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1 The Captain


        

      

    

    
      Valencia sat quietly, ruminating over the next job, her hands wrapped around a steaming mug of hot tea. The promenade on Biztsoft Station was abuzz, the ocean of humans and Gra’al ebbing and flowing, all visible from the tiny bistro table overlooking everything. She wasn’t big on tea, never bothering to stock it aboard the Trystero because of the logistics of the warm water bulbs and steeping tea inside of them. That meant sticking to water and coffee. Yeah, somehow a decent cup of coffee was possible, but tea from a synthesizer was demonstrably the worst.

      She leaned back in her metal chair, crossing her leg over her knee, her scuffed up boot bouncing up and down while her arms folded over her chest, the tug of the taut leather jacket a welcome embrace. Her contact was late, something that always pissed her off.

      “Hey Cap,” Bec squawked over her in-ear comm.

      “What’s up, Bec?”

      “Any sighting of the client yet?”

      “No.” Valencia glared up at a clock above the counter of the bistro. “He’s late.”

      “That’s too bad. Um, so since he’s late, mind if I disembark and pick up a few supplies?”

      “More licorice? Didn’t we just get some last week?”

      “Hey, I’m a growing girl, right?”

      “Where’s Drake? Can’t he pick it up? I want to get off of here as soon as possible.”

      “Why the rush? If the job doesn’t come through, maybe we can take a break. I think we all need it after everything we’ve been through.”

      “Go get your candy,” she said. “Just be ready, okay?”

      Bec wasn’t wrong, after what had happened to them with the Gra’al there was a sense of fatigue that had come over the crew. Sergeant Rose’s passing had impacted her more than she thought it would, and his son Drake had turned even more inward—if that was even possible—although he was sharing his art more. Granted, that art was macabre and concerning, although she was trying to be supportive of his newfound sense of expression. They had taken a few jobs since then, mostly small salvage missions that weren’t a ton of trouble. The few derelict ships they had discovered served as must-avoid ill omens after what had happened the last time, even at Drake’s protests that someone could need help. Instead, she’d send messages back to Terran authorities and let the professionals handle the clean-up.

      Sergeant Atticus Rose was a miserable old man, completely impossible to deal with, yet he had fallen into the role of an uncle or father-like figure for her. He was always loyal and always got the job done, even if it came with cursing and grumbling. His son Drake was another story entirely. He was trying to fill his father’s duties as best he could, but was a poor imitation. Instead, the miraculously alive Gra’al warrior Gentar took on the role of the muscle for the crew, doing his best to ignore the reduced range of movement in his shoulder from the damage he took in the battle with Giga.

      “Captain Vasquez?” A voice broke her from her reverie.

      “That’s me.” She looked up to see a short, balding man in an ill-fitting suit looking around nervously. “You must be Mr.—”

      “Jordache, yes,” he said. “I’m sorry I’m late, there’s just been a bit of commotion around.”

      “That’s fine, sit down, please. If you don’t mind, I like to get right down to business, unless you want a drink?”

      “No, no.” He folded his hands in front of him, fingers twitching.

      “So?”

      “Oh, right.” Without ceremony, he produced a small cylinder from his pocket and placed it on the table between them. A paper-thin clear screen unrolled out and the display kicked on, showing a ship manifest filled with numbers. “Two weeks ago one of my ships ran into a minor issue out in the DMZ and the crew foolishly jettisoned the container it was carrying to get away.”

      “What kind of trouble? Pirates?”

      “I don’t know, really,” he said. “They didn’t make it.”

      “What do you mean they didn’t make it?” Whatever this guy wanted, Valencia was thinking twice about it.

      “Terran authorities picked the ship up and it was empty.”

      “Where was your crew?”

      “Gone.”

      “There was no trace, no log entries from the captain or anyone else?”

      “Nothing, no,” he said. “Life pods still attached and everything.”

      “And you want me to do what here, find your crew?”

      “Oh no,” he said. “I mean, if you could that would be great and all, just, the authorities are looking for them already and there’s no trace.”

      “You just want us to return your cargo, then?”

      “Yes, correct. The cargo drop point was somewhere near the dwarf planet, Thuul. I’m not sure if it’s still in orbit or if it’s on the planet somewhere.”

      “Okay.” She paused, attempting to collect herself. “You do know that Thuul is an ocean planet, correct? If it is there, it’s gonna be difficult to retrieve, if that’s even possible. Do you even have a tracker on it?”

      “Yes, I can give you the frequencies for it if that helps.”

      “It should help. Look, Mr. Jordache, this job sounds like it could be difficult. Thuul is over the DMZ line inside Gra’al space and was the site of one of the bloodiest battles in the Terran-Gra’al War. Both sides lost millions. Who knows how many of those ships crashed into the drink there. There’s gonna be a lot of stuff floating around there.”

