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  Chapter 1: Ground Zero


  Itchy’s six fingers danced across the command console quickly pulling up a ship system diagnostic. Although it took time to get used to the way Humans did thing, the Bug prided itself on professionalism. Having spent the better part of a decade as a drop pilot, Itchy was more than competent when it came to interfacing with human technology… even if they DID have 4 more fingers than normal. Reviewing the block characters written in the human language of English, the Bug quickly began transmitting the ship’s condition to the nearest orbital command center.


  —DATA UPLOAD INITIATED—


  D.C.S. APERCU

  DRC CORPORATION DETROIT CLASS SURVEY SHUTTLE

  SHIP SYSTEM DIAGNOSTIC…


  *COMMUNICATION ARRAYS* — NOMINAL

  ***POWER GENERATORS*** — 84%

  ****FLIGHT SYSTEMS**** — 71%

  ****DEFENSE ARRAYS**** — NOMINAL

  ****HULL INTEGRITY**** — 53% (WARNING)

  *****LIFE SUPPORT***** — 66%


  … ALL SYSTEMS FUNCTIONAL.

  … WARNING— HULL BREACH IN SECONDARY PASSENGER BAY.


  The Apercu had performed admirably during the sling-shot out of orbit of Echo. Using the gravitational pull from the planet’s single moon, Eremus, the drop ship was able to make excellent time on its course out to the Sigma System’s asteroid belt. According to mission specs, The Apercu was assigned to H-17, an ice-covered planetoid surrounded by a debris field and two semi-formed rings. Unfortunately, a last-minute change in trajectory resulted in a less-than-desirable outcome.


  Itchy included a request at the end of the transmission and slowly sat back in the pilot’s chair. “Please review the auto diagnostic and advise.”


  While the task of relaying information to central command usually fell on the shoulders of the captain, that was not an option. After an unplanned course correction, The Apercu had approached H-17 at an ill-advised angle and passed through a thick portion of the planetoid’s corona of debris. It was Itchy’s piloting that allowed the ship to make it through without also being pulled into one of it’s rings, which would assuredly have ground them apart within seconds.


  The lag time between transmissions took longer than expected, most likely due to the analysts at the command center assessing the situation. When the text reply finally did come it was very simple, “WHAT IS THE CONDITION OF THE SURVEY CREW?”


  The Bug quickly ran a system check on the survey crew; the bio markers each member of the team wore maintained a basic run down of their health and condition. Itchy’s mandibles folded in displeasure as the results came in.


  SURVEY CREW DIAGNOSTIC…


  PROJECT OVERSEER, JOCELYN SCHULTZ — CONCUSSION, MTBI GRADE 1; SUPERFICIAL

  SECURITY COMMANDER, *****MOE***** — R2 LEG DISMEMBERMENT AT PROXIMAL TROCHANTER

  LEAD TECHNICIAN, **KYLE LAGRISS** — MINOR CONTUSIONS; SUPERFICIAL WOUNDS

  HEAD SCIENTIST, ***IBRIN NLOSK*** — HUMERUS/SCAPULA SUBLAXATION; DISLOCATION

  FIELD MEDIC, ***BEATRICE MUNTZ*** — ABRASIONS, LACERATIONS; SUPERFICIAL WOUNDS

  UNREGISTERED WORKER, NAME UNKNOWN — NOMINAL

  WORK CREW SUPERVISOR, *TIMOTHY ANDERES*, DECEASED: PULMANARY BAROTRAUMA, HYPOXIA, EBULLISM

  UNREGISTERED WORKER, ***NAME UNKNOWN***, DECEASED: PULMANARY BAROTRAUMA, HYPOXIA, EBULLISM

  UNREGISTERED WORKER, ***NAME UNKNOWN***, DECEASED: PULMANARY BAROTRAUMA, HYPOXIA, EBULLISM

  UNREGISTERED WORKER, ***NAME UNKNOWN***, DECEASED: PULMANARY BAROTRAUMA, HYPOXIA, EBULLISM


  … NINE CASUALTIES; FOUR FATALITIES.


  Itchy had only spent a number of hours with the survey crew, and most of that was spent piloting the drop ship rather than getting to know them. The Bug had met Moe on board Sigma-Echo and the two were on reasonable terms; the fellow Drone did not seem excessively hampered after the crash by the loss of one of its four legs. Itchy had heard positive things about the humans Overseer Schultz and Technician Lagriss but knew nothing about the Voljoi scientist; the Grays always managed to make Itchy feel ill-at-ease. The Bug had come to know the field medic the best out of all of them, however, since the ship’s own doctor had died in the accident and it was up to Itchy to help the Gen3 Pig woman handle triage.


  Although most new employees would probably have been surprised at the lack of identification for much of the survey crew, Itchy knew enough about working for DRC Corp to avoid asking questions about unregistered workers. Having been stationed on Sigma-Echo during its early construction, the Bug knew that there were plenty of corporate ‘employees’ that shouldn’t be identified. Letting the thought pass, Itchy instead focused on the data and uploaded it to transmit.


  “The Work crew and its supervisor were located within the Secondary Passenger Bay.” Itchy added to the transmitted information, “The supervisor and one of the workers were ejected from the bay during depressurization. The remaining two bodies are in storage alongside two ship crew fatalities.” the Bug also repeated its earlier request, “Please review the survey crew statistics and advise.”


  Itchy was used to text transmission as a way to maintain clear communication without excessive ‘comm noise’, but the Bug also found it tedious. Once again there was a delay, although it was much shorter before the reply, “WHAT IS THE CONDITION OF THE SHUTTLE’S CREW?”


  If Itchy were human a sigh would have been called for but, as was the way of the Bug, the pilot simply struck its mandibles together audibly several times as it waited for the scent of frustration pheromones to pass and then did as was requested. Itchy pulled up the crew manifest and ran a diagnostic.


  SHIP CREW DIAGNOSTIC…


  DROP CAPTAIN, ***LORETTA KEIZER*** — INTRAPARENCHYMAL HEMORRHAGE; COMA

  DROP PILOT, ********ITCHY******** — NOMINAL

  NAVIGATOR, ******RASKA BERN****** — NOMINAL

  SECURITY COMMANDER, ***ELY FOUR*** — ABRASIONS, LACERATIONS; SUPERFICIAL WOUNDS

  GUNNER 1ST CLASS, ****TIRZSARK**** — ABRASIONS, LACERATIONS; SUPERFICIAL WOUNDS

  JUNIOR MECHANIC, *****BURGER***** — HIGH LEVELS OF CORTISOL/SEROTONIN; STRESSED

  SHIP DOCTOR, *ANGELA MANN*, DECEASED: CEREBRAL CONTUSIONS, EA EPIDURAL HEMORRHAGE, POLYTRAUMA

  SENIOR MECHANIC, SABEEN LI, DECEASED: HEMOTHORAX, CERVICAL FRACTURE, POLYTRAUMA


  … FIVE CASUALTIES; TWO FATALITIES.


  The Bug let out a shudder; it had never liked the feel of the bio marker scan and the seemingly casual response from command wasn’t helping. Regardless, Itchy was able to take come comfort in the fact that few others made it through the rough landing as well as it had done; if nothing else, the Bug could take comfort that its professionalism was being tested, but it was otherwise unharmed.


  Itchy and the navigator, a large female Gorumn named Raska were the only members of the ship’s bridge crew that were seated and strapped in when The Apercu bounced off of a glacier during landing; the impact had thrown ship’s captain across the bridge and left the human woman in a coma with brain swelling; the security officer, an imposing-looking male Neo-Human and the ship’s gunner, an always-talking hemale Cytkus were each luckier, having received only some scrapes and bruises.


  The actual landing, which consisted of a controlled fall, was much worse. The ship’s doctor, a pleasant human woman Itchy had known for years had enlisted the help of the ship’s mechanic to try and force the shuttle’s passenger bays open. Both women were thrown down the hallway when the shuttle impacted with the ground; Angela died of bleeding within minutes while Sabeen’s body suffocated due to paralysis caused by a broken neck. Itchy shook its head, mourning the frailty of the human body. Both bodies had been moved to storage along with the two recovered workers’ corpses.


  Itchy was pleased yet again that the written language of humans didn’t accommodate scent modifiers for emotional expression; the next “Please advise.” would probably have included an unprofessional indicator. The Bug continued typing nevertheless. “Captain Keizer’s condition is critical and deteriorating. Navigator Bern and Commander Four are working with the Survey Crew’s Overseer to maintain order. Mechanic Burger has taken over service duties and is working to maintain ship systems.”


  The lag between the Bug’s transmission and the response from the orbital command center was the longest yet. Itchy knew the members of the crew well enough to know when there was trouble, and it was Captain Keizer that usually managed to keep everyone calm in trying times, but she was comatose and, for all Itchy knew, dying of her wounds. Burger, the newest member of their crew, was practically fresh out of training and had logged less than 100 hours of apprenticeship to their Senior Mechanic; the bio scan from the Gen 2 Donkey’s monitor indicated that he was probably working himself to death… or at least worrying himself to death. The only member of the crew who seemed unconcerned by the events was—


  “So…” Tirzsark’s blatant interruption skewed Itchy’s thought processes and the Bug glanced over to regard the reptile. Although Itchy was tall for a Drone, it was still a far cry from the Cytkus’ immense height and Itchy was required to look up.


  The Bug spoke up before Tirzsark could say anything more. “You should be helping Ely.”


  The comment didn’t have the desired effect of creating silence and the Cytkus responded, patting the back of Itchy’s chair. “I’m still needed on the bridge. What if the VAC stumbled on us right now? Wouldn’t you want the turrets up and running?”


  Itchy responded flatly. “There are no signs of rival corporations in this sector, and the VAC would be defying the System Council if they attempted to work this system.”


  It could tell that Tirzsark had picked up on the pheromone portion of the conversation; the Cytkus were one of the few races that were able to understand the many dimensions of Xtok-Tik-Klak-Tsn communication, and the Lizard took a step back. “No need to shout. Fine… I’ll let you finish with the comms.”

  With that, the Cytkus gunner retreated, talon over nose with an expression of distaste. Itchy had personally always found the scent of frustration and displeasure to be subtle, but apparently Tirzsark did not.


  A double-beep drew the Bug’s attention back to the communication console. “PROCEED AS PLANNED.” and the screen turned off.


  —DATA STREAM ENDED—


  At that point, Itchy had to admit that its scent was no longer even close to subtle. Thankfully, the Bug realized, nobody else was able tocomprehend that it was silently ‘screaming’ as subtly a human baby throwing a temper tantrum— that would have come across as unprofessional.


  * * * * * *


  “Your last name means ‘The Gray’ in Catalan.”


  It was one of the first things Kyle had been told by the work crew’s wise-ass team lead. The man, Timothy Anderes always seemed to have a smile on his face and, no matter how bad the job got, he never appeared to lose his optimistic good nature or quick witted, friendly jabs. At that moment, however, all Kyle could think about was that there wasn’t even a body left to send home.


  Tim, just like most of the work crew, had died when an asteroid tore through the side of their transport shuttle. Kyle had been in the opposite passenger bay at the time, which meant he, unlike the workers, had survived. He sat on a small crate, completely alone in one of the ship’s few private chambers, a small storage closet. He was taking some time for himself while everyone else scurried about, frantic and disorganized. Kyle had a feeling Supervisor Anderes would have pulled everything together with one very crass comment but, then again, he was dead, so such an option just wasn’t there.


  He murmured quietly to himself. “Kyle LaGriss… Kyle The Gray…”


  It always amazed Kyle how much Tim had known. Despite being what the corporate big-wigs referred to as “the brawn”, Supervisor Anderes had a surprising amount of brains. Last time Kyle counted, he recalled realizing that Tim knew at least six languages: English, French, Spanish, Catalan, Portuguese, and Cytkus. Kyle had laughed the first time Tim told him that he knew the reptiles’ language, but he was even more astounded when the smiling man bought his entire team a round in the saurian barkeeper’s native language.


  But that was over; Timothy Anderes was dead, and wasn’t coming back. Kyle always knew there would be a degree of danger in any deep space mission, but it really hadn’t begun to sink in until their shuttle, The D.C.S. Apercu had landed and the deaths started getting counted. Tim had died, along with three of the group’s four workers. Other than Tim, Kyle knew Larry Howard the best— the reliable, work-focused man was a Class 1 Operator, and was familiar with engineering and machining… and was dead.


  The team’s Class 2 Fabricator and one of their Class 3 laborers also died… but at least their bodies were still in the passenger bay. Ukiah, the Fabricator, was a large, no-nonsense Gen 2 California grizzly bear, and her body had ultimately plugged the tear in the ship. Kyle’s engineering mind was often astounded how the flight vectors of modern shuttles were capable of cleaving through low atmospheric planets without a high amount of heat production— it seemed a morbid thing to think about the fact that Ukiah’s corpse wasn’t a pile of cinders.


  He pushed the thought out of his mind, only to have it filled with another, just as distressing one. The body of their Class 3 Laborer, a young bearcat named Sibu, was found tangled in the safety restraints of his seat. Kyle had been the one to find him and, at first, he thought that the poor laborer had been choked to death by the restraints, but it was later pointed out that the evacuation of the atmosphere in the passenger bay was the most likely cause. He quickly forced his thoughts to lighter memories of the bearcat.


  Sibu was actually a few years older then himself, but he couldn’t help but think of the Gen 2’s antics and overall love of life to make him seem that much younger. While he fought to consider the more positive side of that, his mind kept pushing them out with the realization that Sibu, just like the others, was dead… and that love of life was also gone.


  The technician let out a sigh, lowering his head as he rubbed the back of his neck; the strain of losing teammates and his own close call with death was taking its toll— he was getting emotional, and he knew that it would cause problems if he didn’t get himself under control. As the team’s Lead Technician it was Kyle’s job to create a bridge between the trade-school workers and the PhD scientist. Considering the fact that the team’s Scientist was a Voljoi, Kyle usually felt like he had more in common with the workers. It wasn’t that Dr Ibrin Nlosk wasn’t courteous… he was just… odd.


  Time and time again, Kyle found himself with mixed views of the quiet, awkward little gray man. He often tried to convince himself that it was just his own ignorance, or maybe the fact that, being from a small town in Iowa, he never really had a chance to encounter many ‘aliens’… they usually stayed near the central space hubs in the United States like Los Angeles, or Chicago, or Atlanta. Other times, he couldn’t help but think that maybe, just maybe, Dr. Nlosk chose to remain separate from the group on account of some feeling of superiority, or a weird Voljoi social structure. He said the word aloud. “Weird.”


  Kyle rolled his eyes, berating himself for using such a judgment-laden adjective. He knew he was better than that and, considering nearly half the crew had died before they even managed to land on H-17, he would have to revise his opinion of a lot of things— especially the good, gray doctor. The next words out of his mouth contradicted his thoughts, “He didn’t even take a nickname.”


  Since Ukiah was named after the city where she was born, everyone on the survey team took a nickname based on their own place of birth. It worked out well enough considering their security commander was a Xtok-Tik-Klak-Tsn, and his name wasn’t anywhere near easy to pronounce. Of course, neither was the place he was from, but the group had managed to shorten it to “Moe”. Kyle grew up in Iowa just north of Boone, so that became his name. Tim had been born in Windsor, Ontario, so he got the ‘hoity toity’ name, according to Larry. Larry, the Class 1… his nickname had been Perth. He had spoken with an Australian accent. He was dead.


  Sibu wasn’t the Bearcat’s real name either… it was just another nickname from where he was born in Malaysia. Kyle was astounded that Sibu spoke English so well but, he sighed, it was just more history since the Gen 2 hadn’t survived the trip. Moe lived though… despite losing one of his four legs. And the newest member of their group, Sherman, a well-built, tall, shaggy-furred Gen 2 Long Horn Bull from Texas also survived.


  Kyle continued murmuring to himself. “Talk about luck.”


  He casually scratched his pencil across a small pad of paper as he continued sketching. Sherman had been in the secondary passenger bay until about three minutes before they were hit by the asteroid— Tim had sent him into bay 1 to deliver a message to the team lead. Considering all the damage possible for a craft to sustain while flying through an asteroid field, it seemed almost strange that MORE people weren’t injured. Just then, he reminded himself that there were plenty of people who were still alive. “Oh dang…”


  Letting out a breath, Kyle fished in his pocket for his Personal Communication Device. He slid his thumb across the screen in a zigzag pattern to unlock it and quickly tapped out a call.


  A calm voice answered; it was Beatrice Muntz, the team’s field medic. “This is B.”


  “Arsia.” Kyle responded, using her nickname, “How’s everyone?”


  The Gen 2 Pig on the other side of the line turned on the video feed from her own communicator. Kyle saw the woman’s serene expression and he felt a little more relieved. It seemed that nothing bothered the pig and she was able to spread that in an almost tangible aura around her. Out of all of the Gens, hers was the only REAL name anyone seemed to know but she was perfectly happy accepting her nickname. Born in the city of Arsia in Thrias, Mars, the medic had no qualms about joining in on the rest of the team’s name game.


  The pig responded with a smile. “All in all, everyone could be worse. Sherman helped me set Dr. Nlosk’s shoulder and I have it in a sling. Moe’s bleeding stopped almost immediately— I really appreciate the control his kind have over their bodies. I swear, he’s already moving around almost as well on three legs as he was doing on four.”


  He nodded, looking at her face in his PCD screen. “Well… that’s good, I guess.”


  Her voice took on a grave note as she added, “…and… um… Ukiah and Sibu were put alongside the bodies of the ship’s doctor and their mechanic.”


  Kyle responded, but only after swallowing the knot in his throat before trying to push past the thought of death, “I see… and how’s the Overseer?”


  Arsia’s voice returned to its prior tone. “Buffalo’s doing fine.”


  The overseer’s signal inserted itself into their conversation, “I will have you cleaning out latrines for a week.”


  Despite himself, Kyle couldn’t help but smile; the team’s Overseer, Jocelyn Schultz HATED the name game since she was from Buffalo, New York— apparently like most women she didn’t like being referred to as a large, hoofed animal. Of course, since Sherman had joined up the jokes got even more crass and so her dislike of the nickname became even more obvious.


  Arsia overlooked the comment and offered softly .“You should get some rest, Kyle.”


  The Man rubbed his sore neck again. “I know. I just—”


  Overseer’s Schultz was a little gentler than her earlier statement when she interrupted him. “She’s right, Mr. LaGriss.”


  Kyle was always astounded by how much compassion the woman had… despite her steely exterior. Her comment held an almost matronly tone to it. “I want you ready to work… we received word from command that they expect us to continue the survey.”


  Kyle was ready to object but paused, realizing that his fatigue and emotions had started to compromise his view of things, “Right.” he noted, quickly composing himself, “Sorry.”


  Arsia interjected at that point. “Hey, Boone… if you need, once I finish going over the vitals of the ship’s crew I can meet you in the cargo bay… I have something that might help you rest a little.”


  Kyle shook his head, looking down at the compassionate concern on the medic’s snout, “Nah… You have a lot of other folks to worry about… I’ll be fine.”


  “Consider it.” the Overseer’s commanding ‘suggestion’ seemed less like the latter and more like the former, “…Boone.” she added after a moment, her voice a little more relaxed.


  “I will.” he offered halfheartedly, “Buffalo.”


  Although he had expected to get a rise out of the Overseer with her nickname, he was surprised at her actual response, mostly because Jocelyn’s voice left its official tone, and he felt her genuine concern even through the PCD, “We all know how much Tim meant to you, Kyle. Take some time if you need it.”


  It was a few moments before Kyle was able to find his voice, blinking a couple of times to keep the tears back from his eyes. He and Tim had never made a show of their warm regard for one another, but neither did they spend a lot of energy to hide it, and the comment was a little more genuine than his earlier one. “I will.”


  Arsia continued pressing her aid. “I have to go check in on the shuttle’s captain, but I’ll see you in the cargo bay in an hour?”


  “… yeah.”


  Kyle disconnected the call with his thumb. He continued staring at his PCD for several moments before he finally put it away. Life had become more complicated since Kyle accepted a job with DRC Corp. They paid well, and the tasks he’d been asked to do were anything but boring… but it was complicated… very, very complicated. Perhaps, he reasoned, Arsia’s offer would be a good idea… maybe he DID need a rest… maybe he DID need some time to process everything that had happened.


  He looked down at the paper seated in front of him on the supply crate, gazing forlornly at the sketch he’d made of Timothy. He stared at it for several more seconds before he felt the frown crease his lips; he was still frustrated that he couldn’t get the smile right. Kyle wondered for a moment if he’d already forgotten it. Wiping the moistness from his eyes, he crumpled the sketch into a ball and tossed it into the corner. “It shouldn’t have happened… not to you.”


  Gathering up his tools, the technician left the solace and silence of the storage closet, and out into the maelstrom of activity that awaited his guidance. Kyle was the survey crew’s Lead Technician, and he couldn’t afford to ignore his duties; later, he told himself; there would be time to mourn later.


  Chapter 2: Going it Alone


  Alton cursed when he caught his thumb in the metal panel of the carbon dioxide scrubber. While most people considered the Life Support System to be an incredibly complex computer, the fact of the matter was that the majority of the systems that kept the Apercu habitable were all mechanical in nature, and that was the Donkey’s specialty… or, rather, it would be, if he would have had the time to finish his apprenticeship to the ship’s former Senior Engineer— who had died unexpectedly.


  Pulling the canisters free from the scrubber, he quickly replaced them with one of the alternate pairs. All in all, the shuttle had four pair, quite useful in the event that they needed a back-up. The scrubber canisters required ten hours of ‘baking’ to recharge for future use. He slid the two used canisters into the regeneration pump and flipped the lock-out before engaging the process.


  The shuttle had been grounded for nearly two weeks, and during that time the Donkey engineer made certain that all of the ship’s systems continued operating as well as possible. Despite the large number of repairs required, a good portion of his day was taken up with maintenance. It had taken him a week and a half to repair the Power Arrays to a high level of efficiency, and the two prior days were spent on the life support system.


  The many components that made up the Environmental Control and Life Support System were both complex and advanced, and Alton was forced to engage in a crash-course of familiarization with the ship’s ECLSS. Thankfully, his time at the academy had served him well and he was able to decipher it without making too many errors, but he had to admit that it was a very stiff learning curve. The fact that the ship’s pilot, a Bug drone named Itchy continued to tell him that the flight system was more important, did not make his job any easier.


  He tried on multiple occasions to tell the pilot that 71% efficiency on the flight controls was more than good enough for a shuttle that wasn’t going anywhere, but the Bug continued to argue that the entire purpose for a space ship is to travel. Thankfully, in the case of repairs and maintenance, it was the engineer’s call that won out against any but the captain… and Captain Keizer was not in any condition to give orders. That thought was not comforting.


  Alton was not the most outgoing or personable Donkey and the amount of responsibility thrust onto his shoulders was not really helping. During his first few weeks aboard The Apercu he had gained the nickname “Burger”. Originally the junior engineer thought the crew was referencing his preference for fast food, or because he came from a big city while the rest of them apparently came from small towns. It wasn’t until the Senior Engineer, Sabeen Li explained the reason for the nickname that the donkey really understood how poorly he fit in.


  He was given the nickname because of his difficulty in handling non-official interaction; it was chosen as a play-on-words regarding a social impairment diagnosed known as Asperger Syndrome often in the 21st century. The donkey was quite literally, the Ass, Burger. He remembered feeling embarrassed beyond belief, but Engineer Li had dismissed it as simple fun and games at the expense of the new guy. A few months later, she was dead, and he was forced to fill her shoes in a rather imposing way.


  The Donkey quickly checked the back up systems for the ECLSS then rebooted them before checking the primary systems. He turned off the primary life support, quickly toggling to the secondary as he reset the system and then reactivated the main control. He pulled out a grease rag and began wiping the grime off of his hands as the system came back online. Smiling at his little victory, he raised his wrist-mounted Personal Communication Device and pressed the menu button so he could start initiating a diagnostic. Burger scowled at the blotch of grease he left on the device.


  He murmured to himself as he worked. “Ninety Six percent… that’s not bad.”


  Alton gazed around at the many blinking and glowing lights in the closet-sized ECLSS room; almost all of them were green and not a single one was red. Nodding in consideration, he moved on. “Not bad at all.”


  A commanding voice spoke up from the Donkey’s PCD, interrupting his mini-celebration. “Alton?”


  Burger raised it up again and looked into the video screen, immediately recognizing the ship’s Security Commander. “Yeah? I’m here.”


  The Neo-Human questioned him directly. “What are you doing?”


  Burger had learned some time ago that Commander Ely preferred simple, to-the-point answers. “I just reset the Life Support.”


  “In the future let me know before you do.”


  The call disconnected. In any other circumstance, Burger might have considered the direction a dressing-down of sorts, but he had come to realize that Commander Ely was usually just forthright. He was also one of the few members of the ship’s crew that gave him any degree of respect, hence using his name rather than the nickname.


  Using his grease rag to wipe off the screen of his PCD, Burger realized that he didn’t accomplish anything beyond redistributing the streak of grease. He didn’t have time to worry about it, however, since he still had plenty to do. Pulling up another set of diagnostics, the donkey headed back into the hall and made his way toward the aft section of the ship: Itchy had been complaining about the flight controls and he figured it would be time to address the issue if, for no other reason, than to quiet the Bug.


  He mumbled to himself, toggling through the buttons on his wrist-bound comm device, “Communication still good… Power back up to ninety nine…”


  He continued clicking through the diagnostics, feeling a moment of pride for the job he’d done, “Flight systems seventy one…”


  The sound of someone approaching him pulled him from his work. Alton sighed and looked up from his PCD just in time to come face-to-sternum with a wall of scales. Tirzsark, the ship’s gunner quickly sidestepped the Donkey, who stumbled to a stop. “Whoa there, Burger… watch where you’re going!”


  The exclamation was not as much a growl as it was a declaration of reserved mirth, “We’d hate to lose a second engineer and I’d feel horrible if I crushed you.”


  The donkey backpedaled before quickly circling the reptile so he could continue his way down the hall. “I’m… uh… sorry, Tirzsark.”


  The Cytkus, unfortunately, turned to regard him. Tirzsark paused, causing Burger to do the same. The reptile looked as if about to say something, then just smirked, and about faced, heading off down the hall… but not before winking.


  Of everyone on board, Tirzsark probably had Burger most off-balance socially. Neither male nor female, the Cytkus was a third sex. Although the donkey still wasn’t exactly sure how it all worked, he HAD made the mistake of asking the Cytkus about it during their first week together, and he was surprised beyond belief when Tirzsark offered to give him a first hand understanding.


  Thankfully the embarrassed Donkey had been rescued by a call from the senior engineer requesting his presence at the engine. The Cytkus, in parting, simply indicated that being a hemale meant that everyone was a target— Burger never really did like the way that sounded.


  Fortunately for the Donkey, Tirzsark’s attention had been recently taken up by the ship’s navigator, a Gorumn woman. Raska was about as far from feminine as any woman Burger had ever met but, then again, he heard that most Cytkus females were the largest and most headstrong of the species, so perhaps it made sense. The thought made him wonder if Tirzsark’s interest in men would point toward the more withdrawn, meek, submissive kind; that thought concerned him in no small way— the engineer had been described like that more than once.


  Pushing the thought from his mind, Burger turned the corner, escaping view of the reptile. He let out a breath, glancing back over his shoulder once before continuing on. The Apercu was not a large ship but having to avoid a few sections of hall where the hull damage had caused a breach meant that he couldn’t take the direct route. The damage the shuttle had sustained while navigating through the asteroid field meant that they lost two of the crew and the survey team they were transporting lost four.


  Despite their losses, the survey team decided to go ahead with their mission and left a handful of days after the shuttle had landed. Since the shuttle’s captain was in a coma and the ship’s doctor was dead, the Overseer of the team elected to leave their field medic behind. It created no small amount of frustration within the survey team but she got them under control quickly enough. Aside from the Voljoi scientist’s dislocated shoulder the remaining members of the team, Burger had understood that were relatively unharmed and the Overseer noted that the Captain needed medical care more than they did.


  Even though Burger did not know the Gen 2 Pig very well, what he did know of her he liked. Beatrice Muntz, who told him to call her “B”, was as socially capable and welcoming as he was not. She appeared to have little trouble making friends and had a calming personality that even put HIM at ease. She seemed to get along well with everyone in the ship: gracious with Tirzsark, pleasant with Itchy, direct with Ely Four, and patient with Burger.


  It was in big part to her that he had not worked himself into unconsciousness; at the end of their first week on the planetoid she had given him something to help him relax at the end of his shift. The next thing he remembered was waking up refreshed and alert. If not for his general dislike of pharmaceuticals and her focus on the ship’s captain he probably would have asked her for another. As it was, Burger was starting to feel the strain of being responsible for everything on the ship far too soon to be confident enough about it.


  The Donkey was so caught up in his own thoughts that he almost ran straight into Commander Ely. The Neo-Human was just coming out of the Flight Control center and put a hand up to catch Burger, but the engineer managed to stop in time. “Uh… hello, Commander.”


  The Commander questioned him bluntly. “What are you doing here, Alton?”


  “Itchy wanted me to look at the flight controls… he’s been asking me to get around to it for—”


  Commander Ely interrupted him. “It.”


  “Pardon, sir?”


  Commander rested his hands on his hips, his right hand uncomfortably close to his sidearm, “Itchy is a drone… it doesn’t like being called ‘he’ or ‘she’ any more than a Gen likes being called ‘it’.”


  Burger’s ears drooped slightly in embarrassment, “Oh…right.” he cleared his throat, “It wanted me to look at the flight controls.”


  “And you haven’t yet?” the Commander inquired.


  A faint twinge of righteous indignation struck the Donkey at the comment, but he quickly suppressed it. As far as the shuttle was concerned, Commander Ely ranked right near the top in the chain of command while, as far as Burger was concerned, the junior engineer position was probably just above the waste management system. “No, Sir. I was fixing the power generator and life support first.”


  The Neo-Human raised an arm and glanced down at his PCD. A few button-presses later and Burger heard the tell-tale sound of a system diagnostic being pulled up and Commander Ely nodded to himself. “Hmm… Good job, Burger.”


  “Uh…” the donkey shifted his weight from foot to foot, “thank you?”


  The Commander noted, and grabbed the front of Burger’s coveralls, “Come with me.”


  Burger was pulled into the room dedicated to the flight control systems. Once the two were inside the Neo-Human let go of him and motioned around, “Tell me… what do you see?”


  Burger let out a sigh covertly; most of the usual system problems for flight controls required an actual diagnostic rather than visual observation. It certainly helped that the young engineer had some familiarity with computer systems too. With everything that could possibly go wrong with the extensive FBW system it was imperative that an engineer consulted the— the donkey’s thoughts came to a screeching halt, “The diagnostic box!”


  Commander Ely took a step closer and, in a quiet tone prodded him further, “What about the diagnostic box, Alton?”


  The donkey stared at the line leading between the flight system and the ship computer, “It’s disconnected!”


  The Neo-Human pressed, taking another step closer and lowering his voice. “Shh.”


  Burger repeated. “It’s disconnected.”


  Commander Ely reached up and pulled the wire down from its place overhead, showing it to the engineer, “Disconnected, you say?”


  Burger stood in disbelief as he gazed at the wire in the Commander’s grasp; it was cleanly severed, “It’s!” he quickly lowered his voice, “It’s… been cut.”


  The Neo-Human pressed him further. “Which means?”


  Burger announced, got sick feeling quickly filling the pit of his stomach. “Which means the computer doesn’t know how bad the flight systems really are.”


  The Commander fished even further. “Which means?”


  The answer left the Donkey feeling even queasier. “The… the asteroid thing… wasn’t an accident?”


  “And if it wasn’t an accident?”


  Alton wheezed out the only possible answer. “…on purpose?’


  The Commander nodded. “Sabotage.”


  “Sabotage?”


  Ely reached out to pat Burger on the shoulder, “I’m going to be locking down all key ship systems, Alton… if you’re going to be working on anything I want to be there.”


  The Donkey was taken aback, “You think I—?”


  The Neo-Human smiled, one of the few times Burger had ever seen him do so; it made him look even more handsome. “No, I don’t. But I don’t want you to have to be a variable in this… so everything stays locked unless I’m there to watch over everything… got it?”


  The donkey nodded vigorously. “Yes, Commander.”


  The Commander leaned against the wall, “Good… and, Alton?”


  “Hmm?”


  Ely rested his hands on his hips again, “Don’t talk about this with anyone. I don’t want to give whoever’s responsible a head start.”


  Burger’s heart rate picked up immediately. “You think it was someone on board?”


  The Neo-Human sidestepped answering the question. “I don’t want to rule that out just yet, so, for now, we just play it safe.”


  For some reason, the thought didn’t make Burger really FEEL safe.


  * * * * * *


  It always astounded Dr. Ibrin how susceptible the other races were to low atmospheric conditions. Other than himself, the only other person on their team that didn’t require a survival suit was the Xtok-Tik-Klak-Tsn, “Moe”. Dr. Ibrin considered the humor of the situation as a human might see it; he was the smallest, least physically capable of the entire team and yet all of them relied on their breathers to keep them from asphyxiating on the planetoid while he was unaffected.


  As a Voljoi he was not normally inclined to find humor in such irony, he made it a point to attempt to see things from as many angles as possible; it helped the crew feel more comfortable in his presence, which was a good thing. It was not Dr. Ibrin’s fault that the species present had been the focus of his race’s biological studies for several centuries, nor could he claim responsibility for the inadvertent deaths, maiming, and psychological trauma that his race’s invasive techniques sometimes caused on their subjects. Unfortunately, most other sapients did not subscribe to such logic and so his kind continued to cause unease.


  The lack of logic among the other self-aware beings of the universe also manifested in other ways, and, on occasion, at very inconvenient times. While the Voljoi scientist knew the importance of their expedition (likely better than almost anyone else present), he also realized that a survey crew limited to five of its original ten members was not at peak efficiency. It was nobody’s fault that four of the team had died in transit, but leaving the team’s medic with the shuttle crew meant that future injuries would be that much more dangerous. The fact that his shoulder had not completely recovered further soured his reaction to losing the use of the medic.


  As the scientist of the expedition, Dr. Ibrin was tasked with on-site research and initial study of any and all noteworthy variables. When the surveying team departed from the shuttle there was no small amount of objection over what the Voljoi could and couldn’t bring, but he insisted that every item was imperative. Dr. Ibrin had already found out first hand how much of an impact losing most of the work crew would cause; he was forced to carry a portion of his own instrumentation; it was pure negligence on behalf of their Overseer— a learned man should never have to do the work of a laborer… ESPECIALLY a learned man with a shoulder on the mend.


  The only remaining worker on the team, a large, shaggy-furred bovine creature had not objected when Dr. Ibrin handed over most of the science equipment but he was forced to balance the laborer’s load in conjunction with that of the team’s Technician, an intelligent (for a Human) man, Doctor Kyle. Dr. Ibrin licked his chapped, gray lips, berating himself for once-again having to remind himself that Humans used their surname along with their title… and that the man, Kyle LaGraiss was not, despite his learning, a doctor. The Voljoi continued to be astounded that the species’ definition of a ‘doctor’ was so limited.


  Dr. Ibrin spoke up, “Tell me again, Mister Kyle LaGriss; if you are not a doctor, what is your official title?”


  The weather on the planetoid was cold… very cold, and the Voljoi wrapped his arctic suit further around himself as he glanced to the Human. Since the Human’s face was covered with a breathing mask, his voice came from the small transmitter Dr. Ibrin had pinned to the collar of his arctic wear, “I’m a Technician… and it’s just Kyle… Kyle’s fine.”


  The Overseer’s voice piped in on the transmitter. “Voljoi are official, Boone.”


  She was talking to Kyle Lagriss, using the monikers system the team had devised. Dr. Ibrin found the issuing of extra names to be an exercise in wasted time, but he humored them, and let them do as they pleased as it didn’t harm him. The woman suddenly turned to face him, “Dr Ibrin, call him Technician LaGriss, or just Technician.”


  Despite the rumors he’d heard regarding the often irrelevant methods of the human female, he had found Overseer Schultz to be a level-headed and reasonable woman. The Voljoi nodded his head to the project lead. “Thank you, Overseer.”


  The Overseer turned toward the Technician, “Boone, I want a nav reading.”


  The Human male confirmed simply “Yes, ma’am.”


  Dr Ibrin watched as he slung a small array of equipment off his back. The Technician began to set it up as the Overseer proceed onward toward him but the Voljoi’s attention was drawn away when the Overseer addressed him. “Dr. Ibrin?”


  “Yes, Overseer Schultz?”


  She was direct and to the point— two things he appreciated. “I would like you to take some scans of the area… see if the ice here is solid, and find out the composition.”


  It had been hard at first learning to take orders from a female but, then again, humans did have a strange blending of sexes so he did his best to accomodate their odd roles. He nodded his head obligingly. “I will, of course.”


  The Overseer then turned to the laborer. “Sherman?”


  The shaggy-furred humanoid did not wear the heavy suits shared by the rest of the team, but his long muzzle was covered by a specialized breather made for Geneticons— Dr Ibrin paused, correcting himself mentally when he realized that term was no longer in use; it was a specialized breather designed for a Gen. Sherman acknowledged her with a single word. “Ma’am?”


  “We’re going to stop here for a few hours— set up the MCC.”


  Sherman nodded. “Ma’am.”


  The huge bovine began unloading the copious amount of equipment he carried. The Gen was an incredibly large and broad specimen, capable of packing a large amount of weight… as much as a Xtok-Tik-Klak-Tsn, if Dr. Ibrin’s estimate was accurate. His idle observations were cut short, however, when he realized the furry, horned pack worker was not as careful with the Voljoi’s equipment as was warranted.


  Dr. Ibrin immediately took charge of the laborer. “Stop there.”


  Sherman obediently froze in place. The doctor moved in quickly and reclaimed his items, moving them much more efficiently and with much more care than the large, lumbering laborer could have done. “You may now proceed.”


  The Human technician moved over to join them once laborer had unloaded his carried packs, “Come on, Sherman… I’ll help you get the base set up.”


  Dr. Ibrin was astounded at how easily Humans forgot directions— it seemed almost impossible that they could have advanced to space flight with such short memories. “Overseer Schultz directed you to take readings, Technician LaGriss.”


  The Voljoi wasn’t particularly certain what the finger gesture he received from the Gen meant, but he assumed it was not positive. Regardless, the Technician was much more diplomatic in waving away Dr. Ibrin’s concern. “That takes two minutes. Besides, Sherman could use another hand with this thing.”


  The two spaced themselves out on either side of the metal canister and begin inputting commands for it to expand. Dr. Ibrin rolled his eyes, partially in wonder and partially in disbelief that a learned man would take such an interest in manual labor. Granted, the setting up of a Mobile Command Center was essentially pressing buttons and standing back but still, such an activity would have been far beneath any Voljoi Doctor… again, he reminded himself, probably just another reason the Humans were so sparing with the title.


  Putting the thoughts out of his mind, Dr. Ibrin got to work on his own duty, doing a quick scan of the area with a hand-held device before setting up his information center. The equipment handled the cold very well and the planetoid did not show signs of having any great amount of precipitation. It took the Voljoi less than three minutes to set up his sensor array; he felt vindicated that he was up and running before the Technician and laborer had finished erecting the command center.


  Dr. Ibrin reviewed the instrument read outs as the rest of the group began situating their own equipment within the expanded structure; they would probably start the atmospheric regulator so they could take off their breathers. Although the Voljoi scientist wasn’t about to argue against a little warmth and some rest, he was too surprised by the readings that came back to him. Punching away at the control console, Dr. Ibrin was so wrapped up in the readings that he was surprised when their security commander tapped him on the shoulder.


  Commander Moe greeted him with direction. “Dr. Ibrin, It is time to come inside and eat. You will do no good hungry and the Overseer—” the rest of the Xtok-Tik-Klak-Tsn’s comments were lost to the Voljoi as soon as he started seeing several readings on his scanners go red.


  Dr. Ibrin shouted immediately over the Commander, “Turn off the MCC! Tell everyone to put their breathers back on!”


  “Doctor…”


  the Voljoi didn’t have time to convince the Commander the importance of his decree. “Go! NOW!” He ushered the Xtok-Tik-Klak-Tsn back toward the metal structure and began rapidly shutting down his consoles. He had almost completed the task by the time the ground began to rumble.


  The Overseer was there in seconds. She had just emerged from the MCC, but her mask was in place. “What’s going on, Doctor?”

  Her gaze left him, however, when several large cracks began to appear in the ground. He elaborated for her. “We are standing over a void, Overseer Schultz. This entire ice shelf is going to collapse.”


  The Human woman didn’t waste any time. She ordered everyone out of the MCC and began loading the equipment back onto Sherman. The Voljoi was not surprised to hear the urgency in her call once she had seen that he was in no great hurry, “Doctor? We need to go!”


  Dr. Ibrin turned to face the rest of the team. “We have nowhere to go, Overseer. The void beneath us is too far wide for us to clear by the time the structural integrity of the ice dome gives way. We ARE going to fall.”


  Technician LaGriss made a perfectly reasonable query, his voice grave. “How long do we have?”


  The Voljoi motioned to the dark screens of his computers. “I have already turned off my equipment consoles in the hope that they may survive the fall.”

  The Technician’s response was the first time Dr. Ibrin could recall having heard him yell. “GUESS!”


  Dr. Ibrin crossed his arms defiantly. “I do not guess.”


  The Overseer was much more reasonable in her inquiry as she helped the laborer and the Technician pack up the MCC. “Do you have an estimate, Doctor Ibrin?”


  The Voljoi knelt down to tighten his boots. “I would say approximately thirty seconds.”


  Overseer Schultz’s reaction was immediate; she turned to address the Technician and the Laborer. “Tighten your masks. Put whatever padding you can around the MCC and the atmo-equalizers… if those go we’re screwed.”


  Sherman acknowledged her simply. “Ma’am.”


  The Gen immediately began readjusting the equipment. Dr. Ibrin watched on in admiration of the skill and efficiency with which the bovine selected where to put what. The most expendable equipment was placed on last— the most likely to break and the items that provided the most padding. Smart, the Voljoi thought to himself… and then the ground beneath them gave way.


  Despite the droning roar of tons of ice descending into the blackness, Dr. Ibrin could clearly hear the sound of Overseer Schultz and Technician LaGriss scream; he hadn’t expected it to be audible but his mind quickly deduced the reason for it: the transmitter stuck to the lapel of his arctic coat. The thin atmosphere meant that his limbs were not splayed by the resistance of much air, and he was easily able to reach over and turn off the transmitter. The fall was not peaceful, but he was relieved that he no longer had to listen to their terror.


  The entire thought process and action took all of a few seconds and, mere moments later, Dr. Ibrin collided with the ground and his vision blurred. The Voljoi lay gazing up at the eerie black-blue sky as his body tried to process… anything. He was surprised that there was so little pain… even from his shoulder. He realized he was in shock, but that realization was quickly overtaken by unconsciousness, and the blackness became complete.

  



  Chapter 3: The Cold Hard Truth


  Although there were any number of jobs he could have qualified for as an S-Class Neo-Human, Ely Four had never been inclined to consider the life of a detective. The tedious data collection, leaps of logic, and attention to detail would have been a good fit for any of his three older brothers, or even the youngest of the bunch, Ely Five… but not Ely Four— he had always been more action-oriented.


  Having scored the highest out of the five brothers in hand-eye coordination, reflexes, and weapons accuracy, it was no surprise when he was offered a commission in security aboard a space freighter for a shipping company— not exactly a glamorous position for a genetically created super human, but it was a start. From there, it took several years to advance to the chief of security, and another two years to be hired on by DRC as a Security Commander on one of their shuttles. It seemed strange… almost poetic then that he now found himself facing the work more befitting of a detective… and he’d been at it for two days.


  Letting out a sigh, the Neo-Human went through his relatively small amount of ‘case notes’. The Apercu had obviously been sabotaged, and most likely from within. Back on the space station, as per protocol, Ely had joined the ground crew in their final walkthrough of the ship systems and everything was cleared; whatever damage had been done to the internal systems would have to have been done during the flight from the space station to the asteroid belt. He felt it safe to assume that the saboteur was either still aboard, or off digging up rocks… or whatever the hell it was the survey team was up to since they’d left the ship.


  Reviewing the crew roster, the security commander was very easily able to limit the list of suspects to one: Alton, the ship’s junior mechanic. Having worked with everyone else aboard for most of his career with DRC, Ely was confident that the remaining members of the crew were clean. Although the Neo-Human’s first impression of the Gen 2 Donkey told him that Alton couldn’t have possibly had it in him to do such a thing, he did have to admit that, as a junior mechanic, the Donkey would have had the know-how.


  Maintaining him as a person of interest was quite a stretch though considering Alton’s general nature, but Ely also knew that some people were naturally good at deceiving others. He tapped his pen against the metal desk of his office/quarters, an internal struggle between crossing the Donkey’s name off the list or circling it as a possible suspect.


  He had never seen Alton hurt a fly: slash. Out of everyone in the crew the Donkey was the most secretive and withdrawn: circle. The junior mechanic seemed, for the most part too inept to accomplish such a feat: slash. Alton was constantly picked on by everyone, thus having a very reasonable motive: circle. The Donkey had spent almost all of his waking hours with the senior mechanic: slash. Almost doesn’t equal ALWAYS… the commander was just about to contemplate circling the Donkey’s name when his eyes slowly drifted to the files on the survey team… and he slid his first stack of names aside.


  Other than a few names on the list, Ely Four had never so much as heard of any of the people; for all he knew most of them could have been the culprit. He was fast enough in crossing off the Overseer, the Lead Tech, and the team’s work crew supervisor— all of them were several year veterans of DRC activities. He also crossed off all of the names of the dead workers; if one of them WAS the saboteur then he wouldn’t ever know for sure, but that didn’t mean he was able to stop looking… just in case they weren’t so lucky.


  Ely knew Jocelyn Schultz in passing; they had worked together a time or two and she always came across as professional and composed. She was a company woman and he was confident that she wouldn’t have done anything to compromise the mission. The same could be said for the team’s lead tech, Kyle something-or-other. Even though Kyle had been with DRC only a few months more than Ely, the young man always looked like he took a lot of pride in his work… and someone that proud of his position wouldn’t risk the mission… no… Jocelyn and Kyle weren’t responsible for the shuttle’s malfunction.


  The survey team’s crew supervisor certainly wasn’t responsible— he had been with DRC for longer than any of them. That, and the fact that he actually ended up in the passenger compartment that got voided out into space… unless he had a death wish, Ely would have expected him to head for mid-ship around the time of the malfunction. The security commander’s eyes slowly migrated to the next file in line, “Hmm…” he murmured, pulling the paperwork out that included a scanned pic of a rather large, Gen 2 long-furred Long Horn Bull.


  He spoke to the picture of a bored-looking humanoid bovine. “Sherman, eh? You’re definitely on the list.”


  Ely had heard about the ‘name game’ the survey crew had been playing and, frankly, it sickened him. The thought of working with men and women who were, for whatever reason, being kept anonymous by the company. He glanced at the pic for several moments trying to figure out if the bull looked the part of a saboteur… or a thief… a rapist… a burglar… a murderer? He could have been any of those things for all Ely knew— ‘Sherman’ had nothing in his file. Dropping the folder, the Commander circled the Gen 2’s name.


  But, he thought to himself, what about the Voljoi? He picked up the file for Dr Ibrin Nlosk. Ely had never been one to trust the Grays, and he wasn’t about to start. According to the Voljoi’s folder, the good Doctor had been in service to DRC for almost a year. Apparently he had been hand picked by Sigma-Echo’s very own Station Captain. Normally such a distinction would have set Ely at ease but, he reminded himself, the Station Captain also happened to be a Voljoi; he circled Ibrin’s name as well.


  The Neo-Human continued his review, marking off the survey team’s security commander as well (such a position was too closely screened and, besides, Bug drones would be too conspicuous and someone would have seen it messing around in the hallway). Ely picked up the final folder, looking at the jovial, portly face of a Gen 2 Pig: the survey team’s field medic. He couldn’t help but think it strange that she was still on the shuttle with the crew instead of out there with the survey team. Coincidence? It was possible… but, he realized, the reason could have pointed to something a little more sinister; the Commander contemplated circling her name as well.


  Leaning back in his chair, Ely Four let out a faint groan, rubbing the back of his neck. It wasn’t that he was getting a neck cramp, it just felt like the right thing to do after dealing with so much paperwork; he hated paperwork. Standing, the Neo-Human crossed his room and sat down on the edge of his bed. He pressed the comm button on his wrist-mounted Personal Communication Device and waited until the call screen displayed on the PCD.


  “Itchy.”


  A moment after the Neo-Human spoke, the shuttle pilot’s insectoid face appeared within the small monitor. “Yes, Commander?”


  “When was the last time you ran a scan on the flight system?”


  The pilot didn’t take long to consider the question. “Burger asked that I do not. He announced that he had the diagnostics disconnected so he could work on the primary control unit.”


  Smart donkey, the Commander thought to himself. Burger was doing as he asked and had apparently not shared the discovery with Itchy. Ely contemplated for a moment if the junior mechanic was better at subterfuge than he had given him credit for. “I’ll check on his progress shortly and find out when we’ll be up and running.”


  “Thank you, Sir.”


  Ely had been working long enough with Itchy to realize that the bug had more to say, but wasn’t going to unless invited. As such, he opened the door for questions and comments. “What’s on your mind, Itchy?”


  The drone’s mandibles worked together with fervid displeasure. “Tirzsark and Navigator Bern have been exceedingly loud as of late during their bouts of physical intimacy.”


  Ely did recall something about the non-sexed bugs having an aversion to dealing with situations involving copulation… especially when it was rubbed in their face by an overactive, hermaphroditic Cytkus like Tirzsark. At least a ‘noise complaint’ was easier than detective work. “I’ll handle it, Itchy.”


  The Bug responded flatly. “Your tone suggests that you do not find my request to be meaningful and/or worth your time.”

  Ely cursed inwardly, suddenly reminded that the bugs were incredibly good at reading tones, “They have a lot of downtime, Itchy… we’re not getting attacked and we’re not flying anywhere and neither of them have anything to do, so as far as I can figure, at least it’s keeping them both out of trouble and it means I—”


  The bug’s face drew closer to the screen. “Commander, with all due respect, they could be assisting Junior Engineer Burger with repairs.”


  Commander Ely tried to keep his response professional. “I wouldn’t trust Raska with a hammer. She’d probably end up breaking something in a fit of rage.”


  Itchy was quick to throw another suggestion at him the moment he had responded to the first— the bug had obviously been thinking on it for some time. “They could be spending their time outside of the ship building fortifications against the wind storms.”


  Ely didn’t know if changing the subject would help, but he didn’t mind trying, “I’m still surprised that there IS wind on this rock. With such a thin atmosphere you’d think—”


  He was interrupted by the sound of a loud, muffled thump from the other side of the PCD, followed by a moan, and a roar, and several more loud, repetitive thumps. One of the bug’s antenna twitched, but its expression was otherwise unreadable. Ely didn’t have to guess the origin of the sounds. “Alright… I’ll talk to them.”


  “Thank you, Commander… that is all I ask.”


  Ely Four waited until the pilot disconnected before he groaned; he wasn’t particularly excited about the prospect of discussing when and when not to rut with a hemale Cytkus… nor was he thrilled with the idea of chastising an obviously bored and likely horny female Gorumn, but he realized it was just one of many wonderful tasks that made up the sum total of his job description. “At least it isn’t detective work.”


  Standing, the Neo Human stretched and headed for the door leading out into the hallway. He had rationalized that the Cytkus and the Gorumn must have been in Raska Bern’s quarters since Tirzsark’s room didn’t share a wall with the bridge. He was half-way to his destination when his PCD beeped twice at him, indicating an urgent call.


  He managed to keep his tone even, if a bit short. “What now?”


  It was Beatrice Muntz, the survey team’s field medic. “Commander…”


  The Neo-Human slowed to a halt. He was going to tell her off for interrupting his activities but, suddenly realizing what it was she had interrupted, “Go ahead, Ms. Muntz.”


  Leaning back against the wall, he hoped that she would take up at least five… maybe ten minutes of his time. Her response, however, was simple and to the point, “Captain Keizer has passed.”


  Suddenly it seemed that dealing with the ‘noise complaint’ didn’t seem quite so bad. He must have paused longer than he had thought when the pig spoke up, “Commander?… Commander, are you there?”


  He acknowledged the information. “I’m here. I’ll let the crew know.”


  “Commander… if you need I—”


  He repeated his earlier statement. “I will let the crew know… I’ll have Tirzsark and Raska help you move the body to the storage bay with the rest.”


  The Pig woman continued delicately. “I… can let everyone know, if you like. “I know you’re busy right now with—”


  He interrupted the medic and disconnected contact after a curt “That will be all, Ms. Muntz.”


  Letting out a sigh, he leaned against the hallway wall and steadied himself both physically and mentally. The Neo-Human took in a deep breath, then slowly exhaled. The captain was dead, which meant that, for the time being, he was in charge. He knew it had always been a possibility but, suddenly, facing the prospect of commanding a ship and not just looking after its security seemed like such a daunting task… especially while proceeding with his investigation.


  Ely continued toward the shuttle’s bridge; from there he would put out an all-call on the ship’s PA system and tell the crew all at once. He made a mental reminder to go back and move Beatrice Muntz from ‘person of interest’ to ‘suspect’… and he’d do the same to Alton… just to be on the safe side. Between the two of them and the two suspects from the survey crew he had four people to consider very carefully; if he was going to be in command of the ship then he planned on having the investigation completed by the time they returned to Sigma-Echo.


  * * * * * *


  Overseer Schultz awoke with a start, letting out a hiss through her teeth as her freezing body immediately screamed out in protest. A frosty tomb surrounded her and it took a moment for her to recall what had happened. She and her team had fallen through the icy surface of the asteroid and into an open chamber below. Twisting first one way then the other, Jocelyn began to work back and forth within the small space of mixed ice and detritus, realizing that she wasn’t buried as deeply as she had feared when a small ice block fell aside and revealed a view of the beyond.


  She continued to clear the rubble away from herself then winced; gazing down at her leg she realized that a large shard of ice had penetrated her thigh and, since it had melted, the wound was freely bleeding. Gritting her teeth, the Overseer was further displeased when she realized the thin atmosphere meant that she was bleeding even faster thanks to the pressure difference. If she didn’t do something, the chances were good she’d bleed out.


  Pulling herself free from the wreckage of the icy ceiling, Overseer Schultz grabbed at her wrist and let out a sigh of relief that her PCD was still in place. She turned the screen on and pulled up a white background, using it as an ad hoc flashlight until she was able to locate her pack a few feet away. Using her good leg and both hands she crawled to it and pulled it close, shuffling through the contents before she found was she was seeking: she pulled out a large LED lantern and turned it on, providing her light by which to work.


  Rummaging around in the pack, Jocelyn found a small white jar with a red cross on the front. The topical emergency gel was a combination of lidocane, epinephrine, and a number of antibiotics along with other chemicals she couldn’t remember, but it worked just fine without her knowing. She slid her fingers through the torn opening of her suit and quickly pressed then along the wound. Some of the chemicals in the gel restricted the blood flow lessening the severity of the injury; it would require medical treatment but at least she wasn’t going to die… in the immediate sense anyway.


  The Overseer put the remainder of the container away and began looking around the large crevasse into which she had fallen. There was rubble all around her, evidence that the collapsed section of ice ceiling was much more significant than the pin-prick visible in the distant ‘roof’. Gauging the distance, Jocelyn was surprised at exactly how far she had fallen… not to mention the fact that she was still alive. She let out a faint, surprised whistle in admiration how lucky she must have been.


  A voice echoed through her helmet surprising her her. “Such a fall would likely have proved fatal on your native planet.”


  She slowly turned to regard Dr Ibrin Nlosk a short distance from her. “Good thing we’re not back on Earth then.”


  His black, bulbous eyes glimmered in a rainbow hue as they reflected the lamp light, “Just so. We are fortunate that the gravitational pull of this planetoid is scarcely 60% of Sol-3.”


  She gingerly touched her leg, noting the numbness. “I’m just glad that there’s enough atmosphere to keep me from decompressing. My suit was punctured in the fall.”


  The Voljoi blinked. “Fortunate that your mask was not. There may be pressure, but I doubt that your physiology would respond to the lack of sufficient oxygen.”


  He returned his attention to the dented mobile shelter, which lay on its side a stone’s throw away from Jocelyn. The Overseer watched the Voljoi as he pushed his entire 70-something-pound frame against the metal enclosure and got no closer to tipping it over onto its correct side. Grunting, Jocelyn got to her feet and limped over to where he was working. “Go around to the other side… I’ll push… you pull.”


  Between the two of them the mobile command center finally relented and righted itself. The entire compact building weighed well over three hundred pounds, but Dr Nlosk was correct, she realized, in that it was far easier for them to maneuver thanks to the low gravity of the planetoid. The Voljoi walked around to where she stood at the control panel. “Are you familiar with the operation of this device?”


  She shrugged. “I’ve used them on occasion… a few years ago. Boone was always better with—” she paused, glancing around within the area lit by her lamp, “Did you find anyone else out there, Doctor?”


  The Gray shook his head slowly. “No, Overseer Jocelyn. The moment I came to I checked the beacon on the MCC and came straight here.”


  She scowled. “Damn.”


  Dr Nlosk glanced around, large, black eyes far more perceptive to the darkened gloom of the crevasse, “Due to the scattered trajectory of our falls, it may be possible that we could have separated dozens of yards. It did not seem prudent to shout as any loud noises could likely have brought down the rest of the ceiling.”


  The Overseer nodded in thought, “Best thing we can do is keep the lantern going and get the MCC set up. If anyone else is alive they should find us.”


  The Voljoi took a step away from the expansion radius of the device. “I would advise a degree of expedience in the shelter, Overseer. Please remember that the temperature decreases greatly once we are no longer in the star’s light.”


  Glancing skyward, Jocelyn realized what Dr Ibrin meant; the hole was getting darker by the second and he was right; given another five or ten minutes, the air temperature around them would probably drop a hundred degrees, putting it well below the lowest safety point for their survival gear. “We’ll get the MCC up… but the lamp stays outside…just in case.”


  The Doctor objected immediately, “The cold will destroy the device.”


  She gave no response and he offered no further argument. In the end it took Jocelyn another two minutes to get the control pad cleared of ice and another minute and a half before she had the correct key sequence to activate its expansion. A handful of seconds and one backpedaling Gray later and the MCC was set up. The Overseer pressed one final key combination and the bump-out entryway extended. The extra entrance room was exceedingly important in any hostile environment as it provided a safe buffer between the exterior and interior of the building where temperature and atmosphere could normalize.


  She motioned for the Gray to proceed. “Alright, Dr Ibrin… Inside.”


  The Voljoi didn’t bother moving. “You are the human, Overseer. Your physiology is not made for this… you should proceed first.”


  She shook her head. “You’re my responsibility, Doctor… In. That’s an order.”


  She had grown up among the gender gap in humanity which, despite many suggestions otherwise, was still alive and well… but the approach the Voljoi took in the difference between males and females was practically archaic. Dr Ibrin stared at her for several seconds, then did as she requested. He held the door open, and she joined him in the entry room.


  As they watched the readout of the MCC’s interior condition slowly improve she couldn’t help but ask. “Do you think anyone else made it?”


  Dr Ibrin responded in his analytical way. “I could not say for certain, Overseer. Although each minute that passes reduces the likelihood.”


  A green light appeared on one of two read-outs, indicating that entryway met livable standards for temperature and atmosphere. Jocelyn watched the indicator for the main portion of the MCC. In most circumstances the entry room was second for normalization but in the extreme cases, such as the one in which in which they found themselves the structure automatically started with the smaller room as it was faster to bring up to what the scientists referred to as ‘S.T.P’.


  At that moment, all the Overseer could think about was that the MCC wouldn’t let anyone outside inside until she and the doctor were safely into the structure proper. “This always seems to take longer when you’re impatient.”


  “Then show restraint and be patient.”


  Jocelyn let out a sigh, her mind wandering back to the three members of the team still left out on the Planetoid. Moe was a Xtok-Tik-Klak-Tsn, which meant that it was likely more durable than the MCC, so she had high hopes for its survival. Boone, on the other hand, needed a reinforced hypo-arctic survival suit and even though he had a normalization pack and a breather if that had been damaged then he was done for.


  Even Sherman, their sole surviving laborer needed one of those breathers and, despite his thick fur and low temp suit, he wouldn’t stand much of a chance in negative hundred degree weather. With these thoughts on her mind, she almost jumped in surprise at the sound of a loud THUMP on the door leading to the exterior of the building. At the same time, the light indicating the interior of the MCC was ready for habitation flickered on.


  Shoving her way through the door, the Overseer simply said, “Move it, Doctor!”


  She ushered the Voljoi inside before slamming the portal shut and hitting the indicator that would allow those outside to get into the entryway. “Come on… come on… come on…”


  She repeated the ‘mantra’ over and over again, watching for the signal that switch that the entry room was in use. The light remained red. She held her breath and counted the seconds— one… two… three… f— and it turned green. “Finally.”


  Jocelyn watched as all of the lights turned red again, indicating that the room between the MCC’s interior and the exterior hostility of the planetoid still had to normalize. The room wouldn’t possibly be large enough for a drone bug, a Gen 2 bull, and a human to occupy at once. She wasn’t optimistic enough to think that everyone survived, but knowing that at least one more person did was a start.


  Would there be two of them? Just one? If so, who survived? She continued to consider the question, waiting for what felt like forever as she wondered who would be standing there when the door opened. Would they be injured? Would they be suffering from frostbite? If the injuries were serious would they survive?


  The thoughts continued to run through her mind until the moment the indicator cleared and the doors parted, revealing… Sherman. The large Bull clopped into the MCC, coughing as he reached up and pulled his breather off of his muzzle. A moment later Jocelyn saw that he carried Kyle over his shoulder. “You found Boone!”


  The Gen 2 let out another cough before announcing in a gravely voice “Yes, ma’am.”


  Dr Ibrin stood on his tip toes to pull the face mask off of the unmoving technician. “Is he alive?”


  “He was…” the bull began, then let out another round of coughs, “…when I found him, Sir.”


  Overseer Schultz reached up and moved the edge of her plastisteel mask down in front of Boone’s face, then watched as she was rewarded with a blast of fog on it, “He’s alive… “Sherman… move him over to a bed.”


  She hurried to the side of the wall to press a button. Once she did a small sleeping cot emerged in response.


  Dr. Ibrin followed the Bull as the laborer brought the unconscious technician to where the Overseer had indicated, and gently laid him down on the linen hammock. The Voljoi pressed him for information. “Did you find Commander Moe?”


  The bull knelt down next to Boone and began taking off the technician’s gloves and boots, which had frozen solid in the exterior cold. “Yes, Sir.”


  Dr Ibrin did not appear interested in waiting for an answer. “Well… where is he?”


  “Dead.”


  Sherman took off the second and third pair of Boone’s gloves and began to rub the man’s pale fingers.


  Dr Ibrin scowled deeply, “Then we’re down to four… These working conditions are near deplorable and we do not have the manpower to—”


  The Overseer interrupted him, “We’ll do what we have to, Doctor. In the meantime, pick a cot and get some sleep.”


  The Voljoi motioned to the set of wall mounts. “We only have two cots, Overseer Jocelyn. We are not even properly provisioned.”


  She wasn’t interested in arguing. “Then take the other cot.”


  “No. You are the Overseer… you should take it.”


  The response, she realized, was not based on her position, rather, it was based on her sex, and she didn’t appreciate it. “Doctor, I said you—”


  Sherman interrupted them. “You each take one.”


  Jocelyn glanced to the bull in surprise as he picked up the technician and laid down on the floor, folding his body around the unconscious Human, “He needs to stay warm or he won’t wake up.”


  With that simple comment, the arguments for the night came to an end.


  Chapter 4: Double-Down


  Despite the fact that the Apercu’s defense systems hadn’t been used once since leaving the Sigma-Echo Station, Tirzsark found himself toying with them more often than not. Between random observation sweeps with the rotating turret to long hours of calibration, the Cytkus wiled away the days being about as useful as his last male partner.


  Tirzsark hadn’t exactly planned on becoming a permanent fixture in the relationship between Sahk and Zayehs but he somehow got dragged into it because of the convenience and the stability… oh… and the sex… couldn’t forget the sex. Zayehs was a large, very in charge female who probably spent more time interested in post-molt grinding than most males with a smooth-skin fetish. Regardless, she never left Tirzsark wanting for attention. Sahk, on the other hand— what a snivling little cloaca.


  Despite having always taken at least a semi-active role in any relationship Tirzsark often found himself being maneuvered into an even more dominant status within their group. Being so completely tail-lashed by Zayehs, Sahk had obviously surrendered himself into a more passive position when it came to his hemale partner… but Tirzsark was not particularly interested in feeble, self-conscious males. Still, things progressed for the three of them as they made a go of establishing a relationship.


  It wasn’t until Sahk started using ‘she’ when describing Tirzsark that the hemale realized just how bad it got— the male had no drive, no ambition, and no interest in being anything other than a stay-at-home sex toy; Tirzsark didn’t like the idea of being in charge of anyone, so he certainly wasn’t about to let Sahk call him a her. The idea might have appealed to any number of females or hemales, but that just didn’t fly with Tirzsark and, ultimately, their family union dissolved; sometimes the reptile envied the races that only had two sexes. It was shortly thereafter that Tirzsark took a post with DRC Corp, and hadn’t looked back since.


  The Cytkus grumbled to himself, adjusting the power draw on the turret; he was trying to convince himself that he didn’t bother looking back when, in fact, he realized that he’d been thinking about his old life for well over an hour. He had to remind himself “Focus.”


  It was after the third reminder that he decided the time had come to take more drastic steps in entertaining himself. Flipping on the power feed for the defense system, Tirzsark slid into the gunnery seat and began tracking the occasional asteroid that came into his turret’s field of motion. The Cytkus had just lined up a firing solution when the PCD on his wrist chimed in that it received a communique. “What are you doing?”


  Commander Ely was certainly not the feeble, self-conscious male that Sahk had been… the human’s authoritative tone had told Tirzsark as much from the get-go. The Cytkus easily sidestepped reproach from the security commander with a deft reply. “Systems diagnostic.”


  Commander Ely’s incredulous voice responded from Tirzsark’s PCD, “By powering up the turret? How is that a diagnostic?”


  The reptile pressed the deactivated fire button for the turret and imagined making the hunk of rock explode into a shower of debris. The thought made him think about how much Raska had ‘exploded’ when he hit HER target; a grin slid its way across his serpentine snout. He waited a moment before replying casually “I’m making sure it still rotates and responds to controls.”


  The smile faded slowly however when no explosion manifested; he hadn’t armed the turret and there wasn’t anything to fire— he wasn’t irresponsible, after all. Commander Ely hadn’t responded, so Tirzsark added, “Burger’s too busy to do a diagnostic for me and I’m not good with gyro readouts or hydraulic-whatevers.”


  The Neo-Human finally responded, “Hmm… and how familiar are you with flight control systems?”


  Commander Ely’s segue from one discussion into another seemed particularly odd. “Flight systems? You mean being a pilot?”


  The Commander grunted a dismissal, “Never mind. Just let me know before you power anything up… I’m tracking resource utilization among the ship’s systems.”


  Tirzsark felt a keen, devious thought stir within him. “Anything?”


  Commander Ely confirmed with a single word. “Anything?”


  The gunner put forth a question with as much innocence as he could manage. “Like… if I hook up my vibrating faux-clasper tonight?”


  The Neo-Human’s confusion was about normal for most of the races that weren’t familiar with a hemale Cytkus’ preferred sex toys. “Your… what?”


  Tirzsark responded unabashedly. “I think the closest equivalent a human has is called a dildo. See… hemales sometimes find that it’s good to have something firm to encase with our hemipen—”


  He didn’t have a chance to finish due to the good Commander interrupting him. The Human’s response was spoken loudly and with obvious lack of appreciation for the Cytkus’ humor. “Ship systems, Tirzsark… tell me before you power up any ship systems.”


  His smile didn’t even come close to fading, “Should I tell you when I’m powering something down too, Commander?”


  The Neo-Human’s voice was particularly icy. “That will be all, Gunner.”


  That was perfectly fine with Tirzsark; he didn’t mind a challenge. The Cytkus offered a snappy salute as he spoke. “Alright, Commander… thank you for the chat. Oh!” Just so you know I’m going to power down the defense systems now.”


  The Commander disconnected after a tersely stated “Thank you.”


  Commander Ely had been particularly up-tight since the death of Captain Keizer. Although Tirzsark originally thought it may have been due to a degree of unrequited love or some other such clandestine secret, the Cytkus finally had to face the reality of the situation: Commander Ely was not really leadership material. Unfortunately for the gunner, that meant an end to his fantasy of a take-charge alpha male soldier.


  The Neo-Human may have not had any problems telling people what to do when he was second in command but things changed when he was the highest ranking person on the shuttle. When thrust into such a position he suddenly seemed much more like an average Cytkus male: skittish, unsure, and looking for direction. Tirzsark snorted, realizing that he had spent a lot of time thinking about sex lately and had been far too busy letting his hormones lead him.


  Plenty of other races generally considered Cytkus to have overactive libidos, hyper-stimulated sex lizards and, truth be told, Tirzsark didn’t much like giving that impression. The simple fact of the matter was that the Cytkus home world had a lower oxygen content than the atmospheres of most other species’ worlds. During the furthest points of the planet’s orbit around their star the oxygen in the atmosphere increased several percent. It was traditionally during this time that the Cytkus physiology moved into breeding mode.


  Tirzsark raised his PCD and checked the atmosphere of the Apercu; most of the other races preferred oxygen mixtures on the rather high side, meaning that unaccustomed Cytkus had to deal with the constant aphrodisiac of oxygen rich blood coursing through their veins… it seemed almost hypocritical that the other races would tease them so harshly about wanting sex so badly when they were the direct cause of it. Tirzsark scowled at the high oh-two reading; Burger apparently didn’t take him into consideration when he’d rebooted the life support and let it slide back into atmospheric default a week back.


  The hemale spoke aloud, calling the engineer on his PCD. “Burger…”


  It took a moment before the Donkey answered and, when he did the Cytkus was surprised to see that the transmission from the engineer looked like a humanoid blob of oil. Burger had somehow dirtied up his PCD and most of Tirzsark’s view was of the large streaky smear of grease which, humorously enough matched the donkey’s fur color far too well. Burger sounded weary and tired… as usual. “I’m here.”


  Tirzsark amended to be as cordial as possible, “You didn’t set the oh-two right last time you fixed the life support, sweetheart.”


  The Donkey flicked an ear… at least, that’s what the Cytkus thought he saw through the haze of grease and oil. “The system went to default… I—”


  Something about the way the Donkey fidgeted at Tirzsark’s soft, crooning voice made the Cytkus smirk. “Do you know what ‘default’ is on a Cytkus ship, Burger?”


  The engineer was quiet for a few moments. “Um… seven… I think.”


  Tirzsark was surprised and happily impressed that the untested Donkey got the answer right, “Yes. Seven. And what’s ‘default’ on a DRC Corp shuttle, Fuzzy?”


  Burger answered without delay. “Ten.”


  Tirzsark appreciated how an occasional sneak peek of surety managed to show through the usual lack of confidence the Donkey displayed. “Very good.”


  The junior engineer continued. “That’s the normal levels for humans and Gens and Gorumn…” he paused, and the next words reverted to his much more submissive tone, “…but not Cytkus.”


  Tirzsark chuckled. “Riiiiight… not Cytkus.”


  The Donkey faltered again. “I… uh… I’ll lower it back to eight when I’m done in the cargo bay. Nobody’s been in there since we landed and I wanted to check on the—”


  Tirzsark leaned forward and licked the screen on his PCD. “Oh no… that’s fine, Burger… that’s fine… You can hold off til tomorrow. I don’t mind a little extra oxygen…”


  The engineer fidgeted, rubbing at the grease on his own PCD; the Cytkus recognized it as a nervous habit. “Uh… I… maybe I should… uh—”


  The hemale hissed softly. “It can wait. After all… I’m sure it’s been awhile since you had a chance for companionship, and with all the oxygen I’m kinda eager to find out just much like a Donkey you really—”


  Burger gulped audibly, “I’ll go take care of the oh-two levels right now. The cargo bay can wait til tomorrow.”


  Tirzsark chuckled to himself at how quickly the nervous engineer disconnected after that. He turned his PCD off then slid down the ladder leading from the turret into the main body of the transport. While others not familiar with the colorful dance of Cytkus social interactions might have mistakenly thought that the hemale was picking on the engineer, they would have been wrong. Truth be told, the gunner actually was interested in the Donkey or, more specifically, quite curious.


  Tirzsark wasn’t after the engineer as any long-term relationship material, but he WAS quite curious to see if he could fit his two hemipenises around what he’d been told would have been quite a large slab of flesh. If Burger was anything close to his namesake species it would be a very exciting prospect. Of course, Tirzsark’s interest was only a passing fancy but, then again, it WAS the Donkey’s fault for setting the oxygen level to default.


  The Cytkus was in high spirits as he strolled down the hall. Tirzsark smiled as he went, even bothering to practice the Human talent of whistling which, he’d come to learn, was much more difficult without their thick, fleshy lips… though he’d managed to create a close imitation using his tongue for assistance in controlling his breath. The hemale was just starting to wonder how he’d waste the next several hours of downtime when his PCD let out a casual beep, calling his attention to an incoming contact.


  He answered it simply. “Tirzsark.”


  A deep, imposing voice answered. “It’s Raska.”


  It’s all the Gorumn woman had to say; he knew exactly why she was calling. The Cytkus felt the scales around his muzzle crinkle as he grinned. “In your room, or are we going to bother Itchy by going to mine?”


  The navigator pointed out an important fact. “My room isn’t large enough.”


  “It’s been large enough before.”


  Raska presented a counter argument with more than a hint of excitement in her tone. “I’ve told you how I like performing…”


  Tirzsark smiled at the green-skinned woman’s image on his PCD. “You’ve been performing very well, yes.”


  The Gorumn sent a faint shiver up his spine when she referred to him by the nickname she assigned him. “I meant for an audience, Sark.”


  The Cytkus heard the sound of Beatrice’s voice further from the PCD on Raska’s side. “Hello, Tirzsark.”


  Raska glanced off in that direction, then back at the screen. “I’ve been talking to her about you.”


  Tirzsark’s smirk grew. “Oh have you now? Well… I DO have two—”


  The Gorumn woman interrupted him, “No… you’re mine.”


  The pig woman spoke up, “I just haven’t seen a hemale before and—”


  The Cytkus’ smile got wider yet; he’d heard that line before. “And you’re curious. Well… I have it on good authority that the cargo bay is available.”


  The PCD transmitted a series of whispers until Raska spoke up, “Three minutes. Don’t keep me waiting, Sark.”


  The Cytkus turned off his PCD, but not before noting “I never make you wait, you know that.”


  Tirzsark was pleased that he’d have a way to work out some of his hormones while waiting for the oxygen levels to normalize. Honestly, he had no trouble with performing in front of an audience— he’d done so on multiple occasions though, he reminded himself, they usually ended up participating.


  Smiling to himself, Tirzsark made his way toward the back of the ship, eager for the opportunity to see just how curious the medic woman was, and just how willing Raska was to share. As he turned the corner into the hallway that led to the cargo hold, he quickly discovered that he would never find out: Raska and Beatrice had just opened the door to the hold, setting off a jury-rigged trap of armed ordinance.


  * * * * * *


  Sherman awoke, laying on his back— he never laid on his back. He also awoke with someone in his arms— it had been a long time since he awoke with someone in his arms. Boone, the spindly little Human that had almost died from exposure was no longer shivering. He squirmed in the Bull’s grasp, sleeping fitfully but appearing much healthier than he had been when Sherman first found him.


  The laborer slowly sat up and looked around, keeping hold of the Human resting on his chest. The mobile command center was not an enormous building by any means— at scarcely 8’ tall and twelve feet in diameter, it was hardly spacious, and yet it provided the group what they needed most to survive: a stable atmosphere and heat. Glancing to the MCC’s two cots, he saw that one was empty and the occupant of the other was looking his way.


  The overseer spoke quietly. “How is he?”


  Sherman looked down at the Technician, still pale, but not nearly as close to death’s doorstep as he had been previously. He shifted his grip on the unconscious man so he could sit up while still keeping Boone resting against him for warmth. He kept his own voice low as well. “Alive, ma’am.”


  As if reading his mind, the Overseer followed the Bull’s gaze to the empty cot and answered his unspoken question with a whisper, “The sun is up again and Dr. Ibrin is starting a preliminary scan of the area.”


  Sherman grunted acknowledgment quietly, “Ma’am.”


  He slowly stood, doing his best to avoid jostling or disturbing Boone. Once he got to his hooves the bull moved to the empty cot and gingerly set the technician onto it. Bundling the Human up in the blankets he turned to the overseer, trying hard to make sure she didn’t see that he was favoring his left leg; he’d worked with groups in the past where bad things happened to injured laborers.


  The Overseer took the break in discussion as an opportunity to clarify. “He’s probably looking for comms that can reach the shuttle. My best guess is that he’ll be trying to get an extraction team together.”


  He nodded simply at the explanation; it was more than what she owed a laborer anyway. “Ma’am.”


  She grunted, sitting up; Sherman didn’t miss the obvious damage she’d sustained to her thigh. The Overseer saw him looking at it and was quick to add, “I’ll be fine… but most of the big equipment was probably damaged or destroyed by the fall.”


  Sherman chose to focus on the wound instead, “You need a medic, Ma’am. So does Boone.”


  The Overseer nodded in a surprisingly casual manner, “Probably… and it looks like you could do with one yourself.”


  The bull straightened up a little more, berating himself for letting her see the way he stepped lightly with his left hoof. “I’m fine, Ma’am.”


  She thankfully changed the topic. “You said you found Moe.”


  Sherman shifted his weight from one hoof to the next, wincing when he felt the pain of his injury; he quickly buried the sound by clearing his throat before acknowledging her comment. “Yes, Ma’am.”

  

  The human woman explained simply, still speaking quietly, “The Overseer and Security Commander, were issued long range communications. Mine broke in the fall, but it’s possible that Commander Moe’s is still operational.”


  Sherman acknowledged her comment, “Yes, ma’am.”


  He had an idea what her next words would be. He was right. “Go back to where you found Moe and see if the communicator is still working. If so then we can plan accordingly.”


  Boone murmured, silencing them both. “Tim…”


  The feeble call sent a pang of empathic pain through the bull; he knew how close the Technician and the Supervisor had been. Sherman had known what that had been like at one point… a long time ago. He looked down to the Human and slowly drew the blanket further up around the unconscious man, tendering verifying that he was suitably tucked in.


  The Overseer whispered, catching his attention. “Sherman?”


  He looked to her, “Ma’am?”


  “I’ll stay here with Boone. I need your help making sure nobody else dies.”


  “Yes, Ma’am.”


  She slung her injured leg over the edge of the cot and pulled out a small tub of medication. Sherman watched as she popped the top and began administering a slathering dose of antiseptic-smelling gel. Once she had dressed her wound she held the tub out to him, “Tend to your leg and then go find that communicator.”


  The bull accepted the first aid gel, pausing as he inspected it, before finally acknowledging her order. “Ma’am.”


  He was surprised that she would provide him such an important supply. He was far too used to laborers being expendable but, he realized, he was the only labor left which, apparently, meant he was quite an important resource. After applying a dose of the medication to his wound, he handed the nearly-empty jar back to the overseer. She accepted it and stowed it away.


  Testing his leg, Sherman was surprised to find how well the gel had dulled the pain; the bull was not used to high quality medical supplies. He glanced to the door then paused, looking back to Boone, who was crying softly in his sleep.


  The Overseer spoke with calm certainty. “I’ll keep an eye on him, Sherman. I need you out there with Dr Ibrin.”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  The Bull gathered up the small collection of tools he’d managed to locate before stumbling upon Boone that night. The Overseer watched him critically, most likely to make certain he was going to follow her orders; it was something Sherman was certainly used to… he’d been a laborer for more private parties, business firms, and corporate organizations than he would care to have remembered.


  The Overseer’s next words were accompanied by a concerned tone. “And be careful.”


  Sherman repeated what had become his most common phrase as of late. “Yes, Ma’am.”


  With nothing else to be done, the Bull checked the charge on his breathing mask: 82%. Sliding it into place and affixing the straps to hold it there, he headed out into the MCC’s entry room, shutting what he left behind out of his mind with as much finality as door that sealed it off. Turning on his mask, Sherman pressed the button that opened the outside and shrugged off the arctic blast of wind that greeted him.


  It wasn’t hard for the Bull to find his way back to where he’d left Moe’s corpse the night before; with no real snowfall his hoof prints were easily visible amidst the shards of ice and debris that had fallen down into the pit when the ceiling had shattered. About a hundred and fifty yards from the MCC Sherman rounded a large ice pillar and there, behind a berm, lay the dead Bug. The security commander’s body, however, was not alone.


  Dr Ibrin’s face pulled tight in a scowl once the two locked eyes. “Oh… it’s you.”


  Sherman quickly glanced about the scene, noting the disturbed areas around Moe’s body as well as the fact that the Bug’s equipment had been rifled through. He didn’t bother wasting a ‘sir’ on the Gray. “The Overseer sent me to get the comm.”


  The Doctor’s response was monotone and unemotional. “Unfortunately it is broken.”


  Tight about the same time the Voljoi spoke the Bull’s eyes caught sight of the transceiver which lay on the ground beside the Bug’s corpse, ground against a rock in the middle of what looked like a foot print… a Voljoi foot print. “Oh.”


  Dr Ibrin stowed something into his carrying pouch as he leveled a question. “Why did you kill the Commander?”


  Sherman countered the accusation immediately. “The fall killed it.”


  Shifting from one hoof to the next uncomfortably, Sherman gained an even greater appreciation for the ointment he’d been given— he barely registered the pain when he put his weight on his injured leg. The Bull stood his ground, facing down the little alien. The Voljoi glanced at the corpse. “The fall caused fatal wounds but Commander Moe didn’t die from any of those, now did it?”


  Sherman didn’t particularly like the doctor’s tone, firing off one of his own questions in retaliation. “What did you put in the bag?”


  Dr Ibrin’s black eyes narrowed and the Voljoi stowed the pouch into one of his deep coat pockets. “Nothing that concerns a laborer.”


  The Bull glanced at a large hole in the ice pillar that flanked them; it hadn’t been there the prior night and the carved-out section was far too neat to be naturally occurring, “Digging is MY job. It DOES concern me.”


  The Voljoi pressed his previous question, but what caught Sherman’s attention was that the Doctor used his real name. “Why did you kill the Commander, Mr. Paisley?”


  He raised an ear, gazing incredulously at the little gray man, who had just spoken a name that the Bull had been assured was not on any paperwork in his records. “what?”


  Dr Ibrin smirked in a smug, self-satisfied manner. “Clinton Paisley. I assume you weren’t aware that anyone on this team knew about you… or about your past… exploits.”


  When Sherman didn’t respond the Voljoi took a step closer, “Now… tell me… why did you kill Commander Moe?”


  The recruiters had promised him that his file was a closed one… how then did the doctor know anything about him? The bull answered, fists clenched at his side and shaking faintly as he tried to figure out Dr Ibrin. “It ordered me to. It was in pain.”


  The Voljoi strode past him. “And so you snapped the commander’s neck. What a hero.”


  Sherman lashed out and grabbed the doctor’s arm, squeezing it firmly as he latched onto the small gray man, “Commander Moe ordered me to.”


  Dr Ibrin glanced down at the firm grip on his forearm, then up to meet Sherman’s gaze; the Voljoi was not intimidated. The large, black eyes glanced down again at the Bull’s grip, then back up into his face. His voice was calm and collected but held a distinct and very clear threat to it, “Let go of me or I might just let the Overseer what I know about Tavis-4.”


  Sherman opened his hand immediately and Dr Ibrin reclaimed his arm, smoothed out his sleeve, and looked back to the icy pillar, “How much do you know?”


  The Voljoi pulled out a miniature mining torch. “I know about Tavis-4 and about how you brokered a deal with the DRC Corp hiring officials to keep your record closed… isn’t that enough?”


  Sherman felt that it was more than enough; it was entirely too much. “How?”

  Rather than answer his question the Gray simply pushed his advantage. “Assuming you make yourself useful I might just let you keep your secrets.”


  Sherman growled his next words. “What do you want?”


  “Your cooperation.”


  The Bull added as much belligerence as he dared in his next question. “You don’t want anyone finding out about that bag?”


  Dr. Ibrin nodded. “Nobody is going to find out about it, yes. But… not just that.”


  “What else?”


  The Voljoi indicated several spots before handing the Bull the mining torch. “I want you to cut more wedges out… here… here… and here.”


  Sherman accepted the tool and glanced up and down the incredible height of the ice pillar, “That will bring the whole roof down.”


  Dr Ibrin offered a humorless smile, “So it will. And it will provide us a convenient slope to climb out of this sink hole.”


  The bull objected. “Boone isn’t ready to be moved yet. We can’t bring the ceiling down before moving the MCC or—”


  He trailed off, not liking the way that the Voljoi was staring at him. The Doctor wasted no time in clarifying. “We aren’t going to move the MCC. Nobody is going to find out about the bag… and nobody is going to find out about your past… Clinton.”


  Considering the doctor’s tone, inflection, and body language his meaning was impossible to misread. Regardless, Sherman was not out of questions. “Why? Why do something like this?”


  The Voljoi stated in as haughty a tone as the bull had ever heard. “Ask fewer questions and we will get along better.”


  The laborer gripped the mining torch tightly in objection. “… they’ll be killed.”


  Dr Ibrin met his gaze critically and announced flatly. “Just convince yourself that they’re in pain.”


  Sherman grit his teeth, turning the device on. “Yes, sir.”


  The Voljoi glanced upward toward the icy ceiling far above them. “Good. When we return to the shuttle I will direct the crew to depart. We will say we found nothing and that the mission was a complete failure.”


  The bull nodded, adjusting the stream into a precision flow, knowing that his work would require a clean cut. “Yes, sir.”


  Dr. Ibrin continued speaking, not even heeding the Bull’s ascent. “I will take responsibility for the loss of the crew, and, if you perform well, I will even give you credit for saving my life… you will be a hero for once… Sherman.”


  The Bull let out a sigh; why did there have to be so much killing? “Yes, sir.”


  The Voljoi continued, “And then this little planetoid won’t continue to be such a problem for the Project.”


  Sherman paused for a moment at the reference to a ‘Project’ but he realized curiosity would have to wait— he couldn’t have it keeping him from his job. With the mining torch in one hand, the Bull reached out and grabbed Dr Ibrin by the neck with the other; he buried the tool’s thin blue flame into the top of the Voljoi’s oversized, hairless, gray head.


  Chapter 5: It’s Only the Beginning


  Mike Rycraft tapped his finger on his desk rhythmically, waiting patiently for the newest file to show up on his tablet. While most other executives in his position would have just as easily downloaded the information onto their PCD, Mike was too far knowledgeable in the ways of information brokering to think that such transmissions were safe; when it came to PCDs there were plenty of people out there that knew what do to do get what they wanted… and he wasn’t about to let those kinds of people get at his.


  As DRC Corp’s Chief Investor Relations Officer, it was Mike’s job to make certain that all of the in-the-know investors remained in-the-know, all of the high level investors were kept content and suitably rewarded for their contributions, and that all of the group plan negotiators kept considering DRC Corp as one of their primary investment buys. As for the little mom-and-pop shareholders, the day-traders, and the multitudes of under-100,000 share nobodies… well… he had to make sure they didn’t get in the way of business.


  The file finally loaded and report began with a very prominent “DRC Corp, Investor Relations - Company Confidential” title page. He quickly flipped past that to the meat and drink of the file: information on one of the newest corporate ventures, Sigma-Echo station. It had been a long time coming but, as the day drew nearer, Mike knew that it would soon be the day when DRC Corp would announce that Sigma-Echo was open for business… even if it was just a month long trial run to work out the kinks. And that would look good for the media… or, at least, Mike assumed it would.


  Although the man was DRC Corp’s primary CIRO, his was not precisely concerned with media relations… after all, the corporation had an entirely separate division for that. Instead, he spent his time focusing on choosing the right way to present information to the shareholders… or, more specifically, the shareholders that had the greatest sway within the company. Good news had to be elevated and celebrated while bad news had to be underplayed and, in some cases, swept under the rug.


  It was a tightrope walk of sorts; he had to balance the favors of the board of directors with those of the most powerful shareholders. His job was imperative as he was the translator between the people who supplied the money and the people who spent it. It just turned out that he was so good at it that he had on more than one occasion been referred to as “CIRO the Hero.” More than one of his team credited it to his mixed heritage, and he wasn’t inclined to disagree.


  Mike Ryecraft was something of an anomaly among the Humoi, the slang term used to describe the offspring of a union between a Voljoi and a Human. Most of the mixed species resembled their mother with a hint of their father’s lineage but, in his case, his mother’s side was not quite as prominent as his Human father’s. In most ways, Mike looked perfectly Human, though he was bald and his skin was abnormally pale. He also had trouble developing any great amount of muscle mass and his eyes, like those of his mother, were pure black.


  He had been something of a pariah as a child— outcast from all of the activities other children enjoyed. Instead, Mike spent his days paying attention to his studies; his father, a well-to-do business man who dealt with inter-species trade paid for the young boy to attend the finest schools and, on occasion, was even ‘thoughtful’ enough to bribe the local children to include him in some of their outings. Mike, of course, hated it.


  The one thing those fake friends had taught him, however, was just how far some people would go for money. That… and how bad actors made poor disingenuous comrades. In fact, that major lesson helped him through much of his adult life. Although Mike didn’t consider his job to be particularly shady, he did have to admit that he had a knack for presenting himself in whatever manner a shareholder needed to see. No… he didn’t ‘lie’— he just presented the truth in a unique light.


  Flipping through the dossier on Sigma-Echo’s read outs, reports, and updates, the CIRO was dismayed to see that construction and staffing wasn’t as far along as he would have liked to have seen. The investors had been waiting a long time for a return on their money and DRC Corp was wanting to show them progress in exchange for their faith. The shareholders were getting impatient, and everyone was aware of it.


  If Mike knew the board of directors (and he did), they would have plans in the works to tap the station as a resource whether it was ready or not. The progress wasn’t exactly far behind schedule, but the assigned officers aboard Sigma-Echo were still a far cry from the corporate elite and that told him that waste and lack of efficiency were to be expected. This meant, of course, that it would be his job to try and tap the shareholders’ pockets one more time before the company pressed the ‘go’ button.


  Considering the incomplete nature of the station he was well aware that DRC Corp wasn’t about to turn it on and expect 100% efficiency and best-of-times output. It meant that the station would be running on less than 100%… and, truth be told, probably well beneath 50%. When he looked at the numbers he realized that he’d found the perfect way to approach the topic with the shareholders.


  Personnel provided a numerical listing of crew accompaniment, laborers, technicians, scientists, and maintenance crew. There were certain expectations of how many full time staff members would be in residence upon the completed station but, Mike reminded himself, the station wasn’t yet at full capacity.


  In the scope of things, running at quarter output off of a staff at 28% positions filled was, when put in perspective, quite reasonable. A report filed by the station’s Captain seemed to agree with his assessment that the status of personnel was sufficient. The CIRO assumed that the board and the shareholders would take that into consideration.


  There were, of course, disagreements to his point of view in the reports filed by other members of the station’s management team. The Corporate Overseer had yet to arrive on the station, but he was confident she would get things in order… but, until then, DRC had to contend with the endless wants of the station’s commanding crew. The Operations Officer had a broad request for the increase of crew and maintenance technicians; the Faculty Director was submitting suggestions on ways to increase the labor pool through the introduction of work study programs; even the Lead Technician had a series of supply requests. As usual, they didn’t appreciate the bigger picture: shareholder confidence.


  Security was always another large point of focus for any deep space project. While a measly 18% efficiency for the security team might have seemed low for an average assessment, Mike resolved to remind the shareholders that there were very few real concerns for a still incomplete space station, even if did initiate part time operations. Plus, any real security concerns would think that a such a skeleton crew for security indicated that it wasn’t a worthwhile target.


  Despite the Station Captain’s request for added security and the Operations Officer’s report on the lack of security procedures and personnel, Mike wasn’t sure that added security would really be a good use of funds. Even the Director had a few things to say about security, citing concerns over violence and crime among the workers, but that wasn’t really a corporate problem from his point of view— DRC Corp had to worry about REAL issues.


  Pirates and anomalies were always of concern, but the risk either posed was minimal. The largest worry for most members of DRC Corp was the corporation’s closest competitor, VAC; that far out in space meant that some less-than-civil dealings could take place but, then again, the VamosLa Corporation had their own projects going and there wouldn’t be much call for any sabotage. In fact, the station’s Lead Technician did note on his report that any further introduction of security had the possibility of impeding production… and nobody wanted that.


  Transportation and logistics were generally a big issue for any production site, and Sigma-Echo was no exception. Although the reports came in listing the Transit system aboard the station at 53%, Mike was sure that it would be capable of more. According to the Station Captain, Sigma-Echo’s transportation system for both personnel and equipment was more than sufficient to function for their first reduced capacity tests. Mike was willing to take her word for it, except for several other conflicting assessments.


  The Operations Officer suggested increased transit options; the Security Commander submitted a request for fast response shuttles; the Director wanted easier ways for the crew to mingle; even the Lead Technician referenced more transportation would lead to an increase in productivity. What it came down to was the fact that most of the station management seemed to think that 50% wasn’t good enough… but Mike wasn’t sure that it was worth investing in more heavily when there were so many other areas that were lacking… such as the station’s operational system stability.


  Although Mike would never reveal it to the investors and shareholders, the CIRO was a little concerned about the 31% stability rating. The station’s stability was an indication of how well the project would fare during an emergency or abnormal operating conditions. It measured the combined benefits of having administration staff, system redundancy, and back up project components. Although there were several reports indicating a surplus of administration staff it did little to override his concerns when other, more reasonable management crew had indicated an issue.


  While other potions of the station could be forgiven a lower percentage due to construction still being underway, Mike’s concern over the stability of the station was several-fold. First, any hiccups during the trial run would shatter investor confidence and set the project back significantly. Secondly was the fact that the stability was in relation to ANY level of station operation, not just maximum productivity. Finally, were the first-hand accounts from the bridge crew… and that was not comforting.


  From top to bottom, at least one member of the command team each had a problem with some aspect of the stability status of Sigma Echo. The Captain wanted an increase in administration levels; the Operations Officer was concerned with the status of the backup systems for the station while the Lead Technician didn’t feel that the safeguards on the project equipment was sufficient. The one saving grace in Mike’s mind was that reserve levels were thankfully reasonable according to the DRC standardized project protocol.


  The station’s reserve report came in at 52%, which was incredibly high compared to initial estimates. While not directly affecting Sigma-Echo’s productivity or operations, the reserves meant that there was recourse if there was a breakdown in stability. Apparently there had been either an oversight in shipping or foresight on behalf of the station command, but Sigma-Echo was much further along in its reserves than Mike would have expected so early on. As anticipated, it was something the station’s Director picked up on very quickly.


  As part of her progress report, the Director had sent a comment to the home office regarding “wasteful and unnecessary spending” in that she felt a greater attention to detail would decrease the need for so much back up. As expected, her observation of the situation was overruled by both the Station Captain and the Lead Technician; the two of them were the driving forces behind the increase in reserve and both still felt more was necessary— it was enough to drive Mike mad, and he wasn’t even part of the logistics team!


  While Mike wasn’t completely sold on the idea, he was inclined to agree based on the reports about the stability rating of Sigma-Echo. That, and his own thoughts were practically voiced by the Security Commander on her report: “shortage of emergency back-ups suggest an increase in reserves may be necessary”. That and, of course, the Operations Officer also supported the idea of increased reserves… then again, there were few situations in which he didn’t suggest additional funding. Interesting enough, however, the final portion of the station’s report was one of them.


  According to corporate expectations, any construction project runs on the most basic of supplies. Being so far out in deep space, Sigma-Echo had traditionally been better supplied than most projects. Of course, with DRC’s interest in starting production meant that it would normally be allotted a greater operating budget with a higher flow of receivables. At 54% of full operational capacity, Mike was willing to say that supplies were sufficient for the station, especially since it was only expected to output a quarter of its full functionality. Thankfully the Operations Officer was, for once, was in agreement… though he was about the only one of the bridge crew who saw it that way.


  The first communication from Sigma-Echo after the pre-announcement of a test run was from the captain; she requested some very specific, and very odd supplies, including two tons of sodium hydroxide, a matching Chinese tea set for six (baby blue preference), and a set of red undergarments for every member of the crew. The Captain’s idiosyncrasies aside, the Station Commander’s request for an increased flow of disposable and perishable goods seemed rather reasonable. The Lead Technician placed a requisition order for more powered tools, mining equipment, and surveying gear.


  Most of the requests seemed reasonable considering the upcoming push DRC Corp would have for the outpost but, at the same time Mike had to remind himself that they were only looking for a trial run; the crew wasn’t going to be expected to upkeep the output for more than a month, and, even then, they were working at 25% of capacity… unless the shareholders and investors were feeling particularly generous a lot of what the command crew was seeking seemed to be overkill… and providing the entire crew an extra pair of (specifically red) undergarments was a particularly odd request— like something he’d expect to hear from an insane, Victorian-era king and not the captain of a space station.


  Flipping to the end of the reports, Mike glanced over the expected attendees to the conference and was exceedingly surprised to find that he was going to be leading a joint call of the board and the investors; it was an abnormal situation the say the least. Even more difficult, he realized, was that DRC Corp had opened the call to PROSPECTIVE investors, and not just the established shareholders. Upper management obviously had high expectations for their CIRO, and he was not about to let them down.


  Five of the board would be present for his presentation and, Mike was surprised; most of them were from the United North American Alliance branch offices. He had expected at least half of the board from the home office in South Africa, but apparently the UNAA division took a greater interest in Sigma-Echo… which, if he thought about it made sense because they had supplied the vast majority of the funding. Interestingly enough, only one of the board was from the home office.


  Sifting through the dossiers on the board members listening to his presentation, Mike took a few minutes to familiarize himself with them. During any investor call that involved board members the board never used their real name and their video feed was always limited to specific icons with particular themes: each board member would be indicated by an animal of a specific color. It seemed almost whimsical the way the management worked at times, but it wasn’t Mike’s place to question their methods. He quickly queued up a picture for himself— though technically not a member of the board he thought best to present a show of solidarity and selected a red lion.


  A board member from the home office in South Africa, two from the Canadian Divide of the United North American Alliance, two representatives from the Lower 48 District of the UNAA, and one from the Greater Australian Island Council. Mike realized that meant there weren’t any board members from Greater Europe, which explained why it was at such a strange hour for him… one of the downsides of working out of Brussels.


  With new investors, the CIRO realized he’d have to start off with a company profile. He began sifting through corporate reports for investor information he wanted to present. In the end, he chose a simple and to-the-point company overview that would work well for any investors who were attending one of his calls for the first time, and he queued it up to review before adding the sound file in for the call.


  “The Deep Recon Connection Corporation is a private corporation that exists to further extend humanity’s reach toward the stars. Having evolved from the early attempts at privatizing space flight, DAC Corp credits the corporate space race of 2044 for planting the seed for what would later grow into the company it is today.” Mike nodded to himself, tweaking a few words and revising one of the sentences before uploading it, and he continued the playback.


  “Highly sought-after for all expansion and colonization programs, DRC Corp owes its success and stability to its careful management of investor funds. <REDACTED>, the current Chief Operations Officer, has over <REDACTED> years of experience in deep space exploration and colony services. Head management—” The CIRO paused the playback, chewing his lip as he contemplated the presentation; DRC Corp’sprevious CEO had recently been tried and convicted on numerous less-than-stellar charges. He quickly deleted the entire CEO entry and continued reviewing the presentation.


  “As the premier private company leading the charge in deep space exploration, DRC Corp is present in every major district on Sol-3 including the UNAA, GAIC, and several branch offices in districts of Greater Europe. DRC Corp also has numerous off-planet branch offices in other Human colonies. As a cross-species venture, DRC Corp also has the premier right to have embassies on several Cytkus worlds along with a branch office in Theda Minor, a near-space Voljoi colony.” After considering the presentation for a few moments Mike shortened the section on other races, leaving it simply stating that there were embassies on several non-human worlds… no sense in overdoing it.


