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            COMMANDER MACHESKY

          

        

      

    

    
      Collected here for the first time are the first six Stephanie Machesky novellas, a half-dozen dirty explorations of space and sexuality, by a woman whose job as First Explorer means more than just going out and talking to people.

      Diplomacy, by other means, where all the consenting adults can consent all over one another.

      Stephanie was originally spun off from the Dirk Thruster books, when I had a grand idea for taking some of what I really loved about the old Star Trek: Original Series and Next Generation, and pushing a few diplomatic boundaries, as it were.

      Let’s face it, Kirk would fuck any woman who smiled at him. Riker wasn’t much better. But both were broadcast television, and you had to cut the a closing hatch, have a commercial break, then come back to the Yeoman brushing her hair and Kirk pulling his boots on. Seriously, go back and watch that episode.

      We aren’t so…inhibited here. And Stephanie’s job includes crew morale, a task she likes to take into her own hands. Or mouth. Or other places.

      Whatever it takes to get the job done, however sweaty and dirty you have to go.

      Here, you have the first six missions. The exploration of Haunted Space. Where it came from. Why.

      And what sorts of things you might find when you get out there. At least if you have an open mind.

      So come join Commander Machesky and the crew of the Rovell Electorate Heavy Cruiser Boston as they set out on their own, ongoing mission.

      Volume 1: The Haunted Space Collection.
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CHAPTER 1


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        Personal Log SM: 656 EF 01-03. Happy New Year, I guess. Hopefully ‘56 turns out better than ‘55.

        We’re currently on the outer edge of the Kiriel Sector, scanning deep into the zone of the galaxy colloquially known as Haunted Space. Unclaimed star systems. Unmapped by anybody as far as I know, with ancient legends of stories that still hold the older nations and species at bay from claiming it.

        Going to go exploring later, but nobody is around, and I have a few hours off. Time to play.

      

      

      

      Commander Stephanie Machesky. First Explorer and Science Officer aboard the Rovell Electorate Heavy Cruiser Boston.

      Haunted Space was out there, calling the explorers of this crew to science and adventure. All well and good. Many of the other species that made up the Electorate still held to the old wives’ tales about Haunted Space and told stories, but Stephanie didn’t buy it.

      Besides, she was off duty right now. And horny.

      Not terribly so. Not uncontrollably. At the same time, she had needs and just turning off her comm and digging out her various toys wasn’t going to scratch that itch.

      Which was how she found herself down a few decks, stripping in the locker room for showers normally used by folks coming and going from Engineering. Around her, half a dozen crew members of both sexes watched with obvious appreciation as she got naked and closed her locker, pausing to smile at one guy who had been licking his lips when he didn’t think she was paying attention.

      She’d be back to give him a personal inspection some other time, but his equipment looked average or a little bigger, and today, Stephanie had needs.

      She walked across the warm diamond-grate flooring into the common showers and located her target.

      Prey? Maybe.

      Senior Specialist Shibi Tomi. Human, but honestly the man had a cock like the humanoid species known as Eleston. Dressed, you’d never know what he had packing. Nine inches long and thicker than her two middle fingers when he was hard.

      Today, he had just come off duty. Stephanie had checked and nothing terrible had happened in Engineering in the last few hours, so he shouldn’t be all that stressed. Might even be interested in some company.

      Or something.

      She tucked her towel into the cubby and closed the hatch before she stepped to the next shower over from Tomi. He looked tall, but when you’re five foot one, everybody seems giant by comparison. Shibi was only five foot seven. Broad shoulders, though. Lots of muscles from working extra hard on the machines regularly.

      He had nut-brown thatch on his head, which was why he normally kept it buzzed tight. Almost no body hair. Naturally, though, instead of taking it off with a razor or a gel. Soft, but she’d seen it hard. Felt it plumbing her depths when she had needs like today.

      He looked over and one eyebrow arched inquisitively.

      “Needed to get clean,” Stephanie lied with a lascivious grin at the man that he shared a moment later.

      She was allowed to flirt. Encouraged even. As First Explorer and Second-in-Command on the Boston, crew morale was part of her job. One she took seriously.

      And when you were all naked, there were no ranks. Those were also the rules.

      Stephanie dialed in the temperature of the water just right, taking her time as men and women around her paused to enjoy the show.

      Short, she might be. Big, teardrop breasts hung down with pale, pink areolae the size of her palm. She kept everything down below carefully trimmed into a brown landing strip barely two inches wide, with her little butterfly tattoo on the right hip bone.

      She had a long, aquiline face that was just accentuated by the dark brown rockabilly cut she stuck under the water now and let soak before snapping it back to throw a rooster tail everywhere.

      Because why not?

      “Did you feel like scrubbing my back?” she asked Shibi now, glancing over.

      He was starting to get hard as she watched, growing lower and wider as he studied her. It was good. She was already wet, so the shower head was just adding to it.

      Shibi smiled, so Stephanie turned as he pushed the button for more soap.

      The man was practically a unicorn. He’d fuck her when she needed it. Cuddle when that was all that was on her mind. Right now, he lathered her up and dug the bones of his fingertips into her back in a way that had Stephanie purring.

      She flexed her shoulders forward and let him really work.

      After a moment, one hand came up around her stomach to properly brace her in place as he scrubbed and scratched.

      A girl could get used to this.

      His cock was also starting to poke her in the bottom now, like a snake hunting.

      Stephanie turned around when he paused.

      “That’s the back half,” she said with a grin, presenting the girls for inspection.

      And soap.

      He was much more gentle here, caresses like kisses as her nipples got harder. More soap to add a slickery feeling.

      Shibi turned her sideways so he could work her stomach and carefully scrub her pubic hair without getting down there where the soap might irritate things. Then he switched hands and lathered her bum just as carefully, maybe taking his time to massage the muscles.

      One of her hands found his cock and started stroking it, reveling in the girth that she could barely wrap her fingers around.

      You could fuck in the showers. No rules against it except safety warnings, because nothing kills libido like a concussion. Usually, things were limited to oral sex with the showers off for that reason. Usually, folks getting worked up would retire to one of the nearby nap rooms.

      Stephanie had already reserved one for the next hour, since she didn’t have to be on duty any time soon.

      Shibi was hard. Good hard. Wet and slippery as she worked the flesh forward and back. He was playing with her bottom with one hand and going back and forth between her breasts with the other, lips and teeth closing lightly on her neck and shoulder as he did.

      She was going to need a solid fucking soon. The drilling for oil kind, where he sent his equipment as deep as it would go, looking for more wetness.

      Stephanie could promise that he would find it today, no divining rod needed.

      Others were getting turned on by the show, but that was tangential to her needs. Though watching one woman already on her knees sucking the man next to her turned up the faucet between Stephanie’s legs an extra notch. On the other side, one of the other engineers coming off duty was just stroking his cock in a lazy way as he watched.

      Too far away, or she might have taken him in hand, but Shibi was doing things to her ability to concentrate.

      “Okay, I need you inside me now,” she said, turning inside his grip and letting his hard erection poke her in the belly button.

      “Thought you’d never ask,” he replied. “Where?”

      “I have a room,” Stephanie said.

      “Oh, so this wasn’t off the cuff?” he laughed.

      “Neither of us have cuffs,” she reminded him, still stroking.

      “Commander Machesky to the bridge,” the intercom suddenly rang out, drowning all other noise in here. “Commander Machesky, you are needed on the bridge.”

      “Well, fuck,” Stephanie grunted.

      And she’d gotten so wet. Her toys were going to need a solid recharge when she was done with them later.

      “Sorry,” she said, letting go of that polestar and heading to grab her towel so she could get dry.

      Captain Kelenov knew where she was if they’d called her here. At the same time, he hadn’t brought the ship up from the casual yellow alert they’d maintained for several days.

