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            The Monsters Down Below

          

          Wiremu

        

      

    

    
      “I don’t care if it’s not technically cannibalism,” Wiremu snarled at his partner, sitting next to him in the observer seat. “That thing wants to eat us. That or maybe mate with the ship. Kinda hard to tell at the moment.”

      “So outrun it,” Doc Potočnik replied, her voice as calm as his was emotional. Pause. “You can outrun it, right?”

      Wiremu opened an eye long enough to convey a sarcastic eyeroll at her, before dropping his sensorium back into the cyberware he was using to pilot the ship, even as Hūkerikeri, his tempestuous, stormy, turbulent beast of a starship curved violently away, racing across the dark pelagic unknowables of hyperspace known as The Deeps.

      Up was probably a safer direction, if you could call it that. Everything in hyperspace was theoretical, anyway. Concepts introduced to explain an infinite number of mathematical planes stacked on top of each other.

      The deeper you went, the faster you could go.

      And the bigger, the hungrier, and the nastier the monsters you might find when you got there.

      Up meant that the thing on his ass right now might be able to catch them.

      Looked vaguely like a squid, when you combined the human mind and a lot of electronic, subspace scanners to resolve an image. Main body mantle. Lots of arms or tentacles reaching out with spiky bits.

      Shape was the only thing that saved him right now, since it flew like a squid, too. Head forward. Legs and jet backwards.

      Hūkerikeri had zigged when it expected a zag, or something, and he’d blown by it at high speed.

      Now it was a factor of squish. Or whatever those things did to suck in the ether of hyperspace and jet it out the back to generate velocity.

      Incredible high speed, but only over short distances. Like squids back home. Or big cats that were good for a forty meter sprint, then utterly blown and needing to lie down in the tall grass and pant for a while.

      Humans ran marathons. And longer things. Dogs were about the only animals capable of maintaining that careful pace for days on end. Walk an antelope to death.

      “Wiremu,” Doc said loud enough to snag part of his attention, even as most of it was being the ship.

      “Yeah?” he asked with meatbody.

      “Scanner thinks that it it only a Architeuthis,” she said. “Not a Hamilton.”

      “Not sure why it matters, Doc,” Wiremu snapped, lining up and opening up all the generators to try and gain that critical threshold of distance from the beast.

      It was going to be close.

      “Dumber,” Doc said. “Maybe slower. Unlikely to be trying to mate with the ship.”

      “Gee, thanks,” and he went back to ignoring her.

      Gonna be close.

      Half his eyes scanned forward, just in case. The Deeps were inhabited, though humans had never really sorted out the what or the how. Merely that things lived in the medium that allowed FTL travel.

      Hell, the sudden emergence of a Hamilton into real space near Earth a few centuries ago had been what taught mankind how to reach the stars in the first place. Not entirely solid. Not fully materialized in ways that mathematicians had to be brought in to explain.

      And it gave humanity the galaxy.

      Right now, somebody big, mean, and hungry wanted to take it back.

      At least one bite at a time.

      Hūkerikeri was going like hell in the cloudy darkness. Didn’t help that the thing behind him was glowing with some sort of luminescence. Draw the little fishies in with curiosity.

      Then eat them.

      Something stirred in the fog ahead.

      And COMING RIGHT AT THEM!

      Wiremu had just enough time to slam the ship onto a wing and push the nose down, in spite of the risks of going yet deeper.

      Damned Cachalot missed, though.

      And ran right into a Architeuthis. A giant squid face to face with a sperm-whale-looking monster.

      Match made in hell, and he didn’t feel like waiting around for the nuptials as the big monster took a bite of mantle and all those damned tentacles started ripping flesh.

      Or whatever the hell those things had in this place.

      Hūkerikeri was accelerating.

      Bad.

      Wiremu pulled back the stick in his mind and bottomed out before they got too deep. Wasn’t like water, where pressure would crush you.

      Worse things, the deeper you went. Deepwater rays. Something midway between Narwhal and Swordfish in shape, though nobody could agree what to call it.

      And Cachalot, who liked to dive way deep, then emerge from under you like salt water sharks back home.

      Mouth as big as his ship.

      Not that Hūkerikeri was big.

      Fast.

      Nessmuk-style blade cutting the deeps, so taller than it was wide, with a prow/blade that curved up and a cockpit delicately set back and above, like the eyes of a gator just above water watching you.

      Or some of the other things you might find down here.

      Most of the ship was the engine deck below him, making power and allowing Hūkerikeri to access hyperspace.

      It was Doctor Srečka Karmen Potočnik—Doc, who liked to introduce herself as Lady Luck on account of that’s what her first name meant—that had talked him into flying the ship he had named Hūkerikeri.

      To coming back to deep space. And The Deeps.

      Things lurked down below. Hungry. Angry. Mean.

      And Doc had a theory about how to fly safe deeper than most. Faster than most.

      Riskier than most. So she needed a crazy man to fly the ship.

      She’d talked him into it.

      And they’d survived another test flight.

      So far.

      Somewhere behind him, a beast shaped like a sperm whale was eating another beast that reminded everyone of a giant squid.

      Weren’t, either of them. But Humans saw them that way. And his scanners outlined them close enough.

      Wasn’t like they ever stopped to chat.

      Wiremu scanned nearby hyperspace. Everything was dark. Calm, even, though he wasn’t fooled.

      You were never safe down here. Small fish. Deep ocean.

      Darkness that went on forever, and hid some scary, scary things.

      Wiremu let the other systems installed in his head and body start flushing out some of the adrenaline and leftover toxins. Keep him sharp.

      He wasn’t half and half cyborg. Not yet.

      Still more meat than metal.

      Close.

      At least his ugly mug was still his.

      He opened an eye and turned to look at Doc.

      Thirty-seven, so a decade older than him in years.

      Nowhere near the miles.

      She always put him in mind of a savvy alley cat, though. Almond-shaped blue eyes that were like two pools of fresh water, rather than The Deeps. Intelligent, diamond-shaped face with a high forehead.

      Her thick, wavy hair was dyed the color of ripe lemons this month, and worn in a dignified, utilitarian style just to her shoulders where the tips curled under.

      Tall, with a curvy build. Ruben would have liked her, but might have insisted on a few extra donuts in her diet to get the hips right.

      Her skin was cream-colored, so far paler than his, but he was a mutt from a different world: social, economic, even genetic.

      Of course, her ancestors hadn’t spent millennia, even back on Earth, sailing rickety boats from island to island across the western Pacific ocean, either. Pure Euro, in her case, if there was such a thing.

      “You seen enough?” he asked.

      Can we go home?

      “I have,” she nodded.

      Wiremu pulled back on the cybernetic controls and stood Hūkerikeri on its metaphorical ass, going for The Shallows, where the monsters weren’t nearly as big. Or dangerous.

      Still around, but less likely to bother a ship. Especially if one could simply turn off the generators and drop out.

      He knew exactly where he was on a plot of The Deeps, but that was only a vague approximation in realspace. A sphere maybe five or eight light years across when he dropped out.

      None of the lighthouses could be seen from this deep, so he wouldn’t know until he got closer to the surface.

      Then home.
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        * * *

      

      Wiremu scowled at the face in the mirror, but that guy was just as mean and ugly, looking back. Face didn’t have scars. You had to step back to see what the wreck had done to him.

      The cybernetic right arm, anchored inside flesh but raw metal from shoulders to fingertips because Wiremu didn’t feel like upgrading to the fancy model that looked almost real.

