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The Kentucky Pride came alongside the ‘floating boat’. A ship dead in space. No electronics, no communication, faulty distress beacon, one life form—child—and minimal life support. Seventy-seven confirmed dead. Reason unknown. 

The ship had been scanned twice. Jared considered a third scan, but he didn’t know what to scan for. Everything had been checked. 

His team was ready to board, the docking procedure almost complete. But there was a wrongness to this entire situation, but he couldn’t put his finger on the problem. Something was out of whack. The DELTA ship looked in prime condition; why was it drifting here, way off any known course?  

“Computer, scan child’s vitals.”

He waited. 

“Captain, we’re ready to board.” Security team leader, Pope Marshall waved at the camera. He was a big man, all muscle but friendly as hell, once you got to know the guy. But when it came to laying down the law, there was no tougher mother on board. All the security team were large, well-armed and well trained. They had to be, especially on a prison ship; regardless if the prisoners were walking around or in time-suspension, as they were now. 

Jared scratched at the growth on his cheeks. “Hold your horses, Pope.” He turned to the controls. “Computer, I asked for the child’s vitals. What’s taking so long?”

Delta security clearance required.    

“Why?”

Unknown. 

“What ship is this?”

Delta security clearance required.   

A deep sigh rushed from Jared. He looked to the screen. Pope still stared at the camera, his lucky rabbit’s foot clipped to his belt. Chez still wore a crucifix, even though Christianity had been debunked over a hundred years before, but he still believed. Scott carried a pocket knife, the blade rusted shut when it reached his hands. Angie had her lucky coin. Reynolds carried a bullet with her name on it, even though bullets were a thing of the past. 

Jared figured everyone needed something to cling too, especially in their profession. Pity, he didn’t believe in charms, only skill and instinct. 

And his gut was telling him to get the fuck out of here, disengage the docking mechanism and get back on course to Penal Colony 137 and drop off these time suspended assholes.

His comm burst into life. “Help me please,” a small voice whispered. “They’re everywhere.”

Jared swallowed. He couldn’t back off now. The child had made contact. She was alive. “Sweetie, what’s your name?”

“Connie.”

“Okay, Connie. What’s the situation?”

“They’re all dead,” she cried. “But they woke up.”

“Huh?” 

“They woke up. I’m hiding. Please come and get me, I’m scared.” 

“What do you mean ‘they woke up.’?” He waited for a response. Silence stretched on. Then:

“Please come.”

The voice was so soft, he almost didn’t hear the girl. The comm crackled. A ‘click’ told him the connection had been broken. 

Facing the monitor with Pope staring at it, he said, “Go in hot. Communication confirms child is alive, possible hostiles.” 

“Hostiles? I thought there was only one life form.”

“Scan showed one. Communication claims different.” 

Pope nodded. Jared watched the screen, he saw the security team activate weapons. Green lights blazed showing power levels. All security put on Breather masks. The quality of air inside was unknown. 
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