      Still, duty called. Even if Stephanie was going to be squirming uncomfortably for a while.

      The life of an explorer.
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        * * *

      

      Stephanie entered Boston’s bridge at a soft jog. The call from Captain Kelenov hadn’t indicated any trouble, and they were maintaining the standard yellow alert he had ordered two days ago when Boston first crossed the theoretical line separating Kiriel Sector from the place called Haunted Space. The ship and crew were calm, but attentive and ready for anything that might come about.

      It was autopilot for her to enter from the starboard center of the round bridge and turn left. Two paces put her at her station. Power it on and quickly scan nearby space.

      In addition to First Explorer, she was also Boston’s Science Officer. Up until now, Lauma had been handling things from her Communications Officer station, a quarter of the way around the outer ring.

      “Reporting for duty,” she called as she moved to her station, bending over to bring her screens live in a way that just happened to stick her bottom out at anyone who happened to want to look. It was a good crew, and she’d slept with many of them at one time or another, just to help develop that personal contact. “What are we looking for?”

      “Lauma?” Captain Kelenov asked.

      He held court at the center of the circular bridge, behind Lieutenant Theo Hawk on Navigation and Senior Lieutenant Haley Alken as Space Defense Officer. Throw in Commander PaceyAliyev, the android Quartermaster who was Boston’s Second Explorer, and Kelenov had the first team with him today.

      “Prior astronomical observations have indicated a star with planets in the life-bearing zone, approximately one light-year off our starboard bow, down about a quarter light-year from our current travel plane,” Lauma said.

      Boston’s Communications Officer was barely 5’ 1” tall, so Stephanie’s same height, but much skinnier with darker skin, an ochre brown deeper than bronze. She generally had a moody feel about her, and the size of her personality gave you the impression of her being much taller, until you walked right up to stand next to the woman. Stern, gray eyes and closely-cropped peach fuzz in strawberry blond just accentuated that look.

      Stephanie watched her various screens as she listened to the woman.

      “Go on,” she prompted, glancing back to where Lauma was smiling at her. Watching her bottom, as it were, since Stephanie was bent over to study her screen with that ass pointed out at the rest of the bridge.

      “We’re picking up strange radio-frequency emissions. Nothing coherent,” the woman continued. “Artificial, but we’re too far away to really identify. No Rovell vessel has ever gotten even this close, but long-range passive scans have not shown any life forms on the planet.”

      “Understood,” Stephanie said.

      Lauma would listen for signs of intelligent, tool-using life. That was what a Comm Officer did. Stephanie started dialing in things a different way. Oxygen levels visible as spectrographs. Water vapor and temperature readings. All of it pointed to an inhabitable planet, but as Lauma had said, nobody seemed to be transmitting anything coherent.

      Didn’t mean anything, as they might be too primitive. Or there might be an exceptional set of radiation belts around the planet, swallowing up all the normal radio frequencies, or shifting them to odd bands.

      Stephanie found Lauma’s signal. Nicely squared off, as Lauma had said. Artificial, beyond all reasonable doubt.

      “Captain, the planet itself appears inhabitable from here,” Stephanie called back over her shoulder. “Recommend we approach and explore.”

      “Mr. Hawk, plot us a course and engage Warp Displacer,” Kelenov ordered.

      “Aye-aye, sir,” Hawk replied.

      Stephanie stayed bent over in such a way that her full breasts just rested on the console, holding them up. Her main screen was a small holographic viewer that emerged from the console like a shoebox on the long end, slightly wider at the base than the top, but allowing her to look down into it and see things better in three dimensions.

      Quickly, they crossed that final light year, the details growing more crisp and visible on her screens as they did. Finally, they approached.

      The planet had a pair of moons, both roughly medium-sized, with the smaller one farthest out by a considerable distance. The planet itself looked homey enough, with her readouts suggesting that it would be more blue than green when they got close enough to see it with optical devices.

      Stephanie assigned half of all sensor power to study the planet below as they closed, while the other half was set to passively observe and scan nearby space as the ship moved forward. Better safe than sorry.

      Nothing jumped out and went boo as they approached, and Theo Hawk professionally inserted the ship into a standard orbit over the planet’s equator.

      “Hey, that’s interesting,” Stephanie said out loud, mostly to get the captain’s attention.

      “What do you have, Machesky?” he asked, rising from his station to walk next to her.

      “The outer moon is artificial,” she said. “Main screen?”

      “Go ahead.”

      She keyed a few switches and turned to watch as the main projector shifted to echo hers.

      “See the readouts on the left side?” she said loud enough for everyone to hear.

      “Hollow?” Kelenov asked.

      “It reads that way to me, given the low gravity deflections we are picking up on our scanners,” she replied. “About what I would expect from a ship that size. The exterior appears real enough but might be worth scanning from close in while a team goes down to the surface of the planet itself. I’m also picking up what look like surface ruins in both places from here. Extremely old and almost fallen in on themselves, but it looks like there are extensive tunnels underneath.”

      “Atmosphere around the moon?” he asked.

      “None.” Stephanie double-checked. “Dead as a rock.”

      “Very good,” he said, moving back to his command station throne. “You’ll take a team to the planetary surface. Commander Aliyev will remain here as Second Explorer, just in case we subsequently find something on the moon worth pursuing while you’re going down.”

      “Permission to take Hege down with me?” she asked, referring to Lead Marine Hege bint Mee’ha al-d’Aramitz, Boston’s fencing chief.

      “No life forms detected?” he confirmed, probably wondering why she wanted that marine with her.

      As if Stephanie wouldn’t want an expert in primitive close combat, including poniard, rapier, longsword, long-axe, longbow, crossbow, and bolo.

      “None currently,” Stephanie said. “We can only scan so deep, so it might be possible that there are people in the catacombs, hidden beneath the static I’m getting.”

      “Do we know what’s causing that signal?” he asked.

      “Not yet.” Stephanie stood tall.

      As tall as 5’1 could be, looking up his 6’1 when he was standing square. The man like to describe himself a Cossack, with his wavy, dark hair and trim build. And a really nice cock.

      “Approved,” he said. “And you’ll need a planetologist or geologist, as well.”

      “I’ll ask the curator who is best out of his department, but I already assumed he’ll want to go himself,” Stephanie said.

      Kagiso Schultheiß, Boston’s Curator. The Head of the Sciences Department. Stephanie’s old job until she had been promoted to First Explorer by Davis Kelenov.

      Had it already been two years now? Felt both longer and shorter. Like a vision she might wake up from at some point.

      Stephanie occasionally dreamed of a version of herself that was well over six feet tall. Muscular like a weightlifter, with her brown hair buzzed short and a body most men would kill to have. But she always woke to find herself petite. Curvier than Haley Alken, seated across the bridge right now with her finger on the shield array controls and ready at a moment’s notice.

      “Just be safe, First Explorer,” Kelenov nodded as she started to move.

      “Always, Captain,” Stephanie grinned back.

      After all, how dangerous could an old, abandoned planet be?
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      Stephanie looked up from her Technical Appliance as the hatch slid open. The planet below being uninhabited at present, she’d opted for the Xenoarchaeology model, rather than the Diplomacy version she usually took on such missions.

      She was in the main Matter Teleporter Beam room forward. Senior Specialist Isolde Nicolau was tuning the device itself. Curator Kagiso Schultheiß was already standing on the platform. He had his Medical Technical Appliance strap slung over his shoulder with the device itself on his hip. Hoyt Galven, Security Specialist, was almost obscured standing behind him.

      Hege entered now, with Captain Kelenov a pace behind her.