      “I know, but with the tracker…”

      “We’ll get rough coordinates, sure, but it could be anywhere. How do you know it didn’t get scooped up by some pirates, anyway?”

      “I don’t, but I just want you to look. I can compensate you well, if that’s the issue.”

      “That’s nice,” she said. “I just don’t want to put my crew at risk if I don’t have to. A disappearing crew and lost cargo on a planet full of water sounds like some old mystery novel.”

      “I know, but really, I want my cargo back.”

      “Dare I ask what’s so precious?” she asked.

      “I’d appreciate your discretion in the matter and that you respect my privacy…”

      “No offense, Mr. Jordache But this is a dangerous job.”

      “Here, I didn’t want to part with this, but I suppose I have no choice.” Reaching into his other pocket, he flicked a small chip with a pulsing green light onto the table, and it landed on the table in front of her.

      “And this is?” She picked it up, inspecting it curiously.

      “A key, of sorts.”

      “A key?”

      “Yes, see, if you press the light the interface node produces a peg and…”

      “I got it.” She pressed the tiny button flicking the node out. “See?”

      “Yes. Right. That was retrieved from the ship and I’d prefer if you brought it back in one piece; it’s the only one, you see.”

      “Of course,” she said. This deal sounded worse and worse each time he opened his mealy mouth. She noticed that there was a commotion out on the promenade, sizeable crowds gathering in clusters. “Well, I’ll make no promises for now, but we’ll go and look into it. Since this job is a bit riskier than others, I’ll want a payment up front as an act of good faith.”

      “A down payment, then?”

      “Additional fees, we keep it regardless of if we take the job or not. For supplies to get us out to Thuul and investigate.”

      “Well, I—”

      “Take it or leave it. You know our reputation; we can just take another job,” she said, standing up and starting to leave.

      “No, wait, I’ll pay,” he said.

      “Good, then.” Taking a deep breath, she turned back toward him. “We have a deal. I expect that payment in my account before we depart today.”

      “How much, exactly?”

      “10,000 credits should be good for now.”

      “Okay, that’s fine,” he said, offering his sweaty palm. Valencia took it and forced out a smile before leaving him to his thoughts.

      Valencia slurped down the last of her tea and headed back toward the hangar bays, pushing through the throngs of mulling onlookers, agitated at the obstructions. Her head was still swimming at the new job. Something about it wasn’t sitting right with her, and she didn’t know what to make of it yet. They’d just have to go out there and do some investigating. If anything looked off, though, they were out of there. At least she got the 10,000 out of him.

      “Hey Cap,” Bec said through the comm.

      “You get your candy? Just met with our client, we’ve gotta head for Thuul.”

      “About that…”

      “What?” Valencia asked.

      “Are you by a screen by any chance?”

      “There are thousands of them here, you know that better than I do. I’m just walking through the promenade now heading toward the ship.”

      “You might want to stop to look at a news feed or check your handheld.”

      “What?”

      “Just look,” Bec urged.

      “Fine,” Valencia grumbled, pushing her way through one cluster of people crowding in front of a screen.

      The image of a cylindrical object with tendrils and an FTL plume filled the screen, the scrawl on the bottom reading “Unidentified Object Seen in DMZ.” A shiver ran down her spine at the object, most likely a ship, though unlike anything she’d ever seen before. It sure wasn’t Terran, which meant that it had to be some sort of top secret Gra’al project and, of course, it was in orbit around Thuul.

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” she asked.

      “Is that where we’re headed, Cap?”

      “I guess so,” she said.

      “What is that?”

      “I don’t know, but I suppose we’re gonna find out.”
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      “Bec, why isn’t this hunk of scrap warmed up and ready to get us the hell out of here?” Valencia was doing her best to sound imposing, but knew she was failing miserably.

      “I’m on it, Cap,” said the dark-skinned woman with her hair gathered into a frizzy poof on the top of her head.

      That was all the assurance Valencia needed, knowing that while from the outside their crew seemed haphazard, they were in fact a well-oiled machine that knew how to make it all work in the end. Gentar greeted her at the top of the stairs before the door to the kitchen, his bulky gray frame stuffed inside a green jumpsuit with his name and the Trystero call sign on the back. He had slid into his role as the mechanic aboard the ship with relative ease after all they had gone through, even if he was best suited for combat and could have argued about pulling double duty by also assuming Sergeant Rose’s position as security, yet he never muttered a single complaint. His sense of honor wouldn’t let him. Complaints about stuff that didn’t involve honor, though? That was a different story, especially for a Gra’al growing accustomed to Terran customs.

      “What’s the matter now, Gentar?” Although she asked the question, she knew it opened her up to a bombardment of complaints considering his stance and demeanor.

      “Thuul is cursed.”

      “A job is a job,” she said. “We both lost a lot of lives in that battle but hopefully this is a quick job and we’re able to get in, find the container, and get out.”