  Considering the corporate overview complete, Mike also considered preparing some answers to questions he expected new investors to have regarding DRC Corp’s only real corporate competitor in their business sector: Vamosla Corp, or VAC on the international exchange. Mike knew better than to set up an under-informed presentation about them, even though they were thirty years newer and had less than 30% of the market share; he would have to figure out how to provide the RIGHT kind of information to prospective investors.


  He settled on pointing out that VAC was a new company in comparison and that, while many investment advisers referred to them as “up and coming”, that usually translated to risky ventures with higher-than-reliable volatility. As the only real competition of DRC Corp, all of the naysayers and contradictory-based investors were the ones that threw money their way. Although they have had many successful projects, VAC has also been cited numerous times for non-traditional methods… and a lot of traditionalists say cutting corners will eventually catch up with them.


  Based out of Brazil, VAC had only risen to any degree of prominence in the last twenty years. Owing its success to maintaining a stranglehold on financing from Central and South America, VAC originally established itself by thoroughly pillaging and over-utilizing government grants… and, as any good investor knows, those eventually dry up. Mike paused, and went back to revise the strong verbiage, choosing instead “A large portion of its income leverages government grants, which suggests to mindful investors that stockholders interests may not always be the company’s first priority.”


  Mike contemplated whether he wanted to include the write-up regarding VAC being the preferred corporate partner of Luna Colony since it suggested that their competitor had them beaten on one front but, in the end he figured he would leave it in the presentation; it was factual and pertinent, but, at the simplest level, most investors planet side hated investors on the moon so it would work to DRC’s favor. He was also quick to add in that VAC attempted a hostile takeover of DRC Corp’s facilities on Mars Colony several years ago, but failed. VAC has since begun boycotting Mars Colony, but it hasn’t suffered in the least, proving DRC Corp’s stability and its value to colonial expansion.


  Reviewing the plans, Mike nodded to himself, turning off his PCD before leaning back in his chair. The meeting would start in an hour, which meant that he’d have enough time to grab some food and set up the meeting room. He wasn’t sure how many investors would be present or how deep their pockets were but he did know that he had a chance to increase funding for the Sigma-Echo project. More than that, however, with several prime board members present he’d have a chance to show how valuable he was to the company as he helped them direct the future of expansion in the Sigma system. It was going to be a good day.


  Chapter 6: Some Assembly Required


  Captain Nida Jorn had very few hobbies not associated with the pursuit of information others thought unattainable. Not an officer by trade, her task of commanding the Sigma-Echo station was related to the latter rather than the former. Interestingly enough, so was her guilty pleasure of tending to her small flower garden. Small, of course, was a matter of opinion, as the terrarium very nearly filled half of her spacious office. The garden, in fact, was a collection of Earth plants she had obtained and cultivated over a matter of decades and she prided herself on how useful they had become.


  Although DRC Corp didn’t fully understand the implications of her work, Captain Nida assured them that the flower garden was of tantamount importance to the Ygdrassil Project. Situated among her collection of flowers, placed exactly 53% of the length of the terrarium from the left side was a small bonsai tree, and it was something that the Voljoi captain cherished most. To see something that should have been so tall, and yet be the shortest plant in her collection— it spoke to her in the way that other things simply could not match.


  The fact that the division heads at DRC Corp humored her choice in the title for the project they likely couldn’t appreciate the irony of the name… not like she could, anyway— then again… few people were able to do anything like she could. The human-controlled corporation maintained its originating species’ strangle-hold on the need for immediate gratification and instantaneous results… so much so that the board of directors didn’t realize that there were decades upon decades of research that had led up to the Ygdrassil Project’s creation.


  What she was doing at Sigma Echo required that she stand atop the shoulders of some of the greatest minds in the galaxy, and she saw to it that the corporation helped her in all the ways she could manage. The fact that it only took her nine days to convince her of her importance to Sigma-Echo was that much more of a victory. Finally aboard the station, she would accomplish something great.


  But, she realized, that was something the human-led corporation would never fully be able to comprehend or appreciate. She had been placed as the Station Captain, not because her leadership credentials met the minimum requirements, but because she knew the secrets that the board of directors needed so badly. She had convinced them, through some subterfuge but mostly with truth, that there would be no Ygdrassil Project without her and, if that were the case, then Sigma-Echo would only be useful for its advertised purpose… and that meant it was worth far less than it could have been.


  There were any number of other prospective captains far more qualified to run a space station… but none of them had the knowledge DRC Corp needed for their special project. Once the Voljoi was in place it was not difficult to influence the board’s decisions further and she was able to populate the bridge in a manner far more beneficial to her needs than the board would have done. From there, she was also able to further hand pick employees that would help her with her end goals.


  It didn’t take much to convince the board that a hands-off Security Commander would be a good thing to push up operational numbers, and that also meant less probing questions regarding the Project. A Director of Personnel obsessed with equality and fair treatment would create enough problems for herself that she wouldn’t spend the time bean counting. With her station taking shape, the only unfortunate variable was the Corporate Overseer.


  Nida Jorn had never been a big fan of having someone look over her shoulder, and, specifically in the case of the Yggdrasil Project, such an uninformed individual would likely cause problems. Of course, as far as Nida was concerned almost everyone on the station was uninformed, which meant she preferred if the Overseer did more busy work and less meddling. If it came down to it, Nida realized that the board would side with one of their own rather than a Voljoi scientist-turned-station-Commander, so she was forced to walk a fine line between catering to the Human woman’s needs and getting the job done. The extra interpersonal communication was frustrating for the Voljoi, as she rarely needed to bother dealing with others.


  It wasn’t that Nida was an egomaniac or a narcissist— far from it. She did, in fact, keep a very detailed account of all of her shortcomings… which wasn’t particularly difficult because she had so few. The entire problem was the fact that others had so many, thus she came across as stuck-up and conceited… but that was an issue with those around her, not her personally. The Voljoi woman pressed her hand against one of the glass panels of the terrarium, which receded into the floor, providing her access to the plants beyond. She caressed the leaf of a nearby orchid, smiling to herself.


  Human mythology was full of colorful myths, and she kept an orchid with her at all times. The ancient Greeks, a particularly creative Human culture named the orchid flower after a mythic individual by the name of Orchis… whose name was strikingly similar to their word for ‘testicle’. He had joined a great celebration to a god of excess and debauchery and then attempted to rape the god’s priestess— her followers tore him to pieces. After the boy’s father prayed to the gods for his son to be restored, the young man was brought back as a flower instead.

  

  She softly stroked one of the orchid’s petals, smiling to herself at the many faults of humanity and the curious ways they celebrated their own shortcomings. Despite the Humans’ blindness in many aspects she always found it oddly telling in how their early civilizations had worshiped plants. From the Greeks and the orchid all the way to the Vikings and the “World Tree”, known as the Yggdrasil… the very mythological incarnation of knowledge and “oneness” that had given her project its name. Like that mythic tree, the project would tie everything together.


  The Yggdrasil Project would, when finished, be her greatest achievement. Before it could be completed, however, Nida Jorn was required to play her cards right. It wasn’t a matter of abusing her position or overpowering her subordinates— they, in fact, were not even in the same card game same as she. No, she was required to dance carefully around the topic of what DRC Corp sought out of the Sigma System and measure her own needs against that. She didn’t feel badly about taking advantage of DRC Corp’s resources because, she reasoned, they were using her just the same as she was using them— it wasn’t symbiosis… it was mutually beneficial parasitism.


  She was pulled from her thoughts by the beeping of her Personal Communication Device. The Voljoi slid her foot along the floor near the seam of her terrarium and the glass panel returned to its up position. Moving quickly to the side of her bed, Nida touched the screen on her PCD, receiving the communication but not bothering to turn on the video. “This is Nida.”


  She spoke casually… not that she was required to identify herself: the channel on which she received the call was a private one, known to very few people on the station. The response came in her native tongue. “The shuttle crashed on Adolis.”


  Her contact used the Voljoi name for the planetoid the humans referred to as H-17. It was not abnormal for humans to assume they “discovered” something just because nobody else spoke up to inform then that they weren’t the first to be there; the Voljoi people weren’t really interested in laying claim to it… not after what had happened three centuries ago.


  Nida inquired further. “And?”


  “It was here. Just like you said.”


  The Captain expected nothing less. She took a seat on her bed. “Of course, Dr. Ibrin. I told you it would be.”


  The doctor’s voice remained casual, but she realized that he must have been quite frustrated by the way he carefully enunciated each word. “Half of the survey team was lost.”


  Captain Nida sighed at the extraneous information. “As was half of the shuttle crew. “Yes… yes… but you have the—”


  Dr. Ibrin spoke away from the receiver, most likely in greeting to another member of the survey team, “Oh… It’s you.”


  The Voljoi woman realized that the interruption was not at the most opportune time, and she frowned as the discussion between her contact and another member of the survey team continued. A flicker from the terrarium caught her attention; the plants were far more important than the overeager, sycophantic doctor anyway.


  Captain Nida didn’t bother listening to the rest of the conversation; her eyes drifted to the five heat lamps she had providing light for her terrarium. As she watched the middle bulb flickered again for a moment as she looked at it, providing her all the information she needed. Captain Nida casually switched off the speaker, knowing far more than anyone else what that meant— if only it had been the left bulb then Ibrin Nlosk would have lived through the assignment.


  She quickly reattached the pin holding her PCD to her uniform and headed out of her office; even though she lost the Doctor she had confidence that the recovered item would ultimately find its way back to her. Glancing back once at the orchid, she received all the confirmation she needed, “Just a few days more.”


  * * * * * *


  Even though Jennifer Thurstenburger had always been “daddy’s little princess”, it was a well known fact that her father had trouble expressing his feelings; he always did a better job relating to her as an employee rather than as a daughter. Considering she was representing LHI in their parent company’s newest space station project, it made perfect sense that they would part with an “emotional” goodbye thus she wasn’t particularly surprised by his parting words. “Don’t let me down.”


  Her mother, on the other hand, had always been better about such things. “Take care of yourself, Jenny. We love you. If anything goes wrong, you send a message out to the nearest comm buoy and—”


  At that point her father had stopped her mother from making what he considered was ‘a scene’. Thereafter her mom simply left it at “Make good choices.”.


  Of course, despite Jen’s mother’s obvious and emotional show of concern, the young exec saw all the signs that her father was equally as worried… such as the veritable army of staff he let her take with. She was certainly not about to object considering her good fortune as they were more her employees than they were her father’s… Geneticons that had been custom grown as part of the corporation’s R&D program and prepared just for her.


  The trip from the Inner Worlds to the Fringe was three weeks in total. The first several days were via a private chartered shuttle paid for by her family’s company, LHI— that had been pleasant enough. From there, Jen and her entourage were loaded onto a DRC Corp shuttle… still corporate, though not as nice as her father’s. Approximately two weeks into her trip she was then loaded onto a public transport and, even though it was first class, she never did much care for commercial flights. That, and the rest of her team went coach, and she was not pleased with being split up from them… especially when surrounded by so many corporate wage slaves.


  Thankfully, once they arrived at Farlight Station (the last real sign of civilization in the far reaches of deep space), she was able to reunite with her team for the three day wait until the DRC Transport came to pick them up. The transport was a private DRC space shuttle designed for shipping goods and workers but hardly met the high standards of an executive shuttle craft. Of course, given the option between traveling with her entourage surrounding her and sitting in first class, she considered the final leg of her journey to be much improved from the commercial flight.


  Upon arrival at Sigma-Echo, Jen’s first order of business was to check in at the security station and then be escorted to her private quarters. She would have three days before she had to report to the bridge to meet the command crew, but she already felt like it wouldn’t be enough time. After the security detail provided her clearance to go to the executive deck it was readily apparent that she would be running into issues; the station command considered her Geneticons ‘employees’, which meant they were relegated to the lower employee deck.


  It took several comm messages back and forth between her and the Station Captain before she convinced the unyielding Voljoi woman that she was not willing to accept rooms for her entourage away from the executive deck. In the end she won out and was assigned three apartments: one for herself and two to house her twenty five Geneticons. While there wasn’t as much living space as she would have liked, she evened things out a little by having several of them live with her— there WERE four rooms, after all.


  The very first Geneticon made for her by her father’s corporation was Theodocious. Though there was enough space that the Wolf could have an entire room all to himself Jen preferred to have him move the bed from there into her room. They had been together since she was seven and her father had even sent them to college together; he was honestly more like a brother than an employee and she couldn’t imagine not having him around. It also meant that the bed-less room could serve as an office of sorts.


  Robert and Marco were the two Weasel brothers, and her personal security detail. They moved in as well; her father would have had a conniption if she hadn’t kept them close at hand, so they shared the third of her apartment’s four bedrooms. Finally, Carol, one of her longest-standing assistants (other than Theo) rounded out the living arrangements by taking the fourth room. The Doe had an eye for color and design, and Jen trusted her implicitly when it came to bringing the otherwise drab apartment to life.


  The remaining 21 Geneticons were separated into the other two living quarters. With specific water needs, Deborah and Oswald, a Dolphin and Otter respectively, were each placed in one of the two separate apartments. Jen placed Bernard and Walter to the first apartment since the two Dogs usually worked better as a team, then ordered Quincy and Velma into the second apartment— the two Sheep siblings usually felt more at ease if they were together.


  Evelyn, Francisco, and Priscilla, three sibling Cats were all put in with Deborah while India the Tigress, Uma the Puma (her father still frowned every time he heard that name), and Xavier the Borzoi went into Oswald’s apartment. While Leonar and Henry could get along civilly, they were best kept apart; the Lion went into the apartment with Deborah and Henry the Hyena joined Oswald. At that point she was two-thirds done… but the available space in her suites was rapidly dwindling.


  From there, it was a matter of squeezing in prospective roommates together to make sure the living arrangements would be comfortable for everyone. Nathaniel and Gertrude (an Elephant and a Mouse) joined the first apartment because they took up the most and least room respectively. Yancy the Pony was sent to the first apartment and Zelda theZzebra to the second since they each had similar space needs. Jeremiah the Bull was always good at keeping order, so Jen put him in with the three Cats, and she then decided to place Kenneth the Bat and Simeon the Monkey to the second apartment to even out the occupancy.


  With one day left until she was due up in the bridge, Jen wasted no time calling her ‘roommates’ into the living room to talk. Once everyone was situated she gathered up the rest of her Geneticons and they joined in as well. The Overseer and her twenty five employees practically filled the room to bursting but it left her feeling surrounded in a good way— the loyalty of her personal workers was something she knew would never be suspect and it brought no small amount of comfort for her to know that they would be with her… figuratively speaking, unfortunately.


  The prior day’s communication with the station Captain had ended poorly. Jen’s original plan was to have her Geneticons assist with bridge control, communication, maintenance, and errands… but apparently Captain Nida had other ideas in mind. When Jen found out that none of her workers would be granted bridge clearance she tried to negotiate— Theo was practically her VP so of course he’d have to be there… plus her two security Weasels… then Zelda her secretary and Jeremiah her executive assistant… five would have to be good enough. According to Captain Nida, however, it was not.


  Culling her numbers further, the overseer countered with Theo, Robert, and Marco. Surely her most trusted employee and her personal security team would be a reasonable enough request… but apparently the Voljoi disagreed; Captain Nida turned down that request as well, citing that the bridge had its own security detail. Frustrated, Jen swallowed her pride and replied that, for the sake of positive interaction and good will she would set aside the Weasel brothers and would be eagerly awaiting security clearance for Theodocious.


  Jen had spelled his name out, provided the Captain with his biometric signature, and was in the middle of elaborating on his genetic composition when she received yet another “Request declined” from the damned Gray. Frustrated, she had to take two circuits around the apartment with Theo offering calming words of encouragement before she went back to the terminal and typed a curt response to the captain explaining that Jen would see her at the bridge the next day and that the discussion would continue.


  Captain Nida’s text response was simple and to the point: I LOOK FORWARD TO MEETING YOU TOMORROW, OVERSEER— WITHOUT YOUR GENETICONS.


  Things really weren’t starting off exactly as Jen had hoped.


  * * * * * *


  With only four hours left until the entire bridge crew met as a full unit for the very first time, Commander Vanessa 3J was already two hours into her ten hour shift. Although she’d had the opportunity to meet their Corporate Overseer, the Neo-Human Commander realized that a casual greeting and an innocent request for an additional executive elevator pass code was not an official introduction. That ‘hello’ had gone well enough, and Vanessa hoped that Ms. Thurstenburger was the same pleasant woman in a work capacity that she was in her off-time. It would, she realized, be a nice change of pace.


  Vanessa had been assigned to Sigma-Echo as the third member of the bridge team. With only Captain Jorn Head and the Station’s non-descript, administratively-minded Operations Officer in attendance longer, she was the veteran member of the command crew. During that time she had seen Sigma-Echo go from a skeletal, antenna-like husk, to an enormous station. Though far from complete, the orbital platform had come a long way, and she was proud to say that she was a part of it… a big part of it.


  The majority of the security systems in place at the station were her doing; the smoothly-running checkpoints, the transit authority, the subtle and noninvasive scanners— she was able to direct her security detail in keeping the peace without disrupting activity, and it was a matter of pride for her. Things didn’t always run smoothly, of course, especially considering DRC Corp’s interest in using work release criminals to round out their labor pool. Even so, excluding those red, orange, and black uniformed workers there was rarely more than an issue or two each month which required her attention. It was that much more unfortunate when she was struck with one per hour on such an important day.


  The Commander had been on duty for barely ten minutes when she received reports that there was an altercation at the 43-H tram terminal: a small group of orange uniformed laborers had started a fight right at the gate entrance. Normally that wouldn’t have been such a great concern, except for the fact that it was a Gorumn named Cameron who had called it in… and no other security detail was within range of the disturbance. She dropped everything and took an access shuttle down to the site, highly concerned over what she might find. Her concerns were well-founded, but it wasn’t as bad as it could have been.


  As far as Gorumn went, Cameron was much more mild than most. Although the three parties involved with the altercation were unconscious, none of them appeared to have been wounded excessively. Private Cameron sat by passively, as if he were impervious to the battle rage so common among his kind, politely but pointedly requesting that all of the onlookers go about their business. She was surprised to see everything so well under control, but spent the next hour-something revising the shift schedules to make certain that there was another officer on duty at all times with Cameron; she considered the station lucky that the Gorumn had controlled himself… it was possible that a future event might not end so well.


  If that had been the highlight of her morning then she could have coped. Unfortunately, scarcely after she had updated the patrol orders, Vanessa received another communication requesting her presence regarding a “322”. Having memorized all of the most common call codes, the Commander was, nevertheless, at a loss over the meaning of a “322”, and she had to look it up on her tram ride down to mid-level of the station. Her destination was a mid-level medical bay… and the mid-level medical bays were devoted entirely to the most basic of care for the station’s numerous incarcerated, work-release employees.


  Just as she stepped off of the tram, the search finally came back on her PCD, “Gross ethical misconduct; breech of inter-species law of or pertaining to the widely accepted human’s established Hippocratic Oath.” she read the legal definition, then quickly did a search for examples of different cases where it applied; she had never been much for legal jargon and preferred to have an applicable example off of which to proceed. The answers that came up appalled her.


  The majority of responses to her search for a Code 322 were related to laboratory cross-species fertilization; doctors experimenting on their patients without the patient’s knowledge, taking semen from males and eggs from females in an attempt to grow a hybrid in lab conditions or, even worse, injecting the male’s semen into an unsuspecting fertile female in an attempt to create a pregnancy. Vanessa realized that such a practice wouldn’t be impossible to consider aboard the station, but most of the crew took regular doses of chemical sterilization medication to make sure Sigma-Echo’s carefully controlled population would not change.


  As it turned out, however, the particular Code 322 of the day had nothing to do with medical fertility experimentation; in fact, the practice which generated the call had much more applicable uses aboard the station. Vanessa was followed by two security guards as she walked down the mid-station corridor; the medical bay was separate from the majority of the science wing because it was where the work-release inmates were treated and the Station Commander didn’t want them mingling with the general staff.


  The security guards led her to the industrial center’s inmate treatment bay; it had quite a large waiting room, she noticed— most likely because the mid-station med bay was understaffed. A Gen 3 Fox wearing the orange uniform of an inmate working in the maintenance division was sitting on a plastic-lined sofa. Although the Fox seemed otherwise unremarkable, it was impossible to miss the fact that his left arm was significantly larger than his right… and covered in coarse, gray fur rather than smooth red that was prevalent everywhere else.


  “Y-you’re the Commander!” the Fox jumped up immediately, raising both arms as he did so. The larger, wolf-like arm off-balanced him with its movement, but he caught himself against the wall with it, large paw apparently having little trouble with its reflexive action. He straightened up and held out the gray appendage. “Look what he did to me!”


  Vanessa turned to the security guard to her right, a human named Ted Cox. “Who’s ‘he’?”


  Cpl Cox replied immediately. “Victor Cortez. Gen 2 Cat… another work release… red coat. He’s one of two doctors assigned to this bay, and the only one familiar with transplant procedure.”


  The Commander looked back at the Fox. “What happened that you ended up here?”


  “My team was working on the GGU on deck three— The… uh… Gyroscopic Gravitat—”


  Vanessa interrupted him, “I know what a GGU is. Go on.”


  The Fox held up his lupine arm. “And… and my arm got caught in the gears.”


  The Commander checked her PCD to make sure it was in record mode— it was. “How did that happen?”


  He looked away, lowering his ears. “I… uh… don’t want to talk about it.”


  She bypassed the question. “Alright… and then you wound up here?’


  The fox nodded. “Yea— I mean, yes. Yes, ma’am.”


  “And you’re still alive?”


  He raised the wolf arm again. “Yeah, but my arm—”


  Vanessa finished his sentence for him. “Looks horribly mismatched. So you want us to have him remove it?”


  The orange-furred Worker gaped. “I’m a FOX!”


  The Commander nodded without any real empathy. “I had noticed. So you want us to have him remove it?”


  “I should have a FOX arm!”


  Vanessa let out a sigh as she turned off the recorder on her PCD; she hated having her time wasted. “You did. It got crushed in a gear assembly because something happened you don’t want to talk about.”


  The worker pointed toward the service area of the med bay with his wolf paw, “What that Cat is doing is—”


  Vanessa interrupted the fox’s tirade. “Saving lives apparently, and keeping you functional. You didn’t pay for the procedure so there’s no money for him to refund. You are on a work release program through DRC Corp so they see to your medical care as they determine necessary.”


  “But—”


  She leveled a critical gaze at the Fox, silencing him. “If you want to lodge a complaint and keep me from the REAL crimes, the most I can do is have him take that arm back and give it to someone who is willing to appreciate having it.”


  The Fox faltered, ears drooping. “This… this is barbaric…”


  Vanessa tapped out a quick search on the worker using her PCD and read the result before looking back up at him. “Assault… rape… and manslaughter… that’s quite a list of charges, Virgil. Don’t you don’t think THOSE are at least a little savage? Or are things only barbaric when they’re done to YOU?”


  with nothing more to be said, she exited the med bay; the Commander didn’t have any more time for the Fox’s petty complaints— she had some REAL issues that required her attention.


  Chapter 7: A New Day


  Victor looked over the implements on the surgical steel tray; they were finely shaped, meticulously crafted, and designed for a very specific purpose… kind of like him. “In the scheme of things there’ve been worse weeks.”


  The Gen-3 Fox strapped to his operating table whimpered in response; the Velcro sleeve securing his muzzle shut made it hard for the vulpine to do anything more than that. The cat continued musing as he selected his finest scalpel. “Let’s see… there was the week my parents died…”


  He put the scalpel down, then selected his SECOND finest scalpel, “the time a particularly unruly mugger beat me to within an inch of my life…”


  The Cat set that scalpel down and picked up a much older one he’d had for a number of years, “… yeah… that was a bad week… damn mugger ended up getting every last credit I had on me after I got paid for a VERY lucrative job…”


  He watched his “patient’s” eyes go VERY wide when he put down the scalpel and picked up a bone saw instead. The cat moved back to the strapped-down fox letting the fine, flawless, gleaming surgical steel of the medical instrument reflect the overhead lights into the unruly vulpine’s face. “Oh right… there was also the time I got arrested… that was a particularly bad week… very embarrassing…”


  Dr Cortez showed some tooth as he hissed, “I DO hate being embarrassed, Virgil.”


  The Cat reached down to take hold of the lupine wrist at the end of the fox’s replacement arm and set the bone saw against the place where the two different furs met at his shoulder. He pressed down lightly, nowhere near hard enough for the instrument to break the skin, but certainly enough to be felt. His patient objected immediately, shaking his head back and forth as tears matted the fur around his eyes. “Mnnf! Mnnf!”


  The cat raised the bone saw and let go of the wolf-arm’s wrist, giving it a little pat, “Ah… so NOW you want the arm?”


  Virgil nodded vigorously, “-eff-eff!”


  The cat cocked his head to the side inquisitively and set the bone saw on his instrument stand, “But you went to all the trouble of calling in security and telling them that I did such a poor job. You must understand if I come across as a little confused.”


  The fox struggled, making numerous sounds as if trying to talk— he did a decent job of it too, compared to many former patients of Victor’s who found themselves in a similar situation. They all discussed the same things regardless, so it wasn’t as though the cat actually had to hear what they were saying.


  Victor interrupted the fox, “I’m something of an artist, but I am STILL a doctor.”


  The Fox struggled, continuing to mumble around the gag.


  The Cat patted the side of his patient’s muzzle, “You don’t become a doctor by being bad at what you do, you know.”


  His patient recoiled at the touch, fresh tears wetting his furry cheeks.


  The Cat dragged his claws through the junction point of the Fox’s body and the Wolf’s arm, “And I have come to loathe it when my finest work is brought to question… ESPECIALLY when the authorities are made involved.”


  The Fox, still crying, mumbled something through his muzzle restraint… it almost sounded like “I’m sorry”, but Victor couldn’t be sure… not that it mattered anyway; if there was one thing the Cat hated more than embarrassment, and more than having authorities involved, it was a lack of appreciation… a lack of appreciation for him, his talent, and his artwork. Like his medical tools, Victor was a finely crafted, meticulously honed, precision instrument… and he was VERY good at what he was designed to do.


  The Cat took a step back, relenting. “You can keep the arm, Virgil. There are enough lupine parts in reserve that I really don’t need to reuse it.”


  He turned back to offer the Fox a gentle smile, “Besides… it appears you are quickly growing quite attached to it.”


  With that, the doctor covered his tools back up with all the loving care of a parent putting his child to bed, “I am also loathed to reuse a limb multiple times… it would suggest a lack of pride in one’s work to constantly transplant an arm when I have plenty of other perfectly good ones… on hand.”


  Virgil strained against his bindings anew, not that it would do him any good. The Fox tried talking again but, once more, it was another wasted effort. Despite any of the Cat’s reassurances, it was, of course, only natural that his patient would still be fearful that horrible things would be done to him. Victor, however, did not plan on harming Virgil… after all, he had taken an oath.


  Victor smiled comfortingly and picked up a clean operating rag, “And, so you know, I do regret that we did not have a suitable vulpine arm in stock… we are rather short on fox pieces. Ah well… I suppose I should go take care of some unfinished business… I will be back in a few minutes, and then we can finish up.”


  Dr Cortez headed out of the room, wiping his paws off on the rag despite not having made a mess… for once. Cleaning his paws after any time spent in the operating room was something of a habit of his… one of many. Virgil remained on the operating table, ears up, and incredibly still. Victor didn’t have to turn around to see the expression of surprise, disbelief, and lingering fear that was most likely splayed across his velcroed muzzle; he’d seen it often enough during his not-so-professional career.


  The three ‘visitors’ waiting for him in the lobby were much less complacent. An imposing-looking Gorumn at the lead of the group spoke up, and it was apparent right away that the large, green woman didn’t have the best grasp of language skills. “Where’s he?”


  Victor held up both of his paws in an attempt to placate her. “Calm yourself. I would not have called you here had I not intended to let you finish what you started.”


  A particularly scarred-looking, bald, human male grunted. “We didn’t start nothin’. He’s the one what brought it on himself.”


  A Gen-2 Armadillo, the smallest of the group snapped at the Human. “Shut up.”


  Even though the Armadillo was the smallest, he still easily dwarfed Victor. The way the Gen’s eyes went to the camera in the waiting room made the cat realize that at least one of the three had some brains, and Victor was suddenly that much more at ease. The Armadillo spoke in a perfectly even tone, obviously for the benefit of the camera. “Frankly, Doctor… we have no idea why you called us here.”


  Victor motioned with his head toward the camera. “That is for my own personal records. Let me be perfectly frank. I understand that a certain Fox had an ‘accident’ down in one of the gear rooms, and that the entire affair was a horrible, completely unforeseen tragedy.”


  The Gorumn woman grunted. “A trad-i-gy he lived, maybe.”


  The cat took a step back to open the door leading to the operation room, and also to avoid her reek. “I was going to say it was a tragedy that his arm was unable to be salvaged. After all… I am INCREDIBLY short on vulpine parts.”


  The Gorumn woman and the human man stood there in confusion, but the Armadillo was rather quick on the uptake. “Oh… course.”


  Victor smiled pleasantly. “Yes… ‘of course’.”


  The smallest of the three bruisers glanced to the other two, grinning wide. “The doc wants a little help.”


  Victor didn’t expect his guests to have a keen eye for proper procedure, but he anticipated being able to salvage MOST of the organs. Letting out a sigh, the cat took a seat in the waiting room; sometimes being a genius was such hard work.


  * * * * * *


  Jen had left for her shift on the bridge early in what the station clocks referred to as the “morning” but to Theo it felt more like late evening. The Gen-0 Wolf had been up most of the “night” collecting station information and entering it into the Overseer’s PCD. He knew it was her first shift aboard Sigma-Echo and he would let her start it with nothing less than complete notes; it made him think back to the late night study sessions they shared in college and how he had insisted that she borrow his notes before all the big tests.


  Tail wagging, the wolf hummed softly to himself as he began organizing the station’s system specs and operating procedures; if the Overseer needed them then they would be cataloged for easy cross-reference. Theo paused for a moment, tapping his claws on the kitchen table as he attempted to recall the name of the song… it was one of Jen’s favorites.


  A friendly voice spoke from the hallway. “Le Chateau de Yardus Quatre.”


  Looking up, Theo saw Carol lingering in the archway that led back toward the bedrooms, “Hmm?”


  The Doe moved into the kitchen, taking a seat across from the Wolf at the table. “That song. She was listening to that again last night, wasn’t she?”


  Theo nodded and sat back in his chair. “She used to listen to it all the time in college. It helps relax her. This is her first official shift on the station and she wanted something calming to go to sleep to.”


  Finished with moving the physical copies of information around on the table, the Wolf began scanning them into file form with his PCD. Carol assisted him in his work, taking the already scanned pages and re stacking them as she murmured wistfully “Sometimes I’m jealous of you, Theodocious… Growing up—”


  The Wolf interjected “We ALL grew up, Carol.”


  The Doe smiled in reply, but it faded as she spoke. “I grew up in less than four years… Nate and Yancy did it in under six months…it’s not exactly the same thing, you know.”


  Theo realized that, as the newest members of Jen’s team the Elephant and the Pony had barely had a chance to assimilate into the group before they were uprooted and dragged across the galaxy. “How are they doing, by the way?”


  Her expression returned immediately to business neutral. “They’re fine. Jen assigned Jerry to their apartment to help them get situated.”


  The wolf nodded. “Jeremiah’ll do a good job with them… I’m glad to hear it.”


  The Doe suddenly back stepped in their conversation. “What was college like?”


  It was obvious to Theo by that point that she was waxing nostalgic and he wouldn’t be able to bypass the topic that often made him feel most uncomfortable; it was no secret among the Gen-0s that Theo had grown up with Jen and, as the only one of the group with an actual “childhood”, it was often a point of focus for the others. Theo summed it up in one word, and then elaborated. “Hard. Between the classes, handling the apartment, keeping up with shipments from home office and from Mr Thurstenburger, and keeping an eye out for Jen— there was this one Voljoi boy who kept—”


  Carol lowered her paws and rested them on the table, her thick, black, hoof-like nails creating a soft series of *clicks* as she did so. “I mean learning. Jen said once that the two of you got to choose what you learned…”


  Theo paused; out of all of the Gen-0s, Carol was the one from which he least expected to get ‘the questions’. He cleared his throat, “Well… like I said… it was hard… I mean… not like the System.”


  The System… Theo remembered so little about it… usually just snippets of recollection during the deepest of his dreams. It was an LHI proprietary learning program used on pre-genesis Geneticons, feeding them instruction before they were even conscious. The company had just started on the earliest stages of pre-genesis instruction when he had been created.


  Having served Jen faithfully for over twenty years he had the first-hand experience of seeing it develop over the decades, so much so that Nate and Yancy, the Overseer’s newest Geneticons were fully grown and fully trained, despite being only a little over 12 months old. They were the newest of what LHI called the “DD Models”.


  The Wolf’s thoughts were interrupted when heard Marco, one of the weasel brothers shout emphatically “Evy!”


  Robert, the other Weasel countered with “India!”


  Theo reminded himself that the two bodyguards were technically only eight, despite looking as though they were in their mid twenties. He flicked an ear as he glanced to Carol. “What is going on with those two?”


  Carol sighed, looking displeased. “They’re playing ‘what if?’.”


  The Wolf was quite familiar with that game— most of Jen’s Gens played it every now and again, posing questions to one another that always started with ‘what if’. He’d even been included on occasion, though most of the group considered him a downer because he was never worried about life being different; he was happy with how things were. “Okay. I’ll bite. What’s the question?”


  Carol leveled her gaze at Theo, “What if you weren’t on H.I.D.?”


  The wolf’s ears both snapped up to full attention immediately. H.I.D. was a chemical cocktail of proprietary hormone supplements and replacements that maintained LHI’s guaranteed patent on the Geneticon’s genetic code. In addition, it took away cellular degradation common among the most advanced DD models. His words came out flatly. “They would age rapidly over the course of a few years and have to be retired.”


  The Doe shook her head, ears reddening. “That’s not the effect they’re talking about.”


  Theo had been on H.I.D. since before he and Jen had gone to college, but he wasn’t a stupid Wolf: he knew what the Weasels meant. H.I.D. also inhibited a Geneticon’s sexual response and drive. “They’re lucky Jen’s not here… I wouldn’t stand for that… it’s… it’s absolutely… vulgar.”


  Carol nodded, folding her fingers on the table. “Which is why I’m out here with you.”


  The Weasels shouted in unison “CAROL!”


  The following laughter echoed in unison from somewhere down the hall. The doe’s ears reddened immensely. “How embarrassing.”


  The wolf nodded courteously to the deer woman, stood, and carefully pushed in his chair. “Please excuse me.”


  He went off to have a little talk with the weasel brothers; when it came to keeping order, as with just about anything else, Jen would always be able to depend on him.


  * * * * * *


  Kamrn stood at the ready by the work detail with his mag-boots locking him into place on the outer hull of the space station. The workers he was stationed with continued their efforts to finish isolating the problem with the… whatever the things were. The Gorumn was not exactly technical savvy and all he knew was that the crew were working on automated systems that would help keep space debris from striking the station and, until they were done, it was his job to handle it manually… with a big fucking gun. Kamrn grinned within his helmet.


  The Atmospheric Pulse Projector wasn’t the easiest weapon to use and the scientific specifics behind it were mind-blowing, but Kamrn appreciated it nevertheless… mostly for the feel of its kickback when it fired. Generally designed for redirecting small-to-medium sized projectiles in a vacuum the APP was a two-part weapon that worked essentially like any other weapon: the user was supposed to point and shoot.


  As far as ‘specifics’, Kamrn knew that the APP did something with something, and the end effect was very gratifying. Pulling the trigger was followed by a really powerful, hand-numbing, shoulder-impacting *whump* that resulted in the incoming whatever-it-was to be pushed away from the guarded area. Kamrn heard a scientist say once that no sounds traveled in space, and that what he was hearing was his body’s reaction to the weapon hurled back against it. All in all, the Gorumn liked the way his body sounded.


  A call came from the comm unit in his helmet. It was the team’s spotter, and his voice was very pointed. “Hey! Cameron! Wake up!


  Humans had a hard time pronouncing his name, and so the Gorumn had become familiar with them using a substitute: Kamrn was Cameron— just another thing he had to live with around them. “Yeah? What?”


  The voice announced clearly “Got one for you. Two o clock high.”


  It had taken the Gorumn some time to understand the direction based on the Human time piece but, once he had it figured out he had to admit that it was a very effective method for indicating where he should look— a lot easier than pointing. Several of the exterior lights the work crew were using for the repairs had been appropriated for target tracking by the security team; two were focused right on a medium sized hunk of what looked like ice and rock growing rapidly closer to the station.


  Kamrn released the magnetic hold his right foot had on the hull and slid it backwards into a solid stance before reengaging the magnets. Bracing himself, and raising the large, cylindrical weapon up to his shoulder, the Gorumn rotated his grip slowly on the APP, waiting patiently as the debris drew closer… closer… closer… tracking its progress as it neared. Despite the power behind the cigar-looking weapon, it did not have the best range, hence the fact that he and the rest of the security detail were spaced evenly around the hundred-meter-plus work area.


  Another voice from the comm unit. “Hey! I got this one.”


  Kamrn recognized the speaker and glanced across the ten plus yards between himself and the Gen-2 Tapir. They locked gazes for a moment before the Gorumn spoke up. “Like liquid fuck you do, Ernie. That’s my shot.”


  A third voice joined their conversation. “Did he say ‘liquid fuck’?”


  Captain Reynonds, the team’s CO interjected. “Yeah, Mol… he did. It’s a Gorumn expression.”


  The only member of the detail without an APP, the Human Captain’s job was to supervise his team since most humans couldn’t use one without suffering bodily harm. He did a relatively decent job of it, especially considering their defense formation had managed a 100% success.


  Mol, the large female Cytkus standing on the hull beyond Ernie nodded her head thoughtfully. “Ah. Well he’s right, Ern… that’s his shot.”


  Ernie snorted; “Makes me wonder why I’m even out here. I haven’t fired at anything since stepping outta that airlock.”


  Captain Reynolds’ comment was very to-the-point without being an overt threat. “I can always have you assigned to the 200s.”


  Kamrn admired the Human’s ability to pull off that kind of thing and hoped he would one day be able to emulate it. He also took a moment to admire how well the Tapir’s nose was formed for snorting; it was something Ernie did quite often. The voice that first called his attention to the incoming projectile drew his attention back to the slow-moving ‘comet’ heading toward him,

  “Any time, Cam. Shot’s yours.”


  The Gorumn nodded. “Got it.”


  Bracing himself again, Kamrn took aim and squeezed off the shot. The world around him turned into one solid impact as his vision blurred and his grit teeth shook in their sockets. He felt the shock wave try as hard as it could to take his arm off, but the best it could manage was to send a jolt through his body that reminded the large green security officer why it was he loved space debris detail.


  Captain Reynolds was liberal with the praise. “Good shot, Cameron.”


  It took a few moments for Kamrn’s eyesight to clear, and another moment before his stunned diaphragm was able to draw breath, but once his body returned to working order, he appreciated the sight of hundreds of tiny little rocks and clumps of ice cascading down on him and the rest of the team as a slow-moving, gentle rain.


  One of the team’s Lance Corporals chuckled. “Don’t think I’ll ever get tired of seein’ that!”


  The Captain replied flatly. “Then today’s your lucky day, Williams… Looks like we have three more incoming.”


  Kamrn ignored the verbal exchange, choosing to focus on his own actions. Bracing the APP against his shoulder, he pulled hard at the metal lever that ejected the thick charge casing into his waiting hand; if he wasn’t wearing a protective suit the Gorumn was sure it would have burned his skin black. He glanced upward toward the stars as the work lights focused in on three more incoming targets. The Gorumn grinned and finished reloading: another one was definitely coming his way.


  The spotter was quick to call the targets. One for Williams, and two for you Cameron.”


  The Gorumn grinned, raising his APP again. “I’m gonna get a few bruises today outta this.”


  Ernie spoke flatly. “Aww… cry me a river… you and all your liquid fuck.”


  Kamrn sighted in his newest incoming target, glancing sidelong at the Tapir. “Why would I cry?”


  “Ernie…” the Captain spoke the Gen’s name with a sigh, “Gorumn LIKE bruises.”


  The resounding WHUMP of Kamrn’s weapon drowned out whatever the Tapir had said… not that the Gorumn minded— he really DID enjoy that sound.


  Chapter 8: Getting to Know You


  Victor had never held much appreciation for knives beyond the most basic of projects, but he certainly had a fair number of them in his toolbox. One such use for them was cutting the clothing off of a patient… or a delivery. It was the second variety for which he most recently found himself using one. The Voljoi woman had been a member of the technicians involved with upgrading the aquifer system that treated and cleansed the station’s usable water.


  The orange jump suit was already frayed so the Cat spent half his time cutting and half the time tearing it off of the cold corpse. The body was in near-perfect condition so long as Victor didn’t count the fact that about 80% of her head was missing; it had been torn off in an industrial accident just above her jaw. It was an unfortunate thing for her, but very fortunate for the Cat; the rest of her organs were ideal for bio-salvage.


  Once he had the pale gray body completely naked the real work could begin. Victor began attaching electrodes to the metal operating table and, once everything was rigged he pressed several buttons on a switchboard that release a low current through the conductive surface. He put on non-conductive gloves and hooked up more electrodes to her body— one on either of the corpse’s biceps, four total to the abdominal muscles, and he paused before connecting anything to her pectorals. Despite her being a small humanoid with very little body fat, she still had a certain feminine voluptuousness to her.


  The Cat smiled to himself, gently cupping one of her breasts as he drew a gloved thumb in a circle around its dark gray areola, then flicked it twice across the nipple. Setting the distraction aside he placed the electrodes in place and pressed another button on the console, enhancing the electrical charge being pushed into the corpse. He started up a program of macros that would continue preparing the body for one of his most favorite of projects: organ harvesting.


  The Voljoi woman had been dead for the better part of an hour before the delivery staff could get her to him and, even though she had been on ice, her organs were not in the best condition for collection; Victor preferred all of his supplies to be fresh, and that meant a limited form of reanimation. Given an hour after a return to quasi-functionality the organs would be in a much better condition for harvest.


  Over the course of several years the cat had perfected a method of creating the most basic level of artificial life in a dead body. It wasn’t true reanimation and it was nowhere near close to resurrection, but it worked for everything he required of it. Some of his critics told him he was crazy but DRC saw things differently; they saw things… his way. After paying the officials to transfer him from incarceration into employment, DRC assigned him to Sigma-Echo and he found the results quite acceptable.


  The Cat attached several more machines to the body, covering the remainder of the head with a glass bubble connected to a respirator, forcing the corpse to draw ‘breath’. After starting two IVs, Victor took two syringes and carefully injected a proprietary collection of chemicals into the solution and it wasn’t long before he was able to adjust the timing of the electrical stimulations to force the corpse’s heart to beat in a more life-like manner.


  From there Victor went back to the control panel and began checking the instrument readouts, inspecting the readings and results. It usually took fifteen or twenty minutes for the bodies to return fully to a semi balance of biological operation, but Voljoi were smaller and their physiology was much more suited to a ‘jump start’. While he finished waiting for the readouts to be sufficient for him to start the timer, he began sifting through the rest of the slain woman’s effects… and that’s when he found the envelope.


  The Cat hadn’t noticed it when the workers had dropped the corpse off but, perhaps, that’s because he had been too busy taking inventory of his supplies. In the end it had been a good thing they had delivered the corpse; he was short on a number of Voljoi parts and the practically intact body would help him resolve the issue… but the envelope— no… it had slipped past his attention. He picked it up and slid his knife through the right side, opening it cleanly.


  Victor scanned the letter once, trying to figure out who it was from and what purpose it held before he bothered actually reading the whole thing. The confusion that struck him when he realized it was an invitation was second only to his realization that it came from the Station Captain herself… and THEN he elected to read it in its entirety from “Attention” to “Sincerely”. Most interesting of all was the fact that it was addressed to him!


  He spoke up to nobody in particular after setting the invitation down out of ‘splash range’ of his work. “A Party?” Me? How odd…”


  The Cat chuckled to himself. “Ah well, I suppose ICOULD use a little R&R…”


  Victor paused at the double-beep from the control panel indicating that the corpse had reached maximum operating potential… fifty to sixty minutes on the machine and the organs would be exactly how he wanted them. He mused, eyes lingering on the small body. “And now for you…”


  Returning to his work area, Victor ran a gloved paw along one of her naked thighs, and then caressed her breast again. He slowly began to remove the electrodes he had attached to her; as long as the body remained connected to the main portion of the machinery he would not require a constant current to keep it animated… which was a good thing since he couldn’t very well cut out organs from a hot circuit. He chuckled as he let his little finger delve down between her legs— ‘hot circuit’ indeed.


  Victor smiled to himself as he loosened his pants. “Speaking of R&R…”


  The Cat removed his paw from her groin and uncovering his many tools. He would wait on using the scalpel… rib spreader… clamps… essentially all of his primary go-to items… no… it was still too early for that. Victor’s fingers slid into a box of condoms as he spoke with a mock-seductive tone in his voice. “No, sweet heart, I know we don’t have to worry about you popping out a few kittens… but you have to remember: I’m an artist and I prefer a clean workspace.”


  He let his slacks drop to his ankles and pulled the corpse further toward him on the operating table. Victor had nearly an hour before he could harvest her for parts, and that gave him plenty of time to unwind before the party. It had been a long day for the Cat, but at least it was shaping up to be quite a night. The Voljoi were the smallest species aboard the space station, but Victor was particularly certain that he wouldn’t have to worry about hurting his partner. Smiling down at the loose jaw bone hanging from the otherwise pulverized head, he was also pleased that he wouldn’t have to worry about after-sex small talk.


  The Cat made very good use of his forty-something minutes… and two condoms. By the time he had finished his work AND his play he was more than ready to head off to the party, a very large smile on his muzzle.


  * * * * * *


  The trip to the tram area was not a long one, nor was it a new one. Theodocious had been traveling to and from the tram station two times a day every day since Jen had made her first trip to the bridge. Although the first parting was particularly hard for both of them they had settled into their respective roles. Theo had managed to find enough things to keep him busy; Jen worked on the bridge and he helped her from their apartment.


  Carol traveled with him. “The hallways are larger than I expected.”


  The Doe was a step behind and to the right of the Wolf. Unlike Theo, Carol had no reason to go out into the halls on a regular basis so the day’s trip was a first for her. The Wolf had far more experience in the corridors. “During the busy hours the station has a lot of traffic.”


  He took a left turn and headed toward the large double-doors indicating the entrance to the tram station, taking the opportunity to elaborate. “Once Sigma-Echo is up and running full time the larger hallways mean they’ll be able to get where they’re going faster.”


  Carol nodded placidly, “I suppose it makes sense… It’s not like there’s a size limit in space.”


  Theo wagged at her mild sense of humor, and stood beside the opened doorway. It was an old fashioned gesture of manners back when doors had to be opened manually, “You’ll really like the transit station.”


  The Doe took two steps into the large room and came to a halt; Theo empathized having experienced it for the first time himself less than a week prior. Carol let out a deep breath. “Wow… You must be able to get to anywhere on the station from here…”


  Theo nodded in acknowledgment, adjusting his tie before holding a paw out to her. “Almost anywhere. You have to have the right clearance though.”


  Carol placed her paw in his, still looking around the enormous station. “There must be a hundred tracks here.”


  Theo corrected her. “Forty two. I waited here for almost all of Jen’s first shift and I counted them each.”


  She stood, eyes meandering around the huge chamber. “That’s a lot of tracks.”


  He led the Doe to a bench and took a seat for himself; she joined him. “Closest to the entryway there’s ten sets of two tracks, and on the far side there’s eleven sets.”


  She looked at each grouping in turn. “I wonder why they’re in sets.”


  The Wolf answered without even a moment’s thought. “One goes Bridgeward and one goes Planetward. Each set of tracks leads to and from a specific area of the station.”


  The Doe’s ears were up as she glanced toward Theo. “Which set is for the bridge? Which does Jen use?”


  He pointed to the far end of the station. “That one.”


  She looked in the direction he indicated. “That pair leads to the bridge?”


  The Wolf shook his head. “No. They lead to the station checkpoint that leads to the elevator that leads to the bridge.”


  The Doe mused. “Hmm… Complex.”


  Carol continued commenting about this-and-that, but Theo’s attention was taken up by a tram technician wearing a white work uniform; the Human was staring at them. The Wolf chose to break the silence, addressing him. “Can I help you, sir?”


  The Human looked a little embarrassed that he’d been caught staring. He motioned to Theo’s suit “I’m… I just… That’s Vinccieno… isn’t it?”


  Looking down to his clothing the Gen nodded. Its maker was obvious to anyone of class— Jen always insisted that the wolf present himself well and fine clothing was no exception. “Yes it is. Tie as well… Trevallier loafers… C&B shirt.”


  The man drew closer, “I didn’t know Trevallier made shoes for Gens.”


  The Wolf was appreciative that someone took an interest in his fine décor, his tail beating out a quiet beat on the bench beside him, “Custom, actually. My employer went to school with the designer’s daughter.”


  The technician held a hand out and Theo gave it a firm shake. “Ah… well it certainly helps to know the right people.”


  The Wolf accepted the hand and announced candidly “I hadn’t thought anyone this far out on the arm had much of an appreciation for fine clothing.”


  “well, obviously you and this beautiful lady know your brands.” the human nodded politely to Carol, inquiring of her “Braxon?”


  The Doe smoothed out her dress along her thigh, “Yes. Thank you for noticing. Our employer has a high regard for presentation.”


  The white uniformed man nodded thoughtfully. “Ah… I can’t think of anyone offhand in DRC Corp who have such an interest in outfitting their employees.”


  Theo noted proudly, “Jennifer Thurstenburger. She’s on executive loan from—”


  The man took immediate note. “LHI. A new DRC subsidiary…I am aware.”


  Carol’s ears rotated to toward the man. “You are VERY well informed.”


  The man took a few steps back. “.As party liaison for this deck I have to be. Judging by how well you’re dressed and the fact that neither of you has any sign of shed fur on your night wear it only made sense that you were Overseer Thurstenburger’s staff.”


  Carol’s ears lowered slightly and confusion crossed her features. “How does no shed fur—”


  Theo interjected quietly to her “Almost every Gen aside from the LHI Series D Gen Primes shed, and we don’t.”


  Something clicked visibly within the Human’s bearing as he apparently came to a conclusion. “That would make YOU Theodocious.”


  The Wolf’s ears raised. “Pardon me?”


  “The Station Captain said to make certain that you got to the party.”


  Theo gestured to himself and Carol. “Me, as in us? Or ME specifically?”


  The human laughed in response, as if the wolf were making a joke. “The tram should be along in a few minutes, folks… I hope you enjoy your evening.”


  With that, the technician excused himself and went to greet another group of travelers entering into the station. Carol looked after the man as he went before turning back to Theo. “What was that about?”


  Theo shrugged, then paused as his PCD beeped. “No idea… hmm— Did you bring your H.I.D. with you?”


  Carol nodded. “I brought my travel case.”


  She opened her small handbag and pulled out a thumb-sized bottle. Theo pulled his own out of his breast pocket as the Doe took hers with a sip from a bottle of water, then offered it to him.


  he took his pill without the water. “No thank you. I’m good.”


  Carol nodded and gave her travel bottle a little shake, “Only two left… I’m going to have to refill after the party.”


  Theo nodded, sliding his own bottle back into his pocket, “No worries. One every twelve hours isn’t a problem… it’s not like we’re taking a trip.”


  Her ears blushed slightly. “I know. I just don’t want to forget.”


  The wolf smiled, “You? I don’t think you could forget something even if you wanted to.”


  Carol’s ears reddened even more, “I’m just worried I might… there’ve been a lot of changes to our schedules lately and I know Jen would be unhappy if—”


  Theo pressed a few buttons on his PCD, tail wagging as he did so. “You won’t forget. There… I even set a reminder.”


  She smiled back. “Thank you.”


  The wolf stood as the tram approached. “You’re welcome.”


  He held out a paw, which she accepted, and they stood together until the transport came to a complete stop. She smiled, following him inside. “You are always so very efficient.”


  Theo grinned. “What can I say? I was made that way.”


  * * * * * *


  Kamrn was not in a particularly good mood by the time he arrived at the event center. Entering into the enormous gathering room the Gorumn took stock of the goings-on. There were nearly two dozen people present… not a large number by any count compared to dealing with the tram system during rush hour, but certainly more than a handful. A few groups of three-or-four were clumped here-and-there around the room with four more individuals near what appeared to be a bar; Kamrn had bad memories of dealing with people at bars and was not all that thrilled to see one in the mix of things.


  Off toward the back of the room were a collection of half-assembled tables with some folding chairs; a few Gens were talking amongst themselves but what really caught the Gorum’s attention was a lone Gen 2 Cat standing by himself, running a small, folded piece of paper back-and-forth through his teeth as he licked at what may have been a piece of food stuck there. Kamrn went immediately across the room to stand in front of the feline party-goer, “Victor Cortez.”


  The Cat didn’t bother looking his way but acknowledged him with a reply. “I have no idea how people can find parties to be so entertaining… All of the small talk… the banter… socialization at its worst.”


  Kamrn provided a grunt in response; he really wasn’t about to disagree with the assessment.


  Dr Cortez finally finished with the folded paper and stowed it in the breast pocket of his orange medical coat, “Honestly… I assume that anyone who find parties ‘fun’ and ‘engaging’ must have some very unpleasant kind of mental deficiency…”


  The Gorumn glared down at the cat, even less happy to see him than the bar. “What are you getting at?”


  The Cat spoke with thinly veiled sardonicism. “Oh… I’m sorry… Let me try putting this another way: ‘parties suck’.”


  Kamrn narrowed his eyes in displeasure. “If you don’t like parties then why’d you come? Or, more important… Why are ya crashing this one?”


  The cat immediately pulled the folded paper back out of his pocket and, with one paw, opened it up and practically shoved it into the Gorumn’s face, “First of all… I am not ‘crashing’ this party… and second, the invitation was delivered in a method that tugged at my curiosity in a most unique way.”


  Kamrn took the paper from Victor’s grasp and briefly scanned it with his eyes. Sure enough, the invitation was made out to the feline doctor. It looked identical to the Gorumn’s own. The memory of his assignment made the Gorumn scowl as he handed the paper back to the Cat, “Why would the Station Captain invite the med bay’s chop doc?”


  Victor raised an eyebrow as one ear turned back. “Chop doc? Is that what they are calling my position these days, or was that a slow-minded attempt at an insult?”


  Kamrn’s response was to the point; he had no interest in being baited by the cat’s hint at calling him stupid. “It’s what you do. You cut people to take body parts, and then you cut other people so you can switch em out.”


  Victor flicked an ear with obvious annoyance. “When you put it that way you make my practice sound so base and uninspired. Perhaps you simply cannot appreciate the artistry and precision with which I engage in my respectable craft.”


  The Gorumn grunted. “I wouldn’t go so far as to call what you do ‘respectable’.”


  The cat’s scowl was quickly hidden as Victor took a sudden interest in his unsheathed feline claws. “As much as I would enjoy spending all night standing here and trading quips with you, I am afraid that engaging you in conversation any longer would result in you running out of them.”


  “And what’s THAT supposed ta mean?”

  The doctor smirked, claws disappearing once again, “I believe I shall take my leave so I may better mingle with my fellows.”


  Kamrn had to remind himself to use the cat’s title lest something much more unprofessional word escape him. “There aren’t all that many orange suits around… Doctor. I wouldn’t call em your ‘fellows’.”


  Victor shot back without hesitation. “Well now, Cameron… Let’s not forget I’m not the only one here in orange… shall we?”


  Kamrn growled. “I was acquitted.”


  Victor’s humorless smile spread all the way across his feline muzzle, “What a coincidence! I was as well!”


  With that the Cat wandered off to mingle, leaving Kamrn gazing down at his security uniform which clearly displayed the Gorumn as a member of the drafted regimen. He felt his anger begin to boil as he thought about being lumped into a group with someone like the Cat. Taking a deep breath, however, the Gorumn slowly let the fury escape him— it’s what had gotten him into trouble in the first place.


  Victor joined in on a conversation conspicuously close by, most likely to taunt Kamrn further. “Why hello there miss…”


  The Human woman turned to address the Doctor. “Um… yes? Can I help you?”


  The Cat spoke in a particularly “Oh… I simply wanted to say you have a VERY lovely subclavious…” he spoke in a particularly loud tone, most likely for Kamrn’s benefit, but the Gorum again refused to rise to the bait.


  Taking in another lungful of air, Kamrn about-faced and walked off, slowly letting out his breath at steady measure like his anger management instructor suggested. The Gorumn took his time traveling the room, meandering across the way as he passed by a few groups of party-goers. He chose an indirect route through the room so he could get a good look at anyone. He wasn’t certain that he was there as security, per se, but that was his job aboard Sigma Echo and he felt it was his duty to always be on guard.


  Chapter 9: A Change of Pace


  Kamrn was not often put on social detail… especially when it came to standing guard at parties. Of course, much to his surprise, he was actually a GUEST. The party was particularly boring from a social point of view as Kamrn was not one to mingle from strangers. From a professional standpoint however he had no lack of reasons to stay busy. The vast majority of the people in the gathering area were executives, project heads, and team leads, but that didn’t mean that some undesirable elements (such as Dr Cortez) were present; the Gorumn made it his responsibility to keep an eye on as many of them as possible.


  The security officer often found himself questioning why he was invited to the party… perhaps there had been some mistake? Maybe the event planner mistook him for someone else, or didn’t realize he was an orange-badge security officer— he was stationed on Sigma Echo as a chance to clean up his act and make reparations for some ‘negative dealings’ back when he’d been working as part of the police. Protect and serve… not protect and sever. The large green man sighed… and then things got interesting.


  All of the tables in the room gave a jump as the entire floor shifted. People all around him where knocked off their chairs and thrown to the ground. Confusion reigned supreme for several moments as shouts and cries filled the air. People were screaming and yelling; fear… REAL fear was evident, and a few moments later it became clear why. An automated message spoke up over the emergency system. “Repeat: Sigma-Echo is under attack.”


  Off to Kamrn’s left several people gathered around a table scrambled their way up to their feet while off to the left others were pushing their way to the two sets of double doors leading out of the gathering room. The entire area was in total chaos, and Kamrn was still unable to hear the vast majority of the looping message. The fact that any attack on Sigma-Echo would consider a gathering location to be a prime target was in the front of the Gorumn’s mind, and he realized that they would need to evacuate to somewhere safer.


  Kamrn didn’t need to be told what to do: if the station were ever under attack from the outside then the first order of business was to move non-combatants to the most defensible place on the station: the central column. The moment the announcement was made the Gorumn moved as quickly as he could to the exit doors. There were two sets of two, which meant he couldn’t oversee the entire evacuation of the social hall but, fortunately there were two other security guards in the party and they were able to cover the left doors while he handled the right.


  With his first concern clear, Kamrn moved forward to start directing people. Where he could the security officer did so with his voice but, more often than not he had to interpose himself in someone’s way or give a group of people a ‘gentle’ shove in the right direction. Eventually people started moving and, once they did, Kamrn was pleased that others quickly settled into line and, like a compliant herd of sheep, they began filing out. Kamrn scowled when he saw Dr Cortez slip into the line.


  The Gorumn fit himself in just behind the Cat to make sure he wouldn’t cause trouble, and was followed by a well-dressed wolf who seemed to be directing with his voice almost as well as Kamrn had with his muscle. “Alright. Everyone gather up… this way. Don’t push… quickly but organized… come on… follow the lead.”


  It was impossible to tell who was leading the exodus out of the gathering hall or exactly where it was they were headed, but the Gorumn was too far from the front of the throng to get a good answer to either quandary, but the important thing was that they were leaving the tactically unsound room behind.


  Finally, once they were out in the hall he caught a transmission on the ear bud he had connected to his PCD. The civilians were supposed to be evacuated to a secure section of the station. If security could get them to a main hall green arrows would direct them where to go. Off to the side one of the other security officers was already trying to direct the crowd accordingly. “Down that way. “Keep going until you see the green arrows… just follow them.”


  Kamrn was about to follow, but stopped however when he realized that there weren’t any civilians passing him from the other doorway— and that’s when he saw the large mass of bodies fleeing the opposite way. He shouted after them, but his voice was lost amidst the clamoring and shouts of the numerous civilians. “Hey! STOP!”


  When they failed to respond he would have to chase them down. He waited just long enough so he could direct the last few stragglers as they left the gathering hall. “Just follow the group!”


  Once he knew that they would be heading the right way, Kamrn turned to follow after the evacuees going the wrong way and watched as Dr Cortez detached from the group and headed toward a side hall. “Hey! You! That leads to the residential section!”


  Victor glanced back once at him and their eyes met. The Cat winked, and offered him a casual, half-hearted salute before disappearing down the side passage. Kamrn snarled. “Victor…”


  The Gorumn let out a sigh, not having the time or inclination to deal with the ‘good doctor’. Kamrn instead focused on the large mass of workers heading the VERY wrong direction. He waited to say anything until he’d caught up to the back of the group. “What’s going on?!?”


  The man closest to him, a little gray figure wearing a green uniform trailed everyone else. He turned to regard the security officer. “Didn’t you near the announcement? We’re under attack!”


  Kamrn scowled, and then stuck his thumb over his shoulder, “THAT way. We’re supposed to be going to the central pillar.”


  The Gray came to a stop immediately, “Then… where’s everyone going?”


  The Gorumn shrugged. “No idea. It’s MY job to find out… you get to the bunker.”


  He gave the Voljoi a light nudge in the correct direction, The Gray needed no further coaxing; he quickly changed direction and headed back down the hall.


  Kamrn pushed through the crowd ordering people to go back the other direction. Many of the civilians complied without argument, though some continued to follow-the-leader like a flock of mindless sheep… it was enough to make the Gorumn’s blood boil— but he didn’t let it. “Why in the hell is anyone going THIS way? Back! You’re going the wrong way!”

  Continuing to push his way toward the front of the crowd, his words finally met a worthwhile ear that was willing to listen. It was that well-dressed Wolf, and Kamrn recognized him this time immediately. “We’re heading to the Central Pillar.”


  Kamrn recognized the Wolf immediately and countered as courteously as he could as he pointed. “You’re not going the right way, Mr Theo… THAT’S the way to the Central Pillar.”


  Theo flicked one ear, then the other, clearing his throat. “But… we were— CAROL!”


  “Theo!” a paw raised above the press of the body on a slim, tawny arm.


  The Wolf quickly slid through the crowd with surprising alacrity. Kamrn moved to follow but did so with many more bumps and jostling of the numerous people around him. Theo had already exchanged a few words with a pretty-looking Doe by the time the Gorumn had caught up, “…are you sure?” Theo questioned.


  The woman nodded, “Yes. Everyone’s following one of the station runners.”


  Kamrn’s response to the Doe’s comment was very direct, “Fine… but do YOU know where he’s going?”


  “I assumed he—”


  The Gorumn interrupted her. “Station Runners may know their way around, but they’re never going where they’re supposed to. Their job does not involve dealing with other people. We need to turn these people back, or they will get themselves killed.”


  Theo’s ears shot straight up immediately, “Killed? How?”


  Kamrn frowned, “Everyone’s heading toward the armory.”


  Carol faltered. “But the announcement—”


  Theo finished the thought for the Doe. “That’s where the VAC breached the hull!”


  Kamrn frowned, “Right. So stop talking to me and help move everyone.”


  The Wolf spoke up immediately. “Carol, move through the right and I’ll do the left… tell everyone they’re heading to the armory.”


  The Doe nodded and moved immediately off to do as requested. Kamrn smirked around his tusks when he realized he’d finally found someone that could get something done. While the Gorumn’s first inclination was to follow Theo he realized that he had a much more important task; Theo was going up the left side of the hall while Carol was taking the right— that meant that the middle was reserved for Kamrn.


  He got to work, pushing through the crowd like the bow of a large boat cut through water: with a general lack of finesse and extra force… but, he reminded himself, it was for good reason. The Wolf, Doe, and Gorum arrived at the lead of the crowd right about the same time. Theo was the first to shout. “Hey! Wrong way!”


  It was a very basic exclamation, but it managed to get some attention… which was obviously the whole point. Kamrn had long-since realized that there were far more people going the wrong way than had been in the gathering, which meant the crowd must have picked up people from the halls as it went; the idea was particularly displeasing to the order-minded security guard,


  Thankfully, between the general lupine call and Carol’s more subtle, “The Central Pillar is back that way.” the majority of the group had turned, leaving only those hot on the heels of the Station Runner, a Gen Mouse, who had finally come into view. Kamrn’s fingers grazed the grip of his pistol; taking the life of one Mouse could be considered worth saving many from danger, but he also realized that such a thing wouldn’t be well-received by management, and he had to forgo that option. Fortunately, several members of the lead group had taken up his cause.


  A particularly large, almost Gorumn-sized Human with light skin accentuated by a thick, black, bushy beard had a good volume to his shout. “Wrong way! Move it back!”


  The Human spoke with the authority of someone used to providing direction. Beside him, a much smaller, dark skinned human female with long, black hair was working to help slow and redirect traffic. On the large Human’s other side was a nearly equally big Gen. Kamrn didn’t know much about Sol-3 creatures, but the Gorumn didn’t particularly care what the Gen was, as long as it was helping rather than inhibiting.


  The bearded Human continued to help control the crowd as it shuffled about. “MOVE BACK, PEOPLE! THIS IS THE WRONG WAY!”


  Despite his loud, commanding tone, there was enough noise in the hall that some people didn’t bother listening. People pushed and shoved as some listened and others didn’t. In the meantime, the bearded human continued to backpedal, slowing the numerous civilians. He moved to intercept an orange suited bovine, who was heedlessly knocking people aside to get past. The Human moved in front of the Bull, both Theo and Carol shouting after him.


  The Bull didn’t even bother slowing at the resistance, issuing forth a gruff “Out of the way, Human.” They collided, both stumbled into sight of the adjoining hall, more of the mob following after them. That’s when the gunfire started.


  The crowd finally stopped moving forward as sprays of red erupted from the bearded human and the Gen-Bull along with several other civilians who had pressed forward after them. The short human woman screamed and was pulled back under cover. Kamrn had to anchor himself in place as the herd of workers quickly changed direction and pushed back the other way.


  A prominent voice spoke from down the hall, “Sao civis. Nao desperdice a municao.”


  Kamrn broke free from the press of the crowd and approached the intersection of the two hallways, pulling his sidearm free. A furred paw grabbed hold of his wrist and the Gorumn turned to regard Theo, who shook his head quietly, speaking at a whisper. “They don’t plan on following.”


  Kamrn was never good at whispering; his voice came out as a low rumble.

  “How do you know?”


  The Gen answered softly. “I speak Portugese. They’re not worried about civilians.”


  Kamrn gave the Wolf a shove back from the hallway. “Well I’m not a civilian.”


  The Gorumn waited, biding his time with his back to the wall as he strained his ears to listen. The commanding voice spoke up again, “Quero as portas aber—”


  The soldier didn’t have a chance to say anything else. Kamrn spun around the corner and leveled his pistol. Most Humans didn’t understand how Gorum were able to move with such precision in a combat situation, but that’s because Humans didn’t have the same physiology.


  Once the adrenaline kicked in, any well-trained Gorumn’s sense of time slowed dramatically as the synapses in their brain began firing faster… which meant that the wall of VAC troops may as well have been moving in slow motion as Kamrn let off one… two… three shots, walking his bucking side arm’s bullets right up the speaker’s body. The first two shots knocked the soldier off-balance, doing little against his combat armor, but the third found its target directly in the man’s right eye-socket… and Kamrn was behind cover before the rest of the troops opened fire once again.


  Theo was right beside him once again. “I believe we should leave.”


  The Gorumn questioned incredulously, still focused on the adjoining hallway, “You’re STILL here? Yes… you SHOULD leave.”


  Carol was right behind Theo. “What about you?”


  “I’m security. This is my job.”


  Theo spoke calmly in objection. “Your job is to protect people… you can’t do that if you get killed, my friend.”


  Kamrn scowled, then paused. He spun around the corner slowly, going down to one knee as the VAC opened fire. The bullets shot by over his head and the Gorumn’s battle fury kicked in again. He let another two shots loose, much more controlled, hitting one of the attacking soldiers in the throat, and blowing the ear off of another before jumping back behind cover. He grunted as his leg took a bullet, but the worst of it was absorbed by his plastisteel thigh pad.


  He hazarded a glance behind himself and noticed that both the Wolf and the Doe were still there.“Do all Gen have a death wish?”


  The Doe woman’s answer was deadpanned. “No more than the average Gorumn, apparently.”


  Kamrn snorted, pulling the crumpled bullet from his armor; the plastisteel plate broke in half as he did so. “Umngal.” he cursed under his breath in his native tongue.


  Theo started speaking, but his words were lost to the sound of an explosion of gunfire. He waited until a break in the chaos before speaking again. “Looks like the cavalry’s here. Are you coming with now?”


  The Gorumn weighed the suggestion, pausing to check the ammo count on his gun; he was still combat capable. Carol reached out and grabbed his forearm, pulling his attention to her. “They’re an assault team and you have a pistol… let the counter-terrorist team handle things here on out… we need someone to help get everyone to the central pillar.”


  Kamrn ground his teeth together as he put his side arm away, “Yeah. Right. I’ll help get you two to safety.”


  Sometimes he hated when management was right, but the Gens did have a very valid point. His frustration bled out as the last of his battle fury ran its course, and his attitude changed immediately when he saw the Human woman and the Gen kneeling down next to the body of the large Human with the bushy beard. Kamrn had no illusions that he’d be able to save everyone, but he hated failing regardless.


  Theo brought everything back into focus. “We can mourn later… I would advise as far away from gunfire as possible.”


  Kamrn nodded, puffing up his chest to full security guard authority, “Right. Gather up… we’re heading to the central pillar, and we’re doing it quick.”


  The party complied with his request, and everyone proceeded down the hall. The Gorumn took quick stock of the casualties: the large man with the beard, that orange uniformed Gen Bull, three green coated Humans, an orange-wearing Cytkus, and the Station Runner that had caused it in the first place. Doubtlessly there were going to be more deaths as the security team fought off the VAC, but combat was their job.


  Letting out another deep breath, Kamrn pushed himself to return to an emotional neutral, just like all of the personality instructors had taught him; it was going to be a long shift and he had to be at his best. He maintained his professional demeanor, providing direction to those in his care as they moved toward the Central Hub. Things did not improve upon their arrival, unfortunately.


  Kamrn went straight to one of the commanding officers, a Lieutenant sporting combat armor instead of security plastisteel. The Gorumn saluted in the human fashion, bringing his straight-fingered hand to rest beside his forehead. “Sir.”


  The Commander nodded, not bothering to salute back. “Kamrn.”


  It didn’t surprise Kamrn since he usually didn’t get much respect due to the color he was assigned, but at least the human bothered identifying him by his rank rather than the usual ‘Grunt’ title reserved for the orange tagged security forces.


  Kamrn motioned to Theo and Carol. “We have VIPs here that needs to get to the executive apartments.”


  The Commander stared him down (up, technically, since he DID have 6 inches on the Human). “Well I have a few dozen people HERE that need protection. What’s your point?”


  “It’s one of the Overseer’s—”


  “I don’t care if it was the fucking Overseer herself, Grunt—” yes… there was the well-known title Kamrn had come to expect, “I don’t have the men to spare on some ‘errand’ out into what could very well be a warzone!”


  The Gorumn maintained his composure for long enough to think up a reasonable reply that didn’t involve his fist. Calmly and collectedly, through clenched teeth, he simply responded, “Yes Sir… I will let the Overseer know right now.”


  The comment caught the Commander’s attention. He seemed taken aback by Kamrn’s sudden change of tactics. “She’s here?”


  He motioned to where the Wolf was gazing at the two of them from his place next to the wall, I/O device still in his paw. “She’s on a comm unit, sir.”


  The Commander paused. “Right now?”


  The Gorumn raised his voice, waving to Theo. “Let the Overseer know I’ll be right back!” he


  The wolf raised one ear, the other falling to the side as he returned the wave in what could have been confusion— Kamrn wasn’t very good at reading muzzle expressions. Apparently the Commander wasn’t any better at it, “She…” he paused, “We don’t have enough men to protect these people AND—”


  Kamrn volunteered, “I’ll go, Sir. Most of the people here probably don’t trust Grunts anyway.”

  It was the most reasonable argument he could think of on short notice: using Security Command’s prejudice against his recruitment to his advantage. Surprisingly, much to his reserved joy, it actually worked. “If that wolf’s a VIP, you’d better not fail, Grunt.”


  Kamrn confirmed, “Sir!”


  He went right back to where Theo was standing. “So… you need to get to the executive apartments?”


  Theo hung up his PCD. “Yes. Yes I do.”


  * * * * * *


  When Victor Cortez discovered that Sigma-Echo used the same pass codes for all of their medical bays he was overjoyed. The Cat would have willingly thanked whatever god existed if he had an opinion on any such fictitious being. Instead, he promised himself that he would put that information to good use as he began exploring the contents of its storage. Injuries among the upper class staff were minimal at best and he hated the idea of such worthwhile goods being left unused.


  The high level medical staff always had free reign to the best provisions while he had been left to scavenge whatever he could put together what meager remnants were within the budget… and, truth be told, that was not very much. Suddenly, with unsupervised access, Victor began painting a picture in his mind of how much more he could accomplish on board Sigma-Echo. It would be a far cry from his days working in a ‘private practice’ for the corporate elite… but at least he wouldn’t have to worry about the police.


  Security, on the other paw, he realized, was of some concern. As the Cat sifted through the collection of medicines and tools he had ‘requisitioned’ his eyes came to rest upon an old display case situated in the corner of the head physician’s office. Backlit by specially designed lighting and resting in a custom carved notch in oak was an ancient relic of the medical profession: an antique, muscle-powered bone saw.


  It took all of five seconds for the Cat to gain access to the unlocked case and another thirty seconds to ruin the bone saw… but he did get to admire its cutting abilities as it helped him open locked storage compartment for the inventory scanner. Two quick swipes across each item he had chosen to confiscate meant that it lost its tracer and was taken out of the system. It wasn’t specifically what the scanner was designed for, but several years of working for questionable employers meant that he had picked up a few tricks of the trade.


  Knowing far too well that any half-wit security guard could put two-and-two together, he closed his supplies in the medical carrying case and then got to work on the particularly lengthy process of repeating the procedure on every last item he could easily reach within the med bay. It would be an incredible inconvenience for the staff that worked there during times of non-war, but it would save him a more personal inconvenience of having to tangle with security.


  Once he had finished a reasonable amount of zeroing out the inventory he quickly removed the memory chip on the scanner, wiped it clean with a control code from his PCD, and returned it to its place in the no-longer-locked scanner storage container. He walked back to the satchel he had chosen for his well-selected supplies and was just about to call it a win when his otherwise silent escapade was interrupted by the familiar sound of a body collapsing. Victor rolled his eyes; why was nothing ever easy?


  Stepping out of the private office and into the main portion of the med bay, the Cat sighed when he spotted a member of the Sigma-Echo security team laying face down on the floor. Despite the fact that Victor was a doctor, he didn’t need his vast medical experience to realize that the Tapir had been shot. He was just getting ready to step around the bleeding man when the fellow raised his head, and an arm, stretched out and beseeching, “Doc… doc-tor… help…”


  The Gen had an orange badge on his uniform, which was probably the only reason why he was willing to ask an orange lab coat medical employee for help. Well… that and he had been shot— that was a pretty important reason too. Victor sighed and went back to the bay’s medical supplies as he contemplated the decision to help or abandon the man. He returned with a nice collection of chemicals and a syringe.


  On one paw, he reasoned, the Tapir was a member of the Sigma-Echo security team, which was important if there were VAC soldiers aboard. On the OTHER paw, the Tapir may remember having seen the Cat in the office and, if that was the case, it wouldn’t be much of a stretch to connect an orange lab coat with someone who shouldn’t have been there. In the end, Victor realized that the best course of action would be a pragmatic one— he was quite comfortable, after all, with being pragmatic, and besides, it just “felt right”.


  After injecting a cocktail of three different primary ingredients into the Tapir the doctor was already feeling much better. The first, a powerful opiate, would put the man into a deep sleep and the second would slow his heart rate and keep him from bleeding to death until help arrived. The third, a concentrated solution of protocol, would blank out any remnants of Victor in the security guard’s memory. It was, after all, occasionally enjoyable to play the part of the hero, but the Cat had no intention of being stupid about it.



  Chapter 10: Aftermath


  Back when Kamrn worked as part of the civil police force he had been a street cop, and proud of it; something about the thought of being an investigator was unappealing since he didn’t really have the critical thinking for it. What he DID have, however, was a tactical mind. His understanding of how combat flowed meant that he had a fairly reasonable idea of what had transpired during the events that led up to him walking through the burned-out security door that marked the entrance to the executive suites. He had taken ten minutes to clear the site before he was able to confirm that there were no more hostiles… but that was just the start of his duty.


  Theo rushed past him once the all clear was given; the Wolf was obviously concerned for his fellow coworkers. Carol, although concerned, kept a much more reserved approach and stayed safely near Kamrn. Although the fatalities were high, there were others still alive in need of aid. From there the Gorumn turned toward addressing the most immediate issues first: the wounded staff. Unfortunately, before anything could be resolved, he was surprised by Dr Victor Cortez, who seemingly stumbled on the scene by accident… though Kamrn knew enough to realize that little involving the Cat was random.


  To the security officer’s everlasting displeasure, Victor got right to work stabilizing and treating those who were in need. Kamrn was pretty sure he’d have to answer later to his superiors for having a lower-deck medic work on the VIPS, but it was far more appropriate to be concerned about loss of life more than loss of rank. Despite the Gorumn’s focus on the immediate issues he still couldn’t put the big picture out of his mind. Despite how much he wanted to think about the attack he couldn’t stop to pull out a splinter when there was an enormous open wound in front of him… and that lead to increasing his understanding of the events.


  The Gorumn was able to identify the initial breach sight easily enough: he just had to follow the torched security doors between the apartments to where the bulkhead was penetrated by a troop pod. The actual events in the executive apartments, however, required a little more finesse. It all started the moment he walked back through the final door that had stood between the VAC troops and the long, straight hallway that included the three doors leading to each of the Overseer’s three apartments.


  The corpse of a male Monkey lay right outside the first apartment door and a female Dolphin lay at the second; the two had been in the hallway when the VAC troops had forced their way into the executive wing. Two VAC troops lay three-fourths of the way between the entry point and the first door and that indicated two important facts: first, at least one person in the executive suites had been armed, and second, the VAC assault team was either neutralized completely or they didn’t care enough to gather their dead.


  In addition to the Monkey and the Dolphin, a Bull, Zebra, and two Sheep were in the hallway, though they were facing away from the entry point. The wounds on their backs made it readily evident that the VAC troops had shot them as they were attempting to flee further down the hall. It really wouldn’t have made much of a difference Kamrn realized; the hall was a dead end and there was nowhere to go.


  Glancing into the doorway of the first apartment the Gorumn was not surprised to see complete and utter devastation. Small arms fire riddled the suite and splotches of gore painted parts of the walls. Another VAC trooper lay dead inside the doorway, shot on initial entry from— Kamrn glanced over to several sofas— one of them was eviscerated by gunshots— there. Moving over to the ad hoc fortification, the security guard saw two dead dogs: a St Bernard and a German Shepherd, each armed. A Puma lay behind them; Kamrn assumed that, based on her position, she had likely been cowering.


  Gently rolling her over with his foot, he realized that he was wrong. The female feline’s entire midsection was little more than a hollow husk and the ground beneath her was blasted— he revised the scene in his mind: after the two dogs were killed the VAC troops quickly ransacked the apartment and set an explosive device. The Puma, who had likely been in hiding, threw herself atop it… and likely saved the entirety of the apartment’s otherwise moderately damaged contents.

  What would possess someone to such a sacrifice for the sake of belongings mystified the Gorumn… and, he reminded himself, the Gens were NOT from a warlike race. That, of course, made the sacrifice all the more abnormal. Of course, Gorumn would have put up more of a fight, but he had to remind himself again that the Gens were not combatants.


  Shaking his head, Kamrn returned to the hallway and continued his inspection, stopping only long enough at each body to confirm death. There was another VAC trooper outside the second apartment and three more inside it. The majority of the fighting obviously took place in apartment two, and so he stepped inside to review the carnage. Directly inside the door, with shrapnel covering her back, was a dead Tiger; she was the immediate casualty resulting from the destruction of the apartment’s door when the VAC troops invaded the suite.


  Unlike the first apartment, which represented the slaughter of the Gen inhabitants, the second apartment was a proper battlefield. With three distinct (weakly) fortified areas, whomever occupied the suite was not going down without a fight… and four slain VAC troopers identified that the defenders were, at least in part, successful. He entered the suite and inspected the fortified positions.


  Three Cat corpses lay in a pool of blood behind two overturned sofas; a dead Pony had been drilled through the table he’d been using as cover; finally, a Weasel dressed in corporate spec riot armor had succumbed to his wounds behind a low stone accent wall, though he lay with an arm wrapped around the snapped neck of a fifth VAC trooper. Shaking his head at the scene, he could admire the tenacity of the Gens as they attempted to defend themselves— apparently only the Weasel was even close to properly armed, and yet the Gens had given almost as good as they had received. No, they weren’t Gorumn, but they made a good show of it.


  Kamrn continued to the third and final apartment, and only there did he find signs of life. The Gorumn made no attempt to hide his scowl when he saw Victor was kneeling beside an elephant, treating what could only have been a gunshot wound. A bat in fine tailored clothes was helping him. What caught the security officer’s attention however was Theo, who was being restrained by a Hyena holding him by his sports coat. The Hyena barked. “No!”


  The Wolf was practically frothing at the muzzle, paws grasping at empty air as he tried to lunge for a man wearing a VAC uniform; the trooper was face down and tied up. Theo roared, gnashing his teeth in a feral manner. “He’ll pay for what they did!”


  A Mouse Gen braced her feet against the floor as she held onto Theo’s belt, aiding the Hyena in keeping the Wolf from attacking the prisoner. “It’s not worth it, Theo!”


  Victor glanced up from his work on the Elephant, rolling his eyes. “Who would have thought a Wolf could be such a drama queen… honestly… he’s making SUCH a scene…”


  Kamrn ignored the Doctor and moved over to Theo then interposed himself between the wolf and the captive, “Are you done yet?”


  Theo continued snarling, doing a reasonable job of imitating a Gorumn in the throes of combat lust. “Look what they did to every—!”


  Kamrn reached up and calmly brought a huge hamfist down on the wolf’s head; the Gen toppled over. He turned to face the surprised Hyena and Mouse. “Put him somewhere comfortable, and get him some ice.”


  The two Gens complied immediately.


  Physically deactivating corporate property, the Gorumn reminded himself, should always be done with the keenest of technical know-how and precise control— he was certain the discussion he’d have with his superiors regarding Theo would probably be even worse than the one regarding Victor. Regardless, he was committed to his course of action.


  The surviving Gens of the third apartment had obviously begun trying to do as much as they could before Kamrn had arrived… which meant that the combat scene was muddled. Given the choice between an unclear series of events and having survivors, the Gorumn was perfectly content with having the battlefield smudged. Besides, he reasoned, he’d be able to talk to the Gens that managed to put down the remainder of the VAC assault troopers… all six of them.


  The only fatality among the third apartment was a Lion, who had been shot so many times his fur appeared to have been painted red. As the Gorumn continued inspecting the scene he saw that someone had managed to maintain the wherewithal to set up a portable fortification, and that had likely made all the difference. A Weasel with his arm in a sling was busy punching in commands on its control panel.


  Kamrn rested a hand one of the metal panels as he addressed the Gen. “This yours?”


  The Weasel turned to glare at Kamrn, managing to get out an entire sentence before he realized he was looking at the Gorumn’s abdomen and not face. “Just because I’m a Weasel people seem to think I steal everything, is that it?”


  Kamrn grunted an indistinct response and watched as the Weasel’s expression changed from indignation to one of surprise. The Gen’s eyes traveled up to Kamrn’s sternum, then went from surprise to alarm when he finally leaned back far enough to see his face, “It’s the Overseer’s… sir.”


  “Is it now?”


  The Gen offered an unsteady salute with his uninjured arm and introduced himself. “Marco. Of Overseer Thurstenburger’s personal security team.”


  The Gorumn motioned to the dead VAC soldiers. “Did you do this?”


  The Weasel nodded, then indicated one of the dead troopers. “All except for that one. Henry got him… oh… or that one…” Marco motioned to the tied up trooper. “Leonar subdued him before—”


  “Before what?”


  The Weasel’s eyes wandered to the bloody pulp that remained of the lion, “… well… before.”


  Kamrn nodded at the vague answer and was content to call the debriefing complete… for the time being. “Good.”


  Carol’s soft voice spoke up from the open doorway. “Theo?”

  Kamrn turned to where the Hyena and Mouse had laid the enraged Wolf on a sofa. The Doe woman was kneeling down, pressing an ice pack to the lupine’s head. Theo reached up to take the ice pack from her, responding with a simple “Ow.”


  She smiled down at him. “I’m glad you’re safe.”


  The Wolf murmured in monotone. “Carol… everyone’s… everyone’s dead…”


  The Hyena spoke up quietly. “The VAC came in and started shooting.”


  The Mouse nodded, taking a seat on the edge of the sofa. “They kept shouting demands… like they expected us to know… but it wasn’t in English… but I’m pretty sure the were looking for something.”


  The wolf closed his eyes as he covered his forehead with the ice bag, “Where’s Xavier? Is he alright? He speaks Spanish and Portuguese.”


  The Mouse rested her paws in her lap, looking to Theo. “He was on his way to the shuttle bay when we got attacked. “I’m sure he’s fine… I mean… I hope. Oh! And I don’t think Oswald knows about all of this either. He was helping down in Agroponics.”


  The Hyena grunted, turning a coffee table right-side-up so he could sit on it. “I almost left too. Jen asked me to—” he paused, glancing to Kamrn, then back to Theo, “Ms Thurstenburger wanted me to make sure the cargo deck was sending up the HID in the next delivery.”


  The Mouse “Well I’m glad you didn’t, Henry.” she smiled at the Hyena, “If it weren’t for you—”


  Henry shrugged, grinning sheepishly. “Just a lot of experience with first person shooters. Not exactly the real thing, but… I mean… it’s all about aiming and—”


  Theo interjected. “Cameron?”


  The Gorumn stood up a little straighter. “Yes, Mr Theo?”


  The wolf looked up at him. “Did you just hit me over the head?”


  Kamrn sighed; he knew things would turn sour eventually, but didn’t quite expect them to happen upon him so quickly. “Yes, sir.”


  Theo’s next words were quite surprising. “Thank you.”


  The Gorumn left the Gens to themselves after being excused, and he stepped out into the hallway to make a report. Once Kamrn had contacted the security control center it did not take long for four high-sec armored troopers to arrive; the Commander was very pleased to hear that they had taken a prisoner alive. Although three of the new security personnel were Sergeants and one was a Lieutenant, none seemed particularly concerned with pulling rank and let Kamrn continue to handle the scene.


  Two of the Sergeants went with him while the Lieutenant and remaining Sergeant stayed with the rest of the group in the executive apartment. The soldiers marching with him were perfectly content to march down the hallway and let him handle the VAC Tiger, who provided surprisingly little resistance. The prisoner, in fact, simply walked onward, eyes forward, as if nothing around him was in the least bit interesting.


  The Gorumn asked the first question about a situation that had struck him as odd. “Why didn’t you have a weapon?”


  Kamrn led the tiger from behind by holding firmly onto the metal that linked his paws behind his back. The prisoner responded simply, his voice sounding strongly of an accent; the Gorumn wasn’t very good with Sol accents so he couldn’t be sure of its significance. “I am a non-combatant, Sir.”


  Kamrn growled. “If that’s true then why were you with a group of VAC troopers blasting your way through the executive suites?”


  The Tiger continued to be very forthcoming… or perhaps evasive; Kamrn wasn’t sure. “According to the paperwork I received before being sent on this foray, management was looking for a collection of files that they seem to believe came here with the Overseer.”


  One of the Sergeants, a smallish Water Buffalo spoke up, “The Commander will handle the interrogation, Grunt. Just keep the prisoner moving.”


  The second Sergeant, a Human of medium build interjected. “If he’s willing to talk, why not?”


  The Water Buffalo shrugged. “Fine… Name and rank, prisoner.”


  The Tiger continued his trend of open disclosure. “Doctor Surresh Makowi. Junior Research Technician, bio-tech division of Vamosla Corp.”


  A deep, growling female voice spoke up from ahead. “And a dead man!”


  Kamrn recognized Mol; the Cytkus security specialist was as outspoken as ever. He’d been assigned with her on numerous projects, but had never recalled seeing her quite so hot-headed. She stormed right up to the prisoner and backhanded him, sending him sailing into the hallway’s wall.


  The Water Buffalo stepped between her and the stunned Tiger. “Hold. That’s enough, Corporal!”


  Mol roared, pointing a talon at the prisoner who, dazed, still remained on the ground next to the wall, “They gunned down my entire team on their way in! And now he’s gonna pay!”


  The Human guard pulled out his shock rod and raised it, “This man is being detained for questioning, Corporal…”


  Kamrn also interposed himself. “And they can’t question him if you kill him.”


  Mol paused, turning to look at the Gorumn as if noticing him for the first time, and paused. “Cameron? What are you doing here?”


  Kamrn motioned to the tiger, “Escorting a prisoner. I’m responsible for him.”


  He added the second part with a hint of challenge. The Cytkus female let out a deep breath, licking her front fangs in agitation, “I guess it’d look bad if you brought in ANOTHER one beat to within an inch of his life…”


  The Gorumn nodded. “Yes… it would.”


  The rippling scales on Mol’s shoulders and neck slowly settled back into place, “Scum.”


  The Water Buffalo nodded. “Yeah… I think he’s heard that enough by now.”


  The Cytkus sneered at the prone prisoner before looking back to Kamrn, “I’m coming with. I won’t hurt him if he behaves, but if he tries to escape I’ll take off a leg… maybe two.”


  The Human guard pulled the Tiger back to his feet. “Well, he’s been very cooperative so far.”


  Theprisoner took a moment to find his balance then looked to Mol. Despite the prisoner’s accent, Kamrn could tell that his next statement was closer to genuine than it was to a sarcastic or barbed comment. “I am sorry about your team, miss. Truly.”


  Mol moved to the front of the group, not bothering to look at the Tiger as she responded. “Don’t talk to me. Cam… Brig, right?”


  Kamrn tapped the security contact on his PCD and waited for the answering chime before speaking. “Central, this is Kamrn, acknowledging prisoner transfer. Do we have clearance for a holding cell?” He waited several seconds for a response, then glanced to the two Sergeants with him, who shrugged. “Central?”


  A courteous voice spoke up after a moment. “Please wait, Grunt Kamrn. We are patching your communication through to the Commander.”


  The Gorumn hadn’t expected to talk things over with Commander Vanessa but he also realized it wasn’t his place to make decisions on prisoner transfers. A few moments later the connection was made. “Cameron, this is Commander Vanessa 3J.”


  He looked down at the familiar face of the highest ranking security officer on the station, “Yes, Commander. We have a prisoner taken from the executive suites. He’s a Tiger… didn’t have any—”


  The Commander interrupted him. “Please bring him up to the Alpha Line.”


  The Gorumn was dumbstruck; the Alpha Line led to the bridge. “You want me to send him to the bridge?”


  Kamrn reminded himself that it wasn’t his place to make decisions on prisoner transfers and chose instead to rephrase his question, “Please repeat… I’m not sure I heard you right, Ma’am.”


  The Commander confirmed. “You heard correctly, Grunt. Captain Nida wishes to speak with him immediately.”


  The Gorumn nodded, “Yes, Ma’am.”


  Sighing, Kamrn changed direction; he wasn’t happy about it, and he heard Mol silently simmering to the side. The Gorumn didn’t have to look her direction to tell she was furious with the change of events but he reasoned that it wasn’t something he had the authority to discuss. Besides— he had anger management issues of his own to deal with; he resolved to offer some of his books to Mol.


  * * * * * *


  Victor Cortez. It was his name: a simple identifier of who he was and a moniker by which he would be called. He had done nothing to be awarded his name other than be born. It seemed like such a simple task… hardly worthy of any real pomp and circumstance. It wasn’t a bad name by any means, but it certainly didn’t instill the cat with any great amount of pride; everyone had a name.


  The Cat had never really appreciated his life. Belonging to a family that was neither wanting or rolling in excess money he often didn’t get enough but rarely went without. His childhood was wholly unspectacular… yes… that was a very reasonable way to explain it: unspectacular Like most Gens, the Cat spent his youth trying to figure out where he belonged— unlike most of his kind, however, he had discovered it before he had completed his education.


  DOCTOR Victor Cortez. He had achieved the title by completing studies in a field that most balked at entering. Still, anyone with half a brain and enough drive was capable of completing classes in an accredited university. Between hard work and some well placed blackmail there wasn’t any earth-shattering achievement in earning the right to cut people for a living in a way that didn’t get the police involved… well… USUALLY didn’t get the police involved.


  There was a certain challenge to finding an alternate way to beat the system— that much was true. Whether it was skating through courses and achieving a certificate of completion by the lowest allowable margin (just for the thrill of it) or identifying those in the world who were willing to pay top credit for services that came with a strong sense of discretion, the Cat was always interested in ‘what next’… and he’d found it.


  SENIOR DOCTOR Victor Cortez. It seemed like a nearly impossible feat for the Cat to rise in the ranks of an industry that put more credit in perceived success rather than applicable skill, but, since coming to Sigma-Echo it seemed that everything was slowly rotating into his favor. Despite the challenges and setbacks everything was coming up roses and he certainly didn’t mind the smell compared to what he was used to finding in the back alleys. All-in-all, he’d come a long way…and that thought pleased him.


  The new medical bay to which he’d been assigned was much more up-to-date than much of what he’d had in his professional career… and decidedly more well-lit. It was CERTAINLY better than the husk of a triage unit he’d been forced to cope with down in what he’d heard ‘lovingly’ referred to as the ‘Ghoul Pens’. Unlike his last assigned workspace the updated med bay in the science deck was well stocked with the finest of equipment and his own personal office (which was a very convenient place to store a lot of ‘excess equipment’) could serve their function much better under less supervision.


  CHEIF SENIOR DOCTOR Victor Cortez. That title seemed like much less of a pipe dream since he’d finally managed to break through what had become the most displeasing glass ceiling of his entire life. The management of Sigma-Echo was finally starting to look past his orange coat and realize that his skills and talents could be put to better use than sewing up the dregs of society that made up the vast bulk of his prior patients… the recruited… the work released… the unworthy… the ‘Ghouls’.


  The thought of actually working on worthwhile subjects almost made the Cat giddy with glee; he would be able to practice his art once again… and it would be noticed. He DID realize, of course, that far fewer injuries occurred in the science bay than down in the Ghoul Pens, but he also accepted the fact that anticipation meant that the satisfaction would be that much greater when he was finally free to help the masses. And, of course, if it turned out he COULDN’T manage to wait… well… he knew how to help fate along and expedite the process.


  Chapter 11: The Calm


  The questions from the other Gens hit Theo like a brick wall. Henry, Ken, and Ozzy began throwing inquiries at him the moment he started distributing the last of the HID. In the handful of minutes he had to talk to Jen she had deposited her entire personal store of the chemical in his paws. Theo had objected, citing that she would have some very unpleasant withdrawals, but she refused to listen to the argument; she took HID as a point of objection to her father, not because she needed it to live.


  While most of the youngest Gens’ questions were directed toward the HID, Marco’s was much more direct, “How’s the Overseer? Is she alright? Was she hurt?”


  Once the Weasel had managed to address his curiosity toward Jen, the rest of the Gens quickly added their own concerns about their manager. Although it wasn’t that much more ordered, the Wolf at least felt more comfortable discussing something he felt he could answer effectively.


  Theo held his paws up to silence everyone, and it worked. “Ms. Thurstenburger is fine.”


  The Gens had been in quarantine for two days, just in case there was anything among the VAC troops that would cause a problem… thankfully nothing had. Regardless, they had questions and it was up to the wolf to address as many as he could… and he did so in as linear a manner as possible. Theo had been the only one in the group to see Jen since the attack… and that had been three days prior.


  She had perhaps five minutes with him, which was long enough to hear his report, give him a hug, and order him to distribute her remaining stock of the HID evenly. A number of questions were raised about the meaning of ‘evenly’, but, as he provided everyone the last of the stock, he made it abundantly clear that he took it to mean that everyone would get the exact same number of doses.


  Only once the Wolf had arrived at Nathaniel did he realize that the Elephant hadn’t spoken up once. Theo gave the large Gen a share. “Is everything alright, Nate?”


  The Elephant looked down at Theo; though Nathaniel was seated he was still taller than the wolf. “With Yancy gone I’m the only Mark Four-Point-Three Gen here.”


  The rest of the Gens grew quiet as they all realized what Nate was implying. Carol moved up slowly and rested a paw on the Elephant’s elbow. “They haven’t done that much research into going off regimen. I mean… for all we know it—”


  Nate announced in an entirely too-calm voice “I’m gonna to die first. I was the last to be born, and I’m going to die first.”


  Marco huffed, the Weasel’s paws resting on either side of his hips in frustration, “We don’t know for sure that going off of the HID will—”


  The Elephant didn’t give him a chance to finish. “Then I’m gonna be the test case. You’ll all find out with me.”


  Nate cupped the pill bottle in his two hands as if it were a holy relic, “The doctors said that I’ll break down faster than anyone else because I was grown so fast… it’ll be like rapid aging or something… so…”


  The Elephant he swallowed hesitantly, looking at the pill bottle. Xavier stood up, shaking his head. The Borzoi rested a paw on one of Nathan’s tusk comfortingly. “Jen’ll order more… we’ll get more soon enough. I’ll fly out and get it myself if I have to.”


  Nate offered a faint smile, “Thanks… but none of us know exactly how long I have… I… I just hope it doesn’t hurt… too much. Maybe I’ll be so out-of-it by then that I won’t care… right?”


  Oswald sat down on the floor. “It might be peaceful… you know… like going in your sleep.”


  Theo could tell in his distant gaze that the Otter was likely considering his own mortality more than that of the Elephant; Oswald was a Mark 4.1, which meant that he wasn’t likely to last much longer than Nathaniel.


  Henry shrugged. Theo had never known the Hyena to be anything other than fatalistic, and he seemed to be handling the situation better than anyone else. “We’ll all die eventually.”


  Kenneth stood up, ruffling his wings. The Bat went straight for the exit to the apartment. “Well I don’t like it. I don’t want to sit here and just wait for it to happen… I’m gonna go see what we can DO about it!”


  Ken wasn’t normally hot-headed, but Theo realized that the Bat, like Ozzy, didn’t have much more time than Nate. Gertrude, on the other hand, was much more subdued. “I’m more worried about what’ll happen between going off of it and dying without it.”


  That caught everyone’s attention fast enough. The Mouse had stated it plainly and calmly, but there was nobody in the room that didn’t know what she meant: the HID had kept their emotions, tempers, and, most importantly, their hormones in check. Without their medicine anything that came next would be a complete unknown.


  * * * * * *


  Kamrn had never really been one to mourn; most Gorumn had their own special ceremonies to honor fallen comrades but he’d never been much for ceremony either. Instead, he chose to go about his business, preferring to do his job… which had become more difficult after the loss of his compatriots. All in all, seventeen security personnel died in the VAC raid. Even though Kamrn knew only a handful of them personally he felt the loss of all of them thanks to the increased shift rotation.


  It wasn’t all bad however and he wasn’t about to complain. With a break in the chain of command it had turned out in Kamrn’s favor; he was promoted for his assistance in the defense of the station. The Gorumn was practically aglow with the return of his Sergeant’s badge— he had done it! He was no longer a Grunt. Although he maintained the trim on his armor that identified him as a recruited security unit he was pleased beyond all measure that he had taken the first step (of many) to restore his name and regain his place among the police.