      Hege was a Nordic-Arabic combination, with dark skin, dark eyes, and white-blond hair that wasn’t from albinism. Just blond so pale it was almost snow. She was only 5’4”, but broad in the hips and shoulders, with firm, ripe breasts that liked to be licked. Almost as much as Stephanie’s.

      She carried a matter disruptor rifle slung across her back and a Hardstunner on her right hip. Being Hege, she had a blade somewhere between a cavalry saber and broadsword on her left hip, with her overloaded field pack low on her kidneys.

      Stephanie usually carried a standard pack, but Hege believed in preparing for every situation. Another reason Stephanie liked having her along.

      Hege walked close and gave Stephanie a quick kiss before heading up onto the platform next to Schultheiß. Captain Kelenov stepped close and gave her a much warmer, wetter kiss than Hege had. One hand found its way down to squeeze her bottom before he broke and stepped back.

      “Good luck down there,” he said. “And be safe.”

      “Always.” Stephanie beamed up at him.

      “Wish I could go with you,” he continued.

      Stephanie smiled up at the man.

      “You know the rules, Captain,” she replied. “The Big Three never leave the ship. Captain, chief engineer, and first lieutenant.”

      “I still miss those days,” Davis said wistfully before drawing himself up square. “Armed?”

      “Just carrying the Afterglow this time,” Stephanie said. “Brought Hege if things get difficult.”

      The Afterglow weapon had a bureaucratic designation. Almost nobody used it, because being shot with it almost perfectly recreated the mental and physical impact of a particularly good orgasm: brain reset, heart rate spiked, heavy breathing, and sweaty. They even sold a powered-down version commercially for people wanting to masturbate in a hurry.

      “Curator?” Kelenov asked, turning to the man.

      “I am required to be armed in the field,” he replied with a huff. “As Stephanie, I have an Afterglow.”

      Stephanie smiled at the man. Kagiso Schultheiß had a West African genotype, blended across several others. Dark, curly hair showing gray on his temples. Tall, lanky build that almost made him lighter than Hege in overall mass. Brilliant. A bit acerbic at times. A complete goofball when you got him a little drunk.

      “Very good,” the Captain grinned at everyone, moving to stand next to the senior specialist.

      Stephanie took her place on the platform, checking everyone over one last time. As part of the Diplomacy/Command division, she wore a tight, peach-colored, long-sleeve shirt with an off-white texture pattern, trimmed in maroon. Schultheiß was in teal with the same pattern, his uniform trimmed in blue. The two marines wore a soft-lime with green trim.

      Diplomat, Scientist, Warriors—though hopefully nothing would come of it and they’d all just have a nice camping trip on the surface, maybe with a little fooling around. In a pinch, a Technical Appliance could produce ethanol. Maybe she’d get Kagiso a little drunk and turn it into an orgy at some point, if she was lucky.

      Explorers didn’t just wander new worlds, after all.

      Everyone was prepared. Armed. Equipped.

      She made eye contact with Nicolau and smiled.

      “Energize.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

        

      

    

    
      Stephanie looked around as the beam faded. She’d picked out a spot on the edge of a cave system, with the enormous mouth of a cave on her left. Normally, she’d had come out farther away, because that was exactly the sort of place a bear might hibernate, but she’d been unable to locate any life forms more advanced than plants and simple animals no larger than a rabbit.

      Still, small did not mean harmless.

      “Set a perimeter,” she ordered, pulling the Xenoarchaeology Technical Appliance around front and flipping the lid open.

      Both she and Kagiso were doing quick scans of the vicinity while Hege and Galven faced opposite directions, her into the cave mouth and him covering the terrain around them.

      They were on the side of a low hill, with the remains of a city below. She’d call them remains. Stumps of walls and lumps of dirt like you got after several thousand years of wind and weather. Nobody had built around here in a long time.

      The scan showed no life signs or technology anywhere nearby. She looked up at Kagiso and he nodded his agreement.

      Stephanie slung the device again and pushed a comm button on her arm bracer.

      “Boston here,” Lauma replied instantly.

      “We’re down and safe,” Stephanie said, turning in place to eyeball everything. “No change from orbital scans. We’ll deploy a marker here and then begin penetration.”

      “Acknowledged, Ground Team,” Lauma said. “We’ll monitor scans.”

      Stephanie closed the channel and checked the readout on her arm bracer. Bio-signs were normal, and the device would transmit a short-range ping to either Technical Appliance, or to the first aid kits that Hege and Galven were carrying. It was even armored along the outer edge, in case.

      “Kagiso?” she asked, but he was already reaching into his pack.

      The man pulled out a signal booster and found a nearby rock to place it on. Hopefully, that would let Boston follow their arm bracer signals as they got deeper by linking several of them in an electronic chain.

      “Hey, I’ve got writing here,” Hege announced, still not moving, but pointing.

      She didn’t have a weapon in hand, but Stephanie knew how quickly the woman could draw one, either to shoot or to slash.

      Stephanie followed her finger then approached the right edge of the cave mouth. Kagiso trailed and Hege was beside her. Galven backed up a little, but didn’t look this way.

      As an Explorer, Stephanie spoke and read a variety of languages, but this one was in a script she didn’t recognize. Letters, rather than ideograms, but not Latin. More like Arabic, perhaps, if they’d met Chinese pictograms halfway and had a kinky, linguistic orgy.

      “Any idea?” Kagiso asked.

      He was a planetologist, so an expert in all things geology and meteorology. People weren’t his thing. That was why she brought him. Stephanie did people. In a variety of ways.

      “Could be anything,” she offered. “All the way from Abandon hope, all ye who enter here to This way to the brothel.”

      “Don’t see any penis engravings,” Kagiso remarked dryly.

      “They might not use penises, Doc,” Hege replied. “Or they might have just eroded if it has been long enough. More likely space dragons or something down here, right?”

      The man harrumphed. Stephanie chuckled. Then she opened her Technical Appliance and confirmed that all four arm bracers were transmitting signals strongly.

      “Nobody around,” she confirmed, looking at everyone. “We’ll head in deeper and find a spot to establish a camp, so we’re at least out of the weather.”

      They nodded and Stephanie gestured Hege to take the lead. The marine went ahead and drew her Hardstunner now, aiming it ahead. Stephanie pulled a lightglobe from her pack and turned it on, giving it a quick toss in the air. It would follow three feet behind her at a height of eight feet until she programmed it otherwise and should provide sufficient illumination as they descended into the forgotten underworld of a supposedly haunted planet.
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      Davis Kelenov kept one screen tracking the status and location of Machesky’s team, while the main board and most of his others were focused on that strange moon.

      He turned to his Quartermaster, Commander Pacey Val Aliyev. The man was a Selwik, one of the founding members of the Rovell Electorate. Technically, he was an automated life form, though they presented as male in a fully-functional manner.

      The Selwik were a biomechanical race created by another people so long ago as to be almost forgotten now. Almost all that remains of the elders were the factories, in which the Selwik created positronic brains that could last for about one thousand years. Those took time to grow, so the Selwik didn’t produce new generations quickly.

      Aliyev was a bit more curious than most of his race. Enough so that he’d risen to be Second Explorer on a Rovell Electorate Heavy Cruiser. He stood right at six feet tall, designed with an athletic build and fair skin. When he wasn’t paying attention to his surroundings, he also had a frightening feel about him. An intensity that mere organics rarely rose to.

      Aliyev at present had stern, dark orange eyes and waist-length orange hair that was frequently pulled into a bun to keep it out of their way. As he wasn’t organic, the hair was more a statement, though Davis hadn’t inquired as to what.

      “Aliyev, what do your scans say?” Davis asked.

      As Second Explorer, he was on point now. Quartermaster just meant that his normal duty was to be in charge of the Signals and Steering Department. Lauma Vilhjálmsdotter and Theo Hawk, and their staffs, all reported to Aliyev.

