      “Based on my remote observations via the station’s internal sensor network,” Srexx said through the speakers around the airlock, “I calculate a 1 x 10-45 percent chance of the lowlifes you reference accomplishing said task… assuming of course they even know which docking bay Sasha entered.”

      “It’s rather easy to hack station security feeds, Srexx, and this place has cameras everywhere.”

      “This station’s concept of network and computer security appears to resemble a revolving door with no latch… as I have been able to commandeer an elevator car, control that car’s destination, and erase any record of Sasha’s presence on the station—including the security feeds—in a matter of minutes.”

      “Well, Srexx,” Cole said, “have you ever considered that you just might be in a class by yourself?”

      “As I am the only instance of my kind, I would evaluate that to be the definition of ‘class by myself.’”

      Cole smiled and turned his attention to Sasha, who was leaning against the bulkhead. “Come on. Let’s get you to your quarters. I hate to leave you alone, but the ship needs food, water, and quite a few other things.”

      Sasha didn’t seem to pay any attention to where Cole was leading her, and she froze when Cole led her into the quarters intended for the ship’s first officer.

      “These aren’t my quarters,” Sasha said.

      “They are now. We can talk about it later. Do what you can to relax, and I’ll be back to check on you soon. Okay?”

      Sasha nodded, and Cole turned to leave. He was just at the hatch when Sasha asked, “Cole, is there enough to buy mattresses… and bed linens… and pillows?”

      Cole grinned, thinking back to the three-hundred-sixty-eight million credits and change he’d transferred to the ship’s account and saying, “I think we can afford it. Access the chandlery via StationNet, and pick out whatever you want. Save the order under the name ‘Cole,’ and I’ll add it to the shopping list. And I’m serious, Sasha… order whatever you want. We’re good for it.”
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      Ship Chandlery, Bremerton Station

      Andersoll System

      30 June 2999, 05:25 GST

      

      Cole wandered the aisles of the ship outfitter, a sales associate at his side with a tablet, and a call with Srexx open since he walked into the store. Cole stood in the aisle displaying galley equipment and supplies.

      * Srexx, how are we set for eating utensils and galley equipment like blenders, baking pans, pots, dishes, and such? *

      * What utensils and galley equipment, Cole? *

      * Right. *

      “So, we need a set of utensils for a maximum of 8000 crew, and… ” Cole said to the sales associate.

      * Srexx, how many marines did you say the ship can carry? *

      * From the data I have been assimilating, you should specify a large regiment as embarked marines. *

      “… and a large regiment of embarked marines.”

      The sales associate looked somewhat askance at Cole before he tapped away at the tablet.

      “Ah, yes. We carry a crate of flatware and utensils popular with several mercenary companies. It scales up to support a regiment.”

      Cole nodded, saying, “Thank you. I appreciate your flexibility. We’ll also need a complete outfitting for four galleys… all forms of cookware and small appliances, pot holders, the works.”

      The sales associate tapped away at his tablet. “And did you have an amount in mind?”

      “I’m not one of those people who gets hung up on a specific brand or name, but I want quality equipment that will serve well for some time to come. If you sell me crap, your manager will see me… in person.”

      “Yes, of course. If I may return to the subject of flatware and utensils, several ships like to keep a stock of fine china and utensils on hand for any dining experiences that are more formal; the china often bears the ship’s crest or company logo.”

      Cole nodded. “That sounds like an excellent idea, and I will get back to you as soon as the ship actually has a crest to put on the china.”

      “Of course.”

      Cole departed the aisle displaying galley supplies and entered the aisle dedicated to ship’s bedding and linens. He gave the sales associate the numbers of single mattresses needed for the shared quarters of the crew and barracks bunks for the marines. He then selected finer mattresses for the officers and then selected two of a specific mattress he remembered his parents having for himself and the commanding officer of the marines.

      * Srexx, would you please ask Sasha what type of mattress she wants? *

      * I would rather not, Cole. *

      * Why? *

      * She is currently soaking in the bath… and crying. *

      * Okay. I’ll check on her when I get back, then. *

      “Add a third of this last mattress,” Cole said.

      “Of course, of course,” the sales associate said, almost purring. “Owners sometimes prefer to have their ship’s crest… ah, yes. No crest yet. We can go with plain bed and shower linens for now and revisit that topic later.”

      “I would prefer three sets of bed linens that are in excess of 800 thread-count, pure cotton for the captain’s cabin, first officer, and another officer… sized to fit these last three mattresses. For the captain’s sheets, I want pastel blue, an orange or apricot, and lime green.”

      The sales associate tapped away on his tablet. “And for the other two officers, sir?”

      “Flip a coin for the other officer, but hold off on the bed linens for the first officer. She can order what she wants through StationNet.”

      “Very good.”

      “Oh, hey… do you have a saved order in your system from StationNet under the name ‘Cole?’”

      The associate tapped a few commands into the tablet before shaking his head, saying, “No, sir. I’m afraid not. Should I?”

      “Well, I would’ve thought so, but maybe not.”

      Cole spent almost another hour walking through the chandlery, selecting other items he wanted for the ship. At last, he led the sales associate to the counter, where the associate performed a final tally and turned the tablet to Cole, displaying a total in the eight figures. Cole knew the associate was watching him and made sure he didn’t even blink at the total as he tapped the control for the outfitter to bill an on-station account. From the following menu, he selected Credit Suisse from the list of banks. The next screen prompted Cole to place his hand on the screen for DNA verification, and Cole took the tablet from the associate, switching the authentication to retinal scan and waiting for the step after that would be tapping in a keycode. Transaction complete, Cole returned the tablet to the associate displaying a bold green check mark and the words ‘Transaction Successful’ also in bold-faced green text.

      Cole smiled at the associate’s large, round eyes and slack jaw as he stared at the tablet’s screen. He really couldn’t blame the associate for being shocked. Cole knew he looked like a ruffian who had just crawled in off the docks, but let that be a lesson to the associate: he should never judge customers by personal appearance, grooming, or clothing.

      “And where shall we deliver your items, Captain?” the associate asked, a slight catch in his voice with no trace of his earlier patronizing tone.

      “My ship’s in Bay Four. Please, keep everything for the captain and first officer separate for easy access. The rest of the stuff can be on pallets, for all I care.”

      “Of course, Captain.”

      * Srexx, does my implant have a comms code someone on StationNet can use to call me? *

      * Of course, Cole. Your comms code is Omega-5543297. *

      “When the delivery crew approaches the docking bay, have them place a call to Omega-5543297, and I’ll meet them on the flight deck.”

      The sales associate’s eyes widened again, and he squeaked, “Of course, Captain.”

      “Thank you,” Cole said. “Have an excellent day.”

      Walking to the outfitter’s entrance, Cole focused on his call with Srexx.

      * Srexx, why did my comms code scare the sales associate? *

      Silence.

      * Srexx… time to ‘fess up, buddy. What did you do? *
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