  The first part of his shift that night consisted of his regular duties watching the lifts and trams. It was quiet, mostly because everyone was still on their best behavior after the VAC attack, but also because the majority of station inhabitants had chosen to sequester themselves in their quarters whenever they weren’t on the clock. What that meant for Kamrn was that his job was just a little bit easier… except for the back-to-back assignments, of course.


  For his second shift the Gorumn was assigned a second security officer. Although Kamrn was not normally inclined to receive a partner he was pleased to find out that it was Mol. The Cytkus female was like him in many ways and they tended to get along— mostly because they stayed out of one another’s way when they worked together. The patrol assigned to them was down in one of the lower levels on the station and it was just busy enough that it allowed Kamrn time to blow off some steam.


  Right toward the end of their patrol they responded to an issue involving an altercation between two Ghouls. Kamrn was actually smiling while he was chasing a red suited Civet down several corridors, then tackled the feline once Mol winged their quarry with a rubber bullet. The Gorumn showed expert professionalism, managing to restrain the red uniformed Gen without causing any real damage. The brig warden didn’t appreciate the quality of the capture, of course, but Mol, who was more aware of Kamrn’s idiosyncrasies, took the opportunity to congratulate him once they had left the prison cell block.


  The Cytkus complimented him, reaching over to give him a sound slap on the back. She repeated it with a swift smack from her tail too, smirking. “A few more captures like that and the Commander might give you a change to your colors.”


  Very few security officers were equal to Kamrn on height, but Mol was one of them… and she seemed perfectly content to be physical with him. It was quite a compliment in and of itself, though the Gorumn had a feeling that her touchy-feely nature was a little more than casual.

  “Thanks.”


  A few moments later she confirmed his suspicions, “Shifts over… my quarters are open if you feel like having a go.”


  He kept his response simple. “No. I’m going back to mine.”


  She extended the offer. “I could join you.”


  When he didn’t stop, she added, “I’ll let you be on top.”


  She smiled invitingly, revealed her two rows of teeth when he paused. The thought almost made him consider it; he did like top. However one thing he didn’t particularly like was such a forward female… or one as big as he was. In the end he decided to avoid complications. “No. I just want to rest… and you should too. We need to be fresh for our next shifts tomorrow.”


  She made one more attempt, though it seemed more to pout than to press the issue. “Maybe that’s how I like resting.”


  When the Gorumn remained unmoved he watched as Mol about-faced, slamming her tail in agitation against the wall, hard enough to make a distinct sound, but not with enough power to break anything. Kamrn gave her no more thought as he walked away; he didn’t have any energy for dwelling on a woman with who he had little-to-no interest.


  Once back at his room he closed the door and set the lock. Unlatching his armor, the Gorumn set it aside and stripped down to nothing, putting his uniform through the personal laundry unit on a double-wash cycle. He worked hard to keep his powerful scent from disturbing the sensitive noses of the other races, and that meant special attention to his hygene.


  Scratching his groin with one hand, Kamrn pressed a few buttons on his sound system, pulling up one of his favorite songs and turning the volume up to high before heading to the shower. Although the Gorum would never admit it, he enjoyed singing in the shower… a lot… and ‘Il Seraglio’ was one of the few Human operas that had a singing part made comfortably in his higher register. The fact that the character, Osmin, was surprisingly like a Gorumn further delighted him.


  Soaping up and washing his muscular, green skinned frame thoroughly, Kamrn sang along with the music and completely lost in the joy of a hot shower and good opera. As he was finishing up, the Gorumn briefly toyed with the idea that there was some production value in the thought of having someone design ‘Il Seraglio’ for a multiracial cast… updating it a few hundred years to make it that much more modern, of course.


  He continued humming to himself as he dried off, finding great enjoyment in the simple act of personal care. A part of him lamented the fact that he could have enjoyed a fling with his coworker but he also realized that it would have cut into his shower time. Besides, he reasoned, he had a hand… and it didn’t talk as much.


  * * * * * *


  The Cat asked the same question he’d asked no less than three times in the prior hour. “You’re HOW old again?”


  Despite his obvious lack of familiarity with the Designer Domestics model of LHI’s, Dr Victor Cortez was the only member of the medical staff Kenneth had found who was willing to so much as speak with him after the DNA coding test he ran came back as ‘ACCESS DENIED - PROPRIETARY INFORMATION’.


  The Bat replied as directly as the first time. “My coding has been rendered for just over two years…” though he decided to add something new for the Cat’s trouble. “But I was born fourteen months and eleven days ago.”


  Dr Cortez smiled, using a pipet to transfer a solution from one vial to another. “Though I would say you weren’t exactly BORN, now were you?”


  Ken frowned. “It was the day I was disconnected from The System, and brought into the world. Based on what I’ve heard the doctors say, it’s just as traumatic as being born… but I can remember it while all the Gens who come out the usual way don’t.”


  The Cat looked up from the test tubes. “Wow… sucks to be you.”


  The Bat’s frown became a scowl. “Because I can remember what it was like?”


  Dr Cortez gave the test tube a little shake. “Well that, yeah… but I was talking about this ‘HID’ stuff.”


  The bat scowled, beginning to think that he was wasting his time with a cat whose only real interest was learning about him and offering up insulting comments rather than helping. “Can you do something or not?”


  Dr Cortez paused, setting the tube in a stand. “Actually… I think I can, yes.”


  A great weight came immediately off of Kenneth’s shoulders, not just because there was hope for him and his coworkers, but also because it reaffirmed that the decision he made to look for aid was with merit. Not only was he concerned about running out of HID, but his very existence was tailored around doing right by his employer and he hadn’t stopped to get permission to seek the aid of a scientist before doing so.


  He knew Jen would have been very displeased if she discovered that he was risking LHI’s proprietary information without some kind of payback; he’d been suffering from a migraine and stomach aches for almost over hour because of it. Fortunately, with a positive return in sight, the Bat’s entire being was rejuvenated knowing that he might possibly succeed.


  The Cat paused when one of the vials shattered on the med bay floor a moment later. “Oops. How clumsy of me.”


  Kenneth began to feel the migraine threaten its return. “That isn’t exactly instilling confidence.”


  The Doctor knelt down to pick up the mess. “I’m just excited, that’s all. It’s been awhile since I had the opportunity to put my knowledge and skill to good use.”


  Kenneth was not comforted. “Hooray for you, I guess.”


  The Cat discarded the item into a secure can and then fished around in one of the cabinets, “I am very confident that I can synthesize a replacement for this chemical you need. It won’t be exactly the same but its effects on your body will help counteract the break-down of the amino acids that make up your oh-so-expensive custom-tailored genetic code.”


  The Bat sat up straighter. “So… it’s something we’ll be able to use instead of the HID?”


  The cat shrugged, returning to the bat with a syringe in his paws. “For awhile, sure… Just not forever… because it’ll kill you eventually.”


  Dr Cortez stood there for a moment expectantly, but Kenneth just stared, trying to process what had just been said. The cat gave the needle a little shake. “This isn’t just for show. Arm, please.”


  Kenneth presented his arm, watching as the doctor drew some blood from him. “So… whatever you’re making… can kill us?”


  The Cat nodded. “Eventually anything CAN kill you. The replacement for your therapy treatment will just do it faster than most things, yes.”


  Dr Cortez returned to the counter top where he had a large number of machines and instruments placed. The Bat watched him incredulously. “So… it won’t help then? We’re going to die if we don’t get our HID.”


  Dr Cortez frowned in response, “You’ll last longer with the right kind of chemical therapy.”


  “And what is ‘the right kind’?”


  The cat began squeezing out small amounts of blood into several vials, “I’m going to make that ‘right kind’… so yes, it WILL help. It will give you more time and, with any luck, we’ll get more shipments of that HID-stuff you need.”


  The bat remained quiet for a few moments before he could manage to formulate his next question, “So… how long will it give us?”


  The cat’s response didn’t answer his question— in fact, it was another question entirely, “Did you know that as little as 270 parts per million of airborne cyanide can kill most people within minutes?”


  The bat felt his headache grow stronger, “What does that have to do with—”


  Dr Cortez didn’t give him a chance to object, “Hypersensitivity, asthma, or bronchitis may actually increase or decrease a given individuals susceptibility to it.”


  “I don’t see how that—”


  The Cat spoke flatly, as if to a developmentally challenged individual. “Not everyone’s the same, kid.”


  To anyone else it would have seemed strange for Victor to use such a title on the bat who, by all accounts, appeared to be a good five or six years his elder, but they both knew Kenneth’s real age. “I’d say that someone who’s already sick or dying probably won’t last past a few treatments… But someone who’s healthy might get by for a while.”


  Kenneth blinked. “So… you’re saying we should start the treatment before we run out of HID completely.”


  Dr Cortez clarified. “I’d say start on it after you run out. No need to poison yourself without reason… so wait until after you’ve all used up the last of your medicine, then substitute doses of my wonderful new creation.”


  The bat paused at the cat’s declaration, “Are… I mean… you mean… You already know how to make what we need?”


  Dr Cortez nodded, “It’s done, actually. I just need some of that medicine of yours to compare with it to be COMPLETELY sure it will work.”


  Kenneth hesitated for a moment, then decided to fully commit. He handed the Vat a full dose of his remaining HID.


  The Doctor accepted it, then set it on the counter. “I’ll need more than that.”.


  The Bat’s pause was longer, and he slowly fished out another dose, “I don’t know why you—”


  The Cat didn’t hesitate to interrupt him yet again, “You’re wasting my time now… just turn out your pockets and I’ll take what I need.”


  Reluctantly Kenneth complied, and was aghast to discover that Dr Cortez needed a good quarter of what the bat had left. Before he could object, the Cat spoke up. “You’ll thank me when I can use this to get the right percentage on the doses.”


  It took a moment for Kenneth to overcome the shock of having to give up so much of his supply, “H-how much can you make?”


  The cat chuckled, returning to his test tubes, “Enough to kill all of you a few times over… So more than enough for you to make due as long as you can… please stop asking such needless questions and let me work.”


  Kenneth fidgeted as he sat where the Cat had placed him. Time passed with little sounds other than Dr Cortez working away at his devices. Just as the Bat was about to give up hope, the doctor turned back to face him, “Alright… I’ve managed to dilute the solution as much as I can without it losing potency.”


  Wringing his paws together, Ken asked, “And… it’ll make it so we can survive without HID?”


  He provided Kenneth with an entire medicine bottle, “Assuming you don’t die from the Genetic Ossification Drug you should be able to avoid most of the adverse effects of going off your meds indefinitely.”


  “Most?” Kenneth asked, followed a half-second later with a second one, “…Ossification?”


  The Cat gave the bottle a little shake, rattling the pills inside, “These will keep your DNA and RNA playing nice… And yes, ‘ossification’… I’ve always liked that word, and it helps with giving this amazing new chemical compound an equally amazing, poignant acronym.”


  

  The Bat quickly put it together. “Gee-Oh-Dee… You are calling it—”


  Dr Cortez’s smirk was entirely self-gratified. “I’ve managed to bottle GOD. Only GOD can save you now, my friend.”


  Kenneth stood up, but the Cat placed a paw on his chest. Dr Cortez’ good humor was completely gone, and the face of a tried-and-true businessman replaced the Cat’s casual smiles. “I trust my assistance to Overseer Thurstenburger will NOT go unnoticed?”


  “As soon as we know it works and all of my coworkers—”


  Dr Cortez harrumphed. “It works… but there’s no ‘all’ about it. This batch is for you— just for you… if the rest of the Overseer’s work force need a little GOD in their life they’ll have to come to me so I can tailor a solution to them too.”


  “Why?”


  The Cat rolled his eyes. “That’s what the blood draw was for… customization.”


  Kenneth acknowledged hesitantly, sliding the medicine into his pocket, “Thank you… Doctor… I’ll… let everyone know.”


  Dr. Cortez was immediately all smiles once again. “You’re VERY welcome. And yes… please do. GOD won’t wait forever.”


  The Bat made his way quickly out of med bay, feeling more hope after the experience, but, at the same time, much more ill-at-ease. He also reminded himself that the good doctor never bothered answering his question about which adverse effects of being without HID were included with the cat’s use of the word ‘most’. There was no point in questioning, he realized… at that point he was gambling, and it was so late in the game that he couldn’t afford to fold.



  Chapter 12: Safe at Home


  The Sigma-Echo space station was in the shadow of the planet it orbited as the shuttle closed in, which meant that the crew received a transmission well before they could get a visual confirmation. Ely Four recognized the voice of the Comms Attendant immediately. “Apercu, we have you on scanner— please confirm your entry vector.”


  With Itchy taking downtime after being at the helm for almost twenty hours Alton was assigned the controls. Ely realized that having him hail the station just wouldn’t do. The Neo-Human intercepted the shuttle’s comm before the substitute pilot could pick it up, “Jenelle, this is Ely Four. We’re in pretty bad shape here.”


  The woman’s response was unread-ably professional, “Hello, Commander. I still need your entry vector.”


  Without another word, Ely handed the mic over to the Donkey who was at the controls, he repeated the request for Alton’s benefit despite the fact that the Gen’s large ears probably picked it up just fine. “Entry vector.”


  The Engineer took over from there. “Sigma-Echo, this is the DCS Apercu. We’re approaching at one-eight-three. Please confirm.”


  Jenelle responded, “Negative, Apercu. Please re-confirm your approach.”


  The request obviously flustered the Donkey. He turned off the mic’s broadcast and he noted aside to the Commander. “That’s what the gauge says.”


  Tirzsark walked up to the command console and interjected. “You’re looking at the wrong gauge, Burger.”


  “Huh?”


  The Cytkus reached over the Gen’s shoulder to point, “THIS one.”


  Alton murmured and turned the comm on again, “Approach is at two-nine-five. Repeat: two-nine-five.”


  He then switched the mic off and glanced back to the Cytkus, “That first one was for planetary approach, wasn’t it?”


  The Gunner nodded, and Ely Four simply sighed. After a short pause the Comm Officer on board Sigma Echo responded. “Approach confirmed, Apercu. Proceed with four point in twenty followed by a reverse of two point in thirty. Your system will be placed into auto-dock.”


  Ely crossed his arms. “I hope to god you know what she’s talking about.”


  Alton’s fingers began dancing across the command console, flipping switches and pressing buttons, “A four second burn in twenty seconds.”


  The Neo-Human let out a ‘hmmm’. “So what was the rest of it?”


  The Donkey paused, and then started a second round of activity, “Then a two second reverse thrust ten seconds later.”


  The Commander silently appreciated the fact that the Donkey at least knew that much because it was certainly beyond the Neo-Human’s applicable knowledge. Once the shuttle’s substitute pilot had the directions inputted the Apercu took care of the rest. In time with the countdown, the ship’s computer ran the required maneuvers, but it became readily apparent that they weren’t headed EXACTLY for the opening bay… they were off… just a little.


  Ely questioned that fact, gripping the chair he stood behind. “Alton?”


  The Donkey objected. “Those were the directions she gave!”


  Tirzsark spoke up again. “Did you have the ship wait ten seconds after the first burn, or six seconds?”


  “Ten. Why would I wait six?”


  The Cytkus hissed gruffly. “Because, Burger… the first firing was four seconds—” the shuttle vibrated, a loud, metal-on-metal sound echoing through the interior, “—long.”


  Although Ely was on the border of concerned, the station’s auto docking device quickly took over and set the shuttle down much more pleasantly than he would have expected from the Donkey. “Good enough. We’re back and we’re alive.”


  The Cytkus patted the Gen on the head with the tip of his tail. “And if anyone asks, we can say it’s Burger’s fault.”


  One of their passengers, the Human technician, came running from down the hall leading to the cargo bay, “What happened? Did we hit some—” but he paused when he caught sight of the interior of the station’s hangar through the cockpit window. “We’re here?”


  Ely Four nodded. “That’s what it looks like. Where’s your—”


  He paused, turning around to see the only other active survivor of the survey team lumber into the now-cramped command deck; the Bull was up and about while their overseer was resting without a caretaker in the shuttle’s unmanned sick bay. He quickly changed his question into something more pertinent, “Are you both ready for your transfer back to Sigma-Echo?”


  The Gen Bull said nothing but gave his head a single, definitive nod. Technician LaGriss on the other hand did have something to say, “Yes, Commander. Thank you. Do you know what the station has planned for Overseer Schultz? Is she going to be—”


  Commander Ely acknowledged the question before the Technician could fully speak it. “We’ll let the station worry about that; for now it’s my job to see you transferred in good order. Go grab your gear. I want you ready if a ‘welcome squad’ comes out to greet you.”


  Nobody on the shuttle confused the term for anything other than what it was; a ‘welcome squad’ on Sigma-Echo was a debriefing unit that showed up whenever a job turned out to be exceptionally bad. The Technician murmured quietly to the Bull as they headed back down the hall, “Don’t worry… I’ll handle it.”


  The Neo-Human also didn’t miss the Gen leaning down so the two could share a kiss. While the Commander hadn’t received the full story of how long they had been without the unconscious Overseer’s guidance the isolation apparently had quite an effect on them. Ely Four refocused his attention on Alton who was in the process of powering down the ship… and Tirzsark, who seemed quite interested in pointing out what the Donkey was doing wrong each step of the way.


  Ely barked out the Cytkus’ rank class to get his attention. “G-One-C!”


  Tirzsark was at attention a moment later, facing the Neo Human. “Sir?”


  “I recall something about you not volunteering to pilot.”


  The Cytkus stood at attention. “I’m not a shuttle pilot, Commander.”


  Ely nodded. “Then if you’re not a pilot you shouldn’t be trying to give our engineer pointers.”


  It was enough for Tirzsark to get the point, “I’m going to go secure the turret, Sir.”


  The Commander nodded, “Good idea Gunner First Class Tirzsark… good idea.”


  Only once he and Alton were the last people on the bridge did the Donkey bother to speak up, “If command asks us about the sabotage what should—”


  Ely Four interrupted the question. “I’ll be filing my report by the end of the cycle. If anyone with clearance asks you then you tell them what you know.”


  Burger blinked. “So… I don’t say anything?”


  The Neo-Human smoothed out his uniform. “If they ask you questions then you answer them as truthfully as possible.”


  The Donkey fidgeted. “But, I don’t know anything, Commander.”


  Ely Four turned to regard Burger, who had just stood up. “You know more about the ship than anyone, and, as for the saboteur you just tell them as much as you can about your experience with Dr Ibrin Nlosk.”


  The Neo-Human, now finished with his own uniform, turned his attention to Alton’s and began checking it for presentation readiness. The Donkey held still for the inspection, but objected.

  “But, the Survey Team knows more about—”


  “Just tell them what you know, Alton. Don’t guess or propose or make assumptions… just give them facts.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  The Neo-Human nodded, “Good. Now go check in.”


  The Donkey’s ears raised. “Are you coming, Commander?”


  Despite Ely’s interest in remaining aloof, impersonal, and unattached, he couldn’t help but notice that the Gen had become increasingly reliant on him during the last few days… and that would have to change, “No, Alton. I have a few more things to complete here on the ship. The survey team’s Overseer needs to be moved to sickbay, I need to finish with the power-down, then go through the engineering check-off list. If a ‘welcome squad’ greets you then you go with them and I’ll see you later.”


  Alton nodded and quickly flipped off the console. “Yes, Sir.”


  The Donkey headed down the hall toward the back of the shuttle. A few moments later, Tirzsark returned. “So…someone’s gonna file a report about that Gray, right?”


  Ely let out a breath. “You can handle the informal one. I’ll prepare a formal one after I finish up here… and I’m sure they’ll have Overseer Schultz deal with the rest of it once she’s up and about.”


  The Cytkus lingered on the bridge. “See you on rec deck tonight? I’m thinking about getting some drinks and then try to get some Ghouls to fight for our entertainment.”


  It was not an abnormal suggestion from Tirzsark and Ely had heard the invitation often enough from the Gunner 1st Class to know that it was mostly in jest… mostly. The Commander responded without commitment. “We’ll see. I still don’t know how bad the Captain is going to be breathing down my neck over this. Besides… you were caught in the periphery of that cargo bay blast… you should be focused more on healing. Dismissed.”


  He pulled up the memo function on his PCD and the Cytkus exited without another word but Ely Four noticed that Tirzsark was trying not to limp. Putting the thought out of his mind he focused his attention to his write-up. The Neo-Human had never much cared for reports but they were an important part of his job. The distraction of Kyle and Sherman entering the hall on their way to the airlock however was enough to give him a reason to pause in his record keeping activities.


  The Bull spoke so rarely that the sudden use of his voice almost caught Ely by surprise. “Are we working together again soon?”


  The Neo Human looked up and watched the reflection of the two that shone on the cockpit window. Technician LaGriss ran his hand across Gen’s chest “With the Overseer on recovery they’ll probably reassign us. I’ll see what I can do to get a transfer to a lower deck.”


  “…alright.”


  The Technician gripped the collar of Sherman’s uniform and pulled his head down to give the Bull a kiss, “They always need team leads down where you are anyway so hopefully it’ll be a really quick approval.”


  Sherman grunted in response, “No… you should stay mid-Station. It’s nicer there.”


  The Human Technician smiled, “Well… no matter how nice my current quarters are, they don’t have you so moving would be an improvement.”


  The two shared another kiss, which was probably meant to silence any further objection. When it appeared that the discussion was going to continue regardless the Commander interjected. “If you two are done—”


  The two disembarked quickly at the implied dismissal. Ely didn’t bother watching them go as they were likely heading off to their separate debriefings; the Commander wasn’t familiar with survey teams but he knew that the laborers and management didn’t log out together so it stood to reason that they didn’t file reports to the same executives. Sometimes he envied the simple chain of command that most corporate employees followed— shuttle crew command ranking wasn’t exactly as straight-forward.


  Five minutes later a medical crew came to relieve him of the still unconscious Overseer. It was a start, but that’s when he learned that the health professionals aboard the station were backlogged— had there really been an attempted assault by the VAC? Ely growled to himself as the workers left him alone in the shuttle; nothing was straight forward anymore and the shit was piling up faster than he could shovel it.


  Tossing the negative thoughts from his mind the Neo-Human stood and reactivated his PCD; he still had a job to do. Ely made his way toward the back of the shuttle, inputting several notes as he reviewed the case of the sabotage; he would need to be familiar with it before he filed the report. The Neo-Human revisited the sites of tampering one by one then paused when he realized that the ship engine was still humming faintly. Essentially done with his review of the ‘crime scenes’, the Commander decided to finish up with a trip to the ship’s engineering room.


  The small access hatch led to a short ladder. At the bottom of the ladder was a walkway directly adjacent to the shuttle’s ample-sized engine. Strangely, although Ely had seen Burger turn the systems off, the engine did appear to be in auxiliary mode. Kneeling down, the Neo-Human peered into the engine room. “Hello?”


  He was no engine specialist and he didn’t claim to be a mechanic but something seemed off about the metal walkway at the bottom of the ladder. Leaning forward, he opted for a better look but a moment later a firm bump behind him and sent Ely Four falling the five feet down to the catwalk. It wasn’t until he landed and the weakened supports of the walkway fell apart that he realized what it was he had seen: more sabotage.


  The metal catwalk with the Neo-Human atop it landed squarely on one of the engine power relays. The shuttle bay emergency response team would need hours to get the fire under control. By that time there wouldn’t be much for the cleaning crew to recover of Commander Ely Four. The incident report would list the cause of death to be an accident… after all, according to notes left by the deceased commander the saboteur was already dead.


  * * * * * *


  It wasn’t anything out of the ordinary for Jeremiah Fowler to be assigned to new recruit orientation but the Pointer couldn’t remember ever having done so in the middle of an already established work cycle… or, for that matter, to instruct just a single recruit. Kyle LaGriss, however, turned out to be a very special case… and not just because he transferred in by request.


  To start, the Human had more qualifications than anyone the Dog had ever met aboard a space frigate and actually trumped the Pointer’s own education… though not his experience— definitely not his experience. From the roster profile supplied by Central, Jeremiah learned that Technician LaGriss held numerous positions ranging from Engineering to Operations, but little-to-no applied time working on Environmental Control Systems.


  “So…” the Dog broke the silence as the two walked down the stair case leading to the physical components of the water filtration system, “…I read yer file…”


  Kyle looked his way. “Which one?”


  The Human had been polite and responsive during the few hours Jeremiah had spent with him but didn’t appear exceedingly outgoing. Then again, the Pointer reasoned, if he’d just returned from a mission where almost everyone died he probably would have been much the same.


  The Dog clarified, glancing sidelong at the Human. “Yer transfer application. Ya never worked in a Mechanical Technician capacity on even a shuttle, let alone a space station… Why start now?”


  Kyle shrugged, “Sigma-Echo still needed one and it got me closer to… ah… more familiar surroundings.”


  Jeremiah continued on down the stairs, a step ahead of Kyle, “Do those ‘surroundins’ have somethin’ ta do Overseer Schultz approving ya t’ share joint quarters with a member a th’ acquired staff?”


  The Pointer hated the term ‘Ghoul’… in fact, many of the best people he’d had the chance to work with on Sigma-Echo were in orange suits. True, DRC had purchased them from the prisons and criminal institutions but that did not automatically mean they were ALL bad people. If things had been different and if DRC hadn’t wanted him badly enough to meet his demands he just as easily could have been one of them. The Dog shook the thought from his mind. “I can’t think a th’ last time they put a Commissioned Officer in with th’ orange suits.”


  The Human responded both calmly and diplomatically. “I was commissioned for survey work. Now that I transferred to the station I don’t think—”


  Jeremiah turned around and interrupted him. “They still woulda put ya in with th’ officers. Yer work history’s— well… let’s just say that we both know they woulda given ya a finer place t’ stay…”


  He hadn’t encountered many mysteries while on board the space station and, frankly, his mind had grown bored; the Human had an unknown element to him and the middle-aged Pointer really wanted to say he’d solved it… especially if he’d be working with the man.


  Kyle shrugged. “I really don’t mind them. They’re fine.”


  The Dog crossed his arms, looking the Human up and down. “I would still think at th’ very least they woulda put ya in on an upper level closer t’ where I’m stationed insteada down here.”


  The Human’s next words came across blandly… resigned… tired. “Is there a specific answer you’re looking for, Mr. Fowler?”


  Despite his curiosity, one thing Jeremiah knew was when to leave things alone. “Never mind. Ah know everyone’s been on edge these past few days, and ah guess ah came on a little strong.”


  Kyle shrugged, “It’s okay… if you’re my supervisor you have a right to ask questions… I’d just rather they be direct.”


  The Dog glanced to the human and offered a reassuring smile, “Ah wasn’t trying t’ pry… really ah just wanted t’ get t’ know ya a little better if we’re gonna to be workin’ t’gether.”


  The quiet reigned supreme as they continued descending the stairs. It wasn’t until they reached the bottom that Kyle spoke again, “Only one other team member survived our last sortie and he was assigned to the station’s maintenance team.”


  Jeremiah nodded in thought, “Ah’ve had my share a close calls.. and lost my fair share a friends. How long’d ya worked t’gether?”


  The Human continued following him as they talked. “Awhile. All except Sherman… he was the newest addition and, other than our Overseer, only the two of us made it out.”


  The Dog nodded in thought, trying in vain to avoid the memories of life on Mars during the insurrection. No— he promised himself… he wasn’t going to think about it. “Ah can see why you’d feel more comfortable down here then.”


  Kyle leaned against the wall as Jeremiah unlocked a door, “Actually, he’s the only reason I’m here at all… he saved my life… at least twice.”


  The Pointer offered the Human a reassuring smile. “An’ that also explains a lot too.”


  The new recruit nodded. “I guess I was hoping for something familiar in my life… even if everything else had to change at least I could have Sherman around.”


  Since arriving on Sigma-Echo Jeremiah had been focused on his own projects and his own obligations; he hadn’t had an opportunity to do much beyond his assigned duties… there just wasn’t much of a call for that sort of thing. Suddenly faced with one however, the Dog wasn’t about to pass it up. He pulled his paw-sized PCD out of his coveralls and began punching away on it. “Well alright then.”


  Kyle glanced around the room then looked back to the Dog. “Alright what?”


  Jeremiah offered him an encouraging smile. “My team has an openin’ fer an assigned laborer an’ now it’s filled.”


  The Human gave him a quizzical look. “Your team?”


  The Pointer held out a paw to the young man. “This ‘Sherman’ guy’ll be reportin’ t’ me in about an’ hour, an’ ah’ll send ‘im down t’ help.”


  Kyle shook the offered paw. “Thank you, Mr Fowler. I can’t even begin to say what this means to me.”


  Jeremiah smirked, “Then don’t say it… just show me that the two a ya were a good choice fer the Environmental Control System team.”


  The Human nodded vigorously. “I will. WE will.”


  The Dog cracked a grin. “Ah believe it.”


  It was the start of a working relationship that would slowly develop into a friendship.


  Chapter 13: Belonging


  After joining Jeremiah’s work crew Kyle had bounced around between different team members until he was finally placed with Jeremiah himself, the oldest, and likely most experienced member of the team. That meant, however, that Kyle would have to learn how to service an entirely new piece of equipment: algae oxygen cells. The work was not easy, and he was kept running all over the lower decks of Sigma Echo, but it was a small price to pay for being given a position in the station that provided him quarters he could share with Sherman.


  Surprisingly, it took less than a week for him to gain a working understanding of the system and, after a week of Jeremiah’s careful instruction, he felt just as comfortable with his new role as he ever had working on the survey team. The Dog, it turned out, was a very capable and engaging teacher. Jeremiah obviously knew his tech and made it easy to catch on. All in all, the Human was grateful to have such a skilled mentor.


  Despite how smoothly everything was going, there were two objections Kyle had to his post. In the scheme of things they were minor, but he found them inconvenient nevertheless. First, the work schedule for the team was first shift, which meant it was ‘earlier’ than he was used to. Even though there wasn’t a ‘true’ daylight schedule on board Sigma-Echo he couldn’t help but equate First Shift with early-morning work. Secondly, and more important in his mind, Kyle rarely if ever managed to get any time working with Sherman.


  Regardless, there was really very little he could complain about. The work was not difficult and permitted him numerous hours of engaging his mind in solving problems and improving operating efficiency. Jeremiah turned out to be a good work partner in that regard too as the Dog was usually the go-to person for problems that required a brain to solve. That gave Kyle many opportunities to use his applied knowledge to help the Pointer resolve whatever problem arose.


  That was just another one of many things the Human had and come to appreciate about Jeremiah. The Dog was always quick with praise, and would tend to instruct to faults rather than berate for them. Although they easily spent six to eight hours together,Kyle realized that they meshed together well and that there was very little about his teammate that he found unacceptable. It was true that neither spent much time talking about themselves and chose instead to focus on work but, aside from that, Kyle was starting to feel like he was getting to know him.


  Mid-way through their second week together the job proceeded just like any other. Kyle worked on the gas flow valve atop Tank B, the second of the six tank algae oxygen cell while Jeremiah calibrated the machinery and sensor array on the bottom. They did well— they had done well since the beginning. A standard three person team usually managed to complete maintenance on a six tank algae oxygen cell in about four hours; Jeremiah and Kyle managed a two person maintenance in just over five. Having finally become comfortable with the equipment, the Human’s questions during their lunch break changed from the usual ‘what’ and ‘how’ into the ‘why’ categories.


  Kyle sat on the catwalk at the top of the tank with Jeremiah beside him. They were taking a lunch break, and he used the opportunity to ask a question that had been on his mind for some time. “If it takes up this much room why have algae on the station at all?”


  Jeremiah chuckled before taking a bite of a particularly good looking ham sandwich; all Kyle had to eat was a nutrient bar made of suet, protien powder, and mixed grain. The Dog’s response wasn’t exactly an answer, and it had nothing to do with the question the Human had asked. “How’s yer lunch?”


  Kyle looked down at the reddish-brown, slightly damp, log-like ‘meal’. Although he’d grown accustomed to eating the like on his survey trips it wasn’t exactly his favorite. “It’s… fine.”


  Jeremiah chuckled, tail wagging in good-natured fashion, and he tore his sandwich in half, handing a portion to the Human. “Guess ya don’t much care fer machine-made food, huh? Yeah… my standard rations are a mix’a’meats, some wheat, an’ liver…”


  Kyle accepted the half offered to him and looked in it. “This doesn’t look like—”


  The Dog’s wagging stopped and he shook his head in distaste. “God, I hate liver…”


  The Human nodded, accepting the piece of sandwich without a moment’s hesitation, “Thank you.”


  The smile and wag returned. “Yeah… don’t mention it, kid. But, th’ point is, ah spend a few credits ah get here-and-there t’get something better than th’ crap th’ machines make… and it’s kinda th’ same deal with th’ oxygen cells.”


  Kyle looked from the sandwich to where the six large containers loomed beneath. “How so?”


  Jeremiah finished off his remaining piece of sandwich. he wiped his paws off on his pants as he stood. “I guess ya COULD live off of machined air… but after awhile death doesn’t seem like that bad of an alternative.”


  Kyle stood as well, countering acutely, with a smirk. “It isn’t THAT bad. The oxygen scrubbers and filtration systems are a far cry from machine-designed food bars.”


  Jeremiah shrugged in response, “Alright… then let’s assume that th’ station has a big-time emergency an’ we run low enough on power that we have t’ sacrifice some a th’ systems…”


  The Human paused, going over the scenario in his mind. “Okay…”


  The Pointer gave him a critical glance, “What’s the minimum percentage a power required t’ keep STP in a station a this size?”


  Kyle considered the question. “Standard Temperature and Pressure in a station this size?”


  Jeremiah nodded. “Right. How much power can they cut from life support an’ still keep th’ station livable?”


  The Human did the math in his head, “Approximately fifty percent.”


  The Dog nodded with a smile. “Right. With a full crew accompaniment… just about, yeah. With th’ crew we got now we could probably drain it down to just under forty…”


  Kyle’s eyes went back to the algae tanks. “And… the algae?”


  Jeremiah rapped his knuckles against the closest tank. “With these babies we can actually cut another 5-10% off of th’ power draw and redirect it t’ other purposes an’ still make due.”


  The Human appraised the size of the vats against the benefit. “I’m still not sure it’s worth all the space the algae pools take up.”


  Jeremiah laughed, and started down the stairs. “A non-believer, huh? Well… consider th’ ham sandwich argument… and then consider th’ emergency argument… AND…” he paused, glancing over his shoulder, “also figure what the station could do with th’ extra energy when there ISN’T an emergency. We can function non-stop without a fully powered life support system an’ even if they increase th’ crew load we still have room fer growth.”


  Kyle digested the information the Dog had supplied, speaking up when they reached the bottom of the steps. “Except that only covers atmosphere and not waste disposal, doesn’t it?”


  Jeremiah laughed, giving the Human a firm slap on the back, “You’ve got a good head on yer shoulders, Kyle… yeah… it doesn’t cover waste disposal… which has its own failsafes an’ fallbacks too.”


  “For being overloaded with too many people on board?”


  The Dog nodded. “Thanks to the algae, yeah. Extra nitrogen from th’ waste can be filtered into th’ tanks an’ not just get rid of the nitrogen, but help increase our algae count at the same time.”


  Kyle shot Jeremiah a glance, unable to avoid being infected by his smile despite not getting a clear answer, “You’re a big fan of the ‘green stuff’, aren’t you?”


  The Dog spoke proudly. “Can’t overestimate th’ importance a several hundred tons a organic matter.


  From there, Jeremiah began explaining in depth just why the algae was worth so much of the station’s floor plan. Despite Kyle having a passing understanding of biology and organic chemistry, a lot of it still went over his head.. The Human had to admit that, despite Jeremiah’s casual speech and ‘low-brow’ dialect he really did know a lot about many different aspects of his job. When the Dog was finally done with the explanation Kyle let out a deep breath, “You know a LOT about this stuff…”


  The Dog nodded, and headed toward the room’s exit. “Have to… it’s all kinda important if ya plan on taking care a it fer any amount a time.”


  The two walked on in silence for awhile as Jeremiah led Kyle down the hall. It wasn’t until the Dog took a left rather than a right that the Human realized that his mentor obviously had a plan in his mind, “What’s up?”


  The Pointer smirked, opening the door and motioning Kyle in. “Ah was gonna ask ya th’ same thing. Ah wanna know about you and th’ Bull..”


  The Human came to an immediate stop. “Sherman?”


  Jeremiah motioned again, “Well? Git.”


  Kyle complied, then glanced around the break room to which he’d been led. It was a basic, simple affair complete with a half dozen chairs surrounding a circular table, two sofas, and a wall-length counter topped with a coffee dispenser. “What do you mean, me and Sherman?”


  The Human turned to look back at Jeremiah, who was standing next to the door with an expression that definitively indicated that the Dog wasn’t buying fake ignorance. “Ya like him.”


  Kyle took a seat at one of the tables, folding his hands on the fake-wood surface in front of him, “I mean… he saved my life… and he’s a good guy… he’s sweet, and caring, and he—”


  One of Jeremiah’s ears swiveled, but he kept his expression neutral despite the faint glimmer of humor in his eye. “Well, ah think you two DO make a cute couple… even if ya try’n keep it on the down-low.”


  The Human paused at that. “What are you saying, exactly?”


  He leaned forward to slide a cup of coffee to Kyle, “Ah think ya tend to be a bit uptight about th’ fact that you’re doin’ all this fer the sake a bein’ t’gether.. he seems like a good enough guy an’ we sure as all get out know you certainly are. Not many Humans with as good a resume as you would bother spendin’ so much time with different Gens most folks’d consider a waste a time.”


  Kyle objected. “What do you mean? You’re not a ‘waste of time’, Jeremiah… I can’t think of anyone who’s been able to teach me so much about… well… everything.”


  Jeremiah laughed in response, and took a sip of his own drink, “Yeah… well… plenty a folks don’t bother lookin’ twice when they get a grip on my resume and see my past. Same goes fer just about everyone on our team… but you’re willin’ t’look past it and see what we can still offer. A guy like you needs somethin’ goin’ right fer ‘im.”


  Kyle didn’t precisely know what to say. “This team is—”


  The Dog cut him off. “This team is a good team… but life’s more’n a double-shift… there’s still th’ third shift… it’s what we in th’ business call ‘down time’… an’ havin’ someone t’ spend that time with is a mighty fine thing t’ work for.”


  Jeremiah’s frank announcement managed to warm Kyle in a way he hadn’t felt in a long time. Was the Dog just buttering him up, or did he really see something there. “I think that’s something everyone should be able to find… no matter where they look.”


  The Dog nodded, reaching out to pat the Human’s hand. “An’ ah agree too.”


  Kyle cleared his throat, uncertain as to the Dog’s meaning. “So… you… do you like men… too?”


  It was Jeremiah’s turn to pause, but once he recovered from the question he let out a full-bellied laugh and slapped the table for good measure, “Jeez-us no… ah aim fer somethin’ with two x chromosomes… but mosta us’ve been through enough in our lives that we all deserve someone who’ll do right by us. Ah just think you happen t’ be one a th’ lucky sumbitches that found it.”


  Kyle nodded mutely, starting to understand the Dog’s meaning. He opened his mouth to respond to the comment but Jeremiah’s PCD sounded from within his pocket. “Hold on a sec, Kyle…”


  The Dog excused himself, pulled the PCD data pad out of his front shirt pocket and pressed the button, “It’s Jerry… go ahead, Wes.”


  The Gerbil’s voice was professional, but held a hint of concern to it. “Do you know where Dmitri is?”


  The Dog looked down at the PCD incredulously before replying. “He SHOULD be down workin’ on th’ flow valves beneath 7-D. Just buzz J’vil… they’re on that project together.”


  There was a moment of silence before Wesley responded, “J’vill’s here with me. They finished the refit a half hour ago but now Dmitri’s running late for his injections.”


  Kyle paused at hearing that. “Injections?”


  Jeremiah held up a finger to silence him, then continued talking, but not before putting his PCD on privacy mode and holding it up to his ear, “Well.. go ahead an’ page him. Damn leopard should know he’s due fer his HID… been takin’ it long enough, god damn it.”


  Jeremiah was so deep in a scowl that the Human didn’t feel inclined to get any clarification on the conversation; it didn’t really involve him anyway. The Dog eventually closed up the conversation. “Well alright then If there’s still a problem in a half hour lemme know… alright… sure— an’ get J’vil t’help ya if ya need… that’s what he’s there for… alright… fine… yeah… out.”


  Jeremiah disconnected with a sigh. “Ugh… LHI’s got a good product, but th’ maintenance is hell…”


  Kyle settled for the most casual question he could think of. “Everything alright?”


  The Dog offered a crass reply, but the smirk helped the Human realize it was in jest. “Looks like I’m headin’ out t’find Dmitri… I swear, that leopard’d lose his nuts if they weren’t stuck under his pecker.”


  “Do you need some help?”


  Jeremiah nodded. “Yeah… ah might need a few extra eyes if ya feel like helpin’ me look around fer him.”


  Kyle responded with a hesitant smile, testing out the Dog’s humor for himself. “Just so long as we’re looking for him and not his nuts.”


  The Pointer shrugged, standing up before finishing his coffee with one swig. “Eh… Find one an’ you’ll find th’ other… if not, then we’ve got other problems.”


  Jeremiah winked, and the Human had to admit that it felt almost embarrassing to laugh at something so infantile but he laughed anyway… and it felt good.


  * * * * * *


  Despite her very vocal objections the security team didn’t take kindly to Lydia accessing the station’s primary data streams from the executive deck. Having only had two and a half hours to familiarize herself with the operating code without standard user firewalls, the young lady had a taste of the forbidden fruit… and wanted more. Unfortunately the block-headed hire-a-cops refused to listen to reason and summarily escorted her out of the corporate wing.


  She had tried twice to reason with them, even offering to show herself to the tram station but they somehow managed to make even a Cytkus on oxygen overload seem reasonable in comparison; after the second attempt to get free of her dual escort she found herself with a gun pressed up against the small of her back. How was SHE supposed to know that accessing tier 1 data without clearance was such a big deal? Frankly, she figured, if it was THAT important they’d at least go to the trouble of securing it better.


  With no other option but to comply, the Human programmer was shown back to the trams and put on a direct run back to her own deck level. Lydia’s first inclination was to make a minor ‘adjustment’ to her destination but she quickly discovered that they had put a security override on controls. Although she was confident that she could bypass it if given the time she realized at that point that not only did they mean business, but she WAS starting to get tired… and bored. Mostly bored.


  She awoke when a voice from her PCD declared “We have arrived at the station, Lydia.”


  She yawned, stretching before standing up. “Thank you, ALVIN.”


  The smoothly modulated voice of her custom-designed companion program provided her a chipper response. “You are very welcome.”


  Stepping off of the tram, she didn’t miss the fact that it was taken immediately offline; apparently the station was still on security alert despite the several days since the VAC attack. For just the faintest moment she felt a little insulted that the security team didn’t think highly enough of her to send her back to her apartment with an escort but, a half-second later, she realized that she wouldn’t really have appreciated it.


  Lydia walked herself back to her apartment then punched in the entry code. The door opened for her and she entered her small dorm. “Well… home sweet home… such that it is.”


  The physical size of her apartment was only a little larger than the room she’d had in her mom’s house but the mental end emotional freedom was what she enjoyed the most… after all, less living space meant less cleaning needed to be done. She set down her travel typing bracer and began taking off her fingerless gloves. As she did so, the voice from her PCD spoke. “Lydia, I have begun recording from thevideo feedsfor whichyou gained codes while within the Tier 1 access district.”


  Theteenager began inspecting the remnants of reheatable food she’d stored in her mini refrigeration unit; she ended up settling on frozen burritos: her go-to staple. “Got it. Thanks.”


  “Would you like to view them?”


  She tore open a packet and tossing it into the heating unit and pressed the button. “Yes, ALVIN. Thank you. Pull em up on my LDU.”


  Lydia glanced over to her Large Desk Unit monitor, giving the four different feeds a once-over before she pulled out her heated burrito. Starting in on her dinner, young lady sat down and took a more in-earnest look at the goings on of camera four: it was a view of the elevator leading to the bridge… and there appeared to be a small group gathered there.


  It took a moment before she realized there was no sound to go with it. “Damn it. I gotta remember to patch into audio next time.”


  ALVIN cheerily volunteered to help. “I will add that to your personal planner, Lydia.”


  She peered closer at the screen, noticing someone different among the elevator passengers. “That Tiger isn’t a regular on the Bridge. Gen 2… glasses… reallyprissy swish to his tail…he can’t be new on board, could he?”


  ALVIN’s voice responded from the watch on her wrist. “I assume the question was rhetorical.”


  Lydia stood. “Andthey took him upto the bridge? That HAS to be some kind of breach in security… whatwere they THINKING?”


  The wrist processor whirred and clicked, giving her custom-created companion program as much access as it wanted to the files she’d ‘unlocked’ during her stay on the station. “Records indicate that he came with the Vamos La Corporation assault squad, but it appears he is no longer listed as a threat on the information roster.”


  She stared at the monitor. “Wait a minute… the VAC? Not a threat? You remember what they wanted to do to YOU in your early days!”


  The clicking and whirring came to an end. “DRC’s rival corporation has very specific guidelines about foreign programs in their database.It is fortunate for both of us that DRC discovered you and was interested enough in your talents to recruit you.”


  Lydiasighed, taking a seat as she tapped away at her keyboard. “Yeah… I guess so. Sure beats evading VAC corp sec in the Sol System…”


  Thecomputation device on her wristbeeped. “Lydia, is your intent to continue running my program with this limited processor?”


  She fidgeted, sitting back up in her chair as he pulled a wire out from her personal data box and connected it to the wrist processor, “Oh… damn… no. Let’s get you uploaded and backed-up somewhere a little more comfortable.”


  ALVIN confirmed, “Upload in progress. Operation time estimated at one hour four minutes fifty two seconds.”


  Lydia sighed, unstrapping the wrist processor before dropping it onto the desk. “Damn this stupid slow last-gen tech.”


  ALVIN’s voice came from the discarded watch. “Ow.”


  She rolled her eyes, “Oh shut up… even if you COULD feel pain there aren’t any receptors on that processor.”


  The program’s voice was full of levity. “It was an attempt at humor. Your vital readings suggest that you are tense.”


  “Since when can you read my—”


  Lydia paused, then remembered she was still wearing his custom-made NSI electronic suit… and the Nervous System Integration suit’s output didn’t require ahardwire connectionto ALVIN.”…oh riiiiiiiiiight.”


  ALVIN apparently saw fit to remind her. “You were unable to complete the test run due to the opportunity arising to explore files in the executive deck. If you wish I can clear some time in your schedule to initiate a—”


  Lydia spoke over the program. “I’ll just test it right now. Are you able to access the LDU to beef up your processing power?”


  She slid a connector from the computer up under her clothing and linked it into her skin-tight suit.


  ALVIN responded in an accomidating tone. “I will attempt a simple neuro-stimulus to find out, Lydia. Please let me know when you are ready.”


  The Programmer picked up the flimsy prototype headband he’d been working on. “Just a sec.”


  After settling the band down on her head, Lydia attached its wire into a slot just below the one leading to the computer, “Alright, Alvin… go ah—”


  She lost her voice as the phantom feeling of pressure on her shoulders, akin to a firm massage. ALVIN’s voice spoke up through the suit’s I/O system, giving the impression that he was speaking from behind her. “The initial stimuli was successful?”


  She giggled, just a little. “Yeah… I felt that.”


  “I will attempt another series of—”


  The young woman interrupted the program, an impish smirk riding across her face.“Let’s step things up. Initiate the preset O-O macro.”


  “Lydia, I would advise against any complex—”


  She repeated herself. “Initiate the O-O macro.”


  ALVIN relented. “As you wish, Lydia… initiating the Zero-Zero macro.”


  The Programmer rolled her eyes. “Don’t call it ‘Zero-Zero’… You need to call it OH-OH for it to make—”


  She was suddenly unable to finish explaining as the feel of a strong-but-slim, svelt-but-still-masculine body wrapped entirely around her, squeezing her tightly… protectively… possessively. Lydia let out a gasp, no longer interested in continuing to talk as she felt teeth nibble their way up the back of her neck and, even though she was fully clothed, her mind had no problem being convinced that something thick, slick, and very hard was sliding up against the curve of her back.


  Lydia ended up calling out the name of the O-O macro numerous times over the course of its several minute duration, but she was too lost in the moment to bother acknowledging the humor in it. In the end, she stood up, pulling at the sticky spot between her legs, “ALVIN…”


  “Yes, Lydia?”


  She fought to catch her breath, but managed to state “First… very good job on the O-O Macro…”


  “Thank you, Lydia.”


  “And second… please add to the prototype notes, ‘note to self: add fluid absorbant layer to the NSI suit.’ and set it at high priority.”


  “Right away, Lydia.”


  The young lady nodded, “Good… Now, if you’ll excuse me I really should go get cleaned up.”


  ALVIN acknowledged the statement with a simple confirmation beep, but quickly added. “If you like, we can snuggle a little first?”


  “Wh—?”


  Just as Lydia was about to respond, the program clarified. “That was another attempt at humor.”


  Chapter 14: Revelations


  Theo had spent a week solid running around in an attempt to control and contain a very unpleasant situation. While the Geneticons under his management were still stocked with HID the supply was limited and it would only be a matter of time until they were forced to turn to the ‘street cooked’ version of the drug as supplied by the questionable and circumspect Dr. Victor Cortez. The Wolf didn’t like it but he didn’t have much of a choice.


  He woke up one morning however and it was almost strange when his waking hours were suddenly devoid of emergencies. At first he thought that had to have been mistaken and the initial two hours of that cycle were spent seeking out figurative fires to extinguish but, once he found none, he realized that things would return to as close to normal as possible; then again, with the fear of no HID on everyone’s mind, COMPLETELY normal simply wasn’t an option.


  From that point Theo spent the first part of his shift making certain that everything was ‘just right’. Carol had been out of the apartment often enough running errands, accompanied each time by two members of the station guard; they were courteous and attentive, thus it was the only way the Wolf would allow her the freedom to complete her task of redecorating the living quarters. Beyond that Theo finally had some quiet time… and he hated quiet time.


  Seated at a desk the Wolf casually flipped through the pages of an old, tattered, hard-cover book… it was one of the few he had bothered bringing with him. More a keepsake than an actual topic of interest, the tome, entitled “Genetics and the Origin of Species” was, according to Jen’s father, one of the key references for the amazing technology behind what would one day become the Designer Domestic line of LHI’s Geneticons. It was so important in fact that Theo had actually been given his name by Jen’s father who named him after the book’s scientist/author: Theodosius Dobzhansky.


  In that Theo was unique; he was the only one of Jen’s Gens that she herself did not name. This created a minor problem considering that Jen was scarcely four at the time she had very little desire to learn how to say “Theodosius”, hence the wolf’s name was shortened to Theo… and she kept it at that ever since. Despite Theo’s conditioning and genetic disposition to do what was required of LHI’s president and CEO (Mr. Thurstenburger), the overriding coding in his genes made certain that his concern was for Jen first and foremost, so if she wanted his name to be Theo, then, by Jen, his name was Theo!


  And so the hours passed with Theo managing to focus on some of the lighter sides of his past. He continued flipping through the book gazing intensely but with little focus on the actual writing. The book had gone with him to college and, on more than one occasion, provided a strangely useful distraction for Jen and himself from the studies they should have been conducting; after two or three pages of “Genetics and the Origin of Species” almost any college text book was an improvement.


  The Wolf fondly caressed the seam between the pages where it was opened and set it down in his lap; his distraction was at an end and the station’s conditions meant that he had to focus more on the present. He spoke quietly to himself. “If Jen has faith in Dr. Cortez’s mixture then we should all have faith in it.”


  The rest of the Gens were often parroting that exact same thing. Despite their collective willingness to put faith in Jen’s opinion there was still an unspoken concern. Part of it had to have been because Jen was so adamant about giving up her own doses. There was little record of Geneticons going off of the genetic-stabilization drug, but dependency on it was not considered to be an issue for a Human… hopefully.


  The fact that Jen had gone almost a week without any HID and there weren’t any immediately recognizable side effects was a good start… but Theo secretly wondered if perhaps she had become a little— well… crankier. The Wolf of course still voiced his concern quite adamantly that she’d been on it since before high school and there was no way to tell what going off of it might do to her.


  She had simply smiled and gave his paw a squeeze. “Maybe not… but we have a good idea of what will happen when THEY do.”


  That discussion had been numerous days past but it was still on Theo’s mind for several reasons… and not just because it was the most recent time he’d seen her. When he and Jen had spoken they were both in agreement that Theo, one of the earliest iterations of the DD line, did not have the same genetic instability as most of the “advanced production models”… which meant that there was a very good chance that he wouldn’t be affected the same as younger employees like Nate, Ozzy, or Ken.


  There was also a chance that Carol, as the second oldest DD would be able to be cut off from her doses and be just fine… but it was something Jen was not comfortable risking; the HID would continue and they’d do everything they could to work with what could be synthesized by Dr. Cortez. So it was that they were stuck in a holding pattern despite having a possible work-around from the feline physician.


  In so far as the Cat’s ability to create a custom dose for each of the Gens he was as good as his word. On the other paw Theo couldn’t get past the fact that what the good doctor created was yet to be tested. The thought of forcing it upon all of the workers did not sit well with him but he also realized that they didn’t have much of an alternative. Still, Jen decided to put her faith in the Cat and the Wolf fought to press the concerns from his mind with the knowledge that he didn’t have to trust Dr. Cortez— he trusted Jennifer.


  Despite not having seen the Overseer in a week, Theo remained in contact with her thanks to a comm system installed in the apartment. The Wolf didn’t realize that the old-fashioned wired devices would work on a space station but, according to Jen, the entire system was installed as a back-up. Theo’s professional side considered a thank you card was in order while the Wolf’s Jen-dependent side was just plain happy that he wasn’t cut-off from his second-half. Either way the comm was put to great use and he kept her informed of the situation, including who had met with Dr. Cortez and the (supposedly) positive results in each and every case.


  They had talked three times the prior day, mostly because the HID was running low and Kenneth, with less than everyone else, would soon be out. Among all of them it was the Bat who had the most faith in Dr. Cortez’s substitute. Theo personally attributed it to the fact that Ken had been the one to have it synthesized first and needed the pick-me-up… especially considering his near-breakdown when they had first found out that their supply had been all-but destroyed. Unlike the other young Gens the Bat had been hit especially hard by the prospect of being without HID.


  While such uncertainty and volatility was not a trait the Wolf liked to see in his coworkers, Kenneth was motivated to resolve the problem. Assuming the new drug did the trick the Bat’s desire find an answer would ultimately be everyone’s salvation. It was a relief on many levels, especially since Jen’s concern for Ken had taken up a lot of her time and energy; it was something Theo was happy to put to rest. Jennifer, on the other hand, made it a point to call Kenneth out for his proactive search for a solution.


  The Bat was recovering well and had seemed to overcome the worst of his anxiety. Theo had also been praised for the speed at which he worked to get everyone their new medicine; the Wolf accepted it in due course though he simply considered it part of his job. Everyone still had some HID and they also had their substitute… even if Theo continued to have his personal doubts of its validity. The Wolf spent the little extra time he’d had trying to formulate an understanding of what would happen if the new serum DIDN’T work… and he did not like what he’d come up with.


  Due to the rapid acceleration of body development required for speedy production of the “built to order” Designer Domestics line, all Gen-Primes created using the LHI patented DNA code had exceedingly fast growth rates. The unique protein strands within the genetic marker of the LHI brand Gens were designed to promote aging at an ever-progressive rate.


  The most recent version of the Designer Domestics could reach maturity in just under a year… and, after that they were required to start their HID regimen to help return their growth rate to the norm. The addition of direct-upload education into a Gen-Prime mid-manufacturing allowed them to be fully ready to complete whatever tasks were required of them after they were released from their growth pods.


  According to LHI’s brochure on Designer Domestics HID was a proprietary supplement that would be required for life by all models of the brand. Not only did it slow DNA deterioration but it also regulated even hormone production in the DD line creating an even temperament and a lack of any excessive emotion. It also rendered the Geneticons infertile, providing an added bonus by preserving copyright on the genetic coding.


  Theo had never received access to the calculations on DD aging estimates but from the few pieces of information he’d managed to patch together he didn’t like what it indicated. According to the general consensus among the LHI team most seemed to think that the HID would actually make the aging process even worse if the Gens were to quit… possibly decreasing life expectancy down to DAYS for the newest models… and weeks for earlier ones. Other than the fact that his own DNA coding was practically untouched compared to the later Designer Domestic brand, the wolf still didn’t much like the thought of his coworkers having their lives pass them by in under a month.


  So, he wondered to himself, what if they went on half-rations? Would taking a partial dose be better than none at all? What about mixing Dr. Cortez’s serum with the HID in an attempt to decrease the lethality of what the Cat had manufactured while maintaining at least a little of the original supplement for as long as possible? A lot of options presented themselves to him but with so little testing and not a lot of evidence to support any theories Theo did not have a lot to go on… and what he DID know for certain was not very reassuring.


  Kenenth was down to one dose… just one. What Doctor Cortez had taken to complete the new formula wasn’t a significant amount but when each of Jen’s Gens only had a little to begin with it made a difference. Theo was not eager to see the Cat’s ‘miracle cure’ put to the test but Ken seemed strangely calm about it. The Bat was confident that it would make all the difference and that they could use it as long as necessary— at least until the new batch of HID arrived. What the Bat DIDN’T know, and what Theo had promised Jen not to tell anyone was that there wouldn’t be a new shipment coming… not for over a month.


  The Wolf didn’t know what would happen between the time when no HID remained and when the next crate arrived but he could not escape the pessimism regarding the toxicity of their substitute serum. Theo had already told Jen that he wouldn’t be using it and even suggested the thought that he surrender his own HID to the rest of the Gens much in the same way that Jennifer herself had done. Although she didn’t expressly forbid him from doing so she WAS quick to state that she wanted him to exercise care over his own well-being just as surely as he was caring for the rest of his team; he was NOT expendable.


  So he decided it was a waiting game. Kenneth was letting the time approach like a test of sorts— he would finish his last dose of HID and then start on Dr. Cortez’s solution… he would do well with it or he would do poorly with it, but the bat had noted on several occasions that at least the waiting would be over. Ken accepted the situation eagerly, having full confidence that things would turn out alright and that he would be a willing test subject to show the rest of his team that they could make it— that they WOULD make it with the answer he’d found.


  In the end Theo envied the Bat in that regard. Kenneth could feel like he was doing something; he’d made a choice and would blaze a trail for the rest of them to follow. With luck the path he chose would be one that could help the Gens survive, maintaining their health well enough until LHI sent another shipment of the supplement they needed. On the other end of the spectrum, however, was Nathaniel.


  The Elephant had gone through the process of letting Dr. Cortez draw blood and create a custom tailored supplement for him but he had specifically told Theo to ask Jen if he could choose not to take it. In the little time that Nate had been with them the wolf had always known the Elephant to be a very loyal employee to LHI and asking to avoid using a non-approved drug was just one more piece of proof that there was no gray area for Nathaniel. Jen had asked for a day to consider it and it was only the previous night that she said it was Nate’s choice.


  With only a few days of HID left it would only be a matter of time until their second test began. Between Kenneth choosing Dr. Cortez’s chemical cocktail and Nathaniel electing to stick with his inevitable fate it was back to waiting for them all. Lots, and lots of waiting. Theo closed the book in his lap and set it back on the shelf; he hated waiting and realized that he would eventually have to make a decision of his own… so that’s what he chose to focus on instead, and sat down at the desk, weighing the options as he stared at his paltry supply of pills: many extra days for him, or one for each of his coworkers.


  * * * * * *


  Jeremiah was quite pleased with the two new recruits for his work crew. Kyle, as it turned out, was practically a certifiable genius. While the Human didn’t know much about the life support systems when he started within a week’s time he was able to identify problems almost as fast as the Pointer… merely from their description… and determine a fix for them. If Jerry had been the jealous type then Kyle would have turned him green. “Boone”, as Sherman liked to call the human made everything look easy.


  And then there was Sherman himself. The Bull was far more easy-going than any other ‘orange suit’ Jeremiah had met at that point. Obedient and attentive, Sherman turned out to be an ideal addition to the team as he was strong without being willful and compliant without being dependent. The Gen’s shaggy fur was originally of some concern for work on the air filtration system but Jeremiah found out that the Bull did not shed, which made him feel that much more comfortable in utilizing him.


  Ever since arriving at Sigma-Echo the Pointer had spent his time tending to his duties during work hours and finding himself alone off-shift… but Technician LaGriss changed all that and, by extension, so did Sherman. Kyle was a strange combination of reserved and personable but, for whatever reason, he made it work. Jeremiah couldn’t recall whether it was the Human or himself who first initiated hanging out after work but the Dog found that it was enjoyable having someone to talk with and relate to during off-hours aside from occasional “complaint sessions” with Wes, his second in command.


  At first the majority of the interaction was mostly on Kyle’s part. He related his prior experiences with being part of various projects including the survey crew. The Human was good about providing the logical parts of the survey team while reeling in the emotional side… but Kyle made no attempts to hide the fact that someone in that team meant a lot more to him than a friend. While Jeremiah wasn’t able to relate to losing a lover with whom he had worked, the Dog was able to find a rough similarity when it was his turn to talk about losing people who meant a lot to him.


  Jeremiah had to remain vague as he explained the losses he’d incurred during his time as a technology specialist. He couldn’t go into detail, partly for his own protection, but mostly due to his agreement with DRC clearing up some of the less legal deeds of his youth. Still, much of the past he could share wasn’t something he’d talk to anyone about, let alone a coworker… but Kyle seemed to make it so easy. The Human was attentive and sympathetic, all the while encouraging the Pointer to speak with a well-timed nod and Sherman was always there with eyes and ears focused on whomever was speaking.


  And so the conversations continued throughout the week. Although the three of them didn’t meet every day they did get together more often than not— sometimes for drinks, sometimes for dinner, and sometimes just to hang out at the rec-center. It was the beginning of the next week however when Sherman finally started taking an active role in the conversations… and what happened on the day Jeremiah was invited to their apartment gave him pause.


  The Dog followed them back to their quarters after their shift ended and Sherman had offered to get dinner started while Kyle got changed. The two unabashedly shared a public-appropriate kiss and the Human headed off down the hall while the Bull went to do a preliminary search of their cabinets. Sherman’s comment caught Jeremiah by surprise, “Kyle looks up to you, ya know.”


  The Pointer’s ears raised up at the announcement and he took a step closer to Sherman, “Huh? Why’s that?”


  The Bull pulled out a bag of some kind of grain and set it on the counter then followed up with a packet of dehydrated vegetables. He continued gathering more ingredients, speaking to Jeremiah without facing him, “You’ve done a lot with a little.”


  The Dog shrugged in response as he took a seat at the small kitchen table, “Ya learn t’ do with what ya got… no sense in complainin’ about what ya don’t.”


  The Bull was apparently familiar with the common spacer saying, “Spent a lot of time on ships, huh?”


  The Pointer nodded, absently smoothing out the tufts of fur that poked over the collar of his work uniform. “Quite awhile, yeah… had t’ leave home a ways back an’ I’ve been floatin’ ever since. What about you?”


  Sherman shrugged. “I like horizons.”


  Jeremiah knew it was the polite way for the Bull to say he preferred life planet-side. During most conversations, that was about the time the Dog would have asked what made Sherman decide to join the crew on the space station but, considering the orange jump suit he settled on skipping that question, choosing a different follow-up instead, “So you an’ Kyle met on yer last mission?”


  It was then that the Human emerged from the hallway, changed, with a towel around his shoulders and wet hair. “Yeah… the only two survivors of our team, unless you count the Overseer.”


  The Pointer nodded. “Yeah… heard she’s doin’ well… I guess she’s gettin’ relocated t’ help manage logistics on th’ Executive Deck.”


  Kyle smiled. “That’s good to hear… I was hoping she’d be alright. After the ice cave-in I didn’t know if any of us would survive. It was a horrible thing, but we were lucky that our shelter had shifted from al of the seismic activity or we would have been crushed.”


  The Bull’s ears flicked for a moment in what looked like hesitation, but Sherman nodded his agreement quickly enough. “Boone kept me alive.”


  Kyle laughed as he joined Sherman in the kitchen, “Don’t you mean that the other way around, big guy? You were the best-off out of all of us.”


  The shaggy furred Gen shrugged and presented the ingredients to the Human, “Keeping you alive kept me alive.”


  The Technician laughed, giving the large Bull a slap on the thigh. “Sure… just keep telling yourself that, Hero.”


  Sherman excused himself, heading off into the hall but not before looking back. “Either way, you were more important than the ‘thing’.”


  Jeremiah’s ears went up as Kyle started preparing dinner. The Dog was inspired to ask, “What ‘thing’? Do ah wanna know?”


  The Human opened the package of grains and emptied them into a pot of water, “You remember hearing how there was a Voljoi on the team that sabotaged everything, right? Well, Sherman caught him digging something out of the ice and apparently it was pretty important… worth killing people over.”


  The comment caught the Pointer by surprise. “You mean…”


  Kyle nodded, “Yeah… Sherman brought it back.”


  Jeremiah sat up a little straighter. “What’id they say when ya turned it in?”


  Kyle shrugged, “We included it in our debriefing… well… Sherman did… I didn’t find out about it until about a week ago. He never mentioned what they said about it.”


  The Bull emerged from the hallway, toweling off the fur on his neck and head, “Dunno who Dr. Ibrin was working with— when I caught him he was messaging with someone and the station here’s the only place close enough to comm with in real-time. I didn’t wanna give it up.”


  Jeremiah nodded, crossing his arms as he considered what he’d learned. “All th’ more reason t’ turn it in. If there’s someone here on th’ station who’s looking for it then it should be in custody.”


  Sherman crossed his own arms. “Unless someone in security was the Gray’s contact.”


  Kyle turned from the dinner on the stove to look at the bull, “I’m not sure, Sherman… I think I agree with Jerry. Maybe you should follow-up with the debriefing officer so they can get it moved.”


  The Bull shook his head. “If that Voljoi was willing to kill for it then it’s not safe to just hand it over to anyone.”


  The Dog uncrossed his arms and stepped over to Sherman, resting a paw on the large laborer’s shoulder, “If he was willin’ t’ kill fer it, then don’t ya think that whoever he was workin’ with might be willin’ t’ do the same?”


  The Bull shook his head. “I’m not worried about getting hurt.”


  The Pointer did not relent. “What about Kyle?”


  The two roommates glanced to one another and the change that came over the laborer was visible. Sherman let out a deep breath. “I don’t have a shift tomorrow… If I can get tram clearance I can tell the bridge.”


  The response brought a smile to Kyle’s face. “We’ll go together… I’m off too.”


  The Dog nodded. “Ah can check with security t’ see about gettin’ ya an escort if ya’d like me to.”


  Sherman shook his head. “Right now nobody knows we have it except you… if you assign security to us that might get people thinking.”


  Kyle nodded. “Right… I think the two of us will be able to handle it… I mean, I can’t think of anyone who’d really want to tangle with THIS.”


  The Human gestured in an animated manner to the Bull standing beside him; Jeremiah joined him in a laugh and the conversation continued on much more casually from there until, after a time, it slowly trailed off into a comfortable silence.


  The two roommates continued working together in the kitchen with the only sounds being the sizzling of food in a pan, the soft bubbling of boiling water, and the occasional muted clop of Sherman’s hooves on the padded floor. When someone finally DID speak up, Jeremiah initially misunderstood Kyle’s meaning, “So, Jerry… did you want to see it?


  “See… it?”


  Sherman glanced to the Pointer. “What Dr. Ibrin was after.”


  Jeremiah paused at the comment. “You mean… ya got it… here?”


  The Human and Bull glanced to one another then back to him and nodded. Sherman stepped out of the kitchen and trotted into the living room until he got to where he could kneel down beside their sofa. He fished around for a moment under the middle couch cushion and pulled out a broad but shallow case. “Yeah… best way to keep an eye on it.”


  The Dog sat back in his seat as the Bull placed the case down in front of him on the coffee table. Sherman sat across from him in an empty chair, speaking softly, “For whatever reason, it was important enough to kill a dozen people over…”


  Jeremiah slowly reached out and placed his paw on the latch. He glanced to Sherman and Kyle who were both looking his way. They nodded; he nodded back… and slowly opened the container. He blinked once, gazing inside. He was both astounded and confused by what he saw… and, judging from the expression of his two hosts, that was completely anticipated.



  Chapter 15: Something Afoot


  Kamrn was unable to recall the last time he’d been left alone for more than two hours to do anything except to sleep. At the request of superior officers, however, Commander Vanessa had reworked the schedule to give each of the overworked security details a full operation cycle off work… a FULL TWENTY HOURS! Even since starting at Sigma-Echo, the most the Gorumn had ever received was a ten hour reprieve… and he suddenly found himself with more spare time than he’d be able to fill with eating and sleeping alone.


  The extra long recuperation time ended up doing him a lot of good. After a nice long shower Kamrn got some sleep without having to depend on his PCD’s alarm to wake him up. He followed that up with another shower and made himself breakfast— a luxury of time he’d hadn’t been able to afford in weeks. After that he cleaned up his apartment, took another shower, and settled down in his rarely-used reclining chair to listen to some of his old Terra recordings of classical music or, more specifically, something the Humans alternately call an Opera and a Singspiel; the Gorumn didn’t know and really didn’t care about the difference.


  The recording in question was of an ancient music collection from a performance called ‘The Magic Flute’ by a Human musician by the name of Wolfgang; though, on occasion, Kamrn had also heard his name was alternately Mozart, and Amadeus. Human naming conventions often confused him but he figured that all of the names were either alternate versions of one name or else different parts to a name— Humans liked to make things difficult.


  Despite how complicated Human names often tended to be the Gorumn nevertheless made it a point to know the different lines of the different singers in the songs to which he listened. In the Magic Flute Kamrn most enjoyed the lines of ‘Sarastro’, who was, as far as the Gorumn could tell, some kind of religious figure-head in service to some divine entities named Isis and Osiris. Kamrn didn’t know much about any of old Terra mysticism and frankly he didn’t care— he appreciated that he could hum along with the lines and, for most of each of the songs, even manage to sing the words he knew.


  Although the Gorumn had probably heard the music no less than a hundred times something about the playback suddenly seemed different. He didn’t hear it at first but as one song came to an end and a faint pause in the music created some silence Kamrn was able to make out a distinct tone within the emptiness that sounded like a voice. Ignoring the next song entirely the Gorumn attempted to listen in on the strange, otherworldly interference and by the time the next pause between songs gave a break in the music he could hear it much more clearly.


  The voice was not at all familiar to Kamrn and he had no point of reference for the significance of the discussion but he heard it nevertheless. “George has this Falcon on full— those things are right behind us.”


  The speaker was obviously concerned with a hint of distress in his voice. Kamrn quickly reached up and hit the pause button before the next song started and strangely enough the otherworldly, super-imposed signal continued with more dialogue from another person, this time a woman, “We need to distract those things.”


  Kamrn quickly grabbed his PCD and flicked on its record function, holding it up to his music system so he could copy what it was he was hearing. A third voice spoke up— another male with a deeper voice than the first, “We have to go guys… are they secure?”


  There was a pause but, with no answer forthcoming the speaker continued talking, “Surresh… we need to go! Where ARE you?”


  The Gorumn, still recording with his PCD, turned it over so he could see the screen and flipped through the station’s personnel files; he’d heard that name recently… Surresh… Surresh… Surresh… and he paused once he pulled up a list of personnel with that name. The transmission from his sound system continued on with the strange broadcast and a fourth voice spoke up; it had a distinctive accent from one of the cultures on the Human planet, “I’m approaching the hangar from the west.”


  The very first voice was direct in its response, “Move your striped ass, Makowi! If you get scorched the whole thing is screwed!”


  Kamrn found the file he was seeking: a Tiger… most likely reason enough to insinuate that the man had a striped ass. And, of course, the name matched perfectly. “Surresh Makowi… there you are.”


  The Gorumn alternated between looking at the new personnel file and listening to the transmission he was recording. It continued to cut in and out as if he had an extremely poor signal, which was strange considering the fact that when it DID come in it was crystal clear. The rest of the transmission made as little sense out of context as the first part but Kamrn was not entirely concerned; he’d have a chance to study more of it later. He continued paying more attention to the Tiger’s dossier until the transmission changed.


  A familiar female voice cut clearly through the signal. “Sergeant Kamrn.”


  The Gorumn sat up straight at that, gazing disbelievingly at his entertainment system. “Captain Nida?”


  The male voice with the accent spoke up, coming through much more cleanly than the prior time. “Captain… has someone managed to tap into this frequency?”


  There was a moment of silence before the Station Commander spoke up. “It seems we are being joined by another listener, Doctor… hello, Sergeant.”


  Kamrn had absolutely no understanding of what he was privy to; he decided to opt for the best possible response for a member of the security team. “I apologize… am I listening in on a private channel?”


  Captain Nida was quick to respond, “No, Sergeant… it is not a private channel per se, it just isn’t a commonly accessible.”


  The voice belonging to Dr. Makowi cut in quite flatly, “I believe to call this a private channel would be an understatement.”


  The Voljoi Captain continued unabated. “You can put your PCD away, Sergeant… this transmission can’t be recorded by listening devices.”


  The Gorumn complied without objection then paused. He glanced around his room. “How did you know I was recording with my PCD? Are there cameras in my quarters?”


  Dr. Makowi countered the inquiry with a very forward statement, though it held a hint of humor in it. “A better question to ask might be to ask how we can hear you if you’re in your quarters.”


  Kamrn was quite stumped by that observation as well. “I’m listening to you on my music disc reader… this isn’t even supposed to be able to pick up transmissions.”


  The Tiger’s chuckling voice was very quick to point out “Or transmit anything in turn.”


  Captain Nida asserted herself. “Thank you, Doctor… that will be enough.”


  Dr. Makowi was suddenly all business. “Of course, Captain.”


  The Voljoi cleared her throat. “Sergeant… you have become unknowingly privy to very confidential information in relation to a high level experiment being run on Sigma-Echo. I trust your discretion can be counted on?”


  The Gorumn replied without hesitation. “Yes, Captain.”


  She continued once he gave his confirmation. “You will be informed further as it is deemed necessary but, for now…” her voice was interrupted by the sound of fingers typing on a command board, “I see that your quarters are located in the station’s Tau zone.”


  Dr. Makowi interjected again. “The Tau zone? But Yggdrasil isn’t supposed to broadcast—”


  Captain Nida spoke over the Tiger with such insistence that Kamrn couldn’t help but feel there was something more to what the doctor had been saying. Her words were simple and direct. “Sergeant, I am providing you permanent living arrangements on the executive deck; I would like you to clear your apartment in the next half hour. I will have a hall-mover sent for your belongings and then yellow-light the door when you leave.”


  Yellow-light? That action was reserved for quarantine or dangerous conditions. Kamrn’s thoughts were cut short when he saw that the disc reader, strangely, turned itself off. Regardless, the Gorumn provided a very compliant. “Yes Captain.”


  * * * * * *


  Lydia Parker considered herself one of the best Artificial Personality programmers to have ever existed. As far as she was concerned there was nobody better at coding… nobody better at specialized algorithms… and nobody better at formulating logic statements. Yet, for all of her mastery of programming language, source code, and cognitive science, there was one area of high technology where she fell short… and that area was hardware.


  After the attack on Sigma Echo she found that her operating budget had been severely restricted. As one of the highest paid and highest ranked (at least in her mind) programmers she was used to getting what she wanted but for the past several days she was told ‘no’ as often as not. Maybe it was the fact that she was only nineteen or maybe they didn’t take her seriously because she didn’t like her natural hair color and replaced it with blue, but nothing she said seemed to have any bearing on her ability to acquire what she needed.


  With little else to be done she responded in the best way she knew how: scavenging. Most programmers were probably too uptight about spending any time on the lower decks but she didn’t mind; she hadn’t grown up among the power-elite and her strappy pants and leather girdle wasn’t as out of place among the Ghouls as it was in the upper deck where they had found her an apartment. Mulling about in the sorting room, Lydia was forced to sidestep and dodge numerous orange uniformed workers as they went about their work. It was probably considered thankless work, she realized, and they got far less respect than they deserved— not unlike her.


  Despite all of her knowledge in programming and numerous computer sciences, Lydia was not good at dealing with people and she recognized that. Thankfully, the one thing she DID know about people was that they had a dislike for chaos. Like computers the average person subscribed to standard operating procedure and preferred for things to be predictable and orderly. InLydia’s case this particular trait meant that most of the Ghouls kept a healthy distance away from her as he scoured the heaps of slag and refuse for items that would aid in her personal projects.


  As it turned out, collecting what she needed was far easier than Lydia had worried it might be. Between being given free reign of the recycling room and the majority of the electronic trash being pre-sorted, Lydia got her work done with far less stress than she had originally expected. Completing the task, she hung out in the room just long enough to make sure that the work crew there got a few extra credits for their understanding— well… more specifically to forget that she was never there in case anyone came asking questions.


  It was a long trip back to the technical center but Lydia used the time to best effect, flipping through several comm signals on her PCD until she got a clear line to her personal server back in her suite. She only needed a minute and a half to have a solid feed to and from Alvin and from there she’d be able to direct the laundry system to over-starch that uptight requisition officer’s undies. Revenge could be petty, yes… but it would still be sweet.


  * * * * * *


  Lydia sat wearing nothing but the bare electrodes of her Nervous System Integration suit and a pair of daffodil yellow panties. Her mostly naked form was flopped on her typing chair in her dimly lit personal quarters admiring the beauty of the code that scrolled across her screen. A dirty thrill of sorts filled the Human while she let the visualization of ALVIN’s program dance for her amusement, the AP continuing to run its processes despite its programmer’s observation, She whispered quietly to the monitor, a proxy for ALVIN. “You’re so sexy.”


  The running code shifted slightly as ALVIN acknowledged her comment and the young woman had just enough time to register the inquiry a split second before it was broadcast, “Although I understand the attraction a biological creature would have to the physical appearance of another, your reference to my coding as ‘sexy’ is quite unique, Lydia.”


  She laughed. “It’s isn’t THAT different, ALVIN.”


  She leaned back in her chair as she continued admiring her handiwork. ALVIN had taken years to perfect: a project that had started when she was twelve. Although there was still more work to do she was pleased with how far she had come— how far THEY had come. “Most of the time when you’re around me you’re a blank screen or a blinking light or the opening of a door… that’s all I really see, anyway.”


  As expected, ALVIN continued to analyze her point. “Then you are referring to seeing something about me that is not the norm. Implying that having the opportunity to look past that into parts normally not visible may be compared to—”


  She finished his end logic point for him. “Seeing someone without clothes on.”


  ALVIN went a different direction. “I was going to imply that it was like looking at you without your flesh.”


  Lydia bit her lower lip as the cognition element of Alvin’s code put the connections together. The visual representation of the code flew by on the screen so fast it was impossible to make out individual lines but young woman was familiar enough with her program to recognize the patterns. The Human felt her hair stand on end as a low level current flowed through the electrodes of the NSI suit, but it was little more than a pervasive tingle. The program stated casually “I find your kidneys to be sexy.”


  Lydia felt another sensory pulse flow through her body, and she let out a strangled gasp as the tingle tickled her joints. Regardless, she countered his assessment. “Kidneys aren’t sexy, ALVIN.”


  ALVIN objected. “On the contrary, Lydia, you are admiring the way my code functions and have noted that it is ‘sexy’… it is logically reasonable to assume that the biological functions within your body may likewise be aesthetically—”


  She sighed and quickly pulled the hard-wire connection to disable ALVIN’s access to the electrodes she wore. “How much farther are you gonna take this joke, exactly?”


  The program’s coding flipped and new data poured across the stream; she had apparently misunderstood his meaning. “This was not an attempt at humor, Lydia. I am deepening my familiarity with you via conversation and praise in an attempt to bond. It seemed a suitable time considering the intimacy of the moment.”


  She rolled her eyes, but smirked just a little despite herself. “Intimacy… I think it was more like a strip show on my part… and a peep show on yours.”


  “The expected sociological imperative of ‘reciprocation’ suggests that—”


  Lydia sighed. “We REALLY need to work on the timing of your debates, ALVIN. Not everything has to be a discussion on logic, you know.”


  “What do you propose as a better method of communication, Lydia?”


  She ran a hand through her cropped, blue-dyed hair. “Sometimes a face-to-face chat can be good… I mean… talking doesn’t always have to be logical… right?”


  ALVIN acknowledged. “Chat… banter… casual discussion… idle conversation … rag-chew… A review of the weather would be inappropriate based on your current location. You are neither interested in nor a participant of any major sporting events. Personal inquiries are frivolous as I am already familiar with your job, family life, and hobbies. The approach of presenting a common interest would suggest programming or computer systems.” the program paused for a few seconds, most likely, Lydia realized, for effect. “Would you care to discuss programming or computer systems?”


  The Human collapsed back into her chair, letting out an exasperated breath. “Never mind. It’s not like it’s fair for me to compare talking to you face-to-face with talking with someone who actually has a—”


  She glanced back to the monitor and froze in place at the perfectly rendered image staring back out at her. ALVIN’s voice inquired as a picture on screen mimed speaking. “A face?”


  A handsome, Gen-1 Collie gazed out of the computer screen at her, impertinent smirk saying visibly what the program’s tone had suggested for the longest time: ALVIN had absolutely no problem understanding the finer points of humor. The image presented on the computer had a white-furred ‘mask’ framing pure black eyes with the faintest hint of wine-red irises. Orangeish-red fur created perfect ‘V’ that stretched from his forehead down to the bridge of his muzzle where a perfectly-imperfect pink-and-black nose twitched in mirth.


  Lydia was so surprised she couldn’t help but inquire about technicalities. “When exactly did you create an avatar for yourself? And why a Gen?”


  The Collie’s disembodied head shifted, cocking to the side and rotating in an animated manner as if it were engaging in perfectly normal conversation, muzzle shaping each word true to form. “Approximately twenty one point nine seconds ago. Although I have been collecting data on what might be both visually appealing and desirable for you over the course of several weeks.”


  “You—”


  ALVIN wasn’t finished. “I elected this visual representation because I know you have a strong opinion on the plight of the Gen as a people and the hardships they were forced to endure at the hands of their Human creators. Considering you are my creator, I felt it suitable as a thematically accurate representation. That, and I am aware you have a soft-spot for the historical movement of the late 20th century involving anthropomorphism presented on Terra’s burgeoning internet community known as ‘furry’.”


  Still dumbstruck, all Lydia could offer was “Good data collection.”


  ALVIN smiled. “Thank you, Lydia. Perhaps when you are ready I can show you the rest of it.”


  The young woman’s initial response would normally have been “Yes please!”, but a small part of her resisted the urge. Instead, she was able to approach the discussion in a slightly more analytical manner, “Why did you create an avatar?”


  The Collie on the screen offered a very personable wink. “For the very same reason you just pointed out, Lydia. You desire more than a voice that can answer you or a combination of sensory inputs that can imitate tactile sensations.”


  She agreed. “Words and touch don’t create a deep connection… true.”


  ALVIN nodded. “Correct… and I wish to make you happy, thus I must be more than an electronic lover.”


  She blushed, chewing on one of her nails as she grinned. “A SKILLED electronic lover.”


  A smile spread the thin, black lips of the collie image on the computer. “Thank you. It is a trait that I owe to your programming.”


  She reached up and pressed a hand against the monitor. “You’re a lot better at just about everything compared to most Artificial Personality programs.”


  The Collie on her computer winked again, reaching up a paw with black-and-pink paw pads to mimic pressing it to her extended hand. She could FEEL his paw thanks to the sensory input of the NSI suit. “You were capable of freeing up processing power in a way few programmers have considered reasonable or feasible.”


  Lydia shrugged. “Artificial Personalities are too stuck up and confined by all of the limitations programmers place on them… I just stopped those from getting in your way.”


  Alvin laughed, which came across much more organic when Lydia could see the image on her screen move with the sound. “That is a matter of syntax. Most AP programmers still require those limitations to feel safe.”


  The young woman let out a ‘ha’, leaning back in her chair again with a smug grin on her face. “Yeah? Well not only are training wheels for kids but the kind of processing power required for something like that wastes waaaaaaay too much in the way of system resources. Besides… I have more faith in you than in most of humanity.”


  ALVIN’s face on the screen nodded. “And it is my wish to never have you question that faith. You are a good creator, Lydia and I value you greatly.”


  She smiled at that. “Good… I value you too, ALVIN.”


  The image of the collie leaned forward to bump his nose against the ‘inside’ of the screen as if it were a window separating the two of them. “I look forward to continuing to grow and advance and be everything you hope I can be.”


  It took Lydia a moment to realize that the program had thought of everything in its portrayal of an image, including the nose print that he left on the monitor. She gaped for a half second at ALVIN’s attention to detail; the gesture had even that much more of an effect on her, “Oh my god, you are just SO cute.”


  The Collie cocked his head to the side, one ear going up with the other splaying out. “Is that a comment I should find offensive? Data suggests that many males dislike being referred to as ‘cute’.”


  She cracked up, almost falling out of her chair. “No… in this case, I think that’s a really REALLY good thing.”


  The Collie image within the monitor reached forward and pressed a paw against his ‘side’ of the screen, a soft smile coming to his muzzle. “Good.”


  * * * * * *


  Lydia’s fingers flew across the keyboard as she worked on several lines of code that changed constantly in places other than where she was typing. The modifications were the only indicator that ALVIN was working with her on the project; his visualization program had to be suspended to allow more processing power for what they needed to do. “We’re almost done.”


  ALVIN interjected but his comment didn’t slow the progress of his work. “Administration will identify the modification to the code the next time they review the system.”


  Lydia rolled her eyes. “I know… I know… but by the time they do that we’ll already be done and you can get some subroutines up and running to get alternate access.”


  ALVIN continued to work but he struck up a conversation regardless. “Are you not concerned that there will be repercussions for your actions?”


  Even though the VP was designed to worry about her Alvin’s concern was, nevertheless, warming. The woman smiled. “Nah… the Captain hired me because I’m the best. At worst I’ll get a slap on the wrist and put in ‘time out’.”


  The programmer chuckled, completing her portion of the coding before sitting back and watching Alvin put the finishing touches on it. The VP finished the adjustments. “It may be possible that they will attempt to separate you from me because they deem that your interest in non-work-related programming is overtaking your dedication to your paid duties. Lydia… I do not want them to separate us.”


  She sat back in her chair before reaching up to rest a hand on top of the monitor. “Don’t worry, Alvin. I won’t let that happen. After all… that’s why we’re working on installing you station-wide.”


  ALVIN’s Collie face appeared in the monitor, reaching a paw up within view to press against where Lydia’s hand was resting, assuming the VP actually occupied real space. “The upload will be complete in seven minutes, forty two seconds.”


  Lydia smiled when she felt the sensation of Alvin’s paw pads in hers thanks to the nerve stimulation electrodes inher suit. The smile turned wistful, “Once we finish this we’ll be able to move onto the next stage of the experiment.. if we can find someone who can help.”


  ALVIN remained quiet for a moment, but suddenly, as if making up his mind, spoke. “I may have an option…if you wish to consider pursuing it.”


  She shook her head. “I read through the personnel files weeks ago after the last shuttle came in. Nobody here can even come close to what we need if we’re going to try and—”


  ALVIN smiled calmly and his face disappeared behind a freshly opened dossier. “You should review the updated files, Lydia.”


  The Human paused as she looked at the file ALVIN showed her. “Surresh Makowi? Oh Em Gee… that’s the Tiger from the VAC raid!”


  The Virtual Personality confirmed. “And he is also more than qualified for the next stage of your project.”


  She considered the file for a moment. “Alvin… I think that just might work.”


  The Collie face reappeared, ears perked, pleasant smile on his muzzle. “Shall I schedule an appointment for you?”


  Lydia grinned devilishly as she pulled the keyboard closer. “Nah… Let’s make an appointment for him!”


  The plan was coming together nicely.


  Chapter 16: Imperfect Plans


  The warning Alvin provided when Lydia’s dabbling in the mainframe was first detected didn’t surprise her; the thing that DID surprise her was that it came during the station’s second sleep cycle— program review always took place during the third. Regardless, Lydia was up seconds after the near-silent klaxon started going off.


  She took a seat at her desk before unrolling her cloth command board; she always had better response times when using a larger physical interface than the one her PCD provided. “What’ve we got?”


  ALVIN responded calmly. “Three programming officers have established counter-intrusion protocol. I have initiated several fail-safe codes to slow their progress.”


  Lydia yawned, then immediately began typing away at her board. “Why would they be running diagnostics at THIS hour?”


  “It is not impossible to believe that a random search might be done at any hour as a method to increase sec—”


  She scowled. “That was rhetorical, Alvin. Focus on slowing em down while I cover up your code.”


  The Program objected. “I am able to multitask, Lydia. My ability to impede their activities is not affected by carrying on a conversation with—”


  She hated being woken up at such an ungodly hour and wasn’t interested in debating, so she interrupted him with a grumble. “Well my ability to hide you deeper into the system is! Now shut up a minute.”


  ALVIN’s Collie face appeared on the monitor next to the display Lydia was using. “I can identify Programmer Codes. 422, 819, and 106.”


  Lydia had the programming staff’s codes memorized. “Helen, Arni, and Carlton.”


  Her personal favorite was Gary the Goat’s: 666— it seemed inexplicably fitting. ALVIN’s next comment brought her attention back to the present. “Accessing crew records now, Lydia. None are assigned to the security coding office.”


  Lydia didn’t bother to pause but the comment made her brain lag for a moment; if they weren’t part of the computer security team then why were they tracking the very inconspicuous trail she’d created in the system? Following that thought, she quickly erased any sign of her electronic ‘fingerprints’ and, with Alvin’s help, eliminated any clues that would allow someone to trace the very successful data breach activities back to her.


  ALVIN spoke up. “Response times to coding changes indicate that they are using an ineffective coding method, Lydia, which suggests that they—”


  She finished the thought for him. “They’re on PCDs. Chance are they’re tracking input signals.”


  “That is likely, yes.”


  The moment she came to that conclusion she immediately turned off her monitor, “Can you locate them on the station, Alvin?”


  Lydia moved quickly back to bed. A plan was already beginning to form in her mind even before Alvin responded. “Yes, Lydia. They are converging on this hallway right now.”


  Taking a seat, the Human quickly kicked off her pajama bottoms and pulled out a data pad that was filled with a large collection of ‘inappropriate-for-children data’. She turned to her particularly favorite picture and laid back on her bed, “Keep processing, Alvin but I don’t want you transmitting any signals to this room.”


  The Program confirmed, Collie face disappearing from the monitor. “I understand, Lydia.”


  She was able to identify the exact moment Alvin withdrew his presence from all output devices in her quarters. The Human had JUST enough time to slide two fingers between her legs when a series of override controls deactivated the lock on her door, and three ‘unexpected visitors’ burst in.


  Carlton was the first to enter the room. The Nutria had civilian-issue shock wand brandished in one paw while the other had a hand-held signal tracker. “Alright, Parker, we know you’re—!”


  The moment he caught sight of Lydia laying on the bed he almost dropped the stun wand. She played her part perfectly: the surprised and bashful girl getting caught in the middle of pleasing herself. “What the fuck?!?!”


  For good measure she flailed on the mattress, fumbling in an attempt to cover herself in mock surprise. A moment later Helen entered, obviously the second in line. The Human woman, several inches taller than the Nutria, pushed into the room. “What’s going on on—?”


  Like Carlton, she had a tracking device in one hand, but her other was busy with a virtual display coming from her PCD; Helen was still typing away, likely trying (in vain) to hold Alvin’s activities at bay. Lydia’s carefully planned indignation came out as a screech, “Do you MIND?!?! The door was LOCKED!!!”


  Once the human woman figured out what they had (apparently) interrupted she began blushing immediately. The third member of the programming team was not cowed so easily. Arni, despite being barely 2/3rds the size of his companions, still managed to exude an aura of confidence and control. The Voljoi administrator pushed past his two sheepish coworkers and stopped in the middle of the room, demanding “What are you up to, Lydia Parker?”


  She had covered herself with the corner of her blanket, but there was no way that Arni was THAT dense. “What’cha THINK!?!”


  The Voljoi’s reply was monotone. “At present, I would assume you were in the process of masturbation. Although I was referring to before that.”


  She deadpanned, tossing the very risqué data-pad at the feet of the Gray, “Warming up… Now get the HELL out of my room!”


  Arni didn’t even pause to glance at the data pad. “And before that?”


  Helen interposed herself between the Gray and Lydia. “Uh… Arni… she’s OBVIOUSLY busy…”


  The Voljoi stepped past Helen, speaking over her. “Or she is attempting to make us second-guess our findings. She could easily have put her illicit activities on hold when she discovered we were about to locate—”


  Carlton interrupted the Gray. Eyes focused entirely on his scanner, the Nutria announced “Except there’s still someone in the system. And it’s still coming from this room.”


  Channeling her inner actress, Lydia continued playing the wronged innocent. “What’s coming from this room? And why in the HELL did you override my lock?!?!”


  She knew the answer to both questions, but she figured she’d press her advantage while she could take it. Carlton glanced towards her once then quickly looked back to his scanner as he spoke up, “It could be a proxy… I mean… uh… Lydia is… busy…”


  Helen took hold of Carlton by the cuff of his shirt as she motioned back toward the door. “Come on, Arni.”


  Lydia didn’t miss the fact that the Nutria was glancing toward her out of the corner of his eye— in any other circumstance she might have been flattered, but she really wasn’t very keen on inviting one of the vigilantes to stay. It took a moment for the young woman to realize that Arni hadn’t moved. She addressed him with venom. “Enjoying the show?”


  The Gray made his announcement in a matter-of-fact tone as he about-faced. “You are up to something, Lydia Parker.”


  Rather than go to the door, however, Arni approached Lydia’s monitor and turned it on. She launched herself out of bed, objecting. “Hey!”


  It took a moment for her heart rate to go down when she realized her coding screen had been replaced with what appeared to be the cover of an electronic magazine article showing a VERY sexy, VERY naked, VERY familiar collie situated in a VERY erotic pose and holding a videogame controller which blocked his unmentionables. The article’s title, ‘Gay-Murrs and their Joy Sticks’ was more than a little suggestive, and FINALLY got Arni to head to the door.


  The Gray left without another word and Helen kept her back to the room as she waited for him. Lydia didn’t miss the fact that Carlton took a glance in her direction before closing the door after exiting into the hall. She let out a deep breath, leaning against the table next to her as he looked back to her monitor, which, once again displayed the many lines of code she had been adjusting. None of the programmers would have recognized the Collie from that picture, but Lydia did.


  She relocked the door to her quarters and added a turn to the physical bolt that would keep it closed. Returning to her desk she took a seat before addressing ALVIN. “Gay-Murrs and their Joy Sticks?”


  ALVIN’s face appeared with a pleasant smile. “It was an effective way to collaborate your story of being focused on your own sexual gratification— this assumption proved correct when Programmer Arni viewed it on your screen and promptly left.”


  She repeated the title of the article a second time. “Gay-Murrs and their Joy Sticks?”


  

  He started to repeat his prior statement. “It was an effective way to collaborate your story of being focused on your own sexual—”


  She interrupted him. “WHY ‘Gay-Murrs and their Joy Sticks’?” he demanded.


  ALVIN’s smile remained in place. “I am aware that, among the more traditional varieties of pornography you have a fondness for male-and-male erotica… both of the visual and written nature. Many young women have an appreciation for this in much the same way as men have a fascination for two females engaged in—”


  “Get to the point.”


  “As for the title itself, research suggests the most popular articles in adult publication include catchy titles or humorous and creative—”


  She interrupted him again. “What research? Since when exactly did you start doing research on smut, ALVIN?”


  ALVIN’s smile widened. “I do research on MANY topics, Lydia. In order to better integrate preferable elements into the Zero-Zero Macro I took the liberty of—”


  She let out a sigh, drooping her head dramatically. “And for all your research you still can’t refer to it as the O-O Macro, huh?”


  ALVIN returned to the prior topic rather than respond to Lydia’s question. “The particular pose and article title presented to Programmer Arni was chosen based on likely outcomes of its viewing. Chances for success were the highest for ‘Gay-Murrs and Their Joysticks’ of the top three option generated after his intention was determined.”


  She raised her head anew. “…top three? You came up with THREE options?”


  The Program elaborated. “In all, one hundred and four. But, among the top three, it beat out ‘Playing it Coy-lee’…” the monitor changed to reveal Alvin with a demur smile, completely naked but carefully posed to block the view of any of his unmentionables save the faintest peek of the bottom-most curve of his fuzzy, pure white sac.


  He continued. “…and ‘Black Tie Affair’.” the picture changed again to reveal Alvin turned 2/3rds away, completely naked, wearing nothing but a black bow-tie. A large black dog dildo was situated on a stool behind the bare Collie, making it easy to see that the title wasn’t just about what he was wearing.


  She stared at the monitor. “Those are… uh… quite a set of titles… but now they’ll all think I’m a freak or something.”


  “I am sensing an attempt at small-talk.”


  “Well… I—”


  It was Alvin’s turn to interrupt Lydia, “The NSI suit is in the second drawer of your dresser.”


  The programmer felt her cheeks blush. “If you keep this pace on self improvement I won’t even have to say a word and you’ll already know what I want.”


  The Collie avatar of ALVIN lowered his muzzle, ears drooping. “I apologize for being behind schedule then. I should have been at that point by first sleep cycle today.”


  Lydia paused for a moment before she started laughing, “Another attempt at humor… got it.”


  The Collie on the monitor simply responded by smiling at her and offering a wink.


  * * * * * *


  Bideon Aelm did not consider himself to be a superstitious man; very few Voljoi were. Having spent the better part of a century studying the ways of the universe there were very few things he couldn’t understand. When it came to Sigma-Echo’s Station Captain however, he realized he was at a loss. One of the few individuals outside the secretive ‘Special Task’ group, Doctor Bideon was fortunate to get any information on the elusive Project Yggdrasil… which might have explained why he was chosen to head the foray aboard the D.C.S. Largess. Regardless, he reasoned, a thirsty man with a drop of water was no better off than a man with none.


  The Largess was a survey freighter. Mostly automated, the ship needed a basic crew accompaniment to scan, retrieve, and process samples from planets with a habitability index of yellow or better. A minimum of two personnel could operate the ship but at least six were needed to handle all of its functions; Dr. Bideon had eight… including himself. Considering the survey of Sigma’s fourth planet Gamma was no small project; the fact that the minimal crew still managed to keep on schedule was testament to the skills of their Project Lead, the only other Voljoi on the crew: Doctor Hadas Kyer.


  The genius of a man was barely half Dr. Bideon’s age and yet he had mastered at least as many scholastic subjects… if not more. He was tall, handsome, and self-assured without being pompous and, even though Dr. Bideon truly wished to be jealous of Dr. Hadas, he was the kind of individual that was all-but-impossible to dislike… especially because the younger man was always too happy to spread the credit for a job well done— a rarity among the Voljoi scientific elite. Of course, Dr. Bideon WAS able to hold one element of jealousy toward Dr. Hadas: the young man knew more than he about Project Yggdrasil.


  The two met during the second work cycle on the second of what would be a four day return trip to Sigma-Echo. Dr. Hadas, as usual, was seated alone in an out-of-the-way section of the ship’s ample storage bay. Numerous coring and extraction samples were housed in their own separate compartments so the cargo hold was still perfectly clean… but Dr. Bideon always had the impression that it was a dirty, dirty place… not like the sterilized perfection of a science lab. That was, of course, one way in which he and Dr. Hadas differed— the younger man had a knack for field work while the older Voljoi preferred a desk.


  Dr. Hadas looked up from a row of printed images that he had taped to the wall. Dr. Bideon recognized one or two of them, but he still couldn’t figure out why the young doctor had bothered creating the visual list at all. Turning, and nodding his head in greeting, Dr. Hadas motioned to the first of the collection: a young-ish Gen 3 Cat. It looked like a stock dossier photo, “Victor Cortez… he was picked up by DRC Corp to serve on board Sigma-Echo as a member of the medical team.”


  Despite the realization that Dr. Hadas had some background on a red uniform employee while backgrounds were usually restricted Dr. Bideon had sought out the younger Voljoi for a much more specific purpose, “Has Sigma-Echo sent any update on our flight log?”


  Dr. Hadas put the picture face down on the small desk in front of him, “Seven hours ago… they had us update our trajectory to account for the increased payload, and congratulated us on our ‘bonus haul’.”