      “Stephanie was right, sir,” the man replied. “The moon is hollow and appears to either be artificial, or perhaps they hollowed it completely out at some point and built a number of bases on the surface, plus whatever we might find inside.”

      “Worth shifting orbit to put you and a team on the surface?” Davis asked.

      He watched the android consider the notion.

      “Perhaps,” he finally admitted. “As I do not require as much sleep, I will pull a double shift on scanners for now and focus on the moon. It is emitting no power signatures of any kind, so I suspect that it is entirely dead, unlike whatever Stephanie is facing below.”

      “Very good,” Davis nodded. “Let everyone know to rearrange duty assignments.”

      Davis turned back to the main screen, showing the supposedly artificial moon below as they orbited. Dead as a doorknob, at least as far as technology went. Still, both the planet and the moon showed all the hallmarks of an advanced, interstellar civilization at some point. Those weren’t rare, but to have one so long ago that it might have died out spoke to immense age.

      Were these the folks that had given rise to the legends of Haunted Space? There were many more worlds beyond here in the zone where most civilizations apparently didn’t dare travel.

      Who had they been, these ancients? Did any of their race yet survive?

      The ancestors of the S’Arscan had once ascended to godhead and left this plane of existence, with their descendants eventually also splitting off to form Nikata and Khadorov, as well as the strange offshoot of the Khadorov known as the Guridov.

      In another direction, the Kathon and Aloth, founding members of the now-Human-dominated Rovell Electorate, as well as the all-female Zeyada, appeared to have arisen from a single source species.

      Would Humans eventually split into various forms, like the elves and orcs of fantasy legend?

      Nobody knew today. Just as nobody knew who had once lived here.

      At the same time, the answers weren’t likely to be obvious.

      “I’ll be in my office,” Davis announced. “Lauma, you have the bridge. Theo, go off-shift for now so you can relieve her later.”

      He got quick assents from everybody and headed to the hallway. His office was close, and paperwork never ended, even with Stephanie and Pacey handling so much of it themselves.

      And it looked like it would just be him for a while.

      Hopefully, they would learn something useful here.
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        Log note (Supplemental) – Commander Machesky: We’ve been down for six hours. Long enough to have penetrated to a depth of about five hundred yards. The main tunnel went back about one hundred yards and then came to a doorway that was open enough to enter. Beyond, various branching tunnels that appear to have been hand-carved by high technology. The Technical Appliance noted the marks of a beam similar to Hege’s matter disruptor rifle, but on a much larger scale and used with a delicacy that suggests truly advanced mining robots.

        We have seen empty rooms we cannot explain, from those small enough to be linen closets up to this one where we set camp. It reminds me of an auditorium, or perhaps a sports arena, as the floor is perfectly flat and smooth. Lights show strange designs in the floor, but they have faded almost to invisibility.

        There is air circulation down here, so we can breathe and it remains cool, without too much dust accumulated.

        We’re at rest now, with a watch drone and both security folks handy and prepared.

        There have been no indications of life since we landed, nor of machines that are making the signals Lauma first uncovered.

        Time for dinner.

      

      

      

      Stephanie studied the area around them as they finished eating a simple dinner from field packs and stashed the remains away.

      Overhead, an oval-shaped dome, maybe one hundred yards on the long axis. Perfectly flat floor. Two camping dome tents set up, each rated for two crew members, with air mattresses and blankets. The light globe was taking the place of a campfire.

      Kagiso sat with his legs crossed, studying his Technical Appliance. Stephanie was seated in lotus. Galvan sat sieza like a samurai, his legs tucked under him almost like a cat. Hege had eaten first earlier and was mostly just pacing a slow circle, a form of meditation that many of the security marines practiced.

      Kagiso’s eyes looked distracted. Troubled.

      “You okay?” Stephanie asked.

      He looked up from his device.

      “Nothing makes sense,” he said. “If the population has been gone this long, there would be more damage, even just from entropy. More cave-ins. Something. No planet is dead. I’ve been detecting small tremors, so I know that the core is active. And yet, this place looks like it was abandoned all of about two years ago.”

      “We haven’t detected anyone,” Stephanie reminded him.

      Kagiso waved a hand negligently.

      “Do we even know what to look for?” he asked.

      Stephanie started to answer tartly but stopped herself. He had a point. Alien didn’t always mean near-Human, in spite of how many Humanoids there were out there that fell into roughly similar exteriors. From the Ladrehien of the Heavenly Imperium of Kui to the Thrinarv of Iputon. To say nothing of the various erect bipeds that were less Human-like, but still intelligent and toolusing.

      “Maybe you just need a chance to relax, Kagiso,” Stephanie pointed out. “It’s been a long day. Do you need a blowjob before you turned in?”

      He looked up at her sharply for a moment, perhaps to tell if she was mocking him, but Stephanie just smiled. He had a nice cock when he wanted help with it.

      Kagiso glanced over at Galven, who was sitting mostly impassive.

      Of course, if Kagiso turned her down, Hoyt Galven might just be next on her list, depending on when he and Hege were due to swap shifts. Hege would have other needs.

      “Or you could ask him,” Stephanie offered.

      Most people really didn’t care whose mouth it was wrapped around their prick and sucking, as long as they were doing a good job.

      “No, I’d prefer you, if you were interested,” Kagiso said quietly.

      He put away the Technical Appliance and rose. Stephanie smiled over at Galven.

      “I might need your help later going off-line.” She grinned at the man.

      She reached out and took Kagiso’s hand, pulling him towards her as she unwrapped her legs and rolled up onto her knees.

      Kagiso’s shirt was tucked into his belt, so she tugged the front up a little and ran her hand over his fly. The pants were plus six jodhpurs, longer than plus fours golfers often wore, designed to tuck into boots. Jodhpurs because of the way the thighs had extra space built in. They always looked a little baggy on Kagiso, mostly because he didn’t have thighs like she did. The material was an artificial cloth with the feel of linen and the strength of steel cable.

      She ran her hands up both of his thighs from the inside of his knees. Already, he was getting hard as she outlined his cock through the fabric. Stephanie licked her lips greedily and reached for the closure with her other hand, still massaging that lengthening tool as she did.

      One hand got inside and pulled him free. Kagiso was circumcised, the dark-brown flesh cut back from his broad, arrow-like head that was turning maroon as she pumped the shaft. His cock was longer than most, but skinny. At times, it was almost like deep throating a candy cane. In all the good ways.

      She leaned forward and just kissed his tip, running her tongue over his slit and tasting that first drop of excitement that had formed.

      Nearby, Galven was sitting uncomfortably tented, but he wouldn’t pull his own cock out and take care of himself while watching, since she’d suggested she might need it shortly. His wasn’t as impressive, but sometimes, a girl just needed a piledriver hammering away at her insides while she stroked her clit.

      This felt like that kind of day.

      For now, she wrapped her lips around Kagiso’s head, sucking as he gasped and working his flesh with a tight grip. Forward and back, like he was deep inside her, rather than just fucking her mouth.

      He began to move now, hips picking up a motion almost like the waves. Stephanie rocked with it, keeping hold and suction. Her right hand reached out now to grasp his bottom and squeeze. Kagiso Schultheiß might have bird legs, but he did have a nice ass.

      Stephanie opened up now and took him all the way into her mouth, drawing a deep breath as she got more and more of him crammed down and tickling her tonsils. She felt sorry for people whose gag reflex prevented them from enjoying this sort of thing, because Kagiso moaned as she buried her nose in his dark, musky pubic hair and held him there for a few seconds.

      Hands came up and held the sides of her hair. She usually kept it somewhere between a pixied buzzhawk and a rockabilly, so it was stubble under his fingers. Nothing he could grab on to, though. Kagiso just liked running his hands through her hair when she went down on him.