      Almost.

      Wasn’t who he was.

      Same with the data ports on his back half. One below each ear, where the small cables could plug in. About what most people ever needed in life. Probably more, since a single port was usually sufficient.

      It was the four more down his spine, from the base of his neck to his shoulder blades, that marked him as a pilot. Even then, most pilots only needed two, because they could usually let the ship fly itself. Stay in the shallow water where the sharks and rays were small, and the hull probably tough enough to survive a bite.

      You needed the other two if you were going into The Deeps intentionally.

      Become the ship. Fly it like a body.

      Ships were smart, but it was a machine intelligence. Could do exactly what it was programmed to do, faster than any human reflexes could keep up.

      Couldn’t react to strange. You needed a person making decisions when that happened.

      And that person had to react with machine speeds. Be a machine.

      He’d already been so broken that adding a few extra parts and wiring them in had actually been easier for him than the average punk off the sidewalk. No need to cut things open or remove parts that had already been bitten off.

      Just attach replacements.

      And, he supposed, it had kept him alive.

      Or at least given him a reason to keep living, which might be the same thing. Old ship was dead. Old crew had gone with it, with only him surviving in the wreckage as the machines had managed to limp home afterwards.

      Lots of dead bodies, brains and sometimes bodies metaphorically eaten by squid or other things, down in the Deeps.

      A knock at the hatch and his scowl found a new destination.

      But the base was a tiny thing. Shoestring budget. Cutting edge science.

      And a pilot working for ramen, metaphorically.

      Wiremu knew that he could find a gig that paid better. Flew safer. Little risk of not making it home.

      The Deeps called him.

      He sighed and moved from the mirror to the narrow bunk. Picked up an old T-shirt washed down to gray and pulled it on. Covered most of the scars, leaving only the arm visible. Bronze- and steel-color bits with some midnight black carbon tubing.

      Sleek. Efficient.

      Still a reminder of the thing that had been that close to getting the rest of him with that bite.

      Another sigh. He could do that, here in the quiet comfort of a cabin spanning fifteen square meters. Doc didn't have anything bigger, and even on Hūkerikeri they each made do with six.

      He opened the hatch.

      Doc, wearing the requisite long white coat they all got issued when they got their diploma. Grays underneath.

      He softened his scowl as he looked up at her. Tall woman. Big woman.

      Way too smart.

      “Ma’am?” he asked.

      “Had a chance to finally review all the logs from the flight,” she said. “Thought you might want to look at them.”

      He shrugged, which included a small, mechanical whine as hydraulics kicked in with the other arm.

      “Giant squid and a Cachalot,” he replied. “Nothing all that interesting, was it?”

      “There was a Hamilton in the distance,” she smiled. “There at the end, when you’d gotten us away.”

      Hamilton. What they called the biggest of the space squids, after the Colossal Squid back home on earth. Mesonychoteuthis hamiltoni, after some guy named Hamilton that had first discovered it, centuries ago.

      Same kind of beast whose death had somehow cast it into Human space in such a way that they’d figured out how to visit hyperspace.

      “What was it doing?” he asked.

      “Watching,” she replied.

      He was tired of looking up at the woman already. Wiremu stepped back and plopped his tired ass down on the bunk, gesturing for her to take the only chair.

      “Watching?” he asked.

      He’d obviously missed it, but Wiremu had been a little busy at that moment. Evading an Architeuthis, then a Cachalot. No mind to watch anything not coming at him.

      “Watching,” she nodded from the chair.

      It put her head below his. Not that he had size issues. He was what he was. Short, wiry, fast. She was tall, broad, and pale.

      Easier not to have to lean back to have a conversation, and she’d chosen to have it now instead of over breakfast.

      Assuming he’d actually sleep at any point tonight.

      Okay, so maybe she knew him better than anybody else. Knew he’d lay down and functionally meditate for about eight hours, dozing for maybe two of them if he was lucky.

      Talking was as good as anything.

      She nodded, like she was reading his mind.

      Might be. Shallow enough, most of the time.

      “And then what?” he asked, waiting for the other shoe to drop.

      Had to be one. Otherwise, it might have waited until tomorrow.

      “Then it started to ascend when we did,” she said carefully. “Kept pace, but you weren’t flying with your tail feathers on fire, so it kept up, right back at the edge of scanner range.”

      Wiremu nodded. He’d felt eyes on him, but that was normal, anytime you went deep enough.

      Always something down there, looking for prey, predators, mates, or dance partners.

      Nothing Humans should be involved with.

      Minnows in a big, hungry sea.

      Nothing about the Hamilton had drawn him to focus on it in flight. Busy getting shallow enough to find some lighthouses, then the one that was his candle in the window.

      Escaping to dry land. Or whatever the metaphor was when you escaped hyperspace safely.

      “And?” he asked.

      “It was acting like an intelligence,” she said simply. “Not a bundle of programmed reflexes.”

      “A lot of those things are smart,” he noted. “You’ve educated me quite a lot on that topic.”

      And she had. Long test flights, where she insisted on joining him, because she’d designed and built most of the equipment, and not a lot of it was easy for anyone else to understand.

      Mad scientists were still scientists, after all.

      And who was he to call someone mad?

      They’d talked. Or she had. He’d listened.

      Even learned a few things. Old dog, new tricks.

      “Most of them are street smart,” she said. “Canny. The Hamilton seemed curious. They always do.”

      He shrugged again. Listened to himself shrug.

      Monsters that lived down below. Minnows daring The Deeps. If she could build better sensors, people could get places faster. Safer, because they could see the big things and avoid them.

      At least that was the theory.

      Doc started to say something, and the comm chimed.

      Wiremu kept his grumbles to himself.

      “Access, answer call,” he instructed the house system.

      “Doctor Potočnik, you need to see this,” Devon said simply.

      Doc’s gold star lesbian genius post-doc assistant. Long, horsey face, accentuated by hair tied back. And not the least bit interested in anything with a penis, which was fine with him. Also too damned smart.

      Never chase a woman smarter than you. You might catch her. Then what?

      “What is it?” Doc asked, perking up.

      Devon had known she was here, and interrupted. Must be good.

      “Something just materialized out of hyperspace, not all that far from the station,” Devon said simply.

      “A ship?” Doc asked, even as Wiremu surged to his feet.

      That other shoe.

      “No, ma’am,” Devon said. “A Hamilton just appeared.”
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        * * *

      

      Wiremu called it the laboratory, because Doc and Devon did. He’d have said cockpit, but the station didn’t fly anywhere. Merely orbited 1831 Vespae V, commonly called Omen, home of a small mining and ag colony.

      Not a lot of other stations in orbit. One for shipping and travelers, but it was one hundred and forty degrees ahead of Doc’s station. Doc liked her quiet.

      And folks appreciated being able to ignore the mad scientist, as long as she didn’t cackle maniacally over the general radio channels.

      Or summon monsters from The Deeps.

      Wiremu wondered how soon until the locals demanded her eviction.

      Station was about the size of a medium-sized cargo ship, minus the engines so more space for machine shops and stuff.

      Investigating The Deeps.

      Until they came here instead.

      Hamilton.

      Bioluminescent squid-like hyperspace traveler. Maybe a kilometer long, but three quarters of that was tentacles, and they were moving too much to get a good count.

      Felt like more than a mere decapod, regardless of what folks called them. Arms had suckers the whole length, and tended to be shorter. Tentacles only had them at the end, and were longer. Sometimes had teeth at the end, to pry or cut something open.