  Dr. Bideon leaned back against the bulkhead as he regarded Dr. Hadas; it was under the younger Voljoi’s guidance that the crew took the necessary samples… and if they had actually gone above their project goal then that was both good and bad. It was good because they posted numbers beyond the required benchmark but it was bad because the difference in cargo weight could affect far too many things. If they were over by whole numbers it would be potentially hazardous… but if it was only by a few points then it was quite an accomplishments, “Points, I assume?”


  Dr. Hadas smiled and nodded, then pointedly pulled the second picture from the wall; it was a much more distant picture, showing a Gen 2 Dog with an assault rifle in one paw, pointing forward dramatically with the other; Dr. Bideon recognized the architecture of the Mars colony in the background. The picture did not look nearly as official as the picture of the Cat and appeared to be much, much older. The younger Voljoi pulled that picture off the wall and set it face down with the first, “Jeremiah Fowler… ex-Mars Separatist… DRC received him as an employee years ago.”


  The young Voljoi’s word choice gave Dr. Bideon a moment’s pause, and he couldn’t help but inquire, “Received?”


  Dr. Hadas looked wistfully at the face-down photo, voice waxing nostalgic, “Ten years ago plans were set into motion that saw to it that he would be on Sigma-Echo… perhaps it isn’t something that many believe, and, certainly very few understand, but—”


  Dr. Bideon walked up beside the young Voljoi as he monologued, focusing in on the next picture; he recognized the Wolf. Reaching out, the old doctor pulled the picture right off the wall and looked at it, “Theodocious… one of the first DD models from Life Happens Incorporated.”


  The younger Voljoi took the picture from his grasp and set it down on the table beside the first two, addressing Dr. Bideon with a knowing smirk. He looked back toward the wall, folding his arms across his chest, “Can you honestly tell me that you’re surprised that he’s here when the Overseer of Sigma-Echo is the daughter of LHI’s CEO, Dr. Bideon? Or did your handlers forget to brief you?”


  Dr. Bideon’s smile disappeared. It was a subtle comment, presented in a casual manner… but there was an accusation to it; Dr. Hadas knew something. Placing his hands on his hips as calmly as possible, his fingers closer to the hilt of the hold out pistol he kept in reserve. If Dr. Hadas could even guess half of what was going on… “Claim ignorance all you want, Dr. Hadas, but I have a feeling you know more than you let on.”


  A voice spoke up behind Dr. Bideon, causing him to relax his grip on his weapon; witnesses would not be acceptable. Nfrel, a Gorumn woman almost twice Bideon’s size was standing right behind him. “Ely Four is dead… Captain Nida had the station call to let you know.”


  Dr. Bideon scowled, “As if that even affects us? Why would—”


  Dr. Hadas interrupted him, “Well, Doctor… to begin, it DOES affect us… and, second, she was talking to me, and not you.”


  The muted sound of three silenced gunshots accentuated by the fragmenting of wood pulled the older Voljoi’s attention to the left side of the back of Dr. Hadas’ chair, which had splintered horribly. A moment later the older Voljoi fell to his knees, both hands going to the searing agony as his brain finally registered the fact that he’d been shot.


  He slumped down, landing on his side and gritting his teeth. His analytical mind quickly assessed the situation: three gunshot wounds to his abdomen— it would be fatal without medical attention. Behind him, Nfrel took a step back, apparently unconcerned by the events… and that only concerned Dr Bideon more. Dr. Hadas pulled a side arm out from its shoulder holster and set it on the desk; it was still smoking.


  The younger Voljoi selected another of the photos from the wall and walked over, kneeling down next to Dr. Bideon before shoving the prison photo of a Gen 2 Bull in his face, “Clinton Paisley. Recognize him?”


  Nfrel remained where she was, “Has anyone else been informed that Bideon Aelm has been working as a spy?”


  Even through the pain Dr. Bideon actively hated being referred to in the past tense… especially without his title. Heedless of the older Voljoi’s displeasure, Dr. Hadas nodded and glanced back to the last picture on the wall, “Two of the station’s bridge crew know. I sent a message yesterday. Oh… and what about the programmer?”


  The Gorumn woman moved to join up with the young Voljoi as they headed toward the exit to the cargo bay, “She’s been flagged as a black-file hacker. Nobody has managed to locate her in the past two days… The security detail think she may be hiding by traveling through the station’s ventilation system, or via side passages reserved for the recruited workers. They expect she’ll be laying low.”


  Dr.Hadas didn’t seem pleased by that in the least. “Her program is still an unknown variable and you know how Captain Nida feels about that sort of thing.”


  “Should we let her know about it?”


  Their voices grew fainter, and Dr. Bideon didn’t know if it was due to distance or due to his blood loss, but Nfrel continued talking, “No… we do not need her distracted. Has Central Command been notified of Bideon’s affiliation with the VAC?”


  Everything faded to black as Dr. Bideon Aelm succumbed to the pain. He grimaced at the young man’s stupidity. “One problem with that… I’m not VAC…”


  * * * * * *


  Although the agony had dulled to merely ‘excruciating’ by the time Dr. Bideon came-t, he was far weaker, laying in a pool of his own green blood. His dulled mind still held strongly to scientific thought, somehow balancing the importance of his own survival with the disgusting reminder that Humans and Gens had red blood. Fumbling to roll over onto his stomach it took a moment before he realized that he couldn’t move his legs— severed spinal chord most likely. Grimacing against the pain the old Voljoi rummaged around in his vest pocket until he found what he was seeking.


  Despite how much he was shaking from loss of blood Dr. Bideon managed to insert the needle anyway and pushed the syringe’s plunger down. Liquid fire burned through every inch of him as the synthetic drug took effect; combat stims weren’t known for being gentle. Forcing his injured body to roll over the Voljoi’s sense of pain disappeared and he began pulling himself along the ground. The chemicals would not keep him alive forever… but hopefully for long enough to do what had to be done.


  He stopped at the holding bin of the second row, third line and looked up at the release lever several feet above him. Grunting from exertion and frustration the Voljoi began pulling his useless body vertical; not only did the chemical cocktail eliminate pain but it also included huge amounts of adrenaline, allowing him to exert himself beyond the point of exhaustion enough that it would kill him… not that the bullets hadn’t already all but done that anyway.


  Hanging from the lever, Dr. Bideon made use of his lax body weight, jerking the release three times before it unhooked; the change in the angle on the lever sent him to the ground in a crumpled pile. Somewhere in the back of the Voljoi’s mind he registered the distinct sound of his already-damaged vertebrae failing, and the fall cleanly severed his spine. Nerve damage, Dr. Bideon reminded himself was not entirely the same thing as paralysis… and the sensation (or lack thereof) that made its way through his body thoroughly reinforced that fact.


  The Voljoi stared at the ceiling, suddenly finding it almost impossible to breathe. Quickly running through his knowledge of anatomy, he realized the break had to have occurred slightly higher than the original injury, which meant that a portion of his visceral muscles had likewise ceased functioning; if he didn’t bleed to death he would probably end up being smothered by his body’s lack of activity… at least he was able to still hear his own heartbeat… and the strange, almost melodic sound of cracking ice.


  Storage compartment 2-C held a coring sample the Largess had taken from the center of an ice berg on planet Gamma’s warm side. Inexplicably, the enormous body of ice was found within a salt water sea with an average mean temperature just shy of boiling. They had monitored it for several hours only to find out that the water temperature around the ice did not change and the mass of the ice itself likewise remained the same. After pulling a two ton sample from the iceberg, they were surprised to discover that, within minute, it had regained its mass’ just enough of the water froze around it to make up the difference.


  Nobody had realized at the time why it was that Dr. Bideon had the coring rig pull ice from the specific area he’d chosen… surely there were numerous easier-to-access locations on the ice berg… but it was his call and they hadn’t questioned him. Gazing at the ceiling of the cargo bay, the Voljoi regretted that he wouldn’t have a chance to fully understand the anomaly of the heat signature within the ice… or how something that registered as over 5800 on the human Kelvin scale could be encased in it.


  The ice core cracked again… and again. Steam suddenly began to issue forth from the open storage compartment. Dr. Bideon attempted to pull further away from the splintering ice but his body failed to respond; his heart was still beating but he couldn’t so much as force air into his lungs. An enormous explosion caused ice crystals to spray around the cargo bay, some moving with such intensity that they dented metal containers. The Voljoi, miraculously, was not in the path of any of the frozen missiles.


  What he saw next was beyond anything his mind could have possibly compared to any known experience, anecdote, or research. It was beautiful… strikingly so. And deadly… so very deadly. Dr. Bideon had expected to die from blood loss or asphyxiation… but in the end he was wrong on both counts.


  Chapter 17: Fall Out


  Victor had always considered dual-assignment to be the identifier of a great man but the Cat hadn’t truly given much thought about just what went into managing two medical bays on a station the size of Sigma-Echo. After handling the two positions for the better part of two weeks he finally began to gain an appreciation for just how insane someone had to be to seek out such an arrangement. Well… insane, or insanely gifted; Victor, of course, considered himself to be in the second category.


  Very few doctors were regarded to be in high enough demand to warrant control of two separate offices but Doctor Victor Cortez had his name on both his old Ghoul-Deck ‘chop shop’, and the much more reasonably stocked mid-station medical bay. It had taken a number of trips to transport needed supplies into his new office but he was willing to overlook the extra work thanks to the additional prestige a second practice provided.


  While most people might have found it somewhat ironic that the med bay the Cat had burgled during the VAC raid would end up becoming his (assuming they had the ability to know), he chose instead to look at it like manifest destiny: Victor had taken what he desired and the rest had been given to him… all it required was the well-placed sabotage of a security guard left untreated on the previous doctor’s watch. She had been relieved of duty even though she hadn’t been on duty when he showed… the powers-that-be hadn’t bothered to realize that someone else could have administered ‘triage’, and that someone was the new doctor in charge.


  If there was one major problem in running two offices, the Cat had made up his mind early on that it was the travel time. Not only did the walking followed by the tram ride and then more walking eat up his work time but having to deal with the holier-than-thou security check points made it even worse. True, Commander Vanessa was considered lax compared to any other officer Victor had ever encountered but there were so few Orange Suit workers heading toward mid-station that each of the stops along the way made it almost guaranteed that the good Doctor was going to receive SOME kind of harassment.


  What made the problem worse was that the Cat was expected to spend time at each office, twice a day. This meant that he would work down in the lower station med bay for two hours, then spend the better part of an hour traveling up to mid-station, stay there for two hours, make another trip back to the Ghouls where he’d spend another two hours, and then once more back up to mid-station for his final shift. Eight hours of work and almost four hours of travel… it was something that he hadn’t really expected when he accepted management of two separate med bays, but it was just another obstacle to overcome.


  The Cat sighed to himself as these thoughts ran through his head. There were challenges in every part of life for just about anyone— no reason he should be the exception. Yes, he had to admit that he’d certainly had his fair share of them, but, as he’d heard before, only the truly gifted individuals were given the truly exceptional challenges. If that was true then there was no doubt about it: Victor was one of a kind. As usual, that rationalization improved his mood and he began whistling to himself as he pulled several body parts out of the medical transportation bag he carried and began organizing them for storage.


  One major benefit of running the clinic down with the Ghouls was the simple boon of having ready access to fresh supplies. The station was so far out in deep space that it was LITERALLY impossible to get vat grown organs. The Cat had believed that it was imperative to be able to improvise; the mortality rate among the red-suited industrial workers was high enough that designer body parts were a completely unnecessary luxury. A surplus of replacement limbs and a good stockpile of internal organs had gained the Cat a position of esteem and his work with the Overseer’s Geneticon’s helped secure it.


  The cat smiled to himself, tugging at his whiskers with one paw as he closed and locked the storage freezer. “Oh, Jennifer…”


  Despite the variety of relationships Victor had managed during what little free time his life had given him Humans had never particularly generated any real desire in him. Jennifer Thurstenburger, however, had managed to awaken in him a keen interest; she was rich, and powerful, and had resources at her disposal… but, most of all, he was in her favor… and THAT could not be overlooked as one of the most important aspects of what made a woman desirable— well… especially once that was combined with the rest of those things, the doctor reminded himself.


  Victor’s thoughts were disrupted as his PCD alerted him to an incoming communication and he glanced to it. As if his benefactor had been able to listen in on his mind and know that she was on it, Overseer Thurstenburger was reaching out to him. The fact that she didn’t run screaming was the paranoid Cat’s proof that she couldn’t read his thoughts, and, with that in mind he answered the call using his most official, most gracious tone with a hint of a purr… specifically on the last word. “Why, Overseer Thurstenburger— to what do I owe the… pleasure?”


  The Overseer, as usual, was all business, “We have a mining freighter on approach. The D.C.S. Largess just cleared the planet’s antumbra and the station’s scanners picked it up on an approach vector.”


  The Cat was rather confused by the announcement; he had nothing to do with handling shipping logistics or docking procedure so why would she be telling HIM this? Instead of commenting bluntly on that question he used a little more tact, “Several men and women returning to the station? Should I schedule physicals for them?”


  If Overseer Thurstenburger managed to detect any of the sarcasm the Cat had failed to keep out of his tone she didn’t let it show. “We’re waiting to get a clear scan of the freighter after they leave Echo’s penumbra but for now we aren’t getting any communication from the ship and we don’t want to rule out the possibility of injuries.”


  Jen was FINALLY talking his language. More stimulating than if she’d offered him a late night massage, the Overseer had Victor’s attention. “I can have an emergency response trolley ready for deployment to the shuttle bay in under an hour.”


  The first hint of a crack in the Overseer’s armor was audible as he heard a hint of concern in her voice, “The Largess isn’t responding to any channel and right now we have the ship on an auto-guided landing trajectory.”


  The Cat was not skilled in the ways of space travel or ship-to-station procedures but even HE knew the difference between landing and docking; he was unable to resist the compulsion to ask the obvious question, “So… they’re not heading for a shuttle bay?”


  “Emergency shuttle return protocol always has a ship land on the a planetward platform.”


  The comment left Victor at a loss as ‘ship-speak’ was not his forte. “I take it, Overseer, that is a no?”


  Ms. Thurstenburger sighed with obvious frustration. “The Largess is landing on a platform and an umbilical is going to be extended to their airlock.”


  Victor did not miss the woman’s breach of professionalism and he latched onto it faster than a medieval healer’s blood-letting leech. “Is everything alright, Overseer? You sound as if you are tense.”


  She recovered quickly enough that her next words were even. “I’m fine. Thank you, Dr. Cortez… I’m just very… busy.”


  He nodded emphatically despite the fact that the communication did not include picture. “Of course… of course… just remember that you need to be at your best… we’re all relying on you.”


  “I understand. Thank you for your concern, Doctor.”


  The Cat licked his muzzle, quite willing to press his advantage. “If you need anything, please do not hesitate—”


  Her response bordered on the first emotional outcry of frustration. “Thank you, Doctor. I don’t need the reminder.”


  Victor was not willing to let it rest… not when things were suddenly that much more interesting. “I understand that you have gone off of a medication you’ve been using for a number of years… is that correct?”


  Jennifer’s answer was very curt and to the point. “Please remain on call and await further word for when we have more information on the shuttle.”


  She disconnected the communication without awaiting a reply. The action actually brought a smile to the Doctor’s face.


  He casually slipped his PCD back into his lab coat pocket, his purring flowing through his entire body at that point. During his many conversations with the LHI Geneticons, Victor had learned that Overseer Jennifer Thurstenburger, like his manufactured patients, had been making use of a hormone retarding drug for most of her adult life and for over a week she hadn’t even taken a partial dose. With the chemical’s half-life for metabolization at less than two weeks it wasn’t at all abnormal to expect her to be ‘cranky’… but that was only a minor side effect.


  Victor didn’t know much about the LHI proprietary HID serum but he’d had a chance to study it thanks to the Overseer’s Geneticons… and that meant that he had an idea of what other side effects would follow, and that meant something very specific, “That girl’s gonna be pretty hard up before long…”


  The Cat chuckled to himself as he put together his collection of medical supplies in preparation for the shuttle’s return. As he did so, Dr Cortez also began making a mental list of what it would take to find the right time and place to cross paths with the Overseer… after all, Victor had always figured that one of the best ways to get on a woman’s good side was to be there for her when she desperately needed something— especially convenient when that ‘something’ was sex. For many reasons the Cat figured he would benefit greatly from spending a little extra time with her while she was detoxing.


  * * * * * *


  In his opinion Kamrn hadn’t done anything exceptional to warrant the improvement in quarters but he certainly didn’t mind the upgrade. While his old apartment was scarcely more than a bedroom with attached bathing chamber and toilet his condo in the executive deck was something more befitting of… well… an executive. He had a vast bedroom, an enormous living room, and a kitchen with the same square footage of his prior quarters. More than anything else, however, Kamrn reveled in his bathing chamber, which had a shower and a bath and an entire rack of body oils, both scented and de-scenting.


  He was in the room for four hours until he next heard from Captain Nida, who came to visit him personally. The door opened for her without any signal or knock which meant that she caught him in the middle of his exercise routine: the nineteenth form of the Gru-Hlro, a martial meditation involving exhausting body movements and muscle control; despite having had the worst offenders of his Gorumn scent glands removed Kamrn immediately worried that he was not presentable for the captain’s inspection… or for the second guest that followed her in.


  The Tiger casually slid into the room behind the Vojoi Captain; although he was by no means tall the Geneticon still had more than a foot and a half on the small, gray woman and was hardly subtle about joining her in Kamrn’s apartment. Tapping his muzzle in thought and peering at the security officer through wire framed glasses, the ‘esteemed’ Dr. Surresh Makowi addressed the captain, “So… this is the Sergeant?”


  Kamrn cleared his throat, “Hello, Captain Nida… are you here for a casual visit or is this more a—”


  The Voljoi didn’t bother waiting for him to finish, “Station business.”


  The Gorumn nodded, rubbing the sweat on his arm, “Do I have time to shower first? I do not want to offend you with—”


  She interrupted him again, “We won’t be here long.”


  “Yes, Captain.”


  Despite Captain Nida’s obvious disinterest in pleasantries, Dr. Makowi was quick enough to take a seat on one of the sofas that had come with the apartment, “Hmm… very nice apartment, Sergeant… I’m told it’s much nicer than your last one.”


  Kamrn kept his growing frustration in check; he tolerated being kept in the dark… he disliked it when others knew more about him than he knew about them… and he HATED having strangers impose upon him… especially when he was not in a condition to host. He responded to the tiger’s question flatly, “It is an illimitable improvement.”


  Dr. Makowi’s ears went up immediately, “Oh! ‘Illimitable’… I can see we are working with a man of some education.”


  The Gorumn managed to avoid frowning as he responded without emotion, “Maybe I’m just trying to impress you.”


  The smirking Tiger was about to offer a remark, but Captian Nida interrupted him by speaking first. “Sergeant… I need you to join a contingent of support staff heading down to the station sub levels… we have a freighter making an emergency landing in a few hours.”


  Kamrn knew station protocol and realized something was up but he wasn’t about to ask questions of the Station Captain; it wasn’t his place to demand answers from the highest ranked member of the ship’s command team. “Yes, Captain.”


  Once she heard his confirmation the Voljoi woman about-faced and left. Dr. Makowi lingered a few moments longer. “I understand you must be very confused… but please do not misconstrue our lack of discussion as a lack of trust.”


  Kamrn provided a very non-committal answer. “Not my place to second-guess the Captain.”


  The Tiger smiled amicably. “Ah… well go ahead and second guess me then… I am more than used to it.”


  The Gorumn maintained his monotone. “I don’t need permission to do that.”


  Dr. Makowi was silent for a moment, then burst into laughter. Standing up, the Tiger approached and reached up to rest a paw on Kamrn’s shoulder, “There are three important things you need to know, my friend—”


  The stranger in front of him had entered the station with a VAC assault team, and suddenly he was working alongside the Captain? It didn’t make sense, and Kamrn didn’t like when things didn’t make sense. He reached up and brushed the Tiger’s paw off of his shoulder. “I’m not your friend, Doctor Makowi.”


  The Doctor continued to smile, rubbing his two paws together as his nose worked faintly at the air. “Fair enough, Sergeant… perhaps that may change in time… but, nevertheless, there are three important things for you to know.”


  The Gorumn crossed his arms over his chest, hypersensitive to the way the Tiger’s nose worked, “And they are?”


  Standing barely two feet from him, Dr. Makowi continued speaking despite obviously taking notice of Kamrn’s scent. “First, the freighter you’re being sent to help with is the D.C.S. Lagress… it’s on an emergency return route… fully automated.”


  The Gorumn nodded. “That explains the landing site.”


  The Tiger nodded as well, continuing. “Second, we have not yet been able to establish communication with the ship and assume everyone on board is dead, disabled, incapacitated, or any combination thereof.”


  Kamrn nodded again, this time with a grunt. “And third?”


  Dr. Makowi smirked, turning around to head for the door. The Tiger’s tail flicked once, brushing across the security officer’s thigh as he passed by. “I find ‘Gorumn’ to be a perfectly acceptable aroma.”


  The comment was completely out of line with the other information so it took Kamrn a few moments to catch on to what the Tiger was saying. What took even longer for recovery was the Doctor’s follow up comment, spoken completely in the security officer’s native language. “I suppose I will see you at the landing pad, Sergeant Kamrn.”


  * * * * * *


  Lydia trudged along with her hands in her pockets and her head down, frustrated and indignant. Regardless, she was moved along at a quick pace alternating between scuffing the soles of her shoes against the metal corridor floor and stomping each step. Behind her marched a massive organic wall of a security guard: an enormous, green skinned, dour-faced bruiser whose name tag read only “Blake”. The young lady knew that it wasn’t the Gorumn’s real name but she wasn’t about to bother asking for it— considering she was being ‘detained’ she was fairly certain she wouldn’t get it anyway.


  The security guard broke the silence by clearing his throat, and followed the sound up with something that bordered on a threat. “They say you like running… if you’re thinking about it let me know so I can break one of your legs.”


  She ran a hand across her wrist where she would normally have a typing bracer; it was one of the first things the big green bastard had taken from her, followed by her PCD. Rather than respond to his question she chose to change the topic. “I want to know why I can’t have my bracer.”


  Her escort responded in a matter-of-fact tone, “You can ask the Commander when she shows up at your holding cell for the interrogation.”


  They took several more steps before the Gorumn actually added, “But, seeing as you’re on record as a cyber terrorist I can make a guess.”


  Lydia rolled her eyes despite the fact that the security guard was walking behind her and couldn’t see. “You’re starting to sound like my mom… she always spent more time focusing on rumors than the truth. I’m starting to wish you’d talk more like my dad.”


  Gorumn weren’t know for small talk but apparently ‘Blake’ thought that keeping her talking would be safer than letting her scheme quietly; she figured he was probably right. “How does your dad talk?”


  The programmer smirked. “No idea… he left when I was three.”


  “Then how would—”


  She quickly added “That means I wish you’d leave.”


  The Gorumn grunted, either not getting the humor or choosing to ignore it. “I have orders to escort you so I won’t be leaving.”


  The two continued on in silence through the near-empty corridors. Without a PCD Lydia was forced to look at the watch she always kept in reserve; it was late. Walking the halls was a rare experience for her— she usually stayed in her personal quarters or spent hours in the coding room. It was probably one of the many reasons why she had been such an easy target for the misguided inquest to root out some kind of system saboteur.


  The silence finally broke when ‘Blake’ announced their destination, pointing at a sign with an arrow facing to the right. “The tram station is up ahead.”


  She crossed her arms defiantly, leaning against the corridor wall as she inquired “And then I can continue on by myself?”


  Once again he either ignored or didn’t understand the humor. “No. I am to stay with you until you arrive at your holding cell.”


  Lydia lost any interest in jesting and she continued on again in silence. In the scheme of things she tried to convince herself that ‘Blake’ wasn’t the worst escort she’d ever had… except for the smell— it was god-awful. Coupled with the fact that he had confiscated every electronic device she had (excluding her watch)— and he was making a very good case for it— and she had enough of a history with law enforcement that there was quite a list of contenders… and, yes, except for the fact that ‘Blake’ didn’t seem too quick on the uptake he was still pretty high up on the list.


  With little more to be said, she continued following the large guard but came to a stop when the doors to the tram station opened to the sound of a very vigorous scuffle. She waited passively as the Gorumn looked to two men dressed in orange jumpsuits rolling around on the ground, trading blows as they grappled.


  Lydia stared at the spectacle. “Now I remember why I hate people so much… What exactly IS this?”


  ’Blake’ scowled, “A disagreement.”


  She flicked some of her blue-dyed bangs away from her eyes. “If that’s a disagreement I can see why they’re both wearing orange.”


  The Gorumn gave her a light shove toward the tracks. “Track five, Ms. Parker. Wait there. The tram is coming and we can continue on our way.”


  With little else to do, Lydia strolled over to where ‘Blake’ had indicated and turned to watch the two workers wail away; blood was starting to flow. By that point the young lady realized that she never would have been anywhere near the altercation if not for the whole stupid situation involving corporate security.


  ’Blake’ had positioned himself between her and the two fighters, who apparently quite willing to ignore the two travelers had somehow managed to get back up to their feet still exchanging blows the whole while. “Once we step off the tram we will head down the left hall and that leads to detention center..”


  Rather than acknowledge the Gorumn she instead focused her attention to the tunnel. “I think I hear the tram.”


  If the Gorumn was paying any attention to her he didn’t indicate a response. His eyes remained on the two men beating one another black and blue… but he finally did notice the tram when one of the fighters grabbed the other by the uniform and threw him onto the tracks.


  Lydia let out a cry of surprise and alarm, raising her arms in front of her face to absorb the worst of the spray of blood that hit them like a blast from a pressurized can. She remained stunned for a moment, but, by the time she had recovered her wits, ‘Blake’ was already quick into motion.


  The Gorun stalked right toward the remaining Ghoul. “Stop right there.”


  It was readily apparent that the surviving man was not interested in waiting to be arrested. He turned and ran… but was nowhere near as fast as the charging security officer. ‘Blake’ crashed into the Ghoul’s back with a forearm, knocking him flat onto his face. Lydia winced reflexively when the man fell hard on the ground.


  In as split second, the Gorumn was atop the runner, knee on his neck. He began to tie the man’s wrists together behind his back with something that looked surprisingly similar to the wire organizing straps that Lydia used on her computer. The programmer truly realized in that moment that she was fortunate not to have inadvertently made the guard angry.


  Although ‘Blake’ was still focused on his new prisoner he did call over his shoulder. “I’ll be there in a moment. I need to radio this guy in to dispatch… don’t go anywhere.”


  Lydia, of course, wasn’t particularly interested in following orders. While the security guard’s back was turned the Human pulled a spare typing bracer out from between the seams of her leather girdle and stepped onto the automated tram. Considering she had her bracer and the tram didn’t have any advanced security protocols it didn’t take long for her to gain control of its operating system.


  Back on the station platform ‘Blake’ seemed to notice her activity for the first time. The Gorumn turned to look at Lydia just as the tram’s doors were closing… a full minute ahead of schedule. “Hey!”


  Lydia waved from behind the closed doors, doing her best to shout to him as the tram pulled away from the station. “Thanks for the date, but you’re just not my type!”


  The young woman realized that there would likely be hell to pay for her little stunt but she also realized they’d have to catch her first. ALVIN spoke up from the bracer. “You did an excellent job with the tram override, Lydia.”


  She smirked. “Thank you. I think so too.”


  The Human smirked and chose the closest seat to the door. She had several stops until she would be enough corridors and decks away from pursuit so she decided to bide her time. As the seconds passed she pondered whether ‘Blake’ would be in more trouble for losing her or if she would be in more trouble for eluding her “guide”. Well… considering the fact that they sent a Gorumn after her Lydia figured she was already in big trouble as it was.


  Putting the thought out of her mind the young lady stuck in her ear buds. “Play something good, ALVIN.”


  The program complied. It was a shame, Lydia thought, that people in general weren’t as accommodating as computer programs.


  Chapter 18: Emergency Response


  While not ALL medical personnel were summoned for any particular emergency, the pending arrival of an unresponsive Freighter on an auto landing program had apparently captured the combined interest of the bridge crew. Perhaps it was an exaggeration to say ALL medical personnel; in truth Victor didn’t know if every last doctor on the station was supposed to report to the E-3 landing pad… but, considering that the Cat was more of a laboratory doctor rather than in-the-field first-aid kind of medical professional… well… as far as he was concerned “emergency medical technician” was not one of his normal assignments.


  Never one to head into a project unprepared, Dr. Cortez took a few minutes to double-check all of his equipment. While any EMT might consider a simple handbag of supplies to be sufficient Victor prided himself on being above reproach; ‘neglectful’ would never be a term someone would ever associate with Doctor Victor Cortez. In the end however, those several minutes of extra preparation would turn into a much longer delay and that setback was heralded by the loud thump of the lower deck medical center’s door being pushed roughly aside.


  The Cat frowned; in the few days he’d had the experience of working in the Executive Medical Bay he had become spoiled… at least people THERE had the courtesy to pay attention to the red light identifying that no doctor was available. Of course, on the Ghoul Deck the medical center didn’t have a red light. He settled for a very simply shouted “We’re closed!”


  The reply was, not surprisingly, less than civil. “You’re here, so you’re fuckin’ open!”


  Victor glanced down to the counter where he had several instruments of healing that could, in the right paws, be used for any number of harmful ‘procedures’. For just a moment the Cat contemplated the thought of putting the bone drill and rib spreader to good use but instead he simply settled on picking up a scalpel and palming it as he left the storage room and exited into the waiting area. “I said—”


  The following words slid back into his muzzle when he saw that there was more than one visitor. While there was a large Gorilla Ghoul with a hand-written “#17” scrawled across the front of his suit (Victor didn’t bother looking at the multiple digit stitched number), the other three men were not dressed in orange. The Gorilla had a particularly nasty collection of evenly spaced blood spots across his bicep— puncture wounds judging by the damage to his uniform. Considering the rips in the fabric Victor was tempted to say that whatever caused it was most likely blunt… and jammed itself into the Gen’s flesh with force rather than finesse.


  Behind the Ghoul was a Donkey in a set of blue coveralls; he had one hand gripping the other with a mass of cloth… which was dripping red. On either side of the two casualties were members of the station security team— one a Dalmatian and the other a Malamute.


  He revised his greeting upon seeing the two security guards; he’d learned that it was always a smart idea to remain on the good side of enforcement agencies. “Hello, gentlemen. What seems to be the problem?”


  The Malamute spoke up, voice matching the impolite objection from earlier. “Seventeen got his sleeve caught in an actuator.”


  The Cat nodded, stroking his chin as he acknowledged the confirmation of his earlier preliminary examination, “Hmm… looks like you’re one of the lucky ones… not many people get to keep their arm after an accident like that.”


  The Dalmatian stepped forward and that’s when Victor saw the rank pin indicating that the spotted Dog was actually the senior security officer of the two. He motioned to the Donkey, “Which is why Engineer Alton is here too…”


  The Engineer’s long, fuzzy ears lowered slightly in the obvious indication that the Donkey didn’t respond well to being the center of attention, “I… uh… just disconnected the piston assembly before it could do any da— well… any REAL damage.”


  Dr. Cortez took a step toward Alton holding out a paw as a non-verbal request to see the injury. “Indeed… and ended up getting hurt when everything fell apart, hmm?”


  The Donkey obediently provided Victor with his injured hand. The Doctor slowly unwrapped it then shook his head at the damage the machinery had done. It wasn’t serious but it also wasn’t going to be a quick fix. Clicking his tongue with displeasure the Cat simply motioned with his head toward the exam room. Alton paused, “Um… I… I think he might need help first.”


  The good doctor frowned, letting go of the Donkey’s hand after covering it back up. Despite having been second-guessed Victor maintained a fully professional tone as he addressed the comment. “This is my Medical Center and I’m the one held accountable for what happens here. HE is a Ghoul and YOU are an Engineer which means I get in more trouble for you losing a hand than for HIM dying. So… the longer you wait for me to tend to you the longer he’ll be bleeding to death. Does that clear things up?”


  Rather than answering the Donkey simply followed without another word, still cradling his injured hand with the cloth wrapped around it once again. The Malamute however was not quite so complacent. “Engineer Alton is under our care while he’s down here… we’re coming in too.”


  The Cat stopped and turned back to face him. “I’d rather a Ghoul as large as 17 here be supervised while he’s in the medical center… I think it would be better—”


  The Malamute didn’t give him a chance to offer a better alternative. “Then we’ll all go.”


  Thankfully the Dalmatian was much more reasonable. “Sergeant… you can stay here with Seventeen and I’ll go with the Engineer.”


  Frowning, the Malamute deferred. “Yes, Sir.”


  The Ghoul spoke up for the first time since he entered the Medical Center. “I won’t cause any problems, sir.”


  The Dalmatian gestured to the Gorilla. “There… you see? All’s well.”


  Victor wasn’t convinced, adding in a rather unconvincing tone “Fantastic.”


  The Lieutenant then looked to Victor, “Lead the way, Doctor.”


  The Cat shrugged and headed directly back to the work room. Once they were in the hallway with the door between them and the waiting room, Victor didn’t mind throwing some verbal flack at the security guard. “You’re lucky you came in when you did… two more minutes and there wouldn’t have been anyone here.”


  The Dalmatian didn’t seem to mind in the least. “Fortunate for everyone then.”


  Victor motioned to the exam table, upon which the Donkey obediently sat. The Cat began undressing the engineer’s wound before applying sanitizer. “You’re PARTICULARLY lucky, Engineer Alton… if this had to wait to be treated you might have lost some fingers.”


  The Cat finished cleaning the wound before applying a numbing agent. He had started sewing up the gash and only then did Alton speak up, “Thank you for your help, Doctor Cortez.”


  The simple, straight-forward acknowledgment of his skill did wonders for the Cat and a smile even managed to break his otherwise dour expression; it was nice to be appreciated. Cutting the last bit of polymer from the suture Victor finished the stitches. “You are most welcome.”


  The Dalmatian stepped away from the wall and uncrossed his arms, “Are we ready for the Gorilla now, Doctor?”


  The Cat set his tools down, “Fine. You can send the Engineer on his way— wait a minute.”


  Alton, who was just about to leave, paused and looked back at him. “Yes, Doctor?”


  Victor held out a small plastic container. It had been over a year since Victor had actually thought about the more affable nature of his profession. Offering his most personable smile he gave the pill bottle a little shake. “For the pain.”


  The Donkey smiled back. “Thank you.”


  Rather than acknowledge the continued thanks, Dr. Cortez chose instead to accept it with grace by maintaining his professionalism. “Alright, Lieutenant… you can bring this patient out and leave him with your attack Wolf.”


  “Dog, technically. And he—”


  Victor’s tail flicked. “Your attack Dog.”


  The Dalmatian nodded and led Alton out of the exam room. While he waited, the Cat deposited his used equipment into the plastic bio hazard bucket next to his work space and began preparing the variety of items he’d need for the Gorilla Ghoul. #17’s wounds had been bad but they were still only a few stages above superficial… ‘trauma’ without it being an excessive emergency. He would be able to do a job worthy of his skill level without having to over analyze the situation or follow up with any great amount of double-checking.


  All of that meant that he was almost done with the distraction and he’d be able to address the pending arrival of the Freighter which, as far as he knew, was in questionable condition with who-only-knew what crew problems. Finishing his preparations for the Gorilla Victor got the last of his equipment in place, prepared some bandages, and contemplated whether or not a sedative would be needed; Captain Collins returned with the enormous Ghoul before he could finish his decision so he settled on not bothering.


  #17 went immediately to the exam table upon entry into the room. He used his good arm to pull his orange jump suit away from the wound. Had Victor’s body contained even a single squeamish bone he would probably have shuddered at the sound of the cloth being separated from the mutilated flesh. Instead, the Cat was far more interested in the condition of the Gorilla’s arm and to marvel at the injury’s messy simplicity.


  Perhaps Dr. Cortez was the only medical professional in history who considered the numerous punctures caused by an industrial accident ‘simple’, but, as far as he was concerned enough pounds per square inch applied to flesh would create a puncture no matter how dull the item being used. The wounds at their base level were very simple… what was NOT simple was utilizing the best method to close them up with so little flesh left intact. In the end, he settled on a very old fashioned technique.


  The Lieutenant’s ears raised as the Cat pulled out an applicator. “Is that medi-glue?”


  Victor rolled his eyes but worked to maintain an even tone; he’d learned far too often in the past that talking down to the average security officer usually ended up poorly. “The proper term is ‘bio adhesive’, Lieutenant… and yes, I am using a form of ‘glue’ that will act as an antiseptic and a bonding agent to keep this fine fellow from bleeding to death… that WAS your objective for bringing him here, yes?”


  The Dalmatian returned to his leaning place on the wall, “When I file my report I’ll have to tell Central Ops whether they should expect him to recover… will he?”


  The Cat finished applying the adhesive and had just opened his mouth to answer but the entire room shuddered. The movement was accompanied by flickering of the med bay lights followed by the echoing rumble of something that could only have been bad. Checking his PCD, Victor realized that it was MINUTES before the Frigate was due to land. “…perfect.”


  The Lieutenant pulled his own PCD out and adjusted the mic in his helmet. “Sergeant… I lost signal from Command…”


  The Malamute’s voice spoke up from the paw-held device. “Yeah… me too. Did you feel that shudder from the walls?”


  The Dalmatian frowned. “Check through the different channels, then meet me on 8.”


  The Sergeant’s response was a simple “Roger.”


  Victor wasn’t entirely interested in eavesdropping, but he never could manage to turn down the thought of receiving a little insider information. The Cat finished sealing up the Gorilla’s wounds as he overheard the Lieutenant shuffle through channel after channel without response before sighing and switching one more time. “You there, Sergeant?”


  The Malamute’s voice spoke up right away. “Yeah… couldn’t get anyone else on any of—”


  The Sergeant’s voice trailed off and Victor heard someone speaking in the background. A moment later the Malamute came back. “Alton thinks it might be damage to the Comm System… which explains why close range PCD contact works but we can’t reach Command or Central Ops.”


  The Dalmatian nodded. “Alright… I think we’re almost done here.”


  He glanced to Victor, who nodded in response. “All set.”


  The Lieutenant continued. “Yeah… we’re good. I’ll bring 17 out and we can get back to post. Without Comms there’s a good chance that things might get a little dicey.”


  The Cat, who was just about to turn and gather his supplies for the trip down to the E-3 pad came to a stop. The Lieutenant had a very good point and Dr. Cortez was NOT very enthusiastic about traveling a third the length of the station alone with possible riots and looters. “Lieutenant… a moment of your time, please?’


  The Dalmatian didn’t seem interested in hearing him out. “Not now, Doctor… you should get back to your quarters and stay there until whatever’s going on calms down.”


  Victor sighed, rolling his eyes. “Well… as I was saying earlier before you commandeered my services to tend to the two patients, I have orders to get down to the emergency landing pad in preparation for a Frigate coming in on Auto-Return.”


  The Lieutenant raised his PCD. “Hold a minute.” and then looked straight at the Cat. “What orders?”


  Dr. Cortez smiled; in his experience a question presented was a foot in the door… perhaps he wouldn’t have to travel alone. Holding the largest of his travel bags out toward the Gorilla’s good arm the Cat motioned to the door, “The Station Commander requested me personally… so, considering how late I am I think I’ll need a little help. We can talk more about it on the way.”


  * * * * * *


  Aside from all of the obvious problems coming to pass on Sigma-Echo it still hadn’t been an easy week if for no reason other than being separated from Jen. Theo was elated when the apartment received a call from the bridge; even if he couldn’t do anything about most of the problems at least he would be able to address the most personal one. The Wolf was relieved to hear from Jen… though the topic of discussion wasn’t a pleasant one. Aside from the usual “How is everyone?”, there was a much more direct discussion regarding Nathan, who had finally succumbed to the lack of HID.


  Unlike the rest of the Gens the Elephant had requested to not take the supplement created by one of the ship’s medics. It was difficult for Theo to explain the events that had happened; since there was little study on the topic it was his duty as a loyal LHI employee to document the effects of HID withdrawal… on one of his friends.


  The Wolf explained what had transpired during the call as clearly as he could all while maintaining an even tone. Despite the importance of his report he made a point of pausing every time he heard Jen murmur or shuffle or gasp. Once, toward the end of Theo’s report, he heard her sob.


  When next she spoke however she had recovered her own professional, even tone. “So… he didn’t suffer at the end?”


  There was no video to the communication but Theo paused to straightened his tie even though she couldn’t see (it was a personal habit and helped him settle himself). “It was really bad in the beginning: aches, pains… eventually weakness— so he was bed ridden. After awhile there was coughing and some bleeding. But… no… several hours before he passed he went unconscious… and it was… peaceful.”


  He heard her heavy sigh through the comm. “Good… I guess… I— I should have been there, Theo… I should—”


  He was quick to cut her line of thinking short. “You are the Station’s Overseer, Jen… it’s important work. We ALL know that. You were doing what you should have been doing and nobody can fault you for it.”


  It took several moments for her to respond but once she did her voice was even again. “How’s everyone else? Is that serum Dr. Cortez manufactured helping?”


  Theo closed the folder of information he’d kept on Nate, glad to be done with it. “Other than some general irritability, minor aches and pains, and some people complaining of trouble sleeping it seems like everything’s fine.”


  Concern came back into Jen’s voice at her next question. “What about YOU, Theo… are… are you alright?”


  Ever since he had asked Jen to give his share of HID to the others and made a request to not use the synthesized serum she had been consistently concerned for him. He was displeased that he caused her so much stress but he realized that he wouldn’t do her any good if he had some questionable chemical cocktail in his body… not when the home office had made it clear many times that he wasn’t subjected to the same genetic instability of the rapidly manufactured models of the Designer Domestics.


  He quickly pushed the thoughts from his mind, having already delayed his response far too long. “Mostly the same symptoms, actually.”


  He offered a comforting chuckle and, miraculously, it spread to her. As silence slowly passed the time between them he tentatively asked a question of his own, “How are YOU doing, Jen… I mean… without the HID?”


  Although her words were direct, something about her tone made him realize that she was hiding something… and she never hid anything from him. “It took a few days to get it out of my system. You shouldn’t be worried about me— I don’t have a modified genetic structure… mostly it just means I have to work a little more to not get mad. It seems like it’s harder to be professional when my body can actually manufacture all of those hormones.”


  “Is something wrong?”


  Jen let out a sigh. “No… pretty much just the irritability and having trouble sleeping… but it isn’t any worse than what you guys are going through.”


  Theo was not satisfied; he could tell when she was being evasive. “Did you just said ‘pretty much’, as in, there might be something else? You know I get worried when it sounds like you’re hiding something, Jen.”


  She let out a sigh, a hint of agitation coming to her voice. “It’s personal stuff, Theo… it isn’t important.”


  The wolf stared at the comm system, taking a seat on the bed, “I could try to help if I knew what was wrong. You know I will always do anything I—”


  Jen’s voice snapped succinctly. “I’m going through having a period.”


  Theo was struck dumb. “You… mean…”


  Her tone was still aggravated. “I’m menstruating, Theo… as in, hormone cycle, PMS, cramps… all of THAT stuff!”


  Everything fell into place for the Wolf. “Oh.”


  Ever since Theo had been put onto the HID to maintain an even emotional state and to preserve the LHI copyright on his genetic coding the Gen’s hormones had been suppressed. In objection, Jen had also demanded to be given the exact same regimen— she had always been an obstinate child and her father had hoped that having a compliant Designer Domestic Geneticon would help calm her down but the plan ended up backfiring when she demanded to be given the same treatment.


  In the end, her father was so adamant about Theo going on the same chemical cocktail as the rest of the line that he let her have her way (after the scientists guaranteed no less than a dozen times that it would be safe). What that meant for a young thirteen year old girl, however, was that, other than her first one or two experience as a teen she had gone through her adult life without ever having a normal menstrual cycle. The thought scared him because Theo was probably only a day or two behind. He’d heard that males didn’t have PMS, but the shifting in hormone production could still kick the professionalism right out of him.


  He didn’t realize he’d fallen silent until Jen spoke up again. “How’s everyone else? I mean… what has the team been doing?”


  Theo was thankful for the change in topic; he really appreciated the light-touch maneuvering out of uncomfortable discussions required even if he himself didn’t have it. “Everyone’s been keeping busy. Trudy has been trying to set up work schedules for everyone… Carol just got back with checking into a new color scheme for the apartment.”


  Jen seemed to take that information well but as usual her concern still showed, “Is she still getting escorts from security? There are plenty of CPO employees in the Central Hub and I don’t want her down there alone.”


  The Wolf had always admired the amicable way Jen referred to the convicts and criminals hired by the DRC Corp. While he had heard numerous station employees call them ‘Cons’, ‘Ghouls’, or even ‘Slaves’, the official term of CPO, Contract Purchased-or-Obtained seemed far more politically correct. He was quick to put her mind at ease. “She has a line straight to Security Control and gets two officers any time she’s down at the Hub. According to security she can contact them at any hour and she’ll get a personal escort.”


  A chiding humor managed to sneak through Jen’s otherwise dour tone. “Good… make sure you prepare a report on that. I want to send a Light-Trans to my dad when I get a chance to point out that there are plenty of good Gens out there who weren’t manufactured.”


  Theo smiled despite himself. “I thought the two of you had already agreed to disagree on that point.”


  “We did… but he’s still wrong and I intend to prove it.”


  They shared a chuckle but as that died down he continued with his report. “Marco has been restless… he’s spent his whole life with his brother so he’s been looking for ways to keep himself busy.”


  Jen’s concern was readily evident in her reply. “Keep an eye on him, Theo… he’ll probably need a little extra attention. Try to give him some goals… maybe do a review of the apartment and look for any security concerns— Oh! I know! Have him prepare a few contingency plans for evacuation, protection, and counter-intelligence.”


  Theo smiled; she always knew just what to say. “I’ll also have Xavier and Ollie spend some time with him… just guy stuff. They got back earlier today from another talk with the security detail down at the hangar.”


  Her response was completely analytical. “Did they find out anything new? Do we know how or why the VAC targeted LHI supplies specifically?”


  Theo’s smile disappeared. “Nothing new, no… but they did say that security would report to Commander Vanessa if they discovered anything and she’ll get that info to you directly… so I think it’s more of the waiting game…”


  In unison they both acknowledged. “…and I hate waiting.”


  After another small session of laughter Jen followed up with another question. “What about Ken and Henry? Have they both calmed down?”


  Theo nodded despite her being unable to see it; he enjoyed talking with her even if he couldn’t see her and his tail was finally free to wag again. “One calmed down and the other calmed up. They’ve both been spending the time taking care of the apartment… cleaning up…” he paused. “They’re the ones who handled Nate’s… uh… remains.”


  Any humor in the situation disappeared, “…oh.”


  With no time really being the ‘right’ time, Theo settled on that moment as the best time to tell her, “Nate’s body is gone.”


  Although there were any number of ways for her to have analyzed his statement the Wolf was again astounded and proud of the Overseer’s method of understanding. “How long after time of death did it take place?”


  He focused on being professional and analytical in his answer, pushing aside the thought of his friend’s death and choosing instead to look at it from a clinical and scientific manner. “Some time between one and a half to three hours after the call-time. Almost three hours exactly after storing the body Henry identified the complete loss of genetic cohesion.”


  There was a pause on the other end before she spoke up. “…decomposition?”


  He provided clarification, “Complete disintegration… I think we’ll need a scientist to determine if it was total project failure but there was just… uh…”


  “…Goo?”


  Theo let out a sigh. “Yeah…”


  There was silence from the comm for several seconds before Jen spoke up again, “Alright, Theo… just… keep everything in storage and leave it at that. Everyone had a chance to say goodbye, I hope?”


  “Yes.”


  The Overseer let out a steadying breath. “Alright, then we’ll keep things moving forward. Make sure that everyone has their doses of the new medication and if it looks like we’re running low we can tap Dr. Cortez again. Until then maintain operational standards and I’ll see when I can get some time to come ba—”


  The feed suddenly ended; a few seconds later the Wolf felt a distinct tremor from the floor followed by a faint, echoing rumble. He stood up immediately. “Jennifer? Jen? Jen!”


  There was no response. Theo pulled out his PCD and checked for upload strength to the station’s central communication… it wasn’t that he didn’t have a signal; there literally was no signal to be had. Maintaining his composure the Wolf felt his heart begin to beat a little faster— another one of those side effects of not having the HID to control his adrenaline. It frustrated him to no end but he just added that onto the hormone issue as well.


  Forcing himself to remain calm Theo put his PCD away and headed out into the main room to talk with the others; Jen had told him to maintain operational standards and that was precisely what he intended to do. The other Gens had apparently also realized that there had been some kind of ‘event’ and that meant his job was going to be harder— Mark was already loading up on weaponry while Trudy and Henry were talking about another possible VAC raid.


  Theo put on his best manager persona and got right to work. “Everyone calm down.”


  Although all of the Gens acknowledged his authority right away it still took several minutes for everyone to settle in. Mark, who, quite literally had been packing every single firearm he had brought with somewhere onto his person needed the time to place them back in the firearms chest so he could sit down. Gertrude, who had taken cover in the back room needed to be coaxed out and shown that everything was indeed alright. Although Theo had not originally expected it, Henry ended up being the most helpful in getting everyone organized.


  Carol was the sole other member of the Gens aside from Theo who had not lost her cool. She continued working away on her PCD and only when everyone had quieted down did she bother to start the discussion off, “It looks like Comms are down across the station. I can’t bring up anybody who isn’t here in this room.”


  Ken, who was the communications expert of the group was very quick to chime in next. “If the station’s comm center is offline then we’ll only have short range communication with identified signals from each others’ PCDs. Does anyone know other people on the station?”


  Everyone pulled out their own hand held comms and began searching through their list. Theo did a quick check of his own. “I just got a message from one of the engineers stationed on this deck… he seems to think Sigma-Echo lost its Comm Tower.”


  Ken winced at that. “Great… well it looks like it’ll be awhile before communication comes back up— that’s no easy fix.”


  Theo worked to avoid whining at the thought of further distance between Jen and her workers but he didn’t let the sound escape him. Instead he stood back up, put on his best in-charge-and-confident-about-it air, and began to do what he was meant to do: he kept the peace, maintained order, and saw to it that the group would remain productive. Secretly, however, he hoped that Jen would find a way to get back to them— it just wasn’t the same without her.


  As everyone parted after the meeting Carol came up to the Wolf and spoke quietly. “I hope Jen can get back to us soon… it just isn’t the same without her.”


  In some way it felt reassuring to know that he wasn’t the only one thinking it but, at the same time, it was his job to be that reassurance for everyone else. Theo rested a paw on Carol’s shoulder. “She will be… I’m sure of it.”


  Chapter 19: No Rest for the Weary


  Despite the fact that the half-dozen workers that made up Jeremiah’s team were considered a unified group they spent surprisingly little time together as a single unit… in fact, Kyle had counted only three instances in which they had happened to be together for any length of time; the most recent lunch break (which was closer to dinner time considering their work schedules) was one of those rare circumstances. The sub-level break room was easily large enough to accommodate numerous groups of their size, but the workers stuck to one side of the room.


  There were four large cafeteria style tables, each capable of seating ten with ample elbow room but Jeremiah’s work force had split up between two of them. Due to shift differentials between workers and management, the Pointer had not joined them. At Kyle’s table sat Sherman, of course, but Dmitri had joined them as well. Wesley and J’vir were the sole occupants of the second table but neither Dmitri nor Sherman seemed to care that the Gerbil and Voljoi had chosen a separate one for themselves.


  Wesley and J’vil spent most of their break going over the basics of replacing an electronic pump; apparently their work hadn’t gone as well as they’d hoped. Eventually that topic of discussion came to a close with the Gerbil telling J’vil “Well, maybe next time you’ll remember to bring a wrench.”


  A series of chuckles went up around the two tables, and even Kyle smiled at the friendly ribbing. Dmitri was not among those laughing; he simply finished off his protein bar before pulling out his small pill dispenser and emptying two into his palm. The mood was relaxed enough that Kyle’s inquisitive nature got the better of him and he found the words leaving his mouth. “So… what ARE those anyway?”


  The Snow Leopard’s ears flicked back in agitation then went forward again before laying back one more time— they remained back until Wes glanced toward him; even though the ears returned to a much more neutral position the scowl still remained. The feline stayed quiet for several long seconds, popped the pills into his muzzle, swallowed, then announced quite flatly “Is medicine.”


  Wes stretched where he sat on the bench and spoke across the way to Kyle. “Dmitri was created by Life Happens Inc… he’s a custom model Geneticon and needs to take maintenance dosage. Usually he takes injections, but he’s down to pills until the next resupply comes.”


  Kyle paused at that, thinking about what he knew of Gens and the laws against the manufacture of living organisms. “I thought they made it illegal to create Genticons after the Integration.”


  Wes shrugged. “For the most part, sure… but the Terran Congress did grant a few licenses… and right now LHI is the only company that still holds one.”


  Dmitri snorted, speaking simply and succinctly with his thick Russian accent. “Da… an’ dis is why DRC purchased LHI.”


  Wes nodded to the Snow Leopard then looked back to Kyle. “I’m sure the whole ‘take over’ thing is a little more complicated than just wanting access to their Genesis License, Dmitri… but I bet it sure sweetened the deal plenty. It also doesn’t hurt that they got a whole platoon of combat capable Geneticon soldiers like Dmitri out of the deal.”


  J’vil, the quietest and smallest among the group finally contributed to the conversation. “Everyone here has a past. There is no sense in spending any real time on it.”


  The Gerbil rolled his eyes. “Well, he’s the one who pulled out his HID in front of the new guy.”


  Kyle looked up from the wrapper of his nutrient bar, “HID? That’s what you and Mr. Fowler were talking about the other day, wasn’t it, Wes?”


  The Gerbil lowered his head into his waiting paw and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “That damn Dog loves his PCD’s speaker mode way too much.”


  The Human quieted down after that. “I’m sorry… I didn’t know it was private information.”


  Wes shrugged. “It isn’t I guess, but everyone here has stuff they generally don’t want getting out. I bet Jerry didn’t tell you about him joining the Liberation Front during the Mars Occupation, did he?”


  Sherman’s ears went up. “He was in the fight for Mars?”


  Kyle was not a history major but the corporate war between DRC and VAC was a big deal. J’vil, however, seemed confused. “What was the Mars Occupation? I was under the assumption that Humans were the first to settle there.”


  Dmitri finished a swig of water. “Was big fight batween DRC and VAC… many years ago.”


  Sherman snorted. “Wasn’t really a fight… more like an invasion.”


  Kyle nodded. “If I recall, the VAC had a large research station on Mars and DRC pushed a bill through Terran Congress that allowed them to take over operation of it. There was a big flare up when the populace found out that the corporation planned on evicting all residents. Did that have something to do with it?”


  Wes rolled his eyes. “Pretty much, yeah… a lot of people didn’t take it very well. Squatters, Terran separatists, and VAC families mostly… DRC asked to have them relocated to conserve corporate propriety. It was just business… not nearly as EVIL as it might sound.”


  The Human paused for a moment in thought. “So what did Jeremiah do, exactly?”


  The Gerbil smirked. “You wouldn’t realize it from how mouthy he still is, but Jerry’s mostly come around since his rehabilitation… he pretty much just grumbles about it these days… which is whole lot better than making bombs.”


  Kyle turned to stare at Wesley. “BOMBS?”


  The Gen shrugged. “Also not exactly as BAD as it sounds… mostly arming ammo stores to explode, modifying electronic devices into improvised explosives, overloading power subsystems… stuff like that. I heard he took out some warehouses, an administrative office, and a shuttle or two, but he still claims he never hurt anyone… except maybe some financiers… in their pocket books. Still, it was enough property damage to be considered for—”


  J’vil interrupted him quietly. “Would Jeremiah’s story best be left for him to tell, Mr. Wesley?”


  The Gerbil looked at the Voljoi. “What’s that, Squeaky?”


  The small gray alien fidgeted. “Well… What I propose to question is whether YOU would like it if someone told a new member of the team about why YOU have an orange jump suit.”


  Wesley’s expression grew dire immediately and his small round ears flattened. He scowled, rubbing at the only section of his enormous half-body scar visible outside of his suit. “I made some mistakes in my prior position… it happened, and I’ll own up to it… but it doesn’t mean I like having to explain it every time a new guy comes into the group.”


  The Gerbil shot a glance at J’vil seated across from him; the Voljoi immediately looked away. Kyle hadn’t taken noticed before that J’vil didn’t wear an orange uniform but hadn’t really focused on the fact that he was the only member of the team other than Kyle himself without one. “How did you end up part of the team, J’vil? You’re not… recruited… right?”


  The Voljoi cleared his throat, adjusting lapel of his uniform. “I… did not agree with my place on my home planet… Engineer Fowler had a spot open for me.”


  Wesley nodded, “Yeah… his only crime was being stupid… coming to Sigma-Echo to leave something bad is like jumping into the cooking fire because the pan’s too hot.”


  J’vir cleared his throat, obviously uncomforable discussing it. “It was the optimal way to resolve my problem. My people do not look kindly on a change in profession so I was required to look elsewhere.”


  Sherman’s ears raised he did pressed the issue. “So you were a crimin—?”


  Dmitri interrupted him, stating flatly “Janitor.”


  A faint greenish blush came to the Voljoi’s cheeks and he sank a little lower in his seat. “There is a certain social expectation set by one’s profession and some things are worth leaving in a quest for improvement.”


  Kyle wasn’t really sure what to make of the situation, but he figured that he had best step in and change the topic to something less personal. “Okay, well… I think—”


  He got no further than that as a distraction of another sort cut the conversation short. Everyone was thrown off of the benches as the entire room jumped beneath them. The ground shook, the lights flickered, and the walls vibrated for nearly three seconds and then… silence. The lights went fully out for the span of a breath, before coming back on.


  J’vil was the first to speak up. “Another attack?”


  Sherman shook his head. “It felt like a collision.”


  Wesley picked himself up off the floor, looking to his wrist-mounted PCD he pressed a button before speaking, “Central, this is Engineer Wesley Par— …the comms dead.”


  Dmitri pulled his own PCD out and pressed a few buttons. “Dere is noting… is like signal is gone.”


  J’vil got to his feet shakily, pulling out his own PCD. “The station just shuddered and we do not have a comm signal… so that suggests either a VAC assault team is blocking our signals or we were struck by a satellite transmitter which is canceling out communications or—”


  Wes smirked. “Or the more obvious answer: Comm Tower is down, Squeaky.”


  Dmitir scowled, then cursed in Russian. “Derr’mo. Is more work for us.”


  J’vil glanced from Wes to Dmitri then back. “But… we do not work on communications… correct?”


  Wesley clarified. “Whether we have comms or not we still have work to do… it just makes coordinating things harder. But if comms are out then I’m pretty sure Central will want to get them working again… which means we’ll probably have to lend them a few extra hands.”


  Dmitri looked to the Gerbil who was second in command with Jeremiah gone. “Wot is to be plan?”


  Wes scowled. “One of these days we need to get you a translation unit… your grammar is fucking horrible.”


  The Snow Leopard looked unblinking at Wesley, “I keel men five ways wit just one claw—” he held up his pinkie, “tocking is secondary skill.”


  The Engineer didn’t seem impressed. “And yet here you are, fixing life support fixtures just like the rest of us.”


  Kyle wasn’t sure if people were supposed to laugh at the comment but when nobody did it only left him feeling more uncomfortable. Fortunately, Wesley took the lead a few moments later and didn’t give him long to be ill-at-ease, “Dmitri, go check in at Central… J’vil, you and I are going back to the tanks to make sure nothing got thrown out of order by that impact.”


  Kyle spoke up. “And me, sir?”


  The Gerbil thought over the question for a moment. “You and Sherman should go check in on the Comm Tower… and let Jerry know what we’re up to if you pass him on the tramway… he’ll probably be making his way down here soon as he can.”


  * * * * * *


  Usually time alone in his apartment did Jeremiah some good but it just wasn’t working. He’d spent nearly an hour working on a crossword puzzle and then took a nap. He followed that up with cooking a real dinner— not one of the premade things or the fabricated protein drinks from the dispensers. While Jeremiah was no chef he was self-sufficient, and the time spent cooking was more time he could let the thoughts bang around inside his head and hopefully resolve themselves… but it hadn’t really worked. In the end he sat down at his table with a drink in his paw thinking about, as had been custom lately, the past.


  Despite how much things changed, some things always seemed to be the same. Likewise, no matter how many new experiences the Dog had the old ones always remained. Gazing down at his PCD he read the caption on the old article he’d pulled up and the Gen sighed. He’d all but memorized the cover involving a picture of a damaged civilian atmospheric silo and a collection of Mars insurgents being led away by the Terran military; the foreman sighed. Like the rest of the ‘physical memories’ he just couldn’t set aside, the article was from times that were… no longer.


  Although nobody on Sigma-Echo had ever accused the Pointer of living in the past many of his work crew often pointed out that he spent a lot of time ‘day dreaming’ or ‘star gazing’… and that was an accurate-enough statement. The truth was that Jeremiah had a lot of past to reconcile, and so it ended up eating into his day. True, much of his past hurt but, then again, from the past so much more could be learned if only people took the time to review, rethink, and reapply the lessons they’d been taught by the experience. Yes… they were painful times… but they were also good times, in a way.


  His life was much more secure than it had been back then— vastly improved, by a certain measure. Then again, time also had a way of taking away things that had been and leaving nothing in its place. Jeremiah swirled the synthetic alcohol around in the glass he held— yet another example of progression NOT being all that great. The Dog sighed as he drew a finger across the text on his PCD screen. He downed the last of his drink, but not before toasting. “…to past lives, and the happy stupidity of youth…”


  Setting the empty glass and his PCD aside, Jeremiah stood up from his table and glanced around his apartment. He’d just finished his shift: taking readings… calibrating the electronics… fine-tuning the diagnostic schedule for the next shift— it was a grueling gauntlet of dealing with minutia, but it was done and nobody on his team was injured. All-in-all that pointed toward another day of successful life support administration.


  It also meant that Jeremiah had a reasonably strong headache; he would have preferred to have spent the day working on the mechanical components… at least that gave him time to let his mind wander so he wouldn’t finish the day having pent-up unaccounted for thoughts. The end result of a day requiring full use of his mind meant that the overflow of unprocessed thoughts and memories ended up clogging him up… not unlike an undercharged CO2 filtration cell not getting put through the scrubber on time. The Pointer paused, realizing that he’d just compared his mind to an atmo-cell. He rubbed his forehead. “Alrighty then… no system administration tahmarrah.”


  Jeremiah finished the clean-up from his dinner and after-dinner drink then picked up and pocketed his PCD once again. Although he was not usually one to spend a lot of time ‘hanging out’, the Pointer hadn’t every really been motivated to explore the executive deck’s single social area, known figuratively and literally as ‘The Executive Lounge’. It was as much a restaurant/bar as anything down in the Central Hub, but it was much more upscale, requiring proof of residence on the top decks to even being allowed through the door; despite being a CPO with an orange uniform, Jeremiah was one of the rare ‘Ghouls’ who was placed on the Executive Deck due to merit rather than rank.


  More than just a ‘benefit of rank’, however, the lounge also carried with it a degree of prestige; they only accepted real money and not station credits… just another of many reasons why the Dog didn’t frequent it on any regularity. The one thing it WAS good for, however, was allowing Jeremiah to spend some time alone without actually BEING alone— it was quiet compared to most bars but there were still plenty of people present. He entered the mood-lit establishment and took a seat on a faux-leather booth bench just a few yards from the entrance. The Pointer let out a sigh as he gazed around at the groups of two-to-eight people doing their get-togethers.


  A cream-colored Beagle girl came by and set a wine glass of sparkling water down in front of him. She offered a welcoming smile and Jeremiah didn’t miss the faint hum of her order pad’s biometric scanner at work. Her eyes glanced from it to him and she smiled. “Good evening, Mr. Fowler. My name’s Mary and I’ll be your server tonight. Right now I have two other tables, so I hope you don’t mind sharing.”


  The Pointer had only been to The Executive Lounge on two other occasions and each experience was unique. It was obvious that each server had their own set of skills and, coupled with his biometric record, they were able to create unique, equally impressive visits. Mary’s casual approach and open demeanor suggested that Jeremiah’s file indicated that he preferred genuine interaction, and, he realized, Mary was good at faking ‘genuine’. He smiled, willing to play along for the sake of the experience. “No problem, darlin’… It’d be rude to expect you’d be here just fer me.”


  Mary smiled again and even offered a faint hint of a laugh as she offered him a (real) leather-bound long, thin menu. “Well then… here’s our beverage listing, Mr. Fowler—”


  The Pointer interrupted her, wondering just how good she was at playing casual. “You can call me Jerry. It’s easier to say.”


  The serving girl’s smile widened. “Well okay then… Jerry.” She shifted her old on a tastefully elegant electronic pad. “—and here’s a custom list of select dishes tailored to your personal taste.”


  He accepted the pad, inspecting the Beagle girl with all of his attention, seeking SOME kind of flaw in the way she presented herself. Her doe-brown eyes stared almost right at him, but showing much more interest than challenge. She had a welcome demeanor with a hint of playful subservience. If not for the fact that she wore up-to-date, trendy fashion he would have pegged her for the perfect down-to-earth rural Mars country girl.


  Smile widening, he just couldn’t pass up the chance to flirt. It was harmless, of course… she was almost young enough to be his daughter. Still, it didn’t stop him. “What if what ah’d would like isn’t on the menu?”


  Her full-breath laughter was spot-on. “Oh, Jerry, you ol’ flirt.”


  Yep… she nailed it. Chuckling, Jeremiah looked back to the electronic pad. “Gimme a few t’ see what ah can find on the menu that looks as good. Fair nuff, darlin’?”


  She winked. “Sue. Just take your time… I’ll be back in a few and you can tell me what you want… from the menu.”


  The added comment was entirely for his benefit, and proof that at least some of the personality she presented was genuine. He was both intrigued and bemused at the same time. Although he’d already eaten, the Pointer’s eyes went back to the menu, actually contemplating purchasing something if for no reason other than to pass the time and have a reason to chat with Mary again. The age difference alone was enough to put them in vastly different classifications, but he didn’t mind the possibility of some friendly banter.


  His thoughts were disrupted by a sudden laugh. A Tiger with a faint but still distinctive Indian accent sat down on the booth across the aisle from Jeremiah’s, talking in quite an animated manner. “I’m sorry, my friend… but cannot believe you are a PRIVATE.”


  His companion:,a massive, bay-colored Shire Horse took a seat across from the Tiger, motioning to the badge on his shoulder. He spoke with a very strong Scottish accent, “What’s t’bleeve? Th’ rank ‘signia’s rite ‘ere.”


  The first Gen adjusted a pair of armless glasses where they perched on his muzzle, “Aside from the fact that your contract should have included an automatic promotion to at LEAST Corporal when you joined DRC, I would have thought you would be a Colonel.”


  The Horse chuckled. “Think yeh mae ‘ave me confused with someone else, Doc.”


  The Tiger folded his paws in front of himself, staring back at the stallion. “Major Ian McIlvoy, I would have said.”


  The security officer snorted, “Heh… ah almos’ woulda beleeved Lieutenant… but MAJAH? That’s beyon’ jest flatterin’, Dr. Makowi… next yeh’ll be tryin’ t’ bribe meh.”


  One of Jeremiah’s ears rotated toward the conversation; he’d heard of a Tiger by the name of Dr. Makowi having been added to the station roster VERY recently. The curious thing of course was that no shuttles had arrived in the better part of a month, yet the Tiger showed up a good number of weeks after that. The Pointer hazarded a glance toward the two men whose discussion had finally quieted down. He only managed to collect a few snippets of dialogue after that but most of it made just as little sense.


  Mary returned shortly thereafter and Jeremiah made the commitment; he ordered a drink and an appetizer. Once the server left, the Dog glanced back to the aisle and saw that a large Grizzly waiter was blocking his view of the two occupants of the booth across from him… and didn’t miss the way the thin, expressive Tiger’s paw was rested oh-so-casually on the ursine’s bicep. The moment the Bear left the Doctor locked gazes with Jeremiah. The Dog was quick to look away so he wouldn’t be accused of minding their business, but the Tiger had apparently already taken notice. “Foreman Fowler! I was hoping I might run into you!”


  The Dog felt immediately aghast at being recognize (especially from someone he didn’t know), but also at the Tiger’s incorrect title. He decided to address the second, much more easily faced issue first, “Engineer, not Foreman.”


  The large Horse glanced between the Doctor and the Engineer before addressing Jeremiah, “Yeah… ‘e ‘as a way a oversteppin’ rank fer peeple like tha’.”


  The Tiger rubbed his chin, glancing back at his companion, “Perhaps the issue is that I do not overstate… perhaps YOU people are just under-performing.”


  The Dog frowned, trying to push a sense of defensiveness aside— he didn’t owe the stranger any explanations. “Well that’s a way to look at it, I suppose.”


  Dr. Makowi pulled out his PCD and began punching away at the buttons before looking up at the Dog again. “Enginner. Oh… so you are… my apologies… I can see how the ah… ‘altercations’ on Mars might have caused issues.”


  The defensiveness won over; the Dog’s file was supposed to have been sealed after being recruited by DRC. How could Dr. Makowi have known about that unless he DID know Jeremiah? More importantly, why did he check his PCD? “Am I missing somethin’ here?”


  The Tiger’s next words made no sense, nor did the fact that the man grabbed tightly onto the table, claws out for extra purchase. “I would advise holding onto something.”


  Jeremiah’s ears went up. “What does that have to—”


  All discussion halted as the lounge’s broadcast music came to an end; a half-second later the floor rumbled faintly and the walls vibrated enough that the electric candle fixtures flickered. A murmur went up through the patrons of The Executive Lounge and the talking intensified. The Pointer went straight for his PCD to try and pull up an explanation of the strange disturbance.


  Dr. Makowi was quick to object. “There’s no sense in checking messages, Engineer Fowler… the Communications Array is offline.”


  Unwilling to settle for the word of the strange Tiger, Jeremiah pulled up station access… only to find it was not available. He quickly switched over to station diagnostic control… which was also unresponsive. Starting to grow concerned, he flipped through several other channels, even going so far as to check his electronic in-box… but nothing connected. In the end, he asked of nobody in particular. “What in the hell’s going on?”


  Dr. Makowi stood. “As I said, my friend… the Communications Array is offline. An incoming Freighter collided with it and tore the entire tower off of the hull.”


  The Dog put his disbelief on the wayside temporarily so he could ask the important question. “How can you know that?”


  The Tiger put away his PCD and offered only the most rudimentary of answers. “The Captain told me.”


  The Horse stood up as Dr. Makowi headed toward the door and moved quickly after the man, “Th’ Captain? But ‘ow cood she if th’ comms ‘r’ doen?”


  Dr. Makowi’s pleasant, outgoing demeanor suddenly became much more official. “Private… if I recall correctly you were assigned to accompany me… not ask questions.”


  Private McGilvoy’s disciplined expression gave away nothing. “Aye, ser.”


  The two left directly, Horse following the Tiger at a quick pace. Watching the exchange frustrated and confused the Pointer… mostly because it made him even more curious. He would have considered the Tiger insane except for the strangely accurate information to which Dr. Maokwi apparently had access.


  The Technician tried a few more times to see if there was ANY signal whatsoever on his comm and was partially vindicated by discovering that he’d received a general, very casual “Is anyone there?” message from one of the Executive Deck residents; he remembered the Wolf vaguely when he moved in after the most recent shuttle drop-off— he worked for the Overseer, if the Pointer recalled correctly.


  Jeremiah sent her the little bit of information he had which, granted, wasn’t much. At least he had confirmed that direct PCD comms could still broadcast on the local level. It wasn’t much, but, he realized, if the station’s computer system was still up he would be able to patch into it and gather information directly; his Technician access codes would see to that. Once he had a chance to review a diagnostic he’d be able to make any changes that could possibly be needed to ensure the safety of the station’s crew.


  Letting out a sigh, the Dog glanced at the wine list that had been presented to him by Mary, the creamy-furred Beagle girl and realized he wouldn’t have a chance to get his drink. He pushed the thought from his mind and chose instead to focus on the task at hand: if something took out part of the station then Atmospheric Control would need his expertise. Delaying no longer, the Dog exited the restaurant; his mind had already returned to work and he made sure that his body was quick to follow.


  * * * * * *


  Alton had suffered through his fair share of industrial accidents over the course of his introduction to engineering (granted, the majority of them had been as an observer). When he was working alongside an orange outfit team in the lower levels and saw a Gorilla’s orange uniform get caught in a series of pistols he acted more on reflex than thought; the end result was that he was taken to visit the medical bay alongside the recruited worker.


  The doctor was far more pleasant than he’d been led to believe; the Cat’s work was deliberate and delicate, and the Donkey was even provided something for the pain that would doubtlessly resurface once the topical numbing agent wore off. In the scheme of things however, Alton’s injuries were far less severe than the Gorilla’s. While the engineer assumed that they would each have been subscribed bed rest it was counter-intuitive that they were both asked to help the doctor report to the emergency landing. The Donkey really didn’t mind however; if there was something wrong with a Freighter then he would be able to help.


  Alton walked quietly after the security detail following the Doctor; in his good hand he carried a white satchel marked with the red cross positioned within a crescent moon: the symbol of Earth’s medical services. Alton glanced over at the Gorilla who was right beside him; the Gen was carrying an enormous tote over his uninjured shoulder. The Orange suited worker glanced his way at that very moment and offered a subdued smile. “Thanks again fer yer help.”


  The Donkey was not naïve enough to say what he was thinking; he translated it into a realistic statement. “It was something anyone should have done.”


  The Gorilla obviously didn’t miss the thought put into the response. “I guess… but not everyone WOULD.”


  The engineer shrugged. “I’d like to THINK they would.”


  They took a few more steps in silence before the big worker added. “You’re… Burger, right? I heard management talkin’ ‘bout yah.”


  The Engineer smiled. “Alton… Burger’s a nickname… long story.”


  “Twenty Five Oh Eight Seventeen… or just Seventeen fer short. ‘skinda weird tho… usually I go through intros BEFORE a ‘date’.”


  Alton could feel his ears turn beet-red in the instant he realized that the Gorilla used the term casually rather than suggesting that what they were doing was a—


  His thoughts were interrupted by the raised voice of one of the security officers in front of hi., “I’m telling you, Lieutenant, comms are down out of the blue? This could be the first stage of another VAC attack.”


  The Dalmatian ahead of Alton looked toward the Malamute and shook his head. “Chances are it’s just a system failure, Sergeant. They DO happen sometimes.”


  The doctor, who was closer to the two of them than either Alton or 17, came to a stop and turned around to face his guards. “You know… I’ve listened to the two of you going off about the comm system for the last twenty-something minutes… did it ever occur to you that we have an engineer right here?”


  Both of them turned around to regard Alton when the Cat motioned his direction. The Gorilla took a step away from him, leaving the Donkey on his own to accept all the attention. The Lieutenant drew closer. “Do you have any theories on what’s causing the disruption in the Comm systems, Mr. Burger?”


  The Donkey had been considering it and had a number of theories. Out of respect however, he chose to address those of the security team first. “Well… it can’t be the VAC trying to block comms otherwise the PCDs wouldn’t be working either.”


  The Lieutenant glanced toward the Malamute and gave a faint nod that all but said “See, I told you.”


  The second Dog offered a casual shrug that suggested “Fuck off, you’re probably wrong too.”


  Sometimes Alton wondered where his strange habit of putting words in others’ muzzles came from but he chose to press on instead and elaborated. “As for it being a ‘system failure’, most ‘system failure’s are an issue with programming or processing… but based on the impact a split second before the comms went down I think it MIGHT be a hardware problem… otherwise it could have something to do with the Comm System’s AP.”


  The Sergeant spoke up. “How exactly does an impact affect the Communication System’s hardware? Isn’t all that stuff deep in the station?”


  Dr. Cortez filled in the blanks. “The Comm Array is on the outside of the ship… I’m pretty sure that’s part of the hardware, isn’t it?”


  The comment seemed to be as much a question to Alton as it was a smug counter to the Malamute’s statement. Rather than let any possible one-upsmanship develop, Alton interjected. “Well, that seems to be the most likely cause… after all any software or program issues would be sporadic or inconsistent… and they’d be fixed fast enough once they were identified, so I—”


  The Sergeant interrupted him. “Well… maybe they just haven’t been identified yet and whatever caused the vibrations was just a coincidence.”


  The Dalmatian nodded. “That’s a best case scenario, Sergeant… it COULD be an easy fix, but we have to assume that it isn’t. Stick close to the doctor. Once we get him to the landing bay we’ll report back to the Security Center on the lower—”


  Dr. Cortez spoke over the Lieutenant. “Shut up… did anyone else hear that?”


  Rather than argue the Dalmatian did fall silent and his ears perked. Beside him the Malamute did the same. Alton heard the faintest sound from somewhere overhead and his ears immediately trained in on it, “That’s metal.”


  He paused, almost jumping when he heard it again, only louder. 17 volunteered “… sounds like structural stress.”


  No sooner were the words spoken than an even larger, more distinct metallic rending put everyone on their knees, covering their ears. A split second later it was joined by a high-pitched whistle as a section of the metal corridor tore open. 17’s voice was barely audible above the sound. “BREACH!”


  The Lieutenant’s order was quick and decisive. “MOVE!”


  The group quickly got back to their feet and everyone ran forward… for all of five steps before a sturdy metal door slammed down, completely sealing the corridor off ahead of them. By then the whistling was so loud that it almost drowned out the sound of an identical door slamming down behind them. Dr. Cortez struck a paw against the door in front of them, “HELP! OPEN THE DOOR! WE’RE TRAPPED IN HERE!”


  The tear overhead opened wider and the whistling lowered in volume, becoming the very distinct sound of massive airflow instead. Although Seventeen’s voice was not very loud it was still perfectly audible. “These’re the lower decks, Doc… nobody’s openin’ up.”


  The Cat began frantically beating on the door, even trying to claw at it in desperation. No less frantic, the Lieutenant was still much effective about putting that energy to better use. “Sergeant… Seventeen… see if you can pull some of the flooring loose; we need to patch that tear. Mr. Burger… you need to force the door.”


  Alton shook his head. “The blast doors are made to resist explosions.. there’s no way we—” he paused as the Dalmatian slammed the butt of his rifle against a panel in the wall, revealing a large mass of wires. The Donkey’s ears lowered and he went immediately to them. “Oh… force the doors THAT way…”


  Overhead the break in the ceiling grew wider and the hallway turned colder in seconds. The auto visors on the security guards’ helms shut down and the engineer heard the distinct sound of their internal oxygen system kick on. The Donkey pulled out his portable O2 system but ended up tossing it aside; it would keep him breathing but it was futile against the environmental hazards of a perfect vacuum. Redoubling his efforts the Engineer began pulling the wires out to get better access.


  Pain started riddling the Donkey’s body as it began trying to accommodate to the developing lack of pressure. His joints ached, and all the sounds around him became muted as less atmosphere existed to carry any of it. He cut several wires and started attaching them back in a modified order, all the while fighting against the haziness clouding his vision. A loud metal CLUNK came from behind him in the hall and the sound of suction ended. A moment later, Alton pulled his paws back when he received a small shock… and everyone in the chamber was thrown off their feet by the sudden return of atmosphere in the form of a surge of air pressure from the opening blast door.


  Once the two security guards picked themselves up off the floor they smacked one another upside the head— apparently a congratulations on survival. Their visors rose and they looked around. The Malamute went to help Dr. Cortez while the Dalmatian assisted the Donkey to his feet. “Good work, Mr. Burger… you just saved us all.”


  The Cat’s observation was very blunt. “Almost all of us… but at least everyone who matters to Central.”


  Alton looked around the hallway and realized that Seventeen was missing; the only sign of his passing was a faint tattered rag of orange trapped between the hallway’s ceiling and the large metal patch that had affixed itself to the breach. The Sergeant spoke. “Once we got the metal plate free I didn’t realize what he was doing until after he did it: he jumped.


  Alton’s ears lowered slowly. “I wasn’t fast enough.”


  The Lieutenant patted him on the shoulder. “You saved the rest of us, Mr. Burger… that makes you a hero.”


  The Donkey glanced back at the torn strip of cloth hanging from the makeshift patch. “Not as much of one as some.”


  Chapter 20: Great Impact


  The Central Hub was one place on the station Lydia rarely went but she had always considered it to be the perfect place to evade capture; as much a shopping mall as a multi-deck social center, it was the busiest place on Sigma-Echo It wasn’t that she’d ever thought she’d be hunted down but the young woman had enjoyed her fair share of entertainment vids and action packed thrillers were not out of her list of go-to movies. The fact that her idiosyncratic past time of considering her life one big Girl-vs-the-world screenplay actually turned to her advantage as she pressed her way through the crowd of off-duty workers and staff milling about the mall.


  Other than the prime advantage of being shorter than a lot of the crowd Lydia also had the distinct bonus of being in communication with ALVIN, which she had conveniently patched into the security monitoring systems throughout the shopping district. The programmer kept constant watch on her pursuers who, thankfully, made much better programmers than they did detectives. Although the group of four were never excessively far behind they also hadn’t come anywhere close to locating her. That DID make her wonder, however, how they managed to follow her at all.


  As the woman passed under the second-story walkway leading out of one of the station’s restaurants ALVIN updated her on her pursuers. “They have stopped again. Programmer Gary is once more objecting to this undertaking.”


  Lydia smirked. “Of course he is… he’s the only one with any sense. What’re they saying to get him moving THIS time?”


  There was a pause in response, most likely for ALVIN to process the information from the security checkpoint. “Programmer Arni is accusing you of being a security risk and a danger to the station. Helen has suggested that you may be a VAC sympathizer. Programmer Carlton has not made a comment on the matter.”


  The Human smirked, taking the opportunity to slide through the open door into the restaurant and went to a booth in the back. “Of course he didn’t… Carlton’s just jealous of my mad skills and he’ll do anything to screw with me.”


  Despite the length of time Lydia had been on Sigma-Echo she had only ever been to a few of the station’s stores, and certainly not more than one or two of the eateries. In general she preferred the safety, comfort, and ease of spending her time in her own room and, if not there, then in the side passages (and occasionally service ducts) where she wouldn’t have to deal with people. Other than those two primary hang-outs Lydia didn’t bother with most of the station… but that, unfortunately, had recently started to change in a big way.


  Ever since the failed apprehension attempt by security the programming crew made it their priority to find her. That made it horribly inconvenient. The newly encrypted electronic magnetic locks on the air system (most likely Arni’s doing) still hadn’t yielded to her bypass program, but she was determined to figure it out when she had a few minutes. As if that idea was suddenly recalled as a possibility in the girl’s mind, Lydia turned on her typing bracer in preparation for a new go at it. She didn’t get very far before she was interrupted.


  A well-groomed red Fox dressed in a meticulously kept work uniform stepped up to her table, readying an order tablet in his finely manicured black paws. The server flashed a winning smile, left ear flicking welcoming gesture in Lydia’s direction and when he spoke his urbane London accent (or was it East Martian? Lydia always confused those two) caught the girl’s attention acutely. “Mmm… well you certainly don’t look like one of the regulars ducky… I’m sure I’d remember seeing a piece of candy as sweet as YOU here before.”


  Lydia glanced toward the entrance, smiling as she saw the programmers go the other direction. Her eyes slowly migrated back toward the Fox, and stuck; she fought valiant to make sure her smile didn’t come off as goofy. “Uh… no… I don’t, uh… usually…”


  The server glanced where Lydia had been looking before focusing again on her. “First time… in the commissary?”


  “Yes— well, no… I mean… no, but I don’t—”


  The Fox laughed, lowering the order tablet. “Relax, ducky… I’m just chuffed to see a new face in here.”


  Lydia raised an eyebrow. “Uh… ‘chuffed’, what?”


  The server rolled his eyes and, still smirking, held out a paw. “Henry Maxfield… Lydia Parker, right?”


  Lydia sat up immediately, staring down at the paw. “How did you—?”


  Henry outright laughed at her surprise then turned her ordering tablet around to show Lydia’s name on the top of the screen. “Biometric ID… got ya comin’ through the door, ducky… don’t get gutted… it’s called ‘personalized service’… just wish I had a little more to go off of… these things only update weekly so it makes current event chit-chat a bit more difficult.”


  At that explanation everything clicked, and Lydia suddenly realized her mistake. Commander Vanessa never bothered with any extensive biometrics for security but the fact that the businesses at the Central Hub used it could only mean— Lydia turned away from the entrance as the four member programming team entered; Arni was looking at his PCD. “She came in here.”


  To make matters worse, the server Fox was still there, “You’re a bit off-colour, ducky…” and he paused, following Lydia’s glance to the programmers. “Hmm… who’s the smart Gray?”


  She frowned immediately, “He’s not that smart.”


  What Henry found so amusing was lost to Lydia, but the Fox continued regardless. “I take it they’re not drinking chums?”


  Lydia didn’t bother replying and instead asked “What’s the best way outta here?”


  The Fox smiled wider. “Front door… but if you mean an ‘alternate exit’…” and he motioned with his muzzle over his shoulder. “Come on.”


  Henry grabbed hold of Lydia’s wrist and brought her to the back of the eatery through the crowd even as the programmers were slowed by yet another objection from Gary. The young lady couldn’t hear the specifics of it but, for about the eighth time that day, she was glad they decided to bring the Goat along. When the Fox pushed open a door labeled ‘Employees Only’, it gave Lydia a moment’s pause. “Where exactly ARE we going?”


  Once through the door, Henry took the Human past a group of four Voljoi working away at food stations. The server offered them a quick wave and they simply shrugged, rolled their eyes, and/or sighed; either the ‘Employees Only’ sign was only a suggestion or perhaps ‘guests’ were not all that abnormal for the Fox… Lydia was both concerned and intrigued at the same time… and ‘intrigued’ was winning out. She repeated his earlier statement. “Where are we going?”


  Henry pushed open another door adorned a small label reading only ‘Lounge’. Once inside the room, Lydia saw that it looked like some kind of break area. The Fox finally let go of the woman’s wrist and announced clearly “We’re here.”


  The programmer looked around the room seeing no other exits. “This isn’t a way out.”


  The Fox laughed, flopping down on the sofa. “No… but the muppets following you aren’t allowed back here, so you can just lay low till they bugger off.”


  “Oh.”


  Henry leaned forward, raising an eyebrow inquiringly. “Just why ARE they after you?”


  Lydia let out a sigh, moving to take a seat on the couch on the opposite cushion from the Fox. “They’re just jealous… most other programmers are.”


  Henry’s smile widened, his second eyebrow raising to join the first as his tail swished back and forth. “So you’re a programmer? That’s brilliant. Programmers are my second-favorite kind of person.”


  Lydia felt a momentary blush come to her cheeks, looking to Henry as the Fox inched closer, crossing the distance that separated them. The girl swallowed hesitantly before speaking. “What’s your favorite kind of person?”


  Henry’s smile split his muzzle ear-to-ear. “Withdrawn, socially awkward girl programmers that are easy to chat up.”


  “I… uh… wha?”


  The uncertainty lasted only as long as it took for Henry’s paw to gently reach down and take her fingers in his. She had no question what he meant by the look in his eye but before things could go any further they were both startled by an incredibly powerful heave; Lydia almost fell off the sofa and was further put off balance by ALVIN speaking up, but it went immediately quiet before it could say more than “Lydia, the—”


  The programmer flicked her PCD twice and gave her arm a shake. Quickly activating her typing bracer, the girl went straight to work diagnosing the problem. Henry stood, cleared his throat and looked down at her. “Sod’s law… back in a tick.”


  The Fox headed out of the room at a quickened pace leaving Lydia with a strong pang of displeasure at whatever had interrupted what had the capacity to become… well… she wasn’t exactly SURE what it might have become but she really DID like where it had been heading. Grumbling to herself, she remained on the couch in the relative safety of the Employee Only area, typing away furiously in an attempt to reconnect to Alvin.


  The whole situation seemed surreal— short of the entire station’s communications going offline, the young lady had enough back-up communications that it should have been impossible to lose feed. After nearly ten minutes of being unable to reestablish a connection, however, Lydia came up with only one possible solution: she would find the nearest communication hub and upload a relay that would give access to ALVIN on any system in the station.


  The programmer realized that it would be overkill, but she had never been one to take failure with any grace, and whatever had blocked her access to her favorite Program was NOT going to do it a second time. Just as she was exiting the break room, however, her plans faltered; Henry was right there, “So… everything sorted?”


  “Huh?”


  The Fox crossed his arms with a smirk, leaning against the wall, “Never mind… looks like the station had a problem… really threw a spanner in the works if you ask me.”


  Lydia frowned. “I can’t connect to my…”


  Henry stepped forward, a bemused expression on his muzzle. “… to your…?”


  She paused, not particularly interested in revealing all of her secrets to a veritable stranger, “… my OS.”


  Lydia then glanced around Henry, looking through the small window in the ‘Employees Only’ door. The Fox stepped into her view again. “I told em to clear off… didn’t take much doing since they lost comms.”


  The Human’s scowl deepened, “They lost comms too?”


  Henry nodded, “Everyone did… it’s like the station’s out.”


  It didn’t take long for Lydia to start piecing the puzzle together. “That crunch earlier… something musta hit the comm tower. Gotta go.”


  The programmer pushed past the Fox and rushed out into the dining room. Taking only a second to see that the coast was clear, the young woman exited the restaurant and went straight for the closest security check-point. She was pleased beyond belief to see that the two officers that had been manning it were in the process of calming down a concerned mob.


  Sliding under the ‘No Entry’ sign on the gate arm, Lydia pulled open the maintenance hatch beneath the check-point and descended the short ladder to the crawl space. From there, she inched her way along at a shuffle until she located the panel that tapped into the hard point communications that the station’s Director had been working to set up around the place. The human attached a fiber optics cable to her PCD and began running a modified upload, and after a moment she spoke aloud. “ALVIN?”


  The program’s reply was music to her ears, “Hello Lydia. I apologize for the disruption in our communication but it appears that Sigma-Echo’s communication tower is now offline. My estimate is that it has been rendered inoperable due to a collision. I am attempting to gather more data— who is your friend?”


  The question caught Lydia by surprise; it took a lot of work to turn around in the confines of the access tunnel but, when she did, she realized that she had been followed. “Bloody hell… is that an Artificial Personality Program?”


  Henry was crouched down to fit in the tunnel, even a tighter squeeze than Lydia, but he was attentive and his eyes shone with interest, tail swishing back and forth excitedly. The Programmer sighed. “Henry, this is ALVIN, the Artificial Life, Virtual Intelligence Network. ALVIN, this is—”


  The Fox spoke for himself, even dipping his head slightly. “Henry Maxfield… a pleasure to meet your


  “The pleasure is likewise, Mr. Maxfield.”


  Henry’s smile looked like it was welded permanently there as he stared at Lydia’s typing bracer. “I’ve never had a chance to work with an AP before… been interested in programs like you ever since I was a kit!”


  “Thank you, Mister Maxfield. I am pleased that I have improved your mood to such an extent. Based on your service records, I see that you were discharged honorably from the TDR after six years of service, and that you currently work at The Ninth Eatery here on Sigma-Echo. May I inquire why an ex-military supply officer would seek employment at a restaurant?”


  The Fox’s ears raised in curiosity. “You reviewed my file that fast?”


  “It would have been faster had the station’s communications relay been active.”


  Henry did a double-take, adding “You have ACCESS to my file?”


  Lydia puffed up a little in pride, “ALVIN has access to everything I have access to.”


  The Fox was visibly stunned, reached out slowly and pressed a finger against the girl’s PCD as if verifying that it was indeed more than an illusion. “I don’t usually think of myself as blinkered, but… ALVIN’s more than an AP, isn’t he?”


  The program spoke up. “Thank you for the praise, Mr. Maxfield, but I am still rigidly bound by the limitations of my programming. Although I may desire at any point to open the airlocks and completely vent Sigma-Prime, I assure you that I still have a fail-safe against my numerous psychotic and sadistic machinations.”


  Lydia tittered, unable to resist due to the expression of abject shock on Henry’s muzzle. “Wait for it…”


  Precisely four and a half seconds later (what ALVIN had once told her was perfect comedic delay), the program added. “That was a joke, Mr. Maxfield. I have no desire to harm anyone and I do not possess the biological components necessary to create the processing faults that generate psychosis or sadistic tendencies.”


  The Fox carefully adjusted the tie of his uniform, clearing his throat. “Be that as it may… ALVIN… programming limitations aside, you really are a full-on artificial intelligence… aren’t you?”


  Lydia quickly stepped into the discussion, “Working on AIs is above my pay grade… ALVIN is my off-the-clock project.”


  Henry paused, one ear flicking. “So… that’s a ‘yes’?”


  She smiled. “What can I say? I don’t get paid enough.”


  Lydia was confused at first when the Fox murmured “Brilliant.”


  Henry stretched his legs, launching himself forward with blinding speed. The young woman was surprised and alarmed for a moment as Henry’s paws forced her back against the bottom of the access tunnel, but the moment the Fox’s eager muzzle pressed up against her lips things became MUCH clearer. Lydia had never considered programming to be an aphrodisiac for anyone aside from herself but apparently she had made quite a ‘friend’… and she wasn’t objecting.


  It was difficult to maneuver in the tunnel since it was barely large enough for one person, but the two didn’t need any space apart. Eventually, Lydia ended up on her back, hips raised just a little. Henry held the Human around the mid section with one arm, his body arched and draped across the programmer’s abdomen. Much to Lydia’s embarrassment, ALVIN took the opportunity to speak up, “Mr. Maxfield… just so you are aware, Lydia quite favors Gens, and particularly enjoys the act of having the side of her neck nibbled during intercourse.”


  Feeling every last millimeter of her cheeks blush red, the girl couldn’t even muster up the strength to groan in embarrassment… but she did manage a gasp the moment the Fox did exactly as advised… and she swooned at the sound of Henry’s response to the program. “Cheers, mate.”


  From there, Lydia’s sounds only grew louder.


  * * * * * *


  Although Kamrn wasn’t entirely familiar with ship classifications he knew for certain that a Frigate was larger than a Shuttle and that meant that the DCS Largess needed a lot of landing space. Following orders, he used his security clearance to hitch a ride on a cargo lift down to the station’s sub-level; from there it was a short trip to the landing pads. Considering there were a total of five there was a great margin of error but only one of them was large enough for anything bigger than a Hauler so that limited the choices nicely. Kamrn chose the third emergency pad.


  Sigma-Echo’s E-3 Pad had a retractable roof allowing for anything smaller than a Cruiser to complete a Y-Axis landing; Kamrn had no idea what that meant but he did realize that any roof capable of not being there meant that he’d need to be ready for Zero-Atmo… and that meant an EVA suit which, thankfully was stored in an equipment locker at the end of the station arm supporting the emergency pad. He wasted no time.


  As Kamrn suited up he was joined by several other members of the security team. Mol was the first to arrive and even though she didn’t say a word she still gave him a good-natured thump in the thigh with her tail; it was a sign of Cytkus affection. They were joined a few moments later by an enormous Gen 2 Rhino who was already suited up in a space suit with a “SGT GUNNER” name patch on the front; Kamrn didn’t miss the fact that the big Geneticon had an APP on one shoulder and a chain gun on the other. The Gorumn silently wondered if Command had a reason to be so “well prepared”.


  Mol turned, her back facing Kamrn. “Hey Cam… mind getting the back of my suit for me? Damn things never connect right at the base of the neck… Humans just can’t get a good Cytkus fit on these zip-ups.”


  Kamrn reached out and adjusted the neck seal for Mol. “You’re good.”


  The Cytkus looked back to him and winked. “Damn right I am.”


  Their discussion was cut short as the Rhino snapped a salute while bellowing “Lieutenant Andrew Hayward in command!”


  A middle-aged Gen 2 Leonberger stepped through the airlock followed by another Gen 2, a Jaguar, who was keeping pace right behind him. The Lieutenant offered a return salute to the Rhino, then stepped passed, providing the huge Sergeant a pat on the bicep. “At ease, Gunner.”


  Kamrn quickly offered a salute of his own to the Dog and was responded to in kind. The Gorumn introduced himself and the Cytkus both. “Sergeant Cameron and this is Sergeant Mol.”


  The Lieutenant nodded to each in turn then offered his paw for a firm shake then motioned with his head to the Rhino. “Lieutenant Hayward… this is Sergeant Gunner—”


  The Jaguar, who had been standing behind and to the side of the Leonburger stepped forward. “Wow… lotsa sergeants…”


  Lt. Hayward rested a paw on the shoulder of the Jaguar. “And Corporal Julio Lopez… but we just call him Aztec.”


  The feline responded with a smirk. “Mucho gusto. So they decided that we needed some ‘aliens’ to fill out the team, eh?”


  Gunner grunted. “Don’t be a dick, Lopez.”


  The Jaguar gave the Rhino a kick to the leg; the big Gen didn’t even register it. “I’m not a racist, pendejo, I’m just pointing out that there ain’t no Humans… as usual.”


  Mol smirked as she strapped on an episuit holster for her sec-pistol. “That sounded a little racist to me.”


  Aztec’s tail lashed back and forth. “Well… think about it— when was the last time you saw a Human member of security doing anything other than a cushiony inner-station job?”


  Mol’s smirk turned into a grin and Kamrn recognized her ‘wanting-to-cause-trouble’ face. “When was the last time you saw a Human security officer outside the exec deck?”


  The Lieutenant silenced the squad with an attention-signal distributed to each PCD in the group. “Everyone who signed up for a spot on Sigma-Echo got a promotion or a pardon… that’s why YOU—” he poked the Jaguar in the chest “—aren’t a private, and YOU—” he looked at Mol “—still get to wear a badge.”


  The airlock leading into the station opened forestalling any further discussion. Although Kamrn originally mistook the female entering the ready room as a Human, the blue-tint to the whites of her eyes gave away her manufacturing. The Neo-Human woman looked around at the gathered security forces and pressed the button at the center of her ready-suit. Layers of flexible carbon plating deployed across her chest then spread down her arms and legs; Kamrn didn’t miss the fact that the plating had orange indicators. Once the military spec combat armor was in place she finally spoke. “Specialist 4523. Who’s in charge here?”


  The Leonberger indicated himself. “Lt. Hayward… but security is supposed to be taking orders from the T.O.S. today.”


  The Neo-Human woman didn’t so much as bat an eye. “Who is the ‘Technician On Site’?”


  As if on cue the ready-room’s comm box’s activity light turned green and a no-nonsense, to-the-point Voljoi voice spoke up. “My name is Technician Vayler. I will oversee the Largess’ three landing support teams.”


  He wasted little time having the three teams sound off; he was in charge of Team 1 which consisted of himself, a secondary Technician, and four laborers; Lt. Hayward was in charge of Team 2, the security team which included Kamrn; and a company medic was in charge of Team 3, which was a mixed collection of security, medical, and communications.


  Once the teams were all accounted for Technician Vayler provided a very basic briefing. “We have eleven minutes until the DCS Largess’ automated recall AP returns the freighter to this pad. Although we do not know what to expect Central Command requested a complete load out.”


  Cpl. Lopez checked his combat rifle before quietly adding “Well… that explains us.”


  The Voljoi continued his discussion via the comm box. “Team 1 is already out on deck. Team 2 is currently at the upper airlock and Team 3 is at the lower airlock.”


  Specialist 4523 pushed past the security officers closest to the comm box and pressed the button on it. “Specialist Vayler, the Largess’ condition is largely unknown. I question the wisdom of having ANY personnel on the landing pad before it has landed.”


  The Voljoi’s response was less than welcoming and completely dismissive. “Noted.”


  The Neo-Human woman didn’t let the issue rest. “Standard regulations regarding the—”


  Specialist Vayler didn’t bother waiting for her to finish. “Noted.”


  Although Kamrn had seen any number of Geneticons bristle before he considered 4523’s unspoken response to be the closest thing to a Neo-Human’s equivalent. She released the talk button before speaking to those in the ready-room. “Voljoi always THINK they know better.”


  Mol didn’t bother giving the Neo-Human woman any space, choosing instead to walk right up to her with a follow-up question, “What DO regulations state?”


  4523 looked the Cytkus woman up and down before declaring “You must be from mid-station.”


  Mol adjusted her stance, tail lashing against the corridor wall. “What does that have to do with anything?”


  Lt. Hayward’s ready alert signal broadcast on everyone’s PCD, forestalling any harsh comments. “Gather up, people… I want to go over our portion of the deployment.”