      Stephanie withdrew now, drawing her tongue along the bottom of his shaft and getting an even greater gasp out of the man. She grabbed hold of his wet cock now with her left hand and really started pumping harder and faster than before, just kissing the tip and letting his juices be wrung out into her mouth.

      Sweet. She always liked that about Kagiso. He didn’t go in for that dumb vegan lifestyle that always left a man’s cum bitter. No, his was always chocolate syrup in her mouth.

      She clamped onto his head now as his shaft started swelling under her ministrations. His breath grew sharper and louder as he got closer and closer to erupting in her mouth.

      Finally, he blew like a firehose that has been turned on. One yelp and he filled her mouth with a chocolate sundae. Stephanie kept pumping, swallowing as fast as she could, knowing that more would be following.

      A second jolt, almost as powerful as the first. Then a third. She even managed a fourth out of him today, which was almost a record.

      “Stop,” he gasped painfully.

      Stephanie ceased pumping and just held him in her mouth as he twitched. Sure enough, a few seconds later another spasm passed all the way through him, from heels to cock, and she got one last little dribble of cum.

      She leaned back and then licked him lightly once, just to clean everything up.

      Kagiso wanted to stagger backwards, but she had hold of his bottom, holding him mostly upright so he didn’t fall on his ass right now.

      “Okay,” he whispered, so she did let go.

      His cock was already shriveling, so the man was able to tuck it away with shaky hands, and then lurched off to his tent, where he would no doubt pass out like a boy and sleep happily.

      Stephanie found a cloth from dinner and wiped her mouth and hand, smiling. She turned to Galven and considered how she wanted him to take her right now, beginning to rise just as he smiled back.

      Then Hege opened fire with her Hardstunner.
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      Stephanie exploded into action, almost as quickly as Galven did, drawing her Afterglow and looking for trouble. The watch drone should have fired if it detected danger, so she wasn’t sure what was going on.

      Kagiso was back out of the tent, but his brain was only slightly tracking after all that. Galven had rotated his back to Hege, his own Hardstunner sniffing the darkness beyond their light globe firelight.

      Stephanie moved to Hege’s off hand. The woman was still aimed at the darkness but hadn’t moved.

      “What was it?” she asked.

      “Movement,” Hege said. “Low and right at the edge. Gone now.”

      Stephanie reached into her belt pouch and pulled out the compact flashlight she usually carried in the field. Along with a small travel tin of goodies, she was never really bereft until you stripped her completely bare.

      The tube ignited the darkness clear to the wall. Stephanie got lucky because she caught a sudden flicker of movement as she did. Hege fired again and seemed to hit it with a bright red splash, but the thing vanished, this time through what looked like a hole in the wall.

      Mouse? Except that it had seemed white or maybe silver. And a Hardstunner would have knocked a Human on its ass. Hell, a moose would be woozy right now. A mouse might be dead.

      “I hit it,” Hege growled. “Twice. I’m certain of that.”

      Considering the range was only about thirty yards, Stephanie might have been able to as well, had she fired quickly enough.

      “Galven, anything?” Stephanie called to the man guarding her ass right now.

      “Negative, Commander,” he replied fiercely.

      “Watch drone, raise threat level one step,” Hege called.

      “Acknowledged,” the drone said in a feminine voice identical to the one used when the ship needed to talk. “Threat level now three.”

      Confirmed danger. The scale went up to seven. Hopefully, they wouldn’t get there today. Of course, if it went up to four, she might either withdraw entirely to the surface and wait, or have Davis send down a full security team.

      Too little known.

      “Here,” Stephanie said, handing Hege the flashlight.

      She returned to her Technical Appliance, sitting next to where she’d been while taking care of Kagiso. It was linked to the watch drone, so she should have a full log of the last ten minutes.

      At Threat Level Two, it wouldn’t have done anything to a mouse sitting off at the edge of the light. Only when it got closer would the machine have pinged an alert, or possibly fired a warning shot.

      She opened the scanner and read back the logs from the device.

      Huh!

      “Hege, you probably did hit it,” Stephanie said as Kagiso knelt down next to her and looked at her results. “The drone recorded that thing as a mechanical, not organic.”

      “Robot mouse?” the woman asked incredulously.

      “Close enough for now,” Kagiso said. “More complicated, but the Hardstunner is designed for organics. We might need something heavier.”

      Stephanie heard the woman growl an obscenity.

      “Hoyt, dig out your Zenith void beamer and grab mine while you’re at it,” Hege called.

      Stephanie agreed. Time for the big guns. Plus, Hege had her matter disruptor rifle, if she needed something extravagant.

      Quickly, things got rearranged. Hege had only brought two pistols, but that was fine. Stephanie would remain safely between the trained troopers for now. The watch drone could be switched to something more dangerous as well if necessary.

      And if the mouse was a robot of some sort, then it made more sense why things were the way they were. If all the Humanoids had left, were their machines still running after all this time?

      What else might they find down here?
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      Rather than split the group, Stephanie had them move together. Even Kagiso wasn’t likely to fall asleep anytime soon, in spite of a great blowjob.

      Too much adrenaline.

      As a unit, they walked as a group to the wall where the mouse had vanished, leaving the watch drone back at camp.

      Stephanie knelt as Hege covered her, with the men watching the flanks. She held the beam on the spot and quickly realized that it wasn’t a hole, but the slot of space under a door.

      “Shit,” she said, rising and stepping back to cover the whole wall. “Yes, there.”

      “Locking controls?” Hege asked.

      “Looks like,” Stephanie replied.

      Twelve buttons arranged in a circle around a thirteenth. Something like the standard tenkey plus two rectangle of twelve that she was used to, just done differently.

      Alien, as it were. The layout suggested six fingers on each hand instead of the five she had, but Humanoids ranged from four to six all over this quadrant.

      “Hey, that’s interesting,” Kagiso said. “Stephanie, put your light here.”

      She did. And agreed.

      “The figure in the center looks Human enough,” he said now. “The overall shape suggests female. What are they doing to her?”

      Stephanie paused before answering. Nude Humanoid, at least. Arms and legs spread out vitruvian style and held in place by a strange apparatus. There were two cocks involved, so she was being penetrated both vaginally and anally. A solid DP, but the face had faded enough that Stephanie couldn’t tell if she was experiencing the agony or the ecstasy at this moment. Strange, robotic watchers seemed to be witnesses or fans of a sporting event.

      Tall and skinny, mostly consisting of stick figures with big heads and knobby joints. Hints of color suggested several varieties.

      “Hege,” she said, turning to the woman. “This hatch slides sideways into the wall, so there’s nothing we can do to stop it from opening, right?”

      “Not with what I have with me, no,” the woman agreed.

      Stephanie paused to consider just how crazy that marine might get if she had to.

      Hege bint Mee’ha al-d’Aramitz could get…creative when she needed to rise to the occasion, as it were.

      “Do we move our camp closer so the light covers it?” Kagiso asked.

      “No,” Hege said flatly. “We mark the space on the drone and have it ping the door ten times per second, sounding a loud alert if it opens for any reason.”

      Stephanie nodded. She’d slung her Technical Appliance on her hip. She brought it forward now and scanned the entire wall out several yards either direction. Kagiso had brought a Sciences version, like he was supposed to, centered on planetology. Hers was specifically configured for Xenoarchaeology.

      Every Technical appliance came with the same baseline. A local database of general knowledge, augmented with a secondary one. The electronics inside rose to the level of Artificial Intelligence, but they had almost no personality. Short range scanners. Some tools inside plus a small equipment printer that could output things you needed, both solid and liquid, though only a Medical version really handled ever possible fluid you wanted.

      Still, it was exactly what she needed right now.