      Hūkerikeri was fifty-one meters long, bowsprit to stern light. That thing’s mantle was several times longer. And bigger.

      Hell, the eyeball looking this way felt twice as tall as Wiremu.

      Middle of the night. All three of them were awake. Most of the rest of the faces he ever saw came and went, hired for some project, experiment, or job, then went on their way. Permanent staff of the station was three.

      He wondered if anybody on the surface had a telescope pointed the right direction to pucker at this image. Good thing the main station was below the horizon.

      They were probably still launching something to rush over here and see what the hell was going on.

      He would have.

      But he was like that.

      The thing flickered. Reminded him of others down in the depths. Communication? Setting a trap? Insulting his mother?

      That first Hamilton had taught them how to fly when it died, but they’d never spoken directly with one. No known languages. Hell, nobody was really sure that they were smarter than horses.

      And one had possibly followed him home.

      “What’s it doing?” Doc asked.

      “Nothing,” Devon replied with a grumble. “It appeared and ALL my sensors went apeshit. But it’s just sitting there right now.”

      “Uhm?” Wiremu managed, apparently in just the right tone to get both tall women scowling down at him.

      “What?” Doc demanded.

      “They aren’t native to our space, right?” he asked.

      “Presumably,” she nodded curtly.

      “So it is likely having to work to stay here, right?” he pressed on. “Meaning it surfaced intentionally, like a whale popping up to spy on people?”

      “What are you getting at?” she demanded again.

      “Can it do anything here?” he asked.

      Both ladies almost staggered backwards.

      Didn’t seem to be threatening them. Floating in space a few kilometers away, though with jets it could be on them in a heartbeat. Could those arms tear the station open like a clam?

      Or was it a ghost?

      “Yeah,” he said. “Is it a ghost?”

      “A what?”

      “Projected up here to get our attention, but not entirely physical,” he said. “That first one. It was only partly in existence, ranging up—or I suppose down—through a variety of mathematical metaplanes of existence. Can he surface, or is he sending us a projection?”

      “You’re nuts,” she said. “You knew that, right?”

      Wiremu grinned.

      “I’m in good company.”

      “Just so,” she acknowledged. “Scanners won’t lock onto it, so there might be a solid basis to your theory. It might be a projection from another plane.”

      “What about the signaling?” Devon asked. “It appears to follow a pattern.”

      “Trying to talk?” Wiremu mused. “We got anything that could answer visually?”

      “Hūkerikeri,” Doc answered. “I could reconfigure a few things and the ship might take on a glow I could manipulate, but not here.”

      No, of course not here.

      He’d have to take the ship into The Deeps to turn those things on.

      Made sense.

      He’d gone down there to investigate things.

      The monster down below had come up to do the same.

      “Do we dare?” he asked, turning to face Doc.

      “Dare we not?” she fired back.

      Wiremu nodded.

      What was life, but risk?

      “Let’s board the ship.”
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        * * *

      

      Wiremu had everything ported in his sockets and took a deep breath. Hūkerikeri handled like a pig in real space, the geometry all wrong here, because it was configured for pelagic flight.

      The Deeps.

      Doc was strapped in next to him, in a chair that didn’t have any extra electronic plumbing built in. Humans, not cyborgs.

      But she had always gone into The Deeps with him. Every single time.

      “You ready?” he asked.

      “Not even remotely,” she laughed. “That can’t stop us.”

      It could, actually, but this was usually the part where the mad half of mad scientist came to the fore.

      Science would happen if the Hamilton didn’t eat them shortly.

      Wiremu turned everything on and let the ship glow some in real space before he nosed it over, however metaphorically, and dropped into hyperspace.

      The Hamilton was there.

      Biggest damned thing he could remember, from any of the books that talked about relative sizes of the monsters you might encounter.

      Even that Cachalot would probably consider going after easier prey than the beast in the shallows with Hūkerikeri.

      It utterly dwarfed. Everything.

      Wiremu picked out a spot and locked in every single erg of power he could to the generators, in case the thing tried to pounce.

      Probably wouldn’t help, because there was no way he could accelerate fast enough to escape, but it made him feel better.

      He opened his eyes enough to watch as Doc began typing away furiously on her keyboard. Everything had to get into her mind via a screen, and she talked to it via fingers. Inefficient, but she wasn’t ported like him.

      “Okay, I’ve reconfigured a few things on the exterior of the hull,” she announced. “You should be able to talk to it.”

      Wait. WHAT?

      His face must have goggled, because she was smiling at him.

      “You think thoughts,” she said. “The ship will translate them into something like the bioluminescence of the Hamilton. Hopefully, it wants to talk.”

      And the cat wants to talk philosophy with the mouse. He didn’t say that out loud.

      Or even think it too hard, if the ship might hear and broadcast it over some visual equivalent to the biggest damned Hamilton he’d ever seen.

      Or heard of.

      Wiremu took a deep breath.

      How the hell do you talk to an alien?

      Last time he’d had any similar communications, it had involved the thing almost being able to get all if him, instead of one arm.

      Intelligent. Sophisticated?

      Curious?

      Curious.

      About what?

      What do you talk about, when encountering some godlike being from another dimension?

      He flashed a single light. On. Off.

      Wait.

      Bioluminescence flickered through some pattern. Symphony, when he was plinking a single key on a piano to see what it sounded like.

      On. Off.

      Wait.

      Something got through. The Hamilton got bright all of a sudden, then dark. Not black, but hiding.

      As if there was anything at this level that could threaten a Hamilton. Most intelligent creatures would be fleeing for their lives.

      Why the hell was he here?

      Oh, right. Somebody had walked up to his hatch and knocked.

      Metaphorically.

      On. Off. On. Off.

      Wait.

      The Hamilton echoed him.

      Okay, we can count to two.

      Wiremu decided to count.

      Three flashes, echoed back. Four. Five.

      He counted ten quick flashes then let everything remain dark when the Hamilton responded.

      Replied?

      Back to the beginning.

      On. Off.

      Long pause.

      Damned squid counted to eleven. Waited.

      They were talking, weren’t they?

      Wiremu answered. Eleven lights. Eleven darks.

      Wait.

      He nearly peed himself when every one of twelve tentacles or arms lit up, one at a time, until there were twelve lights over there.

      He knows the game and has already jumped to the logical conclusion. Base-12.

      Wiremu flashed his body lights twelve times, the paused, then flashed then ten more.

      Base-10. Decapod, like a real squid, though fingers instead of arms and tentacles.

      Hamilton answered with ten. Then twelve.

      Now what?

      How does a mouse talk to a cat?

      How does a human converse with a god? Or at least a Hamilton bigger than anything in any of the record books.

      He’d be sending a few institutes updated notes tomorrow, assuming it didn’t eat him today.

      Found you one bigger, folks.

      Hūkerikeri didn’t have windows to actually look out. Or let the creature look in. Not a lot he could do to actually show the beast what he was.

      Or who.

      Still, he tried to convey an image of human. Doc had recalibrated the exterior to glow like a billboard.

      Wiremu concentrated on something a little more sophisticated than a stick figure, then added a squid.

      All twelve tentacles went dark. The whole body flickered, but he had no idea what it was trying to say. Instead, he scaled his stick figure down to tiny and scaled the squid up to huge.

      Relative size.

      Then he blacked everything, and put two stick figures inside a circle.

      Hūkerikeri. At least he hoped that was what the critter understood.