      “I refuse to set foot on that planet,” Gentar asserted, a stance she suspected he’d take.

      “Good thing that it’s all water, there’s no ground to step on.”

      “You know what I mean. That planet was a turning point for Jin’tu, where he understood that for both our sakes we needed to reconcile.”

      “I understand that, but an entire planet can’t be some holy grave site. It’s a planet.”

      “There are at least a few million dead there. That’s just Gra’al. There were more dead Terrans,” he said.

      “And our client’s container of, well, whatever it is. He’s paying and we need money.”

      “Is it true about his crew disappearing?”

      “Supposedly,” she said. “My guess is they quit, dumped his cargo, and he’s too embarrassed to admit it.”

      “And that object from the newscasts?”

      “I don’t know,” she said. “I figure it’s some sort of Gra’al ship?”

      “It’s unlike any Gra’al vessel I’ve ever seen.”

      “There are seven houses, right? I’m sure that some conduct their own experiments. We saw what Gra’al unity looked like with Giga.”

      “Vetru is doing a fine job as protector. I’m sure any attempts at revolt were quietly and efficiently quelled,” Gentar said.

      “I’m not saying he isn’t, but it’s not like we’re in close contact with them or anything. How about you send a message to him and see what he says?”

      “Already have, I’m waiting to hear back.”

      “Good, see? It’ll be fine. You worry too much,” she said.

      “I’ve faced death multiple times now, Captain Vasquez. I have a good sense of when it’ll try to claim my life again.”

      “It’ll be okay.” She reached out and massaged his good shoulder. There was a constant unease about him since he got out of the med bay and discovered that Drake’s father had died, and while he fulfilled his duties without a complaint, there was a shadow hanging over him. “I won’t put any of us in danger for a few thousand credits. I promise.”

      “Understood.”

      She left him to brood while heading into the kitchen, noting that Drake’s door was open but he wasn’t inside. She couldn’t fight the sigh that escaped, with it becoming increasingly difficult to rein him in since his father’s death. She understood why he was a mess and tried to give him the space he needed, but within reason.

      “And where is our starving artist, Bec?” Valencia asked.

      “He’s en route, he says,” Bec replied over the ship-wide comm channel, knowing Drake would hear it.

      “I want to get the hell out of here already, I know you’re listening, Drake.”

      “I’m just outside the hangar,” he said. “I’ll be on in a minute, okay?”

      “Just hurry up, we’ve got a job,” Valencia said.

      “Where?”

      “Thuul,” Becca interjected.

      “The ice planet?” he asked.

      “Water, but close enough. I’ll explain when you’re onboard,” Valencia said.

      “What does it have to do with that weird thing?”

      “What weird thing? Oh, you mean the object on the newscasts? Nothing, at least I don’t think.”

      “Copy that, Cap,” he replied.

      The captain stomped up into the cockpit, resting her arm against the top and leaning against Bec’s chair, a comfortable place that she found herself often. Bec barely even noticed her because of how often she hovered overhead like that. She watched while the pilot’s fingers danced along the controls, warming up the ship’s systems and preparing for takeoff. Even with all the change and drama they’d endured, there was a comfort with being in the cockpit and watching things working like clockwork instead of brewing in the murky waters of the current.

      “We cleared for takeoff?”

      “Mhm,” Bec nodded her head, her frizzy hair bouncing back and forth over the headband wrapped over her forehead.

      An alert chimed, noting that the cargo hold door had shut, which meant that Drake was aboard. Bec ran the final checks while the captain slipped into the co-pilot’s chair and fastened her harness.

      “Alright boys, we’re taking off,” Valencia said.

      “Let’s try not to die this time,” Bec joked, turning to the captain, who merely raised her eyebrows at the joke and looked away. “You better be strapped in because I’m taking off.”

      Both replied with simple grunts before the ship lurched forward, slowly making its way through the big launch doors and out into the cold, dark, and welcoming vacuum of space.
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      The ship was safely within the crowded hyperlane when Drake unbuckled his harness and let the folding chair slap back into the wall. He stretched out and let a mighty yawn loose from deep within him before turning on something loud and aggressive, not caring what he was listening to, just as long as it would drown everything else out.

      The captain’s big idea of him enrolling in an art class back on Biztsoft seemed innocent enough at the time—something for him to do and keep him engaged in art while being immersed in it, but it had become a lot more than that to him. For the first time in his life he had exposure to people who not just loved art like he did, but people who also thought and felt like he did. In that crowd, he was no longer the weirdo who stood out or the kid who couldn’t get his stuff together. He’d even made a few friends, believe it or not. A message came through from Jake, someone from his class with innate abilities to sketch bright, vibrant images who had taken a liking to him. Drake laughed and shot off a quick reply, telling him he was out of range and would see him in class soon.