      “Activate,” she invoked it, listening for the quick chirp. “Identify wall markings previously scanned. Place in cultural context. Culture unknown, so presume Humanoid based on images. Compute.”

      That would get it going. How long it might take depended on how random she might want the results to get, as the AI started speculating.

      She nodded at Hege. The two marines reversed pitch now, with Galven leading and Hege crab-walking backwards.

      The camp suddenly felt less…something.

      Up until a few minutes ago, they had been the only advanced life forms on the planet. Now, they could presume some level of robotic life still around. Pacey Aliyev didn’t know anything about the place, or he would have stepped up to lead, perhaps even arguing with her precedence. The Selwik were the only known robotic sentients in this quadrant, but someone had first manufactured those factories, however many millennia ago.

      Were these his cousins? Or had his original makers come from here?

      That led her to some interesting conclusions, as the Selwik had been abandoned longer than they could collectively remember as a species. Impressive, when each entity might live a thousand years.

      They got quickly back to camp. Stephanie stepped close to Galven and smiled ruefully.

      “Rain check?” she asked.

      Now was not the time to bring herself to unconsciousness with a row of hard, loud, sweaty orgasms that left her passed out and drooling. Much as she might want to. She had to be in charge.

      He nodded. Shrugged. Grinned.

      She’d make it up to him at some point. Just not tonight.

      Instead, they split into science/marine contingents and spoke in low, uncertain voices.

      That was it. Certainty had vanished. Now, everything was to be questioned.

      “Thoughts?” she asked Kagiso.

      “None worth mentioning beyond the basics.” He grinned. “Somebody just fucked me utterly silly, so putting whole sentences together is a little fun at this moment.”

      She grinned back. Whoops.

      “Then let’s assume that something heard us,” she said. “Maybe just a mouse. Maybe the mouse is part of a nest. Or a hive.”

      “Do we set the drone to six or seven now?” he asked.

      “No, but you remember the emergency word, right?” Stephanie asked.

      He nodded.

      That would put the machine at seven immediately, as well as unleash all the hounds of hell on whatever threat was detected. Probably good enough. They were scientists and Explorers, not conquerors.

      “Hopefully, whatever that was ends up being a scout diplomat, and we can apologize for Hege shooting at it. Twice. Neither seemed to hurt it, so all just a misunderstanding. With me so far?”

      “And if they take offense?” he asked.

      “We can always have Davis pull us out,” Stephanie replied. “I’ve been tracking the signal, and one of the reasons we camped here is that it is still clear enough overhead that the matter teleporter beam can reach us. You need to go off-line for a while, so we’re ready for whatever happens in the morning.”

      “You expect me to sleep now?” he asked.

      “Meditate, at least,” Stephanie countered. “We’re underground where the light won’t change. I need you sharp enough for tomorrow, so at least four hours, preferably six. Hege and Hoyt can each get some rest as well. I’d hate for them to have to stim hard to keep up. That does things to your cognition processes after a while.”

      “Okay,” he said. “I’ll try.”

      He rose and went back to his tent now as she watched. Hege stepped closer and Galven joined the man a moment later.

      “I’m staying up for a few hours,” Hege said. “He’ll relieve me and then I’ll crash. Any ideas what to expect?”

      “Watchers,” Stephanie replied. “As long as they only watch, don’t hassle them. If they become a threat, take the drone to seven and defend the place as you think best. Don’t be afraid to call Boston and have Specialist Nicolau pull us out.”

      Hege nodded and started pacing. Stephanie watched as she swapped her Zenith for the matter disruptor rifle after a moment and carried that cradled in her arms as she walked.

      She needed to update Davis now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 8


          

        

      

    

    
      “Okay,” Davis said as Machesky answered the last question he could think of. “Stay sharp and prepare to run.”

      “Will do, Captain,” she replied, cutting the signal from her end.

      He looked around the bridge. Theo was on duty, with Lauma below sleeping. Aliyev and a team were on the outer moon right now, but it was as dead as dead could be.

      He opened a line to the Selwik. An android might have a better idea what to expect from another artificial life form. Or not.

      “Aliyev here,” the Second Explorer replied.

      “Kelenov,” Davis said. “I’m transmitting you a voice and data package from Stephanie that she just sent up. I know the moon you are on isn’t showing any signs of anything, but everybody amp up their paranoia a step and don’t take any unnecessary risks.”

      “Are you expecting trouble, Captain?” the man asked.

      “No, but if I was a villain, I might launch dual assaults simultaneously,” Davis said. “Perhaps catching everyone off guard and forcing Boston into a bad decision matrix.”

      “Acknowledged, Captain,” Aliyev said. “Stand by.”

      Davis waited as the man listened to Stephanie’s observations and conclusions. He was back on the line quickly enough.

      “Should we withdraw from this surface now?” Aliyev asked.

      Davis considered it. Standard procedure leaned that way but didn’t immediately demand it. And he had stretched those rules a time or two.

      “No,” he decided. “Exercise best judgment at your end and be ready to be extracted at any moment. I’ll let the matter teleporter team know to be on warm standby for the next several hours.”

      “Understood, Captain,” the Second Explorer said. “Aliyev out.”

      Davis nodded to Theo Hawk when the man looked back. With Stephanie and Pacey off-ship and Lauma asleep, he was handling things.

      “Theo, you have the bridge,” Davis said. “I’m going to bed for now. Wake me if anything happens.”

      Tomorrow felt like it was going to be a busy day.
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      Stephanie hadn’t slept, per se. Rested. Dozed. Bounced in and out of napping, to the point she was almost more tired than before. But she knew her body and mind. Those four hours would be sufficient. She could keep up that regime for a couple of weeks without resorting to chemicals to stay sharp.

      That was the sort of thing you did in the Rovell Electorate Flotilla.

      She emerged from her tent, leaving Hege sleeping, and looked around.

      The space she had come to think of as the ballroom hadn’t changed. Open, airy, dark, quiet. Galven was on duty, with the light globe at a higher setting than earlier. The watch drone floated nearby, an ominous, gray disk.

      Galven glanced over at her from where he was walking, but she shook her head and made her way to where they had set up a small water condenser before. Just enough humidity around here to have pulled about a liter out of the air. She poured it into a mug, added some mix, and flipped the heating element. Coffee shortly.

      Yum.

      Rather than speak and break the silence, she pulled the Technical Appliance around and quickly scanned the logs.

      Nothing had appeared last night. The AI was speculating about Humanoids that had previously lived here, but didn’t have enough to go on, so it had ceased computation pretty quickly.

      Still, she had a mystery.

      It was known as Haunted Space, after all. Had other explorers come here and seen ghosts?

      What were ghosts, anyway? She could think of any number of ways to use science and technology to spook and frighten the weak-minded and superstitious.

      But they had seen the mouse. Even the logs confirmed the thing, though nothing had gotten a good enough view of it to show anything about the construction.

      She would have to go through that door to find more answers. So be it.

      Stephanie checked the time on her bracer. Six hours and change. She walked close to the tents.

      “Kagiso, you awake?” she asked conversationally.

      “I am,” he replied instantly.

      Probably hadn’t slept any better than her.

      Hege was already opening the tent door and stuck her head out. She had cute bedhead, even as short as it was.

      They were up. Time to get into motion. Underground, so they had established a spot as a latrine, yet another device that would capture fluid and break it all down into water and solids that could be recycled or disposed of, as needed.

      “Break it all down and pack it up,” Stephanie decided. “We’ll leave another signal booster here and go inspect that door again, to see what it is like today. Questions?”

      None. They got to work.

      Quickly, she found herself facing the door where the mouse had vanished, and nothing else had come out. The controls were the same. Twelve buttons arranged in a circle around a thirteenth.