      It flickered a whole train of things too quickly for him to read, even at cybernetic speeds, but hopefully Doc would be able to slow it down later and read it.

      Like going back and seeing this Hamilton follow them into The Shallows.

      Then a flash of light as another ship suddenly dropped into hyperspace with them. Probably from the station, coming over to see what the hell was going on.

      The Hamilton might still be projecting enough of an image into real space that they could detect it. Maybe see it.

      What had they thought about communications pantomime?

      The Hamilton freaked. About like Wiremu would have, in his shoes. Hers? Tentacles?

      Something.

      Mantle pointed down suddenly and it shot into the depths almost too fast to follow, but Wiremu caught an afterimage of tentacles strung out behind, growing smaller with distance.

      And it was gone.

      Hūkerikeri and an ugly, long box of a yacht, designed to look pretty in The Shallows without ever going anywhere dangerous.

      Wiremu sighed and dropped his ship back into real space. A few moments later, the yacht did the same.

      “Wow,” Doc managed, more of a loud whisper than a heavy sigh, but not all that far off.

      “Wow?” he asked.

      “You and the Hamilton were talking,” she reminded him.

      “Then those dipshits in the yacht surprised it and chased him off,” Wiremu muttered.

      “That’s good, though,” she smiled.

      “How?”

      “It means that the thing might be afraid of what it finds, up in the Shallows, just like we’re always worried about what we’ll find in The Deeps,” she replied. “But it was curious enough to come here anyway. That’s a mark of intelligence. And it counted and spoke with you, once we figure out what it was saying.”

      Wiremu nodded. Everything she’d said was correct, and it hadn’t tried to eat them or mate with the ship once.

      So far.

      Then he understood her excitement and his scowl returned. Worse, she was expecting it, because the woman just laughed.

      “And now, of course, you’ll have to go down there and try to find him again, so we can chat some more.” Wiremu groused.

      “Of course,” she smiled.

      Wiremu sighed.

      Of course.

      But he’d do it. Had no choice.

      The Deeps called him. And all the other monsters down below.
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      The door slammed and they were safe.

      For the moment.

      At least Miguelito hoped so.

      Him as the only Human, three Eland, and the last surviving member of the team, a Grace woman named Teela. That was it. And they nearly hadn’t made it this far.

      Teela reprogrammed the hatch to stay locked, regardless of the monsters on the other side trying to open it.

      Miguelito studied the other three as she worked. He was used to seeing people with their faces painted in the traditional sugar skull to mark the Dia de la Muerte, but it still weirded him out to see it on an alien face. Even the Eland, for whom it was now a cultural thing.

      They called themselves The Lost. A species that had fled their dying homeworld on giant sleeper ships, NAFAL across the stars looking for a new home. One of those ships had found the Kekik network, named after the species that had built it. The same ones that had found Humans originally.

      Less than a decade after joining Kekik space, the Lapsyne invasion had nearly wiped out everyone and everything. The Eland had fled immediately, staying ahead of the invaders just like Miguelito’s ancestors, that Hispanic underclass that had been relegated by the Anglos and Asians to being servants for the most part.

      Miguelito had never been all that religious growing up, but he appreciated the Eland around him now. Noted how serious they took things, wearing the sugar skulls even in the middle of a derelict exploration.

      There was no flexibility in the calendar, after all.

      That helped calm him enough that his heart rate stopped racing so hard. Tradition.

      The team boss was an older Eland, of the type called an astronomer because they were the ones always seeking the other stars where the rest of their kind might be found. Hopefully, the other Eland were safe from the Lapsyne because there were no jumpgates currently connecting connected to those systems. This one called himself Strider Blue, but that was just the public name. All the Eland had personal names that only got shared with the closest friends and family.

      And while the rest of this team had known each other for decades, Miguelito was still the outsider here. They might consider each other family, but the woman warrior with a spear, the one known as Iron Scarab, just called him “Human,” not even bothering with his name.

      “Have we lost them?” Strider asked, breathless after that long run that had gotten the team through one of the giant cargo bays that had been strewn with abandoned cargo boxes.

      Miguelito had kept up. The alternative was being killed and eaten by one of the Lapsyne monsters back there somewhere.

      Two of the four Eland warriors had survived that first crazy ambush: Iron Scarab and Ellis Glenraven.

      She was the tallest Eland Miguelito had even met, as she drew herself up to that amazing height and sneered angrily backwards at the hatch, her pale sugar skull making the woman look like a demon. Horns spiraling out of her forehead and up to lethal points just contributed to the image.

      She shook her weird spear once, as if warding off evil.

      “We have not lost them,” she growled. “I warned that fool not to open that hatch before Teela checked the space beyond, but when has he ever listened to a woman?”

      Miguelito turned to the gunman Eland standing next to him.

      “Let me look at that,” he ordered, tapping the man on the unwounded shoulder.

      Ellis Glanraven had taken his public name from Human literature, so he tended to stand out with Eland as well as Humans. He was small as their kind went. Not exactly tiny, since he was still taller than most Humans, but more compact than most Eland. Like Iron Scarab, his face was painted, but Ellis had gone for far more colors, like jewels implanted in his fur.

      Ellis put his bolter away in the holster and slipped off his jacket.

      “It’s not that bad,” the gunman said defensively, but he turned his side so that Miguelito could inspect the wound.

      Short slash just above the shoulder blades, but it had been mostly deflected by the armor in the jacket.

      “You’re still lucky the Three-Dub were expecting someone shorter,” Miguelito teased. He and Ellis had known each other for many years in passing, so he could do that with this killer. The others were still strangers for the most part. “A Human might have gotten his head sliced off.”

      Three-Dub. The slang term for Wall-Walking-Warriors. Three dimensional fighters who could move like cats, jumping up and down without hurting themselves as they dropped from above or exploded out of holes to get you.

      All the of the Lapsyne species were based on a hexapodal shape, just like the Kekik, those bipeds known as the Blues who had accidentally created these monsters.

      As with the Blues, two legs and four arms was normal, although Lapsyne queens and nannies were masters of biology and had adapted their various warrior children forms as needed. Three-Dubs had slashing hands for the top pair, gripping hands for the second pair, and legs that let them jump like caffeinated anime squirrels.

      Three of them had landed right in the middle of the group almost as soon as Strider’s team was aboard the derelict, immediately killing the other two gunman, two Eland gunmen known as He Who Hunts and Bullseye, at the same time that one had slashed Ellis.

      Right before Iron Scarab put her spear through the first creature and pinned him to the deck long enough for Miguelito to shoot the thing in the face. Then everyone had started shooting.

      It had been twenty seconds of insane ferocity.

      Miguelito didn’t do violence. He was a medic. Still, he carried a pistol and explored derelicts trying to get rich, so it was an occupational hazard.

      Medics were supposed to save people. They took that oath when they got officially certified as corpsmen, but they were also generally pretty good shots, having to train constantly for being in the middle of fighting. But if all the bugs got wiped out tomorrow, Miguelito would happily put the pistol away forever.

      He opened his medkit and sprayed some disinfectant onto Ellis’s wound and let it work its way in as the Eland slapped some cloth tape on the rip in his jacket. Wouldn’t fix it, but would keep it together until they could get back to a decent armorer.

      Assuming they got back.

      Ellis hissed with sudden pain, but that was good. Meant that the shock was wearing off. Everything looked good, so Miguelito got out the staplegun and the glue and closed the wound up, adding some special salve from a recipe his abuela, his grandmother, had taught him.