      The crew would always be his family, that much was clear to Drake, it was just that finally he had found his people. For something that the captain had to drag him kicking and screaming to for his first class, the art studio quickly became a second home to him, even if it was a commercial art class that aimed to train young artists to work in marketing.

      The crew found itself tethered to Biztsoft Station by their search for legitimate work and that meant that Drake spent every docked moment there, making use of their resources to sharpen his painting skills, taking classes, and hanging out with other students. He found himself a part of a small crew of artists comprising Jake, Anya, and Bo, each one from a different background and none of them knowing much about Drake or his adventures with the crew, just that his dad had died during the Gra’al Ascendancy struggle and that getting him to talk about it was a fool’s errand.

      It didn’t help that Drake had become a minor celebrity of sorts when the news broke about their ordeal in Gra’al space and the role that Drake, a young artist, had played in it. Whenever someone asked about it, he played down his role and framed it as being in the wrong place at the wrong time. There were still suits from the Terran Republic government who reached out to him to glean whatever they could about the Gra’al. With Vetru in control of the Gra’al Empire now, it meant there was more in the way of open dialogue, although old rivalries were still open wounds.

      “Hey, Dray?” the captain asked, sliding the door open and poking her head in. She raised her voice over the music. “You gonna come to the meeting?”

      “Can’t you knock?” he asked.

      “I liked it better when you left the door open, you know that?”

      “Yeah, well, I just want a little privacy, if that’s okay.”

      “Still my ship, Dray. Still my crew, still my rules. We’ve got a job, and we gotta figure out how we’re gonna tackle it. We’ll need you there.”

      “Yeah?” His ears perked up at hearing they’d need him. He turned his music down to a low drone.

      “You’re an important part of the crew. I’m not sure how many times I have to remind you. Especially after everything that’s happened…we need you.”

      “All right, let me just clean this brush, so it doesn’t get all crusty.”

      “Sure.” She disappeared out into the kitchen.

      Drake glared at the painting on the wall he had been laboring away on. Trying to lighten up his work a bit, he had chosen two intertwined flowers sprouting up through a desert landscape as his subject. The lighting was dark and moody, the single red rose sprouted, wrapped by a withering white rose clinging on for dear life. Red and green splatters lined the rough, cracked desert sand. Drake grew frustrated with how dark it had become. Everything he’d been learning in his classes was preparing him to be the kind of artist that Terrans revered: still dark and brooding, but interjecting some hope and light in, to make people feel better about life. That bothered him at first, the nagging voice in his head telling him to stay true to himself, but he trusted his teachers to know the best path forward. He scrambled to rinse his brush and cover his paints, although he’d probably be back at it within a few minutes, anyway. Most of these “briefings” lasted a heartbeat and just included the increasingly careful captain urging no one to take any risks at all. The jobs they took were all pretty easy, which meant that the money also wasn’t great and tensions were bubbling over because of the lack of ready funds to take care of everything the crew needed.

      Bec sat in her usual chair, gnawing on a red rope of liquorice absently while staring off into nothingness. Gentar was in his chair as well, the metal legs showing marks from where he’d gone at it with a hammer to reinforce them, his attempt to keep it from buckling due to his density and weight. The captain was pacing with her arms crossed, anxiously awaiting Drake even though she had just left his room.

      “Thanks for joining us, Mr. Rose,” she said.

      “Oooh, Dray’s in trouble,” Bec clacked.

      “Stuff it, Bec.”

      “Children,” she chided in her usual tone, the three sharing a smile at the familiarity. “Alright, so this job—”

      “Will be just like the last one, right?” Drake interrupted. “Find some Terran Republic ship, pick up the crate, head back to Biztsoft, right?”

      “Not quite,” she said. “This time we caught a live one. Gentar and Bec know some details, but not all. We’re heading to Thuul.”

      “I don’t get what the big deal is about this Thuul.”

      “It’s a water planet,” Gentar said. “Right on the border of the DMZ and Gra’al space. It’s a graveyard for both of our people.”

      “Oh, wow,” Drake said. “That Thuul?”

      “That Thuul,” Valencia confirmed. “Needless to say, Gentar has filled us in on the fact that it’s cursed, so we need not know more about that.”

      “Who’s the client?”

      “Guy named Jordache, his crew went silent outside of Thuul and ejected his cargo. They found the ship unmanned.”

      “So, pirates?”

      “No, not pirates,” she said. “At least we don’t think. There were no signs of a struggle. In fact, there were no signs of any assault at all, with the life pods still attached…”

      “Wait, what?” Drake asked, a chill running down his spine. “Where’d they go, then?”

      “We don’t know.”

      “They’re ghosts, Dray,” Bec said. “Or they disintegrated.”

      “That’s not even possible,” he said. “Stop trying to scare me.”

      “You also can’t discount the object from the newsfeeds,” Gentar added.