      She glanced closer at the image of the figure getting a DP, still wondering if it intended torture or pleasure. No ghosts, but at least one robot. Probably more.

      “Kagiso, scan through to the room beyond,” she ordered.

      His Technical Appliance had the right sensors and hardware to detect movement over there. Little things, even the scuff of a foot. Robots might not move much, but it was all she had.

      Stephanie centered her mind on the keypad thing. Twelve around the outside, in a numbering system she didn’t recognize, other than it had to be base-12, as nothing was repeated. The number of possible combinations was beyond the effort to really calculate.

      Instead, she pushed the button at the center, marveling that all the buttons themselves were hexagonal. It depressed cleanly. A moment later, the door slid open to the right.

      Hege was ready to unleash hell. It was unnecessary, as the room was empty. More of a hallway. About two yards wide. Three tall. The same smoothly polished floor, without any dust that might show tracks of a wee creature moving around.

      She pointed her Technical Appliance at the dimness and let it ping. The tunnel continued some distance in a straight line, then appeared to run into another door, down about sixty yards.

      “Hege?” she asked.

      “Door is thin enough I should be able to blast a hole in it later, if it somehow locks on us,” the woman said, shifting to the only logic necessary.

      Stephanie was the Explorer. Kagiso a scientist. The other two were for danger.

      Hopefully, there would be none.

      “Single file and through,” she decided.

      There really wasn’t much choice here. Every other option was less interesting than the possibility of finding someone or something still active down here.

      Well, she could just walk away entirely.

      Except that she was an Explorer. That wasn’t what she did.

      Hege led. Stephanie was three steps behind her. Kagiso back from that. Hoyt Galven trailing, mostly walking sideways. The light globe was tagged to Hege now, floating along just below the ceiling like a tethered balloon.

      “Hold,” Stephanie ordered as they all got past the door.

      Thankfully, it didn’t close. Automation after all this time had been her great fear, closing and leaving her trapped inside.

      She turned sideways and scanned the left wall. It presented a mosaic, done with infinite patience in colored tiles no larger than grains of rice. Something a robot might have done?

      The images were more interesting now, though they might still be as much sexual as torture. Realistic males and females engaging in acts with stick-figures. Pain or pleasure?

      She presumed for now, lacking all other evidence, that they were fucking. Penetrations both directions. Every hole and hand occupied as she slowly walked along the wall, recording everything. Had the robots survived when the organics faded away, too busy having sex with their machines to remember to breed?

      It happened. Not as frequently as a badly-programmed singularity accidentally wiping a species. Nor the use of atomic weapons, if they were primitive enough.

      Still, you had to continue your generations.

      As an interpretation, it left much to be desired. At the same time, Stephanie knew she was reading things into it.

      She paused to check her bracer. Life signs still good. Signal boost throughput still adequate enough that the matter teleporter beam should be able to lock on and pull them out if necessary.

      “Okay, I’ve got what I need here,” she said, nodding to Hege.

      They went deeper.
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      Davis was on the bridge when Pacey Aliyev called.

      “Captain, I think we’ve found what your kind might classify as a cemetery,” his Second Explorer said.

      Your kind meant organics, when Aliyev used the term. A way to separate living, breathing creatures from positronic brains powered by thorium decay reactors.

      “What do you have, Pacey?” Davis asked.

      “You might classify this volume as a storeroom full of parts, Captain,” Aliyev replied. “To me, they bear the marks of entropy as produced by hard service. I have found a creature that looks similar enough to Stephanie’s mouse.”

      He held up a thing to the camera on his Technical Appliance and Davis had to agree. Four legs. Snout with whiskers. Eyes and nose. Tail. All metal though, instead of fur. More matte finish, so maybe brushed nickel instead of chrome.

      “Threat?” Davis asked.

      “None that I can identify without bringing one back to my lab for dissection,” Pacey said. “That can wait, as I have reasonable scans of the interior. No mouth nor teeth, but it appears to have a speaker mechanism by which it might squeak or talk, depending. The claws are sharp enough to climb stone, so presumably they could damage flesh easily enough. However, I have a more important discovery I am still digesting.”

      Selwik didn’t have stomachs, so they couldn’t even consume food that they might just pass. Still, the man had a tendency to use Human figures of speech.

      “Go on,” Davis said.

      The camera swung around to show stacks of plumbing pipe on racks. Then it got closer, and Davis realized that they were robots, or a sort. Weird, because most of the time people who could make them either optimized the design for efficiency at some task or designed it to resemble an organic android/gynoid, like the Selwik did.

      “Stephanie’s robots from the pictures?” Davis asked.

      “That’s my supposition, Captain,” Pacey replied. “Again, scanning at short range because I don’t want to bring one aboard until I understand them better.”

      “Be careful, Aliyev,” Davis reminded them. “This is just an exploration mission. We don’t have to save the galaxy today.”

      “Understood,” the android replied with a chuckle. “Unusually, it can actually wait until tomorrow.”

      Davis laughed as the line went dead. How many times had the crew of the Rovell Electorate Heavy Cruiser Boston saved the galaxy over the last few years? Almost more than he could count.

      “Lauma,” he said, turning to look at the Comm Officer.

      This morning, she almost reminded him of a hunting tiger from the fierce way she held herself. Her thick, straight, black hair was always worn in an upright style that reminded him of a plume of smoke, especially now, when she was concentrating on a box projector and had her bottom pointed almost directly at him. Just like Stephanie frequently did. It was a machine interface design a captain could appreciate.

      Leggy build, with narrow hips that still showed off enough waist to grip with both hands, even if she tended to wear her clothes in a manner that struck him as practical, bordering on severe. Stephanie wore her clothes. Lauma let her clothes wear her.

      “Comm, open a channel to Stephanie’s team on the ground for an update,” he said.

      A moment later, she looked back without rising, so he stopped ogling her bottom and made eye contact.

      “I’ve been trying, sir,” she explained with a grimace. “Some sort of interference just jumped enough that I can’t get through to them.”

      Interference? Just now? What were the odds that it was merely random?

      Exceedingly low. Impossibly low.

      “On the moon, too?” he asked.

      “Negative, Captain,” Lauma said. “Just Commander Machesky’s location. Strike that, now the field is blanketing the entire planetary surface.”

      He clicked a button on his armrest.

      “Matter teleporter room,” Nicolau replied.

      “Contact Aliyev and pull them out right now,” Davis ordered.

      “Yes, sir,” she said.

      Davis turned back to Lauma.

      “Bring the ship to alert,” he ordered.
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      Stephanie stood before the next door. The entire hallway had been some sort of mural, done in mosaic the entire pathway. Sex or torture wasn’t obvious, as they were just images, without any writing she’d been able to identify. Humanoids that she would have placed into the near-Human category that covered so much of this slice of the galaxy.

      Perhaps ancestors? Humans had been around here long enough to breed with some of the other species, possibly hybridizing or speciating over time. So long ago that nobody really knew where the species had originated.

      Was Haunted Space the original home of mankind? If so, then why abandon it?

      She shrugged, but only mentally. Outwardly, she needed to embody First Explorer. Calm, poised, and ready for any new experiences that diplomacy might throw her way.

      Hege stood in front of her, guarding the doorway itself, that blank, gray slab of metal that seemed to separate the outer world from whatever was beyond.

      “Thoughts?” she asked.

      “Gap under the door like before,” Hege said. “Big enough for our little friend to get through. Same keypad control. Think we’re supposed to go this way.”

      “Agreed,” Stephanie replied.

      “Is it a trap?” Kagiso said. “That’s really the only interesting question here.”

      “Wish I could tell you, Kagiso,” she said. “We’ll find out now.”