      “You’re good,” he told the Eland gunman. “Anybody else get hit back there?”

      He looked around. Strider Blue was still talking to Teela, the Grace scavenger who was supposed to open doors and security systems before the gunmen did. The boss looked a little rough around the edges, but he was a boffin, used to electronic systems and data cores, rather than actually walking onto a derelict looking for buried treasure, like they did in the old pirate stories.

      Teela’s headful of sensory tentacles were writhing and poking every which way right now, just like a mass of hungry, agitated snakes atop her head. People called the species Medusas as often as Grace, which was stupid, considering how cute the woman was otherwise.

      And those tentacles let her sense all sorts of things the rest of the species in Kekik Space could only guess at. Or use electronic sensors.

      Head shakes from everyone so Miguelito put his medkit away and watched Iron Scarab clean Three-Dub blood off her spear with a blue chamois. Looked like meditation, but she was scowling hard enough to maybe curdle milk.

      The room they were in was small, more of like an airlock connecting two of those enormous cargo bays, since the hallway presumably continued. At least Teela had locked the door behind them and those bugs couldn’t get in, short of ripping it down.

      That just left the rest of the derelict for them to hide.

      “We’re lost right the moment,” Strider announced, as if maybe the survivors hadn’t already figured that part out. “Also, we are cut off from the place where the ship will dock for us, so we need to survive the next thirty-six hours until they return. Possibly, we will need to signal them from a different airlock at that point, but the ship coming for us is prepared for such an outcome. I had not expected anything to be this far forward on the derelict, or I would have come in from a hatch even further back. We are cut off and I’m not sure the best way to keep the rest of us alive.”

      Well, then. Succinct. Honest. Brutally straightforward.

      Miguelito had always hoped that he was invincible and immortal. Several years of walking derelicts with various teams had maybe given him hope that he might be in that ten percent that got rich. As opposed to the fifty percent that never made it home.

      Miguelito looked around at the little pseudo-family that any long term adventuring group eventually turned into, even as he was still the outsider. Iron Scarab was a hard woman, even for an Eland. Ellis was quiet. Teela called herself a scavenger, but everyone understood that she was really a cat burglar who just happened to prey on dead ancients rather than the living out at Tooley’s Station, or anywhere in the massive complex of ships, stations, and leftovers known as Dobson’s Corner, hiding out in the cold depths of space.

      Strider looked on the verge of panic. That would be bad. Miguelito decided that he needed to do something quick.

      “Teela, nobody can open this door without an alarm going off, right?” Miguelito asked her carefully, trying to not get mesmerized by her tentacles. “Or the one in front of us?”

      “Yes,” the Grace woman nodded, her own voice a little shaky.

      She was tiny, especially for a Grace, who tended to be Human sized. Not all that much taller than an Agama or a Mondi. Quiet, too, but that was occupational as much as anything.

      “So let’s rest here,” Miguelito continued. “Take an hour or so and maybe let the adrenaline burn off. Meditate a little. I’ll fix us some food. Then we can move forward. How many cargo sections are ahead of us?”

      Strider Blue’s eyes focused on Miguelito now and he watched some of the madness recede from that Eland’s mind. Medics were also pretty good psychologists, and Abuela had been the best ever at understanding how people ticked. How to heal them, both physically and emotionally. What to cook for them.

      “The section ahead of us should be the forward-most one,” Strider answered, his voice slowly gaining strength. “I think. The command deck should be above it and close to the front, based on the design of the vessel in the old Kekik records. This was one of their ships, before…”

      The words trailed off.

      Before.

      Everyone used that term to describe the utopian paradise that supposedly existed before the Lapsyne came nearly a century ago.

      “Before,” Miguelito agreed, taking in the whole group in a moment of understanding that his Abuela would have called the second sight. “I’ll work. You and Teela rest. Ellis, can you and Iron Scarab keep a loose watch?”

      Everyone nodded and he got to work.

      Miguelito had his doubts about Utopia, but now was not the time to express them. Nor was this the group.

      Kekik jumpgates were organic things, powered by living minds. Literally, a sentient creature, according to what Miguelito had understood from certain books not many people ever read. A person in a nutrient bath, with all their limbs removed and their mind plugged permanently into a computer system that let them use their native or enhanced psionic powers to open a portal, a jumpgate, that let a ship travel instantly between stars.

      The Kekik had supposedly many volunteers for such things in those days, at least according to the histories, since you were connected with every other mind in the network all the time, and might live a thousand years.

      Humans didn’t have as much natural psionic power as the Kekik or the Grace, but there were supposedly at least a few jumpgates with Human masters but nobody knew for sure.

      Because the Kekik had found themselves a world somewhere. Old myths, only spoken and never written down, talked a lot more about it than the official histories.

      The dominant native species hadn’t had technology as anyone understood at the time. But they were a powerful psionic organism natively. Then the Kekik had amplified that by taking the type of Lapsyne now called a Siren and creating the thing called a queen.

      Teotihuacan. The Spider Goddess of Mayan culture. At least as the memories of the Maya had been preserved down the generations getting into space and meeting the Kekik.

      And four generations since the Lapsyne.

      So much had been lost in the mad flight to escape the alien invasion. So many stories garbled. That was why the Eland, the Lost, had their own storytellers like the astronomers. To preserve the past.

      The Spider Goddess could control minds. Human, Kekik, Bounder, Sabretooth, Eland. Anybody. Put enough queens together and their song became dominant. They'd only been defeated by Humans who'd been amplified by the Grace. The Cursed, as these defenders were called.

      The Grace had created the Cursed. Only Humans were generally crazy enough. But they had managed to break the song of the Spider Goddess.

      Miguelito had worked with a few people who had been rescued from Her cult. They were always a little crazy afterwards. Thankfully, nobody on this team.

      Everyone settled and he dug his kitchen kit out of his backpack.

      Abuela had taught Miguelito how to cook. Really cook, rather than just pull something from the freezer box and put it into the microwave for a certain period. Actual ingredients, from a hydroponics facility somewhere, grown and harvested, usually with love.

      His team needed six seconds of courage.

      That was what Abuela had called it. When things were threatening to get out of hand. To overwhelm you with grief and fear.

      Six Seconds of Courage.

      For her, it had come from food. Not just any food, though. Food prepared with love.

      They needed Abuela’s love right now.

      Three Eland. A Grace. And one Human. They couldn’t be sure where the air systems flowed to, but at least the atmosphere in here was good. Clean, in spite of perhaps running for more than a century without maintenance.

      You never cooked on a derelict. Too much risk of the smell drawing Sirens, Three-Dubs, or crab tanks down on you.

      He considered some ceviche right now from his supplies, but that was too bright a taste. They needed something darker on their palate to help them achieve calm.

      He pulled out the rice cooker and added two cups of grains. Timer set and cooking. From another pouch, the seaweed wraps called nori. Five, because it would be a meal to brace them. Pickled cucumber and carrot, already sliced into long, thin sticks. Herring steaks covered in avocado oil and sealed in plastic for need. Two of those came out as well.

      Miguelito pulled his cutting sheet and his yanagiba knife and set out to make this meal memorable.
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      “Chumaki,” Miguelito announced, presenting five rolls on his cutting board to the others with a bit of a flourish. Green mustard incorrectly called wasabi was mixed with a salty soya sauce for dipping in a small bowl.

      They had been watching him work, and now greeting him with smiles as each reached out and took a disk of sliced sushi roll. As they began to dip it warmed his day.