      “You mean that squid-looking thing?” Drake asked.

      “Yes.”

      “What was the deal with that, some experimental ship or something?”

      “We’re not sure yet,” the captain said. “Gentar says it doesn’t seem like anything from Gra’al that he’s ever seen, but we’ve reached out to Vetru for confirmation on that. The Gra’al have been pretty quiet on the whole thing.”

      “Anyone ever think it could be one of ours?” Bec asked.

      “I mean, it wouldn’t shock me if some information we gave them in the debrief about the organic ships made them jump into action, but do you really think it’s possible within a matter of months to come up with something like that? I don’t think so,” the captain said. “For now, we have a job to do and we do our best to avoid that thing.”

      “Or maybe we’ll get swept up into another life-changing misadventure,” Bec said.

      “Or.” Valencia took in a deep breath, shaking her head. “I’m gonna do my best to avoid that, though. We all need the break and this job pays pretty well.”

      “Why this job?” Drake asked, seeing answers. Everything about this job seemed in stark contrast with Valencia after his father’s death.

      “Why what?”

      “We’ve been taking really straightforward jobs, mostly government since they’ve been there for us since we’re all heroes and all,” Drake said. “This job feels different, though. I’m not gonna say that you have been taking lame jobs or anything—”

      “—You’ve been taking lame jobs, Cap,” Bec chimed in.

      “Yeah. Why this job, then?”

      “We need the work,” the captain said. “The job pays well, it’s something different…I don’t know, since when is everyone all about questioning me? We need money, we need a job, and this is a job.”

      “Sure, I just—”

      “This isn’t up for discussion,” the captain said. “Bec, tell me when we’re in range.”

      “Can do, Cap.” Becca replied, although the captain had stormed out of the room and down the stairs into the cargo hold before she could finish.

      “I don’t understand,” Gentar said.

      “Dray pushed her a bit too hard,” Bec said. “We’ve been all decompressing in our own ways, the captain is just feeling guilty. She didn’t need that, Dray.”

      “I didn’t mean it like that, I just…”

      “You’ve got a lot to learn about women, Drake Rose.”
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      “I’m sorry, Cap.” Drake stood nervously in the empty cargo hold while the captain sat perched on a case like she always did when she was looking to be left alone.

      “What?” she asked, not looking back at him. “Oh, hey Dray. It’s fine.”

      “I meant nothing by it, really.”

      “I know. Don’t worry about it.”

      “Look, I know that things have been kinda fucked up and that we haven’t talked much, but…”

      “It’s fine, really. I’m glad you’ve got your art class now. That’s what I wanted for you, anyway. I wanted you to find a place where you belonged and didn’t feel so cooped up all the time.”

      “Yeah, it’s been great,” he said. “I always kinda thought it would be stupid to do these art classes, that it was all just snobs or dorks, but it’s been…nice? The instructors have been super helpful, too.”

      “I’m sure they love having a celebrity hero like you around, too.”

      “Yeah, well,” he blushed. “It’s really not a big deal. I try not to talk about it.”

      “What we did was a big deal, Drake. We did some incredible stuff, we helped some people along the way and might have even prevented, or at least delayed, another encounter between us and the Gra’al.”

      “I guess so, but the cost doesn’t add up.”

      “I know you miss him, we all do. I think about it every day, I can’t imagine how you feel.”

      “Yeah, well, it’s difficult.”

      “You can talk to me about it, you know. Instead of just blowing up and shutting yourself off.”

      “I’m not doing that.” He took a moment for introspection over how he’d coped with his loss. Yeah, he had spent more time in his room painting, but he always did that. The big difference was that no one had any interest in what he was doing before, and now they did.

      “You sure about that?”

      “I don’t know. I mean, I guess I’m more involved with school now.”

      “Yeah, but that’s good. That’s healthy. We want you doing that kind of stuff instead of closing yourself off. I guess I just didn’t think you’d close off from us.”

      “Oh.”

      “It’s okay, it’s expected, right? We’re just sort of family here and we need to be whole to heal. I’m trying to be patient with you here and let you figure this all out for yourself.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Anyway, have you replied to Vetru yet?” she asked. “That last video of Bruce was super cute. He’s just getting so big now.”

      “Yeah, I guess. I don’t know,” he said.

      “What is wrong with you, Drake? Send the damned message back already. Stop this feeling bad for yourself shit, okay?”

      “Just let me do things my way, alright?”

      “You both lost your fathers, the bond is more than you can even understand, don’t mess this up.”

      “I won’t. Just give me some time to think.”

      “You’re running away from your problems, Drake.”

      Drake remained silent, his eyes fixed on the bar his father had welded to the wall to use for pullups and other exercises. The image of his father’s presence pulling his fit body up and letting it gracefully fall down, was something he had walked in on multiple times and never thought he’d miss. Yet, there he was.