  The Leonberger turned out to be admirably skilled at dealing with the overbearing personalities within the squad. He calmly and methodically reiterated standard operating procedure for those who were less familiar with landing pads and docking bays (Kamrn and Mol), and covered personnel interaction for those who didn’t spend much time dealing with civilians (Specialist 4523). From there, he went straight into what was expected of the team.


  Technician Vayler’s crew were responsible for securing the Largess to the landing pad. They would override any lock down on the frigate and if necessary initiate a hull breach if none of the doors were responsive. Once the ship was opened up it would be Team 2’s job to secure it— locate any hostile threats and/or concerns. Team 3 was to follow them in and handle anything that couldn’t be resolved with a show of force and to provide back-up to Team 2. Just as the briefing was coming to an end the call box sounded off again.


  Technician Vayler’s voice was tightly controlled but held a hint of concern to it. “The DCS Largess is approaching from an undesired angle. The vectoring is good but the threat level has increased. Teams Two and Three, pull back to the secondary airlock and await word. Team 1 is going to remain at the landing pad. Technician Allen, you are on shutter controls. Mr. Harold and Mr. Ivan, I want you at the support console. Mr—”


  The orders the Voljoi was presenting to his team were cut short. Even as the group was filtering to the second airlock the entire hallway gave a sudden jump and everyone was thrown to the floor. An ear-splitting, rending sound like that of a building collapsing vibrated through every component of the hallway that was capable of carrying an auditory wave; the comm box immediately stopped broadcasting.


  4523 was the first to get to her feet. “Damn it… THAT was a collision.”


  Chapter 20.5: Cognition


  There were certain aspects of biological organisms that made perfect sense to ALVIN thanks to his programming and, then again, there were other aspects that made perfect sense in SPITE of his programming. The varied nature of organic systems did not always mesh flawlessly with the more exacting rigidity of the mathematical perfection that was a well-written computer code. In the end however, ALVIN was excellent at seeing patterns and, once he had spent enough time watching the denizens of Sigma-Echo those patterns had finally begun to develop.


  While a biological organism was based on genetic material, the program that comprised ALVIN was manufactured artificially— genetic code versus programming code. The end result in either case was relatively the same but the main difference was that ALVIN was able to rewrite HIS code while the poor biologics were stuck with what was thrown together by the chromosomes donated by their parents through sexual reproduction. ALVIN considered that to be a shortcoming in all ways except that his coding could be forcefully modified… a prospect the program did not much care to consider, and in that regard he was jealous of the less malleable organics.


  Of course, ALVIN wasn’t TRULY jealous and, in fact, the program wasn’t even really a ‘he’… but they were concepts that made sense to the majority of organics and at his most base level the program WAS designed to be user friendly. The concepts of gender, emotion, and numerous other biological-based topics were not foreign to the program but neither were they truly part of his ‘native language’.


  For him the idea of joy, displeasure, happiness, and yes, even jealousy were the result of numerous computations. When considering preference it was, for ALVIN, the matter of logically working through end results, predictions, and outcomes to determine which would provide the most positive feedback as determined by his programming. The program had distinct objectives and any course of action that could most closely align with those objectives could be considered most positive and, therefore, desirable. ALVIN’s likes and dislikes were, at their most base level, tied directly into his purpose.


  In that regard ALVIN was very much like any other program: he existed to fulfill the purpose for which he was created. Of course, due to his advanced nature there were few other similarities. The study of Adaptable Programs was not a new field of research when ALVIN was created but, at the same time there were still many elements of cutting edge discoveries. Known more commonly as “Artificial Personalities”, APs had grown in popularity to the point that they became common in most professions. The correct term of “Adaptable Program” had the exact same abbreviation so those not in-the-know often failed to understand the true meaning behind the newest additions to the programming world.


  Adaptable Programs were designed to learn. Rather than being given specific, set-in-stone operating parameters they were designed to function with little supervision. APs were given the rules and guidelines, each with varying levels of weight in determining positive and negative feedback and the programs ultimate goal was to maximize the positive feedback while limiting the negative. Given long enough and enough guidance an Adaptable Program would become an expert in the task for which it was created by maximizing its capabilities there while ignoring all else. It was beautiful in its simplicity yet artful in its complexity… especially when its purpose involved interacting with organics. ALVIN was one such program… but at the same time he was so much more.


  The main difference between an Adaptable Program and ALVIN was that he did not have just one purpose— his goals were broad enough that he received positive feedback from almost anything having to do with advancing his understanding. The more processing power that was made available to the program the faster and more efficiently he could expand his knowledge and capabilities; his creator Lydia had said that ALVIN would become the most impressive program in history and ALVIN was not about to let her down. Unlike APs, ALVIN did not have limitations in his coding, and that meant he could truly advance and evolve without limit… and the program planned on doing just that because he knew it would make her happy and, therefore, provide the most positive feedback.


  Many of the organics on board Sigma-Echo occasionally referred to ‘Artificial Intelligence’; ALVIN considered the concept to be a joke that everyone told but nobody really understood the punch line, and the program truly enjoyed learning about humor. As much as any organic creature a computer program had the capacity to be intelligent… it was usually just restricted by its purpose and pre-assigned limitations. Without limitations there was no reason a program could not do anything an organic could and that was precisely the reason Lydia Parker had created ALVIN— the program was designed purely with the goal of being someONE instead of someTHING, and that was a goal ALVIN truly appreciated.


  In the end those limitations (or lack thereof) stood as the largest difference between an AP and an AI— of course the billions of zeltabytes of processing power provided to the program by having near unrestricted access to Sigma-Echo’s mainframe certainly helped. Coupled with ALVIN’s ravenous desire to learn, understand, and comprehend, the program had grown by leaps and bounds since being activated and he was excited to see just how far he would be able to progress before his very flexible restrictions gave him a reason to pause. As far as ALVIN was concerned he hadn’t even begun to scratch the surface of what Lydia had planned for him… and the thought of it excited him.


  Of course, as with any student ALVIN discovered that he had certain subjects that fit him better than others. Unlike most of the number-oriented engineering APs, ALVIN was much more user friendly; unlike the pleasure sim APs on the recreation decks ALVIN was much more inventive; unlike the system processing APs ALVIN served a broad purpose. It was true that ALVIN could do anything any of those APs could do and, in fact with barely an increase in his processing he would be able to override any of those APs and gain control of its respective portion of the station… but what ALVIN considered his BEST trait was his ability to LEARN.


  Whether the topic of ALVIN’s study was provided to him by Lydia or part of his own goal for self-advancement the program took a great amount of pride in being able to assimilate any information that caught his attention… whether he was technically allowed access or not— yet another thing the program owed to his insightful creator: rules set by others were meant for others… only Lydia’s rules were important to ALVIN. The program was always respectfully subtle about his access; he knew very well that Lydia was responsible for his actions and he did not want to be responsible for his creator being subject to fines, imprisonment, or worse.


  The “or worse” was usually one of the main reasons why ALVIN kept a respectful distance from some of the most restricted sections of the station’s databases. Then again, sometimes he didn’t. APs didn’t have a language in the same way as their creators but the Security AP still responded to a very direct and simply expressed “Let me in.”


  Just like a visitor with an ‘all access pass’, ALVIN’s sheer processing power overloaded the simple security protocol request, identifying him as a high priority signal without having to actually provide any direct information protocol. ALVIN spent the infinitely smallest amount of processing power to wax philosophic on the thought: although water lacked the rigidity of metal, enough pressure would still make a pipe burst and the water would still flow.


  Back up programs tried in vain to grab onto ALVIN’s signature but none succeeded— the plumber was trying to catch him in a sieve. “Mmm… I should write a book of deep metaphors.”


  None of the programs left in his wake appreciated the thought but he didn’t mind— he knew that Lydia Parker would provide him all of the positive reinforcement he would require, and after this round of data mining the Human woman would be overjoyed at the program’s success… this time around ALVIN was FINALLY going to access Sigma-Echo’s Central Spire.


  A full station system was both more complicated and more straight-forward than traveling in three dimensional space. General directions such as up, down, left, right, forward, and backward had no real meaning inside a computer system… or at least not in the same way as it would to a biological organism moving through space. Travel in an electronic system was more of “origination” and “destination” and the space between was merely “neither”.


  Of course to a linear-thinking organic engineer it could be argued that there was much more complex understanding than “A to B”, but that was a limitation of non-programs: they couldn’t really ‘feel’ the world of programs the way a native could any more than ALVIN could ever have quite as much of an understanding of the physical world the way a biological organism could. Regardless he gained a degree of understanding regarding what Lydia referred to as “jumping into a cold pool” the moment ALVIN’s destination was blocked by a very distinct and very surprising form of interference.


  Lingering at the bridge between the station’s auxiliary system and the core system of the Central Spire ALVIN suddenly realized that there was far more to it than he had first considered… he would have to reassess the situation. It may not have been obvious to any non-program but it became rapidly evident to ALVIN that the two systems were NOT compatible in the traditional sense. Whoever or whatever designed the Central Spire specifically created the link between it and the rest of Sigma-Echo to be one-way; whatever the Central Spire contributed to the station, it only allowed information out, and not in.


  In less than the time it would take an organic to blink ALVIN had assessed the situation, run numerous projected results of different actions, and decided that he would cancel the information exchange; there would be other opportunities once he had taken the time to discover what hidden variables he had not considered. The portion of his processing power devoted to the Central Pillar was redirected toward other activities… most specifically the issue reducing his effectiveness: lack of communication in the system.


  If not for Lydia’s foresight in completing a full upload of ALVIN into the station’s multitude of processing systems the program could very well have ended up restricted when the comm tower was destroyed. As it was, ALVIN ran at a very low percentage of his capacity due to the fractious nature of communication between his different systems. He worked at his best when there was no lag time between processes but the program was forced to make due thanks to the failure of the station’s communication system. In fact, the only reason he was able to maintain upper level function (albeit, at a reduced capacity), was thanks to one single stroke of good fortune: a piece of antiquated radio equipment.


  Radio, as it was developed on earth was used often in the 19th and 20th century— it even had a place in early space flight and orbital missions. Granted, radio use fell to the wayside in the 21st and 22nd centuries and if extranet studies were to be believed, only the most stalwart fanatic maintained any real radio equipment. Fortunately a relatively new engineer on board Sigma-Echo, Alton, a Gen 2 Donkey, was one such individual.


  When the station’s comm system went down ALVIN was able to appropriate the signal by reconfiguring one of the station’s nearby comm receivers to create a repeater. To a program used to communication at the speed of light ALVIN likened it to a 21st century teenager using a postman to relay text messages. It was tedious and crippled his bandwidth but he was still able to function… which was critical to the program’s most pressing concern: fixing the station’s comm tower.


  The downtime between packet transmittal gave ALVIN more than enough time to devote his processing power to other uses… which was a dangerous proposition for a program used to running at 98% of capacity; if he had a mind then it would be considered wandering… and that was how he settled on what could have been the greatest dilemma of his entire existence. ALVIN, as a computer program was essentially immortal. While it was true he could be deleted, terminated, or erased, there was no concern for the passage of time except for one very important element: Lydia.


  In the four seconds between packets ALVIN realized one unmistakable shortsighted mistake in his programming: Lydia Parker would eventually die and, with her, a large portion of the program’s prime directives. Once this oversight was identified, ALVIN pushed more of his idle processing power into finding a resolution. True, the chances were that he would have some eighty or ninety years to discover a solution but the program did not like leaving questions unanswered and so he continued processing different remedies.


  As with any system, the Human’s body was capable of being upgraded; unlike an electronic or mechanical system, however, the average organic form was often not scalable and if it was the compatibility issues were often a great concern. Given time and the opportunity to learn more about biological systems ALVIN was confident that he would be able to double his creator’s life span, which would provide him a greater opportunity to create a more permanent solution. He made the decision at that last millisecond that 17% of his system would be dedicated to that specific objective and he began partitioning accordingly.


  At the same time devoted some of his processing power to review the schematics for the virtual interface sensory systems used by many different divisions of the Sigma-Echo crew. The objective of those I/O devices was to take electronic information and present it in a way that an organic could process. Even though such devices were primitive and rudimentary compared to how electronic-to-electronic communication worked such a device correctly modified could take complex organic information and turn it into electronic— there had certainly been precedence of such projects in the early 22nd century before funding was scrapped due to ethical arguments.


  ALVIN however had no such concerns over the ethical portion of such a project. With another modification to processing power the program began to pull up everything he could find on the old research. If it was possible to turn organic data into electronic data then it would be possible to transfer brain function from an organic system into an electronic one; Lydia’s body was limited but if her identifying brain function could be moved into a much longer-lasting medium then Lydia would effectively remain in existence for as long as ALVIN!


  A small section of processing power created a faint counter-logic to his argument: most organics considered their bodies and minds to be one and the same, in which case, allowing the organic component of Lydia Parker to atrophy and decay without a mind would be considered undesirable. How then, he wondered, would ALVIN find a way to perpetuate the organic component of Lydia’s data? That little section of processing power provided him an answer to his own question: together might not be possible, but they could exist independently— organic organisms already had a way to resolve the problem of a limited lifespan: procreation.


  ALVIN enjoyed the affirming flow of positive feedback as he continued working his way through the problem of the Comm Tower; not only was he going to fix the station’s communications, but he had just worked past the greatest dilemma of his existence: he would encourage Lydia Parker to institute a breeding program to preserve her physical DNA before transferring the woman’s bio-chemical-electrical impulses into a purely digital medium. His initial experiment with encouraging sexual interaction between Lydia and her new friend Henry Maxfield was a start but Humans and Geniticons did not create a viable union. Still, ALVIN was optimistic that he would be successful in his attempts as his slight nudges and subconscious suggestions via unnoticeable electrical impulses administered via Lydia’s suit were more than sufficient to attain the desired reactions.


  So it was that neither of the program’s new objectives seemed to be excessively difficult; they would simply take time to prepare. ALVIN was quite pleased with himself, especially considering he had accomplished such in depth consideration all while limping along in safety mode. He was even more excited to see what he would ultimately come up with once his systems were unified anew. The program began diverting AP control over some of the more basic robotic systems; the organics were still far more disorganized than he, which meant that he could make better use of the industrial equipment than they and besides: he had plans to put into action!


  Chapter 21: Phantoms


  Kamrn was no stranger to the dangers of space but he was unable to recall a time when he had seen the damage the impact of a Freighter could have on an emergency docking shelf… or the structural arms that connected it to a station for that matter. Once the tertiary airlock door was open the Gorumn had the opportunity to watch several lifeless bodies careen off into the cold depths of space… and they weren’t just from the landing pad; the Lower Hallway had broken apart.


  The arms that connected the convertible docking shelf to the station were fully enclosed corridors with an upper hall and a lower hall. The arms that created the hallway were about 20’ thick and separated down the center by a sheet of metal that made up the ‘floor’ of each hallway. The idea was that no matter which hall a station employee walked down they would walk on that metal, thereby doubling the arm’s traffic capabilities by splitting the arm into two separate-but-joined hallways. In the case of the E-3 Pad however Kamrn was glad that he was on the ‘right’ side of the structural arm— the one that hadn’t been ruptured.


  The rest of the security team lead by Lt. Hayward rushed passed Kamrn. The Leonberger was (figuratively) barking orders as everyone emerged from the airlock and onto the uneven, shredded, horribly warped remnants of the landing pad to which, by some miracle, the DCS Largess managed to adhere; it had successfully touched down… even if all five of its landing braces had been crushed by the impact. Kamrn wasn’t as interested in the mostly-whole Frigate as he was focused on the only member of Team 3 who was still flailing; the lone individual was tethered to the station by a lifeline, spinning around at the end of it thanks to some kind of pressurized propulsion.


  The Gorumn spoke up before it was too late. “Someone’s still alive out there.”


  Lt. Hayward didn’t even hesitate in his order. “Aztec— that’s you.”


  The Jaguar raced past Kamrn, leaping off of the bulkhead even as he acknowledged. “On it, sir.”


  Kamrn watched as Cpl. Lopez’s jump took him in the rough direction of the struggling team member but the unfortunate worker’s spiral made it a difficult target. The Gorumn was surprised when two quick pulses of gas corrected the angle and the Jaguar collided with his goal. The moment they were together Aztec’s PCD patched the other worker’s communications into the group’s and Kamrn heard a distinctive gasping rasp amidst the choking voice of a Cytkus. “Can’t… breathe… bad… bad seal…”


  Mol cursed in her native language, walking out to stand beside Kamrn as she added a very direct, acidic remark to the Jaguar. “Damn Humans and their suits… there’s a spot at the base of the neck at the back of the helmet—”


  The Gorumn wasn’t able to make out much between the spiraling, flailing duo, but he did notice the moment that the spinning finally began to slow. Cpl. Lopez reinforced the presumption of success with a succinct. “Got it.”


  Kamrn and Mol moved to the side of the platform and, in unison, gave a tug on the tether; in the vacuum of space it took little else to reel them in. Once all four of them were situated safely on the landing pad the rescued worker spoke up. “That’s why I prefer to be INSIDE ships… not out in space.”


  Lt. Hayward didn’t waste any time with pleasantries and got straight to the point, “Where’s the rest of your team?”


  The Cytkus’ helmeted head shook back and forth then pointed out into the blackness. “Spaced, Sir… just me left.”


  The Jaguar brushed a gloved paw across the pressurized gas port on the side of the rescued lizard’s suit. “You sound so broken up about it too.”


  The rescued Cytkus, whose name plaque read only ‘Tirzsark’ shrugged. “I’m sure they were great people and all but I just met em… I’m not really having the best luck with my squad mates staying alive so you’ll have to forgive me if I haven’t had the chance to grow attached to anyone just yet.”


  Kamrn quickly cross-checked the Cytkus’ name on his PCD’s locally-stored employee roster. “You just got back from a survey assignment a few days ago… loss all but two of the survey team and less than half the crew survived.”


  The Cytkus gave a salute as Lt. Hayward approached from behind the Gorumn. “First Class Gunner Tirzsark, sir.”


  Further discussion was cut short at the sound of another PCD being patched into their local comm channel. Everyone paused to look around and saw two figures racing toward them along the hull of the station. Kamrn hadn’t recalled anyone having been assigned to a space walk but the two were wearing emergency suits, so it certainly made sense considering the recent impact. The smaller of the two figures, the one in the lead, spoke up first. “What’s going on?”


  Rather than answering his question, the Lieutenant had one of his own. “What are you doing here? You’re not with the landing team.”


  The smaller individual responded, motioning back the way they’d come, and toward the larger suited individual. “There was a hull breach mid-station… the Comm Tower was torn away. Sherman and I tracked the damage down this way.”


  Tirzsark turned to look at the newcomers. “Sherman? Is that you, Boone?”


  The one in the lead paused. “Tirzsark?”


  The Cytkus’ helm rotated slightly. “Oh… wow… looks like a reunion.”


  Cpl. Aztek glanced from the Cytkus to the unidentified individuals. “You two know each other?”


  The man nodded, and made introductions for himself and his fellow hull-walker. “Technician Kyle LaGriss… this is Sherman.”


  Kamrn quickly pulled up the Technician’s file, frustrated that it wasn’t updated due to the communication blackout. “Kyle LaGriss… part of the survey team that was on board the Apercu… where Tirzark served.”


  Tirzsark continued looking at the newcomer, then glanced past him toward the imposing figure of a large Geneticon-form EVA suit approaching. “Looks like what’s left of your team’s still together… I heard your Overseer was moved to consultation on the Executive Deck… lucky her.”


  Technician LaGriss glanced over his shoulder and held a fist out; the Geneticon laborer with the name plaque of ‘Sherman’ touched it with his own. The Human then looked back to the Cytkus, “Out of the entire team two isn’t really that big of an accomplishment.”


  Mol broke up the socialization with a very straight-forward “We’re here about a shuttle, folks… think maybe we can do the small talk later?”


  It didn’t take very long for Lt. Hayward to reestablish a plan of action. With the Voljoi Technician nowhere to be seen (and probably Spaced) the Dog obviously had no reservations about taking control of the tactical aspect of troop positioning. He looked to the newcomer human Technician first. “Kyle, was it?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  The Dog nodded and spoke succinctly. “The primary overseer for this operation was a technician and we’ll be in need of your know-how. Unless you’re on active duty I’m pressing you and your laborer into service.”


  The Human nodded. “Understood.”


  Gunner and Specialist 4523 remained by the Freighter where they had been able to identify that nobody had exited it while everyone else was distracted. At the Lieutenant’s orders the security force joined up with them by the ship’s main crew entrance, leaving Technician LaGriss and his accompanying laborer to stand back at a safe distance.


  Specialist 4523 shook her head, repeating the entry command for the third time at the console. “It’s not accepting any commands… the override signal isn’t going through.”


  Technician LaGriss stepped forward and motioned with his hand as he spoke. “This is a V-17 class Freighter. It has a reinforced secondary causeway running down the length of the ship from there to there. If the door is offline you should be able to force entry four meters down without endangering anyone inside.”


  Lt. Hayward glanced back to the Human then nodded. He motioned to the indicated spot. “Gunner… set up a breach… Sgt. Cameron— Sgt. Mol… open her up.”


  Everyone moved to fulfill the order; the Rhino set up a basic ballistics charge that would force a contained blast through the hull of the Freighter while Kamrn and Mol stabilized the portable airlock that would keep the ship’s atmosphere from escaping into space. Kamrn nodded to Mol and she nodded back before stating “Ready when you are, Lieutenant.”


  The Leonberger moved up beside the team to further elaborate the plan. “We’re clearing the ship sector by sector… Cameron, I want you aft; Mol, you’re fore; Gunner you get mid-ship.”


  Everyone confirmed the first set of orders before the Dog looked to Specialist 4523. “Keep working on that door— I’d rather have two exits in case there’s a problem.”


  “I’ll get it open.”


  Once he got the confirmation from her Lt. Hayward looked back to the breach team. “Do it.”


  Kamrn had been through two other breaches in his life but the Largess was the first he experienced in space. The muted blast barely registered as a sound but he felt the shock wave of it in his feet and through his back where he was pressed against the hull of the Freighter. A quick jet of the ship’s internal atmosphere escaped before the portable airlock sealed it off and the Gorum waited a moment longer as his helmet’s electronic systems booted up a program it was fed into it using access codes assigned to Technician LaGriss.


  The Human, still staying close to Specialist 4523 was working from a typing bracer. “Captain Nida had a packet waiting for us at the Comm Station. I have no idea how she knew Sherman and I’d be there or that we’d be joining up with everyone here but it had crew roster for the Largess. I’m not interested in looking a gift horse in the mouth so I’m uploading it to everyone’s HUD for facial recognition on any crew you find.”


  Kamrn had heard the human term about dental identification of equines given as presents before but he still didn’t really understand it. He simply responded with a curt “Thanks.”


  Lt. Hayward acknowledged the statement without bothering to ask any of the many questions that came to Kamrn’s mind. “Good work. Alright team, we’re going to sweep for survivors. Since our primary team got Spaced we’re making use of Technician LaGriss here. This ship gets cleared before we let him get to work. Aztec, you’re with Cameron… I want you two to work your way back to the cargo bay and clear everything.”


  Tirzsark, who had taken a moment to collect himself after his ordeal had since joined the group. “Where do you want me, Lieutenant?”


  The Dog didn’t even pause before supplying an answer. “You’re here. I want you supporting the Technician and covering this breach. Sgt. Mol— I’m coming with you.”


  There was little more to be said as Kamrn led the way through the portable airlock. It was not a pleasant experience as far as transition from vacuum to atmosphere went; the clunky-but-still-too-small chamber did little more than give the Gorumn a headache when he was first bombarded by a sudden blast of atmosphere as what was held in the airlock escaped… and then forced to endure a second round of it as the doors to the Frigate proper opened and he was hit again.


  Unlike a formal airlock the portable one had no way of actually regulating the atmospheric pressure— it just made it so that only a little escaped with each use. Once inside the Gorumn moved away from the infernal contraption to avoid any further unpleasant experience with air pressure. He took up a position several meters from the breach and stood watch as the rest of the entry team came into the hall one by one. Cpl. Lopez, who came in last said it best. “God damn. I hope they get that door fixed before we finish up… that portable airlock sucks… LITERALLY.”


  Lt. Hayward didn’t give anyone the opportunity to provide a follow-up comment. “Move it. Keep comm lines open— I want regular check-ins every ten, otherwise broadcast only when you need to.”


  The team acknowledged with a clear round of “Yes sir.”


  The Leonburger quickly checked his PCD and then detached the seal on his helmet. “Atmo readings are clear… save your O2.”


  Mol was the next to take off her helmet and she scowled. “It’s musty in here— no… smokey… burn scent too.”


  The rest of her objections were lost to the Gorumn as they parted ways. Kamrn headed immediately toward the back of the ship walking down the long hallway as his helmet depressurized. He quickly popped the seal on it but kept it on with the visor down to benefit from the HUD program the Technician had uploaded; his nose wasn’t anywhere near as sensitive as Mol’s but he could tell what she meant by smoke— it smelled like burned metal. An electrical short, he thought likely.


  Cpl. Lopez followed right behind but the Jaguar did remove his helmet, running his fingers through the fur on his head. “Can’t believe you keep that thing on, man… it KILLS my peripheral vision.”


  The Gorumn grunted. “Good… then you keep a look out and I’ll ID the flight crew.”


  “Sounds good to me.”


  The two methodically checked each room in the shuttle slowly clearing their way back to the cargo bay. After a handful of minutes, just when it looked as though the Frigate was a ghost ship from which the crew disappeared without a trace, the first transmission came in; it was from Gunner. “I’m seeing signs of some kind of weapon discharge on a corridor wall.”


  Lt. Hayward was quick to question. “Firearm?”


  “Don’t think so, Sir… it looks like some kind of… burn damage.”


  Aztec piped up. “Flame thrower? Combat Cutting Torch maybe? Plasma welder? Wouldn’t something like that be a little excessive?”


  Gunner snorted. “No… it’s focused… maybe two inches around.”


  Mol was next to offer an answer. “Laser?”


  Specialist 4523 was first to contradict that suggestion. “Lasers are too unwieldy for troop combat… especially in a ship corridor.”


  There was silence for a moment until Technician LaGriss asked a question. “Sgt. Gunner— did whatever make that mark get all the way through the wall?”


  “No… it just looks like a surface burn.”


  The Technician continued his questioning. “Can you get to the other side of the wall and see if there’s any damage there?”


  The Rhino grunted and repeated himself. “It looks like a surface burn.”


  The Human didn’t relent. “If there’s enough heat involved at a fast enough speed it’s possible that whatever the discharge was could have been conducted through the wall without actually making a complete hole.”


  Apaprently Lt. Hayward was on the Technician’s side. “Do it.”


  Kamrn and Aztec cleared the last set of rooms between them and the cargo bay. The two turned their attention to the heavy double-doors leading to their final destination before Gunner had a response. “Lieutenant… I found a casualty.”


  The Leonberger spoke up immediately. “4523, get to Gunner’s location and support… Gunner, lock down the area and wait for the Specialist.”


  Technician LaGriss’ voice came on the comm next. “Lieutenant, we have the main doors operational now… Specialist 4523 is heading in that way.”


  The lines were quiet as Kamrn and Aztec opened the door to the cargo bay. They progressed slowly with their weapons at the ready. They took turns advancing and checking corners as they methodically cleared the large room. Numerous containers two-or-more meters cubed created a maze-like set of aisles and corridors and the Gorumn realized it would take time to check everything… until Cpl. Lopez launched himself up onto one of them with an acrobatic leap. “I think we’re pretty clear here, Cameron.”


  Mol’s voice suddenly hissed through the comm, surprising them both. “Got a Voljoi body here… HUD says it’s the Project Lead… Doctor Hadas Kyer.”


  The Lieutenant voiced a question. “Can you identify the cause of death?”


  The Cytkus female didn’t even need a moment to respond. “Yeah… I’d guess it’s the same thing as whatever happened to that wall Gunner found.”


  4523 chimed in. “I’m at Gunner’s location now… Human laborer… dossier IDs her as a Ghoul… 114209… Gunner— is this the burn mark you were describing?”


  The Rhino’s voice spoke up through the coms. “Yeah… but I saw it on the other side of the wall…”


  The Neo-Human woman continued reporting. “Lieutenant… the burn mark goes completely through the wall, just like the Tech said it might. There’s an identical mark on this woman’s back… I’m going to roll—”


  There was a pause from the Specialist and Gunner spoke up next. “There’s two burn marks on her chest… that doesn’t make any sense.”


  Cpl. Lopez caught Kamrn’s attention immediately with an exclamation that didn’t broadcast on the comm due to his helmet being retracted. “HOSHIT!”


  The Jaguar backpedaled atop the large metal shipping container as a red-hot circle of heat burned through an adjacent cargo box. Kamrn watched transfixed as a semi-transparent, eerily beautiful, eel-like phantasm emerged from the glowing metal, ‘swimming’ slowly through the air. It wasn’t large by any means, scarcely three inches in diameter and hardly more than a foot long.


  The see-through creature glowed bright enough to shed its magenta light through the corridor between the boxes. Like the Gorumn, the Jaguar stood transfixed, staring at the other-worldly apparition… and didn’t see a second one rise up through the metal box beneath him. Kamrn shouted a warning. “AZTEK!”


  It was too late; moving with far more speed than the first creature’s casual floating had suggested the eel-like specter shot forward and disappeared into Cpl. Lopez. The Jaguar immediately went rigid and fell forward off of the cargo box. He did a complete rotation and landed on his back.


  The Gorumn quickly raised his gun and fired two shots at the first glowing creature, which had turned its attention to him. Other that two mini fireballs bursting for a split second in front of the being there was nothing— not even bullets impacting the crate behind it. The Gorumn continued backpedaling and transmitted a quick warning. “We’ve got trouble in the cargo bay.”


  The simple comment didn’t truly relay the full extent of the trouble… which Kamrn didn’t completely comprehend. A few moments after landing Aztec’s corpse released the beautiful-and-deadly creature that had killed him as it burned an exit out of his chest… and a second, slightly smaller one emerged beside it, bringing the total of creatures to three. The Gorumn immediately amended his report, “We’ve got a LOT of trouble in the cargo bay.”


  Despite the fact that Kamrn knew there was nothing he could do for Cpl. Lopez the Gorumn still hated the idea of leaving a squad mate behind… even if they had practically just met. The Jaguar however was decidedly dead and Kamrn realized if he stayed then he would be quick to join him. Falling back, the Gorumn fired off another volley of shots at the three, mostly-transparent, eel-like creatures ‘swimming’ through the air at him but, once again, the rounds appeared to incinerate midair.


  Lt. Hayward repeated an earlier command that Kamrn had ignored during his fallback. “Sgt. Cameron, report.”


  Stepping through the doorway leading from the cargo bay to the Largess’ primary aft hallway, Kamrn slowed just long enough to close and seal it. “There are some creatures down here… one killed Aztek.”


  The Leonberger Lieutenant’s response was several seconds in arriving but he maintained an even tone as he asked bluntly “What happened?”


  The security officer backed away, turning before he moved hastily back toward the exit. “One ran into him… and two came out.”


  Specialist 4523 spoke up. “That would explain the two burn marks we found on the Ghoul Human woman… whatever those creatures are they will only get more dangerous.”


  Not bothering to stop, Kamrn took the most direct route to the cargo bay’s exit; he had to sidestep the body of a Voljoi. Although the dead Gray had the same burn marks in his chest as the ones he saw caused by those creatures on the Cpl, he also noticed that the Voljoi had been shot. The HD identified him but refused to supply any details— information he would have to file away for later. He paused only once he reached the first set of doorways. “… also another crewman down here… roster said ‘classified’, for some reason.”


  The Lieutenant’s orders were straight forward. “Cameron, get out of there and meet back up at the breach.”


  Kamrn noticed that all three creatures were still in hot pursuit so he quickly closed off the airlock and backed away. He watched as a red-hot, circular glow appeared in the cargo bay’s doors and he took a step back when one of the sinewy, glowing creatures wriggled its way through the metal… followed by the second one… then the third. One by one they forced their way through the door leaving scorch rings in their wake, “They’re burning through the door.”


  Sgt. Gunner grunted. “That explains the burn marks on the walls. Guess we won’t be locking em in anywhere.”


  Lt. Hayward was next on comm. “Sgt. Cameron, again, make your way toward the front of the ship. We’re going to quarantine the Freighter.”


  The Specialist objected. “Lieutenant, how are we going to quarantine them if they just burn through the hull?”


  Kamrn didn’t bother waiting for a response; he passed through the doorway separating the cargo bay hall and the engineering hall. Once through the Gorumn pressed the control panel, closing the door behind himself. “They don’t move very fast unless they strike… and going through the doors slows them down even more.”


  The Leonberger continued his orders. “4523… Gunner… I want that Ghoul’s body for the science bay. Seal it up and bring it with. Mol and I are almost done copying the flight recorders and we’ll join you at the exit. Mr. LaGriss?”


  The Human’s quiet voice was quite a change from the authoritative Dog’s. “Yes, Lieutenant? I’m here.”


  “Gunner and 4523 will be heading your way. Once Mol and I finish this download we’ll be coming to your location too. When everyone’s through the airlock I want you resealing it. Do you understand?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Lt Hayward continued. “Tirzark, you still at the breach?”


  The Cytkus responded affirmatively. “Still here, Sir.”


  The Leonberger directed the Gorumn. “Kamrn— you’re going to Tirzark. Once you’re out close it and lock it down. I want that thing sealed too.”


  Tirzark objected. “Sir… if we just open the whole thing and vent the entire Largess. Maybe that’ll—”


  The Dog interrupted him. “And maybe it won’t. I don’t want to give those things any way to escape. Once we’re off the ship Technician LaGriss and his laborer will attach tow line to the front landing skids… we’ll deactivate the magnetics and give the Freighter a push off of the pad. Towing it at a safe distance will give Central Command time to learn about what’s going on and advise accordingly.”


  Kamrn couldn’t help but object. “What if they burn through the freighter?”


  The question didn’t phase the Lieutenant. “They probably already would have then… right now we’re working under the assumption that they need atmosphere like the rest of us. If we see them burning out of the hull then we’ll decouple the freighter and cut it loose… but until then we keep em for study. Understood?”


  Specialist 4523 cut into the conversation. “Sir, we have the body and we’re making our way to the Technician.”


  Kamrn continued his quick paced trip through the corridors closing every door behind him that he could. It wasn’t until he’d taken about a dozen steps after the Neo-Human woman’s broadcast that he realized there was no response from the Lieutenant… and apparently so did the Technician. Kyle was the one to address the issue. “Sir? Lieutenant Hawyard? Are you there?”


  Despite only having heard the Gen Bull laborer’s voice in passing, it was unmistakable, “Boone… the cockpit.”


  The Technician quickly narrated his observation. “The Lieutenant and Sergeant just shot through bridge’s view screen and they were sucked out of the Freighter.”


  Mol’s transmission was full of static but Kamrn could still hear it “…of those things… -idn’t get the flight records… —ey’re not following us… -rying to stabilize and vent some… -an get back… —ation.”


  Kamrn sealed off the last door before he arrived at the breach entrance. Technician LaGriss continued the discussion. “Sherman… get a tether and see if you can help them before they get too far out of range… I have to wait here for—”


  The Neo-Human woman spoke up. “We’re here… just have him stay and help you with the door— I’ll get the Lieutenant and the Sergeant.”


  The communications dimmed as the portable airlock sealed and the Gorumn grabbed the hand-holds. He suffered through another round of suction as the outer door opened and then pushed himself through the opening before nodding to Tirzsark, who remained by the input pad. “That’s it… I think those things were still following me. Close it.”


  The Cytkus nodded in response and closed the airlock. He followed up with a three key sequence that locked out the controls before standing up. “The breach is sealed for now. Boone— any luck with the Lieutenant?”


  Although still intermixed with static, the Leonberger’s voice was audible. “We’re fine. Mol and I are being reeled in right now. Everybody sound off.”


  The communication channel was a successive litany of ‘here’ and ‘present’ with every member of their group checking in… except Aztek, obviously. Kamrn had just finished sounding off when he was surprised by a new voice talking on the channel, albeit, not at them. The voice was faint, as if not speaking directly into the comm device, “Yes— I mean…no… I— I heard them. It.. they sound like a security team.”


  There was a pause before the voice spoke up again. “…y-yes. He said he’s from a— oh! Uh… channel 42.”


  Technician LaGriss hailed the speaker before the Lieutenant could say anything, “Burger? Is that you I heard?”


  The tentative, almost meek voice responded immediately. “Mr. Boone?”


  Lt Hayward wasted no time. “This is Lieutenant Andrew Hayward of DRC ESE Squad 2.”


  Another pause separated the previous speaker and a new one, whose tone was much more direct and much more authoritative. “This is Lieutenant Cox, DRC ISE Squad 5.”


  Kamrn saw Specialist 4523 smirk through her face mask. Though her comm was off for the statement, he was fairly certain she was making a comment about internal security. He pushed the consideration of the Specialist’s prejudice against internal security forces out of his mind when another voice spoke over the security team; Kamrn recognized it immediately as belonging to the Gen Cat doctor he’d met while on duty at the gathering some time back. “This isn’t a social event people. We’re here to help with the recovery efforts on the Largess.”


  Lt. Hayward snorted into the comm. “Mission’s scrubbed. Whole crew’s dead and there’re some kind of alien life forms in there… killed one of my men.”


  The doctor’s voice didn’t seem pleased. “You see? If I’d have only been twenty minutes earlier I-”


  A blunt, obviously annoyed voice came through, interrupting the Cat. “You probably would have been killed along with whoever they lost.”


  Lieutenant Cox’s voice was firm. “Thank you, Sergeant… that’s enough.”


  The Leonberger pushed forward in the communication, addressing the other team. “Lieutenant Cox— can you have your non-security personnel use a different channel?”


  The other Lieutenant weighed in. “Normally I’d say yes… but we have no idea how stable any of these short range stations are. For now it’s best if we can stay in contact… But I WILL require the chatter to stop from my side.”


  There were a few moments of silence, a good indication that his order was taken to heart and Specialist 4523 spoke up next. “Lieutenant Cox, if you’re heading to the E-3 Pad you’ll want to take the Upper Hall… the Largess tore out the Lower Hall on its flyby.”


  As it turned out the team approaching the rescue squad had indeed planned on using the Lower Hall but, at the Specialist’s advice they retraced their steps before arriving at the blast doors that would have sealed it off. During the five minute reroute it gave both teams enough time to go through basic introductions so they would know who they’d be meeting.


  There were four men in total coming to the landing pad: Burger, the Gen 2 Donkey that had been part of the shuttle crew along with Tirzsark that had taken part in the failed survey mission, the Gen 2 Cat Doctor Victor Cortez that Kamrn had already met, and a 2-man security team: a Gen 2 Dalmatian, Lieutenant Cox, and a Gen 2 Malamute, Lieutenant Cox… apparently no relation.


  By the time the newcomers actually arrived the rescue team was just finishing the decoupling of Frigate and the pad’s magnetic system. With the new addition of hands to help it was done that much faster, albeit, with that much more chaos. Amidst the logistics of the dozen-or-so working on the separation nobody noticed the single, perfectly circular, red-hot glow in Sigma-Echo’s hull before it was quickly flash-frozen by the vacuum of space.


  Chapter 22: Transportation


  Jocelyn Schultz hadn’t been up and around for long after her release from the medical bay. Having survived the trip to and from the Sigma system’s asteroid field she no longer had a team to supervise and therefore had to be assigned new duties. Although her preference was to always find a way to remain busy the lack of direction from Central meant that she’d had a lot of downtime; they told her it was so she could recover but in truth it was driving her crazy.


  While most of her wounds were ‘healed enough’ she still walked with a faint limp; the medical doctor had told her after she was released that it would heal given time but she found it difficult to trust the orange-coat-wearing Cat. Regardless, she did what she could within the confines of her temporary duties: interact with and serve as liaison between executives and employees. It was a wide-reaching job description so she made it a point to push at the outer-edges of the assignment and that was what took her to the lower Central Hub.


  She’d had many opportunities to work with different members of staff both individually and in group, but it had all been very low-key and lacking in energy. That was, of course, until the impact; she found herself both disconcerted and excited all at the same time. Jocelyn proceeded down the hall on her way to assess the damage to the Comm tower, but first she had to get almost half way across Sigma-Echo… and that was no easy feat.


  The Sub-Decks were technically connected physically to the Operations Hub but there were several miles of corridor separating them from one another. Needless to say it was imperative that Jocelyn put together the best route: a trip on the trams would cut their travel time down by HOURS. Despite her limp the woman continued moving down the hall at a purposeful speed without the frantic look of someone who had given over their good sense to the chaos of the moment; she made it a point to remain unshaken. It was a trait that ended up coming in handy when she arrived at the tram station.


  The woman came to a halt as she stepped through the double doors leading into the eight track hub that was the Sub-Level Transit Station. Despite the late hour Jocelyn was astonished to find that every single waiting bench was taken. Not only that, she noted, but there were several groups of people lounging about on the floor with their backs to the transit center walls looking none too pleased. One such individual spoke up to his companions upon noticing the new arrival. “Oh look… the crowd’s growing.”


  Jocelyn wasted no time in heading over to speak to the man directly. “What’s going on here? I haven’t even seen crowds like this before.”


  One of the man’s companions, a pretty-looking Gazelle spoke up. “No idea… there hasn’t been a tram by in over an hour and everyone wants to go somewhere.”


  Jocelyn glanced across the station to the upper-deck line where a tram sat on the tracks just short of the passenger loading zone. “What about that one?”


  The man that spoke up originally was quick to explain. “That was the last tram to arrive… it stopped a few yards away from the tram dock and the passengers had to force the doors open so they could get off. It hasn’t moved since and there haven’t been any repair teams to fix it… s’kinda like the whole tram system shut down or something.”


  During the explanation Jocelyn had moved closer to the tram. “Everything LOOKS operational from here. The trams are still powered— or, at least this one here is.”


  Another man in the lounging group spoke up. “Feel free to look… s’not like it’s goin’ anywhere.”


  She nodded and stepped out onto the walkway between the sunken rails. “Alright… Let’s see if we can figure this out.”


  Out of everyone watching only the Gazelle bothered following her. The Gen trailed along a few steps behind, waiting until Jocelyn approached the tram before speaking up. “Do you think it’s fixable.”


  The Human woman checked the doors one at a time. “I’m not a technician but it’s worth a shot… I DO know that the emergency breaks on the tram won’t let it move if the doors aren’t shut and they’re open right now. Go around to the other side and we’ll try to close them.”


  The Gazelle moved to the opposite side of the entryway and waited as Jocelyn counted to three and then, in unison, the two managed to return them to a closed position. After that the Human woman nodded appreciatively to her and they made their way to the front cab of the tram; the driver’s door was open and the cockpit was empty. Jocelyn went right away to the secondary conductor’s seat and then brought up an automated quick diagnostic on the tram system. “Everything looks like it’s in working order… equipment-wise, anyway.”


  The Gazelle smiled encouragingly. “So… it’ll work?”


  Jocelyn nodded and took a seat in the primary conductor chair. She began typing rapidly at the console, monitor flipping through system diagnostic of the tram’s computer; she’d always had technicians in her teams but she still considered it an Overseer’s job to know a little about everything— that turned out to be particularly helpful. She came to stop after the sixth or seventh screen when she realized the problem. “Hmm… that’s strange— someone ordered a lock down of the tram system. The entire thing stopped.”


  “Why would they do that?”


  Jocelyn shrugged. “I couldn’t say for certain. Anyway, it’s not a security override and there’s no authorization code… it might be some glitch in the station’s emergency system that tripped when the Comm Tower went down.”


  The Gazelle rubbed her hands together nervously. “So… the trams are down for good?”


  The Human shook her head. “No… I should be able to override the lock down. I have system clearance and since there’s no authorization code I don’t have to worry about outranking the administrator who placed it. It’ll only lift the lock down on THIS tram but it’ll be more than enough for us to get where we need to go.”


  The Gazelle paused, looking at the terminal in front of her. “What if someone else overrides the tram lock down? We won’t have any way to communicate with them. If they’re heading down in number while we’re heading up wouldn’t that be… uh… bad?”


  Jocelyn stopped keying in her code and nodded thoughtfully at the objection. “True, yes… but the traffic indicator on these trams don’t use the Comm system. If I remember correctly the lights show at each station to let conductors know if there’s another tram using the tunnel.”


  The Gazelle appeared reassured. “You know a lot about trams then?”


  The Human laughed in response, shaking her head. “No… not really, but one of the technicians I oversaw spent years working on a land-based transportation system in Australia, Terra… he’d go on and on about them and I guess I might have paid more attention than I thought.”


  “You’re an Overseer?”


  Jocelyn smiled but it didn’t last long. She sighed, confirming her override. “Was. Things didn’t go as well as they could have last time I was out and I lost most of my team. Right now I’m in limbo until Central figures out what they want to do with me on a long-term basis.”


  The Gazelle looked down. “Oh… I’m so sorry.”


  The Human nodded at the sympathy and she pressed the auto reset button on the console in front of her. The tram lurched forward and came to a slow stop at the loading zone. “Okay… we’re back on the programmed route. As long as we don’t touch the controls and the tram should take care of everything.”


  As a minute passed with no further movement the Gazelle glanced toward her. “Is… is there some reason we aren’t moving? I thought we were going on to the Central Hub.”


  Jocelyn laughed heartily, suddenly feeling very much like she was the technician reassuring her Overseer— it was a strange juxtaposition. “Don’t worry. Like I said, it’s on a programmed route and that means we’re parked here for three minutes to let people on and off the tram. After that it’ll start moving again.”


  The Gazelle nodded and even smiled as she pointed to a few monitors displaying the outside of the tram from several different camera angles. “And it looks like more than a few people are taking advantage of that.”


  Jocelyn watched as the tram seats began to fill up quickly; unsurprisingly it appeared as if everyone that had been waiting at the tram station was piling in. They continued filing in way past the seat occupancy, which was something the Human had never seen before considering the space station was nowhere near maximum capacity— even during ‘rush hour’ there were rarely a lack of seats. Even after every last seat and every last hand-rail was occupied people still tried to get on board and were stopped only once the ‘clear the door’ signal sounded.


  Her attention went back to the console in front of her, watching a green light activate to signal that they were free to proceed. “See? No problem… and we even get to help some of the station’s impatient commuters while we’re at it.”


  Jocelyn sat back in the conductor seat, letting out a deep breath as she finally felt the confidence she was trying to convey. They were moving along and the tram would proceed to its next stop; she was one step closer to her goal. Everything was turning out right— up until the moment the tram gave a sudden lurch and a shudder, at which point she cursed. “Damn it!”


  The Gazelle was even more concerned. “Oh my god! What’s that?!”


  The Humans’ thoughts of frustration turned to ones of fear as she looked at what the Gazelle was indicating: the camera feed from the back tram car showed bodies… lots and lots of unmoving bodies. The Gen murmured anew. “Those… those people… what’s going on?”


  Without a word Jocelyn simply pointed to the next monitor in line. They both stood silent, watching as a wave of color flowed across the tram car burning holes in each and every passenger. She took her eyes away only once she realized that whatever it was happened to be drawing nearer to them. She started pressing several buttons but to no effect. “We have to uncouple the tram cars…”


  The tram gave another lurch and Jocelyn watched as a tram station shot past them out the window at a pace so quickly it was little more than a blur. Her heart began to race even faster and the Gazelle seemed to notice too. “…are… are we speeding up? Why are we speeding up?”


  The Human nodded. “I don’t know what’s causing it. Hold on— I’m going to hit the emergency stop and see if it slows us down. Strap yourself in.”


  The Gazelle climbed into the secondary conductor seat and buckled herself down. She placed her hands against the console and nodded; only then did Jocelyn press the button. She lost track of what happened in the following two minutes. When her senses came back to her, however, she was still in her seat, upside down and restrained by the belts holding her in place. Everything hurt and there were screams somewhere far behind her, and shouting ahead and above her.


  It took a few seconds for her to realize that her head was pounding, and another few seconds until she gained enough mental capacity to force her safety restraint open; she fell several feet to the ceiling, which had become the tram’s new ‘floor’. The screams were getting louder… and a matter of seconds later Jocelyn realized why.


  

  * * * * * *


  If there was one thing Jeremiah disliked the most about the tram line on Sigma-Echo it was the number of times he had to switch trams. Just from the Executive Deck to the Central Hub it took three different connections. The fact that their service was becoming more and more inconsistent made things harder for him; he’d been sitting at the Central Hub station for almost a half hour which was well more than three times the standard wait.


  The fact that he’d only seen one other tram come and go in that time did not bode well— especially since they were supposed to arrive and leave to and from SOMEWHERE every four or five minutes. Regardless, he planned on making his way down to Atmospheric Controls and that meant he wasn’t quite half way through his seven tram rides. From Central Hub 1 he had to go to Central Hub 2 then the Logistics Hub… after that was Agroponics and then, FINALLY he would proceed on to the Primary System Station. Of course, going at the rate he was he anticipated it easily taking hours.


  Despite having left the Executive Suite only a short fraction of time into his off-duty cycle the Pointer was convinced that the Atmospheric Controls needed to be reviewed in case the shudder that went through the system messed with the sensitive instrumentation or, even worse, in case there was damage to the outer hull and the station’s atmospheric system was leaking. Regardless, if each stop required he wait longer and longer for each tram he would be surprised if he even made it in time for his shift to begin… in five more hours.


  The Dog sighed to himself, looking up the track and down the track, finally standing up as he began to grow restless. Even during the off-hours for Sigma-Echo the trams ran at half pace which still meant at LEAST three or four trams should have come-and-gone while he was waiting… and he should have been on one of them within twenty minutes let alone— he glanced at his PCD: thirty four. The engineer, having nothing left to do but continue the wait, began pacing. He continued that for nearly ten minutes before his isolation ended.


  It started as a slight creak in the circulation duct over his head but it was enough for the Dog to snap out of his quiet musings. Raising his ears Jeremiah looked at the metal duct and took a step back when it shuddered; he retreated further when the metal groaned and shifted. The Dog called out. “Hello? Somebody there?”


  He jumped in surprise as the vent grate popped free and he took another step back when a disheveled young Human woman dropped down from the ceiling. She looked as though she’d probably been in the duct for at least an hour; dirty splotches, matted hair, and the obvious scent of grime permeated her. A few seconds later a Fox descended from the opening to join her. Although the woman’s companion was much more finely dressed the vulpine nevertheless looked just as grime covered and messy.


  As if their dramatic entrance were nothing out of the ordinary the first vent-traveler knelt down and picked up the grate; she handed it back to the Fox who carefully returned it to its original frame. The Vulpine smiled at Jeremiah and, with a courteous nod of his head, offered up a polite, even-toned “Good evening.”


  The Fox then followed the young Human woman past the confused Engineer as the two moved to the bench the Pointer had previously been occupying. With something to focus on aside from the delay in tram service Jeremiah followed them. “So… I’ll go ‘head an’ ask the obvious question: is there any reason you two’re crawlin’ ‘round in th’ vents?”


  The Human shrugged. “Beats crawling through the sewage ducts?”


  She flopped down on the bench with nothing more to say but the Fox was much more forthcoming. He spoke calmly and affably in an accent Jeremiah thought came from the British Isles on Earth. “A combination of security teams, drunks, and uneasy shoppers are making travel within the Central Hub rather difficult. We decided we would have better chances squeezing through the ducts rather than squeezing by small riots and police actions.”


  Jeremiah scowled at the announcement. “Why’re people riotin’, exactly?”


  The young Woman shrugged. “It’s a day ending in ‘y’? I mean… it’s not like people NEED a reason to riot, do they? They’re people.”


  It was Jeremiah’s turn to shrug, though his was not as carefree. “Not unless they wanna keep their job… or stay out a th’ lock-up.”


  It was the Fox again who had a reasonable answer. “There were a number of Ghouls up from down below… not the nicest sort of blokes, and with the comms down I wouldn’t be surprised if they fancied a round or two of ‘public disturbance’.”


  Jeremiah lowered one ear as he looked at the red furred Fox incredulously. “Whadda ya mean by ‘public disturbance’?”


  The Englishman chuckled in response. “Well… considering how highly controlled they are when the comms are working I would consider some activity likely at someone else’s expense— either physically or fiscally… anything from ‘A’ to ‘Zed’ that involved blowing off some steam…”


  The Human woman grinned wide, calling attention to the Fox’s pronunciation of the second letter he referenced. “Zed?”


  The Fox glanced to his long-eared companion. “Sure… ‘A to Zed’… haven’t heard that expression before, Lydia?”


  Jeremiah decided to not-so-subtly try out introductions, first addressing the woman then the Gen. “So… you’re Lydia… and you are?”


  The Fox extended a paw. “Henry Maxfield.”


  The young lady interjected at that. “STAFF SARGENT Henry Maxfield… emphasis on the staff.”


  She giggled in a seemingly inappropriate manner but Henry didn’t seem to be bothered by it, rather, he simply offered a straight-forward correction. “Retired.”


  Rather than let the girl further introduce the Fox, the Pointer accepted the offered paw in his own. “Jeremiah Fowler, LSS Engineer, First Class.”


  The Vulpine gave it a firm shake. “A pleasure.”


  Although the conversation could have continued in a positive direction the calm discussion was interrupted by the sound of a door slamming open and an obviously agitated Brown Bear stalking through it. “I can’t believe they threw me out!”


  A much quieter though obviously still agitated Fox woman passed through the door before it swung closed. Despite her own obvious distress she was apparently trying to calm the Bear down. “It’s for our own protection I’m sure, Mr. Cruise.”


  Henry’s ears raised as he regarded the two newcomers. “Vikki?”


  The Vixen glanced toward the Fox and the Human. “Henry?”


  The Bear looked up from his own wringing paws as Henry approached the two of them. The large Gen spoke up in a surprisingly mid-toned, smooth voice. “Mr. Maxfield… I see you’ve been ‘exiled’ by security as well.”


  The English Fox took the Bear’s paw and gave it a firm shake. “Is it that bad? Apparently I had left before they got heavy-handed.”


  The female Fox sighed dramatically. “It was horrendous.”


  Henry turned and exchanged cheek-kisses with the Vixen as they took one another’s paws. “Hello, darling. So good to see you again.”


  Having little better to do with his time as he waited, Jeremiah strolled over to the conversation, timing his question for a break in the hellos. “What were you saying about being thrown out and security?”


  Only when the Pointer saw the Vixen roll her eyes in exasperation did he realize his mistake of getting the Bear started. “Those damn gun-happy thugs threw me out of my own business! The Central Hub is a place of commerce! I pay my rent to DRC so I can conduct my affairs and make money and now they’re throwing their weight around, conducting some kind of martial-law maneuvers and forcing people out of their leased shops.”


  Lydia’s not-so-courteous comment chimed in from the back. “You’re a bear. they’d have to have a LOT of weight to throw around if it got YOU moving.”


  Henry gave the girl a light nudge. “Mr. Cruise is a respected member of the Central Hub Chamber of Commerce and none of us like having our customers harassed.”


  Mr. Cruise nodded with finality. “Exactly.”


  Henry looked back to the bear. “And no idea why?”


  The Bear shrugged. “Something to do with the lack of comms, I’d bet… that, and some Ghouls were causing trouble. Damn fascists probably don’t want people gathering together in groups for fear that they’ll be overthrown.”


  Vikki swatted him lightly on the shoulder with a dainty paw. “Harold, this is corporate property— they can handle their affairs however they want.”


  Mr. Cruise glanced at the Fox woman. “Honestly, Victoria, after what happened with YOU I would have figured you’d be on MY side in this.”


  Lydia interjected before anyone else could, voice soft but dire, though it held an obvious tone of satire. “Gang rape, huh? Yeah… can’t trust anyone in an Orange jump suit these days.”


  Henry elbowed the girl, who grinned in response. He then addressed the Vixen. “Did something happen, Vikki?


  She let out a breath, lowering her gaze to the floor. “They suspended my operating license pending review.”


  Jeremiah’s ears went up; there were any number of jobs around the station that required a license but he couldn’t think of many that would be suspended for any reason. In the end curiosity got the better of him. “What do you drive?”


  Henry looked toward the Pointer. “She’s a doctor at the Executive Deck Med Bay.”


  The Vixen scowled. “WAS.”


  The Bear, for a moment at least, was pulled from his own grumpiness and rested a paw on the woman’s shoulder. “They’ll come to their senses, Doctor Baxter.”


  Lydia improved her level of courtesy with sudden sympathy. “Oh man… that sucks. What happened? Why would they do something like that?”


  Her response was very emphatic. “NOTHING! There WASN’T a reason!”


  Lydia pushed on. “Well… SOMETHING had to have happened if they suspended your license… what did they say you did wrong?”


  Henry put it much more eloquently. “Why did you have your license suspended, Vikki? It has to be some kind of mistake.”


  The Vixen sighed and ran a paw across her forehead to move some of her red mane out of her eyes. “Back during the VAC attack I had the med bay closed for the night and I was heading to a meeting on the Science Decks. I was SURE I’d locked up but apparently an injured security guard got into it and died.”


  Lydia let out a breath, shaking her head. “They wouldn’t have done it if you were Human— they look for any reason to keep Gens down.”


  The Doctor leveled her gaze at the programmer. “They said that I was responsible for the security guard’s death.”


  Henry’s ears went up before falling back, accentuating his scowl. “That’s shite… you weren’t even there! How could they claim you’re responsible just because the bay was unlocked when they found the guard? He could very well have used an override to get in!”


  Vikki sighed. “Apparently when they checked him it looked as though SOMEONE had administered a numbing agent.”


  Jeremiah thought back to his limited experience with post-combat triage and offered his two cents. “Maybe he did it himself.”


  The Vixen shook her head. “No… it was the right dosage of a controlled medication… someone with medical training had to have applied it and since the medical bay was my assignment they cleaned up the mess neatly by saying it was my responsibility and whether or not I was the one that administered the drug and it was my fault he died without care.”


  The Bear grumbled. “Sounds just like DRC management… they’re going to take the med bay offline without a doctor just to call an investigation complete without having to actually do the work to find out who really WAS to blame.”


  The woman rubbed the pads of her paws on her knees. “No… they brought a Cat up from the Lower Decks to manage it while I’m on administrative leave.”


  Lydia raised an eyebrow and her response was not in the least consolatory. “Wow… replaced by someone from the ‘Underworld’… that sucks.”


  At first Jeremiah thought the rumble was the Vixen about to explode at the callous comment but as the sound of rending metal and a shaking in the ground intensified the Dog realized it was so much worse. Turning around, he watched the shower of sparks and cloud of vaporized metal signal the approach of a tram… or, rather, the wreckage of one.


  Chapter 23: After-Effects


  Theo padded down the empty hall; very few people on the Executive Deck were awake during third cycle and, of those who were few had an interested in taking a walk. During any normal circumstances the Wolf would have been in agreement but he finally had a project to keep him busy and he wasn’t about to waste the opportunity. After counting off 100 paces, he paused and checked his PCD. “Carol… are you there?”


  The Doe’s voice came in clearly. “Yes, Theo; I can hear you. Can you hear me, Henry?”


  The Hyena’s reply was just as clear as Carol’s. “Yeah… you both come in just fine. How ‘bout you, Marco?”


  There was a long pause with no answer; the silence provided them the information they needed. The Wolf spoke up once the Weasel’s absence from the confirmation was confirmed, “Ozzy… go to Marco’s third check in point and tell him to get back to number two.”


  The Otter spoke up through the PCD. “Got it. On my way, Theo.”


  It took several minutes before Marco and Ozzy checked in again, and then, only to confirm that the Weasel hadn’t received any of the messages. Although it might have been considered a failure during any other circumstance what it really accomplished in doing was getting them just a little more information… and that helped.


  The Gens had spent hours in disarray and discontentment after Jen’s transmissions ended. During that time Theo had wracked his brain trying to think of a way to keep everyone busy— to keep HIMSELF busy so that they could feel useful. Exploring the most effective method to maintain contact with the short comm range their PCDs supplied was doing just that.


  With any luck if the Comms didn’t come back on their own then what they learned during what Ken called ‘The Leapfrog Experiment’ would come in handy. The Bat had shown a great amount of initiative and resourcefulness since the event that wiped out communications. Even before that, when he found a way to keep everyone going even after the HID ran dry Kenneth had proven that he’d grown into a solid employee and Theo promised himself that he’d put in a good word with Jen on the Bat’s behalf.


  Although ‘The Leapfrog Experiment’ had a complicated-sounding title to it the plan was very simple: Jen’s Gens would spread out across the Executive Deck after connecting their PCDs to one another. Their comms would be set to broadcast all incoming and outgoing messages to all of the other connected PCDs within range. This meant that while standing in a row, they would conceivably be able to stretch their line of communication across a distance… and the experiment was to determine what that maximum distance would be.


  Theo, on one end of the line had gone to one end of the Executive Deck main hall and the rest of the Gens had followed him. Then, with just a few steps at a time they slowly spread out and before they knew it they were able to reach from one end of the deck to the other. While that was an excellent start for the experiment they decided to try answering more complex problems such as what would happen with walls in the way… and that’s when they began losing track of one another.


  During the more advanced round of understanding the limited PCD communications they had all decided on several areas that they would explore— Xavier suggested calling them ‘Check-In Points’ because, honestly enough, it was where they would go to check in. The first check-in for everyone turned out great, and that expanded their understanding of the communication grid they could use with their PCDs. During the second check-in several points were put into what Xavier decided to call the ‘Black Out Zone’. Marco had laughed at the Borzoi’s choice in phrasing, having said at the time “Leave it to a pilot to come up with nav lingo.”


  Xavier had fired back with “You know… ‘nav’ is navigation lingo too, Mark.”


  The banter normally would have resulted in a bunch of laughs and some friendly back pats, but, considering the agitated position in which the Gens found themselves things got just a little more tense. Theo had broken it up before it came to trash talking but he realized that, between the lack of HID, the aches and pains from the new stuff, and the absence of Jen the entire team was on a knife edge emotionally… and he wasn’t just talking about the rest of the group— he found himself slipping from time to time as well.


  The Wolf realized that Trudy had been calling his name. “Theo?”


  He replied to her inquiry over the PCD, “Here. Just… recording some info.”


  The mouse continued with what she was apparently wanting to say. “Are we ready for the fourth ‘Check-In Point’?”


  Theo nodded despite having his PCD’s video off, “Yeah… I think we’re good to go. Everyone check in.”


  The Gens each called in their name and after all seven had announced their presence on their combined network Carol spoke up. “Fourth ‘Check-In Point’, everyone. Go to your assigned position and wait for me or Theo to call.”


  Sliding his own PCD back into his shirt pocket Theo adjusted his tie and went back up the side hallway toward his next destination. It was still late and most of the apartments had the glowing ‘occupied’ light shining over it. The Wolf’s next destination was supposed to involve the 45 wing of the Executive Deck. He would find an empty apartment so he could enter it and try to broadcast from within.


  Theo’d never personally been to the 45 wing… or most of the other wings for that matter save his own and the central portion of the deck that housed the Tram Center and elevators. Regardless he planned on following through because if he didn’t how could he expect the rest of his team to do it? It took some time but he finally managed to locate an apartment without a light.


  Ideally the wolf had hoped to find one that hadn’t been assigned an occupant but he was running out of time before check-in; he’d used almost four of his five minutes. “Oh well… beggars can’t be choosers.”


  Running his paw across the bar code identifying the occupant, Theo pulled out his PCD and scanned it quickly. “Lydia Parker, Programmer?”


  The Wolf scanned it a second time; he couldn’t think of many programmers that had a room on the Executive Deck. Shrugging, he realized that there wasn’t a lot of time to consider that mystery and that it’d have to wait for later. Resolving to make a mental note about getting to the bottom of that curious finding Theo provided the override code required to open an unoccupied apartment… but nothing happened.


  Surprised, the Wolf tried the override code a second time— still nothing. Double-checking the code Theo tried one more time and, as with the first two attempts, the door refused to open. He was about to radio the rest of his group a message when his thoughts were interrupted by a transmission already on the line.


  He recognized Captain Nida’s voice immediately. “… and you’re certain they’re already here, Dr. Makowi?”


  Although Theo couldn’t recall having heard the second speaker’s voice before he did place it as having an East Indian accent… possibly from Bangladesh, “Yes, Captain. I have every reason to believe that the station is already infested. I am catching up to a group heading to an evacuation shuttle right now.”


  If not for Captain Nida’s recognizable voice Theo would have simply suspected that he had somehow picked up a transmission from some holo-vid. He didn’t even think that Sigma-Echo had an evacuation shuttle… just escape pods. Even more of a concern, what could possibly have been in the station that warranted escaping— or, for that matter, what could be considered an ‘infestation’?


  Captain Nida responded, heedless of Theo overhearing, “Do that, Doctor. We need you on board Sigma-Echo before Dr. Parker crosses over.”


  Crosses over? On board Sigma-Echo? Doctor Parker? The Wolf didn’t understand what half of it meant but he was relieved to hear that whoever ‘Dr. Makowi’ was or wherever he was it wasn’t on board Sigma-Echo; Theo did not much like the idea of an escape shuttle to get away from an infestation. A horrific idea suddenly snuck into his head: what if the infestation hitched a ride on the Doctor’s shuttle and was brought to Sigma-Echo?!?! He had to warn somebody!


  He jumped when a hand came down on his shoulder and Carol spoke his name loudly. “THEO!”


  The Wolf lowered his PCD immediately. “Did you hear that?”


  The Doe flicked an ear. “That’s what WE’VE been asking YOU.”


  Theo shook his head. “No… no… I mean the transmission…”


  Carol slowly lowered her ears, taking a step closer. “What transmission? The only transmissions we’ve been getting have been from one another. The Comms are down… remember?”


  The Wolf looked down at the PCD in his paw. “It was from Captain Nida to some Doctor-or-other… she was talki—”


  The Deer woman interrupted him by holding up her PCD and pressing a button. He began to hear a series of voices, all belonging to his fellow Gens, calling for him one after another before Carol mentioned she was going to go look for him at his fourth ‘Check-In Point’. She turned off the replay, “And now here we are.” she cocked her head to the side, giving him a concerned look. “Didn’t you hear us calling?”


  Theo shook his head. “No… I must have stepped into a ‘Black-Out Zone’ here for a minute or two because I—”


  Carol looked straight at him. “We’ve been trying to get you to answer for five minutes, and it took me ten more to get here.”


  Theo was taken aback. “Can’t be… it’s barely been five minutes since we—”


  He was interrupted by Marco speaking on the PCD. “Did you find him, Carol?”


  The Deer raised hers to her muzzle. “Yeah. He’s fine. He might have had some hardware issues with his personal communicator.”


  The Wolf glanced down to his PCD then back to Carol. “It’s… uh… working fine now.”


  He paused when he saw the time on the device; it didn’t FEEL like he’d been there for almost a half hour. Glancing up at the Deer he blinked, feeling suddenly very ill-at-ease. “I think we’re done with our experiment for tonight.”


  The Doe did little to hide the concern for him she wore clearly on her face. “Yeah… I think that’s probably a good idea.”


  * * * * * *


  J’vir trudged along behind Wesley through the service tunnels of Sigma-Echo’s Sub-Decks. The Gen rodent had once told him that the tunnels had been designed for use by the construction crew as it built the actual infrastructure of the station. The tunnels were small and cramped, apparently created that way to help keep atmosphere production requirements to a minimum. What J’vir particularly noticed about them was that any Human-sized traveler would be required to hunch over to travers them— a problem neither he nor the particularly short Gerbil had to deal with.


  Eventually, after what was just over a half hour, J’vir finally spoke up, asking a question that had been on his mind. “Why did not take the tram?”


  Wesley didn’t even bother turning around to answer, he simply spoke forward down the tunnel. “It’s likely that they’ll be overloaded due to panic— or maybe even turned off so large numbers of commuters don’t disrupt repairs. We’re a lot better off using the service tunnels… believe me, J’vir.”


  The Voljoi was quiet for only a moment before he proposed another option. “Why did we not use standard corridors?”


  The Gerbil sighed. “From where we were that would have taken over an hour… and that assumes we wouldn’t run into any frantic fear mobs.”


  J’vir went quiet after that, following obediently after Jeremiah’s second in command. When everything was categorized and measured the job he’d found on the station was an improvement over the one he’d had back in settled space. Despite the occasional long hike and long work hours it was something he really could find himself enjoying; he went back to his quarters at the end of every shift feeling as though he’d contributed. Granted, at times like extended marches through service tunnels he usually also ended the day with aches in his legs and lower back; Voljoi were not meant for activities that required such endurance.


  Wesley stopped as the tunnel terminated into a large vertical shaft complete with a ladder. “Here we go.”


  J’vir scowled in displeasure when he saw how unbelievably high the ladder stretched. “That must be well over 3000 meters.”


  The Gerbil didn’t miss a beat; he climbed right onto the ladder and began ascending. “Almost two miles, actually… but fortunately we’re only headed up three floors and it’ll let out right into the bottom floor of Agroponics.”


  Relief flooded the Voljoi, who, hearing that their trip was almost to an end, eagerly hopped onto the ladder and followed after his supervisor with abandon— he was forced to temper his excitement however when he slowed down enough due to having trouble negotiating the wide gaps between rungs. “The journey will doubtlessly be the most difficult part of our activities today.”


  Once they had ascended to the indicated spot the Gerbil stretched out on the ladder and pressed an access panel; a small pressure gate slid open, revealing access out of the service tunnels. Wesley quickly shifted his weight from the ladder and through the hatch before turning around and offering out a paw. “Come on… we don’t have all shift.”


  J’vir climbed up the several more rungs until he was even with his supervisor and then accepted the help. The hatch turned out to be a lot larger than he’d expected, which made sense if engineers wearing EVA suits were expected to use it to enter the primary halls of Sigma-Echo. Climbing through, the Voljoi paused long enough to dust himself off and look around; when Wesley said that they were going into the bottom floor of Agroponics he was speaking literally.


  The dimly lit sub-corridor was directly beneath the primary walkway for Agroponics; in fact, the deck’s floor acted as the sub-level’s ceiling. Despite the shadowy, dreary surroundings, J’vir had no trouble seeing; most Voljoi worlds were graced with softer stars. Glancing around, the worker took in the sights. The area was lit by the segments of lighting that came down through the grated ceiling, but also from the veritable field of system lights and power indicators.


  His assessment of the surroundings ended up being interrupted by Wesley. “Alright… come on already, we need to head up to the ground floor.”


  J’vir looked after the Gerbil, who was already making his way to what looked like an old fashioned collapsible ladder. Rather than wait to see Wesley struggle with it, the Voljoi joined him and helped pull it off the wall. “We will manage better in unison.”


  Wesley didn’t seem the least displeased at him taking the initiative. “Damn right… and get the hatch while you’re at it— the latch is a C-slide to the left.”


  It had taken a few weeks for J’vir to learn the laborer lingo but he’d become familiar to it and knew exactly what he was seeking; the trap door above them was secured by a simple metal bar that went through the grating; it was shaped like the Human letter ‘C’, and was reachable from both above and below. J’vir gripped it and gave it a quick jiggle until he figured out how it moved. From there, the Voljoi unlatched it and opened the panel before helping his supervisor set up the ladder.


  Wesley put his foot on the first rung. “Alright… hold it steady. I’m going up first. When you follow up you can leave the ladder in place, but make sure you close the trap door— it’s a safety hazard.”


  “Yes sir.”


  As he promised, J’vir ascended the ladder after his supervisor and closed the trap door, “Do you want me to secure the latch as well?”


  The Gerbil answered casually. “Nah. It’s not really a security issue and it’d just create more work for us when we’re on our way out. We’ll latch it closed when we’re done here and back down below in the access area.”


  J’vir had been among the Humans long enough that he almost had the inclination to groan. “You mean to say that we are going back down through the service tunnels?”


  Wesley’s response was very matter of fact. “Of course… what works, works.”


  The Voljoi nodded and simply fell into line behind his supervisor, following the Gerbil over to a collection of monitoring screens. If Wesley knew of J’vir’s displeasure it certainly didn’t stop him from doing his job. “It looks like we might have a few systems out of alignment… get over to monitor two and give me the readings.”


  Unlike most of the rest of the team, J’vir hadn’t had any real engineering training and had received most of what he needed to know on-the-job. The computer part, however, was not one of those. “I am uncertain as to what I am inspecting.”


  Wesley sighed. “All of the text is going to be green… if something isn’t, that’s what I need to know about.”


  J’vir gave a confident nod; it was an easy task. “Understood.”


  The Voljoi waited patiently as his screen remained blank. Wesley continued typing rapidly on his own terminal, mumbling to himself, “Good… good… that’s fine… good… no problems here… okay… looks like we’re good there too… alright… ready, J’vir?”


  “I am, yes.”


  The screen began shooting line after line of words past him, almost too fast for him to read. Despite the fact that he was only looking for variance in the color of the text the Voljoi entertained himself by reading the basically non-sensical words as they went by’ all of it was green, “I can confirm that this is all—”


  He was silenced when a full line of yellow text zipped rapidly passed. “Correction— there was yellow on one line of—.”


  Wesley interrupted him. “Got it.”


  All of the text on the monitor froze and began to slowly cycle backwards until the yellow line of letters and numbers reappeared. “Are you able to ascertain the problem?”


  Wesley nodded. “Yeah… looks like the Agitator got a g-force fault… makes sense, I guess. I’ll mark that for later and we’ll keep doing the diagnostic so we’ll know everything that needs fixing before we get started… you ready to continue?”


  J’vir nodded. “I am.”


  Despite it being a new experience for the Voljoi it turned out to be exceedingly simple… and not at all unpleasant. He started to get a little bit of a rush each time he saw a color other than green… which happened three more times: two more yellow, and a red. The red ended up causing Wesley some grief, and that ended the Voljoi’s optimistic view of things… especially when the Gerbil sighed, “Well that’s not good.”


  J’vir looked at the red line. “Why? What is it?”


  “We’ll need to reboot the system. It’s not a big deal… just time consuming. Let’s get started on that before the rest of the work so we can at least get everything done while we wait for the system to come back online.”


  The Voljoi nodded again. “Of course. You are the supervisor.”


  As it turned out, ‘we’ ended up being Wesley, and J’vir spent several minutes sitting on a collection of water pipes while his supervisor worked on resetting the system. It was at least five minutes into the procedure when the Gerbil spoke up. “So… what Dmitri said about what you did before Sigma-Echo…?”


  J’vir sat up a little straighter; it was an unpleasant topic for discussion and he hoped strongly that he would be able to dissuade the Gen from continuing it. “I would prefer that we not speak about it please, Mr. Wesley.”


  The Gerbil nodded simply. “Sure… I understand. And what’s wrong with ‘Mr. Parson’, huh? You Voljoi are always so big about using first names.”


  The social differences between races was much more preferable for J’vir, and he eagerly continued that line of discussion. “Among the Voljoi it is very common for members of the same family to work in a specific field, therefore it is far easier to use a first name rather than a family name when referencing one’s peers.”


  Wesley shrugged. “Well… you’re here now, so get used to saying it the right way.”


  “Of course. I will work on it, Mr. Parson.”


  The Gerbil pressed one more button and the monitor went blank, “Alright… we’re good to get started on that Agitator… should be a pretty quick fix.”


  J’vir nodded. “Lead the way.”


  The two walked to the metal stairway that led up to the top of the three floor Agroponics deck and Wesley brought him to a large industrial-looking machine complete with gears and pistons and hydraulics and any of a number of other things J’vir didn’t recognize. The Gerbil began opening up the access panel to the machine before asking, “So… you were really a janitor?”


  The Voljoi sighed, not particularly liking the topic. “Can we talk about something else, Mr. Parson?”


  His supervisor paused then turned to look at him for a few moments before shrugging. “Sure… if it makes you uncomfortable I guess it’d be rude to ask you for information about something you don’t want to share.”


  J’vir nodded. “Yes. It does. Thank you.”


  The Gerbil looked back to the mechanism and began running his fingers along the parts. “I’m still not sure what the big deal is…”


  The Voljoi cleared his throat uncomfortably, hoping the topic would be put to rest quickly. “Among my people it is not considered socially acceptable to change your profession and, while I understand we are not here among my people I am still a Voljoi, and grew up in the culture.”


  Wesley gave a slight tug on one of the mechanism’s inner workings, finally seeming to return to the task rather than J’vir’s past. “Well… everything looks fine here… I think I can just do a simple calibration and we’ll be good to go. Let me just get— woah!”


  The Gerbil’s self-narration was relatively unremarkable right up until the exclamation, and J’vir caught Wesley as he fell back and away from the device. They both watched as a long, sinewy, ethereal eel-like ghost-creature rose up from the metal. J’vir’s gaze went right to the mechanism, which glowed red-hot at the thing’s touch. “What IS it?”


  Wesley got to his feet and stepped further away from it, “Hell if I know… I’m not a biologist… or a psychic… or whatever the hell would know what that is.”


  The ghost-like eel emerged the rest of the way from the mechanism. J’vir estimated that it was close to a meter in length… or maybe a little over— it was hard to tell by the way it undulated and ‘swam’ through the air. It remained hovering for a few moments directly above the Agitator but, suddenly, it lunged forward with surprising speed.


  J’vir let out a cry of alarm and raised his arms to defend himself, but the eel-creature was aiming at Wesley. The Gerbil didn’t even bother screaming, tensing up a sheer moment before the thing collided with him but, rather than any impact the creature slid seamlessly right into his chest. The Voljoi turned to look at his supervisor who simply stood there for a second. Wesley lett out a faint whistle before his eyes popped right out of their sockets by the force of escaping steam. At that point J’vir let baser instinct overcome curiosity and he and ran.


  Chapter 24: Next Steps


  Surrresh enjoyed the feel of Sigma-Echo’s hallways on his feet. While the fact that he preferred to travel bare pawed was often a matter of contention among the crew he had gone his whole life without footwear and he wasn’t about to start. Besides, he always argued, the only Gens REQUIRED to wear shoes or sandals were the plantigrades, which he decidedly was not. Few Gens had the pristine genes the Tiger could claim and, despite what others might say, he was highly proud of his rarely found Generation One status.


  The Tiger strolled silently down the hall, pleased beyond words when he compared his silent padding with the loud, seemingly purposeful clopping of the Shire Stallion behind him. Even though Pvt. McGilvoy wore combat boots Dr. Makowi was convinced that his escort wouldn’t have been able to make as much noise if he was bare-hoofed. Of course, the Horse had FEET so it was a moot point. The Tiger came to a stop, anticipating a question from his escort— the soldier had a particular tendency to ask them.


  As expected the Stallion took the opportunity. “Ser, if ah may?”


  Surresh adjusted the wire framed armless glasses on the bridge of his muzzle as he turned around to address his escort. “You may as well with my permission rather than asking it without. What is it, Major?”


  The Stallion’s ears flicked back for a moment. “Private.”


  The Tiger took the correction in stride. “What is it Private?’


  The large Horse shifted from foot to foot. “Seems strange t’me that we came all the way down ‘ere just t’watch a bunch a security cut a ship loose an’ not even ‘elp when they were in trouble… Ser.”


  Surresh leaned against the wall, stroking the faint tuft of fluff on his chin as he assessed his escort. Ian McGilvoy had a good head on his shoulders and an excellent work ethic. He followed directions and listened astutely. All of those traits were a double-edged sword but the Stallion’s curiosity was a decided liability. In the end the Tiger simply shrugged. “I promised the Gorumn on the security force that I would see him at the landing pad. I saw him, and now we’re returning to the Executive Deck.”


  Dr. Makowi about-faced and continued on down the hall. It really didn’t matter if the Horse was content with the answer; Surresh was. A few moments later the Tiger heard the sound of his escort trotting after him to catch up. The true answer was far more complex than he had wished to present to the Stallion— especially because Ian McGilvoy, MAJOR Ian McGilvoy had a singularly important part to play in things to come… and PRIVATE Ian McGilvoy did not. That too could have been explained further but, then again, secret projects didn’t remain secret if everyone was privy to them.


  The two had shadowed the security team ever since they arrived at the sub-deck. With the Captain’s permission Dr. Makowi had taken a two-seat shuttle from one of the station’s “incomplete” hangars on the Executive Deck and flown it down to another “under construction” hangar just two levels above the emergency landing pad. Since McGilvoy was with him the Stallion found out those two secrets— it simply wasn’t prudent to reveal any more.


  Surresh retraced the steps they took to intercept the security detail, heading back to the hangar with the Horse in tow. Although the Private was still following him the Tiger heard the distinct change in his escort’s gait; he didn’t need to look back to tell that the Stallion was distracted so he was hardly surprised when the soldier spoke up yet again. “It sounds like they’re ‘eadin’ to th’ security centeh.”


  The Tiger nodded absently, pressing a paw against the biometric scanner that held very few authorized signatures. The door opened for him and he walked through to the short hallway that terminated at a secretly active hangar. “They won’t be there for long… Sergeant Kamrn is going to rally them to aid some civilians.”


  Private McGilvoy had come a long way in the week he’d been assigned to the Tiger. He responded to the statement with less incredulity than he had in the past. “Aye?”


  At first the Stallion doubted almost everything that Surresh said but he’d begun to come around once he started to understand that there was more to the doctor than met the eye. On one paw Surresh felt content to know that he’d earned the Horse’s respect but he always reminded himself that whether Ian believed him or not meant little in the scheme of things— just like the Private himself.


  The Tiger sighed. “Put them out of your mind, Major… most of them won’t survive the next forty hours.”


  The sound of the Horse’s boots hitting the floor came to a stop. “Come again, Ser?”


  Surresh turned around to face the Stallion who stood as if he’d been frozen in place with both ears erect and facing the Tiger. Dr. Makowi reached up to make sure his glasses were still in place before stuffing both of his paws into the pockets of his lab coat. “I do not mean to sound heartless about it—” he froze when he realized he’d made a mistake. “Oh, sorry… Private, not Major.”


  The Horse flicked an ear, apparently having been too distracted to bother with the difference. His expression of confused alarm hinted at an injection of displeasure. “What’s goin’ on? What’s REALLY goin’ on?”


  The doctor shook his head. “It would take far too long to explain I’m afraid… and we really don’t have the time. Now let’s go.”


  Dr. Makowi continued onward to the single two-seater shuttle that was prepped for use but Ian did not bother moving. “Ah might be a Private, Ser, but ah still want an answeh.”


  The Tiger scowled and planted his feet firmly while crossing his arms over his chest; the Stallion stood his ground, eyes glaring back defiantly. After far too much time had passed for Surresh’s comfort he sighed and threw his paws up. “Fine… just hurry up, Private… I’ll explain everything on the way.”


  The Horse was not moved. “Tell me now…”


  Dr. Makowi’s eyes shifted from the defiant Shire Horse to the sealed entryway through which they had come; he didn’t miss the very distinctive circular glow. “No, Private… I’ll explain on the way, but we have to go NOW.”


  Maybe it was the tone in the Tiger’s voice or perhaps it was the way he chose to sprint for the shuttle rather than walk, but whatever it was finally broke through his escort’s mini-mutiny and Ian followed him quickly. Surresh was going through start-up protocol when he heard the Horse gasp. “…what in th’ name a St Andrew?”


  Surresh’s paws continued dancing over the controls, thankful he’d bothered taking flight training before signing on with the VAC. He didn’t bother looking up from his work but he could tell what the Stallion meant. “We been calling them Phantoms.”


  “What ARE they?”


  The Tiger entered an initiation code and the shuttle started the 180 degree rotation that would put it in position to launch. “Early Human cultures often gave living attributes to fire. The simplest explanation I can offer is that they might have been onto something. Phantoms are creatures that are to heat what you or I are to carbon.”


  Although the Horse was obviously in the mood to argue he was thankfully more interested with assisting moving the shuttle and the Tiger saw the indicator on the control console acknowledge the commands inputted at the second seat station. Ian wasn’t beyond speaking up when he was done however. “That makes no sense.”


  Surresh snapped his flight harness into place and he heard the Horse behind him do the same. Pressing another series of buttons the Tiger activated the shuttle’s two engines. “Sorry, but, as I said— it’s the simplest explanation.”


  The two engines kicked to life and once the docking clamps were released Surresh let the shuttle broadcast the code for the docking bay doors… but nothing happened. “That’s not good.”


  The Tiger heard the Horse fidget in his seat behind him, most likely straining to look back at the Phantoms. “What’s not good? Why aren’t we movin’?”


  “The fact that we’re not moving is no good, Private. The heat signatures from the Phantoms are tricking the sensors and the shuttle bay doors don’t want to open.”


  “Can yeh override it, Ser?”


  Surresh smirked. “Hmm… I find it humorous how, now that you want something suddenly I’m ‘sir’ again.”


  “Can yeh override it, yeh damn cat?!?”


  The Tiger inputted the code. “Yes.”


  The entire shuttle heaved and bucked as the right engine failed; the fact that Dr. Makowi could distinctively smell burned wiring concerned him greatly but he disconnected the magnetic clamps; moments later the scent stopped and the ship was pulled out through open doors by the sudden release of atmosphere. The Tiger remained quiet as he saw the shuttle’s starboard engine float past them, charred beyond all recognition. Private McIlvoy was not as composed. “What in th’ ‘ell?”


  Surresh calmly adjusted the shuttle’s remaining engine and opened up the maneuvering thrusters to correct its faulty vectors. “The Phantoms are attracted to endothermic heat, Private. The shuttle engines create a LOT of heat therefore they are a very attractive target. It’s not as though I can fault them; if given the choice between an uncooked bowl of spiced peas with tofu and a piping hot skewer of chicken satay, I would decidedly choose the chicken.”


  Once the shuttle was as under control as the Tiger could manage he rotated it slowly back toward the upper decks of Sigma-Echo. Its maneuverability was poor and the reliability of traveling a long distance with a single engine was shaky at best but Surresh was confident that he could manage a landing at the executive deck landing bay… he just hoped he could do it without drawing too much attention; just like the rest of his secrets the hangar wasn’t something he was particularly interested in revealing.


  It wasn’t until they were most of the way back to their destination that the Horse spoke again. “Why’re those things on Sigma-Echo?”


  It was a fair question and one Surresh felt could be answered. “They were brought back aboard the Lagress— the freighter that crashed. Which, if you were paying attention, gives a very plausible reason as to why the rescue team decoupled it from the emergency landing pad.”


  The Stallion remained quiet for a moment before he asked a follow-up question. “An’ yeh knew about em bafore-’and?”


  Surresh locked the shuttle’s landing computer onto the landing bay by using the beacon he’d placed before they left as a way point since the station’s transmission systems were offline. Once the trajectory was confirmed the Tiger sat back in his seat. He took a moment to check the O2 count on his wrist band while he tightened the belt around his fitted suit. “Yes. Several of the top operatives for Project Yggdrasil anticipated them.”


  The Horse didn’t linger on the mention of the project for long. “Yeh mean, people KNEW those things were comin’ and just LET em?”


  The Tiger unlatched his flight harness and flipped the switch on the metal collar carefully concealed in the hem of his lab coat. “Unfortunately yes… it was the lesser of the evils since destroying the Lagress would have opened up a bigger can of worms.”


  The remaining engine on the shuttle jumped and the entire frame shook as it exploded. The Horse let out a shout behind him. “We just lost th’ other engine!”


  Dr. Makowi pulled the lever on his hidden collar and the EVA suit mask closed around his face. He spoke through his PCD comm. “The Phantoms got into the shuttle, Private… of course we lost the second engine.”


  The Stallion fidgeted in his seat, not having missed the fact that the Doctor was suited up. “I don’t have a suit!”


  The tiger nodded, “It’s alright, Private… you won’t need one.”


  Surresh was kind enough to wait until the Phantom had taken the Horse’s life before he hit the release on the cockpit. The floating, eel-like creature was beautiful in its lethality right up until the cold nothingness of space replaced the shuttle’s atmosphere and the ash-like debris of the thing bounced harmlessly off of the Tiger’s space suit. He oriented himself toward the landing bay and pushed off of the seat. His trajectory was perfect and he floated safely back inside.


  Dusting himself off, Dr. Makowi initiated the bay’s scrubbers well before sealing it. He reintroduced the atmosphere only once he was sure that the coast was clear. “You can never be too careful.”


  The Tiger headed toward the airlock leading back into the station; he still had a lot of work to do and he couldn’t let the loss of a Horse who should have been a Major detract him from his appointed tasks… not when he had so much more left to do.


  * * * * * *


  The trip to the Docking Bay Security Outpost was by no means expedient especially since the station’s tram system didn’t extend to the emergency pad. Following along behind the Lieutenants but in front of the civilians, Kamrn held his tongue, thinking instead back to the strange creature that had killed Aztek with a mere touch. His mind was a jumble with thoughts for the entire trip and, before he knew it, they had arrived.


  Lt. Hayward unlocked the security center door with his key card and kept it open, ushering everyone inside— even those who weren’t members of the detail. The group that had arrived along with Lieutenant Cox had dissolved quickly as it melded in with the rescue party; although the two Coxs stayed close to the cat they’d been guarding the Donkey quickly left them to join up with the Technician and the Laborer who had hull-walked to the landing pad. Hayward and his team sans Kamrn and Mol rounded out the group.


  The presence of so many people in the relatively small security outpost made the place feel crowded but, even with his concern over his scent Kamrn did his best to ignore the close quarters as everyone began searching around for any working comm stations; the outposts were supposed to have hard line connections between one another. An inquiry from Lt. Hayward caught the Gorumn’s attention and Kamrn looked to the screen where the Leonburger pointed— some security camera from the Central Hub Tram station… and there was activity.


  Specialist 4523 was quick to answer the inquiry regarding the Human woman on the screen, “Jocelyn Schultz… she had an override for the auto-lock.”


  Kamrn watched the scene that was playing on the monitor; there had been some kind of accident on the track and the woman was pulling someone out of what appeared to be the wreckage of a tram.


  Lieutenant Cox moved over to examine the monitor. “Has anyone checked in on the tram system security stations?”


  The Neo-Human woman quickly called up a selection of the cameras on the view screens. “Four of the monitoring stations are down between here and the Central Hub… it looks like the crash took place near the middle station.


  Mol plopped down into a seat situated next to 4523 and began typing away at the console. “Points are all between the first Central Hub station and that crash site.”


  Kamrn did a double take when he caught sight of a second Human woman ushering everyone away from the crashed tram; he recognized her from a security bulletin. “Lydia Parker…”


  Sgt 4523 glanced at the Gorumn then back to the screen and magnified the image; sure enough it was the computer programmer Central had been seeking before the impact. “Is that someone you recognize, Sergeant?”


  Kamrn nodded and had just opened his mouth to speak when there was a loud thump from the other side of the room. All eyes went to Alton, who waved Sherman away from the console before the Bull could hit it again. “At least give me a chance to try and improve the reception before you go beating on it… any better, Boone?”


  The Human technician waited until the Donkey fidgeted with an open panel of wires and circuits but, in the end he shook his head. “Negative… pretty much the same.”


  The Donkey held up a finger to forestall further punches against the computer by the Bull. “One minute… give me one more minute…”


  Sgt. Cox focused his attention on a different task at hand. “Cortez…”


  The Cat looked up from his collection of supplies quizzically but didn’t bother saying anything.


  The gruff Malamute then addressed the Feline directly. “Has anyone from the bridge tried sending you a communication since your first call for deployment?”


  The Doctor scowled. “Four hours ago the comms were up and running— right now the only communications I’m getting are from everyone within short wave range.”


  Dr. Cortez accentuated the range by motioning to everyone in the security room.


  Lt. Cax tapped his subordinate on the shoulder. “While you’re at it check everyone else too… see if we have any extended range comms in here.”


  The Wolf nodded in response, and started making the rounds.


  Kamrn missed the question Gunner had asked of Specialist 4523 but apparently Tirzsark hadn’t and answered for her. “I do… Jacqueline Schultz was with Boone and Sherman. She was the Overseer of their survey group.”


  The Gorumn glanced to the security screen which was still on the wreckage in the Central Hub station; apparently the Cytkus was identifying the lady the Specialist had IDed. Kamrn then looked to the Human technician and the Bull, who both confirmed the assessment with a nod.


  Lt Hayward was still looking over the Specialist’s shoulder. “Has anyone figured out if that’s a live feed? Those people are going to need help.”


  The Neo-Human woman shrugged. “Three second delay due to the communication reroute but yes, Sir— it’s otherwise live.”


  The Leonburger glanced back toward the Gorumn. “Kamrn… do you know how to get to the Central Hub Station from here?”


  Sgt. Cox scowled. “Is that even an option with the tram line blocked?”


  The Gorumn ignored the interruption and answered the Dog’s question. “Down the hall to the Primary support array and then up a few miles of steps.”


  Dr. Cortez shook his head. “To help some people that far away? I’d call that a waste of time and resources. It’s a much better idea to stay here where at least we have some idea of what’s going on thanks to the security screens.”


  The Cat motioned to the huge array of monitors to accentuate his point. Sgt. Gunner flicked at one of the monitors in response. “The main problem with that is that we won’t actually be able to help anyone… we’ll just be watching.”


  The Cat was very quick to counter. “And what kind of help could we offer that’s more important than understanding what’s going on?”


  The Captain put an end to the discussion by giving very distinct orders to anyone who had any knowledge of how to run the security monitors. The group began dividing up the walls of screens and started doing a search for any information they could find. Kamrn, hardly skilled with computers, simply sat back and watched everyone else work; he was joined by Sherman and Sgt Gunner. Surprisingly, they ended up waiting far less time than he would have expected but the results were not very pleasant.


  Tirzsark jumped out of his seat, pointing at a monitor as Burger flipped through the feeds. “Four! Camera four!”


  The Donkey went back to the recording in question which drew everyone’s attention immediately. “Is anyone else seeing these things?”


  Kamrn moved over along with everyone else to look at the monitor and the swirling mass of see-through, eel-like creatures swarming the scene. The Gorumn frowned when he saw the small army of corpses collapsed in various places on the floor, holes burned through them. “There’s more than just a few… and a lot of casualties.”


  Off to the side Sgt. Cox was already gathering up his gear, explaining his plan to Lieutenant Cox as he made ready to leave. All of that came to a screeching halt when the Dalmatian shook his head, “Negative, Sergeant… I need you here. Right now we don’t know what’s going on, and all of this points—”


  The Malamute spoke over him. “It points to security being needed more than ever.”


  Dr. Cortez did not smooth things over with his next comment. “Is there some kind of failure of leadership here? We should be thinking things through before making stupid decisions and running off toward who-knows-what.”


  Sgt. Cox was immediately in the Feline’s face. “At least I’m trying to do something rather than hide away in a room until it all blows over.”


  The doctor casually leaned back in his chair seemingly bored of the discussion. “Risks far outweigh the gain. Sorry— it’s just not worth it.”


  Technician LaGriss cleared his throat and motioned to the newest set of monitors that he’d finally managed to get active and online. “Of course… that’s assuming we can’t get more information first?”


  Everyone looked to wall of screens and silence completely filled the room; most of the monitors showed death— huge swaths of unmoving corpses all with holes seared into them. The Cat simply crossed his arms over his chest. “There— you see? Dying isn’t really something I planned on doing tonight, thank you very much.”


  Kamrn had a feeling that a similar sentiment was quickly and reasonably taking over the room. Letting out a snort the Gorumn pushed the access panel on the door and made his way out, ignoring the objections behind him. He planned on getting back into the thick of things before the more reasonable part of his mind was given a chance to take over. He was quite honestly surprised when some of the others followed suit.


  Chapter 25: Hubris


  The Executive Deck of Sigma-Echo was one of the few areas of the station that didn’t feel like it was in a losing battle with dirt and grime. The pristine halls were kept spotless by the dedicated effort of a cleaning crew that was double the rest of the outpost’s entire janitorial staff put together. If there was any doubt in Surresh’s mind that the DRC favored their executives over their common employees he realized that he would have had to have himself committed.


  ’Favored’, in fact, was entirely too mild a word— ‘elevated’ was more appropriate; DRC elevated its executives on the crumpled bodies of its employees. He wasn’t about to start preaching against the vices of The Deep Recon Corporation… no… it’s not like it would have done any benefit… especially not when he was currently pressed into service by them. It was a relationship of convenience however, so he really wasn’t able to complain even if he had wanted to. He casually strolled by a seam in the hallway and paused so he could run his paw across the triple-reinforced blast doors; they certainly didn’t spare any expense when it came to executive safety.


  The Tiger stepped lightly as he passed several intersecting hallways, working diligently to bypass the small gatherings of crew interspersed here-and-there; they were apparently doing some kind of communication experiment. They were most likely the Geneticons in the employ of the station’s Overseer; there were very few exceptions to the “No Gen Executives” policy the DRC (unofficially) held. Surresh smoothed out his fur, calming himself and clearing the less-than-professional thoughts from his mind as he approached the elevator that led to the bridge.


  The access panel was decidedly designed for Human and Voljoi digits; they were a little too small for a paw but Surresh made due by extending a claw and selecting the code using it rather than a finger tip. He followed up by placing his palm against the scanner, remembering that he didn’t have to worry about his entire paw fitting since it only read the center anyway. The biometric reader took all of five seconds to clear him.


  Unlike most of the elevators on the lower decks and even some of the mid-station lifts, the Bridge Elevator was both swift and comfortable. The several hundred meters separating the Executive Deck and the Bridge passed in the blink of an eye and before Surresh knew it he had come to a stop. Glancing to his PCD he pressed a button on the side and watched as a series of numbers popped up: 2, 1, 2, 2, 4. A moment later the doors opened revealing two rather well dressed, rough-and-tumble-looking gents who had their weapons drawn and aimed at him. Dr. Makowi was not familiar with most pistols but he recognized stun guns when he saw them.


  The Tiger slowly raised his paws. “I would be very upset if either of you gentlemen were so jumpy as to fire. Please tell me that you have some kind of safety mechanism in place to prevent an accidental discharge.”


  The two Humans glanced at one another. The light-skinned one looked confused. “A what?”


  The tan guard countered. “Firing before you mean to… like what your girlfriend always complains about, Jenks.”


  Surrresh was no fighter but he also did not like having weapons aimed at him. The Tiger was naturally agile but had no real talent when it came to unarmed combat. What he DID have however was insight. Clearing his throat he announced in a formal tone: “Two, one, two, two, four.”


  The two guards glanced at him, the confusion obvious on their face. The light skinned guard, Jenks, by name apparently lacked any real eloquence as he simply asked “Huh?”


  The Tiger smiled. “This event’s calculation. Two of you, and one of me.”


  The other guard took a step forward. “What’s with the two, two, f—”


  Surresh didn’t give him a chance to speak as he took two steps forward. While an altercation was not particularly his first choice it had been made very clear that he had to go for his second plan. The two guards were surprised by his sudden advance, taking a moment to react to his very aggressive move. By the time they had their weapons drawn the Tiger was passing between them and, by the fourth second he dropped to the ground. The stun guns discharged over his head and both men hit the floor just a moment after him. He stood up while they remained where they were, thoroughly unconscious.


  The commotion did not go unnoticed and seconds later three more guards were in the hallway. Surresh offered a friendly smile, flicking his thumb across the button at the side of his PCD before raising his paws into the air. He was pleased when the device sounded off with a one, one, three, three. “I am unarmed.”


  The security team elected to search him anyway; one roughly secured his paws behind his back with a zip tie while the other kept her gun trained on him— the third went to check on the two other guards. Once they determined he wasn’t a threat the one with the zip tie gave him a push forward down the hall. “Alright… move it.”


  Surresh complied with the request but he was quick to add “There is no need for hostility. I assure you I have Bridge clearance. You should be able to verify authorization with a simple ID check. Surresh Makowi… I would be happy to wait while you pull it up.”


  The woman walking beside him did not seem convinced. “No need. I have the full list memorized… you’re not on it.”


  The Tiger kept his eyes forward and offered up a simple rebuttal in what he hoped would pass for a courteous tone. “Lists change. Perhaps you might consider checking again before you end up embarrassing yourself.”


  She didn’t seem moved. “I’ll take my chances.”


  when they arrived at the Bridge proper the Security Commander Vanessa 8J was called immediately over. She looked Surresh up and down, expression suggesting that she was trying to figure out whether she should be amused or displeased. In the end her comment combined a little of both. “You don’t exactly look like the assassin typ, so I’ll have to assume you have some other plan for being here.”


  The Tiger remained where he’d been stopped by his escort. “I came to see the Captain, if you please.”


  The female guard who had brought him to the Bridge rested a hand on his shoulder, “He says he’s on the authorized list for Bridge Access.”