      “What is it?” Strider Blue asked as he looked up, the boffin having spent the last twenty minutes or so intently studying maps and architectural drawings on his abacus, the tablet computer and personal scanner device that translated out of Gringo as Escáner Personal.

      S.P.

      Time and a sense of humor had taken to naming such a device a Sancho Panza, after the ancient wisdom that A man setting out on an impossible quest needed to first locate his Sancho Panza to keep him safe.

      “Six seconds of courage,” Miguelito told them. “My abuela, my grandmother always believed that the secret to courage was good food. That when things got dangerous and bad, the memory of a special meal like this would carry you forward. You just needed to remember it to get those six seconds of courage.”

      “Does it work?” Iron Scarab asked in a hard voice that still managed to sound curious rather than derisive.

      “It has so far,” Miguelito replied, smiling at her as she crammed a disk into her mouth and chewed.

      They ate in a companionable silence. Miguelito watched Abuela’s magic work as Eland ears flickered forward again and shoulders lowered.

      Medics were more than just staple guns and healing salves. They also brought chicken soup. He had a can stashed in his pack for a real emergency, but the maki was doing the job right now.

      “So now what?” Ellis spoke up, his words a little slurred as he chewed.

      “I think I know where we are,” Strider replied, sounding far less confident than yesterday, but also maybe a little less arrogant as well.

      “They have to know where we are,” Iron Scarab said flatly. “Even with the locked door.”

      “There is a maintenance corridor we can access, just outside the hatch forward,” Strider said. “That drops us under the cargo bay.”

      “I thought we wanted to go up?” Miguelito offered carefully, gauging the nerves around him.

      “We do,” Teela said. “The corridor intersects another corridor that gets us to either side, and then we can bypass most of the open space, assuming that the spiders are living in there.”

      “Corridor?” Iron Scarab asked. “How wide?”

      “A little under three meters square,” Strider replied. “We still use Human measurements for things instead.”

      “I’ll lead,” Iron Scarab announced. “Ellis, you’ll protect the rear. Human, you’ll stay close behind me with your pistol. I know you can use it and the other two are non-combatants.”

      “I can shoot,” Teela snapped, gesturing to her own pistol.

      “You will be listening,” Iron Scarab snapped back, scowling and looking down her short snout at the Grace woman. “And watching. Miguelito can shoot until he has anything else to do. Professor, you’ll follow behind her and ahead of Ellis.”

      Everybody nodded.

      “Close in?” Miguelito asked the big Eland woman.

      A nod, so he dug into his medical bag and pulled out a couple of vials. He mixed two into a third quickly and gave it a hard shake.

      “Iron Scarab, you need to put this on your chest, arms, and spear,” he told her, handing her the jar filled with greenish ooze.

      “What is it?”

      “A base,” Miguelito explained. “It will neutralize acid if we run into a spitter or kill something that might splatter acid blood on you. They can sit back if they’re smart and snipe at us. I just hope they don’t have a nanny laying new eggs they can program as grenades.”

      “They aren’t that smart,” Strider scowled. “Nannies are only egg-layers.”

      “They understand threat,” Miguelito corrected the man, firmly but still politely. “They react intelligently. In a tunnel, that would be grenades or a crabtank. She won’t have time to hatch a tank or anything big, not if we’re going to be gone in thirty-six hours, but they know grenades.”

      “Crab tank?” Teela asked.

      “Some people call them razorbears,” Ellis spoke up now. “Four massive legs to provide leverage for a lot of muscle and armor, and then two big pincers like a crab up front. They even go through powered armor.”

      “Oh,” Teela said. “Them. Heard about them. Never seen one.”

      “Most people who see one don’t last long enough to tell about it,” Ellis said. “If we hadn’t been running, I’d have grabbed heavier guns off Bullseye and Hunts, but we’ll make do.”

      He put word to action and unslung his bolter rifle now. Like his pistol, it fired an oversized cartridge that was more like a small rocket, with a compact bursting charge on the tip designed to explode compactly as soon as it hit something. But they were soft tips, so they didn’t go through bulkheads and maybe let all the atmosphere out, killing you like the idiots who insisted on armor-piercing ammunition for Lapsyne warriors and their chitinous hides.

      Miguelito just had a simple pistol. Maybe a little better than Teela’s or Strider’s, but only because he’d trained with it so much. And tinkered with it as well. All specialists were rednecks at the end of the day. He might specialize in healing and buffing, but he’d spent enough time around armorers and mechanics to share a few secrets and learn a few things.

      Iron Scarab had a spear for close in work, and a handful of short javelins she called plumbata. Heavy and designed to be thrown underhanded or sidearm, as well overhand like he would have.

      Against Humans on the other side of any of these doors, smoke grenades or maybe something caustic or smelly might have been useful, but Lapsyne were masters of biology, and had regularly adapted their designs to overcome Human gimmicks, so people relied on firearms and cold steel.

      Miguelito packed everything as they finished eating. Iron Scarab sprayed herself down with the oil that could help protect her against acid, then handed it back so he could do the same.

      The others prepared in their own ways.

      Ellis stepped close and nodded as Teela went to work on the lock, his bolter rifle up and ready. Miguelito drew his pistol and aimed it. The Professor stepped back into a corner back out of the way, even though he had a pistol out. As Iron Scarab said, he was no fighter.

      Teela did something and the door beeped.

      “Everyone ready?” she asked in a quiet voice.

      Nods. She pushed a button and scurried back.

      Miguelito didn’t feel like a front-line shooter, but Hunts and Bullseye weren’t here. Weren’t coming back. He had to fill that slot for Ellis and Iron Scarab.

      Six seconds of courage.

      The door opened by sliding slowly, quietly into the wall.

      Ellis fired a shot as soon as he had a space to stick the barrel of his bolter rifle, booming loudly in the confined space. Miguelito could only imagine what the sound would have been like if everyone wasn’t wearing foam protectors stuffed down their ear canals.

      The door continued open and Miguelito saw movement. He fired, assuming that there was nothing friendly out there. Even if it was Hunts or Bullseye, that would just mean that they had been captured and turned.

      Sirens could do that, given time. Sing their song and warp your mind until you came to worship the queens.

      That was the mistake the Blues had made. The queens had recruited almost as fast as they could sing and walk, killing anyone who resisted the song and eventually getting access to starships that could carry the infection through jumpgates.

      All planets were lost now. You couldn’t clear a whole planetary surface simultaneously, except to bombard it to utter destruction and even then you could only hope that you’d gotten them all.

      Thank the gods who remained that only a queen could access a jumpgate, and not any of the lesser breeds of warriors like Sirens or nannies. There had never been that many queens, and they didn’t breed that fast. The Cursed had been able to track them down and break their song.

      Eventually, all the species had adapted the potion and created their own versions of the curse. Drink this and you gain amazing, enormous mental power, until you went completely insane a few years later.

      However, the figures in front of Miguelito were simple Three-Dubs, plus a pair of Renders, fast, two dimensional versions of the Three-Dub who just had slashing razors for all four hands and dewclaws on their legs. Dumb, fast, and lethal.

      Ellis had started with one of those. Miguelito shot the other one, assuming that anything getting close now was Iron Scarab’s responsibility.

      Her spear flashed out and back like the tongue of a serpent, except that limbs tended to come off when she did that. Heads. Legs. Claws.

      Six seconds of courage. Twelve seconds of mayhem. Bodies everywhere.

      “Anybody hurt?” Miguelito looked around and tried to see everyone.