      “I just need some time,” he admitted.

      “I get it, we just all handle these things differently. You know, we haven’t been back to Triinal in a while. Forget the message, what if we just visited Bruce and Vetru instead? We’ll be in Gra’al space for this mission. I was thinking we could hop over to see how he’s doing. He’s probably walking by now.”

      “Oh, wow.” His stomach churned. “Maybe?”

      “Okay, just let me know. Vetru made it clear that we’re always welcome.”

      “Yeah, sure.” He walked off toward the stairs with his hands buried in his jumpsuit’s pockets. His boots clomped clumsily up the steel stairs while he felt the captain’s eyes on him. There were a lot of things he wanted to say. The words were just a jumble inside his mind and couldn’t quite organize themselves into any sort of cohesive thought.

      Drake wanted nothing more than to embrace his ship-family and get lost with them out in the stars, outside of his own mind and his sorrows. The problem was that they were his ship-family, not his actual family. Messages from his mother back on Capital Station were waiting for him for days, just little blips that bore into his soul and tantalized him with the promise of a quick, warm embrace before the oppressive reality would turn its ugly head and things would get complicated again. His father was taken from him just when things were making sense between the two of them; arguably his father died defending Bruce and himself. Now Bruce was far away, awaiting his ascension when he came of age, and Drake was inside his father’s room, still untouched since his departure.

      His favorite rifle hung up front and center on the wall, fastened firmly and glistening, still showing the labor of his love. Random armaments adorned the rest of the racks he had installed on his walls, everything from various armors for different situations, knives, pistols, and even a few relics of a time before energy weapons that used gunpowder and bullets. Back, buried beneath the nozzle of a shotgun, was a photo, pinned to the wall of Drake when he was younger—a lot younger—with his father posing behind him wearing a grin with a cigarette hanging out of his mouth. It was almost too much for him to bear. He hadn’t been in his father’s room ever, now he was standing there. The gulf between them wasn’t that of personal decisions or friction, but the difference between life and death itself.

      “Captain, Dray.” Bec’s voice broke through his stupor, “we’re gonna need you up here, I think.”

      They were somewhere in the DMZ, which meant that there was always a chance of running into some Gra’al. The Trystero wasn’t exactly an unknown entity for most of the Gra’al by the DMZ. If that was a good thing or a bad thing depended on who had spotted them. Sitting there, staring at his father’s overwhelming arsenal, it was difficult not to admit that he had missed the excitement and adventure and felt a sense of longing for some action again, if only to feel closer to his father in some strange way. With his heart pumping he ran toward the cockpit, flying up the stairs two-by-two before stumbling in and his heart stopping.

      There before them—within at least one hundred meters—was the object. The object from the news, the long, slim cylinder with the wild tentacles looking like they’d get destroyed by the FTL plume shooting out from behind. After a long moment he took a deep breath, a lone tear streaming down his eye while a torrent of emotions overcame him. It was beyond description, and there was a sense among the cockpit that none of them knew what to do or say.

      “Cap?” Bec asked, almost in a whisper.

      “Yeah, Bec?”

      “What do we do?”

      “I don’t know,” she said. “I really don’t know.”

      “Should we hail them?” Gentar asked.

      “Might as well try. Bec, do it.”

      “Okay,” she said. “Now what?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “We hope,” said Drake.

      “Hope what?” Bec asked.

      The four of them fell silent. Gentar sat in the co-pilot’s chair, the captain resting her arm up against the overhead dash and leaned against Bec’s chair like normal and Drake was down on his knees, staring at the object. It seemed like it was pulsating with an unseen energy, an undulating sense of horror overcoming him.

      “That nothing answers.”

      “Let’s go,” Gentar said. “I don’t want to be this close if the answer isn’t favorable.”

      “Yeah,” the captain said. “I think that’s the best call.”

      “Um.” Bec threw her hands up, slamming her palms down on the controls in a fit of frustration. “I can’t move.”

      “What?” Drake asked.

      “I can’t move. The engines are working, nothing is wrong, but I can’t move the ship.”

      “Stop it,” Drake said. “This isn’t a time to joke around like this.”

      “I’m not joking, Dray. We’re stuck.”

      “Oh.” He flicked the torch off, dropping it while he rushed to his side. “It’s okay, it’s the concussion from yesterday still.”

      “I just…I don’t know,” he said.

      An alarm rang out overhead, the sound piercing Drake’s sensitive ears, while Gentar did his best to shield him. Tuck ran by and Gentar reached out for him, stopping the man in place while he looked concerned.

      “What’s going on?”

      “Krakthu,” he said.

      “It’s back?”

      “Oh no,” Drake said. “It’s not alone.”

      “H-how did you know?” Tuck asked. “There’s an entire family of them.”

      “Drake Rose.” Gentar turned to him and spoke softly. “We need to get you to safety.”