      She stepped to the side and pressed the button at the center of the ring. She had to trust that whoever was on the other side wanted to meet her. Or that whoever had left however many thousands of years ago had wanted her to be able to get in later, as appalling as that thought might be.

      The hatch slid aside, revealing the continuation of the hallway. Now, however, it sloped down visibly. Perhaps as much as ten percent, which might make getting out later a bit of a hike.

      They were inside a hill on the side of the original valley. Apparently, they were going to descend now into the depths of the planet.

      She had her Technical Appliance out and scanning. It pinged almost immediately.

      “Hold,” Stephanie called before Hege fired.

      “What?” the woman asked, suddenly ready for mayhem.

      “Light globe, move forward ten feet and hold,” Stephanie ordered.

      It carried the artificial torchlight down the hallway, revealing the light-colored mouse in the middle of the hallway, perfectly still and watching them.

      “What’s it doing?” Kagiso asked.

      “Nothing,” Stephanie replied. “No, check that, it is moving away from us. Perhaps leading us where someone wants us to go?”

      “That suggests an ancient computer still working,” Kagiso noted dryly.

      “Indeed, it does,” Stephanie said.

      The mouse had moved away slowly, but she could still see hints of light reflecting off the thing’s back.

      “Light globe, return to position one,” she instructed it, prodding Hege to move forward now.

      The mouse seemed to understand Human pace, as it stayed at their same speed, some forty feet ahead now. Far enough that none of them could pounce on it, but still visible at the edge of the light.

      An enticement? Stephanie didn’t know. She brought up her bracer and keyed the comm circuits.

      Nothing.

      What?

      “Problems?” Kagiso asked, suddenly close behind her.

      Stephanie double-checked her Technical Appliance, but it was receiving signals from all four of them.

      “We’ve crossed a threshold of some sort,” Stephanie announced. “Something is preventing us from getting a signal out to Boston.”

      Indeed, they were on their own, it seemed.

      Retreat now, or risk it?

      Crew safety was her first thought. At the same time, she was First Explorer. Her job was to be a principal representative of the Rovell Electorate in meeting new alien cultures and peoples.

      Nothing had been a threat so far. Unless, as Kagiso had said, it was a trap with her curiosity as the bait.

      There was always that.
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        Captain’s Log – Supplemental: Commander Machesky’s team is out of contact. Some sort of new energy field has encapsulated the entire planet, preventing scanners from doing more than reaching the ground and cutting all communications.

        Commander Aliyev’s team was successfully extracted from the second moon, intentionally not bringing any artifacts aboard. We can return later as needed. Right now, I need to find a way to get to Stephanie and her people. Maybe get them out and leave this system. Maybe find out what they did.

        Make sure they are safe.

      

      

      

      Davis looked around the conference room. It was large and painted in soft mauve and moss tones intended to sooth the mind. The table itself was a slice of Furloo Ironwood tree treated to be harder than steel, while retaining all the textures and patterns of the tree itself. Chairs had been selected for comfort.

      Davis had a half-empty mug of hot chocolate in front of him. The others had all gone their own personal route, with even Pacey Aliyev having an empty cup in front of him that he occasionally pretended to sip from, so as to socially fit in with the larger group.

      Commander Enzo Wakeman closest. Chief Engineer. A man who didn’t always do things by the book. Hell, he hardly acknowledged that there was a book at times. That made him a good intellectual and emotional balance to Pacey, with his android tendencies towards logic and patterns.

      First Lieutenant Dalton Zhao sat next to Pacey, across from Enzo. Her job was to be in charge of all damage control situations. If it needed to be fixed, she was there supervising, if not elbows deep inside some machine herself.

      Next to Enzo opposite Lauma was Quim Sarkisian, pronounced Keem as he would correct you. Ambassador in charge of field diplomacy. At least those times when Stephanie or Pacey weren’t leading. As always, his silky, spikey, night-black hair reminded Davis of a porcupine’s quills. Big brain in an average-looking body.

      Davis had even invited his Air Boss, Lieutenant Halifax Kinnear, in case they ended up having to land a shuttle on the surface. As a person, they were usually quiet, almost introverted, but spoke with great confidence once they had an opinion. Halifax had been AMAB (Assigned Male At Birth), but later partly transitioned, having found a happy spot in the middle where they felt they were most effective.

      Davis had to agree with the results.

      “What do we know?” Davis asked, turning to Lauma on his immediate left.

      “Scanners cannot reach the ground,” she said bluntly. “We’ve dropped down in orbit a little so passive optical can resolve things small enough to see a Human, but they do not appear to have emerged from the cave system.”

      Davis looked at Enzo Wakeman next.

      “Can we get a matter teleporter beam through?” Davis asked.

      “Not right now,” the man replied simply. “The static, or whatever it is, is too great. You’ll need to find a way to punch through that.”

      “Weapons?” Davis asked, looking around.

      “Doubtful, sir,” Dalton Zhao said now. “We might try pushing more engine power through the emitters, to strengthen the matter teleporter, but that introduces its own risk. At both ends.”

      Davis was impressed. She rarely offered suggestions that might damage her ship. At the same time. Dalton obviously understood the stakes.

      He nodded.

      “Okay, I want everyone to spend some time thinking about ways we can subvert or overcome that field,” Davis told them. “Halifax, go ahead and warm up one of your shuttles, in case all else fails, and we need to try a landing on the surface directly.”

      “Already done, captain,” they said. “Got two of my coxswains on sixty second standby to launch on your order.”

      “Good,” he said, rising. “Stephanie and the other are counting on us to have their backs. Let’s get to it, people.”
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      Stephanie watched the mouse creature slide under the next door and vanish. They’d traveled another few hundred yards in a straight line, descending slowly. On the inertial map, she could place almost exactly where they were. Deep under the mountain.

      “Kagiso, what’s the atmosphere like?” she asked.

      “Temperature is a little warmer than before,” he said, studying the readout on his device. “That jives with our descent, especially if we expect machines down here producing heat. Air is still safe to breathe and holding at almost perfect barometric pressure.”

      Perfect. That was it. This whole planet had felt perfect. The right gravity. The right sunlight above. The right air that even smelled normal to her.

      She couldn’t help but wonder if Humans had indeed come from Haunted Space, however many millennia ago. Why would you leave paradise?

      Nothing was obvious, save the door in front of her. Another gray slab. The walls in this space had been gray, rather than mosaiced, whatever that told her. Thirteen button keypad, as she’d seen twice before.

      “Hege?”

      “Ready.”

      Stephanie pushed the center button and watched the door retract. Behind them, hopefully both of those doors remained open, allowing them to leave freely.

      A breeze kissed her cheek now. The air down here had been still, but something ahead of them had a higher pressure. It smelled mechanical and electrical, like Dalton Zhao occasionally did when she’d been welding and cursing as she fixed something.

      Stephanie aimed her Technical Appliance and let it scan the space beyond.

      Big. Empty, but not hollow. Movement.

      “Hege, move with caution,” Stephanie instructed the woman, following her to the doorway and beyond.

      They had arrived, wherever here was. The space was nearly the size of the ballroom above and behind them, but marker lights showed on several levels, all the way around as she took a moment to check. Most of them were at ground level, about even with her eyes.

      Then the lights came up and Stephanie gasped. Around them, metallic stick figures like the mosaics had shown, as well as a few near-Human figures. Those hadn’t shown up on her scanner.

      The center of the room was dominated by a black column, fifteen or more feet across and twice that tall. It almost looked to be carved from onyx, with that glassy reflective glow, but it was perfectly smooth.

      Three lights that Stephanie wanted to call eyes appeared near the top, focused on her.

      Stephanie tore her eyes away from that hypnotic look and studied the stick figures. None were close. All were looking her way. Dozens of them, in both chrome and gold finish. She didn’t know what the colors signified.
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