      “No,” Iron Scarab replied. She turned to Teela and scowled. “Move, little one.”

      The group stepped out of the small room and tried to look every direction at once. Miguelito was a step back from the front three, remembering how that first ambush had occurred when the Three-Dub dropped from overhead.

      He kept glancing overhead.

      Teela slid along the wall like a cat and dropped to her knees. Iron Scarab shifted to stand over the Grace like a mother bear. Strider Blue stepped close and everyone pointed guns outward as the scavenger worked.

      Time had not been kind here. To Miguelito’s eye, the gravity had flickered more than once over however long, causing some of these enormous containers to break loose from how they were normally locked down. They had instead floated a little randomly until gravity had come back on, eventually ending up in piles that looked like random collections of sticks.

      Miguelito didn’t know the particular model of ship they were on, but it had been one of the biggest ones. Twelve enormous bays, each roughly one hundred meters tall, three hundred and forty wide, and seventeen hundred long. Millions of shipping containers being hauled between worlds and systems on the day that a queen had emerged from a nearby jumpgate and attacked this system.

      You couldn’t clear a planet once it had been infected, so the Humans in this system had annihilated it instead. Dobson was a cindered mess these days, after angry Humans had thrown large, iron rocks at it to explode in the lower atmosphere with shock waves bringing two thousand degree heat over enormous areas.

      Death. Even for Lapsyne invaders who were worse than cockroaches that way.

      Dobson’s Corner was all that was left, a collection of stations and ships way out in the cold darkness and hidden. Several million people, with just over half of them Human. Miguelito had grown up on the section known as Tooley’s Station, and always hoped he’d manage to retire there someday.

      Nothing emerged from the jumble as he watched.

      Teela cursed vile enough for Miguelito to consider blushing for her.

      “It’s jammed,” she said.

      “What do you mean, jammed?” Iron Scarab asked, never taking her eyes off their surroundings.

      “It’s unlocked, but I can’t get it to open,” the Grace woman said.

      “Human,” Iron Scarab called, getting Miguelito’s attention. “Cover me.”

      Are you nuts?

      But he didn’t say that out loud. He Who Hunts and Bullseye were dead, or they would have done that job. One Human specialist corpsman was all the Eland woman had right now with Ellis covering the other flank.

      He nodded and stepped further to his right, paranoia drawing his eyes every which way.

      From the sound, Iron Scarab had put her spear and plumbata down. He heard her hooves settle on the deck and rock back a little so her boots could grip.

      Eland footwear was always interesting. They had hooves and liked those clear, but wore a thing that covered the sensitive rear and wrapped their fetlocks to protect them. Iron Scarab went colorful with hers, bright blue and gold patterns, while Ellis’s were a simple gray.

      Iron Scarab growled and cursed.

      Miguelito wanted to watch, but he and Ellis had to cover the entire emptiness of the bay. They had maybe forty meters to the edge of the closest pile. More than any Three-Dub could cover before somebody got a shot off.

      Hopefully.

      Miguelito’s great fear now was that a nanny had started laying weapon eggs for her warriors. Or worse, had a stash already laid and waiting, that just needed to be activated.

      Web-throwers, hurling eggs that exploded into a sticky mess across a space of deck to capture you. Or web-bolters that just hit one person and spun them up like spiders. Or exploding grenades that fired chitinous shrapnel everywhere.

      Thank the gods that the nanny hadn’t prepared a spitter or a manticore waiting for them out here, to say nothing of a dragon.

      At least so far.

      Miguelito didn’t see any movement. The sound of metal seemingly tearing behind him hopefully presages success.

      “It is open,” Iron Scarab announced. “Human, you come with me into the hole while the others prepare to join us.”

      If Nannies understood Spanish, that would be their cue to attack, as soon as the party was divided. Miguelito still didn’t see any movement.

      Didn’t mean nobody was watching. Just meant that maybe the nanny had come up with a plan and needed to know which way her next victims were headed.

      Iron Scarab took the Eland by the horns and jumped right down into the hole with an enormous crashing sound.

      “Now,” she called, and Miguelito flipped his safety on and jumped sideways after her.

      It was lit down here. Again, the ship somehow knew where the crew was and did things with ancient, electronic magic that the moderns could not replicate.

      She was faced one way, so Miguelito turned the other and aimed at the empty corridor, flipping his safety back off to shoot at someone.

      Anyone.

      Everyone.

      Nobody rushed out of the distant dimness.

      “Everyone now,” Iron Scarab called. “Professor first, then Teela, then Ellis Glenraven.”

      Miguelito stepped forward a little, enough to realize that the corridor went a short distance and turned.

      “I have a blind corner,” he announced in that calm emotionless voice scouts and shooters practiced. “Approaching to cover.”

      “Exercise care, Human,” Iron Scarab called. “You might be the most important person now.”

      He started to argue with her categorically, but subsided before the words reached his mouth. They weren’t exploring the derelict now such much as trying to stay ahead of the infestation of bugs.

      To stay alive.

      Strider Blue knew the architecture. Teela handled locks. The other two killed.

      Only Miguelito could keep folks alive when the battles were over.

      He moved to the outer edge of the hallway and pointed his pistol, ready to fire at anything. The lights were on, but that was an automated function of the system detecting movement down here.

      Could have been him. Could have been spiders coming from the other end.

      He got to the corner and nobody was crouched around it, hiding from him.

      “Clear this direction,” he said loud enough for the others.

      Strider Blue landed heavily. Teela came down like a cat.

      Ellis waited a long beat and then hopped down onto his stomach, pulling the plate back into place as he dropped.

      Maybe nobody would know where they’d gone.

      A guy could hope, right?

      Teela did something and the overhead beeped again.

      “Should be locked,” she said quietly.

      “Assist the Human,” Iron Scarab announced. “Professor, you as well.”

      Miguelito watched the two approach out of the corner of his eye, never losing the dimness, in case he picked up distant movement.

      Both of the newcomers peeked around the corner and then slid back and whispered. Iron Scarab moved close and Ellis stayed at the far end of the corridor, just under the hatch, in case someone opened it right now.

      Something.

      Bullseye and Hunts were gone. Dead, hopefully, rather than taken.

      At least the Lapsyne didn’t lay eggs in living tissue, like some Human insects. They either took your mind or ate your flesh, depending.

      Shoot first. Apologize to the ghosts of any sentients later.

      Iron Scarab nodded to him and moved quickly across his line of fire to the far side of the corridor, where she could also watch.

      “Okay,” Strider said. “This is the accessway I expected. We go this way and about a third of the way down there will be an intersection we can take. Either side will get us to a stairwell we can ascend.”

      Miguelito had never been on a derelict this big, so he didn’t know. But the Kekik, those damned Blues who had started it all, had built mammoth ships. Made sense that you’d want ways to move around that weren’t in a bay, in case you had to vent it to space, or turn the gravity off to move things around.

      Iron Scarab took that nasty spear in one hand with all her plumbata except one. She carried that one for a snap throw if something jumped out.

      She turned that sugar skull to face him and Miguelito felt a deathly chill. Like someone had walked across his grave. It didn’t help that she had spiraled both her horns with white paint and added fine red stripes and designs over that, like blood dripping down her horns.

      He wondered if there were any of the bugs that might be intimidated at that woman’s scowl. It would be a shame to waste it, because she was one amazingly badass warrior babe right now, and seemed to project those pheromones all over the group.

      He certainly felt better. Her scowl would keep him going, as would those six seconds of courage from the meal.