      “They’re here for the container.”

      “How do you know that?”

      There was no plausible answer, just a sense of certainty that bubbled inside of the dread.
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      “This is a mistake.” Gentar stood before Valencia with a massive spanner in hand.

      “So it’s my mistake to make.” Valencia fastened her encounter suit while staring at her reflection in the helmet’s visor that hung from its hook in the locker. Being a leader was tough. “I can’t let someone else take this risk. This is on me.”

      “It’s unnecessary. We should leave it be.”

      “We can’t,” she said. “We’re stuck. We can’t get away from it, remember?”

      “Let me try to overdrive the engines some more,” he said. “Give me a chance.”

      “You work on that, I’ll see what I can find.”

      “I don’t like it. Let me go with you.”

      “I’ll be okay, Gentar. We need you here in case something goes wrong. You’ve seen how those two work together. They need some sort of adult around or they’ll kill each other.”

      “I’m not worried about them.”

      “I know, but please let me do this. We can’t risk anyone else’s life. I can’t risk anyone else’s life. If I’m not willing to take the risks on my own, what kind of captain am I?”

      “You’re smarter than this, Captain Vasquez.”

      “Maybe,” she said. “Maybe not.”

      She blinked a few times before picking up the helmet and clicking it into place on her shoulders, the hiss of the rebreather coming online while the internal readouts pulsed into life on the periphery of the visor. Everything was fine. They had gotten well within reach of the object; she was planning to jump over and explore around the outside to see if she could find a hatch or anything that could give her some idea of how to get their ship away from the damned thing.

      “I’ll be okay, you be down here and ready for anything, all right?”

      “I can do that.”

      “…and don’t let Drake do anything crazy, okay?”

      “I’ll do my best, Captain Vasquez.”

      “Please, can you call me Valencia or something? I’d rather not die knowing only formalities.”

      “I’d rather you don’t plan on dying.”

      “Thanks, Gentar.” The idea that this former stranger had grown so close to the rest of the crew in such a short amount of time warmed her heart. They had forged their relationships in fire. “Maybe this time you can save me from a certain death, right?”

      “Maybe.”

      With a smile she knew he couldn’t see (or understand) she fastened a torch, breaching hatchet, and a pistol to her belt, not knowing what to expect. With a deep breath she stepped into the airlock hatch, the inside door zipping shut behind her, Gentar standing on the other side with his spanner in hand watching while she clicked the tether to her waist and slammed her gloved-hand onto the controls, cycling the outside door.

      She had lived most of her life in enclosed places, but those encounter suits always made her claustrophobic. Perhaps it was the fact that while out in the vacuum of space, there was the distinct absence of sound, but the sounds in her suit of the air pump, her own breath, and whatever chatter came across the comms only added to the claustrophobia. There was no freedom in the expanse while trapped inside a bulky suit, keeping her from freezing and asphyxiating.

      The object now floated a ship’s length away from the Trystero. The FTL plume on the ship was at full blast, which made no sense considering the ship’s stationary orbit that had also jammed the Trys up. Valencia suppressed the overwhelming sense of dread while she kicked off her ship toward the object. Her body was like a rocket propelling silently through space, cutting through the nothing, hurtling toward the unknown. The closer she got, the more difficult it was for her to control her breathing, even though the readouts told her that nothing was wrong with her suit’s rebreather. This sort of anxiety was unlike anything she’d known before. Of course, no one had ever done anything as foolish as what she was doing—at least not in a very long time. Humanity had a history of diving headfirst into the unknown and was never kind toward those first few explorers and their leaps of faith. She had to hope she’d be different.

      With a tug on the tether, she kicked her feet out in front of her, slowing down the unwinding line while the ship was within a few arm lengths. Was it a ship? It had to be. There was no other explanation for something with an FTL plume like it had. This was what she had to convince herself of: this was a ship like any other, it wasn’t answering any hails and neither the Terrans nor Gra’al had laid claim to it, which meant it could very well be just experimental tech from either that wasn’t ready for a big public reveal just yet.

      “I’m within reach.” she called over the crackling comm.

      “Be careful, Cap.” Bec’s voice broke in and out, littered with static.

      “Making contact in 3…2…1,” she said, watching while her feet were ready to contact the hull of the ship. Valencia closed her eyes and braced for what should be a soft contact only for that sensation to not happen, instead she kept moving, a sudden weight and pressure overtaking her.

      Her eyes darted open and her suit’s alarms were going berserk. Her waist had disappeared into the side of the ship and was sinking quickly into the object, the slight pressure and weight from the inside feeling like she had dove into water. Her hips sunk down into it, the tether snapping at the point of contact and sending the line adrift into space. Her body twitched while she tried to reach out and catch it, only to find herself unable to spin in time, her motion delayed. Horror overcame her, and she screamed out while her body sunk deeper and deeper into the side of the object before just her head was protruding, her arms unable to overcome the pull from inside of the ship.