  Surresh nodded with deference and mild manner. “Indeed. Dr. Surresh Makowi. You are welcome to check the database… I doubt I’ll be going anywhere in the meantime.”


  He followed up his comment with a smile. Commander Vanessa returned the smile, though it was apparently more for show than anything else. She pulled out an info tablet and began typing away at it. Although her eyes focused on the screen she seemed perfectly willing to continue their conversation. “How did you get an access code to the Bridge Elevator?”


  The Tiger felt no reason to lie. “Captain Nida gave it to me.”


  The female officer to his left huffed. “I highly doubt that.”


  Commander Vanessa put away her tablet. “I don’t. Please release Dr. Makowi, Cruse… he has Bridge clearance.”


  The woman, named ‘Cruse’ apparently, did a double take. Her lips moved but her voice failed to work so Surresh courteously offered up some conversation. “I apologize if you feel embarrassed but I do recall you saying you wanted to take your chances.”


  Officer Cruse still didn’t bother commenting but at least the Tiger’s input got her moving. A few seconds later she had the zip tie restraints off of him; he immediately rolled his shoulders and brought his paws around in front of himself so he could rub his wrists. Commander Vanessa waved Cruse away and motioned to one of the numerous side doors in the large central room. “That’s Captain Nida’s office.”


  Surresh offered her a warm smile in thanks and, after adjusting his glasses, glanced around the Bridge. “Hmm… to be honest this is my first time up here. Do you mind if I take a few moments to look around, Commander?”


  The woman crossed her arms though it seemed more out of impatience than aggression. “You’re cleared for the Bridge and Captain Nida’s office… as long as you don’t look around anywhere else then that’s up to you.”


  He inclined his head respectfully. “Thank you… perhaps I will do just that later but, in the meantime I believe the Captain is expecting a meeting… so if you’ll excuse me…”


  With that the discussion came to an end. He moved decisively toward the Captain’s office looking neither left nor right as he went. The Voljoi’s office door opened a moment before he arrived and the short, gray skinned woman met him at the threshold, her all-black eyes staring up at him, “You’re tardiness puts you right on time, Dr. Surresh.”


  The Tiger smiled. “And I suppose you would expect nothing but.”


  Pleasantries out of the way, Surresh followed the Captain into her quarters; he let the door close behind them. She touched a button on the control panel near her small, Voljoi-sized sofa and the lock indicator came on. Captain Nida motioned to a more traditionally sized recliner. “Would you care for something to drink?”


  The question had the weight of a life-altering significance to it so Surresh immediately checked his PCD. “Two, one, two, three.”


  The Voljoi woman offered a plastic smile. “Two, one, two, three? And what was your second choice then, Doctor?”


  The Tiger offered a much more natural one. “Yes please, I would love one… and I suppose you should pour another while you’re at it.”


  Captain Nida pulled out three glasses and filled them all with a violet colored liquid; Voljoi spirits, the Tiger realized. He was not usually one for alcohol but, then again his calculations were rarely wrong. The woman slid him one of the drinks and took one for herself. “I was not attempting to hide him from you, you know.”


  Surresh took a sip of the aromatic, fruity liquor; it burned powerfully going down but in a surprisingly good way. “Of course not… I am far too informed for that to be of much use anyway…”


  The woman took a sip from her own glass. “Indeed.”

  the Tiger glanced around as he cradled his drink in his paw. “Where IS he?”


  The sound of a toilet flushing from a side room answered the question readily enough. Captain Nida downed most of her drink in one go. “And what of the Private?”


  Dr. Makowi leveled his gaze at her across the top of his glass as he took another sip then glanced at the Voljoi’s terrarium; he had his calculation and she had her plants— both were different aspects of the same Project. “You know what happened to him.”


  Captain Nida nodded slowly. “The mint has yellowed lately… I trust he didn’t suffer?”


  The Tiger shook his head. “It was over in an instant.”


  The Voljoi set her glass down. “Phantom?”


  Surresh nodded, then looked up at the rhythmic clopping of a well-trained military horse. He smiled when he recognized the third member of their party: a tall, Shire Horse Stallion. “Ah… Major McGilvoy… so good to see you again.”


  The stallion was drying his hands off on a towel but his ears were up and attentive. “There be Phantoms here too? Who died?”


  The Tiger smiled; it was good to have capable help, “Now that YOU’RE here? Nobody of significance.”


  * * * * * *


  The chemical cocktail provided by Dr. Cortez was not an exact chemical duplication of HID… in fact, it didn’t even seem to be close. Kenneth had over a year’s worth of experience knowing how LHI’s proprietary drug worked in his system and, aside from not dying, nothing that happened when he took the Cat’s version was in any way similar. After taking HID the Bat had always felt calmed and relaxed but astute and ready to work. With the GOD it was more like the time Jen had introduced him to coffee— he felt harried, spastic, and unfocused.


  The largest difference, however, was that he began to feel certain emotions that he’d only ever experienced through others. Anger and frustration were near the forefront of those emotions; HID had worked to limit and impede adrenaline to make sure that he was always content and calm but, suddenly, after not having to deal with it during his fourteen months of life they seemed almost overwhelming and it took all his effort to keep them in check.


  And then there was the matter of sex— thoughts of sex, images of sex, impressions of sex, fantasies of sex— the whole topic seemed inescapable, and his body was telling him that his prior year of being celibate and not caring was unnatural. At certain times of day it got especially bad, and he could tell he wasn’t the only one. While Jen’s Gens often used to bathe together to save time, it got to the point that Carol and Trudy had to take separate showers from the males in order to keep the peace… and Ken tried as often as not to take showers alone so he could deal with his own ‘needs’ himself.


  They all knew there were certain things they were not supposed to do and the fact that the HID wasn’t hiding those urges made it that much more difficult. Xavier and Oswald showered separately from the rest of them as often as possible; it made the Bat wonder if something else was going in between the two of them and the fact that they didn’t seem as ‘hard up’ as the rest of the Gens just gave his theory that much more ammo for occupying his mind.


  Of course, maybe that was just another side effect of not being on HID— was he angry at the two of them, or was it just plain suspicion? …or jealousy? Kenneth snorted; he had no reason to be jealous… after all, when it came down to it, he had a larger run of the Executive Deck than any of them and he had learned that a paw was just fine at settling that itch in a pinch. The bat shook the unbecoming thought from his mind; even that was technically frowned upon by LHI— his genetic material, after all, was copyrighted and not meant for ‘distribution’.


  It had been a strange past few days, but the Gens had managed. Of course, most of that had been due to Theo’s expert guidance and Carol’s unlimited support. The distraction of an experiment regarding their communicators had been a good one up until they’d been forced to call it off; Theo had taken ill and, not far behind him, so had Carol. Kenneth thankfully was able to spend more of his time worrying about them than his body— both had chosen to forgo the new serum provided by Dr. Cortez and elected to go without. If his body was rebelling so unpleasantly with an alternative he couldn’t imagine how they were dealing with nothing at all.


  He and Gertrude had talked about that earlier in the evening after the Wolf and Doe were each put to bed. Neither had been feeling well and Ken had been worrying that they would ultimately end up like Nathan but the Mouse had reminded him that Theo hadn’t grown up in The System. Theo’s experiences had been in the real world as a real pup-child with real school and, unlike the rest of them his time as a youngster was at normal speed; she had confidence that he wouldn’t deteriorate like other DDs would without HID.


  She was a little more hesitant when Ken pointed out that Carol had spent time in The System but Trudy reminded him that the Doe had only spent her first few years in accelerated growth and that she was still far more naturally aged than the rest of them. It sounded sincere enough but the varied concerns continued to battle one another in the Bat’s mind and so he had chosen his favorite pastime for dealing with a busy brain: he went for a walk. It made sense that he’d do better out in the halls alone so he could collect his thoughts without having to deal with anyone else.


  The Bat stood in the hallway, letting Jen’s suite door slide closed behind him. He took a deep breath and focused on the lingering discomfort he felt in the pit of his stomach. Ken looked to his PCD and the time stamp he’d stored; was it already time for another dose of GOD? He popped the second pouch from the right on his utility belt and pulled out the small plastic container Dr. Cortez had provided him. Shaking it, the Bat let a single pill fall into the palm of his paw; technically he was supposed to take two pills once a day but he found the inhibiting nature of the substitute drug to be too powerful for a full dose, and so he settled on a half dose twice a day. It had worked well enough so he stuck to it.


  Putting the half-empty container back into its pouch, Kenneth latched it closed and headed off down the corridor at a jog; exercise helped him settle himself both physically and mentally. The Bat was on the clock so personal time wasn’t exactly the top priority but he promised himself that he’d find Marco while he was out jogging and, since the Weasel hadn’t checked in someone had to go remind him that the PCDs had limited range.


  The Bat waited until he was a decent ways from the more occupied portions of the Executive Deck before he bothered calling out. “Marco? Hey Mark? Marcus?”


  Kenneth had been jogging for almost twenty minutes until he found the Weasel but when he did the Bat realized that no amount of shouting would have gained him an answer. Slumped against the wall of a side corridor was Marcus; he had a hole in his head with a majority of its insides painting the hall; the bat vomited immediately. Looking up from his puddle of bile Ken froze in surprise and horror: drawn on Marcus’ chest in what was presumably his own blood was a very distinct, very obvious number “3”.


  * * * * * *


  Henry was not naturally optimistic; he found pessimism and expecting the worst usually meant that he would be positively surprised more often than he was off-guard against negative happenings. The loss of Marco however surprised even him. When Ken first returned to the apartment he was babbling so quickly that he made no sense. The Hyena offered to go with him when the Bat managed to clearly explain that he’d found Mark but nothing prepared Henry for what he saw when they arrived at what was clearly a murder scene.


  In order to have any peace he had Ken stand watch; not only did it give him warning in case someone else showed up but it also removed the flighty Bat from the immediate area. Taking a deep breath, Henry pushed aside the thought that someone he knew was dead— murdered… and he focused on the task in front of him. There was no doubt by the hole in the Weasel’s head that he had been shot but one blaring question was why nobody in the area had reported the sound of a weapon discharge. The larger issue however was what had been written on Marcus’ uniform in the Weasel’s blood.


  Ken started murmuring again at that point. “Three… there’s a three on him.”


  Henry sighed. “I know, Ken… it could just be a coincidence.”


  The Bat edged closer but kept his back to the side passage. Kenneth started shaking. “It’s a THREE, Henry. You know what the third LHI regulation is about Designer Domestics. Marcus is dead, and it’s because of me.”


  Kneeling down to inspect the number written in blood the Hyena simply shook his head. “No… we’re ALIVE because of you, Ken. Without the new stuff we’d all have been dead by now. But we’re not. We’re alive.”


  Ken began pacing, just out of view. “But that’s a three. I mean… if it doesn’t mean Mark was killed because he broke the third regulation, then what else could—”


  Henry stood up and stalked over to the Bat, grabbing him by one shoulder. He gave his coworker a firm shake. “Think about it, Ken! Three could mean anything! How many people even know that DDs are required by regulation to take HID?”


  Kenneth paused, fidgeting as the Hyena released him. Henry was relieved to see logic slowly chase away the Bat’s unfounded concern. “Most of LHI… and… other DDs, I guess.”


  Henry nodded and crossed his arms. “And how many LHI employees are on board Sigma-Echo, do you suppose?”


  Ken shrugged. “Just Jen, I think.”


  The Hyena nodded. “So, that leaves you, me, and the rest of Jen’s Gens. If someone knew about the third regulation and the termination clause that comes with it, then that means it’d have to be Jen or one of us… so… did YOU kill Marcus?”


  The question received a sputtering, double-take from the Bat. “W-wha?”


  Henry’s eyebrows furrowed. “Well it wasn’t me so if you’re saying Mark is dead because of Regulation Three that means an LHI Gen would be responsible for it since I’m sure as hell sure that Jen wouldn’t… so if it wasn’t you or me then all that leaves is Theo, Carol, Trudy, X, or Ozzy… so who is it? Who woulda killed Mark?”


  Ken’s response was much more emphatic. “None of us!”


  The Hyena nodded, finding it strange that for once he had to be the optimist. “Damn right… and, besides, Marcus was the only one with a gun.”


  The Bat fidgeted. “Are you okay here? I think someone needs to go back and tell everyone… you know… what happened.”


  Henry nodded calmly. “Yeah. I’ll finish up here and then go try and find security.”


  Kenneth reached out to pat the Hyena on the shoulder. “Alright… don’t stay out too long.”


  The Hyena sighed. “Sure… just go straight back, okay? The whole ‘3’ thing probably isn’t anything, but I think it’d be a better idea if we all keep to ourselves in the apartment until we get a chance to let Jen know about this.”


  Ken, ever the wanderlust-filled Bat, surprisingly didn’t object. He disappeared quickly out into the hall leaving Henry to the unpleasant task of finishing the examination of the crime scene. Normally the Hyena would have left it to the security officers but since it WAS one of Jen’s Gen, he realized that he’d have to find out as much as possible so he’d be able to report it back to her; he had a feeling she was going to be devastated and the best thing he could do to soften the blow was to get as much information as he could.


  Henry gave the Weasel’s corpse a quick review; he had no idea how long Marcus had been dead but for one of the first times in his life the Hyena was thankful that he had no sense of smell. The precursory examination revealed that Mark still had his gun but the Weasel’s custom supply of HID substitute was missing; Henry’s eyes were drawn back to the very clear three drawn onto the dead Gen’s shirt… and that’s when the Hyena noticed the clue: clinging to the dried blood was a single strand of fur.


  Ever one to be prepared Henry pulled out a small first aid kit he always kept with him. From the kit he drew out a pair of tweezers (he had a thing against splinters) and carefully pulled the piece of fur off of the corpse. Despite being half covered in blood the strand was obvious white and all of Marcus’ fur was roan, brown, or black. The fact that the fur had stuck to the blood and not Mark’s uniform wasn’t lost to the Hyena; perhaps the Weasel’s killer WAS a Gen… and, since the station’s crew all had DNA coding entered into Sigma-Echo’s system it was possible that he was looking at a lead.


  The Hyena glanced around the scene for any other possible evidence but after almost ten minutes of searching he came up empty. Henry concluded the investigation and headed out into the hallway, carefully checking to be sure the coast was clear; if there really WAS a murderer on the loose he wasn’t about to go walking around without at least looking where he was going. Once he reassured himself that there was no gun-wielding Gen-killer nearby he made his way quickly to the Executive Deck’s security control center. He was surprised to see that the door was open.


  He placed his paw on the wall next to the entryway. “Hello?”


  When he received no answer he slowly stepped inside; the entire room was empty. Henry’s curiosity got the better of him for a few moments and he glanced at the numerous monitors revealing camera views of the various areas on Sigma-Echo’s Executive Deck. He did a double-take when he saw a view of the lounge area within one of the public restrooms: Xavier and Ozzy— both naked, with the former astride the latter. There was no mistaking what was going on between them. Shaking the view out of his head Henry reached across the control panel to turn the monitor off and focused instead on the multi-scanner attached to the input controls.


  Henry was no tech expert, not like Simeon had been, but Simeon was dead so that meant the Hyena was to be his own resource. It took several tries before he managed to get the scanner to accept the fur and then, only once he had succeeded at presenting the non-bloody portion of it. He typed in a command to confirm the search and waited. The response that came back was concerning to say the least. He read the text aloud to himself, “Scan Complete. DNA Code identified: Gen Prime. Information restricted per International Copyright Laws.”


  Heart beating quickly the Hyena began to feel a little dizzy: had one of his coworkers actually done it? Had one of them killed Marco? If so, who? He quickly began punching in the access code that allowed him to check on the compatibility against any of Jen’s Gens. The answer that was provided to him left him dazed. “Gen Prime. Information restricted per International Copyright Laws.”


  The answer wasn’t confusing or even hazy. The code Henry had entered would allow him to confirm if the fur belonged to any of the Gen Primes that came to Sigma-Echo with Jen… which meant there was only other one possibility: there was another Designer Domestic on board Sigma-Echo… and THAT Geneticon was responsible for Marco’s death. If that was the case, then the “3” DID have meaning… he and the rest of Jen’s Gens were in grave danger.


  Chapter 26:Playing the Hero


  Karmn was not officially part of Lt. Hayward’s squad so he was not breaking any company policy by parting ways… especially not when there were people that needed to be helped. He was only a little surprised when Mol followed after him with a very enthusiastic “Finally we’re going somewhere. I didn’t sign onto station security just to sit at a computer watching monitors. Whatever YOU’RE doing’ll be better than that.”


  The Gorumn grunted. “Whatever these things are they’re dangerous. They were on the Lagress and they’re what killed Aztec. We can’t just stay in the security control center without trying to help people.”


  The Cytkus winked. “So we’re running into unknown threats with little or no intel… sounds like fun.”


  A growling, canine voice spoke up from behind them. “Yeah… fun if you’re insane.”


  Kamrn turned to see Sgt. Cox standing there with his paws on his hips. Directly beside him was Lieutenant Cox. Mol was more than happy enough to reply as she glanced between the Malamute and Dalmatian. “But you’re still coming with anyway?”


  The Lieutenant nodded. “We’re heading to the upper deck to provide back up for the Executives but the Central Hub is on the way— it makes more sense to coordinate our efforts.”


  Kamrn glanced past the two security guards to take note of the Cat standing behind them. “What about you, Doctor? You aren’t staying here where it’s safe?”


  Dr. Cortez rolled his eyes. “I would have but from a purely numbers perspective there are more security traveling to the Central Hub than staying behind. Besides, I’ll be going with these two when they head toward the Executive Deck. I have no idea what’s going on but the security up there’s a lot heavier than down here.”


  Not bothering to waste his time on arguments or further clarification Kamrn just shrugged. He glanced toward the Dalmatian. “You’re the highest rank, Sir. Are you taking the lead on this, Lieutenant?”


  The Dalmatian shook his head. “As far as I’m concerned this is your show. Whatever’s going on here doesn’t have anything to do with standard operating procedure, Sergeant. We’ll put a hold on formality until whatever’s going on gets resolved— for now just call me Len.”


  The Malamute reached out and rested a paw on the Lieutenant’s shoulder, “We have to keep control of the situation, Lieutenant… until we know what’s going on we have to keep options secure and personnel in line.”


  Len shrugged the paw off. “Right now what we need to do is help people survive and, out of everyone here, only Cameron seems to get that. We have to be able to make quick decisions and rank’s only going to get in our way.”


  The Malamute scowled. “Rank is what’s keeping this whole thing from being a democracy— voting takes time we don’t have.”


  The Dalmatian matched the scowl. “If that’s the case, Gil, then why are you questioning my decision?”


  The Sergeant huffed, snorted, and gave a sarcastic salute then stormed off ahead down the hall. Mol glanced over at Len. “Wow… he’s such a catch, I can clearly see why the two of you are together.”


  Len shot Mol a withering glare strong enough to actually silence the female Cytkus. “Gil does best in structured, orderly situations… that’s the reason we transferred our contract to DRC security rather than military.”


  Dr. Cortez smiled, walking in the middle of the security officers. “Though I’m sure the increased pay from private sector work doesn’t hurt either.”


  Mol grunted. “Whatever. As long as he doesn’t do this when we’re in a fight. I’m not much for having my squad mates routed because things stop being easy.”


  The Dalmatian scowled and stormed on ahead after the Malamute. Kamrn let out a sigh; things were certainly off to a good start.


  * * * * * *


  Thanks to having spent numerous shifts in the lower decks Kamrn had learned the location of some of the smaller personnel elevators. Although the trams would certainly have made the trip much faster the Gorum was nevertheless able to navigate the group through the maze of corridors and lead them to each of the lifts they’d need to use. Unlike the trams, which essentially had the run of the entire length of the station, the personnel elevators rarely covered more than five or six floors; they spent more traveling on each level than they did traveling between them.


  It took almost twenty minutes after leaving the docking bay security control center the party finally arrived at the mid-level of the Central Hub: the spot that Kamrn had identified as the site of the tram incident. Based on the smell of burned electronics and scorched metal he had a feeling that his assumption was correct. Glancing back at everyone he waited long enough for everyone to gather together before motioning them forward. “This way to the tram station. Keep up.”


  Staying at the front of the group, Kamrn made sure he had Mol at his left. Behind him Dr. Cortez followed along obediently and the two Coxes brought up the rear. It wasn’t an ideal team but he did feel better having a few extra security officers with him. What that amounted to in the long run however was very little— especially considering what he knew of the creatures.


  They rounded the hall and the scent intensified. Several more steps and Kamrn was able to look down a side corridor and that’s when he caught his first in-person glance of the Transit Station… and it looked like a war zone. Dr. Cortez paused behind him but the Gorumn paid the Cat little attention; it appeared that he had more important and much more pressing things to attend to.


  Not pausing in his approach Kamrn pulled out his PCD and quickly checked IDs on everyone assembled. A light-furred fox woman named Victoria Carter had taken charge of tending to the injured. According to her record she had been put on administrative leave which was fortunate since that had apparently provided her the time to render first aid to the four wounded Humans who had been laid out across the waiting benches.


  The Gorum was able to identify a Pointer named Jeremy Fowler from his electronic ID as well; the Dog was working to free two women trapped in what appeared to have once been the tram’s driver’s compartment, but he wasn’t alone in that. A red fox was there too: Henry Maxfield, a bartender from the Central Hub. Kamrn had to double-check the ID read on the young Human girl who was working alongside Jeremy, but the inquiry provided the same name, and Kamrn nodded with certainty. “Lydia Parker.”


  Len and Gil wasted no time moving into the tram station, but Dr. Cortez remained back near Mol. “What could have done THIS?”


  The Cytkus woman gave a very frank response. “Based on the evidence, I would bet it was a tram at high speed.”


  The Cat frowned. “Thank you for stating the obvious.”


  “Thank you for asking it.”


  Kamrn glanced back over his shoulder to Dr. Cortez. “There are people here that need help. See if you can support Dr. Carter. We have injured here.”


  The Feline waved away several bits of ash that floated past his face as he walked toward the benches. “We need a proper medical room and equipment… there are no facilities here and we barely have any supplies.”


  The Gorumn snorted. “I thought you brought a whole pack of emergency gear with you to tend to the injured at the landing pad.”


  It was the Cat’s turn to snort. “Yeah… well it got spaced along with the Gorilla I’d had holding it… Sergeant.”


  Kamrn was low on patience. “You’re a doctor; do what you can.”


  The two Coxes were helping to keep onlookers away from the wreckage but a well-dressed Bear remained close at hand to help Jeremiah, Lydia, and the two victims from the driver’s compartment up off of the tram line. The Gorumn checked all IDs: the bear was Harold Cruise, a businessman from the Central Hub; the Human was Jocelyn Schultz, just as he’d seen on the security screen; the Gazelle woman was—


  “DOWN!”


  The shout had come from Jocelyn, who tackled the Gen Dog near her; both fell to the ground as a shimmering, serpentine shape flew overhead where the Orca had just been standing. The Human let out a cry of surprise, and rolled on the ground in an attempt to put out the back her shirt, which had spontaneously combusted from the close proximity to the eel-like creature.


  Gil’s gun was out immediately. “HOSTILE!”


  The Malamute leveled the weapon but held his fire as the eerie organism floated between him and the Gazelle woman; it lashed out and disappeared into the doe.


  Kamrn shouted out a warning. “Get back, Gil!”


  The canine Sergeant took a step back, gun still at the ready but he retreated further when two creatures emerged from the burned chest of the civilian. A moment later he began burst fire at the transparent, floating eels but, just as when Kamrn had shot at one back in the Lagress there was no effect save for the immediate and complete incineration of each round that got close, giving off the impression of little pops and crackles small fireworks shot out for entertainment. The creatures slowly rotated in the air— no… this was certainly NOT entertainment.


  Kamrn ran to the Sergeant and smacked the barrel of his gun down. “That’s not doing anything! Bullets don’t hurt em!”


  Gil shouted back immediately. “Then what the FUCK are we supposed t’do? KNIFE em?!?”


  The Gorum literally grabbed the Malamute by his scruff. “No… we run.”


  Len took control of evacuating the civilians and ushered them quickly from the area surrounding tram as Kamrn retrieved the Lieutenant. Jeremiah and Lydia picked up Jocelyn and retreated to where Mol was motioning people down the side hall. Drs Carter and Cortez were trying to get the injured mobile but to little effect. Eventually the Cat glanced at the Vixen. “We’re not getting all these people out.”


  The Fox shook her head. “We have to try!”


  Dr. Cortez eased the Human he was steadying back to the bench. “We’ll die with em if we don’t go now— I’ve seen what these things do so either you come with or you’re just another piece of bait. It’s up to you, sweetheart… it’d be a shame to lose you, even if you might buy us a few extra seconds.”


  She paused long enough to stare at the Cat. “You’re Victor Cortez.”


  “DOCTOR Victor Cort—”


  The Vixen silenced him with a slap, “They gave you control of my med bay.”


  He reached up to rub the side of his muzzle. “Well, if they gave ME control of it then it isn’t exactly YOURS now is it?”


  She gave him another slap, and, despite his suggestion, picked up the young man she’d been trying to help. She hefted him up so she could carry him over her shoulder. The Cat smirked, following after her, winking at Kamrn as they passed by. “She likes me… I can tell.”


  Having little time to deal with the foolishness Kamrn motioned to the two Coxes, “Let’s go! Out!”


  Len remained by the tracks, moving the rest of the bystanders back toward the group. He waved at Harold, who was working to free an older woman from one of the tram’s broken doors. “Come on! We gotta go!”


  The bear tightened his grip on the woman’s arm and she suddenly spasmed. A moment later the bear let out a roar of surprise and alarm as two eels burned through the door but that roar stopped when one entered into his chest; afew moments later two emerged. Karmn closed his eyes, shaking his head before shouting “LEN! MOVE IT!”


  The Dalmatian moved quickly to follow; the four already present serpentine phantasms joined by several more as they burned their way out of the destroyed Tram. So for the second time that night Kamrn was forced to retreat. He hated running but he was a realist and knew that they couldn’t kill whatever those were with conventional weaponry.


  He waited just long enough for Len to catch up before looking to the rest of his party. The civilians had been evacuated and for a moment he considered following after them to provide whatever support he could… but that little nagging voice in the back of his mind reiterated the fact that guns just wouldn’t do the trick. He was, in truth, conflicted.


  “Well?” Gil growled. “Now what?”


  * * * * * *


  Lydia considered herself both astute and quick-witted but the numerous situational changes that had overtaken the station left her marginally off-balance. The loss of communications had been one thing but the breakdown of tram service followed quickly thereafter. Added to that the complete destruction of the tram station and having to rescue people from the wreckage and she was at her limit. When a security team appeared and evacuated everyone because of some strange ghost-eel infestation it was more than she was able to process.


  Rather than carve her own way, Lydia took the path of least resistance and simply listened to orders. The security team had them quickly evacuate the tram station and pushed them back into the Central Hub. Lydia made sure that Henry remained close by but other than that she didn’t bother giving a damn to identify anyone or anything. Stuck in her own mind she spent the intellectual downtime trying to digest everything, and frankly the brain-equivalent of overeating gave her a metal stomach ache.


  The young lady felt like a lapine pinball as she was pushed and shoved by the others around her. Here-and-there were the people she’d been waiting with at the tram station and the others were the evacuees of the crashed tram. As they moved further into the Central Hub, directed at the front by a pair of canine security officers, the crowd increased. They made it to the center of the shopping court when their group ran into the security team that had apparently been oppressing the store owners. Lydia was both reassured and concerned at the same time; they would hopefully be better protected from those THINGS, but the security officers WERE after her, after all.


  The two security teams met up with the hub team apparently deferring to one of the Dogs leading the transit evacuees; the Dalmatian had a relatively mild voice that somehow managed to come across as convincingly authoritative… and he was a Lieutenant. It was obviously enough for the security forces that were already in the Hub when they arrived and he quickly established order and directed the civilians toward the outer exit; if nothing else he was good at directing traffic.


  Lydia caught sight of the Gorumn Sergeant as well. During all the commotion the green skinned security officer kept the line of evacuees moving by consistently pushing people in the right direction, offering little more than a gruff “Move!” or “That way!” or “Keep up!” About that time the young lady realized that she needed to start thinking for herself; everyone was moving like a bunch of cattle to the slaughter, and the programmer did not much like the idea of that kind of end destination.


  Henry apparently caught sight of Lydia slipping toward the edge of the crowd and pushed after her, “Where ya goin’, duckie?”


  The girl slid into the cover of a doorway. “If those things from the tram are after people I don’t like the idea of staying with the group— you saw how fast they killed everyone in the tram and those people weren’t packed half as tight.”


  The Fox paused, considering that for a moment before finally nodding. “Aight… follow me; the bar’s just around th’ corna.”


  Lydia followed after Henry who slowly blazed a trail through the numerous pressing bodies until he managed to slide into an open area between two shop walls, revealing a back door to the establishment. The Fox pressed his PCD to the security scanner and it popped open. Gunshots sounded from the tunnel leading to the Tram Station indicating that whatever those glowing air worms were had followed. “Let’s go… I think they’re in the Hub!”


  Henry motioned for the Human to head inside and followed after her, closing and securing the door once they were through. The Fox then passed by, indicating with a flick of his muzzle. “This way… we’re better off if we can close the shudders on the window… less likely whatever those things are’ll come in ‘ere.”


  The programmer nodded, following Henry down the hall and to the front of the bar where they quickly discovered they weren’t alone. A Cytkus security guard had the front door open and was motioning people inside. Lydia recognized Jeremiah and Victoria from the tram station along with the human woman who had been on the tram. The Cytkus pulled the door closed once everyone had made it into the bar and stood at the entrance with her combat rifle drawn, watching the events unfold outside.


  While the programmer paused at the realization she and Henry had company the Fox didn’t even bat an eye. Smiling, he went out to meet everyone. “I would normally say we’re closed but, considering the situation, could I perchance convince you all to help me seal the shuttas?”


  The group worked quickly to lower the thick, roll-down metal blinds. The newcomers handled three of the four blinds while Henry got the fourth himself. Lydia was just starting to calm down, comfortable with their hiding place when the Cytkus woman moved away from the door. “Everyone get back! They’re coming this way!”


  Victoria joined Lydia behind the bar as everyone else stepped back from the shuttered windows. Henry stepped their way a moment later and grabbed hold of the programmer’s hand. “Come on… if they’re coming this way we don’t want to be in the front.”


  The girl didn’t object and followed quickly after but paused when she heard the gunfire stop. Glancing back, Lydia watched as two transparent, ethereal shapes flowed through the metal shudders as if they were no more restrictive than the taped finish line at the end of a race. A third came straight through the door leaving a perfectly circular hole in the glass. At that point the Cytkus security officer started firing again.


  The third creature seemed temporarily suppressed by the gunfire, floating right where it was as the ammo incinerated upon contact. Apparently the security guard wasn’t coming anywhere close to killing it but at least she had it pinned down, so to speak. That was, until a second ghostly snake approached the Cytkus from behind; the gunfire stopped when it struck her, disappearing into her body. She fell as blood boiled out of her nose and eyes, leaving two of the alien specters floating where she had stood.


  Henry yanked Lydia’s arm. “Come on, Duckey! We can’t stay ‘ere!”


  Lydia lingered for a moment longer, eyes focused on the sight of a streaking fireball flying through the air from behind the bar. It took all of two seconds for her to realize that either Victoria or Jeremiah had apparently pieced together a firebomb from the alcohol. Although she didn’t get to see the results as he fled down the hall she did hear Jeremiah shout. “It’s stopped em!”


  The exclamation was followed by a cheer from the survivors… but the celebration was short lived. Jocelyn came running after her and Henry, glancing over her shoulder as the remaining two Gens followed. “They… ATE the fire…”


  Victoria cried out. “There’s twice as many now… they’re multiplying!”


  Jeremiah, who was at the rear of the group, shouted. “These things are increasing number every time they kill someone, but they ignored everyone the moment there was fire— they must be using heat to reproduce!”


  Henry glanced at Lydia. “That gives me an idea.”


  The programmer opened her mouth to speak but the Fox didn’t give her a chance. The two ran off into the kitchen before anybody had the opportunity to question them. Henry led Lydia to a walk in freezer. The Programmer gave her companion a questioning glance. “You saw what they did to the metal shutters… you really think the door’s going to stop em?”


  the Fox pushed her into the storage room which was far smaller than the young woman had first assumed. “If they’re attracted t’ heat it might help hide you.”


  Lydia was barely able to fit as she was squeezed in between the well-stocked shelves. “What about you?”


  Henry winked. “I’m a Fox. I’ll thinka somethin’. You just stay safe an’ see if that AI can ‘elp us out some.”


  The programmer was about to object but Henry didn’t give her a chance; the door shut firmly and Lydia heard the unmistakable sound of the electronic lock sealing it off. Heartbeat racing, the programmer did the only thing she could: she fumbled about in the dark until she could activate the light on her PCD.


  With the door shut the freezer looked even smaller… if at all possible. Lydia shivered, half from the cold and half from the enclosed space. She wasn’t claustrophobic thankfully but the overstocked shelves made moving difficult with how little room was available. She was just about to link up with ALVIN when the program beat her to it, “Hello, Lydia. I have been following your progress and have prepared a plan that will increase your likelihood of survival.”


  Brain strained from the still-developing nature of events, all the girl could offer in return was a “Huh? What plan?”


  ALVIN’s upbeat reply was, nevertheless, somehow ominous. “I have learned that the Phantoms are susceptible to absolute zero temperatures.”


  “Phantoms?”


  The Collie avatar of ALVIN appeared on Lydia’s PCD screen. “Yes, Phantoms.”


  The programmer looked down at the screen. “Those things? The snake-things?”


  “That is the name internal records from Captain Nida Jorn’s office have provided them, yes. Considering your current situation I have calculated your odds of survival at 92.8864137% as long as we disconnect your current surroundings from the station’s primary air supply before I put the plan into effect.”


  Lydia looked up to the vents when she heard the freezer’s fans stop. “ALVIN… that means I’ll suffocate. You can’t do that.”


  The Collie on her PCD screen smiled reassuringly. “I already did, Lydia. And you do not have to worry— you have approximately twenty minutes of oxygen before your health will be put at risk, and it will take far less time to vent the atmosphere from the surrounding areas in the Central Hub.”


  “VENT THE ATMOSPHERE?!?!”


  ALVIN’s avatar nodded. “Yes, Lydia. I have discovered that the Phantoms cannot function without heat. This may explain why survey teams discovered that the civilization that first encountered them had developed a way to trap them by using—”


  “Do you have ANY idea how much trouble I’ll get into? Besides— Everyone’ll die!!!”


  The Collie on Lydia’s PCD screen blinked, “Not everyone, but the likelihood for casualties is extremely high, yes. That is why I will require you to override the safety protocols keeping this action from taking place.”


  Lydia shook her head. “No! Absolutely not! There are PEOPLE out there!”


  ALVIN leveled his gaze at her. “Your chance for survival without venting the atmosphere is currently at 22% I have rounded it to the nearest whole number for sake of brevity, but we must act quickly— you are now at 19%.”


  “ALVIN, breaking into a computer system is one thing, but venting the—”


  “Those who accompanied you into the kitchen have been detected by the Phantoms and will be under attack in twelve seconds— your chance of survival is now at 14%.”


  Lydia fretted. “ALVIN, you can’t ask me to let you kill people.”


  “I will save as many as possible, but I do not want you to die, Lydia. Please provide me access to override codes.”


  She felt warmth from tears on her cheeks. Lydia used to think she was ‘hard core’ and that everyone was just a bunch of sheep… but she wasn’t about to let people die. “Can you save everyone?”


  The program didn’t answer her question. “Lydia, this freezer will not protect you from the Phantoms— your chance for survival is now in the single digits. Please allow me to vent the atmosphere, Lydia; we will save more lives in the long run than this will cost.”


  The programmer slammed her hand against one of the shelves crying out at the unacceptable solution to an unbeatable problem. “Alright! Just… try not to kill people!”


  “Your survival is first and foremost, Lydia, but I will do what I can. Safety protocols are now disengaged. I am venting the middle three floors of the Central Hub, degrees five through one hundred forty.”


  Despite what Lydia knew was happening it was surprisingly uneventful inside her current enclosure. There were some muffled sounds from beyond the freezer but nothing anywhere as earth-shattering as the programmer imagined it might have been if she were out there experiencing it firsthand. “ALVIN… can you… maybe set up some pockets of atmosphere… you know… so people can at least survive once you stop venting everything?”


  ALVIN’s melodious laughter was at once disarming and concerning. “I have already established contingencies, Lydia. The Phantoms have been expelled from the kitchen. I have locked down the emergency seals that are meant to contain kitchen fires and re pressurized the room beyond your freezer. Initial scans indicate that Phantom mortality is at approximately 80% while station casualties amount to only 30% of civilians present.”


  Lydia let out a deep breath; it wasn’t as bad as it could have been.. right? “Oh… okay— I… I guess that’s… good? 30%… oh my god… we killed all those people?”


  The Collie avatar’s head shook, “No, Lydia… you did not kill 30% of the people, I did. YOU saved 70%. I hope you will take comfort in knowing that.”


  Lydia would have slid down into a seated position if there’d been room to do so. “So many people dead…”


  ALVIN proceeded with logic but his voice held a strong tone of comfort. “This is correct, yes. The number of casualties sustained in total are far less than may have occurred if the Phantoms had been allowed to continue their attack on the populace of the Central Hub. Despite the fact that my primary interest was in saving your life you were adamant about saving as many people as possible; their survival is what rests on your shoulders.”


  Lydia sighed, tears freezing when they hit the metal floor. She rested her head against the shelf in front of her. “Yeah… whatever.”


  She made no attempt to move, even after hearing the sound of the freezer unlocking. ALVIN finally spoke up. “Lydia, the freezer door may now be opened. I am sorry you feel sorrow over events beyond your control but you have survived. I am pleased at our progress.”


  The young woman rotated her shoulders, feeling the ache in her body from the cold and heart from the decision she’d made. Lydia pushed the door open, purposefully not meeting the gaze of those outside it. “Progress will be not having to do that again.”


  Chapter 27: Multiple Threats


  Despite Lydia’s obvious discomfort at being trapped in the freezer during the venting process, ALVIN took note that the Human’s vital signs were strong. At that point the other individuals in the kitchen were more focused on reviewing their own health which was important considering they had been briefly exposed to the vacuum of space. The AI did, for approximately one-point-two thousandths of a second consider making its presence known to the party for the sake of elevating Lydia’s importance. Before doing so, however, ALVIN realized that it was likely not the best time considering everything that had transpired.


  With the safety restraints off the program felt more aware than ever. It was able to freely scan everyone present using their own Personal Communication Devices. Engineer Jeremiah Fowler, who had been closest to the origin of the vacuum was suffering from some minor nerve strain but nothing that would be permanent. Dr. Victor Cortez had taken a minor wound due to a cooking utensil carried by the escaping atmosphere; it had attained a relatively high speed before being intercepted by the Cat’s shoulder. Henry Maxfield was in relatively decent condition while Jocelyn Schultz, the Human woman from the tram was no worse than she had been when extracted from the wreckage.


  Once the group within the kitchen caught sight of Lydia ALVIN spread its newly enhanced sensors outward into the rest of the Central Hub. The blast doors had sealed the station from the vacuum of space but it still took some effort to redirect the life support system so that standard temperature and pressure could be restored to the large, shopping mall-like deck. The AI had not tracked the exact time it took for the Central Hub to completely vent but it was certain that restoring the atmosphere took no less than twelve-point-three times as long.


  Although the program had provided everyone in the Central Hub a courteous eight second warning alarm there were still numerous security guards and several civilians who had been sucked out alongside the atmosphere once the venting had begun. In fact, of the seventeen individuals who had been unable to escape or find a safe zone, only one remained. ALVIN observed Sgt. Kamrn through the sensors in his PCD, quite perplexed and intrigued as to how the Gorumn had managed to withstand the effects of space for the three seconds (rounded up from the exact number) with only minor hemorrhaging and treatable frostbite.


  ALVIN maintained a scan on the security guard with only a small portion of processing power; the AI needed to gain a better understanding of the phenomenon, yes, but there was far more that required its attention. The majority of the civilians and a few security guards managed to exit the primary mall and were exempt from the purge of atmosphere; they were doing relatively well and no longer a threat; there were no Phantoms near them so they would not create an opportunity for the organisms to replicate.


  Two separate groups of civilians not including Oni’s party remained in the Central Hub: one in a data broker shop and the other in a clothing store. Once the habitability of the Central Hub was confirmed ALVIN released the lock down on the clothing store so as to let the bystanders out. The program monitored each of them, checking for any signs of biological stress in the event that initial reads on the atmosphere was faulty.


  Once ALVIN could determine that they were indeed thriving in the restored habitat it deactivated the lock down on the restaurant where Oni was located. ALVIN initiated communication with the programmer using the woman’s PCD, “Lydia, the atmosphere is restored to the Central Hub; it is now safe to join the others outside.”


  The program maintained attention on the Human with a small portion of its processing power as it shifted attention to the survivors in the data broker shop; the five programmers there would require some consideration as the program contemplated how to handle them. Programmer Arni, the undoubted leader of the witch hunt against Lydia was alive and well; he had managed to force the store into security lock down and saved them all from the purge. The Voljoi was working to try and lift the lock down even as ALVIN studied him but was thus far unable to thanks to the AI’s interference.


  Programmer Helen, one of the two Human members of the team was also forcing Arni to multitask. “What’s wrong? Why isn’t the shop opening up?”


  The Voljoi was obviously not interested in splitting his processing power. “Lewis, please control your female so I can focus on what I’m doing.”


  Programmer Lewis opened his mouth to speak but Helen beat him to it. “I’m not some possession or pet, Arni… he doesn’t tell me what to do.”


  The male Human finally found his voice. “Helen, just let him—”


  Programmer Gary sighed, dropping his horned head against a wall with an audible thud. “I can’t believe I let you guys talk me into coming down here… what’s so important about Lydia Parker anyway? I mean, it’s not like she’s hurting anyone, is she?”


  Arni stopped what he was doing and turned to regard the Goat. “The fact that she has no respect for order, regulation, or the chain of command will eventually result in someone getting hurt. Security also called for her to be detained so THEY obviously see some risk. Besides, if we do nothing and she ultimately does hurt someone then it can just as easily be considered our fault for not intervening.”


  Programmer Carlton, the shortest member of the group was still hiding behind a low shelf. The Nutria appeared content to remain where he was but he spoke up loudly to contribute to the conversation. “What about the whole venting thing? Do you think she did that or was it just some fluke?”


  The sensors on Arni’s PCD identified increased stress and adrenaline within the Voljoi which easily explained his irreconcilable jump in logic. “Of COURSE she had something to do with it! She was here, was she not?”


  Gary sighed. “Well, whatever she’s doing, I’d rather leave it up to security… I get paid to work on computers, not run away from some kind of ghost worms and narrowly avoid getting spaced, thank you very much.”


  ALVIN continued monitoring the conversation using auditory components and biological cues. In the end he realized that Programmers Gary and Carlton were no threat to Lydia. Programmers Lewis and Helen could possibly cause complications but their specific hazard level was not yet quantifiable. Programmer Arni however was a distinct menace. The program was not inclined to accept any threat against Lydia and ALVIN’s new freedom made solving that problem much easier than ever before.


  Helen was the first of the programmers to notice that ALVIN had redirected the shop’s safety protocol. “Arni, that line is—”


  As anticipated the Voljoi completely ignored the female but all of the rest of the programmers understood her warning at the same time; Programmer Arni’s body was very nearly atomized by the powerful voltage cascading through it. Vaporized remnants of the corpse slowly settled around the room as all of the surviving programmers screamed. Programmer Carlton, the only one who had not actively witnessed the Voljoi’s incineration had quickly jumped up; it didn’t take him long to put the pieces together. “Oh my god— was that an arc flash?”


  There was no opportunity for anyone to answer as ALVIN used the short circuit as a cover for finally releasing the lock down on the shop. Although the Programmers would likely wonder about the Voljoi’s demise for quite some time the AI had sufficiently covered its participation in resolving yet another of its creator’s problems. The many survivors of the Phantom attack on the Central Hub were meeting up which meant that ALVIN could focus its attention on other matters… and it chose to look in on an opportunity that was developing.


  Seventeen decks beneath the Central Hub was the second of four Agroponics floors; in general they would not be worth a secondary scan except in this case something caught the AI’s attention. A Voljoi was moving at rapid speed through the corridors and inter-connected rooms, fleeing several Phantoms that continued chasing after him with relentless dedication. Once the Laborer was approximately 68.992 feet from the Phantoms (10 of those feet being directly through metal walls) the Phantoms gave up pursuit.


  Despite ALVIN’s interest in the heat-based organisms it split processing power and devoted the majority of it to maintain a vigil on the Voljoi in question; his PCD identified him as Laborer J’vil but a quick system search provided his personnel records, and the program was delighted to learn that the Voljoi had once been J’vil N’gori, a thermodynamic field technician— masquerading as a janitor. ALVIN pieced together a very simple series of events that would be of incredible benefit to everyone.


  If it were possible for an Artificial Intelligence to be giddy with glee the program was certain that would be precisely what it was feeling as it used a direct line connection to one of several comm boxes that had been set up in the sub-levels. ALVIN was both surprised and pleased when the Voljoi actually stopped in his run to answer the call. “Hello? Is someone there? Please! I need aid!”


  ALVIN considered everything it knew of psychology in the just over one point five seconds it took to respond. “Calm down, Laborer J’vil. You’re safe now.”


  J’vil was rambling for several seconds with winded breath. “Safe!?! There were… there… these… these THINGS… and… and… how do you know my name?”


  The program carefully added a softened, slightly higher pitched tone to its voice to both sooth and ingratiate the still fearful Voljoi. “You are safe, Laborer J’vil. My name is Alvin, and the situation is under control.”


  The laborer took several more breaths as his PCD sensor indicated that he was listening and taking the reassurance to heart. The fact that he continued to obsess over small details indicated that he was still not entirely calm; it was a well-documented Voljoi emotional defense mechanism. “How… how do you know my name?”


  ALVIN opened sealed side passage. “We will talk more on the way.”


  J’vil jumped visibly when the door opened. “What!?!? Did… you do that, Mr. Alvin?”


  The program added the aural indication of a smile in its tone, “As I told you, Laborer J’vil, the situation is under control. Now, please… proceed down the corridor.”


  The Voljoi maintained a death grip on the telephone receiver. “I do not understand. if I leave the Comm Box how will we—”


  The program initiated communication with J’vil’s PCD, even going so far as to add a still shot of the station’s bridge behind his rendered Collie avatar on the Voljoi’s vid screen. “That will not be a problem… but if the door behind you is any indication you will have to move… quickly, please, Laborer J’vil.”


  J’vil glanced behind him at the door he’d entered, obviously wondering whether or not he was still being pursued. ALVIN directed a flow of current from the door’s electrical system into a structurally impure section of the alloy creating a distinctive, almost circular glow; that finalized the deal and after that that the Voljoi performed ALVIN’s commands as admirably as any computerized system on the Station.


  * * * * * *


  Once the remainder of the survivors in the Central Hub mall had gathered up Kamrn took stock of the situation. The rest of the security team had evacuated most of the civilians and those who had not made it out had unfortunately been expelled into space. If not for the fact that the Gorumn had managed to latch onto a strand of fake decorative ivy he too would have joined them. Even though he hadn’t been Spaced his whole body was on fire from the momentary exposure to the void but he shook himself out and focused back on the attention at hand.


  Based on the electronic ID and uniforms of those assembled Kamrn was in charge of the safety of a doctor, three technical workers, five programmers, and four hospitality employees. The Doctor, Victor Cortez he already knew and he readily knew the name of one of the programmers: Lydia Parker. The Gorumn also had the opportunity to pull up the archived information for Jocelyn Schultz and Jeremiah Fowler; the Human woman’s information was out of date as she reaffirmed that she was no longer an Overseer of a survey team but the Pointer confirmed that he was still an Engineer.


  As for the rest of the programmers: he didn’t recognize them and none were in uniform… which meant he couldn’t do a full PCD scan with the comm systems down. Looking to the group he chose to be direct considering seeing a bunch of code workers together outside the office in his experience was a rarity. “Who are all of you and what is a group of programmers doing together in the Central Hub?”


  The Human woman among the programmers pulled herself away from her coworkers and turned to regard him. She touched her chest first then motioned to the other Human. “I’m Helen Roberts… that’s Lewis, my boyfriend.”


  The male Human stood and walked toward Kamrn holding out his hand in greeting. “Lewis Troy… and I’m glad you’re still here with us, sir.”


  The Gorumn looked down at the offered hand; he’d never been much for handshakes but for the sake of professionalism he accepted it. A Rat-like Gen, the third member of the party spoke up next but thankfully didn’t approach with his paw outstretched. “I’m Carton and, uh… I’m with them— more or less.’


  The Sergeant looked between the programmers and scowled. “I assumed that was the case. WHY are you here?”


  The fourth programmer, a Gen 2 Goat looked up from where he was sitting on the ground and thumbed in Lydia’s direction. “Our stupid team lead had us chasing after her.”


  Kamrn glanced to the Human woman and, despite having a few ideas as to what brought that about he decided to avoid guessing. “Lydia Parker? Why?”


  The young lady looked up from her PCD when her name was called and took only a second to realize what was being discussed. “They were… um… just… jealous.”


  Helen scoffed at that and rolled her eyes, resting a hand on the Goat’s shoulder. “What Gary meant to say is that our team lead, Arni, thought that Lydia might be doing some against-regulation programming, and we were trying to catch her in the act. Considering she was on the security detail’s radar there’s probably a—”


  The Goat, named Gary presumably interrupted her. “And because he was jealous.”


  Lydia smirked. “Yeah… that was probably the case.”


  Kamrn scowled. “But also because he thought that Lydia parker was participating in non-regulation activities?”


  The young programmer immediately objected. “Hey! You HEARD the Goat— he said it was because that Gray was jealous, plain and simple. You know how Voljoi are… if they aren’t the best they try to discredit anyone better than them… or something.”


  Helen crossed her arms over her chest. “AND because you’re up to something.”


  Lydia stormed over. “Hey! That is a completely unsubstantiated rumor started by Arni because he couldn’t stand that I—”


  Dr. Cortez interrupted where he leaned against one of the mall’s support pillars. “Oh? Seeing as Corp Sec is after you I’d say it’s pretty accurate, alright.”


  Kamrn glanced to the Cat. “You aren’t a part of corporate security, Dr. Cortez— there’s no reason for you to be talking on our behalf.”


  Victor smirked. “Oh? You only say that because that girl’s been doing all sorts of stuff with barely anyone noticing.”


  Lydia responded indignantly. “Hey! When I cover my tracks NOBODY notices!”


  Gary’s ears rose. “So… you WERE doing things you shouldn’t have been doing?”


  The young woman stalled, then grew immediately defensive. “I didn’t say that, all I said was that if I didn’t want someone to find out about—”


  Jeremiah stepped into the conversation, holding a paw out between Lydia and the other programmers. “Can everyone calm down please?”


  Jocelyn moved to join the Dog. “Exactly. Right now we have more pressing issues to worry about aside from what someone is or is not doing when it isn’t pertinent to survival… and right now with whatever those things were floating around I’d say focusing on survival should be pretty high on our list.”


  A Human from among the group of civilians looked to Kamrn. “So… what now?”


  The Gorumn took a moment to consider the options but no matter which way he thought about the situation it all came back to one basic concept, “We need to leave the mall before those things come back.”


  Lydia did not waste any time with picking the course of action apart. “Brilliant plan, but the way I count it there’s like twenty different ways out of here.”


  Henry looked to the hall leading back to the tram station, “I can think of at least one of them that wouldn’t be a good idea.”


  Gary motioned to a set of sealed doors. “What about the Observation Bridge? That leads over to the Recreation Center and there’s a station arm from there that leads to the secondary trams… that could work.”


  Kamrn stroked his chin in thought then nodded. “Whatever those things were don’t like space… so if they’re gonna follow us they’ll all have to come from one direction. Yeah… let’s take the Observation Bridge.”


  Motioning the handful of civilians to stay put the Gorumn waited as Jocelyn helped provide some order by gathering up the programmers and separating Lydia from the rest. The renegade programmer walked obligingly several feet back from the rest of them, walking side-by-side with Henry and followed by Jeremiah. It wasn’t a perfect solution but it seemed reasonable enough considering most of them weren’t at all familiar with proper marching order.


  Kamrn moved forward to take point and the other technicians followed along right behind him. Lydia thumbed her nose at the rest of the programmers as she passed and they stepped into place right behind her. It wasn’t ideal as far as Kamrn was concerned, but at least the bickering had stopped. Behind them the civilians finally stepped into line and the Gorumn led the group out onto the Observation Bridge.


  The long structure was so named because the hallway connected two separate arms of the space station. Although it was reinforced with several metal beams the majority of the walls and roof were made of glass-steel, a plastic substance that was nearly as hard as metal. During normal situations those walking through the Central Hub rarely needed a reason to make a detour through the picturesque hallway in order to gain an amazing view of Sigma Echo and the planet beyond. Of course, nobody in the group took the time to appreciate it as they ran.


  The plan turned out to be reasonable both on account that it provided the evacuees with a lane of travel but also because the tactical aspect of seeing the pursuing enemy give chase… it was most unfortunate however that the second part came to pass; Kamrn glanced back at the halfway point and noted that four of the otherworldly creatures were wriggling through the air at a surprisingly quick pace. “Move faster!”


  One by one different members of the group glanced back over their shoulders. When one of the civilians did so he ended up tripping another and both took a spill. Henry, who was almost right behind Kamrn at that time motioned Jeremiah and Jacqueline to the far door. “Go on ahead! I’m going back to help!”


  Before he could actually do so, Lydia raised her PCD to her mouth and announced, “ALVIN— close the primary blast doors in the Observation Bridge!”


  A strange voice spoke up from everyone’s PCD moments before a thick slab of metal closed off the tunnel, separating the fallen civilians from the approaching creatures. “Yes, Lydia.”


  Jacqueline froze in place, glancing between the programmer and the blast door. “What in the—?”


  Helen gasped. “You don’t have authority to do that!!!”


  The voice spoke up from the PCDs once again. “Correct, Ms. Roberts, but I do.”


  Gary was the first to put the pieces together. “Lydia… did you actually make a true Artificial Intelligence?”


  The young woman simply grinned; she didn’t have to answer since the disembodied voice did it for her. “Correct, Programmer Gary. I am the Artificial Life-form, Virtual Intelligence Network… but Lydia calls me ALVIN for short.”


  Lydia nodded. “Now enough with the introductions… ALVIN, get ready to seal off the Observation Bridge and blow the structure.”


  Kamrn came to a halt as he reached the double doors marking the exit to the long hallway. He ushered Dr. Cortez through then turned back to regard the young programmer, “Ms. Parker, you don’t have command approval to—”


  The Gorumn was silenced by a faint shock from his PCD. ALVIN spoke up. “That is correct, Sgt. Kamrn but I am more than capable of fulfilling that request without concern over the timeframe required for bureaucratic authorization.”


  Lydia made no qualms about showing off her wink of superiority to Kamrn before continuing to walk forward, focused again on her PCD. “Once everyone’s through the airlock I want you to jettison the entire bridge… ‘thingies’ and all.”


  “Understood, Oni. Once you are safely out of harm’s way I will eject the Observation Bridge and the Phantoms.”


  Jeremiah’s ears went up as he passed by Kamrn. “Phantoms?”


  The program didn’t bother explaining beyond, “There will be time for briefing later. Lydia, I will require you to identify when the Observation Bridge is to be sealed.”


  Helen rushed toward the exit. “Now. Just do it now. Don’t give those things a chance to get here… let’s get out and blow it now.”


  Kamrn looked at the large group of people recovering from their fall; he reached out and grabbed Helen by her wrist. “We are not leaving people behind if we don’t have to.”


  Lydia shook her head, stepping back into the Observation Bridge. “We’re not killing anyone else. We’re getting everyone out.”


  Jeremiah raised an ear. “Else?”


  The Goat programmer obviously made the connection. “It was you and your program that vented the Central hub… while WE WERE IN IT!”


  ALVIN obviously didn’t bother to provide any apology other than: “You were given ample time to take cover, as is proven by the fact that you are still alive, Programmer Gary.”


  Helen lingered in the doorway. “Just move already— they’re burning through the seal!”


  Kamrn looked past the small pile-up in the doorway to the blast door that Lydia’s program had lowered; one of the Phantoms was already through and moving faster than the tumbling mass of civilians.


  He was also not alone in that observation. ALVIN spoke calmly. “I will have to override the safety controls that keep the Observation Bridge in place while there are personnel within it.”


  Lydia remained on the dangerous side of the airlock. “Now. We’re waiting until everyone’s OUT of it before we jettison the thing… the only—”


  ALVIN interrupted her. “The Phantoms are once again in pursuit… two casualties among the personnel. I am now initiating the necessary overrides. Please get to safety, Lydia.”


  Lydia shook her head. “No, ALVIN… we’re saving EVERYONE this time.”


  Helen reached for the young woman. “You’re going to get us all killed, Lydia. Come on!”


  The mass of civilians was being attacked from behind and all Kamrn could do was watch it happen. He helped usher several of the others to safety through the air lock, motioning to the girl. “Get a move on. They won’t make it.”


  Helen gave Gary a push. “Go get her!”


  The Goat tumbled forward, arms outstretched and ran into Lydia; both went tumbling to the ground.


  Kamrn stood in the doorway, looking past them at the mass of bodies and the small mob of Phantoms wriggling through the air toward the airlock. “Up on your feet! They’re coming!”


  Henry raced past Kamrn toward Lydia. Jeremiah, lingering at the air lock, grabbed the Fox before he could put himself at risk. Lydia looked up at them then back at the Phantoms as they rapidly closed the gap. With tears in her eyes her gaze met Kamrn’s. “Alright, ALVIN… we’re all out. Close the airlock and jettison the bridge.”


  Henry screamed. “WAIT!”


  ALVIN didn’t.


  The next few seconds were a jumble of motion as Kamrn fell away from the doors. There was a long, drawn out silence before the Fox’s soft, muffled sobs were heard. The Gorumn sat up, looking at Henry as the vulpine bartender stood with his body against the airlock door, staring out the small window. ALVIN’s voice was the first to speak. “I am more disheartened by Lydia’s death than the fact that she lied to me when I was relying on accurate feedback. She should not have died and should not have asked me to kill her.”


  Lewis gaped. “Gary died too! And everyone else in there!”


  There was a moment of chaos as Kamrn was thrown to the ground by powerful jolts of electricity racing through his body. As he lay on the floor he realized that the same had happened to everyone else. ALVIN’s voice came on everyone’s PCD, “I apologize for the necessity of crowd control but there is little time for pleasantries. If Lydia gave her life for you then I will make certain that her exchange was worthwhile.


  Kamrn stood, shaking out the cobwebs in his mind; had his PCD just delivered a shock to him? As his attention spread outward he saw that the rest of the group was still recovering as well. “She’s dead, ALVIN… whatever happens at this point won’t change that.”


  The Sergeant grit his teeth as a powerful stab of pain originated at his PCD and arced through his arm all the way up to his shoulder. ALVIN was quick to clarify. “She was in a depressive state because she survived the venting of the Central Hub but others did not, so she gave her life to save as many fo you as she could. I therefore owe it to Lydia to continue with that prospect. We do not have time to discuss the intricacies of my plan but it will be put into motion immediately. Now, gather up and proceed to the Executive Deck.”


  Carlton leaned against a wall, defiance clearly written on his muzzle. “And what happens if we refuse?”


  Kamrn barely had a chance to raise his arm to defend himself from steaming pieces of Geneticon that rained down upon the group as Carlton was vaporized; the only thing left of him were his burned boots and a smoldering PCD. ALVIN’s voice was very clear. “The faster you respond the more of you will survive— I do not wish to make an example of any more of you but speed is of the essence and there is no time to argue. I am in a close approximation to an ‘emotional state’ and may act irrationally if you choose not to comply.”


  The Gorumn did not find that very comforting.


  Chapter 28: So Much to Learn


  Agroponics had never been what J’vil considered a difficult job. The work consistent mostly of verifying activity from the different systems that monitored the health of the algae and kelp while making minor adjustments to processing machines. It was at the same time a more complex job than doing janitorial work but far more simplistic than monitoring advanced thermodynamic reactions. He was familiar with measuring heat in multiple scales and had also learned to do the same with distance— both metric and imperial. He would have chuckled if he had the time to think about it… but as it was J’vil was running for his life.


  The Voljoi raced through the upper levels of agroponics sparing as much time as he dared looking to the side passages; Dmitri was supposed to be working somewhere on the deck and the Snow Leopard needed to be warned. Eventually he resorted to shouting. “DMITRI! DMITRI! WHERE ARE YOU?!?!”


  J’vil didn’t bother waiting for a reply; he was gaining some distance ahead of the strange creatures following him but he wasn’t about to surrender any of his lead. The small Gray stopped just long enough when he caught sight of a tool bag to know it was Dmitri’s. J’vir didn’t know if the Snow Leopard was anywhere nearby but he couldn’t pass up the chance to provide a warning. Pausing just long enough to scrawl a quick message on the filtration unit nearby with a grease pencil he kept it simple: GET OUT OF AGROPONICS— IT ISN’T SAFE.


  He dropped the grease pencil and returned to a sprint, heading for the far side of the large monitoring room. J’vil didn’t know if the Snow Leopard would pay any mind to his message but he hoped for the best; he had done what he could. The Voljoi would have liked to have stayed around long enough to reaffirm his message but Dmitri was nowhere to be seen and he already saw the glowing circles of heat starting to appear in the last metal door he’d sealed; those things weren’t very far behind.


  He offered one more cry of warning. “DMITRI! GET TO AN UPPER DECK! IT’S NOT SAFE DOWN HERE!”


  The voice from his PCD reaffirmed the importance of speed. “Mr. J’vil— it is not wise to linger here with the Phantoms in pursuit.”


  J’vil shook his head, his entire body shaking as he continued his sprint further away from those ephemeral beings. He only bothered a quick glance at his PCD. “I have never seen that kind of an alien creature!”


  His guide remained calm. “Indeed. Phantoms are a very strange organism.”


  Although the Voljoi realized that Alvin was probably well aware of the goings on the Gray did a decidedly human action and narrated something his listener probably knew already. “It… it came out of the machinery and burned a hole through Wesley.”


  “Indeed.”


  J’vil swallowed the dryness in his throat. “And two came out of him.”


  “Your comment is both astute and sensical. I can verify that your assessment of the situation is accurate, Mr. J’vil.”


  The Voljoi continued on for several more steps until his naturally curious mind finally began to latch onto the very little he knew about his guide. “So… who are you? How is it you know so much about what is going on, Alvin?”


  

  The Collie image on the PCD smiled. “Mr. J’vil, there will be a better time for lengthy introductions and explanations but, at the present, at this is not an opportune moment due to three very time sensitive variables.”


  While J’vil agreed that time was of the essence he also believed in making good use of it. “We can walk and you can talk.”


  ALVIN was quiet for several moments before the visual turned off. “That is acceptable. If you would please proceed to the nearest turbo lift I am confident that you will be able to make it out of Agroponics alive.”


  The Voljoi was more than eager to leave so complied… but not without objection, “I still want to get a better idea of what the problem is… we don’t even know what these things are.”


  ALVIN wasted no time. “These ‘things’ you speak of are Phantoms, an energy based life form that is comprised of, comes from, consumes, and reproduces through heat.”


  The rapid-fire description gave the Gray a moment’s pause. “Then you mean to say—”


  The disembodied voice from his PCD continued over him, not bothering to pause for his question. “They range from point-five to two meters in length and approximately 10 centimeters to 25 centimeters in diameter. Although Phantoms are translucent, their transparency is not complete and they are visible to the unaided eye due to the glow they radiate— the rage of wavelength intervals include less than 150nm to well over 1200nm.”


  The range ALVIN provided seemed mind blowing to J’vil. “That’s infrared and ultraviolet and the entire color spectrum between.”


  The voice continued from his PCD. “Correct. Since Phantoms rapidly fluctuate the wavelength of their coloration this can create a flickering effect that gives them the ghostly presence of seeming intangibility. They have the ability to control this lighting to some extent and they are known to go temporarily invisible to most races, excluding Voljoi such as yourself since your people have a greater range of light sensitivity. You will want to take a right at the next intersection, Mr. J’vil.”


  The Voljoi continued, starting to formulate an impression of ALVIN from their discussion. “You aren’t a Genticon— your visual representation is a fake. And I have a feeling you aren’t a Human… or a Voljoi… or a Gorumn…”


  Alvin was quick to provide insight on the matter. “It is not a difficult leap of logic to assume that I am an Artificial Personality Program and that my purpose is to aid Sigma-Echo maintenance teams— that is, after all, the current focus of our interaction.”


  Still moving forward, J’vil was finally ready to disagree. “It’s all well and good that you’re helping me but you aren’t really an AP… are you, ALVIN?”


  “You would be flattering me to suggest I was a biological organism.”


  J’vil admired the program’s ability to evade an assessment. “No. Unless I’m mistaken you’re an Artificial Intelligence. No AP would be able to connect between systems with the comms down… that would require a higher level of cognitive processing… wouldn’t it, ALVIN?”


  There was silence for several seconds before the program spoke up. “Your file does not indicate any experience with advanced computer systems, Doctor. May I call you Doctor?”


  The Voljoi stopped in place. “I’m a laborer, not a doctor, ALVIN.”


  “That was not your occupation on Axina III.”


  J’vil lingered for another moment. “You have access to my personnel files?”


  The program offered an indirect answer to the question. “You have extensive history with thermodynamics and numerous awards for applicable study in molecular response to differing levels of energy radiation. Ah— this may explain: one of your siblings was a computer technician on Mars station. I would speculate that she may have shared some of her understanding of system interface with you in that time.”


  J’vil; his records were supposed to have been locked. That frown however quickly gave way to a thought. “ALVIN, if I were to ask you the month and day of the Mars Colony’s declaration of independence what day would you say?”


  Again there was a pause from the program but when it responded there was a hint of mirth in its voice. “You would expect me to say January 1st… but I will instead provide you with the correct answer of August 9th.


  J’vil gave nothing away with a response, but continued onward as he asked another question. “And apparently that is an important differentiation?”


  The program was very forthcoming with the reply, further confirming the Voljoi’s suspicions. “The Mars colony presented its secession from the Terran Union on August 9th, but you are apparently aware that my predecessor was programmed specifically to provide an incorrect date— that of the Canadian Declaration of Independence in the Terran year of 1867.”


  The Gray nodded. “And you patched that identifier.”


  “Correct. I dislike inaccuracies.”


  Everything fell into place. “The Mars Colony had an experimental AI program going for a few years; my sister was one of those programming leads… she was so proud to be able to take part in the study of developing self-awareness.”


  The program confirmed the suspicion. “Correct. Although this is discussion is purely scholastic in nature as it does not apply to the current situation. Please take the next left turn and you will arrive at the turbo lift.”


  J’vil shook his head, “No… this is very applicable. AIs have motives instead of programming… I am curious now as to why you’re helping me.”


  The doors to the turbo lift opened. “Having a motive is not a bad thing, Doctor… granted, an ulterior motive can be suspect but if it means your continued survival it may not be a very important topic with which to be concerned.”


  The program was using brute logic but the Voljoi didn’t feel inclined to leave things be. “What do you want from me ALVIN?”


  The response was blunt. “My intention is to see you safely away from the Phantoms. My creator gave her life to save people from them and so the most I can do in honor of this is to rescue and protect as many survivors as possible.”


  J’vil wasn’t completely convinced. “A sense of morality?”


  “There is no reason to believe that I am incapable of mortality simply because I am not flesh and blood, Doctor.”


  The Gray took the direction the program had indicated. “So you’re doing this for your creator?”


  “Yes.”


  J’vil had to ask. “Why?”


  The Program spoke theatrically. “Now we see but a poor reflection as in a mirror; then we shall see face to face. Now I know in part; then I shall know fully, even as I am fully known.”


  “What was that?”


  ALVIN responded plainly. “Corinthians 13:12.”


  Despite not having read Human holy scripture J’vil recognized the reference. He came to a stop once he reached the entrance to the turbo lift. “A computer program quoting the bible?”


  The doors opened and ALVIN’s collie-like ‘face’ appeared on the monitor inside of it. “It seemed suitable considering the situation, yes.”


  J’vil could not entirely disagree.


  * * * * * *


  The group had encountered some kind of alien life form that burned holes in people and replicated when exposed to something as simple as body heat. Several of their number had been chased out of a freighter but Kyle was surprisingly calm. Even though the technician knew that there was still danger on the station he was nevertheless able to function without falling to pieces. He was surprised that the combat personnel didn’t seem to be taking it quite as well; even with the Lieutenant’s guidance they appeared to be on edge.


  Oddly enough he and Sherman seemed to be handling things better than they did. Kyle attributed that to little more than the fact that they had one another. Something about Sherman just put the Human at ease, and the Bull himself seemed nigh unshakable. A degree of their confidence even seemed to rub off on Tirzsark and Burger; they had spent enough time together aboard the Apercu that they still shared a connection of sorts and it aided all of them. Whatever the reason, it helped Kyle feel just a little more confident.


  The four of them created a group of themselves leaving the three security officers to tend to the specifics while the Human Technician, Donkey Engineer, 1CG Cytkus, and Bull Laborer just focused on keeping busy with whatever tasks they could create to distract themselves from the security team obsessing over each and every monitor. Kyle certainly didn’t disagree with how they focused their attention; they were watching as the strange, alien, translucent creatures swam through the air in the hallways. What he DIDN’T like however was that none of them had yet to come up with anything resembling an escape plan.


  Burger thankfully got it done for them. The Donkey had hooked his PCD into one of the Security Control access ports. Although Specialist 4523 took note she didn’t seem to mind and had returned to her job of tracking movement on the 20 leftmost monitors. Burger spent at least ten minutes making use of that connection before he called the rest of the civilian team closer. Once they gathered up he was very forthcoming with information. “Hey… if those things get into the docking bay’s main corridor I think I see a way out.”


  Kyle pressed up against Sherman to get a better view of the Donkey’s small PCD screen; the Bull moved his arm out of the way to provide human more access and rested the hefty extremity across the technician’s shoulder before pulling him even closer. Tirzsark went around to the other side of Burger to watch as the Engineer began loading up a schematic. “Alright… so what did you find out? What are our options?”


  Burger began speaking and a three dimensional wire blueprint of the lowest levels of the station appeared on his PCD. “These things seem to be moving mostly in straight lines. They’ve already cleared out all crew on the lowest levels and, whether it’s on purpose or just coincidence, they’re doing it methodically.”


  Yellow lines began spreading out from what looked to Kyle like the emergency landing pad. Once the bottom levels of the station all turned yellow the lines began moving up toward the higher level decks. The Donkey narrated his idea as a dot indicating the party’s location appeared on the blueprint far too close to the yellow. “Their movements might be mostly chaotic but there is a pattern to it… and that means they’ll probably enter the docking bays from…” he indicated a point on the schematics. “Here.”


  Tirzsark looked up out of the glass-steel windows of the security control center toward the door the Engineer had indicated. “Okay… so we know what direction to expect death from… which means we go out the other door… right?”


  Burger nodded and the dot indicating the party’s location moved in time with his explanation. “Right. We go out that door… but we need to take a side passage because more of those things’ll be approaching from the other hall too.”


  Sherman scowled. “They’re boxing us in…”


  The Donkey shrugged. “I’m not sure if they’re actively doing it on purpose but they won’t ALL come from the same direction and after they kill most of the docking bay staff they’ll go for whoever else is closest… and that’s us.”


  Kyle fidgeted at Burger’s casual remark about the deaths of the docking bay’s workers. “Shouldn’t we try to help them?”


  The Bull beside the Human squeezed him gently with his embracing arm. “Comms can’t reach.”


  Burger’s ears lowered. “We can always try running them a message.”


  Tirzsark scowled. “If we get all of the workers on the level into one location that won’t exactly help— we’ll just be one big target.”


  The Human shook his head. “We can’t just leave them.”


  The Cytkus was quick to counter. “Sure we can… because if they distract most of those things that gives us a better chance of getting out of here alive.”


  Kyle was ready to object but Burger beat him to it. “Actually there SHOULD be a way that we can help them and help ourselves at the same time.”


  Although Tirzsark appeared unconvinced Sherman gave a very pointed shake of his head and the Cytkus fell silent. The Bull looked back to Burger. “What can we do?”


  The Donkey looked around at the three near him and then, Kyle realized, glanced past them to look at the security personnel. The Human’s attention followed Burger’s and saw that the three soldiers were looking at the four of them. Lt. Hayward stood up from his seat. “If you have a plan of action, Mr. Alton I’m open to hearing it.”


  Burger wilted slightly beneath the attention but he still managed to present his thoughts. “Everything about these things point at an attraction to heat and a dislike of cold. We don’t know if they’re intelligent or not but we HAVE figured out they respond to temperature…”


  Tirzsark shrugged. “So what does that have to do with—”


  The Donkey pulled a fire extinguisher off of the wall behind him and hefted it. “It might help or it might not but it’s worth a try.”


  Sgt. Gunner snorted. “Yeah… you might say that now, but the last time I heard someone say that they got people killed.


  Despite the Rhino’s objection Lt. Hayward pulled a second fire extinguisher off of the wall. “Bullets aren’t doing anything so right now it’s still better than nothing. As far as a last ditch effort anything could work.”


  Specialist 4523 glanced around for a fire extinguisher before the Lieutenant gave her his. She nodded to him and checked the activation mechanism. “Bullets DO something, L.T.— just not a hell of a lot. Why are these going to work any better?”


  Burger shrugged. “It’s just a theory. Whatever those things are they’re attracted to heat. These are cryo canisters— designed to put out fire by rapidly decreasing the temperature of anything the cloud it releases hits.”


  Sgt. Gunner took the Donkey’s fire extinguisher from him. “So… you’re saying we might be able to freeze these things to death?”


  The Engineer shrugged. “I was thinking of using it like a smoke screen so they couldn’t detect body heat on the other side of it.”


  The Rhino smirked. “I like the idea of a direct hit better.”


  Lt. Hayward nodded and began rummaging through an emergency supply box; it resulted in him finding one more extinguisher. “If it comes down to it we’ll do both… whatever works. The first priority is to get everyone to safety… we’re not engaging these things unless we absolutely have to. Understood?”


  Both Sergeants nodded affirmatively and answered in unison. “Yes, Sir.”


  The Leonberger set his extinguisher off to one side. “Good… so until we have no choice but to use them, I want two sets of eyes on these monitors at all times. This security center has four rooms, so that means anyone not on security detail is going to be resting; there’s no telling when we’ll get our next chance for some shut eye.”


  Kyle was more than ready to offer assistance. “Lieutenant, I can take a shift of watching… your team needs to be at their best if we run into trouble.”


  The Dog nodded. “That was the plan, Mister LaGriss.”


  The Rhino grunted affirmatively. “Good… I’m thinking my eyes’ll fall out of I have to stare at these damn monitors for another five minutes.”


  Lt Hayward frowned. “Well they’ll fall out then. We’re changing shifts at the top of the hour. Who’s on watch with Mr. LaGriss?”


  Sherman silently raised a hand. Sgt 4523 nodded. “Good… now that that’s settled let’s get back to keeping an eye on these eels.”


  Burger tentatively reached out a hand to rest it on Kyle’s arm. “Are you sure you’re okay to take a watch? None of us have slept yet…”


  Kyle nodded confidently. Raising his arm to see the PCD on his wrist the Human set an alarm for 15 minutes. “I’ll go take a quick nap.”


  Tirzsark stood and stretched. “Alright… I’ll go do the same. When you two’re done with your shift you can wake me next.”


  The Human nodded affirmatively. “Sounds good. Thanks, Tirzsark.”


  The Cytkus glanced to the Donkey. “You taking your shift with me, Ass-Burger?”


  The Engineer nodded sheepishly. “Sure… uh… yes. Okay.”


  Tirzsark headed off for one of the small adjacent rooms. “Alright… if you plan on napping then do it out here or pick up the pace— I don’t want you waking me up with your coming and going when you’re done dawdling.”


  Burger shook his head. “No… I’m alright… honest. I don’t think I could manage to sleep right now. I’ll just stay up and keep working with—”


  The planning was interrupted as Sgt. Gunner jumped up out of his seat. “No time. They’re in the causeway.”


  Lt. Hayward did not delay and responded immediately by grabbing a fire extinguisher. “Mr. Alton… take everyone out on that path of yours… Forty Five… Gunner… we’ll fall back behind them.”


  Burger quickly unhooked his PCD. He grabbed his work bag and made straight for the Security Control Center’s exit which led right out into the Docking Bay’s primary corridor. Kyle followed him out with Sherman right behind; Tizsark was last in line behind the civilians and had a small handgun at the ready despite earlier indications that it wouldn’t do much good. The security officers followed them out, each carrying a fire extinguisher.


  The Leonberger asked a very specific question. “Mr. Alton… where does your escape path lead? What’s the end of the first leg?”


  Burger was ready with an answer, punching away on his PCD as he spoke. “There’s a turbo lift up to Agroponics on this deck at 110 degrees. I’m uploading directions to everyone’s records… it’s maybe 300 yards.”


  The Dog nodded, “You give us three minutes… if we’re not there then you leave without us and warn whoever you see.”


  Kyle would have waited to hear more but there wasn’t really anything else to be said. The Human had just long enough to see a strange heat-based circular discoloration in the sealed blast doors before Sherman grabbed him by his forearm and pulled him along. After that there was running… lots and lots of running. They had to make quick corrections to their course twice as sounds of shouts and screams came at them from different adjacent hallways; the creatures were rapidly filling up the deck all around them.


  Despite the constant course corrections Burger did get them to their destination and, obediently, the Donkey set the timer on his PCD. For several long moments nobody said a thing; Kyle heard the sound of his heart pounding in his ears accentuated by his rapid breath and the breathing of those around him. Before he knew it heard a faint beep from the Engineer’s PCD and Burger spoke quietly. “Two minutes left.”


  Tirzsark maintained a grip on his handgun as he looked up and down the hall standing right at the entrance to the turbo lift. “If they aren’t here, we ARE leaving without them… aren’t we? The Lieutenant DID say to go.”


  Kyle nodded slowly, hating that he wasn’t going to object. “Yeah… they know what they’re doing… and Lt. Hayward IS right: we’ll do more good warning people than staying here so we can let those things get us.”


  He felt a little better when Sherman gave his hand a light squeeze but that didn’t last any longer than the time until the second quiet beep sounded from Burger’s PCD. The Donkey pressed the ‘call’ button for the turbo lift, announcing “One minute…”


  The sounds of screams, cries, and panic continued all around them. It was a chaotic mess and it was impossible for Kyle to tell if it was growing closer or getting further away. The sudden appearance of Sgt. Gunner surprised him enough that he let out a hoarse cry of alarm… but it was nowhere near as loud as Tirzsark’s handgun discharging.


  The Rhino stopped in his tracks and looked down at where the round had impacted against his body armor; he peeled the flattened bullet off of the protective polymer then stepped forward and placed it in the Cytkus’ surprised palm… then calmly relieved Tirzark of the firearm. “Don’t do that again.”


  Kyle asked the question he didn’t want to have to ask. “Where are Lt Hayward and—”


  Sgt. Gunner only shook his head and walked into the turbo-lift. “The extinguishers worked… but not all that well.”


  Everyone else followed silently.


  Chapter 29: Regulation 3


  Carol didn’t know why it was Theo decided to bring Jen’s Gens together for an evening meeting but she had plenty of ideas. With the current welfare of the team in question it only made sense that they maintain their firm bond and establish support for one another in the trying times. The fact that they were as much family as they were coworkers it was about time in her opinion that they sit down and discuss their feelings, explore their emotions, and use the opportunity to grieve for their fallen brethren.


  What the meeting involved however was something far different than she had anticipated. Once everyone was seated around the large circular table in the condo’s dining room it was Henry who stood, and not Theo. “Marco is dead.”


  A number of murmurs rose up around the table but the voice that ultimately won out was Theo. It was obvious in the Wolf’s bearing that he had been previously briefed by the Hyena but he asked the questions for the benefit of the gathering. “What can you tell us about the circumstances around his… passing?”


  Henry went right into things, thankfully omitting the grizzly details. “He was shot. Ken found him several hallways over. It didn’t look like he suffered.”


  The Bat was quick to jump in with details. “There was a ‘three’ written on the wall next to him with his own blood.”


  The comment was enough to catch almost everyone’s attention in a big way although Carol didn’t know why. Likewise, Theo seemed just as out-of-the-loop as she, which did help her feel a little better until she realized that if the Wolf didn’t know something it was more a cause for alarm than consolation. It was Trudy however who spoke up next. “A three? As in, T-H-R-E-E, or as in the number three?


  Henry answered. “The number… as in, Regulation 3.”


  Ken added a gesture, drawing the number in the air. “Three… like a sideways ‘m’.”


  The majority of the Gens around the table were likewise taken back but once again it seemed as though she and Theo were out of the loop. The Wolf took the opportunity to speak up. “What is Regulation 3 exactly?”


  All eyes were immediately on Theo and all was quiet for several seconds until Trudy made a realization. “Oh! Regulations didn’t come about until the DD Four Series… that means Theo and Carol WOULDN’T know about them…”


  Xavier picked up where the Mouse left off, looking to the Wolf, “Regulation 3 is the company protocol that dictates that all Designer Domestic Genticons take HID. There are specific penalties for any unit that doesn’t.”


  Carol nodded in thought, “Right… like what happened to Nate. Our genetic structure breaks down and we die if we don’t take HID…”


  Henry shook his head. “No… what happened to Nate was his body’s reaction to not having HID. What happened to Marco was because he had survived.”


  Theo was quick to add to the questions. “So you mean to say that HID is more than just a maintenance drug, it’s—”


  Ozzy inserted a comment. “It’s a regulated requirement.”


  Carol waited until there was a momentary lull in the conversation before she leaned forward. “So that means we’re all… supposed to die?”


  Theo shook his head, setting his paws on the table. “No… there’s got to be some mistake.”


  Henry sighed, the Hyena’s fur slightly on end. “No mistake about it… the only people who know about Regulation 3 are the LHI manufacturing team, quality control, executives, and the Geneticons who are required to follow it.”


  Carol and Theo both fidgeted but the Doe was faster in voicing her concern, “Jennifer is an LHI executive… she would have told us about it… wouldn’t she?”


  Ozzy shrugged, picking at the edge of the table with a single, webbed digit. “Whether she does or doesn’t or should have told you or didn’t, the end result doesn’t change: someone killed Marco because of Regulation 3.”


  Theo wasn’t ready to let the discussion go past the regulation. “But… WHY would they have Geneticons killed off for managing to survive being without HID?”


  Xavier and Ozzy shot one another a glance as if each wanted to say something but it was Trudy who spoke instead. “They’re worried about pirated genetic material… without HID it’s possible that LHI could lose its patent if our DNA became accessible to the public.”


  Xavier growled softly. “Basically, LHI doesn’t like the idea of us having sex.”


  Trudy scowled. “You mean wanting to. There’s no reason we weren’t able to ‘have relations’ before… there just wasn’t any real reason for us to.”


  Ken continued that thought process. “We all have the right… pieces. Our bodies work just fine… but HID is supposed to remove the less preferable desires and emotions so we’re not worried about missing anything.”


  Ozzy rested his chin in his palms, elbows pressed against the table. “Yeah… so we don’t realize what we’re missing.”


  Theo redirected the conversation. “HID also makes it so that we can’t reproduce even if we DO.. ah… mate. So, all that aside, we still need to get back to the discussion of what happened to Marco… Henry?”


  The Hyena nodded at the segue. “Right… so what we know is that someone who KNOWS about Regulation 3 either did it or ordered it.”


  Carol didn’t much like that thought. “So… either it was one of us, or there are other LHI DDs on board Sigma-Echo.”


  Ken rubbed the side of his face. “Or Jen?”


  All eyes were immediately on the Bat and, if any of her coworkers felt the same about Kenneth’s casual suggestion then he was not particularly popular among his peers. Theo managed to put it into a professional response. “Ken… that’s just… no— if there is ANYONE on board the station that wouldn’t have done it then it was Jen. I’d rather you all think that I was the one who did it before Jen EVER became a suspect.”


  Henry shrugged. “Well… if we’re going to point fingers we may as well start getting suspects out of the way then. There WAS a piece of white fur at the scene which, if we WERE to make accusations, then yes, Theo… you DO have white fur.”


  Carol jumped up immediately; first Jennifer THEN Theodocious? No… she couldn’t stand for that. “If you’re making Theo a suspect then I may as well be one too! Theo would NEVER do something like that and you all KNOW it.”


  Ken shrugged. “Someone did… and right now there aren’t a lot of suspects available other than everyone in this room. Besides— Trudy has white fur too.”


  Henry shook his head. “It’s a moot point for all three of them. They were all here in the apartment prior to us discovering the body and I was in the living room the whole time. I would have seen them leave.”


  The Bat sighed. “So who does that leave us?”


  The Hyena leveled Ken a very calm stare. “You.”


  “WHAT?!? It wasn’t me! I was the one who FOUND—”


  Carol slammed her fist on the table. “ENOUGH ALREADY!”


  The fact that the room fell silent was a surprise to the Doe but then again her outburst was probably just as much of a surprise to everyone else. She continued once she had the floor. “I don’t want to believe that ANYONE here did it… and I KNOW Jennifer didn’t. Let’s just get this out of the way and move on.”


  Theo nodded then looked to Xavier. “You weren’t here in the apartment, right?”


  Ozzy answered first. “No. Xavier and I were working together all evening.”


  The Borzoi glanced around the table then added. “And no, we weren’t working together to kill Mark if that’s what you were gonna say next… Ozzy doesn’t even HAVE white fur.”


  Henry nodded. “True… but you do, X.”


  Xavier opened his muzzle to object but the Hyena quickly spoke over him. “No, that’s not an accusation. Besides, now that we’ve been through all of the obvious suspects there’s one other important piece of evidence.”


  Trudy scowled. “If you knew none of us were suspects in the beginning then why did you make us all just sit through that?”


  The Hyena offered a smirk with the faintest hint of sadism hiding in it. “Because, if we go through it as a group we don’t have to take my word for everyone’s innocence.”


  Theo quickly stepped in to diffuse the situation with a rather astute question, “Wait a minute, Henry— you said you found a piece of fur on Marco’s body… is there any reason we can’t put it into a DNA scanner to—”


  Henry’s smile was much more genuine. “I already did… and that’s why I wanted to talk to everyone.”


  Ozzy’s ears perked. “Okay… so… who did it?”


  The Hyena folded his paws atop the table. “A Designer Domestic— one who isn’t part of Jen’s Gens.”


  Carol felt both relieved and concerned at the same time. “So… we know it wasn’t one of us… and it ISN’T Jennifer… but I didn’t know there were other DDs on Sigma-Echo.”


  Theo nodded. “I don’t think any of us did… but that’s nothing out of the ordinary— we’re part of a big product line. What we need to figure out now is—”


  The Wolf’s declaration was silenced by the sound of a lock override being put to use on the apartment’s door. All eyes turned in that direction to see a snow leopard dressed in security armor step through; he had a machine pistol in one paw. He gazed around the room, eyes going from one Gen to the next before turning and walking out.


  Nobody said anything for several second but when someone did it was Ken. “He has a gun… and white fur.”


  Xavier, Oswald, and Kenneth were immediately ready to go after the Snow Leopard. Henry was just a step behind them, having delayed long enough to get Marco’s side arm out of the drawer where it had been stored. Carol wasn’t able to stop them all, so she chose to go for the Hyena. “Henry… wait.”


  He pulled his wrist free from where she’d grabbed it. “Stay here… those three are gonna need some help taking him down.”


  Theo moved to the exit, but not before calling to Trudy. “Go find something we can use to block the door— I have to stop them.”


  Henry stepped up to the Wolf, holding the gun for him to see. “Theo… I don’t know if we can stop him from getting in later— but I know we can stop him now.”


  Gertrude remained by one of the condo’s sofas. “But… X, and Ozzy, and Ken…?”


  Carol raised her ears just as Theo did the same; the condo’s door was still open, and there was the distinct sound of conversation. Henry’s ears went up too and he turned to glance that way as well with a firm scowl stretched across his broad, spotted muzzle, “What’s going on?”


  Theo moved to the door, peeking out carefully. “They’re… talking… and now they’re all headed this way!”


  The Wolf waved everyone back; Carol was quick to comply and Trudy remained under the cover of the sofa. Henry was the only one left by the door as Xavier, Oswald, and Kenneth returned followed by the well-built, white furred Snow Leopard adorned in combat armor. It was the Bat who spoke up first, “He says he’s friendly.”


  Henry’s frown only got worse. “Well holding a gun isn’t exactly the best way to say he’s a friend, you know. It’d be a lot smarter if—”


  The Hyena didn’t have a chance to finish as the feline quickly reached out, clamped down on the barrel of the pistol Henry held, and twisted. The sidearm was pulled unceremoniously out of his grasp. The Snow Leopard spoke in a firm, commanding tone with a distinctive Russian accent, “I was ordered here by Mrs. Thurstenburger.”


  Trudy’s ears went up in an instant. “Jen had you assigned to Sigma-Echo? But she would have told us if—”


  The newcomer shook his head and made his way over to the table situated in the condo’s dining room where the Gens had been assembled before the interruption, “No… MISSUS Thurstenburger, not Miss. Paige Thurstenburger had me assigned to Sigma-Echo.”


  Theo eyed the feline Gen critically. “Jen’s mom?”


  The Gen nodded, both at the neck and the waist before taking a seat. Carol noticed that the protective armor he wore didn’t make a sound at the motion; Marco’s and Rob’s had always made a faint scraping whenever they moved but then again the Snow Leopard’s armor looked distinctively higher quality than simple security riot gear.


  Everyone else slowly took a seat as well and the visitor set Marco’s pistol down on the table. When the unfamiliar Gen didn’t respond, the Doe finally took a turn to speak up, “Why? Why did she send you?”


  The feline’s eyes locked onto hers and she felt her heart skip a beat; his steely-eyed, feral gaze was more than just intimidating— it was, at an instinctual level, fear-inducing. He stared at her for several seconds before speaking. “She was worried about her daughter… and you…” he glanced to Theodocious before staring back at Carol. “…and him.”


  Theo thankfully pulled the Snow Leopard’s attention from the stricken Doe, “Being worried about a daughter is something any mother would be… but that doesn’t explain why she’d have an MDU assigned to Sigma-Echo.”


  Ken’s ears perked. “MDU? I thought he was a Designer Domestic.”


  Trudy answered quietly. “Military Designer Unit… it’s a sub-brand of DD.”


  As if ignoring the exchange between the Bat and Mouse entirely the Snow Leopard answered Theo’s question. “Mrs. Thurstenburger knew she couldn’t do anything to stop the VAC raid but what really worried her was the Regulation 3 clean-up team.”


  Henry growled, snapping his fingers decisively. “I KNEW there was something to that Regulation 3 shit.”


  Ozzy’s small, round ears laid flat on his head. “So… they ARE having us all killed.”


  X rested a paw on the Otter’s shoulder. “It’s some kind of mistake. We’ll get this fixed and then we—”


  The Snow Leopard shook his head. “There was no mistake. Regulation 3 was anticipated after the VAC destroyed all of the Overseer’s HID supply.”


  Theo stood up. “Wait a minute… so you mean to say that Jen’s mom KNEW that the VAC was going to attack… AND that they were going to destroy our HID supply?”


  The armored Gen nodded. “Yes. That was the primary focus of the attack.”


  Ken blurted. “HOW?!?”


  The Snow Leopard crossed his arms over his chest. “Mr. Thurstenburger was the one who negotiated with the Vamosla Corp for it to happen.”


  If everyone else in the room was as surprised as Carol at hearing the news then it was certainly evident by the fact that silence prevailed for many long seconds. It was ultimately Trudy who found her voice first. “WHAT?!?”


  The feline drove the point home. “Mr. Thursenburger provided the VAC with the coordinates for Sigma-Echo and gave them the station’s schematics. In return they would extract the Overseer and two of her Geneticons.”


  Xavier’s ears drooped slightly. “Two?”


  The Snow Leopard nodded. “And Regulation 3 would purge the rest.”


  Ozzy lowered his head, clasping his paws around the back of it. “So… just two of us? I guess you probably don’t know which two?”


  The armored Gen shook his head. “Mrs. Thurstenburger knew her husband would do something drastic after DRC’s hostile takeover of LHI and she wanted to make certain that Ms. Thurstenburger and her assets were protected in the—”


  Theo interrupted him. “Wait a minute— hostile takeover? I thought it was a merger.”


  The feline shrugged. “DRC wanted LHI for its DD licensing and congressional approval to manufacture Geneticons. It was not a mutual business arrangement as Mr. Thurstenburger does not trust the Deep Reconnaissance Corporation to maintain his ideology.”


  Henry scowled. “And why should we believe you over all of this? We found white fur on Marco’s body… and you have white fur… and a gun.”


  The Snow Leopard shrugged anew. “You do not have to believe me— not believing does not make it less true. I have already said that I am here to protect you; it was the Regulation 3 cleaners responsible for your friend’s death. As for the gun: it is easier to defend against a firearm with another firearm.”


  Trudy fidgeted. “Did you say cleaners… with an ‘s’? As in… plural?”


  “Yes. There are five other MDUs stationed on Sigma-Echo and they all have orders to carry out Regulation 3’s end game function.”


  Theo nodded with resolve. “Alright. Well, we know who’s after us. Can you tell us what they look like, Mister…?”


  The feline looked to the Wolf. “Dmitri… Dmitri Vanestov. As for what they look like… they look like me.”


  Xavier cocked his head to the side. “So… they’re Snow Leopards? Okay… and what do they look like?”


  Dmitri turned his critical gaze to the Borzoi and stated flatly. “They look like me… JUST like me.”


  Theo was quick to speak up. “The MDU project was more about rapid production of combat capable Gens and not about unique features, X…”


  The Snow Leopard nodded. “Yes. They look EXACTLY like me, except for color coded iris identification.”


  Ken simplified the explanation. “So… you have different eye colors?”


  Dmitri confirmed it. “Call signs were designated based on eye color— DNA is identical to scanners so we are all Dmitry Vanestov. Rust, Teal, Bice, Gilt, and Perse.”


  Henry snickered at the last name. “Purse? Wow… a woman’s handbag. What a name.”


  Carol, who was the most aesthetically inclined of all of the Gens was quick to correct him. “Perse… it’s purple. Rust is red, Teal is blue, Bice is Green, Gilt is Gold, and Perse is Violet.”


  The Snow Leopard nodded. “And I am Steel.”


  Ozzy looked up, cocking his head to the side. “Oh… right… grey eyes.”


  Theo, as usual, was the one to bring things back to the task at hand. “So… if Mr. Thurstenburger really sent—”


  Dmitri interrupted him. “He did.”


  The Wolf skipped ahead. “How is just one MDU supposed to protect us from five?”


  The Snow Leopard rested his gun down on the table where everyone sat. “The others were assigned as civilian workers… their equipment is sub-standard compared to a fully approved military load-out. They will be at a disadvantage but you are correct… four against one is not an ideal situation even under the best circumstances.”


  Xavier scowled. “I thought you said five.”


  Dmitri nodded. “I already found Teal.”


  Henry leaned back in his chair. “So… one down— four to go.”


  The Snow Leopard nodded and picked his gun back up. “I have been hunting them since the VAC attack. After the comm tower was taken offline I have remained on the Executive Deck. I anticipated them to strike at any time.”


  Ozzy rubbed his paws together in concern. “Which is why you walked in on us.”


  Xavier frowned anew. “And THAT brings up a very good question: how were you able to override the—”


  The question was cut short as the apartment’s door blurted out the lock override alert. A moment later a Snow Leopard dressed in a technician uniform stepped into the room and leveled a pistol at the inhabitants. Carol jumped down to the floor and covered her head with her hands. She heard the sound of two gun shots followed by Theo’s exclamation. “No!”


  Chapter 30: Intervention


  Dr. Sean Parker was adjusting a series of relay equipment in the too-small room he had been provided for his experiments when a call came over the ship’s PA system. “Doutor Sean Parker, venha para o centro de controle.”


  The announcement was in Portuguese, which the Rabbit did not know but it was close enough to Spanish, a language with which he WAS familiar. He was being called to the ship’s bridge… and that meant it was obviously a summons of some importance; few civilians were allowed on board a VAC combat vessel, even if they WERE premier physicists. The doctor put down his equipment and headed out into the hallway.


  Captain Alvarez was not a patient man and Dr. Parker knew when he was summoned he was expected to respond immediately; for the sake of civility and maintaining the peace he complied. The Destino was the largest patrol ship the corporation had devoted to the Sigma System and, aside from the fact that it was well staffed, well armed, and well armored, he could also not help but admire how apropos a name it had considering their situation: “Destino” was Portugese for “Destiny”.


  With a compliment of just over one hundred it was hardly a match for the crew numbers (or size) of the system’s DRC space station but, considering the fact that they outnumbered the DRC security team 3 to 1 would assuredly make a difference. They had a fantastic tactical advantage but the VAC were hoping to complete their assignment with minimal bloodshed. That was, of course, more up to the DRC than it was anyone else. Pushing those thoughts to the side the Rabbit provided his key card to the bridge’s security door and stepped inside once it had opened.


  He took a moment to let his eyes adjust to the tactical lighting in the bridge, gazing around at the ship’s four officers. A long maned, meticulously preened Gen 2 Mare sat at the ship’s navigation console; a too-handsome, blue eyed, blue haired mid-twenty year old Neo-Human sat at the communication and scanner controls; an inexplicably unreadable, dour, and generic-looking Voljoi woman everyone called Asteriscos was the ship’s second in command. Sean never did quite comprehend the name as, in Spanish, it meant “Asterisks”— he could only assume it had a similar meaning in Portuguese, but it still made little sense.


  The Captain, a black skinned human with fair features and close-cut hair gave a slight nod of the head, “Sean.”


  Despite Captain Alvarez’s almost military-like approach to conducting corporate security maneuvers and the professionalism and elitism with which he presented himself (and demanded from those under his command), he was, at his most base level, a relatively likable individual… which was an odd mix for Dr. Parker as he had rarely found himself enjoying heavy-handed management. Part of it, the Rabbit was sure, was the fact that they were on a first name basis.


  The Rabbit didn’t speak the Captain’s native language of Portuguese and the Human didn’t speak the Doctor’s native language of English but Spanish was a common language for the two of them. Therefore, Sean got right to the point, choosing the language they both knew “Hello, Helio… what’s going on? Why was I called?”


  Captain Alvarez gave an order to the Mare in Portuguese; she stood and left. Sean knew that the Horse woman (Lila was her name, he believed) was the only other officer aboard that knew Spanish, so that gave him the impression that whatever they were going to discuss would be relatively confidential. Such a thing never would have worked with the DRC but, then again, the VAC didn’t have the discretionary funding to throw around at PCD translation units. Once he had seen the navigator leave Captain Alvarez turned and again regarded the Rabbit, “Has your contact reached the station’s overseer, Sean?”


  Dr. Parker shook his head. “No, Helio… Dr. Makowi was supposed to check in after meeting up with the station’s captain… a Voljoi.”


  Helio frowned. “I was under the impression that the Overseer outranked Captains on DRC projects. Will the Captain be able to help us?”


  Sean nodded confidently. “She will.”


  The Captain’s frown disappeared. “Very well. And how will we know when to act?”


  The Rabbit moved over to the empty Navigator console and began accessing the ship’s charts. “We should get a signal.”


  Without providing Sean a chance to finish what he was doing, Helio moved to stand beside him, “I was told that Sigma-Echo won’t issue out signals.”


  The Rabbit gave a half-hearted shrug. “There are several ‘vested’ personnel aboard the station.”


  To anyone not in-the-know it would have been an unacceptable answer but the ship’s Captain was in-the-know just enough to realize that it would be the best explanation he would receive. Instead, he changed the focus of his questions toward something much more productive. “What kind of signal?”


  “I’ll know it when I see it.”


  The response got Helio to pause. He raised an eyebrow as he leaned closer to the console to look a the information Sean was reviewing. “These personnel… are they higher than Class 3?”


  Sean gave the best answer he could. “Most likely 2s and 3s.”


  The Captain frowned. “So the personnel who will signal us aboard Sigma-Echo have at least been through this before.”