      “We move,” she announced, stepping off and remaining to the left, with him to the right.

      Teela and the boffin came next behind him as he followed her. Miguelito didn’t look back but assumed Ellis kept a space.

      The air down here had a thick, almost chewy taste to it. Hopefully, that meant that the Lapsyne didn’t come down here that often, if ever. A few of the light strips down here were burned out. That surprised him. Miguelito couldn’t remember the last ship he had been on with burned out light bulbs.

      Dim, sure. Yellowing with age, frequently. But actually burned out? Man, those must be old.

      Still, it was bright enough that nobody was going to sneak up on them. He just hoped that the nannies out there never figured out how to do something like a chameleon, birthing new Three-Dubs or something that could change the color or texture of their chitin to hide as they snuck up on you.

      The would make it nearly impossible to try to clear a derelict. You’d be better off at that point just venting everything to space. Pain in the ass, because everyone would have to upgrade from the emergency skinsuits they usually wore with rebreathers handy. No, you’d have to be in full cargo suits or maybe even exoframes to do the job.

      In the distance, Miguelito saw that dangerous intersection coming closer. Nobody straight ahead, but two side corridors that could hide things.

      Monsters. Killers.

      Iron Scarab signaled for the others to remain behind, but motioned Miguelito to put his butt against the corridor across from her so they could slide down and watch each way.

      And each other.

      Not that the Eland warrior was hard on the eyes. He’d known some people who took their specism in weird directions. Miguelito shrugged and took another step.

      Eland were erect biped humanoids. More or less. Taller and wider than Humans, on average. Covered over with a thin fur he’d heard compared to horses, but he’d never seen such a creature to tell.

      They walked in a manner similar to if Miguelito was up on his toes, in the Eland’s case with that last joint covered over by a fused hoof. They had long calves and short thighs, kind of like a cat walking upright. Hands with three fingers instead of four, and blunt nails that didn’t grow all that much.

      It was the head that really marked her as alien. Two horns spiraling out of the sides of her forehead and up to points. Wide eyes that apparently let them see in the dark as well. Short snouts that looked like cattle, if you squinted at both pictures.

      She caught him staring at her and one eyebrow went up, even as neither ear twitched from where she had them pointed forward.

      Stop daydreaming.

      He slid along, listening. Smelling. Hoping.

      Nothing emerged into his line of sight. She didn’t suddenly explode into lethal violence.

      Miguelito let go the breath he had been holding and nodded at Iron Scarab.

      She might have grinned at him, but it was gone before he was sure.

      “Come,” she signaled the others quietly.

      Teela and the Professor got close. Miguelito and the two Eland watched four approaches simultaneously with their faces outward.

      “This way,” Strider said after a moment of consultation with the scavenger.

      “Same pattern as before,” Iron Scarab said, moving into the new corridor.

      Miguelito fell in and watched her move, wondering if there was a stubby tail in there under her pants as her bottom occasionally distracted him.

      Stay on focus!

      They got a little ahead of the others now, by design. Scouting for the others as they crossed the width of the bay above them.

      “Human, do you hear that?” she whispered.

      Miguelito paused and focused. Teela was the one with the best eyes and ears. And sensory tentacles on her head.

      But she was back with the Professor.

      He listened.

      It wasn’t a sound. Or rather, you didn’t hear it with your ears.

      He’d dreaded that call, every time he had ever set foot on a derelict, station or ship.

      The Song of the Spider Goddess.

      They weren’t just facing a Nanny and her brood, but an actual Siren. The original leaders of the Lapsyne, before the Blues had genetically engineered those Queens who had proven to be their undoing.

      Everyone’s undoing.

      Her call wormed its way into his head, but he growled and pushed it out somehow.

      He glanced back and gestured to the others that he had heard something. Ellis nodded. Teela began to hyperventilate, from the look of her. The Professor paled under his fur.

      The sound of a spear hitting the deck snapped Miguelito’s head around. Iron Scarab’s plumbata landed a moment later and she staggered a step forward.

      Shit, she’d been taken. Called into servitude to the queens.

      At a minimum, she would run to them now and be eaten. Worse, she might survive long enough to tell the bugs where to find the invaders.

      She staggered a second step forward, gathering herself now as her brain stopped being her own.

      Miguelito had one chance to do something. And even trying might get him killed.

      If he didn’t, though, the rest of them were probably just as doomed.

      He holstered his pistol and took off after her as she began to move faster.

      Hopefully, that sound was penetrating deck plates, rather than the Lapsyne being down here in the tunnel with them, just ahead where he was about to run right into a hunting party.

      Do, or die.

      She got stopped by a closed panel. If he was counting his steps right, they had both come to the edge of the bay and her brain wasn’t coherent enough right now to work the control panel on the right, green blinking at both of them as a reminder.

      He clenched both hands and stepped right up behind the Eland woman, wondering if this was the dumbest thing he had ever done.

      Six seconds of courage. Abuela had always told him that those six seconds could make all the difference in the world.

      He reached up with a hand and pinched her ear. On an Eland, they could go from horizontal, stuck out sideways, to upright, turned either forward or backward depending on need and mood

      They were stuck out sideways right now.

      He squeezed it between two fingers enough to get her attention, but not to damage the ear itself.

      “Iron Scarab, wake up,” he called.

      She did. Or rather, her training and instincts took over. She was as old as Ellis, long time drinking buddies but nothing more. Combat veterans going back decades. Dangerous, dangerous woman.

      She spun with an elbow and knocked his hand away.

      Miguelito already knew what was coming next, so he let go easy enough and grabbed at those painted horns as she lowered them and got ready to gore him.

      Instinct. A lethal and irresistible thing. So much stronger than this Eland woman’s waking brain.

      She drove with her legs, lifting Miguelito up and slamming him into the side of the corridor with pain-maddened eyes.

      “Iron Scarab, fight them,” he called weakly, almost all the breath driven from his lungs by the impact. “Six seconds of courage. You are stronger than she is.”

      Iron Scarab growled with rage and tried again to drive him through the metal wall.

      “Remember my abuela and the magic of good food with your friends,” Miguelito said, his voice slowly returning. “Love and cooking.”

      She blinked. Or rather, the other creature blinked and Iron Scarab was there in her eyes afterwards.

      “Human?” she asked, anger and confusion at war with one another.

      “Spider Goddess,” Miguelito said with what was left us his breath. “She’s calling you. You must resist her.”

      Iron Scarab shook her head. Miguelito got bounced around because he refused to let go of those horns, so close to gutting him like one of his fish.

      She blinked again and smiled wryly.

      “You are crazy, Human,” she said. “Has anyone told you that?”

      “A few people.”

      “Not many would chose to wrestle with an Eland,” Iron Scarab lowered her head stepped back. Miguelito’s feet finally landed on the deck again as he let go of her horns. “Fewer would survive.”

      “Without you, we’re all dead,” Miguelito said. “It was worth the risk.”

      She smiled and stepped fully clear.

      Miguelito glanced back, but the others were tiny in the distance. Probably sure that both of them had been taken by now. Ellis would likely open fire on them if they walked back that way now.

      “She is just outside this door,” Iron Scarab pointed to the closed hatch. “Calling me still, but thanks to you and your abuela I can resist her.”

      She looked back at the others and came to the same conclusion as Miguelito did.

      “We must kill her,” the Eland woman said.

      Miguelito nodded. He was surprised when Iron Scarab reached into one of her pouches
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