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      Most of the dogs and cats who crewed the starship Initiative spoke very fondly of away missions.  They liked getting their paws on the solid surfaces of real planets or asteroids, feeling fresh air in their whiskers, and enjoying the view of an unobscured sky.  Doctor Waverly Keller heard them speak with excitement about visiting strange new places on their missions, meeting weird new kinds of animals, and just basically broadening their horizons.

      The red setter doctor, though, didn’t feel the same way.  Sure, she enjoyed taking shore leave to a beautiful world for her vacation as much as the next canine, but she did not look forward to away missions.  As the ship’s chief medical officer, Dr. Keller was rarely called on to join an away mission if it didn’t involve assessing casualties or providing emergency resuscitations.

      Today’s mission was no exception.

      Certainly, the sky on Altrus 98 was a beautiful watercolor of rainbow hues, melting from golden-pink sunset tones all the way to vibrant shades of green and blue.  But that mostly meant the atmosphere was too toxic to be breathed for very long, decreasing the chance of any survivors.  And the stark, rocky landscape with its monument-like towers of stone was stunning, but those towers only existed because of the harsh, ceaseless wind, carving away at every exposed surface like a knife.

      This was a terrible place for a ship to have crash-landed.  As a kind-hearted dog, Dr. Keller desperately hoped for survivors... but she also feared for them.  Due to a recent ion storm that had swept across the quadrant, interfering with communication systems and zephyr drives, several ships had crashed here in the last month, caught in the interstellar currents before they’d settled down enough to send a rescue mission.

      One ship after another proved devoid of life, and Dr. Keller’s heart sank.  Her long, curly, red-furred ears never stood up tall like many of the other officers’, but the tightness of her muzzle and the creased fur on her brow showed the bleakness of her feelings nearly as well as any flattened ears could.

      “There’s only one ship left on our scan,” Commander Bill Wilker woofed.  The collie’s expression was equally bleak.  “Shall we teleport there?”  He wanted to get this mission done with.  He’d given up hope on finding anyone.

      Dr. Keller couldn’t blame him.  She nodded grimly, and he tapped the comm-pin on his uniform’s breast, asking for them to be teleported from this wreck to the next.

      Golden quantum energy fizzed through the two dogs, and their surroundings shifted.  They’d been standing beside the ruins of a Tri-Galactic Union vessel, and now they were faced with an entirely different kind of crashed ship:  one composed of triangles and hexagons.  They’d seen this kind of ship before.

      “Oh, no,” Cmdr. Wilker woofed.  “Not this again.”

      The last time one of Cmdr. Wilker’s away missions had found a crashed Archidopteran vessel, it had presaged an all-out attack from the arthropoidal aliens.  These insects were profoundly hostile, and most members of the Tri-Galactic Union hoped to never hear another whisper of their presence in the three galaxies again.

      “We should still check for survivors,” Dr. Keller woofed through gritted teeth.  She didn’t like the idea of dealing with Archidopterans again—last time, she’d spent three weeks untangling the mush that the catalytic enzymes from one of the insects’ cocoons had made of three of the ship’s officers, including the Sphynx cat captain.  She hadn’t been at all sure that she’d be able to save their lives, let alone extract the three beings from each other and allow them to return to their separate lives.

      But Dr. Keller had sworn an oath to save lives, and if there were any survivors aboard this crashed ship, then she couldn’t look the other way.  She had a duty to rescue them.

      “Fine,” Cmdr. Wilker woofed.  “But stay behind me.”  The collie drew his blazor and turned it up to the highest setting.  He wasn’t taking any chances.

      Cmdr. Wilker was about the same height as Dr. Keller, but he was built a lot sturdier under his thick collie mane and had a lot more combat training.  He led the way into the broken Archidopteran vessel, keeping his blazor in front of him.  Dr. Keller followed in his shadow; she kept her own blazor holstered and focused on the readings displayed on the screen of her uni-meter.

      Usually, the Initiative could have scanned for life signs of survivors from orbit, but residual ionic interference from the recent storm meant that truly reliable readings required getting up close to the wreckage.  Dr. Keller didn’t want to risk missing anyone... even an Archidopteran.  Though, deep in her heart, she felt conflicted—for the first time, she wasn’t really hoping to find survivors.  She didn’t want to save the life of a hostile insect whose race had tried to obliterate her own.

      The two dogs moved from one room to the next of the silent vessel, passing one lifeless insectile body after another—each of their silvery carapaces gleaming in the light that shone from the underside of Cmdr. Wilker’s blazor.  Their many-jointed limbs were broken, exoskeletons cracked, and faceted eyes dim.  They’d all been hopelessly, fatally mangled by the crash.

      “I think we’re almost done here,” the collie woofed, staring at one of the piles of silver armoring that had once been a living Archidopteran.  “But we’ll have to send an engineering team down to extract any information we can from the computers.”  There was a hollowness in his voice.  The collie didn’t want to learn that the Archidopterans were planning to attack again.

      Dr. Keller was about to re-holster her uni-meter and agree to teleport back to the ship when a faint green light appeared on the display.  A life sign.  Weak.  Flickering.  But definitely present.

      The red setter held her breath for a moment, waiting to see if the life sign would flicker out, relieving her of her sworn duty, but she couldn’t wait longer than that.  One breath.  That was all she was willing to allow herself, and when it was over, the life sign was still there.

      “Someone is alive aboard this vessel,” Dr. Keller woofed, so softly that she almost didn’t expect Cmdr. Wilker to hear her.  But the vessel was silent other than for them, and so her whispered words echoed.

      “Other than us?” the collie asked with surprise.

      “Maybe it’s a prisoner,” Dr. Keller suggested, finding hope in that idea.  “Someone they captured and tried to convert with their cocoons—maybe it’s someone I can save.”

      The collie nodded sagely.  He couldn’t argue with that idea.  Anyone who’d been captured by the Archidopterans and wrapped in one of their catalytic cocoons would be in desperate need of a doctor.  “Let’s find them,” he woofed.

      Dr. Keller pointed the way, and Cmdr. Wilker proceeded, still wielding his blazor.  The two canines moved quickly, not wanting to spend any extra time in this Archidopteran graveyard.  The life sign readings on Dr. Keller’s uni-meter grew stronger as they approached a room in the back of the ship.  Cmdr. Wilker had to cut through several closed doors with his blazor, but eventually they arrived in a room with several cracked stasis chambers, containing insectile corpses.  Though, these dead Archidopterans were different than the others they’d passed.

      Most of the Archidopterans who’d died on this ship seemed to have been about the same height as the two dogs, but the ones in this room were noticeably taller.  Though, their arms—six each—were more delicate, and the translucent wings sprouting from their backs—crumpled in most cases—were substantially larger.

      “This looks like a different caste,” Dr. Keller woofed, taking more scans.  “If the Archidopterans we passed on the bridge and engine room were workers, then maybe these are drones.”

      At the sound of the red setter’s voice, a cowering figure in the corner of the room shifted, wings rustling behind it.  Cmdr. Wilker swung his blazor around to point at the recoiling Archidopteran.  When the collie’s shining spotlight fell on the insect, it was easy to see that the creature was in a terrible condition.  One of its antennae had snapped in half; two of its arms seemed broken; one of its legs twisted beneath it at a troubling angle; its left eye had been smashed; and its glimmering wings were a crumpled mess.

      The injured insect twitched its wings and spoke with its pincer-like mandibles and wriggling mouthparts, emitting a sputtering sound like a power tool trying and failing to rev up.  Unfortunately, the universal translator algorithms in the dogs’ comm-pins still hadn’t figured out the Archidopteran language well enough to even attempt translating it.
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