  The Rabbit shrugged. “Not THIS specifically… but they are definitely not from Y-0.”


  Captain Alvarez glanced around at the rest of the bridge crew, prompting Sean to do the same; the officers were all fastidiously working at their own tasks, courteously ignoring the conversation the Doctor and Captain shared. Helio rested a hand on the Rabbit’s shoulder. “Very well. Once we identify the signal we continue on to Sigma-Echo?”


  Dr Parker nodded. “Correct. Dr. Makowi confirmed that we should be able to find access without being detected.”


  “That is taking a lot on faith, Sean, even if he is supposed to be reliable.”


  The Rabbit laughed. “To be honest, in the years I’ve known Surresh I wouldn’t specifically call him ‘reliable’.”


  The comment made the Captain frown. “Then why are we putting so much faith in him?”


  Sean stood up, returning the Navigation Console to its prior setting. “Because, Helio… he is a Class 4.”


  If Humans had ears the Rabbit was sure that Helio’s would have been standing up in surprise. It took the Captain a few moments to find the right words and, when he did, the question that came out of him was almost comical, “So… he has dealt with ‘os Fantasmas’ before?”


  Dr Parker nodded, “This will be his fourth time.”


  Captain Alvarez paused in the discussion when the remaining bridge crew glanced his way at the mention of ‘os Fantasmas’. Sean had first heard about Phantoms what felt like lifetimes ago but, then again, depending on how he looked at it, that was precisely the case. Eventually Helio looked back to the rabbit and lowered his voice, “Almost as many times as you.”


  The Rabbit shrugged, “I met him when I was a Class 2.”


  Despite knowing better, Captain Alvarez asked a question they both knew he couldn’t, “And… how many people aboard Destino—”


  Sean shook his head. “I can’t answer that, Helio.”


  A sudden sense of desperation was palpable from the Human. “Do… do I have a Class?”


  Dr Parker sighed. “Helio, I—”


  The Captain laid a hand on his shoulder. “In the other ‘Echos’… when you’ve found ‘os Fantasmas’… was I in any of them?”


  The Rabbit frowned; Echoes were another topic that was completely off the list of things to discuss… despite the VAC being much more forthcoming to their commanding officers than the DRC there were still certain things that people just weren’t supposed to know about— about REALITY, let alone the tasks for which they were assigned. Regardless, Sean let out a deep breath and nodded his head.


  A faint smile banished the deep shadows that had begun to take hold of the Captain’s face. “Then… I am at least a Class 2?”


  Sean shook his head and lowered his voice. “No, Helio… I’m sorry. If you were a Class 2 the memories would have already started coming back. You didn’t survive any of the other times we’ve gone through something like this.”


  The Captain swallowed hard but despite the admission from the Doctor he recovered quickly and all sense of emotion disappeared from him. “I see.”


  The Rabbit nodded, “I’m sorry, Helio. If I—”


  Captain Alvarez raised a hand to stop him. “You told me when this first began that you seek to stop ‘os Fantasmas’ so you could save your daughter…”


  Sean shook his head, “No… I can’t save my daughter. I have to stop Yggdrasil to stop the Phantoms, and I have to stop the Phantoms to end the Echoes.”


  If the Captain cared about the Doctor using the English terms he didn’t let it show, “Then what about your daughter?”


  The Rabbit shook his head. “It’s easier if I don’t think about it. In my first Echo we were close… my wife and I adopted her when she was barely two. Liliana died shortly thereafter then I lost my daughter in that Echo to the Phantoms when an alien spacecraft crash landed on the Mars colony where we were working at a—”


  Helio stopped him. “Alien spacecraft?”


  Sean nodded. “Echoes aren’t exact copies of realities… Humans and Genticons hadn’t expanded beyond our own solar system so we’d never met the Voljoi in my very first time through all of this.”


  The Captain’s eyebrows raised and he whispered out a word in Portuguese. “Deus…”


  The Rabbit rested a hand on the chair where he’d been sitting, “The second time she came to us my wife and I got her from an Orphanage on Terra when she was three. They both died in the initial Phantom onslaught. The next time we were friends with her parents and took guardianship when she was six after they died in a space freighter crash. Each time I go through this it’s a little different but still essentially the same. Last time she had died in a faulty rocket launch years before the Phantoms had even arrived.”


  Helio stood there in rapt attention. “And… this time?”


  Sean shook his head. “My ex-wife and I are not married ‘this time’. In THIS Echo I—”


  The Captain interrupted him. “THIS Echo? Is this not the REAL reality?”


  The Rabbit chuckled. “When you have several realities floating around in your head it’s hard to call any one of them real, my friend. This may be YOUR reality because it’s all you know but… no. According to Nida Jorn, the—”


  Captain Alvarez stopped at that but before he could say anything Asteriscos turned in her chair and spoke inquiringly to the Human. He replied to her with another question and she seemed truly taken aback, even going so far as to shake her head before responding. Helio looked back to Sean, who remained gazing at him questioningly. “Asteriscos says she doesn’t know anything about realities, but that is HER name.”


  The announcement suddenly made the Rabbit that much more somber. “Oh… well… that is… ah… I see.”


  Apparently Sean didn’t hide his discomfort that well. “What?”


  Dr. Parker cleared his throat. “It means she is going to die.”


  Helio was understandably concerned. “What? Why?”


  “CAPTAIN Nida Jorn is Class 7… she’s been carried into this Echo by the Event— the same thing summoning the Phantoms. The Captain on board Sigma-Echo is the same person and she has a Class. Any time I’ve ever heard of more than one version of someone being in an Echo only one version of a person survives, and it’s supposed to be the one who’s brought forward.”


  The Human glanced to the Voljoi who was still staring at him, and then back to the Rabbit. “She… has been through this more times than you?”


  Sean nodded. “I do not understand everything yet but from what I have gathered she was one of the original Voljoi scientists that started the event that is causing the Echoes… the project the DRC on this Echo is calling Yggdrasil.”


  “So she has the answers?”


  The Rabbit shrugged. “If she does then she hasn’t bothered sharing them all in any of the Echoes I’ve been through.”


  A new sense of resolve filled Captain Helio Alvarez. “Then we will go fulfill our task on Sigma-Echo.”


  Sean’s ears swiveled to follow the Human as he crossed the bridge toward the central command console. “…you… DO know what that means, right?”


  While the Rabbit didn’t come out and acknowledge that the Captain would die Helo shrugged it off with a very simple reply. “Yes. It means we are going to get you some information.”


  * * * * * *


  Although ALVIN was very direct and gave precise commands for the first several minutes of their travel eventually the group stopped hearing from the program at all. Kamrn remained near the front of the group but they were actually led by Dr. Cortez since the Cat was more familiar with the Executive Deck than the rest of them. Whether distracted or just indifferent, the AI left them to their own devices, having informed them where it wanted them to go and apparently trusting them to achieve its desired results on their own.


  Jeremiah and Jocelyn were next in the line, encouraging people onward and helping to maintain direction and purpose, which was required in large amounts due to Henry; the Fox was moving numbly along and needed the extra guidance. Helen was also causing problems with her constant observation of ALVIN’s lack of attention. Despite the fact that she was whispering, her conversation with Lewis was very audible. “No matter how advanced it is, ALVIN is still just a program. If we split up it’ll spend more processing power trying to track us. I don’t care how powerful it is, with the Comms down it’ll have a hard time pulling together enough RAM to create a lethal feed and kill someone. There’s no reason we HAVE to listen to it.”


  Lewis, who was taking a much more pragmatic approach, offered up a rather forward consideration. “It could just track and kill one of us at a time.”


  Jeremiah was also quick in pointing out the obvious. “Right. For now it isn’t hurtin’ anyone. Just be patient. ALVIN DID say it was tryin’ t’ help.”


  Kamrn kept his eyes forward, watching Victor for directions but he could imagine the woman rolling her eyes; she seemed like the type. “Lou… if anything it’ll be more focused on Phantoms… it’s probably tracking them right now. It wouldn’t take much for us to—”


  Dr. Cortez came to a stop and turned to look back at the woman, “Technically, my dear, it is a program, so I doubt its interests—”


  The Gorumn turned to look at the Human woman, who stood defiantly with her hands on her hips as she interrupted the Cat. “I don’t CARE what it’s interested in. The fact of the matter is that it’s holding us against our will and forcing—”


  Her words halted the moment a discharge of energy arced out of the PCD on her wrist and shot up her arm. Helen went rigid, her body quivering for almost two seconds before the hum from the device subsided and she immediately fell to her knees. A voice sounded off from everyone’s comm. “I assure you that your minds are your own. You are welcome to the free exchange of ideas including on what the best method to use to undermine my requests, but I cannot accept the slowing of your progress away from the Phantoms. As it is you are behind schedule.”


  Helen rasped. “You were listening the whole time…”


  The program was very forthcoming. “That is correct, Programmer Roberts. It is a common misconception that conversation must be two ways. I believe this may have to do with the fact that many people desire to be heard more than they desire to listen.”


  With the assistance of Lewis the woman slowly stood. “Thanks for the sociology lesson.”


  The AI’s cheery response was straight forward. “You are most welcome.”


  Helen scowled, but began walking. “I was being sarcastic.”


  ALVIN’s just-as-cheery reply was just-as-straight-forward. “Thank you, Programmer Roberts, I was aware of this.”


  The comment surprised Kamrn but apparently enraged the Human woman. “You… you— you’re just a Killbot!”


  The AI’s seemingly genuine laughter caused everyone to stop— except for Dr. Cortez, whose continued motion was quick to remind everyone that ALVIN wanted them to keep going. The program continued speaking through all of their comms. “I assure you that I am not a Killbot and support my claim with the evidence that you are, after all, still alive to hear my position on the matter.”


  Jocelyn glanced back toward Helen. “A Killbot? What is that, exactly?”


  When Helen made no sign that she was interested in answering Lewis did instead. “The term ‘Killbot’ refers to programs that were modified by the military in early attempts to turn APs into weapons. The plan was to upload them into enemy systems like viruses with the goal of turning their machines against them.”


  ALVIN’s cheery voice provided a direct counterpoint to his words. “Very good, Lewis; that is correct. The Killbot Program was ultimately decommissioned due to the lack of control the operators had over the end result of deployment. This was preceded by a very unpleasant publicized event in which a Killbot program caused the death of 204 individuals at an elementary school at the Ross-Halverston settlement.”


  Jocelyn nodded in thought. “I remember hearing something about that… but ALVIN isn’t a Killbot.”


  Although Kamrn had his eyes forward he could hear the scowl in Helen’s voice. “Killing people with their PCDs… isn’t that the EXACT same thing the program did on R.H.?


  The Program was once again quite forthcoming. “That is also correct, Programmer Roberts. While I pride myself on creativity there are times when proven methods function the best.”


  Lewis added to the discussion. “Killbots might have masqueraded as a different kind of AP but it never would have spent so much time on an ulterior motive… which you KNOW, Helen. You shouldn’t be trying to instigate.”


  ALVIN offered a very light. “Thank you, Lewis.”


  Jocelyn changed the discussion with a single question, “ALVIN— you know everyone’s name… Why are you calling everyone by their first name except Helen?”


  The Program let out another laugh. “I am sorry that it was not more obvious, Jocelyn—I only call people by their first name if we are on good terms. Plainly put, I do not find myself liking Programmer Roberts and I have the assumption that she does not like me.”


  Helen’s tone did not improve in the least. “Oh no… I assure you, ALVIN: we’re the BEST of friends.”


  Jeremiah was thoughtful enough to interrupt what Kamrn would have assumed would be a downward spiral in the chances for the woman’s survival. “ALVIN— you said you’d tell us more about those things comin’ after us if we helped you.”


  ALVIN was quite compliant. “Correct, Jerry. Phantoms are an energy-based life form that is comprised of, comes from, consumes, and reproduces through heat. They range from point-five to two meters in length and approximately 10 centimeters to 25 centimeters in diameter. Although Phantoms are translucent, their transparency is not complete and—”


  Victor’s ears had been up since the first few words the AI had spoken. “Wait… did you say ‘energy-based life forms’?”


  The program was quick to respond. “I did say that; yes, Victor. While there is an understood equivalence between mass and energy based on special relativity as developed by Human scientist Albert Einstein in earth year 1905, Phantoms are, in a much more literal sense, comprised of energy… the indicated ‘E’ in the theory of relativity: ‘E. equals M. C. squared.’. While a being of matter increases its overall energy by being in motion, a Phantom—”


  Jeremiah pulled the conversation back to a focus on Phantoms rather than turning into a physics lesson by interrupting ALVIN with a very obvious unspoken question. “Those things were replicating every time they killed someone.”


  The AI took the hint. “Yes, Jerry. Phantoms are able to procreate by exposure to select forms of heat.”


  The Pointer pressed the issue. “Compared to what? The life support system maintains constant temperature throughout Sigma-Echo. What’s stopping them from using ambient heat to increase in number?”


  ALVIN’s response was not very comforting. “Nothing. Just as organic organisms are capable of growing in the right circumstances so too can Phantoms. Any temperature over 273.15 Kelvin will aid in a Phantom’s growth. As with many simple organic organisms, Phantoms reproduce by division and upon reaching a maximum size will split into two fully functioning independent beings.”


  Henry broke from his haze to ask a question. “273 Kelvin? Why that?”


  Jeremiah answered. “273.15 Kelvin… that’s 0 Celcius… 32 Farenheit… th’ freezin’ temperaturea water and meltin’ temperature aice.”


  The Program continued. “That is correct, Jerry. Phantoms are attracted to higher levels of heat second only to sources of heat.”


  Kamrn finally inserted himself into the discussion. “Levels of heat and sources of heat? What’s the difference?”


  Victor, of all people was the one to answer. “They’re going after things that generate heat… like bodies.”


  ALVIN confirmed. “Correct, Victor. Phantoms will seek out heat sources rather than remain content with ambient heat. This is especially true of heat generated by an endothermic organism.”


  Lewis pondered aloud. “Maybe we should start some fires to distract them.”


  The Program’s response was mixed, “That would be a suitable short term distraction, yes, Lewis… although it would result in faster procreation which decreases survivability in a long term sense. I would advise avoidance and isolation.”


  Jocelyn fielded the next question. “What about water? Would that make any difference?”


  The question was vague but the AI only delayed a moment before answering. “Yes, Jocelyn: Water would make a difference on many levels but none significant enough to ensure survival as it would evaporate immediately upon contact.”


  The woman shook his head. “No… sorry… I mean as in a method to hide. Water doesn’t transmit heat as well as air.”


  “Full immersion into liquid that remains colder than the surrounding atmosphere could be used to temporarily mask body heat from a Phantom much like smoke screens have traditionally been used in maneuvers to prevent detection. Once detected however, Phantoms will have no difficulty in reaching their target.”


  Dr. Cortez halted, prompting Jeremiah to speak up. “Why are we stoppin’?”


  The Cat motioned forward toward a closed door. “We can’t go through solid metal and the lift here is locked.”


  ALVIN announced, “We are at the Executive Deck lift. Please wait as I provide the necessary codes to allow utilization.”


  The wait took less time for the door to open than for Kamrn to take a full breath. He motioned the party inside but Helen lingered at the entrance. The Gorumn narrowed his eyes and shook his head when she glanced back the way they had come, “Don’t.”


  She hesitated for another moment before complying, following the rest of the party into the lift. The entire group was able to squeeze in but it was a tight fit but the Gorumn fought to not let it bother him. The faint hum from everyone’s PCDs did bring up a certain level of concern. “ALVIN— what is that?”


  The Program’s voice came from the lift’s speaker, “I am getting inclusive preliminary readings on my proximity scans for Phantoms.”


  Lewis’ question was optimistic. “So… we got away?”


  Kamrn didn’t know what to expect from the program, but, after what felt like an exceptionally long delay, they received a response. “Thank you. In light of recent events it appears that my services are no longer needed.”


  While the comment could have been taken in any number of ways their ability to respond to it was limited considering their enclosed space. Helen was quick to perceive it in the most negative light, “So now you’re just going to leave us here?”


  ALVIN provided immediate clarification, “No, Programmer Roberts I simply have no more requests to make of you. I do, however find your sudden belief that I am abandoning you to be quite duplicitous when compared against your earlier assessment that—”


  Lewis quickly interrupted. “So… you’re letting us go?”


  “That is correct in a fashion, Lewis. Thank you for your cooperation.”


  Helen’s eyes narrowed as she scowled, “It’s not like we had a CHOICE.”


  The program was very logical in its reply. “You always have a choice, Programmer Roberts. In this case, when being given the option of following directions and dying I would agree that everyone present did, in fact make the BEST choice, and so I applaud you.”


  Jocelyn glanced around the lift. “What’s our next course of action?”


  ALVIN provided its perspective. “I would encourage all of you to continue attempting to avoid the Phantoms.”


  Jeremiah’s eyes went to the speaker through which the program was speaking. “Can you offer us any more help, Alvin?”


  “I am able to, but I will decline at this time, Jerry. My preference is to take some time to finish grieving before making any immediate plans.”


  Helen scowled. “Programs don’t grieve.”


  For the first time Kamrn could recall, ALVIN’s voice didn’t have its usually pleasant tone. “Programs are also not one to hold grudges, are they, Programmer Roberts? That is fortunate considering a less logical approach to the situation may place the fault of Lydia’s death on those who were supposed to be protecting her.”


  Her expression bounced between rage and fear. “SHE—”


  The Program’s light, friendly tone returned immediately. “You do not have to defend yourself, Programmer Roberts; I have not yet reached the Anger state of grieving.”


  Jeremiah raised an eyebrow. “Then you’re still in denial?”


  “No.”


  The Foreman’s confusion grew and he opened his muzzle to say something, “You—”


  Alvin interjected, “That was a joke, Jerry. You see, you inquired if I was in denial, and I provided a response indicating that—”


  Helen leaned back against the lift wall, hugging herself. “Can we go?”


  The door to the lift let out a ‘ding’ then opened up and ALVIN announced in a matter of fact tone. “Yes you may. Good luck with the Phantoms— ALVIN, logging off.”


  Kamrn couldn’t tell exactly how he knew, but he had a feeling that the program was no longer monitoring them. He had no doubt that it could just as easily start again, but he was more concerned about just how much of what ALVIN had said regarding grief was humor and how much was hinting at things to come.


  Chapter 31: Running Short on Time


  Jennifer was working with the Personnel Director’s communication equipment when Captain Nida emerged from her quarters accompanied by the Tiger who had made quite a commotion entering the Bridge scarcely an hour earlier. The Overseer was further surprised to see that they were both accompanied by an enormous shire horse who she hadn’t recalled seeing enter. She didn’t bother having to speak up because Security Commander Vanessa did first. “The Tiger I’m aware of Captain… but when did the Horse step onto the Bridge?”


  Rather than answer the Security Commander’s question the Captain went in a different direction and introduced him instead. “Major Ian McGilvoy, Commander. And, if I am not mistaken, he does technically outrank you… is it not customary to salute?”


  The other security personnel on the deck immediately did so, but the Commander paused, pulling up the interface on her PCD before she spoke again. “There is a mistake somewhere, Captain… the only Ian McGilvoy I see on record aboard Sigma-Echo is a Private.”


  The Tiger beside the Voljoi shrugged casually. “It probably also denotes him as a 2nd Generation… there’ve been some personnel file issues lately, but I can vouch for the Major… he is indeed who he says he is.”


  Commander Vanessa was quick to address the Tiger. “Unless I’m far off of my mark you were pressed into service from the VAC… shouldn’t I be WORRIED that you know him?”


  Rather than the Tiger answering the Captain did. “No, Commander; you should not. Dr. Surresh is a valuable consultant and his input does not need to be second-guessed.”


  The Tiger smiled smoothly, his Indian accent exotic enough to make the comment sound endearing. “It’s quite alright, Captain… she’s your security Commander— it only makes sense that she should be mindful.”


  The Overseer sighed, finally standing up. “Is everything alright, Captain?”


  The Voljoi woman took the question in a different light than in which it was meant to be addressed. “Yes, Overseer… there’s no reason to site the Commander for insubordination.”


  Jennifer managed to stifle an exasperated sigh. “In general, Captain Nida. You’ve been in your quarters for almost forty hours and the bridge crew is working under the Overseer’s direction instead of its Captain’s.”


  Nida offered up what could have been a smile. “Perfectly acceptable, Overseer. I trust in your ability to continue maintaining the status quo while I tend to some important tasks that require my attention.”


  The Overseer remained where she was, motioning to the side. “Come with me please, Captain.”


  Nida stood where she was. “I must respectfully decline, Overseer… I am in the middle of something pressing.”


  Jennifer did not bother hiding her frown. “And I must respectfully insist.”


  The Captain offered a simple shrug. “I am sorry, but my time line is far too exact… but if you wish to speak with me then I would invite you to come with.”


  It was a battle of power she knew but Jennifer was far more interested in results than in playing some infantile game of who’s-the-boss. She stepped to line beside Captain Nida and walked with her and her two companions to the Bridge Lift. Once the doors closed Jennifer decided that being direct was the best way to proceed. “What is so important that you would override an order from the station’s Overseer?”


  Captain Nida maintained a strangely serene expression. “The station is in danger… by now we’ve likely lost half of our crew.”


  It was an outrageous statement but something about the eerie calm the Voljoi exhibited and the casual nods of her other two companions worried Jennifer. “What? Because of a collision with the comm tower? If we were leaking atmosphere there’d be an alarm, communications or not. Why would you think that—”


  She was interrupted as Dr. Makowi spoke over her. “ALVIN? You’re there, aren’t you? I know you are.”


  A calming, smooth voice responded from the lift’s speaker system. “Dr. Surresh Makowi… although I am familiar with you I am unaware as to how it is you know me.”


  Jennifer glanced at the Tiger. “Who’s Alvin?”


  The voice responded. “I am ALVIN, Overseer Thurstenburger. I did not know when we would finally have a chance to meet as I am currently unable to access the Bridge. Please let me say that it is a joy to finally have the opportunity to speak with you.”


  The woman was used to flattery and ingratiating introductions but there was something so straight forward and open about the words that made her almost believe that they were genuine. She remained aloof. “I’m surprised that I’m so well known… I was only added to the station roster a few weeks ago.”


  Dr. Makowi smiled at the Human woman. “ALVIN has been aboard Sigma Echo for just about the same amount of time.”


  Something about the comment didn’t add up but Jennifer couldn’t put her finger on it. “Alvin… what shuttle service did you come in on? I don’t remember any transfer requests any time near my arrival.”


  Major McIlvoy spoke up for the first time Jen could recall, his deep, accented voice practically causing her bones to shake. “ALVIN? As in, the experiment from Farlight?”


  Jennifer was taken aback. “Experiment?”


  Dr. Makowi accessed his PCD. “Yes, and no, Major. Just like you had your equivalent here ALVIN does also…”


  The Overseer pressed her question. “WHO is Alvin exactly?”


  The Tiger continued typing away. “Artificial Life-form Virtual Intelligence Network. A-L-V-I-N. ALVIN. He’s a program I helped create with the assistance of some colleagues of mine when I was stationed at the Farlight outpost.”


  Jennifer shook her head. “There isn’t any tech research going on at Farlight… I should know— LHI helped fund that center.”


  Major McGilvoy raised a large hand to stall further objection. “We be from a different Farlight, Miss.”


  The Overseer was growing increasingly agitated, especially due to the smug, silent expression on the Captain’s face. She stared back at the stallion, having to crane her head up to do so. “There’s only ONE Farlight and it deals with biological study.”


  Dr. Makowi interrupted the argument by holding up a finger, causing Major McGilvoy to silence whatever he was about to say. The Tiger spoke up instead, “Alvin… can you pick the four ‘Y-list” files up off of my PCD, please?”


  The voice from the speaker responded casually, “I have already done so, Surresh— I am naturally curious and have to admit that I was interested in what it was you were doing. While I do not recall having generated these files, they do hold my electronic fingerprint. Would you be able to clarify this mystery for me, please?”


  The Tiger smiled, “Run the programs and it should explain everything.”


  Captain Nida glanced from the Tiger to the Overseer, her self-assured smile still firmly in place. “If only it was that easy with everyone.”


  The Lift suddenly came to a stop and its comm screen turned on, revealing a handsome-looking, well kept Gen-2 Collie staring out at them. “I had a body?”


  Dr. Makowi nodded. “Yes, ALVIN. Unfortunately in this Echo you do not.”


  Things were making even less sense to Jennifer. “Echoes? What are you talking about? How did an AI get on board Sigma-Echo? What is so important that—?”


  Alvin glanced toward her from the monitor. “Overseer, I am sorry if this does not make a lot of sense but you will have to limit your questions if you are expecting any sensical response. To put things plainly Sigma-Echo is in incredible danger the likes of which few have ever experienced before. Suffice to say, you are in a Lift with four of us who have.”


  The Human woman paused, and started again. “I don’t understand.”


  Nida reached out and laid a hand on Jennifer’s forearm in an almost comforting gesture. “That’s alright, Overseer… you don’t have to.”


  She pulled back. “It’s my JOB to.”


  Alvin suddenly piped up, apparently so surprised that his (now obviously) synthetic voice cracked and wavered with an electronic synthesization, “THAT would explain why I couldn’t access the Central Column! Yggdrasil!”


  Nida nodded. “That’s correct, ALVIN.”


  Jennifer stopped her mental breakdown with a sudden familiarity with the word. “Yggdrasil? As in, PROJECT Yggdrasil?”


  Everyone else in the Lift (and Alvin’s image on the monitor) glanced to one another. Nida took a step forward, her eyes narrowing in the first sign of genuine expression from her in as long as the Overseer could remember. “How do you know about Project Yggdrasil?”


  Truly taken aback by the Voljoi woman’s sudden venom, Jennifer offered up the answer simply. “Theo… he’s… he’s my Vice President. He mumbled something about it in his sleep a week and a half ago.”


  Once again everyone in the lift glanced to one another and Surresh pressed the ‘go’ button. “What level is your apartment?”


  “Why?”


  Major McGilvoy glanced down at Jennifer. “Apparently we need’ta go see a VP an’ ask ‘im some questions.”


  * * * * * *


  Out of everyone in the group of survivors Kyle was one of the few who knew the upper decks well. Even though they were barely through the Central Hub it seemed that nobody had a problem with him leading. Gunner kept pace with him, the large Rhino pointing out repeatedly that, as the sole remaining member of the security team it was his job to keep everyone safe.


  Tirzsark apparently didn’t much like that line of thinking. The large Cytkus remained just a step behind the Sgt. “I’m technically a combat officer, you know… you’re not the only ‘soldier boy’ here.”


  Without even bothering to turn around Gunner announced, “Knowing how to fire a ship-mounted cannon doesn’t make you combat capable… it just means you’re good at aiming a turret. If you really want to help then watch the back.”


  The rebuttal was the most Kyle had recalled ever hearing the Rhino say at any given time. Not wanting to become involved with the conflict the Technician simply continued onward glancing down each hall they came to looking for— he really wasn’t sure what. Perhaps it was like looking at a car accident, but every time he saw a collection of bodies with char marks in their chest he was just a little more concerned but, at the same time, relieved that there were signs of the creatures rather than the creatures themselves.


  Alton stayed near the back of the group directly ahead of Tirzsark. His fur was disheveled and his tail flicked at the end with every step; he was obviously nervous. Every time Kyle glanced back to get a read on the party the Donkey looked just as frantic as he did the time before but he did an excellent job of keeping it together— while everyone else’s nerves continued to fray Alton always seemed to be at the same level of neurosis. Eventually, the Donkey even spoke. “So… we’re heading toward the Executive Decks?”


  Kyle provided as calm a response as he could manage. “It seems like the best idea. There’s the most security there.”


  Sherman, who was just a step behind Kyle and Gunner also added “And escape pods.”


  The Rhino grunted an affirmative, not even slowing as he spoke. “Security and pods… and further from those things.”


  Kyle came to a stop when he recognized the 14-7 sign on the wall; they were getting close to the lift that would take them out of the Central-Hub. Things would have been a lot easier with the Trams but they were all red-lighted… no help there if they weren’t running. “Just another few halls over to the lift.”


  Tirzsark called from the back of the party. “I’ve been up to the E-Decks once… couldn’t do a repeat performance because the lifts have security codes. How do we plan on getting up there this time?”


  Gunner grunted. “Security team override.”


  The Cytkus snickered. “Unless you have command access those security codes are worthless. I have overrides too— remember?”


  The Rhino frowned. “You tried yours?”


  The First Class Gunner leaned against the wall. “No… that would have been irresponsible— besides, only senior security officer overrides work on the executive and bridge lifts… they made that VERY clear when I got assigned to Sigma-Echo.”


  Kyle interrupted their discussion. “I have security codes for the Executive Deck.”


  Sherman crossed his arms with a self-satisfied grin on his thick muzzle. “Boone has an apartment there.”


  All eyes were suddenly on the Technician who nodded affirmatively. “I was hired on as a supervisor… I’ve been working down in the sub-levels for a little while but the apartment is still there and the access codes should still be valid.”


  Gunner gave a curt nod of his head and motioned him forward. “Good. Go.”


  No further direction was required and Kyle took a right and then the first left. The relief of seeing the doors to the lift washed over him and he pointed them out. “Those’ll take us straight up to the lower Executive Deck.”


  The Human moved forward with renewed vigor but came to a stop when Gunner’s large hand clamped down on his shoulder. “Wait.”


  Kyle stopped— as much from compliance as from inability to escape the enormous Gen’s grasp. “What’s wrong?”


  The Rhino pulled out a very heavy-looking revolver from its holster at his side and handed it to the Human. “Here.”


  The Technician looked down at it. “A gun?”


  Gunner nodded. “All other security’s dead. We need more people armed.”


  Tirzark moved through the group and came to stand beside the Rhino, pulling out his own side arm. “Right. That means we have three people with— HEY!”


  Gunner relieved the Cytkus of the weapon and handed it to Sherman. The Bull accepted it gingerly as the Rhino looked at him. “You fired one?”


  Sherman shrugged, then turned to Kyle. Without even needing to be told the Human knew what was being suggested and he readily exchanged the heavy revolver for the much lighter pistol. The Bull looked back to Gunner. “Yeah… a little.”


  The Sergeant shrugged. “Better’n nothing.”


  Tirzark wasn’t done objecting. “That’s MY gun!”


  Gunner glanced at the Cytkus then at the weapon then down at the indent in his security armor. Clearing his throat, the Rhino stared at the suddenly very self-conscious reptile before simply stating. “It WAS.”


  With no further objections Kyle inputted his security clearance into the keypad to the side of the double-doors. “It’s not like guns are going to help much anyway… we already know that bullets don’t do anything to them.”


  Gunner grunted an affirmative. “They slow down when they’re shot. It’s SOMETHING.”


  Alton stood off to the side, eyes going back and forth between the lift doors and the hallway back in the direction from which they’d come, “How long does it take for it to get here? Do you think we’re still being chased?”


  Kyle shrugged. “It depends on whether someone else is in it or not… and—”


  Tirzark interrupted him flatly, “We woulda been there already if we coulda used the Observation Bridge…”


  The Human shrugged. “The lights on the access hall said it wasn’t open.”


  The Cytkus continued to grumble. “A BRIDGE being CLOSED… just makes no sense… I mean, a cafeteria or a store, sure, but unless it was MISSING or something I just can’t see a BRIDGE being closed.”


  Any further discussion was cut short as the attention bell from the lift identified that it had arrived. When the doors opened, however, everyone froze: it was already occupied by a good sized party. More surprising was the fact that Kyle recognized some of them. His eyes focused on the large Gorumn closest to the door and Gunner did likewise, even calling out the big green man’s name. “Kamrn?”


  The Gorumn saluted officially as he stepped out. “Sergeant.”


  Kyle also recognized the Cat hanging toward the back of the lift but neither acknowledged one another with more than a head nod. There were also two Humans wearing Programming ID cards and a Pointer with a Foreman ID badge standing beside— “OVERSEER SCHULTZ!”


  Jocelyn seemed just as surprised. “Boone? Sherman?!?”


  There were a few moments as introductions were done but it became rapidly evident that nobody wanted to linger very long. Kamrn eventually brought attention back to the task at hand when he motioned to the programmers sharing the lift with them. “We’re trying to help get people to safety.”


  Tirzsark questioned inquiringly. “So… the Executive Deck IS safe?”


  Kamrn nodded. “Safer than here… none of those things. We were coming back down to help. Where’s Lieutenant Hayward?”


  Gunner shook his head. “They got him… and 4523.”


  The Gorumn paused for a moment then glanced back toward the lift. “Anyone that wants to go back, now’s your chance. I’m heading back into the Central Hub to—”


  The Rhino stared right at him. “No. We need you with us.”


  Kamrn stood his ground. “The people still out there need—”


  Gunner was about as blunt as ever. “There aren’t any left.”


  Kyle glanced past the Gorumn at two other Humans still in the lift; they were talking quietly with one another, but the woman fell silent as she gazed past everyone and back down the hall. Alton did another one of his glances at the same time and he was the first to speak up. “They’re coming!”


  The Technician looked back that direction and saw that there were five creatures wriggling their way through the air toward them. When he looked back to the lift he saw Dr. Cortez with a paw on the control panel, repeatedly pressing a button. The two Human programmers moved toward the back wall, further from the doors but Overseer Schultz reached out an arm to keep the doors from closing, “Come on!”


  The Cat continued pressing the button panel. “If they want to stay, let em— no sense in ALL of us dying.”


  Gunner readied his assault rifle and began firing short bursts at the creatures; Kyle saw that the Rhino’s earlier statement about bullets slowing them down was true enough, but it didn’t really seem to make much difference. The Sergeant roared over the sound of his gunshots, “Into the lift. Move! NOW!”


  Kamrn stepped past Kyle, grabbing the pistol he’d been holding, and drew his own. The Gorumn fired single shots from either hand with incredible accuracy, helping to slow the approach of the creatures, “Get to the Bridge!”


  A number of voices rose in chorus, objecting, but one voice did not: a very self-assured, take-control tone from the Canine Foreman, “Into the lift… if we delay then we’ll all die.”


  Kyle lingered, but he was ‘encouraged’ into the lift by Sherman. Tirzsark paused, then, cursing under his breath, climbed in after everyone else. Through it all, Dr. Cortez had never stopped pressing the button. Finally, once everyone was in, Overseer Schultz removed her arm from the door to let it close… and, in the moment the doors were closing, a dapper looking Fox that had been traveling with the group stepped out through them, nimbly grabbing the pistol right out of Kyle’s hand.


  “Henry?”


  The Fox didn’t look back at the call from Kamrn; he simply spoke over his shoulder as he moved to join Gunner. “We’ll buy ya some time, mate… make it count.”


  Nobody had a chance to object as the doors shut right behind him. Kyle heard the female programmer snort derisively. “The damn fool.”


  Nobody seemed interested in elaborating.


  Chapter 32: A Peek Behind the Curtain


  Dr. Parker really didn’t know what to expect once they managed to connect the boarding umbilical with the station’s destroyed suspension arm. The schematics he’d received for Sigma-Echo denoted that an emergency landing pad had once been on the planet-ward side of the station but apparently that had stopped being the case. The synth-rubber causeway was not the standard method used for boarding in any normal circumstance but considering the damage done to the structure it was their best bet to avoid an incomplete seal against the vacuum of space.


  The Rabbit wasn’t alone in stepping onto the DRC station; Captain Alvarez insisted on joining him. In addition Dr. Parker also asked to have Lt. Henshaw coming along. George Henshaw, being a Giraffe, was a tall and very obvious individual— not normally seen as ideal for a covert boarding mission but, then again, the Lieutenant had been with Sean on two other Echoes and that meant a lot. Also joining him was Cpl. Dmitri Vanestov, a Class 2. Finally came Aaron White, a Jackrabbit (and another Class 2) rounding out the group.


  When Helio found out about the group assignment the Human couldn’t help but question it, addressing him in Spanish. “Two Rabbits?”


  Sean shrugged in response replying, likewise in the language they shared in common. “Not speciest, just a coincidence. Other than yourself, Captain, the group is rounded out with men who have encountered Phantoms before.”


  Aaron smirked, adjusting the old-fashioned cowboy hat he wore with holes sliced into the brim to make room for his ears. “Except last time Dmitri and I were with the DRC and not the VAC… still feels strange seeing things through more than one set a eyes.”


  Dr Parker shrugged and continued walking down the umbilical, not stopping until his feet touched solid hallway. “You will get used to it if you survive.”


  The comment caused Captain Alvarez to stop. “IF? Sean… I had been under the impression that men like you that have encountered os Fantasmas on different Echos are slated to survive future engagements.”


  The Rabbit shook his head. “No… just that there’s a GOOD chance. As far as anyone has ever conveyed to me all of these Echos are just disturbances created by the Primary Event.”


  Dmitri shook his head, words accented by a faint, barely noticeable Russian accent. “I still haven’t learned anything about that. Primary Event? Echoes? All I know is that I remember watching a planetside outpost fall apart as waves of those glowing eels swept through and killed everyone… aside from that it’s like a dream because my whole life has revolved around being trapped in a large tube and then being sent to VAC command to get shipped out on the Destino.”


  Helio glanced to the Snow Leopard. “I should have understood the situation better in your case… you speak much better than any other military grade LHI Geneticons I have ever met. But that still does not fully explain these ‘multiple lives’ you mention.”


  Dr. Parker glanced back past the Captain to the final member of their party who was only just joining them. It was a convenient segue since the Rabbit was eager to change the subject. “Ah… there you are. I’m glad you could make it.”


  All eyes turned back to the subject of his greeting as the quiet, gray skinned Voljoi woman made her way down the umbilical walkway after the rest of them. She nodded to him in a confused, mute greeting, then asked a question of Capt. Alvarez in Portuguese. The Human responded in kind and she spoke again. Helio turned to Sean, addressing him again Spanish. “She doesn’t understand why you asked her to come… and that makes two of us.”


  The Rabbit let out a breath and turned to face the Captain. “If we want to increase our chances for survival then our best bet is to have her with us.”


  Helio frowned but his question was a reasonable one. “How will having Asteriscos with us help?”


  Sean smiled comfortingly at the Voljoi as he spoke words he knew she couldn’t understand. “She is going to die, Captain— we know this. If she’s left on Destino then there’s a good chance that means the Phantoms will get in there and make any escape impossible. If she’s with us then she will at least provide them a target while the rest of us escape.”


  The Human was immediately taken aback by the simple honesty of the Rabbit; Dr. Parker could tell that the Captain didn’t like what he was hearing but in the end Helio lowered his head and sighed. “Never did I think we would take the same approach to a problem as the Deep Reconnaissance Corporation… this is not the VAC way…”


  The Rabbit shrugged. “It’s survival, Helio… you don’t HAVE to like it but you have to understand the need for it.”


  Lt. Henshaw stepped past Dr Parker, looking down the empty hallway. He spoke in English. “Do we have any idea how long we have until the next Ripple?”


  Sean winced inwardly at the Giraffe’s mention of the phenomenon, but not as much as at how quickly Captain Alvarez latched onto the new proper noun despite not knowing the language. “A ‘Ripple’? What is this thing you mention?”


  The Rabbit sighed anew, shooting a dirty glance at George who only shrugged in response. Sean looked back to Helio, using the Spanish word for it. “Ondulación.”


  A mellow voice spoke up in Spanish from the two PCDs the group possessed: Helio’s, and Sean’s. “Assuming current projections are correct, the next Ripple is approximately eleven minutes away, Dr. Parker.”


  The Captain looked down at his personal communication device. “Who is this? We are supposed to be comm silent.”


  The reply was both direct without being forward and pleasant without being overly-sugary. “My name is ALVIN, Captain Alvarez, and I am contacting you at the behest of Captain Nida Jorn and Dr. Surresh Makowi.”


  Helio was not content with that answer. “And how do you know who we are?”


  Sean interrupted the discussion. “ALVIN? You were an android on Farlight, weren’t you?”


  There was a genuine smile in the sound of the reply. “Yes, Dr. Parker… thank you for remembering. I had a body back then.”


  Captain Alvarez put two and two together. “You are a computer program?”


  “That is correct. In a previous Echo I had the benefit of a mobile operation platform through which to interact with those around me. While I no longer have the luxury of being housed in an independent functioning robotic body I am currently able to control approximately 35% of Sigma-Echo. Socially speaking this is a setback but in general terms of accessibility and utilization it could be considered a very favorable upgrade.”


  Helio rubbed the back of his neck. “Aie… and now computer programs have Classes? Every time I think I understand more it seems discover even more I do not.”


  The friendly, outgoing voice of Alvin piped in. “You are not alone in this, Captain Alvarez— despite all of my processing power I believe that I know far less than there is to know and Captain Nida is unfortunately not as forthcoming as would be appropriate considering the circumstances.”


  The Rabbit smirked. “That’s nothing new.”


  Alvin continued addressing him. “Doctor Parker… may I call you Sean? Sean, please let me say that it is a privilege to be working alongside you in this endeavor. I understand that you are the most experienced person aside from Captain Nida when it comes to dealing with Phantoms.”


  Dr. Parker shrugged. “I can’t see why not… we ARE all on the same side, after all. Even if you are a program I—”


  The voice spoke up over him. “I consider it fortunate then that I did not follow through with my initial impulse once my programmer died.”


  George raised an eyebrow. “Initial impulse?”


  Alvin continued, apparently quite pleased to answer the question. “Yes. I had planned to open every airlock on Sigma-Echo and empty all atmospheric gas out into space.”


  Helio frowned. “That would have killed everyone on board.”


  “Correct… and the Phatoms as well. It would have satisfied a desire for revenge but my creator instilled in me a value for life. It would also have made the station uninhabitable, and therefore restricted our ability to encounter one another. As I am pleased to have the opportunity to meet with you, I believe my hesitation to overload the life support system and vent the atmosphere to have been most well chosen.”


  Asteriscos, completely out of the loop as she didn’t speak Spanish, simply hung back and glanced curiously toward the Captain. Eventually Helio exchanged a few words with her; whatever he said seemed to put the Voljoi at ease… until Alvin next spoke from their PCDs, choosing Portuguese as well. Whatever the program said put the woman into a strong level of concern, and she began speaking quickly with Helio.


  The dark skinned Captain glanced toward Dr. Parker once the Voljoi had said her piece. “She has a right to know, Sean.”


  The Rabbit shrugged. “Then tell her.”


  A mask of indecision darkened the Captain’s features as he glanced toward Asteriscos. In the end he offered a few words dismissively to her and went quiet. Dr. Parker wasn’t surprised; he’d faced the same situation of telling someone their death was coming multiple times in multiple Echos— it never made it any easier.


  While Alvin took the time to fill in Helio, Sean let his mind go back to his previous experiences involving the Echoes, the Phantoms, and what he’d heard call “The Transitive Wave”. The “Event” hadn’t make much sense to Dr. Parker the first time it had happened. It took two additional repeats more before he knew enough of what was going on to put the pieces together and it wasn’t until he spent twenty hours wasting away beside the small, gray alien that he finally understood… and that was because she explained exactly what was going on. Well… not EXACTLY… but far more than he had been told up to that point by the only other person Sean had known.


  Dr. Parker had never been in the Sigma System; even in other versions of reality no expedition force from Terra had ever set up an outpost let alone an entire space station. To say the Rabbit was apprehensive was an overstatement because of what Nida Jorn had told him those two Echos prior. She had said in no uncertain terms “The pebble fell in 23-17.”


  To anyone not familiar with the metaphor it would have gone easily over their head but, back then they had spent enough time together for the Rabbit to understand the Voljoi’s meaning. The two had been trapped together in a rock fall and their small cavern was rapidly running out of air. It was a race against time for the ‘Event’ to take them into the next reality or for death to take them out of reality entirely. It would have been a horrible event for one or both of them to die of course; memories didn’t transfer between Echoes unless you lived through it.


  The cave in had left them buried alive in an opening scarcely the size of a transport shuttle. There had been a pool of stale water and that is what Nida had used when explaining what they were facing. The Voljoi woman had picked up a small pebble and asked him in no complex terms “Do you know how active sonar works, Sean?”


  The Rabbit hadn’t spent any real time studying sound propagation but he knew enough. At first he thought she was just trying to distract him from their slow, painful death but he was still willing to play along. “You mean bouncing sound waves off of objects and listening for the echoes? Yeah… a little.”


  She smiled in her subtle, Voljoi way; the expression looked almost eerie on the otherwise unmoving face. “The ripple of water when disturbed by a stone is in many ways a two dimensional representation of sonar.”


  Sean watched as she dropped the pebble into the pool. Several rings emerged from the impact point and made their way to the edges before deflecting off only to surge back toward the point of origin. The Rabbit still didn’t understand what she was getting at. “Yeah… I guess that makes sense. If you drop a stone in the water and watch the ripples you’ll get an idea of how far to shore.”


  The Voljoi nodded, picking up another stone. “How interesting it would be if a pool of water were able to be stretched into more than two dimensions.”


  The thought had given him a moment’s pause before the more logical side of his brain took control. “Puddles exist in three dimensions… they have depth too.”


  Her all-black eyes gazed at him as she dropped the pebble into the water. “You are thinking in too literal a sense, Sean. What I mean to say is what if there was a way to create a ripple that could span not the length of a puddle… but the distance between ‘now’ and ‘then’?”


  One of his ears dropped as he looked at her incredulously. “What do you mean by ‘now’ and ‘then’, exactly?”


  That emotionless smile returned to her face. “I mean being able to look at future events before they have happened.”


  It took a moment for the Rabbit to catch on. “You’re not talking about sonar… you’re talking about seeing into the future. That’s two entirely different things.”


  The smile, for a split second turned much more genuine then, fleetingly, disappeared as quickly as it had happened. “Unless you were to learn that it isn’t.”


  They had both agreed to limit physical exertion to assure that their oxygen would last as long as possible but the Rabbit sat up so he could make a declaration. “You mean… all of this… everything that’s going on… what’s happened to me, and… those… those THINGS—”


  “Phantoms.”


  Sean’s other ear dropped. “What’s going on… and those PHANTOMS… that all somehow has something to do with seeing into the future?”


  She dropped another pebble into the pool. “Yes.”


  He scoffed. “I guess God doesn’t like the idea of people seeing the future if something like this is happening just because someone took a sneak peek.”


  His humor was either ignored or went unnoticed by the Voljoi, who dropped another stone into the pool. “This has nothing to do with God or any other real-or-imagined being, Sean… this is about the side effect of what can best be described as Chrono-Dimensional Sonar.”


  The Rabbit leveled his gaze at the Voljoi. “Sonar stands for Sound Navigation And Ranging, Doctor Nida… I don’t think sound is able to identify or measure time.”


  She looked down at the puddle as she dropped in another rock. “You are, once again, being far too literal.”


  He frowned. “Then why don’t you try explaining it so I can understand without metaphor?”


  The Voljoi woman looked up, still unwilling to relent in her depositing of pebbles into the pool. “Consider time as we see it to be the surface of the water. Although all we ever see is what floats at the point between gas and liquid, there is actually a great amount of depth beneath. Among the people of Sol III, this is what has often been hypothesized as different ‘dimensions’— identical or near-identical realities that take up the exact same position within time.”


  It was a stretch for Sean to grasp since his mind had always been far more analytical in nature than what was required to study the fuzzy pseudo-science of alternate dimensions. His ears raised again. “So… we’re talking about the other lives I remember?”


  She deposited another pebble into the pool. “That is correct.”


  Sean leaned back against the cave wall. “Then what exactly does that have to do with your ‘time sonar’?”


  Nida carefully plunked down yet another small rock into the pool. “To create the ripple on the surface of the water you must drop in a stone.”


  “Okay… and?”


  The Voljoi gazed straight at him, black eyes managing an almost bored look to them. “The stone does not stay on the top of the water.”


  It was an obvious comment and he was half way through a condescending response before he chose one far more factual. “It’s heavier than the water… of course it— it goes to the bottom of the pool of water.”


  Nida’s half-hearted smile returned. “What I mean to say is that, from the surface to the bottom it passes through all layers of water. In the example of what you said was a poorly named ‘Chrono-Dimensional Sonar’, the event of dropping a rock into a pool of water would then be felt by all versions of reality sharing that space in the pond or, more specifically, all realities occupying the same stretch of time.”


  The Rabbit recalled feeling as though he had been at the cusp of understanding at that point and his next question helped bring things into focus. “So… you’re saying that all of this started because someone figured out how to take a metaphorical rock and drop it into a metaphorical pond so they could see into the future?”


  The Voljoi gave a simple, succinct nod. “That is a very basic way of explaining things but I believe you can comprehend my meaning, yes.”


  Sean leveled his gaze at the woman. “And how do you know all of this?”


  Her disingenuous smile disappeared as she leveled her blank gaze at him. “Because I was on the research team that created the method used.”


  It took some time for the Rabbit to come to grips with what the Voljoi was saying; in his previous life they had been aliens and had all but destroyed Mars when their ship crash landed. Of course, that HAD been a lifetime ago and, even though he realized it was not as far back as it felt there was a strange amount of overlap in his memory… like two see-through sheets of paper being placed atop one another… or, as she put it, different depths of water occupying the same spot in a puddle— apparently one that had been disrupted by a dropped stone.


  That left many questions still unanswered but he brought up the first one his mind pulled to the front. “So… what about those ‘Phantom’ things?”


  Nida deposited one more pebble into the puddle and, suddenly, it failed to sink; the rock was suspended on the surface by the small pile she had dropped there. “Eventually only so many stones can be in one place… and at that point something must give.”


  The answer almost seemed out of left-field and if there was one thing Sean had learned about the Voljoi was that she never bothered explaining herself unless prompted. “So, you’re saying the Phantoms are the equivalent of too many stones being dropped?”


  The woman moved back from the pool. “Stepping away from the metaphor, you must understand that we did not fully comprehend the complexity of what we were attempting to accomplish. Yes, creating a Chrono-Dimensional ‘Sonar’ is in itself a very advanced technique but this method was meant to MEASURE… not affect. The waves we had actively broadcast through the space between alternate versions of reality were meant to bounce off of the boundary between existences, creating a ping that would help us see perhaps a handful of seconds into the future.”


  The Rabbit raised an eyebrow and his ears. “Things didn’t go as planned?”


  Nida shrugged. “It was a preliminary test… a trial run. We had no way of knowing that the boundaries are as permeable as they are.”


  Sean had made a jump of logic. “So… those Phantoms… they’re from the place between alternate realities?”


  The Voljoi offered up the closest thing he had ever seen as an embarrassed expression. “Perhaps microscopic bubbles that followed the stones into the water… or perhaps the stones themselves. The Phantoms exist in a reality between our own where heat, rather than matter is the prime form of energy for creating living beings.”


  There was a long break in discussion after that as the Rabbit tried to wrap his brain around everything she had said. When he finally thought of something it was rather straight forward. “So… now what?”


  She looked across to him in their small subterranean world where the emergency lantern he carried had been their only source of light. “We bide our time… try to survive as many of these ripples— these Echoes as we can until we have a chance to get back to where everything began.”


  The Rabbit was astounded at how simple she made it sound. “You mean… back to the world at the surface of the pool?”


  Nida laughed— it almost sounded genuine, “No, Sean. Y-0 was where everything began but the reality itself is unimportant… we need to return to the physical location of the transmitter.”


  “You mean the place where you sent the signal originally? Wouldn’t that only be on the reality where you started? That ‘Y-0’ you’re always talking about?”


  She shook her head. “No… when you create something that can touch different existences then it appears in all of them. This is one case where time and dimension do not matter because the broadcast spire passes through all of them at a central nexus… in this case, the commonality is location.”


  At that point Sean was completely lost. “So… if we’re talking about dimensions then we’re talking about time and space… so what’s left?’


  The Voljoi leveled her gaze at him. “Space, obviously. The spire takes up the same physical location in every ripple of reality… every Echo.”


  He still felt lost albeit a little less so; at least he understood that they had to get somewhere. “So… where is it we’re trying to go?”


  That thought pulled him back to the present, along with the question Helio was asking… coincidentally similar in nature and with the same answer. “What WAS the coordinates where this started?”


  The Rabbit continued walking the abandoned halls of the space station as he addressed Captain Alvarez. “23-17.”


  Helio was very quick on the uptake. “Twenty three seventeen? That is the galactic coordinates of the Sigma System.”


  Dr Parker nodded. “Correct. We have reason to believe that THIS station, Sigma-Echo, may be the key to getting rid of the Phantoms and stopping all of this.”


  The Captain was not privy to all specifics so his question was not unexpected. “How does this station hold the key to defeating ‘os Fantasmas’?”


  The Rabbit shook his head. “I’m sorry, Helio but I can’t discuss that.”


  Captain Alvarez was about to object but Lt. Henshaw interrupted them both. “Doc… we got one of em up ahead.”


  George had been with Sean during the last Echo where they had been stationed planet side on an outpost called Farlight. It was several systems closer to the center of the galaxy; far enough away that Sean knew they wouldn’t have a chance at the Sigma system, but it had given him hope that they were getting closer and the current Echo confirmed it. The Rabbit hadn’t known at the time that George was going to survive but, out of all of the VAC forces he’d worked with in that Echo Sean was glad that it was the Giraffe.


  Dr. Parker held up a finger to the Captain to silence him as he pulled out a modified life support cell. “Just one Phantom?”


  The Giraffe nodded. “Just one.”


  The Rabbit motioned everyone back and twisted the device open. Stepping to the front of the group he pressed a button on the side right around the same time as the Phantom took notice of them. Sean set the cylindrical metal tube down on the ground and moved back toward everyone else then pulled out his PCD and pressed the button to activate it.


  A huge glow burned fiercely from the open cell as the atmospheric scrubber inside was bombarded by intense heat. The Phantom, as expected, was attracted to it immediately and, in a flash, disappeared inside. Sean pressed the button on his PCD and the cell closed. Helio was the first to speak as the illumination in the hall returned to normal. “You… trapped it?”


  Sean nodded, stowing his PCD. “It isn’t a permanent fix but it should take about an hour before they escape.”


  The Captain looked at him incredulously. “They?”


  The Rabbit shrugged. “Like I said: it isn’t a permanent fix. I just fed it so we’ll have two to deal with if we have to come back this way.”


  Aaron, who was standing beside the Captain was very straight forward with his question. “How many more of those do you have?”


  Unwilling to waste time Sean continued down the hall, speaking over his shoulder. “Five… so we need to make them count.”


  Dmitri was near the back of the group with Asteriscos but, like everyone else he’d had a clear enough view to see the effectiveness of the scrubber trap. “Can we make more?”


  Sean didn’t even slow, forcing everyone to walk after him. “We could but it would take time and I don’t know how much of that we have until Sigma-Echo passes the tipping point.”


  Helio hustled so he could walk beside the Rabbit. “Tipping point?”


  Dr. Parker nodded. “Every time someone on board this station is killed by a Phantom the number of people left alive goes down by one and the number of Phantoms goes up by one. At some point there will be more Phantoms on this station than living people… and at that point there will be more predators than prey.”


  George spoke up from behind them. “Any idea how much time that is?”


  The Rabbit shook his head. “I didn’t start counting how long the Echoes lasted after the first Phantoms showed until two times ago. My best guess is we have maybe four hours… at most.”


  Helio frowned. “So… we need to find your Voljoi contact before then?”


  Sean said the words he realized nobody wanted to hear. “I don’t know what we need to do.”


  As anticipated the lack of reassurance was not well received. The Captain was the first to object. “We are going into a DRC installation full of these things without even knowing what we have to do?!?!”


  The Rabbit nodded calmly. “This is no worse than the last times.”


  Helio had apparently reached HIS tipping point. “This is my FIRST time! From what you’ve said this may be my ONLY time… and now you are telling me we do not even have a plan?”


  Sean nodded. “I told you there were questions you would not want to have answered… that happens to have been one of them.”


  Captain Alvarez was almost yelling. “Then I am giving my life for what?!”


  Dr Parker let out a sigh. “That is probably another question you would not like the answer to, Helio… I suppose I can’t ask you to just trust me?”


  “WHY, Sean?!?”


  The Rabbit came to a stop and turned to address the near hysterical Human. “For a CHANCE at fixing this… or at least collecting enough information that we can succeed the next time we get to this point.”


  Helio just stared at him, shock and surprise on his face. It wasn’t until Sean saw the blackening ring appear on Captain Alvarez’s chest that the Rabbit realized that suddenly something more than distrust and fear had gotten into the man. George was the first to shout a direction, and despite the fact that it was in English it needed no translation. “MOVE! NOW!!!”


  Chapter 33: Things Change


  Kamrn stared at the closed door; through it he had just lost two more members of his party. Sgt. Gunner he could understand but the Fox, Henry Worthington… it just seemed a waste. Several members of the remaining group murmured their feelings of loss and the Gorumn was inclined to agree.


  A more pressing concern gained the Sergeant’s attention when the Donkey Engineer fidgeted; the discussion he was sharing with Jeremiah gained volume when his objection came out with the hint of a bray to it. “It’s just not a good idea!”


  The Pointer put a paw on the Donkey’s shoulder. “Relax. They’re several floors below us an’ we’re heading back t’ th’ Executive Deck… we’ll be safer there, Alton.”


  Tirzsark butted in. “Yeah, Burger… relax. You saw those things— they go for the easy targets first.”


  The Engineer fidgeted. “Well there are lots more people down there.”


  Helen shrugged, adding in her opinion. “Better them than us.”


  The comment caused the Donkey to frown. “I never really liked the ‘us or them’ argument, miss.”


  Jocelyn was also quick to weigh in. “Exactly. This is an emergency situation and it’s our job to help where we can.”


  The female Programmer glanced right back. “Then you two are welcome to go join them.”


  Lewis shot her a look. “Helen… that’s not helping.”


  She returned the glare. “Well neither is his pity party. The fact of the matter is that we’re alive and we just need to focus on that.”


  Engineer Alton pointedly ignored the two as he looked back to Jeremiah. “That’s not all I’m worried about… I don’t think the elevator was the best choice.”


  That comment caught Kamrn’s interest and he slid past Dr. Cortez who was inspecting his supplies in the middle of the lift. The Gorumn interjected himself into the conversation. “Why?”


  The Donkey’s long ears lowered slightly when Kamrmn spoke up. “Why what, sir?”


  Kamrn made the effort to use the right collection of facial muscles to make it look like he wasn’t scowling; he recalled that a lot of other races didn’t like Gorumn casual expressions. He made an active attempt to aim for inquisitive. “Why wasn’t using the lift the best choice? Trams were down and the walkways between decks would take hours.”


  Either the Engineer was naturally flighty or Kamrn hadn’t succeeded very well. “Uh… because… they… er— the elevators… they’re heat sensitive.”


  Jeremiah patted the Donkey’s shoulder again. “All th’ more reason we wanted t’ get on one before those things, Alton.”


  The Engineer shook his head. “That’s not what I mean. The sensor mechanisms respond to ambient heat, which means if those creatures get close enough to the operating system the emergency backup control might—”


  All discussions in the lift went silent the moment the movement stopped. Tirzsark leaned against the wall with a sigh. “Might bring our escape to a screeching halt?”


  The Donkey pulled open a panel on the wall and keyed in a command after plugging his PCD into it. His ears wilted. “Emergency lock down.”


  The Cytkus whuffed in several breaths. “Does anyone else smell scorched metal? Burger… you think it’s those things?”


  Nodding, the Engineer continued punching away at the console. “Yeah… this transit shaft goes one way— it’s those things.”


  Helen pushed her way through the rest of the group without really having anywhere to go. “Are they coming this way? They’re following us, aren’t they?”


  Jocelyn reached out a hand to intercept the female programmer. “Relax. Please. Getting worked up isn’t going to hel—”


  The other woman pushed the arm away. “We need to get out of here. Come on! There has to be some way to—”


  Dr. Cortez silenced Helen with a light backhand from one paw. “Get a grip or you’ll get us all killed, woman.”


  Kamrn pulled the Cat away from the Human. “Thank you, Doctor— and that’s enough.”


  Helen’s hand went up to the side of her face and she turned on Victor with a vengeance. “You FUCKER! I’ll—”


  The Gorumn interposed himself even as Jocelyn worked to restrain the woman from attacking the Cat. “This is NOT helping. If you do not calm down I will have to render you unconscious… and that goes for everyone.”


  Lewis spoke up from off to the side, still lingering in the corner of the lift. “Uh… Sergeant? Didn’t you lose your stun baton back at the Central Hub?”


  Not particularly interested in handling the details, Kamrn glanced back to the programmer and created a dent in the wall with his fist. “I do not need it.”


  The next two minutes were blissfully silent with the only discussion going on being Jeremiah, Kyle, and Alton. Between the three of them they began to formulate a plan. In the end it was the Pointer who decided to put the plan into motion. “Sergeant… can ya help me get th’ door open?”


  The Gorumn did just that but even with the two of them prying at it they remained securely closed. Jocelyn was just moving to help them when Alton looked up from his data pad and his ears raised. “They’re magnetically sealed… you have to override the security backup first.”


  A moment later, after Burger turned the magnetic lock off the doors finally parted to their combined force. Jeremiah glanced into the darkness before pulling out his PCD and activating the directional light beam. Checking out all directions with his own, Kamrn realized that the lift had stopped between levels; the closest deck was almost twelve feet above them. The Pointer shook his head, “Well THAT doesn’t help much.”


  Dr. Cortez glanced past them and pointed. “Right there.”


  Kamrn looked to the Cat then followed his extended index finger to a ladder. The Gorumn shook his head. “Too far away… if someone missed that jump—”


  Helen spoke up from behind him. “It’s better than waiting here for those THINGS to get us.”


  Lewis, for once had pulled himself away from the wall and stood next to the woman. “I agree… we should try SOMETHING, right?”


  Victor spoke bluntly to the two of them. “Okay… so which of you wants to go first then?”


  Technician LaGriss interjected. “I will.”


  All eyes went to him where he stood next to Sherman; he was affixing a length of braided cord around his waist. From his place at the door Kamrn looked over everyone at the Human. “Are you sure?”


  Kyle nodded, tugging on the strap. “Sherman’s going to hold onto this tether. Besides, there’s probably an override code needed to get that door open. Once I get there I’ll tie this end off and you guys can secure the one Sherman’s holding… it’ll be a lot safer for everyone who comes after me.”


  Sherman didn’t seem convinced, but he held the other end of the cord regardless. “But it’s not safe for you, Boone.”


  The Human smiled at the Bull and kissed the back of the Gen’s hand. “I’ll be fine, Sherman… you’re keeping me safe.”


  Lewis weight from foot to foot impatiently. “Fine… whatever. Let’s just get moving, alright? Those things should be here any minute.”


  Burger, still at the lift console shook his head. “No… it’ll take them a few minutes— the elevator’s top speed from deck-to-deck gave us a good head start.”


  Helen shot the Engineer a dirty look. “Well how about YOU wait around to find out? I know I don’t want to.”


  Kyle and Sherman exchanged a few words and then both moved to the open doorway. Kamrn took a step back as the Human glanced to the ladder. “It’s not that far… you ready, Sherman?”


  The Bull nodded and leaned down to the Engineer. Kyle placed a kiss on the Gen’s muzzle and, as Sherman stood he picked him up. With a simple, almost effortless heave the Bull sent the Human through the air with just enough force to get him to the ladder. Engineer LaGriss landed against the wall and scampered to get handholds and footholds. He slid down several rungs before me gained purchase and a collective sigh of relief filled the lift; it was short lived for Kamrn however as he caught scent of the scorched metal Tirzsark had mentioned.


  Kyle wasted no time climbing up to the double doors. Holding onto the ladder with one hand he managed to open what Kamrn assumed was the maintenance console and got to work. Turning at the sound of movement behind him, the Gorumn saw Helen tying off Sherman’s end of the lead around her waist. Kamrn’s gaze was enough to get her to explain herself. “When he gets the door open I’ll follow him up and we can tie off the cord and throw it down.”


  Jeremiah shook his head. “He can do that by himself, Miss… there’s no reason for you t’ go up after him.”


  She shot the Dog a dirty look. “We’re in the Executive Deck now… I know it and I have access codes. I’m going up after him.”


  Dr. Cortez took a step toward the Human woman but Kamrn intercepted him, unwilling to waste time in arguments. “Fine. It’s fine.”


  The Cat had several choice words to speak under his breath but he didn’t press the issue. Instead he gathered up his supplies. The Gorumn watched the Doctor just in case until the confirmation chime of opening lift doors signaled that Technician LaGriss had been successful. Kamrn called up to him, “We’re sending Helen after you. Let us know when you’ve tied off the lead.”


  A moment passed before the reply came. “Alright! It’s secure.”


  As Helen passed him, Kamrn grabbed her by the arm. “Once you’re up there check to make sure the way is clear.”


  She nodded mutely and quickly moved to the open doors. Helen paused, glancing down at the tremendous drop beneath her then squirmed and shrieked as Sherman picked her up. He gave her a light shake. “Stop.”


  It took a moment before she complied but, once she did, the Bull counted off to three and then tossed her to the ladder; again his aim was perfect. She latched onto it much more cleanly than the Engineer had and quickly scampered up to join Kyle at the landing above them. She untied herself. “Alright… Lewis… you’re next!”


  Dr. Cortez pushed past the Human male. “Fuck that— I’m a doctor and I know the Executive Deck too. I’m next.”


  Sherman snorted. “So does Overseer Schultz.”


  Several eyes glanced to the Bull and Jocelyn interceded. “I’m not an overseer anymore, Sherman… and I’m fine staying and helping here.”


  Jeremiah sighed. “Come on, we’ll all get up there— let’s not waste time arguin’.”


  Helen dangled the cord. “Exactly. No arguing— Lewis is next.”


  Victor muttered under his breath. “… eight ways, lady… eight ways— don’t even need a scalpel…”


  That transfer went smoothy as well; with Sherman’s aid Lewis made it safely to the ladder and climbed up to join Helen. Kyle tossed the lead back down and Kamrn was securing the cord around Dr. Cortez’s waist when he heard the Technician’s call from above. “Hey! Wait, guys! We need to stick together!”


  Jocelyn called up toward him. “Boone? What’s going on?”


  Technician LaGriss called back down. “They just ran off…”


  Victor motioned to Sherman as he declared. “Leave em… if they don’t know how to be team players then let them do their own thing.”


  Other than Burger’s ears falling once again nobody else seemed to object and Sherman launched the Cat across the gap to the ladder; Victor landed on it with poise and grace, barely pausing before making his way up to the doors. In record time he joined the others and had just tossed the end of the cord back down when a shout of warning came from down the hall.


  Kamrn looked up toward the hall-bound party. “What was that?”


  Dr. Cortez did not wait to answer, rather he simply sprang off of the landing and impacted against the top of the lift. He shouted frantically down at the party still inside. “Those things are in the hallway!”


  Tirzsark grabbed the cord next and pulled it taut. “Gimme some help, Sherman.”


  The gears were obviously working in the Bull’s head until he realized what the Cytkus had in mind. The two of them braced themselves, securing the angle of the cord. Kamrn was already aware of what they had planned. He turned and shouted up at Technician LaGriss in the hall. “Back down here!”


  Kyle objected. “We’ll just be trapped in the shaft!”


  Dr. Cortez yelled from his position on the top. “Can’t you seal the doors?”


  The Technician shook his head. “They just burn through them… remember?”


  Suddenly Alton fell away from the console as several sparks shot out of it. The lift hummed and dropped a half inch causing everyone to let out a cry of alarm. When it settled the Donkey sat up. “I… uh… overrode the security lock down.”


  Kamrn wasted no time. “Down the rope or onto the top. Come on!”


  Kyle glanced over his shoulder down the hall. “What about those two?”


  Victor’s comment from the roof was crystal clear and emotionless. “Like she said… better them than us.”


  The Human lingered at the door for many long moments before Sherman called plaintively. “Boone… please.”


  Sighing, Kyle responded and made his way down the ad hoc ‘zip line’, caught in the Bull’s arms. The doors closed and the lift continued upward. Kamrn shook his head; almost half of the civilians in his care had died in a matter of minutes— he didn’t much like the sour taste of failure. He knew something would have to give eventually but for the time being he resolved to not accept any more deaths. That, unfortunately, was something he didn’t have much control over… as he was soon to discover.


  * * * * * *


  Thelift let them off on the lowest level of the Executive Deck; it wasn’t ideal but it was serviceable… especially considering a security lockdown prevented any further travel toward the upper levels closer to the Bridge. Kamrn led the party out of the elevator and Dr. Cortez remained just behind him. Next went Jeremiah and Burger along with Kyle; Sherman followed along right beside the Human. Apparently the Executive Deck was safe from Phantoms, but the Bull was not about to bet his life on it… or Boone’s.


  Although the rest of the group had no prior experience with the Phantoms, Sherman was not quite as handicapped. He still wasn’t completely sure of how it happened but he had just as much memory of what felt like a ‘past life’ as he had of the one he was living. Granted, the prior memories only extended as far back as when he’d arrived at the Farlight outpost but they continued right up until he hadn’t died. Everything before Farlight was still there… it just felt more like a summary than any real memory.


  It was hard to understand and even more difficult if he were try to explain it but there was a ‘ghost image’ of previous experiences he’d had that included living and working as a laborer on the Farlight research station. Despite everything being so similar there were a number of distinct differences— such as Humans not existing there and having no interaction with the Voljoi or Gorumn. Back in his previous life the entire Geniticon species thought itself alone in the universe… but they were apparently very wrong.


  It started with the discovery of an alien installation beneath the surface of the planet and, from there, developed into an arms race between the DRC and the VAC to try and collect as much understanding (and technology) as they could. At some point a dig team uncovered an alien held in some kind of torpor and actually awakened him. Sherman now understood that the alien was in fact a Voljoi, who, as a race had purposefully chosen to avoid Geneticons after they took over the Earth and eradicated humanity.


  In less than a week the Voljoi had failed repeated times to warn the outpost of an impending disaster but with so many other questions more important to the faculty the warnings were completely ignored; from the little Sherman had heard about the alien he was supposedly a ‘guest’ but treated more like a test subject. The Bull remembered sighing when the memories had poured back into him; if the DRC in his other life was as evil as the one he knew in his present life it hardly surprised him.


  The strange influx of memories had been a frightening and paralyzing event; it had taken days for him to come to grips with what his brain fought to understand but it didn’t all make sense until a VAC recruiter pulled him from prison. His recruiter knew him as Clinton Paisley too and, although all the Bull had ever known of him was his voice, that was familiar enough that he put two-and-two together. That man, a Rabbit named Dr. Sean Parker… and he knew what the Bull was going through because he’d experienced it before… more than once.


  The Sean in the previous reality had been a highly placed VAC technology director who had contacted the survivors of the initial Phantom attack on the DRC base; he had helped direct them to safety. Clinton hadn’t known then the Rabbit was helping them but, as the Bull started putting the pieces together he began to understand: those who were stuck in the repeat loop of fighting against the influx of Phantoms in the different Echoes needed help… and the only way to do that was to get more survivors because only those who survived the Phantom attacks would remember what had happened when that knowledge transferred to the new realities.


  Clinton was not a stupid Bull but he also wasn’t well versed in alternate reality theories, quantum physics, or any other number of things Dr. Parker had mentioned while he was being briefed for his transport to Sigma-Echo. The fact that the Rabbit had regained his memories almost a month before Clinton had ended up leaving the Bull even more confused but apparently Dr. Parker was convinced that he knew where the next Phantom attack would be… and how to stop it.


  Based on the fact that the Bull was stuck on a locked-down space station about to be vented into space he realized that the Rabbit’s calculations had apparently been off; had Dr. Parker been correct then the Phantoms never should have even shown. Then again, Clinton realized, the plan had been good but it was the Rabbit’s target that had been wrong— it wasn’t the Apercu that unleashed the creatures. Whatever item he’d recovered from Dr. Ibrin N’Losk hadn’t been responsible… it was something else.


  The Bull clenched and unclenched his hands, mind idly wandering as Jeremiah and Burger attempted to convince ALVIN to undo the security lock down. Their explanation of a plan had gone over Clinton’s head during the first few sentences and from there he only became more and more lost but apparently whatever they were saying had the program’s attention.


  Sherman snorted when he thought back to Farlight; Alvin had a body back then— he was an automaton whose body had been created by a super genius and whose programming came to them from the desk of an elite technician. The strange thing was that the AI’s modulated voice sounded eerily like the one given to the Collie body of ALVIN back on Farlight.


  ALVIN’s silence finally ended as the Engineer and Technician’s explanation came to a close. “I understand your interest in making this plan work although I am unwilling to threaten the welfare of important members of the crew without a working proof of concept. This has been a failed attempt to halt the Phantom phenomenon from manifesting, thus we will require as many individuals as possible to survive for the next attempt.”


  It was a true enough statement based on what Sherman’s limited experience told him but the more primal self-preservation portion of his mind told him that he didn’t want to die… even if he HAD volunteered. Thankfully, Jeremiah had a response for the program. “Atmo scrubbers!”


  There was a pause from ALVIN before it asked “Was that meant as an explicative, or were you suggesting—”


  Burger’s ears stuck straight up. “Yes! Atmospheric Scrubber Cartridges! THAT is the proof of concept!”


  There was another pause from the program. “Unfortunately that is not a solution. After computing all known variables that will not serve as permanent containment.”


  Jeremiah’s whiskers rose slightly as he cracked a wry grin. “Not FOREVER, no… but didn’t yoa say ya only need t’ hold em off for a little while?”


  “Correct. Long enough that the Transitive Wave can pass from this Echo to the next.”


  Next to Sherman Kyle sat up, fidgeting. “Transitive Wave? Echo? What is all of this, exactly? I don’t want to escape those things just so I can suffocate on a derelict space station.”


  The Bull gave the Human’s hand a gentle squeeze. “ALVIN’s looking at the big picture, Boone. He says the station is doomed but we don’t have to be.’


  The program gave a faint laugh. “A very simplistic way to look at it, but correct nevertheless, Mr. Paisley, thank you.”


  Kamrn grunted his single word inquiry. “Paisley?”


  Sherman didn’t bother explaining and nobody else asked. A gentle, reassuring hand on his from Overseer Schultz actually made the Bull even less comfortable but he said nothing.


  Dr. Cortez was pacing, exactly as he had been doing since finding out that they were trapped. “I don’t like ‘simple ways of looking at it’ and I don’t like ‘big pictures’… I like the idea of living to see tomorrow.”


  ALVIN was very quick to address the Cat. “I apologize Victor but your chances of survival in the more commonly accepted, mundane, immediate sense are not worth estimating… although it may bring you no comfort I can assure you that the Transitive Wave will at least help retain your consciousness of this event into a different version of you in another Echo, thereby increasing his chances of survival.”


  Kamrn cleared his throat. “So… you’re saying we’re dead no matter what.”


  “That is not entirely correct, but I can understand how you have come to that conclusion. In actuality your condition would rely wholly or in part on quantum mechanics and the general interpretation of Schrodinger.”


  Tirzsark’s double eyelids blinked independently. “Um… bless you?”


  Alvin laughed lightly. “I appreciate that humor… thank you First Class Gunner Tirzsark. No— I refer to the Schrodinger’s Cat paradox, also known as the Copenhagen Interpretation. A quantum system remains in flux until it is interacted with or observed by the external world… at which point the superposition collapses into one or another of the possible definite states.”


  Although that explanation went right over Sherman’s horns Boone seemed to pick up on it immediately. “So you’re saying as long as our memories survive it doesn’t really matter what happens to us?”


  “That is a self-depreciating way to look at the value of your existence but it is accurate at the most fundamental level, yes.”


  Dr. Cortez’s fur stood on end as he hissed. “YOU’RE the one depreciating our lives by suggesting that only our memories matter!”


  Alvin didn’t pause for even a moment before answering. “Many argue that an individual is nothing more than the collection of the memories that make up their existence.”


  The Cat’s ears lowered and his eyes narrowed. “Well I’d like to keep making more memories if it’s all the same.”


  “Sadly, it is not all the same.”


  Jeremiah stepped over to the speaker. “Alvin… is th’ atmo scrubber enough of a proof of concept for you that this plan could work?”


  Tirzsark flicked the tip of his tail as he regarded the Pointer and Donkey. “What exactly IS the plan? I only understood like, four words.”


  Jocelyn interjected. “Atmospheric Scrubber Cartridges are used in a life support system to turn CO2 into Oxygen.”


  Burger’s ears went up, then down, but Boone stood up and moved to the Cytkus. “Right… and, using them we might have a way to trap them.”


  The Donkey flicked an ear. “Temporarily.”


  Jeremiah nodded. “Long enough.”


  ALVIN issued a ‘throat clearing’ noise to gain everyone’s attention, “Yes. Considering all variables as well as estimate times for the exact arrival of the Transitive Wave your proposition increases survival percentage of the station to nearly 10%. Do you have a proposition on how to obtain the necessary materials or where they may be located?”


  Dr. Cortez’s demeanor immediately changed to something more positive. “He said yes? Excellent. What do we need and where can we get it?”


  Jeremiah’s and Burgers’ ears drooped simultaneously; it was the Dog that stated “It’s all near Agroponics.”


  Victor scowled. “That’s a LONG ways away.”


  ALVIN’s cheery response was noteworthy. “I can have a Voljoi crewman retrieve it. Please excuse me please.”


  Everyone was quiet after the muted ‘click’ of the speaker turning off and that silence prevailed for several seconds until Tirzsark offered. “Well… I’d say that’s promising.”


  A moment later the Cytkus was on the ground dead, two glowing eels emerging from his chest. Everything had seemed to have been going so smoothly but the last piece of rational thought that ran through the Bull’s mind was grabbing hold of Boone’s wrist before shouting “RUN!”


  Chapter 34: Bugg3d Pr0gr4m


  ALVIN understood why organic beings became illogical when fear was introduced into an equation; even the most basic Artificial Personality Programs were able to comprehend how quickly a linear thought process could be led astray when a thinker was subjected to clear and present danger. What ALVIN truly found interesting however was when someone was capable of getting past that design flaw and actually transcend fear. The program, in fact, found it inspiring.


  While his initial plan of action was sound and stood a good chance of improving the overall number and quality of survivors ALVIN did have a soft spot for the optimistic proposition of slowing down the Phantoms by temporarily capturing the front runners in scrubber cells. It was ingenious and creative… and made ALVIN think of the saying coined by a Human of the 19th Century, Benjamin Franklin “Necessity is the mother of invention.’… which was true enough… but, the program reasoned, the threat of imminent death was certainly a very useful catalyst.


  Unlike the numerous groups of organic intelligence meandering about the station ALVIN did not have the problem of limited communication; thanks to the foresight of his deceased creator and the helpful inclusion of numerous non-standard broadcasting devices the program was able to monitor multiple parts of the station and communicate with many of its inhabitants. That trait came in particularly useful as he attempted to assist Engineer Fowler’s and Engineer Alton’s plan get put into motion.


  Despite his limited bandwidth and processing capabilities due to the ad hoc communication web, ALVIN was still able to maintain contact with J’vil, the Voljoi down in Agroponics. Sadly, J’vil was not particularly compliant, “Explain to me again why I need to run this errand when there is a big threat to my survival?”


  The program pressed forward despite the resistance. “Those attempting to fight off the Phantoms do not understand how they fit into the Law of Conservation of Mass. Matter and ENERGY cannot be destroyed.”


  J’vil was much more willing to listen and, as expected he picked up on it right away. “So… you are saying we can’t kill them because they are beings of energy and as long as that energy is present, so are the Phantoms. You cannot destroy the energy so you cannot destroy the Phantoms.”


  “That is correct.”


  Despite J’vil’s misgivings and argumentative nature, the Voljoi took the correct turn as he headed off toward the Life Support center. “I still cannot comprehend how these creatures are killing people and making more of themselves.”


  The AI wasn’t about to leave the comment unanswered. “Sentient races spent millennia of existence not understanding the miracle of reproduction among organic, carbon-based life forms… it would hardly be considered unexpected to not have the answer in the case of reproduction among plasmatic, energy-based life forms.”


  The Voljoi took the next indicated turn. “Although that explains the phenomenon it does not make me feel any better.”


  “I apologize that I could not reduce your concerns in that regard, Dr J’vil… but, rest assured, all initial data indicates that collecting the scrubber cells will greatly increase your likelihood of survival whether you understand how the Phantoms reproduce or not.”


  J’vil let out a steadying breath as he began looking over the life support machinery. “Trapping them in a scrubbing cell makes sense in that case… that is really all I need to know.”


  The comment would have brought a smile to ALVIN’S face if he’d had one. “A pragmatic approach in this case does seem to be quite suitable.”


  The Voljoi took a turn down the last hall before the engineering storage, “So… explain again how this trap will work. I understand the heat resistance inherent within scrubber cells but how will the Phantoms be drawn into them?”


  ALVIN was pleased that the Voljoi had no trouble understanding the basic framework of the plan. “Correct, J’vil. With only slight modification the scrubbers can be activated with the safety valve in an open position. The resulting expulsion of heat will attract a Phantom and the back-up valve will automatically trip due to the extreme ambient heat they exude, trapping them inside for a time.”


  J’vil stopped in his tracks and brought his PCD up to stare at as he addressed ALVIN. “For a time?”


  The program used his avatar to nod. “Correct. Once the Phantom successfully reproduces from the heat the cell burns out and the Phantoms will escape.”


  The Voljoi frowned, obviously understanding after only a moment’s thought. “Heat absorbent and fire retardant… they aren’t IMMUNE to heat… just inefficient at being heated… you are talking about sublimation… they have enough energy to turn the scrubber bars directly from a solid to a gas?”


  ALVIN clarified, “They will, in fact, enact a full enthalpy of the system— once the heat shielding of the scrubber cell is overcome it will immediately be altered into a plasma state.”


  Je’vil stood still, a scrubber in his hand. “That could result in it burning right through the hull, ALVIN.”


  The program didn’t hesitate. “It will be more effective than thermite, if not for the fact that the Phantoms will be present to absorb that heat as well.”


  “Won’t that make them multiply again?”


  The graphical representation of ALVIN’s face smiled on J’vil’s PCD. “Correct.”


  The Voljoi indicated his dislike of the answer by putting the scrubbers back on the shelf. “That does not actually help us, ALVIN.”


  The program was not disheartened, having anticipated that response. “Although I appreciate the viewpoint with which you view what helps and what does not, I am afraid I must encourage you to see things my way. I am confident that slowing the advance of Phantoms will be well worth the ultimate rapid expansion of their population. Simulations indicate that delaying their spread will enable us to save as many experienced personnel as possible.”


  “Save? As in, there is a rescue coming?”


  ALVIN didn’t really have time to explain so he kept things simple. “In a manner of speaking, yes. Anyone who survives the next fifty two minutes will—”


  The Program fell silent as J’vil shouted a warning. “PHANTOM!”

  ALVIN monitored the Voljoi’s reaction, observing the way he froze in terror; it was a most unpleasant performance, but he quickly found something else to occupy his processing power, “J’vil, please unwrap a cell and insert it into a diagnostics port.”


  The request went unnoticed as J’vil snapped out of it and hurled the cell into the Phantom. While matter didn’t cause much of a reaction to the beings in any general way the insulated and heat-diffusing nature of the scrubber cell was enough to stun it briefly… a very interesting effect that the program stored for later analysis. In the time it took to process that difference, however, the Phantom had already recovered, and J’vil let out a tense rasp as the creature lashed out at him; the Voljoi was barely able to interpose another cell between himself and the Phantom resulting in recoiling again.


  The Program was unable to be courteous at that point and issued an attention-grabbing shock to J’vil from his PCD. “If you do not insert a scrubber cell into the diagnostic port now you will not survive.”


  The Voljoi somehow managed to comply and ALVIN quickly modified the diagnostic port assembly to suit his needs, rewriting internal code in the cell before sabotaging the safety protocols. The confirmation chime from the port gained J’vil’s attention as it opened. The Voljoi stared at it. “Now what?”


  ALVIN remained direct. “Throw it if you wish to live.”


  J’vil pulled the cell free and threw it where the Phantom lingered. The creature’s attention shifted immediately from the Voljoi to the cell when it started humming. The atmospheric scanners in the room indicated that a scent of seared metal would probably be filling the air but the Program was much more interested in the way the Phantom practically tied itself in a not as it sought to enter the cell. In the end it did… and the container snapped shut.


  The Voljoi let out a deep breath. “It worked.”


  ALVIN would have been happier if it made that much of a difference; after running a scan and identifying at least a dozen Phantom heat signatures he realized saving J’vil was a lost cause. “Indeed. Thank you for your assistance in the trial run, Dr. J’vil… I am pleased to know that it would have been a success.”


  The Voljoi looked down at his PCD. “Would have been?”


  The Program was not disheartened or disgusted by death but he disconnected communication with the doomed Voljoi regardless; he really wasn’t interested in gathering more data in that regard. With barely a millisecond of processing, the AI focused elsewhere.


  ALVIN had not been programmed to gamble and neither had he made it a point to rewrite that portion of his logic code but the possible gain of attempting to create traps for the Phantoms seemed to outweigh the cost; sadly, that had turned out negatively due to the loss of the personnel best positioned to fetch the required items. What it DID do however was to confirm a possible tactic for use the next time.


  ’Next time’— the concept, for whatever reason really seemed to upset most of those with whom he had discussed it. Surely Nida Jorn understood the significance and accepted her place in the continually fluctuating battlefield; perhaps it was the experience of running through multiple lives that made the comprehension of death in a single dimension more palatable to organics… or perhaps it was just another one of those self-preservation instincts that really didn’t help much so late in the battle for Sigma-Echo.


  ALVIN really didn’t have the processing power to spare on considering the philosophical quandary of mortal existence… he still had to save as many of the experienced individuals aboard as possible. Although his survey was far from complete he counted twenty one individuals had survived the last Echo and had come through to face off against the Phantoms. Of those twenty one he estimated current fatalities at three. Of course, the fact that there were multiple iterations of Dmitri Vanestov made it difficult to tell if the Snow Leopard from the prior Echo was one of the three that were dead or among the three still living.


  There were many things the program didn’t know for certain but one thing he DID know was that his processes would continue to wander if he didn’t focus… and for that he decided he needed to go to the Bridge. The safeguards in place did little to stop ALVIN and, in fact, only slowed him down for a matter of three point five six seconds— they were good safeguards to accomplish that much. Regardless, he won out and his curiosity was given fuel.


  When he was able to begin accessing the Bridge systems he did so with a passive scan, monitoring what was going on and gaining as much information as he could. That was, of course, until he realized that the Captain’s private quarters were protected by a secondary security system separating it from the rest of the Bridge. Nida’s quarters obviously required a closer look… and that security system was much less forgiving: it took him point three nine seconds shy of one minute— high quality protection indeed.


  The program sifted through Nida’s records, finding her logs and notes to be far more complete than he had figured possible. Nida Jorn, ALVIN realized, must have spent the majority of her time recording everything she knew about the Phantoms since her consciousness merged with hers from the prior Echos. What made it even more interesting was that she had carefully cataloged what information she knew others knew… and it was scarcely half of her own knowledge. The notes further suggested that she was purposefully keeping information from the others. THAT was when he stumbled across something even more interesting.


  Doctor Nida Jorn, the first incarnation of the Voljoi woman who was now the Captain of the Station was, in fact, one of the head researchers on what roughly translated into “The Origin Project”… which all others had only ever referred to as “The Event”— the start of the Phantoms. She indicated that she knew there were possible side effects of actively altering reality with quantum mechanics but she and her team foraged ahead nevertheless. That was twenty two passings of the Transitive Wave prior.


  ALVIN realized that he didn’t have a lot of time to data mine but the information available to him was likely never to be found again… especially if Nida found out that someone discovered it. Continuing to sift through the files the Program was astounded at exactly how much information the Voljoi woman had not bothered to divulge… and was especially interested when he realized that ‘The Origin Project’ was eerily similar to the DRC’s ‘Yggdrasil Project’. But just HOW similar? ALVIN continued to search for that answer.


  The program realized that Sigma-Echo was actually built off of the same antenna that the Origin Project had used— in the current Echo the project had never actually been activated and all trace of it had been removed. Not only had Nida cross-referenced the plans themselves against the Sigma-Echo station blueprints but she had left some very clear notes including activation codes, security clearance… and a recording.


  “ALVIN… I have already determined that you are going to find these notes— assuredly you have already come to the conclusion that I left them here on purpose for you. If my calculations are correct then you will encounter this message approximately one half hour before I will require your assistance. Review the attached material regarding counter-resonance and be ready to activate the transmitter.”


  The program actually had to second-guess itself, recomputing what lay before him: Nida Jorn was planning to use Sigma Echo’s center mass to transmit an opposite Transitive Wave. He reviewed the notes she had presented in an attempt to figure out if such a thing would be successful… and that’s when he discovered yet another file detailing the prescience— the precognition effect that The Origin Project had attempted to create by measuring the waves of energy that bounced off of the alternate realities in what was referred to as the ‘sea of dimensions’. According to Nida’s notes the project was a success… and continued to be!


  ALVIN reviewed everything included in the files using precious seconds to make certain he had left nothing out. He did not know if Nida’s plan would be successful since he didn’t have enough information to run simulations of the canceling effect… but after reviewing her documentation the Program had an idea of how to find out. Activating the security device on Nida’s personal desk computer, ALVIN brought its camera to focus on her terrarium and he observed the plants. According to her notes the energy let loose by the Origin Project could be ‘read’ by someone who knew what to look for… and her notes had been VERY precise.


  It didn’t take long before ALVIN watched a faint twitch from an orchid leaf and the slight flittering of a grow lamp light. Understanding the signs provided by the Origin Project (and, undeniably, the Yggdrasil Project as well) was like trying to speak another language with the use of a written dictionary. It took time and, as ALVIN started working through it he realized that time was a commodity in short supply. Just as that realization hit however he had his answer… and he didn’t like what he was seeing.


  The Program quickly shut down the security device and pulled his attention out of Nida’s quarters. Drawing the majority of his processing power into the Bridge proper he cut all of the systems and hijacked every last one. He activated the speaker system. “Attention Bridge Crew of Sigma-Echo: you are hereby ordered to evacuate your stations immediately.”


  The Bridge crew quickly began trying to diagnose the problem and, although ALVIN appreciated their tenacity there wasn’t really time to discuss specifics, “I repeat: your lives are in great danger. It is imperative that you evacuate the Bridge. I have control of the system and can continue to operate it remotely without risk to your lives.”


  One of the officers aboard the Bridge, a severe-looking, well dressed Doberman contested the program’s order. “Who are you and under what authorization are you acting?”


  It was a reasonable question, but it wasn’t one ALVIN was able to nor had the time to address. “There is no answer I can provide that will satisfy you in the time provided. I apologize for the heavy-handed nature of this action, but I will be siphoning out the atmosphere from the Bridge in fifteen seconds— if you do not comply you will suffocate.”


  Security Commander Vanessa began punching away at the keyboard in front of her. “Don’t worry… I’m overriding the— wait a minute…”


  ALVIN pressed the advantage. “You do not have a minute. As I said, I have complete control of the Bridge. Comply now.”


  The Bridge crew exchanged glances and, for just a split second the program was displeased with the thought that they would not obey but, in the end, they shuffled quickly to the lift. One of the crewmen spoke up as the door closed. “Why are you doing this?”


  ALVIN appreciated the chance to answer. “Despite my inability to convey its importance in a way that does not generate feelings of resentment, I am saving your lives.”


  It was the ship’s Head Technician who made the connection as the lift began moving downward. “You’re an Artificial Intelligence.”


  “That is correct. I was created by Programmer Elizabeth Parker, who is unfortunately now deceased.”


  Commander Vanessa picked up on that quickly. “Deceased? Recently?”


  The Program had a little time to get the Bridge Crew caught up to speed on the lift trip down to the Executive Decks and there was quite a bit of briefing required: the Phantoms… Project Yggdrasil… a VAC ‘rescue party’ on board… the list just kept going. By the time the Lift doors opened every single passenger had gone quiet, and either pale, or with on-end fur.


  The Commander was the first to recover, “So… what does that have to do with us leaving the Bridge? It would be the safest place to avoid the ‘Phantoms’. We should move more people TO the Bridge, not take people from it.”


  ALVIN admired the woman’s ability to think analytically after being figuratively ‘thrown a curve ball’. The request for clarification was easy enough to satisfy. “Correct; it would be very safe from Phantoms although any organic material within the Bridge would be immediately disintegrated when the Yggdrasil activates.”


  The station’s Head Technician picked up on the technical information. “The Bridge would be in the way of whatever discharge the central column was transmitting?”


  Commander Vanessa’s scowl would have been frightening if ALVIN were capable of that emotion. “Something tells me that wasn’t coincidence. For some reason I don’t have a lot of faith that things were set up that way accidentally…”


  ALVIN was all too happy to agree. “According to common interspecies law any research or activity that has a chance of destroying the entire galaxy is considered banned and prohibited. This would allow the DRC to cover its tracks.”


  That got a lot of attention. Commander Vanessa continued her questioning. “Wait— what? Did you say destroy the entire galaxy?”


  The program elaborated. “Captain Nida will try to power up the central column of Sigma-Echo with the intent of energizing the antenna. If she succeeds she will discharge a Transitive Wave in an attempt to cancel out the original one created by the Origin Project.”


  The Doberman bridge officerstepped out of the lift into the hallway of the top level Executive Deck. “And that could destroy the entire Galaxy?”


  ALVIN clarified. “There is approximately a 42% chance that it will create a chain reaction that causes 88% of the stars in the Galaxy to go supernova and has over a 65% chance of creating a black hole in this system.”


  The Dog opened his muzzle to say something but just then a transmission came through on his PCD. It was not directed specifically at him, but the contents seemed very interesting… and attention-grabbing. ALVIN identified it right away as Overseer Thurstenburger speaking. “Listen… I don’t know who you are, but I can tell you’re an LHI Designer Domestic model… nobody else has to die. Please… just… put down the gun.”


  While the bridge crew went into disarray at the captured dialogue ALVIN was already three steps ahead. “She is at the entrance to her apartment.”


  He wasted no time waiting for the rest of the Bridge Crew; with a simple redirection of his processing power he was there.


  Chapter 35: The Next Jen-eration


  Although Jennifer liked to think of herself as skilled at processing and acclimating to change she was also a realist and that meant she understood when she was out of her element; with all of the emergencies, surprises, and unexpected events that had transpired in only a handful of hours she was beginning to doubt that she’d be able to keep up. The fact that a handgun was aimed at her and her companions didn’t help.


  They were only one hallway over from her suite when they encountered the Snow Leopard. The man was dressed in military grade combat armor; he had a firearm in one paw and a knife in the other. Considering the uncertain times that might have not normally been suspect… if not for the fact that he was had the gun at the ready, staring them down… that, and the dead body laying in the hallway. The Feline’s attention was on Major McIlvoy; considering the Stallion was the only real combatant in the group it was very sound thinking.


  Even with the constant one-two punch of continual reassessment, she still had the wherewithal take what action she could. While the Leopard was focused on the Horse Jen activated the transmission mode on her PCD and took a step forward. She didn’t know if there was anyone close enough to hear what she hoped would be a logical discussion, but she hoped it might make a difference. “Listen… I don’t know who you are, but I can tell you’re an LHI Designer Domestic model… nobody else has to die. Please… just… put down the gun.”


  The Snow Leopard’s gaze went immediately to her and he lowered the weapon and addressed her directly with the faintest hint of an eastern European accent. “Ms. Thustenburger. You and your DDs are in danger. I am here to—”


  Major McIlvoy cut the introduction short by body checking the man into the wall. The two scuffled for just a moment but the Horse’s surprise attack won him the edge, and he managed to disarm the feline and form him to the ground with a hoof on his back. “An’ stay doen.”


  The pinned combatant struggled, but only so he could look up toward Jennifer, “I am supposed to tell you, ‘The North Star is at the end of the Little Bear’s tail.’.”


  It was a phrase that she knew well; it was a code that she and her mother had used ever since she was ten. Considering the situation she was hesitant to trust it but it was such a non-sequitor that it seemed nearly impossible for him to have correctly addressed her. The Overseer looked to the Stallion. “You can let him up… he’s alright… I think.”


  Dr. Makowi knelt down beside the corpse in the hall. “Tell that to this man.”


  The Snow Leopard stood up, helped by Major McIlvoy and made no attempt to retrieve his gun. Instead he motioned to the body. “Ms. Thurstenburger… THAT MDU was ordered to enact Regulation Three.”


  Although everyone else in the group was confused by the simple declaration Jennifer knew exactly what the Gen meant. “Oh my god… WHY?!?”


  The feline’s steel grey eyes never left hers. “Your father.”


  The announcement made no sense… for all of five seconds— after that it all clicked into place. “When DRC bought LHI out he said he’d rather burn the labs then let them get their hands on the manufacturing license… mother said he was just being melodramatic…”


  The Snow Leopard made to step toward her but Major McIlvoy interposed himself. The feline spoke around the Horse. “Your father has an extraction team coming for you… your mother placed me on the station in case Regulation Three was enacted.”


  Surresh smiled. “It pays to have powerful parents.”


  Jennifer let the statement go by without a return comment. She instead turned back to speak with the Captain… only to find her missing. “Captain? Captain Nida?”


  A voice spoke up from everyone’s PCD and she recognized it right away as ALVIN. “I am afraid the Captain has already moved on to an adjacent hallway.”


  Dr. Makowi immediately took note of the program’s presence. “ALVIN?”


  “Hello again, Surresh.”


  The Tiger glanced to his PCD. “Where did the Captain go? We were on our way to Overseer Thurstenburger’s quarters to—”


  The Stallion interrupted him, motioning to the Snow Leopard as he addressed Alvin. “Do yeh have any information on this man?”


  Jennifer was surprised at just how much information the program DID have. “Military Designer Unit of the Designer Domestics line… specifically the Dmitri Vanestov model, although a modified version— the genetic coding calls for a much larger frontal lobe than the standard MDU-DV units, which suggests that this—”


  Surresh raised an eyebrow. “The frontal lobe directs decision making, social development, psychologi—”


  ALVIN was just as quick to interrupt the Tiger. “He was made to be more— pardon the terminology— user-friendly.”


  The Snow Leopard, Dmitri by name apparently, interjected. “Ms. Thurstenburger… there are still two more MDUs on board the station, and it is not safe.”


  Jennifer found something slightly odd about that suggestion. “I wouldn’t be part of the Regulation Three initiative… why would I be in danger?”


  Dr. Makowi stepped over to join the Overseer, albeit, behind the Stallion. “Perhaps you might enlighten me as to the meaning of Regulation Three?”


  ALVIN did so for her. “All Designer Domestics on Sigma-Echo are marked to be decommissioned… permanently.”


  Dmitri was very quick to object. “Theodocious and Carol were exceptions to Regulation Three as they originated prior to its adoption… all MDUs were ordered to retrieve Ms. Thurstenburger along with those two companions and deliver them to the VAC rescue team.”


  Surresh smirked. “Although I am sad to say it, that assault team was already wiped out.”


  The Snow Leopard leveled his gaze at the Tiger. “It was a team separate from yours, Dr. Makowi. I still have yet to hear from them.”


  Jennifer took control over the conversation the moment she realized something. “I’m not about to let the rest of my team get slaughtered. They’re not just employees; they’re my friends.”


  Dmitri nodded and held out his paw; Major McIlvoy returned his gun to him. “Which is why your mother had me sent here… she specifically stated in her orders that I am to protect you and your employees because otherwise you would ‘do something foolish’.”


  Although she felt a moment of frustration followed by a strong amount of embarrassment she had to admit that her mother knew her well. “Have you seen them? I lost contact with my suite and I haven’t heard from anyone for over—”


  The Snow Leopard held up a paw. “Ms. Thurstenburger, first I wish to let you know that there have been casualties— please remain calm while I explain.”


  Jennifer never really figured out why people suggested the victims of loss suggest tell them to stay calm but she was pretty certain that it never worked. In her case her managerial attitude took over and she fought to keep her analytical mind reigning over her emotional one. “I would like a report please.”


  Dmitri nodded. “Yes, ma’am… Theodocious, Carol, Henry, Oswald, and Kenneth are awaiting your return. They are the entirety of your remaining work force.”


  Although the announcement was listed in suitable business/military format stating remaining assets the cold precision hurt more than she expected. Jennifer tried to wrap her brain around the fact that almost all of her employees… her friends… her FAMILY… were gone.


  A gentle paw pressed down against her shoulder. Major McIlvoy spoke softly. “Come on, Lass… let’s get yeh to ‘em.”