      “Don’t come for me!” She rushed to blurt her warning before the darkness consumed her, unsure if the plea had made it back to her ship or not. In her panic, she jerked her head, only for it to respond sluggishly. Everything around her was a swirling darkness. Unlike space, there were no stars, no lights or anything to ground her.

      She screamed into the abyss.
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      The lone blip of the word “connecting” on her helmet was her sole companion while her body sunk deeper like she was inside the depths of an ocean. After sinking for what felt like an hour, her body hit something hard and stopped in place.

      The pressure from the surrounding water dissipated slowly, a blinding light hazily penetrating through the dark fluid before the tug of a current pulled her toward the light. She was speeding up and reaching out for something—anything—to grab hold of, only for there to be nothing but the disintegrating fluid. Her body came to a screeching halt in front of the warm, bright light, the fluid keeping her from lurching forward too quickly before the pressure eased completely and left her light headed.

      She reached up and touched her helmet, everything flowing naturally like the force of gravity that Terrans had known their entire existence. Her weight returned to her and the slight gravity sent her reeling down to her knees. The light hung overhead without a sound, and her internal systems kicked back on in a hurry. The readouts were all over the place, fluctuating between heat and freezing, vacuum and pressure and breathable air and toxicity before a figure stepped forward, its shadowy outline breaking up the intense light.

      It was the figure of a woman who came closer, casting her shadow over Valencia’s face while tears rolled down her cheeks. The light seemed to be not just all around her, but encompassing her. When the hand reached out through the light for her, a power compelled her to reach out and take that hand with her own.

      “You’ll be okay,” a soft, saccharine voice said, muffled by her helmet.

      “What?”

      “You can take that off now. You’re safe.”

      “I don’t understand,” the captain said.

      “Here.” The woman came into view, reaching out with both hands and taking a grip on her helmet. A rush of air came while Valencia held her breath, eyes bulging at the woman removing her helmet. “It’s okay, you can breathe easy.”

      The woman’s eyes emerged from the light and shadow, piercing green and carrying a warmth to them that felt reassuring, like she had known those eyes her whole life. Quelling her urge to snatch the helmet back, Valencia took a leap of faith, exhaling heavily before letting the air flow back in, expecting the clutches of space’s vacuum to deny her life only for her lungs to fill up with oxygen.

      “I don’t understand,” she gasped for air.

      “It’s okay,” the voice reassured her. “You’re safe here.”

      “I don’t even know where I am. Where is here?”

      “You are here.”

      “Is this a ship?”

      “Come with me.” The figure walked back to the light, motioning for her to follow her into the light. Valencia picked herself up, her helmet fastened to the back of her suit and trudged forward, toward the light and the strange, waifish, effervescent figure of pure energy.

      In a flash of bright light, Valencia found herself surrounded by a jungle. A crackling campfire delicately danced up ahead, smoke billowing out in thin wisps into the crisp evening air.

      “Hello?” Furtively, she called out into the unknown, still unsure of what had happened.

      “Oh thank God,” a man’s voice boomed, figure emerging from the trees with arms full of sticks of varying lengths and widths. “Are you here to rescue us?”

      “What?” she asked.

      “Please, tell us that Jordache sent you.” The man, pale and waxy in complexion with messy brown hair and stubble lining his face accentuating the look of horror and astonishment.

      “Did Jordache send someone?” a female voice trailed behind him, the figure emerging with the piercing green eyes that Valencia recognized.

      “It’s you,” Valencia said.

      “So you are from Mr. Jordache,” the man said. “That was fast.”

      “No, I mean…” Valencia searched for the right words. “Her. You were the one that told me to come here.”

      “No, I didn’t,” she said, uneasily. “I’ve been here with Rian gathering food for dinner.”

      “I don’t understand,” Valencia said. “You took my helmet off, you…”

      “Damnit.” The man threw down his wood in a huff. “Don’t tell me you got pulled into this thing, too?”

      “I guess so, it just sort of…hung in the air in front of us? Our ship—”

      “—Was frozen in place,” the woman said. “While the ship’s FTL plume was on full blast, right?”

      “Yes, that,” Valencia said.

      “That’s what happened to us,” the woman said. “The three of us ended up over here and are, well, stuck, I guess.”

      “So Jordache didn’t send you?” the man asked.

      “No, well, yes. Sort of. I met with him and he hired my crew to head out to Thuul and find his cargo.”

      “Fuck his cargo,” he spat. “What about us?”

      “He told me that Terran officials were looking for you, that the ship was found floating abandoned, with the cargo jettisoned.”

      “So what are you here for?” the woman with the green eyes asked.

      “He sent us for the cargo, that’s it. Wait, I thought you said there were three of you?”
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