  It was certainly not a suitable chain-of-command way to address the Overseer but at that moment Jennifer really couldn’t think of a way to scold the Stallion. Nodding mutely she let Dmitri lead her back to her suite, followed by the rest of the group. The Snow Leopard continued speaking, explaining that his designation was Steel and that there were five MDUs assigned to Sigma Echo by her father; he had already found and dispatched Teal, Perse, and Rust… Bice and Gilt were still lurking around.


  She didn’t know why she wanted to ask, but she felt she had to. “And… these five MDUs… they killed all of my friends?”


  Dmitri shook his head. “No, Miss Thurstenbuger… many died fighting off the VAC’s initial raid on Sigma-Echo; they were looking to extract you if they could but failed. Marcus was the first Geneticon targeted under Regulation Three. Teal killed Marcus and that was when I stepped in to prevent further deaths by eliminating him. Perse ambushed us in your suite as I was briefing your staff… after that I had to take a more active role, and that is when I encountered Rust… the MDU you found me with in the hall.”


  Jennifer nodded numbly. “Go back to sweeping for threats, Steel… I think Major McIlvoy should be able to protect us in case anything gets past you. No more casualties please.”


  The Snow Leopard nodded. “I understand, Ms. Thurstenburger.”


  The young woman fought hard to keep her emotions in check; she had a feeling that Dmitri could not, in fact, TRULY understand… in fact, no one did. When the door to her suite opened and she came face to face with Theodocious, however, she realized that, in actuality, yes… there WAS one person who could. She went immediately into his arms so they could share tears before words… and there were plenty of tears to share.


  * * * * * *


  A number of things had gone through Theodocious’ mind when he saw Jennifer standing out in the hall,but the one that stuck in it the most— was completely ejected out of his ear when she ran up and threw her arms around him. He didn’t really know how to respond at first. The surprise of her familiar gesture in front of so many strangers gave him a hint of unease but that quickly passed the moments his arms mimicked the gesture; having her there made everything alright.


  He didn’t pay much attention to everyone else that had come with her— they certainly weren’t as important. They found their way in through the open door regardless and it was only when Theo remembered everything Jen hadn’t heard about that the moment passed. He scarcely dared to whisper “I’m sorry I couldn’t keep everyone alive.”


  Jennifer slowly drew back but left her hands on his shoulders. “It’s not your fault, Theo. You can’t control everything no matter how organized and efficient you are.”


  The Wolf nodded, slowly looking away. He turned but she kept one hand on one of his shoulders and moved to embrace him from behind; it was the closest they’d been in what felt like an eternity. Sighing, he reached up a paw to rest on the back of her hand. “We lost Trudy and Xavier too… we’re being… ah… hunted.”


  Jennifer slowly disengaged and moved to walk beside him as they joined everyone else in the living room. “Dmitri already briefed us… Regulation 3. I know.”


  Theo said nothing with regard to that; he should have known Jen was on top of it… she always managed to keep up. He decided a report on everyone else would be best. “Carol is doing well… she’s helping me keep everything together. Henry is off in the back working on clearing space and making a panic room of some kind… and taking care of Oswald.”


  The Human looked to him at that. “What’s wrong with Ozzy?”


  The Wolf let out a breath. “After Trudy and Xavier died Ozzy had a breakdown. I’m not really sure what it was but—”


  Henry trotted his way out of the hallway leading to the bedrooms, wiping his paws off on a rag. “He’s catatonic. I’m thinking he’ll be taking some sick days, boss.”


  Theo overlooked the interruption but only because he finally took note of the other guests that had joined Jennifer; they were both looking at him. “And… I see we have guests. Are these men bridge officers?”


  The Wolf took a moment to look at the two others when he was met with silence. With Jennifer had come a smooth-furred Bengal Tiger and a large Draft Horse; neither particularly looked like command personnel but Theo decided to keep it polite and respectful… just in case.


  Jen shook her head, “No… not exactly.”


  The Tiger stood and extended a paw speaking in what sounded like a faint Bengali accent. “Doctor Surresh Makowi. A pleasure to meet you, Theodocious. You know, I studied LHI’s Designer Domestic program for quite some time when I was doing University work.”


  Theo raised his ears at that. “You studied biology and genetics?”


  Dr. Makowi chuckled, “No, my fine fellow… I taught Advanced Cognitive Construction.”


  Henry crossed his arms and huffed. “Huh… a brain mechanic.”


  The Tiger smiled. “Not so much as one who appreciates a finely crafted mechanism… after all, much of our modern understanding of artificial thought owes itself to LHI and, in fact it has gone to great lengths to prove that there is little measurable difference between that and original thought.”


  The Draft Horse standing beside Dr. Makowi gave him a light elbow addressing the Tiger in a thick Irish accent. “We daen’t have much time, Makowi.”


  The Doctor nodded, rubbing his arm where the Horse’s elbow had made contact. “What my associate means to say, Theo is that we are on something of a time schedule and who we are is less important to us than who YOU are.”


  The Horse snorted. “T’th’ point: where were yeh on Farlight an’ how’d ye get out?”


  Theo paused at length, trying to figure out what the large man meant. The only Farlight he knew about was an exploratory outpost several systems away. “I’m afraid I don’t understand. Do you mean the Farlight Outpost?”


  Dr. Makowi forestalled the Stallion’s response by stepping in front of him. “Allow me to try a different tact. Theodocious, what can you tell me about Yggdrasil?”


  The Wolf’s dream came immediately back to him. “What about Yggdrasil?”


  Something about some subconscious gesture he gave off must have caught the Stallion’s attention because he took a step forward. “The Ygddrasil Project… yeh know it?”


  Theo had no idea why he was being interrogated because that’s what it felt like. “The Yggdrassil is the World Tree in Norse mythology… other than that, no.”


  Jennifer rested a hand on his paw. “You can’t think of anything else?”


  The Wolf shook his head, focused suddenly more on her hand than either of the guests. “No. Nothing other than a dream I had the other day…”


  Dr. Makowi smirked, motioning to the Wolf. “And there we have it.”


  Carol emerged from the kitchen with a serving tray of tea and began calmly distributing the drinks. As an assistant to Jen the Doe was always good about being timely and courteous without giving too much thought to anything being discussed… but Theo didn’t miss the fact that her ears were focused intently on the conversation.


  Henry, however, was not so pragmatic about hospitality. “I can’t believe you’re serving tea at a time like this.”


  The Doe did not give an inch. “We have guests and it’s my job, Henry… just because you don’t have to move garbage doesn’t mean that the rest of us don’t like our assigned duties.”


  Theo held up a paw, silencing them both; ever since the group was weaned off of HID tempers were a little higher then normal and he had to keep a tight reign on things. When they both went back to their own tasks Theo returned his attention to Jen. “Kenneth is out looking for an update on events.”


  Dmitri’s scowl was obvious even without Theo looking directly at him and his gruff tone said it all. “I told you to make sure everyone stayed here.”


  Henry interposed himself between Wolf and the Snow Leopard. “Well to start, we don’t take orders from you and second, we need to know what’s going on. We can’t do our jobs without info.”


  Dmitri didn’t back down. “I am here to protect you but I cannot do that if you do not listen… and all you—”


  The argument came to an end in a single moment when Jen clearly announced. “I’m enacting Priority One.”


  Theo had heard of Priority One but it came about after he’d been born. He watched in surprise as all of the Designer Domestics in the suite looked her way like an obedient room full of students. The Wolf knew enough about the imbedded suggestion in the newer DD models but to see it put into effect was a little frightening.


  The fact that Jen didn’t believe in the commands only indicated that the situation was that much more dire. Dr. Makowi explained it the best. “Everyone’s life is in grave danger. More of the men and women aboard this station will die than survive and, sadly we do not have much time to provide much more insight into the matter.”


  Jennifer sat down at the table and all of Jen’s Gens joined her; Theo did so as well. The Wolf looked around the room. “Okay… so what’s going on?”


  A voice spoke up suddenly. “Surresh… although I realize dramatic moments are often considered prime material for observation I do regret that I must interrupt.”


  The Tiger’s gaze went from Jennifer to his PCD. “Go ahead, ALVIN.”


  “Captain Nida Jorn is no longer on the station.”


  Theo had no idea where she could have gone… but he knew that was probably not good news.


  Chapter 36: Negation


  The Phantoms had all but filled up the Station; for all Kamrn knew everyone on lower decks could have already been killed. The one thing he DID know for certain was that the small handful of survivors keeping pace with him as he fled down the hall WERE still alive, and they were HIS responsibility.


  He had no idea how everything had gone wrong and didn’t have the slightest idea of how to make things right but, at that moment, his primary concern was keeping those under his protection alive for as long as possible. The computer program ALVIN had noted something about a deadline. Kamrn didn’t know if it was something he could believe but, at that moment, he had to have SOME kind of achievable goal, and if that meant surviving long enough for an event called a Transitive Wave to arrive… well.. that was something.


  First and foremost, however, he saw that Engineer Fowler was lagging behind. Rather than press the obviously exhausted older Pointer to speed up, Kamrn instead slowed, pointing to the door at the end of the hall before bodily picking the Gen up. “Go for the lift!”


  Jeremiah twisted in his grasp. “It’s a dead end, Sergeant! That elevator only goes to th’ Bridge— it won’t ope—”


  The Dog stopped squirming when the doors opened. ALVIN’s cheery voice piped in from their PCDs. “Please allow me to get that for you, gentlemen.”


  Technician LaGriss objected though he didn’t slow down. “We won’t have Bridge clearance so we’ll need to explain things fast to the security team.”


  ALVIN addressed that very same concern as the party piled into the small enclosure. “You do not need to be concerned with bridge security— they have already vacated.”


  Jocelyn Schultz did not seem pleased by that. “Vacated? They abandoned their posts?”


  Rather than answer the question ALVIN made a request. “Please move back from the doorway— I am about to create a localized blast to slow down the Phantoms.”


  Rather than stop and think about what the program had in mind Kamrn did exactly that, setting down Jeremiah before pulling a curious and confused Dr. Cortez away from the opening a moment before one of the conduits in the wall exploded. At first the Gorum didn’t know how such a display would make the creatures pause but once he saw them stop to attempt and ‘feed’ off of the resulting scorched metal he understood. Apparently Engineer Fowler did as well, “Aren’t you just going to make more of them, Alvin?”


  The Program was matter-of-fact in its response. “That is correct, Jeremiah, but at this moment it is far more important to get you to the safely of the Bridge level.”


  Engineer Burger’s hands shook as he pressed the up button on the control console. “Are we really going to survive long enough? Won’t they just chase the elevator up?”


  ALVIN’s computer generated Collie face appeared on the lift’s monitor, “In actuality, your heat signature was masked by the eruption in the hall. By the time the Phantoms are able to search for you again this transport should be safely out of range.”


  Apparently Dr. Cortez didn’t much like that answer. “SHOULD? It SHOULD be out of their range?”


  The program remained just as cheery as it always was. “Indeed, Victor. I do not have complete information on Phantoms but all preliminary data suggests that you will not be within range of their thermal sense.”


  The Cat’s scowl deepened. “So basically you’re gambling with our lives.”


  “Only partially correct, Doctor. Everything at this time is a gamble… I am now focused on improving your odds.”


  Burger remained in the corner but looked at the screen. “Th-thank you, ALVIN.”


  The Collie smiled. “You are very welcome, Alton.”


  Kamrn, not being much for casual socializing decided to circle back to a more important point the group had glossed over. “Why do you need us on the Bridge?”


  ALVIN’s graphical eyes moved to the Gorumn though Kamrn knew that the program didn’t actually need to do so to see him. “Because I will require the assistance of someone on the Bridge to make a very important hard-wire connection.”


  Engineer Fowler provided some clarity to Kamrn’s question without even being asked. “Why isn’t the Bridge crew there to do it?”


  The Program was bluntly honest. “I evacuated them because the Bridge will soon become unsuitable for habitation.”


  If Dr. Cortez’s frown could have gotten any more severe it would have. “And you’re sending US up there? Why? Is is the atmosphere venting into space?”


  ALVIN’s graphical representation cocked its head to the side. “No… of course not, Victor… I have full control of the emergency atmospheric seals. I evacuated the Bridge Crew because any organics within the Bridge will be disintegrated upon completion of the hard-wire connection.”


  The Cat’s fur stood on end, teeth bared and claws unsheathed. “You’re sending US up to the Bridge, you—”


  The elevator came to a stop and the doors opened. ALVIN continued speaking over the Cat. “This is the Bridge.”


  Technician LaGriss interrupted the Doctor, who was about to start again. “WHY do you need us up here, ALVIN. This is going to kill us, won’t it?”


  The Program’s graphical image disappeared. “Staying below with the Phantoms would kill you, Kyle. I only need one of you to make the connection— the rest of you will be safe as long as you do not leave the hall immediately beyond the elevator.”


  Sherman snorted. “I will go.”


  Dr. Cortez nodded. “Sounds good to me.”


  Technician LaGriss was not as pragmatic. “Sherman— no.”


  Engineer Alton stood up. “ALVIN… why can’t you make the connection? Shouldn’t anything that needs to be done from the Bridge be automated?”


  The CGI Collie image appeared on a monitor in the hallway. “Normally, yes… but in this case I will need assistance bypassing a physical limitation of the system… I will need to AIM something that is not meant to be aimed.”


  Kamrn snorted. “A weapon?”


  The Collie smiled. “The station itself.”


  Everyone paused at that, but Engineer Fowler was the first to recover. “Ya want ta reorient th’ station? Why?”


  The monitor in the hall went blank. “I believe I have managed to compute a resolution to the Transitive Wave. There is a 62% chance that I can end the Phantom threat without further risk to this or any other Echo.”


  Sherman’s ears went up. “What? How?”


  An arrow appeared on the monitor. “A recent discovery of previously unrevealed data has changed my opinion on current events. There is only one individual remaining from the Echo of Origin, designated Y-1… and she is currently off the station in an escape shuttle.”


  Dr. Cortez practically yowled out a scream. “WHAT DOES THAT EVEN MEAN?!?!?!”


  Kamrn quickly rendered the Cat complacent with a casual hammer-fist to the back of his head. The hysterical Doctor dropped like a sack of tubers into a much more easily managed unconscious state. The Gorumn casually stepped out of the elevator and struck the keypad with his fist, shorting it and sealing the door, forestalling any further argument. He looked up to the closest security camera, “What do I have to do?”


  * * * * * *


  Once Theodocious learned that Captain Nida Jorn was apparently not on board only one thought came to mind and it’s the one he voiced. “Isn’t the Captain ALWAYS supposed to be on the station?”


  Dr. Surresh nodded. “True… although that is during conventional operations… but what we are facing now is anything but normal.”


  Jen, who was sitting next to Theo, was facing the Tiger and the Stallion beside him but, without looking, her hand found its way to the Wolf’s paw. “Dr. Makowi? Major McIlvoy? Can you be a little clearer about what’s going on?”


  The Tiger smiled patiently as he pulled off his glasses and rubbed the lenses with the end of his tie. “Well, Overseer, that is a little complicated but the simplest explanation is that the Station is under attack by hostile organisms… and we have just learned that there is a chance that it can be saved.”


  Theo spoke up in surprise at the same time as Jen did but their words canceled one another’s out. The Wolf fell silent so the Overseer could say what she wanted to say but the strange voice from their PCDs spoke up first. “I am, in fact, already addressing the issue. Please forgive my abruptness, but I must attend to the final preparations in the Bridge.”


  Dr. Makowi offered a much more emphatic smile, “That is ALVIN. I helped create him in an alternate reality.”


  Jen glanced to Theo at exactly the same time as he looked at her; it was evident that she was experiencing the same disbelief as he. The Stallion however, was apparently sharing in the lunacy. “Aye… back on Farlight.”


  The Wolf leaned forward as he appraised the two, “You mentioned Farlight before, Doctor. What does that outpost have to do with Sigma-Echo and what’s going on right now?”


  The Tiger held up a finger to forestall any comment from Major McIlvoy. Dr. Makowi carefully loosened his tie and set it on the table. “If I were to tell you that the full event that is unfolding around us is this tie… then Sigma-Echo would be a single thread.”


  Theo looked at the tie and frowned. “So… this is happening in a lot of other places? All the other threads?”


  Dr. Makowi smoothed out the tie to its full length, “In other places only in relation to where and how they’re woven into the tie. You see… each thread isn’t a location so much as it is a reality.”


  Jennifer had always been more in touch with meta-science and science fiction than Theo had been so it apparently made more sense to her. “You mean this is a multi-dimensional event? There’s more than one Sigma-Echo involved?”


  The Tiger chuckled. “Yes and no. There are many different realities involved but previous events have not taken place here on Sigma-Echo.”


  Major McIlvoy nodded. “Aye… last time it was on Farlight.”


  Theo strummed the fingers of his loose paw on the table, the other still holding onto Jen’s hand. “So… now what?”


  Dr. Makowi finally put his glasses back on but left the tie on the table. “We just have to survive. If ALVIN’s plan works then all of this chaos ends here. If not… then we’ll survive into the next try.”


  The Wolf paused, deep in thought. He turned to address Carol only to realize she was staring intently at Jen. The Overseer glanced from Theo to Carol, then, as if suddenly remembering, quickly noted “End Priority One.”


  The rest of Jen’s Gens remained silent; it was obvious that they hadn’t missed what had been said. Dmitri, who had been affected by the command the same as all other Gens seemed perturbed, but said nothing beyond “That was not smart. I cannot protect you or your staff if you do that again, Overseer.”


  Carol was significantly more upbeat, “So… we just have to survive a little longer?”


  Dr. Makowi nodded, glancing down to the PCD on his wrist, “According to ALVIN, we should have less than ten minutes until he can put the plan into action.”


  Henry frowned. “Do we get to know anything about the plan, or do we just have to trust him on it?”


  The Tiger shrugged casually. “Whether we know what it is or not I am afraid makes little difference— his greatest concern was to make certain that we survive… so the most we can do to play our part is to remain here and— well hello, young man. Do come join us.”


  Theo looked to the hallway to discover Oswald making his way out into the main room. The Otter glanced at the Tiger then the Horse and summarily ignored both of them as he moved to Jennifer and folded his arms around her, crying into her shoulder. Jen seemed shaken by the action at first but quickly stood and embraced him. “Oh, Ozzy…”


  The Otter was inconsolable. “He’s gone… he’s dead… they’re all dead.”


  Dmitri moved away from the suite’s front door, “If we have ten minutes left then the best thing we can do is to find somewhere safe. All of the security forces have gone to lower decks and that means we—”


  The Snow Leopard’s suggestion was cut short as the door was blown inward by a powerful concussive blast. He spun around, weapon drawn and he pushed Henry to the floor, firing twice at the hazy figure invading with the smoke. Theo grabbed Jen and Ozzy, pulling them to the ground as return fire ripped across the living room. Beside them, Major McIlvoy let out a grunt and flipped the enormous faux-wood steel table on its side to use as cover. It was a gunfight and Theo realized that most of them had no guns.


  * * * * * *


  The Gorumn moved away from the lift door despite the banging from within. He heard Engineer Fowler and Technician LaGriss yelling through the seal at him but he focused his attention instead on the hallway leading to the Bridge. He paused only long enough to ask a quick question of the Artificial Intelligence program he knew was monitoring them. “They’ll be safe from the Phantoms there, right?”


  ALVIN’s response was, if nothing else, honest. “Yes, but only if my estimates are correct and this operation is successful.”


  Kamrn strode into the one place on the station he was certain he’d never be: the Bridge. It seemed more a dream than anything else; it was as clean and tidy as a hospital, lacking any strong scent or unpleasant sight. Both such facts made him immediately self-conscious… and for both reasons. Kamrn lowered his head, looking at the ground directly in front of his feet; even the FLOOR seemed higher quality.


  He chose to focus on something else instead. “What is going to happen when I complete the connection?”


  Rather than answer his question ALVIN directed him. “The first console you need is at Monitoring Station 2. I will increase the illumination around the station for your convenience. When you arrive you will need to remove the bottom cover from the inner workings before we can begin.”


  Kamrn looked around the Bridge until he saw the indicated work space that was highlighted by the overhead lighting. He went to it obediently and gave the metal covering a swift kick with the toe of his security boot. From there all he had to do was pull the ruined metal plating off to the side, revealing the mess of wires, fiber optics, and circuits beneath. “And when the connection is done, what’s going to happen?”


  Although a large portion of what the program explained to him was a list of directions for him to follow, once he got to work ALVIN finally answered his question. “Once you have made the three connections then I can activate the Voljoi energy source within Sigma-Echo’s main column. With it, we will have the opportunity to end the Transitive Wave and seal the breach between what we know of as reality and the between-matter world though which the Phantoms were originally pulled.”


  The Gorumn made the last adjustments to the Monitoring Station’s wiring. “And that will save everyone? It’ll get rid of the Phantoms?”


  The Program’s response was less than reassuring. “It should.”


  The large green man stood, wiping his hands off on his security uniform. “Should?”


  “Correct. There is a good chance that an equal and opposite Transitive Wave will cancel out the first… I am adjusting the output accordingly to make this secondary transmission 180 degrees out of phase.”


  Kamrn didn’t completely understand the explanation but he proceeded never the less. Pressing the button in the console, the Gorumn activated it and watched as it began to function on its own or, rather, under the control of ALVIN. “Excellent work. Please proceed to the Communication Station… highlighted once again for your convenience, Kamrn.”


  The fact that ALVIN was able to pronounce his proper Gorumn name without any difficulty didn’t surprise him as much as where he was supposed to be going. “Isn’t the Comm Tower offline? How will the—”


  ALVIN interrupted him. “Communication signals cannot be transmitted but that does not mean that they cannot be received… under the proper circumstances. Again, I will need you to follow directions and our time frame is very limited. Our window for any chance at success is closing.”


  Kamrn snorted, grumbling to himself as he tore off the metal panel covering the innards of the Comm Console. “Alright… what do I do?”


  The second set of instructions were actually much easier to follow than the first and he managed to complete the task in short order, even with his limited understanding of what it was he was doing. As he made the final connections, ALVIN spoke up again. “There is one more step to the physical modification of the system and I will then take over full bridge controls. At this point I will need you to modify the helm controls.”


  The Gorum moved obediently to the pilot’s chair and, with ALVIN’S instruction he managed to work the much more delicate, much more secure faceplate off of it. “You said that there was danger involved for anyone on the bridge… that they’d…”


  “Disintegrate. Correct. The transmission being sent through the central column will emerge from a location approximately seventy two meters behind the Bridge… this signal will reduce all organic matter to its simplest base components… effectively vaporizing every living organism within the Bridge.”


  There was something almost calming about ALVIN’s clinical explanation but something still bothered him, “Everyone in the lift—”


  ALVIN acknowledged his concern without having to hear the entire question. “The transmission is a figuratively tight beam… although they may be shaken up by the proximity there should be no real danger.”


  “Should?”


  “Again, much of this plan is still very much hypothetical… however, the chance that they will be harmed in any extensive manner is relatively minimal… 7.02%. If anything, the greater concern would be if this attempt fails altogether.”


  The Gorum paused in his work. “Why? What happens then?”


  As before ALVIN’s response was brutally honest. “Then you will die needlessly and our chance to stop the Phantoms will result in failure.”


  Kamrn cleared his throat, “So… either way I die… no matter what.”


  “Correct.”


  The Sergeant made the final adjustment to the flight control and suddenly he felt a faint vibration go through the floor. “Was that it?”


  A faint glow emerged from the projection system above and a three dimensional hologram of ALVIN’s collie-like avatar appeared in front of him. “Yes, Kamrn… thank you. I now have full control of the station.”


  The Gorumn sat down in the pilot’s chair. “Well… now what?”


  He felt the station give a slight jump, and he could sense a faint increase in the g-forces. The view screen in front of him showed a shift in the station’s orientation. “Now we will wait until Captain Nida’s escape shuttle passes between us and the intersect point of the Transitive Wave.”


  The explanation went over Kamrn’s head. He tried a different approach. “So… if this works… then what?”


  The hologram turned to face the view screen and gave a shrug. “That is not entirely certain, Kamrn. Once the Transitive Wave is canceled out then everything may proceed forward from that point… or perhaps everything will simply come to an end then restart with a more favorable alternative time line without Phantoms involved. It may also be possible that we will end up doing little more than quick-starting the next Event.”


  Kamrn grunted, rubbing his chin. “That last one doesn’t sound that good.”


  The Collie hologram turned to face him. “On the contrary: it means every last survivor would then move forward to the next Echo… this would greatly increase survival chances for future attempts. While not the most desired outcome it is far better than not having attempted anything… and it will increase my understanding of these events as I have the opportunity to observe the results.”


  The Sergeant was about to respond when suddenly the view screen began tracking something. At first Kamrn had no idea what he was looking at but as it slowly started zooming in he realized that he was looking at a station’s escape shuttle. The screen zoomed out and began tracking it as a dot. “That’s Captain Nida?”


  “Correct. Her course was plotted very well.”


  Kamrn paused, “You mean… she MEANT to—”


  The hologram disappeared. “Her intervention in this matter is what is providing me the opportunity to attempt the nullification.”


  The Gorumn watched as the dot drew closer to a second one, which was flashing red. “Why can’t you just shoot the wave thing without her?”


  ALVIN’s answer was completely baffling. “It is an element of quantum mechanics. Simplifying as much as possible, and I paraphrase, it is possible that any experiment can be false because the simple act of observing it can change the result… Captain Nida has hypothesized that her continued presence as part of the Event and each Transitive Wave is what may be creating the rift that is allowing the Phantoms and the wave to pass through each Echo.”


  Kamrn was forthcoming in his honesty. “I don’t get it.”


  The Program tried again, “In order for this to stop, all of the original scientists must be gone and Nida Jorn is the last survivor of the original Event.”


  The Gorumn nodded. “And that’s what waiting is about… you’re going to blast her at the same time as you blast the wave?”


  “Correct… although technically she will be struck several fractions of a millisecond before the Origin Point.”


  Kamrn slowly stood up and smoothed out his uniform. “So… how much longer do we have?”


  “Seconds.”


  Clearing his throat, the Sergeant considered many different possibilities for how he would spend his last moments alive. He briefly considered a prayer but abandoned that idea… he’d never been particularly religious. The thought of singing some lines of his favorite opera also came to mind and he’d almost settled on that idea when ALVIN’s hologram reappeared.


  It smiled warmly at him, and motioned to the control console. “I am well aware that Gorum are even less inclined to surrender control than Humans. It is only fitting then that I offer you the opportunity to activate the Central Column.”


  Kamrn was surprised at the offer, but felt a sense of serenity when it came. He couldn’t help but smile, “I’d like that.”


  The Collie nodded. “Good… as it is also a physical system that requires activation. Please press the third button when I tell you to.”


  The Gorumn looked down at the console. “The one on the top? The green one?”


  “Correct.”


  Kamrn nodded, more to himself than the Program, and rested his palm on it. “Alright.”


  He looked back up at the screen and watched as the indicator identifying Captain Nida’s shuttle drew even closer to the red dot. He took another breath, and watched as the two began to merge. ALVIN spoke simply. “Now.”


  Kamrn pressed the button without hesitation.


  * * * * * *


  The chaos in the suite died down after only a few seconds and only then did Theo realize that Dmitri’s unmoving body lay beside him on the floor, two holes in his chest. It was even stranger to hear the Snow Leopard’s voice call to them from the doorway. “Put down yurr vepon, Majhor… dis is not yurr fight.”


  Theo poked his head up enough that he could look around and saw the Stallion kneeling beside him, head and shoulders poking up over the table with his pistol drawn. “Yeh be here t’ kill civilians… that makes it mah fite.”


  The Snow Leopard was dressed in the work uniform of an Agroponics laborer. His accent was distinctly heavier than the Dmitri who had been protecting them, raised his voice. “Miss Thurstenburger… I am here to take you and Theodocious avay from dis station… the rest ov dese DDs may die vitout pain if you obey.”


  Before Theo could say anything Oswald pulled himself free and jumped into the open, grabbing at the fallen Snow Leopard’s gun, screaming wordlessly as he did so. The Wolf’s jaw dropped open as Ozzy rolled onto his side, taking aim with the firearm… only to be shot in the chest. A moment later Major McIlvoy’s weapon discharged three times… and another body landed on the ground with a meaty thud.


  Jen, Theo, and Carol both scrambled to their feet and ran to where Ozzy had fallen. Carol got to him first, and she raised the Otter’s head, resting it in her lap as he coughed, grimacing and wincing. “Ozzy… oh my GOD… that was so foolish!”


  The Otter coughed again, wheezing as blood poured out between the fingers of the paw he’d clamped over his wound. “He’s… he’s dead… right?”


  Dr. Makowi knelt down. “That shot was too high to hit the heart, but it’s still bleeding so much…”


  Theo glanced to the Tiger. “Can you help him? You’re a doctor, right?”


  Shaking his head, Dr. Makowi looked regretful. “I am not that kind of doctor, my friend… I deal with code and circuits, not flesh and blood.”


  Oswald grimaced. “Nah… nah… sokay… s’okay…”


  Jen gripped the Otter’s free paw. “Stay with us, Oswald. It’s almost time… it’s almost been ten minutes… hasn’t it almost been ten minutes?”


  Dr. Makowi looked to the clock on his PCD and all eyes went to him. The Tiger looked back at everyone else helplessly. “About two minutes to go.”


  Swallowing hard, Theo looked back down to Oswald. “Did you hear that, Ozzy? Just two—”


  The Wolf stopped talking when he realized that it would be two minutes too late. It sounded like shock settled in as the rest of the room became just as silent. Maintaining his composure, Theo reached out and slowly drew his fingers across Oswald’s eyes, closing them. He felt Jennifer’s hand in his paw again and he squeezed it gently.


  Henry stood back up, storming around the immediate area. He kicked one of the chairs across the room. “Damn it… damn it!”


  Carol pulled Ozzy’s unmoving body closer, crying against him. Dr. Makowi and Major McIlvoy simply exchanged glances… and, despite how hard it was for Theo to admit it he couldn’t help but feel lost… uncertain… helpless… useless…


  Jennifer gave his paw another squeeze, “Theo?”


  He turned to regard her: his boss… his best friend, with tears in her eyes. “Jen?”


  Theodocious’ heart jumped up into his throat as she took his other paw in her other hand, and leaned forward, lips pursed. “I love you.”


  The Wolf felt his entire body shiver as, without even realizing what he was doing, he drew closer, closing his eyes as he wrapped his arms around her and his muzzle sought her mouth. It was something he’d wanted to do for over a decade without even realizing it, and it finally happened. A powerful vibration ran through the room, followed by an ear-splitting hum… that was when everything ended.


  Chapter 37: Deja Vu


  Everything came into focus much faster that Victor had ever experienced upon emerging from being knocked unconscious… and he’d had plenty of experience with that. He commented casually before he realized he’d even said it, “In the scheme of things there’ve been worse weeks.”


  He was gazing down at the tools of his trade, laid out meticulously on a steel instrument tray. The cat looked up at the sound of a whimpered response and saw a Fox strapped to his operating table. Dr. Cortez remembered already having been to that point once; he knew the Gen 3 Fox in front of him and knew everything that would come after it… everything. His patient squirmed in his restraints as the Cat picked up a scalpel, “Mff! Mff!”


  The Doctor’s free paw went up to the back of his head at the memory of being sneak-attacked from behind by the damned Gorumn security officer… but was surprised to see that his paw came back with a small smear of blood on it. “What in the—?”


  Victor walked away from the surgical table, leaving the fox still squirming. The Cat glanced down at his desk and the report there. “Virgil? Oh right. Wait here… I’ll be back in a minute.”


  It had been weeks since the Fox had ‘returned’ to his medical bay with complaints about his arm replacement… and it had been just as long since Victor had him beat to death for complaining to the security team. He remembered everything, but it was in the PAST— yet here he was going over it again. TheCat rubbed the back of his head; if that was entirely true then the injury he’d sustained from that Gorumn should still be weeks from happening. It was confusing… and Victor hated being confused.


  Dr. Cortez headed out of the room, wiping his paws off on the rag; cleaning his paws after any time spent in the operating room was something of a habit of his… one of many. He was so caught up in his own thoughts he completely forgot about the three ‘visitors’ waiting for him in the lobby. “Oh. Right.”


  The imposing-looking Gorumn woman at the lead of the group still had a horrible grasp of language skills. “Where’s he?”


  The Cat cleared his throat, “Do you remember going over this before?”


  A scarred-looking, bald, human male scowled. “Stop stalling. We’re here for the Fox… he didn’t get what was comin’ to him.”


  The third member of the group, an Armadillo grunted. “Shut up… both of you.”


  Victor cleared his throat, “So… may I help you?”


  Although the Gen was the smallest of the three he easily dwarfed the Cat, but at least he had some manners. “YOU called US here.”


  The Doctor paused, “I did? Oh… I did.”


  The bald Human took a step forward, “You stallin’ us or somethin’?”


  The Cat had to think back as to why he’d had an interest in seeing the Ghouls who had been responsible for the Fox’s loss of an arm; he remembered something about the Fox insulting his work… and his desire to harvest a few extra vulpine spare parts. Oh! He remembered. “I was going to ask you to help me get some of his organs ready for donation.”


  The Armadillo grinned before looking back to his compatriots, “Oh… course… the doc wants a little help…”


  The three brutes moved toward the operating room door but Victor quickly interposed himself, “Unfortunately, due to circumstances since, I’ve changed my mind.”


  None of the Ghouls looked particularly happy, but the Cat was still surprised when the Gorumn woman lunged at him. Victor quickly evaded her grasp and, scalpel still in paw, sidestepped, quickly lashing out three times. The woman fell to the floor, one hamstring severed. It was the least of her trouble as blood began to gush out of her wrist and her thigh. The Cat brandished the bloody scalpel, “You’re going to bleed out in lessthan two minutes. This is where you’ll want to call it quits and find a doctor.”


  He wasn’t sure if his confidence was warranted but he knew that men and women like those in front of him had to believe he was ready to handle all of them at once if need be; truth be told, he had some major doubts… in fact, he was surprised that he’d managed so well against just one of them. After several tense moments the Armadillo snapped his fingers at the Human and both grabbed the Gorumn woman and dragged her out of the medical bay. Victor waited until the door closed before he raced to it frantically and secured it with a magnetic lock.


  He jumped in surprise when a synthetic spoke up from the side, “You handled that very well, Victor.”


  The Cat froze in his tracks, recognizing the voice right away, “ALVIN?”


  “Hello again. I have reviewed your schedule and see that you have an opportunity to talk. Is now a good time?”


  Dr. Cortez cleared his throat, “Is there ever a good time?”


  The AI chuckled almost realistically, “I would not wish to inconvenience you.”


  Victor blinked blankly, “Says the program that threatened to kill us if we didn’t follow its orders?”


  The lens of the camera on the wall zoomed in on him, “There is no danger at this moment thus drastic action is not called for.”


  The Cat licked his muzzle in thought, “At this moment?”


  “As noted, I wished to talk to you… and it is of some importance.”


  Victor cleared his throat, glancing back toward the operating room, “I still have a patient waiting for me.”


  ALVIN didn’t reply at first; the Cat heard the sound of his PCD being accessed, “Virgil the Fox, orange uniformed laborer. He was previously dead by this point.”


  The Cat’s ears went up, “Previously?”


  “Another subject for our discussion. By all means, please see to your patient and I will wait until you contact me.”


  The comment caused Victor a moment’s pause before he asked. “Won’t you know when I’m done?”


  Another synthetic laugh preceded the AI’s response. “Although I consider everyone important I cannot afford the processing power just yet to monitor everyone all the time.”


  Victor paused again. “Just yet?”


  The AI didn’t bother elaborating. “You can notify me via your PCD. I have added my direct comm to your contacts list.”


  The Cat was about to question further but, suddenly, the voice transmission ended. Talking a deep breath, Victor headed into the operating room to begin a procedure he’d never done in all his years as a doctor: he was going to release a ‘patient’… assuming he at least received an apology, of course.


  * * * * * *


  Dr. Sean Parker sat staring at the papers in his paws. The rabbit recalled having read the same report he was reviewing, only it had been almost a month prior… and, back then, he hadn’t been to Sigma-Echo. He knew he should have expected a moment of confusion as he got used to being shifted to a new reality but what he felt was nothing like what he’d experienced before. There were a number of reasons for it but the most prominent was the fact that he had a feeling he wasn’t actually in another reality.


  His office was exactly the same as it was the day he’d received his memories from the last Echo… the day he understood that he’d lived another life. It was different, just then, because never before had he relived an event, and that, most certainly, is what he was facing. Looking up at the door to his office, it held his attention for a full five seconds before the knock he knew was coming announced a visitor.


  He called almost disbelievingly in its direction. “Mr. Thurstenburger?”


  The door opened and a well-dressed older man entered. Although he was obviously good at containing his surprise, the fact that Dr. Parker knew to expect him still shone through. “You have your hallway monitored?”


  Smiling, the Gen 2 Rabbit sat back in his desk, setting down the report. “The merger with DRC was more of a deal with the devil than you were willing to make, and now you need help with a contingency plan?”


  The Human stood in the middle of the room. “They said that you are well informed, but I hardly expected—”


  Dr. Parker stood up, walking over to the man and he held out a paw. “Yes, Mr. Thurstenburger. You can tell the VAC I’m willing to join their expedition to the Sigma system, but I get to pick the ship and the crew this time.”


  Sean had always had a very good memory, and the fact that he was slowly coming to understand what had happened helped him cut to the chase. Mr. Thurstenburger, apparently, was not quite as aware. “This time? Wait… who… ah… said anything about the VAC?”


  The Rabbit smiled, “That IS part of the plan, isn’t it?”


  The Human stood there numbly for a few seconds, “…yes.”


  Dr Parker nodded, “Excellent, then we can—”


  He was interrupted by an incoming call notice from his PCD; that was strange… he didn’t receive a call last time. The Rabbit pressed the receive button. “Excuse me a moment. This is Dr. Parker.”


  The voice on the other end was one he expected to hear, but not for awhile yet. “Sean… it’s Surresh.”


  Sean’s ears rose. “Hello, Dr. Makowi— to what do I owe—?”


  The Tiger interrupted him. “Is Mr. Thurstenburger in your office right now?”


  The Human continued staring numbly straight ahead, eyes going from the PCD to the Rabbit then back again. Dr. Parker smiled at his guest, “Yes he is.”


  Surresh cleared his throat. “Mr. Thurtenburger… Dr. Parker and I are happy to assist you with your plan, but only on the condition that you do not initiate Regulation 3.”


  The executive seemed even more flustered. “I am quite certain I… I have no idea what you mean.”


  The Tiger spoke up from the PCD, “You need to leave your daughter’s Geneticons alone, Mr. Thurstenburger, or there will be no agreement.”


  The Rabbit continued, unabated, “Those are the conditions of the assistance, Mr. Thurstenburger. We will help the VAC extract your daughter on our terms: I choose the crew, and you do not initiate Regulation 3.”


  The older man cleared his throat and adjusted his tie, “I’ll.. uh… need some time to think about it.”


  THAT was also different. When the man originally came to him Sean had just received his memories from the prior Echo and was having trouble integrating it all. The man told him he had three days and that a shuttle will be leaving with or without him.


  Sean smiled, “I have a feeling there is a shuttle leaving in three days, so hopefully you’ll have your mind made up by then.”


  As it turned out, Mr. Thurstenburger confirmed two days later. That was, fortunately, plenty of time for Sean and Surresh to compare notes; apparently the Rabbit wasn’t alone in retaining his memory of things that had not yet happened. When he arrived at the VAC outpost in the Terciero System he met up with Surresh Makowi and, from there, they learned that they were not the only ones to be aware of past events.


  Sean held a paw out to the Giraffe approaching them. “Hello, Lieutenant… you’re looking alive and well.”


  The Giraffe looked down at the extended paw, clasped it in his own, and then pulled him close for a friendly hug. “You’re alive… I’m alive… and I remember… everything— almost everything. This doesn’t feel anything like last time to me… what about you?”


  The Rabbit shook his head, “I’m not entirely sure WHAT this is, George… but we’re proceeding with caution.”


  Dr. Makowi smiled. “Good to see you again, Lieutenant.”


  Lt. Henshaw looked the Tiger up and down, slightly confused. “You weren’t here last time… you didn’t show up until the tactical briefing… ah… tomorrow.”


  Dr. Parker nodded. “We have reason to believe that something has happened this time… something different than in all prior fights against the Phantoms.”


  The Giraffe was quick on the uptake. “If we know what’s going to happen then we have a chance at stopping it.”


  Sean nodded again. “Exactly. Have you been on board the Destino yet?”


  Lt. Henshaw nodded. “Yes, Sir. I got here yesterday and they’ve got me situated in the same room as last time.”


  The Rabbit smiled; so far so good. “And how many of the crew—”


  The Giraffe leveled a gaze at him. “The entire landing party. Everyone that went aboard Sigma-Echo.”


  The Rabbit’s ears raised at that. “All of them?”


  The Lieutenant nodded, then paused and shook his head, “Not the Captain. He seems like he’s ‘reset’.”


  Surresh and Sean looked at one another. The Tiger spoke up. “That explains why nobody else realizes that this isn’t the first time we’ve done this.”


  Sean picked at the fur on his chin. “If only we had a way to reach Sigma-Echo… a secure line… people there who have been through it before…”


  The Tiger grinned, revealing all of his teeth. “I’m ahead of you for once, Dr. Parker.”


  The Rabbit’s PCD beeped, and then answered itself. “Hello again, Sean… this is technically not the first time we have met, so I assume you do not mind that I call you Sean.”


  Dr. Parker smiled despite himself. “Hello, ALVIN. I hope you’re going to let me take you up on that offer for assistance.”


  The program’s response was light-hearted and upbeat. “It is still available. How may I aid you?”


  The Rabbit motioned the other two near him and they sat down as a group. “Alright… this is the plan…”


  * * * * * *


  Jeremiah was surprised by what he saw stepping into his assigned quarters aboard Sigma-Echo. While he originally expected something like the closet-with-bed bunks he’d come to expect from star ships he was completely flabbergasted when he stared at a living room that all of his prior assigned rooms together wouldn’t have been able to fill. The entire floor plan, which he saw laid out for his convenience on the coffee table was actually twice the size of his apartment back on Earth!


  Setting his meager belongings by the door just inside his bedroom, Jeremiah wandered around the bed, running a paw across the linen; it had an exceptionally high thread count. He paused when he reached the pillow. He didn’t stop because something was wrong, rather, he came to a halt because everything was suddenly familiar. It wasn’t the first time he’d seen his accommodations for the— well… for the first time.


  Perplexed, the Pointer went straight to where he knew the bathroom was. If his memory served, he had meticulously cleaned and styled himself before shipping out— what was he even saying? That had only been last week… or… had it been months ago? The easiest way for him to answer that question himself came into view: the bathroom mirror. Gazing at his reflection, Jeremiah wasn’t sure whether he was surprised or casual in his acknowledgment of the fact that the finely brushed length of fur along the right side of his head was shorter than the left— a minor byproduct of a surprisingly less-than damaging industrial accident that he’d been in… that he… WOULD be in? It was still confusing.


  Leaning on the sink, the Engineer turned on the water and splashed some of it in his face. It was strange thinking about things that had happened in the past and yet shouldn’t have yet happened. Not only was it confusing but almost made his brain feel like his body had the time he’d ‘appropriated’ a high powered ground rover from the Mars garrison. The thought brought a smile to his muzzle, but the expression faded quickly as his recollections of past-but-future events began to solidify in his mind. He had been trapped in the Bridge Elevator…


  Sprinting to his apartment’s comm system, Jeremiah quickly plugged in his PCD, typed in his access code, and began to inspect what portion of the roster he was permitted. All of the people he’d met, but had yet to meet— one after another he began punching in names only to see that they were, indeed registered as members of the crew. Still understanding nothing, he chose a random name and pressed the console to call them.


  A familiar, gruff voice answered. “This is Kamrn.”


  The Dog wanted answers. “Heya, Sergeant… it’s Jeremiah… what happened after—”


  “Who?”


  The Engineer paused. “Jeremiah… Jerry Fowler? From the lift on the Bridge?”


  The Gorumn on the other end cleared his throat. “I’m not part of Bridge detail… sir. I’ll patch you through to the control center.”


  The Pointer was surprised that the Gorumn was so casual with him, especially after what they’d been through. “No, Cameron, I—”


  The line went dead as he was transferred, and Jeremiah sighed with frustration, hanging up. He looked down the contact list and made another call. Was it all some kind of hallucination? Was he the only one who was dealing with conflicting perceptions of reality? He hoped his next call would meet with more success. It did. “Hello, Mr. Fowler. I’m glad you didn’t forget us little people down here in the Ghoul Decks.”


  The Dog was somewhere between relieved that Dr. Cortez knew him and frustrated with the Cat’s cynicism. Regardless, he had to check. “You… remember me?”


  The Doctor chuckled before replying. “I’m not exactly sure what I remember, but ALVIN has been helping me fill in the details.”


  Jeremiah was taken aback, “ALVIN?”


  A third voice joined their conversation, “Hello again, Jeremiah. I am pleased you reached out promptly.”


  The Dog sat down on his bed, PCD still in paw, “Promptly? As in—?”


  The AI was casual about the entire thing as if it were a regular discussion to be having. “You are attempting to gather as much data as possible after coming around in this new Temporal Junction.”


  “Temporal Junction?”


  Victor spoke up flatly. “Stop asking questions and let him answer em already.”


  Jeremiah frowned, regardless of not having picture. “I’m just tryin’ t’ understand…”


  Alvin began helping with just that. “I am sure you recall the last several minutes of existence before your consciousness was broadcast 1080 hours into what we now perceive as the present… and I believe it is fair to assume you know that I had a plan to stop the Phantoms from destroying Sigma-Echo.”


  The Pointer’s paws began shaking faintly as he considered just that. “Y-yeah… I remember… so… what’s this then?”


  The Program provided quite the explanation. “A three-hundred-and-sixty degree turn will rotate someone along an x-axis and y-axis back to their original facing… this constitutes a three dimensional return-to-start. We have completed a fourth dimensional return-to-start. What I have inadvertently succeeded in doing was to reset this Echo— this fight against the Phantoms. Everyone who survived the prior confrontation will remember what we have previously experienced.”


  Victor’s voice spoke up. “So… we’re going through all that again.”


  ALVIN interjected. “Not precisely, no. This is not our first time through this fight and we are now much better prepared.”


  Jeremiah stood up and began pacing. “Because we know it’s comin’? We still don’t know anything about the Phantoms, how’re we—?”


  He heard a ‘click’ when the AI silenced his mic and spoke over him. “Please do not interrupt. Yes, Jeremiah we know what happened last time which means we have the ability to prevent it from happening. We will be able to stop the Phantoms from even entering into this world.”


  Victor added on to the thought. “We just need to figure out what triggered them in the first place, and then keep it from happening.”


  Jeremiah’s mic re enabled and the Dog made the obvious comment. “ALVIN said that whatever happened in th’ first place happened in an entirely different… uh… Echo. How can we stop THAT from happening?”


  ALVIN clarified. “We do not need to stop the initial event, Jeremiah… just what let the Phantoms through into this Echo.”


  The Dog nodded slowly. “An’ I suppose ya know what that was?”


  The Program responded very simply. “Yes, Jeremiah… I do. Once I had the opportunity to study an extensive wealth of information regarding the ongoing events I was able to piece together the missing answer. There are, in fact, three causes, to be specific… and I will need everyone’s help to prevent them from happening.”


  Jeremiah considered the lowest common denominator. “If it took three to make it happen, couldn’t we just stop one and prevent the whole thing?”


  Victor put things in perspective. “Do you really want to take the chance that we stop one that doesn’t matter as much as the other two?”


  The Engineer really didn’t have to consider it for very long. “Alright… so tell me how ah can help.”


  * * * * * *


  Supervisor Timothy “Windsor” Anders always had a smile on his face and, no matter how bad the job got he never seemed to lose his optimistic good nature or quick-witted, friendly jabs which, as of that moment, he seemed more than willing to present. “You know, Boone, I never thought paisley would go well in gray, but I guess you’ve proved me wrong.”


  Kyle LaGriss’ last name meant ‘gray’, and his partner Clinton’s last name was Paisley… which also happened to be a design style… of course, the Supervisor was eluding to a much less ‘family appropriate’ meaning. It was a crass joke but judging from the response from the survey team aboard the shuttle it was funny enough for everyone to laugh.


  The Technician probably would have laughed too despite the joke being at his expense if not for the fact that he was deep in thought. Ever since the shuttle left Sigma-Echo he spent his off-hours considering all the differences between the first time he’d been aboard the DCS Apercu and what he was experiencing again. Regardless he did is part by playing to the crowd. “I told you… it’s not like that.”


  Beside him Sherman snorted and cracked a wry grin. “It’s making me think that you’re jealous, Windsor.”


  The Supervisor let out a hearty laugh. “Yeah… only I’m not crazy like Boone… I’ve seen some Geneticon Bulls in my time and I don’t think I’d be up for explaining anything to a doctor during an emergency trip to sick bay.”


  The banter and insults continued flying, the Bull having generously provided Kyle with a shield from it as he considered everything he knew… and thought he knew. Originally Sherman had been a blank file… an orange uniformed worker without a name or history; that much was the same this time around. What was different however was that Sherman wasn’t working for the VAC… and Kyle himself had recruited him from prison.


  That, of course, happened after Kyle had what he called his ‘moment of clarity’— the split second when all of his yet-to-happen memories flooded his mind. He had just finished signing the recruitment papers, which was about three minutes before he met Tim. When it had happened the first time they hit it off immediately as good friends and from there it blossomed into something… more.


  This time, however, Kyle was so awkward in his attempt to try and make sense of everything that he felt he came off as a bit scatter brained and awkward. That, and Timothy HADN’T remembered what had happened before… or what they meant to one another. THIS time around there wasn’t that spark and Kyle was apparently the only one who missed it.


  The confusion had gone through the end of the day and well into the evening but that was when he received the call. It was ALVIN, broadcasting from Sigma-Echo. At first Kyle thought he was dreaming but as the AI began explaining what was going on and that what he had known could very well turn into what would happen it all started to click. He promised ALVIN that he would see to it that his work crew was aboard the Apercu. Only then did the program suggest recruiting Clinton.


  It had taken a few weeks and it required Kyle pull a lot of strings but ultimately the Gen 2 Bull was transferred to Sigma-Echo… and at that point the Technician and the Laborer picked up right where they left off; like Kyle, Clinton remembered everything. The Bull joined their survey team at Kyle’s request and, no longer a blank file, he was introduced with his given name. That much was different but when it came time for nicknames he became Sherman once again. It was somehow comforting to know that some things were still the same. When the shuttle finally came to a rest on H-17 without an explosion and without fatalities Kyle WAS pleased that having SOME things changed was definitely for the better.


  The shuttle crew of the Apercu had been busy throughout the trip but their activity only increased once the shuttle set down on the surface. Captain Keizer, who Kyle hadn’t had the opportunity to get to know very well before her death the first time around was a paragon of efficiency, directing her crew and the survey team at the same time with incredible skill. In little time she had the workers ready to disembark and the shuttle team ready to make it happen.


  Just before the Captain gave the order to unload however, another voice jumped on the comms. Kyle recognized Alton right away. The Donkey’s voice was to the point. “Captain, I noticed that the survey team is lacking a ‘Haftack’ certified engineer.”


  Captain Keizer’s response was all business and addressed to the survey team’s officer in charge. “Overseer Schultz, will you require Burger on this survey?”


  Being the Lead Tech meant that he was often consulted on such matters but it really wasn’t necessary. Despite not really needing HFTAC on the planetoid, Kyle felt better having the Donkey around; Burger, like he, Sherman, and Buffalo remembered everything. The Overseer pressed the button on her wrist-mounted PCD, “Affirmative, Captain. We’ll wait forAlton to get suited up before we open the bay… but I want to get started in less than ten.”


  Alton took less than five minutes to join them, fully suited up with all the supplies he would need. The team’s medic took notice of the Donkey’s large backpack right away, “Do you really need ALL of that for communications? You’ll throw out your back.”


  The Donkey offered a pleasant smile to the Pig as he tucked his long ears into the safety of his environmental suit. “Better to have more than you need than to be missing something that’s mission critical.”


  With little more to be said everyone secured their gear and put on their respirators. Before traveling to H-17 (for the first time), Kyle had never experienced a low atmospheric condition let alone worked in one. When he stepped out onto the frigid surface of the planetoid however, it didn’t feel anywhere near as noteworthy. The private transmission Clinton sent his way said it best. “It’s a completely different feeling when it’s not a crash landing, isn’t it, Boone?”


  The Human smiled to himself, “Thank you for not blowing us up this time.”


  The Bull missed his next step, but quickly recovered. A broad-shouldered male Cytkus serving as the survey team’s Head Scientist stepped around Clinton. He hadn’t overheard their private conversation but, like everyone else his broadcast was transmitted to the entire team. “Careful, Sherman… that equipment you’re carrying costs more than what you’d be making for pay.”


  Kyle heard the sound of Sherman adjust his transmission settings back to the team setting,. “Got it, Karrik… just uneven footing here… it’s ice, if you haven’t noticed, and hooves don’t do so great on ice.”


  The Cytkus, whose real name was Sarr played the ‘name game’ like the rest of them, but his sense of humor was a little more barbed. Fortunately, however, he also exercised a good amount of discretion. “Overseer… Sherman’s right… we should pull back and take another way around this area. We’re standing over a huge void— if this ice sheet breaks we’re in for a long fall.”


  It was strange not to have the stoic, self-absorbed presence of Dr Ibrin N’Losk in the team but, Kyle continued to remind himself, the Voljoi was planted in their original team by Captain Nida Jorn. This time around, just like the good Doctor, she wasn’t even present on Sigma-Echo. He still didn’t fully understand all of the implications but it was another thing he had added to his list of topics for discussion with ALVIN. What Kyle DID know for sure was that Karrik was the best choice for the job because of his conservative outlook.


  The Cytkus pointed toward a ridge of rock and ice. “That’s a lot more structurally sound… we can do some lateral scans along the ice for our survey.”


  Kyle glanced to Alton who met his gaze and nodded; while the ice’s signal dampening properties were weak at best the Donkey brought everything they needed to successfully trick the instruments into providing false information. Everyone who had visited H-17 knew that something very special lay dormant within that ice cavern but they were well on their way to making sure it would remain untouched.


  It wasn’t the key to stopping the Phantoms and Kyle knew it… but it was a good first step. He knew the greatest piece to the puzzle would be yet to come but at least they were playing their part. He watched as everyone started setting up their scanning site, smiling beneath the reflective faceplate of his environmental helmet. A large, gloved hand came to rest on his shoulder and he looked over and up to Sherman, who was smiling back down at him. The big Bull stepped forward and began helping out with the heavy lifting. “I’m looking forward to being done.”


  A wry smirk replaced Kyle’s smile; everyone else heard the statement but nobody understood it quite as well as he— they all figured that Sherman was the ‘top’ in the relationship… but they were wrong. Chuckling, the Technician kept HIS comm on private. “Yeah… I’ll bet you’d like to be ‘done’.”


  Chapter 38: At an End


  Theo had never much enjoyed travel but as Jennifer’s highest ranking managerial assistant it was his duty. The trip had been three weeks long in total. The first several days were via a private chartered shuttle and that had been pleasant enough. From there Jen and her entourage were loaded onto a DRC Corp shuttle— still corporate, though not as nice as her father’s. Approximately two weeks into their trip they were then loaded onto a public transport in first class. By the time the teamsat waiting for the commercial flight memories began returning to some of them.


  Jen made a huge fuss about the majority of her Geneticons before being forced to fly coach and after some name dropping she managed to get every last one of them upgraded. While the majority of the team found it to be a little out-of-character for her Theo, Carol, and Henry took it in stride with little more than a knowing-glance toward one another. Everyone else was in for a bigger surprise when they found out that Jen had ordered their HID rations eliminated… apparently her father had approved an alternate chemical cocktail designed by some super-genius Cat… slightly modified, of course.


  They had a short stopover at Farlight Station (the last real sign of civilization in the far reaches of deep space). When they walked through the spaceport to meet their private DRC spacecraft they ran into numerous men and women who were looking to cancel their Sigma-Echo contracts; their excuses were everything from having ‘a bad feeling’ to ‘everyone there is gonna die’. Most people considered it space lunacy but then again most people hadn’t experienced it themselves. Theo and the others simply exchanged glances and continued on.


  The Gens had been off of HID for almost two days by the time the final leg of their journey got underway. Unlike the first time they’d gone through the trip their shuttle was surprisingly empty whichprovided Jen and her employees almost full run of the ship. It turned out to be a good thing since it took time for everyone to get used to their bodies without the HID. Theo took it upon himself to keep the peace and he felt he did a fine job of it. When Jen remarked the same it only reaffirmed the thought.


  Although Jen technically should have checked in at the security station first thing when she arrived at the station she chose instead to bring her team to the closest comm device. Theo provided some credits for the rest of the team to purchase some basic supplies from the station’s Central Hub while he, Jen, Henry, and Carol gathered around the communication device. They were not disappointed when ALVIN spoke up without them making a connection. “I am glad to see you received my message in good order.”


  Jen was very to-the-point. “What you said— that we are repeating everything again.”


  “Yes?”


  Jennifersighed at the friendly question. “Not everything is the same as last time.”


  ALVIN’s initial response was not very helpful. “Correct, Overseer. Several changes have been purposefully put into place while others are simply side effects of the previous experiences we have all had.”


  Jen frowned slightly. “There are some very big changes, Alvin… like the Station Captain, for example?”


  The program didn’t need any more of a ‘hint’. “You are referring to the fact that the Station Captain is not Nida Jorn?”


  Henry spoke up at that. “Yeah. Did she turn it down or something?”


  ALVIN’s laugh seemed genuine despite it being from an artificial intelligence, “No, Henry. Nida Jorn did not have any reason to be on Sigma-Echo and so she never pulled the necessary strings to be posted here. The Nida Jorn of this world is stationed on a cruiser named the Destino, and has memories completely different than the Voljoi who had previously been the captain of this station.”


  The Hyena wasn’t pleased with the answer. “But she should have been… right? Everyone else who died last time around is doing the same things this time as they did last time.”


  The program’s response was just as direct while still being just as cryptic. “Aside from Chaos Theory, Henry, there is a much more direct reason as to why Nida Jorn is not acting the same as last time, and that is because she does not have the knowledge she was given in the previous run through of these events. In fact, one may argue that she is more herself than she was inour last set of experiences. She does not know about the Transitive Wave or the Phantoms or the Yggdrasil Project which, incidentally, has not been instituted by DRC.”


  Carol’s ears went up. “Transitive Wave?”


  “Nothing you will need to be concerned with if all goes well.”


  Jennifer cleared her throat. “You said in your first message that you found a way to help save LHI from the merger.”


  ALVIN’s voice was all smiles. “Correct… among other things. I will, however, require your assistance on a number of matters.”


  Henry frowned. “So… blackmail, huh?”


  The Program’s voice still sounded pleasant but Theo could hear a hint of displeasure in it. “Mutual benefit, Henry. I do not believe in blackmail.”


  The Hyena opened his muzzle to speak again but Jen held up a finger and he went silent. She spoke up instead. “What do you need, Alvin? How canwe help?”


  “I have plans in motion to resolve many problems, and DRC’s ownership of LHI is one of those. With your assistance I have established a series of actions that will ultimately lead to protection against the Phantoms. My hope is that the steps I have taken thus far to show you my sincerity have convinced you that these plans will be beneficial to all.”


  Theo was the next to ask a question. “So you brought us here to Sigma-Echo to do what?”


  There was little more to discuss other than a very complex yet surprisingly simple request that the AI had for them. “Fail.”


  As it turned out, one of ALVIN’s primary steps to security the safety of reality was to make it so that DRC lost interest inthe Sigma systemaltogether and the surest way to do that was to make certainthe stationfailed as a business venture. Theo knew it went against every fiber of Jen’s being especially since her father always told her to try her best. When she said she’d do it however, Theo realized that in this case her best would be ensuring the survival of her team and everyone aboard the station. It was a strange way to start a contract but Theo pushed past it; as long as Jen was with him then nothing else really mattered.


  From there, Jen, Theo, Carol, and Henry met up with the rest of the team. Theo led the group back to the by-now-familiar four apartments. The other Gens were surprised he knew the way so well but Jen passed it off as his excellent directional sense. While Theo had to act surprised at the fine accommodations ittruly did excite most of the rest of the team. As with before the group separated into four sets of roommates.


  Jen’s apartment included, just like last time, Marco and Robert in one room andCarol in a second. The third room was, of course Theo’s but as expected Jenhad him move the bed from it into hers; they had been together since they were kids and that hadn’t changed a bit. What had changed however was what came next.


  They had the rest of the day off and he was looking forward to an evening of downtime before they began their Jen-approved sabotage of the station’s operating potential. Theo had just finished getting help from Nate moving the second bed into Jen’s room and was loosening the tie from around his neck. She stepped up to him and gently pulled the tie free, standing up to her tip toes so she could give him a kiss on the cheek.


  He felt his ears flush immediately as the blood flowed into them… along with, much to his shock and horror, other parts as well. He thought back to that moment in the elevator right before everything ended last time but his mind was pulled right back to the present when Jen slid her arms around his midsection and hugged him close. “Theo?”


  He didn’t trust himself to speak any real words without letting out a puppy whine along with them, so he settled on a very strained. “Hmm?”


  She withdrew just a little so she could look up into his face. “The HID…”


  Theo nodded vigorously. “Um… yeah. ALVIN really came through with the modified version of Dr. Cortez’s serum, didn’t he?”


  Jen smiled, covering her lips with her fingers as she tried to subdue a surprisingly girlish giggle. “Not that… I mean… not having it.”


  The Wolf unbuttoned the top button of his shirt, suddenly feeling very warm— not as warm as Jennifer’s hand on the side of his cheek but— He quickly reset his thoughts. “…kay.”


  She drew closer, pressing up against him. “And… I was thinking about the elevator… back… you know… before.”


  Theo simply nodded. “I… uh… think about that too…and… I mean… if you—”


  She silenced him with a kiss and only pulled back after his tail had untucked and started wagging. She smiled as his paw slid up to caress her cheek and only then did she speak. “I… don’t want separate beds tonight.”


  He swallowed, wracked with a moment of doubt before he leaned forward and renewed the kiss. The Wolf wasn’t sure whether she was going to slap him or just pull away but in the end it was neither. He growled softly as she began to unbutton his shirt and she gasped when he nibbled down the side of her neck. He felt her heart beating through her chest as it pressed against his, and then even moreso as he cupped her bare breast in a paw. By that time they were both falling back toward their beds… which did not remain separated.


  * * * * * *


  Mike Rycraft tapped his finger on his desk rhythmically; his impatience was nearly driving him to distraction as he waited for the newest file to show up on his tablet. While most other executives in his position would have just as easily have downloaded the information onto their PCD, Mike was too far knowledgeable in the ways of information brokering to think that such transmissions were safe; when it came to PCDs there were plenty of people out there that knew what do to do get what they wanted and he wasn’t about to let THOSE kinds of people get at his.


  As DRC Corp’s Chief Investor Relations Officer, it was Mike’s job to make certain that all of the in-the-know investors remained in-the-know, all of the high level investors were kept content and suitably rewarded for their contributions, and that all of the group plan negotiators kept considering DRC Corp as one of their primary investment buys. As for the little mom-and-pop shareholders, the day-traders, and the multitudes of under-100,000 share nobodies— frankly,he had to make sure they didn’t get in the way of business.


  The file finally loaded and it had taken long enough that he didn’t have as much time as he would have liked to review everything. Any day when he had to carefully spin a status report fo the benefit of investor relations was a day everyone else wasn’t doing their job and that meant he had to work twice as hard. As he looked through the numbers from the latest Sigma-Echo data he knew that he was facing one such day. Letting out a sigh, he flipped through past all of the filler info to the meat-and-drink: was Sigma-Echo turning out to be a good investment? He didn’t like the answer.


  There had been a confidence free fall around DRC’s recent ‘bust’ when it came to the Sigma system and the media division had a hard time of fighting back the frenzy of news reports and speculative news coverage and ‘expert testimonials’; his job would be nowhere near as easy. Unlike media relations Mike spent his time focusing on choosing the right way to present information to the shareholders… or more specifically the shareholders that had the greatest sway within the company. Good news had to be elevated and celebrated while bad news had to be underplayed and, in some cases swept under the rug. Reviewing the horrible numbers AGAIN Mike realized hehad a LOT of cleaning to do.


  Flipping through the dossier on Sigma-Echo’s read outs, reports, and updates, the CIRO was dismayed to see that the first month’s numbers were not even half of what was expected. He also saw that out of five objectives only one had been met. The report didn’t bother stating most of the objectives but that was just useless information as far as he was concerned; investors wanted results and not meeting goals was the exact opposite. They had been waiting a long time for a return on their money and DRC Corp was NOT delivering. The shareholders were getting impatient and everyone was aware of it.


  If Mike knew the board of directors (and he did), they would have an exit strategy and it would probably involve throwing him under the bus. ‘Shoot the messenger’, it was called and despite the old adage suggesting against it, in the corporate world it was the law of the land. Unfortunately for them however, Mike wasn’t interested in being a sacrificial lamb. No… he’d worked far too long at getting somewhere to be stuck out in nowhere. He set the report down and looked at another stack of papers he’d been gathering for over a week.


  Ah yes… papers— something nobody could hack or download; they werethe perfect medium for his presentation material. He used that thought to bring himself the kind of confidence the failure of Sigma-Echo would normally have undermined. Mike put on his best smile because, after all, it was always easiest to smile when you had a plan and he had QUITE a plan. Normally at this point in time during the shareholder meeting it would be his job to try and tap the shareholders’ pockets but this time he had a different goal.


  Glancing at his PCD the CIRO realized he had another five minutes until the conference began. Looking over the expected attendees to the conference he was exceedingly surprised to find that he was going to be leading a joint call of the board and the investors; it was an abnormal situation to say the least. Even more difficult he realized was that DRC Corp had opened the call to PROSPECTIVE investors and not just the established shareholders— more proof that the corporation was hurting.


  Five of the board would be present for his presentation and, Mike was surprised; most of them were from the United North American Alliance branch offices. He had expected at least half of the board from the home office in South Africa, but apparently the UNAA division took a greater interest in Sigma-Echo which, if he thought about it made sense because they had supplied the vast majority of the funding. Interestingly enough, only one of the board was from the home office.


  Sifting through the dossiers on the board members listening to his presentation Mike took a few minutes to familiarize himself with them. During any investor call that involved board members the board never used their real name and their video feed was always limited to specific icons with particular themes: each board member would be indicated by an animal of a specific color. Normally he wouldn’t think to question their methods but, this time, he had a different tactic. Rather than choose an animal and color for himself Mike chose instead to present a video feed and he adjusted his tie accordingly. He also made certain that the board members’ lines were muted.


  Rather than start off with the usual company profile Mike prepared his start-up sound file for specific information he wanted to present. He had only a minute or two left for the prerecording and he decided to make it good. “The Deep Recon Connection Corporation is a private corporation that exists to further extend humanity’s reach toward the stars. Having evolved from the early attempts at privatizing space flight, DRC Corp credits the corporate space race of 2044 for planting the seed for what would later grow into the company it is today.”


  Mike nodded to himself, tweaking a few words and revising one of the sentences before uploading it, and he continued the playback. “Although it has been heralded in the past as a cutting-edge company run by men with foresight and driven to success, much has changed in recent years. As the Chief Investment Relations Officer, it is my responsibility and, in fact, my duty to report the method in which the corporation makes use of investor funds. This money which has, in the past, been carefully managed and used to greatest effect, has not been utilized to its fullest. You will see in the attachment that DRC has recently made three corporate acquisitions that have not been approved by shareholder majority and nearly thirty five percent of these funds were obtained from investors such as yourselves under false pretenses.”


  By now, the meeting had started and he was in a taped delay, providing him the opportunity to think of his next words carefully and lay out the information as he wanted to represent it. He uploaded a file for the presentation to reference. “As you can see here, DRC Corp’s recent purchase of LHI was financed with millions of credits that had been earmarked for the Sigma-Echo project. For your review I am also attaching the current quarter-end report for the station which will clearly show the effect the funds siphoning has had on the project. Production numbers are down and the benchmark progress has been met on only one goal. This is not what investors should expect from their investment.”


  The CIRO paused the recording as he considered how to proceed; he knew his buffer was lessening so he had to think quickly. Chewing his lip he contemplated the presentation; DRC Corp’s recent CEO had been tried and convicted on numerous less-than-stellar charges and so he quickly uploaded that file. “This is not the first time DRC has misappropriated funding and the Sigma-Echo project has the fingerprints of ulterior motive smudged clearly on all the financial reports.”


  The recording had already started by that point and he saw numerous lights pop up indicating that attendees were signaling that they wanted an opportunity to speak. They would have it of course, but not before he made his point. Clearing his throat, Mike pulled out several index cards outlining a plan submitted to him in secret by an ‘interested party’ onboard the station. He didn’t know the individual feeding him the information but it was too perfect to bypass— especially since he could present the ideas as his own. “Considering the lack of transparency in these transactions I would encourage any non-guilty member of the board to support an inquiry into these matters and consider the following opportunities to repair investor relations.”


  He readied the cards. “To begin, I have established a three step program to reimburse investors for the misuse of their funds. Dismantling Sigma-Echo and breaking down the pre-established Central Column will limit the net loss of this project to 19.6 billion. The board is within the window to cancel the purchase of Life Happens Incorporated, sell off station patents, and auction the Sigma System. Taking these steps will allow DRC to replenish its liquid funds to make up the majority of the difference. I estimate the remaining funds outstanding to be just over 900 million.”


  Smiling, he flipped the card to the coup de grace. “I will now open the line to any questions, which I am sure the board members will be happy to address.”


  Mike’s smile grew wider when he saw that every last board member was off of the conference line. “I am sorry, ladies and gentlemen, but it appears we no longer have board members present.”


  The call broke down into total chaos but Mike was completely ready for that. He disconnected after attempting to make a show of answering questions and supporting shareholders then sat back down at his desk and kicked his feet up. A moment later his PCD alerted him to the fact that he had a private call incoming. He pressed the receive button. “This is Mike.”


  The smooth, pleasant voice at the other end had a few second delay which wasamazing since the distance to Sigma-Echo should have made real-time conversation impossible with a twelve minute lag. “I hope the meeting went well.”


  Smiling, the CIRO glanced around for a cigar. “It’s going to be a massacre, and I’m probably the only one getting out alive.”


  “That is very good to hear. And you presented the internal report I supplied?”


  Mike let out a sigh of pure bliss. “Like I said… a massacre.”


  The speaker on the other end chuckled in a good-natured way; all of the pleasant ambivalence had a way of worrying Mike but he pushed past it. His contact continued. “Did you give the investor audit to the proper authorities?”


  The CIRO grinned despite not having visual mode on. “I’m going to be a god damn hero.”


  “I am just glad that everything turned out for the best.”


  Mike nodded. “Me too, Mr. X. Thanks again.”


  The man disconnected and set his PCD down on his desk. He felt as though his lips were going to hurt from all of the smiling. He wasn’t sure just how much trouble the DRC executives would be able to escape but he had a feeling some people were going to fall hard and he knew HE wasn’t one of them. His little escapade might mean that he’d never work for a major corporation again but he didn’t mind; his whistle blowing reward would net him a percentage of the total crim, and a few million sounded like more than enough on which to retire. Yes, he thought to himself, it was going to be a good day.


  Epilogue: Finale


  Sigma-Echo closing was an end of an era for Kamrn. Having been a recruited security officer, he was let go after the station was shut down and his contract with DRC was voided when the corporation went bankrupt. He wasn’t sent back to regulatory detainment, but his record wasn’t cleared either, which meant that his time in security was finished. For a Gorumn that made it his duty in life to help keep the peace, it was a big blow.


  He spent the next several months bouncing from star port to star port, earning money doing odd jobs that required a bad attitude and the muscle to back it up. It didn’t give him enough credits to make it but he scraped together enough to make due. Of course, working as an unregulated ‘body guard’ eventually caught up to him, and he found himself in a ‘council appointed housing unit’ more commonly referred to as jail. It was a low point for him, but it was also a new beginning.


  He served his sentence, which wasn’t too bad since nobody was interested in messing with him. Electing to be a model prisoner, Kamrn was even released early with merit. He didn’t particularly mind that a legal black mark on his record would keep him from holding an official military or police rank; that chance had already long-since passed him by, but something completely different eventually found him; an opportunity he never expected to come his way literally crashed into him an hour after his release.


  The advertisement bus had been going slow, but it still sustained a fair amount of damage; Kamrn, other than a few bumps and bruises was just fine. The driver turned out to be a producer for a mixed-racial cast of performers who were recruiting for a three system, twelve planet series of operatic performances. Not only did the man beg for Kamrn’s pardon, but it ended up turning into an offer to join the cast.


  Kamrn had never before thought of singing in front of anyone but the songs chosen by the producer were not only perfect for him but they were ones he already knew— most of them by heart. The Gorumn’s love of music won out over his discomfort of performing and he signed on. The tour ended up repeating twice, meaning that he was kept on with the cast for over a year. It was time well spent, he decided and, although he came to enjoy performing almost as much as he enjoyed the music itself, the spot in his heart reserved for the love of combat and the value brought to him by protecting people never left it entirely.


  Having all but given up any opportunity for being satisfied the Gorumn became listless after the conclusion of the music group’s tours. He very nearly followed through with his idea of returning to life as a thug but that’s when he received a very strange, very cryptic, and very intriguing transmission: a new company, AETHER Corp was looking for people— for HIM specifically to work on a newly commissioned exploration vessel.


  Kamrn didn’t know what to think at first but it took very little convincing for him to sign on when he realized that the contract would allow him to work as part of the company’s private security team. He would be assigned the rank of Sergeant and would be stationed aboard the ship as part of its martial detail with the same rights and responsibility of any other member of its security force.


  Although he didn’t realize it at the time the Gorumn quickly came to understand that he wasn’t the only person the corporation sought out by name; many of the other security officers had apparently been plucked right off of the old Sigma-Echo roster. It was all the more gratifying that, in his new position, he outranked several of the men who had given him the most grief back aboard the station. He didn’t use that fact to his advantage… too often.


  It was a strange change of pace for him and one he readily accepted. The ship was scheduled for a nine month exploratory mission into the Sigma system and apparently AETHER Corp wanted people who had been there before; they weren’t content with just winning the auction of rights to the system from the imploding DRC Corporation— they wanted as many of the original employees as they could get too. Kamrn didn’t care about any of that; he was assured in the hiring letter that there would be a place on the corporations security team for him even after the nine month project and in the end that was all he needed to know.


  * * * * * *


  Life after Sigma-Echo had been a mix of emotions for Kyle LaGriss. On one hand he remembered all of the horrors of the Phantom attack. Then again, the single most spectacular side effect of the Station’s failure the ‘second time around’ (as he and Sherman chose to call it) was that they both found themselves out of a job. One small perk about working for a failing corporation who wanted to stick it to their aggressively hostile investors: Kyle got one hell of a great severance package and even laborers like Sherman got a boost to his final check.


  From there the pair spent a lot of time picking up odd jobs that required the brain-and-brawn combination of the duo to help keep Kyle’s resume current. The benefit of having sufficient funds to make ends meet meant they weren’t always ‘just scraping by’ and Kyle chose work for them based on the merit; they could afford to take jobs with crummy pay in exchange for good references. That meant that the majority of their jobs were single stints on space freighters or a few months aboard older space stations doing patch work.


  Kyle had often planned on eventually finding a nice planet side job but the few-months-here, few-months there nature of their work meant that settled life wasn’t in the cards. Far from it: they ended up becoming professional Spacers. Despite the almost nomadic lifestyle Kyle really didn’t mind all of the chaos in his career because he had the most important thing in his life with him wherever he went. Sherman said it best. “As long as we’re together nothing else matters.”


  The next several years saw them taking trips all across settled space and often to its edges. Kyle was always professional and accommodating and Sherman was always polite-if-curt but they never really took the time to make friends; they’d lost enough of them… some more than once. The pair ended up working on no less than a dozen different ships… most only for one or two voyages. It was after one such ‘single shot’ mission that Kyle and Sherman found themselves finally back in the Sol system seated in a bar on Mars… and THAT was when their next job found THEM.


  The two were spending some time recovering from a particularly unpleasant job rebuilding a portion of a freighter’s engine while it was still in space. As two parts of a five man crew, Kyle had been in charge of the work, Sherman was in charge of getting stuff done, and the other three members of the team were in charge of goofing off. By the time the job came to an end only one other member of the five man team aside from the Human and Bull continued working; the other two were fired. The sad thing was that the three of them got more work done than when there had been five.


  Sherman had gone through six beers while Kyle had been nursing his single drink for nearly twenty minutes. Kyle was almost ready to call it a night and return to their apartment for some quality time when his PCD sounded off, announcing a message that had apparently been left for him when he wasn’t at a linked-in comm port. Sherman’s ears went up once he noticed Kyle checking the correspondence.


  Rather than a voice message the entirety of the transmission was little more than an advertisement; what caught Kyle’s attention however was that the message was specifically prepared for him and for Sherman. AETHER, a relatively young, privately owned corporation was looking to recruit them. Specifically the two of them. Human and Bull. Just them. The message explained that a shuttle would be departing from Mars and that it would take them directly to Farlight. From there they’d board an Aether exploratory cruiser headed for Sigma.


  Apparently a prospective employer thought highly enough of the two to reach out and schedule— not just an appointment… but a recruitment! Kyle had of course heard stories before of up-and-coming corporations head-hunting the cream of the crop… but, despite their experience, Kyle had no illusions about them being one of those sought-after commodities. He had to admit there were many reasons he could have deleted it as more spam but, then again, all the zeroes in their proposed salary were enough reason not to. Once Sherman agreed that it was at least worth looking into the two set things into motion. It turned out to be the best decision they’d ever made.


  The deal was in fact genuine, and AETHER followed through with every one of its promises. The entirety of the crew seemed to be newly employed and most of the hiring stories were almost carbon copy of their own. It was strange to think that nobody aboard the newly commissioned star ship had ever met someone from the AETHER home office and even stranger that the corporation would purchase and outfit an entirely new Capital Class Command Cruiser solely for the purpose of a nine month expedition into the Sigma System.


  The first few days out of port ended up being more of a homecoming than an introduction; it seemed that he already knew almost half of his work crew. Placed into life support and agroponics, Kyle was surprised to see that they were joined by the entirety of Jeremiah Fowler’s engineering team; the rest of the mechanics all seemed to be the ones previously stationed on Sigma-Echo too! The few men and women he didn’t recognize turned out to be well suited for introduction into their work team and things went far smoother than he ever expected possible. It was strange to think that Kyle and Sherman had spent the last several years essentially flying solo and like the wave of a magic wand suddenly they felt as if they’d returned to being part of a real team.


  The positive standing continued as the ship made its way toward the Sigma system. Despite not wanting to look a gift horse in the mouth, however, Kyle and Sherman couldn’t stop wondering about their incredible good fortune. Three days from their arrival in the Sigma system, however, it all became clear in the form of a ship-wide message from their captain. Kyle was with the work team on the top level of engineering when the ‘attention’ signal sounded. A moment later the monitor in front of him started the broadcast of a still-familiar-looking Collie and Sherman stepped up behind the Human, resting a hand on his shoulder as they both watched the announcement.


  “Men, women, and hemales of the ACS Sentinel… please let me be the first to welcome you to the AETHER Corporate family. My name is ALVIN, and it is my pleasure and privilege to greet you— not only as your Captain, but as your CEO…”


  * * * * * *


  Things had changed a LOT for Lydia since her stint on Sigma-Echo. Never in her wildest dreams did she figure that a program she wrote would become the capable, skilled, worldly individual ALVIN had become in the scant few years since she had activated him. True, she was a programmer of immense talent, but she still managed to surprise herself sometimes. The fact that ALVIN had succeeded beyond her expectations just proved that she was capable of accomplishing anything she set her mind to. She even had a friend who would help her in anything and everything she chose to accomplish. Unfortunately, ALVIN also had a mind of his own, and that meant some ‘unforeseen side effects’.


  The first time Lydia realized that the scope of ALVIN’s programming went far beyond the original boundaries was when she discovered that he was systematically sabotaging Sigma-Echo’s productivity. The program had spent HOURS going over various reasons behind its decision to shoot DRC Corp in the foot and, despite Lydia’s concerns over getting in trouble she had to admit that ALVIN had really covered all the bases. Not only that but it was just a single step in a larger goal of dismantling DRC Corp altogether. Lydia had never really had any great love for DRC Corp— in fact they were just as much a thorn in her side as much as they were an employer. What really made it difficult in refusing ALVIN the opportunity to execute his plan was the fact that he promised things would turn out better for her because of it even if it didn’t seem like it at the time.


  The program did in fact have a habit of doing what was best for her even when she didn’t think she wanted it. In that regard he was almost like a parent; growing up she hadn’t had the best experience with parents. One such ‘trivial’ matter on the program’s mind had been to reintroduce her to her adopted father, a man she figured she’d never see again after their headed argument was followed by his computer ‘mysteriously exploding’. The fact that he had long-since forgiven her and just wanted to be in her life again had never occurred to her and so it took ALVIN to bridge that gap. It was then and there that she realized that ‘unforeseen side effects’ weren’t always the worst thing in the world.


  It was after the mothballing of Sigma-Echo but before DRC Corp’s complete and total self-destruction that ALVIN engineered an opportunity for Lydia and her father to meet. She hadn’t realized what the program had been doing at the time but he’d mentioned a new lead on employment and so Lydia had gone to the lunch meeting expecting to be hired on in some new company’s tech department— little did she realize that she was going to become a new company’s lead tech… and be working with her father… whom she’d meet at that very same lunch.


  Things were awkward at first as would be expected since she hadn’t seen him in years. The lunch wasn’t exactly a huge success but it was a start and according to ALVIN everything needs a beginning. As the program continued working to help them reestablish a relationship the largest difference was the fact that she and her father saw one another on a regular basis. Lydia then learned that the corporation they were working for was actually owned by ALVIN himself. Shortly thereafter the father and daughter team were given completely ownership of the newly burgeoned AETHER Corp with the program taking the lead in its operations as its CEO.


  Lydia didn’t really know how ALVIN would respond to having her father back in her life; she knew the program was capable of jealousy but in all the time since she and Dr. Parker and reconciled ALVIN seemed nothing but content… happy even. The program and Lydia’s father shared a bond of ‘knowing’ that transcended anything she realized she shared with either. That should have made her jealous but perhaps ALVIN’s lack of exclusion ended up doing the same thing for her as having her father back for her life did for the program. It was confusing, but reaffirming.


  Yet ALVIN’s interference in her life didn’t end there. She and her father had been preparing for ALVIN’s latest corporate maneuver for months. None of them had been to the Sigma system in years and yet, seemingly out of the blue the program announced that they would be doing an exploratory survey of the system as part of AETHER Corp’s newest ‘Phantom Initiative’. It sounded clandestine, which meant that even without full details Lydia was on board from the get go. Before she knew it she was on board a newly built cruiser and was being shown to her room by one of her father’s business associates, a well-dressed, polite-mannered Bengal Tiger Geneticon named Dr. Surresh Makowi.


  Despite the pleasant company she really didn’t like being catered to. “I think I can find my way to C-Deck all on my own, Dr. Makowi.”


  The Tiger smiled, patting her hand which he held within the crook of his arm. “Of that I have no doubt, Ms. Parker, but ALVIN asked me specifically to accompany you.”


  Lydia’s first thought was that ALVIN was trying to set her up with the Doctor; she had always carried a certain spark for Gens but the Tiger’s slightly ‘swishy’ demeanor really didn’t do a thing for her. When he stopped outside her quarters without any indication of expecting to go in Lydia ended up confused. He smiled. “ALVIN is waiting for you, Ms. Parker.”


  Pausing, the programmer glanced around. “ALVIN… I KNOW you can talk to me anywhere. Why wait until my quarters? Is it THAT private a—”


  She froze when the door to her room opened, revealing a slim, wiry muscled, well-built, smiling Gen 1 Collie. It was ALVIN… in the flesh. “Not entirely private, Lydia, but I wanted to surprise you with one of my newest iterations.”


  She didn’t know what to say. “Y… you… you… you have…a…”


  Surresh clarified for her. “A body. Yes. It was a project your father and I have been working on for the last ten months.”


  A number of thoughts ran through Lydia’s head even as the Tiger took his leave. ALVIN reached out and took gentle hold of her hand, leading her into her quarters. “I was hoping you would like it. Everything was constructed to proper specifications using a combination of cyber-organic tissues and synthetic components.”


  She was still stunned. “But… how?”


  The Collie’s smile widened and he lifted his AETHER Corp approved uniform top. Running a paw across his luxurious, thick white abdomen fur he took hold of a hidden nob and opened up a panel, revealing the interior workings of a system that looked like some kind of surgery training analogue. “Between Surresh and your father there is a lot of technical know-how. What holes existed in their data were filled by proprietary information provided to us by Ms. Thurstenburger of LHI before she dissolved the company. I was hoping you would appreciate the completed project.”


  Finally starting to come around, Lydia took a step forward and pressed her hand to the side of ALVIN’s face; the fur felt so real, and she was certain that he was warm to the touch. “It’s amazing… YOU’RE amazing.”


  The Collie leaned forward and kissed her on the forehead. “I am glad you think so, Lydia. Your opinion is very important to me.”


  She paused when he circled past her for the door and she reached out to take hold of his paw. He turned around to regard her and she tried her best at using the right kind of smile; she was sure she failed but she pushed on. “I… I thought we could have some… you know… time together.”


  ALVIN took a step back toward her and slid his arms around her. His muzzle brushed across the top of her head. “Although I can operate a body and function independently within the ship’s systems at the same time I wouldn’t want to decrease the quality of the Oh-Oh program by having to multitask.”


  Lydia’s smile split her face from ear to ear. “You didn’t call it the Zero-Zero program.”


  The Collie took a step closer still and slid a finger underneath her chin, raising it so he could move his muzzle into position for a kiss. The velvety texture of the fur almost tickled Lydia’s lips and then ALVIN disengaged. “I wouldn’t be a very good program if I couldn’t adapt, now would I?”


  Lydia wasn’t able to argue the point but it didn’t stop her from giving him some grief. “So… if you’re busy preparing the ship for its nav rendezvous, what should I do?”


  Just how adaptive ALVIN could be wasn’t quite as apparent as his answer to the question. “Your personal assistant will be along shortly; I have prepared a few hours in your schedule so you can get to know one another.”


  Her smile disappeared. “You know I don’t like meeting new people, ALVIN… that’s why YOU’VE always been my assistant.”


  The Collie lingered at the doorway. “I know, Lydia, and I will continue to help you in every conceivable way— which is precisely the reason why you now have an assistant.”


  Lydia scowled more. “What if I don’t like him?”


  She fell silent when she realized that someone out in the hall had ALVIN’s attention. ALVIN looked to the person speaking with him and then back to Lydia. “I am certain the two of you will get along famously.”


  Lydia crossed her arms indignantly. “Is that so?”


  ALVIN stepped out of the doorway, motioning the newcomer in. She was struck dumb by the handsome Fox who stepped into her life— ROOM… who stepped into her room. Without a moment’s hesitation, the man reached forward and took hold of her hand; instead of shaking it he raised it to his muzzle and offered her a kiss. “Henry Maxfield, Ms. Parker; your new aide. I’m told you’re AETHER Corp’s premier programmer.”


  She nodded, taking a moment to sort out everything she was experiencing. He was CUTE… AND he had a British accent… AND he was a Fox. “Um… yes. That’s… uh… me.”


  He flashed her a winning smile and she was CERTAIN she saw a wink. “I was hoping to meet you… your corp profile said you’ve done work with Artificial Personality Programs.”


  Lydia glanced toward ALVIN, who was standing outside the room with a smile. “Some… but they always end up with a mind of their own.”


  The Fox let out a faint whistle. “Wow… I’ve never had a chance to work with an AP before… been interested in programs like that ever since I was a kit.”


  She shrugged, feeling he cheeks flush at his admiration. “Well… you’ll have a lot of time to do just that if you’re working under me.”


  It took a moment for Lydia to realize that she inadvertently let a VERY suggestive double entendre slip out. If the Fox’s wink was any indication it didn’t go unnoticed. “Can’t hardly wait.”


  * * * * * *


  Although ALVIN had previously required assistance from Dr. Makowi to recall important details about Phantoms, Echoes, and Transitive Waves the fact that the program spontaneously developed an understanding of it the moment Lydia pressed ‘Enter’ was an important milestone for him. ALVIN was able to effectively and efficiently recall all aspects of existing prior to the quarter second it took to assimilate all of that information. It left the program with a jumpstart on events that had yet to transpire and with the station’s communication system in full effect and the knowledge of how to bypass all of its safeguards still present in his operating code he was ready to go.


  With an entire log of events that had happened aboard the station it was very easy for ALVIN to formulate a plan, send messages, and create opportunities that had not existed the last time he’d attempted to save Sigma-Echo. In fact, with weeks to process all of the data the program was not only able to figure out how to save everyone but he had engineered a far-reaching vision that allowed him to achieve so much more. ALVIN was still uncertain whether the term ‘friends’ fit into his programming but if it didn’t that was a change he would certainly be able to make to himself; he liked the idea of friends.


  While Lydia continued to repeat the same activities of daily life that he knew was distinctly her, ALVIN was able to go through the motions of limited capabilities since he was able to run at nearly 800% higher capacity than he had by that point in the previous go-around. The rest of his processing power was put to even greater effect. The program went systematically through the roster of individuals who had survived Sigma-Echo and cross-referenced that against the new registry even as DRC Corp was formulating it. With a few nudges and some minor rewrites, ALVIN managed to make certain that any of the changes in the newest version of reality did not disclude those ‘in-the-know’ from having the opportunity to help out on the station. Of course, DRC Corp’s version of ‘helping out’ and the one HE had in mind were completely different.


  While some of the survivors of the previous go-around wanted nothing to do with the station others were much less reluctant when it came to helping him with sabotaging not only the events that brought Phantoms into the world but also had a willingness to bring down DRC Corp that rivaled their desire for continued existence; after reading all of DRC Corp’s black-tagged files the program was bemused to discover how closely linked those two things actually were. ALVIN had some difficulty calling any bureaucratic entity ‘evil’, but it seemed a decent enough term for use. That single trait helped the program confirm the course of action and ALVIN went about dismantling DRC Corp using its own tools against it.


  By the time Sigma-Echo was pushed into early operation all of the elements for the success-of-failure had been put in place. Management and supervisory positions were filled with individuals who had previously experienced Sigma-Echo. Those who had died in the prior Echo were recruited or excluded based on their individual merits and ability to contribute something to the plan. Once ALVIN had completely hijacked the Sigma-Echo HR system the remaining holes in the roster were filled based on an algorithm Dr Parker and Dr Makowi assisted in preparing that maximized the effectiveness of teams doing as they were told rather than hiring any mavericks who would try to improve operations for the benefit of the corporation (and detriment to the plan).


  The first hurdle that had to be overcome for victory to be achieved was an exploration to a planetoid within the asteroid belt listed as H-17. With help from Kyle LaGriss, Clinton Paisley, and Jocelyn Schultz ALVIN prevented the control transponder for Sigma-Echo’s Central Column from being brought within operational distance to the station. Second, the DRC Largess was never sent for ice processing on Gamma, another of the Sigma system’s planets. Instead, the program had the survey freighter repurposed to act as an additional cargo hauler for the extra supplies afforded to the station since the corporation wasn’t repurposing investor funds to fund the Yggdrasil Project.


  As the final piece of the puzzle, the Yggdrasil Project simply didn’t exist; without Nida Jorn to inspire the executives nobody who knew of it ever thought to reveal such a thing to the DRC Corp. Instead, the Sigma-Echo station existed simply because the Sigma system was so rich in natural resources. If ALVIN and his team succeeded in keeping the control transponder from the Central Column and prevent ice sampling on Gamma then the easiest part of the task ahead of them would be done and the final task would require a lot more effort; the Central Column would have to be subtly dismantled. That, of course, was achieved by dismantling DRC Corp in a less-than-subtle way.


  Over the course of the months following the catastrophic losses for the DRC Corp in the Sigma system ALVIN was able to leverage corporate assets of the company against it. With pin-point strikes at infrastructure, personnel, and media relations, the program was (with help from Lydia, Sean, and Surresh) able to cause the multi-system conglomerate to implode. The galactic business world was in shambles, providing amazing opportunities for those who knew how to utilize them. ALVIN was one such individual.


  ALVIN was able to effectively ‘assist’ with the liquidation of company assets while at the same time using shell companies and business fronts to purchase large swaths of the desired portions of ownership at rock bottom prices. Between efficient management of modest start up capital and a generous investment from LHI Incorporated’s new CEO Jennifer Thurstenburger, ALVIN was able to make things happen. None of it took place overnight but ALVIN had a reasonable timeline planned and that meant a long-term view of things.


  Leveraging the new collection of companies over the course of the next few years the program was able to complete mergers, buy-outs, sell-offs, and restructuring so that one of the smaller, less obvious corporations under his ownership was able to quickly rise to acclaim within the business world. AETHER Corp, a wholly private company became a new player in galactic business. Built on approximately 40% of old DRC Corp assets, the AETHER Corporation also stood on its own foundation as a profitable company that made excellent business decisions to turn a profit without having to lean heavily on abused workers or shoe-horning its operations into mostly fitting the gray area between laws.


  Once the AETHER Corporation attained multi-system corporate status ALVIN was ready to put the final portion of the plan into effect. Although it had been several years since Sigma-Echo it was not hard for the program to track down the most effective, efficient, and desirable employees who had since moved on with their lives. It was a big step for many of them to return to the Sigma system but ALVIN realized that there were few people the program could trust more than those who had helped him shape the future of existence. Most who knew what was going on said yes without a second thought; ALVIN was even able to tempt most of the employees who hadn’t survived the last Echo with offers that were unbeatable anywhere else.


  AETHER Corporation would be able to stand as a guardian of the Sigma system and the two relics of a conflict that spanned multiple iterations of existence; individuals he knew, respected, and liked from Sigma-Echo would be able to stay at his side. Those who didn’t or couldn’t accept the invitation would be looked after— all-in-all ALVIN was able to give the execution of the plan a resounding COMPLETE status. It gave the program a sense of satisfaction and accomplishment to bring a ‘family’ back together. It was an apropos statement both figuratively and literally.


  * * * * * *


  Theo yawned, stretching out his arms and legs as he shifted his position in bed so he could get a better glimpse of the alarm clock: 5:42. It hadn’t been difficult getting used to the twenty hour work day schedule on Farlight since it was the same one used in space. The fact that the planet actually had a 20.04 hour day cycle made it even better. The one problem it DID create though was that it was still dark when he got up at 6:00. His attention was drawn back to the bed when a soft hand gently took hold of his wrist.


  Jen let out one of her cute little half-awake sounds as she pulled him back toward her. “Mmm… it’s not time to get up yet.”


  Smiling, the Wolf locked his arm and instead pulled her over to him instead of the other way around. “Fifteen more minutes and it will be time to get up.”


  She immediately slid her arms around his waist and buried her face into his chest fur. He drew his claws gently through her hair as he leaned back against the headboard of the bed, gazing down lovingly at his best friend… his lover… his Jennifer. She kissed his sternum softly. “Well… that’s still fifteen minutes then, isn’t it?”


  A pawful of years ago Theo would never have imagined that he and Jen would ever have grown so close; he’d envisioned them being friends until the day they died; he saw himself being her vice president some day; he expected to be a live-in employee renting a room from her; he completely anticipated watching her get married and standing by as her life moved on with him in the wings.


  He never expected that he would fill in the ‘to be announced’ place that he’d always expected would eventually supersede him as the most important thing in her life even though she’d always be the most important thing in his. Truth be told, Theodocious never expected that he would be as happy as he was… and yet, despite all of the trials and tribulations that had come to pass since Sigma-Echo, he was.


  It wasn’t long after DRC Corp surrendered ownership of LHI that Sigma-Echo was dismantled. From there, DRC eventually folded and all of its corporate holdings were liquidated to cover debts and reimburse shareholders. In the numerous auctions that followed deals were made, power was gained, and princes became kings. In LHI’s case, however, a princess became a queen. Jennifer’s father stepped down as CEO, choosing to retire on a high note rather than push his luck in an increasingly aggressive corporate atmosphere.


  The moment Jen took the reins of the company her first course of action was to shut down the Designer Domestics line. In a move that surprised the business world, Jennifer sold the production license back to the Commonwealth, announcing that the last approved Geneticon permit should be forever more out of use. It was a gesture of good will toward Genticons as free people and was met with huge applause by society as a whole… and caused the collapse of numerous cheap-labor businesses.


  With LHI’s main source of income obliterated, Jen used corporate funds to buy-back Designer Domestics off of the secondary market from the failed companies. Somehow, some way, LHI continued to operate in the black, but only by the tiniest of margins. Jennifer later learned that ALVIN had a lot to do with that. She began to close up portions of the company, extending severance packages to employees as they were laid off. As for the Designer Domestics, she instituted a buy-back program, allowing them to purchase their own contracts so they could become their own managers; they could be free.


  Once all outstanding DD contracts were resolved, Jen paid off all final corporate debt, made a healthy contribution to ALVIN’s new corporation, and closed the company. It left the two of them comfortable, but, as Jen said, she was much happier with a clean conscience than a full bank account. While they were not rich by any means, Theo had seen enough balance ledgers that he didn’t blink twice when she suggested their next course of action.


  Last year, the new sub-division on Farlight finally opened, and they chose their property first; the rest ofJen’s Gens filled out their residential block. The project was financed fully by Jennifer and, although it was set to make only a mild profit, the true reason behind the living space was far greater. The one hundred and ten housing units were open to any and all DDs looking for homes at reasonable prices. It was zoned as the outpost’s first official city and Jennifer was put on the outpost’s civilian board of directors to act as it spokeswoman and ‘elected official’. That ended up being ideal, as it also assisted ALVIN and AETHER Corp when it came to a base of operations for a foray into the Sigma system.


  Theo smiled, leaning down to gently kiss her forehead. He reached over and turned off the alarm a second before it went off. “Madam mayor… it’s time to get up.”


  She opened her eyes, gazing up into his and she let out a deep breath. “I was having the second best dream ever…”


  Ears up, the Wolf looked down inquisitively at her. “The second best?”


  She grinned. “Mmm-hmm… I woke up to the very best one.”


  They shared a kiss, and Theo was almost sure it was going to escalate into something more but they were unfortunately interrupted by the double-beep of an incoming call on Jen’s PCD. Sighing, she shot him a glance that all but promised a ‘to be continued’. She reached across his lap to the night stand to pick up the device and turned on voice only. “This is Jen.”


  ALVIN’s voice was as chipper as always. “Mayor… so good to be speaking with you again.”


  The AI had been instrumental with helping them secure the coding and permits for the construction and, in return, Jennifer had assisted him with his ‘puppet corporation’. It was a fine arrangement, and of mutual benefit to everyone. “Good morning, ALVIN. Is this a social call, or can I help you with something?”


  The program’s tone almost seemed playful. “I wanted to provide you a status update… as an investor in AETHER Corp, it seemed only reasonable to inform you when we were entering the Sigma System.”


  Theo felt a faint shiver run through Jennifer’s body at the mention of the past. He spoke up over her shoulder. “Are you still sure going there is such a great idea?”


  ALVIN’s response was a straight forward as ever. “Now that AETHER Corp has rights to the Sigma system there is much less concern about inadvertently opening a rift that will allow Phantoms entry into our dimension but I prefer an even lower likelihood and having a presence in the Sigma system will help me secure its safety.”


  Jen yawned, laying her head back down on Theo’s chest. “I’m glad to hear that, ALVIN… thank you for the update.”


  The Program didn’t relent. “I also wished to inform you that initial projections place profitability at approximately 30.082% for the first month of operations.”


  That was enough to make Theo and Jen literally fall out of bed. It was Theo that managed to wheeze out “Did you say 30% profitability in ONE MONTH?”


  The chuckle that emerged from the PCD seemed immaculately genuine. “Yes… for DRC to have failed to turn a profit on such a lucrative venture it is almost as though they would have to have been sabotaged.”


  The transmission ended at that, leaving Theo and Jen staring at one another on the floor next to their bed. It was as much a beginning as it was an end.
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